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PRAISE FOR THE PROOF OF MY INNOCENCE

‘The premier satirist of great British crapness is on killer form in this gag-a-minute mystery – who but Coe would think to structure a book around the abysmal transport police mantra “See It. Say It. Sorted”?’ Observer

‘A new Jonathan Coe is always a treat … Coe is a master at exploring the pains of modern life’ The Times

‘Coe intertwines it with an amused survey of present-day fads, fashions and fatuities (even the moronic mantra “See it. Say it. Sorted” that torments train travellers gets inventively repurposed). The result often sizzles with satiric and entertaining brio’ Sunday Times

‘A funny, smart and innovative exploration of contemporary British political dynamics’ Nussaibah Younis

‘As for my own stocking, Jonathan Coe has a new novel out, which is always a cause for celebration … Santa has been informed’ Observer, Books of the Year 2024

‘A brilliant, shrewd, satirical novel – gimlet-eyed, funny, very clever and a searchingly profound look at the state of this strange country of ours’ William Boyd

‘Deeply pleasurable, and a lot of fun. You emerge from it glowing’ i

‘For many in the UK, the last fourteen years have felt like living in an irredeemably bad novel. How wonderful, then, to mark the changes with Jonathan Coe’s wise and playful reprise of the years in which we lost the plot – and maybe gained some gentleness in its unravelling’ Lyndsey Stonebridge

‘A wonderfully farcical and absurd book that puts into perspective the political chaos of post-Brexit Britain’ Foyles

‘I was delighted by Jonathan Coe’s The Proof of My Innocence. It’s clever and political – while also being very funny’ John Self

‘Full of humour and warmth, this re-imagining of the cosy crime genre is irresistible’ Hatchards

‘Absolutely breathtakingly blindingly brilliant!!’ Sophie Hannah

‘Wonderfully accomplished and darkly funny. The Proof of My Innocence is a murder mystery, a satire on Britain’s ever right-ward drift, culminating in Liz Truss; and an inquiry into truth and perception. Jonathan Coe gets better and better’ Luke Harding

‘For all its irony, its tricksiness, its surface light-heartedness, The Proof of My_Innocence is a novel earnestly using fiction as a way of telling the truth’ Arts Desk

‘A complex and irresistible literary murder mystery’ Greil Marcus

‘Endlessly satisfying … The “proof ” in the title refers to the proof of a book (within a book). It occurred to me that I’m lucky to have a proof of The Proof of My Innocence’ Spectator

‘Fantastic, wickedly funny and gripping, I couldn’t put this down. Coe has written a beautifully crafted mystery that dovetails as a sharp, smart, state of the nation novel’ Simon McCleave

‘Coe’s subject may be inertia and nostalgia, but The Proof of My Innocence is full of energy. It’s a madcap caper, a sideways memoir, a tricksy jeu d’esprit that is also a quiet defence of fiction in a posttruth age, and enormous fun to read’ Guardian
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The detective soon picked out her suspect in the midst of the crowd at Paddington station, even though it was a busy Tuesday morning and the concourse was thronged with passengers. She watched the scuttling, furtive figure cutting a path towards Platform 5 and boarding a train to Worcester.

Joining the train herself, she found a seat that was close to the suspect, but not too close. One carriage away. She could remain unseen here, and still have a good view of her quarry, if she leaned forward and peered through the glass doors between the two carriages.

The train eased itself into motion exactly on time. As it picked up speed and moved through London’s western suburbs, an announcement came over the speaker system:


If you see something that doesn’t look right, speak to staff, or text British Transport Police on 61016.

We’ll sort it.

See it. Say it. Sorted.



There was something profoundly annoying about the announcement, although the detective couldn’t have said exactly what it was. She knew that the suspect would be getting out at Moreton-in-Marsh station – a journey of about ninety minutes – and she had been hoping to use that time to organize her notes on the case. But every few minutes her thought processes would be interrupted by this infuriating message.


If you see something that doesn’t look right, speak to staff, or text British Transport Police on 61016.

We’ll sort it.

See it. Say it. Sorted.



It was the word ‘sorted’ that was so irritating, she decided. The faux-demotic of it. Did anybody really use the word like that? In their attempt to strike an inclusive, non-elitist note, did the person who had composed that message really have to make it sound like something out of a mockney gangster movie?

She tried to stop thinking about it. She tried to focus her mind on the case and to put her finger on the one element – whatever it was – that had still not fallen into place. She was ninety-nine per cent convinced that the person she was tailing was the guilty party. But she would not feel truly comfortable until that one per cent of doubt had been removed.


If you see something that doesn’t look right, speak to staff, or text British Transport Police on 61016.

We’ll sort it.

See it. Say it. Sorted.



The stations flashed by. Reading. Oxford. Hanborough. Charlbury. Kingham. And it was at this point, with only five minutes to go before they reached their destination, that the clouds suddenly cleared, and the detective realized that she had found the thing she had been looking for. She picked up her phone and a few seconds’ clicking and scrolling took her to a page which confirmed her suspicions. Confirmed them exactly. The one per cent of doubt had disappeared. The moment had come to put caution aside, and to take decisive action.

The white-haired detective, dressed entirely in black, got out of her seat and made her way into the next carriage. Her body swayed with the motion of the train. Soon she was standing over the suspect, who was bent over the screen of a smartphone. It was showing a live broadcast from the steps of Number 10 Downing Street. As the detective’s shadow fell across the screen, two wary, questioning eyes were slowly raised to meet hers, and she saw the flame of recognition start to burn in them. She spoke the suspect’s full name and said, ‘I am arresting you for the murder of—’ before once again being interrupted.


If you see something that doesn’t look right, speak to staff, or text British Transport Police on 61016.

We’ll sort it.

See it. Say it. Sorted.






Prologue

2nd–5th September 2022




Phyl leaned forward on the garden bench and felt a shiver run through her body. It was twenty to eight, the sun was already setting and the evenings were starting to feel colder. The privet hedge, tall and perfectly trimmed, was casting its long shadow across the lawn which her father had mown into neat stripes a few days earlier. From the depths of the lily pond, Gregory the ancient and alliterative goldfish rose occasionally to the surface and blew indifferent kisses in her direction with his bulbous lips. Birds she could not have identified were singing their sunset songs from the branches of trees she could not have named. Clouds punctuated the reddening sky and between them in the distance she could make out the silver glint of an aeroplane making its slow descent to Heathrow. It was a scene of lovely tranquillity, which left her completely cold. She had solved today’s Wordle in three guesses and, checking her stats, discovered that she now had a streak of sixty-eight. That meant that today, Friday 2nd September, marked sixty-eight days since she had left university. Sixty-eight days since her father had driven up to Newcastle in the new Toyota of which he was so proud, crammed her possessions into the back and carried her away for good from the filthy, mouldering, rat-infested house where she had spent the happiest year of her life. Away from the six friends whose annoying attitudes, banal conversation and gross personal habits she missed more than she could ever have imagined. Away from all that and back home to the comfort, quietude and stultifying affluence of her ageing parents’ daily existence. She shivered again.

