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      Prologue


      Apparently I am what is known as an Unreliable Narrator, though of course if you believe everything you’re told you deserve whatever you get. It is, believe me, more than a little amazing–and entirely unprecedented–that you are reading these words at all. Have you ever seen a seismograph? You know: one of those terribly delicate and sensitive things with a long spideryfingered pen that inscribes a line on a roll of paper being moved beneath it, to record earth tremors.


      Imagine that one of those is sailing serenely along, recording nothing of note, drawing a straight and steady black line, registering just calmness and quiet both beneath your feet and all around the world, and then it suddenly starts to write in flowing copperplate, the paper zipping back and forth beneath it to accommodate its smoothly swirling calligraphy. (It might write: “Apparently I am what is known as an Unreliable Narrator…”)


      That is how unlikely it is that I am writing this and anybody is reading it, trust me.


      Time, place. Necessary, I suppose, though in the circumstances insufficient. However, we must begin somewhere and somewhen, so let me start with Mrs Mulverhill and record that, by your reckoning, I first encountered her near the beginning of that golden age which nobody noticed was happening at the time; I mean the long decade between the fall of the Wall and the fall of the Towers.


      If you wish to be pedantically exact about it, those retrospectively blessed dozen years lasted from the chilly, fevered Central European night of November 9th, 1989 to that bright morning on the Eastern Seaboard of America of September 11th, 2001. One event symbolised the lifted threat of a worldwide nuclear holocaust, something which had been hanging over humanity for nearly forty years, and so ended an age of idiocy. The other ushered in a new one.


      The wall’s fall was not spectacular. It was night and all you saw on television was a bunch of leather-jacketed Berliners attacking reinforced concrete – mostly with hammers, rather ineffectually. Nobody died. A lot of people got drunk and stoned – and laid, no doubt. The wall itself was not a striking structure, and not even very tall or especially forbidding; the real obstacle had always been the barren, sandy killing ground of mines, dog runs and razor wire behind it.


      The vertical barrier was always more symbolic than anything else; a delineation, so the fact that none of the crowds of cheerful vandals scrabbling for a perch on it could do much to destroy it without access to heavy equipment was irrelevant; what mattered was that they were clambering all over this famously divisive, allegedly defensive symbol without getting machine-gunned. However, as the expression of a sudden outburst of hope and optimism and an embracing of change, one could ask for no more, I suppose. The al-Qaida attack on the USA – well, given that a nation was invaded and occupied using this as an excuse, and that this was done in the name of democracy, let’s be both nationalistic and democratic about it: the Saudi Arabian attack on the USA–could hardly have offered a greater contrast.


      Slung between these two wide-reaching levellings, the intervening years held civilisation happily if ignorantly scooped, as in a hammock.


      Sometime about the centre of that sweet trough, Mrs M and I became lost to each other. We met again, then parted again for the final time just before the third Fall, the fall of Wall Street and the City, the fall of the banks, the fall of the Markets, beginning on September 15th, 2008.


      Perhaps we all find such coincident place marks in the books of our lives reassuring.


      Still, it seems to me that such congruencies, while useful in fixing what one might call one’s personal eras within our shared history, are effectively meaningless. Lying here, during all this time after my own small fall, it has become my conviction that things mean pretty much what we want them to mean. We’ll pluck significance from the least consequential happenstance if it suits us and happily ignore the most flagrantly obvious symmetry between separate aspects of our lives if it threatens some cherished prejudice or cosily comforting belief; we are blindest to precisely whatever might be most illuminating. Mrs Mulverhill herself said that, I think. Or it might have been Madame d’Ortolan – I get the two confused sometimes.


      I am getting a little ahead of myself, so, in the light of the above, let us embrace rather than resist this effect.


      You may, even as we begin, wish to know how my part in this ends.


      So let me tell you.


      This is how it ends: he comes into my room. He is dressed in black and wearing gloves. It is dark in here, just a night light on, but he can identify me, lying on the hospital bed, propped up at a slight angle, one or two remaining tubes and wires attaching me to various pieces of medical equipment. He ignores these; the nurse who would hear any alarm is lying trussed and taped down the hall, the monitor in front of him switched off. The man shuts the door, darkening the room still further. He walks quietly to my bedside, though I ought to be unlikely to wake as I am sedated, lightly drugged to aid a good night’s sleep. He looks at my bed. Even in the dim light he can see that it is tightly made; I am constricted within this envelope of sheets and blanket. Reassured by this confinement, he takes the spare pillow from the side of my head and places it – gently at first – over my face, then quickly bears down on me, forcing his hands down on either side of my head, pinning my arms under the covers with his elbows, placing most of his weight on his arms and his chest, his feet rising from the floor until only the tips of his shoes are still in contact with it.


      I don’t even struggle at first. When I do he simply smiles. My feeble attempts to bring my hands up and to use my legs to kick myself free come to nothing. Wound amongst these sheets, even a fit man would have stood little chance of fighting his way from beneath such suffocating weight. Finally, in one last hopeless convulsion, I try to arch my back. He rides this throe easily and in a moment or two I fall back, and all movement ceases.


      He is no fool; he has anticipated that I might merely be playing dead.


      So he lies quite calmly on me for a while, as unmoving as I, checking his watch now and again as the minutes tick by, to make sure I am gone.


      I hope you’re happy. An ending, and we have barely even begun yet! So we shall begin, first with something that in a sense has yet to happen.


      It begins on a train, the highest train in the world, between China and Tibet. It begins with a man in a cheap brown business suit walking from one swaying carriage to another, his gait a little unsteady as he holds a small oxygen cylinder in one hand and an automatic handgun in the other. He steps onto the sliding metal plates that separate the carriages, the corrugated collar linking the passenger cars flexing and wheezing around him like a gigantic version of the ribbed tube connecting the oxygen cylinder and the transparent mask round his nose and mouth. Inside the mask, he finds himself smiling nervously.


      The train rattles and jiggles around him, moving ponderously up and down and side to side, throwing him briefly against the ribs of the connector. Perhaps a place where the permafrost has proved less than permanent; he has heard that there have been problems. He steadies himself, rebalancing as the train straightens and resumes its smooth progress. He sticks the oxygen cylinder under one arm and uses his free hand to straighten his tie.


      The gun is a People’s Army issue K-54, decades old and feeling worn smooth with age. He has never fired it but it is meant to be reliable. The silencer looks crude, almost home-made. Still, it will have to do. He wipes his hand on his trousers, cocks the gun and extends his fingers towards the code panel above the handle of the door leading to the private carriage. A tiny red light pulses slowly on the lock’s display.


      They are approaching the highest part of the line, the Tanggula Pass, still most of a day away from Lhasa. The air feels cool and thin here, five kilometres up. Most people will be keeping to their seats, plugged into the train’s oxygen supply. Outside, the Tibetan plateau – a symphony of dun, beige and brown with a bitty overlay of early-summer green – has ridged and buckled over the last hour to create foothills that harbinge the crumpled parapets of low encroaching mountains in the distance.


      The chief train guard had demanded a lot of money for the override code. It had better work. He taps it in quickly.


      The tiny pulsing red light turns steady green. He feels himself swallowing.


      The train rocks; the handle feels cold beneath his fingers.


      And it begins with our young-sounding, young-looking, young-acting but in the end middle-aged friend Mr Adrian Cubbish waking up in his Mayfair home one London morning in – oh, let’s say late summer 2007; the routine is the same for the majority of days. He is in his bedroom suite, which takes up most of what used to be the attic of the town house. A light rain is falling onto the slabs of double-glazed glass which point at forty-five degrees to the light grey sky.


      If Adrian were to have a symbol, it would be a mirror. This is what he says to the mirror each morning before he goes to work, and sometimes at the weekends when he doesn’t have to go to work, just for the sheer hell of it:


      “The Market is God. There is no God but the Market.” He takes a breath here, smiling at his still-waking face. He looks young and fit, slim but muscled. He has tanned Caucasian skin, black hair, grey-green eyes and a wide mouth which is usually fixed in a knowing grin. Adrian has only ever slept with one woman who was significantly older than him; she chose to describe his mouth as “sensuous,” which he’d decided, after a little thought, was cool. Girls his own age and younger would call his mouth cute if they thought to describe it at all. He has a shadow-beard a night old. He lets his beard grow for a week or so sometimes before shaving it off; he looks good either way. He looks, if he is being honest with himself, like a male model. He looks just like he wants to look. Maybe he could be a little taller.


