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The Planner

I think I have always been aware of the sliver of difference between near miss and tragedy.

In the winter of 1978, my mum visited a locum General Practitioner with the symptoms of a urinary tract infection. She remembers him being dismissive and uninterested, as he lazily prescribed an antibiotic, which she dutifully took. It was contraindicated in pregnancy.

The placenta abrupted and a premature labour began. She was rushed to hospital. Soon after, I was delivered by emergency caesarean section, via a rushed vertical incision. Like the three little goat kids cut from the wolf. My dad begged them to save my mum as he was bustled out of the room and she bled out all over the floor. My mum was transfused for several hours and close to death for a week.

It was an early experience for my family of how wrong things can go in no time at all. A lesson in the severe consequences of events that are preventable. Perhaps it’s just the bias of hindsight but some of my earliest memories are of being aware of risks in a different way to other people, feeling them as tangible and imminent. In my family, the story is that I was born that way.

I am a child of the indomitable city of Liverpool, where tragedy and activism is wired into the blood. In 1939 my grandad, ‘Oohie Jack’, watched helplessly from Liverpool Bay as the HMS Thetis submarine sank, slowly suffocating the ninety-nine men on board – one in a long line of defining tragedies that have befallen the cities on either side of the Mersey river, in addition to the socio-economic and political battering that peaked in the 1980s. Although it was a decade before my dad was even born, the slow drowning of the Thetis submarine loomed large in our imaginations and was a topic of childhood fascination for me.

I passed by my first disaster scene when I was eight years old. My parents were teachers who spent swathes of their career wrangling in secondary schools in the deprived, inner-city areas of Toxteth, Walton and Tuebrook. In March 1987, my mum had arranged a school trip to visit West Germany and we all went along for the ride. My parents, my five-year-old little sister and I were all sailing on the sister ferry of the ill-fated Herald of Free Enterprise. As we approached the place in the Channel where 193 passengers and crew members had lost their lives and hundreds of others had scrambled out into the waters, we stood on the decks in silence.

Herald of Free Enterprise had capsized two weeks earlier, on 6 March 1987, outside the harbour of Zeebrugge. She was still there, on her side and partially submerged, when we passed by. My strongest memory is the lights around her, shining through the sea fog, attached to the tugs and rescue vessels and a floating crane. By the time we saw her, it was too late for those little ships to be reaching out to survivors. Now, I would know that this meant that the response had moved from rescue to recovery. But you don’t know the official Cabinet Office lexicon for emergency response when you are at primary school.

As we inched towards the wreck, our own cross-Channel ferry slowed down significantly. My dad asked the crew about that later; they said they did it every time they passed so as not to create too much of a wake and further disturb what had been, for a time, a mass grave.

I did not stand silently for long. I had too much to ask. Mainly I wanted to know how people got out. My parents recall me becoming more and more agitated as I queried over and over again that for the people inside, as the boat rolled over, the stairs would be in the wrong place. ‘How would they know which way was up?’ I asked. It was years before I read testimony from survivors that gave the answer: they didn’t and as a result they were horribly discombobulated. As I watched, I knew that there were people still inside the wreck, I could feel it deep inside me. How would they get them out?

But the disaster that was to shape me most profoundly was one which occurred far closer to home. Two years later, on the early evening of Saturday 15 April 1989, I was watching TV with my dad, who was taking a break from his never-ending task of making our old wreck of a house habitable. Setting down his cup of milky tea, he switched the television on and the coverage had begun reporting on ‘an accident’ at the FA Cup semi-final between Liverpool and Nottingham Forest at the Hillsborough Football Ground in Sheffield. Several of my school classmates were at the game, as well as colleagues, friends and pupils of my parents. I remember the room going very quiet and watching my dad’s hands gripping the sides of the mug, waiting for him to speak. He was a woodwork teacher and they are carpenter’s hands, gnarled and scarred. One hand is missing a finger from a fight with a band saw.

My dad called my mum down from a ladder (she will have been painting something or insulating between floorboards) to watch with us. They communed in a series of breathless exchanges. ‘This doesn’t look like a pitch invasion’ and then several ‘bloody hells’. Eventually one of them said, ‘They’re using the hoardings . . .?’ The fans had broken advertising hoardings off the stand and were using them to stretcher the injured. My parents asked each other over and over again where the ambulances were.

