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The Whistle Blows

November, 1960

IT STARTS WITH the whistle of a train, shearing through the cold, thick dusk of a November afternoon. Lily Callington hears it as she digs over her vegetable patch at the bottom of her garden in Muswell Hill. For a second she’s startled, because the whistle sounds so close, as if a train is rushing towards her along the disused railway line at the bottom of the garden. She straightens and listens intently, frowning. The whistle goes through her, touching nerves so deep that Lily doesn’t even know where they are. The children! They aren’t here. She can’t see them, touch them, keep them safe—

Stop it, you fool. They are not babies any more. Paul is ten, Sally almost nine. Even Bridget is five. They’re at school. What could be safer than a primary school in Muswell Hill? She’ll walk down there for three-thirty, and wait in the Infants’ playground with the other mothers until the little ones spill out of the doorway. Always, there’s a half-second when the appearance of Bridget startles her, as if the daughter in her head doesn’t quite match the boisterous schoolchild whom her teacher calls ‘a chatterbox’. Lily wants to kneel down and open her arms for Bridget to hurtle into them. She wants to fold herself around the sturdy little body. Of course, she never does. She smiles, and waves, like the other mothers. She smoothes Bridget’s dark curls, and asks if she has remembered her PE bag.

They’re not babies. She, Lily, is a married woman in her thirties with a house and a job. Her feet are planted in safely mortgaged earth. Lily smiles at herself, a little derisively, as the wind shifts and the noise of the train whistle is carried out of hearing. The train is far away now. She puts her right foot on the shaft of the fork, jiggles the handle slightly and eases the tines deep into heavy clay. Her heart steadies. You should drink less coffee, she tells herself. All those years and still the old panic blazing up in her veins. She looks down at the clods of London clay that cling to the fork. There’s three-quarters of the patch left to do, and she likes digging. The soil must be opened up for the winter frosts to work on it. You are standing on your own patch of earth. Your name is Lily Callington. You are in England now.

Giles Holloway hears the train whistle too, as he mooches through Finsbury Park. He’s close to the main line and the sound is clear. There it goes, getting up speed for the race to the north.

Giles wears a midnight-blue overcoat which might have been elegant on a more elegant figure, but even the skill of his tailor hasn’t been able to overcome Giles’s crude bulk of chest, shoulder and belly. In these streets, he and his coat draw second glances. He might be a landlord, in search of a couple more houses to cram with Irish labourers. Giles hears the train whistle, and to him it says, as it always does: Elsewhere. He knows exactly which train he will catch, if ever he needs to disappear. He won’t go anywhere near the Channel ports. King’s Cross to Newcastle, and then the ferry to Bergen.

Everything that surrounds him is provisional. It won’t and can’t last: history has already decided that. But it’s decades since Giles was introduced to that way of thinking, and, like his overcoat, the cover of such thoughts doesn’t quite fit over the weight of what life has done to him – or, to be fair, what he’s done to life. From time to time, he stubs his mind against the solidity of this world that history has decided against, as they used to say in secret, smoky, ardent meetings all those years ago. They were so certain then. Nothing had touched them. What they believed was as fresh as a sheet of paper with nothing written on it. Fascism must be defeated, and be replaced by a new and better world.

Of course they had no illusions. They understood that omelettes couldn’t be made without breaking eggs. Sacrifice – even the sacrifice of others – was heroic, correctly understood. How they struggled for the correct viewpoint, overcoming the handicap of their class origins and bourgeois culture. Actions that appeared grubby, even furtive, would be revealed in all their clarity once history had swept away the debris of capitalism. For the time being, there must be secrecy. Concealment was an art you had to learn, and then you saw it everywhere, although you’d never suspected its existence until you began to be part of it. Giles remembers Julian Clowde’s rather cold, self-satisfied smile as he took stock of Giles and made him understand what was what.

It was passionately exciting, but you never showed it. An inner ring within an inner ring. If you didn’t know that the inner ring was there, you saw nothing. It was there in plain sight, but camouflaged. You saw a group of friends on the summer grass by the river, laughing, and you passed on with a quick, ignoble pang because you were not one of them. You had to be beckoned in. Initiated. Julian had beckoned him in. Julian had watched Giles, got to know him, tested him as you test an inner tube in a bowl of water to see where the puncture is. Giles had had a lot to learn. First of all, he had to learn to become silent about his opinions. He became humorous about his young self and its ludicrous pronouncements on politics. Now he’d grown up and seen the world as it was. He knew that others were doing the same, and that they wouldn’t necessarily even recognise one another for what they were. They had learned everything about concealment in the open.

Julian smoothed Giles’s way, and Giles glided into place. Lunches were had in quiet clubs, overtures were made and accepted, and there you were, old boy, lodged in position, vouched for by men who had the ear of everyone who mattered. Have you come across Giles Holloway? I’d like you to meet him.

There you were, and no one knew what you were. Giles was a pirate then, flying his own flag under the very bows of the great ship of state. He’d always rather fancied that notion. And then there was the war.

Nineteen forty-seven. Back to London. Back to the Admiralty and back under Julian’s wing. Older now, though. The years were going by. On it all went: those documents, those damned dingy documents, on and on. The sails of Giles’s little ship hung limp.

