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  PART ONE




  







  Welcome. Come in, sit down. Would you like some coffee? Muffin? They’re yesterday’s but they’re fine. There’s blueberry and chocolate and a lemon

  one with some kind of seed. Sesame, he thinks but his friend cuts in. Poppy, the friend says. Lemon and poppy seed. His personal favourite. Low fat too, he adds and he winks. And Arthur is saying,

  no, no thank you, and for the second time since entering the room he says, who are you? What is this about? And that is when they ask. They give him coffee even though he said no and they say, so,

  Arthur: do you like cock?




  Arthur blinks and the skinny one, Sesame, smiles. He is seated across from Arthur and he leans in close and sniffs, as though expecting Arthur to emit some stench.




  ‘What?’ Arthur says. ‘What did you say?’ And he is smiling too. He cannot help it.




  Poppy Seed, a big man in a double-breasted suit the same shade of charcoal as that of his colleague, appears at Sesame’s shoulder. ‘Cock, Arthur: do you like it? Rubbing it, chewing

  it, sitting on it? Is it cock that gets you hard?’




  Arthur looks from one man to the other. From the expressions on their faces, they might have asked him if he wanted sugar or a drop of milk.




  ‘This is a joke,’ Arthur says. His smile, though, has grown stale. It is rigid and ready to crumble.




  Sesame keeps his eyes on Arthur but angles his face up and towards his friend. ‘Maybe it’s our whatdoyoucallit. Our terminology. Maybe his lot refer to it as something

  different.’




  Poppy Seed nods, as though his colleague has made a valid point. ‘Let’s see,’ he says. ‘Let’s see.’ And he turns and paces the length of the grey-washed wall.

  ‘Choad?’ he says. ‘Schlong? Tool? Shaft?’




  ‘Johnson,’ says Sesame but Poppy Seed shakes his head.




  ‘Not over here,’ he says and Sesame rolls his eyes like yeah, of course.




  ‘I’m leaving,’ says Arthur. He stands and edges between the wall and the table, towards the steel-lined door. He expects to be stopped. Sesame, though, remains in his chair;

  his colleague is in Arthur’s path but steps back and out of the way. Arthur keeps his eyes on Poppy Seed as he passes. His outstretched palm meets metal and his fingers fumble for purchase

  and only when he turns to look does he realise that there is no handle.




  ‘Beaver cleaver,’ says Sesame. ‘Does that count?’




  Poppy Seed nods. ‘Shit dipper,’ he says. ‘Man handle.’




  ‘Enough!’ says Arthur.




  ‘I’m running out,’ says Sesame. Then, ‘Cumstick.’




  ‘Penis,’ says Poppy Seed. ‘You understand the word penis, don’t you, Arthur?’




  ‘I said that’s enough! Who are you? Who the fuck are you?’




  Sesame flinches. ‘Please, Arthur. Language.’




  ‘Take a seat, Arthur.’




  Arthur glances at the chair he has vacated. He does not move from his position by the door.




  ‘Sit down,’ says Poppy Seed and Arthur, this time, obeys.




  ‘You haven’t answered our question,’ says Sesame.




  Arthur has shifted his seat as far back as the wall behind will allow. The room, though, seems to be contracting. It is a concrete cube, without windows, decoration or furniture other than the

  table and two chairs. There are Sesame and Poppy Seed and Arthur and there is Arthur’s mug of coffee.




  ‘I’m married.’




  ‘No you’re not,’ says Sesame.




  ‘What? Yes I am.’ Arthur holds up his hand to show Sesame his ring.




  ‘You’re separated. And I’m married is not an answer.’




  ‘I have a son, for Christ’s sake.’




  Sesame creases a cheek and shakes his head. ‘That’s not an answer either.’




  ‘You haven’t touched your coffee,’ says Poppy Seed.




  Arthur looks at him like he is joking but something in Poppy Seed’s expression makes him lift the cup to his lips. Just the smell is enough to stop him drinking.




  ‘That bad?’ says Poppy Seed and Sesame smiles.




  They wait.




  ‘What do you want from me?’




  ‘Answers, Arthur,’ says Sesame. ‘Just the one, for starters.’




  ‘Who are you? Are you the police? This isn’t legal, you know. You can’t hold me like this.’




  Sesame looks up again at his colleague. ‘Maybe he didn’t hear. Maybe we didn’t ask loud enough.’




  Poppy Seed nods and turns to Arthur and he is closing the gap between them and leaning forwards and grabbing Arthur’s chin with one hand and tugging his ear up and out with the other.

  Arthur screams. He grips Poppy Seed’s wrist but when he tugs it is like tugging on oak.




  ‘Cock!’ yells Poppy Seed. Sour breath and spittle slap against Arthur’s cheek. ‘Do you like cock!’ Then Arthur’s head spins free and drops forwards and the

  pain in his ear sinks into his jaw.




  ‘Surely he heard that?’ says Sesame and Arthur looks up in time to see Poppy Seed give a shrug.




  ‘What?’ Arthur says. He is drooling, he realises. He is slumping forwards and a rope of spittle has caught on his stubble. With the hand that is not clutching his ear, he wipes.

  ‘What are you asking me? If I’m gay, is that it? What the hell does it matter if I’m gay? This is a free fucking country!’ The pain is making him angry. He knows he should

  resist but he cannot. ‘It’s none of your fucking business if I’m gay!’




  Then Poppy Seed is moving again, with the same rage in his eyes that Arthur feels, and Arthur is scrabbling backwards, sliding his chair but sliding off it, and before he knows how he got there

  he is a muddle of limbs on the floor.




  ‘Is that a yes?’ says Sesame and Poppy Seed stops his advance.




  ‘What?’ Arthur’s eyes are on the man looming over him: on his forearms and his palms, just one of which would smother Arthur’s face.




  Poppy Seed reaches and Arthur flinches but he is only reaching for the toppled chair. He sets it upright, angling the seat towards Arthur, and moves away.




  ‘Your answer,’ says Sesame. ‘Is that a yes?’




