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Alex Lyons opened his laptop and wrote the review in the space of forty-five minutes after the show ended. It was a one-star review. He didn’t agonise over that rating – I’d never seen him agonise over anything. The solo performance artist, Hayley Sinclair, had a lot to say about the climate emergency, the patriarchy, and the looming end of the world, which was fair enough, but unfortunately her show was so terrible that, by half an hour in, Alex had decided that he actually wanted the world to end as soon as possible. Then, at least, he’d never have to risk seeing one of her performances again. That was a good line, so he put it in. He wrote hunched on a low wall outside the venue, thinking about where he could get a drink afterwards.

Alex was chief theatre critic for the national newspaper where I was a junior writer on the culture desk. We’d both worked at the paper for years, but that year, for the first time, Alex and I were both away from London, reporting from the month-long arts festival of the Edinburgh Fringe. 

I can’t give you the name of the newspaper, but let’s just say it’s considered by some people to be the last remaining newspaper of decency, and by other people to be a rag of unforgivable bias. I’ll just call it ‘the paper’ – that’s what everyone who worked there called it anyway. 

Alex proofread his review and found no errors, so he emailed it to the editor on duty with the star rating at the top in capital letters, for clarity – ONE STAR – and packed his laptop back into his chestnut Italian leather satchel, a birthday present from his mother. He lit a cigarette and walked down Rose Street, which was full of stag dos shouting in vowels and vomiting into the gutters between the cobblestones. 

Edinburgh was a city that Alex knew only in August. I know it a little better, having lived there for a while after university. I’ve seen it stripped back to its gorgeous Enlightenment bones of dark wet stone tenements in the quiet, endless winters, the yeasty smells of the brewery on still nights, the sea mist over Holyrood, the glass-fronted hotels for the rich rising above lines of addicts queuing for methadone on Leith Walk.

For Alex, like most annual festival visitors, Edinburgh was not a real place, but a mirage, a pop-up of banners and posters, coffee vans and burger vans and street performers, the spats of frying meat and the dank smell of lager.

It was gone eleven and the streets were still full. A rat matched his pace along North Bridge, hunting in the night’s street rubbish that spilled across the pavement. Suits, who were either TV journalists or disgraced politicians, strode home from a late broadcast at the BBC studios with their jackets flapping open. Audiences were coming out of theatres. 

All this had a glamour for Alex. As he walked, meandering through the streets to absorb the festival air, the city brought him peace after the bad show, and if he doubted his opinion or suspected himself of cruelty, for even a moment, he could rationalise his work as all part of contributing to the culture, to maintaining high standards, and to being in a city full of people chasing their next pleasure. A city situated towards delight, not mediocrity. A place where people wanted only the best of life and it made them honest and free.

It seemed as though everywhere on the Royal Mile, under the clear summer moon in the never-quite-darkness of the Scottish summer night, were actors and actresses coming out of their shows. This gave Alex a jolt of energy. He was always drawn to actresses. All theatre people, with their superficial vanity and deep insecurity, were easy to flatter. But actresses, in particular, offered him something deeper that he couldn’t always define. This unsettled him in a way that he liked. Actors and actresses had something about them that normal humans lacked. They had large, expressive eyes. They could sing, usually. They had a warmth that made Alex want to reach out his own cold hands towards them. They held, always, the energy of potential transformation. By knowing how to become other people, they knew the terrible truth of what it’s like to taste the life of someone else.

When I first started working in culture journalism, I used to get asked to do a lot of clickbait listicles for the website that nobody else wanted to write – ‘13 things you never knew about Picasso’, and all that. It became a bit of a speciality of mine. So: there are three things you need to know about Alex. The first is that a lot of women fell for him.

‘The thing is, Sophie,’ Alex had said to me on the train we’d taken together from London Kings Cross up to Edinburgh Waverley two days previously, opening a Raspberry Lucozade he’d bought from the trolley, leaning towards me over the grey Formica train table as if about to reveal a universal spiritual truth. ‘Since I turned thirty, getting laid has become embarrassingly easy.’

‘Yeah?’ I said. ‘Lucky you.’ 

