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On the desk in front of me lie two human hands. They are alive, but perfectly still. One of them is sitting, poised like a crab about to scuttle, the fingers steadying a fresh Government-issue folder. The other is holding a grey Government-issue ballpoint above the label on the cover, as motionless as a lizard, waiting to strike down into the space next to the word Subject.


These hands, and the crisp white shirtsleeves that lead away from them, are the only signs of me in the room.


Slid neatly back to make room for the empty folder are the two full ones I am also working on, labelled in the small neat letters characteristic of this grey pen and these two pink hands. Subject: Annual Assessment of Departmental Efficiency, Proposed Procedure and Timetable; Subject


Sometimes my own phone rings, and the voice that answers it is here inside the room, emerging from somewhere about the point where my two shirtsleeves meet. Because of course I have my voice in here with me, as well as my hands. I’d forgotten that. ‘Jessel,’ it says, flatly and truthfully. Then nothing for a bit, then perhaps ‘Yes’ or ‘No’, or, ‘Before Cabinet on Thursday … At ministerial level … As a matter of urgency …’ And then, when I put the phone down again, it resumes its full natural flow, inside my head instead of outside, as perfectly articulate and well-modulated as only a voice inside one’s head has a chance to be.


My hands are going to write a single word on the outside of the empty folder, in the space for Subject. I know what the word is, of course. When it appears I shall be launched into my next piece of work. This is the short moment of stillness before the journey starts.


My hand moves. ‘Summerchild’, it writes, in the familiar script. Left hand moves down the label to the heading Security Classification. Right hand puts down the pen and moves to the top drawer of the desk. It takes out a blue tag printed with the words ‘Staff in confidence’ and sticks it into the space on the label.


A small sound is audible in the room. I recognize it as a sigh, but have no recollection of authorizing its publication.


Monday. Another week, another file.
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Summerchild. Yes. And at once there is something a little awkward in the room, a little uneasy, a little personal. The outside world has suddenly got a foothold here. The world of muddle and incoherence, of being seventeen, of home, of unidentified feelings, of unresolved questions.


As soon as Ken Hurren mentioned the word in his office this morning, when he asked me to take the task on, I felt a secret dismay.


‘It’s one of those old chestnuts that crops up from time to time,’ he said. ‘All the supposedly mysterious deaths of people connected with defence. Summerchild is usually one of the cases that gets cited. Innocent Civil Servant, apparently no defence involvement, body found on MOD property.’


He waited to see if I was going to frown and drag some faint recollection out of my own memory, but I said nothing. Summerchild was in fact found on the pavement on the other side of Whitehall. But, yes, it was in front of the Ministry of Defence, and he’d jumped out of one of the windows.


‘I think it was some time in the seventies,’ said Ken. ‘I imagine you were still at school.’


He smiled, in the somewhat sanctimoniously paternal style he has adopted since he became deputy head of the Division. I smiled back. It was in 1974. The summer of 1974. The end of June, to be precise. I’d just left school. Ken, I imagine in my turn, had just left university.


‘Anyway, look it up and minute me about it, will you? Apparently the television people are showing interest in the case. Or so I’m informed. I gather they’re going to tell us he was working on some secret defence project, after all. There’s also supposed to be a mysterious disappearing colleague and some kind of Russian connection. It sounds nonsense to me, but I’d like to have a brief résumé of the affair to hand, just in case there’s a sudden panic at Number Ten.’


Defence – disappearance – case. My slight personal acquaintance with the subject of all this discouraging impersonal solemnity seemed slightly ridiculous. So I continued to say nothing. I merely asked why it was a matter for us in the Cabinet Office. The answer was even more unsettling – that this was the department he’d worked in. I hadn’t realized that I’d followed so closely in his footsteps. He worked in Whitehall, that’s all I’d known at the time. It seemed a full enough account. I’m not sure that I was aware, at the age of seventeen or eighteen, of any sub-divisions within that single blanched palace of administration, that great white hall of bumbledom. But it was to this very building that he departed each morning, from an office much like this that he returned each night. I can just see, through the net curtains of the office opposite, someone leaning back from his desk, the phone to his ear. That could be him. He’d be – what – in his fifties now if he’d lived, a Deputy Secretary, perhaps even a Second Permanent Secretary. ‘Summerchild,’ he could be saying, briefly and flatly, as if there never had been a case, as if he had no more unexplained attributes than anyone else.


He wouldn’t have been on this airwell at the time, though. According to Ken he worked in the old Government Commission, which was tucked away in the back somewhere, until the present Government wound it up and the Cabinet Office took over its functions. Together, of course, with responsibility for any legacy it left of mysteries and embarrassments.


‘It shouldn’t take you long,’ said Ken. I suppose my reluctance was more visible than it should have been. ‘I know you’ve got one or two other things on. End of the week, perhaps?’


