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1: Coming Home

A year before his actions won him nationwide notoriety and a prison term, Fred Pooley 
landed at Heathrow. A well-built, handsome man of thirty-seven, he’d just spent six years 
in Hong Kong, six years away without a single visit home. He’d worked hard in Hong 
Kong. He’d been well rewarded there, too, and lived quite a frugal life. The hotel he 
checked into was behind Victoria Station. It was a slightly faded, slightly shabby 
establishment, but it did have a top-hatted doorman. Fred checked in with just a suitcase 
of clothes and his laptop. The rest of his belongings he’d packed into boxes and sent via 
surface mail to a storage depot near King’s Cross. 

With no work to do for the first time in years, he spent several days riding buses – in 
Hong Kong it had been strictly taxis. Through the West End and the City he rode, south of 
the river, north and east. Everywhere he looked there was something surprising, or 
something he recognised: green spaces, ornate shopfronts, new buildings shouldering 
their way up between the old. Fred was happy to be back in London, seeing the city he’d 
known so well with fresh eyes. After the relentless work of Hong Kong he felt like a 
tourist. He’d stopped shaving and had the beginnings of a beard. Not even his mother, 
Rose, knew he was home.

But a week of hotel living was long enough. It was time, he decided, to find a place of his 
own. Coming into Heathrow – Thai Airways, business class, a window seat – the first thing 
he’d recognised was the upturned table of Battersea Power Station. All he knew about 
Battersea was the power station and the dogs’ home, that it was south of the river and a bit 
west, well-to-do. That part of London had no associations for him. It held no memories. He 
made up his mind that Battersea was where he would live; it was an impulse but it felt 
inspired. The next several days were spent in the company of letting agents, each one 
younger and better-spoken than the last. The flat he found was on a leafy side street near 
Battersea Park. It was the upper floor of a red-brick terrace and came fully furnished. The 
living room had a Victorian tiled fireplace and the bedroom a skylight.

The day he moved to Battersea it was autumn all of a sudden, a brisk, bright October 
Wednesday. He unpacked his bags and boxes, set up his laptop on the desk in the living 
room, tugged open a couple of windows, and stepped out for a walk. In the park the first 
leaves had fallen. Those that were left, shivering in the breeze, had begun to turn yellow 
and red. To his surprise he found a Buddhist pagoda on the far side of the park, a piece of 
South East Asia glinting by the Thames. He took out his mobile to capture the image. 
Besides him, the only people about were dog-walkers and young mothers – or were they 
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au pairs? – with toddlers and babies in pushchairs. London, it struck him, was a city of 
children. In Hong Kong you hardly saw them; those you did see were so well-behaved 
you barely noticed. Hong Kong was a city without parks and playgrounds, a grown-up, 
high-rise city for working adults. London, by contrast, was spilling over with children: 
these little ones in the park; the playgroup he’d passed on the corner of his road; 
schoolkids running riot around the shops at lunchtime. Had it always been like that? 

He stopped for a latte in Habanero, a Cuban café near the park, and sat leafing through 
the local paper: Thugs Attack Market Vendor; Council Tax to Rise Again; A Proper Handful – 
Battersea Woman Gives Birth to Five. Emerging from the café, he noticed the squat concrete 
building opposite. A young Indian woman had just come out of the building and was 
struggling to manoeuvre a pushchair down a steep set of steps. With time on his hands, he 
trotted across the road. ‘Here, let me help.’

The woman gave him a narrow-eyed look before judging his face to be trustworthy. She 
stood behind the pushchair while he took hold of the front, his hands between the little 
boy’s sandalled feet. Stooping, half-turned, he negotiated the steps ever so carefully until 
the pushchair was set safely down on the pavement. He caught the boy’s eye and pulled a 
face; the child laughed. The woman thanked him, and mother and son moved off towards 
the park. As he watched them go, Fred found himself battling a strange upsurge of tears. 
Why should such a simple, thirty-second favour affect him so deeply?

Blinking back the tears, he turned to look at the squat building. It was a library, albeit an 
ugly one. Thinking, since he was here, that he might as well join, he started back up the 
steps. As the door swung open, however, a colourful poster drew his eye: Do You Write? 
Fred didn’t, at least he hadn’t – he’d been thinking, vaguely, of a photography course – but 
why not writing? It would be a creative outlet, and a chance to meet people. A writing 
group was scheduled to start the next Wednesday. 

