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Preface to the New Edition


First of all, I want you to relax: I know that, like me, you don’t consider yourself a conspiracy theorist.

Although the reason I’m so sure of that is because even conspiracy theorists don’t consider themselves conspiracy theorists.

And even though it is likely that right now you are standing in some bookshop thousands of miles away from me, or lying on a bed in a completely different time zone, you and I have lots of other things in common.

I know we don’t yet know each other well—you’re just starting the book and I only recently finished it—but as technology tightens the joins and squeezes our countries ever closer together, we’ve become like neighbors, gossiping wildly about one another’s friends, politics, and public figures.

And if I can make one other wild guess across the Atlantic about you, it would be that however you describe your relationship to conspiracy thinking, even you are sometimes prone to embracing it.

I’d wager you’ve even done it recently.

Because even since writing this book, with all that I’ve discovered, so have I.

Do you remember not long ago, when Kate Middleton, the Princess of Wales, briefly disappeared from public view? Do you remember what happened straight afterward?

The world lost its mind.

With hindsight, it’s not hard to see why. Kate Middleton is arguably the most famous woman in the world. Suddenly people realized no one had seen her in days or, wait—weeks?! She’d been canceling appearances. The Palace wouldn’t say where she was or what she was doing. When, after huge public and media pressure, a photo was released, it wasn’t good enough for a brave new world of amateur detectives.

Her smile looked fake, she looked too happy, she’d worn those clothes before, why wasn’t it on video? Why wouldn’t she speak to us? Who or what was stopping her?

Was this a hostage photo? Was the Palace keeping her hostage?

Then people noticed the photo had been edited. It was fake! Because if they could fake the Moon Landing photos, we were pretty sure they could fake a photo of a woman and three kids, right?


Oh my God, the Princess of Wales was missing.

It was a riveting mainstream concept—an irresistible movie poster promising a plot that could go in any direction.

Was this a dark and dystopian tale of power and cover-up?

An airport novel rich in sex and revenge?

Or a Netflix romcom in which a wronged princess decides to give it all up and start a new life following her passion for selling baked goods in a village where no one realizes she’s the same woman as on the front page of every newspaper and magazine in the world because she combed her hair a bit differently?

And you remember all this because, I bet despite yourself, you couldn’t help but indulge that deep, unshiftable need we all have to solve mysteries and share stories. Everyone was doing it. You overheard your colleagues talk about Kate, you heard their theories, you spoke with family members who may still use Comic Sans but who were nevertheless suddenly conducting Reddit deep dives on the intricacies of professional Photoshop techniques. You tried to resist clicking and thinking and theorizing, but you were as powerless as I was to stop yourself from finding out more—and again: I was a man who’d just written a whole book about this stuff.

Soon, a new photo of Kate leaving a local farm shop arrived, but even this wasn’t good enough for the truthers and sleuthers: it was too grainy, and your mom told you her ears looked wrong, and it was obviously because the Palace was panicking because Kate had left William or she was in a coma and King Charles had activated a royal body double.

And it was this moment—the moment people started thinking King Charles keeps body doubles stored away in some secret Balmoral room opened by tilting a book—that should have given us pause.

But then the truth came out anyway.

Kate was unwell.

She needed time to process her news. She needed time to talk to her family, to her little kids. That’s why she’d been quiet. That’s why one of the most famous humans in the world hadn’t wanted to come out and dance for a world of strangers when we clicked our entitled fingers. Because even one of the most famous humans in the world is actually just human.

And in our defense, so were we, I suppose; faced with a lack of information and a vacuum to fill, indulging that deep, unshiftable need I mentioned. Solving our mysteries, sharing our stories.

You can feel the world hum with lies these days. That you chose to pick up this book means I’m sure you feel it too. What was until very recently considered niche, out-there, and frowned-upon has really been shooting its shot for the mainstream. And because it’s succeeded, thanks to various practitioners in your country and in mine, and who sometimes straddle both (we’ll get to them later), not only do we have a constant supply we can scroll straight into our souls from the dealer in our pocket but it has also become almost an acceptable part of our lives—something we now just expect.

