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Facts are stupid things


Ronald Reagan 

(misquoting John Adams)



Facts are stubborn things


John Adams
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Chapter One
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In a mature democracy such as the United Kingdom (of Great Britain and Northern Ireland) perhaps politicians attach too much importance to winning more votes than the opposition during an election in order to achieve power. Maybe, instead, winning fewer votes than the opposition is the way to go.

As an idea it certainly has counter-intuitive appeal and it has also begun to attract more followers. Yet, thanks to an electoral system that has flourished in Britain like nowhere else, 

First Past The Post (FPTP)  

- also reckoned to be 

Long Past Its Best (LPIB) – 

still lives up to expectations by clinging to the traditional rule that in every parliamentary seat it is always and only the candidate with the largest number of votes who is declared the winner. Regrettably – remarkably - it is as simple and straight-forward as that. 

At the same time, using this electoral model - which clearly works best with exactly two sides to every contest - means that any successful coalition is always assured of an absolute and democratically desirable majority. Therefore maybe there is still a case to be made for organising just such a coalition, however loose, of similar-minded people in order to secure as many of these votes as possible while also depriving them to an opponent. It makes sense.

Nonetheless it has become an accepted view in more left-leaning and, at the same time, more forward-thinking circles that piling up the votes in this way is rather outdated. Since a better system can be imagined, a more honest position - where multiple political parties are involved - is for each party to stand as a separate entity, reflecting many different shades of opinion whether that is Labour, Green, Liberal Democrat, Raving Loony or Welsh and Scottish independent. 

A mark of integrity which their opponents on the right, looking at the rainbow which presents itself to them, can only watch and admire.
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However, for modernisers in particular, it would seem to be a good idea to make sure of winning an election first of all – perhaps even the earliest one that comes along - before getting too involved in the finer details of any legislation that urgently needs to be implemented. It’s a useful precaution. 

Then there are those who just want to be difficult that like to point out how getting this kind of official endorsement  – not least for the effectiveness of the intended policy – is usually an absolute precondition. 

Aside from the Conservatives this is not how most of the other parties see it. The Labour Party, the Liberal Democrats and the Greens, whether anybody can agree that they share broadly the same values and political aims, are undoubtedly chasing the same egalitarian, environmentally aware and socially responsible voters. And it is in just such a co-operative spirit that, more often than not, these parties find a way to split their share of the vote with each other. 
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When the inevitable happens – that is to say, a General Election - and the Conservatives win a substantial majority of seats with, to take as an example, 44 per cent of the vote [Labour on 32,  Lib-Dems on 12 and Greens on 3] the parties of the centre and left  will then spend four or five years until the next election tearing their hair out wondering why it is that the voters (a larger proportion of whom have in fact voted for the egalitarianism of the Socialists, the environmental activism of the Greens or the social reform of the Liberals) are such selfish, uncaring bastards that they let the Tories win.

Democracy continues to rule the waves in Britannia. 

Hardly surprising, since no one is going to meddle with an election process where one side generously hands over the keys to power, front, side and back entrance, to the very opponents they claim to revile so much.

Meanwhile, no matter how sizeable a victory it may be for democracy, it has been a relentless triumph for unregulated markets and for neo-liberals, with each success only reinforcing the misguided conclusion that the reason the winners keep on winning is that their economic doctrines are actually working. 

It can’t be blamed on Conservatives for taking advantage of this. They get their reward for sticking together as a single unit when, in fact, they represent a number of parties within a party: conservatives and liberals, libertarians and irreconcilables.

But in our post-modern, post-truth, post-meet-dog world, the failure to win a majority of the votes is no impediment to winning elections (as the Republican Party in the USA has also discovered). The forward-thinkers were right about this. 

And if those who lose out are unaware of what is going wrong, the winners have certainly noticed. An insight they take very good care to mention 
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as little as possible.
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Who knows?  They may even be dreaming of seeing more progressive parties enter the race in future contests so that one day a parliamentary majority might be achieved by a leaner and more efficient 30 or 20 per cent.

A true parliamentary democracy is therefore a precious thing –  and a tax on its practitioners who can’t count. 

