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      Chaos umpire sits


      And by decision more embroils the fray


      By which he reigns: next him high arbiter


      Chance governs all.


      John Milton


      Paradise Lost


      1.907

    

  


  By the year 2,000, 6.6 million passengers journeys will take place every day on Londons tubes, buses and trains.


  
    
      Official estimate from the


      office of the London Transport


      Director of Planning

    

  


  
    
      
        Accidents will happen.


        Elvis Costello
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  Chapter 1


  As the train pulled out of Waterloo East, Annette realised she was about to vomit.


  She began to breathe deeply, concentrating on the large turning mass that was her stomach, trying to force it down. She was sitting next to the aisle. A businessman was squeezed between her and
  the window, his legs planted firmly on either side of a black Samsonite briefcase. In front of her, hanging onto the luggage rack, was a woman in a pale mac. I am thirty-one, thought Annette. I
  have spent most of my adult life on public transport of one sort or another but this is the first time I have heaved my breakfast onto a fellow commuter. Shame the womans mac was so
  pale.


  The train lurched to a halt. Annettes stomach lurched with it. They had come to a stop on Hungerford Bridge. She gazed past the businessman, still breathing deeply. Snow was falling over
  London, down onto the upright slabs of office blocks and the gleaming dome of St Pauls. A light sun was filtering its way through the thick white air. The Thames was a shifting pattern of
  grey and brown and silver. Low tide, Annette observed. Odd that the Thames was subject to tides; more appropriate if it was subject to delays caused by staff shortages or a rise in interest
  rates.


  The woman leant forward and lowered the window. There was a small whoosh of cold air into the crowded carriage. The businessman next to Annette flexed his shoulders back against the seat and
  wriggled from side to side, making himself more comfortable and cramming Annette further back against the armrest. His left shoulder was pressed up against her and she could feel the heat of his
  body through her own thin coat. If I was going to vomit, thought Annette, I would do it over you, you inconsiderate toad.


  At Charing Cross another train had arrived simultaneously on a nearby platform. She joined the throng of passengers shuffling towards the exit. Her legs felt a little unsteady. She belched
  discreetly. Out on the concourse, she headed for the ladies, winding her way through other commuters and fumbling in her handbag for a twenty pence piece.


  At the top of the stairs that led down into the toilets, she saw two policemen. They were half-way down, bending over a figure that was slumped across the steps. She hesitated.


  One of the policemen looked up and smiled. Alright miss, he said, waving her down. Mind how you go.


  She edged her way past the group. The policeman had returned to the prone figure and was saying jovially, Shift your arse double quick you smelly old git or were going to shift it
  for you.


  In the dank toilet cubicle, Annette wound her knickers and tights over her hips and lifted her skirt. As she sat, she put her head between her legs and let it hang down, breathing in. Monday
  morning. Hell. The toes of her shoes were scuffed; black suede, not that old either. Have to get the felt tip pen out tonight, she thought aimlessly. Maybe Ill have a shoe cleaning evening.
  Get them all out. Line them up like soldiers. Outside the cubicle, she could hear the cleaner whistling, How much is that doggie in the window . . .


  Joan was the fourth person to arrive at the bus stop. The others were also middle-aged women: one wearing a large pair of glasses was at the front of the queue, and behind her
  were two Asian women, coats buttoned over their saris, talking to each other and nodding. Joan checked her watch. The number 36 bus was supposed to run every ten to twelve minutes during peak hours
  but seeing as it travelled in threes this could mean anything up to half an hour. Half the commuter traffic of London met at Camberwell Green, on its way to the West End up the Walworth Road or to
  the south west along Camberwell New Road. Cars and lorries sat in sullen queues at the traffic lights, chugging out clouds of grey dirt. The shopkeepers on Denmark Hill were beginning to open up.
  On Camberwell Green, the usual group of men and women were gathering, inmates from the Maudsley Hospital let out for the day. From where she was standing, Joan could see a regular sitting in the
  centre of the group. He had a lampshade on his head.


  Within ten minutes the bus queue had grown and dissolved into a mob. The snow had started to fall again. A dozen people were crammed beneath the shelter. Handfuls of others were huddled together
  under the shop doorways by the bus stop. Those who had arrived too late to find shelter stood around, shoulders hunched, eyeing each other suspiciously.


  When the bus appeared at the other side of the traffic lights, a murmur ran through the crowd. They craned their necks and edged forwards. Umbrellas were optimistically collapsed and shoved into
  bags.


  The bus swept to a halt beside the stop. The chaos began. The conductor, a middle-aged man with a huge stomach, began bellowing as they pushed forward: Two inside and three upstairs! Two
  inside and three upstairs! Thats all Im taking!


