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How it’s going

Someone once said that a trap is not a trap if you already know it’s a trap. It sounded good at the time. I can now testify that a trap is absolutely, one hundred per cent still a trap even if you know it’s a trap. Especially if you’re daft enough to have walked blithely into it because you think you’re one step ahead.

I climb unsteadily to my feet. It’s not just my own wooziness that makes this tricky. The floor is moving in ways that a lifetime of experience has told me floors should not. There is blood in my mouth, the inside of it stinging from the lacerations. There is a taste like I’ve been licking railings, and my tongue is finding little fissures wherever it probes. I feel my T-shirt stick to my collarbone and my chest, more blood pasting it heavily in place. I’m afraid to lift it and look at the damage.

My eyes are still closed anyway, as I concentrate on simply breathing, centring myself before I open them again. I once interviewed a tennis player who told me that after losing a point she walks across the baseline, facing away from the court. When she turns round again, there will be a new point to play for, and everything that’s just happened must be purged from her mind.

I can report that that doesn’t work here either.

I open my eyes and look down at the floor.

I’ve never actually mauled a man to death before, but from the nick of the body in front of me, it looks close enough that I could probably put it on my CV.

I clearly punched him a lot harder than I thought. The bruising is starting to colour and swell, but you wouldn’t notice that at first because you’d be too distracted by the eyes that look like they’re trying to escape from his head and the lolling tongue – lolling all the more because it is half bitten off. His earlobe is still trickling fresh blood where it’s been torn through, and should your eyes stray south, you’d also notice that his fingers are visibly chewed on. Almost as much as my collarbone.

We crossed the line of death only a few hours ago. I hadn’t expected it to be quite so literal, quite so soon.

Let me just audit the situation.

My name is Jack Parlabane. I’m a journalist. I’m somewhere in the North Atlantic in a growing storm, our giant ocean liner a microscopic speck on a watery expanse that dwarfs any land mass. Out of range of helicopter rescue, not that that would make any difference to my current predicament.

Which instantly gets worse, when I hear a knock at the door.

‘Hello, sir? Is everything all right?’ asks a voice. Accented English. Crew.

Me, a genius, figures they’re unlikely to be able to identify the occupier by voice.

‘I’m fine,’ I reply.

‘We had reports of a commotion. Regulations require that we get a visual confirmation that everything is okay inside. Can you open the door a moment?’

I look down again and ask myself whether emergency medical intervention might make a difference. It really, really doesn’t look like it. Which is why I cannot open this door. This guy could not be more obviously dead, and I could not appear more obviously responsible. I mean, what am I going to tell them: ‘It’s not what it looks like’?

I can’t even say he was like this when I found him.

I hear another knock. Authoritative. Insistent.

‘Sir? Sir?’

I say nothing.

I can hear the wind whistling even through the double glazing, water spraying the windows. It’s one of those moments of clarity that are extremely unhelpful, because the only thing that becomes clear is how fucking stupid I’ve been, how many warnings I’ve ignored, how pig-headed and complacent. I came on board this ship knowing I was going to get played. Knowing my job was probably to get played. And now I’m surprised that I didn’t anticipate precisely how?

From the corridor there comes some urgent chatter, then I hear hastily retreating footsteps. Somebody’s gone to get help, and presumably a key card that’s going to open this door.

At which point I am every kind of fucked except the fun one.




PART ONE



How it started

Traps vary in their level of sophistication, but the principle is always the same: lay out some tasty bait in an environment you can control, then wait for your prey’s appetite to get the better of their caution.

In this instance, the locus is a Thameside café, but the bait is not whichever over-priced confection is trendy this week. And to be clear, I don’t regard myself as a hunter in this situation, and definitely not any kind of predator. More like pest control.

The pest is Chloe Morgan, a former contestant on the business reality TV series The Investors. She didn’t last very long on the show, but massively extended her fifteen minutes by condemning her own Gen-Z peers on screen in a way that seemed suspiciously calculated to appeal to Boomer prejudices.

‘My generation always wants something for nothing,’ she told the eponymous investors. ‘It’s not their fault. They’ve been brought up soft, wrapped in cotton wool and sensitivity training. But there’s a reason we talk about hard yards, hard work and hard progress.’

It went viral. Because of course it did. And despite ‘Hard Yards Chloe’ having both the insight and the personal charm of a blind mole rat, her hard progress became unstoppable. Suddenly, she’s on Question Time, then she’s got a column in a tabloid.

But the problem with that right-wing grift is you’ve got to keep pushing it further because there’s always someone coming up on the rails. That’s been leading to more extreme opinions as she tries to stay relevant, and it’s not been a pretty sight.

My colleague Taneisha managed to track down some college friends of Chloe, who maintain that she hadn’t been like that when they knew her and couldn’t equate their experiences with what they are seeing these days. The consensus was that she didn’t really believe the things she was saying, and was just pretending to have such opinions because it got her fame and money.