      He clears his throat, spits into the glass bowl of one of the bathroom’s two sinks. Naked, he runs his hand through the dark curls of his pubic hair. “In the name of Capital, the compassionate, the wise,” he tells himself.


      He grins, winks at his own reflection, amused.


      And here, in a low-rise office suite in Glendale, Los Angeles, blinds slicing the slanting late afternoon sunlight into dark and shining strips draped across carpet tiles, chairs, suits and conference table, the noise of the freeway a grumbling susurrus in the background while Mike Esteros makes his pitch:


      “Gentlemen, lady… this is more than just a pitch. Don’t get me wrong – this is a pitch but it’s also an important part of the movie I’m going to convince you that you want to help me make.


      “What I’m going to tell you here is how to find aliens. Seriously. When I’m done, you’ll believe it might be possible. You’ll think we can capture an alien. What we’ll certainly be able do is create a movie that will capture the imagination of a generation; a Close Encounters, a Titanic. So, thank you for letting me have these few minutes of your time; I promise you they won’t be wasted.


      “Now, anybody seen a full eclipse? Anyone been in the path of totality, when the sun is just wisps and tendrils of light peeking out from behind the moon? You, sir? Pretty impressive, sight, yeah? Yeah, mind-blowing indeed. Changes some people’s lives. They become shadow chasers – people who track down as many eclipses as they can, journeying to every corner of the world just to experience more examples of this uncanny and unique phenomenon.


      “So let’s think about eclipses for a moment. Even if we haven’t seen an eclipse personally, we’ve seen the photographs in magazines and the footage on television or YouTube. We’re almost blasé about them; they’re just part of the stuff that happens to our planet, like weather or earthquakes, only not destructive, not life-threatening.


      “But think about it. What an incredible coincidence it is that our moon fits exactly over our sun. Talk to astronomers and they’ll tell you that Earth’s moon is relatively much bigger than any other moon round any other planet. Most planets, like Jupiter and Saturn and so on, have moons that are tiny in comparison to themselves. Earth’s moon is enormous, and very close to us. If it was smaller or further away you’d only ever get partial eclipses; bigger or closer and it would hide the sun completely and there’d be no halo of light round the moon at totality. This is an astounding coincidence, an incredible piece of luck. And for all we know, eclipses like this are unique. This could be a phenomenon that happens on Earth and nowhere else. So, hold that thought, okay?


      “Now, supposing there are aliens. Not E.T. aliens – not that cute or alone. Not Independence Day aliens – not that crazily aggressive – but, well, regular aliens. Yeah? Regular aliens. It’s perfectly possible, when you think of it. We’re here, after all, and Earth is just one small planet circling one regular-size sun in one galaxy. There are a quarter of a billion suns in this one galaxy and quarter of a billion galaxies in the universe; maybe more. We already know of hundreds of other planets around other suns, and we’ve only just started looking for them. Scientists tell us that almost every star might have planets. How many of those might harbour life? The Earth is ancient, but the universe is even more ancient. Who knows how many civilisations were around before Earth came into existence, or existed while we were growing up, or exist right now?


      “So, if there are civilised aliens, you’d guess they can travel between stars. You’d guess their power sources and technology would be as far beyond ours as supersonic jets, nuclear submarines and space shuttles are beyond some tribe in the Amazon still making dugout canoes. And if they’re curious enough to do the science and invent the technology, they’ll be curious enough to use it to go exploring.


      “Now, most jet travel on Earth is for tourism. Not business; tourism. Would our smart, curious aliens really be that different from us? I don’t think so. Most of them would be tourists. Like us, they’d go on cruise ships. And would they want to actually come to a place like Earth, set foot – or tentacle, or whatever – here? Rather than visit via some sort of virtual reality set-up? Well, some would settle for second-best, yes. Maybe the majority of people would. But the high rollers, the super-wealthy, the elite, they’d want the real thing. They’d want the bragging rights, they’d want to be able to say they’d really been to whatever exotic destinations would be on a Galactic Grand Tour. And who knows what splendours they’d want to fit in; their equivalent of the Grand Canyon, or Venice, Italy, or the Great Wall of China or Yosemite or the Pyramids?


      “But what I want to propose to you is that, as well as all those other wonders, they would definitely want to see that one precious thing that we have and probably nobody else does. They’d want to see our eclipse. They’d want to look through the Earth’s atmosphere with their own eyes and see the moon fit over the sun, watch the light fade down to almost nothing, listen to the animals nearby fall silent and feel with their own skins the sudden chill in the air that comes with totality. Even if they can’t survive in our atmosphere, even if they need a spacesuit to keep them alive, they’d still want to get as close as they possibly could to seeing it in the raw, in as close to natural conditions as it’s possible to arrange. They’d want to be here, amongst us, when the shadow passes.


      “So that’s where you look for aliens. In the course of an eclipse totality track. When everybody else is looking awestruck at the sky, you need to be looking round for anybody who looks weird or overdressed, or who isn’t coming out of their RV or their moored yacht with the heavily smoked glass.


      “If they’re anywhere, they’re there, and as distracted – and so as vulnerable – as anybody else staring up in wonder at this astonishing, breathtaking sight.


      “The film I want to make is based on that idea. It’s thrilling, it’s funny, it’s sad and profound and finally it’s uplifting, it’s got a couple of great lead roles, one for a dad, one for a kid, a boy, and another exceptional supporting female role, plus opportunities for some strong character roles and lesser parts too.


      “That’s the set-up. Now let me tell you the story.”


      And, too, it begins somewhere else entirely…


      “Between the plane trees and belvederes of Aspherje, on this clear midsummer early morning, the dawn-glittering Dome of the Mists rises splendidly over the University of Practical Talents like a vast gold thinking cap. Below, amongst the statues and the rills of the Philosophy Faculty rooftop park, walks the Lady Bisquitine, escorted.”


      … like that, it begins like that, too.


      And with a slight, stooped, unremarkable man walking into a small room in a big building. He is holding only a single sheet of paper and a small piece of fruit, but he is met with screams. He looks, unconcerned, at the only other man in the room, and closes the door behind him. The screams continue.


      *   *   *


      And it begins here, now, at this table outside this café on this street in the Marais, Paris, with a man dropping a tiny white pill into his espresso from a small but ornate sweetener box. He looks around, taking in the passing traffic and pedestrians – some hurrying, some flaneuring – and glances at the briskly handsome young Algerian waiter who is trying to flirt with a couple of warily smiling American girls, before his gaze settles briefly on an elegantly made-up and coiffured Parisienne of late middle age holding her tiny dog up to the table to let it lap some croissant flakes. Then he adds a gnarly lump of brown sugar from the bowl to his cup and stirs the coffee with a studied thoughtfulness as he slips the slim ormolu sweetener box back into a pocket inside his jacket.


      He slides a five-euro note under the sugar bowl, replaces his wallet in his jacket, then drains the espresso cup in a couple of deep, appreciative sips. He settles back, one hand still holding the miniature handle of the cup, the other hanging by his side. He has now taken on the air of a man waiting for something.


      It is an afternoon at the start of autumn in the year 2008 CE, the air is clear and warm beneath a milky, pastel sky, and everything is about to change.
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      Patient 8262


      I think I have been very clever in doing what I have done, in landing myself where I am. However, a lot of us are prone, as

         I am now, to think we’ve been quite clever, are we not? And too often in my past that feeling of having been quite clever has preceded the uncomfortable revelation that I have not been quite clever enough. This time, though…


      My bed is comfortable, the medical and care staff treat me well enough, with a professional indifference which is, in my particular circumstances, more reassuring than excessive devotion would be. The food is acceptable.


      I have a lot of time to think, lying here. Thinking is what I do best, perhaps. Thinking is what we do best, too. As a species, I mean. It is our forte, our speciality, our superpower; that which has raised us above the common herd. Well, we like to think so.


