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Why write?

If you remove the elaboration and ornament from your
writing and strip it back to the bare bones of sentence
construction; if you carefully weigh the order of each
phrase, playing with the words to say as much as you
can with as little resource; if you pack meaning into as
few carefully selected words, each of which carry a
subtle implication and a power to persuade; then are you
a scientist trading salience against word count, or are
you a poet polishing a jewel-like sentence?

My own test was always to reverse the order of the
science narrative. Was it symmetrical — does it make as
much sense running backwards as forwards and if not,
why not? What are the holes and the gaps — the worn
patches in the threadbare cloth? Is it a story in both
directions and if so, is it the same story when spun both
ways. Where does the tale begin?

We learn to write as scientists, but... how rare to step
outside and really flex the power of the craft. Forget the
data and facts and concentrate this time on the story we
want to tell: a pedestrian on the pavement of London



Bridge being invited to run gleefully in zig zags across
the six lanes empty of traffic — we are giddy.

We sat down to write, to get giddy and eventually found
our way back into the laboratory with our fountain pens
and notebooks. Back to the site of perhaps a struggle,
perhaps the stifling yawn of boredom or perhaps a place
where the thrill of a revelation can quicken your breath
and widen your eyes in amazement. In this collection,
we have stopped to write, just for a moment, on our
journeys to and through and beyond the bench.

- Richard Wingate
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Wired to Write is a creative writing club for colleagues
working in neuroscience across a range of roles, career
stages and interests. We met four times in Spring of 2026
to flex our writing and generously listen to each other’s
creativity. Our group surfaced themes of community and
belonging, sharing and vulnerability. The project was
supported by the IOPPN Inclusive Fund and guided
behind the scenes by the words of the late Ursula K
LeGuin and encouragement of Stuart Firestein.
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Leigh

I loved my lab bench. It was my home from home for
many years... first through PhD then post doc years. So
many hours spent connecting with the microscopic clues
to the development of the brain. I made it homely too —
always felt as though that was a strange thing ‘making
your lab space homely’. Science research isn’t supposed
to be homely. It is supposed to be sterile, disinfected, de-
RNAsed and clinical. So when I sneaked my trailing
plant succulent in above the dissection scope bench, it
felt right. It helped me to feel connected to the non-
sterile, living entity.

Lab bench had to be full of colour for me. Stickers,
tapes, post-its, all helping me order my thoughts,
showcase solutions, highlight results, label and stratify
data and meaning. It used to make me happy, the pops of
colour and big baby writing... so non-sciencey.

It made me chuckle, like a private joke between me and
the cheeky lab art gods.

I am on the cusp of a Virgo-Libra for my astrological
star sign, but honestly, I am sooo a Virgo, and I think my
lab bench reflected that.



What do they say about Virgoans? Organised,
methodical, clear thinking, desiring clarity and
definitives. That was how my lab bench was - clean and
clear. I liked my bench being calm and ordered. It was an
ideal.

Having said that perhaps the Libra in me became more
dominant as the years of research passed, seeking
balance (people versus petri dishes) and emotional
connection. I missed contact, contact with the outside
world (beyond my beloved lab radio and CD collection).
As my stars aligned, the joys and delight and meaning of
interactions between science ideas and activities and
people outside of the lab became a gravitational pull too
strong to resist.

I started my journey into a different, parallel world.
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Gabiriella

The falcon tubes are stored at the end of the lab bench in
a box tucked neatly beneath the table. I know because 1
was told, but then I forgot and went rummaging to find
them once again. This is how the first few days went. |
decided that I actually liked looking for equipment rather
than being directed towards every pipette, test tube and
slide box. An explorer discovering a new world. A kid in
a candy shop. This expedition made the journey longer,
yet the path felt more familiar. The tube racks are
currently sitting in the middle drawer to the left. They
are comfortably compacted, co-ordinated by shape,
colour, and size. This satisfying organisation holds little
functional value, yet there is value in taking pride in
one’s environment. Nurturing it. Decorating it not out of
necessity but out of respect, care and admiration for the
work which is carried out within its four walls. That’s
why when I saw the magnets from destinations all over
the world arranged on the pillar next to the lab bench, I
smiled. They are but one reflection of the life that can be
cultured within a lab, itself a place to be polished.

