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 ~ CHAPTER 1 ~

 


There was a shining rainbow of light on the wing of the
fly sitting on the eye of the dead man. The sunlight that managed
to filter down through the branches of the conifers to where the
corpse lay caught on the flies which darted in zigzag patterns over
the body, flying off and landing again in a shimmering mist. The
man lay in a bloodied heap with his stomach ripped open and his
guts bubbling up out of his body, but their dulled sheen and the
way the splatters of blood had dried brown said he had been dead
some time. The unbothered expression on the man’s face suggested
that the disembowelment had happened after death, but instead of
finding comfort in that I found it disturbing to consider anger so
deep that not even death had managed to assuage it.

Some of the
flies bumbled away from the corpse and flew too close to where I
hung spirit-walking just below the lowest arc of branches, so I
shifted away because even in spirit-form I did not want
corpse-walking flies anywhere near me. I moved further into the
trees, to a point where the body was safely hidden by a few sprays
of conifer branches. No matter how many times I came face to face
with murder victims I had still not got used to them, so I waited
for a while, concentrating hard on the soft rustle of branch
against branch and the way the light and shadow gently changed like
sunlight through water, and thinking of better things than
ripped-open corpses. I was deep in some un-named plantation where
the trees were planted so closely together nothing could grow in
the darkness and the ground was covered in a deep blanket of
bone-brown needles, featureless enough for only faint dips to mark
the footsteps of the murderer leading away towards the access
path.

I had been
searching for the body for the past quarter of an hour, gliding
through field after field of trees because the killer had dumped
previous victims in the same massive Chopwell Forest. Corrin, my
controller sitting in the cramped little booth back at the
Department, had only just suggested that it was time for me to come
back in as I was about to reach my time-limit for an RV. I had
found the body almost as soon as she had stopped speaking, but I
had not yet replied.

“Can I have an
answer, please?” she prompted.

“I’m just
about done,” I started, about to tell her I had found the body and
had only to fix its position before coming back in.

“You have had
fourteen minutes,” Corrin broke in primly. “It’s time to
return.”

Corrin and I
typically had a fairly relaxed relationship during RVs and there
was something unusually formal about her manner and her insistence
on the time.

“I’ve found
him,” I announced.

“That’s
confirmation that you have found the subject,” Corrin replied. When
the Department had first been set up, back when everything had been
new and they were still trying to give a form to it, we had been
taught to use quasi-police terms in the hope that they might make
us appear just that little bit more efficient and scientific. They
had then employed civilians to do the actual work and the jargon
had been thrown out as soon as RVs lost their novelty and became
routine. Corrin only reverted to the formal approach when she had
an audience, which in practical terms usually meant the internal
assessors who came to check up on the Department every once in a
while. She seemed to feel that if she sat up ram-rod straight and
did everything by the book they would think she was good enough to
stay employed. As to my knowledge no-one had ever yet failed an
assessment, it was a strange concern.

But as it was
six o’clock in the morning and the assessors worked strictly office
hours, I knew there was not the faintest chance of any of them
being in the building, so it had to be some-one else Corrin feared.
It was equally too early for the Director to be around, and it was
unlikely to be a police officer as they were rarely given
permission to participate in an RV. There was only one other person
who could possibly be there at that time of the day.

“Is Ruth with
you?” I guessed. Ruth had a unique ability to make any-one, of any
age and any status, feel like they were back at school facing a
strict teacher. Despite all the years they had known each other,
Corrin had never grown used to Ruth’s brusque manner.

“Affirmative,”
Corrin said, because a simple ‘yes’ was just not enough. “Please
give me your location.”

“I’m not quite
sure where I am,” I said. I wondered why Ruth was at the office,
since she had her own kingdom at the research facility out at
Beedham and had little to do with the day-to-day running of the
commercial arm of the Department. I wondered if she was here to see
how Brinton was settling in, but not even eager new-boy Brinton was
in the office at six o’clock in the morning. “Give me a minute and
I’ll get a fix,” I added.

“Negative on
that,” Corrin said swiftly. “You are coming up to fifteen minutes.
Please return to base stat and do a confirmatory RV later.”

I was only
rated as capable of a fifteen-minute RV. Both Corrin and I knew I
was perfectly capable of doing sixteen minutes, but we had not yet
got round to having me officially re-graded and Corrin was afraid
of getting us into trouble if I went over fifteen minutes in the
presence of a witness, and a witness as clued-up as Ruth Stein at
that. In theory I should leave immediately, only taking rough note
of my position, return to the office, hang round to wait out the
obligatory two-hour interval between RVs and then come back out and
repeat my search until I tumbled onto the body again, despite the
fact that perhaps a twenty-second delay now would save me the
hassle later.

I climbed out
through the trees at speed and high into the early morning sky
until the whole of the forest was laid out below me like a map.
Numerous blocks of trees rolled out over a succession of hills,
sub-divided by access tracks and fire breaks into rectangular
blocks that were soullessly similar and difficult to distinguish. I
picked the nearest access road and noted the white metal gate at
its end and the fire flail with the torn paddle in the bundle by
the wire fence. I reported the details back to Corrin, and then
back-pedalled up the track, counting the number of fire breaks the
police would have to pass and telling her when and where they had
to turn into one of the breaks, and then tried to find something
within the grassy corridor distinct enough to act as a landmark. I
settled on a dead tree resting against its neighbour and tried to
estimate the position of the body from it, perhaps some 200 metres
beyond and maybe seven metres in on the right-hand side.

“Received and
understood,” Corrin reported in a clipped voice. “Come back
in.”

I knew I was
not very good at making correct estimates of distance out in the
field and reconsidered the distance. “Maybe it’s nearer 150
metres,” I corrected.

“Understood,”
Corrin snapped. “Come back in.”

I soared back
to the office in no time at all, and slid back in through the
window to the upper room where my body lay waiting, and saw Corrin
sitting tense and straight-spined in her little booth with Ruth
standing behind her in a position guaranteed to make any-one
nervous. My body, lying on a high ex-hospital trolley, I ignored as
best I could as I slipped back inside it. I had found it was less
like looking at yourself in a mirror and more like catching an
unexpected glimpse of yourself in a reflective shop window, when
you always looked more wind-blown and fat-faced and untidy than
when posing in front of a well-lit bath-room mirror.

This was
always the bit I liked most, returning to my body. I enjoyed the
sensation of its weight, and the way I could make it move, and the
fact that I could say as much with my facial expressions as any
spoken word. My fellow spirit-walker Lily always said she felt
trapped in her earth-bound body, and that her true soul was in her
spirit and even Tim had admitted he had sometimes dreamt of a day
when he could spirit-walk for hours or even days at a time and
leave his dull, earth-bound body behind. The longer I was away from
my body, the fonder I grew of it, and I had not yet dared confess
that to me my soul stayed back with my body, not out in the ether
with my spirit. I loved feeling heavy, I loved being in solid
contact with the earth, and above all I loved being just like
every-one else around me.

As I returned
to my body I twitched my fingers and wrinkled my nose, just because
I could, but I remembered to stay lying down because a
fifteen-minute, up-to-the-line RV was supposed to be hard work for
me and I had to pretend that I was tired by the experience, so I
wriggled my toes in turn and studied a water stain on the ceiling
and the long threads of a cobweb round the light fitting, and
pretended to be recovering. 

