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About the Book

A good man in a bad world, Jon Sigurdsson is 59 and divorced: a senior civil servant in Westminster who hates many of his colleagues and loathes his work for a government engaged in unmentionable acts. A man of conscience.

Meg Williams is ‘a bankrupt accountant – two words you don’t want in the same sentence, or anywhere near your CV’. She’s 45 and shakily sober, living on Telegraph Hill, where she can see London unfurl below her. Somewhere out there is safety.

Somewhere out there is Jon, pinballing around the city with a mobile phone and a letter-writing habit he can’t break. He’s a man on the brink, leaking government secrets and affection as he runs for his life.

Set in 2014, this is a novel of our times. Poignant, deeply funny, and beautifully written, Serious Sweet is about two decent, damaged people trying to make moral choices in an immoral world: ready to sacrifice what’s left of themselves for honesty, and for a chance at tenderness. As Jon and Meg navigate the sweet and serious heart of London – passing through 24 hours that will change them both for ever – they tell a very unusual, unbearably moving love story.


About the Author

A. L. Kennedy has twice been selected as one of Granta’s Best of Young British Novelists and has won a host of other awards – including the Costa Book of the Year for her novel Day. She lives in London and is a part-time lecturer in creative writing at Warwick University.
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‘The endeavour, in all branches of knowledge, is to see the object as in itself it truly is.’

Matthew Arnold



A family sits on a Tube train. They are all in a row and taking the Piccadilly Line. They have significant amounts of luggage. They seem tired and a little dishevelled, are clearly arriving from somewhere far away: a grandmother, a father, a mother and a daughter of about twelve months. The adults talk quietly in Arabic. The grandmother wears a headscarf, the wife does not.

Although her adult companions are quite dowdy, the girl is immaculately flamboyant. She has spangles on her perfectly white shoes and wears hairclips adorned with the shapes of butterflies. She shows colours upon colours. There is a complicated pattern of embroidery across her cardigan, like flowers and like stars. She sits on her father’s lap, with her back to windows full of autumn and declining light and she faces out at the rest of the carriage, and is self-assured, interested, genuinely charismatic. She fixes passengers with a quietly adult gaze and grins.

The girl has extraordinarily lovely eyes.

On her hands, her plump knuckles, the side of her throat and on her cheek and forehead there are recent injuries. Some are just scabbed abrasions, while others are more significant. Nothing has finished healing. It seems clear that something dreadful, perhaps explosive, has caught her – not badly, but badly enough. Some of the damage will make scars inevitable. The rest of her skin is as silk and downy and remarkable as any young child’s would be, but she has this persistence of wounds.

She practises waves – sometimes shares them with her grandmother and mother, sometimes with strangers who cannot resist waving back. Her force of personality is considerable. And she plainly assumes she is special and a focus of attention for only good reasons. And it ought to be possible that she is right in her assumption, that she always will be right. It will take repeated outside interventions to remove her self-assurance and happiness.

But this morning she is authoritative and waving, delighted. Whenever a passenger smiles or waves back, her relatives seem both proud and on the verge of dense emotions which could overwhelm. The adults’ obvious tensions and their sense of things unexpressed have rendered them mysterious to other occupants of the carriage – both mysterious and a source of quietly intimate concern.

The mother, the father, the grandmother – they keep themselves busy, offer their daughter healthy titbits and drinks from a variety of bags and packages. They have games also. They have tiny cloth books and a nice toy animal a little like a horse. They are as prepared as anybody can be.
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THIS WAS – OH dear God – this was not what he’d – nonononono.

Shit.

Jon could feel his shirt dampening with a panic sweat, his jacket heavy and encumbering. He wasn’t dressed for this, for this problem, this level of problem.

‘I’m doing my best. Really. Come on now … Please …’

He was holding a bird.

Although he didn’t want to.

He had a bird in his hand.

And it would be better in the bush. Ha ha ha.

Although it couldn’t be allowed anywhere near the sole currently available bush – that bush was the problem.

The innuendo is a problem, too. But I’m ignoring it. If you ignore an innuendo it may go away. Unlike a problem.

‘Just … Just let me. I can fix this.’ Actually, he wasn’t remotely sure if he could fix this.

He was quite possibly lying. To a bird.

It was very young, the avian equivalent of a fattish toddler, or chip-fed adolescent maybe, and was fighting inside the curve of his left hand while Jon tried what he could with his right to make it happier. It wasn’t happy now, of course. It was biting him, clenching his left forefinger with its beak in a display of determined impotence, small bravery.

He didn’t want to upset it.

But he really couldn’t leave it alone – not in its current condition.

But not leaving it – rescuing it – was already making him late. The creature was sapping his morning, draining his schedule to dregs before it had started. And he could have done without this, to be frank, when his day was already arranged to be challenging, punishing, fatally flawed, to be easily toppled by an incautious sodding breath. So to speak.

Today is the day when I get what I deserve.

I think. Possibly …

As if anybody human, any human body could stand that.

So to speak.

But, even so, one would have to do one’s best with today, whatever happened. One always had to do the best one could – one being the only one available.

But then again one might be failing already to do any good at all – birds were sensitive, animals generally were sensitive and birds in particular could be overtaxed and flat-out murdered by simple shock. He might be killing it.

But he didn’t want or intend that … Which was a point in his favour.

But probably his lack of expertise would guarantee he screwed this up …

Too many buts – which isn’t like me. I’m the man who takes away the buts. I’m known for it – slightly. I can remove them from any public statement, press release, precis, report, discussion document, Green Paper, White Paper, any note on the back of an envelope, if you insist that you need me to help you and are having a delicate day, well, I’ll do what I can … I can, in theory, make having cancer be, well … still having cancer, but also, somehow, a favourable outcome if I’m given enough time. I do have that skill. I don’t want that skill, but it does seem to be required that Jon Corwynn Sigurdsson should hook out any sense of obstacles in the world and paint over any action’s possible consequences. If you feel that you can’t quite like some part of reality, I’ll step in and rephrase it for you.

But I would rather not.

And my actual duties lie elsewhere. Very much so. In my opinion.

It makes me tired.

Jon shut his eyes to let his head settle – like covering a parrot’s cage to shut it up: so much noise to so little purpose …

I can rewrite anything, but we are – in this situation – talking about death and that does tend – even in commonplace birds – to be viewed as a negative outcome.

The blackbird shivered – which might be a bad sign, Jon didn’t know.