  Joan shuffled along anxiously. The two Asian women were in front of her but a small gang of schoolboys had wriggled their way ahead. She felt an elbow barge into her ribs. Behind her, a young
  white man in a smart mac was pushing forward saying, Hey! I was here before them! Hey! Two of the schoolboys stepped onto the platform and the conductor lifted an arm to let them in.
  One of their classmates who was left behind shouted gleefully, Johnny, man! and grabbed at the back of his friends jacket to pull himself up. The schoolboy yelped and fell
  backwards, arms flailing. Joan stepped back to avoid him and trod on someones foot. The young man with the briefcase took advantage of the calamity to clear the crowd and get a foot up on
  the platform. He ducked under the conductors arm and started up the stairs to the top deck. One more upstairs! hollered the conductor. Joan had a foot raised when the schoolboy
  darted past her. Thats it! screamed the conductor, reaching out to give the starting signal. Another schoolboy had been left behind and was cramming forward. The conductor
  leant out of the bus, placed a large hand in the centre of his chest and gave him a neat little shove, sending him reeling back into the crowd. Full up now!


  A communal groan went up as the bus pulled away. Joan stepped back onto the pavement. The buss arrival had disorganised the crowd and more people had turned up in the interim. She had
  lost her place beneath the shelter.


  You know what your problem is? Helly Rawlins said to her mother. Her mother did not respond. Youre full of shit.


  Helly stood with her hands on her hips, regarding her mothers supine figure as it lay on the settee. Her mother was not responding for a good reason. She was drunk. Again. Helly was
  dressed in her short skirt and baggy suede jacket. Her canvas bag was slung over her shoulder. She was late for work. She was late because she had been looking for her shoes, the navy ones with the
  buckle.


  She had turned her bedroom upside-down. She had stormed around the kitchen. She had despaired. While she was brushing her teeth, she had heard the front door slam. Her mother was home. Godammit,
  she had thought, now she would have to speak to her. She hated talking to her mother. Helly had gone back to her bedroom and put on her lipstick. Then she had taken her coat and bag and had gone to
  her bedroom door. She had listened. Downstairs, there was silence. After a few moments, she had crept down. She had peered into the kitchen. It was empty, the debris of her breakfast still
  scattered across the red formica table.


  Her mother was in the front room, where she had collapsed onto the settee with her head against the armrest which forced it forward at an unnatural angle. One arm was bent across her body and
  the other hung down off the edge of the settee. The ends of her fingers brushed the floor. She hadnt even taken off her coat. At the end of her long thin legs, squeezed onto her long thin
  feet, were Hellys shoes.


  Helly pulled the shoes off her mothers feet and dropped them to the floor. She turned one over with a stockinged foot, exploring. It felt warm and soft. With a grimace, she slipped them
  on. Then she turned and left the house, banging the front door as loudly as she could.


  The tube train was pulling in as Helly clattered onto the platform. She edged her way into the middle of a gang of commuters waiting to pile on board. As soon as the doors slid
  open, the pushing and shoving began. An announcer pleaded with them to let the passengers off the train first. In front of Helly, an elderly man wearing a brown suit was trying to get his foot up
  onto the train. She pushed past him. The hanging straps were all occupied so she wriggled past another woman into the corner of the door and glass panel. As the doors began to judder shut, three
  young men came leaping down the stairs and dived into her carriage. She was jammed backwards. The shoulder of one of them brushed past her nose. The train began to pull forward in short, jerky
  movements. The passengers bumped together like ninepins. The man in front of Helly trod on her foot. Sorry, he said over his shoulder. She scowled at the back of his neck, at the dark
  curls which twisted over a white shirt collar. The small red bump of a spot was just visible, peeping from between two locks of hair.


  In the middle of the tunnel, just after Vauxhall, the train stopped. There was often a pause at this point, to remind commuters that they were travelling hundreds of feet underground, beneath
  tons of water. The passengers edged around uneasily. Helly stared gloomily ahead, then sighed. She had some mints in her bag but it was impossible to get at them in this scrum. They waited.


  Eventually, the train began to move. At Pimlico, it seemed impossible that any more passengers would try to get on, but they did. The young man stepped back onto Hellys foot again and
  this time she snapped, Dyou mind?, pushing at him with her elbow.


  He glanced at her, registered that she was not worth arguing with and turned back to his friends. Bleedin hell, one of them was saying, this is so packed Im
  scared Im going to get someone pregnant.


  Annettes detour via the Ladies at Charing Cross made her late. She trotted up the steps of John Blow House and past the security guard, who was sitting glumly behind
  Reception reading the Daily Mail and chewing the ends of his fingers. She stabbed the lift button with one finger and then, while she waited, continued to stab.


  Joan had already arrived. She was watering the plants that had colonised the window sill, peering over an uncontrollable ivy and chuckling to herself.


