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            ‘After a certain distance, every step we take in life we find the ice growing thinner below our feet, and all around us and behind us we see our contemporaries going through.’

            Robert Louis Stevenson
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3
            1 Piccadilly

         

         Tall and sharp at fifty-two, Campbell Flynn was a tinderbox in a Savile Row suit, a man who believed his childhood was so far behind him that all its threats had vanished. He had secrets and troubles, yet out of the cab window St Paul’s was shining on Ludgate Hill and the angels of London were on his side. On reaching Shaftesbury Avenue, he inhaled his own scent, the faded peaches of Mitsouko, and looked up at the buildings. ‘A reborn dream,’ the marquee said above Les Misérables, and he enjoyed the sensation of applause. Oh, the progress of guilt and vanity in the average white liberal of today. Campbell didn’t take people half as seriously as they took themselves, which was the first of his huge mistakes, the second being the proof copy he carried that day in his briefcase.

         At Piccadilly Circus, he passed under a giant video advertisement, pink-haired Korean boys dancing in the sun, which slid to a second, ‘Own the Streets’, promoting training shoes. Campbell stared through the glass roof of the cab, thinking of Elizabeth happy in the countryside while he had to deal with the hazards of city life. He liked to believe that what experience had given him was a habit of self-control. The driver’s GPS panel said, ‘Thursday 20 May 2021. Temperature: 16ºC. Bright then showers.’

         The cab stopped at Hatchards. His modern biography of Vermeer had been published during lockdown and had given him a profile that stretched far beyond his field. He could remember a few passages from the reviews word for word. ‘It is rare in the history of art biography to see a pure enigma so vividly etched out of the darkness,’ The Times said. ‘A work of mesmerising empathy,’ the 4Financial Times called it, ‘engaging with the soul of art itself.’ His book appeared to its many readers to argue that unknowability is an essential feature of the artistic life, and perhaps all lives. He had also become a little famous among the young on account of a BBC podcast that often went viral, Civilisation and Its Malcontents, a deep dive into the era’s shallows, and yet the worry he carried with him almost constantly was about money and his failure to be as well-off as he should be.

         After signing a mound of his magnum opus, with its debt to reality, improvisation and surmise, he left Hatchards and was walking towards the corner of Fortnum’s, when he saw, coming towards him, Yuri Bykov, the son of the crooked Russian businessman Aleksandr Bykov. He had met him several times at social functions, and he was walking with the actor Jake Hart-Davies, a handsome young man he’d seen in magazines and on TV. The actor was taking up a lot of space on the street, or so it seemed, and how it always seems, with people interested in their own privacy.

         ‘Hello, Professor Flynn,’ young Bykov said. Elegant, camp, with short, peroxided hair, he introduced the actor and they all shook hands. The pair had just been to the London Library and were carrying books on Shakespeare. ‘Bit of a project,’ Hart-Davies said. ‘We’re going down the mineshaft of human experience.’

         ‘How lovely,’ Campbell replied. He looked at Bykov. ‘I’m amazed you’ve got time for plays, what with buying up mansions for your old man.’

         ‘You are hil-ar-i-ous,’ Yuri said, with a swoosh of the hand. Harrow had given him a rattling English accent, but his mind was Russian.

         Neither seemed to notice the rain, especially the actor, who was wearing a T-shirt saying ‘Redundant’ and caressing his own biceps. It stayed with Campbell, that certainty and confidence, and how turned on he was by himself. He was quickly reminded that the Russian knew his son from school. ‘Angus, oh my God,’ the fellow said. ‘What a legend. And your daughter, such a beauty!’

         5‘Thank you, I suppose.’

         Campbell knew all the stories: how this kid had always wanted to break from his corrupt, Putin-fearing father to form his own circle. One of Campbell’s oldest friends was William Byre, a businessman caught up in a worsening financial scandal. Byre’s son, Zak, had gone to Oxford with some of this same set. It was a small world and all the tales had come hurrying back down the M40, of partying and experimenting and being hog-whimpering drunk. Not Zak, who was now an intelligent, passionate advocate of Extinction Rebellion, and too much derided by his parents. He said that Yuri had only got into St John’s because his father funded a chair in Climate Change Studies. ‘If pollution was an Olympic sport,’ Campbell remembered Zak saying, ‘Aleksandr Bykov would be Usain Bolt. Faster than anybody, Bykov is killing the planet stone dead.’

         Yuri was smiling like he owned a few secrets. ‘I was at a party in São Paulo where your son was on the decks. Fantastisch,’ he said.

         ‘Good-oh. He certainly gets around.’

         Campbell looked at his watch.

         The actor said they were going over to Yuri’s place in Albany to dump the books before heading out to lunch at Oswald’s on Albemarle Street.

         ‘It was nice to meet you,’ Campbell said.

         ‘Let’s have a drink one evening,’ Jake said.

         ‘Why not,’ Campbell replied, taking a last good look at him.

         The rain suddenly got heavier. He turned towards his destination and plucked a thought from the petrol-tainted air. He looked back over his shoulder at the young men, and the actor looked back too. There was a sense of serendipity in the exchange and Campbell began to toy with an idea.

         It was a point of principle with Atticus, Campbell’s agent, that he always had the table in the right-hand corner, Lucian Freud’s old table, and Campbell spied him as soon as he walked into the Wolseley.

         6Atticus smiled and folded away the New Statesman. Campbell sat down, placing his briefcase in the corner. ‘I would shake your hand,’ Atticus said, ‘but my wife’s still paranoid. She’s American.’

         ‘I know,’ Campbell said. He could always be free with Atticus and saw it as a benefit of their professional friendship. ‘She put gold taps everywhere in that Bloomsbury cottage in Sussex that you bought for too much money.’

         ‘That isn’t true,’ Atticus said. ‘It was Nicky Haslam.’

         ‘I don’t believe you. Nicky does dog baskets shaped like Bedouin tents, but he doesn’t do Qatari. Have you ordered?’

         Atticus Tew was sixty-one and always looked exactly the same. Campbell knew for a fact that he regularly got his highlights done at Jo Hansford in South Audley Street. He had seen him there one day, a lively flotilla of silver rectangles all about his head. Campbell loved Atticus’s tycoon-bookworm look – custard cords and plaid shirts from Harvie & Hudson, knitted ties and tweeds, as if he’d recently stepped off the grouse moor. Campbell listened to his agent’s familiar run-down of the menu, drinking a syrupy glass of champagne while taking in a few nods and waves from across the room. The digital artist Carl Friis and his husband, Lord Haxby, craned round.

         ‘How’s your beautiful Elizabeth?’ Atticus asked.

         ‘She’s got empty couch syndrome,’ Campbell said. ‘She misses her clients and says it’s all a performance on Zoom.’

         It was day three of the reopening. The staff were still wearing masks. Campbell and Atticus always had the same thing, a way to show their basic equality: escargots à la bourguignonne au pastis, steak tartare and fries, a bottle of the Pauillac de Lynch Bages, 2016. Atticus dipped a crust in his wine, he was oblivious like that, and asked what was in Campbell’s briefcase. ‘You said you had something for me. Or something for the world, Sporty.’

         ‘Let’s have our lunch first.’

         ‘Well, I must tell you that essay you wrote in The Atlantic has gone around the world six times. “The Art of Contrition”. Liberals are 7feeling uncertain about how to be sorry, about how to be real while feeling a bit guilty. And here you are, calling attention to the self-indulgence of it all.’ Atticus pulled a cutting from his pocket. It was an op-ed from the New York Times published the day before. ‘“The writer is a Humanities hero,” the columnist says, “a podcast warrior, using art criticism in the way intended by the great Matthew Arnold: to argue about life. He uses his learning to question everything from Adam Smith to vampire novels. Teenagers have cats and capybaras mouthing his words on TikTok.” Then he quotes you: “We participate in the systems that oppress people, we thrive on them, and we think that by going on festive marches and tweeting slogans to our like-minded friends we are somehow cleansed. Welcome to the orgy of white contrition.”’

         Campbell was delighted to hear his own plain speech coming from the mouth of his highly regarded agent. ‘Strong stuff,’ he said.

         ‘Well, you’ve got everyone sitting up.’

         ‘My students are, I’ll tell you that.’ Campbell paused. ‘And it’s been like that for quite some time. They’re teaching me.’

         ‘How interesting.’

         ‘Liberal cowardice is as bad as every other sort.’

         ‘Yes of course, Sporty.’

         ‘And I wouldn’t cut my conscience to suit the fashion of the times, as the lady said.’

         ‘Just take some time to breathe,’ the agent replied. ‘You’re not quite as untouchable as you think you are, if you don’t mind me saying so.’

         Campbell lifted his glass and tilted it to his lips.

         He sometimes had to ignore Atticus.

         ‘I need to earn more. Lizzie tells me I spend money like a drunken sailor …’

         ‘Your wife has only one vice,’ said Atticus. ‘She forgives you too easily.’

         Money: an English mystery seldom unravelled. Campbell and his wife never really spoke about finances; they made a pose of pretending 8it was all rather silly. When they got married, they bought a small house in Belsize Park, which quintupled in value. Then Elizabeth inherited the country house from her father. She and Campbell kept separate bank accounts, and had a shared one for bills and school fees. It worked well enough. When they decided to move to the grander house in Thornhill Square, they used all the money from Belsize Park plus a private loan secured by Campbell. She was impressed by his talk of book and broadcasting deals, so he never got round to admitting the loan had come from William Byre (she’d never liked him), and that he was paying it back, incrementally, in the hush-hush manner of the gentlemen’s club, with interest, in a painfully private way. That was the situation. That, and the fact that he’d stopped paying his taxes. Elizabeth had a small trust, and the money came in from her psychotherapy practice, and from Campbell’s work, but it was an odd convention of their marriage, almost sexual in nature, that money was off-limits. It panicked him to think of telling Elizabeth. It was embarrassing, and it blended with a near mortification that Elizabeth retained from childhood. She’d grown up around invisible money. She had no interest in her mother’s wealth, and was amused by Campbell’s liking for the Countess, but the truth was he looked to his mother-in-law for a future of convenient security.

         Atticus always behaved towards his clients as if everything was about to be redeemed. He spoke about offers that had come in. Campbell was half listening and looking over his agent’s shoulder into the room’s social pattern. Carl Friis, he thought to himself, the artist over there, has to be an international paragon of artistic pretension. The young Dane was talking vigorously. One of his hands with all of its rings was hanging off the table. ‘You know that man over there,’ Campbell interrupted.

         ‘Who?’

         ‘Carl Friis. So-called digital artist.’

         Atticus tore off some bread. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘but I haven’t got the first clue what digital art actually is.’

         9‘The work’s non-fungible. It means you can’t hang it on a wall. You get a token and it goes on the blockchain.’

         ‘The what-chain?’

         ‘Never mind.’

         ‘Sounds like trickery to me,’ Atticus said.

         Campbell lowered his eyes. ‘He wrote an article for the Tate’s magazine arguing that the destruction of Charles Rennie Mackintosh’s School of Art in Glasgow was a work of art in itself. The destruction.’

         ‘That’s a terrible thing to say.’

         It was strange: Friis was one of the people Campbell had got to know better because the guy meant something to his children. Rule for life: never compete with your children on relevance. For Artforum, Campbell had once gone with Friis to a hillside in Switzerland where an artist called Not Vital had built a house that could mechanically sink into the ground. The image remained with Campbell, sitting in the dark, descending into the hill, with Not Vital’s smile and Carl Friis’s eyes shining out.

         ‘Oh God. He’s coming over.’

         These people all stride as if they’re on a catwalk, Campbell thought. He commanded his face to make a smile. ‘I don’t like to interrupt,’ Friis said, ‘but, my friend, your Atlantic article blew me away.’

         ‘Well, thank you.’

         ‘We’re all looking for a way out of this horror. Society, I mean.’ Campbell spent a millisecond pondering how ‘society’ is a word deployed only by people who never meet anybody who isn’t the same as them. ‘I’m dying to tell you about a show I’m doing this year,’ Friis continued. ‘It’s for the Gagosian and will undermine all beauty. That’s the idea. Beauty is dead. Gone. Good riddance to all beauty. Heaven, no?’