Nobody normal liked having a death on their hands. In their hands. In hands which, as it happened, seemed insufficiently evolved for this type of thing – too close to the ape: his had unsightly knuckle hairs and a deficit of manly dexterity.

One’s construction disappoints oneself.

Plus, this would be an Unforgivable Death, which was worse.

Pregnant women, dogs, horses, some cats, all chimpanzees, most children, the sprightly elderly, men with good hearts, pretty women, brave blind people and promising youths from troubled backgrounds with Oxbridge scholarships – and endearingly courageous baby birds – these are beings whose Deaths may be regarded as Unforgivable. Heart-clenching photographs across multiple media platforms may emphasise their tragic stature by showing them in earlier moments of unwary hope. (If a horse – for the sake of argument – can experience hope.) Their troubling loss may inspire campaigners, legal reforms, the provision and naming-in-their-honour of community facilities, or new diseases. Or else the provision and naming-in-their-honour of replacement horses.

The chick produced another urgently shrill lament – these were emerging at unpredictable intervals – pleas that were larger than itself and accusing.

Then it bit him again.

‘Oh just … Look … Please …’

We preserve the names, create the laws and the memorials, so that Deaths which are Unforgivable can also appear to serve a purpose. Although obviously it is we who do the serving. The dead and their deaths cannot serve – they are only a removal, an extinguishing. Nobody – this is an unwieldy example, overdramatic – but nobody died in the Holocaust in order to provoke a compensatory outbreak of human-rights legislation. That wasn’t their aim. Nobody threw themselves into the corpse mud of the Somme in hopes of inspiring commemorative artworks. And yet … These thoughts emerge, because we long for hopes and meanings and want them to spring forth from bitterness and permanently modify  Again by adding Never …

This is simplistic as an attitude and could be quite dangerous in its ultimate effects. It could lead us to encourage suffering in others because it might conceivably give rise to quite ill-defined and therefore inspiring good. It could lead us to embrace the fruit of various poisoned trees. It could lead us to plant poisoned trees …

But no Death is anything other than Unforgivable.

I would have to be morally bankrupt to suggest there was such a thing as Forgivable Death. And I am not morally bankrupt – not entirely. Although others may be. Maybe. It may be that I’m saying others could, on occasion, misplace their moral centres and subsequently rank fatalities according to a graded scale, descending from … let’s say A Death of Shattering Importance Occurring to a Person of Celebrity Status to Inconsequential Deaths, Tedious Deaths, and then Distasteful Deaths and on towards Necessary and Solemnly Welcomed Deaths. All would be Predictable Deaths. Even the unforeseen can be predicted, its proportion of reality quantified – the emotional distancing and coarsening suggested by this type of quantification being perhaps undesirable. Conversely, taking the deaths of others lightly, or approaching them purely in terms of public relations, or a contest between cost and benefit, might not be something one ought to judge harshly and could indicate – rather than a spiritual lapse, or defect – a sensible effort to impose a form of triage on a busy compassion schedule.

I could retain a proper reticence and yet still make an observation along those lines.

An observation about others. Not myself.

‘I’m not a bad person.’ The bird seemed unconvinced. ‘But I am … I’m late. And I can’t be. Today is …’ Another sweat broke over him. ‘Today is today and is full of …’

Shit.

This was Valerie’s fault – because she’d changed things. Her patio was usually an area of grimly straightforward vegetation, potted clumps of foliage that didn’t mind her smoking at them. Now it appeared she’d decided to harbour a blueberry bush. Or somebody had given her this blueberry bush – much more likely – and she’d dumped it out here in response.

She’d dumped it where it would be dangerous.

She’d dumped it where it would act as the bait in an unnecessary trap.

Which meant the entire scenario was indicating the character of the bloody woman just clearly, massively – it absolutely showed the way she always was and would be.

The bird flexed within its confinement, its tiny efforts and huge distress managing to impregnate his fingers with yet more clumsy guilt, despite his efforts to be helpful.

He was aware this indicated his own character – a child’s terror, animal fingers – just as clearly, massively …

‘It’s OK. It’s OK. I’m making it better, you better. Honestly.’ He’d been speaking to the creature throughout – this fawnish, biting blackbird child – ever since he’d heard it calling. He’d run outside from the kitchen and into the dawn, found the bird struggling, punishing itself, in the especially dense jumble of netting left at the foot of the blueberry’s far too ornate planter.

Must have been a gift. She wouldn’t have bothered with something that needs any maintenance, not voluntarily. Unless – is it stylish this month to eat fruit fresh off the bough, or currently held to prevent appropriate ageing, or to offer defence against cancer?

Christ, she can be appalling. Although I shouldn’t say it.

‘Sorry … Sorry …’ Jon apologised, made efforts to sound soothing.

I do realise I ought to hate less.

In general, in my wider life, hate has grown to be almost a hobby. I walk between the rented fig trees of Portcullis House and hate. I practise quiet and detailed hate at weekends and in leisurely moments I wander the Natural History Museum and can no longer guarantee to really see anything, so thick is the fog of hatred that I peer through as I rush on and this is inappropriate. It helps no one. I acknowledge that. 

‘Sorry.’

And in my current position, I mustn’t, mustn’t, mustn’t, hate anything or anyone because proper animals register negativity. Complete animals, as opposed to people, understand even the earliest traces of loathing and they hide and run and fly away from it.

Besides, I can’t be all covered in hatred – wet with hate, can one say that? I can’t – not today. I mean, I can’t hate anything today. Today is about – possibly – the opposite of hating.

So – even if I didn’t have to anyway, I need to think gently, feel kindly, or else my bird will know.

Not my bird. I don’t own it.

This bird.

My responsibility. Not owned, but owed.

Which would make a nice sound bite, polished up and delivered with humility – a stirring phrase to lift the tempora and mores, in as far as anyone still remembers what that means …

‘Oh, for Christ’s sake!’

Above him, the mother blackbird bulleted past, keeping neat to the crown of his head, threatening, letting out hard chips of alarm in rattling bursts. She sounded like the din from escalating assaults on some type of thin crockery. She hadn’t hit him. She was pretending that she would, though, because that was the most she could manage. She was displaying a violent kind of love.

