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‘The pursuit of truth and beauty is a sphere of activity in which we are permitted to be children all our lives.’


Albert Einstein
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I grew up in a house of whispers, of meaningful glances and half-finished sentences.


‘Tell me.’


‘Tell you what?’


‘What you’re not telling me.’


‘Don’t be silly.’


‘Tell me!’ I shouted.


‘Rudeness will get you nowhere,’ they said. Then they sent me to my room.


‘My room is somewhere,’ I said.


These conversations never ended well.


People asked, as people do, ‘So, little girl, what do you want to be when you grow up?’


‘I’d like to be God.’


I blame the vicar. He was the one who told us, “Nothing in all creation is hidden from God.”’


All I wanted was to know.


Unsurprisingly, I did not grow up to be God. Instead, I became a journalist. A journalist is a seeker of Truth, its upholder and defender. Or so I thought.


Where lies go unopposed, democracy dies. A long time ago, when I first started out, I embroidered the words, badly, in cross stitch and hung the framed canvas above my bed, as a reminder, should I need one, of why I became a journalist. Now it hides, face to the wall, at the back of my wardrobe; a reminder, should I need one, that I’m a liar and a hypocrite.


I flicked through my clothes. What does a liar and a hypocrite wear on judgement day? It sounds like the start of a joke. What does she wear?


Something light and loose, but not voluminous.


That won’t have them rolling in the aisles.


I’d asked him to meet me on Viaduct Bridge. It was where it all began; the place where, by some strange alchemy, I might yet turn fiction into reality.


It was early still, and overcast, but by the time I got to the Heath the sun was shining. I thought, it's a bad omen, the sun always shines when something truly shitty happens in my life. It's why I believe in a higher power. Chance does not do irony.


I stood on the bridge, looking down at the still water. What was it like, I wondered, down in that mirror-world of bridge and trees?


The minutes ticked by and turned into half an hour. I checked my phone but there were no messages. He wasn’t coming. I don’t know why I had imagined he would. Hope, I suppose; that prankster makes fools of us all.


Five more minutes, I told myself, no more.


I looked out across the pond. The mandarin duck was there, with his grey-feathered friends. It seemed their tranquil morning swim would not be disturbed after all.


But here he was, crossing the bridge towards me, his hair copper in the morning sun. But no halo – the halo would have been too much; he was splendid all the same.


I raised my hand in a wave. He didn’t wave back. I stuffed my hand in my trouser pocket.


‘Rose.’ He gave me a curt nod.


‘Thank you for coming.’


‘Sure.’


And there we were, two little people whose lives did not amount to a hill of beans in this vast, indifferent universe. Only there is a different universe, there always is: a tiny, self-important one, built by us, for us. A fool's universe, if you like, but that's OK, because in that universe, he and I, standing there on Viaduct Bridge, mattered a great deal.


‘What did you want to see me about?’


‘I was hoping to explain.’


He shrugged. ‘Fine, explain away.’


I opened my mouth but nothing came out. He glanced at his watch, shifted from foot to foot, like someone cornered by a talkative stranger. I lost my nerve.


‘I was drunk and on a deadline.’


‘You’re a journalist. That's not an explanation, it's an ordinary day at the office.’


Unfair, but this was not the time to argue.


‘I’d never planned for things to go as far as they did.’


His tone was brisk. ‘People never do.’


‘The story, it took on a life of its own, like Frankenstein's monster. I was powerless to stop it.’


‘No, you weren’t.’


I took a step towards him and my hand, being just a limb, incapable of understanding, reached out for his. ‘Rufus, please.’


He took a step back.


I said, ‘You really can’t forgive me?’


He looked down at my hand, then back up at me.


‘No. No I don’t think I can.’ With that, he began to walk away.


The sun just kept on shining, bathing the bridge in golden light, turning the duckweed emerald.


‘But what will I do without you?’


He turned to look at me. ‘Work,’ he said. ‘Isn’t that what you do?’


I took the phone out of my pocket and put it down on the ground. I scrambled over the railings and onto the ledge, closed my eyes and jumped.
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I’d go so far as to say that, until the Goring Group bought the London Journal, my life was made up of more good days than bad, and that's despite my lousy childhood and my husband leaving me for a woman who had named her dog Teddy Pom Pom.