  Arthur does not respond and Sesame, for the first time, betrays his impatience. ‘Get up,’ he says. ‘Sit down.’




  Arthur totters as he stands but the wall catches him. He checks the palm he has been holding across his ear because the pain, surely, warrants some flecks of blood. He sits. ‘I’m not

  gay,’ he says. His voice is a whisper so he raises it. ‘I have a wife. I have a son. I’m not gay.’




  Poppy Seed tuts. Sesame rubs at his forehead with two fingers.




  ‘His name’s Casper. My son. He’s three. He . . . he looks like his mother. Here.’ Arthur pats his breast and locates his wallet. He draws it from his pocket and it flaps

  open. ‘Here,’ he says again but his fingers keep slipping from the photograph inside. He spies Poppy Seed moving and he holds up a hand. ‘Wait,’ he says. ‘Look. I have

  a picture.’ The wallet, though, will not let him have it. ‘It’s stuck,’ he says. He laughs. ‘Wait. Here. Look.’ The picture is free but blank side up. He flips

  it. ‘Look. That’s him. That’s my son.’




  Sesame’s hand is like the peak of a cap, directing his gaze towards the surface of the table. Poppy Seed is close now but he too ignores the photograph. ‘Put it away,’ he

  says.




  ‘Here,’ says Arthur. ‘Look.’




  ‘Put it away. I said, put it away!’




  Before Arthur can respond, the picture and the wallet have been knocked from his grasp. They hit the wall and drop to the floor and when Arthur bends to reclaim the photo Poppy Seed lunges for

  Arthur’s collar and hauls him upright.




  ‘It’s sad,’ says Sesame, finally looking up. Poppy Seed releases his grip and Arthur drops back into the chair. It takes a moment for him to shift his gaze.

  ‘Truly,’ says Sesame. ‘It’s sad.’




  Poppy Seed snorts and turns away. ‘It makes me sick.’




  ‘You’re the worst, Arthur. Do you realise that? You, people like you: you’re the reason we’re in the mess we’re in.’




  Poppy Seed snorts again, bobs his head.




  ‘Because if it wasn’t for you,’ Sesame continues, ‘this wouldn’t be necessary. None of this –’ he rolls his eyes upwards and around the room

  ‘– would be necessary.’




  ‘I don’t know . . .’ Arthur says. ‘I still don’t know . . .’




  ‘We want answers, Arthur. I’ve told you what we want.’




  ‘I answered. Didn’t I? I’m not gay. I’m not. I just don’t see . . . I mean, even if I were . . .’




  ‘Perhaps I should clarify,’ says Sesame.




  ‘Please! Please do!’




  ‘We want answers,’ says Sesame, ‘but we also want the truth.’




  Arthur’s head slumps forwards. He grins at his lap and shakes his head.




  ‘Sit up,’ says Sesame. ‘Look at me.’




  Arthur looks. He is still shaking his head; he is still grinning.




  ‘Stop smiling,’ says Sesame. ‘Arthur: stop smiling.’




  Poppy Seed takes a step and Arthur raises his hands. ‘Okay!’ he says. ‘Okay, I’m not smiling! I wasn’t! It’s just . . . All of this is just . . .’




  ‘Unfortunate,’ says Sesame. ‘Necessary. And time-consuming. It’s becoming time-consuming, Arthur.’




  ‘Drink your coffee,’ says Poppy Seed.




  Arthur looks from one man to the other. ‘Coffee? What? No, I . . . I don’t want any coffee. I don’t feel like drinking coffee. To be honest, the only thing I feel like doing is

  talking to my goddamn soli—’




  Poppy Seed takes two strides and he is beside him. He grabs Arthur’s hair this time and yanks back his head. Arthur makes to yell but the coffee cascades and flushes away his voice. He

  struggles, for breath as much as anything, and either the mug chips or his teeth do and his scalp feels like it is tearing from his skull.




  The mug falls away. Arthur hears it clatter and crack on the floor. His scalp is still ablaze but Poppy Seed, he realises, has let him go. He coughs. The cough makes him gag. He hacks and he

  spits and he wipes at his face with a sodden sleeve. He tastes what he has been made to drink, as well as blood and something stronger. Like Windolene. Like Windolene might taste. He spits again

  and shrugs his shirt and slides upright on the chair. He glares at Poppy Seed but Poppy Seed has turned his back. He shifts his glare to Sesame but notices when he looks that there is something on

  the table.




  ‘A friend of yours,’ says Sesame, nodding at the photograph he has set in front of him.




  Arthur looks, shakes his head.




  ‘Pick it up. Look closer.’




  Arthur leans in but keeps his hands in his lap. The image shows a man of about Arthur’s age – thirty-ish, maybe younger – with hair as dark as Arthur’s but longer,

  lanker, and with a narrower face tapering towards a cleft chin. He is seated at a table just like this one, in a room just like this one. The image has been taken from above and to the side, as if

  by a security camera. Arthur looks up and to his right and for the first time notices an air vent, grey like the walls and tucked into a corner.




  Sesame sees him looking. ‘Say cheese.’




  Arthur spins the picture and slides it across the surface. ‘I don’t know him.’




  Poppy Seed begins to pace.




  ‘Funny,’ says Sesame. ‘Because he knows you.’




  ‘I’ve never seen him before.’




  ‘And yet he gave us your name. Told us where we could find you. He told us, in fact, that you stuck your dick in his mouth and your tongue up his arsehole.’ Sesame turns to his

  colleague. ‘What do they call that? They have a name for that, don’t they?’




  ‘Rimming,’ says Poppy Seed.




  ‘Right. Rimming. He said you rimmed him.’ Sesame turns to Poppy Seed again. ‘Can I say that? Can I use it as a verb?’




  Poppy Seed does not answer. He twitches his shoulders, cracks his neck. He continues pacing.




  ‘Why would he say that?’ says Sesame to Arthur. ‘Why would he say that if it wasn’t true?’




  ‘I don’t know.’




  ‘You don’t know.’




  ‘No. I don’t. You could ask him. Why don’t you ask him?’




  ‘I’m asking you.’