‘I’m … will you … will you both … I’m doing what you want. I promise … I …’

Once he’d understood the situation, he’d run back to Val’s mildly louche kitchen – greasy handles on all of the drawers – and found some scissors before scurrying out again to cut away the horrible green tangle from around the bird’s fretting body. This initial rescue had left it free from the net as a whole, but still personally bound by these nasty plastic strands and he’d had to pick the poor creature up, hold it in his palm, coddle it securely and snip, gentle, snip – Christ, if I’d cut a wing or something, crippled it, condemned us both to a subsequent mercy killing, an Unforgivable Murder … and that could still happen, it still could, awful, awful  …

Jon’s free hand had gone seeking about fairly blindly with the scissors’ threatening ends and had hoped to catch and then cut the constrictions around the animal’s breath, the palpable hysteria, as it wriggled with bleak strength, resisting his grip.

The thing gave another chirp of surprisingly loud dismay.

‘I won’t eat you. I won’t.’

He found it was odd, if not moving, to hear an identifiably childish note in the call. This seemed to be a rule in nature: that when we are properly, deeply troubled – birds, chimps, horses, humans, things with blood – we all become children, we all wish for our parents, scream for our mums, whether their aid is available to us, would be useful to us, or not.

‘I won’t hurt you at all. I promise. Promise.’

The blackbird’s mother swooped again pointlessly, but louder.

This whole horrible situation was entirely the result of Valerie’s being Valerie and doing the wrong thing. She had an instinct for wrongness. The netting on the blueberry bush was the wrong netting. Jon wasn’t, strictly speaking, a gardener but had seen the stuff you’re meant to put over vegetables often enough. The bore of it, the diameters of the loops – he was unsure how you classified anti-bird protection – the denier, density … it was meant to keep out even sparrows, surely. Any reasonable person would deploy it with the aim of repelling assailants, not garrotting them. But Val had covered her sodding blueberries with what had to be the largest possible grade of the stuff – this gaping hazard to all and sundry. A drift net for anything feathered. Was she eating birds now, fresh off the bough? Was that guaranteed to put a bloom on post-menopausal skin? What had she been thinking – if at all? She was a woman who could be quite gloriously unburdened by consideration. Anything slimmer than a tomcat and in search of blueberries would simply plunge straight into the hazard and be caught and alone and yelling and bewildered.

That was the trouble with animals – their lack of understanding created dismay upon dismay: theirs and then one’s own to follow. One looked at them and saw oneself and then became foolish and overwrought.

‘For crying out loud! If I was going to eat you, I would have! Wouldn’t I!’

It was an outlet, sometimes, the shouting. Not that Jon often shouted.

‘Shh, no. Sshhh. I didn’t mean it. I’m not angry with you. I’m not angry at all. Don’t worry. Please. Don’t worry about me.’

Neither attempting to soothe the bird nor losing his temper with it seemed to alter their mutual positions. Both blackbirds, in fact, were beyond the scope of his communicative abilities.

Which Val would have pointed out. She had a good ear for a punchline, a knack for summarising failures.

‘Sorry. Sssshhhh. I’m going to … This will … it will …’

Experimentally, he tugged at what he thought he had successfully reduced to only an opened length of plastic, its structure defused – the end of the problem. Jon pulled a little harder and an unpleasant, spurred thread began to emerge from his fist, no doubt sliding around the blackbird’s chest first, moving over and under its wings. He could feel the creature shudder. The transmissible burden of horror in this was remarkable.

As a response to the unfamiliar contact, the chick – quite naturally – shat hotly on to Jon’s trousers, leaving a long purplish streak. The colour of stolen blueberries, the first fruits.

Then it called even more poignantly than before – Jon could have done without that – and the mother answered, dipping past his ear in a sweep of outrage. What was she saying? Was she trying to reassure, already in mourning, uttering menaces, vowing revenge, shouting advice? She had muted the usual calls of other birds in the vicinity, made them withdraw to a cautious distance.

Their silence had begun to sound judgemental as the drama continued – even though Jon had succeeded, apparently. There didn’t seem to be anything further left to encumber his captive. ‘See? Ssshhh. That’s … It’s … I did tell you …’ He tried to check all was well. He’d never get hold of the thing again if he’d ballsed this up and it was still afflicted when he let it go … You wouldn’t want to contemplate a fellow creature getting strangled slowly by its own motion, by its growth … or else getting crippled … stuff like that … deformity and gangrene.

The upside being that Death in something deformed and gangrenous would be a Desirable Death.

God, I’m a bastard.

No, I’m doing my best. I have done my best.

He angled the feathery shape this way and that, peering between his fingers and attempting to inhabit his sense of touch with sufficient concentration to locate errant strands.

Nothing appeared to be wrong any more.

I think.

‘OK. OK, then. That’s fine.’

Somewhere the mother was watching, loathing him, loosing off further hard strands of complaint.

Jon murmured to her offspring, ‘It’s all right. It really is. Silly. Weren’t you …?’ In a sort of croon he hardly recognised.

‘It’s all right.’

He breathed. A slight shake hampered the progress of his inhalation and then eased. He’d stopped sweating. The muscles in his thighs relaxed. He pondered his slightly ruined trousers, the darkish, white-streaked stain on the incompatible blue of the cloth.

Then he gazed around himself, sighed outwards.

The block of yellow light that had been splaying from the kitchen doorway had become entirely invisible once the dawn strengthened into day. Nevertheless, a soft blueness, a gentleness, remained here and there in the shadows as he studied them. And there was an atmosphere of accessible beauty. If he’d wanted, Jon could have smiled. But he only looked, carefully looked, let himself see and see and see and inhaled again and held the breath, both air and peacefulness thick in his lungs.

And beyond him there was a dense inrush of stillness.

It locked.

Safety was happening, the imposition of comfort at something approaching seven in the morning. And the disappearance of every motion.

Jon could smell the river: the relative proximity of exposed mud and spring greenery, dirty life going on beyond Valerie’s home. (A desirable Georgian property not entirely unfamiliar with dirty life. She only does it to annoy, because she knows it teases.) But there was no sound, not a bit. He could believe that the trees by the road outside, the neatly restless waterside gardens, the shifting and searching of silt feeders, the willows thickening out on the eyot, the push and lap of the current, were perfectly held at a stop. And the early brawl of cars on the Hogarth Roundabout, the unending overhead slither of jets, the climb of the sun, the virulent spinning of everything necessary to this particular April Friday – it was everywhere suspended.

Just now.

Just for now.

Even the mother blackbird was silent and unmoving.

It was as if simultaneous fears – the birds’ and his own and the world’s – had created a mutual understanding and therefore a pause to take stock.

And then Jon blinked.

Which broke the moment.

Reality tumbled on again.

