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1

IT WAS THE MAN FROM RECORDS WHO BEGAN IT, HIM all unknowing in his prim, grim way, his above-it-all, oldthink way. He was the one Syme called “Old Misery.”

He wasn’t truly new to Julia. Fiction, Records, and Research all took second meal at thirteen hundred, so you got to know everyone’s face. But up to then, he’d really just been Old Misery, the one who looked like he’d swallowed a fly, who coughed more than he spoke. Comrade Smith was his right name, though “Comrade” never suited him somehow. Of course, if you felt foolish calling someone “Comrade,” far better not to speak to them at all.

He was slight and very fair. Good-looking—or might have been, if he hadn’t always looked so sour. You never saw him smile, unless it was the false smirk of Party piety. Julia made the error of smiling at him once, and got back a look that would sour milk. People said he excelled at his job but couldn’t advance because his parents had been unpersons. One supposed that made him bitter.

Nonetheless, it was a shame how Syme tormented him. At the Ministry of Truth, Syme worked in Research, devising Newspeak words. These were meant to purify everyone’s mind but were mainly a pain in the arse to learn. Most folk muddled along, but Old Misery Smith couldn’t even say ungood without looking as if it scalded his mouth. Syme saw in this a reason to follow him around and act like his best friend, the better to pepper him with Newspeak terms and watch the fellow squirm. Smith also hadn’t the stomach for public executions, so Syme would talk about the hangings he’d witnessed, making the noises of the strangling men and saying how he enjoyed it when their tongues lolled out. Smith turned positively green. That was the sort of fun Syme liked.

Julia had spoken to the man just once, when they got stuck together at a table in the canteen. She’d still harbored hopes for him then. There were so few attractive men at Truth and she’d thought she could nurse a crush on Smith to while away a tedious day. So she’d chattered with more warmth than was warranted about the new Three-Year Plan, and how Fiction had luckily got new workers, all praise to Big Brother, and how was Records bearing up?

Instead of answering, he’d said, not meeting her eye, “So you work on one of the Fiction machines?”

She’d laughed. “I fix whatever breaks, comrade. It’s not just one machine. That would be a fine machine, one you had to fix all day!”

“I always see you with a spanner.” His eyes went to the red Junior Anti-Sex League sash at her waist, then darted away hastily, as if he’d had an electric shock. She’d seen the silly blighter was afraid of her. He thought she was about to report him for sexcrime—as if she could see whatever filthiness he had cooking in his head! 

Well, there wasn’t much point after that. They had finished their meal in silence.

The day it changed was the morning O’Brien was in Fiction, a low April morning of evil winds, when all London rattled and moaned and seemed about to blow down around its own ankles. With O’Brien in, Fiction was a madhouse—everyone showing off how hard they could work—but Julia’s side dried up. She spent the whole morning up on the walkway, watching in vain for the yellow flags that meant someone needed a repair. Normally, they sprouted like weeds, and Julia was dashing about all day to a refrain of: “Comrade, it’s making a rattle . . . Oh, it’s not doing it now. Could you just check?” Most service requests were just an excuse to sneak out for a chat and a gin, and Julia always played her part, shutting down the machine and pretending to hunt for the source of the phantom problem.

Today, not a rattle in the house. Everyone was too afraid of being taken for a saboteur by O’Brien. Julia spent the morning pacing the walkway, gasping for a fag but knowing all it wanted was a cigarette for her to look criminally idle.

Fiction was a vast and windowless factory floor that took up the first two basement stories of the Ministry of Truth. The space was dominated by the plot machinery, eight mammoth machines that looked like simple boxes of shining metal. When you opened them up, their guts were a bewildering array of sensors and gears. Only Julia and her colleague Essie knew how to crawl around inside without doing damage. The central mechanism was the kaleidoscope. It had sixteen sets of claws that selected and transported plot elements; hundreds of metal sorts that were grabbed and discarded until a group was found that fit together. This successful pattern was assembled—again by machinery—on a magnetized plate. The plate was dipped into a tray of ink, then swiveled out and was stamped onto a roll of paper. The printed length of paper was cut away. A production manager lifted it free.

The result was a gridded print, jocularly called a “bingo card,” that coded the elements of a story: genre, main characters, major scenes. A Rewrite man had once attempted to explain to Julia how these were interpreted, but to no avail. Even after five years on the floor, to her they might as well have been Eastasian picture-writing.

Now she watched as a production manager snatched a new print off the roll and waved it about to dry the ink. When he was satisfied, he rolled it, inserted it into a green cylinder, and shoved the cylinder into a pneumatic tube. From her vantage point, Julia could watch the cylinder’s flight through a tangle of translucent plastic hoses on the ceiling to plop into a bin at the southern end of the room. That was Rewrite, where men and women sat in long rows, muttering into speakwrites, turning bingo cards into novels and stories. But by that stage, no machines were involved and Julia’s interest was at an end.

She was perpetually fascinated by the plot machinery, how it worked and the ways it could go wrong. She knew how the inks were formulated, and loved to explain why the blue gave trouble. She knew how the paper was held steady, and what could make it bunch up or crease. She was excruciatingly aware of when a part would soon need replacing, and knew how to submit the order so it wouldn’t get knocked back by the Capital Goods Committee. But about the books that were the end result, she knew little and cared less.

Once a Rewrite chap told her he was the same, having formerly been a voracious reader. “People say if you love sausage, you should never see it being made. It disgusts you after that. That’s me and books.” For Julia, this dictum wasn’t true of sausage. She’d made and eaten sausage without a second thought. She’d even eaten sausage raw once to win a bet. But it was true of Revolution’s Victory: All for Big Brother or War Nurse VII: Larissa.

As she thought this, she realized she’d idly fallen into watching O’Brien. He was working his way around the floor, making impromptu speeches, asking questions, smiling genially at everyone. In the regions far from him, the workers kept their heads down and their faces blank. They were doing their best machine imitation, which in many cases was impressively good. Close to O’Brien, however, all faces turned to him, alive with timid hope, like flowers turning to the sun. Several people had been coaxed from their posts and were gathered by him, listening raptly to whatever he was saying. Of course, an Inner Party member’s chitchat always took precedence over your job.

From Julia’s vantage point on the walkway, what was most striking was the physical contrast between O’Brien and his listeners. O’Brien wore jet-black Inner Party overalls of thick American cotton that fit so well they must have been tailored. Everyone else was Outer Party and wore blue rayon overalls, either too tight or comically voluminous. After one wearing, the rayon bagged at the knees; after twenty, the knees grew thick with darning. The dye came out in the wash, so every pair was a slightly different blue, and blotchy where the color had faded unevenly. O’Brien was tall and powerfully built, while the Fiction people were either painfully scrawny or potbellied. They hunched in the permanent cringe of the meek, while O’Brien was a straight-backed, bull-like man. One kept fancying his big hands scarred across the knuckles and his snub nose broken, though in fact he had not a blemish. Then there was his charm: he treated every man like his particular friend, and made every girl feel as if she’d caught his eye. All sham, of course, yet you couldn’t help liking him.

