
 
 
 
 

UNDER THE ROCKET LINE 
 
 
1 
 
IN THE SMALL, fading seaside town where was I born, a man 
spent decades struggling to erect a thirty-foot fibreglass shark on 
his roof. As I grew up he laboured on in obscurity, talked about 
over backfences, tables in greasy spoons, half-pints of brown, 
but remained anonymous as the single-handed builders of 
cathedrals who spend a lifetime stacking pieces of stone and 
glass up to heaven. 
 
When his work ended the paper carried a shot of his house 
bobbing off the pier, a single word: Shark! 
 
It was one of the few reasons I could think of to go home. 
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A few years after I moved to London my father died. 
 
After a time my mother married again – a great long ferret of a 
man, scrub-moustached, florid, oil-smelling and obsessed with 
motorcycle sidecars. As the train fare was expensive, and the 
long journey dragged, I tended to stay in the capital. But coming 
back there was Uncle Owen for solace – a few pints, some face-
to-face conversation instead of the invigorating sodden lash of 
his e-mails. 
 
I walked out of my mother’s house through a litter of spare 
parts, the street outside smelling of vinegar and tab-ends, as it 
usually did. 
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My first impulse on coming back to Seaton was always to 
escape the front room and its strangled, dust-free aspidistras, 
that unnavigable backyard and strike out for a saner place – 
along to the end of the road, past the church and half a mile 
down the front to Stanley Street. Owen would open the door, or 
Susan if he was half-cut, and I’d step into a welcoming fug of 
overbrewed tea and roll-your-own. 
 
As I stepped along the pavement I could already taste it. 
 
‘Oh, hello John, love,’ Susan said. She pulled her ear. ‘He’s 
away to the Miners’ Gala.’ 
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‘How do. Isn’t he coming back?  It’s just for the day, isn’t it?’ 
 
‘Not for Owen, love. You know what he’s like. Half a chance to 
prop up the working man over a bit of oak and he’s away 
without a second thought.’ 
 
‘So he’s out the whole weekend? I wanted to have a wander, see 
the shark, you know. A pint, maybe.’ 
 
‘Sorry. You’ll be lucky if he’s here by Wednesday.’ 
 
‘But I’m off back to London on Tuesday night!’ 
 
‘Well, I’m here the whole time, not that it registers. You want a 
cup of tea?’ 
 
‘Go on then.’ 
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It would have been better with my uncle but after years of 
anticipation seeing it at all was like lifting the skirt of the world. 
 
From streets away the shark snapped at the eye: a long-bellied 
grey beast straddling the roof, tail in the alley, nose emerging 
from the terrace like the snout of a ferry. It was a great white in 
attack mode, eyes hooded, and snarled down at the bank on the 
corner, the ramshackle Indian grocery store, two seagulls on a 
pedestrian crossing. 
 
Only up close could you make out the struts and bolts that 
supported it. 
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I walked past the house, beneath the great sleek belly (the 
builder seemed to have touched it up here and there, perhaps 
where local boys had pegged a pebble at the fibreglass to see 
how it would sound, and I pictured him in dungarees and 
toolbelt, still without a face, dabbing at the curved surface with a 
rag reeking of turps) and turned again at the end of the street, 
came back for a second look. 
 
As I passed the door a small woman came out, locking it behind 
her. I swerved around. 
 
‘Oh, sorry!’ she said. ‘Didn’t see you.’ 
 
  



7 
 
‘That’s alright. Can I ask, though? About the fish?’ 
 
‘Course you can. I’m his daughter – thinks more of that thing 
than me, I reckon.’ 
 
She smiled briefly, a mouse slipping into a skirtingboard. 
 
‘Why did he do it? I haven’t the first idea why anyone would 
want to stick up a monster like that, but I think it’s fantastic. 
Genuinely odd. Makes a lot more sense than anything else round 
here.’ 
 
She smiled again. This one stayed, wrinkling her eyes and the 
corners of her mouth. 
 
‘Are you going into town? I’m Sally, by the way – Sally Jarvis.’ 
 
‘John Hilliard.’ 
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As she got the keys into her bag, a big pouchy leather thing half 
the length of her arm, we reached the end of the street. A name 
at last! The train journey shortened, and I saw myself throwing a 
little cocktail party for my London friends, casually letting slip 
something about the shark, fielding questions about its creator, 
the eccentricities of the heartlands. 
 
‘Mr Jarvis giving interviews, then?’ 
 
‘Me dad’s not called Jarvis. That’s my married name. Or it was. 
No, he’s Mr Smith.’ 
 
‘Oh. Well, is he going to talk about it?’ 
 
‘I think it speaks for itself.’ 
 



 
9 
 
She shook my hand. I was a foot taller than she was, and half as 
broad again around, but her fingers were like warm iron inside 
mine. The smile came back. I returned it, thanked her for telling 
me about her father. She headed off in the direction of Rapner 
Park, the bag tucked like a wing on her side. 
 
I stood for a moment and looked back. The shark was still 
glaring down at the bank. I wondered if there had been some 
long-dead argument with the manager, a hardening of attitudes, 
the craziest of impulses solidifying into obsession. 
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I was about to walk into the foyer when a laugh burst out of me 
and I came to my senses. 
 
Over time, working for the department seemed to have that 
effect: an assumption that where you didn’t know something 
you had a perfect right to march in and ask. Even at my lowly 
government station – a satsuma, perhaps – I frequently found 
myself snapped out of some piece of arrogance by stark fact: the 
Kenyan cleaner starting his fourth job of the day as I completed 
some piffling task, a Polish food service worker catching my eye 
under the lights. 
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From this perspective, my life in London felt slightly unreal. 
Though I had lived there for nearly twenty years, started my 
working life there, carried with me many friends into its crooked 
streets from the walks of the university, it only ever felt like 
home in moments that didn’t have much to do with the city: 
watching a pondskater flick through the reflection of a blue sky; 
squirming against the leatherette seats of an ancient bus, and 



praying for rain; twisting the lid from a jar of relish jar as I trod 
the back stairs. They could have happened anywhere. 
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I wandered out towards the front, a desultory breeze stirring the 
sand on the pavement in front of me. With Owen away I felt 
unanchored. My mother was probably at one of her many civic 
functions – save the town hall, Seaton cat rescue – and my 
stepfather up to his elbows in grease under the lean-to he’d 
tacked onto the house. 
 
I thought I might sink a pint to pass the time. Three more days 
till the train, then another stretch at the office. This was as near 
to settled as I ever felt. In control, at least, perhaps just efficient. 
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The Head of Steam was gloomy, half-empty for a Saturday, and 
I had my pick of tables. I put my coat down and took out a fiver. 
The barman handed me a pint, snarled when I gestured with a 
raised eyebrow at its tall frothy head, but topped it up, tossing 
my change on the wood. 
 
Nice to be home. 
 
I had no idea the next time I sat there with the thirsty shift-
workers and eight o’clock drunks, morning sun drifting to the 
carpet, that the seafront and all my comfortable half-articulated 
unhappiness would amount to so much worthless rubble. 
 
 
§ 
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JOHN MAKES IT sound as though he didn’t know what was 
coming. If you take my advice – and it’s the advice of a man 
who has seen the world, and didn’t have a green head on his 
shoulders even when he hadn’t – you’ll take most of what he 
says with a pinch of salt. 
 
I love him dearly. He is my friend. He is, perhaps already has 
been, certainly will be again, a great man; he has qualities I 
could never dream of possessing. But he is a stranger to self-
knowledge. At heart he is more interested in other people. 
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This is the quality which drew me to him. Looking back I realise 
I first became aware of John somewhere before I met him in the 
flesh, so to speak. 
 
I enjoy the beach at sunrise. It has an unearthly quiet, with the 
gulls still nested, the day’s lorries still some time away. All that 
sounds is the shingle under one’s feet, the soft rasping of the sea 
on the shore. Though the sun rises behind the power station, its 
lopsided towers poking their fingers at the sky several miles 
down the coast, this spectacle still enjoys a lonely grandeur. 
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I’ve never objected to its presence or bemoaned the ‘scarring of 
the landscape’. I don’t fly, at least since my father put me on a 
plane at sixteen with a hundred pounds and a small suitcase. My 
sister, for reasons we cannot fathom, he sent to Canada. But I 
flew to England. 
 
I drive my car when I need to, take the train to work. When I 
turn on the computer I want it to start, not to flicker and grind; 
surely this isn’t asking too much of the world. Those towers, in 
their own way, recall me to myself. 
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I work long days at the university, and my mornings are always 
precious. The days fill up with problems like a septic tank: 
faulty servers, lost data, crashing spreadsheets. It is my blessing 
and my curse that finance and technology have always come 
easily to me; I move between these worlds like a ghost. 
 
‘Ernest,’ they will say. ‘Why is the system running so slowly?’ I 
am not paid to diagnose or fix their computers, you understand – 
it is simply easier to fix them. 
 
With the querulous voices of colleagues dampened down I can 
swim into the figures with equanimity. 
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Without mornings on the shore I would be lost. 
 
My father, long dead but sitting yet cross-legged in my heart, 
sweating under the Madras sun, applauds these walks as he 
never cheered me in life. Though I shuffled to school through 
the outskirts of the city with a book of tables under my nose, 
paying an indecent lack of attention to my fellows and 
wallowing in the mudflats of mathematics from morning till 
night, he pushed me along with a stern look, a bristling twitch of 
the eyebrow, to ever more numerous achievements. 
 
