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Albert moves confidently along the sunlit concrete toward you. He’s looking especially relaxed in his annoyingly faux-nonchalant kind of way. Polished snakeskin boots, £200 designer jeans, a well-tailored navy jacket, Ray Bans, and a slate grey T-shirt advertising himself as ‘CHAIRMAN OF THE BORED’.

You should be wearing that T-shirt, you think, but on you it wouldn’t seem as ironic as it does on Albert. On you it would seem like you really were the CEO of some major corporation for the jaded.

You squirm a little in the cold metal café chair and self-consciously run your fingers through your hair as he approaches. The morning sun hits your face with maximum glare factor. You wish you had remembered your sunglasses.

“Cedric, my man! How’s the universe treating you?” He always asks you the same question, and you always answer the same way. 

“With brutal indifference, Albert. Brutal indifference.”

Albert goes off on one of his glass half-full lectures about life being there for the taking like a ripe peach hanging low on a glorious summer’s day.

“You just have to grab it,” he tells you, “Bite into it, savor its delights and let the juices run down your chin onto your tanned, glistening chest—or even better, her tanned glistening chest!”

Albert has a classic case of pathological optimism. You diagnosed it the first day you met at Warmouth University. If a nuclear war broke out, Albert would be on a private spaceflight to Mars with a cargo of champagne, cocaine and impossibly beautiful women before the first missile launched.

“Come on, Cedric. The world isn’t as messed up as you think it is. We just need to find a way to get you up and running again. You have to stop believing in that existential bullshit. You just need to get laid! Let go a bit!”

“Albert, getting laid is the last thing I think I need. I’d rather save everyone including myself the embarrassment,” you say.

“Drunk then! We need to get you drunk. Then we can get you laid!” says Albert brightly.

You and Albert have been spending too much time together lately. Albert means well but he’s not good for you. For a start he’s way more successful than you are. You’ve been friends for almost ten years, and you know full well who Albert was before he became “Market Guru” for The Daily. You’re not envious of his notoriety, you tell yourself, but you can’t help wondering how he manages to practically keep The Daily in circulation with his phenomenally insightful stock tips, while you’re struggling to file a news story that isn’t dated by the time you write your first word.

For a start, Albert barely scraped through Warmouth, spent most of his time drinking, seducing every woman on campus, watching James Bond movie marathons, and beating people up on the lacrosse field. It was you who studied hard, ran the student paper, won academic prizes and graduated with honors. It was you who helped Albert get a research position on The Daily when no one in their right mind would interview him.

Symons, the Managing Editor of The Daily, loves Albert. Symons will have him in his office for two-hour gabfests, morning or afternoon. Peals of laughter thunder off the glass walls as Albert regales Symons with his latest exploits. Symons despises you.

A young waitress brings Albert his black coffee. He smiles at her, then turns to you arching his eyebrows. You suddenly feel uncomfortable. There’s something morally wrong about that low-hanging peach bit, you think. Sinister even. That fruit is forbidden. While we’re all busy trying to adhere to some kind of pointless ethical order, he’s off fornicating in the orchard!

Albert pulls a leather-lined hip flask from the inside pocket of his jacket and pours a shot into his cup. For Christ’s sake Albert, not now, you think.

That’s another thing. You drink too much as a by-product of Albert’s drinking too much. Albert’s drinking seems to endear him to everyone. Alcohol seems to have the reverse effect on your social standing. With Albert every drink increases his charm and mysterious allure. With you it’s like a repellant field around you becomes more and more potent.

“Jesus, Albert, put that away. I don’t... no, no!”

“Oh, come on, Cedric, a little drop before entrée gives a little sheen to The Daily’s dour hue! Especially the Sec Pool. Christ, without this stuff no one at The Daily would ever get laid. Even you got lucky at Jensen’s farewell,” he says, taking a sip. “Tell old Alby the details. Was she—”

“Okay, Albert, look I’ve got to get to a meeting. I’ll see you later,” you splutter. And with that you hastily make a beeline for the office.

Rushing to enter the building, you jump into a slow-moving revolving glass door behind a pregnant woman pushing a pram. The door comes to a sudden halt as you bump the woman, who bumps the pram, which bumps the glass. Her displeasure fills the close confines of the glass wedge like a poison gas.