*****
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In this world-beating British system – or world-beating English system, by now, if you are browsing this item in one of your high street charity shops - it is true, there are many constituencies where support for a particular brand of politics is dominant and therefore whoever this side chooses to place on the ballot is guaranteed to have a job for life - or at least for as long as the nominee can be bothered with the responsibility. The only risk such a person is running from here on in is that they get ejected by disgruntled members of their own local party. So, in order to stamp out any hint of irony, this is one group of voters that cannot be neglected.  

But there are also many more aspiring MPs for whom getting themselves into Parliament will be a desperately close run thing, forcing them to campaign by the seat of their pants right down to the very last minute, maybe all the while fighting to buck the national trend.

During this time each candidate, however timid or self-effacing, will have to submit themselves to the humiliating toil and anguish of knocking on doors or making their pitch on the street to anonymous members of the public only to be met by abuse, indifference, ignorance - or sometimes, if they’re lucky, by people who want to share their knowledge and experience in moments which make the drudge more bearable (sigh). 

No, mostly it’s apathy. 
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In Britain a general election (not always such a close run thing) lasts up to six weeks; the point at which ungrateful members of the public get their fifteen seconds of vox pop and, for a while at least, having boots on the ground still has a role to play in politics, helping the parties in getting their supporters to the polling stations when it matters.

As for those who wield real power in the country, they have no problem at all if ordinary voters fondly regard their local contest as a genteel garden fete organised by enthusiastic and well-meaning amateurs. While everybody’s real fate, the election result itself, is decided at the national level by focus groups and a regime of monotonous soundbites, guaranteed to deter anyone but the most obsessive from taking too close an interest in what politicians are getting up to, helpfully rendered on TV and radio as news. Then there is the more targeted advertising of doubtful attribution carried by the modern day word-of-mouth on social media.
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For the victors the perpetual grind of soliciting votes is just beginning. Once the duly elected member enters Parliament a conscientious MP becomes a work horse, taken for granted by the leadership, underutilised but still overburdened, days capped with late night sittings in the House of Commons, before returning – if they are one of the fortunate ones with no settled home life to distract them - to negotiate their way through branch meetings of their affiliated party, attend local business functions, support community fund-raising efforts and still find time for as many of their constituents as possible.
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Yet after this tremendous effort, when an MP in the House of Commons finally gets a chance to decide matters affecting the people who elected them, 99 per cent of the time it is of no importance what their own personal opinions may be on the issue at hand. He or she has already received clear instructions from party managers about the line that is being adopted and which they are fully expected to follow when entering the Commons lobbies to vote on any piece of legislation. 

However, it really isn’t necessary to understand any of this. Even someone with no knowledge of politics whatsoever can tell you what is requires to be a good Member of Parliament. 

––––––––
[image: image]


It doesn’t take much imagination.
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Chapter Two
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Of course it is a good idea not to generalise too much about our public servants. But, perhaps, if we recognise instead that each MP is different and each individual to whom they bear some elected responsibility is also unique then one example is all that is needed, and just as good as another, to be representative of all these representatives.

*****
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Mandated to spend the working week until late on Thursday based in London while the House of Commons was sitting, 

Karel Glik 

- now in his second term as MP for Nayldon North – 

was usually back at the constituency office by Friday evening preparing to hold one of his regular week-end surgeries with the public. 
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It was an opportunity for people who had voted for him (or against him or had never heard of him or perhaps just didn’t remember his name) to speak to their MP in person and discuss any problems they thought he could help them with.

Glik had held on to the seat in Nayldon with something to spare at the last general election so it might be said that dealing with either the circumstantial or economic difficulties of the people who lived there was not the same matter of pressing concern to him that it probably was for them. Luckily for the well-being of his constituents – and maybe the health of his majority - he had gone into politics for all the right reasons - or all the wrong reasons - because helping them was one its few rewards.

Not many people who came to these surgeries wanted to talk about politics. (Most of those that did preferred to air their grievances with him anonymously online.) Instead they were there because they were anxious or angry - or in despair - about some bureaucratic failing or bottleneck in the system of government. Very often it had to do with health or social security; it could be the Home Office – immigration, policing or legal aid. It might involve child safeguarding or care for vulnerable adults; In fact Glik’s work covered just about everything, from British citizens trapped abroad to local council trading regulations.