He should have referred it to Management and Personnel over in Great George Street and let the Security Division sort it out. But he wants to keep it in his own hands. He wants to be ready with something his own people have prepared, as soon as the alarm goes up from the Secretary of the Cabinet. I suppose these two blind crabs of mine should be grateful for the variety that my work involves. They should be pleased to turn for a moment from the Annual Assessment, which even they find a little dull, to some piece of historical research. You’d think they’d be intrigued at a chance to play detectives. But they don’t give much sign of it. I suspect even they find something distasteful in the prospect. Perhaps it’s simply because they don’t really know how to go about it. They’ve spent their professional life dealing with general classes of person, with samples and percentages of classes, not with individuals. They’re trained to collate evidence about the present, and project it into the future, not to find out what happened fifteen yeàrs ago to some one particular person, least of all one with whom I had a slight personal acquaintance.


I move the folder to one side and take a pad of ruled Government paper. I write slowly as I think:




1 George Street, for S’s personal dossier.


2 Registry, for any reference.


3 Westminster Coroner’s Court, for papers of inquest.





I start telephoning. As I do so I gaze at Kyle (or Gedge, or Henning) on the other side of the airwell. He is running his hand through his thin grey hair. I suddenly remember Summerchild’s hair. It was fine and coppery, standing up around his head like the burning bush, or a single over-arching eyebrow raised in perpetual surprise. No one in any of the offices around this airwell has red hair or freckles. Nor for the moment can I think of anyone else in the entire Administrative Grade of the Civil Service who does. I believe there are no redheaded Civil Servants. How curious.


I remember that one of the Assistant Secretaries in the Home Affairs Secretariat is an old Government Commission man. John Killick. I dial his number and on the other side of the airwell Kyle picks up his phone. ‘Killick,’ says Kyle. So that’s Killick! Or is it the merest coincidence that Kyle is sitting back in his chair, with the receiver to his ear, stroking the bald patch on the back of his head as I explain my business? Killick has no recollection of any work in the department on defence, or of anyone mysteriously disappearing. So far as he can remember Summerchild was working on a comparison of incomes inside and outside the Civil Service. He was doing it with Michael Treacher, who is now teaching government somewhere in Canada. Killick hangs up. A moment later so does Kyle.


I go to Registry, thinking about Summerchild. I remember the first time I saw him, appearing out of the winter darkness in that unmade-up lane outside his house in Greenwich. I was standing there talking to his daughter, Millie. Or not talking to her. This would have been after a rehearsal of the local schools orchestra, some time early in that last year of his life. I imagine I was holding my trombone case, kicking at the loose pebbles in the roadway. Millie would have been fiddling awkwardly with the thick brush of ginger hair – coarser than her father’s, and even redder – that sprang away all round her face, while her cello case, which I had carried back for her, was no doubt propped up against one of the crumbling and gateless brick pillars in front of their house, like a portly little old man too out of breath to speak. At some point during this silent debate Summerchild came walking up the lane. Not that he was Summerchild then, of course. He was Mr Summerchild – an entirely different creature. To me, at any rate. To Millie, presumably, he had the appearance and nature of Daddy. He was on his way home – characteristically late, I realize, now that I keep the same office hours – from the back blocks of the building where I am now sitting. He stopped and carefully put down his briefcase. He smiled at Millie. She smiled at him. He nodded to me. I nodded to him. He sighed and gazed at the cello. He seemed to have some fellow-feeling with its weariness. We stood there, all four of us, in silence for what seemed a very long time. The fine red-gold of his hair was like an angel’s aureole against the street lamp. I had the feeling that if I hadn’t been present he might have risked uttering a few words to Millie. She was rather younger than me and known to be as brilliant as her hair. He must have wanted to know what triumphs she had to report. I don’t suppose he was pleased to find an ageing trombonist hanging around outside his gate, distracting his daughter from her future.


Eventually he sighed again, picked up his bag and went on up the steps into his house. No, he must have said something first, now I come to think about it, because I can remember very distinctly the way he spoke. The words seemed to have been dragged up one by one from the depths of himself, like prisoners loaded with chains, and released to the world only with great reluctance. What words they were, though, I have no recollection. Perhaps if I could remember them the whole mystery would be solved.


I saw him a few times more after that, in the months that followed, coming slowly up the lane from the station, as Millie and I stood at the gate. I heard the same sigh, and no doubt the same gravelled reluctance of speech, though I can’t remember anything he said. I now detect in them not only tiredness and disapprobation. With hindsight, and also with my regular weekly exposure to the full taxonomy of psychic pathology, I diagnose a somewhat depressive turn of mind. How much more depressed he would have been, if he could have seen the silent trombonist in years to come, ensconced in his offices, sifting the sparse and scattered remains of his life. Whilst poor Millie, far from playing cello concertos at the Festival Hall, or leading archaeological expeditions to Asia Minor, or whatever she was expected to be doing by this time, is … I don’t know. What is she doing now? Still living with her mother, I think, in that unmade-up lane. I must make inquiries.


She left the orchestra after her father died. I don’t think I ever saw her again.


