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We’re to meet in the committee room later this afternoon, which means Lauper will have to bring the light-bulb with him. The darkness in my room lacks depth. From time to time, I stretch out my arms to remind myself that no one has built an impenetrable black wall around me. I’m at liberty to leave at any time I like. The shared rooms in the house are open to me. But for the moment, I’m content to remain where I am. What’s important is not to be so swamped with interior imagery, a substitute for everyday sense-data. Sometimes I lose myself in my very own picture show; then, when I want to leave, it’s as if I’ve been in a cinema with the screen inside me. I can stand up, but how long will I have to stumble around before I find the exit? 

Just so there’s no risk of being late for the meeting, I practise walking from my armchair to the door and back, counting every step as I go. Once I’ve done this three times, the anxiety that has been with since the meeting was announced abates. At last, it’s possible for me to think lucidly and allow logical reflection to calm my fearful, rushing thoughts, the outlandish conjectures and worst-case imaginings that have tormented me for hours. There’s no evidence to confirm the meeting is anything other routine. 

Lauper will not be pleased to find his time with the light-bulb eaten into and will no doubt seek compensation if the discussion drags on for too long. There are times when I wish that Fortimore would simply announce whatever measures need to be taken and then forbid further debate. But some of us continue to insist on a semblance of democracy, even though in the end we always agree to whatever proposal Fortimore has put forward. As I have not been here long enough to earn respect for my views, I’ve now more or less lapsed into silence, unless I am addressed directly. 

Worried and restless again, I decide to wait in the kitchen until it’s time for the meeting. I’m relieved to reach the main corridor without difficulty. I keep my left arm close to the wall and use my stick to measure the way ahead. My technique is still imperfect, but I’m told that after a time I’ll find myself a fluent traveller through the dark. It’s strange to be using a white stick when one’s not blind; not that I can see that it’s white unless it’s my turn with the light-bulb. How strange it is to be without a plentiful supply of such ordinary things –light bulbs, torches, candles; I’m even down to my last match. Yet war rages above, with both sides having recourse to the latest technology. 

Fortunately, the door to the kitchen is open. No one is cooking, yet all four hobs wear their coronets of red, blue and gold. It’s always a little warmer in here than anywhere else in the house. Although I can’t see anyone, I know there are people huddled against the wall. I can hear one of them breathing. 

“Who’s there?” 

A pause and someone coughs, the phlegm rattling. Being so far underground, the air in this house is damp, injurious to those with weak-chests. 

“And who wants to know?” The voice is wheezy and bronchitic. “I don’t recognise your voice.” 

“Dant. I’ve only been here a month. And you are?” 

“A friend of Fortimore.” 

“I hope we are all that.”

No doubt it is the darkness that breeds this circumspection. I’ve found it is harder to trust someone when I have little to go on apart from a voice. Of course, we catch glimpses of each other: a profile, edged by gas light, as someone leans over the stove: a chin and the lower half of the face illuminated for a moment by the flare of a match; the members of the committee, those nearest to the light bulb in chiaroscuro. If I were to meet these people in the street, I fear I’d fail to put a name to any of them, apart from Fortimore, unless I’d first heard them speak. I’m told that after a time one becomes preternaturally sensitive to the spoken word, the slightest variation in tone, pitch and pace, as well as to the more obvious markers, such as vowel sounds or lisps. 

No one has responded to my observation. I’m fearful of sitting down against the wall in case I find myself trampling someone. “Are you going to the meeting?” I ask. My voice sounds high, unnaturally feminine. There are no women in this house. The Company has made it clear that they don’t want us breeding. 

A new voice, one that is slightly familiar: “We’re all going to the meeting. As you should know by now.” 

“Is that you, Harren?” 

“No.” 

Somebody snorts and then laughs unpleasantly. There have been occasions when I have been made welcome in the kitchen, but this is not one of them. Is this unease, almost amounting to outright hostility, caused by the imminent meeting? I’ve noticed that there is often an undercurrent of anxiety if an application for residency is on the agenda. 

We have a room vacant, for there was a death last week. If anyone is elected, I can only hope it is not Melthrip. 
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It takes ten minutes for everyone to gather in the conference room. As the house has no lift, those on the lower floors are often late, for there’s a rule that all residents must stay in their rooms or the kitchen until the bell sounds. Fortimore takes the roll-call, his voice as rich and resonant as ever. He’s on a raised platform, with the other members of the committee. The light-bulb directly in front of him, his flat features are livid and surmounted by a silvery fringe of hair. His shoulders appear enormous, those of a bodyguard or heavyweight boxer. As most of his skull is smudged with darkness, the top of his head seems flat, apart from a few serrations. There should be twenty-five of us present but two people are missing. Although Fortimore’s flanked on either side by members of the committee, only two of them are even partially visible: the left hand and arm of the person to his right and the right hand and arm of the person on his left. The secretary, whose name I don’t know, as he is always referred to as Mr Secretary, reads out the minutes of the previous meeting and the motions pending. There are often few speakers from the floor as questions have to be submitted in advance. Occasionally, a point of order is raised, but most of the talking is done by members of the committee. 