The fatal stadium crush occurred in the central pens of the Leppings Lane terrace, which was later found to have no current safety certificate. Ninety-four people died that day, asphyxiated by the press of people squashed against the fences after the police opened a gate. The youngest, Jon-Paul Gilhooley, was ten years old – the same age as me. A few days later, fourteen-year-old Lee Nicol died of his injuries and in March 1993, artificial feeding and hydration was removed from twenty-two-year-old Anthony Bland, who had spent four years in a persistent vegetative state. In July 2021, following the death of Andrew Devine, a severely injured survivor, the death toll was amended again. His death, thirty-two years later, brought the final death toll to ninety-seven.

Twenty-three years after Hillsborough, an independent review panel concluded that forty-one of those fans might have been saved if proper medical aid could have been administered. A number of other survivors received devastating injuries that left them requiring lifelong medical assistance and hundreds more suffered physical and mental effects of the disaster. It wrought a terrible toll on my home city.

On the Monday morning after the disaster, at school, normal business – a comprehension test, times tables – was briefly suspended. Our teacher asked us to talk about what we were feeling. She was awkward. I could already read when an adult was struggling. She didn’t have the words for us.

Those of us who hadn’t been at the game, mainly the girls, were chatty and keen to share their confusion. How had this happened? What was it like? I remember feeling at a disadvantage for not having been there and for only seeing it on television. Later I would come to know this as the hierarchy of disaster grief. The ripples reach far and wide but those in the outer circles have much less claim to feel the effects.

The boy sitting next to me was kneading his eye sockets with his fists. He had been at the stadium with his brothers and his dad. ‘I’m just really angry,’ he whispered, his face covered. In Birkenhead, in 1989, boys didn’t cry. I noticed another boy stayed completely silent. He was a rare Nottingham Forest supporter in a class of almost exclusively Red or Blue and he and his family had been at the other end of the ground, watching the event unfold. All he had been able to do was watch.

The boys in my class played ‘Hillsborough’ for weeks after the disaster. They would pile on top of each other on the playing field and then carry each other away, one boy to the arms and one boy to the legs. We girls rolled our eyes in mock horror at their silliness.

In other parts of the country, a story was spreading that was to become the official version of events, of drunken and ticketless fans breaking down a gate. From the outset, certain members of the police and club management had promulgated a particular narrative and as early as 3.40 p.m. on the day of the disaster, BBC radio coverage stated that there were ‘unconfirmed reports that a door was broken down’. On 19 April, The Sun newspaper published an article under the headline ‘The Truth’ on their front page. Liverpool football fans were accused of pickpocketing the dead, urinating on injured and dying fans and stopping responders from giving first aid. Other national and international newspapers picked up on this position, framing the tragedy as the ultimate low point in British football hooliganism.4 These accusations about the behaviour of fans were later completely disproved.5

My dad brought home a copy of The Sun to show my mum. ‘Get it out!’ was all she said. It was the last time that paper would ever be in our house. About a week after the match, my dad and I were visiting my grandparents in Wavertree, Liverpool, and outside a number of newsagents, people chanted as they burned copies of The Sun in braziers. Every time we passed one, my dad slowed and hooted his horn in support. The smell of burning paper always takes me back to that same sky full of smoke, Scouse anger and little bits of black char.

Those months after Hillsborough made me understand that terrible things can happen but also that the people in charge – the state and its agencies – make terrible mistakes. And when they do, often it is the communities that have already been failed who are blamed. Much later, an American colleague would remark on how ‘lucky’ I was to have made this realisation so early on in my life. It stood me in very good stead later on, when I saw it over and over again. Aged only ten, I also absorbed the pain and anger of my parents. Both of them were fiercely protective of the young lads in their care from the deprived estates of Walton and West Derby, whose worlds had been turned upside down. I remember my dad shouting at the television screen, ‘Somebody needs to sort this.’ I took that as a direction.