  ‘And I’m telling you I don’t know. Ask him. Bring him in here. I’ll ask him, for Christ’s sake!’




  Sesame smiles. ‘I’m afraid you wouldn’t get much of a response just now.’




  Poppy Seed sets his hands on the table. The table creaks. ‘Give us the names.’




  Arthur leans away. He looks to Sesame. ‘What names?’




  ‘The names of the others,’ says Poppy Seed. ‘The others you’ve fucked.’




  ‘What? What are you talking about? There aren’t any others!’




  ‘Just him then,’ says Sesame and he spins the picture back across the table.




  ‘No! Not him, not anyone! Jesus.’ Arthur’s hands find his head and he bows as if in prayer. ‘Jesus,’ he says again.




  Poppy Seed mutters something to his colleague that Arthur does not catch. Sesame clicks his tongue. Poppy Seed mumbles again and Sesame continues clicking and there is a scrape of metal on

  concrete. Arthur looks up and Sesame is standing. He is as short as he is skinny but his size does not detract from his menace. He is like wire, Arthur thinks; like wire that would work just as

  well as a barb.




  ‘What now?’ says Arthur.




  ‘Now I’m leaving,’ says Sesame.




  Arthur’s gaze swings to Poppy Seed, who is standing beside his colleague at the door. Poppy Seed is smiling. ‘Wait a minute!’ says Arthur. He stands and thinks for a moment he

  has stood up too quickly. He sways. He takes a step and he stumbles. He reaches for the table but his focus fails him and he grasps only air. ‘Wait,’ he says again. He falls, on to his

  knees and then forwards on to his hands. Through a haze he sees his son, staring back at him from a different world.




  ‘Wait,’ says Arthur once more. He can talk still but his voice sounds distant. He tries to crawl but his hands are numb. He can hear, though. He can hear quite clearly. He hears

  Poppy Seed cracking his neck again and then Sesame’s impassive voice.




  ‘Try not to make a mess,’ Sesame tells his friend. And then the door opens, then shuts again, and he is gone.




  







  Henry Graves watches through the doorway as the man from the Home Office surveys the room. There is little to see – two bunks, two piles of bedding, a toilet, a

  sink, a narrow window with wire-mesh glass – yet Jenkins inspects what there is as though considering whether to make an offer. He taps a wall and seems satisfied, then taps again and gives a

  frown when his knuckle yields a thud. He peers in the toilet and behind it. He fiddles with a tap and turns it on and the ferocity of the water takes him by surprise. He arches his groin to avoid

  being sprayed and turns the tap off again. He moves to a bunk and presses a palm to the mattress. He sits.




  ‘I’m no prude, Graves,’ he says, after a moment. His attention is on the bunk opposite. ‘But two bunks. In each cell.’ He turns to face the corridor. ‘Do you

  think that’s wise?’




  He is not the first to make the point. Graves’s assistant, John Burrows, asked too, though in less delicate terms. ‘The inmates will eat together, minister, and they will exercise

  together but they will only be required to share a room with a member of their own sex.’




  ‘Quite,’ says Jenkins. ‘That’s precisely my point. I’m not concerned so much about the women but the men . . . I mean, aren’t most of them . . . That is,

  aren’t they all . . .’




  ‘They are not all homosexual, minister. And besides,’ Graves adds, ‘I do not see the harm. The harm, I would say, has already been done.’




  Jenkins’s lips give a twitch: not quite a smile but not far off it. He casts around once more. He stands. ‘Good. More than adequate. So: is that everything?’




  ‘Except for the grounds.’




  Jenkins checks his watch. He squints behind him at the cell window. ‘Is it still raining?’




  Graves looks where the minister is looking. Through the wire and the dappled glass, he can make out only a pervading greyness. ‘There is cover. We shan’t get wet.’




  Jenkins checks his watch again. ‘Just quickly then. I’ve another appointment and then a long journey back.’ He steps from the room and turns in the wrong direction. ‘This

  way?’




  ‘This way, minister,’ says Graves. He gestures with an open palm towards the opposite end of the corridor, then follows at his guest’s shoulder.




  ‘You won’t be staying for lunch?’ Graves asks. ‘We were told you would require lunch.’




  ‘Perhaps next time.’ Jenkins is scanning the walls around him as he walks. ‘Could do with a lick of paint down here, Graves.’ He pauses for a moment and points. ‘Is

  that damp? You should get that seen to. The longer you leave it, the worse it’ll get.’




  Graves peers. ‘Indeed. It does look like damp. I will ensure it is dealt with, just as soon as the budget allows.’




  ‘Do it sooner rather than later,’ says Jenkins, walking on. ‘You have a budget, naturally, but it’s a question of priorities. It’s all very well having a forty-inch

  plasma screen in the recreational area but if that damp spreads any further, you won’t have any power to run it.’




  ‘Power, minister?’




  ‘Power, Graves. I’ve seen it happen. The damp gets to the cabling and the whole damn fuse board ends up fried, especially in an old building like this. Where will your budget be

  then?’ Jenkins turns his raised eyebrows towards his host but Graves has stopped three steps behind. He stands at the door to the stairwell.




  ‘This way, minister,’ Graves says. Jenkins retraces his steps and rumbles his thanks as he passes through.




  ‘You are sure about lunch?’ says Graves, returning to Jenkins’s side in the corridor below. ‘It would not be any trouble. In fact, I believe it has already been

  prepared.’




  ‘Hm? What’s that?’




  ‘Lunch, minister. It’s all prepared.’




  Jenkins shakes his head. His jowls wobble. ‘Thank you, no. I’m due to meet my sister. She lives in a village not far from here, as it happens. Although it’s all relative, I

  suppose, in country like this. I say not far but it’s forty miles at least.’




  ‘Very sensible, minister. Combining business with a little pleasure.’




  Jenkins glances at Graves as though to gauge his tone. Graves keeps his face expressionless and the minister gives a grunt. ‘There’ll not be much pleasure, Graves, I assure you.

  Aside from the company, I don’t suppose the cuisine at the local brasserie is up to much. Given the choice, I would rather suffer the delights of your canteen.’