As a consequence, in his public-facing role as an MP much of his time was taken up with acting as a signpost for his constituent or as a go-between, knowing how to approach various departments that made it their job to be as opaque as possible. Often he was able to open doors or unlock services or maybe access money to which people knew they were entitled. (Sometimes it was money to which they didn’t know they were entitled. Or even, on the rare occasion, money - or services – to which the relevant office didn’t already know they were entitled.)

Much of the work he was doing was not earth-shattering in its impact, although hopefully it managed to change his constituent’s life for the better. But there were enormous frustrations too and plenty of times when Glik struggled to find any satisfactory answer to the problem in front of him - or at least one that would make a difference.

With this in mind there was one Friday evening surgery in particular that proved to be especially challenging for Karel Glik MP, thanks to a man in his early sixties by the name of Andy Laws. 
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As sometimes happened when constituents noticed anything slightly unusual about Glik’s name he found himself saying a little bit about his origins. 

Yes, he told Laws. He had Polish roots. There were a lot of Poles living in Britain now since the EU expansion, that was true. But, what many didn’t realise, there was also an earlier migration.

Thousands of young Polish people, servicemen and women, arrived in Britain during the Second World War when  they were stationed here so they could keep on fighting the Germans after their country had been invaded. (One of Glik’s own relatives, a great uncle, was among those killed during that time resisting the Nazi regime.) 

After the war ended many of these Poles were allowed to stay permanently and eventually become British citizens as their homeland was now under Soviet Russian occupation. Glik’s grandfather had been part of that resettlement.
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While the MP was speaking to Laws one of his caseworkers, Alex Jacques, was sat near their table, busy taking notes on a laptop. 
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Coincidentally the particular problem that Laws wanted Glik’s advice on that evening was one that touched on his own immigration status. 

Until recently Laws had been living in Spain on the Costa Del Sol where he owned a bar business catering to the large English expatriate community established there. After a few years, never having fully adjusted to life in another country and still missing all the things he liked about home, he had decided to sell up and return to the UK. 

What soon became clear to both Glik and Jacques was that Laws had not bothered to do much planning or preparation before acting on that decision. And, to make matters worse, he’d obviously been listening to friends of his who’d given him some rather dodgy financial advice. It sounded like they didn’t know any more about what was involved than he did. But, as most of what they were telling him painted a rosy picture of his prospects, Laws had gone right ahead and done exactly as they suggested. Now he had taken the lease on a pub in Nayldon town centre.
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For some reason Glik assumed that the pub Laws was talking about must be 

The Unicorn. 
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However, there was another he had forgotten about which had been empty for a while. It had always been known as 

The John Bull. 
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Laws reminded him that now it was just 

The Bull.
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Already some drawbacks had become apparent. Handing over his business to a new owner, lock, stock and beer barrels, at a knock-down price for a quick sale, Laws had travelled straight back to Britain only to receive an unexpected bill from HMRC - the Inland Revenue – as well as other problems regarding his creditworthiness at the banks given that he had previously disposed of all his assets in the UK but now wanted to open a new account. Laws was convinced that somehow the government must be treating him unfairly and he was earnestly looking for Glik to confirm his suspicions. 

Having occasionally dealt with similar cases, Glik knew that it was usually a good idea for anyone planning to transfer their residence permanently to another country to allow themselves plenty of time to sort out their affairs. Alex Jacques, meanwhile, had already been doing some fact-checking on what Laws was telling them. 

Without knowing all the details, she explained to him, it was possible he could still be liable for some taxes in the UK since he had lived abroad for less than five years. Maybe if he’d stayed in Europe a while longer? Living in another country, it seemed, was not the same as being a citizen there and in this case he had never stopped being British. 

Whether Laws was regretting his decision to come home so soon, he wasn’t about to start admitting it to his MP by backing down. But the choice had been made. Now it was too late. 