Ruth came
through to my half of the sub-divided room, and when I twisted my
head to look at her she thought I was about to get up.

“Stay down,”
she ordered brusquely.

“I’m staying,”
I said with a smile, not made nervous by her sharp command. Ruth
was the mastermind behind the whole remote-viewing project and I
had known her since I was a child, and while Tim and Lily were as
much in awe of her now as on the day she had greeted them on their
first entry into the project, I had quickly learnt there was no
malice behind her abrupt manner. She was simply not good at empathy
and did not realise how her no-nonsense approach made others
nervous. I had spent a good part of my childhood being afraid of
much more frightening people than Ruth, faceless men who were going
to ‘take me away’ to do things to me that were worse for never
being openly named. It had been about the time that I eventually
worked out that ironically the faceless men and Ruth and her
friendly companions were one and the same that I stopped believing
in monsters.

“How do you
feel?” Ruth asked. She had spent her life asking me questions, and
I knew the answer to this one: it was ‘tired’ or ‘drained’ or
‘half-dead’ or ‘exhausted’.

“Drained,” I
said. I used the words in strict rotation.

“Rest for a
while,” Ruth recommended. “There’s no rush.”

Corrin sidled
into the room, hung around by the entrance to the control room for
a while and then plucked up enough courage to come across to the
bed. She removed the heart monitors and head-set and then
conscientiously looped up their trailing wires and put them away in
their correct cupboard even though we usually just left them lying
on the bed for the next person.

I looked back
at the ceiling, playing the game, and thought perhaps I should
report the cobwebs to some-one, though on reflection I could not
decide who that should be. I had worked in the building since the
Department had moved in, and was so used to my surroundings that I
rarely noted them anymore. It was only now that we had a new person
joining us, the first new person in over eight years, that I began
to wonder how he saw it after the clinical neatness of Beedham. The
offices had been converted from a hotel converted from a
town-house, and had been fitted out cheaply by some government
sub-section working to a tight budget. The building had five
storeys in total, with public offices on the ground floor that were
nothing to do with us, two floors for our Department offices and RV
rooms, then bedrooms and lounges above them, and the dumping
grounds in the attics. The layout of the RV rooms had not changed
since the design stage, and even though we had long ago decided it
was unnecessary, the working RVs still lay on the bed in the main
part of the room while the controller sat behind glass in their
little booths built into one corner, where they had been placed in
case the RVs were disturbed by the ring of a phone, or the tapping
of computer keys, or the squeak of a chair, or the rustle of
paper.

The equipment
we used was generally old, because the philosophy was that if it
still worked there was clearly no need to upgrade it, and it was
mismatched because it had been bought piece-meal over the years
from a number of cheap suppliers. The walls and ceilings were
painted in institution magnolia, and the carpet had been the
cheapest available at the time and was still in place five years
after the end of its useful working life. It had once been
sage-green in colour, and was now mainly dust-beige with grey
patches at every threshold and down every well-used corridor where
it had worn thin. The furniture consisted of hand-downs from other
departments and came in every colour ever sold, from office-grey to
school-room red, and every room smelt of artificial air fresheners
laid on with a heavy hand to mask the smell of dust.

I frowned at
the thought of Brinton’s first impressions of the place, and the
thought of him made me wonder again about Ruth’s presence. “So what
are you doing here?” I asked her. “I mean, I’m happy to see you,
but it’s not exactly usual visiting hours.”

“Lily,” Ruth
said in explanation.

“Ah.” Not
Brinton, then. At least, not directly. “Same reason I’m here,
then.”

“So I’m
told.”

I swung my
legs over the edge of the bed and sat upright. Ruth put out her
hand as if to help me and then realised I didn’t need it, while
Corrin came back with my jacket to drape over my shoulders. She
knew I never felt cold after an RV but she was equally aware Ruth
was always afraid we would catch a chill during one, so I made no
comment and let it lie.

“OK?” she
asked, and her concern was genuine enough to prick my
conscience.

“Is there any
reason why you’ve come in to watch me walk?” I asked. It was the
question worrying Corrin, but while she would never query Ruth’s
presence I had no fear of asking.

“None at all,”
Ruth replied. “I hear you’re doing fine .... No, I just stopped in
because Lily is still screaming her head off, and Luke is trying to
calm her down.”

Luke was
Lily’s primary controller, and worth his weight in gold because he
was the only person in the known universe able to handle her in one
of her full-blown tantrums. Ruth, ironically, was the only person
in the known universe not to like him.

“Ah,” I
said.

“Ah,” Ruth
agreed. Lily either went in for monumental sulks or furious
screaming fits during which she could get so worked up she
sometimes forgot to breathe. After experiencing two or three such
attacks most people’s first reaction was to find a blunt implement,
hit her over the head and bury her under the patio. “I want to take
her out to Beedham for a while,” Ruth continued, which was
tantamount to saying that Lily was out of control again and needed
to be taken out of circulation for a couple of days. Lily was as
beautiful as Cinderella, as reliable as a drug addict, and savagely
unhappy. Lily was currently feeling over-extra insecure because of
the arrival of Brinton at the Department.

I slipped off
the bed and stood up and Ruth put out her hand again, so this time
I took it. Ruth had always worried most about me when I had been a
child so she squeezed my hand, expressing a concern she was
incapable of vocalising. Tim had been marked out because of his
superior skills and Lily had been defined by her temper, and I had
just been quiet.

“Do you have
time for a cup of tea?” I asked.

“I think
Lily’s stopped shouting, but it’s probably wise to wait a while
before I see her,” Ruth said. “I think I’ve got time for a quick
cup.”

“Corrin?” I
invited for the form of it, even though I knew the answer.

“I’ll deal
with the police,” she excused. “Let them know ....”

Ruth and I
left the room and walked down the short stub corridor out onto the
landing at the top of the once-elegant staircase. The walls were
painted a dark gloss brown and the ornate iron spindles were
magnolia cream, but the decorators had left untouched the polished
wooden handrail, and the dusty chandelier that had been easier to
leave in position than sell. It still looked pretty, and although
it was not exactly the most efficient form of lighting and it left
the stairwell badly lit, I liked it as a reminder of the lost
glories of the battered house.

We found Lily
and Luke out on the landing, Lily leaning against the balustrade
with her head lowered, looking sulky but subdued as she listened to
Luke talking in a carefully modulated, purposefully soft voice.
They both looked up as they heard us approach, and Lily’s face
darkened with mutiny, but she pursed her lips together hard as if
determined not to say anything, which was generally a good
sign.

“Hello Lily,”
Ruth greeted. “Has Luke told you about my idea?”

Lily nodded
curtly, still looking sour. She had short blond hair, deep blue
eyes and the face of a film star, but even though she wore elegant
designer suits and honed her already lean body at the gym every
day, and though she had her hair cut by the most expensive stylist
in town and had her face made up by a professional artist, she was
rarely as beautiful as she thought she was. All too often her face
was twisted up with disappointment or spite, and frown-lines were
already on the horizon. Over the years she had had a steady stream
of boy-friends who had been initially attracted to her body but who
were eventually invariably repulsed by her fickle temper and
unreasonable moods, and with each departure she became ever more
insecure. I think her successful working relationship with Luke was
based on the fact that if she was between lovers and was in need of
an escort to some dinner party or gallery opening, he was
good-looking enough not to disgrace her and could usually be
persuaded to accompany her. She did what he asked because she was
afraid of losing that service if she didn’t.

