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Friday 13 April 2018

I remember something you once said. Men should be banned from politics, it would save a lot of trouble if they were. That’s more or less how you put it. Keep men out of politics, leave it all to women. It was a joke of sorts, a late-night joke as I opened a second bottle of wine and you continued to unpick the world’s problems. Men don’t think things through, you said. They’re impetuous, programmed by their hormones, prisoners of their sex. They make bad decisions, for themselves and for the other half of the population. First World War to Iraq, there’s always a pattern – men screw up and the world would be a better place if they didn’t run it. I laughed and refilled your glass. Here’s to you, Kirsty. Another of your dazzling ideas. 

That was years ago, of course, just the two of us at the kitchen table in our old flat, the hypothesis exhausted but you still blazing with righteousness. But it comes back to me now as we sit, still the two of us, in another, bigger kitchen, the press mob outside, baying for blood, your blood, intent on maximising your shame. It’s early morning, barely light, and the house creaks, stretching its limbs at the end of a sleepless night. Your ebullience is gone, your confidence now paper-thin. Don’t say I didn’t warn you. Right at the beginning, I told you. Politics is a rough business. Malicious. Threatening. Dangerous. And there really are special tortures reserved for women. I told you and you took no notice.

But there’s no point in dwelling on that. It’s time to go. You put on your grey coat, unpin the rosette from the lapel and give me a watery smile. The front door bell rings. There’s been a short lull. Now it’s starting again, and the bell is followed by a knock on the window. They’re out there in strength, interest in the story fortified by the absence of any firm rebuttal.

‘Right,’ I say. ‘We go straight to the car. Don’t look at the cameras. Don’t say anything – “good morning”, if you like, nothing else. And whatever you do, don’t have a go at them. Ready?’

‘Ready,’ you reply.  

I open the door and step out ahead of you. It’s trying to rain. The press pack seems momentarily caught off its guard. Reporters and photographers are idling on the pavement, on our drive, talking to each other. Perhaps we’ll make it to the car unnoticed. But a voice calls out ‘Kirsty’, there’s a flash of cameras and microphones are thrust in your direction.  

The worst day in your life is underway. 
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Part One
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A Vacancy

Tuesday 20 February 2018
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It all started, obliquely, with sex. I guess everything in life starts with sex and some things end there, too. It was Tuesday evening, I was working late and someone had been hammering nails into my right temple most of the day. I wanted to go home, but a blank document sat open on my screen, demanding my attention. All I had to produce was a short editorial, five-hundred lawyer-proof words with which to hold to account an errant politician – male, naturally, one of those who in that ideal world of Kirsty’s wouldn’t exist.

A local MP stands accused... It was a start. A local MP stands accused of sexual impropriety. It should have been straightforward, except editorials like this never are. The real story has to be tucked between the lines. I pressed on, my fingers playing the keyboard, the thoughts working themselves into phrases, the phrases merging into sentences, an argument in there somewhere.

Earlier that evening, my boss had called me in to talk things through. His office was a large corner cell, two sides glass, looking out onto the newsroom. It was just the two of us: him, Clive Pascoe, managing editor of The Humberside Citizen, and me, Rick Dewhirst, his deputy, the underappreciated workhorse who made sure we produced a paper every day. All the others had left, but the door was firmly shut and the atmosphere close. It must have been nudging freezing point in the Hull night outside, but here, in Clive’s greenhouse of an office, we were locked in our own micro-climate. He stood glaring at me, a single bead of sweat making its way down his forehead and disappearing under the rim of his glasses.

‘For fuck’s sake, the accusations are... well, who the hell are these women? No names. It’s dodgy.’

I was leaning against the wall next to a framed, yellowing certificate, Regional Newspaper of the Year, Highly Commended, 1987. Once upon a time, this had been a paper going places. But that was long before I arrived, long before Kirsty forced us to move to Hull, long before life imploded. The frame was slightly askew. I resisted the urge to straighten it. Our conversation was about to change down into a lower, deeper, uglier gear.

‘You know what this is, don’t you?’ A finger jabbed the air in my direction. ‘It’s a witch hunt. Except the witches aren’t the ones being hunted.’

He nodded with satisfaction, as if the words exposed an evident truth.

‘Another decent man doing an important job, and they go for him. It’s a conspiracy. Poor sod doesn’t stand a chance.’

He left a pause to allow this further batch of truths to sink in. Somewhere in the world outside a police siren whined.

‘And what’s he done? An appreciative pat on the backside, I bet you, a compliment whispered in the ear, nothing more. I mean, we’ve all done it, haven’t we?’

No, Clive, we haven’t. We don’t all behave like that.

But it wasn’t worth the breath. Let him simply run out of steam. Kirsty would get that. Don’t dignify his rubbish with a response, she’d say, stick to the moral high ground. So I said nothing and stared through the glass at the empty desks in the newsroom as he bleated on. The place always looked dismal at night. There was something about it when it was unoccupied, when human activity no longer disguised its essential shabbiness. It badly needed redecoration and refurbishment, but redecoration and refurbishment weren’t part of the management’s business plan. The grimy cream walls were crying out for a lick of paint, the cheap nineties desks and chairs were hanging in, just, and the thin beige – or was it grey? – carpet had absorbed all manner of unguents over the years and long since given up hope of ever being cleaned.

I turned back. He was now pacing round his office.

‘Don’t get me wrong, I’ve got a lot of respect for women. But let’s face it, what’s happening now is crazy. One move they object to and you’re on the sex offenders’ register, your career in ruins, your life well and truly fucked.’

