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THE FALL & FALL OF DEREK HAFFMAN


I

THE MALIGN ALP

DEREK HAFFMAN PUCKERED his unkissed lips and puffed three smoke rings towards the TV where Oliver Reed, sweat streaming from his brow, sat milking his alcoholism for chuckles on the Parkinson show. Lounging on a king-size in a Premier Inn with his shirt four buttons free, Cuban cigar tweaked between thumb and index in imitation of a Texan Oil Magnate, Millie Currigan from experimental rock band Forerunner Hammer Precision slumped at his side in a soignée curl, Derek was 5 ′ 11 ′′ and aroused. He slithered his left hand towards her uncased thigh. Noting the unwanted appearance of these opportunistic digits, she rebuffed his lustful plea with a stern northeasting of her pupils, choosing not to acknowledge the hillock of penis inside the parallel trews.

“You reek of cabbage,” she said.

“You reek of Lidl perfume,” he said.

“Oliver Reed never recovered from the 1960s,” she said, taking a toke on the Cuban. “He was the living embodiment of that roaring arse who wants to keep the party alive when the entire room is unconscious at 11am.”

“He started out in Hammer horrors and sex comedies. Most people remember him for soiling himself on prime time,” Derek said.

“Top trivia, Decca.”

Millie made to manoeuvre her leg from the fumblesome fingers. Derek claimed a victory of thigh by massaging a pinkie along the skin below her hideous maroon skirt. As a digit of seduction, the pinkie was pathetic—as erotic as a breadstick or toothbrush—however, a full-fingered invasion of her pubis might provoke a narked uncuddling or even worse, one of her matronly knuckle-slaps, so the pinkie had to suffice. She continued not reacting for minutes, more minutes, and further minutes as Oliver Reed blabber-belched inebriant anecdotes, until her patience with the pinkie-rubbing wore thin and she sat up to stub out the cigar. Derek’s unappeased throb asked:

“Millie, is tonight the night I might breach the Chinese firewall of your knickers?”

“No. You’re volcanic with lust. That won’t work.” A mirror assessment followed. She tugged at the periorbital puffiness below her eyes, re-tousled her pre-tousled hair of the flame-red variety, and scrabbled in her bag for a range of de-ageing unguents. Derek unzipped his flies and began fingertipping the shaft.

“When might I have the privilege?”

“You have further to travel, Derek Haffman. You must arrive at a place beyond lust. If this is to be meaningful, then haste is not our friend. We have time. Anyhoo, I’ve to go to Glasgow tonight. We’re headlining at the Barrowlands,” she said, painting her unkissed lips the colour of marmot blood.

“You’re not. You’re on at the Rotten Carcass. You know, that hole beneath the Cessnock underpass?” Derek replied. She made a quizzical moue, tapped her head with her forefinger and welcomed the bathroom.

The beer-fattened face of Reed, the sudden bathrooming of Millie, the frustration with sexual frustration, and the bars from Beck’s ‘Loser’ that had boogied in his brain since breakfast, was making masturbation a chore. He teased the shaft some more and spidered towards the sac where the pinkie nicked his right nut. Recalling the pinkie seduction failure several minutes earlier, he felt acute revulsion towards his pinkie, towards Reed’s pinkie, towards Beck’s pinkie, towards Millie’s pinkie, with that smudge of unpicked black varnish still lingering on her nail, and towards the pinkie world in general, especially the stupid word ‘pinkie’. A tiring and pointless war to remain erect inside these thoughts was not something he was willing to wage.

Millie had brought the footage of Oliver Reed to the hotel to illuminate her latest mantra. Controlled delusion. Controlled delusion. Controlled delusion. It was her contribution to the ongoing betterment of Derek’s crumbling, blundering presence, a sloganistic salve for a deeper existential arseache. As a Member of Scottish Parliament so unpopular with his constituents that an online petition to replace him with a bag of sawdust had topped 2000 signatures, she suggested a programme of willed self-delusion to help him vault current woes. “You are staring at reality with unblinking eyes, Decca, and inviting reality to shit on your nose,” she’d said. “Why sniff faeces when you can engineer your own reality through controlled delusion. Picture yourself as popular. There! You’re popular. Picture yourself as a pioneering MSP introducing a new bill that houses three thousand homeless. There! You’re a hero. But remember to keep the delusions within a controlled framework. This will not work if you self-inflate too much. Look at Reed. A helpless alcoholic with the self-poise and confidence of a younger, richer, more handsome man. He is controlled delusion in the flesh.” He’d nodded along in the hope she might let him suck on her knees.

It occurred to him that he was uncomfortable. That the bed was rock-hard, that the headboard had been stuffed with flight feathers, that the duvet was soldered to the mattress with industrial adhesive, that the room smelled like that bleach murderers use to cover up the stench of their murderings. It occurred to him that he was sitting upright in a bed in which scores of single men had fingered themselves to climax, that he was slumped in the fraid of a million miserable wanks, flaccid and unpleased. Millie exited the bathroom in a retro leather coat and ripped denims—a retro not part of a present fashion trend and so matching the proper definition of retro—and snatched her bag in readiness to scarper. In the pall light of the room, she resembled a young Glenda Jackson, a fact that softened Derek’s lust even more.

“You’re almost there, Decca. You need to delude yourself into functioning. It’s a matter of extreme cognitive discipline, and I know you are capable,” she said, fucking off with no parting balm of a smile.

“Yeah, I’ll . . . lard your ludicrous idea into my inner being until I sweat merriment,” he mumbled. He had an acute craving for a plate of poached eggs and no motivation to reach over and order one.