He reminded Julia of a moving picture she’d seen where an Inner Party man got stranded in Second Agricultural Region and ended up saving the harvest. Only he could see that the trouble with the corn was a tiny insect devouring it from the inside. This thanks to his superior intellect, symbolized by the neat eyeglasses he wore on the end of his nose. When it came time to help with the reaping, though, he folded those eyeglasses, put them in his pocket, and his brute strength was the wonder of the peasants. Girls sighed over him, and the laborers roared with laughter at his down-to-earth jokes. O’Brien was just like that, down to the gold-rimmed specs and sighing girls. Even now, Margaret from Julia’s hostel had materialized beside him at Machine 4, laughing at whatever O’Brien had said, her cheeks pink, one hand in her sandy hair. Margaret didn’t even work in Fiction, and had no earthly cause to be here. And behind her were Syme and Ampleforth, both of whom worked with her on the tenth floor. All three must have been alerted to O’Brien’s presence and come running.

Julia looked away in irritation, for she herself should be chatting up O’Brien—not for love of his blue eyes, but to see if he wanted any home repairs. Most did: the Housing people took forever, and never had parts when they finally came. Julia did home repairs for the challenge—so she said—but almost everyone was kind enough to slip her fifty dollars. And with Inner Party members, it was well worth it, even if they paid nothing. Indeed, it could be better if they paid nothing. That was treating you as a friend. Julia had heard of people getting jobs or flats thanks to friends of just this type. 

O’Brien would make the ideal “friend.” Yet Julia remained on the walkway, her face a mask of dutiful alertness. The thought of approaching the man made her flesh crawl. O’Brien was from Love.

At that moment, all power was cut to the machines. They whirred and slowed with a groan like a great beast sighing ponderously and easing its huge bulk down to the ground. In the silence that followed—a funny-bone silence, a silence like the deafness after a bomb—the whistle blew for the Two Minutes Hate.

Fiction, along with a dozen other departments, had its Hate in Records. Records had the space; half the office had been cleared out in the Small Adjustment of ’79. It also made a nice break for Fiction, because they worked in the lightless depths, while Records was on Floor Ten, with banks of windows on all four walls. The catch was that they weren’t to use lifts—healthy exercise, comrades! To add insult to injury, there were three “ghost” floors, which had once contained bustling offices but now stood empty, so Floor Ten was really Floor Thirteen. This meant not only three extra flights but that you had to pass those floors-of-the-dead.

Every landing on the stairs was dominated by a telescreen. Syme and Ampleforth, who struggled with the climb, kept pausing to comment in apparent fascination on whatever the telescreen was saying, while panting and mopping the sweat from their brows. Julia had a habit of smiling at each telescreen as she passed, imagining some bored man in surveillance being cheered by her appearance. Stairs held no terrors for her. At twenty-six, she’d never been stronger, and certainly never so well fed. Today she was especially lively after the long, dull hours of idleness, and trotted up, chattering with everyone she met, pressing hands and laughing at jokes. Syme’s name for her was “Love-Me,” which sometimes gave her pause, but could have been far worse. Only at the end did she slow abruptly, when she saw she might overtake O’Brien. As a result, she was right on his heels when the group came pouring into Records.

The first thing she saw was Smith—Old Misery. He was moving chairs into rows and, absorbed in this chore, looked surprisingly likable. A lean man of roughly forty, very fair and gray-eyed, he resembled the man from the poster HONOR OUR INTELLECTUAL LABORERS, though of course without the telescope. He appeared to be dreaming of something cold but fine. Perhaps he was thinking of music. He moved with obvious pleasure, despite his slight limp; you could see he liked to have physical purpose.

But then he noticed Julia, and his mouth thinned with revulsion. It was startling how it changed him: hawk to reptile. Julia thought: Nothing wrong with you a good shag wouldn’t fix! This almost made her laugh, for of course it was true. His real trouble wasn’t that his parents had been unpersons, or that he couldn’t keep up with Party doctrine, or even his nasty cough. Old Misery had a bad case of Sex Gone Sour. And naturally the woman was to blame. Who else?

Without giving it much thought, when Smith sat down, Julia went to sit directly behind him. She justified it to herself because it was the seat right by the windows. But when he stiffened, uncomfortable with her presence, she was meanly pleased. Beside her was a low bookshelf with only one book: an old Newspeak dictionary from 1981, now lightly rimed with dust. She imagined running her finger through the dust and writing on his nape with the dirt—perhaps a J for Julia—though of course she never would.

The only trouble was, from here she could smell him. By all rights, he ought to smell like mildew, but he smelled like good male sweat. Then she noticed his hair, which was thick and fine and might be quite nice to touch. So unfair that the Party warped the good-looking ones. Let them take the Ampleforths and Symes, and leave the Smiths to her.

Then, wouldn’t you know, Margaret came to sit next to Smith, and O’Brien followed after and sat on Margaret’s other side. Margaret and Smith ignored each other. All the Records people were like that. It was a treacherous job, reading oldthink all day, and Records workers kept each other at arm’s length. But what troubled Julia now was the question of why O’Brien was tagging after Margaret. Surely he couldn’t enjoy plain Margaret simpering and sighing at him?

Julia looked away—always the safest option when anyone was doing something peculiar—and gazed out of the bank of windows. At that moment, a scrap of newspaper sailed past, hectically spinning in the air, before it abruptly spread itself and dived to the rooftops far below. From this height, you couldn’t tell prole neighborhoods from Party neighborhoods; that was always queer. It also took a moment to pick out the gaps where bombs had fallen; on the street, they were all around you, and London sometimes seemed more crater than city. There was a private-use fuel ban for daylight hours, and you could make out the rare wisps of smoke where the A1 dining centers were. Electricity cuts were in force as well, and the grubby, unlit windows of office buildings had the gloomy radiance of the sea.

A little chunk of the view was obstructed by the massive telescreen on the nearby Transport building, whose moving pictures created the illusion that the daylight kept flickering and subtly changing. The images repeated on a simple loop. First one saw a group of pink-cheeked children innocently playing in a playground. On the horizon, a shadowy group of perverts and Eurasians and capitalists grew, reaching toward the children with brutish hands. Then a cut-out of Big Brother rose and blotted the villains out, and a slogan appeared in the sky: THANK YOU, BIG BROTHER, FOR OUR SAFE CHILDHOOD! After this, the same children reappeared, now in the uniform of the children’s organization, the Spies: gray shorts, blue shirt, and red kerchief. The jolly Spies marched past with an Ingsoc flag, and the slogan in the sky became: JOIN THE SPIES! Then all faded, and the first image returned.

