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Or look at that bugger, then. Sitting there with his great flat face, two hundred yards from ear to ear. Two hundred? Two hundred – I just paced it out. It’s taking up half Victoria Street! The Department of Trade and Industry, that’s its name. No, but just look at that great smug face! You don’t know what I’m thinking – it’s written all over it.


The DTI. Right. We’ll come to you in time, my son, never you fear.


We done Environment, round the back in Marsham Street. I just been up there taking a look at it, having a bit of a gloat. One whole block they occupy, Environment and Transport between them, size of St Paul’s Cathedral, with three skyscrapers on top of it looking down their noses at the rest of us. Didn’t keep us out, though. That story about asbestos dumping – that was ours. Someone rang me – don’t know who it was. Then I rang someone. But the right someone at the right time, that’s my contribution. And there we was on the nine o’clock, third item in.


Done Employment, over there in Tothill Street. Done them more than once. And the MOD. Gone through them five times, no less. Remember the Warrington Report? Remember Jet Trainers, and the one about that bright spark in the ordnance depot, got these brand-new armoured personnel carriers plus he’s got an old school chum in the scrap metal business?


Always someone bursting to tell. It’s the pressure. Like the garden hose. Put your finger over the nozzle and what happens? It pisses over the back of your trousers.


Nothing coming out of the Treasury, so I went in. Me and all the stars of Smart Money. Back in Nigel Lawson’s day, this was. ‘We come to take a look at the Chancellor’s Budget proposals, see how they affect future episodes.’ Got Tom Nathanson waiting outside with the Nikon. Always rely on old Tom to turn out when you got something a bit cheeky. We’re all going to be chucked down the front steps, that’s the plan – nice exclusive for him, nice plug for the show. ‘Hold on,’ says Security. Gets on the blower. Down comes a fellow from the Press Office, Mike Porter, old sparring partner of mine, not a bad sort, takes one look at me, great grin, ‘Oh, it’s you,’ he says, ‘I might have guessed. Nice one, Terry.’ I was afraid he was going to ask us in, give us all a drink and a press release, leave poor old Tom standing out there in the cold.


Lovely snap of Mike showing us out, anyway. Mirror – inside page but not too far back – ‘Nigel says No to the Money’.


One I hate’s the Home Office. Got a real down on that bugger. Great concrete tower, looks like a Swiss bank. Feet tucked away up there in Queen Anne’s Gate, hoping nobody’ll notice. Head sticking up over the trees, keeping an eye on everyone. It might be me they’re looking at. Then again it might be you, my son. I’m paranoid? All right, I’m paranoid. Let’s get it opened up – let’s get it all down on the ground and spread out in the sunlight. Then we’ll see.


We never done much good with the Home Office, I don’t know why. We got the story about the Police National Computer Organization, but Liz put that together in the office – sussed it out from the trade papers and journals, like she done a lot of our things. Look at it – fourteen floors, and not a sign of life. And inside, I know, there’s all hell going on. The Hassam case. Found dead in his cell Saturday night. So then last night, Sunday, there’s half the West Midlands out on the street rioting. Where are we now? Ten past four – they should have finished working out what happened. They’ll be working out how to stop anyone else working it out.


You wait, my old son. One of these days the trumpet will sound, and the walls will come tumbling down, and all manner of things shall stand revealed. Even at Trade and Industry. Even at the Home Office.
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Back to Charing Cross, then down into the little back alleys between the Strand and the river, and I’m home. Villiers Street, then on round the corner and into Whitchurch Street. And here it is, down behind the wine warehouse, past all the black garbage bags – our own staircase. Bring me here blindfold, I’d still know it – it’s got its own private smell. Cardboard. I don’t know why. It’s not the kids that kip down under boxes in the doorway at night – it was cardboard long before they arrived. Always been cardboard.


This is our little world. Parchak & Partners Solicitors on the ground floor. InterGalactic Travel on the first. Jaypro on the second. Then us on top. Not all that different from Whitehall, when you come to think about it. More closed doors, more secrets, only in this case who cares? I don’t know what goes on in Parchak & Partners, and I don’t much want to know. All I know is if I was looking for a solicitor I wouldn’t be looking for one stuck away down here behind a wine warehouse … I know one thing about InterGalactic, too – they got trouble in there. Couple of fellows come one day last week and repo’ed the copier … Door of Jaypro’s open. Fellow standing there in the doorway in a double-breasted brown suit and a pigtail, don’t know whether to go out or come in. ‘Afternoon,’ I say to him. He stares at me. Something funny about the look of me, he’s thinking – no pigtail, that’s what it is. Woman inside the office is talking to him. ‘And no more fingers,’ she’s saying. ‘We’ve got two gross of fingers in boxes, we’ve got three gross of fingers in tins, I’ve got fingers coming out of my ears …’ They know why they got five gross of fingers instead of ten like the rest of us – I don’t.


Third floor, and here’s us. Know I got there because I’m puffing. Door ajar – matter of policy – tells the world they can all come in. Shove it open, and the old brass handle jingles snugly against my elbow. Nice sound. And our own private smell. Lovely. What is it? I don’t know – I never thought about it before – I think it’s women.


Here’s Shireen, sliding the glass partition back, smiling up at me from the switch.