My wells. It has been ten minutes. My trusty orange
timer is calling for me, demanding that action must be
taken, and filling my ears with its persistent beeping.



“Beep. Beep. Beep. BEEP.” YES, I hear you, I'm
coming! And so the next wash is performed. Rocking
back and forth, the well plate cradles tissue and antibody.
Too small to see with the naked eye. Microscopic. Quite
literally, for in four days, I will visualise them at x40
magnification. A secret garden of magenta, cyan and
tulip-yellow neurons. Their borders, crevices, and
processes that branch and wind and overlap like
crossroads under a laser beam. Truly, what would we do
without microscopes? Perhaps that is a near-sighted
question.
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Jessica

As the human tissue technician in the centre, everything
is labelled with “human tissue” or “HT” in my bench.
The chair, the paintbrushes, the toolboxes, even the OCT
bottles that are used for embedding and cryosectioning.
Walking down the aisle towards the Rico lab area, it is
highly probable that you will get startled by all the
warning signs surrounding my bench. In spite of that,
some people still ignore the signs and use my bench
from time to time. Since last summer, this bench has
been operating in a bi-weekly basis. It has become the
first destination for some human brain samples when
they are brought into the CDN. It is also the place where
the production pipeline of colourful images of the human
brain begins. Through the lens of the confocal
microscopes, we can always visualize and get amazed by
this complex, mysterious, yet wonderful organ.
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Alexi

Lab bench: a journey

What is a lab bench? A long, white, laminated table,
shelves upon shelves on top. Various boxes with strange
sounding names, “Sigma Aldrich”, “Eppendorf”, “Zymo
Research”, with lids showing signs of life once upon a
time. Ordered chaos. Pipettes all in their place, except
for that one P200, always eschew. Uniform, identical,
everywhere one looks- a sea of sameness.

1 only use the left most dissection scope. Solitary and
alone, but not lonely. The hustle and bustle happening
behind me, lives lived, discoveries made of which I have
no party. Music plays in my ear and I feel my hands take
on a life of their own, dodging the microscope slides that
are splayed all over.

My work space is not static. We move together. From the
lab to the fly room, from the fly room to the office, from
the office to the confocal, I move and the ideas, the
thoughts, the imagination moves with me, from one side
of the Thames to the other. The lab is where the thoughts
materialise, the night science turns into day. The
confocal room is more magical still- where day science
turns into night. I wonder why this receptor is expressed
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here, why in only this one cell? I wonder whether this
has been shown before...

To the office I therefore must go, where windows to the
entire breadth of human knowledge can be found, from
the books which litter the shelves to this one alien,
modern, bi-partite device, which although standardly
given to all scientists, is also deeply personal. The
arrangement of the files, the choice of names and the
hundreds of downloaded papers a testament to the
choices my curiosity have made. This is my way of
taking hypothetical ideas that exist in the metaphysical
plane and thrashing them against reality, many of which
shatter, destroyed beyond repair.

However, some, the smallest of minorities, survive
against my initial filter. It is these that might hold a piece
of the puzzle. My lab bench consists of the tools and
methods that allow me to ask and attempt to answer
questions. But the most important event happens when
two lab benches collide together. When conversations in
the fly room whilst flipping stocks lead to that one
question, which at first seems confusing but then after
days of reflection, becomes the root to the next set of
experiments to which I will dedicate the next few weeks
of my life.
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And when all is said and done, the only testament to all
of this is a small, raggedy book detailing the events of
the day.
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Richard W

The vital post-it note with a scrawl of six digits has been
taped and re-taped onto the wall beneath the window.
When the biro began to fade, someone went over the
numbers in thicker more permanent Sharpie. Somehow
the original, fading yellow 5cm by Scm frame seemed
equally as important as the vital settings themselves.
Don’t create a new inscription — trace the previous marks
and keep the canvas at all costs. And sitting beside, and
tied invisibly to the note, a grey box whose numerically
coded dials dutifully match these settings. The word
optimal comes to mind — but also the words, holy and
scripture. These are numbers to set you hopes by.