You’d call it bullshit. I’d call it bollocks. Joe Biden’s fictional 6′3″ body double would call it malarkey.

Writing this book meant that the second I watched a video of the shots ringing out in Butler, Pennsylvania, as a campaigning Donald Trump was pushed to the ground by his security to protect him from an apparent assassination attempt, it was easy to predict what the coming days would bring. And not just because the whole event unfolded like a hodgepodge of tropes and clichés. But do you know from whom I first heard the idea that the whole thing was staged? Just some guy on Twitter. Some kid from a small UK town, whose bio told me his interests include the TV show Love Island and Manchester City Football Club and who had looked at the image of a ruffled and defiant Donald Trump—hand to his ear, fist in the air, a bloodied cheek, surrounded by Secret Service agents under a curiously placed US flag—and simply wrote: “Nah. Not buyin it.”

Maybe he will turn out to be correct. As we’ll discover, stranger thoughts have been had, and some conspiracies are indeed conspiracies.

The point is, not believing what we see or hear is no longer the preserve of the clichéd, isolated tinfoil-hat man, standing in front of a complex set of strings linking photographs of George Bush to Lady Gaga and proving nothing. It is becoming, for many, an almost knee-jerk and default position.

It wasn’t always that way, and I don’t think it always will be. But that’s what it’s like right now, and that’s what I explore in Somebody Told Me.

When you’re writing a book, you have to imagine the type of person who might like it. You write for them, and all you can do is hope they exist.

From previous experience, I can tell you that often they don’t.

But because the UK edition came out just before this handsome one, I was able to travel up and down my country and talk about these things at festivals or in bookshops in villages, towns, and cities. What became apparent to me is that the people turning up to listen or ask questions or tell me their stories had a few things in common.

One: they were interested in ideas, and how people even in their own circles could hold such wildly differing ones and wanted to know what to do when they butted up against one, because these are ideas that can ruin whole families.

Two: they could feel that angry, constant hum of lies and conspiracy chatter I mentioned and were concerned because they felt powerless to battle strangers with strange thoughts who were now so prevalent they just seemed to be in the ether.

Three: they felt strong and proud contempt for those who would treat them like idiots and lie to them or their loved ones knowingly or who degrade the world with falsehoods and lies—particularly those who could see precisely the great damage they are doing.

Four: they had some strange hunger to laugh at it all at the same time. To relieve the thick tension we constantly wade through and for a second realize they were part of a community where there were more of us eager to question the questioners than there were “just asking questions.” To find the odd bit of funny in the fundamentally odd.

Five: they did not consider themselves conspiracy theorists.

But then, remember . . . who does?

Thank you for beginning this book.

I’ll be here to the end, and hope you will too.




Prologue


When she left us far too young in 2018, aged just 46, the Gorilla Foundation described the celebrated western lowland gorilla Koko as one who had “touched the lives of millions as an ambassador for all gorillas.”

She was “an icon,” they said, and I remember those words in particular.

The experts continued: Koko was a vital figure “in inter-species communication and also for people with empathy everywhere.”

* * *

Koko was a gorilla who did her job well and she knew it.

She never lacked self-confidence.

After apparently learning to understand more than 2,000 words in English as well as basic sign language, it’s said she once proudly pointed at herself and declared herself “Queen.” She would just as acutely study the humans who would study her, in her state-of-the-art facility in the Santa Cruz mountains. And she would also play pranks on them.

Once, she tapped at a photo of a bird in a magazine, and then signed the words: “THAT ME!”

The scientists were confused.

“UH, YOU’RE A BIRD?” they asked, apparently dumb- founded, and Koko nodded sensibly and claimed not just to be a bird, but a really GOOD bird, and she kept a straight face throughout.

