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Praise for Chop Chop

‘Raucous and inventive, peopled with technicolour characters and savagely funny, Chop Chop announces Simon Wroe as both an heir to Martin Amis and an oven-fresh talent unto himself’

A D Miller

‘Depicts the literal underworld of a restaurant kitchen with wit, vigor, and gleeful, necessary profanity’

New York Times

‘Dark, pungent, twisted, surprising and above all genuinely funny. If you enjoy eating out, don’t read this book’

William Sutcliffe

‘Perfectly baked [with] a rich, gooey pool of dark comedy hiding beneath the surface … Wroe’s novel makes for fresh, appetising reading’

Independent

‘Brutally funny … Sometimes the truth is so strange it needs to be sautéed in a pan of fiction’

Gary Shteyngart

‘Dave Eggers channels Anthony Bourdain’

Kirkus

‘A complete page-turner. Reminiscent of Kitchen Confidential but with an entirely fresh voice that is a pleasure to read’

Thomasina Miers

‘A greasy, hilarious tale of loyalty, revenge and dark appetites. A gripping look behind the kitchen wall’

Shortlist

‘Brace yourself for this lively, amusing and alarmingly informative novel’

Daily Mail

‘A great kitchen novel. From describing the battle-scarred hands of a chef to the overall rhythm that goes into making every plate of food, Wroe … makes this ugly world delicious’

Book of the Week, Flavorwire

‘Lip-smacking … As shocking and witty as it is savage’

Vogue
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About the Book

This novel owes a debt to two newspapers. First, the New York Times, which in a 2015 article accidentally invented the country of Kyrzbekistan where this story unfolds. A journalistic error created a fitting setting for the tale of an imperilled newspaper. But above all, a debt is owed to Kyrgyzstan’s kloop.kg, a news site which holds power to account in a region where power is used to having things its way. I am extremely grateful to the dedicated and fearless kloop reporters for taking me out on their stories and letting me into their lives.


 

 

 

HOWLS, hollers, thunk-thunk of bass. Torchlight catches the form of a swaying girl, eyes closed, pollution mask across her nose and mouth. The light careens to a boy, late teens, strutting to the beat bare-chested. He shouts a greeting or threat. Another face – skinhead, male – leers in to point out a couple tussling on a table. The floor around is awash with empty bottles and cigarette packets and little red and white flags, the cheap plastic sort given out at parades. A dog noses a birthday cake through the rubbish, nibbling at the frosting, head cocked like a thoughtful gourmet. It turns and cowers happily in the glare. It licks its whitened snout. Its eyes are beads of glass. It knows it has done wrong.

Glimpses of the room show columns and statues and a grand corniced ceiling high above. A monstrous writhing wall shadow is revealed as the conjuring of many dancers stomping and thrusting and shaping the air with automaton abandon. Now they see the light and pull the torchbearer in. The beam scans the forest of faces, turning from stare to stare, round and round, faster and faster, spinning or being spun as the crowd yells and blurs. Then a flash of movement – a punch? a stumble? – and the video cuts out.

Other footage from the Kyrzbekistan capital around that time: crowds running in panic, empty central streets, a blazing pyre, a hooded figure kneeling on a stage.


FIRST

GLIMPSES
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‘TELL ME … Explain it to me.’

‘Ellis, tell your father.’

‘You didn’t mention any problems.’

‘That’s right. Not a word.’

‘Then this?’

‘Help us understand.’

His father had the letter in his hand. We are writing to inform you. The decision not taken lightly. Given the circumstances what choice …

Spare me, thought Ellis Dau. The letter’s soothing words weren’t for his parents or for him. They were for whoever had written them.

Here was the worst of it: the letter strongly recommended he was supervised at all times. He heard the locks sliding, the cell doors clanging. This was the scene in the movie where the prisoner shuffled into lockdown, the other convicts eyeballing him and licking their lips. What St Joseph’s were saying was that he had not got away with it. If they were no longer his gaolers, gaolers he should still have.

‘Is it drugs? The web?’

‘Did you see something on the web? One of those chat forums?’

‘Terrorists go on those things, you know. They brainwash people.’

And so on and so forth. He had betrayed them. He couldn’t be trusted. The sentence was imprisonment without possibility of parole. Grounded for the rest of eternity. No visitors allowed – not even Vincent, especially Vincent. The parental eye was constantly on him, anxiously observing, the way old people stare at their mobile phones as though this thing may at any moment cause them grief.

The prisoner was consigned to the tower, the sixth-floor apartment known in better times as home.

The first morning, after his father left for work, he turned to the television and found it unresponsive.

‘The TV isn’t working,’ he told his mother, Stella. She was typing at the kitchen table, transcribing interviews and minutes for far-away firms while she chewed her little rose sweets, undercutting the man in New York or London to the rhythmic crunch of her teeth.

