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One

The young man in the fawn trench coat can’t wait to get off the 
train. He stands in front of the grey metal doors and runs the tip 
of his index finger up and down the worn rubber strips where 
they meet. It is approaching rush hour; all the seats are taken, 
the standing areas are half full and the warm carriage air smells 
of recycled dust, perfume, and naphthalene. The overhead 
fluorescent lights, diffused by their rectangular casings of white 
plastic, flicker in time with the uneven slowing down of the 
train and cast a fluctuating glow onto the passengers’ faces, the 
shadows that mould the fabric of the young man’s fawn trench 
coat also fading and strengthening with the light’s intensity. An 
outbreak of high-pitched laughter makes him glance around 
towards the centre of the carriage: a group of schoolgirls in 
maroon dresses and navy blue blazers, their brightly coloured 
bags strewn over their laps and the floor, giggle at each other 
under the blank stares of the surrounding passengers.

The lights suddenly fail, and the carriage plunges into 
artificial night. The train stops with the jolt of metal and 
the rattle of windows, the passengers impassive as they are 
swallowed up by the darkness and roughly jerked forward 
then back. The silence that follows is immediately broken by 
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renewed snorts of laughter from the schoolgirls. Moments later 
the lights flicker back to life, revealing their giggling faces.

The young man in the trench coat tisks in exasperation at 
the train stopping yet again, the chances of realising his plan for 
the afternoon – meeting up with a friend in a pub near King’s 
Cross then going on to see a film in Islington – becoming 
more and more remote. He presses his forehead against the cold 
metal of the door and feels the vibration of the idling engine 
transmitted to his skin. Even though he left the house in good 
time, every step of his journey has been dogged by a slight 
delay: a conversation with a garrulous neighbour, a footpath 
disrupted by road works, a slow-moving queue at the ticket 
office, a broken down escalator at Liverpool Street and now 
a Tube train that constantly stops and starts, subdividing the 
final part of his journey from Russell Square to King’s Cross 
into seemingly countless tiny journeys that have no destination 
other than the tunnel itself.

The train creaks into motion, going so slowly, so 
infuriatingly slowly, that he screws his eyes shut and presses his 
forehead harder against the thick metal, the engine’s vibrations 
penetrating his skull. He opens his eyes, straightens up and, 
balancing his weight, rocks from side to side. To occupy himself 
he reaches into the pocket of his brown woollen trousers and 
takes out the red plastic card holder he acquired earlier this 
afternoon, not without some difficulty, the surly ticket seller at 
his local station demanding to see that the holder he wished to 
replace had reached a sufficient level of decrepitude to warrant 
a new one (it had), even then only parting with the new folder 
as if she were doing him a favour he in no way deserved.

Keeping the folder open with his thumb, he stares for the 
thousandth time at the map of the Underground network, an 
orderly circuit board of coloured lines reduced to the size of a 
credit card, the city’s polluted river flowing along the bottom 
section in a thin blue band that rises and falls like a graph 
representing the peaks and troughs of an unstable economy’s 
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inflation fluctuations. In the other sleeve of the holder is a 
public transport identity card onto which a passport-size picture 
of himself has been glued, one of four taken in an automatic 
photo booth in Victoria Station. Printed onto the thin film of 
plastic laminating the card is a broken red line made up of a 
repetition of the British Rail logo – two parallel dashes crossed 
by a zigzag – that cuts diagonally across his face. He studies the 
colour of his skin which, usually a pale olive, has come out a 
muddy brown, the expression on his face blank, even dazed, 
giving no hint of the smile he mustered only a split second later, 
one of these latter images now sitting in a tiny tortoiseshell 
frame on his mother’s mantelpiece. He admires what he always 
admires about his face, but soon notices the features that annoy 
him. He tilts the card until his image is covered in a pool of 
milky light, then closes the plastic holder and stows it back in 
his pocket.

He resumes running his finger up and down the groove 
formed by the meeting of the strips of rubber, and stares out 
the window at the tunnel wall only a few centimetres away, its 
cracked and flaking surface dimly lit by the carriage lights. Pipes 
and cables and wires drift by, twining round each other and 
spreading along the wall like creeper vines, their yellow, blue, 
and violet casings partially covered by charcoal-like dust. Cold 
air streams in through a gap between the strips of rubber, direct 
blasts sometimes stinging his eyes as if to further irritate him.