I didn’t see how that made it any better, but I saw an opportunity.

It has taken several weeks of patience, subtlety and deft framing to manoeuvre her into a position where I might offer the aforementioned tasty bait. I have to admit the controlled environment part is a little more sketchy than I would have liked, but that can’t be helped. I was supposed to call her today to finalise the details of our meeting, pencilled in for next week, but she pre-empted me about an hour ago to say she’s going on a last-minute holiday with a friend. I could see the window closing before my eyes, knowing that if she gets time and distance, caution will restore its control over appetite.

Weeks of painstakingly judging every step, and then suddenly I find myself having to improvise rapidly over a matter of seconds. But sometimes journalism is about making sure you’re in the right place at the right time, and taking whatever risks that requires – as well as dealing with unforeseen consequences.

With regard to the latter, I can’t say it’s reassuring that the café she chose should be next to Temple tube, in sight of Victoria Embankment Gardens. The punchline to my biggest-ever fuck-up played out here about a dozen years back. Thought I was bagging the biggest scoop of my career, but I was actually making myself MI5’s useful idiot. It was little consolation that I carried out my self-deceiving part so resourcefully that the woman behind it later tried to recruit me. I’m never quite sure whether I turned her down out of principle or because I was butt-hurt at getting so roundly played. Seriously, at the level she operates, she could keep a beachball off me in a phone box. But here I am, still in the job despite it all.

I take a sip of my coffee and concentrate on getting my game face on.

I’m conscious that the agreed plan involved Taneisha riding shotgun at this point. She has been part of this from the start, but things have moved too fast and she’s not experienced enough to be doing something like this on the hoof, with no time for prep.

My editor, Lee, wants me to mentor Taneisha. She goes on about how much the younger journalists can learn from someone of my experience. I’d assume most of that would come under the ‘How Not To’ category, were it not that Lee’s the one who headhunted me. Lee Williams: my one-time fangirl and one-time lover (emphasis on one time).

I’m not so convinced any of my younger colleagues are much inclined to learn from me. They seem uniformly incurious about my past record, and I can see their point of view. When your idea of journalism is linking to viral videos and regurgitating social media commentary, applying shoe leather to concrete and cautiously cultivating contacts must seem like some ancient redundant practice akin to hand-weaving your own clothes.

And also, frankly, when Taneisha talks about Chloe, she sounds too sympathetic, like she wants to rescue her from the whirlwind she’s caught up in. I get where Taneisha’s coming from, but I don’t think she appreciates that a good cautionary tale needs to end with someone like Hard Yards Chloe learning a hard lesson.

I check the time. At this stage, the waiting is always a trial. She’s not late. Yet. Or at least, not a level of late that makes me think this isn’t going to happen. Still, the bigger the story, the harder it is to endure the uncertainty.

My phone pings and I look anxiously at it, thinking it’s Chloe telling me she’s changed her mind. It’s not though, just a message from my ex, Ivy. We have an on-again, off-again relationship, and to be honest the off periods are often the more harmonious. We care about each other, but just can’t make it work.

She’s reminding me that she’s going on holiday with her family today, and telling me to call my mother. This is a running joke, or at least we both pretend it is. Ivy says I don’t let people in, my mother being a case in point. I’ve tried to explain that my mother and I have just never been particularly close. If I was being euphemistic, I’d say she taught me to be emotionally self-sufficient, and I’m practising that.

I reply to tell Ivy I will call my mum today, which we also pretend is a joke, both knowing I won’t. I mean, I will at some point, but definitely not today, and probably not this week or possibly month. I’m not ready to hear more shite from her Facebook groups. She’s genuinely becoming a misandrist. That’s a term I usually despise because it mostly gets used by men who are angry that feminism ever happened, but I feel like my mother has never forgiven the entire male gender for how her marriage worked out. She’s angry at the world because it didn’t deliver the life she thought she was due, and consequently she is perennially disappointed in everything, including me. Especially me.

I look around at the café. It’s the kind of place you know must be ultra-trendy because there’s nothing about it that says it’s trying to be. Not my speed, safe to say. I’ve let Chloe choose the venue. Like forcing a card, it gives her the feeling of control, but if she had chosen somewhere that made me anxious, somewhere too media-friendly, I’d have come up with a plausible reason why we had to move it. Lee, Taneisha and I discussed setting up a fake office or a PR front, but this works just as well. All I need are a couple of concealed cameras and recording devices: one wearable, one strategically placed before she arrives.

I’m about to check them one last time when I see her approach from the direction of Temple tube. It’s game time.

I watch her glide inside, impressed by how some publicity seekers can be equally adept at the art of the incognito. She’s dressed in a huge puffer jacket with the hood up. I give her a subtle nod to identify myself and slap on a smile that I’m hoping is just the right flavour of insincere to sell me as a PR pro.

‘Charles?’ she asks.

