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For my family









In times of peace, the warlike man attacks himself.


Friedrich Nietzsche


Never easy, burpees. Never easy.


Joe Wicks









PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION


Hello and welcome to the paperback version of Theroux the Keyhole! You have in your hands a product much like the hardback, but smaller, bendier and less expensive. It contains all the words that were included in the original publication, but also – try to remain calm – some bonus material.


Yes, despite the reduced size, it is in fact more book.


I write this preface – masked, in Phoenix airport, awaiting a plane – some six months or so after the hardback’s publication. I am in the departure lounge, where I have just eaten an unsatisfactory McDonald’s (Deluxe Crispy Chicken Sandwich, the chicken tasted weird to me), and I have a moment to reflect on what it was like writing my book and then putting it out into the world.


Theroux the Keyhole started as an attempt to chronicle the first lockdown. Soon after it was announced the world was going on hiatus due to the onset of a global pandemic, I thought someone should make notes on all the weird stuff that was happening. And why shouldn’t that someone be me? At school, studying history, I used to read chronicles by anonymous monks in the Middle Ages writing about Viking raids. I also enjoyed the jottings of later figures like John Aubrey, Samuel Pepys and Michel de Montaigne, talking about random intimate details of their life like their sleeping habits and indigestion. Maybe this would be my contribution to the genre of ‘random dude writes stuff about his life that might be interesting in 500 years’.


I carried on writing it as the Covid situation got worse, then better, then worse again . . . The book evolved into a portrait of my family life and also a behind-the-scenes record of the work that was preoccupying me: putting together a TV series, some podcast interviews, a special about Joe Exotic, and some other stuff.


At times, while writing it, I wasn’t sure whether it was any good. But I banished those thoughts and kept going, piling up entries on a more or less nightly basis, sometimes sober, sometimes under the influence of a few drinks. I tried to record direct speech and sketch small domestic scenes of conflict and humour. As I read back over previous entries, at times it seemed to me I was accumulating an unflinching portrait of naked humanity, of astonishing honesty – a portrait of a writer and his family that in a small way extended the frontier of literature. Other times, it seemed I’d written a load of trivial shit. Perhaps there isn’t that much difference? (Dun-dun-dun!)


I told myself that we have people backwards, valuing them based on their work, when in fact their true self is the one they keep hidden: the rage-prone and erratic private individual, not the one that wins the Nobel Prize for Physics. This book would be an antidote to that kind of curating of a public persona. It’s definitely the case that when I think about books I’ve enjoyed, it’s often the small intimacies I’ve connected with.


We know Shakespeare was a great playwright, but what was he like when Hamnet was acting up and wouldn’t finish his capon, or Judith wanted to stay up late playing with her wooden cup-and-ball? Did he and Anne Hathaway take turns stuffing the goose, and did she have an issue with how much ‘sack’ he drank during the plague year of 1592? Because that’s what I want to know.


(And, yes, I just compared myself to Shakespeare.)


After a year of writing, I had about 140,000 words. With my editor, I cut out about half of the material. I rewrote the entries, trimming and merging them, to make it flow better.


When I published it, I was confident the book would find a receptive audience and maybe be widely reviewed. In fact, it was only reviewed in one place that I’m aware of. I’m pretty sure no one took the view that I had extended the frontier of literature.


In writing the book, it was my aim to be as honest as possible about my shortcomings as a husband and parent. I hold the view that we are, all of us, more mixed up and messy than we let on, but that by being honest about our failings, we can connect with one another and try to be better. I’ve been pleased to hear from people who’ve read it that they were surprised at ‘how honest’ I was.


So here I am, six months on from publication, and nearly two years since I started writing. Flicking through this smaller, bendier edition, I actually think it holds up OK. Parts of it make me cringe to read. It may have done my reputation no favours, sharing all this. But maybe that’s the point. Being stupid and being honest about it. That’s my hope, anyway. If you think I come across as embarrassing, rage-prone, cringe – choose your adjective – I don’t disagree.


Right, that’s my flight being called. I better wrap this up. Mainly I want to say thanks for checking out the book. I hope you enjoy it. And also, in general, at McDonald’s, it’s probably better to go burger, not chicken.









Prologue


Man Bites Pangolin


After fifteen minutes of ‘remote learning’, Ray, aged six, has already had enough. The video-conferencing app is malfunctioning, and the teacher’s voice is doing a weird echo thing reminiscent of an effect they used on dub reggae records in the eighties. OK, children. KRONG-KRONG-KRONG-krong-krong!! Is everyone muted? DOD-DOD-DOD-dod-dod!!


‘I’m bored,’ Ray says. ‘What can I doo-oo?’


A few feet away, at the end of the kitchen table, I am wrenched away from the past-deadline TV treatment I am supposed to be writing, shocked by sudden stabs of despair and rage. A tiny still-calm part of my mind reflects on the surprising violence of what I’m feeling and the strangeness that the simple act of supervising schoolwork from home should be quite so crazy-making. It considers the many places I’d rather be: behind bars in the ad-seg wing of a large maximum-security prison; enduring a tongue-lashing from the demented guru of a cult in the Midwest; in Leeds huffing the cigar breath of a famous serial sexual predator.


Anywhere but here.


Eighteen months into the planetary pandemic, our three children have been sent home again because someone – a teacher, a fellow pupil – has tested positive. Nancy, my wife, is run ragged, verging on nervous collapse, on the rack of unrealistic work commitments, her own health not 100 per cent following a dalliance with the virus. Nieces, nephews, and two brothers-in-law are all ill, laid low by the Delta variant. And a few days ago word came that videos are travelling around TikTok, the sinister social media platform and data-harvesting tool, showing children how to hack their Covid tests with lemon juice so they can produce false positives and get themselves out of school. It turns out this latest bout of mayhem may all be down to some work-shy kids and a bottle of Jif Squeezy.


Like America, bombed at Pearl Harbor, the family Theroux finds itself dragged into a conflict it did not want, fighting on several fronts – against the virus, against inconsistent and confusing measures intended to subdue the virus, against disinformation, against screen addiction, against an inability to agree on what we would all like to watch on TV.