         Campbell felt unusually alive. Outrage does that to a critic.

         ‘So, it will exist, your show?’ Atticus asked.

         Friis’s hands were spinning. ‘It’s gonna be, like, the biggest ever exhibition of damaged art. Like, fire-damaged Impressionists, 10waterlogged landscape canvases. Totally delightful! I’d love you to write an essay for the catalogue, Professor Flynn. When the time comes. October.’

         ‘Let’s see.’

         The artist, it seemed, was wearing glitter on his eyelids. He bounced his palms together and went back to his husband, who was on his mobile. Lord Haxby was a supposed hero of the Conservative Party in the North of England.

         Campbell couldn’t quite achieve a balance in the way he felt: one minute he thought he might keel over with pleasure, the next, the ground was opening up. ‘I have a student,’ he said, ‘who has an instinct for questioning our morality.’

         ‘That’s the sole mission now of every student,’ Atticus said.

         ‘I find him interesting.’

         The agent coughed. ‘We were talking about money.’

         ‘Oh, yes. Bills.’

         ‘Harper’s magazine wants a regular column. And Stanford has been on about a series of lectures next year.’

         ‘Maybe. Probably not. I need something new.’

         Atticus took out another piece of paper. ‘New York magazine is proposing a contract for more fashion pieces.’

         ‘You know I’ve got this gig tomorrow. Kenzie got me involved.’

         ‘The fashion house, yes. That man at T Magazine and the new person at Vogue say the designers love the stories you wrote for them.’

         ‘Atticus, it’s not a compliment. These designers have never met anyone who doesn’t talk all day about hemlines, accessories and Beyoncé.’

         ‘True, true,’ Atticus said. ‘It is unusual, your interest in style.’

         There was a small percolation of regret. ‘My mother liked clothes,’ he said. ‘She sewed for a living.’

         ‘Bred in the bone,’ Atticus said.

         Campbell fidgeted.

         11‘Fashion editors think if you write anything longer than a tweet you should be awarded a Nobel Prize.’

         ‘I’m simply passing on the requests, Sporty. You told me your aim is to increase your earnings—’

         ‘That’s a must. I’m running a global operation on a freelancer’s income.’

         ‘It’s not a bad income.’

         ‘Two houses, Attu.’

         ‘True, true.’

         ‘Islington, Suffolk. The bills! The loans. You know Angus earns tens of thousands a night, just for being at a party?’

         ‘He’s a DJ. That’s what they do.’

         He liked his kids having worlds of their own and cash that wasn’t his. Or maybe the last bit was difficult. Unlike him, they’d had plenty to start off with, all that drive behind them, and now they were miles ahead of their father. At these times, money-talk times, he tended to think of his wife’s brother-in-law, a rich man and an awful person. Campbell stiffened and looked at Atticus with the affection of years. ‘You’ve met this brother-in-law of mine, haven’t you?’

         ‘Yes, of course. His Grace.’

         ‘The Duke of Kendal. A fraud in every respect.’

         ‘I won’t argue with you.’

         ‘My sister was supposed to be on a Commons select committee into Russian corruption.’

         ‘How is Moira?’

         ‘Relentless, as ever. She had tabled a few questions in the House. Then she recused herself from the whole business because his name came up.’

         ‘Jeezo. The Duke?’

         ‘Nothing is proved. Just rumours.’

         Atticus paused and took a swig. ‘I remember him. Tartan trousers. Infernal oaf. Terrible teeth. The wife runs an organic farm.’

         ‘Yes.’

         12Atticus began to speak of other offers. A documentary for HBO. A couple of after-dinner talks on the Queen Mary 2 from Southampton to New York. ‘They could certainly bring in sizeable fees to help with earnings.’

         ‘That’s just it – I’m sick of earnings.’

         Looking towards the entrance, Campbell saw a blue tourist bus, and, ever so privately, noted a kink in perspective, the room seeming suddenly larger and the space a yawning chasm. These occasional spatial problems, the dizziness, a lack of solidity, they were recent new features, here in the empire of his middle age. ‘Well, as you know, I’ve felt the need for a brand-new project.’

         ‘New is good,’ his agent said.

         ‘I have to do this thing tomorrow – Monastic, the fashion house. I have to give them a bit of language for their new campaign. Shetland wool and weaving and oil rigs or whatever. Then there’s the perfume meeting. They’re determined I should come up with the name they put on the bottle.’

         ‘For the scent, yes. That’s the money bit.’

         ‘And then I’m clear, right?’

         ‘Nearly. For the product launch next February, they want you to do an interview for American Vogue with the English supermodel.’

         ‘Cassie Tom.’

         ‘That one.’

         ‘And then it’s the end, Atticus? Over. Finito. It was fun and it kept me in touch with the kids, but that’s enough now.’

         Campbell grazed the briefcase. He ordered two glasses of Calvados. He knew the one: Dupont 1988. He felt odd about bringing out the proof copy. ‘I should be writing about Rembrandt and mirrors.’

         ‘Are you sure you don’t want your name on it?’ Atticus asked. He pointed to the briefcase. ‘It’s by Anonymous?’

         Campbell waited. ‘What do you think of it?’ he asked. ‘As a genre.’

         ‘Self-help is not writing, it’s healing. Or publicity. And it’s bloody lucrative. The New York Times had to create a separate bestseller list 13for these books. I’m reading one at the moment, The Heroic Stoic. Marvellous. Makes a ten-act opera out of having a piss.’

         ‘That’s what interests me at the moment. You know when such books sell, they never stop. But I’m also interested in it as a kind of art experiment.’

         ‘I get it,’ Atticus said. ‘You’re getting a big cheque. It’s for the money’ – he counted on one finger – ‘and it’s an art experiment’ – then a second finger – ‘and you like the thrill of having a secret.’ He lowered his voice. ‘You want to have it all ways, Campbell. All authors do. It makes sense.’

         Campbell drew the advance proofs out of his briefcase. He fiddled with the corners, flicked a few pages and handed it over.

         ‘The Americans are leading,’ Atticus said, taking it. ‘They’re fixing a cover and say it will be ready when the editor’s finished. So, in ten days’ time. They’re moving fast.’

         ‘Well, I wrote it in six days.’

         Atticus looked at the cover of the proofs and read out the new title.

         ‘Why Men Weep in Their Cars.’

         ‘That’s it,’ Campbell said.

         Atticus had a touch of the venerable English army officer. He didn’t wish to control reality, measure it or resist it, but just to see it through to the end. ‘The Crisis of Male Identity in the Twenty-first Century,’ he read.

         ‘Mirna likes that subtitle,’ Campbell said, ‘but the Americans don’t think it’s very “self-help”. They’re coming up with something better.’

         ‘Righto.’

         Campbell felt a bit uncertain. ‘Do you think it’s all right?’

         He didn’t expect Atticus to respond to that. He never let Campbell feel that he either approved or disapproved of what he did.

         ‘Well, I wasn’t sure about offering it to Mirna,’ he said. ‘It’s really not her kind of thing. I mean, they’re too posh for this, as a house. No offence.’

         ‘None taken. But the truth is they need something commercial.’

         14‘Yes.’

         Atticus rolled the Calvados around as if it were mouthwash. He said he wasn’t sure about not having an author on the cover. He said he wasn’t experienced in this field, but wasn’t it better to have a pseudonym or something?

         Campbell put both hands on the table. ‘Well, I’ve had an idea. Just today, actually. I know we don’t have much time, but what if the publication was fronted by a good-looking actor, someone well known who could play the author?’

         ‘Like, touring it around and doing the TV?’

         ‘Yes. We could coach him. Make him plausible. Give him lines. He’d be the ultimate sensitive bloke and we’d put his name on the cover.’

         ‘Pick the right man and it will sell a zillion copies,’ Atticus said.
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            2 Office Hours

         

         He dipped down towards Piccadilly Arcade. He had the time, but he stopped himself from going into Budd to ask about handmade shirts, striding on and pausing at the window of T.M. Lewin in Jermyn Street, as if he were conducting an experiment in parsimony, to match his thoughts. As he sifted through the ties, he knew the truth. Campbell would continue persuading himself that his secret book was a ripe and playful intellectual riposte to the times they were living through, but in fact he’d just needed the money. He lived with his duplicity as if it were an energy. He failed to see the danger in any of it. He had identified a daft and rather current subject with Why Men Weep in Their Cars, a subject he had immediately commodified to his own advantage, hoping it would be the huge bestseller that might relieve him.

         ‘Do you have it with a thinner stripe?’ he asked the sales assistant in Lewin’s before settling on a spotted tie instead.

         Thinking about the book had drawn him to young people, and he was now thinking of the possible usefulness of that actor, Jake Hart-Davies. He almost resolved to go round to Oswald’s club and put the book proposal to him right away, then he thought better of it and continued towards Haymarket.

         It was three o’clock. He sat on a bench in Soho Square to smoke a cigarette, across from the mad statue of Charles II by Caius Cibber. Butterflies chased each other round the top of the statue, a pair of holly blues. He loved London in May, when the long, cold winter suddenly vanished. He took out his phone: thirty-three emails. All boring. He put in his earbuds and clicked one of his mindfulness 16apps. He had four: Calm, Headspace, Buddhify and ThinkUp. It was all nonsense, but he liked nonsense and wasn’t going to abandon it just as he was about to join the ranks of the self-helpful.

         Why Men Weep in Their Cars. Out in three months.

         It was a good title: a money title, Atticus was right.

         He chose ThinkUp – ‘personalised affirmations and motivations daily’ – and listened ten times to a recording of his own voice saying, ‘I am grateful for the good in my life.’ You could place piano music over it, and it was lovely to feel tranquil sitting on a park bench next to a yew tree at the end of spring. In his mind, there stood an image of the perfect vase of yellow tulips and he dwelled on it, so simple and so fresh. But Campbell knew he would never reach those flowers, and he began to know why. Something in his life was off, and he felt that he was steering gradually towards a precipice. Atticus spoke of that Atlantic essay as some sort of cause célèbre and major success, but Campbell knew why he’d written it: because he knew he was a thinker in danger of becoming thoughtless. At fifty-two, he knew himself to be a traitor to the class of his youth and a freak to his own moral understanding. You can’t live your life being celebrated for beautifully preaching what you will never practise, and this was the certainty that had begun Campbell’s trouble. He’d always written rather blithely about goodness, truth and harmony, but hadn’t he, in actual fact, travelled far from these things, and had he any choice now but to find his way back? He knew that hypocrites live on by defending their position against outward reality, but that year, that season, Campbell knew that he could no longer get away with it in his own conscience.

         A text from his sister appeared on the screen, so he stopped the app and sat up straight. It was a link to a news website. ‘A powerful committee of MPs has warned that the government is putting national security at risk by allowing kleptocrats and human rights abusers to use the City of London to launder money they are keen to get out of the reach of the Kremlin.’

         17He called his sister back. ‘I can’t talk for long,’ Moira said. ‘I have to go into the chamber and vote. It’s the new Police Bill.’

         ‘What’s that all about?’

         ‘Making provision for the police to arrest more people. Tory nightmare.’

         ‘Where are you?’

         ‘Portcullis House. I’m walking. You?’

         ‘I’m heading into the department. Office hours.’

         He was always impressed by Moira’s command of the moral stratosphere. She’d been like that since she was ten, two years younger than him, commanding the forces of municipal possibility from a high-rise in Glasgow, before going on to join the Labour Party under Neil Kinnock. She continued as a QC, still fighting the odd housing case, but was generally preoccupied at Westminster on behalf of her narrowly held constituency in Ayrshire. She was ‘beside herself’, she often said, about City corruption, and felt that Campbell’s social world, his mixing in high company, was an unfortunate by-product of his otherwise terrific marriage into Elizabeth’s aristo family. But Campbell knew she didn’t hold it against him: she liked his writing and his jokes, while doubting his politics. He was liberal in a bohemian sense, and she’d given up trying to recruit him, knowing that only the honours committee could attract her brother to the Palace of Westminster. They shared a wealth of Glasgow patter and deep memories – ‘too deep for tears’, she’d sometimes say. Nobody really understood it, except his sister, and, now and again, Elizabeth, but Campbell was straightforwardly terrified of ever returning to poor conditions. The fact sat very uneasily with his also having an amateur de luxe side the size of the Place des Vosges.