‘That’s me. Lovely to meet you face-to-face at last, and thanks for doing this at short notice.’

She orders coffee and a two-bite cannoli for a price that would buy you dinner in Dennistoun. She’s not had to count the pennies for a couple of years, but that’s starting to change.

‘So, what can you tell me?’ she asks, after the coffee and cannoli arrive.

I place my phone on the table and make it clear that I am switching it off.

‘I’m going to have to ask you to do the same. This is to guarantee not just confidentiality but maximum deniability to protect both my clients and yourself.’

‘Okayyy,’ she says, simultaneously dubious and curious. She places her iPhone on the table and I watch as she switches it off.

I pause for a moment, long enough to be just skirting awkwardness. It makes her lean closer, eager for me to fill the pregnant silence.

‘The narrative around you has become pretty toxic, if you will forgive my being frank,’ I say.

She doesn’t exactly look flattered by this, but nor does she argue.

‘You’ve been caught up in a cycle, it might be fair to say, or maybe a rising balloon, and the higher it goes, the further you have to fall when you let go.’

She nods almost unconsciously. I think of Taneisha, though I’m all the more grateful she’s not here.

‘As I said in my email, we are offering the chance to create a new narrative, but it will require you to undergo a reinvention, at least in the public’s eyes.’

‘Are you talking about me walking back what I’ve said?’ she asks, proving both that she’s not an idiot, and that Taneisha’s sources have been solid.

‘We’ve got a nation of people at each other’s throats,’ I tell her. ‘Defining their entire identities over their stance on culture-war issues. It’s not healthy, and I think everybody’s growing tired of it. Aren’t you exhausted by it?’

She doesn’t reply, but her expression is in agreement. She’s drowning and I’m holding out a branch.

‘My clients are interested in creating a narrative here about the journey towards common ground, away from divisive ideology. But for that to work we need someone highly visible, someone people really see as a hardcore voice. We think the most prominent influencers in the next few years are going to be the ones in the vanguard of shaping a more harmonious discourse. Can you see how you might fit into that?’

‘So me changing my mind, that would be the story?’

‘The thing is, it ultimately wouldn’t matter whether you had changed your mind. We’re in the business of creating narratives. It’s about what we can make people believe, and through that, the way we can shape their thinking. We are not actually ideological. We are a media company. But as far as my clients go, let’s just say it’s not only conservatives who’ve got deep pockets.’

‘Do you mean George Soros?’

‘I’m not allowed to name names.’

With the cannoli long since chomped, that gives her something else to chew over.

‘How deep?’

‘Given that you would essentially be the face and voice of a whole campaign, the remuneration would have to reflect that. But the money would only be the jumping-off point. See, you’d be the face of something altogether more caring and harmonious, so you’d be fighting off TV presenting offers after this.’

She glances at her watch, but it’s not because she wants me gone. It’s because she’s worried we’re running out of time before she can secure this.

‘You all right for time?’ I ask.

‘I’ve got another meeting. Can’t remember if it’s two or half past. But I’m very interested.’

‘Would you be prepared to sign a letter of intent, so that we can start the ball rolling?’

‘I’m not signing anything today. Can I have my agent or a lawyer look over this?’

I knew this was too much to hope for, but we’re well on our way, and it’s as much about what’s on video. With that in mind, I lay it out one more time.

‘Of course, although they’ll have to sign an NDA. Main thing is knowing that you’re happy to be the face of this.’

There’s little question about that, but I really need her to cop to her past behaviour. I need to spell it out.

‘Because to help win people over, we need to show that rising balloon,’ I say. ‘How you were stuck clinging on, saying things you didn’t really believe, just for the money and the attention.’

She takes a moment, weighing it up longer than I’m quite ready for. As the silence grows, I’m drawing on more than three decades in this business to keep my expression neutral, concealing how inside I’m screaming: Say it, say it, just fucking say it.

Then she speaks.

‘Yeah. I’m happy to do that.’

Yyyyyaaaaasss!

‘So can I tell my clients we have a verbal agreement?’ My clients effectively being the British public. ‘A hard agreement, perhaps?’

She even smiles.

‘Hard, yes, totally.’

She glances towards the door. That’s when I realise that her next meeting must also be taking place here. It’s time to make a move.

‘Brilliant. Well, thanks so much again for doing this at short notice. I hope you enjoy your holiday, and we’ll talk a lot more when you get back.’

‘Looking forward to it,’ she says.

She doesn’t so much look happy as relieved.

I get up and nearly walk away without my magazine, which has the second recording device secreted inside. All these years’ experience and my excitement still almost gets the better of me.

I pay the bill at the counter, and as I turn to approach the door, I realise I recognise somebody else on their way in. It’s Matthew Cannington, head of the ubiquitous Iter Institute. That’s the body connecting a multi-headed hydra of ‘think tanks’: opaquely funded lobbying organisations pushing a hard- and sometimes far-right agenda across Westminster and the London media. Few outside political and current affairs circles would ID him at a glance, and he certainly wouldn’t recognise me, but I instinctively put my head down as we pass. I needn’t have worried. His eyes are intent on the room, looking for a free table.