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ she said.

‘How will I play the console?’

‘It’s a good question.’

‘Maybe I could have my computer back?’

His mother was busy with her words and did not reply.

‘At least my phone?’

She looked up and said, ‘I think you already know the answer.’

‘But what will I do?’

‘Play with the parrot.’

‘The parrot doesn’t trust me.’

‘He is a highly intelligent creature.’

‘Really though, what will I look at?’

‘People have been known to read books before now.’

‘I’m serious.’

‘So am I.’

‘I mean what screen will I look at?’

‘No screens.’

‘This is child cruelty. I will call the child services.’

‘You will probably need a telephone for that.’

‘This is a gross injustice. I have rights.’

‘Listen to him!’ she said, half pleased. ‘You have the right to remain silent, darling, and let your mother get on with some work.’

He was left to his own devices, without any actual devices. Mad with boredom, he examined and re-examined various knick-knacks and baubles: the picture of grazing horses cut from pieces of felt, the jaunty lake-side souvenirs, the ridiculous portrait of Uncle Joe. It was no good. Like those silly shop signs which get a laugh seen once but day after day raise only a scowl, these details merely confirmed how dull and predictable his life was. With the end of school he had expected more – he didn’t know what, just more. A life without stabilisers. A fast track to freedom. But freedom proved a mirage; as he reached forward it shimmered and disappeared.

That was another thing: it was hot. In some places summer suggested a happy and desirable condition, here it was a word to whisper. Each day the heat crept higher, editing exchanges to their most basic components, bringing Mrs L. in 23 out to the tenement steps to sit with her lumpy potato feet in a saucepan of water. Bodies moved slowly as if in shock. The sense of being sullied by the heat was so great it became habitual – even in the relative cool of night or the first moments after bathing, people handled themselves as though they were sticky or unclean goods. Every summer a lunatic got hold of the thermostat, but usually Ellis could at least go outside, he could hop on the bike and create a little breeze. When he had to just lie there sweating and twisting up the sheets – oh, it was awful. Was he saying no teenager ever had it worse or was so hard done by? Was he saying he was the victim in all this? No, he was just floating these suggestions and asking for them to be considered. His suffering was so exquisite he almost feared it might be taken from him. Mr Anton, his former teacher, used to say a boy with nothing to kick against was a picture without a frame. But he didn’t want to think about Mr Anton now.

The prisoner found solace at the window. He could hear the world grinding away out there, the traffic at all hours, the horns permanently applied until they became white noise, the megaphoned and monotoned woman who toured the neighbourhood proclaiming, ‘I have carrots, I have cauliflowers, I have greens.’ He heard the call to prayer and the revellers’ return, for his country had both the muezzins who stood at the tip of dawn to sing towards the light and also enough grain spirit to put a person deep in the ground. Every evening he watched the setting sun move through the spectrum, lingering around the deep yellows, making shadow-theatre of the rusted satellite dishes and bent antennas before the plunge into night via darkest red. When it rained he smelled the salt in the air and watched the downpour pull a veil over the trees and tenements, raising cries as people ran for cover or home. Then he felt happy, or happier, because the rain was a great leveller and he and it were on the same page. On clear days he could spy the stretch of mountains to the north, white-topped all year round, peaked and jagged like the reading on a heart monitor. There were stories of how these mountains were giants who lay down to rest and slept so long that rocks and forests formed around them – the sort of yarns adults fed children. It was said one day the giants would wake and carry on their journey.

The window also brought pain. In the sounds of children playing, girls laughing, young lotharios showing off their wheels. He watched them in the courtyard, enjoying their freedom. That wasn’t on. He hooted to attract attention, he threw toilet roll from the windows. In his heart he was still in the prison movie and hoping for a Hollywood payoff: a great breakout, a heartfelt protest, an eleventh-hour pardon. ‘Free Ellis!’ he hoped they would cry. Fat chance. It was almost like they didn’t care.

Forget them, he could have fun too. Pacing his prison he sought a worthy pastime. A decent silhouette of Africa and a good slab of southern Europe were scratched out of the dining table’s paintwork before his mother put a stop to it. Spitball after spitball was shot at the tin panels patching the neighbour’s balcony. ‘Is that the best use of your time?’ Stella would ask, her tone somewhere in the area of concern but with a five-star view into the valley of despair. ‘Don’t you think you should act your age?’ Answer: ‘Yes’ and ‘Yes, I don’t think.’ This trick of using his age as a deterrent worked when he was younger, it cut deep – he hadn’t known the rules of different ages and didn’t know how other people knew. But that was when he was perhaps fifteen, when he knew nothing about anything. The hands spun fast on a teenage clock: last week was that regrettable previous decade, last month a lifetime ago, while the boy of earlier years was scarcely recognisable, a crude model of Neanderthal ancestor. He used to be that? Never!

