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Public Service


Kendra could feel the blood rushing to her face as she was dismissed from Stafford’s presence like some scolded schoolgirl. Anger, shame and humiliation burned beneath her skin, while white noise filled her ears and made the constant hubbub of the office seem miles distant. She made her way towards the ladies, restraining herself from conspicuous haste, angling her head so that nobody could see her face.


All of the stalls were empty, and there was nobody at the sinks: a mercy. She slipped into the cubicle at the end and locked the door.


She promised herself that she wouldn’t cry: it was both a vow and a resolution; a mission and a silent rallying call. When she started here she had coached herself that she must present a calm and professional face at all times, no matter what was thrown at her.


As a woman, she could never show any weakness that might be held up as evidence of uniquely female vulnerability; and as a black woman, she could not afford to give anyone the excuse to write her off as less than themselves.


That was what really burned right then, as she sat on the loo and tried to recompose herself. She had given Maurice Stafford the chance to talk down to her, to patronise her. She had handed him the opportunity to put her in what he so clearly regarded as her place.


She washed her hands, splashed her face, applied a little make-up. She could hide her feelings behind a mask. What use was she in this job otherwise?


On her lunch break she went to a café with decent Wi-Fi and looked up what she dared not on the department’s monitored systems. She felt like such a fool. If she had done this beforehand, she’d have seen the futility and saved herself the heartache. Both the man she had attempted to blow the whistle on and the man she had gone to with her suspicions had attended the same school, and it wasn’t Saint Ordinary’s Comprehensive in Gateshead.


She once heard an MP explain the predominance in government of former pupils of one particular school as being down to its having a uniquely strong commitment to public service. It was an unintentionally revealing remark. To anyone else’s sensibilities, this might mean becoming a teacher or slogging your guts out in the NHS. At Eton it meant taking on the onerous task of running the country.


These people had it all stitched up. They could change the rules to suit themselves, and if they ever got caught out, they always had each other’s backs. It made her want to scream, but she wasn’t going to. They weren’t going to make her scream, and nobody was going to make her cry. Sometimes your dignity is the only thing you have left to cling to.




Career Trajectory


Anyone who says that their dignity was the only thing they had left to cling to has never found themselves dangling by their fingertips from a frost-twinkling fifth-floor window ledge while rush-hour traffic speeds obliviously past sixty feet below.


More positively, I doubt anyone in London had a better view of the Christmas lights as they twinkled over Knightsbridge: colours and patterns fit to forge everlasting memories in the minds of little children and to pique irresistible nostalgia in the fully grown. Not even the tourists riding the London Eye could be enjoying such a perspective, at once elevated above the glow and yet close enough to make out individual bulbs. So in that respect, I could consider myself truly blessed. In the respect that I was one slip away from plummeting to my death, not so much.


It would not be impertinent or unreasonable for you to enquire as to what I was doing there. Safe to say it’s complicated, but the short answer is journalism.


What do you understand by that term?


According to the Chambers Dictionary, it is ‘the profession of collecting, writing, editing and publishing news reports and other articles for newspapers, journals, television, radio and related media’. I think that’s still technically true, but only because the term ‘other articles’ broadens the definition sufficiently to include the vapid charade that is the sorry lot of the modern ‘churnalist’.


For today’s average hack, ‘journalism’ is a process of cribbing wire pieces from official statements and cutting them to fit space on a page; of taking press releases about face cream and consumer trends and subbing them into house style. It entails toiling longer and harder than their predecessors, filing twenty times as many stories, and doing so without ever picking up the phone to ask someone a question. None of it will tell anybody anything that corporate PR mandarins and government press officials haven’t sanctioned, but it will fill space and it will be cost-effective: thus freeing up more money in the media firm’s budget to pay one of the big accountancy houses to hide their profits off-shore so that they don’t have to cough up any tax on them.


As for journalism involving the application of shoe leather to concrete in search of leads, or patiently cultivating contacts that might only pay off in the long term, what a naive notion. Have you any idea how many fluffy pieces about pubic topiary trends or pets’ pool parties you can spew out in the time it would take a reporter to travel six stops on the Tube?


There are those of us who remember when journalism meant other things, such as telling truth to power, or going to exhaustive lengths to uncover facts that vested interests were quietly determined to keep hidden. But let’s not get misty-eyed about a lost golden age. Throughout most of my time, journalism has also largely been about celebrity knicker-sniffing and the pleasures of vicarious moralising over other people’s venal streaks.


The reason I mention it is that I’m not entirely sure which side of that nobility divide my current endeavours fall. I’m not normally given to such soul-searching, but when you find yourself hanging five storeys up above the Christmas shoppers, as a result of attempting to steal a laptop from a senior Whitehall civil servant while he has stomach-turningly noisy sex with an industry lobbyist a few feet away, you can’t help asking yourself whether your career has quite taken you where you had once hoped.


I suppose I should provide some context regarding how I got here.


It was a couple of weeks back. I was waiting for a train out of Blackfriars, heading home from work: a shift at one of the nationals, doing little more than cursorily redrafting agency copy for the news desk. After the career I’ve had, it’s a little demeaning to find oneself that far back down the ladder, but there’s another argument that, following the butt-reaming I took at the Leveson Inquiry, I ought to be grateful for a gig cleaning the bogs at Cardboard Manufacturer Monthly.


Actually, this probably needs a little more context than that.


Primarily, what’s important to understand is that I wasn’t having a very good day. More broadly speaking, I wasn’t having a very good three years and counting, but some days you feel it more than others. Put it this way: you know you’re not off to a flyer when even your attempt to grab a bacon roll on the way to work ends in humiliation.


The shift started early, which meant I was barely awake enough to be hungry when I stepped into the morning darkness outside my flat, but utterly starving by the time my train had waited at several stop lights and then grudgingly limped into central London. I made a detour up a side alley off Queen Victoria Street to a greasy spoon I favoured. The place was named simply The Gaff, and as such demonstrating that it was impervious to consumer trends, marketing strategy, interior design innovation and quite possibly modern hygiene regulations.


On this particular December morning, I had just dropped a few chinks into the cup of one of the shivering outdoor residents of the World Class CityTM and was within ten yards of The Gaff’s paint-blistered front door when I was startled by a sudden roar of engines bouncing back and forth between the alley’s walls. The sound had been ostentatiously farted out by a red Lamborghini, trailed by three BMW X6s that were scurrying eagerly behind like gigantic metal cockroaches, their blackness all the more sheer against the light dusting of snow. The Lamborghini stopped right outside The Gaff, whereupon the previously deserted channel became the scene of a ferment as a huddle of sharp-suited figures bustled on the narrow pavement and blocked my route to breakfast. One of them held open the Lamborghini’s doors, and out strode Joleon Culper-Huistra, sunglasses perched on his head despite the weather in a look so affected it had probably been focus-tested by his publicity team. Joleon was the celebutard scion of billionaire property tycoon Lance Culper-Huistra and favourite of the glossy gossip rags since some ‘scripted reality’ producer realised that his very loathsomeness was box office and made him and his Mad About Mayfair set the focus of a lifestyle-porn show.


He was what in the past would be called a playboy, but that just didn’t sound like the right word any more. The term seemed a throwback to something almost innocent in comparison to the brutality with which the new kleptocracy flaunted their privilege. ‘Playboy’ had connotations of a frivolous and carefree lifestyle, of open-topped sports cars and unselfconscious glamour. These days the sports cars had three Chelsea coffins in train, their blacked-out windows concealing an entourage of security personnel, PAs, PR staff and lawyers.
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