I regard the sight of him as a good omen. Taking down a willing shill and small-time grifter like Chloe would be a first strike in chipping away at the wider axis of arseholes who have been polluting the discourse for the past two decades, and he’s close to the top of it.



Recognition

I’m still buzzing at half five when I walk into the offices of Broadwave, the ‘cross-media entity’ I somehow remain employed by. It’s hardly a career highlight, but in this climate I remain grateful that I have a paying job at all. I feel grateful also that said cross-media entity continues to finance investigative journalism, even if it is merely to add a patina of respectability to the crowd-sourced clickbait that is Broadwave’s bread and butter.

To get to Lee’s office, I have to walk through the breakout area, where Taneisha and some of the other children are watching Josh Isaacs on a wall-mounted monitor. I hate the fact that it’s called a breakout area. I hate that there is such a concept as a breakout area. It was one of the consolations of the pandemic that I didn’t have to clap eyes on air-hockey tables, pop-up bubble-tea cafés and, in particular, what I refer to as ‘OC’. Lee thinks this stands for ‘our colleagues’. It doesn’t. If I tell you that the O is for Other, you can probably work out the rest.

‘The Imaginators is part of our shared cultural heritage,’ Isaacs is saying. ‘Creating some revisionist travesty in response to woke critiques would be like making a kind of retrospective hate-crime allegation against our collective childhoods.’

I shake my head. It appears the culture wars have reached the stage where they’re doing battle over 1960s puppet shows.

Isaacs is one of those ubiquitous right-wing rentapundits, the type that used to be described as ‘extremely online’, except that he’s leeched beyond that sphere and now turns up on mainstream TV and radio because the bookers value controversy over being able to look themselves in the mirror. Even the sexual harassment allegations that got him dropped from his last TV presenting gig haven’t stopped people shoving a mic in front of him.

‘What’s he on about?’ Taneisha asks, glancing my way. Like I’m the ambassador to Boomerdom, which is unfortunately about right.

‘I think sixty years on, someone finally noticed that certain of the puppet designs were massively racist and have suggested they get an update.’

‘The Imaginators is the one with the “dusky savage” tribe, right?’ she asks.

‘Strictly speaking, I think they were named the Brotherhood of the Dusk, but I believe contemporary viewers developed a more colloquial shorthand, yes.’

‘Why do they keep putting him in front of a microphone anyway?’

‘In this rare instance, he does rate as qualified to comment,’ I tell her.

‘Why? Because he’s a muppet?’

‘No. Because his grandparents made the show.’

‘He’s a Maskyn?’ Taneisha asks, like this would explain a lot.

‘They want us all drowning in a sea of collective guilt,’ Isaacs tells the GB News interviewer, a greying posh-boy who looks like the spectral figure haunting a Francis Bacon painting entitled ‘Divorce’. The sight of the two of them on screen, and the fact that Taneisha and her colleagues are watching, ready to make a further story of it, serves to underline why what I’ve got on this SD card matters.

I give Taneisha a nod, indicating she should join me in Lee’s office. She guesses what it’s about. Nobody else is allowed to know about this story. A few minutes later the three of us are watching Chloe on Lee’s laptop.

Taneisha looks to be quietly simmering that it went down without her. I get how that must feel, but I explain that it was slipping away if I didn’t act. Lee knows it’s the biggest story we’ve landed in a long time, the perfect crossover between my beat and Broadwave’s pop-culture clickbait appeal. To that end, we’ve invited Darren to come in, but he’s wrapping up a call. I can see him through the glass partition to his office on the far side of the breakout area. Darren is the chief exec, an ageing Essex Boy who dresses unironically like it’s 1987 and he’s just got a job in the Square Mile. He cut his teeth on the likes of FHM and Maxim back in the Nineties, so perhaps, to his mind, influencers in their beachwear isn’t such a complex evolution from soap stars in their undies. It’s his scepticism about the value of actual journalism that keeps me wary.

On screen, Chloe and I are getting to the money shot.

‘So can I tell my clients we have a verbal agreement? A hard agreement, perhaps?’

‘Hard, yes, totally.’

Lee’s not looking quite as delighted as I’m expecting. Her phone vibrates. I see Darren’s name. She swipes ignore. Why doesn’t he come over? Probably a power move, making out he’s so busy he just wants the bite-size summary.

‘What if Chloe says she was just going along with this to hear you out, but she thought there was something dodgy about it?’ Lee asks me. ‘That she only said what she did to get more details out of you?’

‘That’s not going to wash after the fact as an ad-hoc explanation. What I’ve got on video tells a story everybody will be able to see for themselves.’