The door starts again. Apologising profusely, you take small awkward steps to avoid a repeat and eventually shuffle out into the echoing lobby of Tower 3, 131 London Bridge Road.

You immediately feel disoriented and oppressed in the cacophony of voices. Heading for the elevator your sense of dread lifts as a couple of gorgeous interns pass by clutching travel cups, flashing shiny white smiles and beaming youthful ambition. They waft along in lively conversation; ponytails swinging, hips swaying in their tight black pencil skirts, stilettos clacking against the polished granite. Faintly equine beauties, you think. You gaze at them longingly. You imagine yourself as a stallion.

The elevator doors rudely close in on your reverie and you stare blankly at your cold metallic reflection. You punch the button for level 17 harder than necessary. It does not light up. Someone behind you is talking loudly on their phone about how they are in an elevator and how the call might drop out. You hope it does.

Fishing through your pockets you finally pull out your security pass, trying furiously to swipe it against the sensor before the lift shoots up to the 31st floor.

Damn it, too late.

You grin through clenched teeth as the lift goes all the way up and takes it’s time descending again, floor-by-floor back to 17. As you step out, the doors of the lift opposite part smoothly to reveal Albert with the two interns. He’s got them under his spell already. Their doe eyed playfulness, pink cheeks and giddy laughter obviously broadcasting their interest in him. Corrupting bastard, you think. He’s probably given them shots.

“Go for a ride, Cedric? Thought you had an important meeting to get to,” says Albert with a conspiratorial wink. You mumble something incoherent and notice the girls exchanging a glance. It immediately triggers an adolescent awkwardness in your movements.

You follow the flirtatious trio into the office past reception, inhaling gales of Victoria Secret’s latest concoction, and take a wistful look over your shoulder as they veer off, leaving you to trudge on sourly to your desk. Your desk, which is stationed less than ten feet away from Symons’ glass chamber. 

You fire up your PC and check the litany of emails. Symons calls you into his office and immediately starts talking about his vasectomy.

“It hurts, did you know that, Bonhomie? No one tells you that. In fact, everyone I spoke to said it would be perfectly painless, including that quack Mendelsohn—bloody butcher—it still feels like I have a pair of jumper leads attached to my balls.” He gets up from his seat gingerly to take a file down from his shelf and you notice his wider than usual gait. 

“So, I get home and the first thing that happens is my four-year-old son opens the door and launches his head straight into my crotch. I tell you I have never come so close to killing someone of my own flesh and blood.” He pauses to adjust his fly. 

“Anyway, I take the rest of the day off and I’m lying on the couch with a beer, about to watch the tennis, when Elliot, our lunatic old cat springs up out of nowhere onto my bloody lap.”

You’re imagining the double shock. Symons’ abrupt levitation off the couch, unable to comprehend the impossibility of what just happened. The heavy old cat attached to his trousers digging its claws in further to secure itself to its moving target, eyes wide with fright. Symons returning to the couch covered in beer, fur, and fresh wounds to his nether region. You enjoy the imagery.

“Anyhow, enough of my stories, Bonhomie. Where are your bloody stories?” You feel immediate panic.

“Er, well I’m working on this story about a... well I read that—”

“Don’t tell me you are writing something based upon what you have read, Bonhomie. We pay you to break news, not repeat it. For Christ’s sake man, I haven’t seen an original word written by you in the last twelve months. If this were a university, you would have been kicked out for plagiarism years ago.”

You wonder at that and feel the truth of his comments kicking you in the guts. It’s not your fault—everyone’s a reporter these days. By the time you get to anything, it’s already been tweeted around the world by five million rubbernecking freaks.

“Did I mention there’s another opportunity in Syria that’s opened up? We haven’t heard from Watson in weeks. Last thing was one of those hoax videos, you know, the ones with all the hoods and machetes and whatnot. Fascinating place Syria, plenty of firsthand stuff to be had, Bonhomie. Plenty of gold for pirates.”

You observe his casual callousness with awe and a sense of foreboding creeps over you. Screw that, I’m not going to be number twenty-eight, you think.