Three months past, Derek met Millie at a New Year’s Eve shindig at the pied-à-terre of Paul Thomson, percussionist from noughties artrock outfit Franz Ferdinand. Leaning on the arm of an Edwardian davenport, supping botanical cider through a paper straw, pouring endless pseudo-philosophical waffle into his open ears in her shrill Dundonian trill, mixing Ram Dass with Tadeusz Kotarbiński, Eckhart Tolle with Mikhail Bakhtin, she had fluttered her long fingers across his shoulder, transporting him to a lost teenhood of the light and the profane. Her enthusiastic babble and willingness to spend more than fifteen minutes at his side in a roomful of sexier, sportier, snappier mortals, sparked an instant infatuation, and an arrangement to meet on the QT on a semi-regular basis to exchange cosmic notions and, on his side, attempt to instigate a consensual union of orifices.

She was keen to create a conceptual distance between them for “brain betterment”, referring to their mutual occupation of a two-star hotel bedspace as “mere organisms in alignment through the confluence of chance”. To her, this was the “template” of an affair, and to proceed toward meaningful humping required intense mental pairing as with radio waves—a kind of cerebral bluetooth—through processes even she could not understand. Although experiencing acute distress at unappeased arousal, this process allowed Derek to respect the wife that occupied his house, who expected him not to poke around in the bodies of pale-skinned rock starlets as part of their unspoken marital contract, and to avoid a scandal in the Scottish tabloids and a clichéd end to a career aspiring to cliché.

When this consummation was to occur was unclear, though those lilting Millieian adverbs made an occurrence sound inevitable, whether this month or a month in 2040, provided the correct incoherent conditions that neither he nor she understood were to form themselves through conversations about Emil Cioran and Oliver Reed. In the meantime, she used sex repellant techniques, such as rubbing her breasts with haddock, coating herself in expired perfumes from warehouse skips, leaving her legs and armpits unshaven, smoking cigarettes, cigars, and cigarillos, and mentioning her mother’s varicose veins whenever the erotic impulse twitched. “I have no interest in crushing a marriage,” she’d said, failing to explain how prickteasing him bi-weekly in a Premier Inn constituted concern, and made a series of cutting conclusions, referring to the wife as an “overforked spud” and a “wilting legume” while Derek described their dwindling sex life in an attempt to mention sex as often as possible to will sex into happening—a failed use of controlled delusion that Millie found “hellarious”.

Clearheadedness was not a-coming. He was an MSP, and the time was 4.19pm, and a speech was to be sluiced from his throat towards schoolchildren in precisely forty-one minutes. The topic was the power of salad, or the power of running, or the power of kale, or the power of not inserting lard and marshmallows into one’s maw, or something an intern had cribbed from the NHS website on the scourge of fatness. He twirled a hot strand of chest hair and, for the fourteenth time that week, imagined the consequences of not moving from the bed. The buzzsaw of the bedside Huawei, signalling the panic of a St. Mungo’s RC department head in her formal pumps, placating the im-patient pupils made to linger behind for an extracurricular harangue. The perplexed email from a ministerial upper, seeking ‘splain for the no-show, begging for a template of apology from the 2019 Handbook of Excuses for Buggering Off to Tank Tequila and Nap.

The temptation to sleep.

The temptation to eat poached eggs in your pants.

The temptation to take your member in hand and make him right dishonorable.

The longing for freedom.

The longing to bonk Millie in a pricier king-size in a sunnier climate.

The longing to no longer inhabit a 54-year-old corpse, lusting after a 27-year-old loon who imagines herself into triumph using the age-old technique of having several zillion screws loose. Temptations and longings, crushed under the merciless boot of a Google reminder. He worked towards sitting up. Socks, shoes, shirt buttons. The stomach howling “fill me with risotto, asshole!” The rain outside, promising to soak the shit out of whatever non-waterproof coat was worn in error in the overcast morn.

Last week after FMQs, Bill Howeth had called him a “pusillanimous pennyfarthing poser” in the bar. The remark was intended to slap down the sort of working-class peacock who waddled through the chambers acting like a high-muck-a-muck choking on his airs, when genetic accident required of him humbleness and obedience. He had been trialling a new stride, one with more purpose, and Howeth, who loathed men from the Lothians for reasons unknown (one notion floating around was that a lustful barmaid at The Black Bitch had refused to roll her tongue along his hairless pate), caught Derek’s stride in an unrefined state, mistaking a simple experiment in perambulation for a pompous swagger intended to puff up a poor lad’s status in the annals of Dame Government.

In the bar after, where the alcopops flowed and acid tongues unrolled, he called Howeth a “slaphead of stupefying arrogance”, a remark that reached Howeth at the other end of the room. He retaliated by exposing his boyish buttocks to encouraging whoops from the sort of Conservative members who consider Terry-Thomas the pinnacle of British culture. It was added to Derek’s Roster of Revenge, a clothbound book of snide remarks awaiting riposte, with two columns, one for the remarker and remark, i.e. Helen Ringwald, MP for Woking—“as politically astute as Mark Morrison with none of the Mack”; David Oakie, MP for Clapham South—“a harmless bacteria awaiting flushment from the body politic”; Ronald Grate, MP for Birmingham Yardley—“puts the bad in fucking terrible useless fucking MP”; Charles Poll, MP for Kensington South—“a little Dettol will sort that out”; Fiona Butteridge, MP for Ebbw Vale—“the human equivalent of the Suez crisis”; and so on.

He tried to make himself as unobtrusive as possible at Holyrood, maintaining a substanceless nodding presence in the background, taking to his feet to ask a question on zoning permits when the Red Bull kicked in. It was impossible to pass through the corridors without making enemies, whether for loitering in the wrong corner, taking the last salami in the cafeteria, having the chutzpah to want to represent the inhabitants of a Lothian town that most of the opposite benches wouldn’t even deign to pronounce, or suggesting that Grieg’s Sonata No. 3 in C Minor was of equivalent scintillance to the Lyric Suite. It was best to keep quiet, or to be so outspoken that no one could keep track of what remarks were attributable to you, allowing you to claim credit for any notable wit.