  Graves inclines his head. ‘I shall pass on the message,’ he says. ‘Our chef, I am sure, will appreciate the compliment.’ He has gone too far this time but he pretends not

  to notice the minister’s scowl. ‘The door is just ahead. Please, allow me.’




  The rain has indeed stopped. The clouds seem to have followed its descent, however, turning the courtyard into a basin of mist. Even from the edge of the covered walkway, they can barely see

  across to the arches opposite. Above them, the ragged line of the second-floor windows is visible but the pitched roof and corner turrets are nothing more than shadows.




  Jenkins jabs his chin towards the centrepiece of the quad: a fountain, depicting Neptune in a chariot behind three horses. ‘A touch extravagant, would you not say?’




  ‘It is hideous, I know. The whole building, really, is an architectural chimera. His Majesty, for one, would not approve. There’s Gothic here, Romanesque there, Palladian and Tudor

  in the outbuildings. None of it original, of course. Except for the staff quarters, which were built in the fifties.’




  ‘You got it working, though. You left the damp but fixed the fountain.’




  ‘It was no great expense, minister. We felt it would be beneficial. The sound of running water, a place for the men and women to gather. You understand, I am sure.’




  ‘They are prisoners, Graves.’




  ‘They will be imprisoned, minister. It is perhaps not quite the same thing.’




  ‘Guff,’ says Jenkins. ‘Of course it’s the same thing.’




  Graves gestures to an opening in the grey-stone wall. ‘We can pass around and through the gateway if you would like to see the rest. There is no shelter past the main building but from the

  passageway you will be able to see the layout of the grounds beyond.’




  ‘No need.’Jenkins wipes a thumb across the face of his watch. ‘I am sure it is satisfactory. Everything seems more than satisfactory. Except for that damp,’ he adds,

  raising a finger. ‘Be sure to see about that damp.’




  ‘Indeed, minister. I will ensure it is attended to. And lunch. You are adamant I cannot persuade you?’




  ‘Just my things, if you please. My overcoat is in your office. This way, is it?’ Jenkins points the way he is facing.




  ‘If you’ll follow me,’ says Graves and he leads off in the opposite direction.




  Burrows is behind him, his pimpled nose pressed to the glass. He snorts periodically, a prompt for Graves to solicit his opinion. Graves is careful not to. He keeps his

  attention on the papers spread across his desk.




  ‘Thirty minutes, would you say? Thirty-five?’




  ‘He was here a good hour,’ says Graves. He stacks a folder in the pile to his right, picks another from the pile to his left and opens it in the space between.




  ‘Not including the time he spent on the phone, I mean. Thirty-five minutes, by my reckoning, at the very most. And we’ve been preparing, what? Six weeks if you count the

  renovations.’




  ‘It’s his prerogative.’ Graves uncaps his pen, makes a note of a name on his pad. He closes the folder he has in front of him and sets it on the right-hand pile.




  ‘We bought steak. Howard did. It’s not as though they’ve given us money to waste.’




  ‘It will not go to waste, I am sure.’




  ‘You asked him, though? You told him Howard had prepared lunch?’




  ‘Twice,’ says Graves. ‘Three times, in fact. It was beginning to sound suspicious.’




  Burrows turns back to the window, though Jenkins’s car is long gone. Graves glances at his assistant. There is a haze of condensation on the pane in front of him, thickening with each

  outward breath, ebbing as he inhales.




  ‘Satisfactory,’ says Burrows, still staring at the gravel drive. ‘That’s the word he used?’




  ‘He said more than satisfactory, John. More than.’




  ‘Did he mention anything else?’




  Graves sighs. He shuts the folder in front of him and sets it on the pile to his right. He puts down his pen. ‘Like what?’




  ‘I don’t know. Anything. There must have been something that made an impression.’




  ‘The water pressure. In the accommodation wing.’




  ‘What about it?’




  ‘It made an impression.’




  ‘What about the fountain? Did you show him the fountain?’




  ‘I did.’




  ‘And? What did he say?’




  ‘He wondered whether it might be a touch extravagant.’




  ‘Extravagant?’ Burrows spins from the window. ‘What’s that supposed to mean? It’s running water! Did you say to him it was running water?’




  Graves nods.




  ‘And he understood the connotations? He understood the subtlety?’




  ‘It’s a fountain, John. It’s a naked god, ten feet high. It’s not subtle.’




  ‘I meant the calming effect!’




  ‘I know what you meant,’ Graves says. ‘And you are right to be proud of the idea. Let’s leave it at that, shall we?’




  Burrows frowns, turns away. He mutters something Graves does not catch. Graves can feel himself becoming infected with his assistant’s irritation, though it is Burrows’s petulance

  that grates on him the most.




  ‘Really, John,’ he says, knowing he should resist, ‘what did you expect? A ribbon and some oversized scissors?’




  ‘No,’ says Burrows. ‘Of course not.’




  ‘What then?’




  ‘Some recognition. That’s all. We’ve done what they asked us to do and we’ve done it on time, in budget and without a single leak.’




  ‘Which means we’ve done what we’re getting paid to do. Nothing more. You knew the terms when you accepted this post. You knew and you accepted it anyway.’




  ‘They barely gave me a choice.’




  ‘One always has a choice, John.’




  Burrows makes to answer back but Graves cuts him off. ‘Enough,’ he says. ‘You’ve made your point. We have work to do.’




  Burrows moves away from the window. He slumps into his boss’s reading chair and tucks his outsized hands between his knees. His feet turn inwards and meet toe to toe.

  ‘Everything’s ready. What more is there to do?’




  There are two more folders for Graves to check. He opens them in turn, content to let Burrows wait while he works. He adds one of the names to the list in his notebook, then straightens the pile

  of folders by his right hand and taps it with the pen in his left. ‘These names,’ he says. ‘They will all be in the first batch?’




  Burrows shrugs. ‘I think so.’




  Graves snaps before he can stop himself. ‘Sit up straight, man. Answer properly. Talk to me properly.’




  Burrows slides upright in the leather chair.