Symons’ phone rings loudly and he waves you out of the glass chamber. You sit down to your desk feeling a little ruffled and fighting the urge to get up and walk out. You visualize yourself quitting every morning. This is no way to live. Perpetually fearing deadlines, run-ins with Symons, and the clambering feeling that you are about to be unmasked as a giant fraud. But these terrors pale in comparison to your fear of unemployment, so you continue on each day, sinking ever further into the mire.

It suddenly becomes clear to you that you live in your own private world of torment, controlled by fears that dictate your cowardly behavior. This has provided you with a relatively safe daily routine and a relatively screwed up psyche.

You suppress this revelation. Block it out. Albert’s right, it’s just existential bullshit. Push it to the background and read your latest email.

Bonhomie, I’m serious about Syria. If I don’t have a story from you by the end of the day, you’re on the bloody Friday night flight to Damascus. DS.

You recoil from the message and fight the urge to peer into Symons’ office. You lose and take a furtive glance. Symons’ baldpate hovers above his screen, lit up and aimed at you like some menacing, bullying, glistening cone of flesh. You look back at your monitor. Damn him, emailing you from five feet away. He hasn’t even got the guts to walk over here and speak to you face to face.

You’d better respond.

No problem. Cheers, Cedric.

Now you’re really screwed. You’re going to have to come up with something fast. A wave of panic starts to rise inside you again.

Oh God, how did I end up in this bloody awful machine, you think. You need some air, or you need to move or something, but you know that you will have to sit at your desk for at least another hour before it will be permissible to visit the tearoom.

You look up again, but this time a live feed from the “southern floods” screening on one of the many office TV’s captures your attention. You watch as a young female reporter courageously faces the camera. Knee deep in water and bundled up in network issue Gore-Tex she speaks rapidly and earnestly of the dangerous conditions enveloping the region. The news helicopter has just dropped her and the camera crew right into the swelling river. Cars float past behind her as she stresses the dangers of being anywhere nearby. She leans towards the camera, sporadically flicking her wet chestnut hair away from her determined sky-blue eyes.

“Again, to repeat the State Emergency Service’s earlier announcement. Do not, under any circumstances come anywhere near the river. The water level is rising to extremely dangerous levels and the banks could burst at any time.”

This is crazy, you think. Syria, the south, what’s the difference? We’re just pawns delivering fodder to the couch potatoes—paid a pittance to risk ourselves, day in and day out, and what for? Sell more Audis? Forget about the 24-hour news cycle, it’s the 24-hour ad cycle! The reporters get younger, sexier, and more homogeneous by the day. It’s basically the same model as the military uses. Get them while they’re young. Teach them how to follow orders and do the dirty work. It’s disgusting. You pine for the days of journalistic integrity. Yeah, back when—when were those days? Journalistic integrity. It’s a bit like saying “sales morality”. The words chafe at each other like opposing magnets.

Suddenly the young reporter is swept away in the storm water and the helicopter cartwheels out of control past the cameras. The vision cuts to a cheese commercial.

“More collateral damage,” you hear Symons laughing on the phone to someone.

That’s it. I’ve had enough of this. It’s time I did something—stood up for what I believe in. What are you made of Bonhomie! you hear your seventh-grade football coach scream in your ears.

You’ll need to get another coffee to fortify you. Maybe you should have had that shot of whiskey after all. You’ve got to get out of here before an involuntary scream is emitted from the very depths of your being!

“Hi, Cedric.”

“Huh? Oh... Hi, Elise.”

It’s Elise. You love Elise. She’s just got this calm elegance, and a bit of smoldering sexiness that gets you every time.

“Just heading out for a coffee. Would you like one?” you blurt.

“Sorry, Ced, just had a double espresso. Needed it after last night—if you know what I mean.” She enjoys you wondering what she got up to.

“Right,” you reply.

“You look a bit stressed, Ced. Is everything ok?”

“Yeah—I’m fine. No—it’s just this story I’m working on is not really, you know, working out and well, you know, Symons...” you trail off.

She is facing you now, her blouse is unbuttoned to the cleavage and her sleeves are rolled up, ready for business. You’re desperately trying to keep your eyes north of the border. She gives you a knowing look, raises an eyebrow and smiles that killer smile again.

“Well, Cedric, just remember who you are and don’t let a guy like that get to you. Can you imagine his poor wife?”

“Yes well, I’ve met her actually,” you say.

“How could she do it? You know, do it?” she whispers.