On the shoreline I count my blessings. 
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That morning, a Wednesday in June, I was pacing the sun yard 
for yard around the sweep of the bay. 
 



Occasionally I will see a dog-walker, an older woman bundled 
in her lumpy jacket like a puffer fish, or a lantern-eyed night 
fisherman trudging down back the sand. I know most of the 
migrants in this mile of separate space: four or five, perhaps, to 
whom I will nod and they in return, even smile occasionally. I 
have never once opened my mouth. 
 
This morning a man and a woman appeared. I had never laid 
eyes on either of them. 
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She was tall, perhaps five foot ten, and dressed simply: brown 
jacket, jeans, long dark hair moving with her stride. She drew 
near me at the midpoint of the bay, smiled. I wondered as she 
passed whether it would linger or go out with the tide. 
 
He was taller, six feet with a ropey strength. Even a hundred feet 
away I could see the lines of puzzlement in the set of his face. 
He looked up as I passed him, but only for a moment. There was 
a brief light, like an express train passing through a station, then 
darkness. 
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Other than their presence there was nothing remarkable about 
the pair. It would be months before I them again, John first, then 
Esther, under different circumstances. Now they moved slowly 
along the beach in separate directions, one stepping slightly out 
of his path to skirt a piece of driftwood, the other crunching over 
the softer sand the night wind had smoothed into ripples towards 
the head of the groyne. She touched the damp wood idly as she 
passed, then climbed over the top sleeper and disappeared in the 
direction of town. 
 
I breathed deeply, moved in closer to the water. 
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It has long been a practice of mine to pick up one interesting 
thing every day, and to hold it in my palm from the moment of 
discovery to the moment I open my front door. If my first 
reaction when transferring the object between hands in order to 
get my keys is bafflement, disappointment – even disgust – I 
toss it beside the scrubby brush under my front window and go 
and put on the kettle. 
 



In the scatter of pebbles and razor clam shells, whelks, knotted 
string, lies a neatly severed doll’s head, its bright eye staring at 
the sun. 
 
 
23 
 
Today I spotted it by the waterline. 
 
Under a handful of bladderwrack, thick green flesh tangled 
round the outside – a six inch lozenge of glass, green as a bottle 
and polished by the actions of the tide. I pulled it free from the 
seaweed. A few feet away was a shallow pool at the intersection 
of two sand-ripples. I ran the glass through the water then patted 
it dry on my handkerchief. Rather nice, I thought: weighty, 
worked-looking, but chance as the reach of a wave. 
 
It was still warm against my thigh when I went down for 
morning coffee. 
 
 
§ 
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‘ESTHER, TAKE OUT that tray of eggs!’ 
 
‘The sausages, Esther. They’s people tapping on their watches.’ 
 
‘Esther get your curvy arse in here now, girl. Manager ain’t 
waitin’ on nobody.’ 
 
If it was not for books my story would be a story of food. Hot 
food and cold food. Food on trays and trolleys pushed in my 
tight uniform. Up and down the building halls. Bad coffee in 
urns. Pastries and breakfast food for desk people and security 
people, even colleagues as shifts end and their stomachs start to 
sound empty. 
 



And these were the good jobs, ones I worked. 
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When the rules changed and I was able come to this country to 
work my father begged me not to go. 
 
‘Please. Daughter,’ he said. ‘Your brothers, I, we need you. 
Who will cook for us when we come home from work? Who 
will keep us happy when they close down this factory? Daughter 
I beseech you. You do not need papers and essays – they will 
not keep you warm or fill your stomach. Stay with us.’ 
 
I cooked them a meal: pierogi with rye bread, relish and cream. I 
kissed the photograph of my mother and left to England. 
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On the aeroplane I was full of nerves so I could not eat. The nuts 
I kept, small paddle they gave for stirring my drink. 
 
My friend from the university told me go to the station and ask 
for a ticket to the city of Glasgow. A company was happy to 
Polish people. There would be work for me to do. 
 
I waited under a glass roof for the train to Scotland. The English 
speaking was then too fast for full understanding. It came out of 
the loudspeaker and ran over the station like rats. The trains 
made thick smoke. 
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A man looked at me all the way through England. I watched 
him, not frightened but neither interested. He was tall and fat 
with a thick chin and stomach that stretched his shirt. Glasses 
like John Lennon, a book he kept looking from. I saw him sneak 
glances at my face and my body between reading more lines. It 



was like watching a young boy peeking through the cracks of a 
bathroom. Perhaps an antelope by a pool not sure when a lion 
might come. His looks were not filthy but came of need. I felt 
sorry for this man. 
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In these first hours everything seemed old but was new to me. 
The train seats with their patterns and windows with dust and 
falling-apart flies. The shiny uniform of the man who pushed a 
trolley up between seats. Only the green flashing past was 
familiar. In Poland it would have been interrupted by more 
sections of grey. The train would not have been going so fast. Its 
rhythm of tree top and river, field and sky sent me to my country 
and my mother. 
 
‘Would you like anything?’ the shiny man with the trolley 
asked. 
 
I shook my head, no. 
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In Glasgow the green gave to grey again. I walked quickly 
through streets reading names from a map and counting numbers 
up and down the hills. 
 
Half an hour from the station I found the office of the catering 
company. There was a line of workers stretching from the door. 
Many were wearing dull clothes I recognised at home. I tapped a 
large woman on one shoulder to ask in Polish if I had the right 
office. She nodded her head but did not reply. I joined the 
queue. Soon I was taken inside like an animal to a snake. 
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‘Name?’ 



 
This was another large man but he did not look at me. 
 
‘Name?’ 
 
I told him and he looked through a list to check the spelling of 
my family name. he flipped through the bent papers on his 
clipboard back and forward without looking to my eye. After 
minutes he spoke. 
 
‘You’re on here – the Poles have let us know – but there’s no 
job for you in the city. Fully staffed, you know.’ 
 
At first I thought I had misunderstood his words: my English 
was too stumbling to follow. But he repeated: no job in this city. 
Glasgow booming. 
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I looked out of the window at the building of grey stone across 
the road. The office was five floors up high. In one window was 
an air conditioner, in another window a pair of women’s 
stockings which were sagged brown and had been hung or 
forgotten. Beyond the stone wall was a bundle of telephone 
wires and the edge of the building and beyond this the river. For 
a moment I watched the forward part of a boat push through the 
space. 
 
‘Hey!’ 
 
‘What? I am sorry. What did you say?’ 
 
‘I said there’s another possibility, see, another town.’ 
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‘Another town? But I have just come.’ 
 



He scratched his chin and pushed up plastic glasses to his nose. 
He was looking in my eyes. The stone of the building was 
reflected in his glasses lens. 
 
‘Yeah, there’s just a possibility, you know, an outside chance I 
could push you up the list for – let’s see, Newcastle?’ He 
nodded then scratched something from the line. ‘No – too much 
hassle. Let’s have a look, then. OK – Seaton. Tax office, wee 
town. Shouldn’t be too expensive for a girl with the right 
attitude.’ 
 
He looked at my breasts. 
 
He raised an eyebrow. 
 
 
§ 
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IT’S ODD HOW small things seem to define the world: this garden 
fence, that stretch of beach, the warm ten-by-ten leatherette 
embrace of the snug. 
 
When I was small Uncle Owen would take me to the magic 
shop. We always paused for him to finish his cigarette, and that 
moment – even above the tingling bell, the powdered-rubber 
madness of the interior – comes back to me every time I pass a 
plate-glass window. Beyond the streamers and coloured wigs, 
one square of white occupies the whole sky. Seagulls on a rail, 
clouds forming. A tanker tracing the skyline like a finger. 
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Now that I’m back in Seaton (for good, I think) my family’s 
interest has subsided to its previous level: Sunday lunches, 
highdays and holidays. I am no longer a novelty, some 
disembodied, unpredictable presence on the end of a phone. I 



am here in the flesh and sitting on the sofa. I am slurping tea, 
spilling digestive crumbs on the loose covers. I am noisily 
mopping up gravy, declining (ever politely) to talk about 
sprockets and degreaser, nodding half-politely at tales of feline 
mistreatment; I am bored and here and slipping back into the 
woodwork. 
 
This makes me reasonably happy. 
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The streets of my town are crunchy with sand. 
 
When you walk down a London street it may be spattered with 
blobs of chewing gum or smears of oil, its asphalted-roots 
crackling with tangled up litter, but the pavement doesn’t 
announce its presence. It is just a pavement – going somewhere, 
perhaps, but essentially absent underfoot. Here sand circles your 
heels like a cat. 
 
And the air, so familiar I wonder I ever forgot it: light and clear, 
seaweed-tinged, with the salt of the ocean even in the roads and 
alleys that branch off the front. It works its fingers everywhere. 
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I still stand at the place by the head of the pier, despite the 
yellow police tape, the high rubberneck-foiling mesh, where I 
fetched up my first morning back in town. It’s a nice spot – not 
much more than a wrinkle in the concrete, really, but perfect for 
a sleepy commuter to pause in his morning stroll to the station. 
Before, I could put my hand on the iron railing, appreciate its 
steady underlying chill. If I was feeling jaunty I might prop up 
one of my feet. 
 
Now it’s bent and twisted, and one end’s snapped off for good. 
 
 



§ 
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IT IS NOT in my nature to look for things of romance. In 
university I studied biology. My father laughed. What use are 
these descriptions of birds, of seaweed? They do not make, they 
are just there. 
 