Glik kept thinking of polite ways to say that Laws should have thought of all this earlier - or listened to someone who knew what they were talking about.  

Still, there was probably more to it than breaking a few contracts. Of course his constituent would have been happy to tear up any agreements if he could but what he was really looking for was something that, even as an MP, Glik didn’t have the power to negotiate: Laws wanted him to turn back the clock.
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Glik was now rather wary of the man sat opposite him and it didn’t help that Laws had made clear from the outset that he wouldn’t have voted for Glik and had no intention of ever doing so. However a stage had arrived in their conversation where his client’s peculiar obstinacy was being replaced by something much harder to penetrate. As Glik proceeded to give a more thorough explanation of how they could try to help him, the whole atmosphere in the room began to change.

Up until this point Laws had demonstrated some willingness at least to accept Glik’s advice – even if he was also nodding impatiently to suggest he didn’t need to bother with knowing all the details and was ready to get on with it. But then very gradually he had stopped paying any attention to what was being said to him. All the life in his face was draining away, his head had become very still and he was staring quite blankly into the distance. 
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Glik’s case-worker had noticed something was up and was watching Laws with concern.

“Karel. This doesn’t look right to me”.

The MP had to admit that Alex was much more observant than he was. He’d only picked up that Laws was showing signs of boredom. Now, however, there was no movement from the man at all.

Not thinking too much of it at this point, Glik leaned across the trestle table to make sure his client was okay. Yet the moment he was just that little bit closer - able to look directly into the man’s eyes - what he saw looking back at him was enough to throw him completely off-balance.   
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There was no way of knowing if Laws was peering into the depths of some dark, fathomless void 
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but Glik certainly was. 
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The more he looked the more disturbing it became. For one thing, it occurred to him, he was waiting a very long time for Laws to blink.

What was the matter with this guy? Was he having a heart attack or something?

“Mr Laws? Are you all right?”

“Huh?  I’m fine. What d’you mean?” 

“Okay, that’s good. It’s just that you seemed to have stopped moving”. 

In fact, even now, Laws still hadn’t moved.  

“So...hmm...could you do me a favour please...er...Andy?

“Wha -?”

“Just give your head a wobble”.
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“What are you on about?”

This request may have irritated Laws but at least he was starting to turn his head.

“Sorry. For a moment there you had me worried”.

Maybe Glik should have worried for longer. 

“Did you get that?”

“Uh?”

“Did you get what I was saying?”  

“Look”, said Laws. “Never mind all the legal mumbo-jumbo. Tell it to me straight. Like you would any normal person”.

“Well I’m not the best one to explain it to you, Mr Laws. 

“You need to talk to an expert”.

This was the trigger. It wasn’t obvious at first but something seemed to have given Laws a jolt. 

He said it once more for emphasis,

“Did you hear me, Mr Laws. You should talk to an expert”.  

There it was again - another jolt. 

Glik kept going.

“Okay well, let’s look at the facts.”

It was here that Glik broke down the main points. While there appeared to be some evidence that Laws was breaking down as well. 

In other circumstances what Glik and Jacques were witnessing from Laws could have been mistaken for someone with earphones in listening to a favourite piece of music, at first nodding to the beat then letting himself go. Except that this looked to be a lot, lot less fun.

His head and neck were writhing around like they were trying to wrestle one another. 

“Fac..!”

“Fac..!”

“Fac..!”

Glik wasn’t entirely sure about this but maybe Laws was trying to tell him something. 

“Facts”

As a contest the bout was over almost before it began. Laws was quite still once more, eyes open but completely unfocused.

“Mr Laws? Andy? Are you sure you’re okay?”

He began waving his hand in front of Law’s face and clicking his fingers. 

“Is he going to stay like that?”  

“I can hear you, you know”, said Laws.

Maybe it should have been reassuring for the MP to know that he was still getting a response from his client in a general kind of a way but it really wasn’t. Laws was gone, you could see it in his eyes. Or rather you couldn’t see it or anything else.

What was happening was simply too much to take in. For Glik there was the sudden, shocking revelation of how much expression can usually be found in a living human face as he looked at Laws and saw that the ordinary tell-tale signs of the way his mind was working, the vital evidence of the thoughts that lay within, were totally erased.