Luke was on
the pretty side of handsome, and had features envied by many a
woman. A pretty face is not necessarily much of an advantage to a
man, but he was redeemed by a pale but theoretically manly scar
that started on his forehead, cut through his eyebrow and just
touched his cheek bone. The origin of the scar changed every-time
he had been asked to explain it - it usually involved
rock-climbing, base-jumping or a powerful motorbike - but his
sister had once told me it had been a stupid childhood accident,
involving a fall from a tree and a half-buried iron bar.

“Then you will
come out to Beedham?” Ruth asked Lily hopefully.

“The Klurts
are having a theatre party on Wednesday. I must be back for that,”
Lily insisted.

“Of course,”
Ruth agreed.

“Told you so,”
said Luke. Had any-one else said that to her there would have been
an abrupt resumption of hysterics, but she simply shot him a dark
look and then turned her back on him.

“I have to be
back early on Wednesday,” she said.

“Of course,”
Ruth agreed again. “Surah and I were just about to go upstairs for
a cup of tea. Will you come with us?”

“I thought you
were here to see me,” Lily objected childishly.

“I am,” Ruth
said. “I thought it would be nice for us all to have a cup of tea
together before I have a chat with you alone. Luke is coming, too.”
Which was news to Luke, but he was too used to playing this
particular game to show surprise. “A nice cup of tea,” Ruth
finished in a voice that brooked no dissent.

It was Lily’s
screaming fit and refusal to do an RV that had got Corrin and
myself out of our beds at a too-early hour to do work that was not
our own, so sitting down with her for breakfast was not exactly
what I wanted, but I knew from experience I had no more choice than
Luke. Lily knew exactly what I was doing in the Department at so
early an hour, and she shot me a look of half-fear,
half-resentment, as aware of my feelings as some-one who was almost
a sister could be.

“Come on,
Lily,” I cajoled, playing my own part in the mollify-Lily game, and
thus assured I was not at least outwardly angry, she agreed.

“Good,” Ruth
said heartily, relieved that there would not be another
outburst.

So the four of
us trailed upstairs to the kitchen for our tea, with me at the
tail-end entertaining dark fantasies where instead of meekly
agreeing I had in fact turned on Lily and out-tantrumed her. But
even as a fantasy I could not quite imagine pulling it off. No-one
could be as emotional, self-centred and deluded as our Lily.
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~ CHAPTER 2 ~

 


 


There had been three of us in the programme at the
start: Tim, Lily and myself. I had been the first there, Tim had
arrived a few months later, and Lily a while after that, and Lily,
although older, had never recovered from the feeling of being the
last in everything. Tim had quickly proved himself to be the most
skilled of the three of us, and was always the first to push the
boundaries of our new-found abilities. He was the one who travelled
the furthest, who learnt how to stay out the longest and even,
after time, how to listen while spirit-walking - the final skill
which had eventually led to the creation of the commercial branch
of the Department.

Tim generously
taught Lily and myself how to do all these things in turn, but we
were always behind, always catching up, and because the project was
supposed to be scientific and they wanted to record these things,
they kept grading us so we ended up knowing exactly where we were
in the grand scheme of things. Every week we were given a score,
and some weeks I was ahead of Lily and some weeks I was behind her
until I realised that it really mattered to her. After that I was
generally content to come in last, unless Lily had managed to annoy
me more than most that week. Whichever of us came second, Tim was
almost always first, but that had never bothered me because I did
not need some-one else rating my performance to give me a sense of
my self-worth. But because I had been the first one in the project
and was the last one in the scores, Ruth had always had a soft spot
for me, which was why she had left Luke to deal with Lily and had
come in to watch me walk.

Tim had
naturally been the best spirit-walker in the new Department, and
had always been given the high profile cases, but our activities
were so top-secret as to almost verge on the illegal, and Tim was
currently in the process of wriggling out of a job he had once
loved with all his heart in search of something more respectable.
He was about to marry into an influential political family and he
had no desire to embarrass his new allies with his underhand
profession, so he was soon to leave us for good. Hence the arrival
of Brinton, brought in to work part-time whilst Tim slowly cut down
on his hours, hence Lily’s tantrums because Brinton was a better
spirit-walker than she was, and hence also my summons to cover her
shift when she was too over-wrought to work.

Tim’s fiancée
was everything a fiancée of Tim’s should be; slim, blond, beautiful
and rich, but despite the fact she was the perfect woman I
sometimes thought Tim was equally in love with her family. They
were powerful, quietly influential and hugely wealthy. They drank
30-year-old port after dinner, owned famous race-horses and invited
thirty-odd ‘close’ friends to stay for Christmas at their country
retreat, and Tim loved everything to do with them, from their
polished Porsches to their private gentleman’s clubs, and couldn’t
wait to become one of them. The Department naturally enough did not
fit into the new life Tim was about to embark on and he was taking
great care to wipe away his contribution to the art of
remote-viewing and write himself out of the history of the
Department before he became an official member of his new clan.

It therefore
came as a huge surprise to receive an invitation to his
wedding.

On that
Saturday I was sitting in the kitchen eating breakfast while
watching the birds at the feeders outside and going through my post
in a desultory way as it never contained much more than adverts for
credit cards and claims that I had won large cash prizes. I propped
the card against the jam pot while I ate my toast and studied it
with interest, sticky fingers held wide and well away from it. And
it was impressive: the card itself was thick enough to act as shoe
leather and had enough gold leaf on it to make it worthwhile
burning it to salvage the metal, while a professional calligrapher
had added my correctly spelt name to the dotted line.

Tim had
announced his forthcoming wedding half a year previously, but when
no wedding invitations had followed, we realised that no-one in the
Department was going to be asked to attend. The fact that an
invitation had now arrived barely three weeks before the big event
suggested that either Tim had suddenly been overcome with remorse
at overlooking his old friends and work-mates and had had a change
of heart, or that he was scrabbling round trying to find enough
guests to even up a bride/groom family imbalance, as it would never
do to let the Family think he did not have enough friends to fill
his half of the cathedral. It was not mere cynicism to consider the
latter more likely.

I was still
pondering who would be the most embarrassing person I could invite
to the high society wedding as my ‘and partner’ when the phone
rang. I swallowed my food, licked my sticky fingers and picked up
the phone.

“Hello?”

“Surah? Is
that you?”

It was Ruth,
sounding harassed.

“It’s me.”

“Are you doing
anything this week-end?”

I always got
this wrong. If I said ‘no’ I would get trapped doing some boring
surveillance job that had come up at the last minute and if I said
‘yes’ she would reveal she had planned to take me to some exclusive
restaurant with one of her gourmet friends.

“It depends,”
I replied.

“I need you to
come out here.”

“What for?” I
asked cautiously.

“Lily needs
some company.”

Lily and I had
grown up together and therefore felt a rather reluctant sisterhood,
but we had never been friends in the spending-time-together sort of
way. This was something that Ruth, having watched us grow up,
already knew well, so I guessed this request came under the heading
of ‘family rallying round in a crisis’.

“You won’t be
alone,” she added, knowing that no-one looked forward to two days
of Lily’s undivided company. “I’ve asked Luke as well.”