  Morning Joan,


  Morning. How are you?


  Fine. Slight delay on Hungerford Bridge.


  You wont believe what happened to me. Joan turned from the plants. Really. Good grief, I havent quite calmed down. She put down the plastic watering
  jug, withdrew a tissue from her blouse sleeve and wiped her eyes. It gets better every day, doesnt it?


  Annette was hanging up her coat. Let me guess. The bus driver fainted at the wheel and one of the passengers took over.


  Not quite. They made everyone get off at Vauxhall. Two inspectors got on at the Oval. When they came down from the top deck, they stopped the bus and said we all had to get off because
  there was a suspicious handbag upstairs. They had completely straight faces as well. Oh dear . . . She blew her nose.


  Helly strolled in at nine thirty-two. Alright? she asked Annette and Joan rhetorically as she swaggered past their desks.


  Annette sighed. She pulled a small notepad out of her desk drawer and flicked through a list of numbers. At the bottom of the list she added the date, then a dash, then the figure 32. Annette
  was keeping an eye on Helly. She still had two months of her probationary period to go.


  Helly! Annette called, as her small plump figure disappeared round the corner. Helly turned on one foot, a sulky expression on her soft round features. A lot of the surveyors
  fancied Helly, although Annette could not comprehend why. She spent most of her time eating biscuits and the rest scowling. She was just five feet tall and had a figure like a jelly baby. Her light
  brown hair was straight on the left hand side and tucked behind her ear. On the right, it fell in unnaturally stiffened curls around her face. She swore. She had good skin for a seventeen-year-old
  but even that could not, in Annettes view, compensate for the fundamental unpleasantness that lay beneath it. Younger men in the office seemed prepared to overlook this because she wore
  short skirts and developed dimples on the rare occasions that she smiled. Annette despised the boys. Helly was not employed to dimple. Helly was employed to work. She was murder: the Office Junior
  from Hell.


  What? What was Hellys favourite word.


  Annette looked down and flicked through the contents of her in-tray while she spoke, to demonstrate that however discourteous Helly might be she was just as capable of being discourteous
  back.


  Can you go through the stationery cupboard for me please and do a list? Im going over to Wimpertons later on.


  Helly turned to go without response, which meant, What? Bloody hell, alright then.


  Joan was looking at her diary and frowning. It is February, isnt it? She asked Annette.


   Fraid so, Annette replied.


  Oh, Im looking at the wrong month, Joan said. Silly me  I did tell you April, didnt I?


  Yes. Where are you going?


  Spain.


  Will it be hot enough by then? Annette was making a list of the jobs to do that day which she would stick onto the front of her computer. It was divided into three groups: Urgent,
  Non-Urgent and If Possible.


  Well, Alun said so, Joan replied, Im really looking forward to it. Its the first time weve been abroad for six years. Ill have to buy a
  swimsuit.


  Helly appeared round the corner. She was holding a box of paperclips. Here, look at this, she said, grinning and chewing a biscuit at the same time. Do you know what
  paperclips are called in Europe? She rattled the box.


  What? asked Joan.


  Trombones.


  Oh stop it, Joan replied.


  No straight up. Thats what it says here. Large-lipped paperclips. Long ourles trombones. She twisted her mouth as she spoke. If we join Europe well
  have to clip memos together with trombones.


  And people in brass bands will have to play paperclips, muttered Annette.


  Helly removed a large paperclip from the box and put it on her lower lip. Then she went back to the stationery cupboard.


  Annette glanced up at the clock: nine fifty-six. Richard was even later than usual. She turned on her computer and reached for the mouse. As the hard disk span up, she ran her eye down her list
  of tasks for that day, sighing.


  Richard sat in the passenger seat while his wife drove. They were silent. Their three golden retrievers sat in the back. Two of them were lying down and one was resting his
  head over the back of Gillians seat with his snout on her right shoulder. Gillian had tied a patterned silk headscarf tight under her chin and pulled it forward so that it obscured most of
  her face. Glancing sideways, Richard could see only the small angle of her nose. He glanced sideways several times, trying to guess her demeanour from her posture and the movements of her hands on
  the wheel. It was always hard to tell with Gillian.


  As they rounded the bend past The Jolly Huntsman, they passed David Harton on his bicycle. David Harton was their neighbour and had taken to cycling only recently. He was wearing a yellow
  waterproof cape over his suit and had wrapped his briefcase in clear plastic and placed it in a white wire basket clipped to the front of the handlebars. Bicycle clips restrained his trouser legs.
  It had stopped snowing but the air was still damp. Harton wobbled as he pedalled slowly through the deep brown slush, his knees sticking out at thirty-degrees angles. He glanced over his shoulder
  and waved at them as their car swished past. They both waved back.