         ‘Did you see it? Your brother-in-law is for the high jump if he doesn’t watch himself,’ Moira said down the phone. ‘There’s big trouble coming down the pipe.’

         ‘Let it flow, let it flow, let it flow,’ Campbell said. ‘Elizabeth says he probably had a narcissistic personality disorder in the womb.’

         18‘Very good. Well, his coat’s on a shoogly nail. Half the people in London – at those old boys’ clubs you like going to, the ones that hate women – had better watch out because the party is over for them.’

         ‘I applaud your excitement,’ Campbell said. ‘But you know better than I do, Moira. They’ll simply move the party to another venue.’

         ‘I hope you’re wrang,’ she said.

         She sounded ten years old again.

         He loved their relationship, the embedded trust.

         ‘I’m well out of it,’ she said. ‘Serving on that committee would have been a nightmare. They’re also talking about Russian money being hidden in loans to UK retailers.’

         His stomach lurched. ‘And William?’

         ‘Byre? Mentioned,’ Moira said.

         He worried about the extent of his old friend’s financial mess. And he worried that it all went still further. He could never say so, but anything involving William exposed a raw nerve in Campbell. He felt involved in his financial story, because he’d borrowed from him, and he loved him, his student brother in ink and wine. Campbell had begun to wonder if his own values might be tainted.

         He changed the subject, reaching for something that might allow him to feel he was floating above things again. ‘I saw my agent for lunch. Talked about this new, quick book I’ve done. Mirna sent me a proof copy and we’re whooshing it through.’

         ‘The Rembrandt book?’

         ‘Not yet,’ he said. ‘Something a bit different. I don’t think Mirna’s in love with it. An odd one – about the state of men.’

         ‘Holy mackerel,’ she said. ‘A book about men? So … not an art book?’

         ‘Just for fun,’ he said. ‘Yet it might be the truest thing I’ve ever written.’

         Moira hummed in that way of hers, spelling out her doubts.

         ‘You’re like an artist yourself,’ she said. ‘Artists are always looking for new bits of themselves they can sell.’

         19He told her he’d bumped into the actor Jake Hart-Davies on Piccadilly. ‘He was with that Bykov kid, the one Angus and Kenzie know.’

         ‘Oh, shite,’ she said. ‘The company your children keep!’

         Campbell paused for a second.

         ‘Good-looking, Hart-Davies, in that rather too much way. Weren’t his rellies all painted by Augustus John?’

         ‘I’ve seen his face in magazines.’

         ‘He was on that show, Aethon’s Curse.’

         ‘I really have to go, Campbell.’

         ‘Okay, Moy.’

         ‘Angus was in touch about the plan for your birthday. I’ll see you then.’

         She always said ‘bye’ several times in a row before hanging up.

         The spring rain was back, a smirr of the oily past.

         He headed towards the English Department at University College. He didn’t have many duties there, not by normal standards. His course on ‘Culture and the Self’ had attracted students from everywhere, but he ran it as a series of lectures and didn’t do any marking. The department was empty at the best of times, a sort of ghost village, the chief residents remaining inside their offices in a state of fear that they might be asked to teach, or maybe they were filling out grant applications in the hope of having a year off, or sharpening their pitchforks for the next march into town, or revising for the forty-sixth time a draft of an essay on ‘George Eliot and Real Estate’ for the Cambridge Quarterly. Campbell had taken the job because he liked the idea of having lively, candid colleagues, and the opportunity to test his sense of reality against the determinations of twenty-year-olds. And the money didn’t hurt. But here he was in this empty corridor. ‘Watch it,’ a worldly friend of his had told him. ‘Professor of Box Sets, or whatever you are. Podcast king. The academics will see you coming and will hate you instantly, Mr New York Review of Books. Mr Bestseller about Vermeer. They’ve got special rifles for shooting high-flying flamingos.’

         20Campbell picked up his mail and took out his key. He passed a poster for a conference on Christopher Marlowe. Spotting a party in the corridor, he realised it was a party: they were discussing Virginia Woolf. He heard the phrase ‘secondary grief’ and put a hand out towards the wall, his ears suddenly needing to pop. ‘Hello, gentle colleagues,’ he said, turning sideways. ‘Only passing through.’

         ‘Ah, Campbell Flynn. Rare to see one in the wild.’

         Some people genuinely draw out the satirical impulse, and nobody in Campbell’s life did this more than Jennifer Mearns. Crimson-bobbed, lover of Victorian shoes, blamer of men, head of department: to say Jennifer was a correctness vigilante would be to miss the main thrust of her propagandistic life. She had searched the universe (and the world’s archives) for evidence of famous writers making sexist remarks in or around the year 1888. She had lately moved on, and was eating up days, nights, weekends and research grants, completing a book called Foreign Children, devoted to the idea that James Barrie, the author of Peter Pan, was a blood-thirsty racist and a pederast. So far as anyone could tell, Jennifer had never laughed out loud. She was rumoured to have drunk a single gin and tonic sometime in 1986. Now she was in charge of the Wastepaper Subcommittee, an actual thing, set up to ensure that no one would harbour in their offices any bin-like receptacle. They were banned (wasteful). ‘I suppose it would be difficult for a wastepaper bin not to be wasteful,’ Campbell once said.

         ‘Bad for the environment!’ she’d replied, unsmiling.

         Campbell hoisted his mail under his arm and prepared for his evisceration. ‘You won’t be surprised to know,’ she said, ‘that I found your infamous Atlantic essay abhorrent.’

         ‘Naturally,’ he said.

         ‘More than that: it was divisive, Professor Flynn.’

         It hurt his face, trying to not smile. Behind her, with its perennially open door, was Jennifer’s cold, pristine office, a place of sharp edges and gleaming steel, devoid of all trivial encroachments, particularly fabric and paint.

         21‘Your colleagues put work into opposing stereotypes, when it comes to humans of colour, and then for you to make fun, in the crudest terms, of the guilt we feel about the way our institutions have denied and erased these people for hundreds of years. Well. Who are you to cast aspersions on intellectuals recognising important historical wrongs?’ Her voice had gone quite high. ‘That diatribe you published was, to my mind, ill-written, badly researched, and showed a dreadful lack of supporting evidence, by which I mean footnotes and the like. We have experts in this field, Professor Flynn, yet you choose to publish a screed of unsettling opinion posing as respectable fact.’

         ‘Respectable fact?’

         ‘That’s correct. Aren’t you ashamed?’

         ‘I am, Jennifer. May I call you Jennifer? I’m deeply and abidingly ashamed for using my brain in such a wholly independent way.’

         He walked on. The young lecturer standing next to her had scarcely cracked a smile, which was disappointing. Campbell had a natural regard for him, chiefly based on his authorship of a rather vivid paper, ‘Fogles, Tickers, Traps and Prigs: Dickens’s Deployment of Street Language in Oliver Twist’. But like all modern academics, the young fellow had become an expert on where the power lies. Like Mearns, he knew how to enforce general laws as if they were personal, which is what, among other things, made them such effective police-persons. ‘I’m warning you for your own good,’ Mearns hurled at Campbell’s back as he turned the corner to his office. ‘The faculty can’t protect you!’

         Campbell’s office was like a club room designed by Matisse. It had Edwardian tapestries and Bloomsbury lamps sitting on tables from Heal’s. The red Melaka rug came from a sale of the belongings of Bunny Roger. The green teapot had been a present in the 1990s from Anne Yeats, daughter of the poet. Next to the window, Campbell had rested an odd collection of teacups, dainty and blue or patterned with flowers, which sat with a stack of red cake plates from Liberty. 22The walls were covered in prints by Scottish engravers and photographers of the nineteenth century, along with a small oil painting by David Wilkie. After Professor Mearns’s cheerless lair, students were surprised by Campbell’s yellow bookshelves and his drinks trolley, from which, in a direct steal from Anthony Blunt, he often served them whisky in crystal tumblers.

         He had twenty minutes. He opened letters, all from publishers, festival organisers or haters. He put the professional ones in a tray, chucked the others into his illegal bin, then opened the packages. Two of them were advance copies from art publishers seeking blurbs, and the third and fourth were from AbeBooks: a second-hand copy of Shadow and Act by Ralph Ellison and an anthology of African poetry. He placed the art books on a shelf and sat down with the other two. He didn’t get far past the dedication page of the Ellison, then laid the books down in his lap and stared at a framed photo. It was of his mother and father, sometime in the late 1950s, wearing light summer clothes, laughing with their heads thrown back. They were with friends on the Isle of Man, and it had always fascinated Campbell, the unknown joy that came from them in the instant that picture was taken.

         He took out his phone and tapped an app: Ancestry. He’d been linked the other day to prison documents about a Glasgow ancestor, Francis Flynn, who was tried for beating someone to death with a poker in the Saltmarket. He turned his phone to examine a record from 1875, scrutinising the faded script. Hearing keys jangling, he opened his door and saw Gwenith Parry, the Professor of Life Writing, across the hall. She was his ally. They now and then shared jokes about their colleagues.

         ‘So, what are you writing, Gwen?’ he asked.

         ‘I’ve spent the last few months on this piece,’ she said, ‘something long and probably fruitless about Zola and Henry James.’

         ‘Stop being so bloody productive.’

         ‘And you?’

         23He would tell the truth in good time. ‘Another deep dive into the nonsense of now,’ he said. ‘My ruin, I suppose.’

         He closed the door and counted to ten. ‘Society ought to be taken by four corners like a tablecloth and tossed in the air,’ a card on his bookshelf said.

         There was a knock and when he opened the door it was Milo Mangasha, his favourite upsetter. As a student, he was more nervous than he appeared, but he could manufacture confidence. He stared a lot, had Irish eyes and brown skin, and a way of resisting every assumption you might make about him. He had come to Campbell for an extra class while he was doing a Computer Science MSc, and submitted jittery, ambitious papers.

         ‘It’s my birthday soon. Day they murdered George Floyd,’ he said as Campbell offered him a chair.

         His earphones were clasped around the neck of his red puffa and Campbell asked what he was listening to. ‘You should avoid certain things,’ the boy said. ‘Say no to algorithmically generated playlists.’

         ‘I’ve never met one in the flesh.’

         ‘Spotify tells you what to listen to.’

         ‘I see.’

         He took his jacket off. ‘Do you listen to music, and stuff like that? You got to find your own, Professor. It’s not only the words – lyrics, whatever – it’s about the attempt to transform musical space, decolonise it.’

         ‘What if you just want to dance?’

         ‘You can dance. Yeah. You married?’

         Cocky, Campbell thought, raising an eyebrow.

         That May, the young man didn’t know much about him yet. He would ask these direct questions, obviously fishing.

         Milo made a kissing sound, then looked down. His thumb moved in a flurry over the screen of his iPhone.

         ‘You’re defined by what you reject, know what I’m saying?’

         Everything was a question.

         24‘This Kenyan guy, KMRU. Defiant. Private, yeah? He records bunches of stones falling down a well and, like, drones over a tin roof. Puts the sounds into his computer and sets it up so cool in your mind like that.’

         Some of the things he said, extraordinary comments in passing, had begun to lodge themselves in Campbell’s mind. For example: Obsessing over failings of speech is a cynical distraction from looking at the system of injustice that really controls our lives. Or: Virtual selfhood is the freedom you never found. Something about that phrase, ‘virtual selfhood’, snagged on Campbell’s conscience, and he’d been left wondering about it for weeks.

         Campbell turned the kettle on and took his newspaper out of his briefcase, laying it down on the coffee table between them.