He steps back and looks up at the map of the Piccadilly 
line that runs along the wall of the carriage, the same map 
repeated along its entire length so that passengers, no matter 
where they are positioned, can plan their journeys. His gaze 
flicks from one station to the next, Finsbury Park, Arsenal, 
Holloway Road, Caledonian Road, finally jumping back and 
forth between the names marking the boundaries of his current 
location, somewhere between King’s Cross and Russell Square, 
his eyes moving so quickly that the letters begin to float against 
their shiny white background. 
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He shakes his head and tells himself that it may not be 
as late as he thinks, that he could still be on time, and curses 
himself for not wearing a watch. He scans the carriage in 
search of one, but all nearby wrists are covered by winter coats. 
Frustrated, he tries to find an empty space where his eyes can 
rest. He looks down at the carriage floor, at the wooden slats 
that make it look like a pen for dumb animals, but immediately 
misses having something to read, his mind feeling as if it had 
been cut adrift and left to feed senselessly upon itself. He looks 
up at one of the advertisements mounted above the map of the 
Piccadilly line and reads:

12 HOURS, 15 MINUTES.
A thousand Broiler turkeys to produce six pounds of manure.
The Common garden snail to cover a total distance of 319 feet.
The world’s population to grow by 132,300.
To fly from Paris to Miami.
The period of daylight on March 30th and September 15th.
A Blue-fin tuna or a Blue shark to swim 735 miles.
The British worker to earn enough to feed his family for 11 days.
490 flights to take off from Heathrow.
A Fresian cow to produce 10.2 litres of milk.
The human heart to pulsate an average of 55,000 times.
Sputnik to circle the Earth 7.73 times.
The wings of a hummingbird to beat 3.08 million times.
The average time a computer spreadsheet user will save 
every working week by switching to Microsoft Excel.

Light suddenly fills the window as the train crawls into 
the station. Passengers move towards the doors and he finds 
himself pushed forward, not by any physical contact, but by the 
feeling that the space is contracting around him in a mixture 
of sudden and stealthy gestures: seated passengers stand, others 
lift suitcases or handbags, others still adjust scarves or tighten 
their hands around umbrella handles. Within seconds the space 
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around him is full and he has merged with them into a single 
entity, a pack animal poised to escape the carriage while the 
train hovers at some point between movement and stillness.

A tall man squeezes up beside him and rests his hand on 
the grey metal door. The sleeve of his leather jacket rides 
back to reveal a chunky diver’s watch strapped to his wrist; 
its stainless steel band gleams against the background of his 
broad, hairy arm. The man in the trench coat cranes his neck 
for a better view, hoping that he may yet still be able to meet 
up with his friend and get to the cinema, but discovers, to his 
disappointment, that while he can vaguely identify the digital 
display, the main watch face, and even the two smaller faces, 
they are tilted at an angle so extreme as to be unreadable.

He is about to ask the man for the time when the train 
stops with a jerk. The grey metal doors roll open and the black 
rubber strips part slowly, clumsily, to reveal a curtain of tightly 
packed bodies restraining themselves from crowding into the 
open doorway. The momentum of the passengers from behind 
sweeps him out of the carriage and into the wall of people, 
this barrier instantly breaking up as he steps onto the platform. 
Faces glide past him, centimetres away from his own, smears of 
flesh and hair and material whose glances sometimes meet his 
as they try to avoid knocking into him. He shoulders his way 
forward, protected by his trench coat and by the coats most of 
the passengers are wearing, the layers of leather and fabric and 
the reinforced shoulder pads absorbing the blows the crowd 
inflicts upon itself. He glances up at the electronic signal board 
that juts out imperiously over the swarm of people on the 
platform, a heavy black rectangular box with a display screen 
of tiny amber lights, similar to the type used to jazz up the 
neo-classical façades of bank buildings and department stores, 
the bulbs forming the message UXBRIDGE..........2mins.

All the while on the lookout for a watch, he walks close to 
the edge of the platform to avoid the main confusion and get out 
of the station as quickly as possible. The train doors roll shut, a 
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whistle blows and the train departs, for a few moments clattering 
beside him at the same pace. He finds himself walking faster as 
the train picks up speed. Through the glass panes of the doors 
gliding beside him faces gaze out, their attention seemingly 
absorbed by the layers of dirt that have been allowed to build 
up on the windows, stuck to the dried swabs of disinfectant that 
can be made out when the light reflects on the glass at a certain 
angle. He continues increasing speed along with the carriage 
until he is almost running, for a time level with the face of a 
woman who looks at him in surprise as if he were bidding a 
dramatic farewell to the wrong person, his shoulder bumping 
against the dusty grey metal as he tries to keep to the narrow 
path delimited by the carriage and the crowd of passengers 
until, accompanied by a powerful whining from its engine, the 
train surges ahead. He drops back to a normal pace, his heart 
pounding in his chest, the last carriages rattling past him nearly 
empty. He pauses, panting slightly, breathing in a faint odour 
that smells like a mixture of scorched hair and gas.