Like the newsroom, Clive sometimes struggled in the twenty-first century. He was a throwback to a former, grubbier age. I unfolded my arms, wiped my cheek – his last observation had been delivered with a light spray of spittle – and pushed myself away from the wall.

‘Have you done, Clive?’

He wheeled around and looked fazed by my question.

‘Two simple points,’ I said. ‘Unwanted touching is assault and no-one’s above the law. That’s all there is to it.’

‘Pfft.’

The word, if it was a word, hung in the air like the final splutter of a broken engine. It was debatable how much Clive genuinely believed this crap and how much he just enjoyed trying to wind me up – not that I was easily wound. I came close to it once when Kirsty had been at the receiving end of his behaviour, but I wasn’t going to think about that now.

‘Can we get back to specifics?’ I said. ‘After all, what we’re dealing with here looks like being more than patting a backside.’

The rumours about an unnamed ‘senior politician’ had been circulating for a week or so. They bobbed around on social media, fragments of innuendo, wisps of invention. The digital stratosphere is full of stuff like that, pathetic allegations, personal point-scoring. It comes from nowhere and fades into nothing. But these messages had refused to evaporate. They became more insistent, more explicit, less cryptic. It was obvious that someone prominent was in deep shit.

From the outset I’d had a hunch who it was. Martin Barraclough was the Shadow Home Secretary and MP for North Humberside. Our local man. Someone we all knew, someone who visited foodbanks and old people’s homes, who presented prizes at Kirsty’s school, someone who was in the paper all the time. And someone it was easy to dislike. Barraclough was an arrogant so-and-so, with an old-fashioned reputation as a ladies’ man – the term now felt shot through with irony. Over the years, various tales had done the rounds, but no-one had taken them seriously, or perhaps had chosen not to. Not until now.

I started to dig. If I was right, this had the makings of a massive local story, even if its epicentre was Westminster. I didn’t tell Clive – he and the MP were old cronies, bastards both, cut from the same crude template. Nor did I mention it to Kirsty. It seemed wiser not to. She was a party member and knew people locally. I didn’t want her alerting them, just in case I was wrong. Anyway she would probably have tried to persuade me it had to be a Tory. I needed to be cautious in my enquiries.

In the end however, those enquiries got me precisely nowhere. The phone was slammed down on me, my calls weren’t returned. I was drawing nothing but blanks. After two frustrating days I still had no more than that hunch to go on. I certainly didn’t have a story. I should have been down there, at Westminster, putting myself about, in the Lobby, in the bars, picking up the gossip, finding out who knew what. Instead I was stuck in an obscure newspaper office nearly two hundred miles north. No-one was going to talk to The Humberside Citizen.

And so I had to just sit and watch it play out elsewhere – another paper’s scoop, someone else’s byline. That afternoon the website of a national tabloid with a large circulation – and enough in the coffers to take risks – had blazoned the headline, Barraclough faces sex attack claims. I was vindicated. I was also bitterly envious.

The MP’s accusers were anonymous, two women he’d worked with at Westminster apparently, although the paper hinted there were others. On the face of it, the published story seemed insubstantial, but if it had got past their lawyers, then it must have been reasonably solid. Barraclough had been in Parliament since the early nineteen-nineties, part of the resurgence of Labour, once a figure of hope, a future leader, some had said. Now his career appeared to be not so much juddering to a halt as heading off a cliff. Mine in contrast was just idling along. I’d failed to get the story and all I could do was write a sanctimonious editorial.

But not even that, if Clive had his way.

‘It’s too risky, legally’ he said.

‘There’s a bigger risk in ignoring it. It’ll look as if we haven’t got a clue what’s going on, we’re out of touch. Or...’ 

I slowed down. I was about to deliver the decisive blow.

‘Or worse, we’re in cahoots with Barraclough.’

I’d hit home and Clive’s face showed it. In my mind, Kirsty was already congratulating me. You’ve done it, Rick, you’ve got him. He took his glasses off and looked into the middle distance. It was the moment to press my advantage.

‘We’ve asked him to respond,’ I said. ‘He hasn’t. So we ask again – publicly.’

Clive turned towards me.

‘The Citizen calls on Martin Barraclough to break his silence and speak out on the allegations. He owes it to his constituents,’ he said slowly. ‘Is that it?’

‘Exactly.’

‘It’ll be thoroughly lawyered.’

‘Obviously.’

‘And I want to see it before it goes.’

‘Naturally.’

‘Well in that case, fuck off and get on with it.’

All this had taken about fifteen minutes but it was worth it. A necessary process. I went back to my desk in the newsroom to savour my victory. And to bask in Kirsty’s imminent approval. A small thing maybe, but she’d be proud of me for holding my ground. I spent a lot of time second-guessing my wife’s judgement. What would she think of this or that? Would she cheer or be disappointed? I carried her around like a hidden barometer, although the mercury could rocket off the scale and sometimes I miscalculated the readings entirely. But this time I was confident. Loyalty to her gender would surely trump loyalty to her party. And she always said hang in there when you’re right.

I glanced over at Clive who was riffling through a pile of papers on his desk. He was clearly still annoyed – with me, with himself, with Barraclough for carelessly causing the problem in the first place and almost certainly with the whole of womankind. After a moment, he jumped up, grabbed his coat and scarf and slammed his office door.

‘We need to do something about the heating in this place,’ he said and was gone.