         ‘As soon as something terrible happens,’ the student flew on again, ‘the Left and the Right run to purify themselves, condemning the guilty parties, who are always the parties they expect and wish to be guilty. Meanwhile, the systemic problem remains untouched. People will take down a politician any day, it makes them feel alive, but they won’t touch the system of oppression that they are part of themselves, know what I’m saying?’

         ‘I think I do,’ Campbell said.

         He wasn’t sure if Milo was really that together, or playing at it.

         ‘It would be sweet,’ he said, ‘if people got a bit more practical in their politics.’

         Campbell liked that notion. ‘Yes. Instead of enveloping ourselves in theory we could tackle actual problems, inequalities. Like the pandemic. It exposed unfairness and it dramatised how unfairness works in this country.’

         ‘That’s true,’ Milo said, and paused. ‘Truer than you know.’

         To Campbell, he seemed a little shaken. The off-hand mention of Covid had pulled Milo up short and tapped an emotion.

         ‘Are you okay?’

         ‘Nah man, I’m good,’ he said, ‘but I’ve seen things.’

         25Sometimes a young person can give the young person still alive in you a second chance. The boy was working class, like Campbell used to be; the young man wanted to act – and Campbell felt it keenly during the office hour, how a fresh association might replenish him and force him to embrace the change that frightened him.

         ‘How come we’ve ended up with one of the worst death rates in the world and no one’s ashamed?’ Milo said. ‘Prime minister’s a clown, yeah? He makes a joke comparing himself to the mayor in Jaws and how he’s gonna be keeping the beaches open. It’s black people dying out there.’

         ‘I don’t think the government knows its own people.’

         ‘Something like 40 per cent of people who live in London weren’t born here. And they’re still acting like it’s Rule Britannia.’

         ‘I tried to say that recently, in The Atlantic.’

         The student smiled, a sort of dangerous, knowing smile, the one he’d flashed once or twice during previous office hours. ‘I see you’re a hero to yourself. I read that article. You didn’t go far enough.’

         He was being marked down.

         ‘Your academic friends think it’s about the terminology. They think if they police the words then the world is gonna be all right.’

         ‘Writers have to apologise for choosing the wrong word.’

         ‘I’ve never met anyone who gives a fuck about that. What they notice is police corruption, unfairness, hardship. It’s about real change.’

         Milo stood up to look at the bookshelves and a row of box sets. He always seemed to be showing off in the way he inhabited a space. Campbell glanced at the boy’s coursework folders laid on the floor and could see the labelled dividers: ‘Cybersecurity’, ‘Pattern Recognition and Neural Networks’, ‘Cryptocurrencies’. They were nothing to do with him, were part of Milo’s proper course – his assessments were coming up – but Campbell felt he needed a tutorial. He wanted to understand these unfamiliar and intriguing subjects. It could be helpful for an article, or maybe something more personal down the line.

         26‘Feels weird,’ Milo said. ‘I’m coming to the end of my time at uni, and I feel like … I’m only now ready to learn. I want to rip up the rules and walk about in other people’s shoes.’ He looked down at the carpet, shyly. ‘Other people,’ he said with emphasis. Maybe he was a bit more intimidated than he seemed – but he spoke fluently still, reaching for a way to amplify himself. ‘When it comes to stories, appropriation doesn’t exist,’ he said. ‘Art exists, and bad art exists, and new thinking exists, and old. Whether it’s a black writer looking at a white man or a white playwright hearing black voices, the only thing that matters is how good it is and how fresh.’

         ‘That’s a very humane thing to say.’

         He flashed his smile. ‘Well, it’s the Humanities, isn’t it?’

         He could make a good teacher, Campbell thought.

         ‘I’ve got an idea,’ Milo said.

         He wanted to interview Campbell for the university’s literary magazine, Suppose.

         ‘Sure,’ he said, suggesting they meet the following day at the National Gallery in Trafalgar Square. He wrote the time and the room number on a piece of paper and handed it to Milo as he got up from the chair.

         ‘Cool,’ the boy said, picking up his folders.

      

   


   
      
         
27
            3 Thornhill Square

         

         Mrs Voyles was yearning for a blast of summer warmth. Not that anything of the sort was ever guaranteed in England, but she could hope, and you haven’t run out of everything if you still have hope. The ginkgo tree was in full leaf. Green and mysterious, she thought, like a fortnight’s tour of China, and she examined it from the bench and thought of all the different aspects the tree had possessed during her forty-four years in the square. It was golden in autumn with a puddle of leaves that glowed in the dark. She liked the gardens best at the end of the day, as it was now, the bushes heavy with sunshine. She remembered spending time in that square with the other dancers when she was young. People knew how to put nice weather to good use then – but that was before everything changed. She could still see the girls in their pink tights as the boys lifted them across the grass.

         She knew her rights. That was the phrase that occurred most often to Mrs Voyles, and she said it many times a day, usually when coming up the steps of her basement flat at 68 Thornhill Square, where she was a sitting tenant. She said it again as she crossed the narrow road from the gardens that evening, undoing the chain she’d bought at her own expense, wrapped several times around the wrought-iron gate. There used to be lovely people here. Islington was a different place in those days.

         She was on her steps, looking towards the church at the north of the square, when a taxicab came rumbling to a halt and her landlord got out. Thought he was somebody, Professor Flynn. Mickey Mouse 28academic. She could teach him a few things about painting and good books. She had piles of them indoors.

         ‘Good evening, Mrs Voyles,’ he said. ‘I see you’re still consorting with that terrifying chain. Gruesome object. I’ve offered a thousand times to have a proper lock installed on that gate of yours.’

         ‘It’s not my gate, as well you know.’

         ‘Well, I won’t argue the point, Mrs Voyles.’

         ‘There’s a smell down here.’

         ‘I daresay there is. You won’t let anybody in to clean.’

         ‘It’s your pipes that’s the problem. And there’s vermin! The scratching keeps me up half the night, and it’s against the rules.’

         ‘As you know, these are old houses, Mrs Voyles. I’ve made a dozen offers to renovate the basement flat, but you prefer complaining to the council. When I employ the workmen, you chase them away.’

         ‘I know my rights.’

         ‘And I know my responsibilities.’

         Mrs Voyles extended her leg behind her. Yes, she’d been a dancer in her youth. She was seventy now, but she was proud still to get up the steps like a young gazelle. Flynn thought he was so different from other landlords, but she’d seen them all come and go, and they were all the same: their big windows, their ‘housekeepers’. ‘It was terrific round here,’ she said, ‘before you all came, with your Land Rovers.’

         ‘Excellent, Mrs Voyles,’ he said, walking up his own steps. He flicked the petunias in his window box and she knew he did it to splash her. She twisted round to shout at him as he struggled at the door with his keys.

         ‘And don’t be assaulting me with fetid water,’ she said. ‘I’m a protected tenant.’

         ‘Good evening, Mrs Voyles!’ he said without turning round, and disappeared between the white pillars.

         
            *

         

         After an hour he came back into the hall. He always needed to decompress from the fact of her existence. He would never work 29out why she got under his skin. She was getting on in years, she’d probably suffered some kind of sadness in her life, and here he was, competing with her. She was a not very nice neighbour who enjoyed the Daily Mail, but on every occasion his defensiveness and his irritation would rise up to meet her. With no effort at all, she could wind him up like a toy robot.

         He thought of opening his Calm app, listening to water falling in Yosemite National Park, but resisted. He looked through the peephole and saw the rain was dripping from the trees and hitting the tarmac like sparks. Campbell believed all Londoners had a version of Mrs Voyles somewhere inside them, and perhaps he was fighting with himself when he thought he was sparring with her. One day, he would look back and see that he’d half created her. His wife said he felt motivated, for whatever reason, to construct their tenant as a wicked crone. She wasn’t nice, Elizabeth said, but lots of people aren’t nice.

         He picked up some mail from the doormat and passed a small nude by Duncan Grant, done in ballpoint.

         ‘Alexa – play Miles Davis,’ he said to the kitchen dresser.

         It played a fast one and he told it to skip.

         ‘“Round Midnight”.’

         He always knew the time of day from the way the light fell in that long ground-floor room. At daybreak it came through the front window, looking east onto the square, falling on the kitchen table, and in the evening it flooded the floorboards at the other end, the sun standing high over the garden before slipping behind West London. He walked to the back window and looked down at the glowing peonies. By the stove, a pinboard held multiple photographs. Him, Elizabeth, the children. Surfing in Cornwall, dressed for a wedding, hollering over wine bottles under a pergola in Tuscany.

         He took down a plate.

         Chopped chicken salad.

         Next to the olive oil, stuck to a tile, was a note written on a Manolo Blahnik notepad bearing a phrase in Elizabeth’s hand, one 30of the many random messages she left lying around the house. He read it out.

         ‘New perspectives on living through an artificial self.’

         Then he heard it: the scratching below. He went out to the hall and could hear it more clearly, the scutter of rodents, a single sharp squeak from under the floorboards.

         Back in the kitchen, he closed the door, breathed, opened his laptop, his email and clicked a link.

         ‘Hello, darling,’ he said when Elizabeth’s face appeared. She was in Suffolk and they had agreed to have supper together on Zoom. He could see the fairy lights around the wood burner. Her lovely face was aged by spectacles on a chain. He was immensely proud of the cottage, a seventeenth-century thatched confection on the edge of Wortham Ling. The beams were scored and marked, the flagstones shiny with use. Elizabeth went there a lot by herself, to write and pootle in the garden, but Campbell loved it too – the long walks by the Waveney, mornings in his garden office.

         ‘Turn that music off, Campbell,’ she said.

         ‘Alexa, stop.’

         ‘It’s funny what a different life you live when I’m not there. You turn the whole house into Greenwich Village in 1958.’

         She was brilliantly particular. Nobody else in his life was like that. They’d been together thirty years and knew how to bring out the other’s better nature. Having Angus and Kenzie hadn’t altered their basic connection, which was to do with having an amused way of viewing the world, and it seldom failed them. They never got bored with each other, he felt, because they never assumed the other wasn’t an individual.

         ‘What’s that you’ve got?’ he asked.

         ‘It’s an omelette and a glass of wine. The old trusty. My sister sent a man over with a basket of mushrooms.’ Elizabeth sat in front of a bevelled bookcase in the dining room. He knew the bookcase very well, and had filled it himself, but he hadn’t quite noticed before, until 31seeing it from this angle on Zoom, that every volume shelved there was a biography. He studied it, feeling something. He wondered if it was the echt British literary form: the rounded life and its gracious telling.

         ‘She took me all the way to Glyndebourne yesterday. We had a really lovely time. Kátya Kabanová, you know – Janáček. Dress rehearsal; invited audience. The story was totally about her, of course. She was in raptures. Poor Candy. She doesn’t have it easy over there with You Know Who.’

         ‘My Extremely Hard Life by the Duchess of Kendal.’

         ‘Don’t be mean, Campbell. She was always a sweet girl who liked the theatre and now she’s married to …’

         ‘The biggest crook in England,’ he said. ‘The biggest duke.’

         ‘You can be so unkind sometimes,’ she said.

         She was like Maarten van Heemskerck’s Portrait of a Woman (1529), the comprehension in her eyes, the perfect dimple in her chin, the blush. In a little box on the screen, Campbell saw his own blurred face next to hers, the lock of hair, his pale lips. Elizabeth’s beauty was as permanent as a work of art, and his own face seemed temporary, a sort of mask.

         ‘She was positively giddy yesterday,’ she went on. ‘We had drinks at the long bar and then lunch in that ugly room, you know, something Wallop. Ridiculous. That awful man Lord Scullion was there. It’s all Anthony’s world, not hers.’

         ‘All these worlds are interconnected.’

         ‘Then it was back inside for Act Three, more high drama along the Volga. Lots of sniffles from the Duchess, as you’d expect.’

         ‘The long and delicious dream of social ruin.’

         ‘Stop it, Campbell. We have to be kind about sisters. I always am about Moira.’