Here he is still, after all those years. On goes the world, blithe and satisfied with itself. London is more grey and massive than ever, and it’s tiered with chaps whose opinion of Giles Holloway is no longer as sanguine as it once was. Giles has not fulfilled his early promise, from any point of view. When he catches sight of himself in shop windows he turns away. He isn’t fifty, for Christ’s sake, but he looks old and paunchy, his cheeks purpled, his eyes … Well, it’s never a good idea to look into your own eyes.

No need to do so. We aren’t meant to see ourselves as others see us. In fact it would be a bloody dull world if we did, because no one would ever make a fool of himself again. We might as well accept that we’re put on this earth to make unwitting entertainment for our fellow men, and get on with doing so. The thought eases him, as it always does. Whatever balls-up he might have made of things, it can’t matter much. The train whistles for the last time, hurtling into a future that the dull streets can’t imagine.

He crosses the road, glancing up at the pale, cold sky, and then down at his watch. It must be later than he thought, because he begins to walk rapidly and with purpose. He comes out on to the main road, passes the dairy and turns into a pub. At the bar he orders a double Black & White before glancing casually around. Most of the tables are empty. A young man, a clerk perhaps, nurses his half-pint in smoky peace. In the corner farthest from the window, another man sits reading the sports pages. He looks up as Giles approaches, then down at his paper. He reads on, absorbed. From time to time he reaches out an automatic hand to lift his glass to his lips.

Giles settles himself with his whisky. The fire in the grate is made up, but not lit. If this were any other pub, Giles would have the barman over and the fire going in no time. But today, in this place, Giles doesn’t choose to exert his personality. He doesn’t even tell the barman to keep the change, with the habitual easy generosity that gets him remembered next time.

The man at the other table reaches for the packet of Senior Service on the table in front of him, fumbles out a cigarette and strikes a match. But he’s awkward, and the match snaps in a fizz of flame. It’s out before he can light his cigarette. And it’s his last match. The box is empty. He shakes it, annoyed. The business has drawn Giles’s attention.

‘May I offer you a light?’ he asks courteously, taking out his lighter. The man half rises, cigarette to his lips, but Giles is too polite for him, has already left his seat and is leaning forward to proffer the lighter. His bulk blocks the table from the bar. His thumb flicks the lighter catch and a perfect small flame, like a crocus, appears. The two men’s faces are illuminated as they lean towards it. Their hands are in shadow. They are worshippers at a nativity, come from far away. The packet of Senior Service on the table moves a fraction, and then is still again.

The two men are back at their separate tables. Giles drinks off his whisky. The bar is cold and stuffy, not a place to linger. The other man has sunk back into the sports page. Giles looks at his watch again, stands up, and with a nod to the barman he is out of the door. He walks briskly now, towards Finsbury Park station and the Piccadilly Line to Green Park.

Paul Callington hears a train whistle too, but he’s not sure if it’s in his head or outside it. He’s been daydreaming about Top Shed at King’s Cross. He’s a practical boy, and knows that school is probably too far from the main line for him to hear the train in reality. If the wind is from the east, he might just catch the sound. Luckily, old Craven insists on open windows throughout the winter.

Paul has already finished the Practice Intelligence Test, but he doesn’t want old Craven to know this. Craven is not fond of what he calls ‘clever clogs’, and is happy to enforce the point with a knuckling from his bony fingers. If you finish a paper early, you should spend the remaining time checking methodically through your answers. But there’s no point in checking; Paul knows that his answers are correct.

He bends over his paper, all apparent concentration. Ten minutes more for thinking about trains. The 10.00 a.m. Flying Scotsman, King’s Cross to Edinburgh Waverley, gathering speed … Maybe Dad will take him to King’s Cross again soon. They buy platform tickets and watch the trains. Paul’s dream is to visit Top Shed. He tastes the names of the locomotives: No. 60113, Great Northern; No. 60052, Prince Palatine; No 60103, Flying Scotsman. It’s only Paul and his father who go on these trips. Sally isn’t interested, and Bridgie is too small. Mum gives them sandwiches and a flask of tea. Dad knows a lot about trains, but Paul knows more. He can tell Dad how the German smoke deflectors work on the modified No. 60059, Tracery. He hopes there’ll be another Saturday like that soon.

The whistle shrieks again, but this time Lily, Giles and Paul hear nothing. The train is already beyond the confines of the city.
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The Oddity of the Flat

IT’S THE ODDITY of the flat that does for him, in spite of all the years he’s lived here. It’s not really a flat at all. Flats should be on one floor, and his is not. You go down the bedroom corridor, open what looks like a cupboard door, and there’s a narrow flight of stairs which twists round on itself as it rises steeply to a landing. From the landing, further steep steps rise to an attic room.

The whole place is an absolute bloody death-trap. Giles Holloway has always known that. But he likes the attic, and it’s useful. As far as he knows, from his discreet enquiries, no other top-floor dweller in the block of mansion flats has a secret attic. It was a quirk of the builder, no doubt. The possession of this tucked-away space pleases him.

He knows the place like the back of his hand, but still he falls. He had a bottle of ’52 Pomerol at dinner. Giles has little interest in wine, but he knows what to order. Afterwards, at home, the usual bottle of Black & White on his desk, and the soda siphon.

Giles works on into the night, feeling rather than hearing the vibration of Big Ben’s chimes through the walls. Suddenly, it is two o’clock. He gets up, stiff-legged, and crosses to the window. He pulls up the blackout blind that for some reason he has never taken down, and stares across the roof-tops. Rain falls steadily. The tiles glisten. He thinks of what it would be like to cling to those tiles, scrabbling for a foothold, sliding inexorably downwards to the gutter. Get a grip, he tells himself.