His disorientation was complete. 
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Okay, one last try, the MP decided. Although, if he hadn’t been so anxious for this to be over, something should have told Glik that there was no need to recapitulate. 

Because Laws was still capitulating.

––––––––
[image: image]


“Here’s what you have to do then. You need to put together all the evidence”.

Laws rose up slightly and stiffened - then began to lean forward in a rather stilted manner. 

“That means all the paperwork, every document relating to your time abroad. So, hopefully, with that information....”

There was another forward lean from Laws, gentle enough and in such a way that it lulled Glik into believing that the man was still in control of his actions.

“....and with the help of a financial advisor - we can recommend one to you – you can prove to the government why it is that that you’ve been losing out”.

Laws was now bent over so far that his gaze appeared fixed on the table in front of him rather than his MP. 

“All right, Mr Laws? I am happy to support you. I can support what you’re telling me. Just let me have the evidence”. 

Alex Jacques darted out of her seat to try to grab Laws but she was too late. He toppled forward, unable to resist violently headbutting the tabletop, and then, in a lurch with the full weight of his body, he crashed through the table completely, splitting it in two.

*****
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Laws wasn’t dead. 

This crucial detail immediately made Karel Glik feel a whole lot better. 

Samira, the office manager, came running in, afraid that there had been an altercation. Remarkably Laws was already picking himself up off the floor. He may not have understood what had happened to him but physically at least Laws had proved to be a lot more hard-wearing than the furniture. 

And, in other respects, a great deal more pliable. 

Yes, it may have seemed obvious to Samira why their client was looking so stunned but perhaps it wasn’t the easiest moment to try explaining to her that he’d been like that for a while. 

The two women helped Laws into the kitchen where they gave him something to drink and debated whether to call an ambulance. 

Glik wasn’t unhappy in the slightest that he could leave this job to the others - he’d had enough of dealing with the expat – but in any case, they reminded him, he had a few people still in the front office waiting to see him. The MP went through to reassure his constituents that the noise they just heard was someone who had been taken ill - distressing of course, but nothing more sinister. Then for the next hour, in another room, he stayed listening to their problems and finished the surgery.
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That was not quite the end of it.

Glik’s office tried phoning Laws at home the following morning and spoke to a family member who could only tell them that Laws definitely seemed upset about something but they were unable to say why. 

The MP decided he couldn’t let it rest. The whole incident made him uncomfortable. Not just for the usual, understandable reasons that his response had failed to reassure or pacify a constituent – he always lived in hope of a potential vote - but because he knew Laws had not been entirely “with it” even afterwards.

It was puzzling, thought Glik. Though probably not as puzzling for him as it must have been for Laws. He was still remembering how the man had looked when they finally dropped him off at his house. 

“Maybe he’s fine but we need to be sure. I can’t let this go until we know – and he knows -  that we did everything we could for him”.

Alex Jacques arranged a time for them to go and see Laws. The second conversation only added to their concern. Their client was still not focusing, Glik realised, and they just kept going over the same ground. 

“Look, Andy - Mr Laws - it’s not something where we can just make your problem go away. I really think you should speak to our advisor. They understand this better than any of us”.

Once more, it was round and round in circles.

Ok this wasn’t getting them anywhere, Glik decided. He didn’t even know how he could explain this anymore straight-forwardly than he was doing already. Laws was making it very difficult both for himself and for them. In the end all they got out of him was

“You politicians are all the same”.

“You may be right, Mr Laws. We’re just trying to do our best”.

Glik finally gave up.
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“I don’t get what’s happening with Laws or why the shutters keep coming down but he’s still floundering”, Jacques told her boss as they drove back across town.

The MP had seen nothing to contradict that assessment. For a few moments it appeared as if Laws would be okay but the more they tried to talk him round the less it seemed to register. Also it was strange how the man’s wife seemed to know that something wasn’t quite right but apparently wasn’t all that surprised. Glik found it hard to believe she was used to him being like that. 