Seventeen minutes to eight. Time seemed to pass so slowly when she wasn’t at work. For the last three weeks, Phyl had been working nine-hour shifts at a branch of a highly successful chain specializing in Japanese food. The branch was located in Heathrow Terminal 5, about fifteen miles from her parents’ house. This chain’s USP was the novelty of having miniature trays of sushi winding between the customers’ tables on little conveyor belts. Most of the dishes were put together on the premises so Phyl spent her days chopping up vegetables and covering tiny briquettes of rice with thin layers of smoked salmon. She had started to learn the difference between the various Japanese kitchen knives: the wide-bladed usuba, which was used for vegetables; the yanagiba, best suited for slicing raw fish into sashimi strips; the heavier, thicker deba knife, used for cutting through bones. It was hard work, and after nine hours (with a twenty-minute lunch break) she would finish up with glazed eyes, an aching back and legs, and fingers smelling indelibly of fish. However, the mindless boredom of this job helped her temporarily to forget the mindless boredom of her home life, and the long, complicated bus journey from the airport back to her parents’ town gave her time to think about her plans for the future, or rather lack of them: because she had no idea what kind of jobs to apply for next, or what she wanted to do with the rest of her life. Apart, that is, from one thought which had implanted itself recently, but which was so private, and so … audacious, that she didn’t dare share it with anyone, least of all her mother and father.

She was thinking of writing a book.

What kind of book? A novel? A memoir? Something in the hinterland between the two? She didn’t know. Phyl had never written anything before, even though she was an avid reader. All she knew was that since coming back from university – no, before that: she’d first noticed it in those few long, languid weeks after her finals – she had felt a growing impulse, a growing need (the word was not too strong) to create something, to put words on a screen, to try carving something shapely and full of meaning from the dull block of marble that made up her inert and formless experience.

She didn’t know what it would be. But today, she had decided upon one episode that would definitely form a part of it. It was something that had happened to her a few hours earlier. A small incident, but one that she knew was going to stay with her.

When her shift had ended at three o’clock, Phyl had made her way to the lifts and waited for one to arrive. Terminal 5 was quiet. The lift had to come from four floors below and then you had to wait a while for the doors to open. There was a button to call the lift and a button to open the doors but Phyl had realized by now that these were only for show and everything was done automatically. There was literally no point in touching them. Shortly before the lift arrived on her floor, a man of about her own age approached and stood beside her. He was carrying a sports bag and wearing shorts which showed off his tanned, muscular, hairy legs. (Since working at Heathrow, Phyl had been surprised by the number of men who wore shorts when travelling by plane.) He stood next to her and jiggled his leg impatiently as the lift arrived. Phyl was standing closer to the buttons, but she didn’t touch them. She knew that the lift doors would open automatically after ten seconds. She had been through this every day. After nine seconds, though, the man’s impatience got the better of him. He wasn’t going to have his journey delayed by this passive, helpless female. He leaned across her and pushed the button and, sure enough, one second later, the doors opened. They both stepped inside.

As their descent to ground level began, Phyl knew exactly what this man was thinking. He had saved the day. Without his swift, decisive action, they would still be standing on the fourth floor waiting for the doors to open. The self-satisfied vibe coming off him was so strong, it was almost as if he was waiting to be congratulated. But she wasn’t going to congratulate him. Instead, by the time they had descended one floor, her feeling of irritation was so strong that she had to say:

‘They were going to open anyway, you know.’

He looked up from his phone. ‘Uh?’

‘The doors. They would have opened anyway.’

He looked at her blankly.

‘You didn’t have to push the button.’

‘Well I did,’ he answered.

‘But you didn’t have to.’

‘I pushed it,’ he said, ‘and they opened. Seems a weird coincidence.’

‘But they would have opened anyway.’

‘Yeah, but you don’t get lift doors to open by just standing there.’

‘As a matter of fact you do,’ said Phyl. ‘With these doors, that’s exactly what you do.’

He shrugged and went back to his phone.

‘I use these lifts every day,’ she continued.

‘Good for you,’ he answered, without looking up. And after a pause: ‘That’s a lot of flying. Think of the carbon footprint.’

‘Hilarious,’ said Phyl. ‘I work here, actually.’

‘Look,’ said the man, reluctantly glancing up from his phone and clearly intending to put a stop to this conversation with a deranged woman. ‘If it wasn’t for me, we’d both still be standing up there. Just admit it.’

The lift came to a halt and the doors opened.

‘Well, what do you know?’ said Phyl. ‘They opened. Without either of us having to touch a button.’

‘Get a life,’ he said, storming off in the direction of the taxi rank. ‘Fucking loser.’

She stood motionless, watching his receding back. She was stunned – stunned and paralysed, and for the next few hours she could not get the man’s last two words out of her head. She had thought about them on the bus journey home, and she was still thinking about them even now. In fact there was a danger that, unless she did something decisive, she would carry on thinking about them all evening and all night, until she went to sleep, whenever that was likely to be. (Insomnia being one of her many problems at the moment.) So she did what she so often did at moments of stress. Skirting the garage where her father was looking for cardboard boxes, and the study where her mother was working, she made her way briskly upstairs to her bedroom and lay full length on the bed. EarPods in place, holding her phone in the air above her, Phyl went onto Netflix and scrolled down, looking for an episode of Friends to watch. This, for her, was a regular televisual comfort blanket, one of the most reliable ways of beating a temporary retreat from the world. She had already seen every episode more than a dozen times, so these days it was really just a question of spinning the wheel. Today she hit on Season 1, Episode 21: The One with the Fake Monica, in which one of the characters had her identity stolen by a credit card thief. It was a strong episode, Phyl thought, not least because the fraudster herself turned out to be so engaging. At the end of the show she went to prison and Phyl was always sorry that she never reappeared in any further episodes. She would have liked to know more about her: what was so bad about her own life that made her want to steal someone else’s identity and reinvent herself? Such a tempting idea, in so many ways. To disappear, to vanish into thin air, leaving behind a lifetime’s worth of mistakes and embarrassments, and then to re-emerge in an entirely different guise. Reborn …

Of course, there were the other subplots to enjoy as well: Ross’s quest to find a new home for his pet monkey, Joey’s attempts to decide on a new stage name. For Phyl, the whole appeal of the Friends universe was the charming predictability sustained throughout every one of its 236 episodes. When this one was finished she felt (as she always did) much calmer. The hurtful tang of her encounter at the lifts was wearing off, leaving just a lingering sense of fury at the man’s arrogance. She was more certain than ever, though, that to write about it would prove cleansing, and cathartic. She just had no idea how to begin. Perhaps she should simply dive in and tell the story, start putting it into words, and see where that process took her. Was that how writers did it?