He is the only one awake to see the wet roof and hear the tick of rain on the tiles. Everybody else is asleep. Giles likes to be the only one on the qui vive. Even more than this, he likes to be awake here, in his eyrie, high up and hidden. Oddly, he thinks, tapping a fingernail on the window-frame, one never feels that there is anything wrong with being alone once it’s past midnight. In fact, one feels more alive, as if one has scored, somehow, over the sleeping world. Earlier in the evening, at dinner, say, it can make Giles uneasy. Not that he is often alone then, unless he chooses to be.

My little room, he thinks sentimentally, glancing back at it under the strong downpour of light from the unshaded bulb. The wood beneath his finger-tips is spongy. The frame is rotting and at some point he’ll have to have the window replaced. But not yet. He’s been putting it off for years. He doesn’t want workmen up here.

The utility desk at which he works was already here when he first bought the flat. Someone must have hauled it up the stairs, God knows how, and decided there was no point in ever trying to get it down again. Giles has added a single bentwood chair and a narrow corner cupboard, like a school stationery cupboard. The floorboards are bare. On the wall behind the desk there is a small painting, no more than eight inches square, and poorly framed. It’s a very early Kandinsky, painted with meticulous realism. Few would recognise it as a Kandinsky at all. There’s a river, a haystack, a long flowing horizon. Giles likes it all very much, just as he likes everything in the room. Soda siphon, bottle of Black & White, Waterford tumbler. There’s a file on the desk, open. If it were closed it would be possible to read the words stamped in red on the cover: ‘Top Secret’.

Giles remembers the days of Most Secret. That phrase was more attractive, somehow. He preferred it to Top Secret, which has always struck him as rather childish. Minox next to the file. Such a perfect little camera for the job; you couldn’t improve on it.

No need to tidy things away, up here. No one else ever comes. Pigeons walk up and down on the windowsill sometimes, crooning noisily on summer evenings. He supposes that they are there all day long, when he’s at work.

No one ever comes, but the attic is not what it once was. Even the bloody pigeons get on his nerves. Watching everything. Winged vermin. Once they laid an egg, just one, exposed on a little pile of rubbish they’d put together. He swept it away.

These last months, he’s been jumpy. He has nailed the window shut. There’s been one too many of those carefully casual, probing conversations. A character called Frith seems to be everywhere these days. Julian calls him ‘Mr Plod’. Frith even had the nerve to drop in to Giles’s office for what he no doubt thought was a ‘discreet chat’ about Giles’s visits to the Nightshade. As if Giles hasn’t been going there for years. It was pure officiousness. What the hell were they playing at? He broached the question with Julian, but you might as well try to have a word with the Cheshire Cat as with Julian when he doesn’t want to be pinned down.

‘You’re not getting nervy, I hope, Giles?’ Julian barely breathed the words, but there was a touch of scorn in them that stung.

He can’t make Frith out. Cool as an oyster, not very bright you’d think, until you caught the oystery gleam behind his glasses. Frith has been dropping in more and more frequently.

‘Try to be a little more discreet, my dear Giles,’ said Julian in passing, at a party.

Giles stopped taking files home, but not for long. He couldn’t stop for long. He’s always known that. He waits a few weeks, then once again, as evening comes, he puts his briefcase on his desk, and then, leisurely, places into it the file that he requires, before snapping shut the lock. Giles is all serenity at such moments. The art of hiding in plain sight used to be second nature, and now it has become the whole of him. But this file, tonight, is rather different. It ought never to have been on his desk at all. Julian had signed it off earlier today; yesterday, now. He was leaving for Venice at noon, but he had come in to deal with one or two urgent matters. There were his initials: JRC, the last of three sets of initials. The three pairs of eyes that were cleared to see the file. Julian had sauntered into Giles’s office, dropped the thing on his desk and chatted for a few minutes about the prossimo spettacolo at La Fenice. As he insisted on calling it. Julian was no linguist, thought Giles; he ought to stop trying to talk Italian.

‘Get it back to Brenda when you’ve finished with it.’ Brenda was Julian’s secretary. ‘Absolutely trustworthy and discreet,’ was the way Julian described her. Or, more accurately: Deaf, dumb, blind and quick with her hands. And then Julian had buggered off in his tweeds, and there was the file, at which Giles then looked closely for the first time. Christ, he thought. Christ.

Quarter past two. Time for bed. Even so, he watches the rain. It’s not that he couldn’t survive if he had to leave London. But Moscow … Those leaden winter days, those awful clothes and the still more awful perfumes that women wore to cover the fact that bathrooms were in short supply. The monstrous, garish architectural ensembles. Endless ballet. Taking his holidays on the Black Sea and grateful for it. ‘Moscow? It’s like Birmingham, my dears, but without the bright lights.’ Cue gales of laughter. Good old Giles. He speaks frightfully good Russian, you know. After the war he was in Special Intelligence in Berlin, all very hush-hush …

As usual, they’d got it all wrong, but that suited Giles. They flitted around him, filling his glass, talking about I Puritani – they’d absolutely loved it but it was a thought too long, didn’t he agree? – and how they’d adored The Country Girls. Giles said the kind of things he’d always said. Outrageous, that was Giles. Witty, shocking, quotable: Have you heard Giles’s latest? Cue more gales of laughter.