His greatest innovation in those first weeks was the sport of body-bowling. A game of skill and precision, bravery and insight, it involved rolling up in the living room rug and unfurling himself as quickly as possible into the furniture. Hours of practice were devoted to this: he could knock over two chairs and a lamp with reasonable frequency, and sometimes got a picture to fall off the wall. If it was not happiness, it was the best way to be unhappy yet devised.

This creative thinking must have rubbed off on his mother, for at the end of the second week of imprisonment she gently but firmly prised open the carpet chrysalis (where he, the bowling ball and the butterfly, was psyching up for a full strike) to inform him she had a wonderful idea. From now on he would spend the days at work with his father.

The cell door swung open. Hello world! Hello secondary security gate because one can never be too sure about world. Hello shifty elevator, always in such a rush you start before the doors have fully closed. How happy Ellis was to see its chipped (gnawed?) buttons advertising the different floors, its hopeful flyers for IT tutors and LEARN ENGLISH GOOD, its wood-effect panelling, its graffiti which claimed it loved hip-hop. Could an elevator truly know what it was to love? This was a question for the ages. How happy also to see the dusty streets where he’d left them, as if waiting for him. Hi there! Hello! He was back, everyone. You may resume!

The prisoner drank it in. There was the Autolux car hire, its luxury fleet of Bentleys and Mercedes and Chryslers entirely white because white in this dust was absolutely the biggest bitch to maintain, impossible, and nothing said luxury like impossible. There was the small army of men who moved these cars from one spot to another seeking that elusive algorithm which would provoke their fellow countrymen who earned an average of one dollar an hour to suddenly rent a Bentley. Right next to them, further complicating a by-no-means-easy task, the puffy Russian hooker in leopard print who had marked the strip as her territory. Single-handedly, no matter the season, she performed a tip-top job of ensuring the luxury-hire guys got the minimum amount of business.

On the left, the derelict Savoy nightclub and casino. The hot place, it was said, before they outlawed gambling. Groups of men, perhaps in tribute to the building’s past, played cards in the grass alongside. Sometimes they broke off their cries of ‘Thief!’ and ‘I’m rich!’ to call out to passers-by: ‘Hey friend, want a seat at the table?’ Only there was no table and their faces, though smiling, were lined with darker cares and it was not advisable to accept the offer.

Over on the right – guidebooks advise extra care crossing roads here, the traffic lights being more of a suggestion – the orange and lime-green flying saucer that was home to the national circus. Three years ago in this building Sergov Ivanov broke the world record for ‘Greatest weight ever lifted with a beard’. Ivanov’s winning weight was eighty-one point five kilos, the weight of a favourite chubby aunt. He was eighty-three years old at the time. Cue lights, fame, dollars. The holy Guinness Book brought tourists, sponsorship deals. The Kyrzbeks were always cool about it, in Ellis’s opinion. Never made a big song and dance. Then the Uzbeks lifted a bigger weight with the beard and they wouldn’t shut up about it. Every time he met an Uzbek it was, ‘Oh, we have the stronger beard than you.’ Really, Uzbeks? Again with the beard story? As a people they had no class.

On the subject of best and greatest: Kyrzbekistan also held the title of ‘Most corrupt country 2011 and 2012’, a regional accolade rather than a world record. Though, as many Kyrzbeks proudly pointed out, leading this region on that topic equated to the same thing. For this particular achievement there were no honours, corruption being its own reward.

Through Victory Square, where newly-weds and their primped and pouting guests posed beside the eternal flame. Past gardeners in big hats crouched among the flowers, and a large bronze sculpture of a typical family, child on father’s shoulders, looking out towards the city centre. The father pointed in the direction of the still unfinished Exclusivo apartment complex as if to say, ‘You see that, son? What a bunch of bums.’

And here was the Chronicle office Ellis walked into that first day, all ‘What case needs solving, people?’ To which the answer was silence. Not that there weren’t stories to write and calls to make, just that he wasn’t needed to do it. The staff talked over his head, looked straight through him. Photocopying was too much to ask. Coffee was way too serious a task. He was invisible – no, hold on, he had the comparison – he was the Russian hooker, relatively speaking, to their affairs. They wished he was invisible.

Perhaps they knew. His father wouldn’t have told them, he was too mortified. Probably they knew because it was their business to know these things, they were nosy by profession, and if Ellis hadn’t been the editor’s son, Cornelius Dau’s kid, they’d have swarmed him, snapping photos, throwing questions.

Had someone put him up to it?

Did he have a history of this sort of thing?

Was he sending a message?

Did he feel anything in the moment, or after?