‘Well. OK. Then …’

And he let go, came quite near to a sigh, opened his hand and watched for the whole wide instant during which the chick didn’t leave him and its dark gaze rested on him and shone.

A schoolboy hope appeared in Jon that perhaps the animal was grateful to him and would stay, perch on his finger, groom its disarray.

Oh.

But it left him.

Oh.

Naturally.

Oh.

It lurched up in a flurry of speed, crying in a manner which implied it had been wounded most severely at the last. Yet it was patently fit enough to escape him and entirely free and saved. He had saved something.

Jon watched the bird dart hard up into the small box of sky fixed there above Valerie’s patio walls.

Oh.

And then it was as gone as gone. The mother, too.

His palm turned cold.

His usual tensions reasserted.

A panic arrived, or something like that, something like being nervous but in the absence of one’s nerves, something like being stripped of interior wiring and feeling one’s gaps. There it was. Here it was.

I think I may have to be sick.

Half a dozen parakeets slipped by above him, high enough to show in silhouette. They had harsh wings and tails drawn to a long, narrow point – one could imagine – by sheer speed, the violently straight flight. And they produced this din – tsseuw, tsseuw, tsseuw. They made a noise like wives.

No, I withdraw the remark. They sound like the fear of wives, the fear of one wife, my fear of one wife, of my wife, my fear of my wife, of that wife.

Tsseuw, tsseuw, tsseuw.

I don’t, I don’t know. I don’t know about wives, or parakeets. I ought to know what they sound like, but I don’t. I could be mistaken. I have an ape’s hands and no wiring. I am a tall child in a man’s suit and unfit for purpose.

Tsseuw, tsseuw, tsseuw.

And now I am late, really. And I’ve got to have time today, I’ve got to make time, because then I’ll be able to … There are things that I need to finish and they shouldn’t be rushed.

But I think I’ll manage. Truly. I swear. I’m going to punch a hole clear through my schedule and everything, so that I can breathe and operate as I should and I’ll make it possible to see and see and see what I do next.

Tsseuw, tsseuw, tsseuw.

The sound of being laughed at.

Here it is.

Tsseuw, tsseuw, tsseuw.

Yes, here it is.
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BECAUSE LYING IN bed when awake was inadvisable, she’d come up here to see the dawn arriving. The council left the Top Park open, even at night. The qualities of the view it offered made constant access a must. People felt they might have to nip round any time and check on the metropolis where it lay uncharacteristically prostrate at their feet. And wasn’t it flat – the city – when you saw it like this, so plainly founded on a tidal basin, rooted in mud? Strangers would remark to strangers about that. Inhabitants of the Hill didn’t need to, they were used to it. They could stroll along, perhaps through music – the Hill is a musical place, people practise instruments – and they could hope for the startle of a good London sunset, the blood and the glitter of that splashing on banks of distant windows, making dreams in the sky. Or else they might get the brawling roll of storms, or firework displays, or the tall afternoons when the blues of summer boiled and glared like the flag of some extraordinary, flawless nation. Even on an average day, the city needed watching. You shouldn’t turn your back on it, because it was a sly old thing.

She’d wanted a sunrise. Or rather, she’d wanted to be out and it had been very early and she’d had no choice about what she would get – at dawn the sunrise is reliably what will arrive, you can be calm about that, no fear of disappointments. You’re all right.

She’d cut in and taken the broad path, safe between distantly dozing trees, no shadows to hide any bother. A woman by yourself – you didn’t want to feel constantly threatened, but you’d no call to be daft about things, either. You don’t like to put yourself at risk. Well, do you? No, you don’t. You shouldn’t. At risk is no way to be.

Then she’d gone round past the silent tennis court and headed – with fair confidence, even in the dimness, because she was here a lot – headed over the oily-feeling grass to the absolute highest point on the slope. Foxes had been singing, screaming, somewhere close.

It was traditional to hate foxes, but she wasn’t sure why. She guessed it was a habit to do with guilt. They always sounded injured, if not tormented, and that could get you thinking about harms you’d done to others in your past. The foxes perhaps acted like a form of haunting by offering reminders of sin and that was never popular. Or perhaps there was no logic involved, only free-form loathing, picking a target and sticking with it.

She enjoyed the warm din of the foxes, the bloody-and-furry and white-toothed sound – it was intense and she appreciated intensity. This was her choice. In the same way, the Hill was her choice. The open dark had given her a clifftop feeling as soon as she came within sight of the big skyline. It provided the good illusion that she could step off from here and go kicking into space, swimming on and up. Below her, opened and spread, were instants and chains of light apparently hung in a vast nowhere, a beautiful confusion. It was easy to assume that London’s walls and structures had proved superfluous, been let go, and that only lives, pure lives, were burning in mid-air, floating as stacks of heat, or colour, perhaps expressions of will. What might be supporting the lives, you couldn’t tell.

Then, during the course of an hour, the sun had indeed pressed in at the east, risen, birds had woken and announced the fact, as had aeroplanes and buses, and the world had solidified and shut her back out. It was like a person. You meet someone at night and they won’t be the same as they will if you see them in daytime. Under the still-goldenish, powdery sky, buildings had become just buildings, recognisably Victorian in the foreground and repeating to form busy furrows, their pattern interrupted where bombs had fallen in the war. These explosive absences had then been filled with newer and usually uglier structures, or else parks. There were also areas simply left gapped. They had been damaged and then abandoned, allowed to become tiny wildernesses, gaps of forgotten cause. Rockets had hit in ’44 – V-1s and V-2s. Somewhere under the current library – which wasn’t council any more – there’d been a shattered building and people in pieces, dozens of human beings torn away from life in their lunch hour. It didn’t show. There was a memorial plaque if you noticed, but other human beings, not obviously in pieces, would generally walk past it and give it no thought.

She was the type, though, to give it thought. She had an interest in damages, you might say: damages and gaps. They could both be educational.

Other places were more peaceable. She could pick out church spires and the cream-coloured Battersea chimneys of what had been the power station. Further off, thin trains pushed themselves to unseen destinations and details blurred. The far distance raised up shapes, or hints, or dreams of impossible coasts, lagoons and mountains. Mirages crept out from under the horizon. And somewhere, the crumpled shape of the Thames hunched along invisibly towards the coast.

It wasn’t a bad morning. She wasn’t a morning person, but she could still like it. The parakeets were lively already and sleeking about, flaring to a halt and alighting, an alien green that never was here before, bouncing and head cocking in dull trees. They were something from the mirage country beyond the rooftops. Initially, there’d only been a pair of them on the Hill, but two was all it ever took – think of Noah. One plus one equals more. They were teaching the magpies bad words.

