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The families who in their heyday were the lords of

the earth are now often strangers in their own land.

The lions of yesteryear have become the unicorns

of today.





– David Cannadine,


The Decline and Fall of the British Aristocracy










 












We live in strange times. The millennium is upon

us. I belong to two worlds, the past and the future.

I am what is more or less defunct yet I have not

understood what I am to become.





– Daniel Lytton-Jones








 





daniel


My mother and father drank. Water, whisky, wine. It was all the 

same to them. Any time, anyplace, anywhere. Curiously they never 

appeared drunk. Instead they existed in a semi-inebriated world, 

never allowing themselves to fall below a certain level of intoxication 

as though to do so would be bad manners – like appearing at 

breakfast not quite fully clothed. They had two children. Two small 

boys who watched their parents drink. Both grew up to be deeply 

affected by this habit. That is to say Rory became a teetotaller, 

and I, an alcoholic.





The first time I took myself off to a meeting I wrote this 

down – just in case it was the sort of place where you were 

pressured into a confession, but it’s not like that here. Your 

peers don’t pressure you so much as bore you into submission. 

The first meeting was so inexcusably dull I swore 

it would be the last and it would have been had it not been 

for the eleventh-hour appearance of the fantastically pretty 

girl. Some gorgeous accident left the chair next to me 

vacant and one whiff of her scent; earthy, flowery, sold 

me on the merits of AA and had there been a year’s contract I would have signed on the dotted line there and then. But 

she didn’t turn up to the following meeting nor the one 

after that. In ten minutes we’re supposed to be starting this 

week’s session and there’s still no sign of her. I’ve now 

made a major management decision. If she doesn’t come 

through the door within, say, five minutes . . . I’m off to 

the pub. I don’t have the energy for this bollocks. There 

are more pressing matters to be dealt with – the nuts and 

bolts that actually underpin people’s lives. Right now, there’s 

all this stuff waiting on my desk – articles to be written, 

mail to be opened, bills to be paid . . .


This afternoon, for instance, I was supposed to turn in 

my piece for the Spectator. The editor called, screaming 

obscenities a couple of hours ago. It’s not that it’s a difficult 

piece to write. The subject matter is interesting enough but 

I seem to have no words to put to it.


For some time now I’ve been juggling the various incompatible 

factions in my life but lately it seems I’m in danger 

of dropping a ball or two. The fact is, I’m having trouble 

writing under the influence of sobriety. Usually I’m unable 

to contemplate any kind of work until I’ve downed a half 

bottle of red wine. Alcohol gets the blood to the head, 

unblocks the channels. As words flow, I write them down 

and print them out. Then I send them off and get paid for 

my trouble. This is a system and it works, but now that 

I’m semi-programme, quasi-AA or, more specifically, no 

alcohol before the six o’clock watershed, the system seems 

to have crashed.





*





They say that the moment you realize you’re an alcoholic 

is the moment you’re scared of living without alcohol. 

Perhaps this is true for some people but not for me. I have 

known since childhood I was an alcoholic, since long before 

I ever tasted the stuff. I am what’s known as a genetic 

junkie. Much of what I have in life is inherited, unfortunately 

not all of it good. Whatever the distinguishing feature that 

ties other families together, ours is a gene, a wayward one 

that has ripped through our family tree like a tornado, 

dropping the fruit of our ancestors to the ground, leaving 

generations of us destined to become rotten, pickled and 

canned.


Rory expends much energy fighting this gene, I on the 

other hand have embraced it. I don’t see the point in not. 

To spend your life struggling against your own DNA seems 

pretty damn futile. It’s who I am. It’s on the swab from the 

inside of my cheek, it’s in my blood, in every bead of sweat 

and no doubt in every puff of carbon dioxide I exhaled into 

that police breathalyser last night.


‘But we’re the generation that can kick it,’ Rory says.


But you can’t kick it, as you can be sure I’ll be telling 

the group one day, because it ain’t no football. Besides, I’m 

not convinced it should be kicked. Instability is the root of 

creativity and I like to believe there is a chink in the circle 

of life – an uneven join on the curve where the top of the 

genetic pool meets the bottom. This is the place from which 

flawed geniuses come, where my family, with its mix of 

the charmed and the damned, belong. Somewhere on this 

isolated ledge lies the answers to all the contradictions on 

earth.





*





A dozen people fill the room now, swapping goodwill and 

drinking coffee out of plastic cups. Attending AA is not 

unlike going to the theatre. You do it because it’s supposed 

to be good for you – or more accurately, somebody else 

thinks it’s good for you. Your parents, friends, people you 

don’t want to hurt, have almost certainly bought tickets and 

you go to keep them happy. The theatre analogy doesn’t 

end there. Once in a meeting, there are uncomfortable 

displays of emotions, an interval between speakers. There 

are the stars, producers, an audience and prima donnas to 

entertain them and, oh Good Lord, there’s the fantastically 

pretty girl walking through the door . . .


Her name is Kate. She touches the arm of someone 

she knows and nods. They give her a brochure, which she 

doesn’t read. Today she’s wearing a blue cotton shirt and 

pencil skirt. I like the way she moves in this skirt. Demure, 

yet . . . not.