Later in my life, I would come to know that disasters like this force wider change. This is known as the ‘Tombstone Imperative’. When safety failings result in a large enough death toll (tombstones) that some form of action becomes essential, the state will acquiesce to a series of legislative changes. Then, once that is done, responders and politicians can set about shifting the tragedy into archive and historical narrative.6

Hillsborough also taught me about the longer-term ripples of disaster. The tragedy stayed close to home throughout my teens, as several friends battled to process their demons. I witnessed the wear of years of legal battles, health complications and trauma. My friend’s dad had survived the crush, lifting his nephew over his head to safety, but had been left severely injured. He also suffered terribly with bouts of anger, flashbacks and insomnia. As teenage girls, we thought he was grumpy and protective but I know now that he was traumatised and suffering from one of the most crippling effects of surviving disaster: the grieving for the life that went before. Of course, that is not just true of disaster but of many other types of bereavement and injury and loss. You wake up with a set of hopes and expectations but then, later that same day, something big and terrible happens and bang, nothing is ever the same again. As a survivor of disaster, even if you are not physically injured you might lose your sense of safety, your trust in the authorities and you may encounter a number of mental health challenges that can cripple you. You are not the person you were before. The man your family loved on 14 April 1989 or 10 September 2001 or 13 June 2017 is still here physically but some of who he was before is lost and the rest of the family mourn for that part of him. In my experience, and in my generation, it is often the dads who seem to be particularly badly affected by this. They were expected to be able to keep their tribe safe from harm and the realisation that they can’t hits them very hard.

By the time I was a teenager, I had become obsessed by disaster and wider social causes. The disaster work I do now is multi-disciplinary, drawing on law, forensic science, politics and social justice and activism, and I can trace much of these specialisms back to these years. I was an unusual, ‘determined’ teenager. In a time of New Kids on the Block and Take That, Sabrina the Teenage Witch and Nickelodeon, it was hard to find acceptance for my fledgling disaster activism and a variety of additional social causes. I would check out books on dictators, the Second World War, nuclear power and famine from the library. I wrote to government ministers, celebrities, the royal family, Private Eye and Mother Teresa. This interest in all of the worst things society does prepared me well for the breadth of disaster management later on; doctors study medicine and lawyers, the law, but disaster planning and management conferences can leap from lessons in human geography to palliative care, traffic management to the disposal of radioactive waste. There might be a workshop on aviation crew resource management or an evening lecture from a survivor of Chernobyl.

I also spent as much of my summer holidays as I could with my aunty and uncle, a husband and wife duo who both happened to be coroners in different northern towns. Coroners are senior and independent judges who investigate ‘sudden, violent or unnatural death’ in England and Wales but also use this recurring set of tragic case studies to try to prevent future harms to society.7 They use a form of prospective foresight for future harms and regularly submit ‘Prevention of Future Death’ reports. Whenever ‘work experience week’ came around I signed up, enthusiastically, to hang out with Uncle Mike and Aunty Cal and their colleagues. Later in my career, I would be working hand-in-hand with coroners on disaster recovery; in fact, I am in contact with them most days. Many would become close friends and fierce allies.

Time with coroners, and also on placements with Liverpudlian barristers and solicitors, gave me an intense respect for our legal system and in 1997, I was awarded a place on a ‘widening participation’ scheme to study law at the University of Bristol, designed to encourage more students from lower income backgrounds into the university. If I had ‘the law’, maybe I could challenge the system from within, I thought. I was excited to get a place but I never felt like I fitted in at Bristol. Every rite and ritual was unfamiliar: hall dinners, formal dress, food fights and slang. There were students who were close friends of princes and destined to be future politicians. Some had limitless credit cards and were sent hampers from Harrods and Fortnum and Mason by their families on a Saturday.

Meanwhile, the families and survivors in Liverpool were still trying every possible avenue of every branch of the legal system: private prosecutions, reviews, re-openings of inquests, public inquiries, judicial reviews. There had been divorces, suicides and fragmentation of the support groups. In my summer holidays, I interned at the Centre for Crime and Social Justice in Lancashire for Phil Scraton, the criminologist who was growing in prominence as a leading campaigner fighting for justice after Hillsborough. I would make myself scarce in the library when the retired South Yorkshire police officers who turned up at Phil’s office on the Ormskirk campus came for a cup of tea and a chance to unburden. These were officers who had felt pressure to redact and alter their version of events and had carried the weight of the truth for more than a decade.8

Hillsborough was a key topic in the legal world at the time and became the subject of much debate in my classes, though I was shocked to discover that most of my fellow students in Bristol believed the fans had orchestrated their own demise. I read judgements in the law reports that were painfully damning of the fans’ behaviour and even my tutor used to mimic the Harry Enfield ‘Scousers’ sketches when he read out the quotes, the room descending into mocking ‘calm downs’. One afternoon, while we waited to file into the lecture theatre, the corridor started to fill up. ‘Hey!’ shouted an acquaintance. ‘Don’t get too close to Lucy – we all know how people from Liverpool behave in crowds.’