But I did not love them for poetry of birds flying or colours of 
seaweed as it went up the shore. I loved them because they were 
there before our factories came. They lived on their own, 
without help from human beings. The bird flew over the 
apartment block because it had to fly. The snail oozed around 
rubbish bins because it must. 
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When I arrived in Seaton it seemed that nature was everywhere. 
In the salt air and under my feet on the beach and the planks of 
the pier. In the wide sky above all the streets. I could walk from 
my room to a small street to the front, from there at one end of 
the town to the office building where I must start my job, 
without once losing sight or feel of that great sky above me. 
 
This I enjoyed. I still enjoy. 
 
Not even the darkest days of a job could remove my pleasure in 
such cleanness. 
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Looking back, until I met John and perhaps other people my 
experience in this country seems to be sliced up like sausages. 
This piece of train and feeling of hopefulness into Glasgow. 
That moment of knife flashing. Then train and down to a 
different country and this small town. 
 
Or perhaps better it is like cinema showings when I was a child. 
Each few minutes the film was jerking to life then slipping off 



its reel. When it started again the story had lost something and 
so had the audience of children. 
 
It was in this way I came here. 
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Mine was a small room. Twelve feet long and ten feet over. 
Almost one quarter of the house in the middle of a housing 
terrace in Hardy Street. One small bathroom – downstairs the 
kitchen – was the rest of the space with two bedrooms. For us 
they made a tiny living area. I shared this house with three 
others. One was a young woman I met waiting in a line. 
 
‘Looking for a room?’ she said to me. 
 
I nodded. The words were there, they meant something. But still 
in this language my tongue lay flat as a worn out bird. 
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‘Yes, that is right. A room.’ 
 
She smiled at me and held her hand. It was small and warm in 
the air outside. 
 
‘Carol. Want to try together?’ 
 
Her face was small also and round as a roll. The clothes she 
wore were clean but old. I thought she was making effort to 
keep up her appearance without having a lot of money. I looked 
down for a moment. There was a yellow butterfly on the shiny 
red leather of her shoes. 
 
‘Yes, thank you.  I am Esther. That would be nice.’ 
 
‘Alright then. Look sharp – here’s the line coming.’ 
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The day after we found our rooms Carol went for a new job 
somewhere in a town nearby. Waitressing she said. She left the 
number of the café on a bent card from a supermarket customer 
advertisements board. I looked around. Seven in the morning 
and I was alone. The agency had told me to report to the 
restaurant office at six o’clock Monday. 
 
Today was Friday. I had slept under someone’s blanket the night 
before this. I needed things for my room and walked the rest of 
the day through charity shops and chemists shops getting what I 
needed. 
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I came home and the house was empty still. I knocked on 
Carol’s door. No sound. The other women in the house who I 
met the day before were out. They had explained to me we 
would come and go as we wished. 
 
No one in my street thought there was anything of money in the 
house and in this they were correct. In the concrete yard a split 
tree was bent in half. One side disappeared over the brick wall 
and the other side drooped to the ground. The television in the 
communal room was dark. I left again. 
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By the time I reached the promenade it was night-time. Small 
lights came down the bay broken only by the black lines of the 
start of the pier. The bag of fried potatoes I had bought was hot 
and damp in my hand. I opened the limp paper and steam came 
out with a strong smell of vinegar. 
 
As my eyes grew used to dark I saw lines of white-lined waves 
coming in to the shore. The pier broke them apart like a man’s 



ankles falling. I ate my food over a rail and for this moment I 
was happy. 
 
 
§ 
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I HELPED PUT up the promotional posters for the event at the Lit 
& Phil.  We haven’t much of a society in Seaton – a little 
literature and no philosophy, if truth be told – but every small 
action on behalf of a greater cause takes forward that cause, I 
feel. 
 
I picked up my stack of thin yellow fliers from a colleague in the 
English department. Ours is divided territory: campus proper, as 
my academic colleagues insist on calling it, at the foot of the 
shallow hill which slopes down towards the bay; university 
hospital, splendid and isolated, at the top. 
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After my time on the beach comes tea and hard-boiled eggs, 
with a little pepper, on dry toast, then I walk through town 
towards the hospital by any one of a number of routes. Some 
take me onto campus (though I find its billiard-table lawns 
rather artificial, especially with patches of sand sprinkled about 
them like dandruff) and some through the churchyard or the 
industrial park which surrounds the bottom of the hill. Each is a 
pleasure in its own way. I cannot understand those of my 
colleagues who settle into unbending routines like maze-bound 
mice: bench, sandwich, belch, resume. 
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I went for the fliers towards the end of the day. Perhaps later I 
would head back to the office, perhaps not. 
 
The wind lifted the tails of my coat as I took the path through 
the trees. I planned to place them throughout the English, 
Philosophy, Languages and History departments, then mark a 
trail by the library, student union and outwards – police station, 
church corkboards, town hall – finishing up at the Central Bar 
for a little light refreshment. There were a hundred fliers, I 



noticed. An hour’s walk, and news of our lecture would be 
spread across the town. 
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After a couple of leisurely whiskies I wandered back to the 
British Legion on Bridge Street. They let us have their back 
room at reasonable rates, and if it wasn’t particularly fancy, at 
least we could pay for each function from sales of tickets and 
contributions on the door. 
 
The external noticeboard was thick with posters and cards of 
every description. I liberated four drawing pins from the WI, 
tacked our flier right in the centre. In the flickering light of a 
lamp from the bridge it glowed like a chunk of polished glass 
framed up with driftwood. Rather fetching.  
 
 
49 
 
It was therefore a blow when the call came from our chair that 
the week’s lecturer had to drop out. Flu, or some other similarly 
nebulous ailment. Nothing a stiff slug of sherry wouldn’t have 
remedied. But alas: cancellation 
 
Apart from keeping the flame of culture alive in our dark little 
corner of the world, I had been looking forward to hearing about 
the history of alum quarrying down the Cleveland coast. 
 
I dropped the telephone handset back into its cradle rather 
harder than intended. No one looked up. 
 
I shut my machine down in disgust, shrugging on my coat. 
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The evening was crisp and cold, its first points of artificial light 
dispersing the haze between lamp-posts and trees; below me the 



land fell away to an ashen sea. Oil tankers, clean on the horizon, 
marked the sky like notches along a tally stick. I breathed as 
deeply as possible, trying to rid myself of all the world’s 
negative things. There would be other meetings, other 
opportunities. Hope sprang alight in my mind; things began to 
settle. 
 
On the way home I walked past the British Legion and saw a 
figure bending at the waist, peering down at my flier. 
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I walked over. My presence seemed to make no difference. The 
man continued to stare intently at the notices, one hand on his 
knee, the other raising wire glasses up from his nose. I too 
looked, for an instant, at the poster under the dim orange street 
light, then touched his elbow. 
 
‘Ah!’ 
 
He leapt up in shock, the spectacles falling back onto his face 
like pieces of a moon tumbling out from behind cloud. ‘You 
startled me!’ 
 
‘I’m very sorry. I thought you’d hear my approach. Are you 
looking at something in particular?’ 
 
‘What? Yes, of course I am.’ 
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Oddly, I knew he was looking at our poster, despite my 
question. I felt movement start up in some boxroom of my mind, 
like a window being opened or the scratchings of a broom across 
dusty floorboards. His answer pleased me. Why else would he 
be there, indeed? An idiot question, well deflected. 
 
I smiled, offered a hand. 



 
‘Ernest Quince. I put up posters for the committee, so it falls to 
me to break the sad news that this evening has had to be 
cancelled. Or rather this evening’s event. The rest of the evening 
is, blessedly, still with us.’ 
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He smiled back and told me his name and that is how we met. 
 
‘I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news. I hoped this would have 
been a stimulating talk.’ 
 
‘Me too. I’ve just got back to town. It was good to see signs of 
life.’ 
 
‘Oh, how long have you been away?’ 
 
He moved his head out from shadow. The lenses of his glasses 
seemed to wink. 
 
‘About twenty years.’ 
 
A car passed behind us, slowing briefly at the sleeping 
policeman, then bumping over the bridge. This was turning out 
to be a pleasant evening, after all. 
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‘Well, why not come in, anyway? I have a key. I can show you 
what you’re missing.’ 
 
He smiled again, nodded. There was a small gap in the left side 
of his smile. A few strands of hair escaped from his fringe as he 
walked past me. 
 
I slid my key into the lock. The door creaked then caught against 
the mat as I pushed it open. The overhead lights took a moment 



to blink on after shuddering awake then brightened, their almost 
inaudible whine starting up near the ceiling. Against the street 
light the room’s eggshell-blue walls seemed sickly. 
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I made my way to the function room at the back of the hall, 
turned on a light. The refreshments table was still loaded with 
bottles and plastic wineglasses, chairs arranged in the 
comfortable semi-circle the volunteers had set out that morning. 
I turned to make a comment but he wasn’t there. 
 
Back in the hall he had his hands on the snooker table. 
 
‘This thing available?’ he said. 
 
‘Why, do you play?’ 
 
This time I was waiting for his retort. 
 
‘How do I put on the light?’ 
 
I walked around, taking a couple of 10p coins from my pocket. 
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‘Here.’ 
 
The long copper shade threw light onto the table in three 
overlapping arcs. My coins rattled a bit in the slot then clunked 
down into the box.  ‘An hour’s worth – greatest bargain in 
Seaton.’ 
 
John grinned and smoothed out his palm over the baize again. 
 
‘Come on,’ he said, gathering reds into the triangle. ‘You do the 
colours.’ 
 



So without another word I set up the rest of the balls, chalked a 
couple of cues and handed one over. 
 