Weaving busily above this scene were helicopters. First you noticed the large ones, whose passage was audible even behind thick windows. These were manned by a pilot and two gunners, and you sometimes saw a gunner sitting casually in the open door of a copter with his black rifle resting against his knee. Once you thought of copters, you started noticing the flocks of microcopters below; then the big ones looked like the little ones’ parents. The micros weren’t manned but operated by remote control. They were only for surveillance, and in Outer Party districts, you’d often glance up from a task to find a micro hovering by your window like a nosy bird.

But by far the most striking thing in the view was the Ministry of Love. It rose from the jumble of ruins and low houses like a white fin breaching turbid brown water. On its gleaming surface, you could make out the tiny figures of workmen, attached to a slender tracery of cables, scrubbing its eerily snow-white flank. Apart from the tiny detail of those workmen, the building was so white it gave the impression of being an absence: a portal to nothingness cut through the shabby city and the cloudy sky. Love had no windows at all, giving its austere beauty a suffocating effect. Julia had heard a story that the mice there had no eyes; with no light, they had no need. That was bollocks, of course. Even when there was a power cut, the four big Ministries always had electric light. Still, those mythic blind mice troubled her. They stood for the real terrors behind those walls, terrors one couldn’t see and must imagine in ignorance.

Beyond Love to the southwest was the more modest glass tower of the Ministry of Plenty, aglitter with light. Farther to the south, the Ministry of Peace was visible only as a glow in the mist. Beyond even that, Julia could see a faint green haze, which might be the fields at the very edge of London. She always thought of that haze as Kent—or Semi-Autonomous Zone 5, as it was properly called—where she’d grown up.

Most other Truth workers were born in the city, and passed the windows without a glance, but Julia could never get enough of London. She even loved how blasted and tumbledown it was, how wild, if you strayed from the Party neighborhoods. It was the greatest city of Airstrip One, the most populous city in all of Oceania, from the Shetland Semi-Autonomous Zone to the Argentine Economic Region. Julia never stopped feeling lucky to be here, born as she was in a SAZ, amid the cows and the camps.

While she was gazing out the window, the room had filled, and the Smith man’s scent had vanished in a general fug of dirty laundry, sour breath, and cheap soap. Some people’s faces were already indignant in preparation for the Hate. It was always queer to see them snarling and glaring rigidly at a blank telescreen. Julia was feeling her usual anxiety that this time it wouldn’t come off, that they would try to rage and give up in embarrassment or simply burst out laughing. Whenever she imagined this, she saw herself standing up and righteously scolding the mockers. In reality she would be the first to laugh.

Then it was starting. One felt it before one heard it: a vibration like thunder that resolved into a too-loud, grating voice. It seemed to buzz in the metal chairs themselves and make the lighting seethe with migraine. All cried out in anger as the telescreen filled with the familiar, loathsome face of Emmanuel Goldstein.

It was a lean, intellectual face with a kindliness that soon came to seem conniving and false. Behind the spectacles, the eyes were childish and lewd at once. The thick lips were always moist. They made you want to cross your legs. The bloom of woolly white hair around his head was sheeplike, as were his bulbous features. Even his voice had a bleating querulousness. As the clip began, he was making a speech that at first seemed much like any Party speech. In fact, for long stretches, it was Newspeak: sickthink overtaked plusgood of truefighters. You had to listen closely to hear it was a string of attacks on Oceania, the Party, and their way of life.

Emmanuel Goldstein had once been a hero of the revolution, who had fought at Big Brother’s side. Then he turned against the Party, and now devoted his considerable cunning and energy to the destruction of Oceania and its people. No one was safe from his malice. If he couldn’t turn citizens against the Party, he would poison the water supply. If he couldn’t pervert little children, he would bomb their schools. He detested anything chaste or brave, because he lacked these qualities, and, for this reason, he hated Big Brother with all his warped, parasitical heart. Though his speeches were always full of obvious lies and meaningless jargon like “free speech” and “human rights,” he still managed to gull some people. His acolytes were responsible for everything that went wrong in Oceania, from the sabotage that meant no one had enough food to the undermining of soldiers’ morale that kept Oceania from winning the war.

Of course, one knew this couldn’t all be true. There were so many stories of Goldstein’s crimes, they would have taken him a thousand years to commit. London was meant to be crawling with his terrorists, but no one had ever seen one in the flesh. The tales of Goldstein’s escapes from justice were particularly far-fetched, always involving thrilling feats of courage by our Boys in Black, and a humiliating episode in which Goldstein fell on his backside or sniveled, begging for his life, only to be rescued at the last minute by some villain—usually a Party higher-up who’d fallen out of favor the day before. 

Today, Goldstein was talking against the war, in the most puerile and offensive way, as if the war were all Oceania’s fault. He cared nothing for the people killed by bombs that morning. Just in case you were in danger of being won over, behind his head the screen showed ranks of marching Eurasian soldiers—an endless flood of massive, hard-faced men. The Hate was in full swing now, the whole room heaving and yelling. Margaret was prettily flushed, her mouth straining wide in sensual rage, and O’Brien had manfully risen to his feet as if to confront a hated enemy. Even Smith was roaring with surprising venom and kicking spasmodically against the rung of his chair. For a hazardous moment, Julia became detached, wondering clinically if Smith was shamming. Then a jolt of panic went through her. She’d forgotten to keep yelling. Now she felt a yawn coming on.

On impulse, she grabbed the old Newspeak dictionary from the shelf beside her. Taking a deep breath, she screamed, “Swine! Swine! Swine!” and hurled the heavy book over everyone’s heads. It flew end over end to slam into the screen with a resounding clang. All started, and, in that instant, Julia was struck by second thoughts. Her act could be seen as an attack on the screen. Telescreens were remarkably sturdy, and a book couldn’t really do one harm—but was O’Brien aware of that? Might he think her action was sabotage?

But O’Brien bellowed on, oblivious, and other people were now peppering the screen with whatever came to hand. One man threw a packet of cigarettes at it, another his own shoe. Julia was perspiring with fear, but it had come off. The treacherous yawn was gone.

Now the image on the screen began to change. Goldstein’s face turned into that of an actual sheep, while his voice became a long shrill baa. Just as people began to laugh and jeer, the sheep was replaced by a burly Eurasian soldier, leaping toward the viewer with a submachine gun. Some people in the front flinched back.

But this image immediately melted into the comforting face of Big Brother—the Party leader—a man of about forty-five with thick black hair and a black moustache. This Big Brother was both like and unlike the young, bare-armed Big Brother on army recruiting posters, or the child Big Brother who appeared on Spies badges. The mature leader was handsome and supremely masculine in a clean, reassuring way. He was a man who had fought for his people for decades, and survived to see his vision made real. Along the way, he’d been betrayed by countless men he’d thought of as true comrades, and had almost been murdered by the capitalists scores of times, but he still stood firm against the Flood. He understood the ordinary man and entered into all his problems. He was great but also good. You didn’t have to be a fool to love Big Brother; whatever else, there was always that.