The scientists were pretty sure she wasn’t a bird—they were scientists, remember—and finally, Koko relented.

With a laugh, she said, “GORILLA KOKO!” This should have been a warning.

* * *

An ape with a fascination for human nipples (she once caused a sexual harassment case, later settled out of court, because members of staff felt obliged to show her their nipples), there is one reason above all that paints Koko as perhaps the most human-like gorilla of all time.

One day, in a furious fit of pique brought on by who knows what, so the apocryphal story goes, Koko used her giant muscles and immense animal rage to rip a heavy steel sink from the wall and toss it on the floor beside her.

It was hugely noisy, hugely messy, and the scientists were horrified.

What had happened to Koko? Why had she done such a random thing so violently?

Koko looked ashamed. She skulked in a corner. She knew she was in trouble.

The scientists stood over her, demanding answers.

And what they say happened next was a warning from history.

Because she acted on instinct. She did what a lot of us would have done in that situation. She did what more and more people these days do.


She lied.

She pointed at her playmate, All Ball. And she said All Ball did it. She said All Ball ripped the sink from the wall and made the huge mess!

This seemed unlikely.

Because her playmate All Ball was a very small kitten.

* * *

This is a book about lies.

Not lies like Koko’s lie, which is so relatable because it is a tale of lies being almost in our DNA and reminds us of a million times when we’ve been in a similar position (maybe not ripping a sink off a wall) and blaming it on someone else (maybe not a kitten).

And it’s not a book about our modern leaders or the ease with which even the most inept of them now lie and then lie about lying and then lie about that.

If that were the book I was writing it would have so many pages that you would already have broken both arms trying to open it.

It’s about the more sophisticated lies; the lies that dance like blown dandelion seeds in the air around us every time we check our phones; the lies we are going to have to get used to as the seeds find the soil to settle into.

* * *

I’m only writing this sentence now because of an unexpected moment involving my dad and an old Chinese man by a lake: the sort of moment I’m sure that your own father once had with an old Chinese man by a lake. It was a short, small moment that would lead me down the rabbit hole into a world of lies big and small, of conspiracies, trolls, and grifters; lies which at a particular point in my life nearly made me question my own sanity.

And it meant that this would become a book about a new ecosystem of lies. How they infiltrate a relationship, how they can ruin your best moments, how they ruin whole lives.

It’s about how this world of lies can affect our family, our street, and our community. How lies can spread across a country, a continent, and the world. How they take hold of our imaginations and make us feel both helpless and powerful, both meaningless and meaningful.

And it’s a book about whether we are strong enough to beat those lies, because they can reach us wherever we are, leaping at us from our pockets and desks and living room walls, or in strange emails from old Chinese men.

* * *

Coming back to that idea of seeds I mentioned—the seeds for a lot of the very biggest lies we experience every day were planted centuries ago.

As one “truther” we’ll meet later puts it: “The tree grew. And now the fruit is bearing. And check out the weather. It’s perfect for producing the very worst fruit possible.”

That fruit can be swallowed by anyone.


I mean . . . have you been keeping your eye on your grandma lately? Have you been calling her enough? You sure she’s not spending too much time on YouTube? Is she talking fondly of dictators? Has she suddenly started quietly muttering in the Aldi queue about the “Jewish Space Lasers” she’s heard are setting wildfires around the world to make sure everyone believes in climate change? Does she suspect Oprah is a demon?

Now anyone—your neighbor, your brother, you, me—can very easily become confused, consume lies disguised as the truth from internet forums or cable news monologues, or become a conspiracy theorist—or at least someone swayed by them. Your kid’s teacher might well quietly believe that after a terrible car crash in 1966, Sir Paul McCartney was replaced in The Beatles by a body double who thankfully happened also to be great at bass guitar, singing Beatles songs, writing to the highest standard possible with John Lennon, and doing double thumbs-ups to order.