‘Thanks.’ A slight bow, seriousness. He rolled the white ball 
under his finger for a moment, hunched, then drew back. 
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There are few things more thrilling to me, moment by moment, 
than the click and race of snooker balls. From the instant of 
contact – no, before: from the snake-eyed hunker over the green 
expanse, that cloud of chalk struck off the tip into bright light – 
to the kiss and tiny electrical spark of the balls as they strike. 
The entire process fills me with a series of intense, tiny 
pleasures. 
 
Unlike the ripple of numbers through a spreadsheet, the rocky 
drop and widening circle of a shot rearranges the world in a 
mystical way. 
 
Angles open, vistas unfold. 
 
I smile. 
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I watched John follow through, the smooth line of the white as it 
tracked back up the table, neatly snicking off the left hand 
corner of the pack and jostling it like a breeze through a bunch 
of apples, then rolling towards his cue. He smiled. 
 
‘Bit out of practice.’ 
 
I wrinkled my brow somewhat theatrically. The game was on. 
 
Picking off solitary reds like snipers, we whittled away at the 
pack, pink and black, till in the mid-thirties we cleared the balls 
away and were neck and neck amongst the colours. 
Concentrating, I didn’t say much. Nor did he. 
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In the mid-forties we chased down the last few balls. I aimed, 
struck, missed. John squatted down at the end of the table, cue 
across his thighs, one hand stroking his tip with chalk like a 
lioness licking her cub. 
 
‘Good game,’ he said, standing, then tapped the end of his cue 
on the cymbal of the metal lightshade. I burst out laughing. He 
smiled and picked up the black, setting it spinning against his 
palm. I raised my eyebrows but didn’t say anything, and he 
dropped it in the top right hand pocket. 
 
‘Shame to ruin a beautiful friendship.’ 
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For a moment I boggled, then the humour and great spirit of the 
gesture came home to me and I walked round the table to shake 
his hand. 
 



‘It’s very nice to meet you, Mr Hilliard,’ I said. I put all the 
feeling I had into every word. 
 
In all the time I had been in this country I could count on the 
fingers of a single hand the times I had formed a friendship. Not 
an acquaintanceship, the trifling comings and goings of the 
workplace, but a spark of connection, bright and alive as an 
insect in the palm. 
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Now it was his turn to stare, but only for a moment. He sniffed 
and turning away from the table, blew his nose. 
 
‘Excuse me. Sorry about that. I too am pleased to make your 
acquaintance.’ And he bowed. 
 
In the back of my mind, all at once, I remembered the hot 
hardpacked dirt of country roads beneath my feet, cattle lowing 
and dragging in the background, the splash of water. My father, 
away on business, sister and mother busy with their friends 
laying out food. I sensed the rough earth beneath my feet, felt 
again the stab of loneliness. 
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A lorry passed, cutting the wash of orange on the walls into 
strips as it passed. The lightshade stopped rocking and for a 
second I could hear the far off tick of the timer, faint and 
regular. John looked at me then touched me on the back. 
 
‘Come on, let’s go for a drink. A pint, maybe, or a whisky.’ 
 
And as quickly as that the nerve running through my mind into 
childhood, long and embedded as a tree root, was snatched 
away: the world came back to the present, soil shaking from my 
shoes. 
 



‘Indeed,’ I said. Yes, indeed.’ 
 
 
§ 
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I EXPERIMENTED WITH every possible way to get to work, and 
they came out much the same: a cramped and rattling (if cheap) 
hour’s journey by Routemaster bus; a cramped and airless 
passage through tunnels and ragged forests of wire on the 
overland train, or a sardine nightmare in a long tin can, bulleting 
up beneath the river. Cramped and expensive, but quick. Then I 
could walk the mile to the tube station and be at work in around 
three quarters of an hour. 
 
Sometimes, in that bloodclot of a tube carriage, I’d close my 
eyes and dream of Seaton. 
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As a child, I assumed the road went on forever. From our gate, 
lopsided, shedding paint when my father was alive, it unrolled 
like a tremendous grey carpet down one side of the front, 
bending where it might have run into the sea and flowing along 
in parallel to the coast, past churches and houses, to a junction 
near the war memorial, the traffic light with a star punched in 
green glass like a bullet hole, then round the sweep of the bay to 
the shallow hills that ringed the town. It must stop somewhere in 
the sky, I supposed. 
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But in my heart it had no end. The road – and if I thought about 
it the dogs and children moving along its surface like toy boats 
on a pond – simply rose up into the air when it reached the hills 
and flew away to Middlesbrough or Newcastle, Scotland, the 



world. Why should it end? On one side the sea, on the other me, 
ice cream in hand and sand in my socks. 
 
The thought was meditation in the tunnels of the tube. Only four 
stops to go, then three, two – freedom. 
 
Out past the Abbey and my day began. 
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The department is housed in a long wedge of a building bridging 
two streets. Its Edwardian façade has been maintained, the 
brickwork touched up and laboriously scrubbed free of pigeon 
shit, while the interior was scooped out like a melon: from the 
ground floor a central atrium rises through six floors to the 
power offices at the top. 
 
We sit, discarded seeds, overlooking this nibbled core. 
 
I forced my usual smile for the security guards and waited for a 
lift. Going up, a bored and metallic female RP voice ticked off 
the floors. At the fourth she ushered me out. 
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My desk was a decent specimen, for its kind. Two lengths away 
from my boss and set at an angle, back to a corner housing an 
ancient potplant and filing cabinet, but looking across a wide 
open space to a window. Through the window, on a bright day, 
with full sun and no seagulls, torso stretched from my morning 
walk, I could glimpse a sliver of Westminster Abbey, its buttery 
stone glowing with the rude health of centuries. 
 
Today it was raining. 
 
A gull had slumped on the ledge outside the window and I felt 
flabby as a burst mattress. 
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‘Hey, John,’ said James, leaning over. ‘How’s things?’ 
 
James practises a cheery demeanour, and spring in his step, 
which belies his misanthropic nature. 
 
‘How do.’ 
 
I didn’t feel up to bantering. The evening before, a memo from 
the divisional manager had slipped into my inbox. It informed 
me that my current boss, a kindly ghost who let us get on with 
the job while offering periodic support and direction, was 
leaving almost immediately, replacement to be determined. 
 
The note had slithered by my end-of-the-day defences. I 
shouldn’t have read it, but did, and thought about it the whole 
way in. 
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‘You don’t look well.’ 
 
‘I’m not, James, I’m not. Changes afoot. Again.’ 
 
He raised an eyebrow. 
 
James possessed a long, sallow face and dark goatee. He knotted 
his ties slightly fatter than the average, and around the office 
never wore a suit jacket over his crisp white shirts. He occupied 
a desk in the neighbouring section, which with no discernible 
logic was in a different division and different group to mine. He 
worked on unemployment policy, primarily schemes designed to 
rapidly retrain workers in heavy industry for new technology 
jobs, or turn steelworkers into gadget ballerinas, as he put it. 
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‘Changes, really? In this place? Do you fancy hopping across 
and helping me manage the common man?’ 
 
That got a smile, though not much of one. James is convinced 
that the glass ceiling for SEOs who can’t curry favour in the 
right places, and aren’t raptured to Grade 7 in consequence, is a 
clear case of homophobic discrimination. He points to the Gay 
Men’s Choir poster at eye level by his desk, his use as a prop by 
the divisional manager during diversity meetings, the failure of 
everyone in the pick-up group to acknowledge his partner’s 
frequent and predictable calls. 
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I think he is right, at least in one way. The widespread cant 
around diversity in the department masks its profound 
ambivalence towards difference, if not outright contempt for it. 
 
The branches of this great organism begin in a bold variety of 
colours, drooping towards the ground where they remain in 
contact with ordinary people; but as you begin to rise up, the 
colour drains away and you are left with a blanket whiteness, 
like snow on a rosebush or sauce slathered over a fat Christmas 
pudding. 
 
And of course, there are no fairies at the top of our tree. 
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‘No thanks, James. He’s in good hands.’ 
 
I smiled, nodded at the screen: an immense scroll of unopened 
yellow envelopes, most (from the divisional manager) marked 
with flags and exclamation points, as though the business was so 
pressing it might burst forth through the glass like some parasite 
demanding birth. 
 



‘Well, if you change your mind.’ 
 
He nodded in return and disappeared around the corner. 
 
From somewhere came the smell of fresh coffee. I inhaled and 
settled to the keyboard, determined to tackle the worst of it 
before I looked up Ronald for our morning trip to the 
café/smoking room. 
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I’d only got through three or four messages when a shadow fell 
across the keys. 
 
‘Hilliard – my room. Now.’ 
 
Jennifer Bone, or Jenni she insisted on being called by favoured 
yellow underlings – I was permitted to call her Ms Bone – 
inspired in my mild-mannered, spectral Grade 7 the kind of 
uncontrolled shaking laboratory rats develop when they’ve 
figured out what’s coming. Last Friday she called Pete in to her 
office, closed the door and noisily dropped down the blinds. I 
haven’t seen him since. 
 
I noticed her in the doorway of the corner office. She was 
staring at me, unmoving. 
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I locked my screen and walked across to the open door. The gull 
which had happily been blocking out the lower portion of my 
view chose this moment to squawk and lift off, winging out into 
the rain. 
 
‘Sit down, please.’ 
 
‘Do you want me to close the door?’ 
 
