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‘Ya suffering, darling?’ Aaron said, at the sight of Bel.

‘Shocking,’ she agreed, not even bothering to be offended that her hangover was that obvious.

Bel was pale and in sunglasses: a flamboyant, ‘film star at Cannes’ oversized pair. She was juggling a tin of Appletiser, a large Americano, and a steaming brown paper bag. There was a cheese puff twist in her pocket. Her scavenger’s bounty told the whole story.

‘Nibbles?’ Aaron said, nodding at it all, referring to the nearby greasy spoon they’d anointed their favourite in Manchester city centre. We can’t Uber Eats our Lemon Drizzle Cruffins, we need to mingle with the community, Aaron said.

Aaron, North of England editor, was from Bury and Bel, Investigations Editor, had moved from York for this two-hander journalistic experiment. Aaron had the regular churn pressure of headlines, Bel the long-form, deep-dive stories of greater resonance. Both of them thought they had the harder task.

‘Yup, Nibbles. Workmen in brick-dust-covered Timberland boots, and then me. Buckfast at Tiffany’s. Sorry not to get you anything, I didn’t have any hands left.’

‘S’OK. I’m eating clean. Been in the gym already this morning, working on my revenge body,’ Aaron said, ‘Not sure who it’s going to take revenge on yet cos my significant ex would call 998 if I was on fire.’

Bel snorted as she took her seat, scattering her purchases.

‘Try not to vomit with excitement in your condition, but it’s new intern Christmas Day,’ Aaron said. ‘What will Santa have stuffed into our stockings? Can Cicely be bettered? And when I say bettered I mean worsened, obviously.’

Bel pushed her sunglasses up into her hair, wincing at the light. She dragged her cardigan over her shoulders, the old knackered one she left on her chair as a sort of comfort blanket.

‘Hard to imagine a Cicely downgrade. They’d have to not turn up at all.’

‘Their not appearing would be an upgrade, sugar chicken.’

A resentful third wheel had made for a strained atmosphere, it was true. All fresh hires in the newsroom down in London were now required to do this stint up here.

Despite it being buried in the contract they could be deployed around the country, clearly none of them thought it would actually happen. Banishment to the windswept foreign territories came as an unpleasant shock. Bel’s first editor at her weekly newspaper had announced that anyone under thirty in any profession should ‘eat shit and pretend they like the taste’, but so far, there’d been no pretending.

‘Is it a man or woman this time?’ Bel asked.

She snapped open and gingerly sipped her drink, which would be the delivery system for two ibuprofen with caffeine once she could lay hands on them. Her desk wasn’t the tidiest.

Oh God, her head. On a Monday. At thirty-four years of age.

Never, ever trust Shilpa when she suggested something like coming over for a ‘cosy Sunday pub roast’, Bel thought. The mad bitch had them drinking coffee tequila shots from a teapot!

Now we’re both single and you live nearer, we’ve got to use these opportunities, Shilpa had hustled. Plus, you renting a two-bedroom flat is a clear enticement to me. An incitement.

The last thing Bel remembered was both of them lying across the furniture, blasting George Michael, agreeing they should go to Sri Lanka for Christmas. It was May.

Bel was trying to impress in a job she’d had for three months. Meanwhile Shilpa doubtless remained under a Chantilly cream-like cloud of 4.5 tog Hungarian goose down in Bel’s spare room in Ancoats. She was Stockport’s most ungovernable textiles designer, enjoying her WFH privileges. Bet she didn’t even have her eyes open, let alone her laptop.

 ‘Or a third terrible thing: another demonic child intern,’ Aaron said.

Cicely, twenty-three, had eaten Perello olives from the tin like sweets, done less work than a cat, and was a two-time victim of mysterious illnesses on a Friday afternoon. She wore baby blue noise-cancelling headphones at her desk, which felt like a low-key insult. Bel couldn’t conceive of that level of confidence at Cicely’s age and was rather glad she couldn’t.

 Cicely disappeared back down south after eight weeks of the twelve total she was supposed to spend in the Manchester office, without a farewell.

Bel and Aaron found out from their section editor, Toby, on the Monday.

‘She said, and I quote, the “vibe was off”,’ Toby reported in one of their twice-weekly editorial Teams meetings.

Aaron, who’d come from being the crime reporter at the Manchester Evening News, was still trying to get his head round the ethos. ‘Since when did the workplace involve the vibe needing to be on? I’ve been seriously misled about my contractual right to vibing.’

‘Interns,’ Toby shrugged.

After they got off the call, Aaron said: ‘I Googled Cicely on a hunch. Her dad’s on the rich list and her grandad’s an Earl. I wish the whole lot of them a Saltburning.’

That was where you got that level of confidence at her age.

‘Today we have one Connor Adams,’ said Aaron, as if the name was in some way ludicrous. ‘Toby’s notes say …’

The tinny mechanical ziiiip of the intercom interrupted him.

‘… And there he is. Brace, brace.’

Aaron darted off to get the door, thundering down a steep, narrow flight of aluminium-ridged stairs that concentrated the mind when carrying scalding hot coffees.

 It was a fairly insalubrious hole, this, an unkempt first-floor space with grimy windows looking down onto the busy thoroughfare of Deansgate. The walls were stacked with banker’s boxes, the electric lighting buzzed, there was a tiny kitchen area of teabag-stained Formica. You could set-dress it as the 1970s without making any changes beyond the computers.

When Bel had been recruited by Toby and his boss Silas, clad in coloured cord trousers with logo-ed lanyards round their necks, they’d swung on their chairs in the glass-walled office in London and outlined their vision. It’s about giving you a physical space to share, a nerve centre of operations; the fragmentation of remote working is not the idea. We’re building a hub, a new world. You’re its Adam and Eve.