      How relaxing to lie here and be looked after without having to do anything in return. How wonderful to have the luxury of undisturbed thought.


      I am alone in a small square room with whitewashed walls, a high ceiling and tall windows. The bed is an old steel thing with a manually adjustable backrest and slatted sides that can be raised, clanging, to prevent the patient falling out of bed. The sheets are crisp and white, glowing with cleanliness, and the pillows, while a little lumpy, are plump. The linoleum floor gleams, pale green. A battered-looking wooden bedside table and a cheap chair of black-painted metal and faded red plastic comprise the room’s remaining furniture. There is a fanlight set into the wall above the single door to the corridor outside. Beyond the floor-to-ceiling windows is a small decorative balcony with iron railings.


      Held behind these bars, the view is of a strip of grass and then a line of deciduous trees, with a shallow river behind them which sparkles in the sunlight when the angles are right. The trees are losing their leaves now and more of the river is becoming visible. On the far bank I can see more trees. My room is on the second, the top floor of the clinic. I saw a rowing boat glide down the river once with two or three people in it and sometimes I see birds. On one occasion, a high-flying aircraft left a long white cloud across the sky, like a ship’s wake. I watched it for some time as it spread slowly and kinked and turned red with the sunset.


      I should be safe here. They will not think to look for me here. I think. Other places did occur to me: a yurt on some endless rolling steppe with only an extended family and the wind for company; some packed and noisome favela spattered across a steep hillside, the smell of shared sweat and the noise of bawling children, bellowing men and beaty music jangling; camping out in some lofty ruin of a monastery in the Cyclades, garnering a reputation as a hermit and an eccentric; underground with the other damaged tunnel dwellers, ragged beneath Manhattan.


      In plain sight or secreted away, there are always many, many places to hide where they’ll never think to look, but then they know me and how I think, so perhaps they can guess where I’d head for even before I’d know myself. Then there is the problem of fitting in naturally or assuming a disguise, adopting a role: ethnicity, physiognomy, skin colour, language, skills – all must be taken into account.


      We sort ourselves out, do we not? You lot there, this lot here; even in the great melting-pot cities we generally order ourselves into little enclaves and districts where we gain a comfort from a shared background or culture. Our nature, our sexuality, our genetic desire to wander and experiment, our lust for the exotic or the just different can lead to interesting pairings and mixed inheritances, but our need to group, grade and categorise continually pulls us back into set arrangements. This makes hiding difficult; I am – or at least I certainly look like – a pale Caucasian male, and the places I’m least likely to hide are such because I’d stand out there.


      A trucker. That would be a good way to hide. A long-distance truck driver, beating across the US Midwest or the plains of Canada or Argentina or Brazil, or at the helm of a multi-trailer road train barrelling across the Australian desert. Hide through constant movement, seldom meeting people. Or a deckhand or cook on a ship; a container vessel plying the high seas with a tiny crew, turning around in twenty-four hours at vast, automated, nearly uninhabited container terminals far distant from the centres of the cities that they serve. Who would ever find me, living so distributed a life?


      But, instead, I am here. I made my choice and I have no choice now; I must stick with it. I worked out my route, set up the means and the funding and the personnel with the required skills to aid me on my way into obscurity and unfindability, tested the ways those who might want to find me might set about doing so and worked out methods of frustrating their quest, then – with everything in place – went through with it.


      So, thinking, here I lie.


      The Transitionary


      Others have told me that for them it happens during a blink, or just at random between heartbeats or even during a heartbeat. There is always some external sign: a shiver or tremble, often a noticeable twitch, occasionally a jerk, as though an electric shock has passed through the subject’s body. One person said that the way it happens for them is that they always think they’ve just caught a glimpse of something surprising or threatening from the corner of their eye and – as they turn their head quickly round – experience a distressing burning sensation like a sort of internal electric shock buzzing through the neck. For me it is usually fractionally more embarrassing; I sneeze.


      I just sneezed.


      I have only the vaguest idea how long I sat outside that little café in the 3rd, waiting for the drug to take effect, sinking into the waking dream that is the necessary precursor to navigating accurately to our desired destination. A few seconds? Five minutes? I trust I paid my bill. I should not care – I am not him, and anyway he will still be there – but I do care. I sit forward, look at the table in front of me. There is a small pile of change sitting on the little plastic tray with the bill clipped to it. Francs, centimes; not euros. So; so far, so good.


      I feel a pressing need to rearrange the items on the table. The sugar bowl must be in the exact centre while the drained espresso cup needs to be halfway between the bowl and me, aligned. The bill tray I am happy to leave to the right of the bowl, balancing the condiments carrier. It is only as I rearrange these items into this pleasing configuration that I notice that the wrist and hand protruding from my sleeve are both deep brown. Also, I realise that I have just formed a sort of cross on the little table. I glance up, taking in the design of the cars and trams in the street and the dress of the pedestrians. I am where I thought, in a Judeo-Islamic reality; hopefully, in one particular one. I immediately rearrange the pieces on the table to form what would be called a peace symbol back where I just came from. I sit back, relieved. Not that I look like some Christian terrorist, I’m sure, but you can’t be too careful.


      Do I look like a Christian terrorist? I reach into my chest bag – I wear the salwar kameez, like most other men and women here, effectively pocketless – and bring out what would have been my iPod a few seconds/five minutes ago. Here it is a cigarette case of stainless steel. I try to look as though I am contemplating having a cigarette; in fact I am studying my reflection on the polished back of the case. More relief; I do not look like a Christian terrorist. I look like I usually do when I’m this colour and broadly like I always do no matter what colour, race or type I may be, which is to say unobjectionable, unremarkable, not bad-looking (not good-looking either, but that’s acceptable). I look bland. But bland is good, bland is safe, bland blends: perfect cover.


      Check the watch. Always check the watch. I check the watch. The watch is fine; no problem with the watch. I do not take a cigarette. I feel no need. Obviously I have not incorporated the craving into this new personification. I put the cigarette case back in the bag slung over my chest from shoulder to hip, checking that the little ormolu pill case is in its own internal pocket, zipped. Still more relief! (The pill case has never not travelled, but you always worry. Well, I always worry. I think I always worry.)      


      My identity card tells me that I am Aiman Q’ands, which sounds about right. Aiman, hey man; hi, pleased to meet me. Language check. I have French, Arabic, English, Hindic, Portuguese and Latin. A smattering of German and also Latter Mongolian. No Mandarin at all; that’s unusual.

      


      I sit back again, adjusting my legs in the voluminous salwars so that they are precisely in line with the X of legs supporting the little table. It would appear that while I have no tobacco habit I obviously do have – once again – some sort of mild Obsessive Compulsive Disorder, which is arguably just as annoying and distracting, if less health-threatening (though I should care!).


      I hope it’s mild OCD. Do I think it’s mild? Maybe it’s not mild after all. (My hands do feel a little clammy, like they might need to be washed.) Maybe it’s severe. (There’s a lot about this café that could do with being tidied, aligned, straightened.) That’s something to worry about. So, I’m a worrier, too, obviously. That’s annoying, that’s worrying in itself.


      Well, can’t sit here all day. I’m here for a reason; I’ve been summoned. By Herself, no less. I feel quite recovered from any passing dizziness associated with the transition; no excuse for hesitating. I need to get up and go, so I do.


      Adrian


      I’ve told people I’m an ex-East End barrow boy, haven’t I? Dad ran an eel stall and mum was a barmaid. But that’s bollocks, a total lie. I only tell them that because that’s what they like to hear, what they want to hear. That’s one of the lessons I’ve learned, isn’t it? You can go a long way just telling people what they want to hear. Of course, you got to be careful, and you got to choose the right people, but still, know what I mean?


      Course, any fuckwit can just tell somebody else what they already know they want to hear. The creative bit, the real added-value bit is knowing what they want to hear before they know it themselves. They really appreciate that. That pays dividends. It’s kind of a service industry thing. Anyway I’m really good at the accent. Highly convincing. You should hear me. The East End thing, I mean. Doing the barrow-boy routine. I’m fucking good at the geezah accent, that’s all I’m saying, isn’t it? Keep up.