‘Oh, Terry. Can you ring Peter? Also Mr Mudie and Mr Cherry and someone, I couldn’t catch what they said, it’s about the White Paper.’


Always smiling, Shireen. Smiles at everyone. Smiles when she answers the phone, they can hear it down the other end of the line. I don’t know what she’s got to smile about.


Jacqui’s clicking away on the Amstrad, doing the newsletter. ‘You know you’ve got some television people coming at four-thirty?’ she says. Something a bit funny about her tone of voice, but let that pass. If there’s anything she wants to say she can say it. I’m not going to start up another campaign to find out what’s going on inside the people in this one. She knows I don’t play that sort of game. She ought to, at any rate – she’s had five years to learn.


I put my head round the door of the library. Another little world in there. Liz is standing up, looking through a stack of files. I don’t know why she don’t sit down, like anybody else. Never sits down, Liz. Stands there all day, looking down at her work, and she’s got this great fuzzy-wuzz of hair hanging in front of her eyes. I don’t know how she can see out. I don’t know what it must be like, sitting there in the dark underneath all that lot. Number of things I don’t know about Liz.


‘I’ve got something together on the DNI for JS,’ she says, holding out a folder. Because, yes, she does the work all right under there, she does marvels. She holds out the folder with one hand, and she scoops up a hundredweight or two of the hair with the other, and pushes it back so she can see me. But the funny thing is, she still don’t look at you, even without the hair. Her eyes go running all round the room in a panic, soon as they see the light, like black-beetles when you pick up some old doormat. Funny girl, Liz. Another smiler. Funny lot, smilers.


Don’t think I do much smiling. Not so far as I can tell from round the back. You seen me smiling?


Take the folder back into the main office and pick up the phone. ‘Get me Mr Cherry, then, love,’ I tell Shireen. ‘I’ll get him out of the way first.’


Behind the glass, inside the copying-room, Kevin’s trying to pick up a stack of old newspapers. Every time he gets his arms round the bottom, the ones on top start to slip off. Poor old Kevin. Can’t ever get his poor old arms and legs working together. Kent’s supposed to do all the jobs like that – nothing wrong with his arms and legs. Trouble is, Kent’s busy – he’s got his nose to pick. He’s always gazing into space, picking that nose. With Kevin it’s his balls that need scratching.


Having a bit of a go at them now, old Kevin, while he works out what to do with the papers. I think those boys forget we can see them through that window.


Get it all out in the open – yes, that’s our philosophy. But not what’s up Kent’s nose. Not Kevin’s testicles.


What’s Kent thinking about? Nothing. State of his nostril. Or Shireen. I seen you hanging round the switch, old son, turning on the charm. I seen her smiling away. But you’re wasting your time there, lad. She goes out with a black boy and they’ll murder her. You’ll have her dad and her four brothers and her three uncles down on you. They got some nice cousin back in Pakistan lined up for her.


So here we are – we’re home. My ministry, my department. Parchak & Pals don’t know who Peter and Mr Mudie and Mr Cherry are. I do. The people in InterGalactic couldn’t tell you what DNI or JS stand for. I don’t even need to remember they stand for anything. Great experts on fingers they are in Jaypro, but ask them what it smells like in our copying-room and they wouldn’t have a clue.


I’m thinking about the smell in the copying-room now. It’s not women in there. What is it? A mixture of Kevin and Kent. I suppose they’re used to it. Anyone else had to breathe it and we’d be contravening the Factory Act.


Now Kevin’s got the top half of the stack of newspapers under control. And he’s dropped the bottom half. God help us. What’s it like being Kevin? Don’t answer that – I don’t want to know.


My little world – and it’s got five little worlds inside it. No, six – I’m forgetting myself. And all six of us a bit of a mystery to each other. Nothing wrong with that. Moderation in all things.


‘Oh, yes, Terry,’ says Shireen. ‘Linda phoned. I put her on to Jacqui. Was that right?’


She put Linda on to Jacqui. How can anyone be that stupid and still know how to breathe? Beautiful smile Shireen’s got. Only trouble is it goes all the way through her head, like Blackpool through the rock, so there’s no room for any brains.


‘Lovely,’ I tell her. ‘Wonderful. You’re a treasure, Shireen.’


Jacqui’s gazing at her Amstrad with her eyes half-closed, so that shiny blue stuff she puts on her eyelids, I never known why, is making her whole face look blue. Her skin’s shrunk. It’s gone tight over her cheekbones. Only got to Monday, and already she’s looking more like sixty than forty. I’ve discovered what’s going on in that little world, anyway – it’s Linda.


Thank you, Shireen.




*





I’m out and about again. Never stay in the office long. Going down the House this time, have a chat with one or two people, see what the word on the Hassam business is.


Two women coming along Embankment Gardens, one of them stares at me, then nudges her friend. Don’t ask her if it’s me, love – ask me. I’m the expert. I’ll tell you. Tell you anything you want to know. Tell anyone.


Is it me? – Yes, it is.


How old am I? – Sixty-one.


I don’t look it? – I know I don’t.


Height? – Six foot two. Weight? – Fifteen stone, and most of it still above the waterline.