By this time I am in Registry and Mrs Tamm is silently laying the results of her research in front of me. I like Mrs Tamm’s silence almost as much as I like the impersonality of my room. In so far as she possibly can, she lets this great dull store of words speak for themselves, without addition to their number. She is silently waiting for me now to understand the nature of what she is offering me. It is a ledger, the size and solidity of an old-fashioned accounts book, with broken corners and an air of belonging to that grey period which is too far gone to be new but not yet far enough off to be old. She gives me time to read the label on the front cover – Government Commission Press Department, 1974 – then opens it and slowly turns the pages, so that I can see it is a cuttings book, in which the Commission’s Press Officer has pasted the results of his labours, the stories inspired by all his briefings, handouts and leaks. Mrs Tamm turns to the middle of the book. There, alone on the page, is a very short cutting of a different sort. ‘Death fall’, says the headline.


‘Thank you,’ I say to Mrs Tamm. She goes silently back to her work.


According to the handwritten inscription over the cutting it is from The Times, page three, on June 25th.




The body of a man found yesterday in Spring Gardens, sw1, was identified last night as that of Mr S J L Summerchild (39), a Civil Servant. Police said that Mr Summerchild appeared to have died as the result of a fall. Foul play is not suspected.





I find this a little surprising. An inch on page three? In my memory there were prominent headlines and a sudden flurry of importance. There were newspaper reporters standing in the lane where he had lived, waiting all day for someone to come out of the house. And what’s this about Spring Gardens? Where are Spring Gardens? He was found outside the Ministry of Defence, in Horseguards Avenue. That’s surely what all the fuss was about.


I turn the page. We are back into grey acres about Civil Service decentralization, for which the Commission seems to have been responsible. But other accounts of Summerchild’s death must have been appearing in the newspapers somewhere, because a little further on there is another cutting from The Times. This one is dated two days later, June 27th. It is from page one, at least seven column-inches long, and it is pouring cold water on reports of a more sensational nature. ‘Whitehall body: “no spy link”’, says the headline, and beneath it, ‘From our Political Staff’.




Reports that Mr Stephen Summerchild, the Civil Servant whose body was found in Whitehall earlier this week, had connections with espionage were being firmly discounted at Westminster yesterday.


The official line is that it remains Government policy never to comment on allegations of this nature. But unofficially the suggestion was authoritatively pooh-poohed.


Mr Summerchild, it was pointed out, was employed in the Government Commission, the department set up by Harold Wilson in 1965 to coordinate the workings of the various ministries. Whitehall sources believe he is much more likely to have been concerned with such humdrum matters as integrating inter-departmental communications to prepare the ground for Civil Service computerization.


Speculation was sparked off because Mr Summerchild’s body was discovered on Ministry of Defence property – a yard in Spring Gardens, at the back of the Admiralty. A Ministry of Defence spokesman said yesterday that he appeared to have fallen from one of the offices on the third floor, but declined to surmise why he was visiting the Admiralty.


Mr Summerchild lived in Greenwich with his wife and seventeen-year-old daughter. Mrs Summerchild was not available last night for comment, but neighbours described him as a reserved man who was devoted to his family, and who had a passion for music. He occasionally played the violin in local musical events.


One neighbour said: ‘He was not the kind of man you associate with James Bond activities.’





I am curiously disconcerted by the wrongness of my memory about where the body was found. There was something horribly appropriate, it seemed to me, about the idea of a man being dashed to death, like a sacrifice to the god of war, at the base of that great white tomb in Horseguards Avenue. But round the back of the Admiralty, put out in the yard like a dead cat …


Why the Admiralty, of all places? There’s something neither here nor there about it, neither plain enough nor mysterious enough, neither explicable nor inexplicable. Though if he took his own life, as everyone has always supposed, and as we are still likely to be supposing after the present rumours have been scotched – if the balance of his mind was disturbed, that curious disruption which accompanies a man’s election to end his life, but never any other procedure, no matter how eccentric or irrational – then reasons are not to be looked for.


I turn the pages of the cuttings book. Proposed changes in Civil Service terms of employment, the problems of interface between Whitehall and the European bureaucracy in Brussels, leaders from the Guardian and the Telegraph about decentralization … Nothing more about Summerchild until July 5th, when there is a two-column report of the inquest, headed ‘Open verdict on death fall man’. The story has slipped back to page two, though, I notice. I shall be getting the full papers from the Coroner’s office eventually, and I run a rather cursory eye over the brief details here.