“The speech begins thus,” he addressed the mirror, straightening his tie. “You are overweight because the sugar and salt industries are sick-headed horrorshits who pack their revolting food with built-in heart attacks, and your cashless parents cannot afford a butternut squash or sprig of coriander to save you from their manicured, strangling tentacles.” He combed his tuft of brown head-fuzz. “And another thing, kids. Millie has beautiful breasts that I would like to caress with these wrinkled ol’ hands. Because kids, I am entering the slow decline of a short, unremarkable life, and I still haven’t found a better thing than having sex with a woman called Millie with beautiful yet teensy breasts. Questions?” He slung on the non-waterproof. “Yes, little girl. I am a repugnant pig. Next?” Booked a cab. “Yes, I am pathetic, unimaginative, and a stupendous bag of walking awks.” And out. “Eat a carrot, little fockers.”

There was no time for a beer or two to calm the nerves. His nerves never came from fear of public speaking, more from fear that people might see his complete lack of interest in whatever prewritten blather was coming. That someone might expose him and snuff his last remaining purpose as an MSP (as a mouthpiece for the ideas of interns with positive, hopeful messages on some topics and stuff) was to crush him entire. Denied his right to exist as a mere mouthpiece, there was nothing left. “You could seal yourself in the hotel room and order seven curries, nine Chineses, twelve fish supperses, and takeaway yourself to death,” he said to the stair carpet. “You could seal yourself in the hotel room and write the longest suicide note in history, a million pages of sneering at protons.”

A Venn diagram?

A PowerPoint?

Straddle a chair?

Breach the childwall?

“No, better stand in the centre of the room and maintain a yawny monotone,” he said to the revolving door. “Avoid questions after.”

Into the taxi with controlled delusion. Picturing himself the Winston Fucking Churchill of lecturing wee porkies. The Keir Fucking Hardie of patronising underprivileged urchins at one of the worst schools in the Lothians into liking broccoli in spite of their prehensile palates pre-programmed to loathe broccoli like the science said. The Tam Fucking Dalyell of standing upright in a suit in a room thick with asbestos while a bored teacher checked her phone and imagined with a lour the oncoming commuter traffic. It was a source of constant surprise to him how the simplest things never ceased to torment. How sometimes you lay awake in bed, watching yourself standing up in several minutes’ time, and how the act of standing up might cause your stomach to erupt in a butterflutter of panic at the responsibility that standing up, and staying upright, and taking part in the process of motion, ALL DAY, entailed.

Onto the motorway with controlled delusion. The total respect shown for teachers and the teaching profession. The near religious reverence towards these valorous altruists moulding young minds. The borderline erotic appreciation at their command of the classroom and understanding of the fragilities of the teenage mind. Yes, these were the sorts of deluded positives that Millie had in mind.

“Mind if I crank up The Shamen?” the cabbie asked.

“What?”

“Move Any Mountain. A 1991 rave classic.”

“No, that’s all right.”

It wasn’t all right. The cabbie had elevenned the stereo, putting Mr. C’s inane rapping front and centre in Derek’s mental ticker. Although the lyrics shared the same motivational sentiments Millie was trying to impart—“I walk so tall ascending I stand so high”—Derek was unable to appreciate the E-fuelled togetherness of the Aberdonian electro-beats and lost control of the controlled delusions.

“Turn it down,” he said.

“You said it was fine, mate!”

“Not that loud.”

The delusions dwindled, opening up a chasm of cynicism. He was en route to a school suffering under the current non-budget for education where, etched into each child’s face, was a neediness he had the scantest power to change. He would see, carved with a bloodied hatchet, the lines on the faces of overworked teachers, whose sagging skin told a million tales of weeks and months without resources, of a curricula not updated since the late nineties, of babysitting children on their paths to dope-dealing and dole-dwelling. And into this classroom would walk a liar, Derek Haffman MSP, a man wheeled in to lecture vulnerable children seeking a little happiness in the tingle of sugar on their tongue, in the sparkle of saturated fats, on the value of replacing this little world of happiness with the tasteless, bourgeois assault of cabbage, cauliflower, and broccoli. All to deflect from this parliament’s failure to invest in the poorest communities, who waste their monies polishing a statue of Donald “who?” Dewar.

He should stand there courting abuse. He should be nothing more than a magnet for hatred and resentment. He had nothing in common with these kids. He was raised in a time when education was prized. When teenagers aspired to become businessmen, lawyers, doctors, or politicians, not makeup vloggers, meme artists, or urban rap sensations. He hated what the world he had helped to build had done to the young. He hated that they could not see that he had helped to build this world and that his words were hollow. The right thing for him would be to drop to his knees in tears, shooting apologies from his nostrils and encouraging the teachers to flog him with warm towels. You patronising cunt. You supercilious, patronising cunt. You supercilious, hypocritical, patronising—

“Hey, you’re that MP? Derek Hoffnung?”

A welcome intervention from the cabbie.

“Yes. Haffman.”

“Where is it you MP again?”

“Linlithgow,” he said.

“You remember when that Billy Howeth came here? Got that five-head o’ his licked in The Black Bitch.”

“That happened?”

“Yeah, mate. Fiona Birkinshaw it was, tongue like a tube-lipped nectar bat.”

“I need to tell kids to stop poisoning themselves.”

“Crack?”

“Crisps.”

“The old MSG, eh?”

“Yeah.”

“Must Stop Guzzlin’!”

The cabbie was tickled at his improvved rebranding of the abbrev. Derek smiled along with a tolerant air, knowing as soon as the Mondeo vanished along the M9 to Polmont, the line would conclude his talk.

“Here we are,” the cabbie said, still pink-tinkled.

“Keep the change, friend.”

“Thanks, pal. Best of luck, Crispsnatcher!”