A year and a half of madness has left its marks, even in the gilded world of a documentary presenter – the Dame Vera Lynn of Lockdown Podcasting™. Drinking too much, prone to embarrassing rages, losses of control and absent-mindedness, as well as feelings of inadequacy that may be the inevitable lot of a father trying to do his best, always on the verge of being ‘cringe’. Did I mention drinking too much?


I look back at the period of house arrest we’ve been forced into – granted, with a few transatlantic work trips thrown in – like a general surveying the ruined landscape of the territory he’s conquered, pockmarked with the figurative scars of children going mental, squabbling and fighting, spending weeks on end without seeing friends, a beautiful and supportive wife grief-stricken at her lack of contact with the outside world, and the paterfamilias – that being me – who was confused and irresolute, and at times even weirdly appreciative of some aspects of the crisis, perhaps feeling that he needed to make his peace and get along with his new planetary roommate, the virus, since it wasn’t showing signs of leaving, or maybe he was just too lacking in self-knowledge to know exactly what he was feeling half the time?


We may be near the end of this thing. We may not be. I’ll say this for my friend Covid-19: it is full of surprises, and the good news is we have plenty of Greek letters on hand for its next David Bowie-like act of shape-shifting. Early in the whole adventure, in mid-March 2020, realizing we were entering an era of memorable weirdness, I began keeping a diary, which I continued for exactly a year. My decision to look back now may prove premature and hopelessly irrelevant, especially if a Sigma variant arrives that is more contagious and more debilitating, and is wearing platform heels with a red lightning bolt painted across its face. But if twenty-five years spent documenting the fringes of life and the most extreme forms of existential angst have taught me anything, it’s that often in the darkest times we find the most meaningful connection. So here I am, letting my readers in on a story that doesn’t unfold in any of my usual journalistic feeding grounds of a porn set or a militia compound or a maximum-security psychiatric unit, but instead on a frontier much closer to home, one that has been the site of more stress and more fear – for me, at least – than any other I’ve reported from, which is to say, my house, during a pandemic.


• • •


On the morning of New Years’s Eve 2019, I was pottering around in my kitchen in north-west London listening to the radio when a news item came on about a disease in Wuhan, China, linked to some kind of meat market called a ‘wet market’, a phrase I’d never heard before that struck me as faintly grotesque. For a moment, I wondered why we were being told that someone 10,000 miles away had caught a virus, and why was it more important than all the other people who must be ill in China, in Darfur, or indeed on Willesden High Road. But presumably the editors of BBC Radio 4’s Today programme knew their business – it was news for a reason – and my mind drifted, and I got on with other things.


It had been a busy holiday. We had taken over Christmas hosting duties from Nancy’s mum at late notice, because of a family illness. Nancy, on top of all organizing and coordinating of guests, was also in charge of the main meal. My job was the potatoes, which were, if I say so myself, a triumph – par-boiled and shaken roughly in the pan to fluff them up, drizzled in olive oil, and then roasted into crispy golden perfection. I had ferried bottles of wine around for the guests – ‘Can I freshen you up?’ – while swatting at my son Jack, who despite being twelve years old was attempting to cadge some for himself, ever curious to try anything with the cachet of the forbidden. ‘Just a little sip, Dad, go on.’ After lunch with crackers and paper hats and the aforementioned magical potatoes, we’d had a kickabout in the garden, then slumped in the front room and watched whatever was on TV. There was, naturally, a Christmas tree that our youngest son Ray had helped to decorate. We had put stockings out the night before, evoking the Yuletide magic in the appropriate fashion for a five-year-old. ‘Don’t forget carrots for the reindeer and some brandy for Santa . . .’ All three boys had put up stockings, even Arthur, who was fourteen and had made emphatic references to the mysterious workings of Saint Nick and his ability to defy physics and descend chimneys many times narrower than his girth, partly out of respect for Ray, but also mindful of not wanting his own Christmas privileges called into question.


Nancy and I had had our traditional argument over why I hadn’t been more involved in getting gifts for the kids – me thinking, though trying hard not to say, that if I could have taken some of their presents back to the shop, to decrease the number of their gifts, I would have been happy to. A thought partly born out of stinginess, but mainly out of a puritanical disapproval of excess and a sadness that ensued whenever I saw new possessions freed from their gift wrap only to grow old in a matter of hours, lose their magic, and become more clutter.


‘When I was growing up we had presents in the leg of a pair of tights and none of them were wrapped, and we were fine with it,’ I’d said.


‘OK, but I didn’t.’


‘They’re supposed to be little tokens, not actual gifts. Satsumas and nuts and pencil sharpeners. Stuff like that.’


‘I’m sure they’d love to come down on Christmas morning and find a stocking full of nuts,’ Nancy had said. ‘Stop being a grinch, Louis.’


In the months leading up to Christmas I’d been more than usually preoccupied with work. Nancy and I had recently taken the leap of launching a new company, which – following months of dithering about possible names – we’d called Mindhouse. Twenty-five years of toiling within the BBC had ended; I was now making programmes independently. The creation of Mindhouse had been a dream long in gestation, in equal measure exciting and stressful. The creative opportunities – the chance to make series I wasn’t in, single documentaries, shows featuring other presenters – went hand in hand with more financial risk. It had been Nancy’s idea to take the leap. We’d met at the BBC, where she had made documentaries in the history department. She’d taken time out of her career to have our children and was now ready to get back into full-time programme-making. Our starting a company was, among other things, an opportunity for us to work together. Though, if I was completely honest, there was a part of it that terrified me: the idea of putting strain on our relationship, professional as well as personal, and creating a situation in which we would have no escape from one another, no respite, when the going got tough either at home or at work.


In November 2019, we’d taken up occupancy of some offices in Shepherd’s Bush and begun work on a series of ideas, including a new possible three-parter which I would present, on the theme of ‘radicalization’. For years I’d had an interest in the far right in America, and lately I’d been following a new online underground of young gamers and trolls who lurked in a bulletin board called 4chan, sharing racist memes and tasteless jokes about child suicides. I’d also been tracking the homegrown jihadis stuck in limbo in northern Iraq and Syria, people who’d left the UK to take part in the dream of the ISIS caliphate, and were now stateless and to varying degrees remorseful of having joined a medieval death cult. Both these stories struck me as saying something about the strange world we now lived in, in which extremist content could be piped into bedrooms anywhere in the world – where the lines of irony and sincerity, role play and real life were blurred – with potentially disastrous consequences for those on the receiving end.