As Big Brother spoke, everybody shifted toward the screen, as if basking in its light. He said, “We stand as one. Ours is truth . . .” More grand, plain words followed that faded from Julia’s mind as they were spoken. Margaret stretched forward over the back of the empty chair in front of her, murmuring, “My Savior!” and buried her face in her hands. Smith, too, strained forward, his fair head raised.

In the final seconds, Big Brother’s face faded and was replaced by the three core Party slogans, written in thick black letters on red: WAR IS PEACE. FREEDOM IS SLAVERY. IGNORANCE IS STRENGTH. Then the telescreen blanked out and left the watchers facing their own dim reflections. They began the chant: “B-B! B-B! B-B!” It started out uncoordinated and messy, but soon settled into a slow, sure beat. Those who were still sitting rose to their feet; some stamped along or drummed on the backs of chairs. This part of the ritual was always a release. Everyone relaxed and beamed. Another thought had been correctly thought, another feeling rightly felt. One saw how little the Party asked, after all. You needn’t know all the latest Newspeak words or struggle to believe contradictory things. If you hated the enemy, you could be loved. People smiled dopily at each other, and some eyes welled with tears. They had had a good Hate.

Now all that remained was the petty problem of knowing when to stop chanting. You wouldn’t want to be the first to quit, but being last was no good, either. Julia decided to take O’Brien as her cue—but as she thought it, he turned his head, and she was startled to see he’d already stopped. His face was also queer, expressing not joy but a humorous interest. At first glance, Julia saw this as sexual, and thought with surprise that homely Margaret had somehow really attracted him.

But O’Brien wasn’t looking at Margaret. Impossibly, he’d locked eyes with Smith. And Smith’s face was open, quiescent, bright with some enigmatic softness. He was like a meadow glowing in a bath of sunlight.

Instinctively Julia turned away, and in that moment, the chant had ended. She shut her mouth on a last superfluous “B!” and, when she glanced back, O’Brien and Smith were both facing forward again with somber faces. You’d never know they’d given each other a thought. 

Immediately she was unsure of what she’d seen. People looked at each other. How was that significant? Smith’s loving expression hadn’t been that distinct from anyone else’s during the chant. And how was it surprising if O’Brien looked at Old Misery with detached amusement? It was no more than Syme did every day.

People now began to rise from their chairs. Ampleforth wandered up and began to talk obsequiously to O’Brien about the new poetry quotas. Nodding and making interested faces, O’Brien again radiated sincerity. When Smith starting gathering chairs again, he was pinched and sour, quite restored to himself. 

No, nothing had happened after all. Julia put it from her mind and rose to start the long trip back to Fiction.





2

AFTER HATE, JULIA SIGNED HERSELF OUT FOR TWO hours on a Sickness: Menstrual. In actual fact, she was going to her hostel to deal with a stubbornly blocked toilet. It was a repair she should perhaps have postponed, with O’Brien nosing about, but the hostel only had two toilets, and, in Julia’s experience, it was inevitable that the other would be blocked by sundown. Anyhow, Sickness: Menstrual was a privilege all the girls used and abused. Any pretense that it corresponded to sickness, or even to any particular time of month, was a thing of memory. At the guardroom, no one even blinked at the fact that Julia also signed out a plumber’s auger. Of course, the guards were all blokes; perhaps they thought it was a necessary tool of menstruation.

At this hour, the bicycle bay was deserted. The only person there was a monitor drowsing on a chair, with a bottle of Victory gin between her feet. Hundreds of battered tomato-red bikes slouched on their kickstands beneath a line of BIG BROTHER IS WATCHING YOU posters and a banner with the slogan BICYCLE FOR HEALTH! Most of the machines were unusable, of course, their chains chapped with rust, their spokes bowed. That morning, Julia had hidden a reliable Atlantic between two warped old machines, but someone must have spotted it and filched it nonetheless. She scanned the racks for ribbons and strings—markers people used to indicate a working bike. Not a hope. It took her ten minutes to find a sturdy old International she trusted to last the trip home.

As she left, the Ministry’s external telescreens were showing the second-meal musical program, with an image of crashing surf over which “Maid of Oceania” played. The walls of the other nearby buildings had ranks of B.B. posters: BIG BROTHER IS WATCHING YOU, BIG BROTHER IS WATCHING YOU, BIG BROTHER IS WATCHING YOU. It was only those words and his grave, caring face, which filled the poster so it seemed to expand beyond its bounds and rush toward you. When Julia came to a crossroads, to left and right the posters covered every available space. She’d once seen a man do a card trick where all the cards turned into the king of spades. Then he riffled the deck so the faces all rushed by, uncannily the same. The posters were mesmerizing in just that way. All down the road, they passed her like marching soldiers, while the maudlin refrain of “Maid of Oceania” came from every open window, from bus stop telescreens, from the speakers mounted in trees in Martyrs of December Park. It was moving even to Julia, who liked to think of herself as a hardened cynic. Riding with the wind in her hair, the music swelling, and B.B. gazing from every direction made her feel like the lovely factory worker in the movie Airstrip One the Free, who renounced her true love to devote herself to the fight against Ingsoc’s enemies. The song and the fantasy only faded when she turned into the old legal district, where prole London began.

This was a world of bashed and crumbling houses shored up with higgledy-piggledy bits of wood. Some walls had been buttressed with sections of tree trunk trimmed to size with an axe. Not a window was whole; all were boarded up or replaced with government-issued blackout material, rimed with dirt. There was no electricity here. In the daytime, everyone in the district, and their furniture, was out in the street. People sat there drinking tea, playing cards, mending clothes under makeshift shelters cobbled together from blackout material, cardboard, and the ruins of bombed-out homes. Julia had to keep an eye out for errant children, drunks, wet armchairs, discarded bottles. It was nerve-racking, too, how the proles’ voices all died down as her bicycle approached, but no one looked up to watch her pass. Her Party overalls might as well have been a cloak of invisibility.

Cutting through this bustling area were two dusty ravines where rocket bombs had flattened everything. In both, the road surface was gone, and Julia had to dismount and lift her bike over chunks of wreckage. The first bomb site was relatively new. Plaster dust still swirled in the air, and a family of ragpickers dug through the wreckage. Their prettiest daughter—a black-eyed waif of nine or ten in a velveteen frock twice her size—was stationed on a blanket at the side of the road to sell their meager finds to passersby: battered shoes, old nails and screws, a pair of scuffed eyeglasses.

The second site was of far longer standing, and had already filled with squatters’ huts. All about them, willow herb grew on the rubble. Some squatters were the people who’d lived in the shattered buildings, but there were also nomads who traveled from site to site, mostly demobbed soldiers who hadn’t been issued with a London residence permit. Sites like this were held to be dangerous, and girls would gravely warn each other against them. But here again a gaunt man, glancing up from his cookfire at the sound of Julia’s passing, spotted her blue overalls and gazed right through her as if she were empty air.