Derek regretted the tip after this remark. An allusion to Thatcher was not how to win an MSP over. The Mondeo departed and the school insisted. A mere slab of floors with rooms, poured into the landscape with rectangular respect, the establishment combined the best of Scottish school receptions—soulless concrete pillars, moth-caked over-head strip lighting, and fox-mauled foamless sofas. A trio of crisp packets whooshed inside, a cosmic reminder of the anti-nutritive nemesis, the foil-sealed foe ruffling the future of these tough kids, and that he hadn’t eaten since breakfast, and that a packet of crisps would sate the rumbling beast and taste so sweet. As reception was unwomanned, he poked around in seek of a vending machine and, locating one tucked into the tuck shop, raided soaked pockets for a pound to release the delicious salt and vinegar brand from the claw of snack.

Nothing.

An unkempt pupil ran past, shirt untucked. Derek pictured Gus Rosen, his teenage rival, now working as a barrister-at-law in Swindon, running past him at Drumcoll Academy, shirt untucked and hair unkempt, a distinct look of sauce on his mug. Ten seconds later, Carol Hessian, who bossed his wet dreams like a Trump, appeared in a similar state, red-cheeked from kissing the lips of smug Gus Rosen.

“Slow down!” he snapped at Gus.

The Gus-a-like slowed as the no discernible welcome continued.

Then:

“Hellooooo!” from a crevice. The headteacher, a tall woman with Balkan features, appeared in an unexpected tracksuit from the same route as the Gus. “You’re here for the talk?” she asked and kept walking and made come-come movements with her endless fingers, taking Derek toward the room wherein the kids.

“I’m covering the after-school dodgeball,” she said.

He thought of no response.

“Several kids threw too hard and bruised their calves.”

No response.

“We wrote to the council about less leathery dodgeballs.”

A response expected. None came.

“Here we are! Thank you for coming along Mr. Haffman.”

“You’re welcome.”

As he entered, an unwanted flashback came to the time he referred to a persistent PTA campaign as “the meddling of liquored-up, un-fucked housewives” in earshot of several PTA members. Then another, to the time he accused the schools minister of “upskirting economic prudence to sniff the beaver of benefit” in earshot of the schools minister’s sister. Then another, to the time he referred to PE teachers as “brainless bonobos with half a GCSE between them” in earshot of a bonobo at the zoo. Then another, to the time he referred to politics teachers as “fustian lechers with a fondness for underage shank” in earshot of a former politics teacher convicted of molestation. Then another, to the time he referred to Scottish schools as “needle-strewn sinks of iniquitous kvass” in earshot of an attender of Scottish schools. The unwanted downlowds kept coming.

Another, to the time he referred to school meals as “plates of mush passed through several generations and microwaved” in earshot of two dinnerladies. Another, to the time he referred to RE classes as “pope-sanctioned brainwashing of the bumfucked masses” in earshot of the Bishop of Motherwell. Another, to the time he referred to the talent show as “a wilful strangling of the creative imagination” in earshot of an under-ten Shakespeares Sister cover act. Another, to the time he referred to art departments as “pretending Cubism never happened” in earshot of a famous Cubist-inspired art teacher. Another, to the time he referred to school trips as “herding sour-faced tweens into busses to ignore landmarks” in earshot of a coach driver. Another, to the time he referred to LGBT lessons as “exercises in titter management” in earshot of a pansexual semi-woman. If words were to emerge from the frothing heck of his mouth at all, a miracle would be upon him.

The class was void.

“Oh.”

He ambled the corridor, thankful for the cockup. He could bail now, legitimate. The wrong room. He waited for fifteen minutes, no kiddies here. His apologies. He has a heaving schedule and will not be free for weeks, perhaps never. No one even offered him a cup of tea or a pack of crisps. Regrettable. Around the corridor, another teenage sulk, shirt untucked, fingering feeds on a phone, no notable awe at a suited man’s arrival.

“Been excluded from class?”

“Nup.”

“Reason for loiter?”

“I called Harriet Beecher Stowe overrated.”

“That explains things. Casting aspersions on America’s preeminent female novelist’s virtue is worth an unseating. I was caned once for slagging George Gissing. I called him a whingeing bottom-feeder in hock to sluts. A better class of mindless insult in them times. Right. Is there a class there?”

“Huhn.”

“An affirmative huhn.”

It was one of the principal pleasures of adulthood, mocking the primitive vocatives of illiterate teenagers—a truth that reflected ill on adults and teenagers—and Derek took a moment to savour the minor lording.

In fact, this room too was kidless. A teacher, at last, was visible, a bearded male spooning in custard and fingering feeds faster than the excluded scruff. The messiness of this operation was beginning to needle now. He had cancelled a coffee/muffin with Ian McWhirter to appear at this school. The will to persist with a task that had required an enormous mental heave tantamount to self-abduction at knifepoint was never in his arsenal. Now he was expected to have patience with a screwloose comprehensive, where the headteachers taught dodgeball in schemie tracksuits, the receptionists were nonexistent, and the teachers sat with overgrown facial hair spooning in custard. He was tempted to lock arms with the Stowe-slating kid outside and hotfoot it towards the offie, knocking back several tinnies and unleashing Nazi hell on the walls of a hospice.

“I need help,” Derek said.

“Oh! Mr Haffman?” He had the brass to first spoon the custard pot clean.

“Yes.”

“The talk on health foods? Next door. The class was handpicked based on bmi. Most of them are calm. Two of them might attempt to blind you with rubbers,” the unself-introduced teacher said with no smirk.

Condoms or erasers?

“I understand. If one of them talks smack, I have a police-issue taser in the old back pocket,” Derek said. No smirk either, deadpan the thing.

“Steer clear of impromptu pile-ons. Happened to Alex Salmond when he came to talk about woodland conservation in the age of fracking. His shins never recovered from the heft of Bobbie Henderson.”

“Are you sitting in?”