  David is taking this fitness campaign seriously then, commented Gillian.


  Richard felt relieved. Juanita has put him on a diet, he said. Avocados and brown rice. Its a new thing.


  They came to the village high street.


  Did he get planning permission for the heli-pad? Gillian asked.


  I think theres a problem. He may not be able to put it on the roof after all. Theyre thinking about the paddock.


  Oh no. Really?


  Thats what he said. Richard felt pleased with himself. If Gillian became annoyed about their neighbours plans for a helicopter pad in the paddock then she would
  forget about last nights little problem. Gillian was a woman who could only be annoyed about one thing at a time.


  Gillian sighed heavily. Richard took a risk. What about dinner?


  Her response disappointed him. She barked. The dog on her shoulder jumped.


  Dinner? she added, dismissively. They drove in silence for the rest of the journey.


  As they pulled into the station car park, Richard checked his watch. He had seven minutes to spare; time to try and make things right before he got his train. He hated going to work with things
  all wrong. It ruined his entire day.


  She switched off the engine and he turned to her. Then he reached out and took her hand. She was wearing string-backed driving gloves. His were black leather. Gillian, he said,
  looking down at her hand, I am sorry about last night. I am sure we can get it fixed . . .


  We? You mean I, Richard. You are sure I can get it fixed.


  I could ring Bensons from work.


  No, Gillian replied quickly. Leave it to me. Last time we had Benson & Sons in their apprentice ruined the carpet.


  I did get him sacked.


  Thats hardly the point, is it?


  He began to rub one of her fingers between two of his. No, Gillian.


  She sighed. I will call out the plumbers and the engineers. I will sort everything out  and there will be dinner.


  He knew he was forgiven. He leant towards her.


  She waited until his face was close to hers and then put her free gloved hand over his mouth. But you have to promise me, she said evenly, that you will never try and fix
  the boiler again. She took her hand away.


  Promise, he said.


  He leant forward again and their lips brushed briefly. The retriever on Gillians right shoulder watched them, unmoved.


  Richard drew back slightly, paused, then risked placing a hand on her knee. She looked at him.


  Ive been very bad . . . he suggested hopefully.


  She kept her gaze level. Then she said softly, Yes, Richard, you have. And tonight you will be punished.


  His carriage was half full. All of its occupants were men and most were reading bits of paper. The only problem with first class travel was that it obliged you to pretend to
  work. Richard always carried a calculator in his pocket. Once seated, he would withdraw it and press its buttons at random. Occasionally, when he knew himself to be observed by the man sitting
  opposite, he would pause and frown at it, shaking his head slightly.


  Today, he tapped in the numbers 01134 and turned the calculator upside-down. It said hEllO.


  At Victoria, he remained seated for a few minutes to allow the scrambling mob on the platform to clear. Then he strolled towards the concourse. Half-way there he stopped, put down his briefcase
  and lit a cigarette. He blew smoke into the air in a manner which a casual observer would have considered confident, derisive. There are days, thought Richard, when it occurs to you that in
  comparison with many people you have made a success of your life and have much to be proud of.


  He headed for the bank of telephones in the corner of the station, the ones tucked out of sight. There were some in the middle of the concourse, but he couldnt risk being spotted by any
  of his staff who might be running late. In the alcove, he took out his phonecard and a small book bound in plum coloured leather which he kept tucked in the inside pocket of his jacket. He had one
  or two calls to make before he got to the office.


  The first person to greet him as he stepped out of the lift was his new surveyor, William Bennett.


  Richard, William observed. Then stopped.


  Yes? said Richard as he walked down the open-plan department, William in pursuit.


  Sutton Street, said William. Compulsory purchase order on Rosewood Cottage. Need to talk. Might be a problem.


  Richard grunted. By now they had reached his office. He slung his briefcase on his desk, opened it and began unloading sheafs of paper.


  Had to take the Sports Ground specs home over the weekend, he muttered. No overtime in this job you know.


  William looked a little frustrated. I really do think we need to sort this out, he said. I thought it would be straightforward after the Royal Assent. To be honest, Richard,
  Im not sure. I need some back-up.


  William Bennett was twenty-seven. He had worked for Richard Leather for six weeks but had already surmised that the only way to get him to do anything was to appear helpless.


  Richard was looking pleased. He came round to Williams side of the desk and slapped a fatherly hand on his shoulder. Dont worry. Weve got the project meeting on
  Friday. It will all get sorted out then.


  Annette stepped into the office swiftly and silently and placed a cup of freshly poured black coffee on Richards desk. Silently, she left.


  Richard was guiding William towards the door. The thing to do is to move fast, before the other side have time to get organised. They havent employed a solicitor or anything, have
  they?