Mr F ? A Tite, Summerchild’s Permanent Secretary, gave evidence in person, I see. Somewhat surprising. I wonder if the Secretary of the Cabinet would go into the box if I were found outside the Ministry of Agriculture. Wouldn’t have described Summerchild as depressed, he says … Had perhaps seemed somewhat preoccupied … No idea of reason for this … Didn’t know why Summerchild should have gone to the Admiralty on the morning of June 24th, but his work was related to conditions of employment in the Civil Service and involved liaison with other departments, so nothing particularly surprising about it …


Then Mrs Summerchild … And as soon as I read the name I see her standing there in the witness box, self-contained, precise, unknowable. Her head is lowered defensively, so that one’s impression of her is greying hair, with watchful eyes lurking in the shadows beneath. She is observing the Coroner now with that same surreptitious brooding care with which she had once watched Millie and me from her kitchen window, as we stood talking, or not talking, at the gate. She measures out her guarded replies to him in neat, carefully checked words, as once she had suggested, from the top of the steps outside their front door, that Millie might like to invite me in for a few minutes. Her husband had been very involved in his work, she tells the Coroner. Had never discussed it at home. Had been working late. Very late? – Sometimes. – Had seemed at all depressed or anxious? – Had seemed tired. – Anything unusual about his manner when he had left for work on the morning of the 24th? – Not that she had noted.


The pathologist: Injuries consistent with a fall from an upper storey. Had been dead no more than an hour when he was found …


An Admiralty clerical worker: Had found the body at about 9.50 am, when taking office waste out to the yard for collection. Was lying beside dustbins and boxes of waste paper, just inside the locked gates to the yard.


A Ministry of Defence security officer: No record of Summerchild entering the building. No one in the offices overlooking Spring Gardens with any recollection of seeing him …


A police witness: Difficult to establish exactly where Summerchild had fallen from, because of subsequent rain. There was a window open on the third floor, but marks consistent with the rubber-soled shoes he was wearing suggested that it was from the parapet in front of the four dormer windows in the roof. If this was so, then the most probable point of impact was approximately 50 feet away from where the body had been found. – Could the body have been moved? – Possibly. But it had been raining and the surface of the yard had been washed clear of any traces. – Could he have survived the fall and dragged himself to the position where he was found? – This seemed the most likely explanation.


Then, after the inquest, nothing more, until I notice a slip of paper projecting from the book much further on, which turns out to be another of Mrs Tamm’s silent helpfulnesses. It marks a cutting from The Times Parliamentary Report, November 20th, Prime Minister’s Questions. ‘Mr C S Jones (Lab), Leicester NW – Will the Government now publish the report on which Mr S J L Summerchild is known to have been working at the time of his death? – The report has already been published as Cmnd. 4078.’ I look up, aware that Mrs Tamm has placed some document silently beside the cuttings book. It is Cmnd. 4078 – Comparability: The Effect of Differentials in Reward on Recruitment and Wastage Rates in Four Selected Sectors of Government and Manufacturing Industry. I turn the pages. Cost-of-living allowances … Expressing job satisfaction as a numerical index … Table VII … Annexe C … I don’t need to read it through to know that there will be no mystification here, no hint of distress or depression, no trace of weariness or unusual hair colour, no premonition of ruptured aorta or broken ribs.


This is as far as I can get with my researches for now, because after lunch I have to go to the Treasury, with my colleague Jane Showell, for a meeting of the joint working party on Sunningdale; not even death takes precedence over the Treasury. But while Tony Lesser is once again listing the Treasury’s objections to the topics Jane and I have proposed for discussion papers, a picture suddenly comes into my mind, with the most painful vividness, of Summerchild dragging himself across the hard wet ground, on the morning of June 24th 1974, to the locked gates of that yard behind the Admiralty. It is as if the words had suddenly come to life inside my head. ‘Could he have dragged himself …?’ Dragged himself. The syllables are raw and cold in my nostrils, like the wetness of the ground I am pressed against. They scrape me down from head to foot – my torn clothes, my hands, my broken knees, the nose on my face. They hurt inside me like the split sacs and shattered bones. Could he have dragged himself …? He could. He did. He is now doing so.


A silence has fallen in the room, I realize. Tony Lesser has stopped speaking. He is looking at me with a slight frown, disconcerted by something about me, ready to be embarrassed. Jane has looked up from her papers. So has Lyell, the other Treasury man. They are on the point of asking if I am all right. I have an instant of panic – what has my face been doing? Then I remember what it’s been doing: nothing that they could see, because it’s hidden behind my beard. My strange and wonderful beard! My dense and well-trimmed hedge against the inquiring world. I stroke it gratefully as I raise a counter-objection to Lesser’s counter-proposals. Their question dissolves, unasked; the moment passes.


When the meeting is over Jane and I walk back towards our own department, past the sightseers waiting outside the security barriers at the end of Downing Street. The June warmth has become slightly oppressive and I feel a continuing sense of strangeness, of standing slightly outside myself. We are talking about the meeting. As we reach the door of the Cabinet Office she says, ‘I think that was all right, wasn’t it?’ I stop. ‘I mean the meeting,’ she says, looking at me with a sudden trace of anxiety. I tell her I’m going to take a walk and I continue up Whitehall on my own, leaving her gazing after me. She thinks she is a little worried about me. I think she is a little irritated at needing to be worried.


I don’t know quite which way to go; I’m not in the habit of taking strolls in the middle of the day. I push through the tourists and into the Horse Guards. I walk out on to the great parade-ground beyond, where the grandstands left over from Trooping the Colour are still displacing the more usual arrangements for Trooping the Parked Cars. When I get to the road, with St James’s Park beyond, as fresh and green as an early summer salad, I stop and turn. I am looking at the most magnificent townscape in London. My world, seen from the outside.