‘And what if she says she agreed to meet because she already had a genuine change of heart about her politics?’

‘Doesn’t matter if she says she was lying about her true beliefs now or lying about her true beliefs then. She’s on record saying she’s prepared to spout whatever we want her to if it gets her money and attention. That’s the story. And that’s just the beginning. Now we’ve got Chloe Morgan on board, it gives us added plausibility when we approach the next grifter on the list.’

Lee still looks unsatisfied.

‘She didn’t sign, though,’ she says.

‘She will. She absolutely will. When she saw the prospect of a whole new media narrative with her at the heart of it . . .’

Lee’s phone buzzes again. Darren again. It’s a message this time. She gives him a beckoning gesture through the glass and I see him start walking towards her office.

‘Look, what’s the issue here?’ I ask. ‘This is the biggest story we’ve had in years and you’re looking at me like it’s a damp squib.’

‘Taneisha is the one who started the ball rolling on this whole thing,’ Lee says, ‘and you went ahead on your own without telling anyone.’

‘There wasn’t time. I told you: Chloe called me to say she’s taking off on holiday.’

‘We could have waited. It would have given us time to set up a proper front for the meet, and we could have used that cover going forward.’

‘Chloe was cooling on it. By the time she came back, the impetus would have gone. She could have had an offer from elsewhere to keep doing what she’s doing.’

‘You don’t know that, Jack. You couldn’t know that. You’re the one giving me an ad-hoc explanation for your actions.’

I can’t believe I’m hearing this.

‘I trusted my instincts. I saw the window closing and I got the story, which is tricky enough without taking somebody along on work experience.’

I regret this before it’s even out of my mouth. It’s not Taneisha I’m annoyed at. Or maybe it is, partly. Someone young and smart and ready to replace me.

My own phone buzzes and I’m fairly astonished to see the name Sarah. There are admittedly very few good times to take a call from my ex-wife, but this is definitely not one of them.

‘I’m sorry, Taneisha. I didn’t mean that.’

She shrugs, but I can tell she’s hurt. Nobody has time to dwell though, as Daren has barrelled into the room. He closes the door behind him. This prickles my hairs, and not in a good way.

‘I’ve just had an email from Matthew Cannington,’ he says. ‘He knows you met with Chloe Morgan.’

Lee looks dismayed. And my reaction has given me away. I should have read more into Cannington being there.

‘Matthew Cannington saw you with her? And you didn’t mention this?’

‘He didn’t see me with her. We passed each other as I was leaving, like for quarter of a second. I didn’t think he’d know me from Adam.’

‘This cease-and-desist letter would indicate that he does,’ Darren says, holding up his phone. ‘He’s telling us to spike the story.’

‘And we can tell him to go fuck himself. We’ve got everything on film.’

‘So has she, apparently.’

I feel the floor shudder, the walls close in. I flash back to how quickly Chloe acquiesced to my request she turn off her phone. I thought it was simply a sign of how badly she wanted to swallow the bait.

I’ve fucked up badly, underestimating her.

‘She was wearing a hidden camera too,’ Darren says. ‘Cannington didn’t need to recognise you in passing. He had plenty of time to look at your face on the video and ask around. He’s citing entrapment and says they can have an injunction from a high court judge within the hour. The email makes clear that if we run this stuff, they’re going to sue us out of existence. He’s demanding we return all materials, citing breach of privacy, harassment, even hate-crime legislation.’

Everybody in the room knows it’s not a bluff. The Iter Institute is well connected.

My phone vibrates. Sarah trying again. What could she possibly want? Pocket dials, maybe? No. I’m hardly going to pop up at the top of her recents.

Lee looks at her laptop, then back at me, the frozen image of Chloe taking on an altogether new significance. Lee sighs.

‘I need to talk to Jack alone,’ she says.

Taneisha takes her cue, making for the door. She looks relieved to be leaving. Last chopper out of Saigon.

‘What do I tell this guy?’ Darren asks, anxious, like Cannington might pull the trigger on a lawsuit if we don’t retreat quite fast enough.

‘Give me five minutes,’ she replies. I can’t see how we’re going to solve it in that time, but Darren seems content enough to depart.

I wait until we have the room before I speak, figuring I need to go on the defensive early.

‘How was I supposed to know she was connected to Matthew Cannington? He runs dark-money think tanks, for Christ’s sake, not some tabloidy PR outfit.’

‘That wouldn’t have mattered if you hadn’t decided to lone-wolf this; you know, if you had trusted your colleagues and pursued the strategy we had collectively agreed. And as for that remark about work experience . . .’

‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—’

‘Yes you did,’ she says, her Welsh accent becoming more pronounced: always a strong indicator of the sincerity of whatever she wishes to express. ‘You just said the quiet part out loud this time. It’s obvious to these younger journalists that you don’t rate them, never mind trust them.’

We both know I can’t hide it.