He falls into step beside a schoolgirl in a navy blue blazer, 
one of the group on the train he has just got off. He glances 
over at her and their eyes meet; she turns her sullen face away 
immediately. He notices that her blazer is a little too small for 
her, the sleeve revealing a brightly coloured Swatch with a 
crotchet and quaver for arms, their forms so confusing that it is 
impossible for him to read the time, no matter how much he 
tilts his head. He is about to ask her the time when she, perhaps 
realising that he is about to approach her, quickens her pace and 
vanishes into the crowd.

He catches sight of his platform exit, marked by a small sign 
that says WAY OUT THAMESLINK, above these words an 
old-fashioned stick arrow pointing left. Relieved to be finally 
leaving the chaos on the platform, he enters a short passageway 
with walls covered by rows of advertisements locked away 
in aluminium housings. Now that it has been diverted into 
the narrower space of a linking tunnel, the crowd has begun, 
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by some mysterious natural process, to form itself into lanes, 
which makes progress much quicker, giving the man in the 
trench coat renewed hope that he may have just enough time 
to collect his friend at the pub and immediately go on to the 
cinema, foregoing their usual drinks, which he may be able to 
persuade his friend to indulge in after the film, although he 
doubts it, knowing what a creature of habit he is.

His path, however, is blocked by the person in front of 
him, a short, balding man in a dark blue pinstriped suit, who 
comes to an abrupt halt and, to the surprise of the man in the 
trench coat, kneels down and proceeds to open an extremely 
thick briefcase, his elbows waving in the air like the wings of a 
crippled bird as he rummages through its contents. Walled off 
by the traffic that has formed around him, the man in the trench 
coat is forced to wait beside one of the framed advertisements. 
Through a dirty plane of glass a young woman looks over her 
naked shoulder and smiles at him. Her face has been enlarged 
to double life size, its skin tones going from bland pink to 
tanned orange, her lips a weak red. In her right hand, level with 
her dimpled cheeks and enormous smile, she holds a plastic 
bottle of a deep blue colour, the words SUN IN printed on it in 
white. The background of the poster is a light sky-blue, the sort 
of colour that, if stared at long enough, makes the spectator feel 
disoriented, out of body, just a pair of eyes and a nervous system 
floating in featureless blue space. Against this background the 
words SUN IN have been repeated in larger letters, this time 
in the flowing script usually found in greeting cards with feel-
good messages. Underneath the headline a small text explains 
how you can simply wash the sun into your hair instead of 
going to the trouble of home dye-kits or the expense of salon 
treatments. Her hair has been carefully done, each wave full 
of the residues of the photographer’s studio lights, which are 
now being lit by the tunnel’s fluorescent tubes. Even though 
the colour of her hair is meant to be natural and spontaneous, 
it is precisely these elements that have been filtered out, leaving 
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only a muted chemical lustre against the sky-blue background.
The short businessman rises and moves on, slowly, still 

preoccupied with some all-important detail. The man 
in the trench coat is prevented from overtaking him by the 
uninterrupted stream of passengers. Following close on the 
balding businessman’s heels, he takes a few more steps forward 
but is once more pulled up short as the businessman stops again, 
this time so abruptly that he nearly runs into him. Rather than 
go to the trouble of kneeling again, the businessman leans against 
the wall and lifts his leg into the air, balancing the briefcase on 
his thigh and continuing his search. Exasperated by his behaviour, 
the man in the trench coat is about to complain when, from 
around the approaching corner, only a few metres away, he hears 
the distant but nevertheless clear sound of an accordion.

The melody is instantly recognisable, one of those Gypsy 
or central European folk songs that was regularly played by the 
local Greek cabaret band at New Year’s dances when he was 
a child – the lead singer’s thick black greasy hair flecked with 
steel wool, a large medallion set into his sweaty tuft of chest 
hair exposed by a shiny white synthetic shirt, its thin vertical 
strips of even shinier crossweave swelling out as they follow the 
contours of his pot belly, his chunky platform shoes partially 
covered by the cuffs of his black flares low at the hips, tight at 
the groin, the accordionist dressed in an identical outfit save 
for a pair of aqua-blue flares – whose repertoire went from 
‘Rollink down the Rivet’ and ‘Runnink Bear and Leetle Ouite 
Dove’ to the Kalamatino, ‘Zorba the Greek’ and also this 
dramatic, sensual melody, now being played to an indifferent 
crowd of people.