I had worked at the Journal for the best part of thirteen years, the past five as news editor. It had been thirteen happy years, with scarcely a day apart and barely a quarrel. Had anyone asked me where I saw my future, I’d have smiled a gauzy smile and said, right here, writing the history of tomorrow.


And then came the announcement: the London Journal had been sold, sold to the man in the back, yes, you sir, with the large media company and a sideline in household appliances, or is it the other way around? Going, going, gone.


The Goring Group hired a ‘media consultant’, a beige man with the uncanny ability to be underfoot in five places at once, to write a report. This report was very long, containing ever more ingenious ways of saying exactly the same thing: the London Journal was a fine publication, a standard-bearer for journalistic integrity. It pointed out how we, unlike many other news outlets, had successfully avoided dumbing down while remaining accessible to a wide cross-section of the public. Having studied this report the new management concluded that nothing becomes success like a massive upheaval. Our much-loved editor-in-chief chose early retirement in much the same way that Socrates chose hemlock, and in blew Angela Foster on the winds of a summer storm, armed with a business plan and a jar of homemade chocolate chip cookies.


Along with her cookie jar, Angela Foster brought something we’d never had before: a managing editor. Joe Moffat, she said, was an innovator with a background in digital marketing. At this point, Fahran, our political editor, suggested that a background in journalism might have come in handy, but Angela Foster silenced him with a look and an offer of a chocolate chip biscuit. Two weeks later Fahran was gone. Where to? The Register? Siberia? Small Household Appliances? Obituaries? For his sake I hoped it was obituaries. There's a great art to a properly executed obit, a balance to be struck between libel and hagiography. I know because sometimes, when the nights draw in and I have nothing else to do, I write my own. If nothing else, it focuses the mind.


I understand the desire to put one's stamp on a new place, make oneself at home. Some people bring a photograph of the family to put on their desk, or a pot plant, or perhaps a special mug with something amusing written in the glaze, like: ‘Who Are You Calling a Mug?’ If you’re confident you bring ideas and suggestions about areas of possible improvements, and if you’re a dog, you cock your leg against your colleagues’ desks. Unfortunately for the employees of the London Journal, to Joe Moffat, nothing said ‘home’ like an axe.


The next three months saw the Arts section reduced from six pages to two and the book club abolished. A decision was made to increase the proportion of images to text by thirty per cent, and an instruction given to keep the word count of the average articles, be it news, feature or comment piece, to no more than three hundred words. Headlines, on the other hand, were to become longer. It was all about ‘readability’ apparently, and readability meant getting a sufficient gist of a story to post a link on social media, without having to read beyond the headline and the first paragraph. I suggested to Joe Moffat that it might work with books too: make the title and chapter headings longer so that people could talk about the book in their book club without having the bother of reading the whole thing? I got the worrying sense that he thought it wasn’t a bad idea.


Unease crept along the corridors like mould. Not even a memo from the sports editor referring to Joe Moffat as ‘the word-cunt’ could lift our spirits. And then came the tyranny of the clicks: how many times did someone, somewhere, click on an online article? Where once there was harmony, fear and suspicion flourished. Dirty deals were struck: I’ll click yours if you click mine. Does your grandmother go online? She's got time on her hands, doesn’t she? Would your kid like to earn some extra pocket money? There were even rumours of colleagues employing the services of professional clickers. The journalistic integrity for which we had been praised was ditched, as Moffat ordered us to get down and dirty; trading truth for populist headlines, replacing reasoned analysis with rabble rousing. ‘I want,’ he said, ‘to give our readers something new to be angry about every day.’


The opinion editor and the business editor favoured quiet resistance over open mutiny. I agreed, for now.


Some three months into the new order, I got an email from Joe Moffat's PA asking me to have lunch with Joe. I was pleased. The occasion, part work, part social, would be an opportunity to raise my concerns.
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It was a Tuesday in late October. I took off my scarf and my trench coat as I walked to the restaurant where Moffat and I were meeting. Throughout June, July and August, razor sharp winds had shaved the leaves from the trees, rain had stopped play and sent brides scurrying into the church, bedraggled veils trailing. Only now, on the cusp of winter, did summer decide to put in an appearance.


