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        Snow is a strange white word;

No ice or frost

Have asked of bud or bird

For Winter’s cost. 
      

             

            Isaac Rosenberg,

            ‘On Receiving News of the War’
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            And dawn, I think, is the hour when the pariah goes out … it is the hour of the persecuted, the damned, for no man was ever born who could not feel some shade of hope if he were in open country with the sun about to rise. 

             

            Geoffrey Household, Rogue Male 
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         The truth is in the picture. Alaska. When I can see the whole picture, when I have decoded all the detail, I will know what really happened: I will know what made me run. All I have to do is keep looking at the picture and sooner or later, I will work it out.

         Here is the picture.

         Alaska has floor-to-ceiling windows and is on the corner of the building and is always cold. That’s why we call it Alaska. The glass is one way, of course – from the street below, if you looked up, you would see nothing but a row of navy-blue panels. In the centre of Alaska is a large oval table with a glass top and chrome legs. Around the table are a dozen chairs, also chrome, with white leatherette upholstery. Apart from the table and the chairs, the room has no other furniture. The walls are palest grey, empty of decoration.

         I am sitting at the oval table, in a middle seat, my back to the door. Kieron, our boss, is standing by the floor-to-ceiling window and facing out, surveying the city. Our side of the building looks away from New Street and the Bullring so he’s gazing across the Town Hall car park, the A38 and the business district of which our outfit is a small and discreet part. The sky that lowers over Birmingham is hidden by cloud so white and thick it looks like solid matter, impenetrable.

         I look at Kieron. He has his back to me but is standing at a slight angle – I can see his face in semi-profile and I wait for some sign, a muscle twitching in his cheek, perhaps, to give away what he is thinking or feeling, but he remains expressionless. He is holding his cup of coffee and lifts it from its saucer to take a sip, but his torso stays so still I have the notion that his arm is operating independently, as if he is a tin soldier with jointed limbs – emotionless, robotic. Killers come in all shapes and sizes, after all: sometimes they wear uniforms; sometimes they wear soft-white shirts.

         Carmella is sitting opposite me, her back to Kieron, looking down at the papers in front of her with an intense expression. Ranged round the end of the table, James, Samuel and Kit are in a cluster like starlings on a fence. They are no more than boys, after all; I don’t think one of them is over thirty-five. They like to be proximate to each other when there is trouble: safety in numbers.

         We all have coffees in front of us and there is a plate of pastries in the middle of the table, mostly untouched, although a few moments ago, Carmella picked up one of them, a croissant, and tore the end from it, posting it into her mouth and putting the rest of it back on the plate, leaving a small scattering of pastry flakes on the table as she did. She and I have always made an effort to disagree with each other in meetings; it’s a pact we have had since the day we walked into Alaska together and she angled her head towards me and whispered without humour, ‘Make sure we don’t always agree with each other, or the boys will say we’re dominating them.’ When Kieron is in full flood, I know it would be a tactical error to meet Carmella’s gaze.

         At this point, though, I could really do with meeting her gaze. I want to know what she thinks about what we have just been told – but all she does is stare down at her papers when we all know the papers have just become irrelevant. The three boys sit at the end of the table, looking winded. Nobody knows what to say.

         As I sit there, digesting Kieron’s announcement, he walks back to the table and puts his coffee cup and saucer down on the glass tabletop. He turns and reaches out, resting his left hand lightly on Carmella’s shoulder, and at that point – she couldn’t help herself, I realise later – she raises her gaze to mine, keeping her expression so effortfully blank that what she is thinking could not be clearer. I feel myself rise, and as I am rising what I am thinking, calculating, is: It’s no more than thirty paces to the lifts.

         ——

         My father was an insomniac. If I woke in the night, I would hear him moving around the house – we lived in a crumbly old place. You could scarcely take a step without a floorboard creaking. One night, I remember slipping from my bed and padding out onto the landing. I knew my father was somewhere in the house, moving around, and I had the desire to comfort him.

         I was around five, I think – my little brothers were babies and slept in cribs in my parents’ room. I paused outside the door of the master bedroom, which was ajar, and peered in. My mother was asleep on her back, snoring softly. The boys’ cribs were next to each other beneath the window. I could see the shape of them, small lumps like slugs, unmoving. The curtains in my parents’ room were thin and moonlight illumined the room. They had a blue candlewick bedspread that was rumpled and awry. My mother was half uncovered, one solid leg exposed and her nightie rucked up at the hip. If I had been a bolder child, I might have padded over to her side of the bed and covered her, but I withdrew from the doorway and walked down the landing to find my father. I was so small, so light, that the floorboards didn’t creak for me.

         I found my father at the far end of the landing, silhouetted in a window that looked out over the untidy sprawl of our back garden. He was smoking and staring out at the scrubby lawn, the hedge, the fields beyond. Our house was the last one in our road before the open countryside – turn of the century, huge sash windows that rattled in their frames in winter. A stray high explosive had taken out the rest of the street in 1940 and it had been rebuilt with modern brick semis and bungalows. Only our house remained as a relic of the pre-war world, detached in more ways than one.

         I remember thinking, He is lonely.

         He turned as I approached. ‘Bird,’ he said. He had called me Bird for as long as I could remember. ‘What are you doing up?’ He asked it idly as if he neither wanted nor expected an answer, looking back out across the garden then lifting his chin and tilting his head back to exhale a fine column of smoke towards the ceiling.

         I stood by him in my long cotton nightie and leaned my head against his hip. He put his left hand on top of my head and stroked my hair. His downward motion was firm, as if I was a cat. We stood there for a while, my father and I, communing in silence.

         ‘What are you looking at?’ I said eventually.

         He inclined his head towards me and whispered, ‘The moon …’

         I stared out of the window at the sky. ‘Where is it?’ I asked. From where I was standing, I couldn’t see any moon.

         ‘Oh, it’s always there, Bird,’ he replied. ‘Even when you can’t see it, it’s always there.’ His cigarette had burned down and he looked at the glowing tip between his fingers. ‘The moon follows you wherever you go. Sometimes it’s fat and round, sometimes it’s just a thin curve and sometimes you can’t see it at all because of the cloud cover, but it’s still there.’ He made the moon sound like a searchlight that you could never escape.