“No. You’ll be all right. If one of them starts humping your leg, that’s a sign of affection.”

“Thanks for your help.”

Into the class, at last. And howdydoody, chubsters! A row of redhued blimps from readymeal households, their massive arms folded atop the realms of flab stowed under the desks, staring at Derek from their shrunken pupils, telescoped into the underpuff around their face-consuming cheeks. A room of wanton parental and societal neglect, the product of slack-assed government no-marks like himself, failing to prevent crisps and soda corroding their little teeth and rotting their little livers, failing to fling himself into a campaign of intense cauliflower appreciation, failing to stop the heartless corporates from trepanning MSG into the sleeping brains of these neglected little sods. The scene made him sick, or the hunger at lack of crisps made him sick, or the task ahead made him sick. Whatever, he had to concentrate on not being sick all over their wanting, engorged kissers.

“Hello, children. I am Derek Haffman MSP.”

“Whatssat?”

“Questions after. I am here to speak to you on healthy eating.”

Yes, these children, with their bitter memories—memories of supersize cokes and pepsis, of frenzied nougat-scoffing in the woods, of hurricane farts on buses, trains, and planes, of struggling to stand upright in PE, of bullies hoisting up their shirts and ventriloquizing their fat, of scales shooting into the red, of GPs imploring stubborn mothers to serve parsnips and kumquats, of sallow, cancer-sick skin, of permanent exile to a sort of social Siberia . . . this was their childhood.

“Your childhoods are over,” he should’ve begun. “Your lives hence-forward will consist of successful and failed attempts to reshape yourselves, physically and mentally. You will be at permanent war with your paunches, weighing the existential ramifications of each sweet transgression. You will strive to make peace with the third-class state of being open to you, of life within a caste system determined by the size of your gastric band.” Instead, he said: “Lettuce is not your enemy.” He stood soaked in the bilgewater of the remark. A real human man in a £100 tie, up to his knees in oratorical bilgewater in front of a gloomful of kids, having failed to even glance at the speech beforehand. Haffman, you disgrace.

“My name is Derek. I’m the MSP for Linlithgow,” he said, pretending not to have begun one sentence ago. “I minister for the constituents of the town of Linlithgow, in West Lothian.”

And?

Lettuce, you were saying?

Hello?

Scrummy, yummy lettuce in my lardy tummy?

Then . . .

He Widdecombed. He pictured the withered flesh of former Conservative MP Anne Widdecombe, a sexless Victorian governess peddling freeze-dried views of an imagined England in a shrill condescending whine—a lump of suet dredged from the larder, thrown into plus-size shoulder pads and made to spout the opinions of landowning luddities from the monocultural spasm of horror—Maidstone, Kent. Even worse, he watched the Widdecombe remove her clothes with a mixture of upbraiding and excitement, and lost himself in the terror of her senior torso—her downcast breasts, unlicked and unmilked, her love handles unloved and unhandled, her untended pubic hair in ruffle above her unpenetrated vagina. He hadn’t experienced a Widdecombing this visceral since 2014 while addressing the Linlithgow Knitting Circle, where she ambushed him in lederhosen and caramel pumps, whispering lines from Goethe’s Iphigenia in Tauris in a Germanic burr.

The phenomenon of Widdecombing was common to most MPs, catching them at vulnerable moments and tenpinning them with horrorfaced holograms of their political nemeses at times when their careers were on the precipice. It had happened to Derek Hatton in 1987, when Militant was careening towards oblivion and Cecil Parkinson, that crumpled fartbag of a human being who spurned his own disabled lovechild, appeared with Pozzoesque panache, riding crop in hand with a slave strapped to his left ankle, spitting in the wind. It was thought that the speech Hatton made that afternoon buried him as a political force forever. Another notable example was MSP Claire Arnock, who once visualised Denis Healy, the former Tory Chancellor with hornèd eyebrows, in a state of wild arousal while attempting a potent address on abortion rights. The speech collapsed into throat-clearing and platitudes, and spoiled one of the most significant chances to inflame the media towards her caring face. This Widdecombing, Derek knew, was a mere foretaste of further, more wounding Widdecombings to widdecome.

“Is there something wrong?” a child asked.

“No, sorry,” he mumbled. Widdecombe rotated to reveal the malign alp of her arse. If he failed to focus, she would begin a series of pornographic flexes, crouching on soft furnishings to expose her jewels.

“So, salad!”

He vaulted octaves.

“I am here to speak about healthy eating. You might not believe this”—she shoogled her arsefat with vim—“but there are thirty-nine grams of sugar in a can of coke”—and ran a wet finger along the crack—“which is more than your recommended daily intake”—blew him a bent-over kiss—“and crisps, as far as crisps are concerned”—then parted her cheeks a little more—“there are more calories”—

It was becoming intolerable. He went rogue. “Look, I could read this speech my researcher prepared, or I could speak to you as someone who struggled with their weight as a child,” he said. Widdecombe stood up, intrigued. “I used to weigh seventeen stones. I used to eat eclairs for breakfast.” She covered her nipples with her palms, surprised. “I had pepsis all afternoon and seven fillings before the age of nine.” She went to fetch her pants. “Then I noticed I was having a hard time, with—um—um—um—the lardiness.” She smiled and shook her finger at this comment, exposing his extempore bluster as sheer MSP cant. As punishment she wet her index finger and inserted—

“Lettuce! Look. Lettuce is nice. On an aesthetic level, lettuce is verdant and mercurial”—he was becoming desperate—“and brings to mind what Keats called the season of mists and mellow fruitfulness, although lettuce is a plant not a fruit”—and there was no more evasion possible, as Widdecombe, straddling a desk, parted her labial lips and began pleasuring herself with several fingers, highlighters, and a stapler. He buried his face in the printed speech and read the Wikipedia pastings of a researcher who, in twenty minutes, would find his or herself in deep disciplinary doodoo.