         ‘That’s because Moira’s wonderful, darling. She works night and day for the poor, running from the frozen North to the House of Commons. Keeping the bloody Labour Party in touch with its core values.’

         32‘Mummy always said Candy was marrying beneath her. I mean, up, socially – but beneath her in every other respect.’

         ‘Never wrong, your mother.’

         Elizabeth could always go there. It was one of the first things he’d noticed about her, back in 1987, when he met her at college, this poised, perfect girl. She had coloured shawls and smoked Gitanes. She had a set of the Complete Freud in her rooms. She had her own friends, her own dates, and she invented a marriage so unlike the one his parents had. Elizabeth acted as if their relationship, and their work as parents, was part of some bigger universe that could endlessly be probed and improved. She knew how to interrogate her feelings from a slight distance, even while having them.

         ‘It’s self-involved of me,’ she said, ‘but it’s hard not to think these allegations against my family—’

         ‘And my friends,’ he said.

         ‘—that it tells a bad story about oneself.’

         ‘I don’t think so,’ he said. ‘The upper classes have been behaving badly for so long they feel they are upholding tradition by continuing to do so.’

         ‘Okay. But what about William?’

         ‘William’s in a different category,’ he said. ‘He’s used money he shouldn’t have. He’ll fix it.’

         ‘I like the way you make a special dispensation for your friend,’ Elizabeth said. ‘Your mirror friend. But my sister’s husband is damned.’

         ‘Well, it might not come out,’ Campbell said. ‘But Anthony is a total fool. Russians.’

         They ate more supper and Elizabeth rattled off a few items about the children before there was a decent lull.

         ‘I gave my book to Atticus today,’ Campbell said.

         ‘Oh, Campbell. I still can’t believe you’re actually looking to publish that. You’re stepping into airport wisdom?’

         ‘Not in my own name, obviously.’

         33‘Oh, please.’

         He pondered. ‘It’s not only cynical,’ he went on. ‘Atticus says I like the secrecy of it. He’s right.’

         ‘It’s worrying you should enjoy that.’

         Somehow, it came back round to William Byre.

         ‘I’m seeing him tomorrow,’ he said.

         ‘Where?’

         ‘At the Club.’

         ‘May I offer you a note?’ She didn’t wait for a reply. Offering notes was one of the rights that came with their marriage. ‘You can support him without feeling you have to justify anything he might have done.’

         ‘What do you mean, Elizabeth?’

         ‘There are rumours,’ she said. ‘It might be more than financial.’

         Campbell hesitated. He was invested in his old friend not being as bad as people wanted him to be. ‘As you know, I’m not with the vengeful puritans. But I’m not with the baddies, either. People who are paid to think really ought to do a bit of thinking.’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘They ought to fire up their ambivalence.’

         ‘Hmm. Not sure about that,’ she said. ‘We’ll see.’

         She told him that William’s son, Zak, was in Tatler with his mum. ‘Quite interesting, that boy,’ she said. ‘They don’t give him enough credit, his parents, because they’re so reactionary. Kenzie tells me Zak and his friends are forming a new action group called Insulate Britain.’

         ‘Jolly good,’ Campbell said.

         ‘Don’t be dismissive. He’s a smart kid.’

         ‘I agree. I’m all for young people supergluing themselves to railings. I just wish he’d wash his hair now and then.’

         She sniffed. ‘Civilisational collapse is quite possible. I think we should pay attention to the Zaks of the world.’

         ‘Meanwhile,’ Campbell said, ‘his father’s up to his neck in it.’

         34‘It’s going to be painful, estranging. They’re saying he squandered his workers’ pensions. God knows where it will end, but you should prepare yourself.’

         Before she signed out of Zoom, she told him she’d taken a lot of mail to the country with her. ‘There are more letters from the council,’ she said, ‘about Mrs Voyles.’

         ‘I met her on the doorstep earlier. Moaning about smells and saying she’s going to get us prosecuted.’

         ‘Poor woman. She is living in a dungeon. We have to do something, Campbell. All the time it’s getting worse.’

         ‘She’s living in one of the best squares in North London, Lizzie. The council has been paying her rent for decades. She’s abusing her power as a protected tenant. She’s got it in for everybody and is a self-pitying opportunist, the worst combination in the world. It’s horrible coming home to your own house, eating a meal, going to bed, knowing there’s this toxic little shrew down there.’

         ‘Enough,’ she said. ‘I’ll answer these letters. It’s not a big deal. She wants a new boiler and she says her windows are leaking.’

         ‘That’s five grand right there.’

         ‘Put it out of your mind,’ she said. ‘She’s lonely. The council has assessed her flat and … it’s our responsibility. They’ve served us with an improvement notice and we have to persuade her to let us do the work.’

         Elizabeth was writing a book on Winnicott. She often tried thoughts out on Campbell when she was writing, but she didn’t that evening, telling him to rest. Eventually, when that year had run its course, she would wonder if she hadn’t been present enough, hadn’t encouraged him to trust in the people who knew him.

         
            *

         

         After the call, he took the rest of his mail into the bathroom. Next to the sink was a framed letter from ‘Oliver Everett, Esq., MVO, Buckingham Palace’ to Campbell’s late grandmother at Calton Sheltered Housing, thanking her and the other residents for the 35jumper they’d kindly knitted for Prince William on his first birthday. The letter was dated July 1983. Elizabeth always laughed at him for reading in the loo: she saw it as a schoolboy habit, probably relating to cigarettes. Having opened the boring mail and set aside a programme from the Royal Society of Literature, Campbell discovered a posh envelope embossed in the corner with the emblem of the Gritti Palace in Venice. He recognised immediately the shaky hand of Elizabeth’s eighty-six-year-old mother. ‘Dearest Campbell,’ it said. ‘I’m at luncheon, vulgar to say, and have only this minute heard from one of these embassy people that you are to arrive here any second to take part in the literary conference. They scarcely deserve you. We are docked until Saturday 22nd, then it’s up the road to Trieste. Come to supper and I will arrange a berth for you to stay overnight. You can fly home from Trieste the next day. If you ignore this I shall be very cross. Love, Emily.’

         There was a thump at the front door. He quickly fixed himself and went down the hall.

         Mrs Voyles was standing with a furious face. She was holding at arm’s length a copy of the Evening Standard, supporting a dead rat. The fur on the animal was wet-looking and the smell was instantly apparent. ‘This,’ she shouted, ‘was lying behind my boiler, rotting, I tell you. Putrefying!’

         ‘For goodness’ sake, would you put it down?’

         She was levitating with rage. ‘I have an order from the council. You might own this building, Mr Flynn, but you are not above the law.’

         ‘Professor Flynn, actually.’

         ‘I couldn’t care less. I know my rights.’ There followed a torrent of officialese: ‘Food Safety’, ‘Damp and Mould’, ‘Electrical Hazards’, ‘Section 12 of the Housing Act’, ‘failure to comply’.

         ‘But we’re not failing to comply,’ Campbell said calmly. He put the dead rat in his window box. ‘We are in touch with Islington Council. We’ve told them we are more than happy to completely renovate your flat.’

         36‘You are … you are …’

         She was lost for words and he almost felt sorry for her.

         ‘No, Mrs Voyles. You were a sitting tenant in the basement when we bought the property. We have tried repeatedly to arrange alternative accommodation for a short period, so our builders can do the work.’

         ‘You want to change the locks.’

         ‘Please calm down. Believe me, it’s a delicious prospect, but you are protected by the law and we respect that.’

         ‘You think you’re a man because you can talk down to women? You’re the big rich man upstairs, are you?’

         ‘Mrs Voyles. I will not be shouted at in the street.’

         ‘Ah, so you own the street now, do you?’

         He slammed the door in her face.

         He went to get another beer. He could hear her television. It throbbed through the floorboards, then the clack of her typewriter, a letter to the prime minister no doubt. He went up to the sitting room and lit a huge candle, a six-wicker, and things grew calm. He looked at the painting above the fireplace: Boys Playing by Joan Eardley. The broken tenements, those faces. It was the Glasgow of Alma and Jim, his parents’ world, erased but always alive in Campbell’s mind. His father had been dead over twenty years, and she’d lasted until 2018, a totem of unhappiness. She watched TV and sewed cushions, while making long-winded complaints about her children, especially Campbell, who dreamed of somehow rescuing her. Dad had been the same: he was always straitened, and his life seemed to close when his children left home. ‘Well,’ his mum had said to him one doleful Christmas, ‘we worked our fingers to the bone to get you and your sister into the right schools, into the right universities. And we paid for it twice.’

         ‘What do you mean, Mum?’ he asked.

         ‘We paid the fees. Then we paid by being left behind.’

         It hadn’t bothered him in the past, but now, over two years after her death, it had begun to bully him: a haunting sense that he had 37failed his mother and been worn down by her negative estimate, her belief that nothing in their lives had really worked out. He feared that he’d begun to blame his own children, just as he had been blamed. ‘Mum and Dad didn’t know how to live, poor dears,’ his sister had said, ‘and we had to make it all up by ourselves.’

         He stared at the Glasgow painting, the damage in the children’s eyes. In order to have a good life, Campbell thought, you have to fix all of this and make change. The conviction felt unavoidable and pressing to him as he sat with a beer in that beautiful sitting room in Islington, and his thoughts turned again to the woman downstairs. Why was he so upset by her? He knew the answer. All the elements were able to come together in her: his fear of no longer being a man of the people, his money worries, the ghost of his parents’ unhappiness. He pushed for this realisation to become a positive, but sitting there, with those children’s faces looking down from what was now a notable painting, he felt a dislodgement taking place in himself, and knew that something was going to happen.38

      

   


   
      
         
39
            4 The Young Astronomer

         

         The hall and the stairs, the front room and the kitchen and even the walk-in cupboard of the flat were covered in framed posters, newspaper stories and flyers for past political events. On the wall next to the stairs, two anti-apartheid posters provided a sunburst of clarity and engagement, along with a green tapestry in support of a united Ireland. Dotted between them were postcards of Hebridean islands, which his mother had loved, far-off Scottish places that became dreamscapes to her, represented on the landing by pink sunsets over the Summer Isles.

         Milo’s bedroom gathered around a mainframe computer. He also had a laptop, sitting open amid a sea of books and T-shirts. He’d stuck handwritten and printed slogans above his desk and along the top of his bed, between various photos. The Internet is now the central nervous system of our civilisation, and our task, our obligation, is to reverse the unnatural order, and civilise the Internet and improve the world.

         He had a good relationship with his dad; he felt free to experiment and get excited by his own life. But Ray was in charge, even though he was quiet in his ways, the guardian of the family’s potential. They lived in that flat in a circle of pain about his late mother, Zemi, and in a state of deferred hope about the future. Since November, Ray had become a more remote person; other than to Milo, he said very little and saw very few. It was his wife who had animated him and now he was holding onto himself. But in that quieter manner, Milo knew his father retained the old strength and the old conviction. He was still the same guy, the same father who gently pushed at the walls surrounding them.

         40A small picture of Nina Simone hung next to a photograph of his mother, then one of him aged twelve with his best mate, Travis, both wearing Arsenal strips. On a white bedside cabinet sat keys and old phones. He used to do shifts in the phone shop at the King’s Cross end of Caledonian Road, and at Agelgil, an Ethiopian restaurant Zemi had liked. But now he worked for himself. He exchanged cryptocurrencies online, having bought fifty Bitcoin in 2015 from money his mother had saved for him. He never touched that base amount. He knew the day would come when it would be his rescue fund.

         There are no laws, only circumstances.

         He’d copied that from one of his girlfriend’s college texts and pinned it up.

         It’s About Class, Stupid.

         He saw Gosia’s face, her perfectly clear complexion. He picked up his phone and rang her, knowing she’d be at the salon.

         ‘Hey, babe,’ she said.

         ‘How’s the most beautiful woman in Islington?’

         ‘Is that supposed to be a compliment?’

         ‘Sassy,’ he said.

         She told him she was walking into the storeroom. ‘Listen,’ she said. ‘I was up for hours reading about that guy.’