She decided to look in her father’s library for inspiration.

The vicarage at Rookthorne was a late-Victorian building, like the church, and – like the church – it was defiantly unattractive, but what it lacked in charm it more than made up for in size. The ground floor alone comprised an enormous vaulted kitchen, a dining room, two reception rooms, the study where Phyl’s mother worked on what her daughter referred to as her ‘vicar stuff’ and one further sitting room which had been given over to her father’s ridiculous collection of books. ‘The library’, her parents called it, and it was testament to a bibliomania that had long since spiralled out of control, with shelves running the length of all four walls and filled from floor to ceiling with many thousands of books, most of them eighteenth- or nineteenth-century volumes bound in leather, interspersed with a few thousand more recent works of history and biography and a smattering of modern firsts. There were also three comfortable armchairs, with their backs turned towards the light admitted by the sash windows, and it was in one of these chairs that Phyl’s father, Andrew, was sitting now, straining his eyes over the tiny print of some forgotten Victorian novel or other. He was surrounded by cardboard boxes, and also by piles of books, stacked up in a number of precarious towers, which he seemed to be sorting according to some system of his own. Looking up when his daughter came in, he said:

‘Everything OK, love?’

‘Yeah, I’m fine,’ she answered. She took in the organized chaos of her father’s situation. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Having a clear-out. We’ve got an overflow problem.’ He looked around him and sighed, seemingly daunted by the work still to be done. ‘Difficult process, actually. I’ve got to choose fifteen feet’s worth of books and pack them all up.’

Phyl took a paperback from one of the piles and glanced at it mechanically, without real interest.

‘Then what will you do with them?’ she asked.

‘Take them to Victor, I suppose, and sell them, very reluctantly.’

She could not think who ‘Victor’ was, at first: then remembered that he was one of her father’s London friends, an antiquarian bookseller he sometimes did business with.

Andrew was craning to see the cover of the novel she’d selected. ‘What’s that?’

Phyl looked at it properly for the first time. It was a hefty volume, more than five or six hundred pages long. The title was Lilliput Rising and the author was called Piers Capon. Both the cover design and the typeface seemed to belong to a far-off era. She checked the publication date and saw that it was 1993.

‘Can’t say I have any recollection of buying that,’ her father said.

Phyl was reading the publisher’s blurb. ‘Wow. Listen to this. “Lilliput Rising is an epic satire on the madness of modern life, spanning continents and generations, which shows one of our most brilliant young novelists working at the height of his powers. It is without doubt destined to become a future classic.”’

Her father gave a dry laugh. ‘Well, that didn’t work out too well, did it? If even someone like me can’t remember who this guy … Piers Capon … was. Put it on the pile for the charity shop, will you?’

Phyl took the book over to where he was pointing, placed it on top of the pile, and then stood looking down at it for a moment, lost in thought. A weird, inexplicable sadness came over her at the realization that once, almost thirty years ago, an author had been assured by his publisher and by reviewers that he had written a classic novel which would be admired for generations to come, and now he was quite forgotten, completely unread. He might as well not have bothered writing at all.

On top of the next pile was a book she did recognize, although she had never read it: Money, by Martin Amis. Despite the fact that her father was constantly telling her it was a masterpiece, the idea of it had somehow never appealed to her. She opened it at the title page and noticed that it bore the subtitle ‘A Suicide Note’. That was intriguing, in a way. She was also struck by the plain, pale blue cover of this paperback copy, which bore no adornment apart from the title, the author’s name, and the words ‘Uncorrected proof copy. Not for quotation or for resale.’

‘What does this mean?’ she asked. ‘“Uncorrected proof copy”?’

‘Oh, that’s an industry thing,’ said her father. ‘When the first proofs come in, the publisher will sometimes bind them up and send them out to magazines and reviewers and so on. The thinking is that editors are more likely to read them if they look like a real book.’

‘But won’t they have mistakes in?’

‘Sometimes,’ said Andrew. ‘That’s why they can be valuable on the collectors’ market. I’ll take that to Victor next week. He can tell me whether it’s worth anything.’

Phyl replaced the book and picked up a nice hardback first edition of Titus Groan by Mervyn Peake instead. This one brought back some good memories. She remembered reading it when she was about sixteen or seventeen, getting happily lost in its maze of Gothic narratives and identifying fiercely with the character of wilful, solitary Fuchsia. Expecting to get a delicious nostalgic rush from the opening page, she sat down in one of the armchairs and started reading, but found that even here she couldn’t concentrate. This mood of aimlessness, of dissatisfaction, could not be shaken off. She put this book to one side as well, and found herself staring glumly into space.

Before long the question recurred, more insistent and more unanswerable than ever. She sighed heavily.

What was she going to do with the rest of her life?

‘Can you remember what it felt like when you left university?’ she asked her father.

‘I can indeed,’ he said, still sorting and stacking. ‘It felt horrible. Totally anticlimactic. Three years gone by in the twinkling of an eye and then back living with my parents. I was miserable – just like you are now.’

‘I’m not miserable,’ Phyl insisted. ‘Just a bit … restless. I don’t really know what to do next.’

‘Well, you’ve got plenty of time to think about it,’ her father said. ‘Give yourself a break. You’re only twenty-three.’

‘True,’ said Phyl. ‘But what about … I mean, when you were my age, did you have any plans? Did you know that you wanted to be a …’ Her mind went suddenly blank. ‘… What was it you did again?’

‘I was a chartered surveyor,’ said her father. ‘For more than thirty years.’

‘Yes,’ said Phyl. ‘Sorry. I don’t know why that’s never stuck in my mind.’