He did a little smile and drank his Lucozade. It’s this image of Alex from the beginning of the festival that returns to me now: the unseriousness of his eyes, staring at the moving sea through the window of our train. 

Previously lean to the point of lankiness, like an ex-racing greyhound, in the last few years he’d gained some muscle, having taken advantage of the paper’s inexplicably well-appointed and free-to-access onsite gym that I never used. Alex now looked like the kind of human being they would put in the human being catalogues. Tall, strong, good teeth and slightly curly dark hair, physically independent, no defects. No visible defects.

Alex read what he said were ‘proper books’. He always had a line ready on Adorno and Derrida and Stanislavski, and so what if it was always the same line? It wasn’t just those guys. He had deferential feminist stuff he could say about Germaine Greer and Judith Butler, and an at-the-fingertips thesis on Sarah Kane. And he could be funny about the lowbrow. He liked panto. He liked characters who wanted you to boo and hiss.

The women Alex went for were educated and arty and ambitious. They were writers and directors, editors and agents. And actresses. He had, he told me, recently resolved to stop sleeping with women under the age of twenty-four after one of them told him he looked like ‘such a softboi, but old’, and it was like being insulted in an entirely different language. 

In general, he had a preference for women around his own age, who had until recently been stuck in long-term relationships with boring men who didn’t appreciate them, and who had mostly wriggled themselves loose from their sexless cocoons at around thirty and, drying their wings, found themselves a) horny and b) looking for an intellectual equal. In Alex, they thought they might find it. 

He was always briefly entangled with someone. His attitude towards women was something that made it difficult for me to think of Alex as a friend, though it’s something you can tolerate in a colleague. 

That’s the second thing to know about Alex: he was a good colleague. He made me laugh. He’d give me a conspiratorial eye-roll during a forward-planning meeting while he leaned back in his chair with a biro in his mouth. He had a disarming ability to notice and remember people’s preferences: he’d do a coffee run for the culture desk and remember without having to check that Graham liked his flat white with oat milk and Nicky on listings always had an extra shot. 

And I had to admire his work. He could turn out copy clean as mine at twice the speed. Where my pieces could be tentative and people-pleasing, Alex’s reviews were sharp and zingy and held the page.

One time, a few years ago, I’d written a feature about the Venice Biennale that wasn’t working. I knew it wasn’t working because Paul Ellis, my least favourite of the paper’s senior editors, had told me it was shit and I needed to start again. But I’d already rewritten it four times, and I was fighting back tears at my desk, wishing that Graham, the culture editor, wasn’t off sick, when Alex dragged one of the wheeled chairs over to me and plonked himself down in it. 

‘Don’t take journalism so seriously, Soph,’ he said. ‘Can I?’ 

He picked up the printout of my draft, which was now covered in Paul’s red biro crossings-out, lines drawn through whole paragraphs so violently they almost tore through the paper, and read it in about four seconds. He pointed to a sentence halfway down.

‘Ignore Paul. Start with this bit. This observation about the city, where it’s like a character. It’s kind of beautiful. Move it up top so you start with colour, then get the nut graf out of the way, and shove everything else after that and give it to a different editor to sign off. Relax, it’s a nice piece.’

He sauntered off for a cigarette. Praise is rare in journalism. That was still the only time anyone at the paper had ever directly complimented my writing. 

Alex told me not to take journalism so seriously, but I was never sure whether he took that advice himself. And this is the third thing to know about Alex. He loved writing about theatre. Theatre really mattered to him.

Theatre, Alex once told me when I made the mistake of saying I wasn’t all that into it, because exhibitions were more my kind of thing, is different from any other form of art. It isn’t like a film or a TV show where everything’s been recorded and cut and edited, and someone has already seen it before you. It’s nothing like a painting, which is a single, preserved moment of perspective. Theatre is happening to you right now, made real by the people in front of you, never seen before, not quite like this, and never again. Stage performance is the only storytelling art form created in the present tense, Alex said. These people could do anything. They could make you feel anything. Isn’t that wonderful? Isn’t that terrifying? 

As with everything we love, Alex experienced it first as a child. It was a children’s show about penguins, which his mother, the actress and director Judith Lyons, had taken him to when he was six years old. She knew it was on because at the time she was casually seeing the artistic director of the theatre in Hammersmith where it was playing. Here, Alex was baptised into the rituals of theatre, which, like the rituals of any religion, are designed to seduce. 