––––––––
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An hour later, I was giving the editorial a final read-through. I was alone in the newsroom, apart from the cleaner who was making unenthusiastic efforts to remove the day’s detritus, collecting mugs, emptying bins and occasionally flicking a feather duster over a keyboard. I smiled at her across the room and she nodded back without altering the slow rhythm of her work. It was doubtful whether the feather duster served any purpose at all.

The place felt a little cooler. Perhaps the heating thermostat had fixed itself. I checked the time – almost nine – and my mind wandered back to Kirsty. She’d be more than half-way through her meeting by now. That night, as usual on the third Tuesday of the month, she was hard at it with her governors, dealing with politics of a different sort. I’d never been in one of her meetings of course, but I could picture them. She and a dozen other people would be seated around trestle tables sandwiched together at the warmer end of the school hall. In front of them were agenda papers stained with coffee mug rings, littered with biscuit crumbs and decorated with doodles. Eyes strayed towards the big wall clock as the evening drew on, voices cut across each other in irritation and every now and then someone stifled a yawn. And there she was, my heroic wife, the one to whom they all looked for explanations and justifications, a headteacher under siege, phone switched off, isolated from the outside world in a dark place of drifting GCSE results, struggling recruitment, declining funds, social deprivation, and hopelessness.

Of course, she didn’t see it as hopeless. She loved her relentless job in a way that continued to astound me. Her work was a cause, while mine was merely an honest trade. I didn’t have a mission ­– thank Christ – and I wasn’t going to save the world. I certainly wasn’t responsible for eighteen hundred kids in one of the poorer parts of Hull.

I looked again at the final paragraphs on my screen and wondered how she would read them.


Martin Barraclough has been found guilty of nothing. The accusations against him are as yet unsubstantiated. The allegations may be wholly fabricated. Martin Barraclough may be an innocent man, unjustly framed. But the public needs to know what he has to say. People have the right to hear from their MP. That is how democracy functions.

It is up to the Labour Party to decide on Martin Barraclough’s political future. But while those decisions are being taken, we appeal to him to end his silence. In the public interest, we offer him the columns of this newspaper to speak to his constituents.



She’d poke at the piece and pronounce it too bland. Can’t you just tell the truth, she’d say. Here’s an establishment figure who’s assaulted women, abused his power and betrayed the trust of those who voted for him. The big people screwing the little people and thinking they can get away with it. Yes, Kirsty, that’s what I should have written. It would have made a pithy editorial.

But that wasn’t how things worked. Barraclough was as yet innocent. There were no charges, not even a criminal investigation, it seemed. This was, out of necessity, limp journalism. The fluorescent light immediately above me hummed and flickered, as if objecting to what I’d written. I’d had enough of Martin Barraclough. If I hurried, I could still get home before she did.

As I packed up to go, my phone buzzed several times in quick succession. Barraclough resigns from front bench... Labour leader accepts resignation ‘with sadness’... Statement expected shortly... Police investigation underway.

‘Shit.’

The word travelled unchecked across the empty newsroom. The cleaner, on her way out, caught my eye, then looked away. So much for the editorial. I opened a new document, ready to bang out a short news piece instead. I’d barely started when Barraclough’s statement came in. His resignation as Shadow Home Secretary would take effect immediately. He denied any wrongdoing but would offer the police every assistance with their enquiries into the allegations against him.

There was a brief final sentence. In the circumstances, he was also standing down as MP for North Humberside.

I punched the air. A by-election. Hallelujah. We’d not had a decent political story since Hull’s embrace of Brexit and this, with its added components of sex and shame, was even better. There was something deeply satisfying about observing someone’s just humiliation. Schadenfreude – a perfect word, and an emotion crucial to journalism. I rarely wondered what it was like to be the man – it was always a man – in the eye of the storm. The feelings of panic, denial, self-loathing... who knew what people went through when they were caught out? They had only themselves to blame.

It was after eleven when I finally switched off the office lights. Clive had rung a couple of times, fussing about the wording of my news piece and threatening to write a political obituary himself tomorrow. A requiem for a dubious ex-friendship, more likely. I didn’t care. I was going home.

My car was the only one left in the underground car park. I switched on the ignition and the headlights picked out the skid marks at the bottom of the ramp. I put my foot down. Barraclough was an idiot and I wanted to hear what Kirsty really had to say, something enlightening, something I hadn’t thought of – about the principle, not the tawdry details, of course.

But she’d also have more pressing things to share – some new battle at school, no doubt. I was used to her priorities.

**

[image: ]


He’s late tonight. And I’ve got so much to tell him. My God, what a meeting. I knew it was going to be difficult. But it was worse than that. Even Charlie turned up. The first time in ages. It’s a mystery to me why that man ever wanted to be a school governor. No interest in kids, far as I can tell. I was rather hoping he’d get turfed off for poor attendance. But we made it into his diary tonight. And a fractious meeting it was too.

We started with the merger. Louise gave her chairperson’s cough and made the announcement – she’d talked to the local authority and her opposite number at Humber High and it was off. Pity. We thought they’d welcome it, what with their intake dropping. And two heads in three years. We could have offered them such a lot. Executive head of a two-campus school – I was looking forward to that. But the Humber parents have started a petition. Small is beautiful and so forth. It just isn’t going to happen.

Of course Charlie said we should press on, twist their arms, it was a big opportunity to spread the brand. The brand – I ask you. We’re a school, not a coffee franchise. But Louise shut him up. We weren’t a board of shareholders making a hostile takeover bid for another company, she told him. We were dealing with people’s futures, children’s and teachers’. Couldn’t have put it better myself.