We even carry little liars with us. Our phones are happy to deceive us. With every real moment of shared humanity they bring—a text from a loved one, a birthday call for those who still stubbornly insist phones can be used for calling—they blink and flash and ding-ding to alert us to new sensational untruths written by unseen hands to tempt us back to the swipes and taps they gain such comfort from.

The words they display to us titillate, tease, and bait us with a stream of what if, could be, and somebody told me. They promise us the satisfaction of deep understanding and thrilling and seductive insight. They allow anyone, anywhere to reach through for a moment, into our real lives, and whisper to us anything at all to make us feel there is a point to things, that every story has a simple hero and a straightforward villain, and that only by taking its offered hand and climbing further inside can we really learn the truths that will give our lives the meaning we need.

And the question in among the believable and the unbelievable things that fly at us constantly, always there in the background waving helplessly at us from just behind the propaganda, is: what can we do to stop this?

Because it’s got worse, hasn’t it? You know it and I know it and neither of us like it. Lies are being weaponized and aimed right this way. The lies that find you in everyday life. That gnaw at you, beg for your time. The lies you let in, every time you hit Like, Subscribe, Expand, or Refresh. The lies that are desperate for us, because we are the happy hosts of the parasites.

And we are living in a time when we are more susceptible to it than ever. The things imagined, and the things that are real.

So now, with everything I’ve just written in mind, can I ask you something?

When did you personally notice that things had got really bad?

When did you notice that weather?

That weather, so perfect for the very worst fruit to grow?




Section I

TRUST NO ONE

In which I tell you how I found out about the old Chinese man— and the messages that confused, confounded, and made me set sail toward a world of disinformation . . . 

And we look at the day the world started to believe anything.

What does it take for us to abandon our smart, brilliant selves— and all because of something somebody told us?




1
The Old Chinese Man


Spies, Lies, and Chicken Thighs


My father died as winter faded.

You’re not prepared for the strange things you have to do when something like that happens.

The paperwork. The responsibility.

Your new position in the family as you are forced to accept a promotion you did not ask for and do not want.

It’s your job to tell his grandchildren.

His friends. You have to call his sister and tell her. You have to make decisions on things you never talked about. You have to look through his phone, ﬁnding photos of the sea you never knew he’d taken. You have to go through drawers ﬁlled with old foreign coins or fountain pen ink or rechargeable batteries from the 1980s to see if you can ﬁnd a book of passwords, and when you do you wonder why he chose such random passwords for everything. A hundred different ones.

Why is the broadband password for a 78-year-old man DarthVaderBridgerton5?

You have to answer questions you’ve never considered, like “Would you like curtains with the coffin?” You have to whittle a broad and varied life down to two or three songs on a USB.

You have to look after your mom.

You have to read the last messages your adored father sent (Dad’s was to someone on a customer queries team called Rory, thanking him for his very professional response to a question he’d sent and politely apologizing for having wasted his time) and answer any emails that come in with the grim news and the reply they weren’t expecting.

Emails like the one from the old Chinese man.

* * *

The old Chinese man was very, very shocked to learn our news.

I think more shocked than almost anyone we told. And I was shocked by how shocked he was.

“We were very, very shocked to learn of the passing away of Professor Emeritus Ian Wallace, who passed away peacefully in his sleep on February 1st, 2021 at his home in Felixstowe, aged 78,” he wrote, touchingly.

And then he took a second, presumably. And then he added:


Please restrain your grief!

Excessive mourning won’t do any good.


I immediately laughed.

I’ll admit, I found that an unusual response from a man I didn’t at all know.

I was sure it came from a kind place, but it did feel a little like being told off for something you can’t help. It would take a brave man to shout it at a funeral.

Also, the ﬁrst part of his email featured a sentence lifted word-for-word from my dad’s obituary, which I had written myself and which had only just run in the Guardian. It felt like reading a Wikipedia entry, or an essay by a student a little too reliant on copy-and-paste.