Your mind runs images of Symons and his wife the night after his vasectomy. Then your mind runs images of you and Elise in the copy room. Bloody hell, Cedric, you have to stop this, you think. Women’s intuition is real and scary! You feel a little pang of fear that she may have somehow perceived your depraved thoughts. She laughs and gives you a look you can’t read.

“You’re a nice guy, Ced. Too nice for this place.”

She drifts off back towards Accounts. God, what do you have to do to land a girl like her?

You head off towards reception, and as you approach the doors you take a final, desperate glance towards Elise’s desk. In the distance, you make out a tall, spindly, lecherous, praying mantis towering over her. Bloody Albert.  You cannot let this happen. You start to head over there. You need to come up with something fast.

“Hey, Albert,” you shout in his direction, “Are you still off to the races on Saturday? I have a tip for race five.”

Albert regards your approach suspiciously.

“Well, that’s very kind of you, Cedric. But here’s my tip: don’t bet. It’s not good for you. Trust me, my great uncle was a terrible punter—died of his addictions the poor bastard. Left us a fortune though thankfully. Nobody in the family has ever had to work a day since. I like to work though, Cedric. Provides you with a sense of stability, and civic duty you know. We all need to feel like we are making a difference,” says Albert barely suppressing his smirk.

Great—what a reversal. Could this day get any worse? You wander back to reception and make your way back downstairs and out into the morning chill. As you walk west along London Bridge Road, you marvel at the constant bombardment of advertising from every visible surface. Christ there isn’t a bare brick left in this city! Sometimes you wonder whether it isn’t a cruelty to teach kids to read these days. Everywhere you look, brand after brand invading your brain like spam mail.

How on Earth am I going to go back in there? Your heart begins to palpitate again at the thought of it. You don’t need a coffee. You’re already peaked out on anxiety; a coffee is going to put you over the edge. Maybe just keep walking for a while. Just around the block once ought to do it—help shake out some of those nerves.

You pass by your favorite discount bookstore. You can’t resist having a quick look. The stale smell of discount books hits you in the face as soon as you enter. It’s no wonder they leave the door wide open even when it’s freezing.

A young woman wearing tortoiseshell glasses and an Afghan coat offers her assistance, and you politely decline. She’s probably wondering how many times you can browse the same old books day after day. You can’t answer that one. There’s just something comforting about it. It’s the same with libraries. You just feel a sense of peace in there. There’s the chance that you’ll spot a book by a favorite author that you haven’t read, or a gem you didn’t know about. You probably know the stock better than she does.

You do your usual circuit starting in the literary fiction section, casting your eye over the spines in the stacks, noting the great names and titles and dipping in here and there for a sample. You pick up a copy of The Manchurian Candidate by Richard Condon. It’s surplus stock. A black line marked across the base of the paperback forever condemning it to discount status. You flip through a few pages and put it in your maybe pile. You spot Paul Auster’s, Book of Illusions. You loved the New York Trilogy. It’s in the maybe pile too. Ah, Amis. The Rachel Papers. Yes, you saw the movie years ago. You vaguely remember a bathtub sex scene. You can’t find it. Did you imagine that? Hmm. Maybe pile.

You do a quick scan of the Sci Fi section to see whether any of your favorites have come in. Wait, a Philip K. Dick. Yes. Clans of the Alphane Moon. You check the publication date. It’s 1964 so earlier than his best stuff. It’s a definite though. For £4 you can’t go wrong. But wait on. You’ve got three others in the maybe pile. That’s £16 altogether. That’s more than the cost of a brand-new book. You could buy a new release instead. These are old books after all.

You read their jackets again and each time, the initial excitement you felt wanes ever so slightly, until after about ten minutes of indecision you gently return them to their allotted spaces. You tell yourself you’ll have a think about it and return later to pick one of them at least. This often happens and you feel kind of deflated and awkward for having spent so much time in the store. Now you’re wondering how you’re going to leave without buying something. The girl in the sheepskin is going to think you’re a real idiot.

You pull your phone out and check your email. Oh no, there’s a calendar alert—you’ve totally missed a meeting! Symons is going to have your nuts! You head straight back to the office, your brain madly crunching excuses.