The librarian might have come out of a packet: horn-rimmed glasses and her grey hair 
escaping from a bun, an oatmeal cardigan with a brooch over a paisley-patterned dress. All 
except for the lazy eye. He asked about the writing group and she told him he was just in 
time. There were twelve places and he was number eleven. ‘The man who runs it is meant 
to be excellent,’ she added, although he hadn’t asked. ‘He’s Scottish. His name’s Rory; only 
twenty-nine but he’s already had a couple of books published. We’ve got a copy 
somewhere, I think.’

‘I might take a look,’ said Fred in a hushed voice. 
‘What is it you plan to write?’ 
‘It’s just an idea,’ said Fred, who hadn’t much idea at all. Besides, he felt self-conscious 

talking in a library. He glanced about him but none of the half-dozen patrons seemed put 
out – two were fast asleep on folded arms – and anyway he was talking to the librarian. It 
was nice to be having a chance conversation, being sociable. ‘It all takes place in Hong 
Kong,’ he told her. ‘It’s about a customs officer called Donald. He’s Scottish, too, but he’s 
only got one arm; he lost the other one in the war.’ It was coming to him rapidly, he didn’t 
know where from. ‘It’s set in the early sixties, after the Korean War. I’m thinking of calling 
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it Donald of the Rock.’ 
‘Sounds very exotic,’ said the librarian, her bad eye drifting inwards to examine her 

nose. ‘I look forward to reading it one day.’ 
‘Well, don’t hold your breath,’ said Fred. ‘It’s my first real go at writing.’ But he was 

pleased all the same. He got out his wallet and gave her four twenties, enough to cover the 
classes up until Christmas. As she was adding him to the list, he glanced at the name 
immediately above his, number ten. He had to read it upside-down: Petra Duffy. He 
wondered what this Petra was like and where she came from.

◆

Petra was from Peterborough, although she now lived in Clapham. She was thirty-seven, a 
month to the day older than Fred, but she looked younger. Her blonde hair was cut in one 
of those asymmetrical hairstyles that he decided he liked. She had an upturned nose and, 
when she smiled, a dimple appeared on one cheek. To begin with Fred thought it was both 
cheeks, but, sitting across the table from her in the pub after the first writing group, he saw 
that it was only the left. He asked about it and she described the accident, trampolining on 
the seafront at Cromer when she was eleven. Her cheek had come down on the metal frame 
and ever since she’d had one dimple. ‘Or not so much a dimple,’ she added, ‘more of a dent.’

‘Well, it’s a nice dent,’ said Fred, ‘as dents go. You should have tried for a matching 
pair.’

‘Oh, I did. I lost my two front teeth.’ 
‘You winding me up?’ 
‘What do you think?’ She flicked a front tooth with her fingernail. It seemed genuine.
‘I think it’s a very nice story.’
‘While we’re on the subject of facial features, how long have you had the beard?’
‘This?’ Fred took the opportunity to scratch his jawbone. ‘Few weeks. It just sort of 

happened.’
‘Well, it’s a nice beard,’ said Petra, ‘as beards go. It makes you look like a character in a 

Russian novel, War and Peace or something. Romantic, with just a hint of tragedy. You 
ought to get one of those furry hats, and some ice skates.’

Rory asked who was buying and Fred volunteered. It was quite a squeeze getting out. 
There were six of them at the table, five of the writing group plus Rory. Waiting at the bar 
to be served, he took in the pub. The Bull & Trumpet was a cosy old local with lots of 
corners and wooden snugs. The sort of place, Rory said, that was made for pipe-smoking 
and conspiracy. Rory had a habit of describing things like that, setting the scene. He was a 
bit full of himself, Fred reckoned, but Petra was great fun. He’d taken to her right away 
and she seemed to like him too. Was she attracted to him? Was she flirting? It seemed like 
she might be. He was used to talking about software packages and firewalls, about senior 
colleagues and stock options; he was used to talking to men, about work. Since he went to 
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Hong Kong he’d barely met any women, and before that there had always been Sally. 
Petra was nothing at all like Sally, vivacious where Sally was serene, but wasn’t she pretty, 
too, in her way?