“Okay, let’s leave it for now”, he said. “We’ll wait and see what he decides to do”.
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But if Glik anticipated any follow-up, the normal hectic schedule of political life quickly took over. The needs of other constituents with their various problems - some of which he knew how to resolve – plus the long hours spent in Parliament, the usual party wrangling and a snatched return to domestic tranquillity all meant that the memory of that strange evening in his constituency surgery was soon relegated to a distant corner of his mind.
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Chapter Three
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Weeks later:

“Have you seen this?”

In amongst all his other text messages was one from Alex with a link to an article posted on the Guardian website that day. 

It made no sense at all to Glik. There wasn’t any political angle as far as he could make out. So he skipped over it.
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[image: image]


A fine line between stupid and clever

Spinal Tap
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When he eventually got round to reading the article properly it turned out to be written by Nesrine Al Biah, an academic teaching a course in ethics at the Nance Dyson Business College near the City of London.

It recounted an incident that had happened to her during a recent seminar she had been running for a group of about 40 students in one of the college lecture theatres.

The session had begun normally, as far as she could recall, with her introduction of a thought-provoking but otherwise unremarkable element of the course curriculum looking at large private companies and the way they handled the issues of transparency and commercial confidentiality. This had led immediately afterwards to a lively but one-sided debate among the students on the pros and cons - where it seemed they had plenty to say about the protection of whistle-blowers and very little at all to say about the use of non-disclosure agreements. 

Then the discussion had gone off on a completely different tangent. It was at this stage, according to Al Biah, that the whole atmosphere in the room began to change. 

Glik soon understood why Alex Jacques had wanted him to read this.

Al Biah had moved on during her presentation to addressing a much broader question; this time the relationship between ethical considerations and how businesses are able to maximise their profit, asking her group if they could say what the link might be and whether they could come up with any evidence for one. 

Perhaps this caught them unawares. It was not a connection, she suspected, that her students would have given too much thought to  – it certainly wasn’t a topic they were ever going to be examined on - but the point of the exercise was that she was challenging them to support their arguments.

Right away there seemed to be some murmurs of dissent.

Initially Al Biah assumed that this must have been a reaction to what she’d just said, although she was confident that she hadn’t tried to lead the class to any particular point of view. But at least if she was getting them to think properly then that was a good thing. She liked to believe she was capable of having that effect.

A few of the students, however, were not happy about something. Perhaps they were gearing up to take issue with her. Al Biah began to scan the benches, wondering what controversy it was she had stirred up. This was when she realised, to her surprise, that several of the young people sat in front of her were exhibiting some very odd behaviour. Though the fact that it surprised her at all was odd in itself. No teacher with a room full of undergraduates  would normally give it a second glance.

It wasn’t just one or two either. She counted as many as 10 in the group – it later went up to 11 - who seemed to be really struggling to concentrate. That didn’t mean they were bored or not paying attention. This wasn’t like any ordinary student behaviour - unless that included being under the influence of something and it probably wasn’t that. 

Just moments before everyone had been fine. 

Maybe it would still have been possible to ignore her students’ strange lack of focus for a while longer but now their distraction, combined with a few sudden uncontrolled movements and the faint whimpering noises that some of them were making, had drawn the attention of the others.

Al Biah reasoned that they must be playing a joke on her. Yet if that was the case why weren’t they all sat together?  A couple were next to each other but the rest were dotted about the room quite randomly. It was one of the first things she noticed: 
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the fact that they were so spaced out. 
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Virtually all expression had drained from their faces leaving, as the last trace of life in each pair of eyes, a look of total bewilderment; a state of incomprehension that was, quite simply, scary. 

In their mini paroxysm several of its victims were rocking very gently backwards and forwards or side to side, while at least one other - eyes distant and murmuring to herself - might have been practising an elaborate form of meditation if her movements had not seemed too anxious and disturbed to be any kind of a prayer. 

This had to be serious. Anything that could outstrip her typical student’s level of mental disorganisation was clearly a cause for alarm.

Amidst the involuntary groans and the jerking around it was difficult to know who was more stunned - those affected or those watching it happen. 