“And Tim?”

“Tim’s busy.
Wedding arrangements.”

The Family had
employed a wedding organiser to do everything other than make the
decisions about options A, B or C so I could think of no
arrangements Tim could possibly be making that need keep him away
from Beedham, but Tim was Tim, so he could get away with that type
of vague excuse when no-one else could.

“Or had you
planned to visit your mother?” Ruth enquired delicately when I did
not respond immediately.

“Not this
week-end,” I replied, too quickly. “I’ll come over. Give me time to
re-arrange some things and get over there. I’ll be there about
lunch-time.”

“Thanks,” Ruth
said, sounding as if she grudged me arriving even that late.

At least I was
not to be alone in my misery, and I wondered just how happy Luke
had been at giving up his own week-end for Lily and, even worse, be
forced to go out to Beedham at the request of Ruth. All the same, I
knew he would never have dreamt of refusing.

~

Beedham had
started life as an industrial campus set at town’s edge looking out
over green fields, and was now surrounded on all sides by
featureless warehouse estates. The grounds, which had once boasted
hand-sculpted shrubs and raked gravel paths, had been carved up
into numerous small car-parks apart from one small adventure
playground installed for the Department children. At the time of
its construction, the design of the building had been considered
boldly futuristic with sharp angles, flying buttresses and acres of
mirror glass, but since then it had grown old before its time and
it now had black streaks down the tired grey concrete, glaring
red-brick extensions built with more regard for utility than
aesthetics, and three random windows had been replaced in mirror
glass of the wrong colour.

I rarely
noticed its age because to me Beedham was just Beedham, the place I
had lived for ten years, part research facility, part laboratory,
part school and part home for three precocious children who could
spirit-walk. Brinton had also passed through its doors, and there
were three more children already in the system, being taught
everything we had had to learn for ourselves in the hope they could
leap-frog us and develop even better skills. But just as I was now
noticing the cobwebs in the offices and the bald patches in the
carpets, I could see the dandelions growing under the name-board,
the uncut grass in the impractical moat and the explanatory notices
on the permanently locked side doors.

Luke had
parked his burnt orange sports car near the main entrance and had
remained there waiting for me, getting out and falling into step as
I passed, because he had not wanted to go inside by himself. Luke
was neither scientist nor spirit-walker and had never worked at
Beedham, and although I had never spotted it, each of the three
controllers at one time or another had told me that they disliked
going to Beedham because they were always treated as
interlopers.

I might have
managed greater sympathy for them had I not known they were indeed
all infiltrators of one kind or another. For various political
reasons, most of the staff of the commercial section had been
recruited from outside the staff of Beedham, and although it might
have brought us some fresh blood, it had also laid us open to
invasion. I was absolutely certain that all three controllers had a
second paymaster, to whom they told details of our working methods,
our success rate and even details of the cases we worked on. I was
utterly certain of this because I had broken the cardinal rule of
the Department - the rule I had been ordered to follow, the rule I
had earnestly sworn never to break, the rule I had signed a legal
document to uphold - that said we could not follow staff members at
any time. The other rule I broke was the one that said I was only
allowed to do a fifteen-minute RV. That one I broke by a long
way.

On various
occasions I had followed all of our controllers and I had witnessed
enough clandestine meetings and overheard enough damning
conversations to know that none of them, not even Corrin, was fully
trustworthy. They were passing on classified information to
some-one in the government and that some-one now knew almost as
much about the project as Ruth did herself. And then, a year or so
back I had become aware that they were no longer content simply to
obtain information, but had started to actively interfere in our
work. It had taken me a while to realise it, but the change had
coincided with Luke Fage’s arrival in the Department. Lily’s
previous controller had finally left for a less stressful job
involving fewer tantrums and Luke had been brought in, and at first
I had welcomed him as a new neutral player. But of course I was
naive to think that the controllers’ paymasters could not
manipulate a simple job interview, and for all I knew every one of
the four people interviewed in all innocence had been in their
employ so that it did not matter which one of them actually got the
job, as whichever way it went they were going to end up with
another of their spies safely in place.

The
interference I had noticed was in our missions. Lily and I in
particular would, once in a while, be given some borderline case
that went beyond our legal remit. We had to RV people without good
enough reason, spying on political undesirables for the security
forces, or hunting down suspects when the case had been dressed up
as police cases but where the ‘police’ liaison officers were never
ones we had worked with before. They got away with the interference
because the controllers had already passed on all the key buzzwords
that could almost guarantee the cases would be accepted by the
Department monitors.

I had caught a
hint that Corrin was not happy about this new enterprise, but Luke
and Louis, the third controller, had never had any qualms about
their manipulation. It was this, more than anything, which made me
want to put a stop to it. My first attempt, years ago, to warn our
Director that we were being spied on had been hugely unsuccessful
as my doubts were not enough to trigger any alarm, and my warnings
were so vague as to be pointless since I had not been able to
reveal the source of my evidence. The Department insisted that all
employees were given deep background checks under a complex vetting
procedure, and sincerely believed that having a vetting procedure
was the same as having a vetting procedure that was actually
effective.

When the
outsiders started slipping us the dubious cases I tried again. This
time I pointed out some of the cases that I thought were outside
our remit, but while they accepted my reservations, they thought my
fears were unjustified and simply promised a review of our
monitoring procedure. I had sometimes wondered what they would have
done had Tim raised the concerns, but Tim was already on his way
out of the Department and not inclined to draw attention to
himself.

So instead of
taking it any further, I went along with it. I nixed which cases I
could, I filed false surveillance reports and I disturbed the
subjects of Lily’s or Tim’s RVs to make them more cautious, and I
kept records. I knew I was condoning it by accepting it, but I had
my own secrets to keep, and coward that I was, my own dangers meant
more to me than the integrity of the Department.

“Morning,
Surah,” Luke greeted.

 

“Morning.”

I had liked
Luke when he had first joined the Department, and I would have
liked him still had he not been working for another paymaster. I
had kept my distance ever since and although we worked together
when necessary we were more acquaintances than friends.

“Guess what I
received this morning?” he announced, because something had to be
said in the period between car and front door.

“A wedding
invitation?” I hazarded.

“Uh-huh. Do
you think every-one’s invited?”

Knowing Tim’s
incipient snobbery, I sincerely doubted it. “I think Monday
morning’s going to be fun.”

The division
between the invited and the uninvited would be apparent for days as
the displeasure and disappointment rumbled on. There would be at
least one person who felt strongly that they should have been
invited instead of some-one else who had got the magic piece of
pasteboard because they had been in the Department longer,
or they had worked more closely with Tim, or they had seniority,
while others would worry endlessly about why they hadn’t
been invited and what that meant, and what Tim was trying to tell
them. Others again would worry about why they had been
invited and what that might mean. Had Tim been marrying Ms No-one
from Nowhereville there would not have been half the heart-ache,
but adding the rich and famous to the mixture changed
everything.

We stepped in
through the double set of doors and shivered in the cool of the
air-conditioned reception area. I was greeted warmly by my first
name while Luke got a perfectly polite but distant ‘Mr Fage’, but
then Creeta on Reception had known me for nearly nineteen years and
Luke for only two. She handed over the list of phone-calls that had
accumulated for me since my last visit, every last one of which was
from my mother. I quickly glanced over them to make sure there was
nothing out of the ordinary and put them away in my bag. The calls
were so standard that Creeta had long ago taken to listing them
purely by date and type: ‘birthday’, ‘missed birthday’ and
‘rant’.