Still, it remained warming to see just how affected the old Chinese man was, given he was someone who had essentially met my dad for perhaps ten minutes or so, 12 whole years before, on the banks of the West Lake at Hangzhou, China, 6,000 miles away.

* * *

My dad had been walking, alone, as evening fell on an early November evening.

He’d been in China to deliver a series of academic lectures on East German writers, but his colleagues had all headed for their homes in the evenings. It seemed frowned upon to hang out with a Western colleague like Dad.

So my father ate another quiet meal, stretched, and took one more long but happy stroll before bed.

But this time, when he glanced behind him, he saw a man far behind.

The next time he turned around, a little further on, this old Chinese man was much closer. Dad smiled, and they started a conversation.

The man asked my dad to take a picture for him in front of the lake, then he gave my dad his email address. Pressed it into his hand. Urged him to get in touch when he returned home. They had much they could tell each other.

Opening up Dad’s computer and looking through his emails, I found what I could of the rest of the correspondence between the two men, starting with the man’s oddly formal starter:


This email is to test connection



And my dad’s warmer reply:


It was a great pleasure to meet you and to talk to you as we walked along the West Lake! I shall send you some photographs as I promised. These will introduce you to my wife Trudy and also give you some idea of where we live, although I am sure you have already found it on the map as you said you would.



The man had indeed done that—he’d looked up the small coastal town of Clevedon in Somerset on the map, then soon heard from Dad all about me, my mom, my wife.

He’d even seen pictures of my ﬁrstborn.

* * *

After urging me to restrain my grief and excessive mourning, the old Chinese man softened, and kindly offered me his heartfelt condolences.

But then something weird happened.

He suddenly started to spell my dad’s name wrong. He was no longer Ian. The name looked pasted in. There were new font colors involved.

“The news of Lan Wallace’s passing away took us by surprise,” it said. “His sudden death was totally unexpected.”

I was surprised, too, at the intensity of feeling about my father’s passing.

Though at the same time it did start to sound like this man had done it himself. He might as well have added, “It totally wasn’t me!”

But instead he waxed long and lyrical about it:


Lan Wallace’s passing has been like a dream. We sometimes even don’t believe it’s true.

But it’s true.


It’s deﬁnitely true. I was there and I checked several times.

But I knew on some level that Lan must be a way of spelling Ian. A mistake not made in the earliest emails but which was creeping in now. The emails, though, kept up the strange, heightened intensity of feeling:


We must accept the reality.

We have lost one of our best friends.


OK.

I mean, “best friends” may be stretching it. This was my dad.

You’ve only lost a man you met for ten minutes by a lake in 2009.

You’ve lost a pen pal at most.

I wasn’t sure how to handle it, as the old Chinese man wailed dramatically:


The reality can not be changed!

Let’s cherish the memory of Lan Wallace forever.


I found them strange but funny, these emails.

Probably because I was depressingly well aware that the reality could not be changed.

But also because I was happy to ﬁnd anything funny at the time.

I thought it was funny that the old Chinese man was claiming to be my dad’s best friend. I could almost hear my dad’s surprised ﬂutter of laughter if I’d been able to tell him about it.

All I wanted to do was read these emails out loud to him, start calling him Lan, then grab him by the shoulders and shout “Let us cherish the memory of Lan Wallace forever!”

And I wanted to giggle with my mom, and shout the words “PLEASE RESTRAIN YOUR GRIEF! EXCESSIVE MOURNING WON’T DO ANY GOOD!”

You look for any moment of light when everything is dark.

But as I looked at these emails more, at ﬁrst celebrating the innocence of them, I guess . . . I stopped smiling or laughing so much.

Because as I re-read them, I started to ﬁnd them not just unusual to read, but even unusual to look at.

The strange hodgepodge of fonts and formatting, sometimes changing just for a name, sometimes halfway through a sentence.