  The old couple? No, I dont think so.


  When are you going round?


  I dont know.


  Well, I tell you what. Richard dropped his voice. Pop round, next week maybe, after the meeting, do a few measurements and have a sniff about, okay?


  By now they had reached the door. William looked at Richard, confused. Richard smiled, winked, and closed the door in his face.


  When Richard turned from the door, his smile had disappeared.


  It happened at eleven sixteen a.m. Annette knew because as soon as she heard the blast, she checked her watch. It was a deep, unmistakable boom, short but sonorous, as if a
  roll of thunder had been compressed into a box and then burst free. The window next to her rattled. For a minute there was silence, then the sirens began. Opposite her Joan looked up, her gaze
  questioning. Annette nodded, then reached for the phone.


  It rang twice before her mother answered. Yes?


  Mum, its me. I thought Id better ring. A bombs gone off. Im fine.


  A bomb?


  Yes. Theres been an explosion. It rattled the windows of our office.


  Are you at work? Are you okay? How near was it?


  I dont know. Whitehall, maybe. Its hard to tell. It seemed quite distant.


  Ill put the radio on. Did you get my note about the jumper?


  Mum I cant talk now, Im at work. I just wanted to let you know, so you wouldnt hear it on the news and worry . . .


  Raymond came round the corner. He was the senior surveyor and Richards deputy. He wore a bow-tie. He wrote his draft memos in green ink and complained to Annette that young surveyors
  these days didnt understand the past participle. Was that what I thought it was? he asked.


  Yes, replied Annette.


  Id hang them, spat Raymond. They should all be hanged. Every one of them. Bloody Irish.


  Annette returned to the Schedule of Dilapidations she was typing. The vehemence of Raymonds opinions irritated her even when she agreed with him, and in this case she did not.


  Joan picked up the phone. It would not have occurred to her to ring Alun, but seeing Annette so considerate about her mother, she wondered if her husband might be concerned.


  Alun was on shifts that week so he was at home. Hello?


  Oh hello Alun, its only me. I just thought I would tell you, a bombs gone off.


  Oh.


  But Im alright. Im fine in fact. Im in the office. Im at work.


  Yes I know. Hearing his irritation made Joan feel stupid. She often felt stupid when she spoke to her husband.


  Richard had emerged and was conferring with Raymond. He too thought that bombers should be hanged. Then he went back to his office.


  Theres no excuse for it, pronounced Raymond to Joan and Annette, no excuse for it at all. Having no audience for his opinions never bothered Raymond, any more
  than he would worry if nobody was listening to his jokes. If no one thought them funny, he was more than happy to provide the laughter on his own. If no one agreed with him that those who planted
  bombs should be strung up, then he was perfectly content to agree with himself.


  Oh dear, said Joan as she put down the phone. I suppose theyll close all the stations. The traffic will be terrible.


  Itll be alright by tonight, said Annette, without looking up from her work.


  There was a bus crash up my way last week, said Joan. A bus went over on its side going round a corner. It ended up leaning up against a lamp-post. Imagine sitting on a bus
  that was leaning up a lamp-post.


  Annette kept her head down. I suppose you would slope rather a lot.


  I mean, Joan continued amiably, if you get a train you crash, if you get a bus you end up sloping. If you walk down the street a litter bin blows up.


  Raymond had turned to go but turned back and rounded on Joan. Its not the same thing! he exploded furiously. Honestly Joan, how can you say that!


  Annette looked up. Raymond was usually polite to Joan. She was fifty-four and Raymond regarded himself as a gentleman.


  He continued. Its just that kind of immorality that lets the IRA get away with this sort of thing.


  Joan was looking at him. She blinked.


  Raymond sighed. A bomb exploding in the street, he explained patiently, is not the same as a car crash or a train derailment. It is not an accident. It is something that
  someone has done deliberately. It is not something to be merely regretted. We need to take action! He concluded this speech by thumping the air with his fist, turning smartly on his heel and
  striding off down the office. Joan looked at Annette.


  Raymond doesnt have a member of the IRA handy, said Annette, so it looks as though youre the next best thing.


  But I didnt mean it like that, said Joan.


  I know, said Annette with a sigh. One of these days, she thought, I am going to push something unpleasant up Raymonds left nostril.


  Joan stood and went to the filing cabinet. Actually, she said as she returned to her desk, I think maybe I did mean it like that.


  Annette looked up again.


  Joan plonked the day file on her lap and unclipped it. She picked up a handful of papers from her in-tray and began to sort them into date order. The fact is, she continued,
  as far as were concerned, it might as well be like a bus crash. We have no control over it. It could happen any time. We just have to think about statistics and cross our fingers.