He might have preferred that to being ignored. He did his best to ignore them right back, though it wasn’t easy. People were always running in or shouting at each other. Some story was always blowing up, some news always breaking. There was Miss Armitage (politics, education, health, you name it) striding to her desk, in such haste to file copy she didn’t take the camera from her shoulder. Beside her, the news editor Mr Jonquil was on the phone, arguing joyfully with one disgruntled press officer after another. ‘Is it inaccurate? Is it? Tell me it’s inaccurate and we’ll print a full retraction. I’ll take you out to dinner at the Excelsior. Otherwise there’s nothing else to say.’ In the corner Mr Geffen (sports and gossip, a double-up that showed the paper’s commitment to these subjects) was either shouting obscure commands at his aging terminal – Use him wide! Play the man! – or breathlessly wrangling confessions from the hands-free. ‘You – are – kidding,’ he’d say over and over. (The office theory, increasingly convincing the more of Geffen’s column one read, was that his headset wasn’t plugged in.) Above the bustle, Mr Urvin was trying to persuade Cornelius not to cut some detail in his crime report: a burnt teddy bear or a tempers flared. It was a cliché. It was a heart-tugger. Back and forth the two men went.

‘Oh come on!’ Urvin would cry. ‘Are we trying to bore people to death? Are things not screwed? Let’s flam it up!’

How anyone could work in this commotion Ellis did not know. He couldn’t even do nothing properly in it.

Meanwhile, in the back room, Mr Kozlov attended to the matters of tech: the cameras and camcorders and microphones and tripods, the editing suites and Dictaphones and memory sticks. NO VALUES LEFT IN THIS OFFICE OVERNIGHT, a notice on the wall announced in thick black type. Next to that an angry red scrawl: Hey asshole, don’t just dump it – RECHARGE IT. Pride of place in this set-up was a delicately cheap drone that Kozlov spent most of his time trying to coax into health. The robot laid out like a sickly child while anxious Kozlov applied the tonics and soothing balms. At the far end stood the clapped-out proofing press from olden times, too heavy to get rid of, beside boxes of old type and a nasty blackened bin Cornelius called a hell box for reasons not immediately clear. This room was where Ellis decided to sit. Kozlov was an antisocial man, attentive solely to the demands of his machines, but that was okay, Ellis cherished the quiet. Also he wanted to use the Internet without his father seeing.

Cornelius – pale skin, bony typist’s fingers, a distracted air he carried with him like a scent. Not much of a talker. Sons are meant to be close to their fathers, but Ellis didn’t think it was possible to be so close to his. (Example: when he fell off his bike wearing his father’s hat, what were the first and second things the old man wanted to know were okay?) Every evening after dinner his father polished his shoes at the kitchen table. Every morning he stood on his head in the living room for exactly ten minutes, performing this exercise with such graveness it never once occurred to Ellis to find it funny. On weekends the old man sat in his armchair with a great stack of newspapers, reading for hours. Crazy – he worked in a newspaper, why did he need to read more? His thinking was a mystery to Ellis. Sometimes, when Cornelius wasn’t home, Ellis would put on his father’s spare town shoes and walk about, seeing if he could absorb the serious adult power he imagined lay within.

But in the office Ellis saw a different man. The dry riverbed of conversation became a raging torrent. He was constantly on the telephone or talking with the other reporters, questioning, clarifying, arguing about how a story should be covered, chasing pieces not yet filed, explaining what was needed. Sometimes he made little cynical comments that drew laughs from the other hacks – usually a reference Ellis couldn’t follow to some local politician or previous story. Then he’d raise his eyebrows and twist his thin lips, not laughing but acknowledging a joke had been made. Even when silent he was rattling off emails or bashing out copy as if the river of words had not run dry, merely gone underground.

Two news stories were all the talk that first day, as they would be until the summer went completely to hell. One was the fanatics, the beheaders, the ‘my god is better than your god’ set. Armitage was working on a long feature, the latest in a series, about those who ran off to join these men who shimmered in the desert. How did the influence get in? It was coming down the wires, trickling through the routers, leaking out into nice family homes.

Lonely?

Angry?

Confused?

Have you considered murder?

Madness, the hacks muttered. But was it so surprising people want to believe in something bigger than themselves? This song the dark desert characters knew well. They sang it through the screen, and those who disliked the tune considered it a fresh and modern sort of evil, though in truth what the screen told was nothing new. Everything it showed was already in the mind. All thought, it’s said, begins as a duet.

The other big story was Tima Blum. The Russian had recently bought the local Athletik football team (‘Arthritik’ and ‘Asthmatik’ also accepted) to the great ecstasy and disbelief of the one man and his donkey who watched its matches. In the happiest of coincidences, no sooner had Comrade Blum announced the sky was the limit on wages, several superstars in the European leagues declared it their dream to play in this ramshackle city. Nor was that the end of Blum’s ambitions. His name popped up everywhere. On the glut of high-rise developments going up across town, on sun-kissed billboards around the centre, on estate-agent placards in hushed reserves of greenbelt land on which people were absolutely under no condition allowed to build. On the recently completed Grand Theatre, rumoured to have cost FIFTY MILLION DOLLARS, which everyone agreed was total madness, balls-out-in-the-fruit-aisle crazy, since there was already one theatre in town for everyone not to go to. Fifty million down the pan and it mattered not to Blum. His name became shorthand for all that was lavish, magnificent, ridiculous, criminal, sublime.