Chez Coupe, or ‘Chop's’ as some ancient wag had renamed it, would not have been my venue of choice, but Joe was new in town and his PA may have relied on an out-of-date food guide. I say ‘out-of-date’ because in its day, Chop's had definitely been in the top ten ‘places to be seen’, its regulars being models and It-girls and men who may or may not have slept with Princess Margaret. But they were gone now, off to the great rehab in the sky. Pascal Coupe, too, was long gone. Who owned the place now? Perhaps no one did. Perhaps it simply carried on regardless, like the Marie Celeste, or one of those centenarian left-behinds of the Imperial Japanese army still defending a corner of a remote Pacific island.


The waiter, a young man in a suit wide enough to contain an entire second waiter, barely looked up as I entered. ‘I’m afraid the toilet is out of order but there's a public...’


I told him I was there for lunch and, once over his surprise, he showed me to a table by the window where I sat gazing out at the street, like one of Edward Hopper's lonely souls in a downtown diner.


While I waited I went through my arguments in my mind. I would have to be circumspect, tactful, when voicing my unease over the direction the Journal was being taken. Joe was the editor after all, and although he clearly wasn’t up to it, I couldn’t expect him to see it that way.


The minutes ticked by. A middle-aged couple came in, looked around then exchanged some words and withdrew. I don’t think it was me. I checked my emails on my phone while the waiter in his too-big suit hovered like a feral dog, too used to kicks and blows to come up close. Was the suit a hand-me-down, I wondered, passed from waiter to waiter with solemn ceremony since the dawn of Chop's time?


By now Joe was more than half an hour late.


If I run late, I at least make sure to arrive in a rush and a whoosh, apologies at the ready, but Joe Moffat hung back at the door like a surly child torn from games with his friends to ‘say hello to the nice lady’.


I gave him a little wave. He arranged his face into what could pass as a jovial expression.


‘Jenny, thanks for meeting me. Not kept you waiting long, I hope.’


I looked around for Jenny. She wasn’t there. Not unless she was exceptionally tiny and couldn’t be seen above the table.


Joe sat down. ‘I have to be back at the office for a two forty-five meeting but if we order straight away, that should give us plenty of time.’ He craned his neck, searching for the waiter who, with immaculate timing, had stopped hovering and disappeared.


He picked up the menu. ‘So what do you recommend?’


‘Your guess is as good as mine.’


He frowned. ‘I thought you were a regular.’


‘That must have been Jenny.’


He looked confused. ‘Did I call you Jenny? Sorry. Thor.’


‘Thorn,’ I said. ‘As in the side. Not Thor as in Norse god.’


He smiled, mechanically. ‘Of course.’ He put the menu back. ‘I’m sure it's all delicious.’


I gave him a pitying look. He was like a character in a soap opera, mouthing ‘we have all the time in the world’ moments before the inevitable plane crash.


Recklessly, he went on to order plaice in lobster jus accompanied by pommes de terre du Chef and a medley of vegetables.


I asked for a plain omelette.


‘Any wine with your meal?’ the waiter asked.


‘Just water. Tap.’ Joe turned to me with the air of someone showing off an accomplishment and said, ‘I can’t drink at lunchtime. Blunts the thought processes.’


‘There's no such word as can’t,’ I said. ‘Practise and you’ll get the hang of it in no time.’ I was trying to lighten the mood, but it remained unlightened. The waiter waited. I said that I, too, would have water. Across the table, Joe watched me as if I were a piece of unattended luggage. Tick tock.


The waiter returned to say that Chef was not doing omelette that day.


‘Even I do omelette,’ I said.


‘I’m afraid guests aren’t allowed in the kitchen,’ he said.


He passed me the menu. ‘The oxtail stew is very popular with our regulars.’


Not wanting to kick a man when he was down, I ignored the fact that Chop's had no regulars. Other than Jenny, obviously.


‘I’m sure it's delicious but I don’t eat mammal.’


The waiter gave me a blank look. Joe glared. I felt uneasy. I’m a journalist. Being glared at is usually mother's milk to me. But this was my boss.