  ‘These names,’ Graves repeats. ‘Will they all be in the first batch?’




  Burrows nods once, rather precisely. ‘Yes, sir. That’s what they told me.’




  ‘How many exactly?’




  ‘Fifty-seven. Mostly men, a handful of women.’




  ‘And how many to follow after that?’




  ‘Twenty-nine, they said. But that may change.’




  There are twelve names on Graves’s list: ten men and two women. He tears the page from his notebook and slides it across the desk. ‘Bunk these people separately. Just for the time

  being.’




  ‘Separate from each other or separate from the rest of the prisoners?’




  ‘Give them their own rooms. Keep them in the main wing but I don’t want them sharing.’




  ‘All right,’ says Burrows. He stands and takes the list and checks the names but does not ask his boss’s reasoning. Possibly he does not need to; more likely he is wallowing

  still in his sulk.




  ‘Also,’ Graves says, ‘have someone take a look at the plastering outside room twelve. Probably there’s a drain overflowing somewhere. Fix it, paint it. Check the rest of

  the corridor too.’




  ‘Yes, sir. Is that everything, sir?’




  There is a note to his assistant’s tone that Graves does not appreciate. ‘No, John, it is not. This project, this facility: it is not a game.’




  Burrows draws back his shoulders. ‘I realise that.’




  ‘Well, then,’ says Graves. ‘I hope you realise too that when these people arrive here they will be angry. We cannot afford to let their anger get out of hand—’




  ‘The staff are well equipped. They are well trained.’




  ‘We cannot afford to let their anger get out of hand but we must respond with equanimity too.’




  Burrows narrows his eyes. ‘I’m not sure I follow.’




  ‘Talk to the staff, John. Remind them that the men and women in our charge are human beings. They are not criminals. I would like everyone to remember that.’




  ‘Yes, sir. I am sure it will not be a problem.’ Burrows folds the list and sharpens the crease. He makes to leave.




  ‘One more thing,’ Graves says. ‘They are dying, John. The people who will arrive here: they are dying. They might not know it yet but that’s the truth of it.’ He

  takes the cap off his pen and turns to a fresh sheet in his notebook. ‘Please,’ he says. ‘Remember that too.’




  







  ‘Who is she?’




  ‘Tom, please. You’re practically sitting on my lap.’




  Tom edges away, careful not to forsake the cover of his colleague’s monitor. ‘Amy?’ he says and he repeats: ‘Who is she?’




  The woman over at Tom’s desk gives the impression of being annoyed with him even before she has realised he is in the same room. Her gaze does not settle but tugs her one way and then the

  other in her seat. Only her right arm remains anchored, to allow her fingertips to beat against his desk. The doors to the newsroom swing open and she turns, then turns back. The doors open once

  more and once more she glances across. She is like a spaniel, Tom decides, lurching every time its owner fakes to throw the ball. She is like a spaniel, more to the point, tiring of the game and

  just about ready to bite.




  ‘She looks angry,’ says Tom. ‘Don’t you think she looks angry?’




  Amy peeks, then returns her gaze to her screen. ‘She looks like someone who’s been made to wait for an hour and a half.’




  ‘She’s been waiting for me for an hour and a half?’




  ‘Uh huh.’




  ‘That can’t be good.’ Tom slides behind the screen again as the woman turns his way. Amy jabs a bony elbow into his hip.




  ‘I’ve got a deadline, Tom.’




  ‘Did you get her name at least? What’s her name?’




  Amy’s eyes find the gap between her glasses and her poker-straight fringe. ‘I assumed she was a friend. You really don’t know who she is?’




  Tom starts to answer but Amy’s question prompts a momentary panic. Does he know her? Usually he has a memory for faces, particularly young and attractive ones framed with blonde hair. If

  he were to pass this woman in the street, however, he would turn only because it would be a shame not to. Clearly, though, she knows him. Which means . . . Well. Which means there is a possibility

  that—




  ‘You slept with her.’




  Tom looks and Amy is reclining in her chair, arms folded and lips pinched. ‘What?’ he says. ‘No!’




  ‘You did. You got drunk and you slept with her and you said you’d call her and you never did.’




  ‘That’s not true!’ Tom glances again at the woman, who is resting her forearms now on her clenched knees. ‘Really, I’m almost certain that’s not

  true.’




  Amy makes a noise like he is something disgusting.




  ‘I would remember. Believe me.’ Tom’s eyes drift from the woman’s crossed ankles to her collarbone. ‘I definitely would have called her.’




  Amy tuts again. She returns her fingers to her keyboard and angles her chair away from him.




  ‘Amy, please. Go and check. Ask her who she is.’




  ‘I’ve got a deadline, Tom! Ask her yourself.’




  ‘You let her in here! You could at least have asked her what she wanted.’




  ‘She wanted to see you. Oh, and look. Now she has.’ Amy gives him a shove and he steps to brace himself and there is no doubt when he looks that the woman has spotted him. She is

  standing and peering across. Amy nudges him again and almost as a reflex Tom is following his feet across the office floor and fixing his face with a wary smile.




  ‘Mr Clarke?’ says the woman as Tom draws near. ‘Tom Clarke?’ Her accent is American: east coast, Tom thinks. She is slightly frayed in her appearance – hair neat

  but not styled, skin pale and only lightly made up, clothes casual and inexpensive. She is no less attractive than he first judged, however. She simply seems the type who does not feel she has the

  time to waste with mascara and a set of hair straighteners. In her bearing and her tone, she conveys a sense of purpose that Tom has encountered before – with Amy, for instance, who has only

  ever reacted to his flirting with disdain; with Katherine Fry, his boss; with his sister, five years his junior but, even Tom would admit, a decade at least more mature – and that does

  nothing to set him at ease.




  ‘Er, hi.’




  ‘I hope you don’t mind me waiting,’ the woman says. ‘Your assistant told me it would be okay.’




  ‘My assistant?’ Tom tracks the woman’s glance towards Amy’s desk. ‘My assistant,’ he repeats. ‘Yes, of course. No, no problem.’