Between the Russians and the extremists, the hacks had plenty to eat. And these were only the most prominent contenders. The place was a ball of wool between many sets of claws. The Turks raised skyscrapers of their own, the Chinese loaned vast sums, the Americans had a university and a nearby military base, European NGOs offered training and jobs and the whole-grain diet of democratic values. Every visiting foreign charity seemed an occupying army, every grassroots movement a direct challenge to the suspicious government, every street ranter a potential crown prince. Even on Ellis’s first day at the paper, Urvin had some fresh claimant he wished to cover. Cornelius wasn’t buying.

‘Please, a little filler, a nib, that’s all.’

‘No, Urvin.’

‘You don’t understand. The quotes are golden … There is nothing, literally nothing, they won’t blame on minorities.’

‘Yeah?’ said Geffen, fanning himself at his desk. ‘Who’s to blame for this weather? It’s too much.’

‘Weather …’ Urvin consulted an imaginary notepad.

‘I’m sure it’s funny, Urvin,’ said Cornelius. ‘But why promote this rubbish?’

‘We’re not promoting. We’re showing why it’s foolish.’

‘It’s silly, bigoted drivel. Flat-earther stuff. Medieval.’

‘That’s where you’re wrong,’ said Urvin. ‘This is twenty-first century ignorance. Incredible advances in knowledge have also meant incredible advances in stupidity, and this fact is often overlooked.’

‘And you’re going to be our Stupidity Correspondent?’

‘I don’t think that’s necessary. We’ve already got Geffen. Any actors bought a coffee recently, Geffen? Has a woman been seen in a skirt?’

Geffen raised two fingers and applied a little vibrato for emphasis.

Urvin turned to Cornelius. ‘We write about rubbish all the time. But this is important rubbish. The sort of rubbish people believe. The sort of rubbish that becomes fact, if you let it.’

‘Then the believers and the bigots deserve each other,’ Cornelius replied. ‘They can wallow in their important rubbish together. But we won’t roll around in it with them.’

With that the story was spiked.

This holding of strong opinions was also a side of his father Ellis had seldom seen. He enjoyed these insights into Cornelius’s character. It’s rare to see people one knows well in new capacities, and always a relief when these glimpses go some way to proving these individuals are not complete stooges, cretins or frauds. These glimpses joined the small museum of things he knew and admired about his father, to be looked at often, grateful for their presence, though their lessons remained under glass.

One exception to the ‘never out of sight’ rule: every Tuesday afternoon, in penance for his crimes, Ellis was required to spend an hour in the company of Dr Peabody. Flattered and delighted as he was to add another voice to his chorus of trolls, he wished his parents hadn’t gone to such effort on his behalf. Groans, door-slamming and threats of emigration were the most eloquent expressions of this wish. To no avail.

‘He’s a smart boy …’ From the waiting room next door he could hear his mother explaining. ‘He’s just …’

‘Smart in some ways’ – this was his father now – ‘but impressionable.’

Impressionable? Him!

‘It’s a difficult age,’ Peabody replied. ‘Plenty of ways it could go.’

Spoken as if he were a pet or a country, a washing machine out of warranty. Ellis resolved to sabotage this shrink in any way he could.

Slumped on the worried couch, staring at drifting dust particles and twisted window-blinds, he was expected to submit notes on his existence. Peabody knew the who, what, where and when – it was the why he was after.

‘Now young man,’ he’d say, clapping his hands and letting his watery eyes focus on the patient. ‘Let’s begin. And please, feel free to tell me anything.’

The blinking old face waited for the confession.

‘Try to put it into words.’

Silence filled the room and fat lazy bluebottles scudded about as if maybe they could be a source of motivation. The second hand of the clock dragged miserably round.

Feel free, said Peabody. What a joke! Ellis had thought sixteen was going to be the big one. The year of girls and liberty and manhood. The year when the world revealed its secrets and cheat codes. The year of his ascendance. Yet eleven months later, here he was on Peabody’s couch. Something had gone horribly wrong.

How did he feel?

Ho ho. You wouldn’t get him that easily, doctor.

Was he angry?

‘I’m turning out all my pockets here,’ his face would say.

How did he think they felt?

Tick tock went the clock.

‘Well,’ Peabody would say at last, ‘perhaps next week.’