‘Eh, what a dump. Our Slough House,’ Aaron said, in his Lancashire accent, surveying the premises on their first morning.

Bel had feared a hyper-competitive or difficult character as her sole co-worker. She was relieved instead to dumb-lol with the terminally irreverent Aaron Parry all day. He still might be hyper-competitive – she was undecided on that – but, crucially, he wasn’t doing it in a way that made the working environment inhospitable.

He took the gentle mickey out of Bel’s professional pedigree.

‘Were you … a successful podcaster?’ he said, pressing a ballpoint pen into his cheek and pulling a satirical face.

‘You say that like it’s an oxymoron. I won a People’s Choice award, I’ll have you know!’

This provoked a waggish grin.

‘I’ll give it a listen. Wassit called again?’

‘I Might Have A Story For You.’

‘Far be it from me to criticise, but …’

‘Far be it from you, Aaron, so very far.’

‘‘‘Might?” Why the qualifier? Why not I Have A Story For You?’

‘Because it’s not the phrase. People always say I might have a story for you. I don’t know why, but they do.’

Aaron gave her a look that said he preferred confidence to being arty.

‘Here it is, the throbbing HQ!’ Aaron said, leading a man a fair bit taller than him into the room – Aaron was about five foot four. ‘And this right here, the spider in the centre of the web, is the one, the only, the legendary podcaster and all-round mega honey, Miss Bel Macauley.’

‘Hi. Connor,’ he said, in a self-confident staccato, extending his hand to shake.

Bel hadn’t expected to be this formal and had unfortunately started on her fried egg and hash brown roll, putting it back down and hastily and discreetly wiping her hand on her leg.

‘Nice to meet you.’

Connor withdrew his hand swiftly.

He didn’t look like a journalist. Or not an interning one, anyway: older (her age? Early thirties, not the twenty-three-year-old she was expecting) and too well dressed: immaculate Oxford blue shirt, black wool tie, police officer colours.

It sunk in that he was strikingly good-looking too, in a way that was certain to make him a self-regarding dick. Thick brown hair, dampened by mizzle, cut short but still long enough to rake your hands through. Puppyish eyes offset by strong cheekbones. Regency romance suitor via a partner at Deloitte.

His sceptical gaze flickered over her. Bel could not imagine a more explicit sense of assessment outside of airport security and swimsuit pageants.

His forehead creased, he was almost outright scowling. Bel gathered he was doing that thing when someone doesn’t realise their face is conveying their feelings. Or maybe, even worse, he did know.

‘You’re not my pupil, it’s not really possible to shadow investigative work. You’re with Aaron, as your Work Dad,’ she said, reflexively having to assert herself, goad him a little, in the face of his evident disgust.

‘Yes, I know,’ Connor said, his tone not concealing his offence in return.

He opened a smart messenger bag and started organizing the spare desk. The casual mood of only moments earlier had completely evaporated, creaking tension in its place. Aaron widened his eyes at Bel and made a covert gun barrel to temple gesture.

Bloody hell, these three months would last forever.
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If it was statistically proven to be a myth that it always rained in Manchester, why was it always fucking raining? Connor thought, as he checked the coordinates on Google Maps again and that his blue dot was moving the right way.

It had absolutely hammered down when he and his dad had arrived. The low, forbidding grey sky threw down water in quantities that felt personal.

He’d not wanted his dad to do the long round trip from Barking up to his Salford Airbnb and back again, but he insisted. Connor didn’t have the heart to say no.

His father was seventy-six now and Connor had been emotionally unprepared for how precarious and mortal things suddenly turned in that decade. Every interaction with his parents came freighted with the fear of how long he might have left with them. The loving sturdiness of their support became almost unbearable, with the growing awareness it was finite. When they sat in a companionable near silence eating woolly Ploughman’s sandwiches in the front seats of his dad’s Ford Focus at Knutsford Services, Connor felt like an elephant was sitting on his heart.

‘You want to get a crack on with any wedding or Mum and Dad won’t be there,’ said his older brother Shaun, who could never be accused of peddling toxic positivity. Shaun’s own nuptials, five years ago, had been at The Ludlow in New York. One of his and Jen’s first dates, in fact. When it felt like Connor was showing her around his life, encouraging her to buy shares in it.

‘Jen not coming?’ his dad said, as they loaded the boot at the outset, bulging sports holdalls and a duvet, like Connor was a thirty-four-year-old fresher. Which was exactly as daft as he felt.

‘Ah, no … she’s got a friend’s birthday this weekend. A thirtieth,’ he said, the prepared white lie.

In fact, she was ‘at her parents’’, a ‘get myself out of the way’ she’d arranged on purpose. Jennifer said she’d visit him in Manchester: ‘. . . in a couple of weeks, when you’re settled in.’

‘It’ll be more fun for a guest when you’ve got more than milk in the fridge and you’ve found a nice neighbourhood place to eat. I’ll send you a cute little succulent and you can call it Jenny.’

Make it a spiky one then.

She’d also done him a Bag For Life with ‘useful bits’ in it, including an ironic champagne, and Connor deeply resented it in the way you did when you knew the offering was to soothe the feelings of the giver rather than gratify the recipient.

The whole point of coming up now, Connor thought, was that things would be bare bones, chilly and lonely. It was for him, not her. He knew she had no love for anywhere north of Leicester, or, indeed, Leicester itself. (‘The only way to leave London is on a plane.’)