As I was the butt of many jokes in my halls of residence about being a combative Scouser, I decided to partially embrace the stereotype. I started replacing the copies of the Daily Telegraph and The Times in the junior common room with the Liverpool Echo. And I took a job as a security guard at the union to supplement my student loan. I earned £80 a night as one of four female guards on the team. I joined the combat karate club as the other guards were members. Though I had early onset arthritis and severe dyspraxia, which didn’t help make me a natural and the teacher suggested I might like to be in charge of refreshments.

One night at the end of an indie rock gig, a crush built up outside one of the exits. The union had a spiral staircase that ran right through the middle of the building. This staircase had always made me uneasy; we had headed off a number of near-misses here, including lifting people off the banister when they had been so drunk they thought they could fly. Now, the surge of concert goers had pushed a young lad who fell over the banister and down through the middle of several floors before landing at my feet. By that time in my life I had already seen a number of people punched in the face and there is a distinctive noise when a fist meets facial bones. The sound of this boy landing in front of me was like that magnified by a thousand.

Every limb appeared to be at the wrong angle, like a marionette puppet, and blood was already pouring from his face. His eye appeared to be distorted in its socket and I could see urine spreading from underneath him. He made no sounds, for which I am eternally grateful, and did not regain consciousness the whole time I was with him. The paramedics told us later that the alcohol he had consumed would have worked to numb the pain. I covered him in a coat and yelled at people not to move him in case we broke his neck. I had done a first aid course a couple of years earlier but if I’m honest, I was thinking more of the hundreds of episodes of the TV hospital drama Casualty I’d watched through my teenage years. As he was joined by his friends, some of them were so bladdered that they tried to haul him up by his broken arms. Eventually we clumsily attempted the recovery position and I sat next to him as his blood and piss soaked my trousers as well as his. We were all fairly certain he was dead and the girl from St John Ambulance started being sick in a bin. There was some confusion between the senior staff members on duty, both assuming the other had called 999 and the ambulance seemed to take an age. Once he had been taken away to hospital, we discharged the rest of the punters out into the night air, on auto-pilot.

That night, I wrote my first post-incident report. I handed it in to the union managers the next day. I found it recently and it is the best one I have ever written – it was without guile or politics and complete with a set of carefully constructed recommendations. The university management emphasised that the incident was completely unforeseeable. The report in the student newspaper drew attention to how drunk the student was and later I read articles that mocked him for being a student of our neighbouring former polytechnic, the University of the West of England, rather than Bristol and for liking indie rock. It all felt horribly familiar.

For me, it was a vital lesson in being on the other side of the disaster. Suddenly, crushingly, I had a tiny insight into what it might be like to be a police constable at South Yorkshire Police. I had a brief taste of being one of the corporate team who is wearing the t-shirt of the institution that has caused harm but ultimately is terribly conflicted. I didn’t want the injured chap mocked. I didn’t want the university’s lawyers to try to dismiss his compensation claim, due to his insobriety. But I was on the team whose fault it was, so you suck it up.

I learned a lot about blame and post-disaster corporate response that night. The young man survived, albeit with many broken bones but fortunately no paralysis. The staircase is still there.
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Sunflowers

The hospital staff gathered excitedly around Tom to ask questions. It is a scene that has become familiar to me throughout our marriage. People love a pilot, the uniform and the status, and perhaps there will always be something magician-like about the ability to make a big hulking metal tube take off from the ground. ‘What routes do you fly?’ the anaesthetist asked and then a nurse piped up with, ‘I’ve always wanted to know, why can’t planes reverse?’ They chatted on for some time while I lay flat on my back, fixing on a grubby ceiling tile, until the consultant clapped her hands and said exuberantly, ‘So! To business.’

The business was me and also would soon be Mabel, who was about to be cut from my womb. They ran through their pre-op checklists, adding in ‘doors to manual’ for Tom’s benefit, with a giggle. Eight minutes later, all nine pounds of her was here and, like her older sister, she was perfect and worth the wait.