My mother
would phone Beedham, despite being in possession of my mobile
number and in the full knowledge that I had not lived at Beedham
for years, and with a blithe disregard for the realities of the
calendar, announce it was either her or my birthday in a few days’
time, and asking me to visit. For the sake of variety, she would
sometimes ring up and whine because I had missed her and/or my
birthday, and once in a while, when she was off her meds, she would
accuse the staff of having stolen her child away from her. This, of
course, was in some ways true. Rarely had a child been so happy to
have been stolen.

Ruth was
informed of our arrival and we were directed along to one of the
meeting rooms, which the three of us reached at the same time. The
room had large plate windows overlooking one of the car-parks but
the vertical strip blinds were firmly closed because the direct
sunlight would heat the room like an oven. The resultant darkness
meant that the dingy yellow overhead lights had to be switched on,
with the result that we sat in chilly, man-made gloom while outside
there was bright sunshine and relaxing warmth all for the taking. I
sometimes thought the architects had decided that anything that was
both natural and free was not quite right for their darling
building and had to be replaced by the superior artificial.

“Thank you for
coming at such short notice,” Ruth said to Luke, stretching over
the table to shake his hand as if they were strangers and not
members of the same organisation.

“No
trouble.”

“I hope you
will both be able to stay for the week-end,” she said, and we sat
down. The next few minutes were spent sorting out coffee, milk and
sugar and politely handing round a plate of cheap biscuits. Like a
school-teacher, she would not start until every-one had been dealt
with and was happy and settled. “I’ve asked you here on Lily’s
behalf,” she resumed eventually. “I don’t know any roundabout way
of saying this, so I’ll just come straight out with it. Lily’s
pregnant.”

I could not
help exchanging looks with Luke while Ruth paused for our
reactions. I could guess our first question was going to be the
same.

“Uh,” Luke
started, taking the plunge. “Who’s the father?” Lily had had plenty
of lovers, and it was often difficult to keep up with who was in
favour, who was out, who was back in favour, who was ‘just friends’
and who was ‘it’.

 “It
could be one of two men,” she explained, with a tinge of pink to
her cheeks. I doubted Ruth had had more than two lovers in her
entire life, and certainly not in quick succession. “Or just maybe
a third.” She sought refuge in her cup of coffee.

“Ah,” Luke
said. There was not much else one could say.

“It doesn’t
really matter anyway,” Ruth continued. “She wants to raise the
child herself and doesn’t require any help from the father.”

“And the
father doesn’t have a say?” I enquired mildly.

“It’s not as
if it was a planned child,” Ruth replied, and I realised
then that she wanted the child for herself. My own mother had been
a spirit-walker, and Ruth had been fascinated by the concept of the
inheritance of skills, but my mother had never been stable enough
for inclusion in the programme. And now Ruth saw the chance of
being able to study mother and child from before birth, and however
much she tried to pretend to herself that she was working for the
good of the child, her scientific curiosity would inform her every
action, just as it had twenty years ago when she had thought it
best to remove three children from their families and raise them in
a laboratory. Ruth, I knew, would never give us the names of the
possible fathers in case we tried to interfere, but she was fooling
herself if she thought neither of us could worm that secret out of
Lily before the end of the week-end. “You will have realised Lily
is more than usually ... emotional at the moment,” she said.

And she would
continue that way for the rest of the pregnancy: she would have
horrendous morning sickness, huge hormonal mood swings, a difficult
birth and bad post-natal depression. She would act as if she was
the first women who had ever given birth or brought up a child and
would repeatedly say to one and all ‘if you haven’t experienced it
yourself then you just can’t understand’.

“Is she stable
enough to look after a child?” Luke asked with some misgivings.

“We have
agreed that she will move into an apartment here,” Ruth said, and I
knew the blindness had started already. Here Lily could be pampered
and the baby guarded and Ruth could study it to her heart’s
content.

“So what
exactly do you want from us?” Luke asked neutrally.

“Lily needs
... reassurance ... that she is doing the right thing. That her
friends don’t think she’s silly to be trying this, or incapable, or
that it’s immoral, or wrong, or stupid.”

“And if we
do think she’s being silly and is incapable?” I
asked, and Luke shot me a speculative glance.

“Surah Garter,
that’s a horrible thing to say,” Ruth said.

I spread my
hands. “I am quite happy to stay here this week-end and ‘support’
her, but you know as well as I do that she will ask me what I
think, and then bolster up her own decision with whatever I tell
her, and then as soon as anything goes even slightly wrong, she’ll
be blaming me for having persuaded her against her better
judgement,” I pointed out.

Ruth knew full
well that this had been Lily’s normal modus operandi until I
had wised up to it. “Maybe being a mother will calm her down,” she
said.

As far as I
knew, having a child had never calmed my mother down.

“And maybe
not,” I said dryly.

“You should
want to help her. She’s as good as a sister to you.”

“I’m here,
aren’t I?” I protested. “And you only called us because she’s got
no other friends who would give up their week-end for her.”

There was a
brittle silence because Ruth always did her best to keep from
bickering in front of any non-Beedham staff, but I had said nothing
that Luke did not already know. Lily had friends for shopping, and
friends for partying, and friends for a day at the races, all of
whom acted as if they were her bosom pals but who invariably faded
away as soon as they were asked to step outside their own narrow
sphere of comfort.

“What exactly
do you want us to do?” Luke asked.

“Take her out
shopping, or go for a walk. Perhaps take her out for a meal
tonight. Let her talk. Just be there for her.”

I nodded.
Baby-sit her and calm her down from whatever passion she had worked
herself into was the general gist of it. That and let Ruth escape
from her company for as long as possible. Ruth held her hand out
over to the table for me, and I took it. “She’s frightened of what
you’re going to say,” she said.

I sighed.
“I’ll be good.”

“Does she know
you’ve called us in?” Luke asked.

“Well, no,”
Ruth replied. “I thought we could sort of pretend you had just
dropped by.”

“At the same
time?” I queried cynically.

“I doubt
she’ll even notice,” Luke said, and after a moment’s reflection, I
agreed, since Lily was too self-centred to spend any time worrying
about the cover stories of others.

I sighed
again. “So where is she?”

“I’d give her
an hour or so. She’s lying down at the moment with a migraine.”

Lily had never
had a headache in her life, since each and every one of them had
been a migraine, although migraines that were capable of an instant
cure if some-one proposed an evening drinking with friends or a
visit to a shoe shop. I glanced at Luke, because he was old friends
with Lily’s migraines, caught the tail-end of a private grimace and
wanted to grin. I wished, not for the first time, that we could
have been friends.

~

Ruth left us to
do whatever she did on a Saturday afternoon, which was usually the
same as what she did Monday to Friday as she had never really got
to grips with a healthy life-work balance. Luke and I discussed how
we would divide up the Lily-sitting so that we could each have
breaks away from her, and just as we were finishing our discussion,
Luke got a call on his phone. He checked the message briefly, but
then put the phone away without replying to it even though our
conversation was almost at the end and there was no reason why he
could not have made the return call. As I was always interested in
any phone call that people would not answer in my presence, even
though it may have been no more than an overbearing mother or a
secret girlfriend, when Luke excused himself ten minutes later to
go in search of Lily, I sat back in my chair and spirit-walked with
him to see if he was going to answer the call in private.