Ellis did not consider torture too strong a word for the circumstances. The world was treating him very badly. Having donated a large and generous slice of scandal to the community, he was now forced to go door to door with a placard round his neck. Could people not accept the provision without questioning its source? It seemed not. Peabody was determined to milk this sacred cow. He kept talking, kept saying Ellis could tell him anything, occasionally breaking off these encouragements to clear the contents of his throat into a dented brass pot at the foot of his chair. The patient felt the naggings of remorse: a lot of blank space was crying out to be filled and he was failing to fill it. Every session the silence got louder. He would have cracked in the end – they always do – but the sessions abruptly stopped. The old goat told Cornelius and Stella their son was ‘resistant to discourses on empathy’, and, like St Joseph’s before him, washed his hands of the boy.


 

 

 

TIMA BLUM was the black hole at the centre of the universe. One day he would swallow everything. Faced with such a threat, Cornelius considered no story angle too obtuse, no line of attack too slight. In the grand journalistic tradition, the editor had a vague dislike of something which he now sought fairly and professionally and without bias to prove correct. When the opening of the new play at Blum’s theatre was delayed, he was straight there looking to stoke the flames.

‘No explanation given,’ he told Ellis on the walk over. ‘Did he run out of money? Is he bored of his new toy? Or maybe someone put the frighteners on him. But who would put the frighteners on the Russians?’ He was excited and wore his best silk pocket square in case they met anyone important. (In the grand journalistic tradition, he also sought the approval of the rich and famous he pilloried.)

On the sticky afternoon in question it was supposed to be Urvin pushing the theatre people for comment. But Urvin hadn’t shown up for work and Jonquil made the motion of a bottle being drunk and no more was said about it. So Cornelius went instead, his prisoner moping silently in tow.

Ellis was not much interested in his father’s work at this time. Journalism, as far as he was concerned, was a lot of people making a big deal out of stuff that wasn’t a big deal. That or they squashed an actual big deal into a small space, or said the big deal was exactly this or that, or claimed they were experts on the big deal with the absolute definitive take when they’d first heard about it five minutes ago. Or they used the big deal to flog their own hobby horses because when you thought about it wasn’t this what the big deal was actually about. And all the while, in every instance, they pretended the big deal was not chaotic and constantly changing but fixed and orderly, which was never true or in any way the case.

Now Cornelius ran through the possible frighteners. He couldn’t see the Turks or Chinese angry if business were not involved. The jihadi influence was still young and diffuse. The police were no doubt happily paid off. It wasn’t the Americans’ style, and too far from the political frontline to incite the usual protest movements. So who?

Had he spent as much time online as his son, skimming the frothy content, trawling the lower depths, he would have known the list did not end there or indeed at all. Anyone with a keyboard and a grudge could join the party. It was an equal-opportunities bear pit.

‘Free speech is retreating,’ he announced, stooping to check his hair in the window of a parked car. With wetted fingertips he combed the grey on his temples. Cornelius was not afraid of being thought vain or grandiose. These were sins of aspiration. Decent, wholesome sins. What kept him awake at night was the sin of sloth, or any other which might lead to the Chronicle being scooped by its downmarket rivals at the Gazette. ‘Not just here – it’s retreating everywhere. A worldwide erosion. A geological shift. People speak more but say less.’

‘I suppose.’

‘You can miss it if you’re not careful.’ His father straightened up and they continued. ‘You have to keep marking the tideline and gathering the data. Then you see how much is disappearing.’

Cornelius’s mind had slid off down a favourite avenue and Ellis wasn’t paying much attention, but this sounded a chime of recognition. Wasn’t his father describing the plight of Mr Anton? Ellis’s former teacher who had them studying Voltaire and discussing free will, who sometimes for a joke puffed out his chest and rolled his Rs in an uncanny impression of the president. Who had told the class more than once about the theory of Perfectibility, the idea that with every turn of history mankind moved closer to its ideal forms of justice, equality, liberty, civilisation – who had told them this was in fact false, that Acceptability was more like it, that with every turn of history people accepted more. ‘A lot of folk don’t like that idea,’ he would deadpan, ‘but they accept it.’ Good old Mr Anton, who kept on laughing and joking and filling their heads with ideas right up until the day he didn’t turn up for lessons and was not heard from again.

They stopped just short of their destination at a junction where the traffic lights had broken. A police officer was hard at work trying to control the flow. His baton never stopped, it was constantly conducting. The officer’s white shirt was dark around the armpits and small of the back. But he could not rest. Already the traffic was creeping forward. Busted Skodas and big new Chinese SUVs, tinted Mercs and sardine-can taxibuses whose drivers had one arm sunburned from leaning it out the window all day. Everyone was on the creep, looking for the momentary lapse, the crack of weakness, the authority not quite meant. The officer’s little patch of crossroad was shrinking. Even with the raised baton, even with shrill whistle and palm of hand, he could barely hold them. He was the conductor, but the orchestra was relentless and refusing to play nicely. At last he turned and signalled to the pedestrians, who crossed over into the shade of the Grand Theatre.