Alongside them was a third idea about SoundCloud rap in Florida, a musical subgenre often involving depressive lyrics, prescription drugs, and facial tattoos. I was aware the rap story sat oddly alongside the jihadis and the far right, and didn’t really fit the brief of ‘radicalization’, though it was also true that some of the more outrageous behaviour associated with the scene was turbocharged by the possibilities of social media and live streaming: rappers getting inked with garish images and provocative words on their foreheads and cheeks to drive clicks on Instagram and consuming epic quantities of drugs on their feeds knowing it would engage fans.


After several years of making programmes in a minor key – about eating disorders, psychosis, the terminally ill – I hoped the radicalization series would be a return to a weirder, more brightly hued story, with arguments and danger. I’d treated these subjects in the past, in programmes I’d made in my twenties and thirties, but it seemed to me the world had moved on, and I’d moved on, and we were now in a futuristic landscape I could never have imagined when I was a young man. A world where extremism no longer existed merely on the fringes of the culture or in the darkest part of our most poisonous impulses, but instead freely travelled social-media platforms. In the US, we had a president who had tweeted his way into the White House, sending his messages directly to the smartphones of tens of millions of Americans. The utopian promise of an open internet with free access to information had evolved into something more complicated: exciting, transgressive, misinformed, narcissistic, occasionally hateful. Political and social division was at an all-time high, and the paradoxical lesson one was tempted to draw was that instead of pulling us together, our era of technological interconnectedness had created a golden age of tribalism and barbarity.


• • •


For the last few days of the Christmas break we were in Bath with some American friends. We stayed in an Airbnb in the old part of town, having ridden up on the train. We took walks around the city, visited the Jane Austen museum and the famous baths, and their museum, where we all wandered wordlessly, each with our Acoustiguide pressed to one ear: number 47 . . . you are standing in the frigidarium, the best preserved of the ancient aqua features . . . The museum had press-ganged the American author Bill Bryson into recording off-the-cuff thoughts which you could hear if you pushed certain buttons. The carving in the keystone of the bearded old man is wonderful. He reminds me somehow of a farmer . . . I like his twinkling eyes.


On our last day we trekked up the tower of Bath Abbey, where the bell rang twelve times and I made a joke about how pleasurable it was being close to so many enormous dongs.


Then came a series of live shows I was doing down under – on 6 January I left the family for two weeks, landing in Auckland, and from there visiting Perth, Adelaide and Sydney. All this time, in the background, was the apocalyptic drumbeat – not of the coronavirus, which was barely mentioned, but of rampant forest fires caused by climate change, leading to the deaths of millions of animals. The final date of the tour, in Melbourne, was in a convention centre. There were two performances, with around 4,000 people in the audience for each. I’d done a live tour once before and I had the same sensation of stepping into someone else’s life, a more successful doppelganger, and of feeling slightly fraudulent, serving myself up to audiences who were so appreciative that the ‘me’ they met surely had to be a disappointment. I reminded myself of a dubious televangelist or self-help guru, and part of me questioned the whole set-up, but the greater part of me loved it, while also wondering whether I might be in danger of tipping into full-blown egomania. Or did the fact that I was concerned about it mean I was managing to keep the egomania in check?


The weeks after were a return to civilian life in the darkness of London in winter, with the daily cycles to and from work – I’d listen to podcasts about the far right and the Internet and the need to deplatform certain speakers who were promoting hate or equally persuasive arguments for safeguarding freedom of speech from censorious busybodies terrified of being exposed to an opinion they disagreed with. There were meetings with other presenters I admired who I hoped we might work with and brainstorming sessions on ideas for box sets and true-crime stories.


Recce trips went ahead – a director and producer flew out to America to meet with potential interviewees for my radicalization series. There was a gentle rising gradient of concern about what was happening in Wuhan. It was reported that the likeliest origin of the virus was someone there eating a weird animal, probably a bat, and on right-wing Twitter gruesome photos circulated of what appeared to be a Chinese woman eating bat soup, with a little bat carcass perched on the edge of her bowl. Later the photos were revealed to be three years old and taken thousands of miles away on the Pacific island of Palau. Reports from Italy and Iran suggested the virus was spreading, but the numbers still sounded small and the situation never seemed likely to disturb us or make us change our plans. My preoccupations were more prosaic ones: Would the programmes turn out OK? Would our new company win other commissions? Was I drinking too much? Was this my life?









March 2020


LOCKDOWN


Tuesday 17 March


The first visible sign of panic: the supermarkets. No pasta, no tinned tomatoes, no tinned beans. Yesterday at the Queen’s Park Co-op the cashier said: ‘People come in yesterday, the day before, clear them out.’ Today at pick-up at the primary school, another parent, a dad who works in catering, was saying he’d laid in some extra supplies from a cash and carry in Cricklewood called Bestway: 5 kg bags of penne pasta that he was selling at cost. ‘They have big bags of rice too,’ his wife said. ‘Nancy says you’re interested.’ Another mum mentioned rumours that wine and spirits were running out.


‘Grey Goose converted their facility to produce rubbing alcohol,’ Catering Dad said.


‘There’s no vodka anywhere, apparently,’ the mum said. ‘People are buying it to use as a disinfectant.’


‘Yeh,’ Catering Dad said. ‘Which doesn’t work, by the way. The alcohol content’s not high enough.’


I bought a 5 kg bag of pasta, out of the back of his van, in front of the school, and then five packets of corn for popping. Ray will like these, I thought. And then, with a little squirt of excitement: This feels a little like maybe what they did during rationing.


It all started escalating last week. On Monday 9 March, the Italian government imposed a nationwide lockdown. No sports events, travel allowed only for family emergencies. There were photos in the paper of deserted tourist attractions. More than 400 deaths in Italy alone.* Still, somehow, I remained in denial about what was going on. It won’t affect me. Life will go on. I didn’t think about where it might lead, just enjoyed the spectacle of something different, that little jolt of excitement I used to get at primary school when the fire alarm went off, a departure from the routine, as I gawped at the photos online and reflected on the strangeness of something that still seemed far away.