I watch Kate out of the corner of my eye, mentally 

staking my claim on the chair nearest her. Suddenly, without 

warning, it’s time and the talking stops. I look for Kate but 

she’s disappeared. Everyone sits. I cast around panicked, the 

mulish child who can’t get the hang of musical chairs. There 

are two seats left, but not together. I’m on the verge of 

bolting when Kate pushes in through the swinging door 

from the loo. Her eyes are red from crying. Somewhere 

along the line, some bastard has been mean to her. I want 

to be that bastard so that I can make it up to her. She sits 

down and crosses her legs. There is a ladder in her tights. 

It starts 5 inches above her knee and disappears up her skirt 

– God only knows where it might end. Dear Lord she’s sexy, I am intoxicated by her beauty, I am overwhelmed by

her suffering. If I don’t sleep with her soon I will go mad.


The meeting gets underway. Kate was on holiday last 

week. This I learn from her share: ‘Lisbon. Good tapas. A 

chance to escape.’ So far she’s given no reason as to why 

she’s slipped on the banana skin of rack and ruin. She flicks 

her black hair over one shoulder, her eyes are the colour 

of mulberries.


Who’s next? I look around. Whose boil-in-the-bag 

emotions need reheating this week? Whose family must 

now carry the burden of their child’s dysfunction on top of 

their own. It’s tempting to leap to my feet. We’ve had them 

all, I could say, great granny kept a lion, Howard held poker 

parties dressed as a rat. Uncle Conrad drank himself to death, 

as did Uncle William. Robert took drugs. Dinah lay on her bed 

and swallowed pill after pill. Peter walked up to the top of the 

valley and put a gun to his head. John died of a brain tumour 

the size of a cantaloupe . . . We’re a careless family. We lose a 

lot of people. But I keep quiet, holding back for the real 

loonies and eventually Mad Millicent takes the chair. She 

has hair like a Brillo pad and believes herself to be Peter 

Mandelson’s bodyguard. We’re all a bit bored of her and 

she soon senses it. Eventually she falls silent then hauls a 

bottle of Evian water from her knapsack and stares at it 

incredulously.


Next we get Stan. ‘It has come to my attention,’ he 

begins, ‘that certain people in this fellowship have been 

b’littlin’ me,’ he fixes his eye on Kate who hugs her knees 

to her chest. She has a fading bruise on her left calf, and 

intensely white skin through which her veins shine and flow 

like rivers on a map. ‘Well,’ Stan continues, ‘I should like it known that I am carrying a long sharp knife and should 

anyone b’little me again, I’ll stick ’em like a pig.’ He wipes 

the spittle from his mouth. ‘Fanks for listening.’


I have a brainwave. In the break I will ask Kate to be 

my sponsor. This means I can legitimately ring her up day 

or night to discuss my disintegration.


‘I can’t be your sponsor,’ she says, eyes narrowing with 

suspicion.


‘Why not?’


‘It’s crossing the boundaries. You don’t even know me.’


‘Ah but I don’t know anybody here.’ I turn my palms 

up to the ceiling, charming yet helpless.


‘This isn’t about sobriety,’ she says quietly and furiously.


I’m floored that she’s on to me so quickly. ‘What is it 

about then?’


‘It’s about you wanting to sleep with me.’


I’ve completely gone off Kate now that she’s got no 

sense of humour. If you can’t even connect with people on 

a basic level, what hope is there for any of us here?


‘I’ll be your sponsor, mate.’


I turn to find a man the size of a small country accosting 

me.


‘I’ve been sober for a year now,’ he says, ‘I’m ready to 

take you on.’


Raymond is black, schizophrenic and has spent most of 

his adult life in prison. It’s going to be hard to say no.


I spend the second half of the meeting contemplating 

Raymond’s neck. The thing must measure minimum a foot 

and a half circumference. In fact there’s no way of deciphering 

where his neck ends and his head begins.


After the meeting he says, ‘Call me anytime you need 

help,’ and crushes me to his chest.





‘You can’t be on the bloody programme if you’re drinking,’ 

Benj says in the pub.


‘I’m half on the programme. Half AA. I’m A.’


‘That’s like announcing you’re half pregnant. There are 

certain things you just can’t do in halves.’ Benj, unshaved 

and apparently unwashed since the last time I saw him, is 

doing the crossword puzzle in the Telegraph, his third pint 

of bitter in front of him. When he takes a swig, his Adam’s 

apple rises up and down in his throat like a miniature 

elevator. Rake thin, Benj looks like someone standing in 

front of a circus mirror, all extruded. I tear open a bag of 

crisps.


‘The world is full of legitimate halves. Half dead, half 

decent, half-cooked. Half-witted . . .’ I’m having my first 

drink of the day. A glass of red wine. It tastes pure and 

delicious and, God knows, I feel like I’ve earned the thing.


‘I don’t know why you’re bothering frankly.’ Benj turns 

his attention to the obituaries.


I glance fondly at the miffed expression on his face. Benj 

and I are first cousins, and we’ve been muckers, drinking and 

otherwise, since we were at prep school together. He is not 

taking kindly to my partial desertion.


‘Half-baked, halfway, half-cocked.’ I scribble with alacrity. 

The piece for the Spectator is flowing.