By this point – almost seven o’clock on an April Friday – the standard architectural landmarks were on offer: the complicated metallic cylinder rising up near Vauxhall, the vast stab of glass at London Bridge, the turbines rearing uneasily over Elephant and Castle, the shape of a well-turned banister marking Fitzrovia … each of the aids to navigation. And then there was the toy-box clutter of the City, a slapdash collection of unlikely forms, or the vaguely art deco confections at Canary Wharf and, dotted about, the distant filaments of cranes that would lift more empty peculiarities into the undefended sky.

These were the self-conscious monuments of confident organisations and prominent men – everyone of less significance was forced to look at them and reflect. Insignificant people gave them nicknames purposely comparing this or that noble edifice to a pocket-sized object, a domestic item: mobile phone, cheese grater, gherkin. If you couldn’t make them go away, or prevent new ones appearing – these proofs of concentrated power, silliness, silly wealth – then you could declare them ridiculous. You could be pleased to hear of their design flaws, their structural defects, their expensively unoccupied floor space. It did no good, but it could make you smile.

You could try the same with other sections of reality. Sometimes.

Sometimes the art of naming could subdue hostile territory for a while. She’d once visited a friend – more a friend of friends – in hospital. The room he’d shared with two others had been high enough to peer across Chelsea. Some former inmate had left a meticulous drawing of the landscape, every roof in silhouette, marked across an elongated strip of card. The detail was obsessive. Each building was identified and given historical, or scurrilous, footnotes.

As she’d had very little she could talk about to her friend’s friend, she’d drifted into remarks about the unknown artist. She’d said that someone must have spent week after week here being very ill, or very bored, or dying and trying to keep useful by leaving a present behind. Her friend’s friend had, at that time, been in the process of dying, although he was taking it well.

It had been one of those days when her tact had failed her.

Now she wondered if the Hill could find somebody who would make them all a similar long, thin chart to explain their outlook and keep them right. It would be both useful and appropriate. In summer, when residents loitered outside in the early hours to smoke, paced on front paths and in gardens, leaned against doorways, sat on steps, then the place did have a hospital atmosphere: slippers and nightgowns, quiet nods in passing, half-awake stares and faces still pillow-creased, soft. They all needed a therapeutic map they could walk up and learn from, alter, perfect, garnish with added footnotes as they wished. It would be a thing of power.

Or they could go on as they were – half knowing, recognising, deducing.

Or they could make things up. She could do that. She was good at invention, often unhelpfully so. She could quickly feel definitive and point to Over There and then announce, That is the listening post that records our affections, there is the confectioner’s workshop devoted to making models of our souls – they do it with spun sugar, souls never purchased, only taken as gifts, or eaten – and that’s the Depository of Regret and there is the doorway to the Furnace, guarded by a clever dog. She could reel off all sorts of nonsense like this – no worries over whether you wanted it or not.

In bleak moods, she just would prefer that all the signature constructions, the grand gestures, were rechristened factually: the Shinywank, the Spinywank, the Fatwank, the Flatwank, the Weirdwank, the Overlooked, the Understrength, the Pretty, the Petty, the Squint, and the Sadwank.

Why not be straightforward?

But she wasn’t in a bleak mood today. In conversation, she might – it was true – have said, ‘I will meet you under the Spinywank – right beside the station.’ But she’d only have meant it in fun. She might even have thought it, but kept quiet. She would have been able to remember that some people don’t appreciate terms like wank and so she would have waited and had a thinkthinkthink, checked to discover if she ought to skip the cheap laugh and be more standard-issue instead. That way you wouldn’t cause offence. Although you might discover later that non-habitual swearers were up for it on some occasions and pleased by bad words from others when the time was right. Hard to tell by looking. You had to test the waters without drowning, slip in gently for a bit of a dip. To be cautious, then, she might have said, ‘I will meet you on Friday, right next to the tower – at London Bridge Station.’ And added no flourishes.

She’d have been happy, though, however she phrased it. She’d have been happy in any case.

I will meet you.

It’s a happy statement.

It’s a good promise.

And it had joined her birthday as a pleasant thing to bear in mind.

It’s my birthday.

This is her first birthday.

She is forty-five years old and having her first birthday.

This has been her first birthday for quite a while, in fact, longer than average, to be honest.

I’m spinning it out. Just try and stop me. You can’t. Bet you can’t. This birthday is all mine.

She’s made it as far as her continuing first birthday and is trotting further on. This is an excellent thought.

She has a collection of premium-quality thoughts which she likes to count through. She has scenes and moments she remembers deliberately. This is her equivalent of maybe passing warm pebbles from hand to hand, smooth and reliable, or her version of the rosary, her misbaha, her mala, her komboloi, her worry beads – everyone worries and why not have beads? She counted out invisible fragments and wished they were more obvious, better at saying to other people, Just leave me alone for a minute, because I am busy with wanting to feel all right.

There’s no fault in wanting that.

There’s no harm in milking your birthday. Even if it did happen more than a week ago – so what?

My name is Meg. It’s my fucking birthday.

She feels that she’s justified.

How often, after all, do you have your first birthday? Usually not more than once.

Fine, OK – it wasn’t a birthday, it was an anniversary.

My name is Margaret Williams, Meg Williams. My name is Meg and it is my anniversary. One year.

But birthday was a better word for it, because telling yourself first birthday could remind you of when you were a kind of celebrity at rock-star level, but too young to enjoy it. When you got born you were immediately good news. When anyone saw you they smiled. They gave you stuff. They wanted to hold you and protect you and be kind. You could dress like a mental patient and not utter a sensible word, but that was OK, that was cool, that pleased people and they purely wanted to know more about you and find out your needs. If you messed up then somebody else washed away your problem and you only had to be and that was enough to satisfy. You being you was a bloody treat for anyone who caught it.

One is the age of automatic celebrity.

Who wouldn’t want a share of that?

One is spotless and has no baggage and can do no harm. It has only the ghosts of things to come – each one of them carrying a happy promise.

She didn’t, in the usual way of things, enjoy thinking of the future – the future had an unmanageable shape.

But when you were one, you had this big, noticeable, smiling future – it was right there for you, straight ahead and held to be inviting. You had promise and it wasn’t meant to disappear, not until you were older. You were a promise. To others as much as to yourself.