The accordion music suddenly stops, its absence for a 
moment making more pronounced the muffled pounding of 
hundreds of footfalls. The man in the trench coat, still blocked 
by the businessman, starts to lose patience and, his gaze taking 
on the clarity brought about by a surge of intense dislike, stares 
down at him, noticing how short he is, a repulsive, gnome-like 
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figure in fact, the shoulders of his jacket sprinkled with dandruff, 
the white flecks of dead skin lying there motionless, seemingly 
fused to the fabric, his head strangely still, as if it were too small, 
or too heavy, made of solid bone or perhaps solid flesh that had 
been stuck directly onto the torso. His grey hair is plastered 
down at the back, the side sections grown into long layers and 
swept over his bald patch, a taut dome of purplish brown skin 
mottled with pink. Many of the longer hairs have become 
unstuck and, heavy with hair oil, sag and curl around a pool of 
light that reflects off this bald patch, the pool’s shape varying 
as the businessman, clearly losing balance, moves his head from 
side to side, showing the back curve of one ear, then the other, 
more and more of the thick briefcase becoming visible as it slips 
down his thigh.

The accordion starts up again with loud choppy bursts, the 
musician now seeming to be hitting keys at random. Spurred 
on by the burst of sound, the man in the trench coat pushes 
his way into the moving wall of passengers and skirts around 
the man in the blue suit who, in a posture that seems to defy 
gravity, his thigh trembling with the effort of supporting its 
heavy weight, is running his fingers over the top edges of the 
sleeves of a large, portable stretch file, in feverish pursuit of 
some stray piece of paper, his eyes peering into the individual 
sections with a mixture of panic and anger. As he passes by, 
the man in the trench coat sees a watch strapped to his arm, 
an old-fashioned time piece of obviously excellent quality, the 
protective glass acting as a lens that magnifies and to some 
extent distorts the watch’s face. Despite this distortion he 
instantly recognises the exact position of the arms, which tell 
him that he is nearly forty-five minutes late, a figure that 
exceeds his worst expectations and causes him to abandon any 
thought of meeting up with his friend who, although a likeable 
person in every other respect, flatly refuses to wait more than 
thirty minutes for anyone.
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Every morning I leave the house for school. Every morning 
I pause for a moment on the footpath outside the front door, 
right in the middle of one of its square blocks of white concrete. 
I look down at the tips of my school shoes, then slowly up, as if 
I’m standing on a diving board that continues forever.

My house is on the top of a hill that slowly falls for miles. 
The footpath descends, square concrete block after square 
concrete block, into the haze of the suburbs, into the blur of light 
greys, dirty olive greens and bruised bitumen that my vision 
has reduced the distance to. The footpath cuts through this 
haze, a ribbon shining with heat and light. It glows a chemical 
white, like the robes of Marlon Brando, Trevor Howard and 
the other members of the High Council of Krypton in the first 
Superman movie.

I walk this endless footpath every day, from my white 
wooden house to my redbrick school. Little pieces of the black 
acrylic paint I’d used to paint my leather shoes flake off onto 
the hot white concrete. My mother shouted at me for painting 
my shoes with black acrylic. She’d be glad it was flaking off.

The dark blue vinyl bag I carry is light because I don’t 
take most of the books I need for the day. I don’t care and the 
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teachers don’t notice. When they do I make excuses and look at 
my neighbour’s. This shuts them up. They like quick solutions. 
A minimum of fuss. Of effort.

In my pocket is a clump of sticky copper coins. I found 
them in my parents’ shop, under the cabinet that holds the till. 
The coins have piled up there over the years, a dank rock-like 
formation growing in the dark, glued together by cooking 
fat, particles of food and dust. By the time I discovered it 
there were blotches of blue and green on the coins, the same 
green that forms on the copper statues of colonial heroes and 
statesmen. They dangle in the deep pocket next to my genitals, 
their bulk hitting my thigh in time with my lethargic steps.

The footpath is the source of this lethargy. I pass along this 
surface of white concrete, the spark of a harmless fuse leading to 
no explosion, only six hours of timetabled boredom. The sun is 
behind me, my shadow precedes me. I stare into my shadow so 
the white concrete doesn’t blind me. My bleached violet stain 
mutates with every step, flickering over this wrinkled surface, 
the skin of a petrified animal.