She nodded, settling herself into the ergonomic chair she’d 
ordered as soon as she arrived. Nine hundred quid’s worth, one 
of the team maintained. He processed stationery and furniture 
orders, as well as riding the glass lifts to the café for her all day 
like some forlorn spaceman trapped between dimensions. 
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‘Let me get straight to the point. Peter’s leaving.’ 
 
My grade 7 – leaving the team, the division, this life? 
 
‘Oh really? Is he moving on to better things?’ I hadn’t expected 
levity to work. It didn’t. 
 
‘He is leaving the department. The reasons don’t concern you. 
However, what does is the outcome of a conversation I had with 
him as team leader last week. About you.’ 
 
The seagull passed her window and on a whim alighted on the 
ledge. Behind it I could see the splendid long yellow face of the 
Abbey, mournful through the drizzle. 
 
‘OK. I’m … ’ 
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‘The point, Hilliard – to save you from guessing – is that this 
leaves a vacancy, albeit temporary, in the team.’ 
 
I nodded, feeling like a sinner squeezing through the gate of 
death, uncertain of his destination. 
 
‘This leaves me with two choices: promote you, on TRS, to fill 
this role until a suitable replacement can be found, or transfer 
over another Grade 7 for a period to provide adequate cover.’ 
She looked at me over the top of her modish octagonal glasses. 
‘To be frank, the first doesn’t fill me with confidence, and I am 
going to go with the second.’ 
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‘So you’ll be parachuting someone in, is that right?’ 
 
Hell was beckoning anyway, so who cared. 
 
‘I have a few questions. Do you think I’m capable of running the 
team, for however long?’ 
 
There was silence. Rain ticked silently onto the building. The 
seagull pressed its backside more firmly against the glass. I 
waited. Jenni said nothing, merely steepling her fingers, 
touching a long finger nail to her chin. 
 
‘I believe I’ve answered that question.’ 
 
‘So no, then. I’d appreciate a straightforward answer to the next 
question. I’m assuming from his absence Pete won’t be coming 
back. Is that right?’ 
 
 
78 
 
Silence again, then a slight rumble beneath the glacier. She 
nodded. ‘He’s pursuing other opportunities.’ 
 



‘I’m sure he is. Did you have a conversation with him about 
who might serve as his replacement?’ 
 
‘I did.’ 
 
At this point I sensed what was coming, and a jet of panic roared 
into my guts. I had gone for a pint with Pete the previous 
Wednesday. The sweat on his brow evaporated as we left the 
building. By the time we’d walked up Whitehall he was smiling 
and looking forward to seeing his little daughter, the day’s woes 
forgotten. She was turning two. 
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‘And what did he say about his preferred method of handling the 
situation, not that this could have any conceivable bearing on the 
matter?’ 
 
She sniffed. 
 
‘He recommended you be given an opportunity to lead the 
team.’ 
 
I stood up and smiled at her. I didn’t plan it; there wasn’t time. 
Bone got what Bone wanted, and this usually meant keeping the 
staff off balance and in thrall to her growing legend. Rumour 
had it she had raced up the greasy pole by the fast stream route, 
methodically puckering up and offering round theatre tickets 
and fawning 360 degree reviews. 
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The rictus stayed in place as I turned for the door. When I had 
my back to her it disappeared, and I walked in a purposeful 
manner out of the office, past my desk to the hall and the lifts. It 
was almost eleven; with a bit of luck Ronald would have 
extricated himself from the morning and be lighting his first fag 



in the smoking room. I had four minutes to pick up coffee and 
get down there. 
 
From the lift I saw a seagull winging overhead – not the same 
one, probably. 
 
It took a shit on the glass. 
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One of my earliest memories is of my father shining a torch 
through his fingers. 
 
I was three or four and outdoors, even the yard, had a magical 
feeling I connected with moondust and twinkling stars. It was 
completely dark, the streetlight gone. Our neighbours at the back 
were away. Only a mild yellow glowed around my father’s 
back. 
 
‘Look,’ he said, lighting the torch. Like a starfish balled under 
water his clenched fingers glowed red, light fanning out through 
them in pinkish threads as he spread them, deepening to scarlet 
as they closed. 
 
Boiling on the inside, calm without. 
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I found Ronald halfway through a cigarette at the back of the 
smoking room, feet up on one of the battered chairs which had 
been relocated to the basement and rocking back on another till 
his few remaining sprouts of hair brushed the yellow wallpaper. 
His fag pointed at the ceiling like a chimney on fire, the 
yellowed nail of some skeletal finger. 
 
‘Oi.’ 
 
I tapped the chrome leg and he fell to earth. 



 
‘Ah, man of the north. Bearing gifts I see.’ 
 
He reached out for one of the coffees and pried off the lid with a 
pudgy hand. 
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‘Hey, baldy get.’ 
 
‘Piss awf, lanky barstard.’ 
 
It was our ritual exchange – mine delivered in as broad a 
northern accent as possible, sometimes Geordie or Teesside, 
sometimes Scottish for the hell of it; his with unyieldingly gruff 
pie-and-mash tones, or dripping estuary slime. He lived in 
Chatham, I in Streatham, but we shared a loathing of the leafier 
suburbs and their denizens, most of whom squatted above us in 
the senior ranks. There wasn’t much humour in the place, but 
what we could find we did. 
 
Ronald tipped up the coffee cup like a goblet of wine, smacking 
his lips. 
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‘You’ll never guess what he’s done now.’ 
 
I knew from the downturn in his voice that not only could I 
guess, but was expected to. Ronald had been waging war against 
his immediate supervisor since the day he joined the department. 
The man was short – even shorter than he was – stocky, and 
pugnacious, and ignorant. I could hardly wait to contrast him to 
my divisional manager, but Ronald got in first. 
 
‘Well if you’re not going to play along I’ll bloody well tell you. 
He’s done it again.’ 
 
‘Not the hidden expectations thing?’ 
 
‘Hidden? A bleedin’ proctologist couldn’t find ‘em.’ 
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‘Isn’t that just him, though? He has the knowledge, and 
therefore the power. You have to guess what he wants and 
deliver it without being told. As this is impossible he always has 
you over a barrel ready for a thrashing.’ 
 
I was sailing as near as possible to my favourite public school 
innuendoes without tipping him over the edge. Ronald had a 
chip on the shoulder about his parents’ choice of school, and it 
provided me with endless amusement. 
 
‘No – well yes, but not like that. You think you’re so clever, but 
you’re really a caveman, like most northerners.’ 
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‘You see, he’s a typical departmental operator. I don’t mean like 
you or me, or even the people in our teams – the ones who do 
the work – but the type who feeds on intrigue like flies on a turd. 
He just loves that shit.’ 
 
Ronald sniggered, crumpling his cup into a ball and tossing it 
into the waste basket. 
 
‘It doesn’t matter what he’s doing or where he’s doing it, as long 
as he senses proximity to power, can grasp just a little bit more 
of it than you’ve got. You know, the nuggety things. The 
crunchy bits.’ 
 
He paused. 
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‘Those are the moments he lives for.’ 
 
‘Bone too, though she won’t tell you anything and you find out 
the hard way.’ 
 
I wondered for a minute what these conversations might be 
doing to the glass of our immortal souls. Ronald’s was thick and 
bleary with years of resentment, as though a mad three year-old 
had smeared all over it the contents of a jar of Vaseline; mine 
was more shrivelled, rasped away to nothing like a chunk of 
sandstone exposed to the wind. 
 
Then I thought about the bleak horror of Jenni Bone and took 
solace in the words. 
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‘So what you’re saying is he’s peerless amongst bosses, his own 
unique venal creature, is that it?’ 



 
‘No – he’s a monumental shit and he needs taking down a peg or 
two, that’s all.’ 
 
‘Why?’ 
 
‘Eh?’ 
 
‘Sounds as though he’s motivating you to pour every ounce of 
ingenuity and expertise you have into this project. Perhaps he’s 
a great manager.’ 
 
The smoking room was clearing. Only a few people remained 
beneath the blue fug. Ronald flicked his eyes around for safety. 
 
‘No, look. Seriously – the guy is fuckin’ nuts. On this 
procurement thing I swear I saw him squeezing the lizard.’ 
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I raised both eyebrows, snorting. He looked offended so I rested 
my chair legs on the floor and leaned forward on my elbows. 
 
‘Go on.’ 
 
‘Well, I had the budget for this project – hundred and twenty 
five, max, and we’ll need to spend every penny – and I spent a 
week finding out what constraints there might be. You know, 
European rules, stuff like that. Turns out anything over a 
hundred and twenty has to be handled with an advertisement in 
the European journal, notice periods, the works. I found a guy 
downstairs who knows. Glasses like the bottoms of bottles.’ 
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I must have looked puzzled as he stopped. 
 



‘John – you following me, mate? The boss instructed me to get 
this done ASAP. No road blocks, no barriers. Out the door.’ 
 
I nodded now. I had seen Pete receive several of these 
sledgehammer specials at Bone’s hands, openly and in plain 
space: phrased subtly, but with the real message in seventy-five 
point type, underlined, pulsing in bold. 
 
‘So I go back to him to let him know that it’s going to be more 
complicated but not to worry, I’d caught it. Saving his neck, you 
know, the whole dib dib routine.’ 
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‘You’d cross every ‘t’ and dot every ‘i’, right? Follow the 
manual, log everything, make sure the audit trail was sprinkled 
with virtue.’ 
 
He pulled off his glasses and stared at me, piggy-eyed. 
 
‘There are four fifty-page manuals on how to run a contract. 
Four. The guy downstairs took ’em off the shelf and dropped 
’em on his desk. Smiled too, the little sod.’ 
 