Or did they laugh? He frowns. He seems to remember being alone, in the middle of the party. A joke that didn’t come off. He’d slopped more whisky into his glass – there was never any decent whisky at these parties – and gone out on to the terrace. It was dark and quiet. He looked back into the lit-up room and the party that went on without him. Mouths opened and closed, heads were thrown back in whinnies of laughter, hands were put out to trap an interlocutor. He was losing his touch, but, more than that, he couldn’t care less, even when that booby Firclough raised his eyebrows prissily and turned away. Giles leaned against the stone balustrade. He was cold and sad, as he sometimes was after sex. It was passing from him, that erotic, delicious pleasure of being at the heart of things.

Parties are not what they were, thinks Giles now, looking out at the rain from his attic window. Everyone is so bloody dull these days. Stuffed shirts. He’d once made the mistake of taking Princess Margaret’s elbow to steer her across the room. It was pure courtesy, for God’s sake. There was a crush in the club and he knew a discreet little exit. The way she’d looked at him had sent him three paces backwards. My God. Nicky in Istanbul had told him she was pure poison, her visits the dread of embassies all over Europe. Now he believed it. But she’d liked him. She’d leaned forward and laughed at one of his jokes.

To hell with her. To hell with the lot of them. He glances at his desk. The file and the Minox are there as ever. He works so hard, twice as hard as anyone realises, and he gets no credit for it. He’s never cared before. Self-pity: can’t have that. Should be a cold fish like Julian Clowde. You’d never catch Julian feeling sorry for himself.

Giles has always had a strong head, but lately he’s been waking with a jolt of panic, as if something too dark to remember has taken place during the night. Slowly, the day takes care of it. He follows the same routine every morning. He draws a cold bath, takes the chill off it, plunges in and scrubs himself vigorously with Pears Soap and a loofah. He wraps himself in a towel and walks around his flat like a Roman emperor, eating toast and marmalade and whistling songs from the music hall.

His days appear fixed. The early walk to the Admiralty. His sprawling notoriously untidy desk, his high-handed carelessness, those breakfast cups of scalding tea at regular intervals, the fug of Senior Service that slowly fills his office. He lunches on a bench in Green Park. It’s a well-known Holloway eccentricity: ‘Giles is a fresh-air fiend.’ Sometimes he will meet an acquaintance. Sometimes he will sleep for an hour in the sunshine. He never drinks during the day. Evenings: dinner, the club, then perhaps going on to other little clubs with a quite different clientele. The Nightshade, for instance, or Bobbie’s. Occasionally he’ll bring someone back, but he’s cautious about that. All the boys know one another and are terrible gossips. He doesn’t want the flat to become common currency.

Time for bed, old son, or you’ll be like death warmed up in the morning. Time to do something about those sodding pigeons, too. Rat poison? Would that work? Carefully, Giles tucks the Minox and measuring chain into a drawer and puts tumbler, siphon and whisky bottle on to a tin tray painted with the face of Father Christmas wreathed in holly. He uses this tray year-round. Upstairs and downstairs it goes, with everything that he needs to sustain him through the night shift. He could keep the whole caboodle up here permanently, he supposes, but he can’t be fagged with washing up. He’ll leave it in the kitchen and Ma Clitterold will sort it out in the morning. She never comes up here. He keeps the staircase door locked in case she should take it into her head to explore.

He hooks his foot around the attic door to close it, and that’s when it happens. The bottle slides. His quick reflexes come to his aid and he grabs it before it falls. But the door is in the way. The bottle is now in his hands but the tray tips. As it crashes to the floor Giles loses balance, misses the step, falls backwards on to the landing and thumps down the twisting staircase.

He is at the bottom, huddled into a corner. He sees drugget and a stair rod which is at the wrong angle because somehow Giles is wedged so that he’s looking up at it. A ferocious red pain grips his leg. His right knee is at the centre of it. He knows at once that something is broken. Nausea rushes through him. He is cold, he sweats, he wants to empty his bowels. He groans and his head knocks against the skirting board. He must get out of the staircase. He cannot climb. He’s got to go downwards, out of the corner where he’s somehow got jammed.

There are four stairs beneath him, then a square of drugget and the closed door to the corridor. He can get down those stairs. Once he is in the corridor he can crawl to the telephone. There’s an extension in his bedroom.

He assesses himself; calmly, he thinks. There is blood in his eyes. He reaches up and wipes it away. More blood trickles down. He knows that any wound to the head bleeds profusely, and he’s unconcerned. He has hit his head hard, at the back, but the bleeding is coming from his forehead. He doesn’t remember how he fell. Another curtain of blood comes down over his eyes.

There’s nothing to hold on to, but he can roll over. The pain makes him hiss through his teeth but now he is on his hands and one good knee, pointing upwards, shaking away the blood so that he can see. He’ll let himself down the remaining stairs backwards, he thinks, but then finds he cannot, because of the knee. He rolls farther round, on to his left side, and pushes himself down, using his hands. He thinks he might faint or vomit, but does neither.

At the foot of the stairs he lunges upward and gets the door handle to turn. He pushes hard, and works himself through, using his hands, until he is in the corridor. His bedroom is the next door on the right. He ought to be able to reach the telephone.

It’s not going to work. He feels deadly sick. He huddles himself up on the carpet, shivering. He’s very cold. There’s a strong smell of whisky: the bottle must have smashed and perhaps that’s how he got cut. He can’t get to the phone. He has got to shut and lock the door that leads upstairs, before old Ma Clitterold gets here. She’ll seize her chance. She’ll be up there poking about.