On Saturday night, Nancy had gone for a long-planned girls’ weekend in the West Country. I was left holding the fort. Three kids, on my own. A tiny payback for all the many months I’ve spent travelling for work while she’s been at home. It doesn’t often happen, as Nancy likes to point out. My brother Marcel had invited me and the kids over for the night at his house in Tooting, which naturally I seized on as a chance to take some pressure off.


On the drive south, Arthur and Jack were fighting in the back of the car, while Ray threw a fit because the iPad didn’t have 3G and couldn’t stream YouTube. ‘Can one of you please connect the iPad to your personal hotspot? Guys!’ Jack was already annoyed because I wanted to catch up on the news and had refused to put Capital XTRA on.


‘I can’t share my data, I don’t have any left,’ he said. ‘Why don’t you do it, Ticky?’ For obscure reasons, this was something he’d begun calling Arthur.


‘Jack, you’re so selfish.’


‘Stop waffling, Arthur, it’s not that deep.’


Nancy called in on the hands-free and asked how it was going.


‘We’re heading south. Marce invited me over.’


‘Oh, I see. Already running for help,’ she teased.


‘Well, he invited us over. Was I supposed to refuse, just to prove a point?’


On the radio, all the news was Covid-related. Flights were being restricted, new guidelines coming out. We should be washing our hands frequently, ideally for twenty seconds, they said, the same time it took to sing ‘Happy Birthday’ twice. Avoid touching your face or shaking hands. Numbers were going up in Iran. There was a gathering storm, an ominous mood music, but no clear sense of where it was all going.


At Marcel’s house, we sat in the kitchen. I drank a couple of gin and tonics and we caught up, striking up new phrases with an air of novelty.


‘I’m supposed to be flying on Monday but it’s not clear we’ll be able to go.’


I sensed I didn’t have his full attention. He looked at me and said, ‘Lot of face touching going on.’


‘Don’t worry, I’ve washed my hands.’


‘How long for?’


I’d brought a melanzane alla parmigiana I’d made. Friends arrived, a newspaper editor and a TV presenter, and we made conversation about the news – projects they’d been working on, the divisiveness running through different cultural debates, an argument within feminism about trans activism that was causing ructions at the editor’s workplace, old-guard feminists wanting to preserve a distinction between women and trans women – the debate was highly charged, much of it taking place on social media. I mentioned my plans for new shows – the ‘radicalization’ series, a big ambitious shoot, finally getting under way after months of planning – but that it was all up in the air now. Updates kept coming in and the situation seemed ever more doubtful, with more restrictions being announced for visitors to the US.


Adding urgency was the knowledge that Mindhouse, as a company, was financially exposed. We’d put money into development. There were also schedule issues. One of the key figures in the far-right film, a baby-faced twenty-something named Nicholas J. Fuentes who was emerging as the new leader of white nationalism in America, was planning an event, a gathering of radicals and self-described dissidents. If we postponed shooting we’d miss it.


A text came in from Nancy saying we needed to have a conference call – me and her, and our two company partners, Arron and Sophie. I phoned in from the staircase of the house, tuning out the sounds of people chatting and doors opening and closing. Arron was fresh from a conversation with our BBC commissioner.


‘She thinks it’s a bad idea,’ he said. ‘If we go and one of you gets ill or you can’t get back, they’re saying it’s on us, basically. But if we follow their suggestion to postpone, they’ll help us with costs and stuff like that.’


‘I don’t want to be a dick about it,’ I said. ‘But I’d like to file a dissenting opinion.’


The gin and tonics were making their presence felt and I was conscious of not being totally with it. I wondered if this was one of those occasions when I was supposed to show leadership, which isn’t my strong suit at the best of times. The truth was, I had a strong urge to fly. The idea that we’d be one of the last teams into the US was, to my booze-clouded mind, a reason to go. We could steal a march on the competition, scooping up material while they were all locked out, then come back with the satisfying feeling of being ahead of the game. When I was younger, I used to get the same sensation going into work on a Sunday when the office was empty or during the World Cup.


‘I can’t see why, if we can get out there and film, we wouldn’t do that?’


‘Getting out there isn’t the issue,’ Arron said. ‘It’s getting back. You could be stuck in a hotel in America for weeks, unable to film and unable to come back.’


‘Right, got you,’ I said. ‘So it’s a risk.’


When it was his bedtime, I went up with Ray and read a story, and lay with him until he was asleep. Then came back down to talk some more, turning in with the older children, and the following morning drove back to north-west London. When Nancy arrived back, all three children were, miraculously, still alive, uninjured, with their full complement of teeth, though I tried not to make too big a thing out of it, being resigned by now to the idea that the days I’d been away for work are a debt I will never be able to pay off. The following morning, on Monday, I went into work as usual. By now it was clear the decision to travel or not to travel had been taken away from us; there would be no filming trip to America anytime soon, and maybe the only surprising part was that it was taking me so long to wrap my head around the fact that everything was changing.


Today, after dropping off Ray, I’d headed into the office. Most of our staff are already working from home, as advised by the government. I wandered up and down the corridors, opening doors using my shirt sleeves. In an open-plan area in the centre of the building is a cafe called Coterie. Under a glass vitrine, there were displays of croissants and muffins with rhubarb, and luxury cookies, and it made me sad to think that they might all have to be thrown away. The manager, a Middle Eastern man in middle age, circled above them with an air of tragedy.


Wednesday 18 March


First day working from home.


The good part about being forced to work at home is that the anxiety and the urge to engage in displacement activity mean you get little jobs done. I spent an hour in the morning organizing the wires behind the TV and the set-top box and the DVD player and the PlayStation in the front room, making them look less like a mass of knots and tangles. I used rubber bands to tie them up, then found a smart little box to put miscellaneous wires and accessories into.


For work, we are trying to think of ideas that don’t involve travel or meeting people, which feels – for someone whose brand involves travelling and meeting people – a rather restrictive brief.


EastEnders has been suspended, and Graham Norton. On social media, there are videos of shirtless English lager louts in southern Spain defying official guidance and refusing to leave the streets, pushing trolleys full of beer and chanting ‘We’ve all got the virus’. Meanwhile, somewhere in East Asia, parents confined indoors have created small obstacle courses for their children: four-year-olds doing calisthenics in tiny apartments. Everywhere, photos of empty shelves in supermarkets and videos of squabbles over toilet paper. Seeing an opening, I tweeted, ‘I have some toilet paper if anyone needs any. It is used but only on one side’, for a handy 19,000 likes. Online video content is our version of the wartime Victrola radio set. Someone has mocked up a Where’s Wally? coronavirus edition, in which you have to spot the woolly hatted beanpole man. He is the only person on an empty street.