‘They’re inexperienced. They act star-struck by the people they’re reporting on.’

‘I’d say the problem is not that they’re too young. It’s that you’re too old. Because today’s evidence would suggest that you’re the one who’s proven himself to be a liability.’

‘I was the one who got Chloe Morgan on the hook,’ I remind her. ‘It was my story. The window of opportunity was closing and I acted to pursue it.’

‘See, that’s just it, Jack. It wasn’t your story, or Taneisha’s for that matter. It was our story: we pay your salary. Or at least, we do right now.’

‘Wait, are you firing me?’

She doesn’t say yes. She doesn’t say no either.

‘I think we all need to take some time to decide whether you’re still a good fit for Broadwave,’ is how she puts it.

I feel like I’m being handed a bottle of whisky and a revolver.

I walk out of Lee’s office and close the door.

I see Darren take a call, almost certainly from Lee. Taneisha is on her phone too, sounds like she’s chatting to a contact. Getting on with the job, just like I won’t be.

My phone vibrates once more. It’s Sarah again. I figure my day can’t get much worse so I might as well take it, like a dose of the runs when I’ve already got a vomiting bug.

‘Sarah. Long time. What’s the occasion?’

She sounds quiet, like she’s trying to keep her voice down and control her tone.

‘Jack, it’s your mum.’

‘What about her?’ I ask, and even as I speak, I blindside myself with the knowledge that my ex-wife is a consultant in a Glasgow hospital.

‘I’m so sorry, Jack. She died.’



Air gap

There’s some gaunt-looking old bastard staring at me from the mirror in my mum’s flat in Pollokshields. He’s got a few surviving flecks of the dirty blond hair he used to be just that wee bit vain about, but mostly it’s grey. It’s the difference in the face that’s most striking, though. I see it every day, but there’s something about seeing it in this particular mirror that really brings it home, probably because it’s been hanging in the hallway for so long. It’s a mirror I first looked in when I was a teenager, so it’s like there’s an imprint of that face inside the frame, stressing how long has passed, and what the years have done to me.

It’s not as though I spent a huge amount of time here, either. This was never my home. My mum downsized and bought this place after I moved out, back when I was eighteen. I remember her saying ‘this will always be your home’, but it was just a platitude, mostly deployed in service of making me feel guilty for not visiting. I seldom even spent the night here when I did come. I usually made sure I had a reason to be somewhere else, or at least told her one.

It feels empty in a way it’s never done before. I felt something similar yesterday in my own place back in London, though this is more intense. Even though it’s cramped and messy, my flat has always felt like my little nest, a retreat where I could just be me. Yesterday, for the first time, being me didn’t feel like enough. As I sat there and tried to process the news, all I could think of was all the times Ivy told me to call my mum. Ever since then I’ve been glimpsing the extent of the regret that’s coming for me. It’s looming like a shape on the horizon, and yet still I don’t cry. I can’t cry.

I make my way into the living room, force myself to look at her armchair and the blank TV screen that seemed to be permanently playing period drama. I always interpreted it as indicative of her overall huff with a modern world that had let her down.

I hear an accusatory voice telling me: ‘You were not a good son.’

But there’s a boisterous defence advocate in there, shouting back that she was not a good mother.

Ivy said I shouldn’t let daft arguments get in the way, but in truth, the arguments merely provided an excuse not to call, not the reason I didn’t want to. It’s a hard thing to admit, but I didn’t like talking to her. I didn’t enjoy spending time with her, because of how she made me feel, and not just latterly. I mean how she’d always made me feel: which is that I was a disappointment.

That probably wasn’t her intention. Not that it hurt any less, but I suspect I was merely an embodiment of other, greater disappointments. And the man to blame for those had departed the scene back in the Eighties. I don’t know what the half-life of the Michael Parlabane isotope is, but I do know the fallout never dispersed.

There’s a copy of yesterday’s Daily Mail sitting on the kitchen table, like one final posthumous tut of general disapproval from beyond the grave. If I was really grasping for a silver lining, I could tell myself that at least she was still supporting print journalism.

Like picking a scab, I open up and flick through. It’s the usual diet of hatred, manufactured outrage, distortion and shameless fabrication, everything I’ve pitched my whole career against. I’ll give them this much, they’ve got the resources to go in deep on certain things, and they use them. They’ve got a double-page colour spread on the legacy of The Imaginators. The ostensible pretext is the show’s sixtieth anniversary, but their real interest is in it becoming a new front in the culture war.

Next to their retrospective on the show’s history they’re running an outrage piece about Frankie Maskyn. Frankie is an occasional Comment Is Free contributor, the kind of Guardian columnist whom if he didn’t exist, the Mail would have had to invent. The guy can make Owen Jones look like a centrist dad. He is apparently ‘betraying his grandfather’s legacy’ by siding with the revisionists, according to his cousin Josh Isaacs. They’ve illustrated the piece with a posed publicity still of Isaacs and a highly unflattering pap shot of Frankie, looking like he just fell out of bed.