What’s my greatest satisfaction in life? – The Campaign. Being Director of the Campaign.


How much do they pay me? – Fourpence ha’penny a week, I’ll show you my bank statement.


What’s my greatest regret? – No kids.


That it? Curiosity satisfied? Don’t want to know about my sex-life? Oh, you do. All right, fire away.


Are me and Jacqui still … you know? – You mean, are we still doing it? Yes, we are.


How often? – Oftener than you might think, you nosy bugger.


Who else have I done it with in the last year or two? – Oh, come on, be reasonable.


What does that mean? – That means almost no one.


Who’s almost no one? – No one you know. And that’s enough of that. Don’t push your luck.


So what about Linda? – Oh, you know about Linda, do you? That don’t worry me, my darling. There’s no secret about Linda. Everyone knows all there is to know about Linda. You won’t catch me that way.


An open book, that’s me. Put it another way – I got my story ready. Got it all worked out. That’s from when I was a kid. You’d be walking down the street, not doing nothing, feeling the handle on the odd car, just in case, and up zooms the law – ‘What do you think you’re up to, son?’ ‘Nothing,’ say the other kids. ‘Right, then, loitering with intent – you’re nicked.’ They ask me, I tell them: ‘Going down the Council offices, my dad works there.’


Going in that unlocked Dolomite there if you hadn’t showed up, you big blue bastard. Don’t tell them that, though. Straightforward’s one thing, daft’s another.


Dad working for the Council – might be true – might be trouble. Sometimes off they zoom again. Sometimes not. Worth trying, though.


Had the Special Branch round the office the time we done the Warrington Report. ‘I believe you have a spot of form, sir,’ says this prat with a great smirk under his moustache. ‘I certainly have, colonel,’ I tell him. ‘Theft, false pretences, and occasioning actual bodily harm. If you want the details, they’re all here in this press release we put out.’


And I look straight into their eyes. Always do that. Trained myself when I was in the nick. See into their souls. I’ll tell you a funny thing: nobody wants his soul seeing into.


Take this old bugger now, in the short haircut and the highly polished shoes, the one that’s staring at me while we’re waiting to cross the street. I’ll tell you what he is – he’s a senior staff officer out of the War Office in mufti. Tell them a mile off. He knows who I am, too, and he don’t like it, and he’s letting me know it. All right, old lad, you look into my soul, I’ll look into yours … Take your time, make a thorough inspection, ask me to open any bits you can’t see … Oh, and he’s thought of something else he wants to look at instead. One or two little items to hide, have you, my old sweetheart, down there in the murky depths? Never mind – I won’t tell on you.


Right, what else does anybody want to know? What qualifications I got for doing this job? Experience. What of? Everything. The Thames lighterage, for a start – that’s where I began my career. You knew that. Everyone knows that. I’ll tell you something you didn’t know, then – I’ve worked in TV, I was an actor. This was when the lighterage went phut. I didn’t just sit down on the wharf and give up – I went out and got myself discovered. You can still see me on the box late at night sometimes, third villain from the left, second copper from the right. If someone comes on, you don’t know who he is, no one introduced him, and he says ‘We gotta get outa here!’ or ‘You OK, Sarge?’ – take a good look, it might be me.


Worked in radio, for that matter. Yes! DJ. Spent three delightful weeks out on some abandoned fort in the Thames Estuary, green mould all over the walls, damp sleeping-bag, ended up with bronchitis and no voice, resigned on the first boat off. Moderation again, you see, always moderation.


I was a journalist once and all. – A journalist? – Certainly. Features agency in Gravesend. – But you can’t spell, Terry! – I can spell all the words I needed to spell for the sort of stories we was doing down there in Gravesend. I can spell ‘sex’. I can spell ‘vicars’ and ‘knickers’.


Can’t spell? I can spell all right, when I’m the one doing the talking. Listen, old lad, I taught English! I did, you know. At one of the finest schools south of the river. Not half bad at the job, neither – I lasted nearly a whole term. And it wasn’t the spelling that done for me – it was the income tax.


Try everything, that’s me. Try it – then try something else. I was a Trot once. Of course I was, you tell me. One look at me and you know I been a Trot. Tell us something we don’t know. All right, my friend, I will: I also been a fully paid-up member of the Liberal Party. The Liberal Party? you cry, turning pale. I must be joking! I’m not, my old son, I’m not. They was – I wasn’t.


So, anyway, when they ring up – TV, radio, papers – I know what they want, I’m ready for them. ‘Put ‘em on, then, Shireen.’ And I got a quote for them. The lobby system? ‘That’s where Moses went wrong – he should have put the Ten Commandments out non-attributable.’ The Policy Statement on Access to Health Records? ‘Got more holes in it than the ozone.’


Ask me a question, I’ll give you an answer.
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Always makes me laugh, the House of Commons. Every time I go there I end up with someone murmuring something in my ear. What they’re murmuring is usually what everyone there knows already. The Members know it, the lobby correspondents know it, probably the schoolkids up in the public gallery know it. They’re all talking about it, only they’re not talking about it out loud, all together, on their green sofas, so it’s not a debate, it’s a secret. This time it’s Ted Protheroe – good friend of ours, ex-steelworker, great open face like a plateful of porridge. He’s got some tale about a massage-parlour just across Parliament Square which certain Members are finding very handy during all-night sessions because they’ve installed a Division bell. No use to me – we don’t go in for stories like that – but I can trade it later for something I do want. No one’s got anything new on Hassam, though, so off I go.