      Truth is I’m from Up North. One of those grim northern cities with all the grime and all. You don’t need to know which grim northern city on account of the fact I’m sure you’ll agree they’re all the same, so it won’t make any difference me telling you exactly which one, will it? So if you do want to know exactly which one, tough. Do what I do. Use your imagination.


      Nah, my dad was a miner before they joined the list of endangered species thanks to Saint Margaret (with a little or a lot of help from King Arthur, depending on your outlook). Mum worked in a hairdressing salon. I’m serious about La Thatch being a saint, too, though you still have to be careful who you say that to back where I grew up, which is one of the many reasons I don’t go back there hardly at all, isn’t it? I mean, who the fuck wants to work all their life down a fucking hole in the ground anyway? Nobody in their right mind. La Thatch did them all a favour. They should have statues to her where the pit wheels were.


      Anyway, by the time I came along that stuff was all ancient history. Well, it was as far as I was concerned. It might as well have happened yesterday from the way everybody around me kept banging on about it constantly. We lived in a semi so there was a family right next door, obviously, right? Well, we weren’t allowed to acknowledge they even existed because the guy, who’d been one of dad’s best mates apparently, had joined the Democratic Union of Miners of Britain or whatever and so he was a blackleg as far as my old dad was concerned and seemingly that was worse than being a paedo or a murderer. Only time my dad looked like he might hit me was when he caught me talking to the twins next door.


      Anyway, it wasn’t anywhere that I wanted to be. I was off down the motorway soon as I could escape from school, heading for the big bad city, and the bigger and badder the better. I sort of hesitated around Manchester for a month when it was just getting interesting but I didn’t bother staying. I went on south. M6 to London. Always liked the bright lights, I have. London was the only place for me. Only place this side of the Pond at any rate. Suppose New York would have been all right, but then thanks to people like yours truly London eventually became better and cooler than NYC anyway.


      Thing is, I sort of understand people wanting to stay where they were brought up, if they were raised in a big city anyway, I mean why would you want to stay in the country? You might want to stay where you grew up for sentimental reasons and your mates being around and so on but unless it’s a really, really great place that’s really, seriously going to add something to your life, you’re kind of being a mug, know what I mean? If you stay in a place like that when you know you could have a go somewhere bigger and brighter with more opportunities you’re giving more to it than it’s giving to you, aren’t you? You’re in a net loss situation, know what I mean? I mean, if you like feeling like an asset to your local community or something then fucking yahoo for you but don’t pretend you aren’t being exploited. People talk a lot about loyalty and being true to your roots and suchlike but that’s just bollocks, isn’t it? That’s one of the ways they make you do things that aren’t in your own best interest. Loyalty’s a mug’s game.


      So I moved to sunny London. Was sunny, too, compared to Manchester or where I come from. Bought my first pair of Oakleys day I arrived. I say bought. Anyway, London was sunny and warm and balmy even and full of totty and opportunities. Moved in with a mate from back home, got a job behind a bar in Soho, got a girlfriend or two, met some characters, started making myself useful to the sort of people who appreciate someone with a bit of sharpness about them and the gift of the gab. Thinking on your feet, like they say. Landing on your feet. That’s useful, too. Better still, landing on somebody else’s feet.


      Long and short, started providing the high-flyers with the means to get them high, didn’t I? Full of creative types, Soho, and a lot of people in the creative industries like to powder their nose, indulge in a bit of nasal turbocharging, don’t they? Very big thing with the Creatives, certainly back then. And amongst said Creatives I would most certainly include the financial wizards and their highly exotic Instruments and Products. Plus, of course, they have the funds to really get stuck into it.


      So I worked my way up, in a sense. And along, sort of. Along in the sense of east, where the dosh is. East of Soho, to the City, to be precise, and Canary Wharf, where a lot of them highest of high-flyers perched. Follow the money, they say – well, I did.


      See, I had a plan, right from the start. A way to make up for my lack of what you might term a formal education and letters after my name. (Numbers after my name, that might have been a different story, but I managed to avoid that.) Anyway, what do people do when they’ve had a toot or two? Talk, that’s what they do. Talk like fuck. And boast, of course, if they’re especially impressed with themselves. Which would cover just about everybody I provided for.


      And of course if you spend all your time working, concentrating, making money, taking risks, being financially daring and so on, you’ll talk about that, won’t you? Stands to reason. Fizzing with testosterone and their own genius, these guys, so of course they talk about what they’ve been up to, the deals they’ve done, the money they’ve made, the angles they’ve got coming up, the stuff they know.


      So a person who happened to be around them when they were talking about this sort of stuff, especially somebody who they knew wasn’t one of their own and so not a threat, not a competitor, but somebody they thought of as a mate as well as an always available deliverer of their chosen leisure-enhancing substance, well, that person could hear a lot of interesting things, know what I mean? If that person acted a bit thicker and even less educated than they actually were and kept their eyes and ears open and their mind sharp they could hear some potentially very useful things. Potentially very lucrative things, if you know the right people and can get the right bit of information to them at the right time.


      Just being useful, really. Like I say, I’m part of the service industry. And once you know a few secrets it’s amazing how you get to know others too. People trade in secrets, and don’t realise they’re giving themselves away, especially if they trust you, or underestimate you, or both. So I found myself in a position where I could call in a few favours, use what our financial friends would call leverage to pick up some training, some recommendations, some patronage you might say, not to mention some working capital.


      Long and short again, I went from being a dealer to being a trader. Swapped the powder for the folding, replaced the stuff that goes up the middle of the rolled note for the note itself. This was a deeply smart move, if I say so myself.


      Don’t get me wrong. Drugs are great, obviously they are. Great business to be in in a lot of ways, and definitely enduringly popular in good times and bad otherwise why would people spend so much of their disposable and risk prison taking them? But it’s all a bit of a mug’s game dealing them, when you really think about it, certainly for any length of time. You have to watch your back constantly and even the profits get eaten into keeping the boys in blue happy. I mean, serious fucking profits, there’s still a lot left, but still, that’s exactly what attracts some very heavy and uncivilised people to the business and you can’t spend fuck all when you’re dead, can you? Get in, make some of the filthy and get out while you still got a set of balls and an unslit throat to call your own, that’s how you fucking do it if you’ve any sense. Use it as a leg-up to get into something just as lucrative but a lot less risky. That’s the smart way. That’s what I did.


      Amazing what you can accomplish by applying yourself and making yourself useful.


      Madame d’Ortolan


      Madame d’Ortolan sat in her orangery, discomfited. She had been accused of being a racist! And by someone she couldn’t take any immediate retributive action against, too. Of course she was not a racist. She not infrequently had black and Jewish people here in her town house, though naturally she was always careful to keep an accurate note of where they sat and what they touched and might have used, subsequently having everything so contacted thoroughly cleaned and disinfected. One could not be too careful.


      But of course she was not a racist. To the contrary, as she could point out, in appropriate company (that would be to say, highly limited and avowedly discreet company), had she not tasted of what she thought of as the Dark Pleasures, with blacks, on more than one occasion? The epitome of such enjoyment was, for her, to be taken anally by such a Nubian brute. Privately, she thought of this act as “going to Sèvres-Babylone,” as this was the deepest, darkest and most excitingly, enticingly dangerous Métro station that she knew of.


      Racist! The cheek of it. She had taken the call here in the orangery. The conversation had gone like this:


      “Oui?”


      “Madame, I’m glad I managed to catch you.”


      “Ah. Mrs M. I trust we can return the compliment.”


      Mrs Mulverhill had chosen to open by speaking English, always a sure sign that she wished to talk business and this was not a social call. It had been some long time since either had called the other for purely social reasons. “May I ask where you are?”


      “I suppose you might, though not to any instructive consequence.”


      Madame d’Ortolan felt herself bristling. “A simple No would have sufficed.”


      “Yes, but would have been inaccurate. Are you well?”


      “I am, as if you care one way or the other. And you?”


      “Tolerably. And I do care, one way. Let me tell you why I’m calling.”


      “Do. It’s been so long. I can’t wait.”