◆

The third Wednesday it was just Fred, Petra and Rory in the pub. The rest of the group had 
cried off. And then, after a single pint, Rory said he had to get going. His girlfriend was 
reading at the arts centre; she was a performance poet. He asked did they want to come 
along and they exchanged a furtive glance. ‘I think we’ll just stay here with our ciders,’ 
said Fred.

The group had discussed the first chapter of Donald of the Rock that evening and Petra 
wanted to know what had drawn him to Hong Kong. ‘It just sort of happened,’ Fred told 
her.

‘Nothing like that ever happened to me. The furthest I ever got was Greece for a 
fortnight.’

‘Well, I was at a loose end in London. It was a really tough time, actually, work-wise and …’ 
He thought of what had happened with Sally but it wasn’t something he felt inclined to share. 
He hadn’t even mentioned it to his therapist in Hong Kong, or only that he and Sally had split 
up. ‘My best friend from school got in touch. I gave him a call in Hong Kong. I was ready for a 
change, I suppose. Greg arranged for me to have an interview in London, and then the 
company flew me out. I stayed with him to start with. After a month I got my own place and 
then, after a year or so, I was recruited by another company.’

‘Describe Hong Kong for me. You’re a writer, remember!’
Fred wasn’t so sure he was a writer any longer, but he did his best. He described the 

boats in the harbour, the buses and the trams; the wet markets, their smells and flavours; 
the Peak and the outlying islands; the humidity, the pollution, the lurid sunsets; the sheer 
density and pace of life. It had been scientifically proven, he told her, that nowhere in the 
world did they hit the door-close button in the lift faster than in Hong Kong.

‘You must speak Chinese,’ said Petra.
‘Cantonese. I can be pretty useful in a taxi.’
‘Say something.’
‘Ngoh hai ying gwok yan.’
‘What’s that?’
‘I’m an Englishman.’
‘I think they could probably guess.’
Petra got another round in and conversation switched to the writing group. The group 

met in an airless room above the library, sitting in a tight circle of chairs overlooked by tall 
bookshelves. Some nights it was more of a discussion, others more of a class. Rory spoke 
about character or dialogue and some of the group scribbled notes – several, like Fred, had a 
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black Moleskine notebook. Most of their fellow writers were younger, in their twenties, 
while a couple were in their fifties. None of them had said what they did for a living but the 
silver-haired man, Petra reckoned, was a lawyer. Lucinda had got to be in PR. 

‘What kind of work do you do?’ asked Fred.
‘I work for the HFEA, the Human Fertilisation and Embryology Authority – sperm banks and 

all that. I’m a PA.’
‘Oh!’
‘Oh my God, you’re thinking, she’s a secretary!’
‘I wasn’t.’
‘So what were you thinking?’
He paused, not sure if he should share this, but the cider tipped the balance. ‘Actually, I 

was thinking how I donated sperm one time. A few times, actually.’ 
‘When was this?’ Her voice was surprised but not critical.
‘Years ago. Just before Hong Kong. I’d lost my job and was pretty broke. But it wasn’t 

the money, really.’
‘So why?’ She’d shifted to sit upright in her chair but her voice was more curious than 

anything.
‘Not sure I could tell you. I’d pretty much forgotten all about it.’
‘I never get to talk to the donors. My building’s just administration and records, not … 

you know. What’s it like?’
‘It was a clinic down in Camberwell, bit of a seedy place.’ He couldn’t quite believe he 

was telling her this – telling it to anyone, never mind a woman – but there seemed to be no 
turning back. He told her about the plywood reception and the stuffy, overheated broom 
cupboards where they sent you with your plastic tub in a paper bag. Lock the door and 
don’t forget to wash your hands. He described the fake leather sofa – for easy wiping – the 
tatty old magazines, and the trick of catching it all in the tub. Thirty quid on your way out 
and see you next week. He’d felt a vague sense of satisfaction, if anything, of doing good. 
‘Like giving to charity with a little something for yourself.’

‘Isn’t it weird, though, to think there might be dozens of little Freds and Fredas running 
around London?’

‘I never really thought about it.’ As he spoke a dream from the previous night came 
back to him. His therapist had encouraged Fred to write down his dreams, but he scarcely 
ever remembered them. He couldn’t remember the details of this one, only that the dream 
was full of little children. There was one pair of toddlers, a boy and a girl, both blond, 
twins. They were sitting on either end of a seesaw, being tipped up and down. The 
children were Fred’s. 