         My five-year-old self did not yet understand that my parents had independent thoughts and lives, that they existed beyond the perimeter of my own world. Even so, I understood enough to realise that my father was afraid of something out there in the dark – or, perhaps, afraid of its illumination.

         Apparently, before the age of two we don’t understand that when our mother or father leaves the room they continue to exist in another place. As far as the infant is concerned, it is as if the person they depend upon to stay alive has just dissolved into thin air. No wonder toddlers scream all the time. It isn’t bad behaviour – it’s existential despair.

         I was around eight when I came to understand that my father was a liar.

         ‘I’m going to France, Bird,’ he declared one day with a flourish, ‘shall I bring you back some cheese?’

         ‘I would like a doll in national costume, please,’ I replied in the solemn, respectful tone that I had learned worked best with my father. I had a book at the time, a large illustrated book like a children’s encyclopaedia, called National Costumes of the World. I spent hours lying on my stomach on my bed leafing through it, imagining that I was Mila from Switzerland in a white apron with a red cross on the front or Kakalina from Hawaii with a garland of flowers (Kakalina had a better outfit but Mila had a dog). I craved a physical collection. I had already planned how I would arrange it on the shelf above my bed. So far, all I had was a Dutch girl in tiny clogs, with stiff blonde plaits made of straw.

         My father laughed as if I was joking. ‘A string of onions round the neck and a stripy shirt and beret?’

         Well, if that’s what they wear …

         He was gone for over three weeks. When he returned, I waited for a doll to be produced. I didn’t expect it when he first walked in through the door – my brothers and mother were there and of course he couldn’t bring presents for all of us, but I was his favourite, after all …

         It was three or four days after his return that I first had a chance to encounter him alone, one Sunday morning. My mother had taken my pious little brothers to church – my father and I were both atheists; we had discussed it. I waited until the coast was clear, then went to find him in the front room, the room that would have once been called a parlour. He had given up smoking a year or so previously but this part of the house still held a base note of cigarette ash, and in my memory the light from the bay window has a misty quality.

         He was sitting in his favourite armchair, reading the newspaper. This was back in the days when papers were so huge that men in armchairs could hold them up and disappear – and so I stood in front of my father and spoke to the paper. The headline that day read ALDERMASTON MARCH TO REACH LONDON, above a photo of men in coats and hats at the front of a crowd holding placards and banners.

         ‘Dad,’ I began, spoken as one syllable, then repeated as two. ‘Da-ad …’

         ‘Ye-ees …’ he murmured from behind the paper.

         ‘How was France?’ I was beginning gently, by taking an interest in his trip.

         He lowered the paper. The Aldermaston March, whatever that was, collapsed in on itself as it descended to his lap. ‘France?’ he asked.

         ‘Yes,’ I said.

         For a brief but unmistakeable moment, his face went blank. ‘Oh, France, yes France, yes, thanks, France was grand.’ He raised the paper and spoke from behind it. ‘Your mum will be back soon, Bird, there’s a good girl.’

         I left the room with my expression knitted. My father is a liar. He hasn’t been to France at all. It was the first time I remembered him underestimating me but far from the last.

         ‘Your father is in hospital.’ My mother called me on a Tuesday afternoon, which was unusual – we generally spoke on a Sunday. I was thirty-five years old. My father would die before I was thirty-six. Your father is in hospital. Later, I was to find my mother’s phrase a little odd, as if the man in hospital was primarily mine. Perhaps she was acknowledging that losing a husband was one thing but losing a father quite another. ‘I’ve called your brothers. Louis thinks he can make it over tomorrow.’

         My father had had a stroke, she went on to say, that morning, a small one, they thought. He had been bending over by the bin and as he stood up, he staggered and put his hand out to the kitchen counter to balance himself. ‘My eyesight’s gone all blurry,’ he had said.

         She helped him into a kitchen chair and they both might have dismissed the incident as him straightening too quickly, apart from the fact that she noticed his left foot was dragging as she helped him sit down.

         The CT scan later confirmed the stroke was mild – but that was the way it often went: the small stroke is a warning, a shot across the bows. The colossal one gets you later, as it would my father.

         She told me the hospital he was in – it was one I didn’t know, but when I looked it up, I saw it was on the right side of Coventry for me to drive there from London and arrive by mid-evening.

         Then she said something that confused me. ‘He’s in ward C3. It’s the psychiatric ward.’

         It was only on the drive to the hospital that I thought back over the last year and realised how much my father had deteriorated and how my mother had been hiding it from me. I had noticed, in my busy, distracted way, that he was often absent or inattentive when I visited – asleep in the armchair sometimes, ‘resting upstairs’ at others. But now I recalled this strange blankness in his gaze when he looked at me on arrival, how he would stare for several minutes until something I did – a familiar hand gesture or turn of phrase – would unlock his memory and he would smile and declare, ‘Bird! How are you?’

         This has been coming for a while, I thought as I pulled into the hospital car park, even though I wasn’t too sure what this was, as yet. I was not yet alarmed enough to think of the implications. In the front of my thoughts, as I crossed the car park in the dark, the black tarmac slick with rain, was annoyance that my mother had not told me a while ago about my father’s condition.

         I hadn’t visited them for three months and was unprepared for the changes in him – the haphazard stubble, the concave cheeks, the wary look in his large dark eyes. When I got to his room, I had to stand by the door, taking a moment, while my mother rose from her chair beside his bed saying, ‘Sit with him for a bit while I just visit the bathroom.’ Her face was drawn and I felt a rush of guilt – they had clearly been having a much worse time than they had let on, while I had been so busy with work, saving the universe.

         My father was staring ahead, motionless. Apart from the fact that his eyes were open, he might have been asleep. ‘Go and have a coffee, a sandwich,’ I said to her, while still looking at him. ‘You can update me when you get back.’ She nodded, stepped towards me and embraced me briefly, the flats of both hands pressing my back, gratitude as well as affection in her grasp.

         ‘I won’t be long,’ she said softly as she closed the door behind her.