‘And no,’ said Andrew. ‘That was never my plan. Certainly never my childhood dream. I just sort of drifted into it. Nothing wrong with that. Lots of people drift into things.’ He glanced at the discarded copy of Titus Groan by Phyl’s side. ‘You used to love that,’ he said. ‘What’s the matter, not in the mood?’

‘Not right now. I want something more contemporary. Something that’s going to explain the world to me. I don’t know … something political, maybe.’

‘Since when have you been interested in politics?’

‘You don’t know what I’m interested in,’ said Phyl, her indignation rising. ‘In three days’ time we’re going to have a new Prime Minister. That’s interesting, isn’t it?’

Andrew shrugged and stared for a long time at the cover of Samuel Johnson’s Rasselas. He seemed undecided as to its fate, and in the end all he said was, ‘Prime Ministers come and go.’

The easy fatalism of this statement momentarily enraged Phyl. ‘How can I have a conversation with you when you say things like that? What does it even mean?’

‘If you want to talk about politics,’ Andrew said, ‘your mother’s friend Christopher is coming to stay tomorrow, and he’ll be more than happy to oblige. In the meantime, you could always read his blog. I’m told it’s very political.’

Recognizing an unaccustomed sharpness in his voice (and her father was not an easy man to provoke), Phyl beat a strategic retreat from the library. She had forgotten that Joanna’s friend would be visiting. Her father hadn’t sounded too happy about it, she thought.

Drifting into the kitchen and finding it empty, she began to wonder whether she should offer to make dinner, as there seemed precious little sign of that happening at the moment. But inertia was gripping her too tightly, and after taking three black olives from a bowl in the fridge and popping them into her mouth, she went to look for someone else to talk to.

Her mother, Joanna, was in the study, tapping away at her computer. Radio 3 was on in the background. Phyl looked over her shoulder to see what she was typing. It seemed to be an amendment to a resolution of the church council, specifying the exact size and shape of the typeface to be used for a health warning which would be put up in the church, regarding the allergenic properties of the flower displays. Phyl sat down on the little sofa behind her mother’s desk, depressed to think how forcibly the exact meaning of the word ‘parochial’ had been brought home to her during these last two months.

The music on the radio was strange. Strange, but rather beautiful. A high male voice (a countertenor? Was that the name for this kind of voice?) was singing a melancholy tune, accompanied by a spare, gentle, barely audible guitar. There was a lot of echo on the recording.

‘This is nice,’ said Phyl. ‘What is it?’

Her mother didn’t look up from her typing. ‘I wasn’t really listening.’

‘What’s the point of having it on, if you don’t listen to it?’

Her mother’s fingers continued to click on the keyboard. Realizing that she was not going to get any conversation here, Phyl was on the point of standing up and leaving again when the song detained her. It had an eerie melody: haunting and wistful, but with a slightly sinister undertone. As for the words, she was not sure, at first, that she was hearing them correctly.


Oh, you have been poisoned, oh Randall, my son

You have been poisoned, my handsome young one

’Tis truth you’ve spoken, Mother

’Tis truth you’ve spoken, Mother

Please make my bed soon, for I’m sick to the heart

And fain would lie down



‘So this is a song about someone being poisoned, is it?’

‘Hold on, love, I’ve nearly finished here.’

Phyl closed her eyes and tried to concentrate on the words. The clicking of the keyboard was distracting.


Oh, what will you leave your sweetheart, my son?

What will you leave her, my handsome young one?

A rope from hell to hang her

A rope from hell to hang her

Oh, make my bed soon, for I’m sick to the heart

And fain would lie down



‘And now he’s going to hang his sweetheart, is that right? After he’s died from the poisoning.’

Joanna pressed the Delete key on her keyboard repeatedly. ‘Why does it keep doing that?’ she asked. ‘It keeps trying to reformat the whole document.’

The song came to an end, fading away with a last sorrowful cadence. There was a short silence before a female voice announced that it was an old folk song from England – or perhaps Scotland, or perhaps the border country between the two – entitled ‘Lord Randall’. Phyl made a mental note of the name.

Then she watched, with increasing frustration, as her mother continued to be thwarted by the vagaries of Microsoft Word.

‘Can I help you with anything?’ she asked.

‘No, I’ll work it out,’ Joanna snapped. ‘Just let me get on with it for a few minutes, will you?’

Phyl stood up and made for the door, but turned before leaving.

‘What’s your friend’s name?’ she asked.

‘Mm?’

‘Your friend, who’s coming to stay tomorrow.’

‘Oh. Christopher.’

‘Christopher what?’

‘Swann. A-double-n.’

‘OK. Thanks. Do you want me to make dinner?’

‘Your father will probably do it.’

And so Phyl went back upstairs to her bedroom, lay full length on the bed again – this time with her feet on the pillows – and flipped open her laptop. She put ‘christopher swann blog’ into Google and found it in no time. The page was headed by a youthful photograph of a face that was familiar – vaguely – from a few years back when her mother’s friend had last visited: dark brown hair flecked with grey; a high, intellectual forehead; wire-rimmed spectacles; an enquiring, steely glint in the eyes. Yes, she remembered him now. A bit pompous, she had found him. Quite cold and offhand. Prone to mansplaining.

The photograph sat awkwardly atop a banner headline that read, USING THE POWER OF TRUTH TO TELL TRUTH TO POWER, which was lame in the extreme, Phyl thought. However, the content of the latest post (written just three days earlier) was quite interesting.


A luxury hotel on the outskirts of an idyllic Cotswold village [she read] will play a minor role in British political history next week, when delegates gather for the first of what we are promised will become an annual event – the British TrueCon conference on the future of conservatism.

Regular readers of this blog will be familiar with the nature of TrueCon. Originally an American foundation, it has now opened a British wing and has strong links both to the most Trumpian extremes of the Republican Party and our own dear Conservative Party’s lunatic fringe. Indeed there will be several Tory cabinet ministers in attendance during the three-day shindig, along with a good number of predictable names from the usual rabble of right-wing columnists, academics and online culture warriors. Among the enticing topics to be debated are ‘The Woke War against National Belonging’ and ‘Family, Flag, Freedom and the Need to Restore our Common Life’.