Scattered below on the bench surface, the residual
archaeological remains of an experiment’s struggle;
stains of ink, a small puddle of clear fluid partially
mopped by a neatly folded paper towel, metal
instruments laid out on blue paper and narrow filament
of glass pulled under heat into a fine, microscopic point
filled with a wick of blue.

Running through and around, wires attached to glass
rods, attached to tarnished and twisted short wires of
pure silver. Clear tubes carrying pressurised air wind
with more graceful curves taped down to the bench as if
restrained against a sudden whip of strength.
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Follow their path to the under bench and the source of
the pressure lurks, almost menacing. Above the bench is
white, opaque or clear plastic, below it is dripping with
oil that captures the dust in sticky clots around the
vibrating compressor that clicks into action on demand;
a rumble and vibration and a hiss amongst the scattered
accidental discards of minute glass fragments and plastic
tips.

Between the above bench and the below bench are
drawers full of things you think you needed but never
did — or need no more — some of them intricate projects,
some the spares laid down “in case”. The pens, pencils,
rolls of tape, an important plastic wingnut that, if lost,
will cost the owner in hours and money far beyond its
material value.

And sitting over it all, the tiny yellow figurine embedded
in its blu-tak base: the talismanic God of technique —
more than mere charm, a watchful eye whose gaze takes
in the struggles below. Next to her, fixed to the wall, are
the postcard of the team from the centrifuge suppliers on
their Christmas trip to, what else but, the London Eye;
and the note in thick capitals, with an accompanying
arrow to a now, long-lost pen that had been much prized
for its indefatigable, waterproof, black ink:

“DO NOT REMOVE THIS ON PAIN OF DEATH!”

17



18



SO

19

WRRRrRRRRRPRIRDNNNDONRANS



Ellen

This was someone else’s workbench before, and it’ll be
someone else’s workbench after. But it’s the little
cluttered territory that I have currently claimed as my
own, and it’s quite destabilising to my day when
someone else starts to set up their PCR there. I think I
subconsciously try to make it as unattractive an option as
possible, or maybe it just naturally ends up as a jumbled
extension of my chaotic brain.

It’s always wet, you realise fairly quickly when working
with zebrafish that it’s a rather futile endeavour to try
and keep your workspace (and clothes) dry. It just means
the sentence “Don’t panic, it’s only fish water” is
constantly balanced at the tip of your tongue for the next
person concerned that you’re dripping unidentified
liquid on the floor.

I don’t know if other people particularly like my work
bench, or maybe just like my pipettes. We’re meant to
have a full set each, but I quite frequently find myself
scouring the surrounding worktops for a p200 with a
baby pink name tag that seems to have grown little grey
legs and run away for the 14th time.
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At least my protocols always remained taped up on the
shelves, they haven’t gotten to the tiny limb budding
stage yet. Setting up the same experiment multiple times
a week for almost three years gives you the ability to go
into autopilot. Or it would, if you didn’t have a brain that
likes to make secret remixes of things that you think you
know by heart, and sneak them in when you’re not
paying attention. Having something constantly taped up
in front of your face at eye level makes it significantly
harder not to pay attention. And keeping PCR samples
lined up like a miniature fluorescent green battalion in
row after row of repurposed p10 tip holder trays makes it
significantly harder to discard something that you realise
you need days later, when the bins have already been
emptied.

Falcon tubes are labelled in a way that no one else can
be 100% confident about what is in them, except for me.
Not as intentional sabotage, but I need to keep my space
and things ordered in the way that makes sense for me
and my brain. I learned a long time ago that trying to
force a square peg into a round hole doesn’t often get the
square peg very far.