I addressed the waiter. ‘What I mean is I don’t eat anything with four legs. Two legs, yes – unless it's primate. I frown on the consumption of primate.’


The waiter did his best to reassure me. ‘You’ll be safe with the oxtail. No legs in there at all.’


‘Tell you what, I’ll have the soup. Soup is good.’


The waiter leant over my shoulder and pointed to the soup section. He smelt of stale sweat. Such a sad smell, telling of long hours toiling and no money for dry cleaning.


‘There's tomato, French onion, stilton and cauliflower, mushroom...’


‘I’ll have the tomato soup.’


He straightened up. ‘And to follow?’


‘I’ll have the soup as a main course.’


‘Anything to start with?’


‘Just soup.’


‘We have cauliflower and stilton, mushroom...’


Joe interrupted. ‘For God's sake, how hard can it be? One course. One soup. Tomato.’ The waiter, looking hurt, plodded off, his too-long trousers bunching at the ankles. I turned an accusing eye on Joe. Gratuitous rudeness to one whose job depends on not answering back is unacceptable.


Joe had the kind of face that, once upon a time, would have cleaned up at Bonniest Baby competitions. On a grown man, the domed forehead, the round eyes, the button nose and rosebud mouth, looked faintly sinister. He was clearly ill at ease, rolling his neck as though his collar was pinching, although his shirt was open-necked, wriggling and scooting on his chair as if his underpants were riding up between his buttocks.


I asked him how he liked London.


‘It's a great city, but it's not Manchester.’


It was hard to argue with that, so I didn’t.


‘I’m into hiking and cycling, so Manchester's easy access to the countryside really works for me. And the vibe, it's just more authentic.’


I nodded. ‘If you’re looking for that authentic Manchester vibe, then clearly, Manchester is your city. Of course if what you’re after is an authentic London vibe, well then I’d stick my neck out and say London wins.’


He bared his teeth. I decided to be positive and take it as a smile.


‘So how about you, Thor? What do you enjoy doing in your free time?’


‘Work.’


‘No hobbies? You know what they say, all work and no play...’


‘Makes one good at one's job,’ I filled in.


‘I don’t mind telling you that I can’t wait for the day when I’ll have more time on my hands to do all the things I enjoy.’


A tiny seed of hope sprouted in my heart. ‘You’re thinking of leaving?’


‘Me? God no, I’ve only just arrived.’


I tried to change the subject. I was there to talk work not hobbies, but Joe seemed to be a man obsessed by leisure, bringing to my attention the vibrant London arts scene, the many world-class orchestras, galleries, museums within easy reach, and pointing out the plethora of opportunities for voluntary work. And, he said, wasn’t it lucky that there were so many new opportunities for part-time work these days? Not everyone wants to be tied down by a full-time job, he told me. The gig economy was great. A friend of his had dropped out of IT to work for Uber in order to spend more time mountain biking in the South Downs. I realised that Joe, messianic in his fervour to spread the word on non-work activities, would not shut up until I’d declared at least one.


‘I play the Celtic harp,’ I said. Which is true. I don’t play it often, but I can play it. I have played it. It was the best I could offer.


He perked up. ‘Great. What kind of stuff are you into? Folk? Classical...?’


‘The Last Rose of Summer.’


He shot me a questioning look.


‘That's what I play. My father liked it so I played it for him. When he was dying. I’m fairly confident that it didn’t hasten the process.’


‘Don’t you want to learn another piece?’


‘No.’


We sat in silence.


‘Would it help if I said I have a cat?’


‘You have a cat?’


‘In a manner of speaking, yes.’


‘I love cats. What kind is he or she?’


‘He. As for what kind, he's just a cat.’


More silence.


‘What's its name?’


‘Godot.’ I drank some water.


Joe Moffat stared at me. I felt I should move things on. ‘You must be aware of my misgivings about the direction in which you and Angela are taking the paper,’ I said.


‘Change is never easy, I appreciate that.’


‘Change for the better is eminently easy.’


He looked at me through narrowed eyes. And you’re the arbiter of what is and is not for the better, are you?’


‘One of them, yes.’


‘I see.’ Our tight little smiles collided mid-air and froze.


