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Only the truth came back to her, for what she knew, she knew. The indistinct murmur of 
voices heard through a carpeted floor surpassed in clarity a typed-up transcript; a 
conversation that penetrated a wall or, better, two walls, came stripped of all but its 35 
essential twists and nuances. What to others would have been a muffling was to her 
alert senses, which were fine-tuned like the cat’s whiskers of an old wireless, an almost 
unbearable amplification. She lay in the dark and knew everything. The less she was able 
to do, the more she was aware. But though she sometimes longed to rise up and 
intervene, especially if she thought Briony was in need of her, the fear of pain kept her in 40 
place. At worst, unrestrained, a matching set of sharpened kitchen knives would be 
drawn across her optic nerve, and then again, with a greater downward pressure, and 
she would be entirely shut in and alone. Even groaning increased the agony. 

And so she lay there as the late afternoon slipped by. The front door had opened and 
closed. Briony would have gone out with her mood, probably to be by water, by the pool, 45 
or the lake, or perhaps she had gone as far as the river. Emily heard a careful tread on 
the stairs – Cecilia at last taking the flowers up to the guest’s room, a simple errand she 
had been asked many times that day to perform. Then later, Betty calling to Danny, and 
the sound of the trap on the gravel, and Cecilia going down to meet the visitors, and 
soon, spreading through the gloom, the faintest tang of a cigarette – she had been asked 50 
a thousand times not to smoke on the stairs, but she would be wanting to impress Leon’s 
friend, and that in itself might not be a bad thing. Voices echoing in the hall, Danny 
struggling up with the luggage, and coming down again, and silence – Cecilia would have 
taken Leon and Mr Marshall to the pool to drink the punch that Emily herself had made 
that morning. She heard the scampering of a four-legged creature coming down the 55 
stairs – the twins, wanting the pool and about to be disappointed that it had been taken 
over. 

Ian McEwan, Atonement [2001], London, Vintage, 2016, p. 65-67. 
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