One of the few points of obvious and immediate order
that can be identified is my pipette tips. Sorted into filter
vs non-filter stacks, with the largest volume at the
bottom going up to smaller. Like two tiny rainbow
towers in primary colours.
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If I find any of those colour-coordinated building blocks
put back in the wrong place - or worse, a new one started
before the old one is finished - or even worse, a
completely empty tip box left there to rot - my day is
ruined, and people will hear about it.

There are non-visible attributes that I treasure too, ghosts
of past lab members, occasionally uncovered under
abandoned gel extraction kits or stuffed into the narrow
cracks in the space where one drawer doesn’t quite meet
the back of the cupboard. Gel images labelled with
handwriting that neither I nor any of my lab mates
recognise, Eppendorf’s containing the crystallised
remnants from a DNA extraction of a gene we don’t
know, signatures and initials written on lab equipment
that has survived multiple processes through the washing
machine. Maybe one day, if ’'m lucky, my left AirPod
will make the same dramatic reappearance.

But I like my space, it’s as close as I can be to the
window, and natural light is about as important to me as
it is to your common houseplant. It also has the prime
vantage point to keep a nosey eye on who is coming in
and out of the lab. I hope the next person makes it theirs
as much as I made it mine. Maybe they’ll find little
ghosts of me.
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p-s Carlos, if you see a glove lying around missing some
fingers, I cut them up to make little inflatable fish to test
some tracking software, I know correct PPE practice

p.p-s if anyone finds an AirPod, please let me know, I
can feel its presence, I just can’t see it.
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Christina

Title of Experiment: The Uniqueness of a Lab Bench
Background:

It has been widely reported that the bench of a scientist
holds a key role in the production of knowledge.
However, it also represents the habits, the aspirations,
the wins and losses and the peculiar organisational
systems of the scientist who inhabits it. While lab
benches are generally regarded as defined physical
structures, anecdotal evidence suggests that some may
possess properties that challenge conventional
understandings of space and time.

Hypothesis:
My lab bench is infinite.
Methods and Data collection:

Observation. Participation. Accidental accumulation.
Daily use and long-term coexistence.

Results:

At first glance, the bench appears highly organised. On
closer inspection, it reveals a carefully maintained
organised chaos that serves the immediate needs of the
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work. Each item occupies a place that may appear
arbitrary to an observer, but it is entirely and illogically
logical to its owner. The atmosphere is characterised by
the persistent scent of ethanol and the presence of
transparent fluids distinguished by an elaborate system
of colour-themed labels. Above the bench stand boxes
towers built one experiment at a time. The lower shelf
houses the regulars, accessible to the owner to reach
without thinking, while the top hosts everything else,
that might be needed tomorrow, next month or perhaps
never again.

The bench occupies a small physical area, part of a
larger neighbourhood of benches. And like all
neighbourhoods, it operates under its own social rules —
sometimes communication is welcome, sometimes
privacy is essential. Surprisingly, the bench appears
capable of expansion. Its apparent boundaries extend
beyond the laboratory walls into microscope rooms,
tissue culture suites, and corridors carrying carefully
wrapped pieces of fresh brain tissue. It reaches office
desks, computer screens, and analysis software where
numbers slowly begin to make sense and whisper the
next steps. Then it expands into libraries, cafes, green -
and occasionally sunny - parks, meeting rooms, seminar
rooms, staircases, and corridors overlooking Guy’s
Hospital. It travels across campuses. It accompanies
journeys on buses, tubes, and trains.
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It even travels through time. It flies back and forth across
times zones, waits patiently at airport gates, complains
quietly when holidays interrupt experiments and resumes
work refreshed upon return. It exists simultaneously in
notebooks, presentations, small notes, cloud spaces and
conversations with colleagues.

Interestingly, the bench has become unexpectedly
famous among friends and family. They know its stories,
its frustrations, its successes. They have seen
photographs of it. They have heard about its post-it
notes, its random collections of objects, and its
seemingly impossible ability to accommodate one more
item.