From here it appears to be not the central generating plant of ministerial power but some vast open-air theatre. The Parade is the stage and the great offices of state that enclose it on three sides are the décor. On my right, as I look at it, are the five lofty plane trees which shade the back gardens of Downing Street. Then, in the corner, the Cabinet Office, with the elegant classical façade of Kent’s old Treasury flanked by its nineteenth-century annexes. Somewhere in the heart of the further annexe my empty office awaits me. Somewhere in the annexe on this side, where the Government Commission pursued its sober tasks, Summerchild lived out his working life.


I start to think for some reason about the idea of being all right. The meeting was all right. Summerchild was not all right. What about me? Am I all right, as they were on the point of asking? What is this all right? It suddenly seems as peculiar a notion as the balance of one’s mind. I try to visualize the balance of my own mind. In one pan the Unknown Substance. In the other the neat little brass weights, geometrically round and gleaming, maintaining the scale in perfect equilibrium.


I continue with my survey of the world I inhabit. Next to the Cabinet Office is the Scottish Office. Then the back of the Horse Guards. Everything is quiet and contained. No one is stepping out of any of the windows. No one is even leaning out of a window. No one, on this warm summer afternoon, is so much as visible at a window. There is no sign of human life. Everything is all right.


I continue to turn. And there, all along the lefthand side of the Parade, is the grandest building of them all – the Admiralty. Its long colonnaded frontage basks in the afternoon sunlight. The green copper cupolas and complex wireless aerials on the roof reach importantly into the blue of the sky. Now I know where my walk is taking me.


I go past the creeper-covered bunker at the end of the façade and follow it round into the Mall, until I am facing Admiralty Arch. Between the Arch and the back of the Admiralty proper runs a small unnamed side-street which I must have passed a hundred times without really noticing. It has a curiously defensive nature, I realize as I walk down it. The roadway is closed to traffic by a turnpike, then, underneath a kind of Bridge of Sighs connecting the main block with the buildings attached to the Arch, it is closed again by a set of ornamental gates – and then closed for a third time by another turnpike. Beyond this second turnpike it ends in a T-junction with another small street. I walk up to the lefthand end of this street, where it emerges in Trafalgar Square, and check the name: Spring Gardens. I retrace my steps and walk up the righthand arm of the T, where the roadway is closed by a second set of iron gates. Beyond them is a courtyard surrounded on three sides by the rear walls of office buildings, like a miniature version of Horse Guards Parade. The wall on the left seems to be the back of a bank, the wall on the right and the one at the back of the yard belong to the Admiralty. There is a parapet along the roof of this third wall, with four dormer windows beyond it. From somewhere along that parapet, on a wet June morning nearly fifteen years ago, Summerchild fell. Across that tarmacadam towards these gates he crawled. And among bins and rubbish like the ones in front of me now he stopped crawling, and died, and lay unnoticed.


The gates are padlocked. I rest my head against the bars and gaze through them as into a cage. In the warm afternoon shade the scene says nothing to me. The ground itself is not as harsh as the words I felt beneath me for that one curious moment at the Treasury.


For an hour he lay here and no one saw him. I look up at the windows. The end wall is three floors high, with dormer windows in the attic above, and each floor has four windows on it. The righthand wall is three floors high, with ten windows on each floor. Forty-six windows. In all of them hang net curtains. In none of them is there anyone to be seen. Forty-six windows, and not a soul looking out. I begin to appreciate for the first time, as I stand here on the outside looking in, how very reserved is the world in which we work.


Another picture of Summerchild comes into my mind, another encounter in the darkness of the unmade-up lane. But this time the scene is back-to-front. This time I am the one walking along the lane and he is the one standing outside the gate. He is carrying his violin case, for some reason, and he is standing absolutely still, gazing at something with great absorption. It is not the lights of London, visible over the roofs of the houses on the lower side of the lane. It is his own house. He hears my step on the rough stones of the roadway, glances at me, then walks silently up to his front door and lets himself in. I suppose I was on my way to call for Millie, but I walk on past the house instead, obscurely ashamed to have caught her father unawares. What was absorbing him so deeply, I realize as I go by, was the sight of his own living-room, with the curtains innocently open, and his wife and Millie moving silently about the bright world inside.


I walk back to the Cabinet Office. I do not like the task I have been given. I am now standing outside a gate, outside a window, looking into a life that does not belong to me, and I should rather look away. There are no great secrets here, I am sure of that, only intimate awkwardnesses, only small sad discrepancies in that little grey heap of Unknown Substance on the balance-pan.


I get back to my office and set to work with the phone. It is a frustrating business. Whichever way I try to come at the Unknown Substance it remains just beyond my grasp. Sir Francis Tite (as he now is) is alive, but is said to be senile. I can’t get my hands on the inquest papers until the end of the week. Worst of all, Management and Personnel say there’s no trace of Summerchild’s dossier at Great George Street. According to the register it was last signed in on September 5th 1974. There is no record of its being signed out again. This could mean that something sinister has happened to it. It could equally well mean that it has simply been mislaid.