      “Rumour has it you intend to divide the Council.”


      “Beyond my powers, dear. And, anyway, I think you’ll find it already is.”


      “If it is divided—”


      “Oh, it is.”


      “If it is, then it is largely due to you.”


      “As I say, you both flatter and overestimate.”


      “That is not what the people I’ve talked to say.”


      “People on the Council? Who?”


      Mrs Mulverhill remained silent. There was a pause while Madame d’Ortolan – who had taken the call on the house phone, on an extension with a long lead – twirled the extension cord round her longest finger. After a few moments, a sigh sounded down the phone line and Mrs Mulverhill said, “So, what is the thinking on this matter?”


      “The thinking?” Madame d’Ortolan asked innocently.


      “What do you intend to do?” Mrs Mulverhill said, voice suddenly sharp.


      “I think that matters need to be resolved.”


      There was a silence, then: “I hope that is not settled. It would be the incorrect decision.”


      “Is that what you think?”


      “It is.”


      “What a pity we did not have the benefit of your opinion earlier, before the decision was made.”


      “Theodora,” Mrs Mulverhill said crisply, “don’t pretend that you’d have taken any notice of anything I’d have said.”


      “And yet you have chosen to call me now, my darling, and I presume you are only doing so in an attempt to influence that very decision, after it has been made. Are you not?”


      A shorter silence, then: “I would appeal to your sense of pragmatism.”


      “Not morality? Decency? Justice?”


      Mrs Mulverhill laughed delicately. “You are a card, Theodora.”


      “Yes, I like to think of myself as the queen of spades.”


      “I have heard something to that effect.”


      “And what do you think you might be? The joker, perhaps?”


      “I could not care less.”


      “I’d imagine something like… the two of clubs, yes?”


      “Theodora, enough of this. I am asking you to reconsider.”


      “Very well; the three.”


      A silence Madame d’Ortolan would have termed “tight” reigned for a moment. It sounded subsequently as though Mrs Mulverhill might be speaking through clenched teeth. “I am attempting to be serious, Theodora.”


      “They do say the struggle against adversity is highly character-forming.”


      “Theodora!” Mrs Mulverhill first raised her voice, then dropped it. “Theodora. I am asking you: please do not do this.”


      “Do what?”


      “Whatever decisive, divisive step it is you intend to take. It would be a mistake.”


      “Oh, for goodness’ sake!” Madame d’Ortolan was losing patience. She sat forward in her cane chair, flicking free the twisted phone cord from her left hand. “Alors, my sweet, my pretty! What do you really care about the fate of people you’ve already turned your back on? People you oppose by opposing the Council. What are they to you? A couple of mealy-mouthed, grinning half-castes and a lesbian Negress?” A thought struck her and she beamed. “Unless she excites you, of course, our crepuscular friend; so well camouflaged, in the dark. One would hardly know she was in one’s bed of a night, would one? Well, until she smiled, at any rate. Don’t tell me; you’re a secret admirer. Has one put one’s finger on something?”


      Another telling silence, then: “You old, racist bitch.”


      And then she put the phone down! Just like that! The nerve of the woman!


      Madame d’Ortolan was unsure who had come out best from the exchange. For most if not all the way through she had felt that she was having the best of it, but then the Mulverhill woman had been the one to hang up on her, which counted for something. Most vexing. And to be called a racist! Not for the first time, she wondered what Mrs Mulverhill herself might have to hide in that regard. She habitually wore a veil; Madame d’Ortolan had always assumed this was mere affectation, but perhaps the lady wished to conceal some angle from which she looked less than racially pure, when the race concerned was human. Who knew?


      But still, to call her a racist. When it was meant as an insult. And, worse, “old!”


      And now she had to meet that objectionable and seemingly unkillable little man Oh, or whatever he was called for now (at least they were meeting elsewhere and she didn’t have to suffer his presence in the house; he never looked clean). And meet him not a moment too soon, if the Mulverhill woman had heard rumours already. Madame d’Ortolan smiled to herself. “Divide” the Council? Was that the best, or the worst, that she’d heard?


      “I’ll show you divide,” she muttered to no one present.


      She shooed the white cat called M. Pamplemousse from her lap and rose, smoothing her cream skirt. Madame d’Ortolan favoured her various cats according to the colour of the clothes she was wearing at any particular time. Had she been wearing dark grey or black, the black-haired cat called Mme Frenolle would have been the one allowed to warm itself on her lap. Though perhaps not for much longer; recently Mme Frenolle, who was eight years old now, had started to produce white hairs amongst the black, which was most annoying. Depending on how well she behaved over the next week or two, Mme Frenolle would either have to suffer regular visits to the Maison Chat to have her white hairs plucked or dyed, or be put down.


      Madame d’Ortolan was, she liked to think, of elegant middle age, though to the casual observer this might imply that she expected to live to be about one hundred and twenty. Of course, being who and what she was, this was would have been a perfectly reasonable expectation on her part, had the truth not been much more complicated.


      She used the house intercom. “Mr Kleist, if you would.”


      The gentleman himself arrived a minute or so later, a pale, slightly hunched, somehow dowdy figure despite being, to all appearances, quite smartly dressed in a conservatively cut grey three-piece suit. He looked to be about the same age as his employer, though the same dispassionate observer called upon to judge the lady’s looks might have taken a second glance at him and decided he was really a decade or more her junior, just worn-looking. He came to her side, blinking in the orangery’s hazy sunlight.


      “Madame.”


      “Mrs Mulverhill,” she told him, “is rapidly approaching the stage where she will know what I intend to do shortly before I do myself.”


      Mr Kleist sighed. “We continue to search for her, ma’am, and to look for her informants.”


      “I’m sure we do. However, we must start to act.” She looked up at him. Mr Kleist could contrive to look only half-glimpsed in the brightest sunlight. He carried his own shadows about with him, she was sure. “I am seeing Mr Oh today,” she told him, “for what I have now decided ought to be the last time. I think we set him on his way as fully wound as possible. You catch my drift?”


      “Yes, I do, ma’am.”


      “And we take all further steps to make sure his work is carried on after whatever point he is no longer able to do it.”


      “I’ll have the draft orders finalised.”


      “I shall leave in ten minutes.”


      “That’ll be sufficient, ma’am.”


      “Thank you, Mr Kleist.” She smiled at him. “That will be all.”


      For some moments after Mr Kleist had turned and gone, Madame d’Ortolan sat where she was, staring at nothing and tapping her long pink nails against each other with a hollow, clacking sound. The cat M. Pamplemousse jumped back onto her lap, startling her. She threw him off immediately, hissing.


      She called for her car, left the orangery, freshened up in her downstairs boudoir, collected the orders for the objectionable Mr Oh from the efficient Mr Kleist as she walked down the hallway and then allowed the second most attractive of her Egyptian footmen to place her jacket over her shoulders before she walked out to the car and instructed Christophe to take her to the Café Atlantique.


      The car swivelled on the ribbon of gravel looped in front of the tall town house and exited to the Boulevard Haussmann as the ornate black gates swung silently closed.
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      Patient 8262


      It is amazing what you can tell even with your eyes quite tightly closed. I can tell, for example, what season it is, what

         sort of day it is, which nurses and orderlies are on duty, which other patients have visited my room, which day of the week

         it is, and whether someone has died.

      


      None of this is difficult and certainly none of it is in any way supernatural. It simply requires that one keeps one’s ears

         open and one’s senses attuned to everyday reality. A good memory for previous experiences helps too, as does a decent imagination.

         The imagination is necessary not to make things up – that would be wrong – but to come up with plausible scenarios for what one’s

         senses are detecting; theories that might explain what is going on.

      


      Sometimes I spend entire days with my eyes closed. I pretend to sleep – I do sleep, longer than I would otherwise – and I allow

         my other senses to paint the scene around me. I can hear wind and rain against the window and birdsong outside, I can tell

         from the faint draught and the definition and detail of the sounds outside that the window is ajar, even if I missed the creaking,

         scraping noise of it being opened, and from the scents that reach me from it and the feel of the air I know immediately whether

         it’s a summer’s day or an unusually warm interlude in either spring or autumn. I can smell the identifying body odours and

         perfumes of the nurses and doctors who attend me and so can tell who is there even without hearing their voices, though I

         know those too, of course.