Taking all into consideration, the lab bench both shrinks
and expands. Things and ideas disappear and reappear
without explanation. More objects fit than should be
physically possible. New projects arrive while old ones
linger and somehow, there is always more room.

Is it infinite? Perhaps.
Is it organised? Also perhaps.

Mathematics, after all, allows infinite sets to remain
structured. There seems no reason why a lab bench
should not do the same.
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Discussion:

Our results suggest that the laboratory bench is not
merely a workspace but a dynamic ecosystem extending
through space, time, and memory. Its dimensions are
determined less by physical measurements than by the
reach of the research it supports. Different scientific
disciplines readily accept concepts such as infinity,
multidimensional spaces, and non-intuitive realities.
Therefore, the possibility of an infinite lab bench should
not be dismissed without further investigation.

Future work should focus on unresolved questions,
including the origin of missing pens, the migration
patterns of post-it notes, and whether every laboratory
bench serves as a temporary repository for mysteries that
have yet to be explained. Until further evidence be
provided, we conclude that lab benches are far larger
than they appear, carrying not only experiments but also
ideas, conversations, journeys, and the small everyday
stories that make research possible.
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Jemima

At first glance there isn’t much to say about this
creature’s workspace. But she herself has often described
it as having three distinct levels akin to the different
levels in an Amazonian forest. The uppermost level, just
above eyesight when fully standing, comprised a simple
white shelf, but its contents are the only thing that might
elicit intrigue. Half of the shelf was monopolised by
papers, half haphazardly scattered to one side. There
were mountains of papers, some sprawled with red, pink,
black, or blue inks, pieces ripped from their notebooks
evidenced by the broken spiral edges. Some were quick
notes the owner had most likely forgotten; some were
printed journals from authors she had promised to return
to but sadly relegated to the corner of the shelf. On the
other side, a bunch of snacks to energise this creature;
the stash was neatly placed on the other side of the
mountain of papers, barely touched, resembling a winter
stash for the harsh days and nights ahead.

The middle layer, where our creature primarily dwelled,
was comprised of a desk and contained the essentials
needed for her to do her research. Including her work
computer, a rectangular large screen and its usual
accessories, but dotted around the base of the monitor
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and on top of the computer, little trinkets made their
appearance. Trinkets with no cohesive harmony, or at
least a harmony that only the dweller could understand.
An outsider would notice the range of purple objects
dominating the space, from purple pens, to purple ink
bottles, to purple stress balls, and even purple notes
written in foreign languages using purple markers. All of
these maybe indicating a false sense of cohesion; there
were many objects on this layer, most unexplainable
without the creature there to explain them. There were
ten unique objects, although the space could allow for
more, but by the randomness of each individual object
you got the sense that they were picked for their
sentimental feeling.

One of the objects that caught my gaze was located
closest to the keyboard, and it looked like a Y-shaped
silicone electrode encased in a small plastic box no
bigger than two stamps next to each other. The electrode
itself could be easily missed, especially by the other
more colourful pieces on the desk, but to the inhabitant
of this space the object reminded them of fond
memories. The kindness of the professor who gifted
them the piece sprung feelings of fascination, curiosity,
and love as she examined that ingenious piece of
electronics and the dreams and hopes that they too could
possibly make something like that. To her all those
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objects represented her scientific curiosity meeting her
human vulnerability.

The office floor, so to speak, was populated by colourful
bags containing within themselves a random world of
potential essentials but often forgotten objects. The three
distinct layers played an essential role in creating the
ecosystem for the creature who had made this area her
home.
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Subham

The laser room

It really is a mess. How does one manage to take aseptic
intentions and cause such distress. There may just be a
spider-web behind that screen, and please don’t tell me
this is where you bring your neverender mug of coffee.
Why is it so dark in here? You won’t actually cut my
finger off if I step too near.......... right?