         I sat by my father’s bedside and took his hand and he turned his head, stared at me with a liquid gaze devoid of recognition, turned away again. It upset me, the way he had stared at me, so I looked at his hand, the green bulges of veins beneath the skin, the long dark hairs on each finger. I noticed that his fingernails were neatly clipped and wondered that he had the presence of mind to do that recently when the ability to shave properly had left him. I thought about his personal vanity and because I could not mourn him yet – it seemed too soon, unseemly – I mourned the loss of his vanity instead, and of all it represented.

         ‘Thing is …’ His voice was surprisingly strong and clear. ‘Thing is …’ he repeated.

         I looked at him but he wasn’t looking at me, he was looking straight ahead. He had gone silent again, as if he had already said what the thing was. Then he spoke again.

         ‘If D467 doesn’t make contact within twelve hours we need to notify all personnel.’ He paused again. ‘Bratislava.’

         My mother would only be a short while, I knew. Cellular phones, as we called them back then, were still unusual – strange to think it now, but if you got one out in public, people would ask you why you had it; as I left the room, I glanced up and down the corridor before I took mine out of my handbag. It was ten o’clock at night and no one was around. They had put Dad in the side room most distant from the general ward. I looked up and down, at the receding lines of walls and doors. There was a faint buzzing sound from the yellowish lights in the ceiling above me. Apart from that, there was nothing, no one, just the grey and cream-coloured shapes of an empty hospital corridor.

         I hesitated. I knew I should call the duty line, but my first instinct was to contact Richard Semple, my father’s former protégé. I felt for my father’s vulnerability. I wanted someone who knew and cared about him to deal with this. But I followed procedure, dialled, gave the code followed by my identifying details, and got a duty officer. ‘I need to talk to someone about my father, Robert Berriman,’ I said. ‘He’s retired and he’s just been admitted to the Newland Infirmary, it’s a few miles south-west of Coventry. He’s had a stroke but I think he’s also early stage dementia and he’s talking.’

         The duty officer asked for more details then said, ‘Hold for a minute.’ While she entered them into Mainframe, there were some clicks from her keyboard, then a pause, a few more clicks.

         While I waited, I continued glancing up and down the corridor. I hoped it wouldn’t take long – I didn’t want my mother to return and see I was standing outside the room.

         After a short while the duty officer came back on the line and said, ‘Thanks for calling it in, we’re aware.’

         After I had hung up, I stood for a moment in the grey and yellow corridor, watching the empty stretch of it, listening to the faint buzz of the lights and a small ticking sound. A tiny moth was trapped somewhere inside one of them.

         When I had my mandatory psychological assessment for the Service, the psychiatrist was an elderly white man with a beard. ‘If you were to show me a typical family photograph from your childhood,’ he said, ‘describe it to me, who is in it, where are you all sitting relevant to each other?’

         The picture that came into my head was of our evenings watching television. We had a large black and white set in a mahogany cupboard in the corner of the room. In this picture, my mother was cuddling the twins on the sofa while they threw rivalrous glares at each other; my father was in his armchair, his gaze intent. Every now and then, he was annoyed by the faulty diction of a presenter or newsreader and would correct them out loud. I was cross-legged on the carpet, ostensibly watching the television but also watching my father and the tight little unit that was my mother and brothers. Clear-eyed, I thought of myself later in life, divining everything.

         Timothy and Louis were around three in that picture. Tim was plump and self-satisfied, a solid square of a child – already it was apparent he would be good at PE and feared in the playground. Later in life, he went into insurance and made a ton of money in some obscure aspect of it that I never understood, something to do with commercial shipping. He moved to San Diego and married an American who always called me honey with the distracted air of someone who couldn’t quite remember my name. Louis was the weakling, thinner and paler than Tim, close and affectionate with our mother and very, very quiet. For much of his childhood, there were concerns that he was, in the parlance of the time, ‘a bit slow’, but nothing was ever confirmed. One day, he would relocate to Madrid to take up a professorship in linguistics. Apparently, he’s quite notable in his field.

         Both of the twins were obsessed with our mother at that age and clung to her, competing for her attention. When we watched television in the evenings – usually the documentaries my father insisted upon – they would snuggle either side of her in their pyjamas, tucked into the fleshy valleys made by her torso and ample arms, Louis sucking his thumb and Tim twisting the hair behind his right ear round a finger. She would pull them in tight and say happily, ‘It’s lucky I have two arms.’

         ‘We were a very loving family,’ I replied, ‘it was a secure childhood, happy. Very normal.’

         Dr Beard paused for a moment, then said quietly, ‘That’s not what I asked.’

         I once asked my mother whether she had minded her husband never talking about his day at work, his disappearances, the silences that fell in our house. I was in my early thirties and had been in the job myself for just over a year – I couldn’t understand how anyone, male or female, combined it with a normal family life. I was curious.

         It was a Saturday in March. The weather was unexpectedly warm. I had arrived the evening before and would stay till Sunday morning. I still thought of it as ‘going home for the weekend’. Dad had retired the year before, aged sixty, although he had been taken off active duty ten years before, of course. He was lucky to have hung on another decade in an administrative role but even so, it had happened too early. He was restless, still fit and strong, still going away for days at a time for reasons that were unclear – sometimes I wondered if he was having a late-in-life affair, although I look back now and think he simply couldn’t drop the habit. Mysteriousness is addictive, after all – it puts us at the centre of the story.

         Mum said he went out for a long walk several times a week, up to the shops or the War Memorial Park, supposedly to stay fit, but I suspect he just couldn’t bear to be at home all day. I look back now and feel sad. You never stop being what you are, in our line of work. The prospect of stopping must have felt like a kind of death to him, and all the disappearing and exercising in the world no more than postponement – and, of course, as it would turn out, he was right. He could glimpse the clouds on the horizon. He was frightened of them.

         He had gone out for a walk around town, despite my mother’s protestations, taking some tea in a flask and a piece of fruitcake wrapped in greaseproof paper – we weren’t to wait for him, we were to go ahead and have lunch. I was secretly pleased. I liked talking to my father and I liked talking to my mother, but my relationship with each of them was different: we talked about different topics, used different phrases even. When we were all together, we resorted to small talk, the lingua franca of any family.