But he didn’t say so, as he wasn’t sure he wanted her to come. He and Jennifer had quietly arrived at the hospice phase. You didn’t try to actively treat the sickness anymore, only make the end comfortable. They loved their flat in Stoke Newington and it was near paid off, with Connor’s money. She’d hate leaving the area she couldn’t afford to rebuy in and he’d hate having to do it to her. So here they were. Withdrawing affection bit by bit and waiting for the other person to be the bad guy.

A tiny voice niggled at him: She’ll line someone else up first. Probably why she’s not called time yet.

Connor wasn’t sure how much trouble they’d been in before he announced he was leaving his six-figure salary job in the City for the significantly lower one in journalism, but it certainly put the big light on in their room, lifeplans’ wise.

‘I’m thirty-three. If we start a family, how are we going to afford it? We can’t upgrade to more space unless we have the salaries for the next mortgage.’ Jen had said, hands on superhero blue Lycra hips, sleek as an eel in her running gear. She’d obviously hoped he simply needed to say he was going to give his notice, not actually do it. Also, interesting use of ‘we’.

‘What use would I be as a parent if I was that miserable?’ Connor asked.

‘You aren’t “miserable”! You just aren’t having fun! Which is most jobs. It’ll be this job too, sooner or later. You like to feel ground down. If you didn’t feel oppressed, what would you make sarcastic wisecracks about?’

Connor ignored this pretty horrific summary of his character, nature and behaviour. Jen alone knew he’d been on beta blockers with stress and bursting into sobbing fits in the shower, by the end. He read a thing on relationship guidance about how the unsurvivable feature was ‘contempt’.

He stuck to the hard facts: ‘Your job pays as much as mine at the newspaper will.’

‘I knew you’d hurl that at me. I was doing this when we met, sold as seen. And I’ll be promoted next year.’

Translation: Jen was allowed to work in publishing, which she loved, for whatever it paid. She’d assigned him different obligations.

‘I don’t remember whispered pledges to love, cherish and stick to the higher tax bracket.’

Connor thought she might feel more shame than this at saying: you’ve got no utility if you’re not on 100k+.

But he couldn’t say he was surprised. When love had flown, the comfortable lifestyle flying away too was going to concentrate your mind somewhat.

Last year, after he’d first told Jen he wanted to reinvent himself, she’d got drunk in the garden with her friend Libby. Connor heard her wine-laden voice carrying through the open window at 2.00 a.m.: Connor’s now going to be like a trophy wife. Great to have on your arm, lovely to show off, cos I know everyone wants to shag him. But fuck all USE, you know?

He was surprised to find it caused more clarity than offence. Why didn’t he finish it with her? Because leaving his high-flying career, reassessing his whole criteria for success in life and retraining as a journalist had been enough upheaval.

‘Examine where he and Jen stood when the dust cleared’ was on the to-do list, but right when Connor might have had enough energy to tackle it, his dog died, and he got sent up north for three months.

His father waited until he was showing him out of his dismal lodgings to put his hand on his shoulder and say: ‘Stop wearing your cares so heavily. She’s a total fool to disregard you, there’ll be women queuing up.’

He winked.

Connor stood blinking in surprise as the door closed.

He knew his dad only intended to be encouraging. That his father would drive home congratulating himself on having steeled himself to speak up, rallying Connor’s spirits.

Yet in fact, his dad had actually communicated: ‘Every last bit of resilient dignity you think you’re showing is laughably futile, anyone can see your girlfriend likes you as much as a rectal bleed. And by the way, she’s right about you languishing in self-pity.’

Connor turned on to Deansgate. He felt such a deep, dragging well of emptiness and sadness inside he wondered if he might be depressed again. Obviously he was down in general, but the proper, clinical sort that doctors signed you off with. Could he skive out of the Manchester internship on the sick, or would it be waiting for him on the other side of a return to work?

He knew the answer: whether he did or he didn’t dodge the draft up here, switching careers, getting his first job in his new profession and immediately disappearing on mental health grounds would give off every bad signal about whether Connor Adams and journalism were a good fit.

Shoulders back, deep breaths, positive attitude: first morning. Three months, it was nothing, it was a term at university. Do you even really remember a specific term that felt long at university? he asked himself, his own sports coach. No? There you go.

He located the anonymous doorway, pressed buzzer two. The contact he’d been given, Aaron Parry, answered: he was the absolute spit of the singer from the Arctic Monkeys, complete with a black quiff and lounge-lizard smirk.

Parry had come from the Manchester Evening News, apparently, but it was the Investigations woman he was meant to take notice of.

Toby had said to him, in his public-school drawl: absolute coup hiring Isabel Macauley. Really impressive girl. Have you heard her podcast? Oh you MUST. Fabulous communicator, going places. Has a real knack for getting people to open up. Learn all you can from her.

The office was grotty, like a storeroom. Bel was sitting with her back to the door.

She had very long, treacle-brown hair, pulled up and looped back on itself like a collapsing bun, anchored by a large pair of sunglasses. Stray strands at the nape of her neck were pinned with tiny black butterfly clips, which Connor recognised as identical to the ones his mum had on the stems of her moth orchids to hold them upright.

As she turned to say hello, Connor felt a spasm of irritation at the likely motive for Toby’s lavish admiration. Bel Macauley was undeniably pretty, in a way he could imagine had won her a legion of unimaginative admirers. Wide-set, bright eyes framed by clumpy mascara, a tiny, upturned nose and curved bow of an amused, expressive mouth. She bore an uncanny resemblance to a young Shirley MacLaine in that black-and-white classic romance that didn’t seem at all romantic to Connor, and Jen insisted was her favourite.