I’ve never quite seen something like this, it’s like you’ve
decided snakes and ladders was and will always be a
timeless classic of interior design. You do realise that
when you label your wires, they are actually meant to
show where they align?

I’ve never quite seen so many buttons in one place, why
do so many of them glow red? I fear I may just be in the
path of your objective’s laser diffraction offset. Can it
project a spot on the moon? Cut through solid metal?
Hey! I thought there was no such thing as a question too
fickle.

Why did I hear a shuffle in there? I knew this was
nothing more than an elaborate plot device. You realize
the moniker of lab rat wasn’t meant to be taken so
seriously? Do you really force your will on animals so
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imperiously? Did you ever stop to ask if SG021 ever
wanted this life? Okay, if you give me a minute, I’1l just
about be over my existential worry and strife.

So, you’re telling me that your mice know the difference
between right and left, have you attempted to administer
the bergen discrimination test? Do you think their
directionality holds as much social value? Do they use it
to guide their political principals, or may it have an
overlap in rectified statute? Did they seriously need a
window into their skull? Oh god, now I’ve seen a
glimpse of what may just make me what I’ve become.

A laser wasn’t enough; you poke and prod too?

I think you’ve made your point Goldfinger, thank you
for the demonstration.
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Richard R

Tears pull at the corner of my eyes and run along my
temple, wind whipping through my hair as today’s e-
bike ducks and weaves through traffic. As I race across
London Bridge the Thames glitters on either side like a
great brown slug after summer rain, light bouncing
between the water and the Shard above. I breathe and
forgive myself for arriving an hour later than planned.

The heavy, garish bike skids to a halt and I push through
the entrance, AirPods slotted in their case as I bound up
the stairs two at a time. [ drop my bag under the desk
and open my laptop, waiting with bated breath to find
out if it will haul itself to life, or whether another day of
power is just one bridge too far. The screen flickers on, a
cartoon boar winking bawdily in the icon above my
name. | sigh with relief but neither sit down nor log on,
instead wandering aimlessly through the warren of
tunnels under the building, ending up one way or another
at a university cafe. The barristas already know my
order, and playfully chastise me for not bringing my own
cup and saving 30p on the sustainable, recyclable
cuboid; maybe next time I’ll remember.

I gratefully sip the hot, milky coffee, blinking as my
eyes adjust to the brightness of the campus courtyard.
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Verdant leaves climb the red brick walls, and students
drape themselves over the sun-drenched lawn, laughing
and gossiping in their packs. Almost lunchtime, I think,
checking my watch and hurrying back to the office.

Buoyed by the caffeine hit, I rush guiltily through my to
do list, sending emails, and staring blankly at the
whirring lines of code on the screen as my analysis ticks
along. I slouch in my chair, warm air periodically
brushing my face as the rickety fan grinds from left to
right and back again. Inverting the empty coffee cup, 1
try, in vain, to tip any remaining dregs into my mouth.
On the shelf above, a thick, and largely unread textbook
lies flat on its side, I tell myself that I’ll read a chapter
tomorrow. When no one is looking I ask my robot
companion to fix my code, ashamed of my incompetence
and dependency.

Mustard clings to my moustache and pickles sting my
tastebuds as I wolf down a toasted ‘Cuban’ chicken
sandwich in the shade of a tall, old tree. I harden my soul
for what is to come. Dripping potions and poisons,
autoclaved steel - sharpened to a point, a polystyrene
block caked in dry blood. A message arrives on my
phone, summoning me down to the warm, windowless
surgery rooms, and I wistfully think of happier times,
simpler models. But for now, all that awaits me is my lab
bench.
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Kara

The Middle Hood

The middle hood. Turn it on, sash up, air flowing. Lab
coat, gloves, sleeves. Ethanol. Green light. In we go.
From left to right, the hood is prepped. Microscope
switched on, media heating up to 37°C. My cells are
peaceful at this point. Out of sight, never out of mind.