I space my footsteps so that I never walk on the lines 
dividing the squares. I’m usually so absorbed in this that I often 
don’t look when crossing a side street, and cars have nearly hit 
me. I sometimes pretend that the lines between the squares 
have been electrified, that if I step on them I’ll be fried alive, 
a prisoner on an electric fence, a fruit bat on a power cable. 
Or that, like electronic eyes, they activate trap doors that will 
slide back and bury me alive. Most of the time though I avoid 
them because they’re there to be avoided. Like vicious dogs and 
people I don’t like.

I don’t often pass anyone on the footpath; most people here 
travel by car, even for the shortest distances. When I do come 
across somebody, there’s no surprise. They can be seen a long 
way off, a speck slowly moving towards me, me a speck slowly 
moving towards them. The specks gradually turn into people: 
man, old, light grey shirt; woman, oldish, blue shopping bag; 
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woman, young, boob-tube, dog. I only step off the footpath if 
there’s no room left– if two people are walking together, for 
example. I usually drift over to the left side, and wait for them 
to take the right. And we pass by each other, avoiding eye 
contact at all costs. I enjoy this moment, the idea that with all 
this space we are nearly forced to brush up against one another, 
that we could be miles apart but sooner or later the concrete 
path will make sure we meet.

The traffic on the road is light, regular, fast. The chrome 
details of the cars, the fenders, hubcaps, door handles and radio 
aerials, reflect chunks of sun; soon they’ll be too hot to touch. 
Most of the cars have only one driver, figures whose faces can’t 
be made out in the darkness of the car’s interior. The contact of 
rubber spinning at 45 mph on the hot bitumen makes a heavy 
whooshing noise, whoosh following whoosh when a few cars 
pass. I only notice it on very still days, when the emptiness is 
so strong I can feel it. It’s the sound of the suburbs whispering 
to themselves, thinking to themselves. From time to time radio 
music is mixed in with the whooshing sound, but this is rare. 
Everything is usually silent.

The sun is higher now, my stunted shadow precedes me. I 
stare into it, into the particles of acid blue swarming over the 
shining concrete, my feet kicking it along the metre-wide strip, 
causing it to buckle, to warp. The shadow of my head stays 
fairly constant, though. Sharp tufts of hair. Now one ear, now 
the other.

The houses on either side of the road are made up of 
horizontal strips of weatherboard, mostly painted white. Dulux. 
Taubmans. TRUST BRITISH PAINTS? SURE CAN! Most 
have corrugated iron roofs painted rust-red. There’s hardly any 
decoration, and when there is it’s either simple or practical: a 
hanging plant, a wrought iron door number.

The uniform I’m wearing is like the houses: a minimum 
of decoration. We wear uniforms because in that way everyone 
will be equal. On the same level. Or just the same. My shirt is 
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ligh blue cotton with two big square pockets. I have one with 
maroon pocket flaps and dark blue piping. My shorts are made 
of long-wearing light grey material that all school shorts seem 
to be made of. They’re held up with elastic. When my shirt 
gets undone the bunched up strip of material digs into my skin. 
Sometimes I notice it and leave it and then go to the toilets 
at little lunch or big lunch to inspect the damage; my finger 
wanders over the red marks that make me think of a convict’s 
lashed back. My long grey school socks have two thin bands at 
the top, maroon and yellow, a goldy yellow. They start off just 
below my knees and end up somewhere around my ankles on 
the way home, because during the day I always take out the 
elastic garters my mother makes me wear. My black Bata Scouts 
have animal track soles. I hardly feel my body, my smooth, 
hairless body. I am the white concrete path. I am the uniform.

I imagine the concrete path is a thousand feet up in the 
air, stretching in either direction for as far as the eye can see. 
The sky feels like the thick piano opening of John Lennon’s 
‘Imagine’. I’m calm, ecstatic. I’m not afraid; after all, I do this 
every day, walk along a metre-wide strip of concrete. I never 
fell off it when it was on the ground, why should I fall off it 
when it’s in the sky?

When I put my hand into my right pocket, the clump 
of coins hits my genitals as I take out a one-cent piece. My 
genitals are darker than the rest of my body. My testicles are 
close to my body, my scrotum is smooth and tight, as is my 
foreskin. I like this smoothness. I’m told that my body is not yet 
developed. If it means my genitals have to change, I don’t want 
it to develop. They start to sweat bunched up in my underpants. 
I wish I didn’t have to wear any.