Fortimore reads out the Company’s replies to residents’ complaints. The food delivered to rooms by means of the shafts is often cold on arrival, especially when it reaches the ground floor. The Company has agreed to provide new receptacles designed to limit loss of heat. After he’s been speaking for a quarter of an hour, the secretary’s voice grows softer. I find myself straining to hear; then my interest slackens. It’s not until Fortimore speaks that I resurface from my drowsy reverie. 

“I’m sure you’re all aware of the death last week of Verriter. Well, I’m sad to report that his wife died forty-hours later. I would ask you all not go into their room, which you’re most probably aware is on the second floor. As there are no locks in the house, I regard this prohibition as a matter of trust. Fortimore coughs and shuffles his papers, evidently about to move on to another topic, when there’s a rare question from the floor. 

“I’m surprised by this news. They were a young couple and seemingly in good health. Is it possible for you to tell us how they died ... in both cases. Were the causes the same?” 

“Thank you for your question, Harren.” Fortimore’s reply is heavy with displeasure. “As we are all of us aware, the committee prizes absolute transparency; however, on this occasion that’s not possible – for the moment.” 

“Please at least give us an indication? Did they die of natural causes? I’m assuming the Company doctor was ...” 

“Yes, of course, the Company doctor was called. Autopsies have been carried out. That is all I have to say on the matter.” 

“But surely...” 

“That’s enough, Harren. If and when I receive information I’m free to share with you, you can be certain I will do just that. Any other business?” 

“Yes, we have an application for residency,” the secretary says. “A.S.N.Melthrip.” 

“Ah, Melthrip!” Fortimore’s voice reverberates with approval. “This should be straightforward. Is there anyone present who doesn’t know who Andrew Melthrip is?” 

A silence that somehow deepens the darkness, superimposing shadow on top of shadow. It’s as though those on the floor of the conference centre are lost in the depths of a mine. For a moment, only Fortimore and the two umbrageous figures on either side of him appear to be alive. 

“Of course, everyone knows who Melthrip is.” Fortimore continues. “A stupid question. In which case we can proceed straight to the vote. Answer promptly when the secretary reads out your name.” 

The first four voices answer aye. Is there any point in opposing what appears to be preordained? Surely I can find a way of delaying the inevitable. 

“Dant.” 

“A request for information, Mr Chairman? Will Andrew Melthrip be allocated the Verriters’ room?” 

“No, as I’ve already made plain, that room is temporarily unavailable. Members will recollect the downstairs storage area has been refurbished as accommodation.” 

“Yes, but it must be very small. Wouldn’t it be better to wait until the Verriters' double room is once again available?” 

“You have a point. But there’s nothing to prevent Melthrip from taking up residence in the downstairs room now and then moving once alternative accommodation is on offer. And now your vote, please.” 

Dant’s involuntary sigh of disappointment is louder than he would have liked. 

“If that was an affirmative I’m afraid it wasn’t entirely audible up here. Again, Dant. With much greater clarity this time.” 

“Aye.” 

A minute later, Melthrip is elected unopposed. Offering so much as a soupcon of resistance is always futile once Fortimore has made his preference plain.

“And now Mr Lauper, the light-bulb is once again yours. Please be so good as to lead the way out.” 

Instead of returning as I’d come, I take a right down the corridor that leads to Harren’s room. I am the only person here that knows he is opposed to everything this community stands for. Framed by a political rival, he was forced to take refuge below when those who were once his friends and allies issued an order for his summary execution. 

In the last month, I’ve become adept at finding my way about in the dark, even if it’s so absolute that I appear to be attempting to breach an impenetrable black barricade. I follow the echoes of the footsteps in front me until I arrive. To my relief, I hear Harren moving about and muttering to himself within. As soon as I’m inside, I’m reminded how disconcerting it is to have visited a room so many times and have little idea what it looks like. 

“I can’t believe we’ve just done that,” I say, as soon as I’ve settled myself on a cushion. 

“What? 

“Allowed Melthrip in.” 

“You voted for him.” 

“Only when it became clear that his election was inevitable.” 

“He’s able, with excellent connections above.” 

“Exactly. And so why does he want to come down below? He’s a wealthy man who can buy himself all the protection he needs. And how high up do you think he is on their assassination list? He never ran an oil company or traded in commodities, such as coal or gas. It’s not even as if he invested in such businesses. He wasn’t a banker or a fund manager. A property developer with an interest in eco-housing, that’s what he is. All right, he made far too much money to appeal to those madmen. Even so, they can hardly claim he’s one of those they accuse of destroying the world.” 

“He’ll be safer here. Isn’t that enough? And why are you so wary of him? 

“I worked for him for a time. Remember? I know what he’s like.” 