         His departure reminded me that whenever Dad left the house, I had always taken it for granted that the explanation he gave may not be true.

         I broached the subject casually, while my mother served us a Sunday roast on a Saturday because I had to leave after breakfast the next day. We had been talking about the fact that Dad had gone out, so it was natural enough for me to slip in, ‘Did you mind, ever, him going places, I mean? The job.’

         My mother was of that generation of women trained to not-mind all sorts of things – but there’s a difference between an outward show of not minding and really not minding. We’ve forgotten so much, already, what it was like for women of her age: you gave up work upon marriage, you didn’t have your own passport or bank account, no name on the mortgage. How similar women were expected to be – salt ’n’ pepper curls, A-line skirts, headscarves – and how according to men, women were like this or women were like that, all one homogenous lump who thought and felt the same, all day long.

         Plenty of her women friends had it worse than her, in that era. I could remember suburban Coventry in the fifties and sixties very well. Joy Kendall who lived opposite couldn’t leave the house on a Saturday without her husband standing in the bay window with his forearm lifted, watching his wrist the whole while. If she returned a minute later than her estimate upon departure, he would come to the doorstep as she walked up the road and you could hear him yelling at her from across the street. Mrs Carlton from number fifty-two had a husband who was sleeping with the local librarian. My mother merely had to be discreet and uncomplaining – as far as I knew, that is.

         So when I asked her, ‘Did you ever mind?’ and she gave one of her dreamy smiles, I was expecting her to reply, ‘No, not really …’

         Instead, she said, as she ladled potatoes onto my plate, ‘Well, there was only one time that I minded.’

         I waited.

         After she’d served me, she lifted a trio of potatoes from the dish and held them above her own plate for a moment before inclining the spoon to let them slither down – she always loved new potatoes in the spring, with butter, and chives from the garden, chopped finely with the kitchen scissors. She was in her mid-fifties then but her curls always stayed salt ’n’ pepper; her hair never went entirely white. She would die in her bed of an aortic aneurysm, at the age of seventy-nine.

         She lifted her napkin and pressed it to her lips, even though she hadn’t eaten anything yet. She looked down at her plate. ‘It was our first morning as a married couple. We were having breakfast at the hotel, and he poured me some hot chocolate and said there was one thing I had to promise.’ She raised her cutlery, then put it down again. ‘I thought he was about to say, you know, you must always be faithful or, I don’t know. I could tell it was serious, maybe it was, maybe, if I become disabled you must put a pillow over my face – he had a horror of being incapacitated or trapped in any way, you probably remember …’

         This anecdote was already as long as almost anything my mother had ever told me about her life. I stilled my breath.

         ‘Instead, he said to me, as soon as we are settled in the house, you must pack a bag, not a suitcase, a shopping bag, the kind of thing you might use if you were just going out for the day with a friend. It must have a change of clothes and some money I will give you, in an envelope. If I am away, or even just at work for the day, and I phone you, and I say to you, can we have steak and kidney pie for supper, we haven’t had one for ages and I’ve a real hankering for one, if I ever say that, then you say yes but I’ll have to get to the shops then, and you must go and get the bag and leave the house immediately. Immediately, I mean, you put your shoes and coat on, and you’re gone …’

         She pushed a potato around the plate with her fork, then lifted her knife and cut it in half but still didn’t eat. ‘Well of course the first thing I said was, where will I go? He said, when you’ve packed the bag, show it to me, and we’ll agree where the envelope with the money will be hidden. There might be a second envelope next to it, which will have instructions. If there isn’t, you walk to the railway station, along the main road, not down the cut-through, and you sit in the waiting room and wait for instructions. You make sure there are other people around. If there’s no one else in the waiting room, go and sit on a bench outside.’

         I wanted to ask questions, but I knew that if I seemed too keen for detail it could frighten her off. When my mother talked about herself in any way, she became like a small deer. It was important not to startle her. I picked up my own fork and toyed with a piece of lamb on my plate – she had given me the crispy pieces from the edge that she knew I liked.

         ‘Of course,’ she continued, ‘all sorts of things fell into place then. I think I had always known, but I minded that he hadn’t told me before. He was telling me now I was his wife, but that meant he hadn’t trusted me enough to tell me until we were married, as if I might run off or something, as if he didn’t believe I loved him enough to stay with him regardless.’

         She looked down at her plate, lifted her cutlery and began to cut her lamb up into small pieces. ‘So I said to him, why are you only telling me this now, on our first morning of married life? And he said,’ she gave a small smile at the memory, ‘he said, well I didn’t think it would be on to lean down and whisper it in your ear at the altar.’

         We were both eating now, having managed the tricky business of commencing the meal without halting the conversation.

         ‘What about when we were born?’ I asked.

         ‘Oh, he said to me, when you were about three or four months old, you do remember our conversation, don’t you? He didn’t need to say anything else. We both knew which conversation he meant. It was easy when you were babies. I just packed a nappy bag, there’d have been no questions with me carrying one of those. It was harder when you were older, of course, knowing what to put in, because I never knew how long it would be for, and of course when there were three of you there wasn’t room for much.’

         ‘Did you ever discuss it again?’

         ‘There was no need,’ she said, frowning as if a piece of meat that she had put in her mouth was chewy. She swallowed hard. ‘About once a year I looked at the bag and changed the contents a bit, a small book, or some colouring pens to keep you occupied, underwear, that sort of thing. I was only guessing.’ She paused and looked at me with something like amusement. ‘It never actually happened. To tell the truth, I don’t think there was much chance it would – it was more so that your father had peace of mind.’

         I thought of how my father had insisted on a gravel drive in front of our house, so you could always hear the postman’s approach in the morning. I thought of how he went around the house at least twice each night before bedtime, locking all the doors, unplugging all the electrical devices, then checking all the doors were locked again. I thought of the great washes of silence within which our lives as a family had been conducted, the great, wide, slowly flowing river of it, how we had all just let that river of silence carry us along.