Many on the Twitterverse are showing their Blitz spirit, rallying around in the common cause of pouring loathing on a video of Hollywood actors singing a very out of tune version of ‘Imagine’. It was started by Gal Gadot, as a way of lifting the spirits of the public, which it did, but perhaps not in the way she intended.


In the afternoon, a friend of Jack’s came over. He mentioned that he has various allergies. Eggs, dairy, nuts. But not peanuts. ‘I think it’s because they’re not nuts,’ he said. ‘They’re a legoon.’


As we ate supper, we talked about nuts in general. ‘I like walnuts,’ I said.


Jack said, ‘Dad, they are literally the most cringe nuts you can like.’


‘I also like almonds.’


‘Almonds are like BTEC walnuts,’ Jack said.


Nancy said there are pictures on the Internet of the water in Venice running clear for the first time in decades, with fish frolicking and gambolling in the shadow of the Bridge of Sighs. So there’s that.




[image: image]

A meal planner with a handwritten list reads as follows. Tortilla, cheese, rinsaid, tuna, tortilla chips, tea, coffee, etc.


During the rinse aid crisis.





Thursday 19 March


For the first time in recent memory, Ray was pleased to be going to school. This was because ‘red class’ and ‘blue class’ have been merged due to low attendance. We have been in a routine where I carry him from the car to the classroom and then he has to be prised off me like a limpet while I run out the door. But today he got down of his own accord and wandered in and then started colouring with his friends. He asked me to bring him a ‘kit-e-kat’ at pick-up. Meaning Kit-Kat. ‘OK,’ I said. ‘If you promise to be good.’ I couldn’t bear to correct his pronunciation. Nancy, who was also there, widened her eyes and mouthed: No more chocolate at pick-up.


Afterwards I filled up the car at the local garage, then went to the Co-op for milk. With everything going on, it seems less urgent to get into work on time, given that work is at home. Inside the Co-op, no pasta or tinned veg but plenty of wine and spirits. A man in a mask speaking in a muffled voice said to another shopper, ‘I don’t know if it’s true but they were saying a million people lost their jobs yesterday.’


‘I know, I know. Strange times,’ the woman said.


Yesterday it was announced that on-site learning for Jack and Arthur will end after today. Ray will have his last day tomorrow. Also, today, something about all exams being cancelled. Euro 2020 has been pushed back a year. The Tokyo Olympics are still on for now. The older boys were in uproar because we mentioned that homeschool did not mean them being on phones and PlayStation all day every day.


‘What? But we’re not at school!’ Jack said.


‘Well, you are at school, but you’re doing it at home. Got it? You’re at home, but you would be at school if it hadn’t been cancelled.’


‘You’re literally not making any sense.’


Only last week this all seemed as though it might be over in a few weeks. Earlier this week, I’d mentally revised that to May or June. Now there are whispers, unconfirmed, that children may be out of school until September. Yet reports from China last night said that there were no new cases of Covid yesterday for the first time.


We were supposed to announce our new production company signing a deal with BBC Studios but now that seems badly timed. With people being laid off and, you know, dying.


My brother called up to chat. Earlier in the week he’d sent me a parody song of his devising, ‘My Corona’, based on ‘My Sharona’ by The Knack, and to lift our spirits we brainstormed other ideas for comical songs themed around the pandemic.


‘I was thinking Covid-19 to the tune of “Come On Eileen”,’ he said.


‘Covid-19!’ I sang. ‘Oh I uh-uh-uh-uh! Uh-uh-uh-uh-uh! So Covid-19! So Covid-19’


‘That’s about as far as I got,’ he said.


‘I checked out Paul Hardcastle’s “19”. It’s not a goer. Very few lyrics.’


‘Yeah, I know,’ he said.


‘What about, “When I was quarantined, it was a very good year . . .” It’s a Frank Sinatra song I think.’


‘Oh yeah, that’s good.’


Later, I checked. The song’s called ‘A Very Good Year’, but there’s only one verse about being seventeen and his other ages sound nothing like quarantine.


I spent most of the working day (all five hours of it) writing a treatment for a series looking back at my old programmes, featuring greatest-hits moments, hopefully tied together with some clever thesis which I haven’t figured out yet. This is our solution to the making-programmes-without-meeting-people conundrum. We’ve been thinking for a couple of years of doing a one-hour retrospective. It was going to be pegged to my twenty-five years of making television anniversary, which was technically in 2019. Now, with gaping holes appearing in the TV schedule, the idea has been put on the front burner and expanded into a multipart extravaganza.


Mid-morning, on Instagram, I posted a couple of photos of a leek-based lasagne I’d made. I’ve been on a veggie lasagne jag, partly to relieve tension, mainly to have a pretext to lurk in the kitchen while drinking gin and tonic and listening to the radio. The creation of the food is a side effect. My American grandfather spent his twilight years in a shed next to his house on Cape Cod, hammering bits of wood together just to get some time to himself. He would use it all as fuel in the winter. My version is chopping an onion. In the afternoon, Nancy went to the Co-op. I sent a text to see if she could get the ingredients for a new lasagne recipe sent by a friend, involving roasted veg: Courgettes, aubergines, peppers, basil, tomatoes, I texted. She texted back a photo of a completely empty vegetable aisle.


I checked that Venice thing: ‘Venetians say the water hasn’t been this clear in sixty years.’ Apparently it’s cobblers. It’s just that there’s less traffic on the canals, so the sediment is staying on the bottom.


10.45 p.m.


I just came up to bed. The boys were printing out their schedules. Enjoying the change of routine.


Friday 20 March


They have actioned the lockdown plan. We are no longer allowed to go to pubs, restaurants, theatres, gyms. Everyone other than key workers is encouraged to stay home and in public places we have to stay two metres apart. The total UK death toll so far is 184. In Italy they reported 627 people dead just today.


The two big boys had their first day at home. For their remote learning, they both need laptops, which Arthur has but Jack doesn’t. I’d dug up an old Powerbook which is clogged up with malware and system conflicts and booked it in for a repair at a place in Hampstead above a Porsche dealership, Apple stores all being closed.