When she got to the Party streets of Highbury, and the ranks of B.B. posters resumed, her tension eased enough for her to realize how jittery she’d become. She saluted the patrolman at the boundary, and his stance brightened in a way that let her intuit the grin behind his mask. All was quiet then until she passed the high wall of the football stadium, with its mural showing Butler’s famous goal against Eastasia. The Eastasian uniform had recently been painted over with white, a hint that the alliance with Eastasia was on its last legs. On Julia’s street, a line of chestnut trees was in bloom, looking especially festive with the fat red ribbons around their trunks that showed they were marked for deletion. A band of children played in the road, and as Julia jumped off her bike and wheeled it to the hostel wall, they all began to chant, gathered around one girl who was hopping over a chalk pattern and bouncing a rubber ball around her feet. Julia recognized the game: it was Hang ’Em. The chalk pattern represented a gibbet, and you hopped over it to the rhythm of a chant. If you hit a chalk line with foot or rubber ball, you became the “enemy” and were “hanged.”

Hang ’Em had been devised by the legendary Mamie Faye from the Children’s Department at Truth—she who’d written the songs “The Little Spy’s Promise” and “Piggy Cannot Hide.” It was made to commemorate the hanging of the three most famous Enemies of the People, the turncoats Rutherford, Aaronson, and Jones. The signature Mamie Faye touch was adding an imaginary uncle to the list of enemies—in children’s stories, an uncle was always being unmasked as a spy by a sharp-witted niece or nephew.

The chant went:

Rutherford, Aaronson,

Your uncle, and Jones

Supper for the gallow-birds

Eyes and bones

They kick and they kick

They blubber and moan

But we don’t care

We know what they’ve done!

Hang ’em up naked

In the rain and the snow

Rutherford, Aaronson,

Your uncle, and Jones

At the end, the player threw the ball high in the air and tagged another player, who had to catch the ball before it hit the ground, or else become the enemy and be “hanged.” That meant performing some penalty—lapping up puddle water or letting all the other players pinch your arm.

Ordinarily Julia thought the game’s nastiness was a laugh. The horrid things children liked! Today, though, her mind went back to O’Brien, and Smith gazing at him with adoration. Out of nowhere, she remembered Smith’s first name: Winston. A lot of chaps that age were named Winston, no doubt for some hero of the revolution who’d later turned traitor and got himself vaporized. That Winston would have gone through the Ministry of Love—or whatever it was called back then. Julia’s mum used to say, “He went through Love when it was only Fond Regard.”

The children had noticed Julia now, and a weasel-faced boy in the uniform of the Spies was squinting at her suspiciously. Julia smiled amiably at him and turned to the door of Women’s 21 with pointed casualness, making a note to herself to keep her chocolate ration for the kids this week. If they knew you were good for the occasional treat, they wouldn’t be so keen to make up stories about you. Anyway, only a child could really stomach that Party chocolate.

The other girls had left her a slab of bread and cheese at the monitor’s desk in the foyer. The cheese was the ration stuff they all called “shoe,” but Julia was ravenous after her ride, and she was going to miss second meal altogether. She wolfed it, standing by the desk while the monitor, Atkins, chattered.

Atkins was a Nationality, and her face was a very deep brown, which had fascinated Julia at first. She’d even wondered if the color came from eating African food, though she now knew that was silly. In every other way, Atkins was the typical London Party stalwart in late middle age. She smiled through everything, showing all five of her remaining teeth, and could express almost any idea in the form of Party enthusiasm, like a dog communicating all its needs by barking and wagging its tail. Her overalls were ostentatiously patched, as was fashionable when she was young, and on her collar she wore the bronze badge of the Hero Mother, awarded for the feat of raising ten children to conscription age.

On the wall beside her desk were photographs of seven of those children. Six were transport portraits, taken at the Wall of Martyrs before they were sent to the front, and each was embellished with the Red Lion stamp that meant its subject had fallen in the war. One daughter, still living, was represented by photos at every age from infancy to forty. She was a dogsbody at the Transport Department and had grown into the image of Atkins. Comrade Atkins never mentioned the three children not represented, so one knew without asking they’d become unpersons. Queer to think they’d left nothing behind but their three-tenths share in that bronze badge.

Many monitors were Nationalities. It was a way to get Party membership and be safe from the camps, so for them the long hours might seem a small price to pay. Malicious mouths said Nationalities were more willing to inform on their white charges, and merciless at squeezing bribes from them. The same sorts of things were said about people from Semi-Autonomous Zones, though, so Julia always took it with a large pinch of salt. And, in fact, Monitor Atkins was nothing like that. She took little gifts with grace, but never ill-treated girls who had nothing to give. She worshipped the Party, exclaiming over every new item of dogma with naive excitement, but showed no interest in reporting others for getting the dogma wrong. Second only to the Party, she doted on her charges, and had never been known to initiate a Conduct/Yellow or a Conduct/Red, much less a Conduct/Black. In Julia’s time at Women’s 21, they’d only lost three girls. With a more draconian monitor, it easily could have been thirteen.

If Atkins had a weakness, it was her love of talk. Now she kept Julia standing by her desk while she gossiped about the latest triumphs of Ingsoc, nodding in happy agreement with herself. At first Julia focused on her bread-and-shoe, scarcely listening to what Atkins was saying about the resolutions in support of the troops at last night’s North London Monitors’ Union meeting. Behind her, the telescreen comfortably droned about rice production in America’s agricultural regions, and the combination was gently soporific. Even when Atkins’s talk turned to the most recent squabbles in the hostel, Julia only made commiserating faces while tidying up the crumbs she’d left. She was abruptly jolted back to attention when she heard the name “Vicky.”

Atkins was saying, “. . . so exhausted. I went up to do the beds this morning, and what do I find but little Vicky, curled in her bunk with the blanket pulled over her head. Who knows when she’d have woken without me. Fancy being late to work at Central Committee!”

“It’s the job that does it,” Julia put in hastily. “Vicky’s only tired.”

“Don’t I know it!” Atkins nodded. “Central Committee! It’s too much for mortal man, or girl. I only think it’s a shame if she suffers for it, after all her plusgood work for Deputy Chairman Whitehead.”

At the mention of Whitehead, they both paused, deliberately not looking at the telescreen. One could feel the snoops leaning forward at the name.

Julia said with practiced enthusiasm, “Oh, Comrade Whitehead is doubleplus clever. We all admire him ever so much!”

“Oh, yes,” said Atkins. “He’s a marvel. He doesn’t half go through the girls, though. Wears them right out, for all he gets them so young. What’s Vicky, eighteen?”

“Seventeen. Just turned.”

“I know it’s such important work, Central Committee, but it’s a shame to see her so poorly,” said Atkins. “She can hardly keep food down. That’s nerves, I suppose.”

Atkins frowned down at her hands. Julia waited, feeling the cheese in her stomach like lead. On the telescreen, a woman was cheerily reading a list of agricultural products that had been produced in greater abundance than was projected in the Three-Year Plan. “Avocados—fifty metric tons over plan! Bananas—seventy metric tons over plan!” These glowing agricultural reports always seemed to feature goods one never saw in the shops. Julia wouldn’t have known some of them existed if newsreaders weren’t always enthusing about how plentiful they were. You could have hit her on the head with an avocado and she would be none the wiser.