He leant forward, resting his palms on the table. ‘The thing is, Thor, that for an organisation to run smoothly, every cog has to work in harmony with the others. Sure, we’d all love to inhabit the rarefied heights of yesteryear, but there's a new and different world out there.’ His phone bleeped.


‘Do I need a visa?’


He looked up from his phone. ‘Visa to where?’


‘Your new world?’


He put his phone back down and leant back in his chair. ‘I don’t know, Thor, do you? Because you seem not to appreciate the unrivalled challenges our industry is facing – from rolling news, the internet, web-based media – removing the paywall, for example, separating the digital edition from the print edition, in the way that the Courier does – necessary measures in order for us to survive, measures to which you’re implacably opposed.’


‘And for good reason. If your aim is to drive that final nail into the coffin of print journalism, then focusing more and more resources on digital is the way to go. The ad space online is infinite, driving down prices, sending us chasing our own tails. To make money we need more content to advertise against. And much of that content is, how shall I put it, garbage: Kardashian butts, Z-listers on diets, immigrant clickbait...’


His gaze kept sidling off to the phone. It was the way its face lit up. Very appealing, clearly. I could probably learn a thing or two from that phone about how to attract a man's attention.


Joe looked up. ‘I don’t agree with you,’ he said.


You would if you’d actually listened, I wanted to say, but now was not the time to be confrontational.


I leant over, fixing him with what I hoped was a hypnotic stare.


‘We’ve got to rise to those challenges, Joe, not join the race to the bottom,’ I said. ‘Fake news, alternative facts, disinformation, the proliferation of online “news” sites that are little more than propaganda tools for some interest group – those challenges are threats to democracy and to civil society as a whole. If we, the Fourth Estate, don’t fight the good fight, and fight it like we believe in it, then we don’t deserve to survive.’


I sat back in my chair and drank my water.


Joe looked up from his phone. ‘Sorry, I missed that.’


If I were the crying type, I would have cried. I was the last polar bear on my shrinking sheet of ice, watching the world as I knew it melt around me.


The waiter brought our food.


Joe's phone rang. He glanced at the number display. ‘Sorry, but I need to take this.’


While I ate my soup – Heinz or Campbell's, I couldn’t say – the fish gazed at me, a mournful look in its one boiled eye. It really was a sorry sight; a bone protruding here, a flap of loose skin there, a slice of lemon askew on its slippery back as if it had been strip-searched and left to rearrange itself.


Joe finished his call. ‘Look, Thor, the days when people sat down for a leisurely perusal of the papers, reading from cover to cover, happy to spend time on a single article, are long gone – they want their news on the go – they want a quick, filling takeaway and we’re still serving them three-course dinners, with napkins and a buttered roll. They want fast news, and that's what we’re going to provide.’ He speared a limp, overcooked bean onto his fork where it hung, a downward smile.


‘I don’t know if you’re aware of it, Thor, I don’t think you – well, look, there's no easy way to say this, but there's a growing dissatisfaction with your running of the newsroom.’


I shook my head. ‘I don’t know who you’ve been talking to, because I’d say we were all very much on the same page.’


He nodded, the kind of slow nodding that said, You may think so but I know better. Why, if that were true, he asked, were journalists coming to him with articles that I had spiked? Good stories, some of which were subsequently picked up by our rivals? ‘Take Chris Walker's piece on the link between vaccination and childhood leukaemia. Massive story; every parent's nightmare. Do what you think is the right thing and actually you’re putting your kid at risk of cancer.’


I wondered, not for the first time, if the managing editor was a little hard of understanding. Just in case, I spoke slowly and in easy words.


‘Your new shiny reporter got that story straight from one of the nuttier parts of the interweb. He’d failed to conduct any independent research, because if he had, he’d have realised, as I did once I’d looked into it, that the author of the original piece is completely discredited, as is the science behind it.’


‘And while you were looking into it, the Courier went ahead with the story.’


The Daily Courier, with its first-class investigative reporting, uncanny ability to read the mood of the nation and make it worse, its unparalleled skill in appealing to our basest instincts; of course they did.