  Someone might have died in that bomb we just heard, she added as she began to insert the pages into the file. And as far as he or she is concerned, the important thing was
  that they walked down that street at that time, instead of stopping to buy a newspaper or taking another route. They went past the bomb. The bomb didnt go past them.


  No one had died in the blast. The bomb had gone off down a side-street near Lambeth Bridge, in a rubbish skip. Two homeless people sleeping in a doorway opposite had been
  slightly injured. Several windows had been blown out. The Evening Standard headline pasted to the newspaper sellers kiosks read, LONDONERS DEFY BOMB
  TERROR. Annette bought a late edition to read while she waited in a pub off Broadway. She was having dinner with an old schoolfriend.


  Later, she walked down Birdcage Walk and up Horse Guards Parade, to catch her train home. Whitehall was still cordoned off, even though the bomb had been streets away. There was a nice pub on
  Whitehall, she remembered, with snugs and wooden floorboards. It probably got evacuated nightly now.


  The snow had been falling all day and by early evening it had settled. Now it floated sparsely in huge flakes which swung from side to side as they descended. Trafalgar Square was empty. The
  occasional bus or car drove slowly through the slush. Orange street-lamps lit up an inky sky. As she crossed the square she made deep, fresh prints in the ankle-deep snow. The only sounds were the
  distant hum of traffic from the Strand and the soft swoosh of a passing black cab as it ploughed gently past the National Gallery. London, thought Annette with a sigh, is the most beautiful place
  on earth.


  By Friday the snow had gone rotten; melted into a deep brown dampness. Walking along a pavement was a treacherous business. Trying to cross the road was hell. Intermittently it
  drizzled or the wind blew but the weather couldnt make its mind up. Commuters found its indecision irritating.


  Annette was visiting her mother that weekend and struggled into work with an overnight bag and a carrier full of old tights. Annettes mother collected old tights.


  It had been a busy week. Richard had been in a panic over the Sports Grounds specifications. Raymond had had an urgent schedule. Expecting Joan to do anything complicated on the computer
  was out of the question. Annette had buckled down with grim determination, allowing herself a glimmer of satisfaction in the knowledge that without her the entire department would grind to a
  halt.


  Friday was a quiet day, thank God. Most of the boys were out on site visits. Richard had a project meeting at two thirty. It would be nice with him shut in his office for a couple of hours. He
  had been hurling dictation work at her all week with mounting frenzy. By Thursday, he had taken to emerging from his office, whistling, then tossing a tape at her from the door. It would sail over
  her computer to land in her in-tray or, once, on her head.


  She was half-way through the first memo when the telephone on Hellys desk rang. She couldnt see Helly from where she sat but knew she was supposed to be at her desk. Joan was out
  at a dental appointment. Annette let the phone ring six times before muttering, picking up the receiver on her desk and pressing seven. It was Reception; some more of Richards visitors were
  here.


  Helly? Annette stood in front of Hellys desk. Helly had her arms resting on it and her forehead on her arms. She was trying to go to sleep.


  What? Helly responded, without lifting her head.


  Richards visitors have arrived. Go and meet them at the lift or youll be sacked.


  Annette returned to her desk and replaced her audio headphones. She pressed the foot pedal. Richards crisp tones pronounced, In addition, and furthermore, I draw your
  attention to my memo of . . .


  Helly rose to her feet so slowly she nearly fell over. By the time she was half-way down the office, the gentlemen from Arnold & Sons had emerged from the lift and were
  standing in front of the swing doors, blinking.


  Hello. This way, said Helly from approximately twenty paces. She turned smartly on her heel and led them back down the office at some speed. The two men trotted after her.


  At the door to Richards office, she paused. Then she tapped and opened it, standing back and gesturing for the men to go in. They moved forward hesitantly. She heard Richard greet them.
  She tried to close the door behind them but it caught on the second ones heel. Sorry, she said as he looked back. She went to pull the door shut but it was too late.


  Helen! Richards voice called from inside the office. She rolled her eyes, fixed a smile on her face and opened the door.


  Richard was standing behind his desk. William, the new surveyor, sat on his right. Raymond sat on his left. One of the contractors and an architect were sitting in front of the desk. The two men
  from Arnold & Sons were struggling with plastic chairs which they were trying to fit into the small remaining space next to the architect. One of them had decided to sit on his chair first,
  grasp the edges with both hands and nudge it sideways.


  Well have coffee thank you Helen, said Richard in a tone of voice that suggested politeness within the context of total command.


  The contractor was called Mr Robinson. He had a pitted, bulging nose which he blew often into handkerchiefs the size of cushion covers. Ah, Helen, he declared, grinning at her.
  The face that launched a thousand tea trolleys!


  What? said Helly.


  Oh never mind, he said. The men laughed.