“D’you eat lettuce?” asked a triple-chinned cherub.

“Thanks for the question—” He left a space for the cherub to insert his name. The cherub was unfamiliar with the upward inflection seeking the insertion of a forename, coming from a council estate, raised on chips, beans, and QVC, where people never used such a conversational prompt. He blinked at Derek.

“I prefer broccoli,” he replied. “And spinach. Both are chockful of Vitamin B. When I say ‘chockful’, I am not referring to chocolate!”

Nothing.

The room’s mouth hung open.

Widdecombe was moving with the aid of two paperclips towards a breathless orgasmic finale.

He needed a poo, he wanted a nap, he craved a pie.

He began to question his skill at making impromptu speeches. If he were to leave the room with a smidgen of self-like, the situation called for an Oscar-nominated rousing improv, so he assumed the ministerial pose.

Legs an equidistance apart.

Hands in contemplative clasp.

An intense expression that suggested thoughts were swarming towards him like a flock of carrier pigeons, bringing wisdom and insight.

A Blairesque pause.

A thought-clearing.

And off.

“It is integral, as the next generation, that each of you set an example to your younger siblings that high-protein calorie-quaffing is the path to pain. You must stop loading up on chips, pizzas, burgers, and fish suppers. Now, I am not suggesting that you ask your parents to rustle up tagliatelle au gratin in béchamel sauce every friggin’ night. These are straitened economic times. All I am suggesting is that you put the Playstation to one side, hit the streets for an hour or so, and shovel in some more vegetables. Skip the sweets. Make no more appointments to see Dr. Pepper. You have this chance to, to—you have this—” His attempt careened into a buffer, 360’ed in mid-air, and rolled into a bog. Anne came hard with a long shriek and a vast outpouring of widdecum, trickling down the table legs.

“Enough. Thanks for your time.”

There was still the cabbie’s MSG line. Should he?

“Remember, when—”

Anne writhed on the desk, displacing a calculator and several jotters.

“—someone says MSG, think Must Stop Guzzlin’!”

All that remained was to make a dignified beeline for the exit. The bearded teach had cracked open more custard, the Head was still bruising calves on the dodgeball court. He was free. The first place he headed was Burger King where he ordered one of those burgers with several patties storied between limp lettuce ceilings, spanning three human mouths; a carton of oversalted fries with extra salt sachets included; and a large coke inside a plastic cup with a plastic lid and a plastic straw, triple middlefingering the planet. Having never found a workable method of tackling such a robust meat edifice, he flattened one edge, forcing a backsquirt of ketchup, and made a minor imprint in the bap. There were no arguments to be made against this stuff. The planet had no chance of surviving another millennium. The reduction of meat production was a means of postponing our inevitable end, reducing the little pleasures we had left to us while suffering inside an uninhabitable sweatbox. People like him had no right to lecture the poor little fuckers who had caused none of these problems on not stuffing their faces.

It was becoming harder to serve the unvarnished truth to the people. Hope had left the building around 2002, somewhere between the release of Coldplay’s second album and the invasion of Iraq, and he had been elected to peddle hope. People expected politicians to erect a strong scaffolding of hope to save them from falling into reality, i.e. a bottomless chasm of despair and doom. A politician was a sticking plaster on a slashed throat. A splodge of cortisone on a gangrenous leg. A scented candle in a morgue. Rather than confront his constituents with the sensible revulsion he felt towards most things, he served up prechewed sentiments on the niceness of stuff, like those volunteering at foodbanks, those picking up litter for free, or those who ring the RSPCA about a wounded rabbit, rather than hellmouthing hard on the fucking madness that folk have to attend foodbanks in the sixth richest nation in the world, that we have such a problem with wealth-hoarding, immoral thundercunts that politicians are powerless to make a single fucking difference unless these fuckers are lined up against the wall and machinegunned to mush and their riches buttered across the poor.

A rot was setting into his character, turning him into the sort of prick who instigated an affair in Premier Inns with a rock starlet, who patronised oversize teens into supping kale smoothies, who lied to old ladies on the power of communities to make a real change to stuff and something and someone somewhere. It was time for a Nigel call. MSP for Thurso, Nigel Granger was his oldest confidant, a level-headed voice of chill, on hand to offer Caithness calm whenever Derek was picklepussed to fuck. He completed the first assault on his burger, leaving a tepid tower of sinew for later, and called.

“Haffman. Good afternoon,” Nigel said.

“Have a chinwag window?”

“I was about to ram a spoon into the smooth contours of this coconut ice-cream. But I suppose the onset of diabetes can wait for an old friend.”

“Magical.”

“What’s Haffmanning?”

“You first.”

“You called me, Decca. You forgotten how to chinwag?”

“I’ll listen to your soothing tones for a moment. Lay on me your latest woes, you saucy Highland rogue.”

“Decca, I represent the people of Thurso. There are no woes. The worst that happens here is that a tourist loses her nanosim in a crevice, then after a second-long police-sweep of the chair, that nanosim is returned uncracked to the suicidal Yank.”

“Can we swap seats?”

“Never. I won this cushie seat with sheer pluck.”

“I’ve come from a talk on healthy eating at a school. I’m sitting in Burger King.”

“Is that all? Your silence is sinister. Let me guess. You accidentally included stills from Deep Throat in your PowerPoint? You wore your lamé leotard instead of your pinstripe? You broke into a number from the Beyonce catalogue in a desperate effort to be yoof? Oh God. Decca, you didn’t piss in a little girl’s mouth again?”

“Worse. I Widdecombed.”

“Wow. You . . . total Widdecombe?”

“The whole floorshow. This was noughties Anne, with the black bowlcut, the blimp-sized bmi, powerdressed and unimpressed.”

“Sweet Jehu.”

“You want to hear about the paperclips?”

“No, I don’t want to hear about the paperclips.”

“I’m shaken up.”