Twankydillo twankydillo dillo dillo dillo

And he played on his merry bagpipes made from the green willow

Green willow green willow green willow green willow



He has the song trapped in his head as he struggles on to his good knee, catches hold of the doorframe and lunges to close the door. The pain is so bad that he can’t see, or maybe it’s the blood. There is the doorknob. His fingers find the key and turn it, then take the key from the lock. As he does this he caves in on himself, weight twisted on to the bad knee. He is down on the carpet, making a noise. He has the key. He feels the key pressing into his hand. Blackness rushes in front of his eyes.

He is still for a long time, and empty. He’s not feeling so sick now. He needs to give himself a few minutes and then try for the bedroom. He sees again the surface of his desk, and the file. Ma Clitterold won’t go up there now. He’s safe. But then it flashes over him, as if he’s opened the door of a room on fire: he took Julian’s file home overnight, as he did with all of them. He’s always in early, no matter how late the night before. He slides the files he’s been working on back into the chaos of his desk. But this file has got to go back to Julian’s office. Those initials. Christ. He can’t pass this one off.

He could have done it easily. Taken the file along as a sandwich filling between a couple of duffers. Brenda would have dealt with it.

Not now. He won’t be in early tomorrow. Today. He must get that file back before Frith comes looking for it.

He can still do it. Get to the phone. Ring Julian.

Fuck it. He must have hit his head harder than he thought. Julian’s in Venice. Christ, Holloway, think.

It’s got to be someone who’ll do it but not grasp what he’s doing. Someone who’ll do it for him, Giles Holloway. Someone who knows the office, and Brenda, and won’t be noticed—

He knows. Of course he does. Another qualm of sickness goes through him as he knows who it is.
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Nil By Mouth

GILES IS IN a bed at last, in a private room, wearing a hospital gown. His own bed, blessedly flat and white after the ambulance’s red blankets and the slippery lurch of the trolleys that have carted him from one department to the next. The hospital porters whistled like coal-men heaving sacks on to their shoulders. They braced themselves as they lifted him: ‘Got your end, Ron? Here we go. One, two, three, upsidaisy.’

‘Is there someone whom we could telephone?’ the Sister asks.

He gives her Ma Clitterold’s name, and his own number. ‘My housekeeper comes in at nine.’

All night, it seems, he has been wheeled from one desolate room to another. He has been X-rayed, prodded, bled. Porters wheeled him down corridors and backed his trolley expertly into lifts. They slid him on and off examination couches.

Now the nurses refuse to give him a cup of tea: he is NIL BY MOUTH. He has concussion, it seems, but his skull is not fractured. They are going to operate on his leg.

‘There is someone whom I must telephone urgently,’ he says, but the Sister only nods. He will be going into theatre at eleven. Mr Anstruther is coming in specially, she announces, as if this is a rare privilege.

‘Surely there’s a telephone you can bring to me?’

‘I want you to lie perfectly still. You have concussion.’

They are running a tank over his head. Pain comes in regular, complete pulses. He turns aside and vomits into a kidney dish held by a student nurse. He smells whisky. She takes away the bowl. Now the Sister is back. She won’t let him drink but she wipes his mouth. ‘I want you to lie quite still,’ she says.

It’s Simon he has got to see. He struggles to raise himself on his pillow so that he can look at his watch, but his watch has gone. Simon Callington. He said the name aloud, he thinks, but it doesn’t matter. ‘What time is it?’

‘It’s five to ten, Mr Holloway. You’ll be going down to theatre in an hour. Just keep nice and quiet for me.’

They’ll wonder where he is. He’s never ill. Never even has a hangover, no matter how much – His desk at the office will be just as he left it, with a worm of cigarette ash on top of the pile of papers. So carelessly, carefully dropped there. Files shoved in anyhow, or so it appears. Giles has his own system.

Ma Clitterold will ring the office, full of the drama of his accident. The secretaries will pass on the message. Frith will hear it, and whoever Frith’s working for. Quietly and without any fuss, they’ll take advantage of his absence.

Frith will pop in. He’ll stand over Giles’s desk, oyster eyes gleaming behind his glasses. Giles pictures the slow smile spreading over Frith’s features. He can’t remember ever seeing him smile.

Those carefully casual, probing conversations over the past few months were a warning, and meant to be taken as such. But they don’t want to push him too far, not yet. They don’t want him to panic and fly off. They want him to lead them to Julian Clowde, even though Giles very much doubts that they even know it’s Julian they’ll find at the end of their long trail a-winding. But if he gets the file back … Once Brenda’s got it, they won’t be able to prove anything …

‘What time is it?’ he asks.

‘I want you to keep nice and still while I take your blood pressure.’

He is ill, really ill. He hears mutters above his head but doesn’t open his eyes.

‘You’re going to feel a little prick in your arm now.’

There is someone he must see but the name is gone. He cannot get to the places in his head where he keeps the right words. His eyes are sealed, as if someone else has his thumbs on the lids. With a rush of relief he gives in, as if he’s giving in to death.

It is light. Giles lies beached on his bed. He can see the fold of the sheet. There is a vile, rubbery taste in his mouth. He gags, and someone lifts his head. His teeth chatter on the rim of an enamelled dish; he heaves and vomits. He is alive and out of surgery. Now he can see the nurse’s hands taking away the kidney bowl. Another nurse kneels by the side of his bed and takes his hand. Her young, fresh voice goes in and out of his consciousness. ‘You are back from theatre, Mr Holloway. It’s all gone well. Mr Anstruther will be coming to see you shortly.’