         ‘What’s that?’

         ‘The guy who wrote the article in The Atlantic. Your current obsession.’

         ‘Professor Flynn.’

         ‘Yeah. You know he lives in Thornhill Square? Like, five minutes from you?’

         ‘You’re joining me in this?’ he said.

         ‘I did a lot of looking,’ she said. ‘It’s all on socials and in newspapers and shit. His background. And there’s a shocker.’

         ‘What?’

         ‘His oldest friend is that guy who’s in the news all the time.’

         ‘Who?’

         41‘Sir William Byre. Owns hundreds of shops, and the Angelique clothing line. He’s being done for corruption and whatever.’

         Milo was silent for a moment.

         ‘They have all these connections,’ she said.

         He’d sensed there was something going on. It was there in that Atlantic article. The guilt and the need for a cleanse, a way out.

         ‘So, what’s your motivation?’ he asked her.

         ‘Oh, just something I heard. Something closer to home. My brother. I’ll tell you later.’

         He packed his rucksack for the day, taking a phone charger out of his sock drawer and a few books, including The Life of Vermeer. With one finger, he took his Moncler jacket off the hook and was out of the flat in two minutes. He went past Paddy Power and the grocer with its heaps of barbecue coals and fresh ginger, and saw Travis coming out past the Cheque & Pawn, parting the traffic on Caledonian Road with his arms, saying ‘Chill, chill’ to the drivers as he made his way across the road in a tracksuit and old-school Pharrells. He loved covering his face, not only for videos, but he took the bandana off when he saw Milo, as if to show he was smiling.

         ‘I need to keep a barrier between me and the germs, bro,’ Travis said. ‘But I’m taking it off for you. Allow that.’

         ‘Pandemic’s over, man. Hope so anyway.’

         They bumped fists. ‘Hey, where you been?’ Travis said.

         ‘I’m being assessed for my Master’s. I’m mad busy, you know.’

         Travis looked over his shoulder, plucking a smoke from his waistband and lighting it with the Zippo already in his hand. Milo knew the stance from childhood, Travis looking left and right like that, always checking for the police. He said he and their friend Big Pharma had just got off the train from Leicester. They’d been up there selling weed. This was Travis Babb, Milo thought: selling drugs, doing crime, but like a brother, always. As Ghost 24, he was turning into one of the best drill artists in London, him and a bunch of rappers called the Cally Active, racking up a crazy number of YouTube views for their 42songs. He could practically see the swimming pool down the road where they’d spent their childhood summers. He hoped they’d be reminiscing until they were both rusty.

         ‘Listen, I’m gonna be late,’ he said. ‘Come and eat with me and my old man soon, Travis.’

         His friend swayed on the spot, all loose-limbed.

         ‘I’d like that,’ he said.

         ‘Yeah?’

         ‘And get up on Sunday to the bando,’ Travis said. He was having a birthday party up in the abandoned flats at Copenhagen Fields. As he said this, Travis was jigging, looking at his two phones. The digital ads on the bus stop were turning from one to the next: ‘Make Today a Wins Day with a Scratch Card.’ Then a Givenchy ad spun round. Then a thing about shopping in New Bond Street.

         ‘I’ll try,’ Milo said.

         
            *

         

         It was nearly empty on the bus. Twigs from the roadside trees were flicking off the windows. They passed Housmans, the bookshop where Milo had bought his latest find, a very Zemi-like book called Policing the Black Man, which was in his rucksack next to the professor’s Vermeer. His laptop was in there too. He put his hand in and touched the cold metal. He was devoted to ethical hacking and looking for vulnerabilities, and he always felt focused when his laptop was near. When he was fifteen, Milo had hacked the payment system of an arcade in Leicester Square. He also made advert-free Spotify accounts for his friends and learned how to divert payments being made for local government parking fines into random donations to food banks in North London.

         At the top of Trafalgar Square, two long banners read: ‘The National Gallery’. When he gave his name, a guard led him up a flight of stairs and they emerged into a long room, where his footfall, the squeak of his trainers, travelled up to the ceiling and its painted angels. In Room 22, the professor was talking into a microphone held by a BBC 43producer in headphones. Flynn had the look of someone who cared about himself: the expensive-looking haircut, the tailored suit and the fuck-off shoes. To Milo, guys like Flynn were finessing themselves to look superior, but he understood that, and smiled at it. His own friends were much the same and so was his dad, though when he stepped closer the whiff of aftershave coming from the professor was like a whole different thing.

         ‘Astronomy was of course a huge local industry during the Dutch Golden Age,’ he was saying, ‘and it’s no coincidence that the telescope was invented there. Nonconformist Dutch thinking reached everywhere – stargazing was a means of working out who we are in the universe – and if we look closely at Van Deuren’s young astronomer, what we see is evidence of great curiosity.’

         Flynn walked forward and the interviewer followed him. ‘I’d like to show you a portrait in the next room by Isaack Luttichuys,’ he said. ‘A brand-new acquisition. It’s been here a mere four weeks.’ Following them to the next room, going against the arrows on the floor, Milo took in the paintings, trying not to see them as something corrupt. He looked at the labels: Portrait of a Man in his Thirties, Self-Portrait aged 24, A Family Group in a Landscape. White man, white family. ‘This oil painting,’ the professor was saying, ‘was accepted by the nation from the estate of the banker George Pinto, in lieu of tax.’

         ‘I bet it was,’ Milo said out loud.

         ‘Okay, can we pause?’ the interviewer said, looking bothered. ‘Sorry, who is this?’

         ‘This is one of my students,’ Flynn said. He nodded at Milo in a courtly way and put a finger to his lips. ‘I’m afraid you have to shush. Unless you wish us to make a podcast about the evil marriage of art and business.’

         Milo shrugged like he was born to shrug.

         ‘I’m up for it.’

         ‘Okay. Rolling …’ the woman said.

         44‘We come away from Rembrandt,’ the professor went on, ‘that tomb of browns, with the cataclysm of years that is to be found in these portraits, the artist’s sense of ruin – and we find this, an altogether brighter palette.’

         Flynn went up close, his left leg touching the rope. ‘The sitter’s … sensitive pallor, and Luttichuys’s amazing technical work on the lace edging … it’s truly a marvel. There’s a touch of moisture on the child’s lip. This is a new religion of particularity, the individuation of one person as distinct from another, and it was to be massively influential on what we understand by the representation of social reality. The first Luttichuys painting to enter a British collection, this has a great deal to tell us about costume and outward gesture and the meaning of personality in a social setting.’

         Milo liked the way he changed his voice for the microphone. It was all performance, he reckoned, everywhere you looked.

         ‘In the religious paintings, we see images of eternal life, but in this kind of painting, and in Vermeer, we see brief lives, local and time-limited – though, of course, we have thrust eternity upon them.’

         Milo wandered over to him when the recording was over, hitched his rucksack onto his back and smiled. ‘Miles Davis said there were only two categories of thinking: the truth and white bullshit.’

         ‘And I’m an admirer of both,’ Flynn said, putting out his hand. ‘Welcome to the National Gallery.’

         ‘National bullshit.’

         ‘Come on, Milo, you can do better than that,’ he said. ‘You have as much that joins you to the girl in that portrait as joins you to Miles Davis.’

         Milo was stung. ‘How’s that, then? My mother was Ethiopian.’

         The professor did a sort of half-turn to the picture.

         ‘This girl has red blood inside her, same as you. And one can see that. That’s what makes the painting a work of genius. She’s a human being, in and of herself. She cares about what she wears, and has a mind of her own, like you.’

         45‘Don’t get triggered,’ Milo said. ‘I’m only talking.’

         ‘Pictures crack,’ Flynn replied. ‘Like we do.’

         They walked into another room.

         Milo began to talk about Suppose, the UCL literary magazine. He was at odds with the editors. They were all into striking hipster poses.

         ‘So, you’re proposing a special issue on Dead White Males?’

         ‘Nah, we’re all beyond that. Though I’m not gonna lie, you’re pretty dead and all of that.’

         ‘Thanks very much.’

         They found a bench. Milo pressed his phone and started a voice memo. ‘So, I’ve got the Professor of Cultural Narrative sitting here—’

         ‘Narratives,’ Flynn said. ‘Plural.’

         ‘Cool,’ Milo said. ‘So, tell us about this room. What is this room we’re sitting in and what does it mean, and all of that?’

         ‘Well, this is Room 19 at the National Gallery, given over to Dutch landscapes. Like any Western gallery, it’s a zone of contention, but it’s also a centre of learning, conservation, cultural signifiers and human drama.’ Milo noticed Flynn wasn’t all that old: he had unlined skin and clear, trusting eyes. And a lot of assumed gravitas or whatever. He swept his arm around the room. ‘As much as anything, these paintings speak of the economic life of the Netherlands in the seventeenth century; they will tell you about the pride of the middle classes, of relations between men and women, and Church and State. They will show you the artist as a participant in a nation’s self-creation.’

         ‘And how did they come to be here?’

         ‘Van Ruisdael’s view of Amsterdam is on loan. Others were bought by the gallery in the nineteenth century. But I think you mean something else.’

         ‘Yeah. Stolen. From one culture by another.’

         ‘If you like, yes. The market does that. But I would maintain, from a conservation point of view, but also from a civic one, that it is better that they land here, in a well-maintained gallery open to the public, 46than in a private home, where so many of the world’s masterpieces languish in conditions of pride.’

         Milo was pleased with that answer. He could see it as a stand-out quote in Suppose, and knew that it would play well. They stood up and walked through to A Young Woman Standing at a Virginal, and Milo handed Flynn the phone, so he could open The Life of Vermeer and quote something. ‘“Vermeer is the patron saint of individual merit,” you write. “For thousands of years, privilege and power, determined by birth, were the drivers of history. But with this mysterious woman, standing at a musical instrument or reading a letter in the common light of day, we find that it is merit and individual consciousness, the personal power of ordinary people that rules the world. What is this human being thinking about? What in life is behind her? What brought her here? What is this letter? Again, Vermeer catches human differences at the moment of their occurrence, in situ. He is human like us and bows to no power beyond the power of the single mind.”’

         ‘Human like us?’ Milo said. He felt he’d been storing up energy. He wanted to challenge Flynn. ‘Do you really believe all of that?’

         ‘More or less.’

         Milo looked at his notes. ‘It’s kind of empty, isn’t it? “The personal power of ordinary people.” Are you having a laugh?’

         Game on, he thought.

         ‘Say more,’ Flynn said.

         ‘Not everyone has the “opportunity” to see their potential. Maybe you wish it was true, and so do the people who bought your book.’

         ‘I believe in meritocracy.’

         ‘And I believe in Santa Claus.’

         ‘It may be idealistic,’ Flynn went on, ‘but art is allowed that. Breaking down barriers is not in itself an evil act.’

         ‘It’s motivational speak,’ Milo said, ‘that uses art as a posh prop. I don’t hear you talking about the people who can’t be in the picture, who are not even likely to see the picture, unless some special magic 47happens. It’s all a fancy delusion. You surf on an idea of equality that simply doesn’t exist.’

         ‘That’s a bit of an assumption, isn’t it? The National Gallery is free to all. You can simply come here and see Vermeer any time you like.’

         ‘You can simply come here?’

         ‘That’s right. Seven days a week.’

         Milo walked back to the bench and put the book down. ‘You have to know it’s here, Professor. You have to know how to want it. You have to know where to begin. Social mobility is a fantasy upheld by guilty rich people.’

         ‘That’s good,’ Flynn said.

         ‘Are you patronising me?’

         Milo stared him out.

         ‘No offence, Professor,’ he said, ‘but I’m betting you’ve never risked anything in your life, never really set out to upset anything.’

         ‘That’s—’

         ‘No, you haven’t. You wrote that article two months ago. But have you ever jeopardised what you possess or really questioned your success?’

         The professor looked at him, surprised. There was something transgressive in the conversation, the tone of it.

         Milo took a step back, dialled down the intensity.

         ‘So, why did you become a writer?’ he asked.