“Relax, Decca. It happens to us all. You remember when I Widde-combed at a Stop the War march in Dingwall? I was limbering up for a blistering attack on Rumsfeld when I noticed her sour features, made up like a Fassbinder whore, in the front row. She stood to unpeel the leather bodice that was stuck to her skin in the heat of the hall. I let Rumsfeld off the hook with a few muttered oaths.”

“I was there. You went the colour of horseradish.”

“I can still hear that squelch when sweat met the resistance of leather.”

A pause.

“Can I ever make a single honest utterance as an MP, Nigel?”

“That’s not the sort of question for six o’clock in the evening. That’s a seven scotches later sort of question. You can’t solve the greatest political conundrum in the universe over a whopper and coke.”

“It’s not a whopper, it’s two whoppered together.”

“Pardon.”

“The argument we are hostages to our own choices is bullshit when there are twelve Burger Kings, nineteen pubs, one hundred vaping shops, and two million coffeehouses on each street corner, and maybe one place in a basement selling peas and water, if you live in a city. I should be teaching these kids to tell capitalism to fuck itself.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m tired. I need a poo, it’ll take a week for this food to escape my arteries, and I’m trying to have sex with a punk.”

“Wow! That’s the bombshell I craved, Decca.”

“I haven’t finished this topic.”

“Too late. Explain the punk.”

“She’s the singer in a band called Forerunner Hammer Precision.”

“Uh-huh.”

“She has nice hair and I want to fuck her.”

“Decca!”

“Apologies, Nigel. I pardon your northern prudishness. This is all part of a larger existential rot. She’s convinced she can save me from the spiral into vice and sin that I’m willing into being with a series of demotivational Kafkan monologues. She’s suggesting she will have sex with me if I overcome this spiralling tendency, as though extramarital sex is a moral exemption.”

“What sort of punk are Forerunner thingie?”

“Have you heard Melt-Banana?”

“Nope.”

“Have you heard The Slits?”

“Nope.”

“Have you heard The Hives?”

“Decca, the last CD I bought was the Best of Sting. And I still haven’t removed the wrapper.”

“A wise decision. I forgot your musical education ended when plainchant went electric. I refer you to a brief review from rock blogger Alex Magpie: ‘a heinous putsch on the ears.’ And another, ‘if Yoko Ono met Kat Bjelland in the Hadron Collider, the resulting noise would be an improvement over this shite’. And another, ‘the sort of no-wave squall that leaves one begging for a mere whiff of melody’.”

“That meant nothing to me.”

“Loud and terrible.”

“Got it. Your attraction to this caterwauling babe is merely physical?”

“No. I’m drawn to her fragility, her illusion of control. I feel like she might shatter with a few stern words. She must have father issues, mother issues, or brother issues to allow me into her sexual orbit. I have a horrible urge to break her. She is a symbol of the youth that our belligerent generation have rendered so weak and helpless, and with one fatal, killing blow, I could shatter the entirety of youth.”

“You’re such a laugh, Decca.”

“Either that, or I have some hidden desire to protect something young and precious. I have some noble aspiration to atone for the havoc caused by the deregulating planet-fucking baby boomers. If I can save Millie, I can save the world.”

“That doesn’t sound like you.”

“Precisely. She’s enigmatic. She’s like a infinite slice of Viennetta, a skyscraper of Jenga in the form of a skinny woman from Coatbridge.”

“Practice caution. Remember Colin Coover? Started an affair with a waitress. She started posting selfies of their sextime on Instagram. Him sleeping in his boxers. Him sleeping next to a box of Durex. ‘Chillin’ with new squeeze, MSP for Dumfries xxx’, she wrote. Make sure this one isn’t a total moron.”

“She has social media nous.”

“All right. I think this chinwag is winding down.”

“Concur.”

“Keep on keepin’ on, Decca.”

“Incredible advice.”

“Hmmph. Well, look at this. Most people form their opinions on politicians based on the most ridiculous and arbitrary things, like their tortoiseshell spectacles, their elegant salt and pepper hair, something overheard on the radio about free parking for single dads said by another politician, a misattributed quote from a tabloid, a viral video from 2006 of them speaking on a topic that no longer interests them, the proverbial cut of their proverbial jib, a limp-fingered handshake on the doorstep . . . and people pledge fierce loyalty to these complete strangers, the contents of whose minds are as unknowable and unwanttoknowable as any other random bystander with a big mouth. They hold these people responsible for the shape of our civilisation based on these random, tenuous threads.”

“You’re going to say it, aren’t you?”

“They get the politicians they deserve.”

“There we are. Fortunately, all the people of Thurso need is a man to rescue their sheep from hedgerows, reassure the moribund residents that Islamists are not planning to invade Caithness, and schlepp to Holyrood every other month to whinge about farming subsidies.”

“I’m their man.”

“Thanks for the wag of chin, chum.”

“Tread lightly, Decca.”

In the Burger King toilets, Derek performed a smooth bowel clearance. He thought about becoming a race-baiting populist tubthumper, a sinister maverick in a long coat who came on stage wrapped in a Union Jack to the sound of Big Black. He could become the acceptable face of the muddled misanthropic masses, convinced that immigrants were responsible for raping their sisters and bludgeoning their babies, and persuade them to start loathing themselves instead. Having won their love and respect through calling brown people bottom-feeding no-hopers clinging to the coattails of an empire that gave them life, he could convince them to confront the enemy inside themselves, i.e. themselves, and after a sustained campaign of morale-sapping messageboarding, make the braindead racist masses immolate themselves en masse, like a more entertaining Tiananmen Square.