They are giving him blood. He doesn’t care about anything. He is empty. He has vomited out all the filth of the night.

‘Simon,’ he mutters. ‘I must see Simon Callington.’

The nurse puts her fingers on his wrist. ‘Mr Anstruther will be coming to see you presently. Try to sleep now.’

He sleeps and wakes. Mr Anstruther stands by the bed, a glorious pinstriped column. Giles raises his eyes and sees at once that Mr Anstruther is someone who will understand. He listens, gathering his forces, as Mr Anstruther explains about the internal bleeding that made the operation a little more tricky, and its satisfactory conclusion. In a day or two Giles will be in the pink.

Giles strikes. He opens his eyes, gives a small, apologetic smile, says, ‘You’ve been marvellous. This is all a frightful bore. I need to ring up a couple of people quite urgently – is that in order?’

Anstruther glances down at his notes. ‘You’re at the Admiralty, I gather.’

‘Yes. Hellishly busy at the moment, too, more’s the pity.’

They are in it together, two men at the top of their profession, self-deprecating, knowing their own worth. Very probably Anstruther is at the top of his profession. Giles can still gather it to himself, the manner that makes things happen, even though he’s falling, not rising – falling right through himself …

‘I’d be most awfully grateful,’ he says through closed eyes.

Giles’s bed is right by the nursing station, because they need to keep a close eye on him after the anaesthetic. But yes, he will be moved back into his private room as soon as possible.

The telephone. The clanky old trolley with the phone and trailing wire that plugs into the wall. Here it is by the bed, within reach. And here is a bottle of Lemon Solo squash beside his water jug, a pile of clean handkerchiefs and his wallet. Ma Clitterold must have visited while he was asleep. He is not in the ward any more, but back in his private room. He must be better, or else more time has passed than he realised. Blood is still going into his arm. He wants to lie here, thinking of nothing, listening to the hiss of traffic far beneath the window.

It’s dark outside. The day is over. They’ve moved around him, sponging him and emptying bags. His left leg, in heavy plaster, hangs suspended from the ceiling. There is the blood transfusion tube going into one arm, and for some reason they’ve left a blood-pressure cuff on the other, slack but ready for service. Why on earth have they done that? How do they expect him to make a telephone call with that thing on his arm?

He rings the bell. A very young nurse pads in and takes the thermometer from the case above his bed.

‘Before you start on that,’ he instructs her, ‘I need you to get a number for me, and then pass me the receiver.’

‘I must fill in your chart first,’ she says.

It hurts him to look up at her face. She is so young. Her face is smooth and pink, obstinate. He’ll have to be careful.

‘All right, my dear, you go ahead.’ She frowns with concentration as she takes his temperature and blood pressure, and fills in his chart, but she doesn’t meet his eyes. Give me the sodding telephone, he thinks, and bugger off. But no, he needs her to dial the numbers for him.

She wedges the receiver rather cleverly so that he can speak without having to hold it. A wave of exhaustion catches him. Concentrate, Giles. After four rings, the phone is picked up. No one speaks.

‘Oh hello, it’s me,’ he says, the usual tired, automatic formula. ‘You know, George’s cousin. I’ve had a bit of an accident and I’m in the Latimer. There are a few things I’d like you to pick up from the flat, if you would. Don’t bother about the file; someone will be coming from the office to sort out all that. You’ve still got the keys, haven’t you? Thought so. Excellent. You know my study. I’ll tell my Mrs Thing.’

Still got the keys, he thinks, eyes closed, as the nurse replaces the receiver. Fatigue and nausea wash through him again. They’ve got the keys all right. The keys to everything, lock, stock and barrel. Sometimes, when he comes home, he’s pretty sure they’ve been in the flat. They keep an eye on him. Nothing is obviously disturbed, but he can sense it. They want him to sense it. They know he knows they know.

That’s sorted out the Minox and the other stuff. Now for the file.

‘I’m not sure …’ says the girl doubtfully. She’s worried about Sister. Mr Holloway is a head injury and needs to be kept quiet.

‘One more brief call,’ says Giles. With an effort, he opens his eyes. The silly pink face gapes at him. Will she, won’t she? Of course she will.

It’s after eight o’clock when the telephone rings in the hall of Lily and Simon’s house. The children are all in bed. Lily hurries, in case the ringing wakes them.

‘Lily Callington speaking. Yes. Yes, he is. Just a moment, please.’

Simon is reading the latest number of his son’s Railway Magazine. He looks absurdly serious over it, just as Paul does. Simon assumes that the caller will be one of Lily’s friends – Erica, probably. Simon hates the telephone. He has quite enough of it at work.

‘It’s Giles Holloway for you.’

‘Bloody hell. I thought he was in hospital. There was a memo round this afternoon saying he’d had an accident.’

‘Was it serious?’

‘Can’t have been, can it, if he’s ringing me up?’

Lily dislikes Giles Holloway. Or perhaps she’s been unfair. The first time they met, long ago, he’d had too much to drink. His eyes flickered over her. She thought, or perhaps imagined, that there was something hostile there. But since then he has always been civil. He’s an old friend of Simon’s. It was Giles who got Simon his job.