 

Two months later, July 2014, I found myself having a heated debate with a police officer. The UK’s Disaster Victim Identification unit were training together at a hotel in Yorkshire. I had become worried that the scenarios in our training were too easy, beginning with a number of assumptions that essentially made life simpler for the responders. One of these was that they would always be greatly assisted by a cheery collaboration of Interpol responders and unfettered access to the scene.

I had attended a number of the international DVI events held annually at the Interpol headquarters in Lyon and, like most disaster soirees, they were upbeat events bolstered with large amounts of food and wine. A champagne toast to our hosts and a commemorative photograph on the steps. But I felt this dulled our senses and our sharp elbows for the realities of the taut state of international relations in many parts of the world. Kenyon had been a much better introduction to that. Not only did they hold military support contracts but there were many tales of inhibited access to scenes when commercial air crashes had occurred close to contested air space and even war zones. They had once been given twenty-five minutes to retrieve a hundred fragmented bodies from a jungle plane crash. Hurling limbs and tissue into body bags and running for their lives. This speedy retrieval is known as a ‘scoop and run’.

For this training, I had developed an exercise in which a UK passenger plane has been shot down over conflicted territories. I wanted our focus to be on the families of the missing and how we would brief them on the complexities of the DVI process in such tense circumstances. I launched the scenario but I was losing the debate, with a senior detective scolding me for always looking for negatives. A female detective who had always mentored me passed me a note on a biscuit wrapper as she saw my face colour and body give away my frustration. It said, ‘Just because they disagree with you, doesn’t mean you are wrong.’ I suggested a tea break.

There was a wall-mounted TV tuned to the BBC News channel above the coffee machines and the little packets of individually wrapped biscuits. A breaking news banner came across the TV screen. A Malaysia Air Boeing 777 on a flight from Amsterdam to Kuala Lumpur had been hit by a missile as it flew over rebel-held territory in Ukraine.39 There were 283 passengers and 15 crew members on board. The edges of the room faded away as they always do and my vision was fixed entirely on the TV screen.

‘It won’t have any British on it,’ remarked one of my colleagues through a mouthful of shortbread. Then his mobile phone started to ring.

Soon afterwards, mine started to ring too, and for once it wasn’t work. I was needed at home, urgently. Just a few weeks after the birth of Mabel, Tom had been booked in for an urgent tonsillectomy. He didn’t recover well and, silently, viciously, a nasty infection had crept into the wound. He was off work, vacillating between bed and sofa, while we adjusted to life as a four. He was in severe pain and spent the post-operative period just wanting to sleep, irritated and sensitive to the noise around him. And there was a lot of noise. Two months after the birth, and two weeks after his op, I had been booked to co-deliver this training. I had taken a gamble, strapped myself into some post-partum leggings and booked the train. I reasoned that I was only about 90 minutes from home if Tom needed me and left a trail of food and kids’ toys and DVDs. This was important training and I told myself I needed to be there.

But now Tom was ringing me himself to tell me he was sorry to have bothered me but he had called 999 and that when I got home there might be a bit of a mess. He had had a huge arterial bleed from his throat and into his mouth. Disorientated from pain, fear and blood loss, he had roamed around the house, losing large quantities of red blood and black tissue amongst the soft furnishings. At its most dramatic, the artery had simply spurted continuously into the various receptacles that Tom had tried to hold to his face.

Like our parents and grandparents before us, we had by now stretched our financial resources to obtain a mortgage on a money pit in a rural village in Nottinghamshire. Every bit of spare cash went on new windows and insulation and floorboards. Tom had spent the previous nine months refurbishing our kitchen. He had sourced stone for the floor and laid it himself. It was burnished and beautiful and now coated in thick arterial spray.

My colleagues at the hotel got me into a taxi. The childminder had managed to get to the house before the ambulance had pulled away and had taken the children to her home. Soon after my arrival at the emergency department of the hospital, Tom was rushed into the operating theatre for surgery and cauterisation. He had lost an awful lot of his blood volume from a severe post-tonsillectomy haemorrhage. This is a rare complication, though much more likely when adults have the op than when children do, and the bleeding can be very hard to stop. The area where the tonsils are is supplied by five different arteries. An infection in the wound site will trigger bleeding; the arteries continue to bleed and in some cases, this after-effect proves fatal. Many coroners have since regaled me with their own experiences of post-tonsillectomy fatalities and their inquests.