Atkins went on in a low, confidential tone, “Do you know what I think Vicky should do?”

Now Julia saw where this was heading and wanted to groan. But she made herself say brightly, “What?”

“Artsem!” Atkins said. “That’s what. She ought to go in for the artsem treatment.”

Artsem was artificial insemination. This was now the Party’s preferred method for its members to have babies. Sex outside marriage had always been criminal, but now even marriage was regarded suspiciously as a source of divided loyalties. The only good comrade was one who devoted every ounce of energy to the Party. Yet these comrades could not be conjured out of thin air. So they were to be produced by artificial insemination, then separated from their producers and raised in infant development centers by dispassionate workers. Artsem was at the center of the Party’s “new direction on the family,” and every allowance was made for girls who signed up.

It was also how unmarried girls covered up for sexcrime when they got pregnant.

Atkins was saying: “Whitehead’s bound to understand if Vicky takes time off for artsem. Of course you girls should all be thinking about it, but in a case like Vicky’s, you only ask yourself why she hasn’t done it already. It’s just the thing when you’re feeling tired. She could be getting extra rations now, and looking forward to time in medsec, with her feet up and tea being brought by nurses. Oh, it’s jolly work, having a baby. And artsem’s so clean and scientific. I’d do it myself if I hadn’t already had mine the oldthink way. And she’d still be a virgin! Think of that.”

Julia studiously kept her face blank. Of course Atkins knew Vicky was no more a virgin than she was an avocado. What Atkins didn’t know was that the girls had already spent weeks enthusing about artsem to Vicky, telling her what a jolly time it was—a sovereign remedy for “disorders of the womb.” Of course they had. Vicky was their baby, the pet of the hostel, who still cried when one of the cats caught a mouse. Julia had tried especially hard, talking up her own two failed artsem courses, and the sweets she was given, and the badge she’d received, as if these were her fondest memories. She had even, ever so carefully, hinted that the reason she’d had these courses wasn’t solely patriotic. Julia was Vicky’s great crush, the one Vicky followed around like a gosling at the heels of a mother goose; it should have worked.

But Vicky was also a moody teenage girl who didn’t want to think about her problems and turned sullen and stupid when reminded. In the SAZ, you could have taken a girl like that by the scruff of the neck and talked sense into her. You could have said plainly, “Don’t be a damned fool. You’re pregnant, and if you don’t make it look right, you’ll have the baby in the camps.” In London, you had to speak in riddles, and with Vicky, half the time you were talking to yourself.

Atkins said, “I know there’s no use my bringing it up. Who listens to a daft old thing like me? But she looks up to you. I know she does.”

Julia said with deliberate blandness: “Perhaps Comrade Whitehead might have a word.”

Atkins winced. “Oh, he’d be far too busy. Such a great man! A selfless worker for the Party!”

“A great man. Gives his all.”

“Well, if she only thought about it.” Atkins shook her head. “She mopes. That’s not the way.”

Her eyes went to Julia’s face beseechingly, and Julia felt helplessly furious. It was the nicest people who made things difficult. Atkins ought to know you couldn’t help everyone, not when they wouldn’t help themselves.

But she found herself saying: “I’ll speak to her. I can’t promise she’ll listen, but I’ll see what’s what.”

Atkins brightened as if the day was saved. “I knew I could count on you, comrade! And now, don’t let me keep you. Time and toilets wait for no man.”

At Women’s 21, the dormitory, monitor’s station, and community room were at ground level, and everything with plumbing was on the floor above. This arrangement was maddening to Julia. It ensured the water pressure was weak, so of course you’d get clogs like nobody’s business, and any leaks went straight through the floor onto the beds. People said it was designed to give a layer of protection if a rocket bomb hit while the residents were sleeping. That was a fine theory, but Julia had a different one. She thought the Party did it to get on her nerves.

The kitchen no longer functioned, and was used only for drying laundry, so people went up mainly for the ownlife room. Ownlife was a Newspeak word for time spent alone: going for long walks, staying up with a book, watching sunsets. It was always pejorative, used to remind comrades that time not spent on the good of the collective was wasted. On a hostel door, though, OWNLIFE just meant toilet. When Edie, who was from the back of beyond, first arrived at Women’s 21, she’d frowned at the OWNLIFE sign and said, “Are they trying to say our lives are poo?” Margaret had looked nervously at the telescreen, and Edie took the hint and added loudly: “I don’t think my life is poo! I think my life’s spectacular!” Julia had heard the name was a relic of the time when hostels still had baths, so of course workers must be discouraged from lazing in them. Now you used the Party bathhouse, and washed under the eagle eye of a political officer who blew a whistle if you loitered.

The last room on the upper floor was the locker room. That was where Julia went now, slightly tense, as she always was when she had to change clothes. The locker rooms had telescreens on all four walls, angled down from the tops of the lockers, and it was impossible to change out of sight of them. It was also against the rules to put up anything that might obscure the view. Supposedly this was in order to make it harder to stash black-market goods. But it was generally believed it was really because the snoops liked to peep at naked girls. The official line was that the infosec crews who watched such screens were all female cadres, but rumor said otherwise. Anyway, if Julia had learned anything from her years of Junior Anti-Sex League, it was that there was no shortage of women who admired the female form.

As she opened her locker, her mind was on this, and she almost didn’t notice the chit of paper that had been thrust into the vent. When she did see it, she took it absently, assuming it was a note about the toilet situation. Seeing what was written there, she froze, then immediately closed the chit in her hand. By then, her heart was racing. She forced herself to breathe evenly and turned back to rummaging in her locker as if nothing untoward had occurred. She felt a heat all over her body, a heat that would soon be sweat.

Too late, she realized a good Party member would have made a scandalized fuss for the telescreens, then run down and lodged a Conduct/Red with Atkins. If she did it now, any fool would see her shock was false. The idea of Love’s eyeless mice gnawing at her in the dark passed through her mind. The sweat had come out now and she was chilly in the drafty room. 

The note had said: I LOVE YOU.

In her first panic she irrationally imagined it was from Winston Smith. Of course it couldn’t be. Even if he’d thought to write such a note, he’d never have got inside Women’s 21. The more likely candidates were the housing inspector, who often lingered in the dormitory smirking at the underthings hung up to dry, or the post boy who brought parcels in and was always mooning over someone or other. The bloke Julia had been sneaking around with should have been the prime suspect, but wasn’t. He was an inventory worker from Plenty who was easy on the eye but did his business in a minute and was talking about Party duty again while Julia was still finding her shoes.

The note itself gave no clues. The letters were clumsily formed; it was clearly written by someone unaccustomed to using a pen. But that could be anyone under thirty. Since the advent of speakwrites, most people seldom held a pen or pencil in their hands. The ink was watery and bluish, and the latter half of the U was just an unpigmented groove in the paper, but, again, that could be almost any pen in London. Good black ink would have told her more.