A nudge of emotion started to seethe up from her feet and she hoped that the early dog walkers didn’t come too near and notice her slightly crying. The Hill was a chatty area, you might not get away with tears – you’d have to protect yourself against enquiries.

Really, she ought to head home and get warmed and out of her pyjamas. Outings undertaken with wellingtons and a coat over pyjamas were viewed as an acceptable morning practice in many households around here. The Hill didn’t judge. Car jaunts of an evening could use the same dress code. If you had a car. She didn’t any more. And there was work soon and something else before and she had to get ready in a number of ways and the bus schedules had become mainly theoretical of late, which meant she had to be responsible and set aside more time for journeys. She should shower and make ready and chase straight off to be where she should and then onwards to do her job and serve a purpose.

This was another good thing to have in mind: she was employed and her employers found her useful and wanted her to keep appearing as agreed and paid her and provided a workforce kettle and mugs – free to all staff – and encouraged community-building traditions, like the rota that meant each last Friday in the month someone had to bring cake.

It occurred to her that the pressure of her approaching turn as a bringer of cake was OK.

But, then again, it was a pressure.

When a cake failed it ruined the mood for the whole of the office and finished the month sadly. Success in the cake area was therefore important.

She’d have to buy one, because she couldn’t bake, not reliably. Baking the cake, anyway, would invite hysteria. If it was a dreadful cake from a shop, you could blame the shop. Your own dreadful cake – people have to be polite about it, but they don’t want it and you being around in the aftermath of your rotten cake provision means that co-workers have to sneak off and ditch their slices. Then you’ll end up catching sight of binned cake wrapped in paper towels, but still obvious, or cake troubling pigeons on the window sills, or anywhere really, it would depend on how resourceful your co-workers at GFH were, and the more resourceful they were, the more energy they’d have to waste in jettisoning your disaster which was your fault and the entire mess would be so deeply humiliating that it didn’t bear considering.

So she shouldn’t consider it.

She should acknowledge instead that it wasn’t a big deal and she was being melodramatic.

Nevertheless, she’d been testing shop cakes once a week to be sure she’d avoid catastrophe. How good they were depended quite depressingly upon price. She wanted a relatively cheap cake. She also wanted a cake that felt innocent and as if some experienced relative’s hands had formed and finished it – plain but delicious and heartfelt. She wanted to give people something kind and simple.

That wasn’t available.

The cheap cake was horrible. The expensive cake tasted of greed – of greedy bakers.

She couldn’t win.

Who knew cake was such a bastard?

It wasn’t the major issues that tripped you up – glorious suffering and mayhem were oddly easy to discuss. You could similarly try not to be embarrassed or pursued by your very many inadequacies. But ridiculous, obsessive anxiety about virtually nothing: that was shameful and so you didn’t mention it and so it festered.

I am letting myself be harassed by eggs, butter, sugar and flour.

She should buy chocolate for Gartcosh Farm Home. Chocolate cake.

Chocolate always worked.

A cake could be nasty, commercial, impersonal, slightly toxic – if it was chocolate, it worked anyway. This was some kind of rule.

Foolproof.

Perhaps.

You couldn’t be absolutely sure, because maybe it would be possible to make the people at GFH finally tired of chocolate. It was a bit of an open goal when it came to providing treats and so it occurred very often.

She shouldn’t be boring.

She shouldn’t trash a path to joy for everybody.

She shouldn’t ruin chocolate for everyone forever.

Jesus, this was hard.

Cake was hard.

No.

She was out of the park now and on her way back to the flat – her strides fast with patisserie-related tension.

No. This is crazy.

She paused at the kerb, as if being cautious about suddenly appearing traffic, although no sign of any such thing was even distantly approaching.

I cannot be bullied by cake. Not even real cake – by theoretical cake.

She sniffed, frowned, stepped into the empty road.

What I should do is get a chocolate and another one …

No.

NoChristfuckshitforshittingfuckssake.

I mean, really.

What she should do was not think about it.

Starting now.

Not think about chocolate cake without traces of nuts.

And no gluten.

And no alcohol.

Organic chocolate.

Chocolate that helped starving villages and put orphans into schools, that built the schools, that saved lives and nourished communities and made strong women sing and wise men love them.

No one could argue with that.

Although there was no need to fuss or think about this. Not about cake.

It was just a fucking cake.

Which should be chocolate.

Why the hell were they all so demanding?

Making people bring cake. Which sadist thought of that?

Not that it wasn’t a good idea.

It was nobody’s fault but her own that the prospect of cake provision could burrow a hole through her head within seconds and let all the sense drop out, have her imagining accidents: choking, allergies and sickness, these swiftly followed by her sacking and destitution, homelessness, begging and death.

Just a cake.

Just the threat of a cake.

So don’t think about it.

She should move herself forward to something else.

She should pick one of her shiniest, best things. Pick a warm thought, a true one.

I will meet you.

She opened her gate, walked up the path to her front door and undertook to ensure that while she waited for the doubtful bus and then something unpleasant beyond it and then work – she did like her work – she could have that promise, kept safe.

I will meet you.

Fear or no fear, the thought was with her – all the way in.

I will meet you.

It was so dangerous with hope that she’d only consider it in little rushes, for fear of worrying and pulling it apart. For fear of fear and the way that her fear would breed further fear. One plus one equals more.

I will meet you.

But it was with her, anyway.

My name is Meg and I’ve passed my one-year anniversary and I have this with me.

I will meet you.

Meg could feel it was almost certain that if somebody parted her ribs and looked inside, there would be a light to find because of this. Because of all this.

It was with her.

Here it is.



A middle-aged woman sits beside the window in a café. Behind her there is a chaos of children and parents – some kind of community group outing. Mothers and fathers chat tiredly around one large accumulation of tables while their charges ramp and squeal. Beyond the window there is weather: grey horizontals of rain and battered leaves being tormented along gutters. The park across the way is a riot of lashing and tearing green. Only the woman is still. She stares through the glass with a kind of absence, a type of seriousness, which keeps the children from approaching her, even though they are unstoppable everywhere else.

The woman sips from a mug of something and turns back to the sheets of white paper on her table – these three squarish sheets with black handwriting across them. She studies them and, from her expression, it’s impossible to tell if they are keeping her attention because they are wonderful, or dreadful.

Then she smiles.



Jon had vomited quietly, neatly, into Valerie’s downstairs toilet, flushed his evidence away and then ascended in search of clothes.