You hurry through reception frowning as though something terribly important has happened. As you rush towards your desk to grab your notepad and pen, you notice Symons’ glass chamber is empty. A pang of fear jabs at your stomach. You hurriedly make for the meeting room and maintaining the frown, you slide the door back gently and enter with your head down, taking the nearest empty chair.

You look up warily and scan the room. All eyes are on you. Your head swims as the suits and faces come into focus and you realize that you have walked into the morning executive meeting. The head of human resources shoots you a withering look as you rise and excuse yourself quietly.

You head straight for the bathroom, head spinning, wondering what you will say to Symons when you see him. You settle on the bank manager. Yes, you were called to an urgent meeting with your bank manager and there was nothing you could do to delay or reschedule. You hoped that you could catch up via the meeting minutes. Wait, you were supposed to take the minutes! This is getting worse and worse. You enter a stall and sit down for a second. You take out your phone and search for the latest news on Syria.

Fears Assad will use chemical stockpile to end resistance...

Well, the guy has form, you think. It’s only a matter of time. He can only avoid check for so long. The West have been trying to bring him down for years by funding rebel groups, but now they are looking at a power vacuum that could leave the spoils to Al Qaeda and The Islamic State. Assad’s already lost control of three quarters of the country and he’s backed into a corner with an army that’s lost its stomach. If it weren’t for the Iranians, he would have been gone a long time ago.

You scan the article and note the growing list of missing ‘freelance journalists’—college grads with iPhones—who have crossed into Syria hoping to fund their holidays by capturing some grisly footage for the Times or the Post but have ended up themselves becoming grisly footage for the Times or Post.

You really must quit this caper. Maybe you could write a book on FEAR. Maybe it would be a bestseller. They say you should write what you know. Yes, of course. You can see it now, Cedric Bonhomie, international celebrity author of FEAR. Exposing all the terrors of life on Earth. Deconstructing the paradigm of horror imposed by THEM, the power elite who cruelly manipulate US into submission.

That’s it! It will be a series. A bestselling series: FEAR followed by THEM followed by US.  You will probably start a revolution! Hang on, Cedric, that’s the last thing you need. Maybe just stick to hiding out here in the bathroom for the time being.

Suddenly, your email alert sounds, and a message rudely appears.

Where the hell are you, Bonhomie?

The sound of a phone keyboard clicking away at full volume emanates from the stall next to you.

This is it, you think, this is about as low as I want to go. Here you are hiding in a toilet stall, tolerating a disgusting performance of bathroom multitasking to avoid facing your boss. Peering down at the gap in the cubicle wall, you notice a pair of black, scuffed riding boots. Oh God! It’s Symons! Your brain pulsates on high alert as the proximity of your foe is computed. You type a hasty reply.

I’m not far. Sorry, just been a little tied up.

You hit send causing a loud WHOOSH. Damn that fiddly silent button! You feel your face flush as you hear a loud DING in the stall next to you. You feel like game... Quarry.

Get in here now.

What? What does he mean? Your shallow breathing and lack of movement must be sending out suspicious signals. You bring your knees to your chest in a defensive position. Kind of like a duck and cover brace for a nuclear attack. You hear paper rustling. Hurry up. Just hurry up, you think.

Finally, you hear the door squeak open, and clang shut. The faucet runs, the hand dryer blasts, the main door bangs. You stay listening for further signs that the coast may be clear, count to ten and slowly prepare to leave the cubicle. Christ, what a morning.

You head for your desk, ready to face the music. You can see Symons’ enormous cranium protruding above his screen like a bright red volcanic island about to erupt.

This is crazy, you think. I’m not going to let myself be bullied and treated like some naughty schoolboy. I’m a grown man.

As you stop to turn back, you are caught at forty paces by the laser like grip of Symons’ yellow eyes.

“Bonhomie! In my office now!”

“I’ll be right there, sir.”

“Now!”

“Yes, sir!”

“What do you take me for, Bonhomie, a fool? Do you think I was born yesterday?”

“What? No, of course not. I—”

“I know you’ve been avoiding me, Bonhomie,” he says holding up his phone and pointing to a tracking App on the screen. “I know exactly where you have been all morning.”

Jesus, I should have known this guy would have us all under surveillance. Your mind starts to whir with flashbacks to all the long lunches, coffee breaks and timed appearances. My God, how could I have been so naive?