The bizarre shifts in tone and topic.

Sections that I knew were copied and pasted, some written in a slightly different style.

And some very jarring indentations (which is the most middle-class complaint I’ve ever committed to paper).

Maybe some paragraphs had been put through Google Translate, for obvious reasons?

But all of these weird, emotive, intricate, intimate emails were so . . . long.

And then I noticed the thing that really set my spidey sense tingling.

Some of the errors or quirks you could put down to simple cultural differences, I think, perhaps differences in alphabets, but then I spotted something in his initial reply to our news that made me gulp and then forward it to my own email account.

Because this one detail from the old Chinese man felt so unusual, so out of the ordinary, that it took me from confusion to suspicion.

Part way through what felt like it was meant to be the old Chinese man’s ﬁnal email, there was this incredibly odd thing.

It was a complete list of past correspondences with my dad.

An accurate history of their email exchanges, offered up I don’t know why.

Every message documented, time-stamped, and every reply accounted for.

For example:


We wrote to IAN WALLACE on 23-12-20 at 18:42 [CST],


IAN WALLACE replied 24-12-20 at 13:22 [GMT].


Why?

Why was he doing this?

When was the last time you did this?

Who cares what exact time each email was sent?

And then – see if you can spot the very unusual detail

which leaped out at me from this:


We kept close contact, sending e-mails each other to exchange informations of every aspects.

I checked that during the 12 years (2009-2020), totally I have sent 45 e-mails to Mr.Ian Wallance and he has sent us 34 e-mails.

This is the last e-mail sent me from Mr.Ian Wallance

(2020-12-24 04:35) (from Ian Wallace-34)



It’s feeling less personal now, less warm.

And did you notice what I did?

Not the fact it reads like someone tidying up after a job’s come to an end.

Not the fact it reads like a chore for a line manager. Not the lack of care taken with his name to his family.

Not just more of the very accurate date and precise times no one needs to know.

Not just the confusion of “I” and “us.” But Ian Wallace-34.

It was Dad’s 34th reply. The old Chinese man had said as much.

But it had been numbered.

Do you number your emails? Do you keep them, and order them, and number them?

Doesn’t this imply . . . a ﬁle of some kind? Organization?

Like an easy way to reference evidence?

“Can you forward email 34?”—that sort of thing.

Oh, and always a curious shift in tone toward the end of the email, in which the old Chinese man went to great lengths to explain just how happy they were being Chinese citizens in a happy country where everyone was happy and now in 2021 Covid was totally under control, as proven by incredibly speciﬁc ﬁgures:


As we ever told you, the epidemic situation in China always keeps very well.

Till now, still each day there are only a very few new infected cases in whole country, and most cases of them are from other countries.

But Chinese governments still always pay a great attention to prevent from its spread.

2,841,269,000 doses of vaccination have been inoculated in China.



In previous emails there’d also usually be a paragraph in which they’d demonstrate how normal their normal lives are.


We went to the Chrysanthemum Museum recently!




We enjoyed shellﬁsh at the seaside with old schoolfriends!



And again, always these over the top and heartfelt reminders of my dad’s importance to this man:


May we forever remember Professor Emeritus 





I. WALLACE

 and may he stay in our hearts. We were such close friends.



They were such close friends, him and “I. Wallace.”

They were good friends. They were best friends!

I started to wonder if he was maybe after some inheritance. But I was also fascinated.

Because now something had opened up in me. It started with amusement, then noticing patterns, then questioning certain phrases.

I’d started to suspect something. These emails did not read like emails.

How do you feel? Because I felt like they read like a performance.

They felt like someone reading out loud in a meeting. The timestamps, the details, the numbering.

It was like making sure everyone on a team was all caught up and on the same page.

So obviously, I started to wonder who might have been bcc’d. Who else was in the room. Whether more than one person was writing them. Perhaps that’s why there was this sense of “let’s get you caught up with the story so far” to them.