  She looked at them expectantly. Tea for me, said Mr Robinson. One sugar.


  Coffee, said the architect.


  Coffee, black please, said one of the men from Arnold & Sons and his companion added, Same.


  White coffee, said Raymond.


  Did I say white? asked the architect.


  Usual, said Richard.


  Oh, Ill have a tea please, said William.


  Gosh, said Mr Robinson, cheerily. Will you remember all that?


  While the kettle boiled, Helly rummaged through the cupboard to find the family selection tin of biscuits which was reserved for visitors. A memo had recently gone round
  reminding staff that the contents of this particular tin were for consumption at meetings only. While she arranged some of them on a plate and poured the drinks, she stuck the end of a pink wafer
  between her lips and sucked at it. As she leant over the tray to reach the sugar bowl, the remaining end fell off and landed with a small splash in one of the cups of tea. She fished it out with a
  spoon.


  When she reached Richards door, she tapped it lightly with one foot. A voice called, Come in.


  Stupid gits, she thought, and tapped again.


  There was a small rumpus from inside and the door opened. They parted to allow her to set down the tray on Richards desk. The two men from Arnold & Sons had to jump up and pull back
  the chairs that they had arranged with such care. There was shuffling, murmurs. Eventually there was just room for Helly to make her way through. She edged sideways past the architects chair
  and leant forward. As she did, her shirt tightened against the front of her body and her skirt rode higher up her thighs. The seven men observed her in silence.


  The tray slipped as she put it down and the plate of biscuits slid dangerously towards the edge. The men all leant forward. Richard took the plate of biscuits from the tray and set it down in
  front of himself. Helly negotiated the tray and stood back to allow them to take their drinks. Thank you Helen, Richard said. William and Mr Robinson nodded their agreement. She
  waited for them to help themselves so that she could remove the tray.


  There was a white coffee left. The architect was looking at Richard. I think I said black.


  Helen, Richard said, lifting the tray up with a tight little smile, Mr Smallwood said black. Helly took it from him.


  The filter jug was almost empty. Helly poured the architect the dregs. Some grounds were still stuck in the bottom so she scraped them out with a teaspoon and added them to the cup. Then she
  topped it up with cold water from the tap, stirring well. She put some fresh coffee on to brew.


  By the time she had returned to Richards office, the meeting was under way. Mr Robinson was talking. As he spoke, the biscuit plate was being passed slowly round the group. His eyes were
  fixed on it. Im not sure thats the point really, he was saying as he observed William helping himself to a jammy dodger. The point is, do we want to be reactive
  or proactive? Like, just complaining or really sorting these guys out? Do we want them to do the job properly or do we want a custard cream? There was a pause. I mean, do we want them
  to come up with the yum-yums? I mean, the goodies  er, goods, he ended in confusion.


  Quite, said Richard.


  Helly took advantage of the pause to hand the architect his very black coffee.


  Helly returned to her corner and slumped back into her chair. She put her elbows on her desk and chin in her hands, listening to the hum of the wall heater behind her desk and
  the intermittent click and whirr of Annettes audio machine.


  Then she leant back and pulled some filing onto her lap so that it would look as if she was working if anyone walked past. While she shuffled the papers around, she prepared her little speech
  for Richard. About ten to five should do it. His visitors would have gone. Friday night. He wouldnt have long to argue or he would miss his train.


  Annette had completed the first tape by half past three, in time to look up from her desk and see that Philip Woodrow from Commercial was sweeping round the corner with a paper
  plate on which sat three fresh cream clairs. He was also holding a partially consumed bottle of dessert wine. He put down the paper plate and waved the bottle. Mugs? he
  enquired cheerily.


  In the coffee alcove, said Annette. Whats the occasion?


  He was gone before she had finished but when he came back he said, slightly indignantly, Rogers birthday! He poured wine into three mugs. Wheres
  Joan?


  At the dentist, said Annette. I dont think shes going to want a cream cake.


  Youll have to eat two then, he said and strode off, swinging the bottle.


  Helly had appeared.


  Cake, said Annette, indicating the plate.


  What for? said Helly, I dont like clairs.


  Rogers birthday, said Annette.


  Who?


  Annette shrugged.


  Helly picked up one of the mugs of dessert wine and took a contemplative swig. She pulled a face. Bleeding hell Annette, even I cant drink this shit!


  Ill deal with it.


  Annette took the three mugs and poured the wine down the sink. She rinsed them and placed them back in the cupboard, upside-down. When she returned, Helly had gone back to her desk but the
  clairs were still sitting on the paper plate next to Annettes computer. She stopped and gazed at them. Calmly, despairingly, she felt the sweep of destiny. She checked her watch.
  Richard would be in his meeting for a while yet. There was time.