‘So what did he say?’ 
 
‘He leant forward – the boss, I mean – and he says “What the 
hell do you mean we’re going to have to do it by the book? I 
want it done now.”’ 
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‘And?’ 
 
‘And then he looks at me like he’s about to dice me up over a 
pan full of hot oil and says, “Well you’re explaining this one to 
the divisional manager,” and gives his knob a quick honk under 
the table.’ 
 
‘Get out!’ 
 
‘No! Bold as brass, he was – seizing the eel right there in the 
office! God only knows how he gets off on women.’ 
 
Ronald leaned back in his seat, stretched and yawned. He looked 
at his watch and tapped it ostentatiously. 
 
‘Can’t stay here all day, Hilliard,’ he said. ‘Some of us have 
work to do.’ 
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I laughed out loud and he smiled. 
 
‘That it, then?’ I said. 
 
‘No, but I don’t have time to educate you fully right now. 
Suffice it to say I shall be presenting an account of this 
exchange to the union forthwith, and writing everything down in 
an e-mail which I plan on sending when I get back to my desk. It 
relates unemotively the conversation we had and invites him to 
agree the sequence of events. There will be more anon.’ 
 
With that he placed the thick glasses back on his nose, saluted 
me and disappeared through the swing doors.  
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I sat for a moment on my own. Somewhere an ancient fan the 
management had installed was labouring to clear the smoke, 
clicking and gasping in equal measure. I wondered if there was 
any point in challenging Jenni – it gave me a mild, unpleasant 
kick to think of that potato-faced bitch in such a forbidden 
intimate manner – but in a matter of seconds I concluded there 
wasn’t. I wasn’t sure what I ought to do instead, but could 
console myself for the moment with the realisation that she lay 
one realm beyond me, the spider to my fly in flight. 
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Best return to the web. 
 
When I got back to my desk I noticed the light had gone out in 
the corner office. Checking her calendar, which seemed 
curiously replete with private appointments just before and after 
lunch, as well as towards the end of the day – at which points 
many of the staff had seen her slinking through the corridors in 
gym gear – I noticed she was scheduled to attend a conference 
in Birmingham, and must have left for the train. 
 
My chest lightened. Somewhere out there the sun pierced 
through, birds sang, the world brightened. I began work. 
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The end of the day came quickly, and though I had cleared a 
small mountain of messages pebble by electronic pebble, I had 
little sense of achievement. The air felt good, though – cleaner, 
more sprightly, as though a beneficent sugar-plum fairy had 
danced down Whitehall spritzing summer as she went. 
 
Even the bus came on time. Two pigeons took off from the 
Cenotaph as I boarded the platform, their wings ricocheting like 
applause between the buildings. I found a seat and despite 
myself enjoyed the journey over Westminster bridge, through 
Kennington, Brixton and up the long clogged slope to home. 
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The evening should have been momentous: seated in my most 
serious chair, with a tumbler of whisky and my thinking cap on, 
analysing the situation from all sides. Career-wise, taking into 
account all the angles for possible promotion (or demotion), the 
office politics and who stood to get splashed when the shit hit 
the fan; personally, with the adjustments any move might entail; 



and financially, though as this wasn’t all that pressing, it passed 
me by. 
 
Instead I sloped off to a pub and sitting by the fruit machine 
watched a Labrador bitch called Caramel guzzle chips by the 
handful. 
 
 
§ 
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ONE WEEK AFTER I arrived and met Carol to settle into my room 
I felt as though I had been working in hell forever. I did not 
know my company would assign me to the low rank of the 
kitchen when I began the job. I did not know it would involve 
most of the horrible tasks such as scraping the grill my fat and 
stinking companion Andy the cook left black and stinking after 
the lazy work of his morning. I also did not know it would 
involve fewest of the things in life which make many people 
smile. 
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‘Hey girl,’ Andy said to me when I reported to the kitchen at six 
on that Monday. ‘I’m Andy, nice ter meetcher an all that.’ 
 
His eyes were like two pieces of fat on a grill which slid to my 
breasts. I looked out of the window which had a view of the sea. 
Early morning waves were small there but angry. They charged 
to the quayside and flew up in splashes over railings. The sky 
was grey behind them and not long from dawn. I looked back to 
him and he was pointing at bucket and mop. 
 
‘Floor first.’ 
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When I completed my studies I did not imagine myself pushing 
tangles of strings across a kitchen tile. I did not either see myself 
clearly in some nice gleaming laboratory. Even in my own time 
women are held back. But there is a great difference between 
biology work in Polish and the boredom of scrubbing an English 
floor. The words are different but too are their effects. 
 
In this way I first began to separate myself from what I was 
having to do. To think of these things – mop, water and dirty 
floor – as words only which sat outside me. 
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In this way it was possible for me to get through breakfast rush 
then all of the morning. I received half an hour to eat. Five 
portions of its money were taken from my pay at the end of the 
week. I did not mind this so much as I ate small amounts. I 
decided to add in what I might spend at a café or to pay for a 
sandwich in a park to my small tin of savings. These small 
divisions of the world into bad and good gave me hope of 
moving on to a better place. 
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Looking back I feel blessed that for a long time the fat cook did 
not touch me. further than crawling eyes he was jolly and sang 
songs to the radio throughout the mornings. He was always there 
before any of the other staff and left at one always. He seemed 
like a blow-up person that the managers took from a cupboard 
early each day.. 
 
I could hardly understand what he said but the language of his 
glances was plain to me. 
 
Pushing my dustpan-and-brush over the tiles of the kitchen I 
learned to turn away my body from his eyes. 
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Through a week of this job I survived and then another week. 
One morning I met Carol. 
 
‘Hi,’ she said. I could not tell if her eyes were open. Her hair 
was a big and spiky mess. It was still dark outside and the 
seagulls had not yet started morning songs. 
 
‘Hello. Are you going on to early shift at the café?’ 
 
She nodded. Then she yawned and tried to smile. 
 
‘New times, new responsibilities,’ she said. I wanted to ask how 
she did this each day. She was heading out into still-the-end of 
night to move plates of sausage. 
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But I did not ask. She passed by and the bathroom door closed. I 
went downstairs to make coffee. 
 
The room was cold and bare. I turned on the kitchen light. It 
blinked a couple of times and buzzed like flies then came on 
cold and clear. I put water in the shared coffee maker and bread 
in the shared toaster. The butter in the fridge was mine alone. 
Those other people who I was learning to think about as my 
room-mates were concerned with fat and weight gain. I was 
concerned with filling my stomach for the morning ahead. 
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I kept pursuing the separation of myself from the purpose of this 
world. Perhaps better I mean my self as a thing moving through 
other things which make up a world – such as hungry stomachs 
and grills in thick grease like ice on the Biala river. 
 



I discovered myself drifting away from the moments. Waiting 
for the drip of coffee into the glass jug I disappeared into the 
light outside. Behind the house was the yard surrounded by a 
crumbling high wall. The bricks were orange. Someone had 
painted unreadable words over in one corner. There was a hole 
also. 
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I tried to stand up and count the bricks in the wall. One for each 
coffee drip. I reached sixty four then the dripping stopped. My 
father used to complain when I made his coffee with less than a 
half-litre of cream. I had mine black. The steam came up in 
small waves. I felt calm and a part of things but not owned by 
them. I sipped and realised the grill did not have its horrors for 
all of time. 
 
A blackbird flew between two wires and landed on my wall. He 
moved his head to clean his wing. 
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There is something very comforting about simple things. The 
coffee I know I could not survive without. A clean bed. The feel 
of butter on new crisp toast. I think others rely on these feelings 
without often taking them out to look. Years later I can still taste 
English words like a harsh relish on the tongue. 
 
When I first began to learn this language it was not the mixture 
of cultures and irregularities within it which confused me. The 
odd texture of mixed-up languages moving from hard and soft in 
my mouth – to this I return puzzled over again. 
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When I arrived on my job I worried that this awareness would 
interrupt my thinking and stop words I knew that I knew coming 
out in their right order. Andy the cook did not help this. 
 
‘Yer wot, darlin’?’ he would say. ‘Yer need ter speak proper, 
like, so’s I can com-pree-hendja.’ 
 
I worried that I might sound like a robot struggling to sound like 
a human. 
 
‘I am sorry,’ I would say frequently. 
 
‘I am sorry too, love,’ he replied. ‘There’s no fookin’ way I’m 
cleanin’ that shit up.’ 
 
In this way I learned who my friends would be. 
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At the very end of our bay there is a large fence which cuts 
across sand dunes and the scrub land and divides the beach from 
the grounds of the power station. When in summer I have 
walked as far as this the huge structures of the plant strike me. 
They are angled and gritty-looking. Their corrugated iron and 
dirty wood is everywhere. It feels like home, this shadow of 
factory. I have sat and watched as people passed me with dogs 
and their ends of ice creams and watched also seagulls pass 
through the black electric lines like music. 
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In the winter I have sat on the dunes with the sun going down. In 
early days I felt I did not have time to walk out and to sit for a 
space of time. Now I cannot imagine not making time. There is 
romance to the tangling up of nature and industry but this is not 
of interest to me. 
 



Rather it is the way the animals adapt to what they find. Though 
they cannot complain I know they would not. The gull lays eggs 
in the corner of two beams. The spider spins her line between 
black towers. 
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Even in the hard times of a job as well as in good I find this 
presence of the natural world comforting. Bialystock is a part of 
the natural world. My parents tried when lives would permit us 
to go out into the great forests. I took field trips as a student at 
the university. The river of course was there through every time. 
It was hidden behind concrete wall and tar road and also under 
bridges of metal or stone. 
 