So that was settled, more or less, and we got onto the real business. Exclusions. I’ve worked so hard to keep the numbers low, to keep kids on the register – the ones who are really struggling. Of course if the police are involved – knives or drugs – well, it’s difficult. But failing their mocks, playing up in class a bit, we shouldn’t be chucking them out for that. We’ve got a duty of care to these kids and some of them get precious little of that at home. If we don’t stick up for them, who will?

But Louise proposed that we change the policy. Not that it’s ever been a formal policy, just usual practice to give kids another chance... and another if they need it. Other schools were being more rigorous, she said, and that was feeding through to results. We needed to think about the school’s reputation – as if that was the principle to guide all others. If reputation means cherry-picking exam entrants and getting shot of those who aren’t going to get the top grades, it’s not one I’m interested in. I told her that and she said, noted Kirsty, but we do need to consider everything. Then Charlie piped up and said, what about pupil referral units? Couldn’t we get more of the low-achieving kids with behavioural problems moved to places they’re better suited to?

Except he didn’t say low-achieving. He said thick.

Honestly, I could have wept. That someone can understand absolutely nothing about the children whose interests he’s meant to be serving... Well, people cleared their throats and stared at their papers and I started to explain why thick wasn’t a word we recognised at Phoenix Academy, but Louise cut across me and said she was sure everyone understood it was just a turn of phrase. A turn of phrase? God help us.

At times I feel so alone on that board and wonder if it’s all worthwhile. Maybe after eight years I’m getting restless. Taking on another school, an extra thousand students, would have been good. But not much I can do about that now, so I’ll just keep going. And if I can make a difference to one kid’s life, it has to be worth it. Keep one child off the streets, away from drugs, out of prison, get one child to turn up for their exams, start an apprenticeship or even go to university... help one child to do something useful with their life and not waste it.

Rick laughs when I talk like that. Tells me to get off my soapbox. It’s just a job, he says. Once told me I couldn’t save the whole world. I wasn’t Jesus. Or even Mother Teresa.

Perhaps he’s gone to the pub. A bit of bonding with his colleagues is no bad thing. In fact I wish he’d be more enthusiastic about the whole work situation. Being deputy editor of a regional daily paper isn’t bad. And when that arsehole Clive goes – he’s got to go before too long, he’s well over sixty – well, then Rick’s bound to step into his shoes and perhaps he can breathe some life into the Citizen. I’d feel better about having dragged him here in the first place if he’d got the top job. He says he’s forgiven me for the move, but I know he hasn’t. If I mention it, he shrugs it off, even eight years on.

I’ve got some papers to go through while I wait for him, some academic work on exclusions. Louise has asked me to look again at our policies and report back. But I’m not giving in. It’s wrong and I’ll fight. Phil’s on my side. You couldn’t hope for more in a deputy. Every head needs someone like Phil behind her. Rick doesn’t get him. Rick doesn’t get a lot of things about my job. Or me, for that matter. He thinks he does. But he doesn’t.

**
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Her ancient red Mini was in its usual place on the gravel drive. The downstairs lights were on, the sitting room blinds undrawn. I unlocked the front door, called out, ‘Hello, anyone home?’ and tripped over first a pile of education journals on their way to recycling and then her scuffed black pumps. She always kicked them off at the door and they caught me out every time. Leonard Cohen was wailing in the background – music to drown yourself in the bath to, but she claimed it was uplifting.

She was lying on the older and more comfortable of our two sitting-room sofas, knees bent, skirt scrunched up to her thighs, eyes closed, dozing, gently snoring. A litter of folders and papers lay scattered on the floor next to her, a pen still balanced between fingers resting on her stomach. I bent down to kiss her and was greeted by a semi-conscious groan. She opened her eyes and raised her head.

‘You’re late. It must be nearly midnight.’

‘Sorry. I had–’

‘Oh, Rick, what a meeting. I don’t know where to start.’

Her usual steamrollering. The energy and the single-mindedness that always beat the tiredness. I was home. And Barraclough was going to have to wait.

‘It was a full house. They all turned up.’ She was now sitting upright, her knees under her chin, her face lit up at the prospect of her own story. I turned down the music, poured us both a whisky, small for Kirsty, large for me. She took it without missing a beat in her speech. Mergers and exclusions... policies and regulations... league tables and petitions... community politics – the stuff of her life. I nudged her feet out of the way to make space for my bum and perched next to her, one hand on her knee, continuing to follow the narrative torrent, letting it wash over me. My wife was a form of therapy, especially after a day of too much Clive Pascoe. As always, I let myself step over the professional divide between us and enter her world, stand in her place and immerse myself in her problems, blocking out my own. For a few minutes, I could imagine being a headteacher. But that’s all it was, imagining. The following day it wasn’t me who had to face dictatorial governors, bureaucratic officials, nit-picking inspectors, inadequate staff, lousy parents and beyond-hope kids. Problems at Kirsty’s school were chronic and intractable, while matters at the Citizen got fixed speedily, decisively. Yes, Clive was a bastard, but at least you knew where you were with him. A quick and dirty row, and you moved on. Each day was a fresh start, a new edition. You had deadlines. There was no time to agonise. I poured myself another whisky, an even larger one.