‘They say the moment you realize you’re scared of living 

without alcohol means you are an alcoholic.’ Benj says.


‘Demi-tasse, demi-cappucine, demi-monde.’ I throwdown my pen. The piece is finished. I down the glass of wine to

celebrate and order two more.


‘Does Rory know you’re demi-AA?’ Benj enquires.


‘Why? Am I not functioning magnificently on my new 

ration of alcohol? Am I not coping beautifully under such 

trying circumstances?’


‘Uhuh,’ he doesn’t look up from the paper.


‘Am I not achieving work deadlines, keeping 

appointments?’


‘Speaking of which,’ Benj says, ‘weren’t you meant to 

be having supper at home tonight?’





Bollocks. I scuttle off. Home, temporarily is chez Rory – 

not the most ideal of situations for either of us, but a couple 

of months ago I received one of those estate agent letters. 

Did I want to rent out my property to some wanker 

banker and his wife for an extortionate sum of money? 

If I remember correctly, the original thinking behind agreeing 

to this (apart from it paying off some frankly pressing, 

not to mention depressing debts) was that having calculated 

assignments abroad, weekends at home, and the rest of the 

time over at my rather obliging girlfriend’s flat, I could 

probably wing it financially for a further six months. When 

my girlfriend threw both me and my clothes out, Rory 

seized his chance. I won’t bore you with the details of our 

row but we ended up with a neat exchange of consonants 

for vowels. B&B from him in return for a commitment to 

AA from me. Rory, sobriety’s bodyguard, has officially 

assigned himself to my case.


Metaphorically speaking, my little brother and I are twins. We might be separated by thirteen months but we’re 

the head and tail of the same coin. What I lack, he boasts 

and vice versa, our weakness and strengths balancing each 

other out. More importantly I have always lived in his head 

and he in mine, and thus united we have managed to make 

sense of the world. But as I drift further over a river he 

will not cross, things have changed.





Rory doesn’t dare be too stony-faced when I finally buzz 

the door because his fiancée’s just arrived from Italy. The 

purpose of dinner is for us to bond. I suspect neither of 

them fall for the story I make up about Kate having a 

breakdown in the meeting but they’re gracious enough to 

pretend, in fact they positively radiate welcome and for a 

moment I have to muster every ounce of loyalty not to turn 

tail and flee.


‘Would you like to drink something?’ Leona says, then 

blushing adds, ‘a Coca Cola?’ I grin and kiss her on the 

cheek.


Leona whips dishes in and out of the oven with strong 

honey-coloured arms. She’s a beauty all right. Cool skin, 

pale hair, hot Italian blood. Too healthy looking for my 

taste, I prefer Kate’s bruised vulnerability, but at one point 

I catch the look Rory sends her across the kitchen. I realize 

the bastard’s actually in love and I feel enormously proud 

of him.


‘Are you taking Leona to Hell Hall this weekend?’ I ask.


‘Over my dead body.’ Rory pretends not to see my frown 

and I do not push it but here we come to the point of 

separation. Our paths have diverged and discussions about Hell Hall, about inheritance, matters of tax, our parents,

their drinking, their hopelessness, my perceived hopelessness,

are all places we no longer go together, emotionally,

conversationally, and certainly not physically.


Rory believes he has escaped. Imagines it is possible. He 

has sworn not to be tied down, and of course, that’s his 

prerogative – but it’s also, I believe, his loss. It’s different 

for me. Hell Hall, as our family home has come to be 

known, is one of the most beautiful places on earth, a place 

about which I’m passionate – which is just as well really as 

I cannot escape. I am the eldest son.


The rest of dinner passes pleasantly enough, I badly want 

a drink but there’s just enough Coke to fill my glass, just 

enough perfunctory gossip to fill the gaps left by other 

forbidden subjects and by the time we finish it’s mercifully 

late. When Rory takes Leona to bed, he steers her from 

the room with his thumb and forefinger round the back of 

her neck.


After an hour or two of television I doze. When I wake, 

edgy and twitching, it’s somewhere between night and day. 

This has long been a moment of desperation for me. A bad 

sleeper as a child, irrationally scared of the dark, and now 

scared of the demons the dark allows me to conjure, I know 

from the moment my brain registers wakefulness that I will 

do almost anything for a drink . . .


It takes me a while to find where Rory’s stashed it but 

eventually I triumph with two bottles of wine from the 

depths of the cleaning cupboard, hidden on a shelf behind 

the Ajax and Domestos.





*





Later, opening the kitchen bin to throw out the empty 

bottles, I knock against the drainer. A pile of saucepans 

clatter to the floor. I stack them back on the sink.


‘What’s up?’ Rory is standing in the doorway looking 

sleepy and crumpled.


I try to keep the alcohol from my voice when I answer, 

then I think damn him – why should I? We talk, but as so 

often these past few months it soon turns to argument and 

God knows I am weary of it. He tells me I am following 

tracks in the snow and I tell him I’m no fan of these father/son style ‘chats’ because we’ve been so close all our lives 

and none of this ever mattered. As he lectures I close my 

eyes, strip back the years until I see two small boys, arms 

linked, dressed in woolly jumpers with embroidered initials. 