‘I have asthma, right,’ said the repairman on the phone, who was from Wolverhampton. ‘So I’m high risk. When you come, I’m going to give you a single-use face mask. I’ll drop it through the window as you stand outside. I’ll then give you antibacterial spray for your hands. I don’t mean to be unfriendly but I can’t take any risks.’


In the afternoon I picked Ray up from school. On the way back he said, ‘Do you know if a bullet goes into your brain you die?’


‘Yes. That’s right. Because do you know what death means?’ I asked.


‘You go to heaven?’ he said.


‘Er, kind of. I meant more what it means in your body. Something happens to it.’


‘You close your eyes?’ He quickly thought better of this. ‘No, because that can be sleeping. You go floppy?’


‘It just means oxygen is no longer reaching your brain. So that’s why you could die from being shot in the brain or the heart.’


No comment from Ray, and I remembered I was talking to a five-year-old.


They are now saying it may be a year until we are back to normal. Do I actually believe this? I’m not sure. Nothing feels quite real. I’d like to think that I am, in a mature way, resigned to a situation that is wholly outside my control. But it’s just as possible that I’m losing my shit and I just haven’t noticed yet.


[image: image]

Louis Theroux posing with a lasagne tray.


The first of many lockdown vegetarian lasagnes.





Saturday 21 March


The lockdown is fully in place now. As a weekend outing we’d been hoping to go to the grounds of Cliveden, the stately home west of London that used to belong to the Astors. But the National Trust has closed it. In the end we went to Hampstead Heath and met up with some friends and their children – bashing elbows together, no contact, wry remarks about ‘social distancing!’ and ‘two metres!’ Within fifteen minutes, the boys – five of them – were bundling on the ground and Arthur was complaining that someone had bitten him.


The park cafe was closed but other than that it was busy and the only difference from a normal visit was that all the conversations when you got close seemed to be about the virus.


Eco-Photographer Friend was saying: ‘I really think this virus is showing what the world can do in terms of cooperation. The top, top scientists are putting aside their differences and going to work on this thing.’


Advertising Friend, less idealistic, or maybe just realistic, replied: ‘Are you serious? I think that’s the exact opposite of what’s happening.’


‘No, they’re really pooling their research efforts. It’s a model for how we can work together.’


‘Time out. Mate. China sat on the fact that there was an outbreak for five weeks. Told no one. Meanwhile, people are coming and going. They imprisoned the main whistleblower.’


I was earwigging while throwing a frisbee back and forth with Ray.


A small child arrived, maybe two or three years old, with copper ringlets of hair and a dummy attached to a ribbon. She/he was seemingly without provenance, like a Russian bot looking to infect us, wordless, calm and rather adorable, wandering up and trying to take our football away. Who was the parent? Off in the distance, fifty metres away, was a glamorous but oblivious young woman, sitting down in spray-on jeans, wiping mud from her boot with a seemingly endless supply of wet wipes. Only the pushchair she had with her suggested the child might be hers. Ten or fifteen minutes later, the child had wandered away from us towards a lake, albeit a fenced-off one. The glamorous woman roused herself, calling wanly in a faint Russian accent, ‘Angelika!’ or possibly, ‘Angeliko!’


The toddler ignored the call, still heading towards the water, until disaster struck in the form of a patch of mud, where he or she slipped and now lay crying. The woman wandered down, with no sense of urgency, and then tried to prevail on bystanders to go and get the child for her, so she didn’t have to get dirty.


Another woman, a stranger, picked the child up. I was too far away to hear but she seemed to remonstrate with the distracted woman as she handed the child over. When we left, the mother was taking out more wipes and mopping away a tiny amount of dirt from the child, who looked on without emotion. What was wrong with the woman, I wondered. How was it possible that her child was so calm and well-adjusted? Was it possible that having a bonkers parent instilled tolerance and forbearance in a child? Was that where I was going wrong?


Sunday 22 March


An item on Radio 4 about woodcocks and their feathers and seeing them in the wild. Anything not about the virus feels hopelessly irrelevant. I switched to 5 Live. They were saying that in Italy the total number of deaths now stands at 5,000. Whenever a pundit or a reporter spoke, you could hear from the acoustics that they were calling in from their homes. Everything had a muffled bunker feel, but they carried on as if it was normal. ‘I’m at home, where I’ve self-isolated.’


There are mutterings that Boris Johnson left the lockdown too late and should have closed parks earlier. I flashed back to our kids wrestling and biting each other on Hampstead Heath.


The prevailing strange emotion, which one hesitates to acknowledge, is the shameful excitement at living in an apocalyptic scenario. A movie has come to life and engulfed us. Aliens, zombies, paranormal events – the tropes of Hollywood – have become our day-to-day reality and I still get a little pulse of excitement when I see the masks and the signs and the news bulletins. But then I was cycling back from the computer repair shop listening to the This American Life podcast and at the end Ira Glass, the host, said that when timing your hand-washing, instead of singing ‘Happy Birthday’ twice you can also sing one whole chorus of ‘Stayin’ Alive’. And then they played it, the Bee Gees singing in shimmering falsetto, and for a moment I was ambushed by a strange sensation and I wondered what I was feeling and was I about to cry?


Monday 23 March


First weekday with all three children at home.


In order to simulate the normal morning commute, and to get some exercise, I went for a cycle around the local area, down Sidmouth Parade, past Edward VII Park, to the top of Scrubs Lane and back. The streets were empty, very few cars on the road or people out walking. An eerie sense of quiet that was at the same time calming: a feeling that we are doing this, we are trusting the plan and locking ourselves away, and maybe it will all be over relatively soon, and in any event there is something to appreciate in the peace and quiet and the absence of the usual urban aggro.


Jack, commencing homeschooling, wanted his phone in his room. I said no, and asked for him to hand it over, which he declined to do, which in turn led to a meltdown, mainly by me. He had hidden the phone somewhere down the side of his chair or his desk, I wasn’t sure exactly where, and I had a strong urge to ferret it out and confiscate it but I also didn’t want to become the desperate man reduced to hunting for his son’s phone, screaming, ‘WHERE IS IT? GIVE IT TO ME!!’ I walked away, not sure if I’d caved in or seen reason. The kids have so little contact with their friends, I told myself it was fair enough to let them text or speak on their devices – the lockdown equivalent of chatting in class. Arthur, meanwhile, is largely getting on with his work, perhaps even enjoying the new rules and the sense of occasion.