She was almost certain the snoops would have noticed nothing odd: just a note, such as often passed between girls, about chores or shared rations. They might not have seen the note at all. She’d had her back to the screen and the locker door was in the way. At worst they would have seen her glance at it, then go back to what she was doing. And now that she’d had half a minute to reflect, she was chilled at the thought that she might have made a fuss. Fancy sending the little post boy to Love, or that poor sap from Plenty. Anyway, no denunciation was without risk, especially where sexcrime was concerned. If a man was fingered for anything like that, he often took the girl down with him for “encouragement.” No, she’d landed on her feet. Her SAZ instincts had pulled her through.

Keeping the note tucked in her hand, she pulled out the “nasties” she used for dirty jobs. These were overalls so worn that the knees had a lichen-like appearance from darning. The seat was almost transparent. Tiny holes in the front showed where burning crumbs of tobacco had fallen from cigarettes over the years.

She turned to the telescreen with a pleasant smile and said, “I’ll just change from my good clothes, not to get them soiled. If there’s a male comrade on duty, I’d ask you to avert your eyes.” Julia often made announcements of this kind to entertain the other girls. The assumption was that it would bring every male comrade within earshot running. Julia didn’t care who saw her naked arse, which was a fine arse, and nothing to blush at. Sometimes she even felt a thrill from imagining the snoops getting hot and bothered.

Now, of course, she was counting on her backside to distract attention from her hands. With a flourish, she unzipped her overalls. As she stepped out of them, raising one leg, then the other, her hand quite naturally went to the top shelf of the locker to keep her balance. There she left the note, shoved between her dress boots. While she hung up the good overalls and hastily pulled her nasties on, she replayed the incident in her mind. It was all right, she was almost certain. By the time she was dressed and had the locker shut up, she was almost calm.

By then, the hostel’s two cats, Tiger and Commissar, had materialized behind her and were fighting over a discarded sock. With the instinct of cats for giving trouble, they had chosen to do this directly in front of the ownlife door. Julia laughed and said, “Go catch our rats, you lazy capitalists.” When she hefted the auger and came toward them, they stopped midattack, and Tiger jumped to his feet. Commissar remained stretched out, the sock wrapped over his orange haunch, one paw still curled aggressively in the air. He leaned back his head and yawned. Julia wormed her foot underneath him until he sprang away in annoyance. When she opened the door, both cats darted officiously into the ownlife ahead of her. She laughed again and said, “I’ve got my eye on you, you wrongthinkers. Pair of bleeding Frenchmen, you are.”

The stall of Toilet 1 had no door, and looked directly onto the telescreen, so the shyer girls wouldn’t use it, and Toilet 2 was perennially overworked. Even when it was clogged, there were some who used it and left the growing mess for someone else. Still, when Julia had left that morning, the toilet hadn’t yet overflowed. She’d even plunged it (unsuccessfully) without getting any dirty water on the floor.

Now a puddle spread from the toilet stall almost to the opposite wall. There was enough water in the mix that the image from the telescreen was dimly reflected there, but there were also some brown splotches and a fair bit of Sickness: Menstrual. A folded piece of paper lay in the mess, soaked through. I LOVE YOU flashed through Julia’s mind before she remembered what the page must be. That morning, Edie had written a note to remind people not to use that toilet: PLEASE DON’T ADD TO THIS UNGOOD SITUATION, COMRADES! They’d laughed over it, and Julia had folded the paper and hung it over the stall door.

Some girl must have flung the door open, in such a hurry to add to the ungood situation that she never saw the note and sent it right into the soup. How that girl failed to see the ungood situation itself, and why she’d not only used the toilet but flushed it afterward—by the looks of things, several times—well, if it hadn’t been so predictable, one might have scarcely credited it.

For a moment Julia felt close to crying. It was O’Brien and Vicky and the I LOVE YOU note and now this mess. There were hardly any cleaning rags left. It was the middle of the day, so no hot water either. Not a hope of getting through it without getting filthy, which meant a trip to the baths. Another bath coupon gone, another hour lost, and if O’Brien was still in Fiction, being that late could even be dangerous. All for some girl too good to let snoops see her take a shit. Not too good to let others mop it up, though!

In the meantime, the cats had scented the blood, and Commissar was standing gingerly at the boundary of the water, sniffing at the nearest clot, while his brother looked over his shoulder more fastidiously. Setting down the auger, Julia swooped down and grabbed one cat in each hand. They still strained their heads back toward the interesting mess as she lifted them away. In the air, they twisted, and Commissar got his claws hooked into Julia’s sleeve, but when she opened the door, they allowed themselves to be tossed into the locker room. She shut the door in their faces and turned back, muttering to herself: “The Party is strong, our problems are unstrong.” Then she stepped toward the stall, not giving herself time to feel anything about it, and opened the door to assess the damage.

Her first response was relief. Someone had already had a go at mopping up, so the puddle wasn’t as large as it appeared from outside. Whoever it was had used the scraps of newspaper provided to wipe yourself with and, for reasons best known to themselves, hadn’t taken them to the bin but left them in the corner of the stall in a sodden heap. But at least they hadn’t dumped them in the toilet, where Julia would have had to dig them all out. That was when she noticed the thing in the toilet bowl. At first she thought her eyes were playing tricks, but when she squinted and leaned closer, it was still there.

It was no bigger than a mouse, and most of that bulk was a bulbous, misshapen head. The head had blanks where eyes should be. Its skin was translucent purple, mottled red and streaked with bright blood. It had wizened limbs, coated in some places in a substance like black aspic, but one arm was clean and startlingly fully formed with a neatly articulated elbow. A foot had five distinct toes and was tucked up to the belly as if in satisfied sleep. Its nudity was its most human quality. She instinctively wanted to wrap it in a blanket. It lay in reeking brown water and dilute blood. A turd nestled against its forehead.

Vicky’s baby.
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ONCE JULIA HAD MADE THE REPORT, THE PATROLS APPEARED with horrible swiftness. All was terrifying then for a spell. Two men took Atkins to the dormitory, dragging her so she lost her footing, then cursing at her clumsiness. Julia was left at Atkins’s desk, with three men shouting accusations in her face. More patrols arrived, looking flushed, invigorated, and agreeably nervous, like people gathering to watch an execution. These new arrivals trotted upstairs, and Julia was icily conscious of the note still there on the top shelf of her locker.

Through the fright, there was the steadying feeling of knowing one’s part and performing it well. As a child of the SAZ, Julia had been raised with the lore of police interrogations. She knew you didn’t name names if you could help it. It was as fatal to accuse those with protection as it was to defend those who had none. You must also never let the patrols draw you onto other subjects. If they asked about anything but the incident, you talked about the incident, playing the part of a simpleton who couldn’t keep up. Above all, you kept your story simple and repeated it word for word, so they couldn’t find inconsistencies. Never mind if you sounded daft. Daft was good. Daft lived while clever died.