Or, he could take a micro-interest in each constituent, inserting himself into the lives of those Linlithgow inhabitants with issues, working to resolve each crisis personally, moving into that person’s house, spending intimate hours with them to tackle the root of their anxieties, and offering them moral and emotional support, whether that involved kissing them all over their lonely bodies, punching their mirthless bosses, physically clearing up their bins and recycling in a rented van, or crawling into the sewer to unblock the drains. He could transform himself from a mild-mannered penpusher of astonishing mediocrity into a selfless crusader for a perfect world, and become a worldwide example of the sort of altruistic lunatic willing to smother their own needs for others the world badly requires.

For now, the train home.

Back to the ten-year marriage with a woman in a house. Back to the scent of sandalwood and conifers in the hallway, the unpocketing of a text-tingled phone, the removal of a coat, the hellos and heys and howareyous and howwasyourdays. It was, all of it, fucking brilliant, each nostril-tingling scent, each pocket unburdening, each casual expression of interest in another warm-bodied and loving human being and the loving love from that loving human being. The house, the hallway, the pocketemptying, the greetings, these were the things worth dragging oneself towards a school and patronising plus-size teenagers for.

“And do you believe that, Mr. Haffman?” a man beside asked. A pockfaced sneer in a goatee was showing him a headline that read ‘Scottish Government on Course for Crime Targets’.

“Yes. We’re murdering crime in the face.”

“I’m not sure, Mr. Haffman. I heard seven new crack dens opened up last night in Gorgie, and that a known paedophile took over a crèche in Wester Hailes, and that more mothers are being knifed in the shins than ever before.” The sneer tugged his goatee in triumph of a well-articulated sentence.

“It is true that more mothers have been the victim of stabbings in the last year.”

“And?”

“Nothing. It is true. But fewer cars have been stolen, fewer kittens lit on fire, and fewer post offices have imploded. Crime targets are down.”

“But—”

“And if you will excuse me, I have emails to check.”

The sneer retreated.

He had no emails.

From the train to the cab.

“Mind if I fire up the wireless, mate?” asked the driver.

“S’fine.”

The radio said:

[image: images] Mike in Cirencester, what is your solution to the school shooting problem?

[image: images] Hello Iain. Hear me out on this. The NRA issues each pupil with a Kalashnikov to use on unstable school shooters. It is kept under each desk and the teacher presses a button to release the submachine guns whenever a shooter is about to unload. Now, I know what’re thinking. There might follow problems with the catch mechanism upon locking and loading. This often stems from underuse, causing the mechanism to suffer from low-temperature oxidation. It should be recommended that each pupil use their Kalashnikov on a regular basis, ensuring that this partial rusting process is not at the result of pupils’ lives. I recommend a special round of target practice, perhaps in the mornings when the mind is most alert. Because if the mechanism fails at that crunch moment, and tens of pupils are massacred, this could lead to a serious spike in their confidence to tackle future offenders. Also, if the teacher is not in class, the pupils must be able to defend themselves.

[image: images] What if the teacher isn’t in class to press the Kalashnikov release button?

[image: images] A Head Boy or Girl would have releasing privileges.

[image: images] Right. And what if a misbehaving pupil accidentally shoots another pupil during target practice?

[image: images] Then their parents should be notified.

[image: images] Is that all?

[image: images] No, I have another suggestion. The introduction of predictive snipers in schools. These are snipers with complex motion recognition technologies inside them to map the movements of each pupil to detect whether their body language mirrors that of the average school shooter before a massacre. The sensors would react to fear and anxiety, predicting whether a shooter was preparing to tool up, and assassinate him before he could begin. Of course, this might backfire—excuse the pun—if the snipers accidentally assassinated pupils who were afraid and anxious that the snipers might accidentally assassinate them. This could lead to a classroom of pupils too terrified to move, unable to complete their reports or answer questions in class, for fear putting one’s hand up is seen as a Nazi salute, and the sniper blows their brains out.

[image: images] Thanks for the call, Mike.

[image: images] I have another—

“On second thoughts,” Derek said, pressing his skull between his indices in the hope of pausing that part of the brain that dealt with awareness of sounds, sights, and emotions, “I’d prefer to have silence.”

The cabbie dropped Derek outside his refurbished Georgian domicil in the New Town, one long-winded speech away from the surrealist clam of Holyrood. Inside the home was a wife, her name Camilla, the sort of name no Scottish wife tended to have, who wielded a strong face, the sort of face that suggested she might solve all the things that were wrong with the world with a single furrow of her forehead, if she could be bothered, and auburn hair with all the bounce of boutique shampoo and conditioner. She worked as an executive at a leading manufacturer of unisex moisturisers.

“I’m back now, in the house now, I am back,” he said, brogues kicked into the shoe corner. The sensation of sock on calico was the sensation of home, comfort, shame, frustration, repulsion, and rage, so he moved onto the kitchen tiles.

“My stomach has been waiting,” she said from the living room. He remembered he was supposed to be cooking a simple king prawn, garlic, and chilli linguine for her, and made a wince audible in the next house.

“I have tinnitus from that wince.”

She appeared in leggings and kept herself three paces apart. The evenings of welcome air-kisses, shoulder-rubs, back-cuddles, and endearments had long been macheted in the chin and buried in a copse.

“About this meal rota. I reckon we should reduce our formal dinners to two a week. We can pour a packet of crisps and a box of biscuits into a bowl in the week then at the weekend devour several generations of cow.”

“Is this a response to your three-star shepherd’s pie?”

As part of their campaign of humorous mutual baiting—a campaign that had long moved from humorous to crushing, from baiting to taunting—each meal was rated out of ten on the fridge after eating. To prevent fierce consumer feedback, Derek kept his ratings at a tepid five or above, even her tasteless Mexican paella with cauliflower rice (a wretched sludge of tilapia fillets and saffron threads) while she waged a continuous attack of twos, threes, and fours, even for his stellar Mongolian meatball ramen (a mouthwatering fusion of low sodium chicken broth with panko breadcrumbs).

“Like all rotae, this has become a sweltering oven of oppression,” he said.
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