And still she talked. Charlie... the mind-boggling ignorance. Louise... cowardice, looking for the easy way out. Phil... a rock. Kids who don’t stand a chance, except Phoenix has to give them a chance. Poverty of aspiration, deprivation and desperation, systemic failure – Kirsty’s lexicon. Most of it swirled over me. But I loved watching her. I always have. I loved the way she took deep breaths at the start of sentences. I loved the way she gesticulated with her hands, sometimes in unison, sometimes one hand taking the lead, the way she looked at me hard to check I was still – loosely – with her.

‘Time for bed,’ she said suddenly, the signal that she was done. She jumped up, drained her whisky and picked up my empty glass as well. It looked as though Barraclough was consigned to any other business. By the way... Perhaps that was all he was worth.

And then she stopped and turned towards me, her brow wrinkled.

‘Oh, Rick, I haven’t even asked. How was work? What kept you?’ She put down the glasses and rubbed my arm. A sort of apology. She always remembered to ask, eventually.

‘Martin Barraclough,’ I said. ‘He’s resigned. Haven’t you heard?’

‘What? No, I forgot to switch my phone back on. What d’you mean he’s resigned? When?’

‘Statement came through just before ten.’ 

‘But – resigned – what, from the front bench or as MP?’

‘Both.’

‘That stuff on social media...’

‘Yep.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me before?’

‘Have you ever tried to interrupt you when you’re in full flow?’

She ignored that and sat down again heavily, pulling her phone from her bag.

‘Did you know this was coming?’

‘I had my suspicions.’

‘You didn’t say anything.’

‘Well...’

‘What’s he accused of?’

‘Serious sexual assault. Two women so far.’

She scrolled up and down the screen, slowly twisting side strands of hair.

‘Oh God... this is bad, isn’t it? Really bad, I mean it’s shocking that he’s got away with it for so long. If it’s true, that is. And it usually is. Women don’t invent things like this, why would they? The women... are they okay?’ She was still fixed on her phone and there was more hair twisting. ‘No, that’s a stupid question. How could they be okay?’

‘Quite. The honourable member for North Humberside is a serial sex offender from the look of it. Innocent until proven guilty and all that, but I’d say the bastard deserves whatever he’s got coming to him. Lock him up and throw away the keys.’

She looked up from her phone sharply, her lips tightening, creases of irritation at the corners of her mouth. Come on, I could have said, there’s no need to take me literally. Why do you never know when I’m joking, or at least half-joking? I get your jokes. Why can’t you get mine? But her face suggested it was more than that. Was I appropriating women’s exclusive right to condemn a male sex offender? Or was it something else? Once of course she’d been part of his world, research assistant to another MP, years ago, before she turned her back on all that and went into teaching, a proper job.

But she was heading in a direction I should have anticipated. Kirsty never missed an opportunity to enlighten me.

‘Facile sentiments don’t help anyone, Rick.’

I braced myself for the lecture.

‘What you’ve got to realise is that men like Martin Barraclough are imprisoned in their own obsolescent values, their own distorted sense of male privilege. However much we criminalise their actions, some of them will simply never get it. In fact, there’s a part of me that almost feels sorry for him.’ She looked down at her phone again and shook her head. ‘Almost.’

‘I can’t believe you’re defending him.’

‘Of course I’m not. Don’t be ridiculous.’

‘Just because he’s from a different generation, it doesn’t excuse–’

She slammed her phone down next to the empty glasses.

‘I’m not excusing anyone. I’m simply pointing out that MeToo has changed everything – about time, too – and men of a certain persuasion have got left behind. I’m explaining not justifying. Barraclough’s caught in an ugly time warp.’

‘A time warp? Tell that to the women he’s raped.’

‘Oh, give it a rest, Rick. You really don’t need to prove your credentials with me.’ (But I did, I always did, even when they got chucked straight back in my face.) She shook her head as if the world were a disappointing rather than an immoral place. At times it was beyond me how my contrary wife could switch in a trice from despairing at the whole human race to being unfashionably forgiving, her levels of tolerance well above zero. MPs who couldn’t keep their flies closed or kids with behaviour problems – to Kirsty they were all faulty humans who needed her sympathy. And apparently I wasn’t profound enough to get that. Well we’d see what the courts had to say about Martin Barraclough.

‘Come on, I’ve got to get up early,’ she said.

I switched the light off and followed her out of the room. At the top of the stairs, I said, ‘What about you? He never tried–’

She paused, her hand on the bedroom door.

‘For Christ’s sake Rick, I’m a headteacher.’

‘But at Westminster, when–’ 

‘We’re not talking about me.’

The speculative question was squashed and rubbed into the ground, and I was made to feel foolish for starting to ask it. But what man wouldn’t have asked it?

In the bedroom she opened her wardrobe, picked out a skirt and blouse, not dissimilar from what she was wearing, her usual non-descript headteacher’s uniform, and placed the hangers on the bedroom door hook. She appraised the outfit with concentration for a moment and then discarded the blouse in favour of another seemingly identical one.

‘So what now then?’ She was picking specks of fluff off the skirt on the hanger. ‘This must mean a by-election. You’re going to be busy.’

‘Yep. Safe seat, perhaps, but anything can happen in circumstances like this.’

I slumped onto the bed, watching her as she started to undress. My head was rotating. I shouldn’t have had that second double, or more likely triple.

‘The party has to pick a woman,’ I said.

‘You don’t say.’

‘Any thoughts on who? Off the record, of course.’

She unzipped her skirt and it slipped to the floor.

‘I haven’t had chance to think.’ 

‘What about Patsy Harvey?’

‘Possible. She’s done a good job on the council.’