Karel Glik was already familiar with that feeling. 
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Al Biah looked at her other students who in turn were studying their friends. After the first shock they began to laugh. Soon just about everyone in the room was laughing - even those whose actions had been so badly disrupted. Both groups were puzzled by the response of the other and no one on either side had a clue what was going on. The majority who had simply been watching had to tell the rest of the group what the joke was. 

It wasn’t so amusing for Nesrine Al Biah. The last thing she wanted to see was any young people out of control like that, even if they weren’t obviously a danger either to themselves or the others. But strangely, once it was explained to them what everyone else had just seen, the students who had succumbed (to whatever it was) still insisted that nothing was wrong; they felt fine. Then their mood quickly changed as they became embarrassed and annoyed. They thought that Al Biah and the others were the ones playing a joke!

There was another odd thing too: they were not at all curious about what was happening to them.

Al Biah soon ended the session after this, uncomfortably aware of just how much stress everybody was feeling. Normality had not been restored, she was sure about that. The first thing she did was speak to administrators and alert the college welfare department - both of whom, she was glad to say, took the matter seriously. Over the next few days every one of the students was spoken to individually so that, if nothing else, it was firmly established that nobody had been passing around any sort of illegal substances. Although, as Al Biah admitted, she would have been more relieved than angry had this been the explanation.  

In addition, all the students giving cause for concern were asked if they would agree to be examined by a doctor – although they took some persuading. For their own peace of mind, Al Biah and her staff colleagues made most of these referrals themselves. However none of the tests that were carried out in the days following came up with anything. 

Several weeks later and now those with friends in the original group were still telling their teacher that life had not gone back to the way it was before. Some of the victims seemed to be okay now; others clearly weren’t. Just as she was finishing the article, Al Biah had received yet another message from students worried about one of their flatmates who, according to them, was not only continuing to show signs of disorientation but also adamantly denying that anything was wrong with her at all.

Nesrine Al Biah was convinced that what had taken place in the lecture theatre that day was more than a fleeting occurrence. For some of the student group it had led to significant changes in actual behaviour that were having a very real impact not just on them but on the people around them.

Ever since, Al Biah had been going over in her mind the exact sequence of events, trying to pinpoint each aspect of the discussion and the reactions to it, still wondering what could possibly have been the trigger. The only ideas she had come up with so far were as bizarre as the behaviour itself. By publishing her story now, even if it invited ridicule, she was hoping to determine if this really was an isolated incident that might never be explained or whether it was something to which others could relate. 

Attached to her article were various quotes drawn from students who had also seen what happened. One of them, as well as describing his own experience, revealed that - now the episode during Al Biah’s seminar had become common knowledge throughout the rest of the building - it was quite normal for everyone inside the business college, both teachers and students, to refer to the ethics department as
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Zombieland.
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Chapter Four
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As Alex Jacques immediately understood, the way in which Al Biah had characterised her students and their odd behaviour did share remarkable similarities with the scene involving Andy Laws in the Nayldon constituency office weeks earlier. Now she was keen to pass this information on to the author, who had encouraged readers to contact her if they could offer any insight. Jacques’ only hesitation was that she didn’t know how much she was allowed to include about events which had been part of a private consultation.

Glik saw no problem. There was no need to identify Laws. He sent his own message to Al Biah, letting her know that he was an MP and telling her that he and his staff believed they’d witnessed an incident at his office similar to but, in some ways, even more dramatic than the one in her article. 

It didn’t take long for a reply:
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Thanks Karel. That’s great, if it’s what you say it is. Let me have more details. I’ll get back to you asap. These messages are piling up!
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After Glik had forwarded that text to Alex Jacques they both began to wonder the same thing. Was the feedback she was getting just curiosity from the public - or maybe journalists from other press organisations - about the story she had already put out? Or had Al Biah actually managed to dig up more readers with cases like their own?

*****
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There were more cases. 

Alex Jacques found that out as soon as she emailed Nesrine Al Biah with a full description of the meeting with Andy Laws. Al Biah came back to her again asking questions that required an even more detailed set of answers. Yes, the academic told her, quite a few people were recounting similar experiences, the same behaviours, even the same language.