R and D. Now I look at him shaking his head angrily and I 

wonder what the hell happened to us. Two things occur to 

me. The first is that somewhere along the line, wires have 

been crossed. Rory seems to have responsibility whilst I 

have the responsibilities and the second is my fear that Rory 

is growing up whereas I am clearly regressing and I know 

then and there that I have to get out of the house before I 

either cry or end up clocking the little bastard.





As I’m unchaining the bike from the railings I remember 

that I meant to tell Rory he will not escape his roots, no 

matter how hard he tries. There is something of the father 

in every son. The gene might be dormant, but it’s lying in 

wait. Then I recognize the fear and indecision in his eyes 

as he hesitates in the doorway and I see that he knows this 

already.


I head for Highgate, for the cemetery. The street lights 

are fading, the sky lightening. I pass an old man sweeping 

dust from one side of the road to the other and a dumpy 

matron jogging, her grey tracksuit stained greyer with 

sweat. Past Primrose Hill, the streets are empty and the city 

belongs to me. The exertion of pedalling sends all remaining 

alcohol straight to my head. Despite the freezing temperature 

I feel gloriously warm. Tabasco is running through my 

veins. My brain spins with all the things to do in life and 

in this one perfect moment all of them seem possible.


Then the moment passes. Crosswinds blow against my 

face. I put my head down, grip the handlebars – peddle for 

all life’s worth up the hill. It’s late autumn and the leaves 

are whirling. They fall against my face, slight, light, like 

oiled pieces of skin. Dawn breaks quickly as if the tip of a 

paintbrush had touched a dab of orange to wet blotting 

paper. I look into the sun’s weak rays to suck some warmth 

onto my face.


Wait a second, where did that bastard come from? A 

white van has shot over the crossing and through the give-way 

sign. I squeeze the brake lever, nearly projecting myself 

over the handlebars. The bicycle stops, leaving just enough 

space for the van to swing through its turn. I give the driver 

a nod, but he doesn’t nod back. In fact he doesn’t wave, 

smile, salute or show appreciation of any kind – he just 

revs off down the street belching fumes from his exhaust. 

I stay still, breathing heavily, balancing the heel of my boot 

against the tarmac. As a spectator at this scene I might have 

an impending sense of doom. I might watch my face, catch 

the flicker of irritation that becomes a slow burn of anger 

at one human being’s total lack of consideration towards another. I might warn myself that to seek revenge, given

the disparity in our chosen mode of transport, is to dice

with death but from where I’m standing it doesn’t seem

that way at all. Fuelled by the mix of self righteousness and

idiocy that only the truly pissed can muster, it just seems

like the right thing to do.


It takes only a minute to catch the van. A taxi stops to 

eject its passenger, the van slows behind. I pedal out into 

the middle of the road, fly past his open window, shout, 

‘Manners, you wanker.’


The driver’s head turns but I am sailing on through the 

dawn chill, laughing, untouchable.


Or at least so I think.


By the time I see it, the bus is virtually on top of me. 

Christ, CHRIST, what happened? It swerves, I swerve and 

for a split second I think I’m home free but I haven’t 

accounted for its tail end, haven’t accounted for the fact 

that the thing moves together, has no mind of its own. It 

is, of course, just a bus, a thirty ton piece of metal, and I 

realize absolutely that it’s going to hit me and I know too 

that whatever happens I don’t want to go down. Up is an 

option, down under this monstrosity is not. If I’m going to 

go, let it be through the air, like an eagle, not squashed 

underfoot like some irrelevant bug.


The bus hits. There’s no pain, it’s all too big for pain. 

There’s just a tremendous force, like being fired from a 

cannon, and really not so unpleasant as you might imagine. 

There’s an explosion of red, a deep, deep red, and a colour 

too vivid to be borne. I close my eyes but I can still see 

through the skin. I can see through the windscreen of the 

bus, into the driver’s black eyes, through his body into his beating heart. For a second, suspended in time I can see

everything, all that defines my life, everything I love.


Overhead the air darkens, the weather changes fast and 

furious. Clouds hurtle through the sky. I feel a great burst 

of passion towards life, and its momentum carries me home. 

I am standing in the lake-field. The soil is damp between 

my toes. I can smell the earth, smell the honeysuckle lifting 

off the river breeze. I see the woods, the park, the great 

oak tree bowed in the fox cover. I see my father, stripped 

to the waist, axe in hand. I see the elms falling. There’s a 

rushing in my ears, the sound the wind might make as it 

blows through the flowers of a horse chestnut – then there 

is nothing.




 





maggie


I have to confess that my basic knowledge of London’s 

geography comes from playing Monopoly. My father, never 

the most switched on of shoppers, mistakenly bought the 

English version for Christmas one year. My mother disapproved 

of the game – vaguely distrusting it as a training in 

capitalism – but I loved that the makers identified places by 

colours. It reminded me of a car game I used to play with 

my dad. He would describe in detail a city he had worked 

in, then make me blur my eyes and tell him what colour it 

represented – Madrid, for instance, was brown, Bangkok 

was orange, Washington white and New York was . . . well 

one of the reasons I love living in New York so much is 

that we could never pinpoint its colour. It’s a kaleidoscopic 

mix of shades, smells, sounds and race. Millions of multicoloured 

stitches that make up one small but fantastic pocket 

of humanity.