         ‘The gravy’s gone cold already,’ my mother said, putting a hand out and laying it along the side of the gravy boat. My mother’s gravy boat – white porcelain with a gilt rim – what a pleasing design it had, the great wide tongue to pour the gravy over, like the stone ledge of a waterfall made smooth by time. ‘Shall I give it a minute in the microwave?’

         And so I suppose it was always in my blood, running I mean – perhaps not running itself so much as the preparedness to run – the capacity to go through each day always being ready. If you grow up with that, you come to think of it as just something inside you that you live with, like mild asthma, or an allergy to seafood. It doesn’t dominate your life, you just feel a low-level awareness of it all the time, an instinctive vigilance that you hardly ever think about.

         And then, one day, something happens, and while part of you is still in whatever situation you are in that day – in a meeting, perhaps, with five of your colleagues, in an office called Alaska with a glass-topped table and the flakes of a half-eaten pastry scattered around – the other part of you is getting hot inside, your breath rough in your throat, and you are already thinking, When I get to the lifts, if one of them opens as soon as I press the button, that will be the quickest way to the ground floor, but if both lifts are caught on another floor then, to save precious seconds, I should take the stairs. 
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         It’s less than thirty paces from Alaska to the lifts – I am walking swiftly but calmly and I estimate: twenty-three. The corridor outside our offices is empty. Thank God, I think, for one of my thoughts as I stared at Kieron in the meeting was, They might be outside already. They will be on their way to the building, though. As I hit the button to go down, I imagine a small group of ordinary-looking men in suits outside the lifts on the ground floor, hitting the button to go up. The thing about the Department of Standards, or DOS, is that it’s staffed by the most mild-looking people you will ever meet – it’s as though they train them on how to appear innocuous. If you passed one in the street you might guess them to be a middle manager in a high-street building society, or a geography teacher, perhaps. 

         The lift doors open immediately – it’s mid-afternoon and the lift is empty. As it sinks, I feel the power of descent, as though gravity is pulling me down. My ears pop, or feel as if they pop; the roots of my hair tingle. I breathe through my nose and tell myself this is all psychosomatic. The lift stops three times on the way down, each time collecting a single person: a woman with a pink streak in her hair and large rimless glasses, a tall, blond-haired man, a young man with a beaky nose. I clock each of their identifying features in turn without looking at them. Already, I am hyper-alert and – weirdly – I have time to feel impressed with myself. 

         Back in Alaska, up there on the seventeenth floor, there will have been a small silence after my unexpected departure from the room, an exchange of looks, and as the lift descends, I try to picture what is happening. The meeting will continue for a short while – it will take them a few minutes to work out I’m not coming back. James likes to ask informed questions phrased in a way that suggests he knows the answer but is still eager to learn. It’s probable he is buying me vital seconds. 

         We reach the ground floor. The lift doors slide open with a ssshhhh … and I can see straightaway that there’s no one waiting in Reception. The barriers to exit into the lobby are those hard plastic triangles, canine shaped, that protrude from wide metal posts on either side. You need your pass to get in, but on the way out they are automatic – the barriers spring apart as you approach, then snap shut behind you. As I sweep through them, I raise my hand to the man behind the desk. It’s Denis today, plump and reassuring in his smart uniform. He raises his in return. As we bid each other farewell, it is as if the gestures are in slow motion, as if our hands are rising and falling in encapsulation of all my working years, my ascension up the ranks to becoming Kieron’s deputy, my rapid descent into – what? I don’t yet know. In that simple act of raising my hand, I am saying goodbye to more than two decades in my profession along with a great deal else besides. 

         And then immediately, with no conscious memory of pushing through the revolving doors, I am outside and standing on the wide, shallow steps that lead down to the piazza, breathing in as I go. I have the sensation that I have just dived into a river on a hot day. It’s shocking but refreshing, and as long as I keep swimming, I’ll be fine. 

         It’s an eight-minute walk from my office to the shop. I’ve walked it many times and know how to negotiate the backstreets passing as few CCTV cameras as possible. I am on automatic pilot. If I think about what I am doing at all, it is only to congratulate myself on the thoroughness of my preparation. 

         An elderly man stands behind the counter – I’m guessing he’s the uncle; he’s been there with Adil a couple of times when I’ve been in but this is the first time I’ve seen him minding the shop on his own. 

         ‘Hi,’ I say, ‘I’m Sue, it’s my stuff in the back.’ I gesture towards the storeroom as I speak. 

         He looks at me with a steady, clear-eyed gaze. I gesture again and he gives a short sharp nod, then turns. 

         I follow him to the back. The door to the storeroom stands open but it’s too tightly packed with shelves to allow us both in, so the uncle steps back to allow me inside, while remaining in the doorway watching me and glancing back over his shoulder in case another customer should come into the shop. 

         I step forward and pick up the holdall, which is tucked down at the bottom of a stack of shelving containing a neat row of boxes of Cup a Soup: cream of mushroom, chicken noodle, tomato and basil. 

         ‘Thanks,’ I say to him as I leave. 

         The concrete unloveliness of New Street looms – joint worst station in the country, tying with Liverpool Lime Street and East Croydon, so they say, and soon to be knocked down and rebuilt, bit by bit. Inside, I head to the ticket office – it’s quiet, there are four desks with staff behind them and only three customers. I walk casually to the empty desk and ask the slow-moving, softly spoken man behind it for a single to London. I pay in cash. I don’t need to glance up to the corner to the left and above me to see the CCTV camera trained on me because I’ve done my homework and I know exactly where all the cameras in this ticket office are. 

         Back out on the concourse, I stand beneath the wide information board and crane my neck like all the other worshipful passengers. A Euston service is due to leave in seven minutes. It’s already boarding. Perfect. 

         On Platform Five, I enter the train by the door immediately after First Class and walk down through the carriages until I find a double seat facing backwards, tucked close to the luggage rack. It is the work of a moment to take my two phones and slide them into the narrow gap between the cushion and the wall. Then I rise from the seat and go straight into the toilet in the vestibule. 