The film of copper, dust and fat feels sticky. I balance the 
coin in the crook of my index finger, let my arm fall, pull it 
back and then pitch the coin onto the path. It hits the concrete 
on its rim and spins forward in a fairly straight line for a few 
sections, before veering to the right. On the left face of the coin 
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spins the image of a possum with a long bushy tail, big staring 
eyes and long stiff whiskers. On the right face, revolving ever 
closer to the ground as the coin loses speed, is an image of the 
Queen. She wears a crown and is staring with the appropriate 
aristocratic dignity at the letter R, a part of the sequence of 
words ELIZABETH II AUSTRALIA 1968 printed just inside 
the diameter.

When I pass the coin where it has fallen I don’t pick it up, 
but pitch another one, a two-cent piece. This time it doesn’t 
wobble on impact. It shoots straight down the middle of the 
path for ten or fifteen squares, giving a little jump every time 
it hits a dividing line, with each jump losing a little more 
momentum. On the right face spins another image of the 
Queen, only this time she’s younger. She’s staring with the 
same cool dignity at the letter T. Her crown is lighter than the 
other one, and the neckline of her dress lower, showing the 
curve of her spine down to the shoulder blades. On the left face 
spins the image of a frilly lizard, its jaws open, the frill around 
its throat flaring out, its tail flicking over its head like a whip. 
The coin’s spinning shadow precedes it, acid grey swarming 
with amber particles over the hot white concrete.
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Once he realises that his plans for the afternoon are ruined, the 
young man in the trench coat feels strangely disoriented, his 
presence in the tunnel irrelevant now that he has no specific 
destination. As he draws closer to the end of the first section of 
tunnel, various options for salvaging the afternoon pass through 
his mind: a different film, a museum or art gallery, a walk in 
one of the larger parks. But the thought of negotiating these 
city spaces alone, without a companion to take the edge off 
their impersonality, depresses him. He is about to stop by the 
tunnel wall, to take pause, then decides against it, afraid that 
he might block someone else’s path, just as the man in the blue 
pinstripe suit had blocked his.

Becoming more dispirited by the second, he continues 
his journey, the leather soles of his shiny black leather brogues 
rapping against the stone floor, arcs of light reflecting off the 
edges of the holes punched into the leather. He stares down at 
the grimy yellow floor, a surface that runs through hundreds of 
kilometres of tunnel, into toilets, locked staff rooms, ticket halls, 
over the concourses of cavernous mass-transit interchanges 
such as King’s Cross, Charing Cross, Victoria, Liverpool Street, 
Paddington and Clapham Junction. Unable to think of an 
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alternative destination, and vaguely horrified at the thought 
of finding himself yet again in a music store around Piccadilly 
Circus looking at boxed sets of the complete works of Beethoven, 
or in a Charing Cross Road bookshop sifting through tables 
of remaindered hardbacks, he lets himself be borne along by 
the crowd, staring down at the endless yellow path, trying to 
collect his thoughts.

As he walks his attention is drawn to the grid of fine, 
dirt-filled lines that cuts the surface of the floor into individual 
sections. Each tile is approximately 30 cm2, composed of 
different varieties of shattered stone that have been set into a 
lemon-yellow binding medium. As his gaze jumps from one 
square to the next (the simple, geometric shapes soothing after 
the constant bombardment of faces and advertising he has had 
to suffer), it occurs to him that he has seen the same type of tile 
in many places: on the floor of the local bakery, the concourse 
of Sydney’s Central Station, a shopping arcade in suburban 
Athens, and – he is sure, even if he can’t specify exactly at what 
point – in the film he saw last night with a woman he hopes to 
keep as a friend despite her determination to become his lover, 
her behaviour in the largely deserted cinema ranging from 
stroking his hand to rubbing her leg against his, these attentions 
temporarily stopped by her shedding of tears at various points 
in the film, a review of which is listed in the entertainment 
magazine Time Out rolled up inside his trench coat:

‘Freedom is Paradise’ (Serge Bodrov, 1989, USSR) 
Volody Kozyrev, Alexander Bureyev, Svetlana Gaiten, 
Vitautus Tomkus. 76 mins. Bodrov’s excellent 
movie has no more flab that its young hero, a tough 
but doe-eyed teenager in a black-leather jacket who 
escapes from reform school and traverses the USSR 
in search of his father–who is also in prison. Like 
other kids in the reform school, 13-year-old Sasha 
has tattooed the title message on his arm as a badge 
of hope. His quest takes him from Alma Ata to 
Archangel’sk on the White Sea. It’s an ideal itinerary 
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for a road movie, full of regional and ethnic variety 
and rich in political associations. Bodrov, a one-
time satirical journalist, starts from the assumption 
that everyone in the USSR is conditioned to think 
and behave like a prisoner. But his focus is squarely 
on Sasha’s resilience, imagination and emotional 
needs; as a picture of childhood’s end, it’s strong 
enough to stand alongside genre classics like ‘My 
Life as a Dog’ and Hou Xiaoxian’s ‘Summer at 
Granpa’s’, and the fluency and simplicity of Bodrov’s 
film language makes it a pleasure to watch. It’s the 
most likeable of recent Soviet films, and the one 
that sets the standards for the coming difficult years. 
(Tony Rayns).

the text highlighted with a fluorescent pink pen, as are 
various other listings for films, plays, art exhibitions, concerts, 
dances, clubs, talks and courses, this procedure of marking 
cultural events, most of which he never attends, one of his 
favourite activities. Ever since he was unexpectedly laid off from 
work three weeks ago (‘The war in the Gulf, I’m afraid,’ were the 
only words of explanation), his days have been spent keeping his 
spirits up by arranging outings – preferably those that are either 
cheap or free – with his scant supply of friends and acquaintances 
who he has, at times, literally had to beg to accompany him 
(with the exception of his determined female friend), the solitude 
of the city so unbearable that the only way he can cope with it is 
by effacing it with the distractions it provides.

He comes to the end of the first section of tunnel, still having 
made no decision what to do next. As he turns the corner his 
leather soles pound against the yellow stone floor, their impact 
sending small shocks up through his heels and the balls of his 
feet into his body, each shock telling him that there is no way 
he can inscribe himself on this space, that there is no way it will 
yield, that the only mark his presence will leave is a transference 
of abrasive grit from shoe to floor, an infinitesimal wearing away 
of stone or, at best, and only as a result of thousands of previous 
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footfalls, the beginning of a hairline crack or the chipping away 
of an entire fragment of stone.

He turns into the second part of the Thameslink, a short 
section of tunnel that looks as if its construction had been 
only partially completed: the walls and ceiling are made up of 
a continuous surface of rough, grainy concrete that has been 
so unevenly laid it could be mistaken for a cave. The task of 
giving it a finished appearance has been left to a coat of flesh 
pink acrylic paint, the type of colour used for cheap dolls or 
comic book illustrations. Grime and dust have settled into 
the lower parts of the wall’s undulations, creating a bizarre 
chiaroscuro effect, the play of light and dark making the tunnel 
look vaguely organic. A pink light washes over the passengers, 
their skin taking on the rosy tint of sausages in butcher shop 
displays, the gridded floor they walk on a virulent yellow, the 
jagged pieces of stone – off-white suffused with yellow, green 
or black – glowing like a river bed of broken teeth that winds 
its way through a pink grotto.

He crosses the floor, the noise and density of the crowd 
dispersing in this small, high-ceilinged cavern, racking his 
brains for a suitable destination. The more he tries to decide, 
the more confused he becomes. Blocks of pink highlighted 
text from Time Out, colour-coded Tube lines, bloated classical 
façades, interiors of coffee shops, rows of book and cassette 
covers, snarls of cars and pedestrians, all these and countless 
other images swirl around his mind and smother each other as 
he advances across the floor. He wants to stop, to turn back, to 
go home, but is unable to; his only certainty seems to be the 
impact of his shoes on the stone, the sensation of crunching grit, 
the pounding of leather on broken teeth.

At the foot of the stairs he is forced to lengthen his stride 
in order to clear a small pile of rubbish that has accumulated 
against the bottom step: a crushed Ribena tetrapak, a torn blue 
foil crisps packet, a small red and white chocolate wrapper, 
and a piece of apple green A4 paper, creased and folded by 
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the footsteps of Underground customers. Blackcurrant juice 
dribbles out of the Ribena tetrapak, soaking into the rubbish 
and spreading out in front of the stairs in a translucent, reddish 
puddle. The young man is not entirely successful in clearing 
the pile of rubbish; his heel comes down on the capital K 
of the word Kebab printed onto the sheet of paper in large 
black letters, alongside a line drawing of what looks like a 
plastic cup on a skewer, but which is obviously meant to 
represent one of those enormous pillars of compacted meat 
found rotating in the vertical grills of Lebanese takeaways. The 
ball of his foot falls slightly short of the step and he is put off 
balance, but immediately rights himself with the support of the 
burnished, stainless steel bannister that divides the staircase in 
two, its surface reflecting the overhead fluorescent tubes which, 
temporarily strung up with wire, straggle along the ceiling like 
the spine of a prehistoric animal.