Throwing up had been calming, although weirdly impersonal.

On my back and the back of my shirt – right through my shirt – I’m clammy.

I need to change completely.

Something with which Val would happily, delightedly agree.

Jon had padded up to the second floor and barely begun combing through Val’s subsidiary wardrobe in the Rose Room – her term, not mine: bloody Rose Room, bloody ridiculous – when his phone rang. Predictably, he flinched in response.

Even though it’s not her.

Even though she would anticipate and relish my being curious – it would please and not disturb her – and she no longer has the right to shout at me.

How lovely. Now that I think of it. This lack of shouting.

At present, Valerie was allegedly at or near what she’d described as a villa in the Bahamas, enjoying the exotic wildlife of the Inagua National Park. That’s what he’d been told.

She hates wildlife. Presumably whoever she is with has a thing for sandflies and flamingos. Won’t last.

Although perhaps her current escort has – in fact – a thing for shouting. People do. People do flock towards all kinds of harm, shouting included.

Or else if the damage is something they haven’t chosen, they’ll choose to own it, as if that might help. That could have multiple implications for any relationship – a person might end up trusting cruelty, marrying cruelty, craving it. And, bearing this in mind, any sensible human being might actually have doubts should any other human being greet him with apparently consistent warmth. That initial human being – the first human being – who has grown into doubts might think to himself, Yes, but am I wonderful? Really? Or am I a new knife she’s chosen to run her wrists across? Is that what she intends for me? Am I a weapon? I really would rather not …

And – as someone who might myself be fond of predictable hurts – wouldn’t I be better off and happier with someone harsh?

And wouldn’t this produce a state of permanent emotional incarceration? 

Which is what Valerie would highlight as an example of morbid thinking.

His phone stopped ringing but retained an air of business left undone.

Then again, why did Valerie choose me, if not as a mortification, a morbid pleasure? I was a pain she could love to find intolerable.

He rubbed his face, as though rearranging the outside of his head might tousle his brain and leave him refreshed. Then he wondered if he’d washed his hands enough after trying to deal with his trousers.

Shit.

In every sense.

His phone began again.

And shit.

And this is not the bloody Rose Room, it’s the Spare Room with Foolishly Expensive Hand-Blocked Wallpaper in a Relatively Vile Pink. But that would take too long to say. I do see her point. She isn’t a woman to waste words.

You don’t need a lot of words in a shout, they would spoil the effect.

Unless you’re tirading. She sometimes branched out beyond simple yells and screaming – embraced the tirade.

I do not often shout.

I do not tirade. Not ever.

I am lots of nots.

And, since Valerie, what do they see – women – when they look at me?

Exactly the correct amount of harm?

An opportunity for shouting.

Or is it me that has a thing for shouting?

In any case, shouting from Valerie wouldn’t be at me, not these days. Not now. Not at me, why at me?

The phone tickled and asked in his jacket pocket – knowing, smug. In the end, they both knew that he’d have to respond.

But it won’t be her.

Why still anticipate it? I won’t even be crossing her mind – not if she’s … She won’t be awake. Or if she is, one might say that her wakefulness would be for the usual reasons and therefore wouldn’t make her think of me.

Nevertheless, he did mainly expect to see her name on his caller display when he checked it.

Nope. Sansom.

He didn’t want to speak to Sansom. Although a call this early would indicate a level of urgency to which Jon should respond, he didn’t wish to. He wasn’t in the mood.

And never mind early phone calls – vis-a-vis the time it would take to get himself from here into the office, it wasn’t half early enough. It was past seven. He truly did have to get on and step lively.

It was only that liveliness seemed beyond him.

Nope, Sansom.

The phone continued to pester as he forced it down into his pocket again, despite its complaints. Then it stilled.

Like drowning a puppy.

He smiled and went back to fumbling Val’s coat hangers as if he were a burglar.

Less a burglar and more a pervert.

Since his trousers were spoiled with both bird shit and inexpert rubbing at bird shit and his shirt was unpalatable, Jon really did need something fresh he could wear.

He was sure that he’d left some clothes here. A few things. She might well have given them away, though. She might well have burned them in the Aga, shredded them, had them fired into outer space, who could predict … She could on occasion possess a magnificent spite. Really. He wasn’t being unpleasant about that – her imagination was genuinely impressive in many areas.

Mine has been trained to be no longer there. In many areas.

Up to a point.

So today I can make a disinterested search of Val’s house without distraction …

She’d be disappointed if I didn’t search.

The hangers were heavy with her winter coats, several of her pensioned-off evening dresses and winter outfits he recalled and – yes – a couple of men’s suits.

Neither of them was his.

A couple of men’s suits. The suits, in fact, of a couple of men. That blue should be illegal and that one looks like it was issued by a workhouse – faux Edwardian labourer. Spare me. His week’s spend on moustache wax and beard-care products would be more than a labourer earned in a year. And, yes – he will have a moustache and, yes, he will wax it. Twirled ends, I bet.

And there were shirts. Four … no, five shirts. Ghastly shirts and ghastly in two different ways. He surmised that numbers one to three belonged to the blue suit, which belonged to a moron who thought that deep cutaway collars could be worn in civilised society – youngish, probably works in finance, how fat does he anticipate having to make his tie knot …? What would that prove? Dear me … And then there were these two unaccountable efforts from yet another man: not-bad point collars, but silk and in colours and oppressive patterns which strongly suggested a last dash for sex before taking the friends of one’s twenty-something daughter out for tea becomes an acceptable way to express one’s desolation. Oh dear again. It’s always sad to see a past mistress finally losing her form.

Passed mistress.

Still, it truly doesn’t hurt any more. It does not hurt me. I think. As far as I’m aware, the pain isn’t waiting, or boxed, or numbed. It has departed. It has upped and left – in this, as in all things, my pain preceding me.

He’d undergone a sort of nerve death, obviously, over the years – the same pain repeating consistently and therefore disappearing in almost every way, if one were to discount all its more lateral symptoms.

And this isn’t any kind of pain I’m feeling.

Strange to have one’s grief lifted when one no longer minds if it’s gone or not. And to find that I simply feel as if I’m wearing slightly better shoes. I wouldn’t have wished so hard to be free if I’d known it was this unimpressive. Assuming that I am free. Not sure. Does being divorced equate with emancipation? 

The phone chimed and shuddered against his chest, indicating a volley of texts and – no doubt – emails, very probably from Sansom. No one else should have any reason to be in touch. The department was no more or less besieged than usual, not in any real sense.