And it was lucky she was the only person here or Connor might’ve taken her for the boss’s rebellious daughter who’d just got back from Glastonbury. She was in a short blue cotton summer dress with a sailor bib neckline, black leggings that ended mid-calf, scuffed white canvas lace-up pumps on her feet. And a burgundy-glitter mohair cardigan thrown over the top of the ensemble. It was unravelling, one sleeve shorter than the other. It looked like Connor felt.

There was an absolute stench of hot egg emanating from the puck of soggy carb next to her keyboard.

 ‘You’re not my pupil, it’s not really possible to shadow investigative work. You’re with Aaron, as your Work Dad,’ she said, because of course the status humiliation had to begin straight away.

‘Yes, I know,’ he said. I’m not going to be begging you for advice. Unless it’s on how to dress for a Just Stop Oil protest.

Connor kept his eyes fixed on his screen in an atmosphere where he could actually feel the two of them exchanging pointed glances, and face pulling.

Bloody hell, these three months would last forever.
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On a solid piece of guesswork, Bel rang the doorbell at her flat instead of using her key.

The fearsomely expensive duplex she was renting was a stunner. She’d dipped into her ISA to afford the first six months upfront, with a discount because the last occupant had done a midnight flit and the owner – she could see why, at this rate – didn’t want any vacancy. Financially wasteful, yes, yet Bel didn’t feel it was a waste when she walked the twenty minutes home from Deansgate to her street in Ancoats.

She’d been reliably informed by Aaron that the fashionable area north of the city centre was, in fairly recent memory, tatty, crime ridden and neglected. ‘Rough as arseholes, doll face. The gentrifying Fairy Godmother has waved her magic money wand.’

It was now a thriving, trendy bohemia, old mills converted into apartments like hers, small plates restaurants with their names in swirling fonts on their picture windows. The sort of pubs that had fairy lights, skin contact wine and seasonal produce chalkboard menus.

Bel needed the sense of a fresh start, of being picked up and carried along by a different sort of life in her new neighbourhood, and so far it had delivered in spades.

Her exorbitantly priced residence had exposed thick red brick walls and original windows, burnt black timber, floor-to-ceiling white curtains that ran on heavy, industrial-looking railings. It was very boutique urban hotel, the recessed lights set to permanent low glow, the diner-kitchen illuminated by a modern candelabra of industrial pendant lampshades on looped cord.

The heavy metal door swung open, Shilpa on the other side. Her long, straight hair was in two plaits, a style that always provoked racially insensitive beery lads to shout ‘Pocahontas’ at her. She was eating a bowl of Frosties.

‘I’ve got bad news, I’m still here,’ she said, through a mouthful of cereal, standing aside to let Bel pass.

‘Definitely looks like you’re still here?’ Bel said.

Shilpa had been her best friend since they were teenagers. There was an anecdote she always told to best summarise the Shilpaness of Shilpa – indeed, it was the one Bel told as her bridesmaid at Shilpa’s wedding. When they were nineteen and completely skint, Shilpa bought a wedding dress from a charity shop for a fiver, added a tiara and veil from Claire’s Accessories, and led them round local nightspots getting bought drinks all night.

 When it came to real marriages, and a groom she met on a Ryanair flight, it lasted three years – Shilpa and Rufus were now divorced. ‘Did I superstitiously curse it with that fake runaway bride stunt?’ she’d mused. Before concluding: ‘No, it was the raging incompatibilities.’

 ‘I am going to cut you a deal,’ Shilpa said, putting her Frosties bowl in the double sink and vaguely waving the boiling water tap at it. ‘Wait, did you go to work dressed like that?’

‘I didn’t have any meetings today, no one can see me! Well, only my top half in the Teams meeting.’

‘Fair do’s but your face still says “open casket”. My deal is, I hang around for another evening but I pay for a huge takeaway. Like, colossal. The size where you can eat it tomorrow too. A Chinese banquet.’

‘Agreed,’ Bel said, collapsing onto the sofa. ‘Tell you what I did forget, dressing like this – the new intern was starting. One “Connor Adams”, swags in with a nuclear winter attitude, sees my dreggy ensemble and gives me this look like …’ Bel scrunched her nose up and pushed her chin down and re-enacted an ‘ewww’ face while scanning.

‘Hahahaha.’

‘He went out on a sandwich run at lunch so we were free to gossip about him. Aaron tells me our boss Toby says he’s had an unusual career path, used to work in the Square Mile. We Googled him and he was in private equity, trading floor, a real Wolf of Wall Street type of world. God knows why he’s slumming it in journalism, his pay slips now must look like the tips they left in restaurants.’

‘Why’s he not doing financial journalism at the FT?’ Shilpa said, flopping down next to her.

‘Exactly what we said. Aaron’s got a theory he’s a mole, a plant for the pinstripe boys to do insider trading. Maybe we’re the misdirection part of his CV. Also, he’s handsome in a completely obnoxious way, so you can be absolutely sure he’s going to fail upward so fast it’ll look like The Rapture in a two-grand suit.’

‘Is he?’ Shilpa paused, rummaging in a bag of Skittles she’d secreted somewhere in the sofa cushions. Bel personally tacked savoury with a hangover. ‘Let the dog see the rabbit, please.’

‘Errr …’ Bel opened her browser on her mobile, searched ‘Connor Adams investment’ and brought up his old LinkedIn headshot. Ugh. He was even giving her an arsey look in that image.

She turned her phone to face Shilpa.

‘Ooh, pass me my eclipse glasses! Retina burn. I wouldn’t mind exchanging my rupees for a strong pound from him.’

‘Vomit to infinity,’ Bel shuddered, putting her phone down. ‘He doesn’t need the ego boost of anyone fancying him. A self-saucing pudding if ever I met one.’