Instead of
looking for Lily, Luke stepped outside to the car-park so I
followed him to a gap between two cars and eavesdropped as he made
his call. And nor was I disappointed; not family or friend, but one
of his mysterious contacts, so I moved in close enough to touch his
cheek and listened in to both halves of the conversation.

“It’s Luke,”
he identified. “I’m at Beedham.”

“Beedham? What
the hell are you doing out there?”

“Looking after
Lily. Apparently she’s pregnant,” he replied. “I’ll give you the
details after I’ve had the chance to talk to her. Did you need me
for anything specific?”

“I just wanted
to tell you we’ve arranged to put the mission request in. With most
of the revisions you suggested, but they wouldn’t agree to the name
changes.”

Luke
instinctively turned his back on the building. “I suggest you hold
off until Tuesday.”

“You said
Monday.”

“Lily’s going
to be taken off active service for a while, and on Monday it’s
likely that most of her jobs will be passed on to Surah. If the
request comes in on Tuesday there’s no way they’ll add it to
Surah’s workload. With any luck Brinton will be considered too
inexperienced, and it’ll be passed on to Tim. I’d much rather Tim
did this one than Surah. It’s worth his involvement.”

“As long as he
won’t suspect anything.”

“He won’t,”
Luke promised.

“Alright,
Tuesday, then.”

“Speak to you
soon,” Luke said in farewell, and folded his phone away.

I left him
there and returned to my body. Some faceless bureaucrat now knew
Lily was pregnant before Tim and her own friends and workmates had
been told, and another false mission was about to be foisted onto
us. I knew it was wrong but I still didn’t know what to do about
it.

 


 


~~~~~

 


~ CHAPTER 3 ~

 


 


Perhaps because of the relentless talk of
mother-and-child over the week-end, in a moment of weakness on the
Sunday evening I decided to visit my own mother. Despite constant
nagging prompts from Ruth, this was not a common occurrence, and as
I was very good at thinking up last minute excuses to put it off,
it was not until I walked through the door of the residential home
that I was certain I would actually go through with it. While I was
not exactly over-endowed on the relations front - or at least
relations who would acknowledge me - not even scarcity could make
my mother more appealing.

She lived in a
low-security medical facility, in an impressive red-brick building
with white pillars and fancy balustrades and gardens as extensive
as any public park, and I was able to visit any hour of the day or
night. The nurses wore informal dress and were known by their first
names, and only an overabundance of blue dressing-gowns suggested
the place was a medical establishment. It was very pretty, and very
expensive, and my mother was only there because of some deal Ruth
had made when she had stolen me away to Beedham, and I was glad
that the deal had continued even when I reached adulthood because
it was certainly beyond my means to keep her in the style to which
she had become accustomed. Personally I thought keeping her in a
three-star hotel would probably be cheaper and just as effective,
but it was not a suggestion I had yet made public.

The women at
reception greeted me by name and happily gave me the latest news on
my mother’s state of health and her recent activities and did not
infer by even the slightest hint of emphasis that they thought it
had been over-long since my last visit. When I decided I could
string out our conversation no longer, I said good-bye to them and
made my way up to my mother’s room at the back of the house. I
found my mother lying on her bed, almost too drugged to recognise
me. Part of the deal with having a life in the facility and not in
the Department was that she should take medication that severely
reduced her ability to spirit-walk, but she liked the numbness so
much she would sometimes save up her pills to take a double dose
and experience a little slice of oblivion.

My mother had
a slight, girlish figure and clouds of glowing chestnut hair in
tight corkscrew ringlets. Even dressed in sloppy oversized pyjama
bottoms and a frayed sleeveless T-shirt she looked better than I
ever would even when designer-dressed. I had inherited my hair, my
face and my build from my unknown father, and only my ability to
spirit-walk from my elfin mother. As people commented when they saw
us together, she still looked young enough to be my sister. But
then, she was actually only fourteen years older than me.

“Hello,
mother,” I said, leaning over her so that I would be in her line of
sight if she could ever bring herself to focus her eyes.

“Huuuu,” she
replied, vaguely lifting one hand and swinging it round like a
drunk.

My mother’s
parents, the grandparents I had never met, had, so the story went,
dated in school, become engaged on leaving school at sixteen, and
had fallen out of love before the wedding day but went ahead with
it anyway because marriage was the next accepted target on their
life-ladder and it seemed easier to go ahead and hope for the best
than start again from scratch looking for some-one better. After
that they had had a child, because that was what came next, and so
added an unwanted child to a loveless marriage, and proceeded to
make her life as miserable as their own.

My mother had
deliberately got pregnant at fourteen because she had learnt
somewhere that children loved their parents unconditionally and she
wanted some-one to love her. And for a few years it had worked.
Unfortunately she had forgotten that children can confusingly both
love and hate at the same time, and she had felt basely betrayed
when the child that was supposed to love her had preferred to hide
under the kitchen table rather than run to greet her with
out-stretched arms. That wasn’t the way it was supposed to be.

I do not think
my mother had ever been fully mentally stable, but being a
spirit-walker certainly never helped. At first she had found it an
amusing party trick to help attract the boys, but she did not have
the sense to keep it private, and eventually the wrong type of
people heard about it and became over-interested in her skill. I
never knew who exactly they were, whether criminals or intelligence
or government types, and she would never explain exactly what had
happened, but for a while, long enough to scar her for ever, she
had been chased and in fear for her life. Somehow she managed to
convince them she had no real skills beyond those of confidence
tricks and parlour room illusions, but she had never been the same
again. 

“’lo, babe,”
she managed, and smiled at her own brilliance.

“Hello,” I
replied. Sometimes our entire conversation would consist solely of
exchanged greetings. Sometimes I even preferred those exchanges to
the stilted silences of our more conventional talks.

By the time
she was twenty-two, my mother had decided she had had more life
than she could handle and simply decided to opt out and let
some-one else take responsibility for her, which was when she ended
up in this facility. She liked to complain about being in the home,
she complained about her lack of freedom, and she even complained
about the medications she secretly craved, but she did not have to
worry about raising a child by herself, or earning enough to pay
the rent, or setting aside money for taxes, or hiring men to mend
the roof or fix the drains. She had been given a roof over her
head, and some-one to cook her meals, and some-one to clean up
after her, and there was always some-one there to listen to her
when she felt hard done by.

“Mmm,” she
said.

I moved away
from the bed and studied the beautiful view from the window, with
the sweeping green lawns leading down to a small reed-hidden stream
and the hedgerowed wheat fields beyond.

“Bake,” she
said. She thought she was holding a sensible - probably even deep
and meaningful - conversation with me.

“Uh-huh,” I
said, to keep her happy.

She had taught
me to spirit-walk when I was very young, and I still remembered
happy days of exploration together. Now she believed that if she
had never had that skill then she would have had a perfect life,
and that it was responsible for every ill in her world. As I now
made my living using that very same skill, we did not exactly have
much in common.

“Tist!”

“Uh-huh.”

I moved away
from the window after a while and restlessly moved round the room,
looking at the photos on the walls and the cheap ornaments on the
shelves, none of which were any different to the last time I had
looked, and inspected the piles of nonsensical romances stacked by
the armchair.

She twisted a
finger in her gleaming hair and smiled like an angel. “Muh-muh,”
she said intelligently.

I checked my
watch to see how soon I could decently slip away.

 


 