I scan the copy. As well as Isaacs’ tuppence-worth, they’ve got a quote from a black Conservative front bencher, saying how he was never offended by the Brotherhood of the Dusk. I note that they’re not illustrating this with any images of Bobo, thon puppet with the big thick lips and the bone through his nose.

Christ, I’m getting sucked into this shit. My instinct is to chuck it in the bin but it feels weirdly inappropriate, like that’s not my right. I’m putting it back where I found it when the doorbell goes.

That there’s nobody else here to answer hits me harder than I’m expecting. I grew up telling myself I didn’t need a father, and later telling myself I didn’t need my mother. But maybe the reason I didn’t go and see her very often was that I knew I didn’t need to; I only needed to know she was still there.

I make my way to the door, not sure I’m ready to explain the situation to someone who doesn’t know my mother is dead.

I’m hoping it’s my auntie Irene. Truth is, I always had more warmth from her than from my mum. Before Ivy, Irene was the one who was trying to build bridges, the first to say I ought to try harder because Mum wouldn’t be around for ever. She’s the person my mum was closest to as well. They were both widows, both mothers, both schoolteachers. She’s been all over the arrangements, which is a blessing. I wouldn’t know where to start.

I look through the peephole. It’s not Irene, but I am surprisingly gratified to see who is standing there.

‘Sarah. What are you . . . there was no need,’ I say, but there’s a lump in my throat.

‘I know you’re still living in London, so I wasn’t sure if you’d have anyone around to help out.’

We hug, an easy familiarity that we once had then lost.

Sarah is looking well, which doesn’t seem surprising. It’s not like I ever wanted to believe that she’d be nothing without me. I knew she’d be fine, because that was never the problem. It was more that when we were together, I felt she was always trying to change me: that I wasn’t enough as I was, who I was.

‘You look great. I take it married life is treating you well.’

‘Third time lucky,’ she says, but there’s no edge to it.

Second time with a fellow doctor. This one is looking like a keeper, though.

‘Let me stick a brew on.’

She doesn’t argue. I lead her into my mum’s wee kitchen and fill the kettle while Sarah opens a cupboard, remembering first time where the tea and coffee are kept.

I open the fridge and see two pint-cartons of milk. One’s already open: one my mum must have opened yesterday morning. The other is sealed. I check the lid, which is when it hits me that its expiry date is later than hers. I think I’m finally going to cry at that point, and part of me wants to, wants to let go, but something intervenes. Maybe it’s Sarah being here, I don’t know.

‘I’m really glad you were there,’ I tell her. ‘When she died, I mean.’

‘Cosmic coincidence, really. I wasn’t even supposed to be working, but there was some last-minute jiggling of the rota, because I’ve annual leave coming up. But I was glad I could be there. I’m not sure she was all that aware, to be honest. It was all very rapid, and I mean that in a good way.’

‘Thanks. She always liked you. Or at least, she liked the fact that you were a hospital consultant, and that conferred a certain vicarious degree of status upon me. She was very pissed off that I divorced you because my respectability by association was downgraded.’

‘How are you holding up?’ she asks, once we’ve both got a cuppa in front of us. Her expression is sympathetic enough to indicate that I must look terrible. ‘I know you weren’t . . . as close as maybe, you know. So I get that it must feel confusing.’

I take a sip of my tea, blank-eyed as I nod acknowledgement.

‘It feels almost hypocritical to be upset,’ I admit. ‘Aware I’m feeling sad for myself rather than her. And it feels weird knowing I’m going to miss her. How can you miss someone who never made you feel good about yourself?’

‘Maybe you miss the hope that one day it will be different, because now that’s gone.’

‘Yeah, that would make sense,’ I admit.

We share a comfortable silence, like we used to at other kitchen tables, for a while at least. Sarah drinks her tea, her eyes straying to the open newspaper. She glances at the Imaginators spread, frowning.

‘What was the name of that boy band he was in?’ she asks, indicating Josh Isaacs.

‘Blaze. It pleases me that you can’t remember. Means they’re fading from the cultural consciousness.’

‘Have to admit I quite liked his solo single. What was it called again?’

‘“Hasten Down the Wind”,’ I reply.

I grudgingly had to give Josh Issacs points for doing a Warren Zevon cover, but that was undoubtedly down to the taste of the hot-shot producer the record company hired, looking for a ballad with a touch of glam and melancholy. It didn’t work. The single sank without trace and took Isaacs’ music career with it.

‘That’s right,’ she says. ‘I remember you used to play the original.’

I picture our first living room in Edinburgh, Sarah with her legs tucked under herself on the settee as we listened to the album late at night.

‘Sarah, when we were married, was I closed off, emotionally?’