There was, before the night even began, the ritual of the ticket. For Alex, this was a paper key to a door that he had longed to open, and which led to the place that was, he suspected, where his mother really lived. The ticket was a promise that he would be welcome at this theatre, at this time, and there would be a seat prepared for him, and light in the darkness. 

(As an adult, Alex could do a good rant on the death of the paper ticket stub in the age of the e-ticket. He really got going on it over Friday drinks in the dark, wood-panelled pub round the corner from our paper’s newsroom, eyes shining in the gloom, holding a pint of Oyster stout, on and on about how something has been surrendered, and we’ve now lost forever the printed remains of a time past, a time when magic left real traces in your pocket.)

Alex, at six years old, had arrived at the box office, which was not an office and had no boxes, and was greeted by a front of house assistant in a golden waistcoat. She ripped off the perforated ticket stub and bent to stamp his outstretched hand with an inky purple blotch in the shape of a penguin.

This was before his mother had received her damehood. But even then, she was conspicuous, with a fur-trimmed jacket and high leather boots and a familiar face. She enunciated more than other people. She bought him a striped packet of red and green sweets. The sweets were sour inside but coated in crystals of sugar, to be eaten quietly and not rustled. She was approached by two politely giddy women in the foyer and indulged an autograph request with the fountain pen she carried in her handbag. 

‘You’ll have to excuse me.’ She drew the ‘J’ in ‘Judith’ with a long tail and dotted the ‘i’ with a horizontal line. ‘I’m here with my son.’

This made Alex feel special and important. The whole interior of the building was velvet, from the carpet to the seats to the curtains to the new texture of his own body in this strange place, and everything was deep red and gold, arched and designed for his delight. 

His mother bought a theatre programme in the foyer. The booklet was bigger than any of his reading books at home and filled with shiny black-and-white pictures of the actors in rehearsals, somersaulting and gesticulating and laughing with scripts in their hands. His thumb found a page with more weight than the others, and here was a sheet of penguin and snowflake stickers, opposite a puzzle section with a themed wordsearch about Antarctica. 

The theatre was full of children just like him, except not like him, because they didn’t have his mother. Alex and Judith sat in a row towards the front of the stalls on the scarlet fold-out seats. Using the fountain pen, he had just circled the words COLD and SOUTH POLE and PENGUINS in the wordsearch when the house lights went down, like the blowing out of a candle. 

His mother smelled like a shimmer of flower petals and slightly of whisky. She squeezed his hand and he squeezed hers. The curtain drew back, and the stage lights came up, and there were people up there, real grown-ups, confident and loud and alive, with snow falling on the stage as they pretended to be anything other than who or what they really were. There was nothing between him and the actors. They could touch him if they wanted, and he would let them. All they wanted in return was his applause. This meant they wanted his love. (It was only much later that he would realise he had the power to keep his love from them.)

He didn’t remember much about the show itself, as an adult. He only remembered, as he told me when everything was falling apart, the moment when his mother’s world became his world, too. The fear and wonder of it. He remembered the applause, and how it connected the audience and the performers in a sacred pact of pleasure. He remembered it every time he reviewed a show. 

When I first made the connection between Alex’s surname and his mother’s, I wondered why Alex hadn’t turned out to be theatrical in the way his mother was. In choosing to be a critic, he’d chosen to be an outsider, half in showbusiness and half out of it. And I wondered if there was, within him, a spark of resentment at a world that he knew to be less magical than it looked. But which still, despite everything, bewitched him.

Dame Judith is now in her seventies and, as it said in the BBC news article when she received her damehood, she is one of this country’s finest living interpreters of Shakespeare. She was a single mother, and Alex, who was an only child, grew up in a house full of stars: his mother’s famous and semi-famous lovers and friends drifting in and out of his life. His mother’s world was self-consciously artistic and outsiderish, he told me, a place where you were free to speak on anything as long as it was entertaining. His mother and her friends had money, but they weren’t businesspeople. They set themselves morally apart from people who made a living in conventional, corporate ways. His mother used to say they were like nineteenth-century opera singers, who’d been born in the gutter and risen to dine with kings. 