‘Or that woman who started the food bank,’ I said. ‘What’s her name? Yasmin something. She’s big in the party, isn’t she?’

‘Again possible. But the National Exec might want to ship in someone more experienced.’

‘Or...’

She stood at the foot of the bed in her underwear, brushing her long and faintly greying hair, the outline of young Kirsty still there, if a little blurred round the edges. I took a breath.

‘Or Kirsty Osmond.’

See, I could have added, you’re not the only one who has dazzling ideas. I can come up with them, too.

‘What?’

‘You.’

‘Yes, I know my name. But don’t be ridiculous.’

‘You could do it. You know you could.’

‘Oh,

come on, Rick. I’ve got a job to do. A school to run.’

‘Exactly. You’re a... an experienced headteacher, totally dedicated. And what if... what if you brought all that experience and dedication to bear on... well, on representing the good folk of this constituency?’

‘I’m out of all that. Politics for a living? No, thanks. I may still go to meetings and help with campaigning, but I’ve never been on any list. I’ve never even stood for the council.’

‘All the better. Not one of the usual suspects. The voters will love you.’

I let my head sink into the pillow and looked up at the ceiling. A dizzying halo the colour of pale single malt radiated from the overhead light.

‘You’d stand a strong chance, you really would. You should go for it.’

At least I think that’s what I said, something like that. Kirsty switched off the light and a surprisingly white moon poured into the bedroom. Then she closed the blinds and climbed into bed. She turned away from me and said, ‘You’re mad.’

Wednesday 21 February 2018

––––––––
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I’m late. And the traffic’s bad. Not getting to bed till after midnight was a mistake. But the Barraclough business threw me. Why Rick didn’t say something sooner, I don’t know. And yet the whole thing is somehow unsurprising. Martin was famous for his wandering hands, at least among us assistants. He wasn’t the only one, either. We all knew who they were. We knew and we didn’t say anything. We were young and that’s the way the world was. It was one of the perks of their job and one of the drawbacks of ours. We tried to keep out of their  way as much as we could. And yes, Martin did try it on with me, just once, a rather unlovely squeeze of the breast when he’d dropped in looking for my MP and I was in the office by myself. I’d got up from my desk to find a correspondence file and somehow he managed to place himself between me and the shelf I was reaching for. The look on his face – I’m not sure how you’d describe it, a smirk of entitlement perhaps. He was an MP and I was nobody. I froze for an instant but then I kneed him in the groin. He whimpered and said, now what did I do to deserve that? I despised him for his presumptuousness, but I also felt bad. I didn’t mean to hurt him.

I never told anyone. What would have been the point? He’d have denied it. My word against his. Not something I’d have wanted following me around Westminster. So I told myself it was just groping and tried to forget it. If I’d said anything to Rick last night, he’d have gone on at me to go to the police. The file’s open, they’re clearly looking for more victims, he’d have said. Well I’m sorry but I don’t want to be a victim. The past is the past, embarrassing, but done. I’ve got other things to worry about now and I’m not going to resurrect something from years ago. It looks like there are stronger cases anyway, people ready to provide evidence of serious assault. They’ll make a far better job of it than I would. I wish them luck, I really do. After that one incident, Martin Barraclough kept out of my way, and when I introduced myself to him at a local party meeting a few years ago, he didn’t seem to make any connection between this middle-aged headteacher talking about curriculum change and the young woman who’d hurt his pride and his balls twenty years earlier. Some things really are best forgotten.

Still, one less self-serving male MP has to be good, even if the whole business is uncomfortable for the party. Baggage we should have got rid of long ago. What is it, twenty-five, twenty-six years? Too long for anyone to be an MP. And as Rick so obviously pointed out, Barraclough’s replacement has to be a woman. A woman who’ll let the people of North Humberside forget their previous bad choice, who’ll do her utmost to help those at the bottom of the pile get the lives they deserve, who’ll contribute in her own small way to making the world a better place.

Could I?

I mean, it’s why I went to work in Parliament in the first place – it was where things got done, and I thought I’d learn how, serve an apprenticeship, evolve into a politician myself. Early on, it was all I ever wanted, the pinnacle of my ambitions. I knew I could do it. It was going to be my life’s work to fight for others. But then disillusionment set in. There were too many egos lurking around Westminster. Too much dishonesty and bad behaviour. Too much back-stabbing. Too much risk. Teaching seemed a better way, a quieter way, to make myself useful to the world. For more than twenty years, it’s felt the right decision.

Now it’s all come back, that old yearning. Kirsty Osmond MP. I tossed and turned all night thinking about it, I got up thinking about it, I can’t get it out of my head. What might have been. What still might be.

Perhaps I should talk to Rick again. Was he joking? You never know with Rick. He likes his imaginary games. How about we swap jobs for a day, he once suggested. Just to see who copes better. Like some reality TV show. I had to laugh. He wouldn’t last five minutes at Phoenix and he knows it.

But Rick’s not the problem. The idea is simply impossible. What am I even thinking of? I can’t abandon the school now. Phil and I have got staffing matters to deal with, and there’s the exclusions policy to work on – I’m going to win that one if it kills me. There are so many people dependent on me. And so many reasons why not, not just the guilt about the school, the kids, the parents – what would they say? – but the fear of failure, of humiliation, the media, the lack of privacy, the exposure, every imperfect decision getting combed over... all of it a heavy blanket, suffocating. I chose teaching for a reason. I preferred to be out of the spotlight, my head below the parapet, quietly making a difference to young people’s lives.