I’m just walking past the Tube station on the other side of the road afterwards, and there’s Roy coming out of it. Got his old blue cloth bag on a string over his shoulder, like a kid coming home from school with his gym shoes. What’s he doing up Westminster way?


‘Roy!’ No response – lost in thought. ‘Roy!’ And he looks round very quick – you’d think he’d got the proceeds from a bank job in that little bag instead of a barrister’s wig. Comic, really. But then he’s a bit of a comic turn altogether, old Roy, when you look at him, which is what he’s always telling you to do. ‘Look …’ he’s always saying, trying to sound reasonable.


‘Oh, hello,’ he says now, not all that surprised to see me, and not all that pleased, neither. Perhaps he has got someone’s payroll in that bag.


No, mustn’t speak ill of him. Good bloke – pillar of the Campaign – our tame brief – what should we do without him? Only brains we got between us, apart from Liz. But sometimes you can’t help laughing. Something about that face of his. He thinks he done it. I don’t know what – I don’t suppose he knows what – but if he said to the witness Can you see the man who done it present in this court? – they’d pick him every time.


I walk back towards the crossing with him. ‘I couldn’t make much headway,’ I tell him, ‘but you might see if your contacts know anything about Hassam.’


Because I know what he’s doing at Westminster soon as I think about it. Going to the House, same as me. Seeing his chums in the Party, putting himself about. I know he’s got his sights on a nice Labour seat somewhere, sooner or later.


‘Oh, right,’ he says. Hassam? Ask questions? Stir things up? It’d never even crossed his mind. Just another item on his CV for the selection committees, that’s all the Campaign is to him. Still, let’s screw all the use we can out of him while it lasts.


‘What do you reckon yourself, Roy?’ I ask him.


‘How do you mean?’ he says.


How do I mean? ‘I mean, did they beat him to death in the nick, or was he DOA? Mr Hassam?’


No answer. We’ve stopped at the lights on the corner, and he’s running his hand through his hair distractedly while he waits to cross, thinking about something else altogether. I know what he’s going to say. ‘Look,’ he’s going to say, because that’s what he always says when he runs his hand through his hair, I don’t know why, there’s nothing much worth looking at up there.


‘Look,’ he says. Told you. ‘The Government Agencies report. I’ll bring the final draft in tomorrow evening. No, hold on, I’ve got Policy and Finance tomorrow night …’


What? Oh, yes, he’s on the local Council. He’s got committees like a dog’s got fleas.


‘Wednesday, right?’


Right. Lovely. Now, can we get back to Mr Hassam? No we can’t, because he’s turned and he’s crossing the street. Only not towards the Houses of Parliament – across Whitehall.


‘Where are you off to?’ I say. ‘I thought you was going to the House?’


‘No,’ he says, ‘I’m …’


What? He’s waving his wig-bag in the other direction, across Parliament Square. Where’s that? I don’t know, but that’s where he’s going.


Something a bit funny about all this, I’m not quite sure what. Got a little tiny secret of his own, I think, our Roy.


Not off for a spot of massage, is he, by any chance? Only asking. If you don’t know you start to imagine things.




*





Not much more than half six, and there’s the usual pair tucked up for the night already under their cardboard eiderdowns in our doorway.


‘Hello, Tina.’


‘Oh, hello, Terry!’


‘Mind your face, Donna. Got to put my foot down somewhere.’


Only got 15p in my pocket. Have to be a fiver, then. Bit of a shock. Bit of a shock for Tina and Donna, too.


‘It’s all right, Terry. Don’t worry. We’re OK.’


‘Go on. Don’t be daft.’


Still someone working in Parchak & Pals. No sign of life at InterGalactic. Got the great padlock on the door of Jaypro … I’m puffed, as usual. The old brass handle jingles. Nice sound. Nice smell. Can’t be women this time, must be woman, because there’s no one on the switch, no one in the library, no one anywhere except Jacqui, still sitting at her desk.


‘Getting late, love,’ I tell her, very soft and gentle.


‘Why? Are you going to do them?’ – Not so soft, not so gentle. What’s them, then – the books? The Amstrad’s switched off, the desk’s all covered in bills and messy sums on bits of paper. The books. Right. No, I’m not going to do the books. Why don’t she do them on the machine, anyway? We got a disk for it. Why don’t she learn to use it?


Do I say this, though? Course not. ‘Saw Roy,’ I tell her. ‘Coming out of the Tube at Westminster. Looking very shifty. Lot of hurried hairdressing. Going somewhere, wouldn’t say where. Then off he went across Whitehall. What’s all that about?’


Shrugs her shoulders, goes on working. OK, if you don’t want to talk … I got things to do, too. I take my jacket off, chuck my shirt into the corner of my office, go up the corridor and have a wash. Nothing like a good wash. Armpits, neck, great handfuls of cold water over my face. Blow like a whale. Lovely. Towel’s as rough as a doormat. Better still. And there I am, in the mirror, where I always am. Still there. Still me. Great long red face like one of them long tomatoes, only with grey curls all round. Look myself in the eye, give myself a grin. Oh, so I do smile sometimes. I was wondering. Looks nice. Try it again. All right, my old friend? All right, we’re still in business.