I liked Alex. As hard as that is to admit now, back then, I couldn’t help liking him. And if that sounds defensive, there are good reasons. But something drew me towards him with a quiet, addictive dread.

Alex cut across town. He had to wait to cross the road, and he used that time to check one of the dating apps he’d been on since he’d got to Edinburgh. The apps always exploded during the festival. So many unmoored, excitable and creative people all in one place. He scrolled through some pictures, deciding who he’d message when he got back. The lights changed. Because he was hungry, he changed direction towards the Traverse theatre bar, which might still be serving food, and kept walking.

The subterranean Traverse bar, near the flat in Edinburgh that the paper had paid for Alex and me to stay in, was still open, but half-empty. It held the resonance of a place that had recently been packed full of people who’d just now moved on elsewhere, to some other bar, some other show, a bed that wasn’t their own. He ordered a Guinness and a steak pie from a boy in a branded shirt who looked about fifteen, and the boy said sorry, but they’d stopped doing food half an hour ago. 

He felt the proximity of her a few feet away. Hayley Sinclair, the performer from the show that he had, barely an hour previously, eviscerated on the page, the recipient of his solitary, condemning star. She was drinking gin and sitting with her body turned halfway into the room, watching who came in.

‘A Guinness, on your own?’ Her voice was deeper than it had been on stage. As he’d noticed during her show, she sounded American, though she used British phrasing and over-pronounced her consonants, as if she’d lived here for a while. It was already hoarse. A voice that wouldn’t last the whole month. ‘Must be bad.’ 

‘The show I saw wasn’t great.’ He had been sitting deeply enough in the shadows of the auditorium that there’s no way she would have seen him, still less remembered his face. He would reflect, later, when he was telling me all this, that he could have ended the conversation there. ‘You?’ 

‘I’m a performer. I just did my first show. You never know how it’s going to go down, but I think it was OK. I got here after they’d stopped doing the pies, too.’

Hayley was sitting up very straight and tapping one foot on the bar stool. She was lit with unspent adrenaline, physically almost buzzing. And she was alone. Doing a solo show was a dangerous kind of loneliness. It meant no company to debrief and decompress with afterwards. Alex could indulge that lack, as a form of kindness. She didn’t have to know who he was. She didn’t have to know that he had even been in the audience.

What he’d taken for a derivative, affected quirkiness onstage – a knowing reclaiming of the manic pixie dream girl aesthetic – was in fact, close up, something more fragile, and less artfully constructed. Every joint and muscle in her body was tense, in need of release. She smelled of something boozy and a little like strawberries. They talked about shows they’d seen. They agreed that Edinburgh during the Fringe was an intense and mind-bending place, a festival city, a place out of time. Through Hayley’s green satin top, he could see the outline of a nipple.

‘So,’ she said, taking a sip of her drink. ‘Where are you going next?’

See? Embarrassingly easy. Everything he’d written about her on stage was forgotten now, irrelevant, the capturing of a moment of artifice that had dissipated with the last of the summer evening light. Offstage, she was warm and close and uncomplicated. They stood in the corner of the bar, her jacket folded over the crook of her arm, and he kissed her. And it rose within him, that addictive one-night-only falling in love feeling, taking him over like a warm bloom of drunkenness. That feeling of the house lights going down and the stage lights coming up, and a physical presence before him, and the night about to take him somewhere new.

And all that night, while they were together, Alex’s terrible, vicious, personal, career-ending words about Hayley were being printed in black on creamy newsprint. Alex’s name was at the top, next to a large, close-up photograph of Hayley’s face, duplicated hundreds of thousands of times. In the newsroom in London, the night editor scheduled Alex’s words to go online at six o’clock the next morning. And, because Hayley was a pretty girl, he puffed the review with her picture nice and big on the homepage of the website, to be read by millions of readers on their phones as they woke up, to be read by everyone that Hayley had ever hoped she might impress.
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I woke early, far from home, after staying up to review a mediocre late-night art installation with a silent disco. I was used to toddler hours. It was strange to wake to a quiet city full of adults, instead of to the insistent shouting of a small person in a cot in the room next door. I would call home after seven thirty, after my coffee, by which time Josh would have given Arlo his Shredded Wheat in our tiny flat in Leytonstone. 