  ‘I’m Julia. Julia Priestley.’ The woman holds out her hand and Tom takes it.




  ‘Hi,’ he says again, more warmly this time. He does not know her. He told Amy he did not and he was right. ‘Please.’ He gestures to the chair behind her. She sits again

  and Tom looks around for a chair for himself. There is one at the desk opposite and he rolls it across. ‘Can I get you some coffee? I could ask my assistant to fetch us some.’




  ‘Thank you, no.’




  ‘Water?’




  ‘Nothing for me, really. I’d like just a minute of your time, if I may.’




  ‘By all means,’ says Tom. ‘What can I do for you?’ He props an ankle on his knee and he smiles.




  ‘It’s about my husband,’ says Julia and Tom checks his grin. He adjusts his pose, dropping both feet to the floor and locking his hands in his lap. ‘I was hoping,’

  Julia says. She pauses. ‘I was hoping you could help me find him.’




  Tom opens his mouth but he is not sure how to reply. A voice from above his shoulder interrupts before he can find his own. ‘Hi,’ it says. Then, ‘Um.’




  Tom turns and sees Terry Williams, sub-editor and serial snacker, standing above him. He holds a coffee and half a croissant and has scabs of pastry at the corner of his mouth.




  ‘Hi,’ Tom replies. He looks at Julia, then back at Terry. He waits.




  ‘Um,’ says Terry again. ‘I think that’s my chair.’




  ‘Oh,’ says Tom. ‘Oh, right.’ He stands. ‘Sorry.’ He wheels the chair back across to Terry’s desk. Terry thanks him and takes a bite of croissant. As he

  chews he allows his eyes to slide across Julia’s chest. Julia covers herself with the folds of her jacket and Tom flushes, as though he has been caught looking himself. He casts about and

  spots an empty meeting room on the far side of the office. He gestures towards it. ‘We can talk in there.’




  The Libertarian, the political news site for which Tom works, is only published online but still every corner of the office seems somehow to attract newspapers, magazines, scrawled-on

  Word files and website printouts. Tom clears a corner of the meeting-room table and they sit.




  ‘I read these,’ says Julia. She opens her bag and unfolds a clipping bearing Tom’s byline. The headline reads, COMMONS CONSENTS TO POLICE CRIMINALITY.

  ‘You wrote them, right?’ Julia spreads another printout beside the first. LIBERTY INTERNATIONAL BANNED BY LAW IT FOUGHT TO QUASH is the six-month-old story, with

  an opinion piece stapled to the back: TERRORISM’S TRIUMPH: FEAR, FREEDOM AND THE BIRTH OF A POLICE STATE. Tom glowers in greyscale at the head of the topmost page,

  through glasses he borrowed from a colleague and beneath hair that was combed for the occasion and Photoshopped – at his request – to seem fairer than its usual fawn.




  ‘I did.’ Tom pulls the pages towards him and automatically begins to read. He is amazed that TERRORISM’S TRIUMPH turned out as well as it did. He wrote

  it on the tube, on the way back to the office after a whisky lunch with his favourite PR.




  ‘They’re good,’ says Julia.




  ‘Thank you.’




  ‘You’re right, too. What you say in there. You’re absolutely right.’




  ‘Well,’ Tom says. ‘I mean, yes, I suppose so. I would certainly hope so.’ He is trying to recall what the first story was about. Katherine, the website’s editor,

  liked it too, he remembers. The praise, though, is the only thing about it that stands out in his mind.




  ‘They’re the reason I’m here,’ Julia is saying. ‘These articles. I thought, well. I thought the man who wrote these might be able to help me.’




  ‘Your husband,’ says Tom. ‘You’re looking for your husband.’




  Julia nods. Then she shakes her head. ‘Not quite. I mean, yes, that’s kind of right.’ Tom frowns and she shakes her head again, as though to erase what she has already said.

  ‘I know where my husband is, Mr Clarke.’




  ‘Tom, please. Mr Clarke is what people call my father.’




  ‘Tom, then. I know where my husband is. That is, I know he was arrested. I got them to admit that much, at least. I don’t know why, though. I don’t know where they’re

  keeping him. I don’t even know who has him, not really. I mean, it’s not just the police, is it, in cases like this?’ She looks, all of a sudden, as if she is about to cry. Tom

  frisks his pockets for something suitable to offer her but the only thing he can find is a packet of gum. When he looks up, though, her eyes are dry. She is upset, clearly, but more than anything

  else she seems angry. And she is waiting, Tom realises, for him to respond.




  He offers her gum.




  ‘Look here,’ she says, ignoring his outstretched hand and reaching for one of the printouts. She traces the text with her fingertip as she quotes him back to him. ‘“The

  police are complicit. Sir Andrew Burns, the Metropolitan Police Commissioner, has long argued for an extension of police powers. Fourteen days was not enough, nor twenty-eight, nor forty-two, nor

  even the ninety days proposed – and rejected – in 2005. Now the police have been granted the de facto autonomy they campaigned for, and Burns finds himself invested with a concentration

  of powers not seen on this continent since the overthrow of the Nazi regime. The force that he commands is now the central cog in the machinations of a terrifying, countrywide security operation,

  involving not only the military and MI5, but also subcontracted and shadowy organisations whose true influence and agendas are not fully understood even by the men who help run

  them.”’




  It sounds even better read aloud.




  ‘Those are your words, right?’




  ‘Pretty much,’ Tom says. He would have vetoed ‘shadowy’ if he had seen the subedited copy. He would have reminded Terry – and it was Terry, he would bet it was

  Terry – that grammar was his chief concern, not melodrama.




  ‘This is it,’ Julia says, waving the piece of paper in her hand. ‘This is exactly it. They’ve got my husband. Someone’s got my husband. The police won’t help

  me. They won’t tell me anything. They only admitted having him in custody when I confronted them with the video a neighbour took.’




  ‘You have a video?’




  ‘She was filming the teenagers outside her house. She was convinced they were smoking crack.’




  ‘Jesus. Where do you live?’




  ‘What? Ealing. We live in Ealing. And they weren’t smoking crack, they were smoking roll-ups. But that’s not the point.’