      


      Occasionally other patients wander in and I know they are there from their institutional, medicinal smell. I don’t mix with

         them sufficiently to have built up a reliable database of them all as individuals, though one or two do stand out through

         body odour or what they do; one man smells of a particular cologne, one old lady carries with her the scent of violets, another

         always runs her fingers through my hair (I can peek through not-quite-closed eyelids and so see who is responsible when something

         like this happens). One small, gaunt man whistles aimlessly more or less all the time and another chubbier fellow never visits

         without tapping absently on the metal frame at the foot of the bed with his fingernails.

      


      The rhythms of the hospital day, week, month and year are also obvious without recourse to sight and the place, of course,

         feels and sounds quite different at night; most noticeably, far quieter. During the day, meals are regular, drug rounds too

         (there are two drug trollies – one has a squeaky wheel), doctors perform their various rounds according to a certain timetable

         and the cleaners have an entirely predictable set of rotas that cover every temporal scale from daily dusting and wiping to

         the annual spring clean.

      


      So, very little escapes me as I lie here, even with the most informational of my senses deliberately denied.


      I can see perfectly well, though. This is really just a game, something to help occupy my time while I wait out my self-imposed

         exile and bide my time before returning to the fray.

      


      I will, most assuredly, be back.


      The Transitionary


      Once, I watched her hand move above a lit candle, through the yellow flame, fingers spread fluttering amidst the incandescing

         gas, her unharmed flesh ruffling the very burning of it. The flame bent this way and that, guttered, sent curls of sooty smoke

         towards the dim ceiling of the room where we sat as she moved her hand slowly back and forth through the gauzy teardrop of

         fire.

      


      She said, “No, I see consciousness as a matter of focus. It’s like a magnifying glass concentrating light rays on a point

         on a surface until it bursts into flame – the flame being consciousness. It is the focusing of reality that creates that self-awareness.”

         She looked up at me. “Do you see?”

      


      I nodded, though I was not sure that I did see. We had taken certain drugs, and they were still affecting us. I knew enough

         to realise that one could talk utter nonsense in such circumstances and that it could seem unutterably profound at the time.

         I knew it but at the same time felt that this was quite different.

      


      “There is no intelligence without context,” she continued, watching her hand go through the flame and back. “Just as a magnifying

         glass effectively casts a partial shadow around the point of its focus – the debt required to produce the concentration elsewhere – so

         meaning is sucked out of our surroundings, concentrated in ourselves, in our minds.”

      


      One summer when I was a teenager some friends and I were walking into town, saving our bus fares to have more money to spend

         on sweets, burgers and slot machines. Our route took us down a quiet suburban street of houses with small front gardens. We

         came to one garden – mostly paved, with a few mismatched pots holding dry, bedraggled-looking plants – where a fat grey-haired

         man was lying asleep in a deckchair. We all stopped to look, sweating. A couple of the guys had taken their T-shirts off and

         were bare-chested, like the old man. He had lots of curly grey hair on his chest. Somebody whispered that he looked like a

         beached whale. The garden was tiny; he’d had to angle the deckchair across it to fit in. He was so close that you could smell

         the coconut oil on his skin, so close that we could almost touch him.

      


      We stood there watching him sleep and somebody else said they wished we had a water pistol. The sun was behind us, light beating

         on our backs. I was the tallest and the shadow of my head was putting the man’s feet into shade. I remembered I had a magnifying

         glass with me. I’d been using it to burn holes in the leaves of my stepmother’s prize flowers.

      


      “Watch this,” I said, and took the magnifying glass out. I held it so that it focused the sunlight on the skin of his chest,

         then moved it along and up through the forest of glinting grey hairs to concentrate the light on his little puckered left

         nipple. Some of the guys were starting to laugh already. I began to laugh too, which made the small, bright point of light

         waver, but I held it steady enough and long enough for him to shift a little, and for a frown to appear on his face. I still

         think I saw a faint wisp of smoke. Then his eyes flicked open and he bellowed, sitting up suddenly, his eyes wide, one hand

         flying up to his singed nipple. The other guys were already running, howling with laughter, down the street. I sprinted after

         them. We heard him shouting after us. We avoided that street for a few weeks.

      


      I don’t mention this story to her, either at the time or ever.


      “I’d have said,” (I said, instead,) “that we give, even… Even that we radiate, emanate meaning. We ascribe context to external

         things. Without us they exist, I suppose—”

      


      “Do they?” she murmured.


      “—but we give them names and we see the systems and processes that link them. We contextualise them within their setting.

         We make them more real by knowing what they mean and represent.”

      


      “Hnn,” she said, shrugging fractionally, distracted by the sight of her hand moving through the flame. “Maybe.” It sounded

         like she was losing interest. “But everything requires a leavening. Everything.” She let her head fall slowly to one side,

         watching her hand moving through the flame with a perfectly absorbed intensity that left me free to look at her.

      


      She sat bundled in a crumpled white sheet. Her hair, a brown-red spill of curls across her shoulders and along her slender

         neck, formed a quiet nimbus around her tipped head. Her deep brown eyes looked almost black, reflecting the flickering candlelight

         like some image of the consciousness that she had been speculating about. They looked perfectly still and steady. I could

         see the minuscule spark of the flame reflected in them, see it occluded by her hand passing over it. She blinked slowly, almost

         languorously.

      


      I recalled that the eyes only see by moving; we can fasten our gaze on something and stare intently at it only because our

         eyes are consumed with dozens of tiny involuntary movements each second. Hold something perfectly and genuinely still in our

         field of vision and that very fixity makes it disappear.

      


      “I love you,” I heard myself whisper.


      She glanced up. “What?”


      Her hand stopped, poised over the flame. She jerked it away. “Ow!”


      Madame d’Ortolan


      In the main salon of the Café Atlantique – vast and echoing, with a ceiling lost in a layer of ancient-looking smoke stirred

         by giant wobbling ceiling fans – there is a Jupla band playing to the mostly indifferent crowd packing the spaces between the

         tables, which are variously set for eating, drinking and gaming. Stained-glass circular windows set high in the two gable

         walls struggle along with globular yellow lamps the size of bathyspheres to illuminate the chaotic scenes below, where small,

         sweating men wearing sandwich boards run up and down the aisles.

      


      The pretty little Eurasian singer wears a vibrato collar and the snare drums are doubled, one set conventionally while the

         other is poised upside down directly above, separated by about half a metre. As Madame d’Ortolan enters – her way cleared as

         best he can by Christophe the chauffeur – the singer on the low stage midway along one long wall hits an especially high and

         plangent note and uses the cable remote in her pocket to turn her collar to high speed. Batteries in the remote power up a

         tiny motor attached to unbalanced weights within the device itself, making the collar burr against the girl’s throat just

         over her voice box so that she produces a sort of staccato ululation impossible to achieve without such mechanical artifice.

         The drummer has both sticks blurring in between the lower and upper snares, creating a crazed percussive accompaniment to

         match.

      


      “Your table, ma’am,” Christophe says, quickly dusting and polishing a seat with its back against the wall of a semicircular

         booth set almost directly opposite the band. He called ahead from the car to book this small, neatly placed table and the

         previous occupants are still arguing with elements of the management even as their half-finished drinks are being tidied away

         by white-jacketed waiters.

      


      Madame d’Ortolan eyes the seat sceptically, then sighs, smooths her skirt and sits, prim and upright while Christophe pushes

         the chair in. She can see the one who is probably the Oh person making his way through the crowds towards her. He is dressed

         like a peasant and has either a peasant’s skin tone or just that neither-one-thing-nor-the-other colour that Madame d’Ortolan

         finds irritating. He arrives, stands in front of her, glancing at the towering presence of Christophe. He smiles at her, rubbing

         his hands. He bows sinuously. “Madame.”

      


      “Yes?”


      “Aiman Q’ands. At your service.”