‘Penny.’
‘What?’ asked Fred.
‘For your thoughts.’
‘Sorry. I’m not usually a daydreamer.’
‘I can’t believe you never think about it, that maybe some of your sperm were used to 
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fertilise eggs, create a child. I know I would.’
‘But I’ll never know one way or the other. So what does it matter?’
‘I suppose that’s one way of looking at it,’ said Petra. ‘Not a bad way, maybe. So what 

do you do now? Now you’re not tossing off for charity.’
‘Websites, financial ones. Plus some system security. That’s what Greg was doing out 

there. We were both into computers at school.’ The bell rang for last orders but their pints 
were still half full. ‘Turned out I was pretty good at it.’

‘How long were you in Hong Kong?’
‘Six years. Got back just over a month ago.’
‘So you must have liked it.’
‘Who said I didn’t? Hong Kong was good, a great place to work. It was what I needed 

at the time, a change of scene, a whole new life, really.’
‘What brought you home again?’
‘You always ask this many questions?’
She just smiled, refusing to let him off the hook.
He shrugged. ‘It felt like time.’ 
‘Time for what?’
‘A little career break.’ It was the same thing he’d told his boss in Hong Kong, explaining his 

sudden decision to quit. ‘Seeing how I’ve got some money saved up.’ His wallet was on the 
table. He gave it a pat and then began to stroke its leather surface lovingly. It was lame, but 
she laughed obligingly. He picked up his glass, draining the last third of his cider in one gulp.

They got their coats – his black leather, hers brown suede – and scarves on. He almost 
left his briefcase on the floor by the chair, but halfway to the door he remembered. The 
briefcase was bulging with manuscripts. In it were eleven copies of Donald of the Rock, 
chapter one, in which Donald, who it turned out was a widower, took his young daughter 
and her Chinese amah up to the Peak for a picnic. Fred’s classmates had written their 
comments on his work; Rory had too. 

He walked Petra to the bus stop. She told him there was no need to wait, but he said he 
didn’t mind. ‘I enjoyed myself this evening,’ he said for the sake of something to say, but 
also because it was true.

‘Me too.’
‘You seem pretty good at enjoying yourself.’
‘As somebody once told me, I have an uncomplicated relationship with pleasure. I 

learned it from my mother.’
‘She a hedonist?’
‘I learned by watching her and doing the opposite.’
Fred thought about his own mum, whom he still hadn’t called. Her relationship with 

pleasure seemed more complex.
The bus loomed into view and Petra stepped up onto her toes to plant a kiss on his 

bearded cheek. After she’d gone he stood on for a while at the bus stop. It started to rain 
and then it stopped. Walking through the deserted late-night streets to his flat, he wondered 
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had she meant anything by kissing him like that? They certainly seemed to get on well. He 
felt comfortable with her, too; he didn’t even mind her questions, except for that last one. 
He’d told her he’d come home for a career break, but that was an evasion.

The past few weeks he’d done a good job of not thinking why he’d quit work and given 
up his flat to leave Hong Kong. ‘Career break’ was a handy shorthand, a ready description 
for a turn of events whose real nature he had difficulty describing. He’d told Greg he was 
out of sorts, a bit depressed maybe, but that wasn’t it either. What had driven him to leave 
Hong Kong was a feeling he’d first become aware of a year ago, or perhaps longer. A 
feeling that had returned at regular intervals to overtake him – or was it there all the time? 
Put simply, it was the feeling that something was missing from his life, but that clichéd 
phrase fell far short. What it really felt like was a gaping hole lodged between his stomach 
and his heart. The word that best captured it was one they’d used a lot at school: Fred felt 
gutted.

To begin with, he’d thought the problem was physical, but a series of medical tests 
revealed nothing. It wasn’t until the crying jags set in that he began to consider a 
psychological explanation. After an embarrassing incident where he had to dash out of a 
meeting, attributing his condition to allergies, he found a therapist. In their first, 
excruciating session, the therapist had had him describe his hole and even talk to it. 
Subsequently, she’d shown more interest in his relationship with his mother, and what he 
thought about his father’s desertion. Fred didn’t see how therapy was getting him 
anywhere; he desperately wanted the hole to close up and go away, that was all. 