Two names we should certainly not be surprised to see among the advertised speakers are those of Emeric Coutts and Roger Wagstaff. (See this blog, passim.) The now rather elderly Coutts has, of course, been regarded as one of the country’s leading conservative thinkers ever since the establishment of his famous Cambridge Seminars in the late 1970s. It was there, as an undergraduate, that Wagstaff fell under his spell, although he has since taken Coutts’s teachings in a direction which the Master himself could surely never endorse. These last few years, nonetheless, have been good for Wagstaff. His think tank, the Processus Group, was officially founded in the mid-1990s (although it had existed in embryonic form ever since his Cambridge days), and was trailed as a vehicle for keeping the Thatcherite torch aflame following her dethronement by traitors in her own cabinet. It languished in the political wilderness for more than twenty years, but since 2016, when the Brexit vote triggered a decisive shift to the right in the Tory Party, he and his colleagues have been much in demand: not just popping up on every TV channel and radio station, being invited to broadcast their frankly crackpot views in the spurious name of ‘balance’, but even being taken on as unofficial or sometimes even paid advisors to several of the more unhinged cabinet ministers. By the beginning of next week, if (as all the polls seem to suggest) Liz Truss becomes our new Prime Minister, their influence will no doubt increase still further. Processus is a sinister organization, with a specific but hidden agenda which I have been promising to reveal for some time. Rest assured that I now have decisive proof of their real intentions, and will be blogging about it in some detail in a matter of weeks or even days …



Phyl’s curiosity was very much piqued by this hint. When they did all finally sit down to dinner at ten o’clock (her father having done the decent thing and thrown together some pasta and pesto sauce) she mentioned it to her parents but received a dampening response.

‘Oh dear,’ her mother said. ‘You haven’t been reading Christopher’s blog, have you? I do wish he’d give up on that.’

Seeing his daughter’s surprise at this remark, Andrew merely said: ‘The thing you have to remember about him is that he can be –’ he searched around for the right word – ‘something of a fantasist.’

Thinking about it in bed that night, Phyl guessed that it was at least five years since she had last seen Christopher Swann. Even now she couldn’t recall what he did for a living or indeed anything else about him, except that she seemed to remember he’d married an American and lived over there on the East Coast for a while before getting divorced and returning to the UK. She had forgotten to ask how long he would be staying for. No more than a day or two, she hoped.

She missed his arrival on Saturday morning, her day having started early, being driven by her mother to the airport through the near-dark of the Berkshire countryside in time for her 6 a.m. shift. The first she saw of their visitor, then, was when she arrived home in the afternoon. Another day spent watching bowls of sushi slowly winding their way around the tables occupied by excited travellers had once again left her feeling dazed and confused, and she was too tired to attempt the journey home by public transport: a journey of only fifteen miles which nonetheless could take anything up to three hours, owing to the withdrawal of most local bus services during the last few years. So instead she took a taxi, wiping out the earnings of half her nine-hour shift, and was home by a quarter to four. Christopher and her mother were in the library, looking through an old photograph album and chuckling over the pictures in an intimate, rather exclusive way. Her father was in the sitting room, watching an old British comedy film set in a boarding school called The Happiest Days of Your Life. Just from seeing a few minutes Phyl could tell that it wasn’t for her, but she knew why her father liked this kind of film. There was something quaintly reassuring about the world it portrayed: black-and-white Britain in the 1950s, with its familiar cast of character actors and the series of harmlessly farcical situations they found themselves in. She supposed it was his version of re-watching old Friends episodes: nostalgia for a time he was too young to remember himself. Phyl enjoyed the sight of his smiling, quietly contented face, then left him to it and went upstairs to have a shower and snatch a couple of hours’ sleep.

Later that evening, over dinner, she had a chance to study the dynamics between her father, her mother and her mother’s friend.

She was aware that Joanna had known Christopher for longer than she had known her husband. They had been students together at Cambridge, some years before Joanna and Andrew had met. As a result, there was a special, long-lasting intimacy between the two university friends from which her father must have felt excluded. In conversation, Joanna and Christopher kept coming back to their Cambridge days and Andrew, who had been to a more humble university, had nothing to contribute. Like Phyl, he could only sit and listen, and ask for the occasional clarification.

‘So I read Brian’s memoir a few weeks ago,’ Joanna was saying. ‘And it all came flooding back. So many things that I’d forgotten.’

Her husband looked puzzled already. ‘Who was Brian?’

‘Brian Collier. You’ve heard us talk about him, loads of times. We were best friends, the three of us, ever since we met in the first week.’

‘Oh, yes – the chap who died last year.’

‘That’s right. Well, he managed to enjoy one year of retirement before the cancer got him, poor thing, and in that time he wrote this little memoir.’

‘I’d love to see it,’ said Christopher. ‘Do you have a copy? Could I read it while I’m here?’

‘Yes, of course. Jackie sent me a copy of the manuscript. It’s in my study somewhere. Actually I haven’t been able to find it for a few weeks but it’s definitely in there.’

‘Joanna, you have to be more organized …’ Andrew said.

She ignored the rebuke, and continued: ‘I’d forgotten that I’d taken him to so many of Emeric’s salons. They obviously made a big impression on him.’

‘Hold on – who was Emeric?’

‘Oh, come on, love – I’ve told you about him so often.’

‘Was he the history don you were all a bit scared of?’

‘Philosophy don,’ Joanna corrected, patting his arm.

‘The one with a glamorous daughter, who played the harpsichord – Virginia, wasn’t it?’

‘Lavinia,’ Joanna said. ‘And it was a clavichord. And she didn’t play it – she sang songs while somebody else was playing it.’

‘OK, so … whatever. Emeric was famous for his literary salons, I think you told me.’

‘Not really literary,’ Christopher demurred. ‘Sometimes he invited writers, but politics was always the main focus.’

‘I’ve told you all about this, dozens of times,’ said Joanna.

‘I’ll actually be seeing Emeric next week,’ Christopher went on hastily, before a marital argument could break out. ‘I don’t think he had much to do with organizing this conference, but he’s going to be there, as its sort of … presiding spirit.’

‘Gosh – how old would he be now?’

‘Late eighties, I should think. In fact the whole thing is going to be quite a Cambridge reunion. Wagstaff will be there too, of course.’

For a moment it seemed that Andrew wasn’t going to bother to ask who Wagstaff was. He seemed to have given up trying to follow the streams of reminiscence. But eventually a sense of duty got the better of him, and he said:

‘Another of your friends?’

‘Hardly a friend,’ said Joanna. ‘Horrid man. Even I hated him.’

‘Not very Christian of you,’ her husband observed, in a tone of dry mischief.

‘Nobody liked Roger Wagstaff.’

‘Apart from Rebecca,’ Christopher pointed out.