Maybe it wasn’t the ideal present for an only child but 

I loved Monopoly. I saw it less as a training in capitalism 

than a crash course in survival. It’s surprising what tips you 

can pick up from a game. How to land on Chance and grab 

Opportunity. How to get out of jail free. I can still feel the adrenaline buzz of being down to your last buck and making 

a run for it through those lethal trouble hotspots – the 

triple-hotelled properties.


I remember the colours of every card. Fleet Street was 

red, Piccadilly was yellow. Now, peering through my cab 

window at the damp streets of London, I assumed due to 

the grand nature of the offices to which I was heading they’d 

be situated in the royal blue hues of Park Lane and Mayfair. 

Turned out they were somewhere called Edgware Road, a 

street not actually featured in the game at all, which, as I 

wound down the window to take a better look, was unsurprising. 

With its shops selling carpets and lanterns, its 

profusion of hookah smokers sitting around outside juice 

bars playing backgammon, it felt more like some souk in 

Beirut than a mere traffic jam from Oxford Circus.


‘It is very . . . ah . . . Arab,’ Alexander Massey confirmed 

looking furtively behind me to the dark hallway as he opened 

the door.


Overweight, old school and upper class, Massey was the 

author of five anthologies of obituaries and a leading expert 

on Burke’s Peerage (a publication listing everything you 

always wanted to know about the titles of England’s aristocracy 

but were too afraid to ask) and I was praying he was 

going to be able to help me.





It was January, the first month of the Millennium and the 

world was recovering from its conflicting feelings of relief 

that earth hadn’t exploded and its disappointment that 

nothing had fundamentally changed. I’d been in London for less than a week and already run into trouble. My crew was

arriving in a couple of days but I had nothing to film.


I work for Newsline. You probably know it, most people 

do. Newsline is a current affairs, news and issues program 

that leans towards story journalism rather than information 

journalism – sort of a younger and smaller cousin of 60 

Minutes. We specialize in exposing scandal and exploding 

myths. We target corrupt government bodies, insensitive 

public companies, institutions and monopolies. I love 

working there, as a show, it just isn’t afraid to kick ass.


This all started last November when I was running to a 

meeting in the Newsline offices. It was the Thursday before 

Thanksgiving weekend and New York was in its usual bithematic 

state of shivering outside and sweltering inside. 

Thanksgiving always feels like the practice run for Christmas 

and true to form the Santas were out in force, hitching 

wide leather belts over even wider beer bellies. It seemed 

that the whole of Manhattan was making the rush to Grand 

Central, off to family weekends and stuffed turkey dinners, 

but my parents had never been big on family occasions, 

and public holidays tended to prompt special derision for 

the over-commercial, greeting-card sentimentality of the 

American People. Besides, Alan Soloman, Newsline’s senior 

producer, had called me in for a meeting and when Alan 

scheduled meetings no one went home early.


A week before Thanksgiving, I’d made Alan a presentation; 

a story I really wanted to pursue in the Middle East. 

Alan had been ambivalent about letting me go, but now I 

was hoping to get it green-lighted.


A big man, weathered and broad, Alan pulled down the 

shutters in his office then perched on the side of his desk, tapping dried cranberries from the packet – a token nod to 

his high cholesterol. A CBS executive was sitting in on the 

meeting. I couldn’t remember his name but since the sale 

of Newsline to CBS a year ago, network grands fromages 

were becoming a familiar sight around the place. The television 

fizzed then cleared. On screen were scenes of 

mayhem. I recognized them straight away. This was footage 

taken when England’s Labour Government had finally succeeded 

in pushing through the abolition of the hereditary 

peers in the House of Lords. My grandfather had been Irish and 

ever since the British Parliamentary channel had been made 

available on cable I’d been alternately horrified and amused 

by the antics of the Houses of Parliament. I assumed Alan 

was inviting criticism of somebody else’s rough-cut, a trick 

he pulled from time to time to keep correspondents on 

their toes. This segment looked like Ed’s work. With his 

hand-tooled leather shoes, fussy little dogs and penchant for 

antiques, a piece in England would be right up Ed’s alley.


The action cut to the chambers where tempers seemed 

more frayed than usual, in fact it looked as if a fist fight 

was on the verge of breaking out between members. The 

shot changed again to a line of aging peers handing in their 

security passes. One had tears in his eyes. Alan freeze-framed 

the image with the push of a button.


‘Up until now the House of Lords has had the power to 

pass and initiate laws purely through their hereditary right. 

So it got us thinking . . . with the loss of this last vestige 

of political power, what influence do the aristocracy of 

England have left?’


Only then it dawned on me this wasn’t a rough at all, 

Alan was pitching me a story.


‘Wait a minute,’ I glanced at him suspiciously, ‘what 

about the piece I proposed?’


He didn’t meet my eye. ‘We have enough people out 

there right now, Maggie. Instead, we thought it might be 

revealing if you went over and interviewed some of the 

heads of England’s more influential upper-class families . . .’


I couldn’t believe I’d heard him right. The story I’d 

pitched was on honour killings in the Yemen.