And Sansom’s reasons for trying to reach him would not be real. Sansom wasn’t real.

He’s like the hen-night version of his profession – not that I’m familiar with hen nights. Went to a stag night once – for twenty minutes. Sansom is as convincing as the lady who appeared and pretended she was a policewoman to no avail, before disrobing. He’s like a pre-striptease phoney fireman. I believe that hen nights have firemen. I’d imagine that fake male nurses would give out a number of mixed messages with regard to sexual orientation and the onset of diseases … And military uniforms might suggest PTSD. Who would want that? Would that be sexy? I can’t say.

I can say that Sansom is a Hen-Night Special Advisor. Or a Stag-Night Special Advisor. Both. He’ll swing in whatever direction is necessary. Loyal as a tick.

He closed the wardrobe doors. Then decided to leave just one open – so she’d be sure that he’d been there. She always closed her doors – afraid of moths.

No spare suit means I’ll have to trail back home and then change before work. Can’t be observed in disreputable trousers. We don’t stand on ceremony, but even so … I can’t proceed in unhappy trousers, not with hard-to-identify mishaps having left signs on the inner thigh, for God’s sake. And my shirt’s an irritation … but, even if the sleeves were long enough, I couldn’t wear the shirt of a debt-happy child, or a dick-happy failure or somebody lurking behind a moustache. That can’t happen, not today.

I cannot contentedly wear the shirt of some man who’s been making love to my wife. My ex-wife. I don’t think that’s an unreasonable position.

And then the phone butted in again, ringing. Jon was old enough to remember when being away from the office actually involved being away from the office.

It was Sansom.

The concept of deferred gratification was unknown to Sansom.

Jon reached out the mobile and pondered it.

What? What is it? What could I possibly do for you? And why?

Which wasn’t a permissible attitude and Jon would have to do better, but the scent of Valerie’s perfumes, their weird mingling of discordant notes and the threat of past occasions – they were combining to throw him off.

I’m not sad. Not injured. It’s equally clear that I’m not delighted, not even content … I’m uncomfortable, I do know that … Is it nostalgia …? Neuralgia …? Indigestion …? Delayed shock after the struggle on the patio …?

And here was Sansom’s name in annoying, shiny letters on the caller display.

Apologies Mr Sansom – Andy – for my failure to maintain the high performance standards we always do seek to achieve. I will be with you shortly. I am currently experiencing an unwilling recollection: the temperature of the interior of my wife’s mouth – you know how it is. Quite possibly you know exactly how it is.

No. She would only have tried Sansom to make a gesture and she and Jon had moved beyond the stage where any gesture could be necessary almost a year before Sansom had even taken up his post.

Or, more precisely, I believe this to be the case, but could be mistaken.

Dear God, I feel weird. Am I just tired? I don’t sleep. I should be tired. End of the working week – early start to get in here and then leave again on time, because I’ll have no chance in the evening … I’ve a right to be tired.

Seeing him there in the corner of rooms – embedded and feeding. Why is a thing like a Sansom necessary?

He pressed the appropriate key, lifted the phone to his ear, let himself pour Sansom’s hectoring whine into his head.

Yes, here it was, the usual tepid rush. Like spittle. Like drool. Another’s mouth infecting yours.

Her mouth … all those movements … and the words … mine, too, as well as hers. She felt contagious and I volunteered to be infected.

Sansom continued. And you had to reply, because that was your duty in most situations, both professional and private. You were the replying type of man, you were of service – or if you weren’t and an informal resolution of your perceived failings was not possible and your customer was still dissatisfied then they might apply for an independent internal review by contacting – please God – someone other than you. ‘Sansom, what can I— Well, I—’ Sansom was forcing in a drumming pelt of injured something or other. There were shades of accusation.

I haven’t failed you, though. I don’t fail in that context. I do the job. I am relentlessly effective in that regard. That is what I am for. Sansom is not what I am for.

Jon fended him off, ‘But that’s not my, not strictly … not broadly my—’

Apparently, the Member for Wythenshawe, Frodsham and Lymm had, once more, gone astray. The man seemed to have been preprogrammed by forces of such exquisite and bizarre malignity that Jon could only ever think of him as the Mancunian Candidate.

When I imagine her mouth, when I imagine her at all … or my living here … it’s hard to say …

Sansom was whining at speed. Like a mosquito, perhaps sandfly, even. Definitely an arthropod kind of man is Sansom. And, according to Sansom – which was no guarantee of reliability – there had been a mishap late last night at the barrel-scraping end of some standard hotel jolly. Which was the reverse of being anything to do with Jon, particularly now.

The point is, my issue is … that I am – to a degree – feeling something. This sensation …

Jon tried to summarise and, by doing so, move on and away from bloody Sansom, ‘So he was verbally unwise, yes? That’s not really news … Your Honourable Member generally—’

The Honourable Member is generally a fuck-up. What was it the last time, the last incident? The man is a walking Fat Finger – a soft, thick accident waggling about and sure to thump itself against what it should not …

Ah, yes – I remember – ‘Beware the Hun in the sun.’ The last time had been in Leipzig. Fact-finding trip for comparison of this with that, or that with this – heaven forfend that MPs should achieve the same result by exchanging emails, phone calls, Skypeing, no one should ever be caused to miss an excursion. You could tell the Mancunian had prepared it – his bon mot – hooked it out as suitable for the occasion and therefore gone heartily off-piste in an address to several hundred sophisticated polyglot Europeans whose water glasses knew more about social grace and twentieth-century history than Mr Manchester ever would, even after some type of wholesale brain transplantation. The paper coasters under their water glasses could have beaten him at chess.

Chess … what am I thinking? Anything – animate, or inanimate – could beat him at chess. The coasters could have beaten him at rock, scissors, paper – at hangman – at snap.

He’s got the right idea in a way. Voters are justifiably scared of clever politicians. They’ll never like or trust you, never respect you – but if they can laugh at you, whether fondly or despairingly, you may prosper. Be a buffoon. But not too much of a buffoon. Don’t bury yourself in the part. There is a line it’s possible to cross. And Parliament’s gift to Timperley would usually cross it, because he wasn’t faking – he was both a genuine moron and stridently addicted to attention. One of the little-boy types who says what he hopes will earn him a spanking, because spanking is attention of a kind.

And God save us from a sly buffoon, we have no defence against that.

‘Sweet Jesus, really? Baby’s got back. He actually said that. And this woman was …?’ Jon tried
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