Ethanol. My mind starts to wake up as I mentally
prepare myself for the day. To do list written in three
different locations, my teams calendar booked up weeks
in advance with the experiments I have planned. My
thoughts spool on within my head, like a broken record,
what do I need to do next? Is everything prepared?
Mentally trying to calculate my life around my cells. An
unexpected mother. My 10-year-old self would never
believe me.

Ethanol. The sterility of the room brings me back.
Pipette tips stacked in the correct formation, correct to
me anyway. Everything is ready, this is the moment we
have been waiting for. The make or break of my day,
week, month, year. My cells are obtained from the
incubator; time is of the essence. Quick check under the
microscope just to remember what it is all for: 1. To
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understand how neurodevelopment can occur in a dish 2.
My own validation.

Ethanol. Another cell type, cell line, plate, after plate,
checked. Silently I am bobbing away in my own world.
Headphones on. Do not disturb. The only thing that
matters is me and my cells. Next, they will be sliced and
stained, allowing me to see them in even more detail.
Finally, they will tell me all their secrets, all their
worries, and whether [ am a good mother. My cells
cannot talk, but I am able to understand them unlike
anyone else. I hope they feel the same way.

Ethanol. We all have our favourite hoods, but the middle
hood is mine. Why might you ask? Is it because the
microscope screen is slightly damaged that it takes an
eye which has been trained to depict what it shows? No.
Is it because of the proximity to the incubators —
allowing an efficient spin around, no steps needed? No.
It is hard to describe why the middle hood is my
favourite. There is an invisible string between me and
the middle hood, it draws me back in day after day.
Some may call it destiny; others may call it a media
change.

Ethanol. I check the time, my hour is almost up. Soon, I
will have to give up my hood. Soon, someone else will
be entering, preparing the hood as I have, checking their
cells as I have, but it’s not the same.
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Giuseppe

The Bank of Italy declared bankruptcy, and the week
after, I arrived in London.

On October 13th, 2026, my mother and my father were
laid off from Dispenser, with two months' notice and
twenty thousand euros in severance. On October 20th, I
landed at Gatwick. I was twenty-two years old, I had
1,400 pounds and a bachelor's degree in philosophy.

I had found a room on Spareroom for 550 pounds a
month, on the top floor of the house belonging to Mike,
Peter, and Mike, 88 Lilford Road, Lewisham. So I was
covered for two months of rent plus food, within which
I'd have to find a job and a visa sponsor.

The house was a Victorian semi-detached, red brick, like
every other house on that street.

Mike opened the door, shook my hand, and welcomed
me in. First he took me to see my room. It was in the
attic on the top floor of a dusty house full of objects —
every kind of object, accumulated over the forty years
that Mike, Peter, and Mike had lived inside it. The room
was so small it couldn't even fit a table. But I needed at
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least a table. To pretend I had an office, and to find a
job.

"I have a lab bench for you," Mike said. So he led me
into his bedroom, which doubled as a study, and pointed
me to a table so buried in papers, correspondence,
letters, newspapers, vinyl records, that there wouldn't
have been room even to set down my laptop.

"Until you find a job, this is your lab bench," he said.
"But please explain something to me. Did Italy really go
bankrupt?"

"Yes," I lied.

Italy hadn't gone bankrupt, but my mother had lost her
job, and so had my father, and wages hadn't risen in
thirty years, and that — that [ wanted to call bankruptcy.

A little later I noticed that across from the table there
was a mirror, and pinned to it were forty photographs.

“Every year we pin up a new photo from our
anniversary, ever since we started living in this house,”
Mike said.

“Peter and I have been together since 1984 — forty-two
years. Then in 1986 little Mike came along, and he got
together with us too. We are in a throuple since then.”

Those photographs witnessed their relationship as it
changed from year to year, and the three of them
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growing up and growing old inside it. Always together,
sometimes alone, sometimes with others at parties, in
London, across Europe, on their honeymoon in
Argentina. There were three of them, and had been for
forty years, and that relationship had something more
important, and profound than love.
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