‘Rebecca! My God, I’d forgotten all about her. What a sad case she was!’

At this mention of yet another unfamiliar figure from the past, Andrew’s patience finally ran out.

‘Who the hell was Rebecca?’ he said. ‘Why was she a sad case?’

‘No need to get angry, dear,’ Joanna said, looking at him with wounded surprise. ‘She was a girl who lived on the same staircase as me, that’s all. She was … oh, I don’t know, how would you describe her?’

‘Bit of a wallflower,’ Christopher suggested.

‘Yes, I suppose that’s right. Nothing wrong with her at all – quite sweet, in a way – but no sex appeal, so of course none of the men would so much as glance at her, even though women weren’t exactly thick on the ground in Cambridge back in those days. Anyway, they would all have been wasting their time with her, because she only ever had eyes for Roger.’

‘You know, it always amazes me,’ said Christopher, ‘that you’ve found your calling as a sort of shepherdess of human souls, when you seem to have no understanding of human nature whatsoever. Either that, or you’re just wilfully inclined to see the best in people. By no stretch of the imagination could Rebecca Wood be described as “quite sweet”. She had a core of absolute steel, that woman, and the reason she fell for Roger was that they were kindred spirits. She was a nasty piece of work.’

‘I’ve no idea what makes you say that.’

‘You know she still works as his PA, forty years later? What sort of person would you have to be to make that your life’s mission? There’s nothing that woman wouldn’t do for Roger Wagstaff.’

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake,’ Joanna said, irritated now. ‘You’re not going to bring up that poor young man again, are you? The one who fell down the stairs? Accidentally.’

‘Rebecca was in the same building at the time. And no one has ever been able to explain why.’

Andrew’s wandering attention seemed to refocus at this point. ‘OK, that sounds more interesting. Did this happen at Cambridge too?’

‘No,’ said Christopher. ‘This was years later.’

‘Nothing was ever proved,’ Joanna reminded him.

‘I know nothing was ever proved. But it certainly did Roger no harm to have that man safely out of the way. Removed what could have been a serious obstacle to his progress. Which remains unstoppable, by the way. He’s heading for the House of Lords in a few months’ time, if my sources are to be believed.’

Joanna tutted. ‘Well, that is shameful. Although I suppose we shouldn’t really be surprised.’

‘Oh yes, it was bound to happen sooner or later,’ said Christopher. ‘Ennobled for services to making the rich even richer, making the poor even poorer, and generally fucking up the country to the best of his ability.’

Joanna frowned at his use of the swear word, and said: ‘I wonder what Emeric thinks about the success of his protégé.’

‘I imagine he has mixed feelings. Probably feels rather used by him. After all, it was Emeric who always had Mrs Thatcher’s ear, back in the eighties. I’m pretty sure he advised her on policy. John Major too, I think. But in the last ten years or so I get the impression he’s been frozen out. Now it’s Wagstaff who has half the cabinet on speed dial. Hence his invitation to join the Lords. And when the Tories continue their lurch to the right and choose their new leader on Monday, no doubt he’ll become more influential than ever.’

Phyl thought about this while sipping from her wine glass, then sat upright and said: ‘I’m sorry, but it’s just crazy to me that we live in a modern, developed country, in 2022, and people are still calling each other Lord and Baron and Dame or whatever and they’re all getting these puffed-up titles for services rendered, without even making any secret of it. I mean, does this sort of thing happen in other parts of the world, or are we uniquely corrupt and peculiar?’

Christopher gave a rueful smile. ‘Britain is a unique country in all sorts of ways.’

‘Which is probably,’ Joanna said, ‘what makes it so colourful.’

No doubt it was intended as a light-hearted remark, but it annoyed Phyl intensely. Passivity, emollient humour, shoulder-shrugging acquiescence: these were the tools her mother seemed to use to navigate every kind of situation, these days. They were beginning to get on her nerves.

Andrew, it seemed, had also had enough of this conversation.

‘How about watching a film?’ he said.

After some discussion, they made a choice. Joanna asked for something ‘a bit more modern than usual’, which turned out to mean a film that was in colour, and preferably no more than sixty years old. Phyl herself vetoed Don’t Look Now (a thriller about a grieving couple who encounter a murderous figure in red while staying in Venice) on the grounds that she’d already been made to watch it too many times. Instead they settled for Ken Russell’s adaptation of Women in Love. To her surprise, Phyl found that she was rather enjoying it – especially the scene of nude homoerotic wrestling – but she was also very tired after her long shift at work, and she fell asleep on the sofa long before it was over.

The next morning she woke up late, to the pleasant realization that she had the day off. She came downstairs at about eleven to find Christopher alone in the kitchen, drinking tea and reading the Sunday papers. He didn’t notice her come in at first, since he was listening to music on a set of noise-cancelling headphones. When he did become aware of her presence and took the headphones off, Phyl was surprised to find that he seemed to have been listening to 1970s jazz-funk, of all things.

Her mother was out, taking the morning service, and her father was bound to be at the church with her, offering moral support (despite his atheism). She made herself some coffee and ate a bowl of cereal. After which, Christopher suggested that they went for a walk together.

They crossed the bleak stretch of parkland between the vicarage and the town centre, and were soon strolling along Rookthorne’s high street. Never very alluring, it had changed for the worse in the time that Phyl had been away at university. The two main pubs, the Bell and the White Horse, had both closed down and were boarded up. Abelman’s the butcher’s – a staple of her family world for almost two decades – had closed earlier in the year, as had the post office, the one high street bank and a once-thriving independent bookshop. The only new business to have arrived in the last few months was a pizza delivery company which now operated out of the old post office, its windows still covered with newspaper and a temporary sign nailed to the frontage. About a mile and a half away, however, on the far outskirts of the town, a new trading estate had recently sprung up, featuring two supermarkets, a home furnishings warehouse, a discount store and a coffee shop, all of them part of large national chains. And it was to this location that the residents of Rookthorne flocked every day, leaving their cars in its enormous car park, trawling the shops for affordable items but nevertheless considering £5 a small price to pay for a coffee when it also entitled you to free Wi-Fi and a warm refuge for as long as you wanted it. Meanwhile the high street lay forlorn and deserted.

‘Look at the way it’s changed,’ said Christopher. ‘It was nothing like this when I last visited.’ He stopped and frowned in concentration, trying to recall some words. Then declaimed: ‘“Sweet smiling village, loveliest of the lawn / Thy sports are fled, and all thy charms withdrawn.”’ He looked at Phyl, apparently expecting her to recognize the quotation. ‘Come on,’ he prompted. ‘You did English, didn’t you? You must know where that comes from.’