      “Sit,” she tells him. She has already forgotten the name he has just spoken. To her he is still Oh. There is shouting beyond

         the mouth of the alcove, where the table’s earlier occupants have noticed that their drinks have been tidied away. A waiter

         flaps a pristine white tablecloth across the table, lets it settle and turns to take her order as the greasy-looking little

         man sits. Christophe, standing greyly behind her, divides his time between looking suspiciously at the man who has just arrived

         and looking suspiciously at the arguing punters, now in the first stages of being shooed away by the management and a couple

         of bouncers who have just drifted up and who are even larger than Christophe.

      


      Aiman Q’ands bows from a seated position. “Always a pleasure to see you—”


      “I do not require your pleasantries,” Madame d’Ortolan tells him, “and you should not expect mine.” This one, she recalls,

         surveying his smiling, shining, annoyingly anonymous coffee-coloured face, has always responded well to being kept thoroughly

         in his place. She turns briefly to Christophe and glances at her shoulder; he lifts the cream jacket from her shoulders and

         places it carefully over the back of her seat. She suspects that he lets his fingers linger just a fraction longer than fully

         necessary as they touch her flesh through her silk blouse, and that he surreptitiously sniffs at her hair as he bends to her.

         This is agreeable but distracting. “Still water,” she informs the waiter. “Bring it sealed. No ice.”

      


      “Double espresso,” Aiman Q’ands says. He flaps the collar of his kameez. “And water; lots of ice.” He drums his fingers on

         the table.

      


      It is hot in Paris and hotter still in the Café Atlantique; the leisurely spinning ceiling fans are largely decorative. The

         small sweating men wearing the sandwich boards – which advertise today’s specials and the services of various bookmakers, lawyers,

         pawnbrokers, bail-bond companies and brothels as well as conveying the latest headlines and sports results – are there principally

         to create cooling draughts as they pelt up and down the aisles. They are surprisingly effective. Aiman Q’ands squirms in his

         seat, looking up and all around. His hands knead each other. He seems incapable of sitting still and is making Madame d’Ortolan

         feel even warmer. “Fan, Christophe,” she says over her shoulder. With a snap, a large lacy black fan is deployed and starts

         to move air gently past her face.

      


      Aiman Q’ands sits forward, eyes glistening. “Madame, may I say—”


      “No, you may not,” Madame d’Ortolan tells him. She glances about her with a look of some distaste. “We shall keep this to

         the minimum.”

      


      Q’ands looks hurt. He sits back, looking down. “Madame, do you find me so repellent?”


      As though she spared the wretch a thought at all! “Don’t be absurd,” she tells him. “I simply have no great desire to be here,”

         she says, a glance taking in the smokily cavernous space. “Aside from all else, these crowds are, perversely, highly attractive

         to bombers.”

      


      “Christians?” Q’ands says, looking mildly surprised and also looking round.


      “Of course Christians, you idiot!”


      Q’ands shakes his head ruefully and tuts. “The religion of brotherly love. So sad.”


      Just for a moment Madame d’Ortolan thinks he might be trying to make fun of her. You can never be sure in how much detail

         these passerines remember previous encounters with things, events or people. Could he be baiting her? She quickly dismisses the thought. “The

         religion of zealotry,” she informs him testily. “The religion that loves its martyrs, the religion of the doctrine of Original

         Sin, so that blowing even babies to smithereens is justifiable because they too are sinners.” She jerks her head and makes

         a sort of dry spitting sound. “A religion made for terrorism.”

      


      She can see what might be a small smile on Q’ands’s unpleasantly glowing face and can feel perspiration starting to gather

         on her brow. She leans forward and lowers her voice. “Are you properly ambiented? Have you fully embedded here yet?” she asks.

         “Any idiot ought to know this. Do you?”

      


      “I know what I know, ma’am,” he says quietly, for all the world as though trying to be mysterious. Meanwhile one leg is bouncing

         up and down as though he is trying to follow the beat of the Jupla band. The fellow is preposterous!

      


      “Well, know that I wish to waste no further time here.” She glances up at Christophe, then has, annoyingly, to clear her throat

         loudly because he seems distracted by the Eurasian waif warbling on stage. Her chauffeur collects himself, follows her gaze

         as it flicks to the man seated opposite and, sticking his free hand into his grey tunic, produces what looks like a cigar

         tube and hands it to Q’ands.

      


      He looks at it sadly and then places it in his chest satchel. “Also,” Q’ands says, “I am almost out of—”


      “There are supplies for a dozen journeys in there,” Madame d’Ortolan tells him. “We’re not stupid. We can count.”


      He shrugs. “My apologies for so obviously inconveniencing you.” He sounds hurt. He stands up and runs a hand through his wiry

         brown hair. As he turns to look out into the body of the salon, a sandwich-board man races past, clacking. The resultant breeze

         makes Q’ands’s salwar kameez flutter. “… See if I can intercept my coffee…”

      


      “Sit down!” she snaps.


      He turns back. “But you said—”


      “Sit!”


      He sits, looking still more wounded.


      “There are certain instructions specific to this matter which have not been written down,” she says. Q’ands looks appropriately

         surprised. She is already finding the way his expression seems to reflect his internal state so immediately and accurately

         extremely vexing. Worryingly unprofessional, too, if he’s like this with everybody. Has he finally gone off the rails? How

         vexing if her long campaign to destabilise the fellow has finally succeeded just when she needs him at his most implacably

         efficient.

      


      “Indeed?” he says. He looks mystified. Madame d’Ortolan half expects a cartoon thought-bubble bearing a big question mark

         to appear above his head.

      


      “Indeed,” she tells him. “The written orders mention some names and actions that you may find surprising. Nevertheless, these

         instructions have been subject to particularly careful scrutiny at the highest level, by not one or two but several sufficiently

         security-cleared individuals and you may be assured that there is no mistake. Regarding the final action you are instructed

         to pursue in each case, ignore that course of action as written in your orders. Each of the subjects concerned is not to be forcibly transitioned; they are all to be elided. Killed. Expeditiously. Do you understand?”

      


      Q’ands’s eyes widen. “I am to ignore my written orders?”


      “In that one detail, yes.”


      “Detail?” The fellow looks aghast, though probably more at the choice of word than the terminal severity of the action proposed.

      


      “In writing,” Madame d’Ortolan explains patiently, “you are instructed to find the individuals named, close with them and

         take them away. The spoken amendment I am giving you now is to do all the above, except you are to kill them rather than kidnap

         them.”

      


      “So that’s an order?”


      “Yes. That is an order.”


      “But—”


      “The written orders issue from my office,” Madame d’Ortolan tells him, her voice acidic. “This verbal order is also from me,

         has also been appropriately vetted and approved, and post-dates the written orders. What about this sequence of events is

         difficult for you to comprehend?”

      


      There is a hurt silence while the waiter delivers their order. When he goes, Q’ands says, “Well, I take it the verbal orders

         will be confirmed by written—”

      


      “Certainly not! Don’t be an idiot! There are reasons why this is being handled in this manner.” Madame d’Ortolan sits forward,

         lowers her voice and softens it a little. “The Council,” she tells him, head tipped towards him, drawing him in, “even the

         Concern itself, is under threat, don’t you see? This must be done. These actions must be carried out. They may seem extreme,

         but then so is the threat.”

      


      He looks unconvinced.


      She sits back. “Just obey your orders, Q’ands. All of them.” She watches as Christophe unseals her bottle of water, wipes

         her glass with a fresh handkerchief and pours. She drinks a little. Q’ands looks most unhappy, but drinks his espresso, finishing

         it with indecent haste in a couple of tossed-back gulps. She has a sudden unbidden, unwelcome and unpleasant vision of his

         lovemaking being similarly abrupt and curtailed now. Where once, of course, he had been quite pleasantly proficient. She pushes

         the memory away as something best forgotten and nods beyond the booth. “Now you may go.”

      


      He rises, gives a cursory bow and turns away.


      Madame d’Ortolan says, “A moment.”


      He sighs as he looks back at her. “Yes?”


      “What did you say your name was?”


      “Q’ands, ma’am.”


      “Well, Q’ands, do you understand?”

      


      His jaw works as though he is trying to control himself. “Of course,” he says, voice clipped. “I understand.”