He’d thought – but really it was more of a hope than an expectation – that a change of 
city, returning home, might do the trick. Perhaps a new career. So far, however, he had to 
admit that his move had failed to achieve the desired effect; at best it had distracted him. 
He thought of the Indian woman outside the library, the child in the pushchair and his 
urge to tears; there’d been other occasions since. Whatever it was, it was still there – 
forgotten at times, but always there somewhere. If anything, he felt it more acutely in 
London.

Was Petra what he needed to fill his empty space? A relationship, his first in over six 
years? Or just a bit of fun – could it be that simple? Time, he supposed, would tell. Maybe, 
the next time, he would take the initiative and kiss her. Yes, what did he have to lose? He’d 
missed the turn onto his street but instead of going back he took the long way round. He 
felt purposeful now and light on his feet, as though he had on new running shoes. The 
briefcase bounced a rhythm against his thigh and he began to whistle what he thought 
was maybe Beethoven’s Fifth. 

Back at the flat he was thirsty. Standing by his kitchen sink, drinking a glass of water, he 
glanced at the calendar: November already, six weeks to the day since he’d landed from Hong 
Kong. For the first time, he felt he was properly back in London. An idea came to him and, 
without pausing to consider, he picked up his phone. He called Sally’s parents, dialling the 
number from memory, and let the phone ring. Almost he hung up – it was nearly midnight 
and he was a little drunk, and what if Jim, Sally’s dad, answered? – but then Jo’s voice asked 
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who was calling. He’d known Jo almost as long as he could remember, longer even than Sally. 
She’d taught him at primary school when he was seven, and she’d always been fond of him.

‘Hello,’ he said, ‘it’s Fred. Fred Pooley.’
‘How many Freds do you think I know?’ 
‘Sorry it’s late.’
‘Not to worry; I was reading.’
‘I’m back in London. Back from Hong Kong.’ 
‘Welcome home, stranger. Nice to hear your voice again.’
‘Yours too.’
‘Have you been in touch with Sally?’ 
‘I haven’t, no; not yet.’ He wondered did Jo know what had happened between him and 

Sally, and then he remembered that of course she did. Did she blame him? ‘How is Sally … ?’ 
he began. ‘I mean, how’s she getting on?’

‘She’s getting on okay, I should say, still in Turnpike Lane. She’s living with a young 
man called Chris.’

Fred thought he’d detected disapproval in her voice – or no great warmth at least – 
towards this Chris. ‘Married?’ he asked.

‘Not married, no.’
‘Could you … I mean, would you mind giving me her phone number?’
‘I don’t know, Fred. I’d have to ask Sally.’
‘Yes, of course.’
‘Give me your number and I’ll see what she says.’
He recited his number. 
‘No promises, mind. And if you do ever call her, don’t make it too late,’ she warned. 

‘They have a baby. Tara will be two next month.’
Lowering his weight to the kitchen floor, Fred sat down. He’d thought about Sally more 

than once since landing back in London. Waking early, his body clock still out of kilter, 
he’d lain in bed waiting for the birds to start up, wondering where she was and with 
whom. In Hong Kong, too, sitting at his desk, or on the balcony of his twenty-eighth-floor 
flat, looking out over the shipping lane towards Lamma Island, he’d wondered. He’d 
considered various possibilities: that she might have moved away from London; that she 
might be married, even. Somehow it had never occurred to him that she’d have a child. 

After a moment he realised Jo was still talking. She was telling him Jim was dead; he’d 
died six months ago. Fred heard himself saying how sorry he was – he was sorry – and 
that he must come and visit her. 

When the phone call was over he dropped ice cubes into a glass and poured himself a 
large vodka. He sat back down on the tiled floor, his back to the freezer. Neither the 
alcohol nor the chill, however, could distract him from the familiar sensation that was 
steadily overtaking him. Frustrated, emotionally exhausted, he shifted about on the floor, 
first stretching his legs out flat, then raising his knees to his chest and hunching his 
shoulders. Neither position served to blunt his awareness, though tonight there were no 
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tears. Lifting up his shirt, he stared down at his belly, as if he might see inside and identify 
the problem. But it was no use and, not for the first time, he felt afraid; he felt rather 
desperate. Was he meant to carry this mournful sensation about with him for the rest of 
his life, knowing neither where it had sprung from nor what he was meant to do with it, a 
stranger to himself?
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