She’d thought of their office as a two-person canoe, but if they had interns forever, it was in fact always this: two people and a mulish interloper.

‘This place is an absolute sex parlour, by the way,’ Shilpa said, casting a look at their surroundings. ‘I’ve loved hanging around enjoying it, while you go to work to pay for it.’

She paused. Bel knew what was coming.

‘Heard from Anthony?’

‘Nope. Relieved. Maybe he’s finally got the message. Or rather, not got the message about where I live.’

Bel sounded confident and she wasn’t. She wasn’t fooling herself, or Shilpa, yet the pretence felt necessary.

‘If he finds a way to get in touch after this, I think you’ve got to do something about him,’ Shilpa said. ‘Prison door with spyhole’s a good start, though.’

‘I have!’

‘Belly.’

Bel had never consented to Belly, but nicknames didn’t work that way.

‘You have nuked all your social media, blocked him, changed your phone number and taken a job in a different city. If I wasn’t personally convenienced by my best mate coming to live forty minutes away in an incredible apartment where I can crash regularly, I might have even advised you not to. But I’m a selfish little shit, as my ex-husband Rufus will tell you.’

‘There you go. In cowpats, daisies grow.’

Bel pulled her shoes off her feet and tucked them underneath her. It was a defensive foetal position.

‘… Actually, he’s not blocked on email. He can’t tell if I’ve read them, so given they’re long and rambling and make it clear he’s off his nut, maybe I’m best off hanging onto them as proof.’

‘Proof of …?’ Shilpa trailed off, eyes widening. ‘So you do think it could end up with the police?’

‘I don’t know. I’ve never had relations with an obsessive harasser before.’

‘If he’s not going to leave his wife, what the fuck is he even offering you? Lifelong mistress?’

‘This is irrelevant, given my period of insanity is over and I’ve reclaimed my brain from the Lost Property bin.’

‘I know that, I’m trying to figure out what he’s asking you to do? Apart from the obvious.’

‘“Wait until my sixteen-year-old kid has left home”, was the line,’ Bel said, her heart and bones heavy with self-disgust at even repeating it. ‘He didn’t mean it. He thinks he means it. The weird thing with Anthony is he completely persuades himself before he attempts to persuade you, so he’s like an evangelist preacher of his own fantasies.’

‘What if you forwarded the emails to his wife?’

They’d been round these houses before, but Bel didn’t entirely mind retracing the route. She wanted the reassurance of running through it again, rehearsing her reasoning. Convincing herself.

‘Assuming his wife doesn’t know and hasn’t accepted infidelity in the package with being married to Ant, which is a big assume. If I do that, ratting to his wife is going to give him legitimate cause to come after me. Imagine if she threw him out and he was free to pursue me twenty-four seven.’

Bel shuddered.

‘I don’t get it,’ Shilpa said. ‘I really don’t get it. Does he think he’s going to hassle you into wanting him?’

Bel felt a little clammy.

‘He’s like a debt collection agency except I don’t know what the debt is or how I’m meant to pay it.’

‘What a maniac. If he’d wanted to be with you, he could’ve. He ended your relationship with Tim.’

‘No, I definitely did that,’ Bel said, mouth dry.

Anthony was her manic episode, a shaming lapse in judgment and morals that he wouldn’t let her forget. A horror film: I Know Who You Did Last Summer.

‘Most people would be so embarrassed to beg and plead. What does he think he’s achieving?! What’s the kick, when you’re telling him to get lost?’ Shilpa said.

Bel shrugged, though she didn’t feel casual.

‘Intimidation? And control, I suppose.’

‘Yeah. Well he doesn’t have that,’ Shilpa said, opening her phone to find spring rolls.

Bel thought that Shilpa’s description of how Bel had handled it so far made that debatable. A voice in her head told her: it’ll get worse before it gets better, and she was ignoring it.
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‘Tell us about one of your podcast greatest hits, then, Macauley,’ Aaron said, in the 3.00 p.m. lull, the energy dip phase of the nine to five. And it was a Thursday: not yet the weekend, no Toby check-in until tomorrow. Outside it was no-jacket-required late springtime muggy, in here it was a dingy sweat box. The mood felt distinctly ‘get a Diet Coke, doom scroll and piss about’.

‘Was it like MP’s expenses, did a York MP claim for an ornamental duck pond and a load of dildos?’ Aaron said. ‘Or did you probe why Wetherspoon’s chips are so many calories when you only get about six of them?’

Bel recognised the highly specific variety of teasing that Aaron was using with her, in front of a studiously unimpressed, blank Connor Adams. (He was a real charisma powerhouse. He’d worked in near silence since his arrival on Monday, except when asking Aaron for more to do. As Bel’s mother liked to say, lucky he’s got those looks, he needs them.)

To the untrained observer, Aaron’s attention might look like mockery. In the world of journalism and in the north of England, Bel sensed it was a compliment.

He wasn’t putting her on the spot so much as putting her in a spotlight, because he thought she could tap dance.

‘Erm … There was the one that was mentioned in the award,’ Bel said, then paused, aware this could still be a bear trap for making a boastful arse of herself. ‘… Which was about the “Ask for Amy” initiative the police and Mayor’s office started. I’d seen the signs in loads of places back at home and thought, has anyone stress tested whether it works? So I did.’

‘What’s “Ask for Amy”?’ Aaron said. As crime reporter, she was surprised he’d not heard of it – it had rolled out beyond York. Lovely male privilege.

‘It’s when a woman feels unsafe, a date’s not working out or he’s not who he said he was, you know. You ask for “Amy” at the bar and the staff member unobtrusively goes to get the trained person on site who calls you a taxi, or the police. It’s a code for “help me”.’