It had been breakfast time when I’d kissed them both goodbye on Friday, when I’d left for Kings Cross to meet Alex and catch the Edinburgh train. Arlo had tried to grab my keys so he could jingle them and screeched when I’d put them back into my pocket. He hadn’t understood the gravity of the situation, that his mother was leaving home for more than three weeks, the longest time she’d ever been away from him. He’d just wanted to jingle the keys.

I set down my phone on the black vinyl counter in the kitchen in Edinburgh. It glowed with an email.

Thanks for buying FLORENCE COTTON PYJAMAS NAVY STARS M from Arabella Ritzy! We’d love your feedback! Please review your purchase. It only takes a minute, and your feedback helps us keep improving! If you enjoyed your item, tell us (and others!) about it! Click here to rate your experience!

I archived the message with a swipe. My editor was never this enthusiastic about my reviews. I’d worn the pyjamas the night before, as it happened. They were only OK.

The flat, absurdly huge, was an Old Town tenement on Spittal Street with gigantic windows of thin glass and flaking wood that shuddered through with the cold winds of Scotland in August. The paper had rented it every year since the 1990s, and whoever it was in the editorial management office just booked the same place every time because it meant they didn’t have to change anything except the date on the intranet logistics portal. It was the same place they used to book back when they had a budget to send a team of six reporters to the festival every year. Nobody had bothered to update the records of what was needed now that, for the first time, it was just Alex and me, and I was one of the cheapest full-time writers on staff. 

Graham, the culture editor back in London, called us for a planning meeting most mornings after ten. He had only ghosts of grey hair left on his head, a quiet voice and a Welsh accent. He was always the last person to speak in meetings and the only really kind journalist I’d ever met. Having enjoyed reading to his own four children, now long since grown, he reviewed kids’ books by obscure debut authors, never the ones with celebrities’ names on the cover. If he didn’t make the effort to seek them out and give them space, nobody else at the paper would bother. 

The flat, managed by an apathetic lettings company and owned by an elderly laird’s widow in Angus who had possibly forgotten it existed, was decorated somewhere between eighteenth-century Scottish merchant’s house and NHS doctors’ surgery, with fire doors and fire alarms and fire blankets installed everywhere, and heavy brass door furniture painted over in thick magnolia gloss. The paper’s comedy critic, Mehdi, was in Edinburgh too, and should have been staying with us, but he had a rich friend who lived in a grand set of rooms on Royal Circus who let him stay there instead, so it was just Alex and me. 

On our first afternoon there, after collecting my festival press pass and lanyard from the Fringe media office, I’d opened the large brown wardrobe in my bedroom – everything was as if it had been designed for humans three sizes bigger than normal – and a moth the size of a tennis ball had burst out of it. It looked as shocked as I felt as it plummeted to the floor like a live grenade. I have no idea what grenades do when they’re live, but this is how scared I was of that moth. It might have been living and growing in the wardrobe, undisturbed, for decades. I backed away and heaved up the sash on the ancient window, to encourage its departure, and a rain-flecked breeze blasted in with the sound of pedestrians and the thick smell of the overflowing communal rubbish bins three floors below. Still the moth remained on the old carpet, wounded somehow, wings buzzing furiously in a blur around its huge, woolly grey head. 

‘Alex!’ I shouted. 

With a presence of mind I appreciated, he got a flyer for a hip-hop adaptation of Twelfth Night and a pint glass from the cavernous kitchen cupboards – it was the only one remotely big enough – and dealt with the moth by trapping it between both objects and then flinging it out through the open window. 

It had felt unfeminist to rely on a male acquaintance for bug disposal, but I was glad the moth was gone.

I’d decided I’d go out first thing every day to buy the newspapers and clutter the kitchen table with them. Not just our paper, but all of them. When print finally dies, I’ll miss it all: the spread of messy, tangible knowledge and provocation, and the sound of rumpling paper. And I like doing the crossword and leaving coffee rings on the comment pages.