“You think we pay you to bumble around filing excuses? Now I want that story on my desk by the end of the day, or it’s beards and hijabs for you, my friend.” 
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“Would all passengers please fasten their seatbelts and prepare for take-off.” 

A flight attendant busies herself rearranging the luggage in the locker above you. When she glances down, you halfheartedly avert your eyes by pretending to read the in-flight magazine that’s sitting in your lap. You notice the magazine is upside down and feel your cheeks flush.

Up in the air you order a Scotch and soda. Wedged between an elderly woman and an elderly man, you are hoping that they are both non-English speaking. It’s a fair way to Istanbul and you are determined to find a way to sleep out most of the journey. A couple of sleeping pills should help. You wash them down with the Scotch, close your eyes and wait for the comfortable numbness to arrive.

Something smells a bit like licorice. I bet it’s the old lady’s soap, or is it the old man’s hair pomade? God, I don’t know if I can tolerate that wretched stench for the entire flight. Hurry up drug cocktail do your thing, knock me the hell...

***
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“Sir, please. Sir, wake up.” You open your eyes to a floodlit cabin. Slowly the aircraft interior comes into focus, and you realize that all the seats are empty. What the—? Are we—?

“Sir, we are landed,” says the stewardess sternly.

“Sorry. I must have overslept,” you say smiling awkwardly.

You fumble under your blanket to remove your seatbelt and notice a cool wetness brush the back of your hand. Christ, you must have spilled your drink down there or something.

“Sir, you must leave the aircraft now.”

“Of course,” you say.

You throw off the blanket to reveal a rather obvious wet patch on the crotch of the new army pants you bought for their romantic foreign correspondent vibe. The oaky aroma of single malt whiskey wafts up.

The stewardess shoots you a look that indicates that you may have already outstayed your welcome in her country. You take down your hold-all from the overhead compartment and awkwardly heft the bag to waist height in front of your body, as you take the walk of shame past the galley and the other stewardesses, none of whom meet your glances or utter a word as you depart the aircraft. You need to find a bathroom with a hand-dryer. Fast.

Exiting the aircraft, you feel a blast of warm air hit you through the leaky seals in the aerobridge walkway. Maybe my pants won’t take long to dry in this heat, you think.

Entering the terminal, you notice the usual wall hangings showcasing the country’s natural wonders and welcoming the arrival of various nationalities in their various languages. You feel the burning sunshine pouring in through the windows battling the air conditioning for supremacy, the bright light forcing you to squint your way forward. Several long empty corridors lead you finally into passport control and customs. It looks like most of the passengers have already gone through to the arrivals hall and you feel upbeat as you weave through the roped barriers to a waiting customs officer. The young official throws you an evaluative glance, then shifts her attention to her computer screen. You keep your bag firmly at waist height.

“Passport please.”

“Ah, yes. Here it is,” you say, fishing it from your bag.

You just want to get through now and get to your hotel as soon as possible. The official checks the photo and abruptly fixates her eyes on yours. You notice her expert mascara.

“How long do you expect to stay in Turkey?”

“Well, I expect to be here for a few weeks. I am a journalist with The Daily. I’ll be doing some local travel type pieces, you know, that sort of thing.” You’re hoping that you won’t have to go into this too much and you are not too sure how much you should say really. You start thinking about Midnight Express. You feel a bead of sweat roll from your armpit down your left side.

“Here are my credentials.” You hand over your press pass, confident that this will satisfy any concerns the young lady may have.

“One moment, sir.”

She returns her gaze to her screen and begins to type. Her face is inscrutable. You suddenly feel a bit lightheaded and worried at the increasing length of time she is taking to look up.

“Where do you think I should start with sightseeing in Istanbul?” you ask nervously as she continues to punch keys and flip pages in your passport. She does not respond.

“You will come this way, sir.”

She motions to an unmarked door about 50 feet away to the left of where you are standing. It appears to have some kind of reinforcement in the frosted glass window. Your stomach sinks as you prepare for the worst. Why do you feel so guilty? God this is just what I thought was going to happen. I must somehow unconsciously will this kind of thing.