“You should have stayed with him ... instead of becoming one of the only scientists who was prepared to lobby the government on behalf of the oil industry. Then you wouldn’t be skulking here.” 

Harren has been my closest friend since I arrived, and yet I have never seen his face. I imagine him as a lean man of medium height, his features thin and severe. 

He’s one of the few people below with more than a modicum of courage and honesty. 

Fortimore may have the former quality, but he’s a past master of the devious arts. 

We fall silent for a moment. No doubt Harren would like to soften his tone, but I have never known him to offer false consolation. When at last he speaks, it’s on another matter entirely. 

“I’ve been into the Verriters’ room. Before Fortimore issued his edict.” 

“That’s not something I’d share with him, if I were you.” 

“Yes, it was probably foolish of me. But I knew Verriter and his wife, in the days when we lived above. I wanted to get some sense of what had happened. Difficult, I know when I was floundering about in the dark. But there’s one thing I’m sure of.” 

“What’s that?” 

“There’s something in there. And it’s utterly inhuman.” 
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When I first took up residence below, I was advised to do all I could to expunge as many memories of my old existence as I could. Dwelling on previous moments of happiness could only create an unbearable contrast to the limited lives we now lead. No one can predict how long the war above may last or who will emerge as the victors. Nostalgia for the comforts and freedom, which were once the fabric of what we thought of as unremarkable lives, must lead to the ineradicable melancholia that comes with privileging the past. All of us have had to forsake relationships with wives, partners and, most probably, children and friends. Dwelling on the enormity of our loss can only result in inertia and despair. But the news of Melthrip’s imminent arrival seems designed to bring back recollections of all that was most troubling in my days above. It was something I always feared but could never bring myself to accept would happen. 

I’ve often thought of Melthrip as being made of glass. He has an ability to mirror one’s moods, a way of returning a man’s moments of triumph polished with the brilliance of his approval. He is a small, neat man who quivered with quicksilver mobility about his office, one second behind his desk, the next moving to his filing cabinet or turning to point out something from the office window. When I went home in the evenings, I often found it difficult to recall his face with exactitude. Even at meetings, he was never content to remain in his chair at the head of the table; he’d be up, pointing at charts on a screen or pacing from one side of the room to the other as he talked. At office parties, he’d disappear for ten to twenty minutes at a time, only to emerge, effervescent with energy. He was also an excellent mimic, capable of deflating pomposity and summoning laughter whenever the party looked like flagging. I’d been with him for more than a year when I realised that there was so much more to him than appeared on his shimmering, ever-changing surface.

What first alerted me to his stupendous duplicity was a visit to his home, a Palladian mansion set in acres of parkland. And there were rumours of penthouses in New York and Paris, a townhouse in London. That Melthrip’s businesses were profitable was confirmed to me by one of the company accountants: even so, I was certain there had to be money flowing in from somewhere else. 

The summers before the war were uneasy with sunshine’s ambivalent gifts. There would be weeks of flawless blue weather, cloudless skies radiant and immeasurable, every day ideal for the beach and swimming, not yet too hot for outdoor sports. But these would be succeeded by high pressure and the heat dome; baking air and no hint of wind; rain as a distant memory. Train were cancelled as the rails buckled, roads ran with tarmac; the sea soup-tepid, the beaches and seaside cafes abandoned. 

It was on one such sweltering afternoon that I was having lunch with a second cousin, a financial journalist of considerable tenacity and commitment to the environmental cause. We met in a restaurant with first-rate air conditioning; nonetheless, we were sticking to iced water rather than alcohol, so as not to risk dehydration. 

“You’re boss, Melthrip,” he said. “There are rumours that he’s not quite the climate-change warrior that he seems.” 

“Oh, you surprise me. The affordable eco-homes are certainly bound to help cut emissions.” 

“I wouldn’t deny that for a moment. His business model here is kosher. It’s his interests abroad that are the problem.” 

“Such as?”

“Mines in India, for a start. He’s quite the champion of King Coal over there, although his name never appears on any board of directors. Then there’s the oil company that operates off the coast of Norway.” 

“Well, that explains it.” 

“What?” 

“How he has even more money than can be accounted for by his businesses here.” 

My cousin explained what he wanted me to do. As an insider at Melthrip Properties, I was in a position to photograph any document that might provide evidence of ownership of mines and oil fields. 

“Proof of his perfidy, that’s what I want,” my cousin said, picking up the bill. 

I was able to prime my cousin with a few pieces of information. None of them were conclusive; yet together they suggested there was more to Melthrip’s empire than was immediately apparent. In the ensuing months, there were paragraphs in the gossip columns of financial papers. Melthrip’s name was never mentioned, but for those in the know it was implied. I asked my cousin to be careful. 

A week later I was called into the office. “You’ll be wanting some time off,” said Melthrip. Seated behind his desk, he appeared nonchalant as he leant back, swinging slowly from side to side in his swivel chair and studying the tips of his fingernails; the window behind mirrored his movements. 

“I have some
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