‘But England is cold, wet, formal.’ I pleaded. ‘Couldn’t 

I please have desert, heat, scorpions? Couldn’t I at least 

have something a teeny bit more relevant?’


‘One thousand years of aristocratic rule. This is the end 

of an era, Maggie, this is historically relevant.’


‘Added bonus we get a nice tour round England’s country 

houses,’ the executive threw in, ‘keep the female viewers 

on the hook.’


Alan must have caught the look on my face. ‘I know, 

Maggie, I know,’ there was regret in his voice and it stopped 

me short of total rebellion, ‘but the hard reality is, we have 

to chase the ratings like everybody else. Look, deliver me 

this piece and next time round you’ll get the assignment 

you want but for now, go revisit Brideshead in the twenty-first century.’







Revisit Brideshead in the twenty-first century. That was my 

brief – whatever it meant. I guess it could have been worse. 

In television it seemed to be happening more and more – 

hard news stories were being ignored in favour of mushy 

high-rating segments. At least I wasn’t being sent to see 

how some mother in Baltimore was coping with quintuplets or how Buttons, the heroic dog, had pulled a kid out of a 

hole. I’d never been to England and besides, when I’d calmed 

down enough to think straight, I realized I had a heady 

ulterior motive for spending a little time in Europe. I figured 

I’d just go and make the best of it.


Course, it hadn’t turned out that simple. I’d done meticulous 

research in New York, but as soon as I arrived in 

London, permissions I’d spent weeks negotiating had been 

cancelled. The British, it seemed, were notoriously camera 

shy.


Access, to a journalist, is like blood to a vampire. If you 

cannot get to the people you’re interested in, you try to 

get to their friends. If you can’t find a whistleblower you’re 

dead in the water.


At that point I could have called in to Newsline with a 

blank. It sometimes happens, you chase a story as far as 

you can then it dies on you. ‘The dog won’t hunt’ as Clinton 

would say. You might have thought I’d be happy to find a 

legitimate reason for backing out of an assignment I’d felt 

railroaded into in the first place, but I couldn’t do it. I 

hated giving up on a story.


Despite the market feel of the Edgware Road below us, 

Massey’s offices offices were dry, stuffy and very small. 

Books and paperwork were strewn on every surface, and a 

stressed-looking assistant was struggling with a copying 

machine in the reception area. Through an open window 

came the resonant wailing of middle eastern pop music. 

‘The . . . er . . . ethnicity makes it very tricky at lunchtime 

you know,’ Massey said leading the way down the narrow 

corridor to his office – a box-sized room smelling of pipe 

tobacco and decorated cheek to jowl with framed cartoons from Punch magazine. ‘I’ve tried some of these places, but 

I never know what to order. I can’t tell you how intimidating 

it is not to know.’


I took one of the leather-bound volumes of Burke’s 

Peerage from his shelf and opened it curiously. Alexander 

Massey was reputed to know the names and genealogy of 

every great family in England – if he couldn’t help me, then 

nobody could.


‘Do you mind me asking, is anyone actually interested 

in this stuff anymore?’


‘Oh you’d be surprised,’ Massey said affably. ‘Hotels, 

shop owners, that kind of thing. The sort of people listed 

here,’ he tapped the front cover, ‘can get very shirty about 

being wrongly addressed, you know.’


‘You publish this annually?’ The book weighed a ton.


‘The great problem with the war,’ Massey regarded the 

ringing phone with something approaching dismay, ‘apart 

from bombs coming down of course, was a shortage of 

paper, that’s when we decided to bring it out every five 

years instead of three. Now it’s growing in popularity all 

the time.’ He plucked the receiver gingerly from its cradle.


There was something a little Graham Greene about Alexander 

Massey – Our Man In The Edgware Road, keeping 

watch on his tiny piece of the empire, wearing his white 

linen suit in the perishing cold of a London winter. Actually, 

Massey was punctiliously dressed in neat fawn-coloured 

pants and corduroy jacket. In a way he was disappointing. 

I’d been hoping he was going to be a fantastic snob, instead 

he was gentle and self-effacing.


‘Quite so, quite so,’ he was saying into the receiver, ‘to 

read of one’s own death, whether over breakfast or not is, naturally, terribly distressing, but a genuine editorial mistake 

I can assure you,’ he threw me a pained expression. ‘No, 

no I’m quite sure that’s not the case. I feel confident that 

your son must have been as distraught as everybody else . . . 

ah . . . sent a removal van for the furniture did he? Yes, 

I do see. That does present things in a slightly different 

light . . . yes, yes of course I’ll send a written apology.’


‘Well, rings the changes I suppose,’ he positioned the 

phone back on his desk. ‘Usually get it in the neck for 

leaving out births.’


‘Don’t people mind their addresses being printed?’ I 

scanned through the tiny print of the book. ‘Aren’t they 

worried about getting robbed or stalked?’


‘Dear me,’ Massey said vaguely, ‘well yes, I suppose 

there is a danger, but in my experience the criminal fraternity 

prefer browsing Hello! magazine for that sort of thing.’ 

He took the list from my hand. ‘Now these are the people 

you’re interested in, are they? Let’s see,’ he switched on 

the brass light by his elbow and studied the names. 