So it went:

“Who gave you the poison to abort the infant?”

“But the unbirth wasn’t mine, comrade. I only saw it in the toilet, so I came directly to report it. I work at the Ministry of Truth and I know my duty to the Party.”

“When you lie, you only make things worse for yourself. Tell us when you committed the sexcrime. Who was your accomplice in the crime?”

“But the unbirth wasn’t mine, comrade. I only saw it in the toilet, so I came directly to report it.”

“So you admit you colluded at abortion with another girl? What’s her name?”

“I would never do anything like that, comrade. I work at the Ministry of Truth and know my duty to the Party. I only saw the unbirth in the toilet and came directly to report it.”

At last the door came open a final time to admit a smiling, black-overalled man with the undefinable stink of Thought Police. It was something about his shape-shifting face, how all he said contained a subtle wink. He might kill you any time he liked, and enjoy it—but for now you were his friend, and wasn’t that a pleasant thing to be?

His first act was to wave around a telescreen report and announce that a culprit had been found—a culprit who wasn’t Julia. It was comical then how the patrols changed face. They seemed a full foot shorter as the thinkpol scolded them for “badgering a patriotic woman who’d only done her duty.” Atkins was ushered back in, and graciously accepted a cup of tea from the same louts who’d been manhandling her before. In a minute, all were gone but the thinkpol, who was sitting chummily with Atkins and easing his way toward the important topic of his bribe.

When Julia went back up the stairs to change, there was no one in the locker room. All the lockers had been broken open and their doors were warped and ajar. Odds and ends were strewn about on the floor—nightclothes, chess pieces, a shattered hand mirror. But when she went to her locker, her dress boots were still on the shelf. In pulling out her work gloves, she let her hand traverse the shelf and felt a chill of relief when her fingers encountered the slip of paper: the I LOVE YOU note was still in place. She considered disposing of it now, but decided to leave it for a few days. The snoops would be watching the hostel now, and the gesture of slipping something into a pocket might well attract their notice. And this room had just been thoroughly searched. It was as safe as a place could be.

She found the auger and did the job she’d originally come to do. The patrols had taken the thing—the baby. With it gone, it took seconds to clear the clog. She spent far more time cleaning the floor, taking care not to soil her clothing, then washed the auger in the sink, using the caustic all-purpose soap that turned your skin crimson and left you itching all day. Today the harshness was a relief. Julia washed her hands with it twice.

The rest of the day passed in a spell of strange peace. Julia cycled back to Truth to make up her hours, and when she returned the auger, the guardroom boys thanked her for its cleanliness and gave her a square of chocolate as a reward. In Fiction, O’Brien was gone. She was able to lose herself in fixing the mechanical gripes that had arisen in her absence. It was lovely how no one here knew what had happened. All was wonderfully the same as every other day. At some moments, the thinkpol’s voice came back to her, and she was tempted to dwell on Vicky—Vicky, who so recently was only a lovable pest, a child who laughed too much at Julia’s jokes and copied her way of cutting her hair, who had the great plum of being at Central Committee and made so frustratingly little of it. And Julia had taken Vicky under her wing. When she herself was a young goose, fresh from the SAZ, other women had done it for her. When she was a child—but Julia put it from her mind. She had to fix these machines. That was all she had to do.

She worked late, catching up, and was pleasantly ravenous by the time she signed out. The canteen was already closed, so she decided to pamper herself by going to an A1 dining room. It would let her put off going home. In any case, she still had two 1983 meal coupons, which had to be used before the first of May, when the revolutionary calendar was reset.

Here, too, she was lucky. The meal was shepherd’s pie, and though the carrots were rubbery, it had a good amount of tripe and the potatoes were browned just right. She relaxed among the lower-echelon office workers who populated such places, those who hadn’t made the four big Ministries but had eked out a London residence permit and were clinging to the bottom rungs of the hierarchy. There was a sweetness to this company, their voices so quiet and their manners so obliging. They made room for each other at the long tables and brightened when they spotted a familiar face. An older woman smiled at Julia and said, “A plusgood bit of tripe in this.”

“Oh, yes,” said Julia. “They feed you well here.”

“They feed you goodwise,” a gray-faced man corrected her with a friendly wink. “Mind your Newspeak.”

“Oh, I can’t ever get Newspeak right,” Julia said. “I’m not a bit intellectual.”

“It’s really only the kids who do it rightwise,” the man said, then added gallantly, “Not that you’re much more than a kid yourself.”

“Now, ‘feed,’” said the woman. “Is that a proper Newspeak word? Can you still say ‘feed’?”

All at the table chimed in, debating whether feed was oldful. Julia relaxed, laughing at the mild jokes and nodding solemnly at the assertions. The dining room was chilly and had a sad odor of bleach and cabbage, yet Julia felt a struggling love in her chest. The windows had fogged up, so the rain outside was visible only as a dim unsteadiness, and the place had the cozy feeling of nightfall, of the coming curfew’s benign enclosure, of dark outside and safety within. When the waitress came round to warn them it was ten minutes to the electricity cutoff, Julia bid her new friends farewell with real regret.

It was too dark to think of riding a bike, so Julia caught the bus home. That trip remained in her mind long after as a last taste of peace. Stop by stop, the bus emptied. People lit cigarettes. Buses had no internal lights—even headlights were dimmed for blackout—and in the darkest stretches, they swam through a nothing like the chaos before the world was made. Where they came into a bomb site, the moon appeared, showing the crazy shapes of ruins, and one felt giddy at seeing the ground not quite where one had supposed it to be. The last passengers of the evening flagged the bus down by brandishing white rags. Julia leaned her forehead against the chilly window, drowsing and feeling immortal. She’d survived another trial and here was night. Nothing more would be asked. She had won another day.

She was the only one to get off at the football stadium. The hostel door had been left unlocked for her. Inside, the monitor’s desk was empty. Atkins would be in her little basement room, drinking gin and watching the evening program. The telescreen was turned down to a mutter—Atkins could never be convinced it didn’t save on electricity—but its light still played across the desk and dully flashed on the glass of Atkins’s children’s photographs. Tonight’s evening program was one Julia had seen before, about “Our Friend, the Potato.” A tinny male voice informed her that the potato was first discovered by an Airstrip One boy called Walt Raleigh, who’d been beheaded by the capitalists for his pains. Julia found a stub of pencil and made an X by her name in the register, then held the page up to the telescreen through a count of ten. The program’s drone was briefly interrupted by a crisp woman’s voice saying, “Worthing, Julia, registered at Women’s 21”—a bit of magic that never failed to amaze Julia. Then the program went on droning about the cultivation of the potato by plantation owners; instantly it was hard to credit that the woman’s voice had really been.

She thought of going upstairs to change, but couldn’t face the locker room—or, worse, the ownlife room. She decided to sleep in her overalls, as she often did after an especially long day, and went down the hall to
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