My one success is with Michael Treacher, who Killick said was working on the comparability report with Summerchild. I track him down to the University of Saskatchewan and just catch him at home before he leaves for work. Back from the great plains of Central Canada comes the brief response, as crisp and neutral as if from the other side of the airwell, ‘Treacher.’


I explain my business. ‘How curious,’ says Treacher. ‘Someone called about this the other day. Also from the Cabinet Office.’


‘Really?’ I say. I suppose this was the television company.


‘Yes, we had quite a little chat about the place. I couldn’t help asking him if the waitresses in the Cabinet Office canteen still wear those terrible green overalls.’


I can’t quite understand this.


‘There aren’t any waitresses in the Cabinet Office canteen,’ I say stupidly.


‘Thank you,’ says Treacher. ‘I’m sorry to play tricks. Your supposed colleague was perfectly happy with the idea of green waitresses. Yes, I did work with Stephen Summerchild on the comparability report. At one stage. I had to finish it on my own, of course.’


‘You mean, after his death?’


‘No, after Tite took him off it.’


I feel a faint stirring somewhere inside me. A sudden alertness, a touch of adrenalin in the blood. A small discrepancy has appeared, a faint crack in the ordinariness of things. So Tite’s evidence at the inquest was not strictly accurate. I formulate a carefully unsurprised question.


‘When was that?’


‘I can’t remember. This is 1974 we’re talking about, isn’t it? Heath went some time in March, I think. I recall it as being immediately after Wilson came into office. It was probably something to do with the change of Government. Tite wanted him for the special unit he was setting up.’


A special unit? The crack is widening by the moment.


‘This unit,’ I say cautiously. ‘Can you tell me anything about it?’


‘Not really,’ says Treacher. ‘Something confidential, I assume. I don’t think many people knew about it. I noticed Tite didn’t say anything about it at the inquest.’


‘I noticed that,’ I say. ‘Summerchild didn’t tell you anything about it himself?’


‘Stephen?’ Treacher laughs. ‘I’m not sure Stephen ever told anyone anything about anything. He was a terrible depressive, you know. It was often quite difficult to get two words together out of him.’


‘You’ve no idea what this unit was doing?’


‘I saw him in the canteen once or twice after he’d left comparability,’ says Treacher. ‘I suppose he must have said something.’


I wait.


‘But what it was I can’t remember. I just recall that I got a bit of a shock when I heard they found him on MOD property. Because I had the definite impression that this was the area he was working in.’


‘Defence?’ I feel a reluctance to pronounce the word.


‘Or something connected with it,’ says Treacher. His tone changes. ‘Do they still have cabinet pudding in the canteen?’


I don’t think there’s anything behind the question this time but nostalgia. But even nostalgia can misremember; I don’t think they’ve ever served cabinet pudding in the Cabinet Office.


‘It’s mostly apples and yoghurt these days,’ I tell him.


After I have put the phone down I sit gazing at Kyle on the opposite side of the airwell. He is also replacing his receiver and turning to gaze thoughtfully out of the window. I get the impression he has had some rather unwelcome news.


Defence, then. I was wrong. A world of secrets and mysteries. And all of them to do with the dull task of bringing people to their deaths.
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I could quite reasonably give up at this point, I think. I could – perhaps should – go back to Ken Hurren tomorrow morning and tell him that there may after all be some question of security involved. I think he would then be obliged to pass it across to Great George Street, and I could honourably retire to the dull comfortable depths of the Annual Assessment.


But what sticks in my head, ridiculously, is the cabinet pudding. Maybe they were still eating cabinet pudding in those days. The Treachers and the Summerchilds are the older generation. 1974, yes. Heath. Wilson. I’d forgotten what was happening in the world until Treacher pronounced those ancient incantations from my childhood. The miners’ strike and the three-day week. Cold and darkness. I remember the grey excitement of walking to rehearsals through the blacked-out streets, of playing ‘Mars the Bringer of War’ by candlelight, in overcoats and scarves. Yes, and I remember the tanks moving down Whitehall; or at any rate I remember the picture I had of them in my head as Tilly Tilling, in the middle of a history class, suddenly began to tell us about the military putsch that was coming. I remember the shake in his voice, the vengeance.


I realize with a shock that those tanks are moving down this same peaceful street I’m now walking along. Because by this time I’m halfway up Whitehall on my way home. I’ve stayed at my desk until half past seven, writing up the minutes of our meeting at the Treasury – even doing a little preparation for a series of consultations I have to begin tomorrow in connection with the Annual Assessment. Warm shadows have lengthened across the road and the tourists have gone. In the side-streets running down towards the river theatregoers are looking for parking-spaces, but on the pavements there’s no one but a few belated bureaucrats like myself, heading for trains and Tubes. No tanks. The tanks never came.