‘Fermoy . . . yes, made their fortune selling black crêpe for 

Queen Victoria’s funeral. He thumbed through the wafer-thin 

pages, ‘Hartfield, oddly enough I was at prep school 

with. Just been voted out of the Lords. Makes cider now I 

believe . . . Bevan, as I’m sure you’re aware, is cousin to 

the queen.’


‘Really? A close one?’


‘Oh yes.’ He smoothed his finger gently along the book’s 

binding. ‘Eighth Earl of Bevan, family name Lytton-Jones, 

Danby also of Clandoyle. Issue two sons, eldest recently 

deceased—’


‘Look, I know it sounds really pushy,’ I rummaged in my tote bag for a pen, ‘but is there any way you could help 

get me in with these people?’ The idea was to visit some 

of these fallen lords in their homes. See how they lived, 

find out what they stood for, what they believed in.


‘Well now,’ Massey cleared his throat, ‘I’m only 

interested in genealogy, I’m a bit of a dry stick when it 

comes to the people themselves. Besides I think you’ll find 

that the real top dogs, the sort you’re after, would never 

allow themselves to be filmed.’


I pondered on this. I live in an age and a country 

consumed with celebrity. It’s simply a national obsession. 

People will bare all and usually for nothing. The very idea 

of discretion seems archaic. When you ring up sources in 

America and say you work for a television show, you can 

barely shut them up.


‘Do you have any influence? Could you get me any kind 

of access?’


‘You’ll have to find someone who’s familiar to that 

world,’ Massey said, ‘someone they trust. It would of course 

entirely depend on the thrust of your piece but I’m afraid 

the answer is you probably won’t get access. Why would 

they agree? What could you possibly offer them?’ He closed 

the book. ‘I’m sorry.’


As I headed out through the corridor I remembered 

something and doubled back.


‘Moutabal,’ I said.


Massey turned from the shelf.


‘It’s like an eggplant dip, and hummus is really nice too. 

Also check out the lamb kebab in pitta but make sure you 

order it with the chilli and sesame sauce, and don’t touch 

the mayonnaise.’


Massey’s brow cleared. ‘Right,’ he said beaming, 

‘splendid, thank you.’


‘You’re welcome.’


‘Hang on.’ He patted through the debris on the desk for 

a pen and scribbled a name on a piece of paper. ‘Look, 

take this . . . an acquaintance of mine. I can’t guarantee it, 

but it’s just possible he may be able to help you.’




 


I want to see them starving,


The so called working class


Their wages weekly halving


Their women stewing grass


When I ride out each morning


In one of my new suits


I want to find them fawning


To clean my car and boots.





– Philip Larkin




 





daniel


It’s wrong to say that time is a great healer. It isn’t. What 

happens is that you get used to things. It’s a question of 

survival and to survive you adapt. Rory is only beginning 

to understand that now. 18 October 1999. The price of 

petrol rose, a BSE outbreak was confirmed in France, twins 

were born to a sexagenarian, and a lesser-known journalist 

went down under a bus.


For over a year now, Rory’s been living in a state of 

arrested insanity and how much longer it might continue 

he has no clue. All points of reference are gone. How 

many ounces to the pound? How many weeks in the year? 

How many inches to the foot? Oh God, let someone 

push back the clock for him because nothing makes sense 

any more.


Death results in isolation for the living and there are 

days when he must resolve to hang on until he returns to 

the safety of his own home, when it’s all he can do to keep 

his temper at bay, when he considers himself a danger to 

society at large and if the authorities only knew what kind 

of lunatic was roaming the street they’d have him whisked straight off to a secure unit before any damage was done. 

These are the days that induce much self-pity, but Rory can 

be excused from wallowing because ask anybody who knows 

about these things – grief can bend your knees. Grief can 

bring you down.


As he sets off to the bakery where he buys his breakfast 

every morning he wonders whether people can actually see 

the fuse protruding from the cannonball that doubles up as 

his head – and if so, whether some mischievous child might 

do him a favour, take it upon themselves to light it then, 

cheers, it would all be over. On bad days he wonders why, 

on looking at his reflection in a mirror, he doesn’t see the 

actual iron ball or the hand grenade with its accompanying 

pin, but the face that stares back at him is always the same 

bland mask and he considers himself a tribute to that great 

English skill of hiding emotion. Having said that, it’s a 

bloody unreasonable way to live. If you’re blind, you get 

a white stick. If you’ve got a gammy leg you get a disabled 

sticker for parking on double yellow lines. A hand grenade 

for a head is a genuine disability and it would be easier if 

the general public were made aware of it. Perhaps he could 

start a trend – the lovesick could stitch a heart on their 

sleeve, the bitter, tape a soggy chip to their shoulder. If 

there were more obvious clues to why people behaved the 

way they did, the world would surely be a nicer place.


Tomorrow it’s Rory’s thirty-eighth birthday but he feels 

ten thousand years old. His life has split in two and the 

chasm he’s slipped into has fundamentally changed him. 