Ray wanted to wear his school uniform, even though he wasn’t going to school, which was faintly heartbreaking. We did some bouncing ball games in the hall, and then some ‘phonics’. ‘Cah and Hah are special friends and when they are together they make a “Cha” sound.’ Then he helped me mow the lawn. I hope he wasn’t too disappointed. Something tells me he had high hopes for ‘homeschool’ with Mr Louis and Ms Nancy and I’m not sure we met them.


From 1.30 p.m. to 3 p.m. Nancy and I traded off. I worked and she did activities with Ray. Then I came down to find Nancy had arranged with a neighbour that I was going to take her two children, aged eight and eleven, to the park. I was dubious but felt cornered, and took them but spent the entire outing making curt demands: ‘Move away from each other! MOVE AWAY!’


When I got home, I said to Nancy, ‘Well, if they didn’t have Covid before they’ve got it now . . . You know we can’t be doing that. Kids don’t understand social distancing.’


Then, I said: ‘Where’s Arthur?’


‘He’s out with friends.’


‘Nancy, have you not been listening to the news or reading Twitter? We’re supposed to be locked down!’


‘I was on a conference call and he just came in and said he was going out.’


‘You’ve heard about the pandemic? The one that’s killing tons of people?’


She huffed and rolled her eyes, which was probably only what the comment deserved, and just then Arthur sauntered out of his bedroom, where he’d been the whole time.


Around 8.30, Boris made an announcement that we were locking-down further. Only allowed out once a day for exercise and essential shopping.


I spent the evening making a BBC Food vegetarian lasagne, based mainly on courgettes and peppers, while listening to a BBC podcast about Alex Salmond’s sexual assault trial. This is what passes for recreation in these times.


Tuesday 24 March


Again comes the question of what we now do as work. Some part of me is struggling to adjust. We’ve been discussing the possibility of me hosting a podcast. An interview series of some kind in which I speak to people remotely, via the Internet, the theory being that a higher calibre of celebrity guest may now be available, since everyone is locked down, their projects on hold. Someone at Radio 4 has been in touch – they’re keen. Podcasting is something people have suggested I do over the last couple of years. I’ve resisted, feeling the market may be saturated. I suspect there are more podcasts than there are people to listen to them at this point.


The idea of a podcast has me worried – the possibility of failure, the prospect of working with famous and talented people who I may be in awe of and whose time is precious, for whom the idea of a long-form conversation with a podcast noob is the last thing they feel like participating in. What I’ve always enjoyed about my work is the promise of invisibility, being immersed in worlds where I’m unknown, in lives utterly different from my own, a captive of their mindset and their lifestyle. With a podcast, does that still apply? It seems almost the opposite: me on the main stage, having to perform. But the company needs to keep busy, we have salaries to justify, and I also recognize my anxiety as an old antagonist, a saboteur intent on derailing my efforts. The fear isn’t necessarily founded in anything real, and in fact may be a sign that I should go ahead.


Still, out of puckishness, and as a way of asserting control, I’ve been suggesting left-field names as guests to Radio 4, like the ultra-right-wing ex-MP Harvey Proctor, who left parliament over a low-level sex scandal and was later hounded and defamed on wholly false allegations of being involved in paedophilia and satanic ritual abuse.


‘I think he’d be a great interview,’ I said to Arron. ‘His life was nearly destroyed. Can you imagine? Being accused of dismembering small children?’


‘I ran it by Radio 4. They didn’t say no but I don’t think he’d be their top choice. They were wondering about Daniel Craig.’


‘The Bond actor? I don’t know much about him.’


‘Apparently they have a line to him.’


‘And that’s a reason to do him?’


Earlier in the day, Nancy had mentioned that Joe Wicks, the floppy-haired fitness guru, has started a live daily work-out session, streaming it on his YouTube channel. At five to nine, we balanced the laptop on a sofa next to the kitchen and the five of us stood in a row, each on a little patch of carpet, and went through the exercises: running on the spot, squats, lunges, mountain climbers, all in thirty-second increments with thirty-second rests.


Ray joined in, doing very rough interpretations of the movements. I felt better afterwards and reflected that if nothing else lockdown might be a chance to get fit. I’ve sometimes daydreamed about spending a month living at a spa getting ripped and limber. Maybe this was going to be a kind of suboptimal fulfilment of that fantasy.


In the afternoon, I had an hour and a half to work on a treatment for a documentary series we are pitching about the case of Jeremy Bamber, who in 1986, as a young man, was convicted of killing his sister, their parents, and her two young children at the family farmhouse in Essex. Bamber is unique among prisoners serving whole-life terms in the UK in having always maintained his innocence. His claim is that his sister killed the family – she had a documented history of serious mental illness – then turned the gun on herself. Nancy has been driving the idea for several months with a colleague at Mindhouse called Flo – there’s a chance we may get an interview with Bamber via his team of supporters, who are campaigning for his release.


At 3.30, Nancy came to tell me I was back on Ray duty. We got into a stupid argument about the work I’d been doing. We were both tense, cabin-crazy, frustrated about the inability to get anything done, and the uncertainty hanging over the future of the business. I was carrying Ray downstairs as we shouted back and forth.


‘I can’t believe you’re tearing a strip off me for trying to help!’ I said. ‘Fine! You do it!’ ‘I don’t even want to do it! You told me to take it over!’


Ray hasn’t heard us argue much, and while he didn’t complain or cry he did begin chanting, not loudly but insistently, almost to himself, ‘Brrrr. No! Brrrrrr. No! Brrrrr. No!’ – in a kind of imprecation to make us stop.


Number of deaths in the UK stands at 422 as of noon yesterday. Globally, 18,200.


Wednesday 25 March


Many are speculating on whether the lockdown will strain relationships. I bumped into a divorced neighbour making a visit to his old home.


‘I want to invent an app. Get divorced quick. You just push the button. Wife gets a text. “You’re divorced.” ’


‘Interesting idea,’ I said.