‘But Joe, there was no truth in it. It was two columns of disinformation. Surely you’re not suggesting we emulate their brand of journalism? After all...’ I met his gaze and stopped mid-sentence. I might as well be telling the wolf that of course he’d never even consider devouring the sweet little girl in her red hood.


‘Oh my God you are, aren’t you? You want us to be a London version of the Courier.’


The wolf bared his teeth. ‘I’m talking about what works. What sells. I know that under the old management you didn’t have to worry about such base considerations but I’m afraid times have changed. Which brings me back to the piece you spiked. It made the Breakfast sofas, it was picked up by Mumsnet and, unsurprisingly, hit a new website traffic record.’


‘And the fact that untold children will now be at risk of developing a potentially deadly illness...?’


Joe frowned. ‘Our business is putting the stories out there. It's up to the readers what they do with those stories.’


‘And if those stories are fake?’


He gave me a long look. ‘You may have made the right call this time, but that doesn’t change the fact that the newsroom is dysfunctional.’


He looked at his fish. I looked at his fish. The fish was clearly as disgusted by Joe's laissez-faire attitude as I was, but as ever, it gave nothing away.


‘People are getting what they think is news from algorithms on social media that tell them what they want to hear. Most of it is unverified and from unchecked sources. It's the Wild West out there. And people think, act – Jesus, they vote – on the back of what they read. We’re facing nothing less than an existential threat to our democracy, yet here you are suggesting that we, the guardians of liberty, the enemy of tyrants, should treat truth as an optional extra?’ I sat back in the chair. My hands were shaking. Joe looked up from his phone.


‘Sorry, Thor, I have to take this.’


He took the call outside, where the reception was better. I watched him talk and walk back and forth on the pavement, animated, at ease.


I turned to the fish. ‘The world's gone mad.’


I took its silence as agreement.


‘One moment you’re in control. The world, at least your small bit of it, makes a sort of sense. You think you know where you’re heading and the next...’ I looked at the unhappy creature. ‘Yup, you end up on Joe Moffat's plate.


‘But, letters on a page, these random lines and circles, turned by some kind of magic into information, into ideas that travel the world. It's sacred work, Fish. Alchemy.’


The fish, having listened intently, appeared quite taken with the idea of alchemy. Could it turn me back into that glistening quicksilver creature of old, it asked. Would it give me back my sea?


Joe Moffatt returned. We sat in silence as he set about bothering the fish. The fish endured with the air of a wife giving in to Saturday sex.


He put down his knife and fork. ‘We’re moving you from the newsroom.’


I put my glass down. ‘What do you mean, you’re moving me from the newsroom? Where am I going?’


Was I taking his place? No, as he said himself, he’d only just arrived.


‘London Living.’


I opened my mouth to speak, but no words came. What was there to say? I was the patient who’d gone to her GP about an ingrowing toenail, only to be asked if I had made plans for my funeral.


Joe, always more generous with other people's time than his own, apologised for there not being time for coffee.


We left the restaurant like a warring couple, side by side yet rigidly apart.


Outside the sun was shining.
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It was a stupid game of Truth or Dare, at a party years ago.


‘What do you fear the most?’


‘To lose my job,’ I said.


‘To lose Thorn,’ Nick said.


I laughed, he laughed, our friends laughed; none of us convincingly.


‘And Nick, of course,’ I added, but too late.


It wasn’t the end of our marriage but it was the beginning of the end, only I was too busy worrying about my career to notice.


And now, when that which I most feared had happened, or as good as, the funny thing was, I couldn’t quite believe it. It made me understand why Helena, my friend, reacted the way she did when she got sick. To Helena, every silver lining had a cloud. Finding love meant losing it. Going on holiday meant her house would be burgled. Every stab of pain was a heart attack, every lump and bump, cancer. She wasn’t being negative, she said, she just liked to be prepared. Only when the worst did happen, she was the least prepared of anyone. She felt betrayed. ‘This wasn’t supposed to have happened.’ She said it over and over. ‘This wasn’t supposed to have happened.’


Her constant fretting, expecting disaster round every corner, it had been protection money, dutifully paid, so that misfortune would pass her by on its way to the happy-go-lucky bastard down the road, who’d never worried a day in his life. That had been the deal. Or so she thought.