There wasn’t much food in the flat, and after I got back from the Sainsburys Local I wished I’d found a croissant from somewhere as well. I spread our paper out on the wooden kitchen table, smoothing one hand over the fold. 

The Fringe takes place over four weeks in August, but, for some reason, the first week is always called week zero, followed by weeks one, two, and three. It’s one of the things that makes the whole festival feel as though it inhabits a different plane from normal life. It was still only week zero, but the papers were already full of reviews. My art review had been cut down by the duty editor from six hundred words to barely half that length. Fair enough – it was an equivocal three stars. It was crammed low down on the page underneath Alex’s splashy review of Climate Emergence-She. On the left side of the page, before his full excoriation began, there was Alex’s rating, rendered in a single, small, spiky typographical blob, confirming that the show had earned only one star out of a possible five. The paper didn’t allow Alex to award zero stars. Otherwise, he’d do it all the time.

Alex’s pieces were always printed at the full heft of their original length, with a luxurious standfirst and enormous picture. This time the picture was of performance artist and campaigner Hayley Sinclair, close in on her face, wispy blonde hair in a candyfloss cloud at either side of her squared-off cheekbones, a nose ring, and one ear frosted with several piercings, her make-up running in a constructed moment of mourning for a world that was about to boil to death. She was a few years younger than us. The editor had pulled a quote from Alex’s review to caption the picture in bold. 

Tedious and derivative: Hayley Sinclair

I read Alex’s review, which was mean in the way that Alex’s reviews were always mean, and in a way that I had become inured to.


Clarity is generosity, Alex always said. At first, years ago, if he didn’t love a show, he’d give it three stars or four stars and try to write something balanced, making nuanced suggestions for improvement. But that had only made the theatre people angry. That really wounded them. Because how dare he be lukewarm on something they cared about so much? That they’d poured the very blood of their hearts into? And it made his mother call him, especially if the people he was reviewing were friends of hers, and say, ‘Oh, darling. Couldn’t you have been nicer?’ 

No, he had arrived at the conclusion that, sometimes, the kindest thing you can do is to be not nice. And so now Alex Lyons was not nice. He was not nice at all.

And as Alex always said, people like reading bad reviews. Readers get bored of too many raves, and nobody ever wants to read a three-star fence-sitter. Three stars isn’t even a bad review! Three stars is good! He was sick of explaining this to people. Because nowadays, in the context of a mass culture of online shopping reviews, for most people, five stars has come to mean the baseline, rather than the outstanding. Alex did not like being misunderstood, and so his reviews had gradually become more extreme, and eventually, he’d resolved, as far as possible, only to give shows either five stars or one star. Anything in between was air. 

The scarcity of the five-star reviews he did occasionally give out made them, he knew, more precious. When Alex Lyons gave something five stars, the theatre world went crazy. They’d emblazon his name and his rating on posters for the show across all the stations of the London Underground. And he liked that a lot, too. The rarer his raves were, the more valuable they became. So they became rarer and rarer. 

I turned the page to read the comedy round-up, which was when I had the surreal experience of the face from the previous page appearing in the open doorway. 

‘Sorry,’ it said, in an American accent. ‘Bathroom?’

I swallowed my coffee. ‘At the end of the hall.’

The face disappeared. I turned back to the page. Yes, it was the same face. Hayley Sinclair. Before I could process this, my phone lit up with an email from work asking me to write an obituary for an elderly TV actress, a household name, who was still alive but who’d had a stroke following her latest divorce, and could die any minute. Then the phone screen changed to an image of Josh’s face. It was Josh and Arlo on a WhatsApp video call.

‘It was impossible to get him to sleep,’ said Josh as soon as I answered. Arlo was in the foreground, frowning at the screen.

‘Oh God. Did you have the blackout blind up?’

‘Yes, and the white noise.’

‘It’s just that sometimes you take it down.’

‘You’re supposed to take it down every day, because of the condensation. I put it back.’

‘I guess it could be his teeth again. Did you read that article I sent you?’

‘No? I’ve been trying to get through the laundry. What was it about?’

‘Doesn’t matter. Just something funny.’ 