‘You were always very good at listening,’ she replies. There is quite the unspoken corollary. ‘But you refuse to let anybody help you,’ she adds. ‘You made yourself an air-gapped device. Nothing can get in or out.’

This sounds like a phrasing she’s worked on for a while, indicating she’s thought about the issue for even longer. Probably why it rings so true.

‘It’s an occupational hazard,’ I tell her. ‘I trade in secrets and sensitive information.’

She laughs gently.

‘Is that why we didn’t make it? Because you knew I would never open up?’

‘It certainly didn’t help. I think I worked out early on that you won’t trust anybody apart from yourself.’

I can’t let that one go.

‘That’s not true. Given some of the shit I’ve been through, I’ve had to place serious trust in the people involved, present company included.’

‘Only within the parameters of whatever circumstance threw you together. Not beyond. In our case, marriage should have broadened those parameters, but eventually I realised it hadn’t.’

She takes a mouthful of tea, cupping the mug in both hands. I know she’s being gentle but honest, and I appreciate both elements. I feel closer to her now than I did throughout most of our marriage. Is that because I know she’s already gone, married to someone else? Like the way I get on better with Ivy now we’re broken up: trusted within certain parameters?

‘Look, confession time,’ she says. ‘Part of the reason I stopped by is that I can’t come to the funeral. Amir and I have got this holiday booked. That’s the annual leave I mentioned.’

I feel like everybody’s going on a trip except me: Ivy, Sarah and her husband, even Chloe fucking Morgan.

‘Enjoy every minute,’ I tell her. ‘Thanks again for being here. And being there, yesterday. For everything.’

After she’s gone, the emptiness hits me once again. I need a task, I decide, which is how I remember why I came here in the first place. I’m going to have to meet Mum’s lawyer. He said it would help to bring any paperwork I can find: insurance certificates, property deeds and the like.

I step reluctantly into her bedroom, the smell of her faintly surrounding me. I open up the big built-in wardrobe. Behind the left-hand door there’s only dresses and suits. More of her smell. It catches in my throat but I swallow down how it makes me feel, otherwise I won’t be able to proceed.

I open the right-hand door and reveal a column of shelves, teeming with paperwork. There’s a concertina file at chest-height, and above it, a pile of lever-arch files stacked on their sides. I lift the concertina file first. It’s over-stuffed, but it’s alphabetised, and it looks like she was adhering to that. Sure enough, a quick dip into ‘I’ indicates it’s full of insurance documents. I place it on the floor, but before sifting through it I decide to have a look in the other boxes. I lift the topmost of the lever-arch files, its weight indicating that it’s full. I nudge the one beneath. That feels full too.

I unclip the lid and flip it open. It’s rammed with clippings. They all are. Decades’ worth. Everything I’ve published.

That’s when I cry.



Career opportunities

So, the funeral. How do I best describe what takes place? Well, you know that bit in the movies where the hero is laid low, then all these unexpected but familiar faces turn up and it becomes clear he’s actually touched the lives of so many different people, none of whom have forgotten him? Aye, none of that happens.

To be fair, I didn’t tell most of the people I know. They live too far away and precious few of them ever met my mother, so it would be kind of weird to even ask them. Plus, I hate the idea of people feeling obliged to attend, as much as I hate being regarded as a figure of pity.

I told my old pal Spammy Scott, because he was the person my mum tended to ring if anything went wrong with her telly. I figured it was a safe bet he’d be busy on the day or would genuinely forget, but he’s typically conspicuous, lurking awkwardly with his suit and tie making him look like he’s due in court. I thank him for coming, but we don’t say much. Spammy never does. It’s why we remain friends after twenty-five years.

There’s an icy wind biting my fingers as I grip my cord and lower the coffin, standing alongside two of Irene’s brothers-in-law and three of their grandsons. I’m almost grateful for the chill, because other than the cold, I’m feeling utterly detached from the whole thing. That’s always been my superpower, though: being outside the moment so that I can spectate and take notes.

It’s a decent turnout, I have to say. I forget that Mum did touch a lot of lives. All those decades in teaching means a lot of former pupils, a lot of ex-colleagues, and a lot of fondness from both, it appears. There’s a lot of relatives too. Irene’s late husband Gordon was from a big family: all in and out of each other’s lives in a way I seriously could not be arsed with.

To some people, family is a huge source of comfort and of belonging. I’ve never been very good at belonging, and for reasons that I’m sure must be clear, family has seldom been a source of comfort to me. I’ve seldom known what it feels like to rely on somebody. I can’t detach it from a sense of simply feeling vulnerable. I see a precariousness about the idea that you couldn’t manage if someone else wasn’t there to prop you up. Ivy says I refuse to let anyone help, but it’s more that I prefer to make sure I can get by without needing it.

‘Moray sends his regards,’ says Irene, of her son, my cousin, who lives in California now. We were close as kids. I loved going over to their house back then. I used to think it was because Moray had all the
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Sensible decisions and grave mistakes
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