‘Why d’you think it wasn’t working?’

‘It was a hunch that landlords stuck the posters up in the Ladies with good intentions but were less rigorous about teaching every new bartender what to do. You know, we have fire drill practice because otherwise we’d forget the process in an emergency. I was pretty certain they weren’t doing drills, so I did one.’

‘And? You were right?’

‘It didn’t work on most occasions. Some of them actually drew more attention by calling: “Oy, do you know an AMY?” down the bar and shaking their heads, nonplussed, at me. The whole point of it was it was more discreet than saying you were in trouble. Anyway, it gave the scheme a kick up the arse so hopefully it operates the way it’s meant to now.’

‘Woah,’ Aaron said. ‘Well done. Crusader.’

‘Thanks. Except I made my brother Miles be my “bad date” and he was really annoyed by getting barred by several landlords until I went back and explained, hahaha. Even then one place said, “is he making you say this?”’

‘And hopefully you didn’t lose anyone in the pubs their jobs,’ Connor said, evenly but pointedly. Both Bel and Aaron looked over in surprise at him speaking. ‘For not knowing the protocol. Given I’m guessing it was their voices on the audio.’

‘Hopefully not,’ Bel said, startled at his input. ‘I wasn’t calling out anyone pulling the pints. The venue needed to provide the training. It was the employer’s responsibility.’

‘Not always how it works when a business looks bad though, is it?’

Aaron looked from Connor and back to Bel, eyes wide, clearly delighted to have inadvertently kicked off drama.

‘Right, but I can’t control that.’

Connor didn’t reply and Bel realised she was annoyed.

‘It matters more that women who feel threatened can call on help?’ she added.

‘Of course,’ Connor said, mildly, with more maddening superiority.

 A beat of tense silence.

‘You know, investigative journalism with no risks isn’t likely to be worthwhile,’ Bel said. ‘You can’t safety proof every aspect and anticipate every consequence. If people are getting something wrong, they’re getting it wrong.’

‘Can’t make a podcast frittata without breaking a few eggs,’ Aaron said.

‘Sure. Though if they hadn’t been given training or even told about it, they’d done nothing wrong,’ Connor said.

Bel was ready this time.

‘Sorry, are you implying I’m anti the working man or woman by demonstrating a scheme to protect women from harmful men isn’t functioning?’

‘I’m not suggesting that at all. I’m thinking out loud about how good some bosses are at divesting themselves of responsibility and letting others carry the can.’

Sure, right. Bel seethed. Seriously, who was this guy?

‘I could do with a better coffee than that mouldy Kenco with Rice Krispies in it,’ Connor said, after a minute, standing up. ‘Anyone want one if I go to Caffè Nero?’

‘Ooh, Honey Iced Velvet Americano, cheers, mate,’ Aaron said. He seemed to be like a wasp in a beer garden when it came to sugar.

‘Bel?’ Connor said.

‘No, thanks,’ she replied, prim. She felt certain her refusal had been correctly interpreted as: ‘The only thing I’d accept from you is an apology.’

‘Oh,’ she said, as Connor opened the door to the stairwell, ‘forgot to say.’ She addressed both him and Aaron, ‘I’ve got a job tomorrow that’s going to take me out of the office for the afternoon. So I’ll meet you both at Platzki’s at half five?’

She and Aaron had decided to offer every intern a Friday night drink and welcome dinner in their first week. Cicely had asked: ‘Is it compulsory?’ and then declined. Connor was ahead in at least accepting.

‘We’ll get you a black cherry vodka in,’ Aaron said, and Connor nodded.

After Connor’s footsteps thundered down the stairs, Aaron said: ‘Don’t you be dumping me with him, Macauley!’

‘I was explaining I will definitely be there even if I’m not here!’

‘Hmmm. Look at this …’

Aaron was out of his seat and standing at Connor’s desk. He twitched out a photograph in a frame next to the monitor, the size of a postcard. He turned it so Bel could see it – an elegantly gorgeous brunette, hair in a bob, smiled into the camera lens. Her arms were wound round the neck of a large, shaggy dog. The hound – was it a Golden Retriever? Bel’s dad was the dog person in their family, and he’d died fourteen years ago – had a pleasingly goofy expression, as if it too was smiling.

 ‘Fookin’ hell, a picture of your good lady on your desk! Does he think she’ll do spot checks? He’s definitely been to a school where they’re all called Old Somethings,’ Aaron said. ‘Fair play, though, she’s fit.’

Bel might find Connor Adams repellent, but she had principles. Deriding someone’s affection for their loved ones, or assessing the shaggability of said loved one, was not really on.

 ‘Aaron, leave him be. That’s really nice. We should all hope to be worthy of a picture on someone’s desk.’

‘My darling, if anyone displayed one of you, your portrait would be stolen within an hour by a randy thief.’

Bel rolled her eyes and hoped his flirting was the automatic-ironic type, and that he wasn’t the randy thief.

Why did men have to make themselves problems?
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The glittering skyscrapers of Castlefield juxtaposed against the red brick of old Victoriana Manchester looked like science fiction to Bel, CGI trickery. In the city’s building boom of the twenty-first century, spaceships had landed behind railway arches and viaducts. Her cab swept past this city centre scenery, then tightly packed terraces and further out, onto dual carriageways and into the suburbs. It was three miles to Southern Cemetery in Chorlton-cum-Hardy, and Bel welcomed the chance to collect more geographical reference points.

Her youthful visits to Manchester were to nightclubs, and not heavy on drinking in the landscape.

Bel had prepared a lie about how she needed photographs for an art project if the driver asked her if she was visiting the deceased, but he seemed more interested in chatting on his hands-free in Urdu than any intention of his passenger’s. She idly wondered if he’d be able to give a decent description of her if she was about to disappear.