I’m nearly at school. I wind down the car window to clear my mind. The cold air is shocking, but it does the trick. I’ve got a job to do and Rick’s mad idea is going in the rejects file where it belongs.

**
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I poured my second coffee of the morning. It tasted bitter and my eyeballs prickled. Defective tear ducts, lack of sleep or too much whisky? Kirsty – after doubting my sanity – had pulled the duvet over her head and I was left trying to unpeel an idea that had come from nowhere. I’d been drunk, tired, and playing games. My wife, an MP? Why had I let things even drift in that direction? Once of course, when she was young and part of the Westminster circus... once, perhaps. But now she was out of all that, like she’d said. Now she was wedded to the school. And to me, of course. There wasn’t room for anything else in her life. Thank Christ she was a practical woman, practical enough to realise that. I’d run my hand along the length of her sleeping back and whispered, ‘Ignore me.’

I took a final sip of the coffee, swilling away the memory of my drunken rambling, and put the mug in the sink, next to Kirsty’s. She’d already left and I had to get going too. The frost was heavy outside and the kitchen a cocoon I was reluctant to leave. Winters have always been more raw up here than they were in London. There’s something about the exposed flatness. Hull has no hills to divert the wind and the blasts of northern air come in uninterrupted all the way from Siberia.

My phone buzzed.


Hi Mum, Dad, hope you’re well. Thinking of coming home next weekend. Hope that’s ok. Adam. PS: What’s going on with this MP? What a perve!!



I couldn’t help smiling as I tapped out a reply.




Always great to have you back. Look forward to dissecting MP story. How’s Newcastle? Love, Dad.



Newcastle’s good. Just finishing some work before 0900 lecture. See you Friday night. A.



There’d been a ragged hole in our lives since we’d packed him off to university. Maybe it’s always like that with only children, although I’m sure the eighteen hundred adolescents in Kirsty’s charge must have eased the pain for her. My emotional needs as a parent tended to get overlooked. But it would be good to have him home for the weekend, to have him padding around the place, leaving his things everywhere and taking up more space than one person should.

I found my gloves and glanced at Adam’s message again. Seven-twenty. I couldn’t remember ever being up at seven-twenty in the morning when I was a student... at the end of a long Saturday night, yes, but not the beginning of a working day. Then again, he was a medic while I’d meandered through an English degree – he was bound to be more serious about work than I was. I was pretty sure I’d never made it to a nine o’clock lecture. Did we even have nine o’clock lectures? When I got onto the newspaper graduate training scheme in Newcastle, I discovered I was expected to turn up by nine every morning, even earlier if a story demanded it. Adulthood was full of shocks like that, not least among them Kirsty.

––––––––
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I met her when I was three years out of my traineeship, a fully-fledged journalist who’d just landed a job as a regional political correspondent at Westminster. I had a Lobby pass and my career was primed to take off. Kirsty was a parliamentary assistant to Janet McConnell, a prominent Opposition backbencher and education committee chair. Our first contact was by phone. It was the spring of 1994 and Labour was about to elect a new leader. I wanted to speak to McConnell, but Kirsty was the gatekeeper, a brusque Northerner, a barrier to my objective. I’d tried before and she was usually short with me, as if journalists were an impediment to the real business of the House. She was entirely confident in her assumptions about whether my enquiries were significant, whether Janet would want to talk to me and even what she might say.

‘I’m telling you, she hasn’t got time to speak to you.’

‘But could you just ask her, please? A written quote would do. All I want to know is where she stands on the leadership contest.’

‘She’s not declared her support yet. She’s obviously not going to give you a quote.’

‘Just ask her. Please.’

‘At the risk of repeating myself, she’s busy. And so am I. So, if you don’t mind...’

I forget who put the phone down first. Probably me. I clearly wasn’t getting anywhere. This impossible woman was standing in my way and I had other people to try. Just as well not all MPs’ assistants were as obstructive as Kirsty what’s-her-name.

The following week, I was drinking in a Whitehall pub with some fellow hacks when I glimpsed a striking woman in a red shirt, standing in a mainly male group at the other end of the bar. It was a Friday evening and the place was crowded and smoky. I vaguely recognised some of the faces in the group, people I’d seen around, all young, parliamentary staff of one sort or another. It was a huge village, the Palace of Westminster, you couldn’t hope to know everyone and almost certainly didn’t want to, but after a couple of months my contacts book was filling up and I was getting to know several people well enough at least to nod at when I passed them in the corridors. I’d made some mistakes, saying ‘hello’ to – and being snubbed by – senior politicians I thought I knew but then realised I only recognised from TV.

There was one man in that group in the pub that I was certain of, the clerk to a select committee, Tom something-or-other. I’d collected an embargoed report from him a few days earlier and was sure I’d impressed him with my knowledge of local planning law. I slid away from the journalists and pushed my way through the throng.

‘Hi. It’s Tom, isn’t it? Rick Dewhirst. We met last–’

‘Yes, I remember. Any queries about the report, I’ll be back in the office on Monday. Off duty tonight, mate.’

Another snub, and this time from a lowly official too. But the humiliation had served its purpose. I smiled at the red-shirted woman, who was standing next to him. I’d been right in my judgement from the other end of the bar. She really was striking, in a fragile sort of way. Pale, velvety skin, no make-up, a cascade of nearly-black hair and eyes like chestnuts.

‘We’ve spoken before, too,’ she said, without smiling back. ‘On the phone.’