         Inside, I twist the handle on the lock and it slides home with a satisfying thunk. I dump the holdall on top of the toilet, yank at the broken zip and pull out a lightweight raincoat, some trainers, leggings and a beanie hat. I pull my skirt down over my hips and pull the leggings on top of my tights, folding and stuffing the skirt back into the holdall along with my block-heel court shoes and neat tailored jacket. I’ll have no need of office wear for a good while now, but I’ll hang on to them just in case. I slip the raincoat on top of my shirt and zip it up, stuff my hair into the beanie. There are some clear glasses in the pocket of the raincoat. In less than a minute, I’m unrecognisable unless you manage to get a close-up of my face. Outside the loo, I turn towards the front of the train and walk down towards the engine. It’s a relatively quiet service, only one in four seats occupied. Within a couple of minutes I have exited back onto the platform towards the front of the train. 

         The next train to Glasgow leaves in twelve minutes. I’m calm as I head towards it. Two police officers are standing by the ticket barrier chatting to a guard. From the corner of my vision, I can see their demeanour is relaxed – one has his elbow lifted, resting on a barrier. The other has removed his hat. 

         Even so, once I am settled on the Glasgow train – again in a double seat close to the luggage rack and toilet, the position in which I am least likely to be joined – I look at my watch and wonder at the acre of time that is the remaining eleven minutes before departure. 

         Eventually, the doors to the train clunk shut with appropriate weight and solemnity. By contrast, the whistle is high and satisfyingly shrill. The train begins to move, but slowly, like an old man with creaky bones. The platforms at New Street Station are all underground and as the train creeps forward, the view out of the window on my right is of a high black wall smeared with green moss, a prison wall, the light above it distant, and then we enter a pitch-dark tunnel and the train is still so slow, the wheels screeching and crunching. It is not until we exit at the far end of the tunnel that the train picks up speed. At last, at last, I think, with the turning of the wheels. Kieron may have made the phone call about me already, but my preparations have been thorough. Flavia, I’m coming. The buried thought deep inside us – we do everything for two reasons after all: the reason, and the real reason. 

         Suddenly there is a sky of palest blue and thick green trees and the grey metal fencing that runs alongside the tracks as the wheels turn faster and faster and we are out in open countryside before we know it, speeding along past the warehouses beneath the low scudding clouds and nobody but me knows what I am doing or where I’m going: what a secret, soaring thought. I’m hurtling away from my life. I’ve done it. I’ve gone. 
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         It all goes swimmingly until we get to Carlisle. I am no more than eight miles from the Scottish border when it begins to go wrong. 

         We have not long pulled out of Oxenholme. I have been staring out of the window at the Lake District wishing that instead of being stuck on a train, I was on foot in a wilderness – wouldn’t fleeing that way be much more exciting? Be careful what you wish for, as they say. 

         We have come to a stop some way out of town, far enough out for fields to stretch either side of the train. The sky is still pale blue but if I look ahead on the left-hand side I can see clouds, bunched and darkening, massing together like an infantry unit preparing for attack. I shuffle to the aisle seat so I can look down the train and see a ticket inspector in the carriage ahead. He is beaming at passengers while he asks for All tickets and railcards, please and bumping against the side of the seats as though the train is still in motion, laughing at his own joke. I have a valid ticket, bought six weeks ago, but he’s the type who pauses to chat to customers, which makes me nervous. I rise, pick up the holdall, and start walking down the train to the rear carriage. As I do, the train begins to move and for the briefest of moments I have the illusion that although we are picking up speed, I am stationary. 

         In the rear carriage, I spot a set of seats around a table at the far end that look empty. It is only as I sit down, a little heavily, that I see there is a woman in her thirties with an infant on her lap sitting in the seat diagonally opposite mine, facing backwards. Next to her is a child around six, leaning against her mother’s shoulder and sucking her thumb. 

         Startled by my sudden arrival, the woman glares at me and I see that on one cheek there is a bruise, only partially disguised by powdery foundation. It is in a shallow crescent shape beneath one eye and already a purple-greenish colour, with a glow of yellow that blurs the edges, as light can sometimes blur the edge of the moon. I bet that hurt before it discoloured, I think. Now the swelling has gone down the pain will have diminished, perhaps so much that she feels a flush of surprise when she looks in the mirror. Or, perhaps, she might be so accustomed to bruises she never really forgets they are there. If you are beaten a lot, then your safety depends on you never forgetting. 

         Our eyes meet and in the same instant I observe what is all too obvious in her – the bruise, her hidden position on the train, the quiet, glazed look of the child – she sees something in me, and I almost want to lean forward and say quietly, It isn’t what you think. My situation is different. That fellow feeling you’ve just spotted, it’s not the same. 

         She gives me a cool look, then turns her face to the window. I don’t know whether I am more embarrassed by my seeing her or her seeing me, but I rise from my seat again, pick up my holdall and head into the vestibule at the very rear of the train, an empty space where nobody will come. I have an overwhelming desire to act. 

         I take my burner phone from my coat pocket. I turn it on and dial as the train picks up speed again and soon we are thundering towards Carlisle. 

         It answers after four rings. ‘Stuart,’ I say, ‘Sophie Lester. We spoke in May.’ 

         There is a short pause. ‘Ah yes, Sophie, yes of course, of course!’ 

         I am just in time, he says. End of September is my last opportunity. After that, the weather will be too bad to sail. 

         It’s late August – the end of September leaves me with four weeks to go and in an ideal world, I’d be out of the country within days. 

         ‘You don’t have anything before then?’ 

         ‘Sorry, next one is full and I can only do so many, only so many people that crazy!’ He bursts into one of those hahahaha laughs. 

         I make a calculation – I’ve always known I would have to go to ground for a few days at the very least and I have the wherewithal. This isn’t catastrophic, just a hold-up. I consider offering to bribe Stuart to toss one of the earlier participants off his manifest, but it might make him suspicious and that I cannot afford. ‘Sure, just as long as you’re definitely going then.’ 

         ‘Oh yeah, I have to, still paying off the loan! Hahahaha!’ 

         After a few unavoidable pleasantries, I bid Stuart farewell, hang up and consider my plans. Four weeks. I will have to divert my route, take my time over each stop – a zigzag course would be good, that’s okay. I’ve studied my Ordnance Survey maps of Scotland so often over the last few weeks that I’ve practically memorised the whole country. It will actually play in my favour: it will add a note of randomness to what I do next. 