I like this street. I like all these noncommittal grey frontages, some unobtrusively elegant, some cautiously flamboyant, that give so little away about the thought that teems behind them. I hope I look a little like a Government building myself. A quiet façade, perhaps with a touch of distinction. Pale grey summer suit, ready-made but a perfect fit; neat hair already beginning to match the suit; and, what pleases me most, this trim matching beard to bridge most of the gap between suit and hair. I run the tips of my fingers over this beard at difficult moments and am reassured by its fibrous smoothness as much as my son used to be, when he was a little younger, by the feel of his old piece of blanket. I know that my thoughts and feelings are as safe as Cabinet Office minutes behind this beard. My whole personality is decently concealed. I don’t think anyone would even realize I was a Civil Servant. A little idiosyncratic, I think, my appearance – but without going to the slightly absurd lengths of ginger hair and freckles.


I am indeed a walking department of state. Because on the inside – yes, I have my airwells, I have work going forward behind the net curtains. Evidence is being collected – these buildings, this traffic. A never-ending report is being written – here it is. This report is being minuted in the margin – I’m doing it now. ‘The first sign of madness,’ joke people who have been caught talking to themselves, confident of course that it is not. A late sign of sanity, in my view, if you do it as I do it, silently, the lips entirely still, the net curtains drawn. After all, to think is to speak. To think clearly is to organize one’s speech into sentences and paragraphs; sentences and paragraphs into sections and chapters; sections and chapters into a coherent draft report, ready for submission. And to speak silently is to speak without asking for other people’s time or sympathy; without wounding their sensibilities or undermining their faith; without breaching confidentiality or the Official Secrets Act. To speak to oneself is to speak without constraint, to draft a minute which will be laid before a minister who will never read it.


I have timed my departure from the Cabinet Office to leave seven minutes to walk to Charing Cross, and then another two (no more!) before my train leaves – if, of course, it happens to be running. Seven minutes is what it takes me at this time in the evening; eight, sometimes nine, coming the opposite way in the morning, to allow for waits at the two pedestrian crossings and the crowds coming out of the station. But that’s fast walking, as anyone else in the Cabinet Office who travels by way of Charing Cross would confirm. It must have taken Summerchild at least an extra minute in each direction; as I recall it from those evenings fifteen years ago, he walked at a much more reflective pace, as if slowed by some inner weight. I wonder if he left two minutes in hand, like me, to get from the barrier to a compartment level with the Greenwich exit, or three, or five, or whether he liked to arrive at the very last moment and leave a slight uncertainty in the air. He must have caught this same train many times, and all the others before and after as I have. He must have been on one or other of them every night, in weather much like this, all through that last summer of his life.


The train starts, and thunders slowly over the bridge across the river. The Government buildings along the Embankment drop away behind us, and here I am in another world, another life. South London. Every evening Summerchild looked down from these same arches on to this same exhausted tangle of brickwork. He saw this warehouse … this grimy market … this factory … Inside his head, beneath the odd blaze of hair, behind the reckless display of freckles, the same low horizon unrolled, the same milk-crate stacks of Council flats came up out of the east, like this, slowly turned, just so, and fell away into the west, like that … I stopped seeing those flats years ago. It’s not me seeing them now – it’s Summerchild. Only of course he never saw them, either. I am giving him eyes he never had. I am drafting the minutes he never drafted. For a moment even the voice I am drafting them in changes. The light, detached tones inside my head grow low and reluctant, as if I were switching the taperecorder to a slower speed.


And now here I am getting off the train at Greenwich, as Summerchild did, instead of the next station down the line, as Jessel does. I do it without premeditation, as naturally and wearily as if I did it every night. I am – how did my neighbours describe me? – a reserved man who is devoted to his family, with a passion for music. I walk slowly through the tunnel beneath the line, one of a dozen returning commuters, cross over the road with ten of them, make my way through the gnarled little streets beyond the redundant town hall with eight of the ten, and begin to climb the scarp of the South London hills with the remaining five. Halfway up the hill I turn off, and now I am on my own.


I am in a little lane that runs across the front of the hillside, with a kind of broken roadway underfoot which disintegrates as I follow it into gravel studded with outcrops of manhole. I haven’t walked along here for years – not, it occurs to me, for fourteen years. And yet I know it almost better than my own street. I find the name in my head, as if it had always been there: Hyde Hill Lane. I am moving slowly now, as slowly as Summerchild moved when he came out of the darkness on that winter’s night. I pass the lock-up garages and the grease-blackened signs that indicate some small motor repair workshops. On my left the ground drops away through uncertain undergrowth into back gardens and a view of rooftops. On my right there is a sudden and implausible terrace of little bow-fronted villas from the early thirties, still waiting for this leftover country lane to grow up and get itself surfaced and turned into a bypass. But it has not grown up. It has escaped from time and place and municipal control. It has the lost intensity of a dream.