She shook her head.

‘“Ill fares the land, to hastening ills a prey / Where wealth accumulates, and men decay.” No? Doesn’t ring a bell?’

‘Afraid not.’

He sighed. ‘Just shows how old I’m getting, I suppose. I kind of assumed that poems like “The Deserted Village” would still be on the curriculum. Oliver Goldsmith – you’ve heard of him? The Vicar of Wakefield?’

Phyl hadn’t.

‘You’re making me feel very ignorant,’ she said.

‘Ah well.’ He smiled. ‘Things are different since I was a student, I realize that. You read all sorts of interesting stuff now that wouldn’t have got a look-in at Cambridge in the 1980s. Still, it’s a good poem, if you ever feel like looking at it. I’m sure your dad’s got a copy of Goldsmith lying around somewhere. It’s about how capitalism breaks up communities, essentially.’

‘He’s never mentioned it,’ Phyl said. ‘But then Dad doesn’t talk about his books much. Or politics. Or … well, anything, really.’

As they walked on past a barber’s, a nail bar and a beauty salon, Christopher said: ‘I suppose it’s quite tough for you, being back here with your parents, after three years at uni?’

Phyl shrugged. ‘It was OK at first. It’s beginning to get to me a bit now.’

‘You’ve got a job anyway.’

‘Oh yes, I’ve got my zero-hours, minimum-wage job. Doing my bit to keep the capitalist machine ticking over.’

Christopher took this in, and thought back to the conversation at dinner last night.

‘You sound pretty cynical,’ he said.

‘Not really. It’s just that my generation has no illusions about the situation we’ve been left with.’

‘I know.’ They had stopped outside the former bank, and Christopher was contemplating the hole in the wall where the cashpoint machine used to be. ‘It’s a crying shame. I’ve blogged about this quite a few times, as it happens.’

‘Ah yes,’ Phyl said, as they walked on, ‘I think I read a couple of those posts.’

‘Oh!’ said Christopher, not troubling to conceal either his surprise or his pleasure. ‘You’ve visited the blog?’

Annoyed with herself for having admitted it, Phyl said, ‘Once or twice.’

She said no more, at this point. It would have been tactless, probably, to tell him that what he had written was obviously well intentioned, but that there was still something patronizing about a man in his early sixties parading his sympathy for the plight of young adults just starting to make their way in the world. So she moved the subject swiftly on to his more recent posts.

‘I saw what you wrote about the conference next week.’

‘Ah yes. TrueCon. What a strange gathering that promises to be.’

‘You’re going to be there too?’

‘I am. I’ll be about as welcome as a dose of the clap, of course, but it’s open to the public. I’ve registered and paid like everyone else. So they can’t stop me turning up.’

‘Who are these people?’ Phyl wanted to know.

‘Well, they’re a mixed bunch. Some of them are relatively harmless cranks. Some of them are out-and-out racists and sadists. Personally, the ones that I like the least are Roger Wagstaff and his followers. You heard us talking about him last night – your mother and I were in the same year as him at Cambridge. Disciple of Emeric Coutts. I’ve been following his trajectory for quite a while now.’ Despite the fact that they had the high street more or less to themselves, Christopher lowered his voice. ‘They really are dangerous. I don’t just mean that they’re quite fanatical in their politics, and have gone mainstream in the last few years. That’s worrying enough. I mean that they’re …’ He lowered his voice still further. ‘Literally dangerous.’

Phyl wasn’t sure what he was getting at. For some reason she felt a sudden compulsion to giggle, which she did her best to suppress.

‘You mean …?’

He nodded. ‘Yes, I’ve had a number of threats. And a couple of months ago I nearly got run over in the street. A motorbike.’

‘How awful,’ said Phyl. But couldn’t help adding: ‘Maybe that was just an accident, though …’

Christopher shook his head. ‘I don’t think so. What they’re planning to do to the NHS they’ve been planning to do for years. And a lot of very big American business interests are waiting for them to pull it off. Big money’s at stake. Huge amounts of money.’

‘Murder, though?’ said Phyl, still incredulous. ‘Isn’t that a bit … far-fetched?’

Christopher said nothing at first. He stopped in front of a shop. He stood with his back to the shop window, narrowed his eyes against the sunlight and seemed to be gazing warily into the distance, as if looking out for potential assassins. Phyl remembered again how her father had described him: ‘something of a fantasist’.

But what he said after a few moments was: ‘Murder –’ and then he paused for effect – ‘is deeply embedded in the British way of life.’

With these words, he turned around to indicate the contents of the shop window. They were standing in front of a charity outlet, another of the few places which still appeared to thrive on Rookthorne’s high street. In among the board games, the DVDs, the tacky jewellery and scuffed kitchenware, someone had arranged a display of books. There were about a dozen of them, all paperbacks, all slightly dog-eared and careworn, and all displaying a remarkable consistency of theme. Prompted by Christopher’s last words, Phyl took notice of the titles: The Rectory Poisonings, The Village Green Murders, Death on the Eighteenth Hole, Murder at the Bowling Club, The Clotted Cream Killer (this last one, the cover informed her, being ‘Book Seven in the Devonshire Detective Series’ and ‘A Cosy Murder Mystery for Long Winter Evenings’).

‘I see what you mean,’ she said, fascinated by this display.

‘Bizarre, isn’t it?’ said Christopher. ‘The “cosy crime” phenomenon. I don’t think there’s another country in the world that would take the subject of violent homicide and rebrand it as “cosy”. It’s very British, in some indefinable way.’

‘Do people read this stuff?’ Phyl asked, looking at the titles more closely.

‘I imagine so. The market seems to be pretty flooded.’

A thought crossed her mind. Surely she could write a book like this? If she wasn’t quite ready, just yet (and she had a feeling that she wasn’t quite ready) to bare her soul on the printed page – to write something serious, something that truly reflected her outlook on life – what was to stop her dashing off something like this and making some quick bucks? It had to be better than making sushi all day, and how hard could it be? Take an idyllic rural setting, ‘quintessentially English’, whatever that meant, throw in a cast of clergymen and pub landlords and cricket umpires, devise a cursory murder plot. There would have to be a detective, she supposed, someone quirky and unusual – maybe give them a wooden leg or a weird hobby like collecting butterflies or riding a penny-farthing. It would be like writing a student essay: all you had to do was to make sure that you structured it properly and followed the agreed formula, and you’d get a decent 2:1. Worth a try, surely?