Go back to my office and get a clean shirt out of the cupboard. The pale blue, that’s my baby. A clean shirt, in a nice colour – what more can life offer?


Jacqui’s still crossing out and scribbling. ‘Meeting some girl, I expect,’ she says, as I stand in the doorway doing the buttons up.


‘Whitehall? Comic place to meet girls.’ I’ll put a tie on, too. Dark blue on light blue – very restrained. ‘Anyway, he’s got a girl. What’s-her-name, another barrister, on the Council with him.’


Silence. Oh. Exactly, she means. Just what you’d expect.


I’ll leave the collar open, though. Tie hanging loose, like that … Restrained, but bursting out of it. That’s me.


‘So,’ I ask her, ‘what did Linda say?’


Because I think this is a Linda one.


‘Nothing much.’


I wait.


‘She’s got water running down the bedroom wall again. She’s been on to the Council several times, but they still haven’t done anything.’


Yet another excuse for ringing up, she’s thinking. Yet another pathetic attempt to get a bit of attention. But then Jacqui don’t know what it’s like to have water running down your wall. Jacqui don’t understand what it’s like to be dependent on people you don’t know – people with no names, no faces, and no good reason for caring who you are. Any spare water running loose in Jacqui’s house and it’s ‘Oh, Mr Shirley, could you be an absolute angel as usual …?’ – ‘I’ll be over there at once, Mrs Cunningham, we can’t have you bothered, can we?’ And it’s a whacking bill, a whacking cheque back, and a bottle of Scotch at Christmas.


Linda’s got her little world way out on one side of London, Jacqui’s got hers way out on the other, and never the twain shall meet. And I got my little world, right here in the middle.


Fellow got up at the Tory Party Conference couple of years ago and described me as a dangerous extremist. How wrong can you be? The middle – that’s where I live.


Married – that’d be extreme. That’d be living way out east with Linda, or way out west with Jacqui. Ted Protheroe’s always on about when am I going to get married. He wants to come miles out of town to see me? He wants to bring his wife down from Durham? Charming woman, nothing against her, two nice kids. He wants to bring them all, sit in armchairs, talk about the garden? That’s extremism. I tried it, so I know. Went through all that with Linda.


Jacqui’s putting on her coat. She’s got to get all the way out to the middle of Berks, and I feel sorry for her. But she’s got her life out there, hasn’t she. She’s got her house, she’s got her daughter coming home soon for the holidays. Got her dogs. Got her cat, and her daughter’s pony. Got Mr Shirley.


Got me, come to that. Saturdays and Sundays, any rate, plus Bank Holidays and two weeks in the summer.


My last word as she goes out the door: ‘Them two in the doorway – I given them a fiver already.’


And off she goes down the stairs. Told her about Roy – didn’t tell her about the knocking-shop with the Division bell in it, though, did I. Not after the way the one about Roy went down. So what’s this, then, Terry? Bit of news management going on here inside my own office?


To this I say: principles, yes – but applied with discretion, observed with common sense and moderation.


And off I go to my club, to watch the seven o’clock and take a glass of the house champagne. Your club? you say, meaning what sort of rubbish are they letting in at the Garrick these days? Yes, old son, my club. The Swiz. The what? Swizzles. Where all the TV people go, and a lot of people in books and such. Want to know who’s for the chop in the Beeb? Which company’s got the contract for what on Channel Four? Certainly I do, and I’ll find Patrick Wales at the Swiz, I’ll find Gina Strozzi and Mark Seuss, they’ll tell me, they’ll swap it for the one about the brothel with the Division bell. I tell them things – they tell me things. We’re trading, we’re working. That’s how it’s done. I work all day, then I go out and work all evening. Lovely.


Halfway up Bedford Street – ‘Hello, Terry.’ I look round. It’s a cab cruising past, driver winding the window down. ‘Keep after ’em, boy,’ he says.


‘I will, don’t you worry.’


‘Cheers, Terry.’


By this time his window’s going up and he’s fifty yards along the street.


I haven’t got many qualifications for running a political campaign. I’m an ignorant bastard. But I got one: I’m me, and everyone knows it.


Here I am. No messing. Out on the street, six foot two inches from top to bottom, two foot six inches from shoulder to shoulder, with a big red face on top of the shoulders, and curly grey hair on top of that.


Anyone wants me they can usually find me.
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‘Hilary, what do you think?’ says Stephen Hollis gravely, as if my assessment were the one that really counted, even though I’m the most junior Civil Servant present. ‘Have we got the situation contained?’


Everyone turns to look at me – Tony Fail smiling a little, Michael Orton and Penelope Wass as courteously grave as Stephen himself. We’re holding a little post-mortem after the seven o’clock news in Stephen’s office.


I can feel the red coming in my cheeks as usual, but I think carefully and speak clearly.


‘Well, they’re still leading on Hassam,’ I say. ‘But they’d nothing really new, or at any rate nothing that we hadn’t been anticipating. It looks as though we’ll have more stone-throwing around the police station this evening, but probably, if the reports I’ve been getting are right, no serious violence. I’m very cautiously optimistic.’