  ‘No,’ says Tom. ‘Sorry. But you have evidence. The film, I mean. Surely if you show someone that—’




  ‘Mr Clarke,’ Julia says. ‘This article you wrote.’ She angles her head. ‘Did you read it?’




  ‘What? Yes. Of course. I mean . . .’




  Julia waves a hand. ‘Look. My husband was arrested. No one will tell me why. Because of these laws, these laws you wrote about –’ and again she brandishes one of the printouts

  ‘ – they don’t have to.’




  ‘No,’ says Tom. ‘I guess not.’




  ‘Which isn’t right. Is it? It’s not right.’




  Julia is leaning towards him, imploring him with her eyes. Tom looks across from her towards the door. He wishes he had left it open.




  ‘Did you talk to the US embassy? I mean, you’re American, right? Is your husband—’




  ‘He’s British. English. I was born in Boston but I took dual nationality when Arthur and I got married. Not that my US passport seems to count for much. My husband, apparently, is

  not the American government’s problem.’




  ‘What about . . . I don’t know. There are organisations, aren’t there? There are people who can help with this sort of thing.’




  ‘Which organisations?’ Julia straightens her shoulders. ‘Organisations like this one?’ She slides the article on the banned civil-rights group towards him.




  ‘Not that one, obviously. But there are plenty of others.’




  ‘Not any more. Not after Drax. And those that are left are inundated. I’ve tried them. Some say they can’t help. Some say they won’t.’




  The packet of chewing gum is still in Tom’s hand. He tears off a section of the wrapper and crumples it into a ball. ‘Your husband,’ he says. ‘You don’t know the

  details but you must have an idea about why he was arrested. I mean, I assume he was into something.’




  ‘Into something? What the hell does that mean?’




  ‘Nothing. I’m just asking. I have to ask.’




  ‘This is anti-terrorism legislation, Mr Clarke. These are laws the police are supposed to be using to stop fundamentalists blowing up another power station.’




  ‘I know. I realise that. All I’m asking—’




  ‘My husband is not a terrorist, Mr Clarke. Whatever he’s into, I can assure you it’s not terrorism. He’s a dentist, for Christ’s sake!’




  Tom raises his hands. ‘Okay,’ he says. ‘Okay. So you’ve been to the police. Right? And you’ve spoken to Witness and Front Line and all the others. What about a

  lawyer? Have you spoken to a lawyer?’




  ‘No, Mr Clarke. It never occurred to me to talk to a lawyer.’




  ‘And?’ Tom says, conceding the sarcasm. ‘What did they say?’




  ‘Forgive my tone, Mr Clarke, but what do you think they said? What do you think they all said?’




  Tom sets the gum and the balled-up paper on the table and rubs one damp palm against the other. ‘The thing is,’ he says, ‘that’s sort of the point. Isn’t it? None

  of these people – these people who know the law, who work with the law – feel they can help you. I’m a journalist. I’m just a journalist.’




  Julia leans forwards once more. ‘You have contacts. Don’t you?’




  ‘Of course but—’




  ‘But what?’




  ‘But they’re contacts. That’s all they are. They’re people who might slip me a lead or an anonymous quote. They’re not friends.’




  ‘You could call them though. You could ask them.’




  ‘Ask them what? Whether they’ve seen your husband?’




  ‘Something like that.’




  Tom scoffs.




  ‘What’s so ridiculous? All I’m asking is that you do what you tell others to. Listen,’ she says and she reaches again for the words Tom wrote. ‘“National

  polls, the government tells us, show overwhelming public support for its Unified Security Act. The public, though, and not for the first time in recent years, has been grossly misled. The debate

  has been undermined; a ballot denied. For those committed to the ideals – nay, rights – this government is so willing to sacrifice, there are other ways—”’




  ‘Please,’ says Tom, taking the page from her. Julia, though, continues from memory.




  ‘“—there are other ways in which we can act. March: in the capital if you can, in your home town at the very least. Speak out: in defence of those who have their freedom of

  speech denied. Fight: because if you do not, you must ask yourself – why should anyone else?”’




  Julia’s eyes meet his and though he tries to hold her gaze he cannot.




  ‘I just work here,’ he says. He is almost begging, he realises. ‘I get up and I come to work and I write. Inevitably, I suppose, there’s a certain amount of . . .’

  He rolls his fingers in the air.




  ‘Of what?’




  ‘Hyperbole,’ Tom says. ‘There’s a certain amount of hyperbole.’




  ‘Hyperbole,’ Julia repeats and she grins. She somehow makes the grin look like a grimace.




  ‘This is the Libertarian. Our readers have certain expectations. Look,’ Tom adds, holding off her response with an open palm. ‘Maybe if you spoke to the editor. I mean,

  she’s busy but you never know. I might be able to set something up.’




  ‘What would be the point? To convince her to write another story?’




  Tom gives a dry laugh. ‘That’s kind of what we do here.’




  ‘Forgive me, Mr Clarke, but really I was hoping for more than a paragraph or two that in an hour would be buried in your archive.’




  Tom spreads his hands. Julia watches him with an expression of contempt. There is silence for a moment and then she stands.




  ‘You look older,’ she says. She starts to gather her things. ‘In your photograph, you look older.’ She shuts her bag, leaving the clippings on the table. Tom glances at

  his mugshot. When he looks up again she is already at the door. ‘You look wiser too.’




  







  No one speaks. They have been seated individually, in separate rows and away from the aisle, but it seems a needless precaution. The heads Arthur can see protruding from

  the seats around him do not turn; the pairs of eyes within range of his seem barely focused. He wonders, vaguely, whether his own expression is so blank but he does not reach any conclusion. His

  thoughts seem to glide. One moment he will fix on the knowledge that he is being taken somewhere, and his gaze will wander in search of some clue as to their destination. The next he will jolt as

  though from a trance, and be reminded by the stinging in his eyes that really he ought to blink.




  He blinks.