Al Biah also asked about arranging a meeting with the MP.
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Right from the beginning the article had managed to generate a certain amount of interest elsewhere in the press and online even if it was probably only the throw-away reference to zombies that really caught anybody’s imagination. That was the feature that news organisations were focused on when uploading the story to their sites, far more than anything to do with the actual case. Otherwise no serious commentary appeared anywhere dealing with the substance of her account which, after all, was always intended by the author to be an entirely sober presentation of the facts.

The media response was not unreasonable. Whatever the behaviour that Al Biah claimed to have identified it had popped up out of nowhere and the academic had not supplied either the precise level of detail or the corroboration that was needed for it to be a bigger story. There was some surprise, for example, that no mobile phone footage of the incident had come to light.

This lack of a more thoughtful treatment of what the article contained however did nothing to inhibit – it may even have spurred - the enormous amount of effort that seemed to be going into some of the spoofs that were already appearing on social media. In amongst them were numerous comments –  though it was hard to tell whether they were joking or serious - from people claiming that Al Biah’s phenomenon was a perfect description of someone in their family or of incompetent work colleagues.
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Anyone inclined to write off Al Biah’s piece in a national newspaper as a curiosity was no doubt wrong-footed when, just weeks after the appearance of the first article, Al Biah was able to publish a follow-up. 

This second one not only included much of the information about what had happened in Nayldon but also laid out dozens of other alleged incidents where the people highlighted exhibited the same clear, discernible and lasting signs of confusion that Glik, Jacques and Al Biah had already seen for themselves. 

According to the pattern now emerging it was often mentioned how the odd behaviour began in the middle of a conversation or when someone was asked a question -  although Al Biah also noted instances where the subject appeared to be listening quite passively or was not the target of any interaction at all. It was usually a feature, however, that before reaching the stage of complete disorientation an individual first became hesitant or mumbling when presented with troubling or unfamiliar facts and details. They also struggled to articulate new thoughts or ideas, resorting instead to a threadbare language of cliches and platitudes that made it difficult to move the conversation forward. 

One eye-witness believed that the reason she’d not picked up on any of this sooner was because she wasn’t quite sure that the person in question - apparently her employer - was behaving all that differently from what she was used to seeing on a daily basis - despite the fact that he was showing many of the signs Al Biah had described. This was a common theme. Quite often observers had trouble identifying where something might be wrong since those getting in to difficulties would respond perfectly well at a superficial level and appear calm and in control. They showed every indication of being aware of their surroundings and any simple task they might be performing. Most routine conversation seemed unaffected. Occasionally there would be a few stilted or involuntary movements but one thing that all the accounts seemed to share was descriptions of the lifeless eyes, the way expression drained from people’s faces and a sudden, complete loss of focus. 
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When journalists contacted Nesrine Al Biah about her article - asking her for further comment and obviously still needing to be convinced - the things she was telling them (leaving aside the number of cases) were so outlandish that she almost began to wonder herself whether she had fallen victim to some kind of elaborate hoax and was now guilty of disseminating it. It didn’t help that, when interviewed, the people who had been affected denied – with undoubted sincerity - that anything was ever wrong with them.
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Despite the detail provided by Al Biah about the phenomenon and the way it interfered with people’s thought processes, or the suggestion that it could possibly be more than a short-lived mental episode and might involve actual psychological impairment, most media outlets, even the serious ones, still preferred to treat her story as a weird joke or a suitable item for a slow news day. 

Many non-news sites, however, were much more engaged. They had been coming up with a series of memes inspired by Al Biah’s work which this time focused on several famous people who they now claimed to have identified as victims. The conclusion these websites were eager to draw was that this syndrome, with its array of unexplained symptoms, might not be as new as it seemed and was most likely a form of mildly contagious stupidity that certain well-known figures either already had or were bound to get. There was also speculation about who else would be next in line especially because, from their point of view, few public personalities were reckoned to have any natural immunity.

In an odd way, however, the mass of new material contained in the second article had the effect of diluting the impact of the first. Maybe this was because most of the new cases were rather mundane, personal affairs – nothing to do with famous
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