  She opened the bottom drawer on the right hand side of her desk and withdrew a small key. With that, she opened the top drawer on the left, which contained her personal belongings: hand cream, a
  box of tampons and a diskette containing her CV. At the back, there were a number of carefully folded paper bags. You never knew when you might need a paper bag. She drew one out and unfolded it.
  Then she slid the plate with the clairs inside and re-locked the drawer.


  She took the back staircase. The ladies toilet was on the landing. Inside, she nudged the door of each cubicle gently with her foot to make sure she was alone. She, Joan and Helly were
  the only women on their floor so it was unlikely she would be interrupted. She went into a cubicle and locked the door. She lowered the toilet seat and sat down. She pulled the clairs out
  of the paper bag and set the plate down in front of her.


  Then, leaning forward, she picked up an clair and stuffed it almost whole into her mouth. Cream spurted over her chin. She leant further forward so that it would not plop down onto her
  skirt, which was all wool and needed dry cleaning. A crust of chocolate fell onto the floor and she picked it up, adding it to the thick sweet mush already in her mouth. She chewed as little as
  possible before she swallowed.


  She sat up, breathing deeply.


  Then she repeated the process with the next clair. Then she did it again.


  Eating the three clairs took her less than five minutes. She picked up the paper plate and placed it back in the bag. Then she folded it stiffly and placed it on the tray of the sanitary
  towel bin to her right. She pulled some toilet paper from the dispenser and wiped her face. As she did, she began to sweat. It always started with sweating. Then she began to feel dizzy. She
  slipped from the toilet and lifted the lid. She held her hair back from her face with one hand and grasped the side of the seat with the other. Then she waited for the huge, heaving, glorious rush
   the push towards cleanliness, her punishment, her just deserts.


  While his visitors rose and put on their coats, Richard shuffled the papers on his desk. William was fidgeting at his elbow. He looked up at him.


  Its just that . . . William began.


  Richard held his hand up, half closed his eyes, pursed his lips and nodded. As far as he was concerned, the meeting was over. They hadnt quite got around to the points William had wanted
  to cover but there were a few things Richard had to check out first. Young William was proving to be a bit slow on the uptake.


  The men from Arnold & Sons were chatting with the architect and making their way to the door. Richard said goodbye, rising from his chair and checking his watch. The others were leaving
  too.


  As he ushered them out, he caught a glimpse of Helly hovering nearby, waiting to clear the cups. He had some phone calls to make, so he shut the door and returned to his desk. It was ten to
  five. He didnt want to be late tonight.


  He had only just sat down when there was a light tap and Helly entered. He looked up with a frown, ready to suggest that she left the crockery until after he had gone, but instead of going to
  gather it up she closed the door behind her, sat down in a chair freshly unoccupied by Mr J F Liver of Arnold & Sons Limited and crossed her legs. She looked at him with an expression he had
  never seen on her face before; it was a mixture of calmness, arrogance and purpose. He realised that he had never really thought of her as having a range of facial expressions at her disposal,
  until now.


  Can I have a word, she said, after a pause. It was not phrased as a question.


  He raised his eyebrows and blinked. Monday would be more convenient.


  Not for me.


  He looked at her. He reminded himself that she was still a probationer and wondered if he ought to remind her too. This girl had an unfortunate manner. There were plenty of jobless youngsters
  out there who did not have unfortunate manners. He waited for her to continue.


  Its like this Richard, she spoke lightly but without flippancy. I know youre bent.


  He paused. Then he said, What?


  Bent. Bent double. As crooked as they come. Youve been taking backhanders from Arnold & Sons; from Summerton Limited as well. A few others probably but those are the two I know
  about. I suppose they could turn up a few other worms if they looked into it. If someone told them to look into it that is.


  Their gazes met.


  Helly looked down at her lap and then back up. I suppose youre wondering what I want. Now you might be thinking I want money and youd be wrong. Also, Im not going to
  start acting up and all that. I only want one thing and Im not going to explain why either. Its very simple and should be easy; mind you, I dont know what you decided this
  afternoon.


  Richard kept his face impassive.


  If you gave Arnold & Sons the go ahead then youre in a bit of trouble. However, you wont have had time to do a Letter of Intent so Im sure you can come up with
  something. Say theres been a budget problem or something like that.


  She paused, looking down again at her hands which, for once, were folded demurely in her lap. She was giving him the opportunity to ask her what the hell she was talking about but he remained
  silent. Eventually, she looked up again


  

  

  

  

  

  

  


ops/images/cover.jpg
LOUISE DOUGHTY

CRAZY
PAVING

SCHUSTER

AAAAAAAAAAA





ops/images/image1.jpg
LOUISE DOUGHTY

CRAZY
PAVING

SIMON &
TER

A