         I should message Vikram, I think, using the code we agreed in advance. 

         It is at this point, as I’m standing in the rear vestibule of the train as it approaches Carlisle, about to text my solicitor, that something really bad happens – so bad that I have to go through a series of thoughts in order to calibrate just how bad it is. 

         The phone in my hand vibrates. 

         The only phone call I have ever made on this phone is to Stuart the yacht guy, just now, and I withheld my number. Nobody has this number. It is an unknown caller. 

         I lift the phone to my ear. 

         ‘Heather …’ His voice is low, almost a murmur. ‘Phones on the London train, bit obvious. Doubt that’s where you’re headed.’ 

         I say nothing. I wonder where he is, whether he’s back in his corner office, or whether he’s still standing in Alaska, having dismissed everyone else, looking out over Birmingham. 

         ‘It’s okay …’ he says. Is there a slightly breathy quality to his tone? I am trying to work out if he sounds frightened. ‘They already know you’re not going to London, so this is what …’ 

         I hang up the phone and turn it off. I stand where I am for a moment or two, biting the inside of my cheek and confronting the possibility that I have not been nearly as clever as I thought. 

         He didn’t say we. He said they. This is – potentially – very bad news. 

         The train pulls into Carlisle. I get off, shouldering the holdall. I don’t glance into the train but as I pass the woman with the two children, I have the feeling she is looking at me. 

         Carlisle Station is unexpectedly pretty – a vaulted glass roof, ironwork, stone. This calms me a little as I head for the exit, walking ordinarily, so as not to attract attention of any sort. As I reach the exit barriers, two men in slacks, one wearing a herringbone coat, the other a mac, come walking swiftly towards me, their faces set. I keep my expression neutral as I show my ticket to the guard while watching the men out of the corner of my eye. There is another guard at the far end of the barriers, next to an open gate, and they flash warrant cards at him, discreetly, without pausing their stride. I can’t risk looking back so I don’t know if they are heading towards the train I have just left or whether they are here about something else. I need to stop somewhere and regroup, but I want to be further away from the station. 

         I stride off in what looks like the direction of town, passing a church and two solid round towers the shape of the castle pieces we used to have in an old wooden chess set. I don’t stop as I go by but glimpse a plaque that says something about a citadel and think, you’ve built your citadel, it’s going to be okay. So Kieron was already tracking your phones – you suspected as much. The burner phone is too old for GPS but him having the number is a deeply alarming development. 

         I head down a road called English Street, which strikes me as mocking when, if I’d stayed on the train, I could be nearly at the Scottish border. Perhaps I’ve been precipitate – or perhaps the train is still sitting in Carlisle Station while those plainclothes officers walk up and down the carriages looking for me. 

         I am walking through a pedestrian precinct and see that at the end of it there is a Victorian-looking building with wide steps leading up to a Tourist Information Centre and beneath it, a café. I wonder if I can risk going in to pick up a local map and decide that I can’t – but I can sit in the café, which is wide and open plan, with seats inside and out, and have a clear view right down the precinct. 

         He didn’t say we, he said they. 

         We call it sweeping the room. 

         One of the visiting speakers on our surveillance training course was seventy-eight years old – such a long string bean of a man, pale and bony, white-haired, manner as cool as a glass of water – he came to talk to us in jeans. Jeans on a septuagenarian, we loved it. His tone of voice had a mid-Atlantic inflection. Although he was elderly, kindly, there was something sexually alert about him, a slight crackle in the room, like a radio signal from a planet in a distant galaxy. 

         He was there that morning to give a PowerPoint presentation about various cases he had been involved with. We had quite a few of these sessions, historical examples of successful missions and, sometimes, the unsuccessful ones, everything that could and had gone wrong. In those talks, we got to learn from the missions the public never hears about – the terrorist attacks that were foiled and how, the demonstrations where invaluable intel was garnered, and why. 

         And sometimes, we got to learn about the things that had been missed, the real reason six or fourteen or thirty-two people had lost their lives when nobody should have died. The men and women who gave those talks had something haunted about them, sometimes apologetically so, sometimes tinged with defiance. Ancient Mariners, all of them. 

         The man in front of us that day had retired as Chief of Field Operations with special responsibility for liaison between the friendly powers – the CAZAB nations. He had been out in the field on active service, then had direct management of operatives on active service. He had travelled all over the world: he had secretly run the world. We were putty in his hands. 

         When it came to the question-and-answer session, we moved swiftly to the thing we all really wanted to know: what is it like to be you? Here was a man who had progressed through decades of doing what we were training to do. He had lived the life and come out the other end. A pale, bony portent – he was what we would become if it all went according to plan. 

         One of my fellow trainees, Ahmed, he was called, supernaturally smart and destined to rise quickly through the ranks, raised his hand and said, ‘But don’t you miss active service? Isn’t civilian life a bit boring?’ 

         It was what we were all thinking, of course. This man in front of us might be a veteran but he was at the end of the journey, a husk. We were hot, fleshy pupae, just bursting to emerge from the cocoon of training. 

         Our visiting lecturer raised his white eyebrows. ‘Boring? Civilian life?’ He was sitting perched with one buttock on the edge of the desk at the front of our class. He lifted his hands and let them drop into his lap. ‘Son, nothing could be more fascinating. Every room you walk into, every restaurant or café, every street you stroll down. You never lose it, you know. Sweeping the room. It’s a habit you’ll never shake. And after a while, well, you think to yourself, it finally occurs to you, I’m not looking for the bad guys any more, it’s not my job any more. I’m not looking for the threat. And then you realise, you can use that skill just to read people out of pure interest, and you think how amazing people are. That old lady, that schoolboy – you glance at them and read their whole lives and you think my God, what a gift God gave us, human beings I mean, to be so … various. I don’t know if you know that poem …’ 

         At the mention of God, the atheists in the room, most of us at a guess, gave an inward roll of the eyes. I thought, smugly, they’ve all missed the reference to Louis MacNeice – but not me, because my mother was an English teacher. The schoolgirl swot in me was already planning how I would get one over on competitive Ahmed at break time by nursing a coffee in a plastic cup and saying to him, ‘You don’t know that poem? “Snow”. It’s amazing.’ Maybe I would reel off a couple of lines. ‘I peel and portion a tangerine …’ 

         ‘The thing is …’ our visiting lecturer said, and something in his tone of voice made us sit up. His languid demeanour was gone. All at once, he was speaking with passion and seriousness. ‘The thing is, everyone will tell you about the negative side of it, the habits of mind you develop, how the whole of your life, you will always live with caution and paranoia, how sometimes it will kill you, the loneliness, because you can’t really talk to the people you love best, but what people don’t say is, it’s a gift. Every day, the rest of your lives, it’s like you have a kind of X-ray vision into people’s souls, you see people in a way civilians just aren’t trained to do, and it’s marvellous. It’s a gift.’ 