‘Well,’ she said, as they resumed their walk. ‘Judging by those books you should be fine, as long as you stay away from vicarages and garden centres and Olde English Tea Rooms.’

‘You say that,’ said Christopher, ‘but I suspect that the setting for this conference is going to be exactly the kind of place where one of these murders would happen.’

Later that afternoon, Phyl found her mother on her knees in the utility room: not praying, on this occasion, but transferring clothes from the washing machine to the dryer.

‘Where is everybody?’ she asked.

‘Your father’s gone to the supermarket. Chris has gone to Heathrow to pick up his daughter.’

‘To pick up who?’

Joanna rose to her feet, holding a stray sock in one hand. ‘Didn’t we tell you? Rashida, she’s called. She’s coming to stay for a couple of nights.’ And then, noticing that her daughter seemed distressed by this information: ‘I thought you’d be pleased.’

‘Why would I be pleased?’

‘I don’t know – she’s your age – we thought you might hit it off.’

‘Mum,’ said Phyl, ‘when I was about seven, it might have made sense to introduce me to another seven-year-old at a party and say, “You two will get on famously – you’re both seven.” But it doesn’t work that way when you’re in your early twenties. People need a bit more in common than that.’

‘She’s not his real daughter, she’s adopted,’ said Joanna, as if this made any difference. ‘He and Elspeth couldn’t have children of their own.’ And then, equally bizarrely, she added, ‘She’s from Ethiopia,’ as if this was the final selling point.

Phyl understood the underlying assumption only too well: this would surely clinch it, her mother believed, for someone of her generation, with its oh-so-eager embrace of multiculturalism. But instead of rising to the bait, she just said:

‘Well, surely you could have given me a bit more warning.’

Exasperated, her mother said: ‘I just don’t understand you. You’re always complaining how lonely you feel, stuck here with your father and me.’

‘Yes, but I like being lonely. I find social situations stressful. Have you really not noticed that by now?’

She wandered off to the sitting room in a bad mood, and spent a few minutes on her phone playing a card game called Pyramid until she was disturbed by the sound of Christopher’s car pulling up in the driveway with a scrunch of gravel. Phyl withdrew to one of the window bays and watched as a tall, graceful woman of her own age – but completely different in demeanour, far more composed and assured – got out of the passenger seat and unloaded her mauve cabin bag from the boot. She heard the woman complaining loudly about something to her father as they entered the house through the unlocked front door, and then realized with some alarm that the voices were coming ever closer. A few seconds later, father and daughter had entered the sitting room, and Rashida was still talking:

‘So the thing is, you didn’t have to press the button, because the elevators are automatic. There was even a sign that told you they were automatic.’

Phyl was surprised to hear that she had a marked American accent. Her voice was deep and musical.

‘Right, right,’ Christopher was saying. He didn’t really seem to be listening. He was looking at something on his phone. ‘But this guy took no notice, is that what you’re saying?’

‘No notice whatsoever,’ she said; and then became aware of Phyl standing by the window.

‘Hello.’ Her lips spread into a confident half-smile. ‘I didn’t see you hiding there.’

‘Well … Hi. I’m Phyl,’ said Phyl, stepping forward, and waving her hand in an awkward gesture.

‘I know who you are,’ said Rashida, returning the wave. ‘And I’m—’

‘I know who you are,’ said Phyl, by now managing to return the half-smile. And then: ‘Are you talking about what I think you’re talking about?’

‘I don’t know – what do you think I’m talking about?’

‘The lifts at Terminal Five.’

Rashida’s eyes widened and she smiled in eager agreement. ‘Yes,’ she said, with tremendous emphasis. ‘Yes. Exactly.’

‘They’re automatic,’ said Phyl to Christopher, who had finished with his phone and was now looking from one of them to the other, trying to understand their shared grievance. ‘They have buttons, but it makes no difference whether you push them or not. But there’s always some guy –’ she glanced at Rashida – ‘it was a guy, right?’

‘Of course.’

‘– Always some guy who steps up at the last minute.’

‘He steps up at the last minute and presses the button and then the doors open and he looks so fucking pleased with himself.’ She turned to Phyl. ‘So this happened to you, right?’

‘Just the other day.’

‘Well it happened to me just now. It couldn’t be the same guy, could it?’

‘Mine was tall, with blonde hair, and shorts.’

‘Oh. Mine was short, with dark hair, and skinny jeans.’

‘Different man, same attitude.’

‘Sounds about right. I mean, I know we shouldn’t obsess about this, it’s such a small thing, but it’s driving me mad, I’ve been thinking about it for the last half-hour. The arrogance, the entitlement …’

‘Is your mother around?’ said Christopher to Phyl, butting in. ‘I just wondered which room Rash was being put in.’

‘Oh, don’t worry,’ said Phyl, picking up the mauve cabin bag. ‘I know where you’ll be. Come on, follow me.’

And together they went upstairs.

Phyl wasn’t sure why she had BBC News notifications enabled on her phone. The stories popped up far too often and the annoying little sample of the television news tune became maddening after a while. This, anyway, was how she learned that Conservative Party members had chosen Liz Truss as their leader – and so, by default, as Britain’s new Prime Minister. The announcement came at around midday on Monday 5th September, during the twenty-minute break in her nine-hour marathon of vegetable-chopping and fish-slicing. She shared the information with a couple of her co-workers but neither of them seemed very interested. For Phyl, it was all part of the drip-drip effect of bad news that leaked out of her phone every day: small items like this, jostling for space in her brain with stories about the oppression of Palestine, the war in Ukraine, the recent flooding in Pakistan, climate change generally … It all amounted to the steady construction, brick by brick, of a wall of despair that seemed to block off every glimpse of a viable future.

Surely, with all of that in mind, the promise of a slightly more right-wing British Prime Minister wasn’t such a big deal? Maybe. But it was one more little brick in that wall, and it was still bothering her at the end of her long and complex journey home. Christopher and his daughter were talking to her mother in the sitting room, but Phyl hurried past without saying hello, feeling oddly resentful of the guests’ presence in her house. Upstairs, she sat on the bed with her back to the wall, clicked on her phone’s Netflix tab (which was permanently open) and began watching a Friends episode at random. It was Season 3, Episode 3, as it happened. She had just got to the scene where Ross was explaining to Chandler how to disentangle himself from a bedtime hug with his girlfriend when she became aware that Rashida
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