I may have been going mad—people do go mad in the thick of grief—but I was also feeling playful.

And I decided to send another note of my own to the old Chinese man, just to see.

How would he react? What should I say?

So I thanked him for his wishes and told him my father had spoken fondly of him.

I paused a second before sending.

When he saw this, would things peter out?

Or, as I had been coming to suspect, would it be ﬁled under Danny Wallace-2?

By a Chinese spy. One closing a case?

Because, look—that’s what all this felt like: a spy closing a case.

A spy saying, “During the 12 years (2009-2020) totally I have sent 45 emails to Mr.Ian Wallance and he has sent us 34 e-mails. Here are the stats, the Wallace/Wallance contact is done, we can wrap this up.”

It didn’t feel like something you’d send to someone’s wife, someone’s son—any more than telling them to restrict their excessive mourning or copy and paste an obituary.

No—to me, it felt like something you’d hurriedly tell your boss or put on record as a project comes to an end.

So, now I’d replied, would they ditch me or want to continue?

As it happens, they were surprised, delighted to hear from me.

They did reply.

And they wanted to remind me:


We suddenly lost a best friend, Ian Wallace.



And they had just . . . one request.

That request intrigued me.

They said that to honor my oddly italicized father, we should actually continue our correspondence.


We think in order to remember and think of Ian Wallace often, we and you should keep our close friendship following Ian Wallace.

We should keep contact forever.



Forever?!

So, deeply intrigued now, I wrote back, and said that yes, that would be great.

Just like they’d done with Dad, we could “keep close contact and exchange information of every aspect.”

And I would be more than willing to keep contact. Forever.

* * *

So look: the friends I shared my excited suspicions with were extremely polite, at least at ﬁrst.

While yes, this old Chinese man could be someone initiating a spying scheme on my dad, they gently said, it was important I also explore the possibility that it was just some old man by a lake.

Just a guy who had initiated and maintained an email correspondence that lasted 12 years so that he might practice his English.

He may have been a Chinese spy, they reassured me with kind eyes . . . but again I should also remember to consider and maybe explore the idea that he was deﬁnitely not a Chinese spy. Because why would a Chinese spy be emailing my dad?

Why would a Chinese spy want to email me?

I could absolutely see all these points, but I also thought: why wouldn’t a Chinese spy want to email me?

I mean, it would hardly be my ﬁrst rodeo.

* * *

My family has a history with spies, propaganda, and disinformation that opened my eyes to hidden possibilities everywhere from a young age.

Growing up, it seemed normal to me that, at times, family conversation might turn to who is or who might be a spy. My dad’s work as a Professor of Modern Languages and his expertise in German literature was focused around the former East Germany, or the “German Democratic Republic.” The German Democratic Republic was not a republic, nor was it democratic. That just leaves German, and on that score at least it did very well. But it was a dictatorship, in which there was no freedom of movement, no division of powers, and no free elections. It was a place of repression, paranoia, abductions, and beatings.

My dad’s colleagues described him as “a pioneer with an international reputation” in two main areas of the GDR: the study of the GDR itself, and the study of those exiled from it. He wrote books, organized conferences, he taught, he researched, he set up journals, he traveled the world. Berlin, Los Angeles, Moscow, Belfast, everywhere.

He also laughed heartily when as a kid I’d splash him with water from the hosepipe, then chase me round the garden with a bucketful. He never even minded being woken from the big chair in the living room as the doorbell went, then having to answer the door to whatever 1980s doubleglazing or Lipton teabag salesman it was, not realizing as he talked sensibly to this complete stranger that I’d colored the end of his nose a vibrant orange using the pollen from one of Mom’s ﬂowers.

Dad was handsome.

Sometimes he’d have Elvis hair, sometimes George Best. He grew up without a dad in working-class post-war Carlisle, raised by a single mother working as a waitress in the Silver Grill bakery and restaurant, and on the production line at Carr’s biscuit factory.