         Behind me was a solid woman called Charlotte. Together, she and I were the oldest in the class – most people there had been recruited in their twenties. I had come via the WRAC and a spell in the City; she had moved sideways from being a police detective and as a result thought of herself as a bit ahead of the game. I heard her mutter under her breath ‘Well he’s really drunk the Kool-Aid …’ and I wanted to turn round and say ‘Shut the fuck up.’ 

         Sweeping the room. Anyone, without any sort of training, can look around as they enter a place, of course; the trick is to do it without anyone realising you are doing it. 

         Inside the café, there are eight people. Three women sit round the table closest to the door, wearing T-shirts and cut-off trousers and sturdy shoes – a regular walking-and-coffee group, at a guess – stirring their drinks with spoons and talking quietly to each other. None of them look round as I enter. An elderly man with a hearing aid is sitting on his own at a neighbouring table reading a free newspaper, the cold dregs of a cup of tea beside him and a certain wet-lipped vagueness in his look. 

         Two twenty-something mums with toddlers in strollers are in the middle of the café. One lucky mum has managed to get her toddler to sleep and is pushing the stroller to and fro with one hand. The other is picking up chips from her plate and absently passing them down to her very-awake child, a boy, who stuffs the chips into his mouth in one go and lets out a small squawk for more as each chip is swallowed. In the far corner is a middle-aged man, quietly rocking in a wheelchair, with his carer, a young woman. They both have plates of pasta in front of them. 

         As I push through the door, a ninth person – for the purposes of this quick analysis, the toddlers didn’t count as people, by which I mean they were unlikely to leap from their strollers brandishing warrant cards and handcuffs – follows in behind me. I go over to the fridge to give him time to get ahead of me, but he follows me there too, selects a can of Tango and goes straight to the till. I linger a bit, picking up a bottle of water and putting it back down again, glancing over at the boy as I do. 

         He looks to be around sixteen – I get a good look at him as he pays then goes and sits on the far side with his back to the wall, facing out into the café. I think how I always used to choose a can of fizzy drink if I had to sit anywhere for a while because it’s less likely that a waiter clearing tables will take it from you. 

         The boy is staring straight ahead and looking sullen. He is looking as if he should be meeting a group of friends in the park but has had a massive falling out with one of them who has threatened him with a beating if he shows up, so he’s not going, and now he’s in worse trouble because he’ll look like a coward. He looks as if he’s thinking of going shoplifting and getting himself caught just so that he can post on Facebook that he was nicked, and then he’ll have an excuse. 

         But then being baby-faced is a great advantage for a field operative. A teenager always has an excuse for having his hood up, if needs be, or smoking on a street corner, and they are so ubiquitous most people give them no more than a glance – and if they do notice them, they are a bit afraid of them and a bit ashamed of being afraid. 

         The café is very quiet, full of people who have nowhere else to be and no music is playing so everyone is talking quietly. I approach the counter – it’s self-service – and say softly, ‘Cappuccino, please …’ 

         The young woman behind the counter replies mildly, ‘Large or small?’ 

         ‘Small.’ 

         ‘To have here or takeaway?’ 

         Just give me the fucking coffee. ‘Here.’ 

         I pay, take the coffee from the woman, turn and go and sit at a table facing the boy with his back to the wall – not directly opposite, a couple of tables away, but so that he and I still have a clear view of each other. The woman has put two sachets of sugar on the saucer and I lift them one by one and flap them to separate the granules inside, even though all I’m going to do is drop them into my pocket. My holdall is beneath the table and I draw it in between my feet. 

         I picture Alaska. I picture Kieron standing at the floor-to-ceiling window, his back to me but at a slight angle, his taut stance: he has a neat body but well-honed, a thick ridge of muscle across the back of his shoulders, rising to his neck, visible beneath his expensive shirt – he has good taste in shirts, I’ll give him that. There was something about the way that he put his coffee cup back down on the table – I picture him and watch the cup’s soundless descent as if it’s a magician’s sleight, where your attention is caught by the performance of one hand while something is secreted in the palm of the other. 

         He didn’t say we, he said they. If he meant us, the Service, the DOS, he would surely have said ‘we’. The implications of this make my breathing shallow, even though it’s what I have suspected for a while. 

         I have a choice. I can turn on the burner phone and make a call – Richard would have officers here within the hour – while I sit safely in full view in a public place. They would bring me in. I would take my chances with the investigation. I’ll be risking arrest, prosecution in a secret trial, jail time … 

         Then I think about what Carmella told me just before the meeting, about Collins. 

         I haven’t even crossed the Scottish border yet. I can’t give up that easily. I just have to disappear even more conclusively than I thought. I want to call Vikram but I can’t risk that now, not if the burner phone is compromised. 

         The coffee is lukewarm, weak. The milk feels viscous in my mouth. I rise from my chair and pick up the holdall. I glance at the boy – he raises his head at the scrape of my chair and looks at me before dropping his gaze again. Of course he isn’t one of us; if he was, there is no way he would have stared at me as I left. No one knows where I am as yet – I’m still one step ahead of all of them and need to stay that way. I’ll go to the nearest public toilet. I have scissors; I have other clothes, dirtier clothes. I wish that I had savoured the cappuccino rather more; it’s going to be the last one I’ll have for a while. 
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