Stephen nods. ‘Good. We’re all more or less agreed, then. I’ll stay on for a bit myself just in case there are developments, and Penelope – you’ll go over to the House, will you, and liaise with Michael and Craig Carr? All right, then – I think the rest of you can safely go home.’


I take the lift back up to my empty office on the tenth floor – Jane Syce-Hill went ages ago – and yawn and stretch and groan aloud with luxurious weariness. I’ve scarcely had time to draw breath since half past nine this morning. But now at last the day is over. I close up my files and lock them away. Half past seven, though! I’m hopelessly late by this time. I must rush.


But I don’t. I can’t. I just sink down into my chair instead. I suddenly feel as if all the life had gone out of me.


I make a great effort, and turn my head to look out of the window. From up here on the tenth floor the world outside looks very dark and damp and uninviting. All the humble commercial offices clustering round our knees in Petty France and Queen Anne’s Gate have been deserted for an hour or more. Only up here in the department are the lights still burning. Only behind these sealed windows is life continuing. Contained. Yes. The situation – everything. Shut away up here inside these walls. What’s the point of going out?


They’re all out there somewhere – the police who took part in the attack. At least five of them, so far as Michael Orton can establish. Three of them with young children, one who teaches rock-climbing at the local youth club, one with a decoration for bravery. They seem to have been possessed. It’s all out there in the darkness somewhere, the whole mess – all the hatred, all the lies that were told, all the grief and anger. But now, thanks to a lot of hard work by a lot of people, contained. We think.


I get to my feet eventually and put on my coat. I feel rather disturbed by my sudden inertia – at this rate I’m going to be completely institutionalized by the time I’m thirty. If I’m not already. I see why it’s called the Home Office. Michael Orton, Tony Fail, Penelope Wass – these are the family I never had. Ideal uncles and aunts and cousins, who treat you with affection and respect but keep their distance. We have disagreements; we never have rows. Jane Syce-Hill is a kind of older sister – a perfect one, always too absorbed in her work to gossip, but always ready to lift her head for a moment and offer sympathetic and practical advice. All rather silly perhaps, but who else have I got? Apart from Mum. And when I go to see her – I went yesterday, I go almost without fail every other Sunday – do I ever linger like this? Do I ever arrive at half past nine in the morning, stay till half past seven in the evening, and then hesitate on the threshold the way I am now, finding it difficult finally to close the front door?


And when at last I get my office door shut the phone rings, and I rush back inside again, instantly anxious and alive, reprieved from liberty. It’s Stephen. ‘Oh, Hilary,’ he says, ‘I hoped I might catch you. Just to say thank you. It’s been a rather difficult day for all of us, and your contribution was much appreciated.’ The blood comes to my face again and the muscles close in my throat. I can scarcely reply. How many heads of section would take this kind of trouble? How many heads of family, for that matter. As soon as I put the phone down I realize I ought to have thanked him for involving me so closely in the management of the Hassam crisis in the first place; I was only brought in initially to brief him on the community relations aspect. He likes me, though. I’m his favourite. He’s bringing me on.


Tony Fail gets into the lift on the eighth floor. He’s in one of his quietly sardonic moods.


‘Contained,’ he murmurs. ‘I wonder.’


I don’t respond. I never do to any of Tony’s little heretical murmurings. I imagine they are simply his way of dealing with much the same feelings as mine. He was just as caught up as I was in the labours of the day.


He looks at his watch. ‘Twenty to eight,’ he sighs. ‘Do you have such a thing as a private life, Hilary?’


I make a wry face, but say nothing. I’m not sure what the answer is, and in any case I assume the question is rhetorical. He would be as reluctant to hear about any personal arrangements of mine as he would be to tell me about his own. Penelope Wass says he lives with a man, but no one has ever heard Tony so much as mention his name.


The air outside is dank and chill. ‘Contained,’ says Tony again, as we walk across the zebra towards the Tube. ‘Do you feel like a container, Hilary? Or do you feel more like the contents? I sometimes feel like a half-squeezed tube of toothpaste.’ His confidence is cut short, though, because by this time it’s clear that our paths are diverging, and that I’m not going into the Underground with him. He stops in surprise. ‘Isn’t it Kentish Town?’ he says. ‘Aren’t you tubing today, aren’t you toothpasting?’


‘I think I’ll walk on to Charing Cross,’ I say. ‘Get a breath of air. Save changing.’


For a moment he hesitates, wondering whether he should offer to accompany me. But already I’m beginning to edge away, and he takes the point. He gives a very slight smile, and turns on his heel, pleased with himself. He thinks he has detected a faint trace of deviousness in me, a hint of mystery. I don’t know why. I often walk to Charing Cross and get the Northern Line direct. I cross the street, and set off at a brisk pace.


Then as soon as he’s disappeared I stop and cross back again. I often walk to Charing Cross, it’s true. But not tonight.


I go up the side of the Tube station, towards New Scotland Yard. So what am I doing tonight? Nothing. Don’t ask. I don’t want to think about it.


What – meeting someone? No. Possibly. I don’t know. Almost certainly not.