As I was saying goodbye, and I miss you, and I love you, to Arlo’s sticky face, pudgy and indignant, and Arlo was saying ‘Bah!’, Alex entered the kitchen, dressing gowned, fumbling with the kettle. He acknowledged me with an eyebrow raise, which I returned. I ended the call.

Hayley Sinclair turned on the shower, causing the sound of water to shake the flat. The first time I’d heard this sound was on our first evening here two days ago, and initially I thought something catastrophic had happened to the pipes and water was gushing down the actual walls. Googling it on my phone, I learned this was in fact normal with a power-assisted shower running on crumbling old pipes. 

Alex had boiled the kettle and was unscrewing the milk.

‘Just reading your hatchet job,’ I said. ‘She seems familiar.’

Alex came over to look, one hand leaning on the table close to me, the other feeling the stubble along his jaw. 

He looked up at me, a little conspiratorial smile, a little caught-with-his-hand-in-the-cookie-jar smile, a little oops-now-what smile. Nina, who worked on the features desk, had said a couple of years ago at the work Christmas party, when she’d danced with Alex after drinking a lot of free white wine, that everyone has a bit of an Alex crush. Even the people who hate him. 

‘You’re in trouble,’ I said.

‘I’m sure she’ll get over it. She’s a grown-up.’ 

His voice was naturally quite low and soft most of the time, when he wasn’t drinking, so that you had to lean slightly towards him to hear it, and as I did this, I smelled yesterday’s cigarettes and the vestiges of something fruity. I tried not to look as though I was smelling a colleague.

‘Are you going to see her again?’

He gave a me a look that said Christ, no. And then: ‘Coffee?’

As he was making me another coffee in the AeroPress, the cascading water sound stopped. I shut the paper and folded it. 

‘I didn’t know people still read those,’ said Hayley, in the doorway. She had a towel around her. If I were in her situation I would shuffle to the privacy of a bedroom as quickly as possible with my head down, but Hayley didn’t seem embarrassed at all. Her shoulders were bony and pushed down and back with the posture of someone who did a lot of breathing exercises. Even though she was clean, she had a strong smell of something that was not from our shower. It was like spiced fruit tea and a little like sweat, as if she hadn’t showered at all, or as if the reality of her was so strong it even eclipsed soap. Alex didn’t say anything and she didn’t expect us to, so she went back into his bedroom to get dressed. 

‘Maybe hide it,’ said Alex. 

He wasn’t panicked at all, which is wild to me now. He passed me a mug of coffee and I put the paper in the recycling bin with the red lid, as we had been told to do by the laminated folder of instructions left on the hall table by the flat’s owners. Alex went into the shower and took his coffee with him, which struck me as an odd habit. I opened my laptop to start working on the obit. 

Since I’d returned to work a few months previously, the obituaries desk had been asking me to write more and more, even though it wasn’t strictly part of my job. Obits paid nothing extra and almost nobody wanted to do them. After maternity leave, though, I’d felt a need to make myself as useful as possible at the paper as a kind of atonement for my time away. Serving the dead seemed appropriate, and I found I was quite good at balancing the elegiac and the macabre. This sort of thing interested me now. I’d read an article once about how the brains of new mothers are resculpted by hormonal changes so significantly that they form whole new architectures. The creation of a new life, of Arlo, had, in my case, resculpted my brain towards death.

Often the people whose obits I wrote were still alive, and I had to write something in advance that could be stored in the stocks folder and then published quickly when the time came. That meant I was usually writing about people in the past tense even as they were going about their days in full health, unaware of my existence. Sometimes, writing an obituary made me feel as though I was death, lying in wait for the famous, anticipating their end. It was a powerful feeling, to weigh the most significant moments of a person’s life and bear the responsibility of distilling their infinite mess and complexity into one clear story. 

I liked, also, that the obits didn’t have my name on them, because they’re considered to be the voice of the paper, not the voice of any particular journalist. Writing anonymous life stories felt like being undercover. When I first started working in newspapers, I was thrilled whenever I got a byline. It was that whole thing of seeing your own name in print. That thrill had faded over the decade I’d been doing it, and eventually I truly didn’t care anymore. You want to see your name in print? Just buy a printer, is my advice. Sophie Rigden is a boring name, anyway. I am actually sick of looking at it, especially when it’s next to my pieces about shows nobody else can be bothered to review. I sometimes told people I was an art reviewer, which was technically true, but my actual job title, the thing on my payslips and my HR records, was Junior Culture Writer. In effect, that meant I wrote about everything except anything important, which would always be assigned to one of the senior critics. 