And now it was my turn to be paid a visit. All the times I’d watched as some poor sod packed up their desk and walked that lonely walk towards the exit and imagined it were me, all the times I’d looked between my fingers at the horror that would be my life without the work I loved, had no more prepared me for the worst than a stroll on the Heath would have prepared me to hike the Appalachian trail.


Back in Hampstead everything was much as I’d left it, life, in its insensitive way, having carried on as normal. I turned onto my street, but instead of the customary moment of wonder I had, thinking of my good fortune to be living in such a place, I did sums in my head, wondering how I would be able to afford to stay on a reduced salary.


My street is lovely, even by the standards of this blessed part of North London. I would go so far as to say that there was not one thing to offend the eye other than for a small, concrete edifice, best described as a cross between a garage and a public convenience in Milton Keynes; my house. That it looks, in part, like a garage is easily explained by the fact that part of it actually is a garage. It belongs to my friend and neighbour next door, Lottie Weiss. Lottie didn’t own a car, so there was no issue with noise or pollution; instead she stored her papers there, neatly stacked in boxes. The rest, the hallway with back door opening out onto a terrace, a first-floor sitting room with a small kitchen at one end and a bedroom and bathroom on the floor above, was mine.


For there to be such a house, a house so ugly I doubt even its mother could love it, a house that had stood empty for a good few years while its owner tried and failed to sell it, a house so reduced in price that I could fulfil my dream of living in that very part of town, had been a stroke of extraordinary good fortune.


I remember showing the details to my then newly ex-husband Nick, and how, eager to find something pleasing, to ease his unnecessary guilt over the loss of our home together, he had bent over the sheet of paper only to recoil, speechless, like someone peeking into an infant's pram to find a hog in a bonnet.


‘Perhaps change the windows,’ he said. ‘Or put on cladding, to soften the facade.’


I winced. When I was a girl, Nancy, my mother, had tried to soften my facade, curling my hair, pinching my cheek to bring out some colour, dressing me in pastel smocks, in a fruitless attempt at camouflage. The combined effect had been, to put it kindly, disconcerting. No, better to do as my Aunt Frances always advised and make a virtue of that which makes you singular.


‘I love it,’ I told Nick.


I still do, and although I can’t swear to it, houses being secretive chaps that keep things close to their chest, I think that house loves me back.


I turned the key in the lock and let myself in and thought, again, what would happen to the house if I were forced to sell? What humiliating, misguided attempts at softening might befall it: window boxes? Doric columns flanking the entrance? No, best not to think about it, not yet.


I picked up my post, kicked off my shoes and went upstairs to the kitchen. Why had I gone in there? I was wired so tightly that my hands were trembling, so I most certainly didn’t need coffee. I wasn’t hungry. A drink? Yes, that was it. I had a rule never to drink before seven o’clock on a weekday, but that was then and this was now and now was bloody awful so I made myself a large gin and tonic and took it into the sitting room. I selected a playlist on Spotify: opera, Lucia di Lammermoor, which was as Sturm und Drang as I could manage, since I’m not a fan of Wagner. I tried to sit down but although my body ached my brain was whirling. In the end, I called my ex-husband.


The day Nick left, he’d stood in our hallway, his hand on his suitcase, the suitcase I’d given him the Christmas before, and said that he could no longer live with coming a poor second to my job. ‘I loved you best,’ he said, which was nice of him since we weren’t exactly on good terms at that point. And you love your work.’


I had hoped he’d forgotten that whole Truth or Dare episode, but clearly it had stayed with him, lying dormant, until something awakened it, causing the resentment to sprout and grow anew. I told him, just as I had back then, that I loved him as well. He said that the ‘as well’ summed it all up very nicely. He put his hand to my cheek and looked at me, tenderly.


‘Like all careers, yours will end one day and then what will you do?’


I thought of that as I waited for him to pick up.


‘You were right,’ I said.


‘Who is this?’


‘Holly, hi, it's Thorn.’


‘Hi Thorn. My acupuncturist has just arrived so I can’t chat, but here's Nick.’


I didn’t blame Nick for leaving, I’d have left me, were I him, but even so, when he did go I was sadder than I’d ever imagined I would be, back when I used to imagine life without him.
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