‘Tell you what, though,’ he went on. ‘What worries me. You’re going to get a whole load of divorces and at the same time a baby boom.’


‘OK,’ I said. ‘Yeah.’


But I was thinking: Baby boom. Seriously? Because nothing puts lead in your pencil like being locked down in a house with your kids 24/7, loading and unloading the dishwasher.


Thursday 26 March


‘Please, Dad, can you imitate?’ Ray said, meaning ‘commentate’ on a trampoline game that involves him bouncing and dodging balls. I put on my ‘radio voice’.


‘Here we are at the Willesden Stadium for this latest event in the Tramp-o-lympics. And our tenacious competitor Ray Theroux is about to get started.’


‘Can you be on my teen?’ Ray said, meaning ‘team’.


I got inside and bounced with him. Afterwards I lay on my back with his head on my chest. He said, ‘I can hear your heart beep.’


It was in the news today that Prince Charles tested positive. I wonder, does so many rich and famous people having it suggest there are many more undiscovered positives among the less rich and less famous who don’t have access to tests?


On the plus side, a tweet I sent the other day – ‘My hands are so dry they feel like they belong to someone else’ – has had 20,000 likes.


Friday 27 March


We’ve been watching a new seven-part Netflix series about American big-cat owners, called Tiger King.


The main character is Joe Exotic, a colourful Oklahoma zoo owner with 200 tigers, several body piercings, two lovers, and one mullet. His sworn enemy is an animal rights activist named Carole Baskin, who runs a sanctuary for rescued animals and has a penchant for wearing floaty animal print frocks and headdresses. There are assorted other supporting players, all weird in different ways, sexually unconventional, drug-ravaged, narcissistic, obsessive or dissolute. The series is big and brash, with explosions and slow-motion sequences of the main players looking meaningfully into camera. It tracks Joe’s mounting obsession with Carole, culminating in his attempt to have her killed and his resulting federal prosecution in a murder-for-hire case.


Launched at any time, Tiger King would have been a hit, I’m sure, but in Covid World, with very little to distract us from the distressing news and people going out of their minds with boredom, it is showing signs of becoming a seismic pop cultural phenomenon, the Internet going crazy as fans obsess over whether Carole Baskin might have murdered her husband, and celebrities dressing up as characters. There are memes and clips showing Joe’s catchphrase – ‘That bitch Carole Baskin’ – and of him saying, after an employee gets his arm bitten off by a tiger, ‘I am never gonna financially recover from this.’ Among other things, it is a testament to the power of social media. It is perhaps the media analogue to the pandemic itself, literally going viral, even faster than Covid, because unlike a physical virus, it doesn’t require passenger planes and body fluids to spread but can travel the digital ether into sixty million homes simultaneously, via the miracle of Netflix.


Making it all the stranger for me is that I know Joe, and several other of the characters, having made my own documentary about big-cat owners in 2011, America’s Most Dangerous Pets. I know Joe, I know his ex-husband John Finlay, I know his right-hand man John Reinke. I know his friend Tim Stark. I don’t know Carole but I think we had some email contact with her back in the day.


I also know a couple of the people involved in making the series. I doff my cap to their execution of the project, the many laughs and the high-octane storytelling that has captivated the world. Once or twice I’ve been asked by people who know about my history with Joe whether I feel chagrined at having seemingly narrowly missed out on being part of possibly the biggest documentary hit of all time. I look into my heart and I say, as honestly as I can, no. The truth is, I was never in a position to make Tiger King. The federal case that provides the spine of the series was still far in the future when I filmed in 2011. If anything, I’m mainly pleased that I can claim some kind of foresight in taking an interest in Joe’s story so many years ahead of the curve – recognizing as I did that it’s pretty weird for so many Americans to be keeping majestic animals like tigers, lions and bears in captivity in large numbers – and I’m grateful that some people have noticed that I planted a small flag in the terrain.


However, it is slightly odd to find out that when throwing a barbecue for me and the crew back in 2011, Joe almost certainly used expired meat donated by Walmart that was intended for the animals.


Saturday 28 March


Ray and I were doing the food shop.


Outside Sainsbury’s Willesden in the parking lot: a long snaking line of people all two metres apart, some of them in masks. We drove to Blue Mountain in Harlesden. It was closed. We tried the Co-op in Queen’s Park, which was open. No lemons and limes, no carrots, no grapes, fruit and veg thin in general. No pasta, of course, and not many tinned goods, but other than that it was reasonably well stocked. We moved on to the Sainsbury’s Local, where I bought a couple of top-up items, and then finally a retailer of insanely overpriced organic food, which brought us to five supermarkets.


News came through yesterday that Boris Johnson has the virus. Health Minister Matt Hancock has it too and Chief Medical Adviser Chris Whitty. VIP cases supplying further evidence that there may be thousands of others with Covid who just haven’t been tested yet.


Today, Saturday, is not much different from a weekday. Restlessness from the troops because they ‘only’ get an hour of PlayStation time a day. This is seen as a human rights violation that should be litigated at The Hague. We are trying to incentivize the kids to do chores, to earn their PS times, which is also viewed as extreme and tyrannical. Today, Jack swept the stairs and cleaned two pairs of shoes, and Arthur cleared out a cupboard. Then Nancy said we’d be going for a walk in some woods after lunch, location TBD, to blow off some steam. Jack was not a fan of the concept. He wanted to get on the PS.


‘NOOO! I’M NOT GOING!!!’


‘Jack, you’d think you’d been told you’re about to have some teeth pulled!’


Museum, gallery, woods, adventure – all these words are triggers. ‘I’m not going to some dumb weirdo woods to look at some stupid trees!’


Total Covid deaths in UK are now 1,019. Which is up 260. People keep saying, in emails and small talk, ‘Strange times!’ The phrase is now rote. I feel like there should be something else to say but I don’t know what it is.


At the same time, at some dark and unacknowledged level, I seem to have a fear of things returning to normal. From Hawaii, where he lives, my dad sent a message saying how clarifying and salutary he finds the pandemic. Exposing leaders for who they are. Forcing people to think and re-evaluate and recognize their lack of control over events and maybe their own irrelevance. And it is true, too, that amid the panic and sadness is a strange feeling of privilege to be alive at a historic moment. That I, who was spared the scourge of world wars and famines, have lived to see a world upended by pestilence.
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