         ‘To reach people.’

         He found himself asking another question, and he felt emotional in that split second. ‘Are your parents alive?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘What were they like?’

         Flynn seemed to stare into the picture of the young woman at her musical instrument. ‘Eident,’ he said. ‘It’s an old Scots word. My mother was eident. They both kept their heads down. Sewing, in my mother’s case.’

         ‘She was a manual worker?’

         48‘Perhaps that surprises you,’ he said. ‘Perhaps you’ve already made your mind up about everyone you meet.’

         Milo tried to balance his words. ‘So you believe in, like, decent conditions for workers and things like that?’

         ‘Of course,’ the professor said.

         There was a silence, but it wasn’t uneasy. They stood again in front of the Vermeer. It was cool the way her quiet gaze, her self-sufficiency, seemed like a trick. The professor went back into his art critic mode, talking about the symbols of love. Milo rubbed his head and interrupted.

         ‘The world’s changing, Professor Flynn. It’s due a complete reset. Meanwhile, you’ll spend your life worrying about what a girl in a Vermeer painting sees in a letter she’s holding.’

         ‘Or I’ll learn to inhabit her stillness. That’s a life’s work.’

         They stood staring at each other. Milo took it all in. ‘Just paint. Just a girl. Just a letter,’ he said with a shrug.

         ‘Just life, if we can only know it. But if life is changing, if the world is resetting, I’m interested. I’m ready.’

         Flynn looked at his watch, an old Rolex, Milo thought.

         ‘I have a lunch appointment,’ Flynn said.

         Downstairs, he told Milo he never socialised with students. ‘But I like the quality of the conversation we’re having. Perhaps you’d join me for a drink. Tonight?’

         ‘Sure, yeah.’

         The professor looked shy, like he was taking a risk. ‘That way we can go further into this fascinating stuff.’

         Milo nodded.

         Flynn suggested somewhere called the Fumoir Bar at Claridge’s.

         ‘Where’s that?’

         ‘Brook Street. Ten o’clock.’

      

   


   
      
         
49
            5 The Club

         

         Holbein’s Ambassadors was in Campbell’s mind as he walked to Pall Mall. The sun was above Parliament when he crossed the road and made for the Club. He saw, poking out of a set of railings by the Duke of York Steps, a few ghostly, white dandelion clocks, the seeds blowing off on their little parachutes. He hung his coat as usual on peg 98, on the left-hand side of a portrait of T.S. Eliot. He went for a pee at the gents on the ground floor and admired an Osbert Lancaster drawing hanging above the urinal, before fixing his tie and giving his shoes a quick buff in the polishing machine. Walking back across the hall he stopped at the board to look at the front page of The Times. Newspapers and magazines had only recently returned to the Club (the dessert trolley was still out of action). He flipped a few pages. ‘Spain Wrestles with Wave of Child Migrants,’ a headline read.

         In the bar, Campbell ordered a Negroni as Darwin looked down at him, the chief survivalist, tinting the atmosphere of the Club and the day’s news with his constant presence, copied from the original by John Collier. There was to be a formal dinner that evening, followed by a talk: ‘Our Time in Yemen, or Recollections of a Whitehall Mandarin’ by Sir Evelyn Chippault. ‘Not my sort of thing,’ the lugubrious barman said.

         An actor with a voice like John Gielgud’s walked across the red carpet with his guest.

         ‘Ghastly man,’ the voice said. ‘He comes up to me and he says, “I’ll never forget your really wonderful Dauphin in Saint Joan,” and I said, “But, my dear fellow, I’ve never been in Saint Joan!”’ The actor’s 50companion laughed and pointed to a dour portrait of Walter Scott, then to one of Matthew Arnold, both former members, hanging above a black mantelpiece that bore a battered copy of Who’s Who. The actor seemed to reach down into his voice for a remark. ‘Poor Arnold,’ he said. ‘“Dover Beach”. He poured scorn on us as a nation of shopkeepers … “a touch of grossness”, he said, in the British.’

         Campbell retired to an armchair by the door, getting up to take a copy of Tatler. Elizabeth had told him … He flicked through it. Here it was: an event at the Bentley showroom in Berkeley Square from before lockdown, a gargoyle-fest, featuring, the caption said, the Baroness Barrington-Ward and Lady Antonia Byre, wife of his lunch companion – he looked at his watch – each of them holding a glass of Taittinger and leaning against the new Bentley model, priced, it said helpfully, at around three hundred thousand. There was also a picture of William and Antonia’s son, Zak, not smiling, bed-headed, wearing a T-shirt: ‘Just Stop Oil’. It would be Zak’s idea of a provocation.

         Ten minutes later, Campbell was at the table with William. ‘It was a fundraiser for fibro-whatsit,’ William said, before telling the waiter to put the wine on a separate bill. ‘Zak says he’s got it, you know. Autoimmune thing.’ This was the way William spoke. Short sentences. He’d been talking like that since Peterhouse. ‘The boy’s insane. He’s like his mother. Sort of desperate. He loves attention.’

         ‘Elizabeth says he’s doing amazing work.’

         ‘What, blocking bridges across the Thames? Him and his eco-rabble? They wouldn’t know a day’s work if it smacked them on the head.’

         ‘Well, you have to hand it to him. They’ve got it onto the agenda.’

         ‘What have they got on the agenda? Organic carrots?’

         ‘Mass starvation, air pollution, the planet’s incineration, societal collapse.’

         ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake.’

         ‘Well,’ Campbell said, ‘maybe he gets his effectiveness from Antonia. She’s certainly been whipping the readers of the Commentator into a frenzy every Thursday.’

         51‘It’s her only skill, spleen.’

         ‘That’s not quite fair, William. She’s a splendid cook.’

         ‘Isn’t that sexist or something? You’ll be cancelled for that. You know what Zak calls her? Basic. I mean, basic. What a thing to say about your mother.’

         ‘She’s hard to work out. She’s always angry.’

         ‘Always,’ William said. ‘Always fuming. Wanting gifts and blaming people.’

         ‘It’s sad, because, underneath … she’s a spirited person, Antonia.’

         ‘She’s terrified. All her family were like that, embalmed in credit card statements. It’s grotesque. Clever people craving watches from Georg Jensen.’

         ‘Let’s not talk about her.’

         But William went on, as husbands on the cusp of leaving often do.

         ‘Because you can’t feed that, Campbell. You can’t fill that grief hole.’

         They fell silent and looked around at the vastness of the room, as if they had reached a point of clarity. William took up the menu. Looking at him, Campbell saw that he’d always needed William, his bad behaviour as much as his good, to help him define who he was himself.

         ‘Don’t go mad on the wine, William.’

         William ignored him. He’d been doing so since Cambridge. William was the brag of the pack, then. He’d been a dynamo at Peterhouse, effortless scholar, valiant drinker, king of the Falstaff Club and favourite of the Salisbury Review crowd, the Grafton Breakfast Club aesthetes, the right-wing dons. For two years he was a favourite pet of the historian Maurice Cowling. Terrifically funny and perpetually nasty, William ruled the roost, and though Campbell never shared any of his politics, he shared most of his bottles. It was the pinnacle of male vanity, Campbell now supposed, the way each of them held up his friendship with the other as confirmation of his independent spirit.

         52‘The house claret is perfectly good.’

         Campbell needed William the way some people need to smoke, or the way others need to gamble or drink to excess. William was one of his risks. His outer limit. We need a friend who embodies the extent of ourselves. William was nothing like Campbell, but essential to his sense of human character. And whatever happened to his friend caused a leak in his own conscience.

         William drew his fat hand to the bottom of the wine list, his eburnean hand, white and plump with supremacy. His flesh was his fullest feature.

         ‘Château Montrose,’ William said, checking his phone.

         He’d always had friends like that: his alter egos. In the Rosemount Flats where he grew up, he’d had them, his lost boys as he thought of them now, those Glasgow mates whose excesses clarified him. Campbell would drift away from them and move on and forget, yet he measured himself against them, and they supplied the contrast he hoped would always remedy his own self-doubt. And the last of those boys was William.

         Before he established Angelique, William owed people money, and after he was rich, he owed people money: that, and rule-breaking, were the true constants in his life. From the very start, he knew how to sell. Then it was shops, factories, superstores and malls, asset-stripping, stepping into planes and yachts, losing ground, threatening journalists, succeeding all over again, facing down his critics, being knighted, having a double bypass. It was obvious, even back in the day, that he was destined for humiliation. It was hot-wired into him, much as Campbell’s fear of poverty was hot-wired into him, and he accepted it. But where Campbell’s love of success was implicit, and deniable, William’s was epic; he could only end up in jail or in exile, and both seemed clear possibilities that day.

         ‘I bought you a present, Campbell,’ he said. He took it from inside his oversized suit, upsetting his pocket square.

         ‘Fuck off, William. I hate presents.’

         53‘It’s nothing ugly.’

         ‘Of course it’ll be ugly. It’s from Asprey.’

         William chuckled and slid the leather box across the table. ‘You’re a cheeky prick. It cost me a fortune this morning.’

         ‘Of course it did. What poor widow did you rob to buy it?’

         ‘Don’t believe what you read in the papers.’

         ‘I don’t depend on the papers. I know you, William. You’re a thieving, no-good bastard from Walthamstow.’

         ‘Harsh, but fair. Leyton, actually.’

         The thing was, William needed friends, people who judged him but didn’t care, which was as much as he could hope for at this point. A diamond tie clip was inside the box. ‘Jesus, Will,’ he said. ‘Do I look like Yuri Bykov?’

         ‘Not yet. You lack the plucked eyebrows. And the shoes.’

         Campbell smiled and put the box in his pocket. He wrote out their order and gave it to the waiter. The room filled up and people looked over. William defended himself with scowls and by drumming his fingers on the table. His shops were closing and his factories were on their last legs. ‘They want £375 million for the pension fund. I’ll find it.’

         ‘What’s coming next with these allegations?’ Campbell asked.

         ‘Oh, they’ll find more. They’ll find all sorts of things. They’ll have me buggering Prince Andrew by the end of the week.’

         Campbell watched him intently as he spoke, seeing he was vain enough to imagine his fall wasn’t really about him, that it was an indictment on the society that had thrived off the back of him. ‘People love it, in this country. It’s all the rage,’ William said. ‘Make millions off somebody and then call him a criminal.’

         ‘And are you a criminal?’

         ‘What do you think, Campbell? I’m everything you are, except I work like a dog and I’m good to my friends and I don’t talk shite about painters.’

         ‘But all this money?’

         54‘I gave jobs to a hundred thousand people. I gave them homes, livelihoods. And if I invested anything the wrong way, they’ll get it back.’

         During the potted shrimps, a man came over from one of the window tables. It was Rupert Chadley, the editor of the Commentator, and effectively Antonia’s boss. In theory William would want to be civil to him, for the sake of his wife, but his organisation had run multiple stories about William’s financial dealings. Based in King’s Cross, the Commentator was a new online-only Scott Trust venture, sister to the Guardian and the Observer, and doing brisk business stirring up fury against the world’s easiest targets.

         ‘Hello, gents,’ Chadley said.

         ‘Piss the fuck off,’ William replied.

         Campbell noticed Chadley had that problem, common to schoolboys and footballers, of not being able to fix his own tie – always askew or the top shirt button undone or the tie a bit too loud for the occasion. ‘I loved that amazing essay you wrote on the shame of being white,’ Chadley said to Campbell.

         ‘Thanks,’ Campbell said, ‘but it wasn’t about that.’

         ‘It’s the new liberalism,’ the editor returned. ‘Time’s up for the old ways of being a good person, that’s for sure.’

         William burped. ‘Is that what you’ve been all these years? A good person? More like a fucking self-protection mob, it seems to me.’

         ‘Hello, William,’ Chadley said again. ‘Well, I’m not going to kick a man when he’s down. Let’s leave it at that.’

         ‘Eat my balls,’ William said. ‘And who’s this reprobate you’ve got writing shit about me? I should sue her to kingdom come.’