But it is still thrilling for me to see the open sea as I walk in to a 
job. 
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In the way that they did not seem to do when I was in university 
my days and my weeks started to run together as a stream. From 
these things all one river: early darkness of the terraced house. 
Occasionally a room-mate stumbling down the stairs for tea. My 
quick shower and the light scatter over sea as the grey dawn 
started. The kitchen. My break at work where I read a book of 
stories in English with jaws working all around me. Each 
paragraph salty like a slice of pork. The end of the day. One 
river flowing unbroken. 
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On Friday afternoons the water rippled long and far. Fat Andy 
the Cook was gone. The radio went to wherever he lived – 
perhaps the cupboard. Only the few of us who still needed 
money were here. We were white and exhausted like the ghosts 
of forgotten servants. 



 
Two women on our second shift who never told me their names 
worked at the till roll of the cash register. 
 
The vending machine man had told me his name was Raymond. 
He was filling his cart from boxes stacked by the loading dock. 
Chocolate, potato crisps, fizzy drink in cans saying ‘Not-for-
resale’. 
 
 
114 
 
‘Hello, Raymond.’ 
 
I had finished for the day. Everything was clean. I had made two 
cups of tea with teabags and sugar from the staffroom. I put one 
cup for him on the edge of his trolley. 
 
‘Hey, Esther.’ He was small and thin and he wore thick glasses 
that made his eyes look big. I had seen him go down corridors 
pressing himself into the wall and greeting the workers (sir or 
and madam) if he could not avoid getting in their way. But here 
was different. 
 
‘Another week done, eh?’ 
 
I nodded. 
 
‘Forty five down, seven to go.’ 
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‘Does that not seem a little negative?’ 
 
‘What?’ He didn’t seem to notice. Counting away days in his 
sentence must have drilled into his mind like a habit. I did not 
want to stay on in this. Even in this kitchen with my foreign 
voice or ways I knew that I could go to a more stimulating 
position. 



 
‘Ta for the tea. Better get off me fat arse, though, and get busy 
wi’ me ‘fectionary.’ 
 
I knew from an earlier conversation that his mother waited for 
him at home. She was ill. He could not talk about it so much. 
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I watched him go with his trolley stacking higher than his head. 
The boxes wobbled as he went across tiles. At the last minute he 
moved quickly like a dancer around the coffee aisle and around 
another worker’s back. As he left the restaurant I saw him push 
the cart with one leg and take a drink from the mug with his 
hands. 
 
So – this was my weekend. 
 
I knew perhaps four or five people in Seaton. One I could not 
get by with. Carol was never around the house. My other room-
mates seemed to live difficult and complicated lives. 
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It was four fifteen by the restaurant clock. In one hour the 
darkness would start. Before this I wished to feel real air on my 
face as the vents in the kitchen had puffed stale breeze at me 
since morning. I wanted to feel the cool of sand or the icy foam 
of tides at the end of my fingers. Perhaps a seagull flying across 
waves. 
 
There were still two or three people in the workplace. They 
would shut things down as the building closed for Saturday and 
Sunday. I put my card in the time machine and walked away. 
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The docks by work run for a long distance. A small pool is 
blocked in with concrete and footbridges behind the office 
buildings. A row of cranes is alongside this and further a wood 
pier which has become disused. Big gaps in it like missing keys 
of a piano let birds fall to the water. Beyond a strip of unused 
ground turns to warehouses and mechanical places. When 
sometimes I look up from restocking serviette boxes at the end 
of the restaurant I see white vans zooming out of the motor 
places one every few seconds. This makes me angry. 
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I did not feel like going this way to the shore. Seaton seemed a 
strange place – split open between ocean and sand and fields of 
buildings attended by never-ending streams of lorries. In the 
winter light their headlights would shine like insects. 
 
I turned to the right instead and walked through the far gate. As 
I reached the crossing a skinny man on a racing bicycle pulled 
up and pressed the button. He looked at me and smiled a strange 
smile while pressing. 
 
A big lorry had to stop suddenly with squealing sounds as the 
light went yellow then red. 
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In town there were fewer cars but the high street was crowded 
with people. Many were hurrying past. Women had a look going 
into shops which appeared hunted. Men took longer and dragged 
themselves after. Young boys on stunt bikes wheeled around 
everywhere. 
 
One rode quickly up to a long concrete bench then at the last 
moment hopped to the air and turned his direction completely. 
He slid along backwards down the concrete making sparks. His 
friends whistled and yelled. I too smiled passing by. If I caught 



the light I might feel that kind of exhilaration climbing the 
sands. 
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I walked past a greengrocer Carol had mentioned to me. It was 
not one of the new stores which felt that they had to stay open 
all night like a big one on the edge of the town. The assistant 
was on the street stacking boxes. 
 
‘Do you mind if I buy an apple?’ 
 
He shook his head without turning round. I picked out a Cox’s 
apple and a banana. The owner was sitting behind the counter 
arranging bottles of plant-food. He nodded. 
 
‘These two items please.’ 
 
As he opened the till I breathed in the smell of bright oranges. 
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Though I had spent only a moment indoors the light was leaving 
more quickly than I had hoped for. Even if I walked as fast as I 
could I would reach the shore only in time to leave once more. 
Though the lights of the bay and the power station on one edge 
of its arc would light my footsteps there was not the same 
feeling on the beach at night. I heard teenagers groaning in the 
dunes after dark and seabirds and their mates settling down to 
sleep. Perhaps I could sit on the promenade and look to sea. 
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Seaton is a long town following a bay. When you approach its 
edge the town drops away like flakes from a pastry and within a 
few metres there are fields and outbuildings. Also one or two 
horses then hills. The library had been built a few years before I 



came. I had been so far much too busy to come along. I walked 
the beach and saw its the light blinking from the top of the flat 
roof but did not need to come as Carol’s room was full of old 
paper-backed novels. 
 
‘No need to borrow, Esther,’ she said. 
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From this side of the dunes the library was an impressive place. 
Like the iron my grandmother placed above the fire it was long 
and flat. It was made from sand-coloured stone with thin 
windows in each of its levels. The light on its tower in the 
middle went on as I came near. 
 
On the door were the hours: late on Friday until eight. It was 
five o’clock now. On the beach the gulls were gone. I could hear 
a tide and the growing wind pulling at an unseen flagpole. 
 
As I walked in the doors unfolded like arms. 
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The building was almost empty yet still appeared welcoming. 
An old couple sat by a microfilm reader. The man was leaning 
over the woman’s shoulder to point at the screen. She turned a 
handle. By the desk a young woman in a skirt was arranging 
books to be checked out. The largest were at the bottom to the 
smallest at the top. It seemed to give this woman pleasure to turn 
each book until her pile grew up in height but became smaller in 
thickness like the steps to a temple. Someone else was shuffling 
books within the science section. 
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I walked around. They had a Chinese section and an Indian 
section. By the business area were some books in Polish on a 



rack. I looked through them but did not see any literature. 
Stephen King’s Danse Macabre and John Grisham books with 
marble on the covers. Some PD James. My countrymen must 
not be in the mood for improving themselves. I smiled. Once 
again university changing my thinking. 
 
I imagined the day with Andy by a burning grill then poetry on 
the pillow. I laughed loud. Even away from the things of work I 
wished to reconnect with joy. 
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I finished my short library tour and was about to leave when a 
woman came up to me behind and touched my arm. 
 
‘Hello. Are you new in town?’ she said. 
 
I was not sure how to answer. People in this life do not generally 
talk so to strangers. 
 
‘I – yes, I am new to the town.’ Even with this I felt defensive. 
But looking at her glasses and expensive clothes I felt that 
perhaps she meant well. ‘I have been here for around a month. I 
am busy at work.’ 
 
The woman nodded. Her face was long and serious. 
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‘I’m Jean Sillitoe, the librarian. Nice to meet you.’ 
 
‘Esther.’ She did not seem to want my family name but took me 
by the elbow and walked across to the window. 
 
‘Can you see the town from here?’ 
 
I shook my head. The town was a mile away – we could see 
fenceposts and a roundabout against the dark. 



 
‘That’s just how I like it. It’s a bit like literature, I feel. Near life 
but slightly set apart. Forgive me for prattling on but you look 
like such a nice young woman, Esther – I wanted to properly 
welcome you to Seaton.’ 
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There was a pause. 
 
‘Thank you. It has been hard to get to know people.’ 
 
Mrs Sillitoe pushed her glasses up on to her head. They rested 
like small sparkled insects in the salt-and-pepper colour of her 
hair. 
 
‘I understand. You like to read, though? Have you studied 
literature?’ 
 
‘No – biology. I read.’ 
 
She smiled. ‘Then come along Thursday. Some of us like to get 
together and have tea. You might enjoy it.’ 
 
I was not sure. But on Thursday I asked my manager if I could 
leave and bought biscuits from the greengrocer. I enjoyed it as 
she said. 
 
 
§ 
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MY WALKS – HOW grand that sounds! As if there were a 
thousand chroniclers awaiting each detail of my commonplace 
existence – have always been of some importance to me. They 
clear my head, run a scrubbing brush around the rim of my skull 



with the vigour of a lab assistant returning beakers to the first 
flush of life. 
 
But a year or so before John returned to town they took on 
additional significance. 
 