Meeting who? Just someone. Where? Nowhere. Nowhere? In the street. In this little street just beyond the station. Oh, it’s all too silly to think about, especially since he won’t be there, he can’t still be there, I told him not to wait …


Only he is. He’s walking slowly along the pavement, swinging his leg wide at each step and scuffing the sole of his shoe against the ground, as if to give some purpose and substance to a meaningless exercise. I feel a flash of unfair irritation. I don’t know how many times he’s been up the street and down it while he waited, but it’s somehow characteristic of him that at the moment when I finally appear he happens to be walking away from me instead of towards me.


I follow him along the pavement, the sound of my footsteps evidently drowned by the slow, idle dragging of his own. He passes under a street lamp, and the light falls on the blue wig-bag over his shoulder, then on a rueful hand running through his hair.


I can’t think how to let him know I’m behind him. I remember the golden rule for relationships that Chrissie and I once thought we would adopt – Stop now! So I stop walking, at any rate.


He turns round at once, unsurprised, as if he knew I’d been there all the time.


‘I told you not to wait,’ I say. My voice is cross – the first cross words I have spoken all day.


‘I’m sorry,’ he says.


Why’s he saying he’s sorry? What’s he sorry about? I suppose he means I should be sorry.


He leans forward, smiling apprehensively. I turn my cheek to the kiss so that I can continue to speak.


‘I couldn’t get away. I told you.’


‘Look, I’m sorry about phoning you.’


‘We can’t go on like this.’


‘It’s all right. I went and sat in a pub. I worked on my papers for tomorrow.’


He takes my arm. We start walking, in the same direction as usual. Where are we going? We can’t walk all the way home tonight – we haven’t time.


‘What do you want to do?’ he asks.


‘I don’t mind,’ I say. I mean I don’t want to be asked. There’s not much choice, in any case. Indian or Chinese, and then we’ll have to find a cab if he’s going to be home by ten, which he always has to be on Mondays.


‘I just drank mineral water,’ he says. Why does he feel he has to tell me that?


‘Sorry about this thing,’ he says. What thing? What’s he apologizing for now? Oh, the wig-bag. ‘I’m in court first thing in the morning.’


Inquiries – papers – court in the morning … Why doesn’t he ask me what I’ve been doing? Because he knows I couldn’t tell him. But I could tell him something. Actually, he must know perfectly well what I’ve been working on today. He won’t refer to it, though. He has to demonstrate how delicate he always is about this aspect of our relationship.


‘What?’ he demands.


What does he mean, what?


‘What are you thinking about?’ he says. ‘You’ve got a funny look on your face.’


What I was thinking about at that moment, as it happens, was what it must be like to appeal for protection, as Mr Hassam did, and to end up under the boots and fists of your protectors, knowing that against this there is no one and nothing left to appeal to. How curious. I hadn’t thought about it from Mr Hassam’s point of view before. I hadn’t felt those blows. A shiver passes through me.


‘Nothing,’ I say. It’s true. I’m not thinking about it any more.


He looks at me and pushes his under lip up sympathetically. ‘Terrible day, I imagine,’ he says.


Oh, he is letting me know that he knows. For some reason it merely irritates me further.


‘Not at all,’ I say. ‘It was a good day. I enjoyed it.’


We walk on in silence for a bit. That’s stopped him. He doesn’t know what to say now I’ve settled into this mood. Nor do I. I’m being so unjust. He’s the one who’s had to wait, not me. He’s the one who’s had to tell lies to be here.


We are crossing St James’s Park. The raw November air over the lake is insupportably dismal.


‘I’d just like to know what we’re going to do,’ I say. ‘Because I don’t think we can go on like this.’


There. I’ve said it. Stop now. I’ve done it.


We walk in silence for some way. ‘How do you mean?’ he asks slowly.


‘How do I mean?’ What’s he talking about? ‘How do you mean, how do I mean?’


‘Like this. How do you mean, like this?’


I should have thought the answer was obvious. I don’t mean like this at all. Like this has nothing to do with it. What I mean is that we can’t go on!


‘You know what I mean,’ I say. But my heart fails me. ‘I mean what are we going to do?’


We walk on. A few drops of rain begin to fall.


I remember Tony Fail’s question. Do I have such a thing as a private life? I suppose I do. I suppose this is it.




*





Like this.


Yes, I know what she means. I know perfectly well what she means. Meeting on Mondays like this, when Fenella’s out at her Women Lawyers Group, that’s what she means. Meeting when I’ve got an hour or two I don’t have to account for between leaving Chambers and arriving at some committee meeting. Walking through the streets like this. Talking like this.


She means having hurried meals in little Indian and Chinese restaurants off the Euston Road where I think we won’t be seen – or rather where she thinks I think we won’t be seen – because really it’s nothing to do with being seen – it’s just that I prefer them – we both prefer them – to the kind of supposedly smart places that some people I know frequent.


I know what she means all right. But the absurd thing is that this arrangement almost certainly suits her. She doesn’t want to be more committed than this. I know she doesn’t. And it so happens that we both like walking. We often walk all the way back from the Home Office to her flat in Kentish Town. Fenella suddenly picked my shoes up off the floor one morning last week as she was getting out of bed. ‘But this is the pair I took to be heeled only the other week!’ she cried. ‘Darling, what do you do with your shoes?’