Lightning. Thunder. The skyline wobbled slightly as the priest appeared. He straightened his dog collar and slicked back his hair and glided over to a four-poster bed where a tiny old face, almost lost in the sheets, blinked in terror.

‘Is that … Is that you, Father?’

‘Yes, dear lady, it’s me.’

‘Come closer, come closer … Oh, but you are not the priest.’

‘The other priest is sick.’

‘But I don’t know you.’

‘It’s all right, dear lady, you must not be afraid.’ The priest’s eyes burned in their hollows. ‘You know my collar, you know the cross around my neck. You know who I am because I have always been with you. Now, at the end, I am with you still.’

‘The end? The doctor says the fever should pass.’

‘Doctors lie, dear lady. With the best will in the world, they lie. Take it from me, as a priest: it is time. I see your spirit rising.’

‘You do?’

‘Let me help.’

‘How?’

‘Many find peace through confession.’

The old woman shrank further into the sheets.

‘I have nothing to confess.’

‘We all have something to confess.’

‘Even the priest?’

‘Dear lady, your mind is sharp for one so … Yes, even the priest.’

‘What do you have to confess, Father?’

‘My dear, I am here not as confessor but as priest. Let me be a priest. Let the robes I wear mean something. The priest needs the sins of others in order to be holy. Our country is—’

‘No!’ A voice shouted from the darkness. ‘No, no, no!’

‘No?’ said the priest.

‘The whole country bit is cut! You know this, Peter.’

The lights came up on a small bald man in the stalls. His suffering tone gave him away as the director.

‘Can I see the script again?’ said the priest.

The old lady groaned and whacked her face into the pillow, sending up white powder in a way that shook years off her.

Cornelius saw his chance. ‘Mr Romanov,’ he called, stepping forward from the back of the auditorium. ‘A word?’

The director wheeled round. An untucked white shirt bibbed his well-fed face. Tubby, scowling, he looked like a baby eating a mouthful of spinach.

‘Who are you?’ he demanded.

‘I’m from the Chronicle. The news site?’

Cornelius advanced, Ellis close behind.

‘You sent us a press release about postponing opening night. We’ve been trying to reach you for a comment.’

‘The press release is the comment. Go away.’

‘Only it doesn’t mention why it’s delayed.’

‘How did you get in here?’ Romanov looked about the auditorium. ‘Dimitri, how did they get in?’

Dimitri’s frizzled head popped up from the sound booth to announce, with as much competence as the statement allowed, that he had no clue.

‘Just a few words, Mr Romanov,’ said Cornelius.

From what Ellis gathered, this Romanov was a big fish if you went in for plays and that sort of thing, and the approach, which the hacks called ‘doorstepping’, required some delicacy his father was thought to possess. Although he didn’t know then what doorstepping was, and was still suspicious about this whole journalism business, he took a second-hand pride in the fact his father was good at something. He felt raised by association, as a football fan says ‘we’ when talking of his team’s skill though he has no such skill himself.

In the event it was a blunt sort of delicacy. A key part of this doorstepping method seemed to be ignoring the insults and dismissals and just keeping on talking, looking for a way in, for the comment that would lure a response. The whole episode was embarrassing to Ellis. From the stage, the actors regarded him with the pity and revulsion normally reserved for cripples and beggar children.

Later he would scold himself for not paying more attention in these early days. For not being the good journalist son. His mind should have been spongy in anticipation of signs and portents and telling reveals. How this person spoke a certain way. How that particular question made the interviewee hold the flat of his hand against the base of his spine or fumble fearfully.

‘I’m telling you,’ said Romanov, ‘you should leave.’

‘Is that a threat, Mr Romanov? Shall I say you threatened us?’

‘Don’t put words in my mouth, you piece of shit. I’m not the one you should be worrying about.’

Ellis had never heard anyone speak to his father like this. Once in the market someone called him a son of a whoredog (something about coverage of a trader dispute) – but the man was wild and easy to dismiss. An attack like that did nothing to dent his image of his father. But this Romanov was a famous director, a man with say and clout. In the bigger pond, swimming with bigger fish, Cornelius looked smaller, weaker, a pest. How to explain the effect this had on Ellis? He thought what Romanov had said was shocking and disgusting and secretly hoped he’d say it again.

‘Even if I was allowed to comment, I wouldn’t,’ Romanov continued. ‘Every newspaper is lies from start to finish.’

‘Isn’t it all lies, darling?’ The priest on stage had taken an interest in the conversation. ‘Are we not guilty of the same? You know, the great charade of the stage …’

‘Does anyone else smell old ham?’ Romanov asked the room.

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Just learn the lines, Peter. We’re pissing time here.’