Now here on the left London is beginning to appear beyond the rooftops, lying wide and blue and docile at my feet. I look at it for a moment, tracing out my journey from Westminster. I turn away from it. I know precisely what I shall see, on the other side of the lane, looking out to London over my shoulder. And there indeed they are – an odd little cluster of houses built a century and a half ago, in a jumbled assortment of all the styles available at the time. They have the same wistful air as the terrace further back, as if they too had once entertained hopes of the lane going somewhere in life. The Summerchilds lived in the third one along, with the peeling woodwork and the neglected grey rendering. I believe Millie and her mother still do. I realize that I am standing just as Summerchild stood that other night, when I saw him gazing with such intensity into his own life. Now one of the tall windows on the front room stands open to the warm evening air, but there is nothing to be made out in the darkness of the room beyond.


For a moment I think I might walk up the steps and ring the bell. I imagine the door opening and a woman with a ginger fuzz of hair, painfully familiar, painfully changed, standing on the threshold, frowning in puzzlement. ‘Brian … Brian Jessel … I got off the train at Greenwich – it was a fine evening – I was just walking … I was just wondering … You know – what you were doing, how you were … Whether you could tell me anything about … well … No, that’s not the point. But I was thinking about you only today, as it happened, because … well, for no very good reason.’


It’s impossible. I continue up the lane and return to the world of surfaced roads and pavements. I am no longer the late Stephen Summerchild, a reserved man who is devoted to his family, with a passion for music. I am the living Brian Jessel, a reserved man who is devoted to his family, with, yes, certainly, something of an interest in music. An interest in music that I had rather forgotten about until the thought of Millie in the lane reminded me. I cross the park, as I crossed it so many times in the past, and regain the modest Edwardian streets beyond Maze Hill. I lift my key towards the lock on my own front door, with all my usual sudden rush of fears and anxieties. But before I can turn it, the door opens. Cheryl has been standing inside the front room, looking out of the window, waiting for me.


‘I’m sorry …’ I begin, as I usually do.


‘No, it’s just that my sister’s going out,’ she says, as she picks up the various plastic carrier bags already waiting in the hall. Sometimes she brings her children with her, which I don’t much like, and sometimes she leaves them with her sister, which I like even less, because for her to have her two children minded for her so that she can mind my one is simply crazy. The whole arrangement with Cheryl is hopeless. And if her husband comes back, as he is apparently hinting he might, or if she moves, or gets a job, as she is always threatening to do if he doesn’t, or if my colleagues in the DSS find out that I am paying her, then even this hopeless arrangement will come to an end and I shall be back to the agencies and the advertisements, back to the interviews and the references, back to strangers in the house.


‘He had a little accident at school today.’


My heart stops. ‘An accident?’


‘I knew something was wrong – when I got there he wouldn’t look at me. Mrs Lewis had got his shorts in a bag. I washed them out – they’re on the line.’


Oh, yes, an accident. The front door closes. I go upstairs and softly look round the door of my son’s bedroom. He is asleep, of course. As always. And, as always, I feel the usual wave of uncontrollable anguish at the sight of him. He is lying on top of the covers, as he often is, with his head at the bottom of the bed and his feet on the pillow. There are sharp-edged pieces of Lego mixed up with the bedding and an old cardboard box lying across his chest. I carefully clear as much of the debris as I can. But there is something about the way he is lying that makes my chest tighten with despair. His life is as muddled as his bed. The home in which we both live is a nonsense, and a nonsense from which I can see no way of ever extracting us.


I go downstairs, a reserved man, devoted to his family, and get the remains of the family joint I cooked for my mother-in-law and Timmy and myself yesterday out of the refrigerator. It looks hard and dark, and I can find no fresh vegetables to go with it. Everything inside this house is personal. Everything was chosen by me, worn by me, cooked by me, repaired by me. This is why I am not at home here.


I will go to see Ken Hurren first thing tomorrow morning and tell him that Summerchild was working on defence. When I think of him sighing in the lane on the other side of the Park he seems far too close to home, far too much a part of all the difficult things in life. I don’t want the mess spreading back into my working world. Then tomorrow evening I’ll get home in time to see my son awake, in time to cook a meal, in time to get to grips with things.
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There are fourteen references to defence in the index of the old Government Commission files in Registry, and I have now wasted the first hour and a half of my working day checking through them all.


I have not changed my decision to disburden myself of the task. I am merely rounding my contribution off, by finding – or, as I hope, by failing to find – some recorded trace of Summerchild’s work. I think I settled upon this last gesture as my train stopped at Greenwich this morning. I had been the last to get on at the previous station, so I was standing with my back wedged against the window. At Greenwich the door opened behind me and someone else forced his way in. He did it reluctantly, with a weary sigh, and I knew, as he pulled the door to behind him, and pressed his chest into my back, that he had hair like a forest of ginger exclamation marks. And as we swayed on towards Charing Cross together, this densely corporeal ghost and I, the weariness of his sigh and the redness of his hair passed into me, and I was Summerchild again, on his way into our mutual office. I suddenly wanted to see the work I was doing laid out in front of me. Or at any rate to see its absence. If it had been removed from the files, like myself and my career, I could lay myself to rest and forget myself.
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