She coughed and I leant over to an ashtray to stub out my cigarette. When I turned back, she was looking at me with her head on one side and a challenging stare. There was a tiny half-moon scar above her left eye, a shiny exception in the otherwise matt expanse of her forehead. Her voice was familiar, Yorkshire vowels ­– like mine, but broader, more authentic, not prep-schooled out as mine had been.

‘Kirsty Osmond. From Janet McConnell’s office.’

She should have been older, plainer, grimmer. I felt the heat pool in my cheeks. The others in the group seemed to have decided that Rick Dewhirst was of no interest and probably a nuisance, and were closing their small circle to exclude me. Kirsty was half-in and half-out of the circle. I shifted my position, to make her face me more directly, with her back to the others.

‘Well,’ I said, ‘this is a coincidence, isn’t it?’

‘Hardly, given that we both work up the road.’

‘I’m sorry if, the other day, if I...’

‘Oh, don’t bother about that. It’s just that I haven’t got time for journalists faffing around when I’m busy and Janet clearly doesn’t want to speak to them. Sometimes you have to take no for an answer.’

She was going to be hard bloody work, that was obvious. I wouldn’t have bothered if she hadn’t been... well, I couldn’t take my eyes off her. To my surprise, she didn’t make any attempt to return to the group.

‘So then, tell me about yourself, Rick Dewhirst. How long have you been working in Westminster? You seem pretty new to it, if you don’t mind me saying.’

Hold on, wasn’t I the journalist, the one meant to be asking the questions? But Kirsty had this habit, even then, of taking charge, of running the conversation, of changing the subject when she saw fit. And of putting me in my place. It should have been a warning but I chose to ignore it.

Instead I jabbered on about my time in Newcastle, expecting her at any moment to stop me with a withering remark. She didn’t. At one point she actually smiled, and I was mesmerised by the tiny almost invisible creases around her eyes and lost track of what I was saying. After ten minutes or so, she said sorry, but she had to go. I said I was going too and we could walk together the few minutes to the Tube. Along the way, she dropped a coin, a pound coin I noticed, in the tin of a rough sleeper sitting with his dog outside a government building. She smiled at him and said, ‘How are things, Lee?’ and he mouthed back, ‘Not too bad, Miss, thanks.’

At the station she said, ‘Nice talking. See you around.’

And we went our separate ways, she on the District line east, I west. She’d told me barely anything about herself. All I knew was that she worked for Janet McConnell and probably lived somewhere in east London. Oh, and that she talked to beggars. Perhaps I should have left it at that.

––––––––
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I wound an extra length of scarf around my neck and scraped away at the ice-crust on my windscreen. It was a sunny but breathtakingly chilly morning. I got into the car, sat for a moment watching the wipers smooth away the last smears of de-icer spray and then turned to take a quick final glance at the house, checking, out of habit, that I really had shut the front door. The house looked back, solid, serious, built by the Victorians with permanence in mind. At the beginning, Kirsty had fretted that the place was too big. With just one child, why did we want five bedrooms? What could we possibly do with all that square footage? With a national housing shortage, wasn’t it simply irresponsible? No, she could have her own study, and we’d have space for visitors and Adam’s sleepover friends. What’s more, the place cost less than the flat we were selling in north London. Magnanimously I even suggested that if ever we found ourselves kicking around in all that space, we could let out a room at a peppercorn rent to one of her rough-sleeper mates. She gave me an excoriating look, but after that let the subject drop. It was one of the few battles with my wife that I’d ever won.

I pulled out of the drive and raised one hand to a neighbour standing patiently with a plastic bag in her hand while her dog squatted on the pavement. Maple Avenue was a place where people stuck to the rules, where they respected the need for order and privacy, a self-contained neighbourhood where nothing much happened.

On the main road, the houses were even larger, set further back, cold, self-important villas built for merchants who had made their money out of the Humber docks and wanted to put distance between themselves and the source of their riches. Most of the buildings had long since been converted into flats or offices, their grandeur wearing thin, as if they were waiting for a benefactor to rescue them. Benefactors, it turned out, had not been plentiful over the decades and transformation had been slow. In spite of last year’s accolade as UK City of Culture, Hull retained its stern, wintry character. There was a reticence about the place, which I rather respected.

But it was going to have to come out of its shell for the by-election. I’d have to start planning straightaway. We’d need a small team to cover the speeches, hustings and campaign extravaganzas, not to mention the visits by assorted political celebrities who would suddenly see the constituency as the most exciting place in Britain. Mid-parliament by-elections are always an indicator of the national mood, and this one looked like having the added pzazz of taking place alongside preparations for a rape trial. Sex, violence, and politics – an irresistible combination.

––––––––
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After that chance meeting in the pub, I’d rung Kirsty the following Thursday.

‘Janet’s busy,’ was the unsurprising response.

‘No, I was ringing you, actually. I wondered whether you’d like to go for a drink tomorrow evening.’

There was a moment’s pause.

‘Yes. White Lion. Seven. See you there.’

She was the one to put the phone down first this time. I held the receiver to my ear for a few seconds, listening to the continuous tone. I couldn’t believe my luck.

The luck held out, although that first date – if that’s what it was – was like no other I’d been on. I must have passed some sort of initiation test because, quite differently from the previous week, she seemed set on doing most of the talking. And talking was clearly an area of expertise for Kirsty. She talked about her work, about party policies, about the need for radical change. She clearly rated Janet McConnell, thought she was doing a good job on the education committee and expected her to become a minister when Labour won the next election. No ‘if’, just ‘when’.
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