I got a few hundred words into writing the obit and made notes for what else to research. It was coming easily. There were a couple of hours before I had to see my next show, an installation by a former Turner Prize nominee. Without Arlo to take care of, I couldn’t believe the amount of time that I now had in a day, compared with how swallowed up by the functions of daily life I’d been on maternity leave while Josh was at work. 

I marvelled at how much sleep I’d had for two nights straight. My skin was better. My muscles felt nourished. It was as if the world had opened a door to me when I’d stepped on the train to Edinburgh after fourteen months of nothing but motherhood, and through it I’d found the same world I’d known before I’d had a child, and it was saying to me, See? You’re still here. You’ve been here all along. 

Every day, for the next few weeks, I could do anything or go anywhere in the city and eat and drink whenever I wanted, instead of getting breakfast at the same time every morning because that was the time that Arlo woke and called to me. Each day in Edinburgh had ten extra hours in it, a hundred extra hours, all for me. 

And what riches they were! What was it like for people like Alex, who had them all the time? Didn’t he know? With what did he fill his endless, precious, shining hours? We were the same age, both of us thirty-four, but I couldn’t remember ever being like him.

‘Where’s that paper you were reading, do you mind?’ Hayley reappeared, dressed this time. She was holding her phone.

‘Sorry, I threw it away.’

‘My agent just messaged asking if I’ve seen it. Is it still in the recycling?’

Damn recycling. I thought of the time before anyone recycled anything, when you could throw a newspaper right into the kitchen bin with everything else, the coffee grounds and the slimy plastic bits of food packaging and the grey fluff that accumulated in the corners of the living room, and nobody would go searching through it all to find some stained newspaper at the bottom. But now newspapers in the recycling bin weren’t thrown away at all, but temporarily filed in a clean, dry place for likeminded objects.

She pulled it out, checking the date to differentiate it from the two previous days’ papers that were in there with it. I realise I could have plucked it from her hands, but she had an energy that was hard to interrupt. Instead, I watched as she took it back to the table and spread it out next to her phone. She sat opposite me in a thin khaki green top and no bra, her legs folded underneath her on the chair in the way that a child sits in a primary school assembly, a way that I didn’t think my knees were capable of any more. She was, what, twenty-six? She licked a finger and whipped through the pages to the arts section and stopped, her hand still in mid-air, above the page with the large picture of her face. The water from Alex’s shower gushed and gushed. 

She let the page settle onto the table and lowered her hand as she read in silence. I wanted to get up and leave but any movement from me would betray the sin of foreknowledge. I stared at my laptop as if concentrating on something profound, keeping her in my peripheral vision. The expression on her face hardly changed. She breathed out, long and slow, through her mouth. 

I wondered if I should find a way to usher her out of the flat before she could take it up with the man currently washing the smell of her body off his in the shower, before considering what I owed Alex, after all. The silence stretched until I had to fill it.

‘Not good news?’

‘Pretty shit, to be honest.’

‘Look, don’t take it personally. This is what Alex does – he exaggerates. He gives everything either five stars or one star. Mostly one star. It’s like a persona or something. It doesn’t mean—’

I stopped because she was looking at me as if I’d just pulled off all my own skin.

‘Alex?’

She didn’t know. He hadn’t told her any of it. Not his full name, not his real job. They hadn’t met because she’d known he was a critic who’d come to her show. She had, in fact, until this moment, no idea who he was. 

She looked down at the paper, her face so close to the table that it was almost touching her nose, and she squinted at the tiny circular byline picture of Alex beside his name, taken years ago and pixelated in the paper’s ever more cost-saving poor print quality, almost unidentifiable as him. Almost.

‘Alex Lyons?’

As if summoned by a stage manager’s call, Alex appeared in the doorway. I hadn’t heard the thunder of the shower stop, but now the flat rang with its silence. He had a
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