I was walking past a conference room on my way to lunch when 
I saw a sign: Top Gear Training Session. From inside came 
screeches, howls, rebel yells. 
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I don’t consider myself an unduly fussy man. Admittedly I am 
not married, and could indulge any degree of sniffy or 
meticulous behaviour if I so chose. But to my ear the racket 
emanating from the conference room was unbearable – a sort of 
tribal regression, ill-mannered and boorish. There were whoops 
mixed in, ululations. 
 
For a moment I considered passing by. After all, this may have 
been a training exercise designed in some obscure way to 
benefit my fellow workers and therefore – if indirectly – 
patients. I dealt primarily with numbers and they did not suffer, 
at least at my hands. 
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But as I passed, looking for solace out to the stiff wintry trees 
which surround the hospital, there was a particularly obnoxious 
bellow – it sounded like a clap of thunder, a ram tupping a prize 
ewe – and I realised I had no option. 
 
I lifted the blind someone had rolled over the glass and peered 
in. 
 
A circle of idiots, some my occasional colleagues, sat round a 
wooden platform on which the grand high poobah of idiots, in 
suitcoat and open-necked shirt, hunched over a video game 



steering wheel. From the side of his mouth came infantile racing 
car noises. 
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So this was the much-vaunted patient journey! I tried in general 
to hold myself outside medical policy jargon, or perhaps above 
it – my own world of financial double-talk was so much froth, 
the whitecaps of my working waves, ignorable from the depths 
and about as meaningful as a seagull’s paddling feet – but in this 
instance the two halves of language and reality were so violently 
rejoined I spent a moment in quiet admiration at the audacity of 
it. Really, I was quite bowled over. 
 
Then rage kicked in. 
 
The patient journey indeed! What a parcel of rogues! Worse – of 
cretins! 
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I placed my hand on the door and was about to push my way in 
when the handle jerked and the door fell inwards. A conga-line 
of administrators jogged out, hands turning like train wheels at 
their sides, cheeks puffing in and out. Was this the nursery? No 
– not a nanny in sight. At the end of the line the leader tipped an 
imaginary hat my way, like some irksome leprechaun, and the 
whole mess of idiots chuffed away down the corridor. I went 
inside. The smell of sweat and old coffee pervaded the room so I 
opened a window. 
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In the chill breeze from outside I momentarily came to my 
senses. I found the idea, let alone existence, of such publicly-
funded tomfoolery odious in the extreme. To think it was being 
undertaken as education – ‘interactive’, no doubt, ‘customer-



led’, ‘dynamic’ – made me nauseous. But perhaps it bonded my 
colleagues in ways more dignified learning may not; might they 
not benefit? 
 
Ach! I was going soft.  Never had I felt more keenly my want of 
a wife. In the stiff cold I could see it: trip home, feet brisk over 
ice, welcome, discussion. Her warm face serene then 
incredulous. Supportive laughter. 
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In the absence of a wife this moment would curdle, the damage 
be done. Resolved to help myself, I walked slowly back to the 
office without looking up. 
 
‘Hello? Security? Yes, I parked in the main car park this 
morning but won’t be able to take my car out, I’m afraid, and 
I’ll need to leave it.  Yes, overnight.  Could you log it into your 
book? Thanks.  Thank you very much.’ 
 
The thought of sharing mental space, even an ancient but well-
maintained and thoroughly unexciting Nissan, with Top Gear 
made my heart slow like an artery after a heavy meal. 
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The campus security official sounded rather bemused, but was 
happy enough to grant my request.  For a few hours I tried to 
push the incident to the back of my mind and concentrate on 
deep currents and seagulls’ feet. But at the end of the day, as my 
machine shut down each of its systems and clicked off, the small 
green tower light blinking once before sleep, the irritation 
sprang back fully-formed into my mind. I walked the room, 
switching off the printers and errant machines of my laxer 
colleagues, shutting a window, rearranging a precarious stack of 
copier paper. 
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I imagine, if I was married or like my sister had small children, 
my thoughts would not have the luxury of returning to a single 
issue, inconsequential to everyone else. I can hear her laughter 
at the idea of it. Nappies, snaggled trousers, bottle warmers, 
nursery fees, people carriers; I see the list of necessities jetting 
from every line of her face like spider’s silk, knotting itself 
around every moment. She shares them with me by phone. I am 
sympathetic. 
 
But in this, my eyrie woven of figures and smooth competence, 
any harsh thing pokes at me like a twig. 
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I believe in the dignity of work. 
 
I have seen a man, in the streets of my youth, sweeping a gutter 
for an hour with the stubby end of a broom, moving dust and 
paper along like a river’s course, stop and turn in order to regard 
things for a moment. He knows in a matter of seconds children 
will likely blow through his carefully arranged dustpile, or the 
wind overturn it, some patchy mongrel shuffle through it 
backwards before depositing a coil, but in that moment the 
street’s cleanliness is refreshing to him as a glass of sweet tea. 
 
 
140 
 
I also know my own situation is far sweeter. I do not have to 
haggle or cringe and simper as my father did to get by in the 
middleman business. I have no children, but if I did, the acid of 
such a hated job would not drive me to lash them on beyond 
accomplishment with sarcasm or violence. I enjoy my work, this 
swimming and fixing; I enjoy my sixth-floor nest, its humming 
electronic warmth, the windows and campus dropping away 
below. 
 



These things are precious. Though I have earned them, I do not 
feel entitled to them, nonetheless. 
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For this reason the creeping stupidity of the incident niggles at 
me. I walked long and hard that evening, seeking out the dark 
ways, the back alleys and half-lit paths through the town. I did 
not want to go home, nor to a pub, nor did I feel like talking to 
anyone. I remembered my sister’s taunts – for, recalling them, 
this is clearly what they were – in our last conversation. 
 
‘Ernest, get yourself a woman, for the love of God!’ 
 
‘You sound rather like our father.’ 
 
‘Make a life, will you.’ 
 
I made my excuses and hung up the phone. 
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But arriving at the foot of the pier I suddenly sensed compassion 
beneath her harshness. In that distant city, filled with husband, 
children, all the bustle of life, a warm heart of some kind beat 
quickly. 
 
Two gulls sat twenty feet away, their scaly legs stiff on the iron. 
One jerked a wing out then resettled it. The other remained still. 
Under the thin blanket of town traffic the sea thrashed, restless 
as someone’s dream. I shivered and stamped my feet. I needed 
to pull myself together, take a stand. I ought to shake out these 
timid worries like fleas. 
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I turned around and headed home. As I reached the war 
memorial and the wide beginning of the high street, a passing 
tanker sounded its horn. Even across half a mile of sea the noise 
was disturbing – mournful, a throaty honk thick as the last cries 
of an animal trapped in a snare. I turned back and watched it 
slope out of sight. The sea was flat as a trapdoor, the tanker a 
hinge. 
 
At home, whisky and the radio. Another few chapters of The 
South-Sea Bubble. Tea, toast with butter, bed. I dreamt of 
nothing, and this was fine. 
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The next day things seemed back in harness. But when I closed 
the office at seven, walked down six flights of cold stairs to 
waken my limbs and pushed at the door to the car park, panic 
jerked in my chest like an animal straining against a leash. Here 
were other cars – a Fiat, three school-stickered Fords packed 
with junk, a gas-guzzler slumped by the entrance. My car sat 
covered in frost on the far side. I didn’t hate it; simply the idea 
of driving anywhere, smoke, the engine’s fetid breath. 
 
I scraped a fingernail through the pearly frost, sighed. 
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The security staff continued to be most accommodating.  After 
the third day one asked if I was planning to set up a used car 
dealership, and after a week his supervisor called to offer a tow 
to the nearest garage. The campus had a lorry, he said. Moved 
vehicles all the time, he said. Could pull an ambulance. But I 
promised I’d have it out of their hair shortly, and I did. 
 



I sat inside with the heater running full-blast and wondered what 
was really bothering me. After half an hour the windows were 
clear and bright, the engine humming. 
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I drove home as quickly as I could and backed it up against the 
garage. Inside I tried to relax and put on the kettle. As it reached 
the boil the phone rang. 
 
‘Hello?’ 
 
‘Ernest. Bad time?’ 
 
‘Sarah! No, it’s fine. I just arrived home from work.’ I quickly 
worked out the time in Vancouver. Just before midday, it 
appeared. An early lunch. I didn’t dare work out the 
temperature. Shivering despite myself, I stirred my tea most 
vigorously, until my arm flushed with heat. 
 
‘Look, I know this is an odd time to call. But I’m coming to 
Oxford.’ 
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The news was so welcome, yet under the circumstances, so 
perverse. A flight – out of the question. This was not for 
business, and besides there were onward connections, hire cars, 
buses. A ten-hour coach journey? Even in my youth I would 
rather walk hot roads than swelter in the guts of such a scuttling 
silverfish. There was no direct train; two changes meant a whole 
day erased, and immobility for the duration of my stay. She’s 
want to see the sights – countryside, Blenheim Palace, no doubt 
a splendidly appointed inn. I would have to drive. I swallowed, 
asked for details. 
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But in the end my worries came to nothing. Making 
arrangements, the pressing beat of the road, the pleasure of 
seeing her – smaller than me, but not greatly; wider, her body 
filled out with motherhood’s curves; more energetic than I could 
ever imagine myself being – absorbed everything. She whisked 
me tirelessly round colleges and cornfields, reading steadily 
from some dogeared verse and history-studded book she’d 
picked up in Calcutta years before. 
 
When I came home the car settled back into its tracks by the 
garage, and I managed to get on with my life. 
 
For the most part, at least. 
 

 