Bel phone scrolled the intriguing email exchange that had begun earlier in the week. It was downright prime-time thriller stuff and she’d go so far as to say it gave her The Shiver. If you didn’t recognise The Shiver, you shouldn’t be in her profession, in her opinion. The Shiver was the rare, delicious frisson that you might’ve stumbled on something large and meaningful. Often The Shiver didn’t pay off, but you needed to be alert to the possibility for the few times that it did. You maybe only got two or three genuinely bombshell leads in a career, if you were lucky.

In fact, recognising The Shiver went deeper than bylines and exclusives. It connected you to the important truth that the world was always interesting, endlessly exciting, and all kinds of ripe, nefarious shit was afoot beyond the dull workaday veneer of energy bills, queues in Boots and traffic jams at rush hour. The job was about facts, truth and verifiable reality – but it could still provide exhilarating, pacy narrative. Bel had begun her podcast to prove this. She lived in hope of a New Yorker-style long read that merited a non-fiction book and got adapted for film. Social responsibility was her other concern, yes, but oh God, the heady allure of a proper yarn.

Bel people-watched Friday afternoons flashing past the car window: a young woman in patterned leggings on a home-working jog, phone Velcro-strapped to upper arm, shoals of kids in sweaty, half-unbuttoned school uniforms giddy with escaping for the weekend. Men in short sleeves at picnic tables outside pubs. Two middle-aged women carrying a canvas holdall, one handle each, into a house with a SOLD sign outside it.

If life wasn’t a series of stories and surprises for everyone, how many people were going to meet the love of their life tonight? Or alternatively, make torturous small talk with two male colleagues over pierogi, one of whom didn’t want to be there.

But then Bel had always had a vivid, runaway imagination, her mother said. In the last year that observation had changed from charming to an indictment.

The email sender had scrambled his address, so it arrived without any clues to his identity beyond the moniker ‘Grendel 505.’ Wasn’t Grendel a monster in Beowulf? Bel thought. Encouraging.

Grendel 505

I might have a story for you. It’s big and scandalous, and it might be very hard to prove. It could also lose me my job and see me exiled from what we can laughably call high society in this city, so forgive the cloak-and-dagger but I’m not going to give you my name for now.

Bel

Hard to prove is often my remit. Can you give me more details?

Grendel 505

It involves a prominent Manchester individual sleeping with their staff. I know politicians being extra-marital cheats isn’t a huge shock, but there’s details here that make this really quite torrid. And I do know for certain what I’m talking about, given my proximity to said individual. Best to tell you in person. Could you get to Southern Cemetery at 3 on Friday?

Bel

I could, but can I ask why you want to meet in a graveyard?

Grendel 505

I need an outdoor location where we can’t be overheard or recorded, or more importantly, seen together or recognised, and parks have too many people in them at this time of year. I know it’s a faff of a distance, but it also seems entirely safe in a way I can’t think anywhere else is.

Bel

OK! How will I know who you are?

Grendel 505

I’ll be the only balding fifty-year-old man lurking around notable people’s graves on a weekday afternoon, with a look of nervous anticipation?

Bel

Fair

Grendel 505

In case of any doubt as to identity, I’ll wait by Jerome Caminada’s headstone, which seems fitting. (Manchester’s Sherlock Holmes of the 1800s, if you haven’t heard of him.)

Bel

I hadn’t heard of Jerome, I’m from York, please forgive me! See you there.

If Grendel 505 was a psychopath, he was of the articulate and persuasive variety.

She was cautiously hopeful, foregrounding caution before hope. If he wasn’t an active danger, Bel was still prepared for Grendel 505 to tell her – in the same tone you might say you didn’t like the colours of the latest public transport livery – that the Government were using air fryers as listening devices. For there to be a needle-scratch moment where she realised she was in a garden of the dead with a headbanger.

One of the first rules of journalism was ‘anyone might be lying about anything, and for no reason. Trust nobody until they’ve earned it.’

Bel’s mentor and hero wasn’t anyone she’d worked with, it was her late Aunt Tamara who’d blazed a trail through the tabloids in the fag-smoke-wreathed 1970s and 80s, going from newsroom librarian to reporter and sub-editor. She’d no children of her own and had seen something in Bel, regaling her with inappropriate tales of Fleet Street from a young age.

 As per established safety protocol, Bel had forwarded the email chain to Shilpa with ‘work! NFS’ (not for sharing) and she’d made sure Share My Location and Find My iPhone were active, too. It was daylight, it was a public place, there was a digital paper trail.

‘Why don’t you just tell people you work with where you’re going?’ Shilpa said.

‘Because they’ll nick your story,’ Bel said. ‘I’ve told you this. I don’t discuss sensitive stories with Aaron. I use code words in our Teams meetings that are only understood by me and editor Toby. We all use Signal cos it can’t be hacked. Paranoia reigns. But better paranoid than scooped.’

‘Journalists!’
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The wrought-iron gated entrance to Southern Cemetery was flanked by pleasingly Gothic turrets, though given the supernatural energy, Bel was relieved she was visiting in light-filled late spring, not the foggy, freezing fading sun of winter. Inside, the Victorian graveyard had tree-lined avenues to make navigation simpler, but the space was still vast – moss-coated monuments and stone angels stretching as far as she could see, canopied by greenery. A recent rainfall had left leaves shining; it was peaceful and quite beautiful.

Bel saw her likely date.