         ‘Ah. Tara Hastings. One of our rising reporters. Don’t worry, it’s all been lawyered.’

         ‘Lawyered, my arse. She’s making it all up.’

         Chadley turned again to Campbell. He said how good it would be if Campbell wrote a column for them. ‘Brave thinking is what we need. Writers willing to call out the big sinners.’

         55‘And how’s she doing, that other brave thinker, the current Mrs Byre?’ William asked.

         Antonia was Chadley’s token right-winger. She was callous, bewildering and had made a career out of exasperating people by writing things just to provoke. To Chadley, who Campbell knew was ambitious for a job on the Daily Mail, she was a useful fly in the ointment, and to his colleagues on the Commentator she was Medusa with a headache and an account at the Delaunay.

         ‘Antonia gets our readers’ palms sweaty. Makes them realise the world is larger than our office. She’s a daring journalist.’

         ‘She’s a sociopath,’ William said. ‘And you can quote me on that.’

         He gulped his wine and looked dolefully at the editor. ‘I wonder if your subeditors and your woke warriors know you’re paying her one hundred and fifty grand a year.’ He turned to Campbell. ‘You must have noticed. She’s got the whole country in a bate over migrants. She goes on LBC to tell listeners the Indians are stealing our vaccines. The boys at the Department of Trade say the PM gets into a bad mood for the whole day if he finds, over the Shreddies, that Antonia doesn’t agree with him. He should try living with her. She’s sitting in St John’s Wood as we speak, staking her life on opinions she didn’t have yesterday. Any minute now she’ll be asked to join the Cabinet.’

         ‘She’s well qualified,’ Campbell said.

         ‘That’s right. Being a journalist. And a liar.’

         ‘I wonder if I could ask you for a reaction,’ Chadley suddenly said, ‘to the suggestion today that criminal charges are being prepared against you, and that your knighthood is about to be rescinded?’

         Chadley’s trousers were too tight. So was his smile.

         ‘You know what, son … why don’t you fuck off and die.’

         ‘I’m not your enemy, William,’ Chadley said. ‘I work with your wife. I simply think you could help shape the narrative.’

         ‘The narrative? Get lost, you despicable wanker. You people have no shame.’

         56‘It’s your choice.’

         It was one of William’s better traits. He had no respect for authority of any sort, no matter who it was. At Chequers, during a dinner hosted by David Cameron, he’d once poured red wine into an urn in the Great Parlour because it was ‘filthy’, before telling John Major over the roast beef that Major had once said the stupidest thing ever spoken by a British prime minister, which was, given the abundance of options, ‘more of a feat than an achievement’. Major smiled that thin smile of his, nodding as if he hadn’t heard, but Peregrine Worsthorne, another Peterhouse man and once editor of the Sunday Telegraph, asked what the comment was. ‘Well,’ William said, happy to oblige, ‘once upon a time – what, 1993? – our friend here expressed the view that it was time for us all “to understand a bit less and condemn a bit more”. The thin end of the wedge, no?’

         ‘I think it quite a sensible position,’ the aged Worsthorne said.

         ‘Well, Perry, you’re the thickest man in England,’ he replied.

         William felt journalists were no better than politicians at being moral arbiters. In truth, Campbell thought, having observed William for more than thirty years, only the market and his own ambition were admitted by William to be moral arbiters, though he had a soft spot for children’s charities. As for hacks on left-wing websites, William strongly believed they would say anything and degrade anyone in pursuit of their current obsession, to impress their friends or to meet their deadline. That day at the Club, he looked at Chadley with equal contempt for his ‘sources’ and his awful tie. ‘You learned from that wonderful Mr Blair how to impersonate a decent fellow,’ he said, ‘while issuing abominations of lies. You and your pitchfork rabble. Shaping the narrative.’

         ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about. We detest Blair on the Commentator. I don’t know anybody who doesn’t.’

         ‘The clue’s in the title,’ William went on. ‘We have the Guardian, a sentimental name for a well-meaning tub-thumper. We’ve got the Observer, a respectable opium den for people keeping an eye on 57things. Now, God help us, it’s the Commentator, spouting biased opinion and mistaking it for reporting.’

         ‘Says the husband of Antonia Byre!’

         ‘Exactly,’ William replied.

         ‘Desine! Absiste!’ Chadley said, showing off his Latin. ‘Stop! You’re not helping yourself.’

         ‘That’s enough, Rupert,’ Campbell put in.

         The likes of Chadley were Campbell’s friends. They held his opinions, up to a point. But none of these friends could handle being challenged, as if anybody who disagreed with them must be insane. Chadley was too old for that nonsense, but he’d clearly got used to it. ‘Well, Sir William,’ he said with a final flourish of his tight smile. ‘Good luck.’

         William tucked in his napkin. ‘Waiter! Would you kindly remove this man? Is this not a private members’ club? This one’s looking for quotes.’

         Chadley blushed and made a calm-down motion with both hands. ‘I’ll leave you fellows to it,’ he said, turning away. ‘Ring me whenever you want to discuss that column, Campbell. We’d be privileged to have you.’

         As soon as he was gone, William resumed his fork. ‘That pretentious little man hasn’t questioned his own prejudices since house martins last nested in Fleet Street.’

         ‘Shush, William,’ Campbell said. ‘You’ve surfed on your own prejudices since you were about eighteen years old. It’s what the British do. I’ve got this student now. Unusual. You should hear what he comes out with, amazing in a kid of, I don’t know, twenty-odd. “The first rule of prejudice is that it’s much bigger than you,” he said to me the other week, “and probably involves you as a secret agent.”’

         ‘He sounds a hoot,’ Byre said. ‘Watch your back. More wine?’

         William yawned over the Dover sole, then poured again.

         He began talking about steel magnates and various royals and heads of digital companies and what they were known to get away 58with. Campbell wanted to say something about Mrs Voyles, his sitting tenant, but he heard the comment in his own head and thought it too trivial. Despite the friendship, he didn’t really reveal himself to William, or air his worries very much. That day he kept to William’s problems and made one or two remarks about Angus and Kenzie, children always a currency in any conversation.

         ‘I see them everywhere,’ William said. ‘They are stars in the glossy magazines and I wish I had their money.’

         ‘So do I,’ Campbell said. He didn’t want to say any more about money.

         William looked at him with a smile, as if he were conducting a professional appraisal. ‘You’ve never been very sharp about finance, have you, Cam?’

         ‘Says you.’

         ‘Yeah. I’ve been grandiose. But you’re frankly a bit small about money.’

         Campbell felt slightly stunned.

         ‘No, more than that,’ William continued. ‘Small-minded.’

         ‘If you mean—’

         ‘I don’t mean anything,’ he said. ‘You’re not worldly, that’s the word. And you get into a mess about very small potatoes. You always did.’

         Campbell was going to say more, to address the loan, but William waved his hand. ‘Don’t worry about it,’ he said. ‘I’m the one being toppled.’

         They sat in silence for a moment.

         ‘How did you get to have such likeable kids?’ William went on, to change the subject. ‘I mean, Kenzie’s as beautiful as Linda Evangelista. And the other one makes a fortune. I should probably hate them, but they’re excellent people.’

         ‘It’s all their mother.’

         ‘And I’ve got Zak. Total waste of space. I’ll give his mother the credit too. She’s a driving force of personal delusion on an international scale.’

         59‘Is that fair, Will? You’re the one facing jail, not her.’

         ‘Fuck you very much,’ he said. ‘I spoiled them. You’ll never know what I gave them and they hate me for it. She is driving around in a Mercedes-Benz Roadster. It cost 120k. Zak despises her for it but lives in one of those new apartments on the canal near you that went for seven million. Spent his time at Oxford learning bad manners from the sons of Russian mobsters. Well, I say mobsters – they’re actually middle managers, looters and pirates, backed by a few rusty missiles.’

         He guzzled more wine and his talk got slacker as he returned to his son.

         ‘You know he blocked Oxford Circus with a huge pink yacht that said “TELL THE TRUTH”?’

         ‘Yes, a while ago. I saw it in the paper.’

         ‘He wants to give all my money away to wind farms and transgenders.’

         Campbell thought it was funny until he saw a tear. William had been swallowed up by the problems and sensations of his own life, and for all the bluster he seemed routed at that lunch, battered by the forces he’d unleashed. ‘I don’t know what’s wrong with me,’ he said after putting away another glass. ‘I’m fucked, I think.’

         ‘Is it the Angelique pension fund? You can’t retrieve it?’

         ‘Look,’ he said, ‘online companies are killing the high street anyway. I had my fun. But it’s worse than that. We live in a world of joke money. All the tax evasion and shell companies and offshoring. Standard issue. But I know a guy who negotiated four shopping malls for the Saudi royal family. Riyadh. Jeddah. Other places. He took all the seed money from this Russian and it all fell through. And now the guy’s on his own.’

         Campbell knew William was talking about himself.

         ‘You all right, Will?’

         ‘He was a hard worker,’ he said. ‘And they all did well because of him. The wife who’d stopped loving him years ago. The son who 60hated him. The guy had to borrow from his own businesses. And then it’s the Ten O’Clock News.’

         Campbell tried to turn the conversation. He said he was going to a conference in Venice the next day and had agreed to see Elizabeth’s mother.

         ‘The Countess,’ William said, almost lovingly. ‘Is she still sailing round the world on that time-share cruise ship, whatever it is?’

         ‘The Globe – it’s called The Globe. Quite small, as these things go. Presently tied up in Venice.’

         ‘She’s got the right idea. The rest of society is a mudhole. And she’s in her floating bubble, reading books, no doubt.’

         ‘Elizabeth calls her my ur-wife.’

         ‘I remember her so well. The jolly lunches in Chester Street. Do you recall she had Scruton and me to lunch one time? She spent two hours quoting Shakespeare and telling us we were wrong to support Thatcher.’

         ‘And so you were,’ Campbell added.

         They went upstairs for coffee. William took a glass of whisky, and they made their way down the room to a small table. ‘Make me feel better,’ he said. ‘Tell me a secret. I bet you haven’t had a secret since the dawn of email.’

         ‘What would you say if I told you I was all secrets?’

         ‘I’d say you were being kind.’

         ‘Well, I’ll tell you one.’ Campbell felt it wouldn’t cost much. ‘My life has forced me to be more interested in money than you’d believe.’

         ‘That’s no secret. Liberals are always interested in money. They care about it and they care about what it brings, but they reserve the right to disdain that impulse in other people.’ Campbell laughed. William lowered his voice and rattled the ice in his glass. ‘Here’s mine. I’m in love with somebody, Campbell,’ he said quite suddenly, with the old twinkle. ‘They may destroy me but they can’t destroy that. There’s a young woman.’

         ‘How young?’

         61‘It doesn’t matter. Don’t be a fucking hack. Her name is Vicky and she’s Scottish, of which you should approve. We met in the street.’

         Campbell raised an eyebrow.

         ‘Not like that, you dick. She’s twenty-three.’

         ‘But—’

         ‘It’s been going on for a while. I’m trying to be calmer. She needs me. I found a tiny flat for her in Granville Square.’

         ‘Oh, come on, William.’

         ‘No, please. Enough judgment. I want to take care of her. She sees me as I really am, and if I lose my temper with her, she understands.’

         ‘Why are you losing your temper?’

         ‘It’s stress. She knows what I’m like and she doesn’t judge me for it.’

         Campbell heard what he said but chose to ignore it. Uneasily, he looked up at the clock. It said 3.25. He said he had to get to Clerkenwell for a fashion meeting. ‘Writing about skirts and perfume and trying to be cool in front of my kids.’

         ‘The last of the impossible tasks.’

         All their disasters were in front of them. All their bonds were in the past. That was the secret of their friendship. William drained his glass and they agreed to have dinner soon at the Guinea Grill. They stood up and hugged in the way that men over forty-five tend to do, making a fuss of their hesitation. William beamed like he still had his good name, and he disappeared down the drawing room, under the watchful eyes of the members, and out through the doors to whatever was going to happen next.62
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