~~~~~

 


~ CHAPTER 4 ~

 


Monday morning, and before our usual weekly meeting, I
sought out Louis, Tim’s controller and now Brinton’s. He tended to
bask in Tim’s reflected glory and was determined to train Brinton
up to the best of his ability so that he would not lose caste after
Tim’s departure. Louis had a tendency to wear black clothes -
especially long leather coats and dark glasses - and in his spare
time visited private casinos and little basement bars where the
patrons could stand up and read their own poems. He acknowledged
neither of these hobbies publicly, but I had discovered them both
whilst illegally following him. I could not conceive what type of
poems Louis would write - though I could hazard not light-hearted
comedy - for despite the temptation I had not yet stayed to listen
to him. I knew that my spying was very morally questionable and so
to make myself feel better about it, I had created some rules to
follow, the most important one being if an RV on a staff member
veered off into their private life, I left them to it. I was only
interested in finding out more about their other paymaster, not
about what they did in their spare time. Having rules made me feel
more principled.

“Have you
heard about Lily?” I asked Louis as a formality. No-one had been in
the office long enough to remove their coat before some-one or
other would have brought them up to speed on the latest news, and
even the subject of Tim’s wedding had been pushed to one side for
the day.

“Yeah,” Louis
replied without emotion. Louis’ mission in life was to never appear
surprised by anything.

“She’s going
to be having a couple of weeks off, so they’ll be reassigning her
work this morning, and of course I’ll get most of them,” I
continued. “But I know you want Brinton to have experience of a
wider range of missions, so I thought I should tell you I won’t be
insulted if you asked for some of Lily’s missions for Brinton.”

Louis was
amused by my earnest magnanimity.

“I mean, I
know the missions are really all mine, but I know Brinton needs
more practise, so I won’t mind, really.”

“Thanks,
Surah,” he said gallantly, even though I knew exactly what he was
thinking: I can take assignments away from you any time I like,
silly little girl, and I certainly don’t need your
permission to do so. He would now take at least half of Lily’s
assignments for Brinton, and probably a couple for Tim as well.

Leaving him, I
next tracked down Corrin, who I found up in the kitchen making one
of her fruit teas that always smelt wonderful but which always
tasted of medicine to me.

“I’ve been
thinking,” I said, after we had checked that each knew about Lily.
“I’d like to do more all-day surveillances.” These were different
from the searching RVs, lasting as they did only up to ten minutes
at a time, but repeated through-out a day. “I think I can manage
eight hours, maybe even nine or ten.” I picked up her box of
raspberry and cinnamon tea. “I mean, I know I’ve sort of been
coasting recently, so it would look good, wouldn’t it, if I put
some work in on this. So if any surveillance jobs come up, could
you snag them for me?”

“I’ll have to
see,” Corrin said doubtfully, because I had a reputation for only
being good for short-term surveillances and she was worried that
the Director might not want to risk my failure on longer hours, but
during the weekly meeting, she did indeed claim a surveillance
mission for me when they divided up Lily’s work in hand. Afterwards
she told me: “They’ve OK’d the surveillance work, but they feel you
need to upgrade your normal RV timings if you want to try all-day
work again.” I sincerely doubted any-one had said anything of the
sort, and guessed this was something she had added herself in the
wake of her scare when Ruth saw me work a sixteen-minute RV. It
made no difference to me, as long as I had the surveillance job; I
was betting that the Luke-approved mission that would be given to
us the next day would also be a surveillance job and I hoped that
no-one would now be suspicious when Corrin asked for it for me
tomorrow.

To show just
how keen I was, I decided to start straight in on Lily’s
surveillance job. After reading the file, I found it was a typical
police job for us; a minor known racist troublemaker called Ewan
Jones had moved into the area and the police wanted to find out if
he was setting up a new group and if so, who was in it, and when
and where they met. They couldn’t afford to have police officers
sitting on him day after day, and they had no grounds for tapping
his phone or bugging his room. They could eventually get the
information they wanted from informers and the like, but we were
quicker and cheaper.

Our method on
all-day surveillances was simple: ten minutes out of every sixty we
would spy on our subject and hope that over a week or so we could
snatch enough information to please our clients. We had cut down
the length of each individual RV so that it was possible to do more
of them, with less down-time between them, but although this was
the best we could do for long-term surveillance, it was a very
hit-and-miss affair. If the subject stayed in one place, there was
a one in six chance of hearing something of interest, while if they
moved in the fifty minutes when no-one was watching, the subject
was usually lost to us. Sometimes it was possible to cast around
and find them again, but typically that took up eight of the ten
minutes available, and although that gave you somewhere to start
the next RV, usually they had moved on again in the intervening
period.

In the
down-time, operatives were free to do whatever they wanted, such as
going upstairs to make a cup of tea, or nip out to the shops, or
hang round in the lounge. My policy was to stay on the couch and
pretend to doze or read a book while I maintained my RV on the
subject. When it was time to report on his activities during the
next ten-minute RV, as far as possible I shoe-horned in everything
he had done in the past fifty minutes. There was no-one there to
call me a liar if I said he had made and received four phone calls
in ten minutes rather than over the course of an hour. Because of
this, I was a popular choice for short-term surveillances because I
always seemed to get good results, and I would have been an equally
popular choice for all-day surveillances as well had I not found
them tedious and claimed I did not have the necessary stamina for
them.

I made myself
comfortable on the trolley-bed and floated away to Jones’s lodging
room. He lived in a pleasant, tree-lined street of old terraced
houses which had mouldings round the windows and stained glass
panels in the doors, but half-way down the street two houses had
been demolished and an ugly rooming house put in, and that
was where Jones lived. The new house was made of a different
coloured brick, had different floor levels to its neighbours, and
did not have a single architectural flourish to its office-like
exterior. On the inside the rooms were cramped and box-like, with
thin walls and flimsy doors, as if the poor had no great need to
keep strangers out of their homes and actively liked the sound of
their neighbours’ television sets.

Jones’ room
was stuffed with a three-piece suite designed for a much larger
room, a glass-topped coffee table and a huge silver wide-screen
television. The suite half-blocked doorways - and there were four
of those in the small room - and the table took up most of the rest
of the available space, but this was still not congested enough for
Mr Jones, since he had filled up any remaining space with cardboard
boxes, stacks of cheaply printed gun magazines and heaps of old
newspapers. Over everything there was the detritus of some-one
living without any-one to nag him: washing not yet put away, beer
cans scattered on the floor and the remains of meals piled up in
the kitchen. There were no take-away cartons in sight, and the man
ate off proper china plates and used cutlery, but there were five
plates piled precariously on the sofa and another three on the
floor. Presumably he saved the washing-up for a once-a-week
splurge.

The walls were
covered with creased and torn-cornered posters of the heroes of
Jones’ little world, the criminals who had robbed late night shops
or had beat up gays, who had then discovered that people would call
them freedom fighters if they said their actions were ideologically
motivated. A4 sheets, down-loaded from the internet, had brightly
coloured slogans in bold fonts on the lines of ‘white majesty’ and
‘free our country’ and neo-Nazi logos. My job had taken me into the
homes of a number of racists over the years, and I was always
struck by their constant lack of imagination.