He was standing with hands in pockets next to a tall, narrow headstone, under a distinctive mature yew tree with a trunk twisted into four sections. ‘Grendel 505’ was, as advertised, balding, the remaining grey hair shorn close, wearing fashionable, clear-rimmed glasses and a navy workman’s jacket. He looked like creative, affluent Manchester – knew his way around design software and Pet-Nats.

As she approached, Bel tried to assess how homicidal and unhinged he might be, based on these clues. If he was the fava beans and Chianti, upmarket mind games sort. She’d had cause to wonder about the varnish-thin layer of normalcy that covered lunacy a lot, lately.

‘Hi! Bel Macauley?’ he said. ‘You don’t have any pictures online so forgive confirming I.D.’

‘Hello. Yes I think it’s better in my line of work if you can manage it.’

This was true, and also not the reason she had no pictures online.

‘I can imagine. I’m Ian,’ he said. ‘Shall we walk up the main path?’

‘Sure.’

‘Don’t want to be treading on anyone’s head.’

As they fell in step, Ian said: ‘Sorry for the gnomic correspondence and high drama choice of location but as I said, I couldn’t think of any better way to keep our conversation secret. Even if I don’t look it, I’m a long way off retirement and keen to keep my salary. This is all off the record, isn’t it?’

His eyes darted towards her.

‘One hundred per cent,’ Bel said. ‘You have my word, and I have no way of taking notes.’

‘I’ll be honest, I’m not sure I should be here. Not here here. I mean, risking my livelihood and my employability in the city I’ve made my home for the last thirty years.’

He smiled a thin smile, and Bel couldn’t tell how much of his pale complexion was Celtic genetics, and how much fear.

‘I get it,’ Bel said. ‘I promise, by speaking to me you’re uncommitted to anything. We can talk the issues through and decide to do nothing. I won’t turn you over. Whatever we do decide, it’ll be a joint decision.’

This last line might be a slightly cosmetic version of the truth, but she understood the need for reassurance when your wellbeing was in the hands of a stranger.

‘You’re the Investigations Editor, so I’m thinking knotty, complicated stuff is of interest?’ Ian said.

‘Correct.’

‘OK. You know the general reputation of, and legend that is, Manchester’s “big personality” Mayor, Glenn Bailey?’

‘Yes, of course.’

‘What’s your image of him?’

‘Ehm … very popular. Youthful and attractive, especially for a politician – you get those political crush jokes. An ex-caner turned nighttime czar, then Mayor. Has done loads of good things for infertility awareness as he couldn’t have kids, and about sobriety as a reformed caner teetotaller. Bit of a folk hero feel. A folk hero in a designer plaid shirt, with a takeaway flat white from an indy coffee roaster permanently gripped in left hand. Because caffeine is his one remaining vice.’

The Mayor’s love of coffee, a man who still needed a stimulant, had become a tabloid joke. A running meme Photoshopped one into his free hand on his wedding day, shaking hands with the King, during minute’s silences.

‘That’s roughly what I thought you’d say. He’s my employer, I work in comms. Har har, right?’

Bel smiled.

‘I’ve been around Glenn for ten years, one way or another, worked on his Mayoral bid. And yes, he’s immensely charismatic: energetic and tireless in his love and advocacy for the city, expansive in his vision. He did a lot of solid work with the gay community and, as a gay man of my vintage, I was impressed.’

Ian took a breath.

‘He’s also a malignant narcissist whose addiction is seducing much younger women, preferably those who work for him. Caffeine is one of two vices.’ Ian exhaled. ‘You’re not going to quote me, right? It’s between us and the departed, here? He treats me like a consigliere. I feel like Mafia going to the FBI.’

‘It stays here.’

Bel’s heart rate sped up. She’d once heard a newsroom whisper that the Mayor played away, but she’d not given it much credence. GB, as he was colloquially known, had an image of being such a contentedly settled ex-raver, she suspected it was a wishful counter take by envious men. The same way every women’s pin-up A-lister was supposedly in the closet.

‘I’ve known it’s been going on for years. Men my age don’t tend to be inner circle on the office sex life gossip, but women would leave, suddenly. Certain organisations would be cagey about working with us again. Over time it turned out Glenn’s whole ageist, insistent emphasis on hiring twenty-somethings, “not old Dereks and Lindas, stuck in their ways” revealed itself to have a different purpose. There’s a particular way he can use his status, with the less experienced.’

‘I know what you mean,’ Bel said.

‘Anyway, I got my twenty-four-year-old niece, Erin, a 
month-long placement at our office at the start of the year. I naively and arrogantly thought that, with me on site, I could protect her from any untoward attention. I thought I had. Recently she confided she was briefly involved with Glenn and completely shattered by it. They’d swapped numbers and it only began after she left, so I had no idea. I wish I’d warned her he was a piece of shit, but somehow, I thought that was better unsaid.’

‘I’m really sorry,’ Bel said. Ian’s voice had thickened and the guilt was palpable.

‘I’m not proud of the fact I was overlooking it when it wasn’t my blood, but none of the women had confided in me, you know? It didn’t feel like my business, however uncomfortable the rumours made me.’

Ian threw her a look and Bel opened her mouth to say I am not an exemplar either and then went with:

‘Don’t worry, I understand. What exactly happened with Erin?’

 A light sweat had developed under her clothes, as she pushed her hands into the pockets on her dress.

‘His standard MO. I think. Says he’s seen something special in her, wants to help her career. Gives her loads of great contacts and encouragement. Then when she feels obliged to him, he gives her the spiel he’s been monogamous for decades but she’s turned everything on its head, blah blah. Commences an intense love bombing. Then follows a brutal ghosting, once it’s consummated …’

Ian took a breath.

‘You can imagine it was agonising to go into this with her uncle, but there was an even darker element, too. This
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