As he climbs the stairs he notices a surveillance camera 
staring at him from the ceiling, its tiny lens housed in a small, 
rectangular stainless steel box that gives it an old-fashioned, 
low-tech look, as if it were a toy, or broken, or completely 
fake, empty inside, no circuit boards, no transistors, no wiring 
leading to a busy control centre where, as in the series of 
posters advertising the effectiveness of the Tube security system, 
benevolent figures scan computer terminals and video screens.

In fact, had it not been concealed from view by the passing 
crowd, he would have noticed one of these surveillance posters 
on the wall directly opposite the SUN IN girl in the previous 
section of tunnel, its photograph depicting, in full colour, the 
three-quarter profile of a preppy young Englishman in a crisp 
white shirt and navy tie, his blue eyes ostensibly gazing out 
into the tunnel, but in reality fixed on an out-of-shot computer 
screen that casts a green glow onto his face, his delicate fingers 
poised over a keyboard, perhaps ready to send a command to 
one of the surveillance cameras, his smile, which would have 
been archaic had it not been retouched, directed not only at the 
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tubular microphone that extends from his headphones to his 
lips, but also seemingly at the SUN IN girl, who smiles back at 
him, her vapid good looks perfectly complementing his.

For a reason he isn’t quite sure of, the man in the trench 
coat finds the presence of the surveillance camera annoying. 
The arrogant way it hangs from the ceiling, its smug aloofness, 
makes him want to scream abuse into the lens, to make obscene 
gestures at it. He suddenly feels as if everything is conspiring to 
humiliate him. Not only does he have to put up with a public 
transport system that is expensive, inefficient and dangerous, 
but the management has the audacity to record these pathetic 
journeys as well; he is convinced that the security people must 
sit around in front of their terminals, coffee in hand, laughing 
uproariously as everyone scampers about, ignorant of the delays 
that only they know are occurring.

Full of indignation that he is being spied on, he climbs 
to the top of the stairs, but fails to notice an old woman 
approaching him, leaning heavily on an aluminium walking 
stick. He stops dead in his tracks, only a few centimetres away 
from her. Positioned on the lower step, he finds himself staring 
into her puckered mouth, which opens and closes with laboured 
breathing. She wears a lime-green suit made from a synthetic 
fabric, judging from the way the light shines on the broad 
shoulder pads and wide lapels of her jacket. Her bony hand rests 
on the railing, trembling, its skin white and pasty in contrast 
to the lurid green of her jacket sleeve and the gleaming lines 
swirling over the burnished metal. Her bleary eyes tinged with 
anxiety, she stares at some point that coincides with his face, 
her head lolling forward like a marionette’s.

 The young man mumbles an apology and, cautiously 
glancing to his side, begins to skirt around her but, as he steps 
to the left, accidentally knocks into the person coming from 
behind, a black woman in a smoke grey overcoat with braided 
hair pulled back into a long plait. She turns her face towards 
him, scowling. At the same time he feels something hard and 
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smooth through his shoe. He pauses, lifts his foot and thrusts 
it onto the next step, for a moment nearly losing balance and 
bumping the woman again. He glances down and sees the 
distinctive shape of an empty Lucozade bottle rolling back and 
forth on the step. The woman with the braided hair snorts in 
irritation, then quickens her pace and disappears into the crowd.

The sight of the Lucozade bottle makes him realise his 
mouth is dry. As if to confirm this observation he runs his 
tongue over his teeth and gums and is satisfied to discover a 
slightly thickened layer of saliva, the tip of his tongue then 
poking into the large cavity left by the absence of a quarter 
of one of his top molars, top left row, third from the back, 
which had come dislodged many years ago when he was 
eating, of all things, a Cornetto, the piece of tooth, which 
must have only been waiting for a final nudge, falling off just 
after he had munched into the ice-cream’s crunchy top layer 
of nuts and chocolate, the sudden shock of cold causing him 
to suddenly swallow the entire contents of his mouth, tooth 
fragment and all. Running his tongue over his sticky gums 
and teeth, he decides to quench his thirst with a bottle of 
Lucozade, which he will buy at the first available opportunity. 
He strides past the old woman into the next section of tunnel 
with a renewed sense of purpose, relieved that he has at last 
found an achievable objective.