She buzzes the door open and gestures for you to move inside the room. The room is hot, there is a ceiling fan moving at about one revolution per second. Behind a large brutalist wooden desk sits a heavyset, middle-aged man with large brown eyes, a thick black moustache, and a relaxed demeanor. He is decked out in military garb and looks like some kind of police officer. On the desk sits an overstuffed brass ashtray, which is connected to a crudely welded model of a fighter jet. On the wall above the desk is a framed photo of Ataturk, the revered father of modern Turkey. Your imagination runs wild at the scenes that must have played out in here over the years.

“I see you are admiring my ashtray.”

The Turkish inflection giving the man’s English an authoritative impact as though you were being commanded to admire the man’s ashtray.

“It has great sentimental value for me. In this ashtray I have extinguished a lifetime of cigarettes. Cigarettes that I have smoked in deep thought, in times of crisis, in times of war and in times of peace, this ashtray has served me.”

In saying this the man pulls a soft pack of Marlboro reds from his shirt pocket and offers you one. Reflexively, you take one as the man eyes you suspiciously. He takes one for himself and lights up with a brass Zippo that matches the brass ashtray. He leans across the desk, flame aloft and lights yours up too. You feel the heat of the flame on your face, smell the lighter fluid, and hear the mechanical clink of the Zippo being snapped shut.

“This ashtray, Mr. Bonhomie, was given to me a long time ago by US Air Force Major Rick Glaseborn, who was Assistant Air Attaché in Ankara from 1962 to 1967.” The man’s thick eyebrows arch and his bulbous eyes search yours for reaction. You find yourself involuntarily raising your own eyebrows and detect a knowing glance from the big official.

“If you look carefully, you will see that his name and rank are etched into the brass. He was a highly decorated veteran of the Korean War and was very well liked. A charming man, full of intriguing stories and he never let the truth get in the way of a good one. 

“Major Glaseborn had a number of these ashtrays specially made by a local artisan and often presented them to dignitaries, military personnel and others he came to know while stationed here in Turkey.”

You feel the hard edges of the wooden chair digging into your legs, mortified, and distracted by the occasional waft of Scotch emanating up from your trousers. What on Earth is he on about?

“These ashtrays provided an enormous amount of intelligence to the Americans at a critical time in the Cold War, Mr. Bonhomie. And so, you will know why I so prize it. It reminds me every day to be on guard. To be wary of spies.”

You stiffen and try to induce your saliva glands into action. The cigarette smoke is irritating your equally dry eyes, causing them to water.

“Here in Turkey, we live in, let’s say, a somewhat volatile region, Mr. Bonhomie. We are a cautious people, as you must understand given our long and complex history of relations with our surrounding neighbors. As you would well know, we have many friends and enemies. You will appreciate that in these times we must be vigilant, perhaps more vigilant than ever in our security efforts.”

The big man pauses to take a long drag on his Marlboro.

“So, Mr. Bonhomie, I will ask you now, what is your business in Turkey.”

In the fog of weariness clouding your brain the voice of Symons cuts in. No matter what they ask you Bonhomie, don’t bloody tell them the truth. You’re too bloody honest, Cedric. That’s your main problem.

“Well as I was trying to explain to the young lady at immigration. I am a journalist with The Daily, I’ve been sent here to do some travel writing. You know the Grand Bazaar, Blue Mosque, hot air ballooning over Cappadocia, that sort of thing. I expect it to be a wonderful experience. I hear Turkey has so much to offer the casual tourist. Which is what I am, just a casual, um, tourist that is interested in showcasing your beautiful country to a national audience of two million other, er, casual tourist types, like me.”

The big man cocks his head slightly and his eyes narrow. He can smell a lie a mile away. What are you doing, Cedric? You’re a greenhorn. Are you really going to attempt a battle of wits with this guy? You feel your heart palpitating as you hear yourself go on about your interest in Turkish culture and cuisine. Your invisible balloon of lies inflating like a giant gum bubble about to burst all over your face.

“Enough, Mr. Bonhomie. You have revealed yourself.”

Oh no. What do I do? Do I call the embassy? Christ, I’m done for. You take a large drag on your cigarette. You manage a smile.

“Mr. Bonhomie, you may leave. My advice to you is that you stick to the roads well-travelled, whilst you are here in Turkey. Peculiar behavior by peculiar people is noted here and can lead to many unpleasant outcomes. We
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