      She favours him with an icy smile. “As you might guess, this is altogether of particular importance to us, Q’ands. It is what

         one might term a high-tariff matter. The highest. The rewards for success will be as lavish as the sanctions for failure will—”

      


      “Oh, madame,” he says loudly, holding out one hand to her, his voice pitched somewhere between exasperation and what certainly

         sounds like genuine insult. “Spare me.” He turns and leaves with a shake of his head, disappearing into the tumult.

      


      Madame d’Ortolan is quite shocked.


      The Philosopher


      My father was a brute, my mother was a saint. Dad was a big, powerful man. He was what they used to call free with his fists.

         In school he was kept back a year and hence was always the biggest boy in his class. Big enough to intimidate the teachers

         sometimes. Eventually he was thrown out for breaking another pupil’s jaw. According to him, it was a boy, a bully, from a

         couple of years above him. It was twenty years later and he was dead before we found out it had actually been a girl in his

         own class.

      


      He always wanted to be a policeman but he kept failing the entry exams. He worked in the prison service until he was thrown

         out for being too violent. Feel free to make your own jokes.

      


      My mother had a very strict religious upbringing. Her parents were members of a small sect called The First Church of Christ

         The Redeemer Our Lord’s Chosen People. Once I suggested that they had more words in their title than they did members. It

         was the only time she hit me. She was proud that she didn’t sleep with my father until after they were married, on the day

         she turned eighteen. I think she just wanted to be free of her parents and all their restrictions and rules. They always had

         a lot of rules. Before they could be wed dad had to promise the elders of the church and our local minister that he would

         have all his children raised strictly in the ways of the Church, though he only did this so that he could wash his hands of

         his parental responsibilities. He had as little to do with me as he could while I was growing up. He’d usually be reading

         his paper, lips moving silently, or listening to music on his headphones, humming loudly and out of tune. If I tried to attract

         his attention he’d put his paper down, scowling, and tell me to talk to my mother, or just glare at me without turning his

         music down and stab a finger first at me and then at the door. He liked country and western music, the more sentimental the

         better.

      


      He made no secret of the fact that he had no faith himself, except that “There must be something up there,” as he would say

         sometimes when he was very drunk. He said it quite a lot.

      


      My mum must have seen something in him. Perhaps, as I said, she also thought that she was escaping from the petty rules and

         regulations and restrictions she’d had to accept living in her parents’ house, but of course dad had plenty of those of his

         own, as we both discovered. My usual way of discovering a new rule was being slapped around the ear, or, if I’d been really

         bad, dad taking his belt off, throwing me across his knee and leathering me. Out of the frying pan and into the fire, that’s

         what it was for my mum. I started out in the fire.

      


      Mum made me her treasured boy and gave me all the love that she wanted to give dad but which just bounced back off him. Don’t

         think that she turned me into a gay or anything. I’m not. I’m quite normal. I just had this unbalanced upbringing in this

         strange family where one parent worshipped me and thought I could do no wrong and the other one treated me like some pet that

         my mum had bought without asking him first. If I’d thought about it I’d have assumed my family was typical. It wasn’t something

         I did think about, though, and I’d never have thought of asking other children what their families were like. I didn’t mix

         much with other children at school. They seemed very noisy and dangerously boisterous and they thought I was quiet, apparently.

         Or cold. I was teased and picked on for being Christian.

      


      I suppose people would say it was a troubled upbringing but it didn’t feel like that to me, not at the time and not really

         since, not properly. Just one of those things. I worked hard in class and went for long walks in the country after school

         and at the weekends. I always did my homework to the highest standard. I spent a lot of time in the school library and the

         library in the nearest town, not always reading. On the bus to and from the town I used to sit looking at nothing.

      


      We’d probably have rubbed along not too bad together, just the three of us, but then my sister came along. I don’t blame her,

         not really, not any more, but it was hard not to at the time. I didn’t know any better. It wasn’t her fault, even though she

         caused it.

      


      We lived in the country in a line of prison-officer homes, within sight of the prison. I’d grown up listening to mum and dad

         arguing over the years because the walls were thin in the house. Though you couldn’t hear mum, just dad. She always kept her

         voice right down, whispering even, while he either shouted or just talked in his loud voice. I don’t think he ever whispered

         in his whole life. When you listened to them it was like he was arguing with himself, or with somebody who wasn’t there. I

         used to wrap my pillow round my head, covering both ears, or if it got really loud I’d stick my fingers in my ears and hum

         to myself to shut out the sound.

      


      One time I must have been humming really loudly because the light went on and I opened my eyes and dad was there over me wearing

         just his underpants standing at the side of the bed and demanding what I thought I was doing making all this noise? He scowled

         at me as I lay there blinking in the bright overhead light, wiping my eyes and cheeks. I was sure he was going to hit me but

         he just made a grumbling sort of noise and left, slamming the door. He left the light on so I had to put it out myself.

      


      I had already, over the course of the preceding few years, heard things I would not have chosen to hear, things about sex

         and so on, but the night mum came back from the hospital a week or thereabouts after giving birth to my sister was the thing

         that really made the difference, for me. Mum had had a bad time giving birth to me and she wasn’t really meant to have any

         more children, but then she got pregnant and that was that. Dad would just as soon have got rid of what turned into my sister

         but mum wasn’t having that because of her religion so she went through with it. But it was an unpleasant procedure and she

         needed a lot of stitches down there. I suppose dad must have been drunk – especially drunk, as he always liked a drink.

      


      I tried humming but I knew they were talking about sex that evening when she came back from the hospital and because of the

         age I was a part of me was getting interested in sexual matters and so I partly wanted to listen, so I did. Thus I got to

         hear my mother begging my father to let her take him in her mouth, or even sodomise her, rather than have normal sex, due

         to the stitches and the fact that she was still very sore. I had heard dad in the past demanding these favours, or thought

         I had, but from the little I knew neither had actually occurred. That night, though, he wasn’t to be fobbed off with such

         distractions, especially not after months of being denied.

      


      So, not to put too fine a point on it, he had his way with her, and I had to listen to the gasps and gulps and then the screams.

         A lot of screams, even though despite it all you could somehow tell that she was trying to be quiet about it. I shoved my

         fingers into my ears so hard that I thought I was going to puncture my eardrums, and I hummed as hard as I could, but I could

         still hear her.

      


      It took much longer than you might imagine. Perhaps it was the drink, or the screams. But eventually the screams stopped,

         to be replaced by sobs and, shortly, snores.

      


      I had, of course, imagined myself bursting in on them and hauling him off her and beating him up and so on, but I was only

         eleven, and slight, like her, not big and burly like him. Therefore there was nothing I could have done.

      


      Meanwhile my sister had been set off by all the screaming and she was crying the way that very small babies do, and had probably

         been crying like that all the time but I hadn’t heard her over the screams from my mother and my own humming. I heard mum

         getting up from her and dad’s bed and going over to the cot and trying to comfort her, though you could hear her own voice

         breaking and her sobbing as she did this. Dad snored very loudly, and mum was sobbing and breaking down and my sister was

         screaming in a high, unpleasant whine. It was only at this point that our next-door neighbours started hammering on the wall,

         shouting, their voices like a sort of tired, distant commentary on events.

      


      I am not ashamed to say that I cried quite a lot throughout the rest of that night, though I still dropped off to sleep eventually

         and got up for school the next day, because it is amazing what you can put up with and get over. Almost anything, in fact.

      


      Nevertheless, I think it was then that I decided I would never get married or have children.
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      Patient 8262


      There is a certain purity to my existence. A simplicity. In a sense nothing much happens; I lie here, gazing into space or

         at the view presented by the window, blinking, swallowing, turning over now and again, getting up occasionally – always while

         they make the bed each morning – and staring open-mouthed at the nurses and orderlies. Now and again they’ll try to engage me

         in conversation. I make a point of smiling at them when they do this. It helps that we do not speak the same language. I can

         understand most of the one that they speak – sufficient to have an idea what my perceived medical status is and what treatments

         the doctors might have in store for me – but I have to make an effort to do so and I would not be able to speak much sense in

         it at all.
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