She watches as Simon pushes back his chair, already preoccupied. The magazine drops to the floor. Simon goes out of the room, pulling the door to behind him. Lily picks up the magazine and smoothes its cover. Paul won’t like to see it creased. He is a collector, a careful saver of railway tickets, postcards and memorabilia.

Simon picks up the receiver. He speaks quietly, aware of the sleeping children and the bedroom door left open upstairs, because Bridget likes to see the landing light.

‘Hello.’

‘It’s Giles.’

‘I thought you were in hospital.’

‘I am. Simon, dear boy, could you do something for me? I was working on some documents which need to go back to the office – to Julian Clowde’s secretary. If you come down now, I’ll give you my keys. I’d be enormously grateful …’ The voice weakens. He’s in a bad way, thinks Simon, his irritation swallowed in concern. ‘I’m in the Latimer, in a private room. Let me ask the nurse for the ward number—’

‘But surely it’s too late for visitors?’

A flash of impatience. ‘For God’s sake, Simon, I’m not asking you to sit at my bedside.’

Typical Giles, thinks Simon, as he puts the receiver into its cradle. He always wrong-foots you. And now, somehow, Simon has agreed to cross London, pick up Giles’s keys and collect whatever work it is that Giles has taken home so that it can be returned to the office the next day. That’s the evening gone. He and Lily were going to listen to the play on the wireless, and then go to bed early.

‘Why are you wearing your coat?’ asks Lily.

‘It’s bloody annoying. Giles left some work at home which needs to go back to the office asap apparently. That’s why he was ringing. What an idiot.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I don’t know what’s up with him. He wants me to pick up his keys and then collect a file from the flat.’

‘Now?’

‘He said it’s urgent.’

‘Surely you could do it tomorrow, if you go in early.’

‘I know. He’s the limit, but he’s smashed his leg badly. They had to operate. He’s lost a lot of blood and he’s got a head injury. He sounded all in. You know how obstinate he is when he’s set on something.’

‘I don’t really know him at all,’ says Lily, and picks up another exercise book. ‘I suppose he was drinking when he had the accident. He’s like a child, Simon, and you all cover for him.’

Simon’s face darkens. ‘Don’t wait up for me, Lily. I’ll creep in quietly.’

She looks up, looks him full in the face. ‘Be careful.’

The door clicks softly, and Simon’s gone. Lily thinks of him hurrying through the dark streets and all the way downhill to the Tube station. She hears the wheeze of the train doors as he is swallowed inside. He’s going to the hospital and then Giles Holloway’s flat. She can’t picture either place, but everything to do with Giles makes her uneasy. If only he hadn’t rung Simon—

She squashes the thought. In a couple of hours Simon will be back and everything will be as it was before. You have to feel some sympathy for a man on his own, with no one to look after him. A smashed leg and concussion sound quite serious.

But I don’t sympathise, she thinks. I don’t want Simon to have anything to do with Giles Holloway.

She looks up at the clock. There are eight more exercise books to correct, and then she’ll switch on the play. According to the Radio Times it’s about a woman who loses her memory and doesn’t recognise her own children. Ridiculous. However, it’ll take her mind off Simon out there in the dark. Her hand reaches out for the top exercise book, but instead of opening it she stands up, kicks off her shoes and goes lightly through the hall, up the stairs and on to the landing outside Bridget’s little slip of a room. The door is ajar, as always. Inside, the room is dark, still, warm. Lily thinks that she can smell Bridget’s sleep. She’s the only one of the three who still has that baby-smell.

She stands there for a while, then goes to Sally’s bedroom door, and listens. There’s no sound, so she moves on to Paul’s. They are all asleep. Lily is smiling as she moves noiselessly back downstairs.


4

I Am a Friend of Giles

THERE’S A PULLEY thing attached to Giles’s leg. The leg itself is cased in plaster and hoisted into position. It doesn’t look like part of a living body. Giles, in a hospital gown, lies flat on his back with his eyes shut. The hospital smell reminds Simon of when Paul was born, and Simon was allowed in at the visiting hour to see a strangely unfamiliar Lily, with a burst blood vessel in her right eye. They brought in the baby, wrapped up like a caterpillar in a cocoon. He can still see that baby, as clear as clear, quite separate from his son asleep at home. As if somewhere, if he opened the right door, he could find them again. Lily would smile and say in a voice that had a crack in it: Simon.

Giles is asleep, snoring lightly. His face is slack and his mouth open. He won’t like Simon seeing him like this. The nurse is outside, visible through a glass panel, at her desk, writing under a shaded lamp. There’s a bell by Giles’s left hand. Tubes run from his right. Simon glances at the bag of blood, suspended on its own scaffolding. The blood crawls down the tube and into Giles. There are dressings on Giles’s forehead. The hospital gown has a number stamped just below the neck. Giles wouldn’t like that either. The numerals are so blurred with washing that you can’t read them.

The hospital smell catches in Simon’s throat. An animal instinct sweeps over him. He’s got to get away. Back out on tiptoe so there’s no chance of rousing Giles, turn to race along the corridors and then take the stone stairs two at a time, faster and faster, chasing the echo of his own footsteps. He wants to burst out into the night, and run all the way to the Tube, head back, legs pumping, even though there’s no one after him. Later, he’ll remember that instinct.