Dad earned his way into the local grammar school. Won all the awards. Fell in love with French and German. Won a scholarship to Oxford. Captained the football team, was a star at rugby and lacrosse and it shows in the pictures: conﬁdent arms crossed over strong chest in black and white pictures where he’s surrounded by young men who look surprised to have been picked for anything, let alone contact sports. Dad was gentle in personality but tough when it came to sports.

He was the boy who could barely afford to eat, living in a new world surrounded by those who’d never been hungry.

He met my mom, his wife, soon after. She’d just arrived off the bus in Oxford too, from Switzerland—a young, smart, funny, interested multilinguist born on Lake Constance who’d scored a job at the nearby Randolph Hotel.

Their team was born. Immediately inseparable. And within years as he started his work, he’d be traveling to East Berlin and the GDR, something that obviously required very special visas and permissions—permissions this young academic had somehow been granted.

There are sharp black and white pictures of him in East Germany. Wearing stylish clothes and black shades. Standing in front of Checkpoint Charlie, looking like he’s probably concealing a weapon and knows how to rappel down the side of a building.

There’s one of him I remember absolutely loving. This young man, before he was my dad at all, staring off into the distance, at the very beginning of his adult life, in front of the Brandenburg Gate.

Was he wearing Ray-Bans? Some safari suit maybe? I don’t know where it is anymore.

But do you know when it seems my dad met his ﬁrst spy? The day of my birth: 16 November 1976.

(It wasn’t me; I’m not saying I was a spy baby.) I’ll explain.

* * *

So, this ﬁrst spy.

The “spy” in question was coming all the way over to the east-coast Scottish city of Dundee from Leipzig University as officially he wanted to get to know my dad and his areas of interest.

Maybe he could be of some help? Be a handy guy to know in Leipzig?

Dad couldn’t meet with him that day because he was a bit busy in Ninewells Hospital suddenly being called Dad and being there for the woman he adored who’d just become Mom, but the very fact the East German man could travel to Dundee at all, let alone engage with a foreign academic like my German Studies lecturer dad, spoke volumes: this man called Dieter was a member of “the Party,” allowed out on a mission.

He’d been sent by the Stasi, the East German Ministry for Security, and he was a minder—a handler.

It would be Dieter who would “look after” my dad on his ﬁrst trips to East Germany, showing him around, “keeping him safe,” but also keeping a heavy eye on him.

Dad knew this, Mom says.

And despite knowing that one was most deﬁnitely spying on the other . . . Dad and Dieter got on like a house on ﬁre.

They became proper mates. Dieter was a legend.

Dieter and Dad ended up touring East Germany together. They went hiking in the Saxon Switzerland mountains east of Dresden, they stopped at hostels for beer and chicken thighs, they probably wore little German hats and smoked little German pipes while they were doing it.

My mom tells me “everybody loved Dieter”—not just a warming sentiment, but a great title for a 1980s East German sitcom.

But there remained a subtle atmosphere of danger around Dieter, and everybody who knew him—with his bottlethick, heavy-rimmed glasses, long trench coat, and brown cap, this man who walked and spoke extremely slowly but very interestingly—knew he had “people” he talked to. And that was worrying.

One time, on a visit to East Berlin in 1980, Dad disappeared for a few days. Mom just couldn’t got hold of him, or even Dieter, and she was dialing and redialing on the rotary phone in the hallway at home. She feared the worst, she told me: Dad had been due to meet with an East German writer in trouble with the authorities and there was talk of Dad smuggling a manuscript out of the country so that it might meet Western eyes.

Wait. Dad was a smuggler? This had never been mentioned before. If it had, I’d have forced Dad to come in and talk to my classmates about it on Careers Day.

Mom says she immediately assumed he’d been found out and arrested and was now chained up in some basement room somewhere in East Berlin by a couple of thugs with
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