And we both like talking. Because we do actually talk. Usually. We sometimes talk all the way. I don’t know what about. Our lives. Our feelings. We tell each other everything – all the secret, awkward little things you can’t normally talk about. We’re like two gangling teenagers together. We sometimes have to shout over the noise of the traffic. It doesn’t matter.


Then every now and then we get into one of these downward spirals where we can’t say anything to each other at all. It’s probably nothing to do with me. She must have been under considerable pressure at work today, whatever she says. But that is the one thing we can’t talk about.


It’s such a waste, such a heartbreaking waste, when we have so little time together.


Yes, what are we going to do? Where are we going? I can never think when we get into this kind of situation. We haven’t got time to walk now. We’ll have to find somewhere to eat round here. But where, where? Pall Mall – Haymarket – I don’t know anywhere in this part of London.


Anyway, when she says What are we going to do? she doesn’t really mean How far are we going to walk, and where are we going to eat? She’s saying What are we going to do about our relationship? Are we just going to go on marking time, or are we going to go forwards? She’s saying We can’t go on like this.


She’s saying Stop and put your arms round me.


All right, I will. Now. Here. Halfway up Haymarket.


Or I would. I obviously can’t when we’re in the kind of situation we’re in at the moment.


She’s saying Don’t just give me a kiss at the end of my street tonight. Don’t just squeeze my arm, and watch me go. All right, I’ll keep hold of your arm, and take the key out of your hand, and let us both in without a word being said.


Only not tonight, because tonight there won’t be time.


How have we got into this situation? It’s like being sixteen again! I’m not entirely inexperienced with women, after all! Good God, Fenella and I were in bed together within two days of setting eyes on each other! And that girl I met at the party after Bar Finals …


‘What?’ asks Hilary.


‘What?’ I didn’t speak!


‘What’s that look supposed to mean?’


‘What look?’


‘That look!’


‘Which look?’


‘“What look – which look …”! Why are you being like this?’


Why am I being like what? No, I know perfectly well how I’m being – I know how we’re both being. Things are getting worse from one moment to the next. Quick, quick, what are we going to do? And I don’t mean just Indian or Chinese, cab or Tube, though I do mean that as well, because I actually have to decide. I mean, am I going to tell Fenella? I mean, how can I tell Fenella, when she’s in the middle of her first big case? I mean, what can I tell her? There’s nothing to tell! Nothing’s happened!


I can’t tell anyone. That’s the terrible thing. I have a sudden picture of Terry’s face, for some reason. ‘You what, Roy? You walk her home? Then you give her a kiss? Lovely. What next …? Oh, you give her arm a little squeeze. Go on …’ Yes, when I think of Terry and his relations with women … Wasn’t there a story about him and the woman in a checkout somewhere? ‘Access,’ said Terry, whereupon, without another word being said …


‘What?’ Because I think Hilary has just said something.


‘I said it’s raining.’


‘Is it?’


‘Is it?’ she cries. ‘What do you mean, is it? I don’t understand half the things you say!’


All right, it’s raining. I know that. I’m getting wet, too, as it happens. So all right, we’ll find somewhere to eat. That’ll be one thing fixed, at least. There’s no shortage of places round here – we’re just crossing Shaftesbury Avenue, we’re coming into Soho … Only we’re in the one street in Soho without a single restaurant in it … Except this one, which looks somehow unwelcoming, and this one, which looks far too welcoming … I know what she’s thinking – she’s thinking I’m worried about meeting someone I know. That’s the last thing I’m thinking about, however. I know the place we finally pick is going to turn out to have the head of Chambers or Fenella’s father eating at the next table, but I’m long past caring.


Here we are, then. This one. This’ll do. Fairly horrible looking, but never mind.


I hold the door open for her. She just stands there in surprise, as if she’s never seen a restaurant or an open door before. Isn’t this what she wants? Well, almost certainly not, any more than I do. There’s a noise of success and smartness inside. The waiters and waitresses are specially young and stylish. They don’t expect to be called upon to serve people like us.


Nevertheless, this is where we are going.


‘The Picarel,’ I read off the menu displayed inside, as the receptionist comes towards us, smiling as if we were long-lost friends. ‘Oh, yes. I think someone was telling me about this place. I think it’s where everyone goes these days.’
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So Jacqui’s right – he was meeting a girl, the crafty bugger, and it’s not what’s-her-name, the regular one, the barrister. How do I know? Because this one’s never a barrister – I’ll give you ten to one on that. I don’t know what she is. Local Sunday School teacher, I should think. She’s wearing one of them quilted overcoats – got it as a special offer out of a newspaper – and I think she’s cut her own hair. She keeps brushing the raindrops off of it, keeps looking at the door, just wants to get out of the restaurant. Thinks we’re all laughing at her, because of course they can’t get a table, you never can at the Pic, you can’t just walk in out of the rain here, trust Roy not to know that. Lily’s showing him – look, every table full! He don’t believe her. He’s peering round the room suspiciously, looking for holes in the defence. His hair’s all wet, too, and he’s still got his little picnic-bag over his shoulder, what a clown he is.
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