  In his periods of watchfulness there is not much to see. A seat-back fills the space ahead. It bears an advertisement, for National Express, promising care, convenience, comfort. The window to

  his right is shaded or painted or covered with something that admits a dim light but prevents Arthur from seeing out. It is scratched, though, at the corner, and Arthur can tell from his fissured

  view that it is raining; that they are on a narrow road and travelling at a steady speed; that they are nowhere that anyone will see them. Once in a while the cabin darkens further and there is the

  sound of overhanging branches clawing at the glass, like the fingers of something just as curious to see in as Arthur is to peer out.




  On the coach the rows of seats are offset and across from him there are two fellow passengers more visible than any of the others. They are both men, Arthur thinks at first, but he is mistaken.

  The one in front, the younger one, is a girl. She might be twenty; she might be a teenager. Her hair has been hacked into an androgynous, careless cut. Her clothes are filthy and the side of her

  face that Arthur can see is scratched, bruised, swollen. She has barely opened her eyes.




  The man, seated in the row behind, is older – fifty-something, sixty – and he looks awake though no more aware. He is dressed in a suit and shirt, no tie, and is unshaven but

  otherwise presentable. He stares at the advert in front of him and moves his lips, as though soundlessly reciting the words. Care, convenience, comfort. Care, convenience, comfort. He could be

  praying, Arthur supposes. The prayer and the recital might even have become joined.




  He blinks.




  The engine noise is a drone. The sound is so constant, so unvarying, that Arthur begins to think it might not be a sound at all but rather the absence of sound. The sound is like silence: this

  strikes him as funny. He smiles. The smile produces a tingle in his cheeks and along his jaw.




  He blinks.




  There were two of them, he remembers. They offered him muffins.




  He blinks.




  Afterwards he saw Julia. He saw Casper. They were all together, at the kitchen table and eating dinner. Or breakfast. There was a large jug of orange juice, sweating on to the tablecloth, so

  probably it was breakfast. They were not alone, though. There were two men, maybe three, talking at his shoulder, and though they were talking in whispers it was enough to distract him from what

  Julia was saying. He told the men to hush but he did not turn. He did not see their faces. He just heard their hissing voices and became irritated and Julia became irritated too but at him. She was

  gesturing for him to drink his orange juice. She seemed to want him to drink it from the jug. He refused. He said it tasted funny. And Casper was laughing, not at him but at something the men were

  doing, the men behind him who were still whispering and hissing in his ear. And he was saying, ignore them, Cas, just ignore them. If you ignore them they’ll go away.




  He blinks.




  He does not remember getting on the coach. How odd. He is on a coach and his hands are bound. He does not remember his hands being bound either. It is only now that he notices the plastic

  tie.




  He blinks.




  They offered him muffins. Right now, apart from the effort of chewing, he could eat a muffin. He thinks perhaps he would choose a chocolate one. He would not take a lemon one. The lemon ones, he

  suspects, would taste of Windolene.




  He blinks.




  He said, ignore them, Cas, just ignore them, but Casper kept laughing. He kept laughing.




  He blinks.




  The engine drones.




  He blinks.




  Care, convenience, comfort. Care, convenience, comfort.




  He blinks.




  He blinks.




  He blinks.




  There is a jolt and he opens his eyes. The engine is shifting gear. They are turning. Arthur checks through the crack of uncovered glass but there is just another narrow road,

  more rain, the same lack of people, of buildings, of trees now too. He sees grass and he sees mud, extending to a damp-sugar sky.




  He looks across from him. The girl with the bruises continues to sleep. Her position is as it was: hands tucked between her skinny thighs, shoulders sagging, chin cushioned by a tight roll of

  skin. Arthur turns to the older man behind her, expecting him to be praying still, or sleeping like the girl, but when he looks the man is looking back at him.




  And then he is not. He turns away. For a moment Arthur continues to stare but then he too returns his gaze to the seat-back in front of him. Care, convenience, comfort. The words overlap and

  intertwine. He glances again across the aisle but the man has his eyes shut now, as though he has long been dozing.




  He should say something. Should he? He wonders what would happen if he were to say something. Whether he would be able to talk, first of all, and who would be listening if he did. Who would

  answer, and how.




  They are turning again. This time when Arthur looks he sees a wall, low and crumbling. It guides them up an incline and round another corner and then falls behind. The road

  they join is quieter, smoother than the road they have left but possibly this seems so only because they are slowing. His view is blocked and they are in darkness for a second, two, and then there

  is light again and open space and Arthur imagines they have passed through an archway. The coach slows further, almost to walking pace, and from below there is the slow grind of tyres on

  gravel.




  They stop.




  For a moment the engine idles and the sound, as much felt as heard, is somehow reassuring. Arthur would like it to continue. He knows that when the engine cuts out someone will tell him to move.

  He is not sure he will be able to, for one thing, but most of all he does not want to. He wants just to sit. He wants the engine not to cut out. He wants just to sit but then the engine cuts

  out.




  A door opens, up ahead. Arthur cannot see it but he hears the hiss. There is no extra light, though, until a curtain is drawn back and then there is. It is not a bright light but it is brighter

  than he has become used to and Arthur flinches. For the first time the presence of those around him is audible. There are groans, as one might expect from a roomful of sleepers who have been woken

  in the middle of the night. There is coughing, from several places at once, but most immediately from across the aisle. Arthur checks and it is the girl. She has her eyes closed but both hands

  across her mouth, as though she were trying to force a cough back inside. Arthur glances at the man behind her. It seems ridiculous but he is wary of once again meeting his eye. He is imprisoned,

  on a coach with blacked-out windows, his hands cuffed and his senses confounded, but meeting the eye of a stranger – a fellow captive but a stranger above all – would still feel

  awkward. The man is looking forwards, however: to the front of the coach and the drawn-back curtain. Arthur watches the man for a moment, then follows his gaze.




  A figure has appeared in the aisle. Arthur assumes it is a man but it could just as well be a woman because all he can really see is a silhouette. It stands motionless, facing them or towards

  the front Arthur cannot tell. The figure moves and Arthur strains to see but then the overhead lights flick on and he is once again compelled to look away. When he looks back the figure is

  gone.
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