‘Giles?’ he says tentatively. He has absolutely no idea whether he’s talking at normal volume or not. This place is far too quiet. Giles snores more deeply, as if he’s heard Simon’s voice but is determined to take no notice. Bugger this for a game of soldiers, thinks Simon in sudden annoyance. He should be at home, reading Paul’s magazine so that the two of them can talk about it over breakfast. He should be listening to the play with Lily. Giles, with his telephone call, has put a stop to all that. Now that he’s dragged Simon out, Giles can bloody well wake up.

He leans over the pillow and says loudly, ‘Giles, it’s Simon. I’m here.’

Slowly the eyelids unglue themselves. Giles’s gaze, perfectly blank, is revealed. Even more slowly, he focuses. Simon sees the big darkness of his pupils contract: whoosh.

‘What are you doing here?’ asks Giles hoarsely. ‘Stuck a bloody tube down me.’ He clears his throat loudly. His eyes glint with the old conspiracy.

‘You rang me up and asked me to come,’ says Simon. Yet again, in Giles’s company, he experiences the sheer hopelessness of trying to impress on Giles that he, Simon, has an entirely separate life that is worthy of not being interrupted. Giles always knows where to put his hand on Simon, reclaiming him. Or trying to: Simon is stronger than Giles now, not because the other man is lying in a hospital bed, injured, but because he, Simon, has moved on to his own territory. He has Lily. He has the children. The past is the past. ‘You telephoned. Don’t you remember?’

‘So I did,’ says Giles. His voice is stronger now. He blinks, wrinkling up his face, and starts to cough. As the spasm develops, Simon grabs the glass of water from the locker and holds it to Giles’s lips. He bats it away, spilling water on the bed. His skin darkens, dusky red and soon purple. Just as Simon’s about to ring for the nurse, the tide of colour starts to ebb. The coughing fit is over. Giles wipes his mouth with his free hand. ‘It’s that damned gas they give you. I was sick as a cat when I woke up.’

‘What kind of operation was it?’

‘Surgical repair of a comminuted fracture of the right tibia and fibula,’ says Giles, with a flicker of pride. ‘Bloody nuisance, but as long as I keep my leg elevated the sawbones says I’ll be as good as new. Or, to translate, with any luck my leg won’t drop off.’

‘That’s good. What happened? How did you do it?’

Weariness curtains Giles’s eyes. ‘Lost my balance going downstairs.’

‘Did you have to wait ages before anyone came? No, I suppose not, there are always people coming and going in those flats.’

Simon assumes that he must have fallen on the common stairway. ‘No,’ says Giles, ‘I was in my flat.’ He can’t be bothered with explaining. Sleep, that’s the thing. Tides of it washing over him. But first, Simon … He gathers himself. ‘I’ve left a file at home, like an idiot.’

‘You said. What file?’

‘Julian asked me to go through it. You know he’s in Venice. Shouldn’t have taken it home, I know, but I’m up to my eyes at the moment. Left the wretched thing in my study. Oh, you don’t know my study, do you? There’s a staircase up to it, off the bedroom corridor. Door looks like a cupboard.’ The gaff is blown. The study is already a thing of the past. It will never be used again. Move on. ‘I’ll give you the keys.’

‘You want me to bring you the file?’

‘Not here,’ says Giles, with the old impatience, as if only a halfwit could ever have thought this. ‘Take it to Brenda in the morning. She’ll deal with it.’

Please, Simon nearly says aloud, so used is he to drumming manners into the children, and as if Giles has heard his thought, he wrenches out one of the old charming smiles and says:

‘I’d be most awfully grateful, Simon. My name will be mud if that file isn’t in place first thing.’

What the hell do you mean, I don’t know your study? I never knew you had a staircase in your flat. You haven’t mentioned it in all these years.

What the hell do I think I’m up to? Is that what you want to know? Go on then, ask me.

They are both silent, bristling. Another door opens in Simon’s mind, on to a grey January day years ago. He was in his digs, lying on the bed, huddled up, all the blankets piled on him and his winter coat on top of that. He was freezing cold, shaking with it. He’d got the flu, like everybody else. The night before he’d been so hot he’d chucked all the bedclothes on to the floor, even the sheet. There was a sick, sour smell around him and he ached all over. He was thirsty, but the glass by his bed was empty.

There was a knock at the door. Simon turned his head. The door opened and Giles stepped into the room. Simon wanted him to go away. He didn’t want Giles to see him like that. But Giles put his hand on Simon’s forehead and said, ‘You need aspirin. I’ll go and buy some.’

There was more muddled time, with Simon not sure if he was asleep or awake. Later, when it was dark, he woke up for sure. The gas fire was on, and Giles was sitting under the lamp, reading. He looked up and said, ‘You’ve got a touch of flu, dear boy.’ He lifted Simon’s head and helped him to drink the lemon barley water that had appeared from somewhere. Two more aspirin. ‘You’ll be as right as rain tomorrow. I’ll sleep in the chair.’

Simon wanted to protest, but said nothing. He was glad to have Giles there. The shadows seemed to be staying in their right places now, instead of reaching out for him. Later, Giles brought a bowl with soapy water and a flannel, and washed Simon’s face and hands. Imperial Leather, not the cheap white soap that Simon’s landlady supplied. He unbuttoned Simon’s pyjama jacket, sponged his chest, and dried him carefully with the threadbare towel. Simon closed his eyes and went down deep, dark, into a sleep that lasted until it was light. Giles helped him to the lavatory and supported him while he peed a thin dark stream into the bowl. He was so weak that Giles had to half carry him back
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