Jones himself
was in the kitchen, cooking his breakfast. The room was no more
than a small cubby-hole, liberally decorated with a thin skim of
fat over all surfaces and piles of unwashed pans, and he was frying
spitting bacon in a pan so blackened it had probably never been
washed since Adam was born.

“Do you have
him in sight?” Corrin asked, via the headphones.

“Uh-huh,” I
replied. “He’s up and making breakfast.” Very often similar
subjects did not get up until noon or beyond, which frequently
meant that morning surveillance was a waste of time. “Shall I
stay?”

“No, go back
later. We’ll give him ten minutes to eat breakfast and then come
back and see what he’s doing for the day.”

The
water-plumped bacon had shrunk considerably in the cooking, and I
watched Jones carefully put in another five rashers.

“Make that
fifteen,” I said.

I returned to
the office, and Corrin conscientiously noted down the length of the
first RV. I gave her a brief description of what I had seen, but
after so many jobs she was no longer as interested as she had been
in the beginning as familiarity had bred boredom. When the time was
up, I returned and found Jones finishing his bacon butties sitting
on the sofa watching cartoons with his feet up on the table. He
laughed aloud at the cartoons, genuinely amused by the primary
coloured superheroes.

Watching
people when they thought they were alone was like striping them
bare. In the normal way of things, some-one like Jones would never
let any-one know he was entertained by anodyne children’s cartoons,
and yet now I, a perfect stranger, knew something his closest
friends did not. I watched people pick at spots, masturbate,
satisfy itches in awkward places, spit out food, swear, fart,
inspect the contents of their nose, dance naked and half a hundred
other things that they did solely because they thought they were
safe. I had also seen people steal from friends, lie to
family and beat people up, but none of that seemed as intimate as
watching some-one with a probing finger in their ear.

Jones was
still watching the cartoons when my ten minutes were up. Corrin
recalled me, so I rolled my shoulders and flicked my fingers just
as if I had returned to my body, but I stayed watching Jones.

“D’you want to
go for a coffee?” Corrin asked, seeing me move and taking it as
read that I had returned to my body.

“I’ll stay
here,” I said, still watching Jones eat. I personally had no
difficulty moving my abandoned body while I RV’d, but Tim used to
insist that it took huge concentration to do anything more than
just talk during an RV, and that it was therefore not worth the
hassle, and Tim, being Tim, was believed. No-one ever suspected I
ever RV’d beyond my allotted time because people saw me moving and
they knew - absolutely knew - it was impossible for me to move and
RV at the same time.  

Jones was
doing nothing of interest, so I started on a detailed study of each
room, which helped me to both get to know my subject and to keep me
busy. I read every envelope and scrap of paper visible, took note
of the names of the magazines, looked to see what food he ate and
where he shopped, and what brands of clothes he wore. Surveillance
was so extraordinarily boring I knew that by the end of the first
day I would start nosying into his neighbours’ rooms just for
something to do. It would not take me long to learn more about them
than he ever would.

I was looking
at his packets of biscuits when Corrin returned after 50 minutes
and caught me by surprise.

“Ready to go
back?” she said, her voice tight in my ear, and I instinctively
flew back to be by my unprotected body. As soon as I was back in
the Department, I wriggled deeper into the couch as if making
myself more comfortable.

“Ready,” I
reported.

“Then let’s
go.”

And two
minutes later I reported a phone call he had made eight minutes
earlier.

~

Jones’ day was
boring and, from our point of view, fruitless. He was gearing up to
go out when I left him for the last time, so Corrin and I agreed
that the next surveillance should be an evening event. Corrin
handed me the typed-up report on the day’s activities which was a
brave three pages long only because she had included a detailed
description of his apartment to flesh it out. I left Corrin to sort
out the necessary overtime authorisation required for an evening
session and went home.

I lived within
walking distance of the Department, in another once-elegant
town-house that had been divided up into a number of flats. When I
reached my front door up on the second floor, I found my friend
Paola sitting on my doorstep, with her head resting on her
pulled-up knees and her hands curled round the toes of her
feet.

“Am I late or
you early?” I asked.

“I’m early.
Probably. I forgot what time we said,” she replied, unfolding
herself and standing up. “But as Michael didn’t come round, I had
nothing to do.”

I let us into
the apartment, and Paola went straight through to my bedroom while
I sorted myself out, hanging up coat and unpacking the shopping in
the kitchen. In my apartment, I had clear zones of public space,
where I allowed visitors, and private space, where I allowed
friends, and Paola knew exactly where she belonged. The public
space was very elegantly furnished in fashionable cool blues and
greys, from carpet to cushions to the colour co-ordinated
ornaments, and if it had all the careless style of a magazine
spread that was mainly because I had copied it almost exactly from
one home furnishing magazine or another. It was neutral rather than
eye-catching, without a single out-of-place personal memento or
possession that did not fit the style of decor.

The private
space was different, and since I knew that any-one I let into the
privacy of my bedroom theoretically should know me better than
most, there I had let my imagination flow. There were deep red
patterned walls, mostly hidden by hangings of gauze embroidered
with silver or gold thread and sequins, and drapes of stiff red or
gold-shot muslin, a large soft bed with embroidered comforter and
fringed canopy, a sofa piled high with cushions of patchwork
brocade, brass-frames pictures, small jewelled mirrors, bronze
lanterns and gilt candlesticks. Paola called it my brothel room,
but she, like me, instinctively preferred it to the refined
elegance of my sitting-room, and when I walked in, she was already
comfortably stretched out on the sofa.

I handed her a
glass of wine I had brought through from the kitchen, and she sat
up with a cooed “thanks.” She sipped the wine with an appreciative
hum. “Katrina says she saw Michael with another woman last night,”
she announced.

“Yeah?” I
replied without noticeable enthusiasm. For the past month Paola had
seemed incapable of holding any conversation that didn’t come back
to her feckless boyfriend sooner or later. For the past week every
conversation had also started with him.

“Do you think
he’s sleeping with her?” she asked with interest.

“Oh yes,” I
said with conviction. This was not something I was certain about
because I had been spirit-walking (a topic Paola knew nothing
about), as I had never spied on Michael or on any of my friends,
but because Michael would sleep with any woman foolish enough to
have him. I put my glass down on the dressing table and went for a
quick shower, hoping rather forlornly that Paola would have moved
on by the time I returned. Whatever Michael did, Paola would stick
with him until she had another man lined up to take his place, as
for her an entire life with a faithless man was better than even
one week with no man at all, and I was beginning to hope she would
find some-one new very, very soon.

When I
returned to my bedroom, I back-combed my hair to give it a bit of
body and then wriggled my way into a shiny purple dress as
different from my dowdy work clothes as was possible. I bent down
to the dressing table mirror from the height given me by my
high-heeled shoes to paint on dark glittering lipstick.

“Go, girl,”
Paola said admiringly.

We were going
to a private dance club where Michael had been banned a few months
previously, and I was hoping she was going to make the best of the
opportunity and pick up a new beau.

“Ready?” I
asked.

I put about a
hundred bangles on my arms, packed my grab bag and scooped up my
gold-shot drape.

“Ready,” Paola
said willingly, draining her glass.

“Oh so ready,”
I agreed.
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