Ellis looked around the auditorium. He didn’t know about any fifty million dollars, but the place was impressive. The supporting columns were the size of ancient oaks. The aisles wide as roads. He glanced up and followed the circles higher and higher. From the last row the actors on stage would be no bigger than microbes. There must have been two thousand seats – they would need an army to fill it.

Even more impressive was the substance of everything. Although the city had many fine buildings, their beauty was skin-deep. The best place in town looked the very height of glamour and sophistication, but it was not real. At some point one realised it was a front, a mask. Slipping from the velvet booth to use the toilet, the guest found a stinking hole in the ground. Passing through a hotel’s marble lobby, ascending in the lavish elevator, the visitor stepped out on a floor of seventies-murder carpet and crudely patched walls. Spend enough time anywhere and it became apparent the marble was plaster, the gold spray-painted, the oak a joke. The whole city was a stage set and everyone was in on the act. ‘People cannot bear very much reality,’ Mr Anton used to say. Ellis had never stood in a building like this and he thought this Blum must be a great man, probably crazy too, for coming to their flimsy impression of a city and building something with no shortcuts or booby traps.

The set suggested an elegant, sparsely decorated room in the house of an aristocrat or oligarch. Except something wasn’t right. Every detail was crooked: the windows, the doors, the lines of perspective. Not much, just enough to throw the eye. Curious, Ellis wandered closer and plucked a rose from a great carpet of flowers spread out at the front of the stage. The petals softened between his pressing fingers. Real flowers for a rehearsal! It blew his mind. Not because of what it cost – more that this detail beside the others, the real with the false, gave the whole the full rich quality of life where truths and lies were often presented in a single confection. He was not sure there was a word for that quality. If there was, he had not been told it.

‘Hey,’ Romanov was shouting. ‘Come away from that!’

This Romanov was an angry man, he thought. Who was he shouting at this time?

‘Yes, you!’

Oh, he was shouting at him. He objected to the flower-squeezing.

‘Ellis! What are you doing?’ Now his father was shouting too. Cornelius didn’t even know what his son had done, he was simply suspecting the worst.

It was not an unreasonable assumption – Ellis’s school departure was not so long ago. All the same it annoyed him that Cornelius took this stranger’s side without so much as checking his. Whenever two adults were put together in a room, they formed a little club and looked to string up any young people nearby.

‘Please leave,’ Romanov was pleading. ‘You and your weird kid.’

Weird? Besides a mild case of monkey hunch common among teenage boys, where the arms hung awkwardly in front like the body hadn’t quite found the proper use for them and would just leave them there until it worked the problem out – besides that, he was a fairly regular specimen. Black hair, browny-green eyes, tall for his age. On two separate occasions girls had mentioned the straightness of his nose. Halfway to decent stubble too, he reckoned, though not decent enough to fool the Chicago Pub bouncers, damn their black hearts.

‘Look,’ said Romanov – his voice softer, Ellis imagined, out of regret for insulting him – ‘if you must know, the rewrites are why we’re delayed. Various little digs we decided were tawdry. And the swearing. Tolstoy and Chekhov didn’t have to use swear words, did they? I have no regrets. Not one. I actually think it became better. So there you go. There’s your—’

‘Any trouble, Mr Romanov?’

A hatchet-faced bruiser had entered stage right, eyes on the conversation in the stalls below. He bristled. He brooded. He was clearly displeased. With his shithouse shoulders and pumped-up arms he moved towards them.

‘No, no trouble,’ said Romanov.

‘You the lot from the other day?’ asked the man, coming to the edge of the stage. ‘Mr Romanov is not to be disturbed.’

‘Which lot?’ asked Cornelius.

‘It’s not them,’ said Romanov.

‘We’re from the Chronicle,’ said Cornelius.

‘Doesn’t matter where you’re from,’ said the big man. ‘The door is where you found it.’

The goon raised a hand towards the exit and Ellis saw in his waistband the matt-black handle of a gun. Yes, he was sure of it. He’d seen enough movies to know. And when he saw it he felt like he was in one of those moody gangster flicks. He was familiar with armed soldiers and police, but they were not people in the same way. Never before had he seen a man in a suit with a revolver tucked into his trousers as casually as a flower in a buttonhole. People didn’t usually do that in real life, only in certain grubby types of story where consequences did not matter … Or in those exceptional countries, those special countries like America where everyone was considered more or less sensible enough to own a gun, where there were rallies for guns the way other countries had rallies for peace, and where after every shooting (because accidents will happen) experts and enthusiasts trumpeted the scheme’s success. So great was this success, they were required to talk about it every single day.

‘Okay, okay.’ Cornelius grabbed the boy’s shoulder. The doorstepping tone had left his voice. He’d seen the weapon too.

This gun in the theatre was the first. The starter pistol. Later it would not seem strange to think of such weapons in the hands of strangers or neighbours.
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