I wanted to punch the nurse who said to me, ‘We are going to try to do everything we can for him.’ Because that was what they said on the TV when all hope was lost. There was nothing else I could do but wait. The gurney and the floor around were covered in my husband’s blood. It was on me and on my shoes. A number of religions place huge value on blood – our entire life force is within it and God is within it; it belongs to God. I don’t know about that but one thing you notice when it is spread everywhere is just how bright a red it is. When I arrived








































Afterword

The Beginning

‘Disaster sometimes knocks down institutions and structures and suspends private life, leaving a broader view of what lies beyond. The task before us is to recognize the possibilities visible through that gateway and endeavour to bring them into the realm of the everyday.’

A Paradise Built in Hell, Rebecca Solnit

 

This is a different book to what it would have been without the pandemic. The longing for a life before is something we’re now all familiar with. The rebuild this time is global. We are all looking through the gateway and though they may be hard to discern, there are possibilities beyond. Those possibilities are far from equal or level but this will be a disaster recovery that involves us all.

I’m often asked what we should learn from all of this. History suggests that for a time, the lessons, the impetus from the pandemic will be vivid – like new scars – and it will seem anathema to those who lived through it that they would ever be forgotten. But the pace of life, finite memory and the necessary forgetting of those who hold political power will ensure that many of them are lost. That is the true contradiction of living through disaster – you catch glimpses of the very best and very worst of life before all is softened to somewhere in between.

What matters more perhaps are the lessons we take from all this at an individual level. The most important thing now is to look after each other. Start with those closest to you and work outwards. Find a balance between the negative stresses of a life in readiness and fear and the comfort of ‘being prepared’.

Disasters of any kind are hardest on those already struggling. There are many reasons to be hopeful about the way that communities have connected more closely, little by little, and often enabled by technological solutions. I would like to see community readiness as a tenet of school education and night classes and more support for people to get involved with scouting, volunteering and citizenship programmes.

There is much to be angry about. But now I try not to spend too much time feeling angry with those in power or losing sleep about the trust in them we have lost. In the pandemic, we all saw behind the (threadbare) curtains; we saw the truth of emergency planning and understood that there is no slick command room or James Bond. But we saw also that where it matters, at local level, the planners and responders rose to the challenge. And that we ourselves have more resilience than we knew.

When I was young, I heard the words ‘Somebody ought to sort this’ and took it as a directive. If I could speak to that little girl now I would tell her that she could not sort it all but that the quest in itself had a point. That every tiny little help she brought had purpose. That there is value in a warm drink and a reassuring smile at the worst time of somebody else’s life. I would tell her about the importance of resting the dead, the significance of a chance to say goodbye and the nature of the death itself. About the value we may place on the fragments of a loved one and also on the things that travel with them. That there can be sacred importance in ceramic elephants. That working with the dead does not need to cause lasting damage to those who care for them if responders are cared for and supported properly.

I would show her that the longing for a place gone, hiraeth, is worthy of respect in a hierarchy of losses. That in disaster there are sharp hurts and long, drawn-out chronic pains. And that these pains have names from other places that don’t always fit into modern framings of mental health. That disasters are political and entangled with power, and that pointing out that things are going wrong will sometimes make her incredibly unpopular.

I would also tell her to get outside more, swim more, feel the sun and learn how to slow down her racing brain. To learn that there are moments to step forward and moments to wait.

I would tell her that she will take a lot of flak for her optimism, for her enthusiasm to understand more about what comes after disaster but also that there is no greater time to see the potential for rebuild and opportunity than in the aftermath.

I would tell her to keep going, to hold on for those moments, because there will always be disasters and there will always be people who want to help. There will always be hurting and there will always be a rebuild.

 

Those of us who work in disaster will never stop scanning the stars to see what they have in store for us next. Or finding ways to help people put their lives back together in the aftermath. But I have learned, or, at least, I am learning, to make room for other moments too.

I reach for my phone after it beeps a text notification. It alerts me that a parcel has arrived of books and art materials for the children’s charity that nestles at the base of the Grenfell Tower. I look out at the view from my kitchen window: sunshine, bird tables, chewed dog toys and kids’ tricycles.

Tom sets a cup of tea among my papers and smiles.

‘What next?’ he asks.
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