Leaving aside the loss of his sense of humour, which both 

he and I are praying will return shortly, Rory, in his best moments, used to be someone who believed in love at first 

sight, who thought that the hole in the ozone layer might 

self-heal. Now fate has flipped him up and landed him 

wrong side down on the face of pessimism. It’s not that he 

doesn’t get angry, just that he feels he must restrain it; or 

that he doesn’t have passion, only that he feels he should 

conceal it. His irritability is taken out on things and events 

he can’t control, pigeons that shit on him or stupid phone 

operators. Only last week, infuriated by drunk party-goers 

repeatedly ordering a taxi from the phone box outside his 

window, he took an unloaded shotgun and told them if they 

didn’t bugger off, he’d blow their heads off. This was no 

solitary incident. Over the last year the list of people he’d 

like to kill has been endless and varied, and though gradually 

diminishing, still includes, for the record, most of his clients, 

all members of his immediate family, Alison his secretary 

and, very particularly, the lady in the bakery, who has 

persisted in asking him every day since the accident whether 

he’s feeling better.


They find him surly, of course. A year ago he would 

have flirted with the baker lady good-naturedly, a year 

ago he would have flirted with the sticky bun had it been 

the good lady’s day off – Rory’s charm is natural and used 

to be applied indiscriminately. Now it is held strictly in 

reserve.


He shovels a sausage roll into his mouth reflecting that 

today looks set to be one of those days. He’s just spent the 

night on the sofa, and on waking this morning found 

the channel changer wedged between his knees and the 

screen a buzzing pop art of black and white. He hates these endless nights. In his dreams I am laughing, full of life, 

always dancing away from him, out of reach while he can 

neither move nor speak. In these dreams it is Rory, not I, 

who is dead.




 





maggie


‘The middle classes view us as profligate and idle, nothing short 

of money-grabbing buffoons hiding behind our family’s coat of 

arms . . .’


‘Wow.’ I pushed my glasses further up my nose and took 

a closer look. I was in the bowels of the BBC watching 

footage of an old aristocrat, and whoever had executed the 

camerawork for this piece of film had done a stunning job. 

You could almost see the spider veins on the man’s cheek 

pulsing with indignation.


Massey’s acquaintance had put me in touch with a producer 

called Simon Brannigan who’d made a documentary 

about politicians’ wives. ‘Slaves to their Class’. Simon was 

a defensive left-winger with a media crew cut and a muscular 

intensity that hinted at daily gym workouts. He reminded 

me of an activist my mother hung out with for a while 

when I was a kid, who spent a disproportionate part of his 

day standing on his head against the wall.


My mother was one of the original pioneer feminist filmmakers 

– and when I say pioneer, I’m not joking. Her 

devastating documentary about female circumcision in 

Somalia had strong men fainting at its Academy screening. Needless to say, it didn’t win, too controversial or maybe, 

as Mom always maintained, the board were guilty of anti-female 

bias.


Simon Brannigan’s documentary was not exactly partisan 

itself, guilty of just about every kind of bias – class, wealth 

and gender – but it was also compulsive viewing. ‘I can’t 

get anyone to talk to me.’ I told him. ‘Where’s aristo.com 

when you need it. How did you get this kind of access?’


‘With great difficulty. Your problem is that you’re trying 

to set up a lot of people fast.’ He grimaced. ‘Don’t forget 

my film took two years to make. You’ve got to keep chiselling 

away . . . by the way, what is the thrust of your piece? 

What’s your hook?’


The thrust of my piece. Massey had asked the same 

question.


The thing was I wasn’t really sure.


Were the English aristocracy a dying breed who after 

centuries of appalling behaviour were finally getting their 

comeuppance?


I didn’t know, but probably.


Was I sympathetic to the loss of their immense houses 

from death duties?


Not particularly.


Was I worried that they might forfeit the right to wear 

sharply tailored red jackets and tear foxes limb from limb?


It wasn’t keeping me awake at night.


Would this attitude endear me to the landed gentry?


Well obviously not.


‘Though, funnily enough, what you just said . . .’ Brannigan 

was frowning.


‘What did I just say?’


‘Your quip about aristo.com.’ He tapped his pencil against 

his forehead as though trying to dislodge some snippet of 

information. ‘I did hear, well apparently there is now some 

agency.’


‘There is?’ I said hopefully, feeling around in my pocket 

for a Kleenex. I’d managed to contract a really first-class 

cold since I’d arrived and had been begging Tylenol standins 

and hot drinks off the long-suffering hotel staff for the 

last couple of days.


‘What you have to understand,’ Simon said, ‘is that these 

old farts are increasingly having to face the commercializing 

of their estates.’


‘Yeah right,’ I grinned. ‘Poor destitute things,’ The vast 

residence of Brannigan’s indignant peer had now filled the 

screen. ‘So what does this agency do?’


‘Takes advantage of just that. The guy who runs this 

business is supposedly brilliant at getting a foot through the 

door in return for cash or, in your case, a few million 

viewers who might—’


‘One day be paying tourists?’


‘Exactly, that’s about the gist of it.’


‘Great. So do you know how I get hold of this guy? 

What kind of set-up is he running?’


‘As I said, the agency wasn’t around when I made Slaves 

but I imagine he’s some new dot-com e-commerce wide 

boy who’s bought himself a well-cut suit, learnt his dukes 

from his earls and is now busy exploiting them both. And 

frankly,’ Simon looked at me and smiled broadly, ‘the very 

best of luck to him.’
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