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For


MRD, who gave me the idea


DDR, who gave me the time


And To


FD and HB, who gave me the example


AA and AS, who kept me alive


and


SWAB, MF and F, for knowing the truth




Is the accuser always holy now?


Arthur Miller, The Crucible


‘You are presumably very surprised at the events of this morning?’ asked the Inspector


Franz Kafka, The Trial


Whereof we cannot speak except with prurience, sanctimony or inspired retrospective wisdom, thereof we must not say a word


Blake Morrison, ‘It Was Good While It Lasted’


On the back page he saw that the News had transformed his statement that Katharina was intelligent, cool, and level-headed into ‘ice-cold and calculating,’ and his general observations on crime now read that she was ‘entirely capable of committing a crime’.


Heinrich Böll, The Lost Honour of Katharina Blum


The student–teacher dynamic has been re-envisioned along a line that’s simultaneously consumerist and hyper-protective, giving each and every student the ability to claim Grievous Harm in nearly any circumstance, after any affront, and a teacher’s formal ability to respond to these claims is limited at best.


‘Edward Schlosser’


‘I am a Liberal professor, and my liberal students terrify me’
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PART ONE


FALLS




Burning Names


He set down the letters carefully, handwriting feeling unnatural after decades of typing. The unfamiliarity was amplified because, even before the death of the pen, he had never used dipped ink on vellum. An unrecognizable signature resulted, neater and more elaborate than it was on cheques and contracts, the N, D and final paired Ts looped and curlicued, giving him a stranger’s name. He raised the candle and angled it towards the paper, first drying the ink, then pressing the document towards the flame, watching the blaze until dropping the last ember to spare his fingers. Looking directly at the camera, he said: ‘In the days of the witch-hunts, writing someone’s name and then burning it was believed to be a way of bringing destruction down on them.’


The Centre


Appreciating its clients’ desperation for discretion, the business made vagueness an art form. The bi-annual reminders by e-mail read simply: Dear Mr Marriott – he had dropped his professional title in this context – your next appointment is scheduled for . . . In this case, July 16th. On credit card bills, the charge line was The Centre, W1, a deliberate contraction, designed to thwart search engines, of the actual trading title. Using the boxes below, indicate if you wish to accept this appointment. He placed his cursor over the Yes box and clicked.


Pedantry




Sir – Although I am an historian of American politics rather than a specialist in English language, I feel qualified to express concern at the increasing use, by police and media, of the word ‘historic’ to describe events that occurred – or, more often, allegedly occurred – in the past.


To be clear: ‘historic’ properly denotes something or someone unique, or otherwise of particular note. The correct word for what happened in the past is ‘historical’.


Some of those celebrities accused or arrested in connection with sexual offences – who seem to form such a large part of the target group of Operation Yewtree and now the related investigation Operation Millpond – may arguably be regarded as historic for their achievements in various fields. However, any crimes they may have committed in the past could and should only be described as historical.


Yours faithfully,


Dr Tom Pimm


Senior Lecturer in Modern American History


University of Middle England


Aylesbury Campus


Bucks




DID


NM: When I started out as an historian – I know that an doesn’t sound quite right these days but I have a colleague who beats me up if I don’t say it – there was quite a stark divide. One school – the ‘Great Man’ theory of history, or ‘Great Person’ we should say now – held that things happen because of certain persuasive or invasive personalities. Although, in the case of Suez, it would be the Weak Man Theory. The other version – in shorthand, Marxist – avers that events occur because of inevitable forces. Without sounding too much like a fence sitter, I suppose I’m sort of half-Marxist, half-Great Person. The virtues or flaws of individuals are important. But they affect – or are affected by – shifts in society or culture. Some believe that the English temperament would instinctively resist a Hitler. I would say that the question hasn’t yet been tested here in circumstances akin to Germany’s in the 1930s. I suppose what I’m arguing is that, in a country in which every woman were a lesbian, there could be no Don Giovanni. But might there arise a Donna Giovanni? And, if you want to go on, would there be a great opera about her? I tell my students to remain alive to the mystery of history.


KY: Although you yourself are a natural contrarian?


NM: No. I couldn’t possibly agree with that.


KY: Well, there you . . . oh, I see. You’ve got me.


NM: Sorry, Kirsty. I can never resist it.


KY: Okay, Ned Marriott, your second record?


NM: Well, I said that the Don Giovanni was the first LP I ever owned but I sort of liberated that from my dad’s collection when he was ill. You know a lot of those quizzes you get in magazines want to know the first record you ever bought because it’s such a significant rite of passage? In my case, it was the winter of 1968, when I was thirteen and – I can see the paper sleeve now – it was ‘Delilah’ by Tom Jones.


The Problem With History


‘The problem with history,’ Tom Pimm began his introductory lecture every September, ‘is that we know what came next. But – to understand the subject best – we must always remember that the people involved aren’t living in our past, they’re living in their present. King Henry VIII knew that Anne Boleyn was his second wife but not – at that time – that she was the second of six. Our retrospective perspective tells us that she was a transient infatuation but, by viewing her as such, we miss the much more interesting possibility that the King was truly in love with her and believed, as serial spouses often do, that this one was a keeper. And so always try to see then as a now. People knew that the Second World War was the second but not that the First was the first. We know that the original Millennialists were wrong to think that the world would end in 1000 AD but our job is not to sneer at their naivety – it’s to appreciate how and why they thought that. However distant their lives and their beliefs may seem, historical figures are in one crucial sense like us. They don’t know what’s going to happen next, they don’t know the ending.’


A Study in Evil


When disgrace and disaster arrived in his life, Ned Marriott was terrified – by the threat to his profession, reputation, family and health – but not surprised. As a teenager, it had struck him that those involved in devastating news stories always seemed astonished by what had happened. ‘It came out of nowhere,’ they told reporters. Or, even, bluntly: ‘I never saw that coming!’


And so he adopted a strategy of insuring against ruin by expecting it. With his first girlfriends, he assumed (often sensibly) that each date was the last. Getting married, he thought about the divorce statistics. Once divorced, he avoided a recurrence by not remarrying. Becoming rich, he put more than half of his after-tax earnings into savings, though always in a wide range of banks in case of a financial crash.


If every twitch in a limb was bound to be cancer, each e-mail from an employer undoubtedly the sack and any knock on the door assuredly brought news that one of his children had been killed, then it followed that such outcomes, because anticipated, would not occur.


These precautions worked for sixty years. Exactly that, in fact, as the catastrophe began on the morning after his landmark birthday party. Afterwards, Ned wondered if he had fatally relaxed. Having completed six mainly fortunate decades, what – except for the scheduled horror of eventual death – was the worst thing that could happen to him? Was it this thought that let bad luck in?


Although Emma and the girls had been told that there must in no circumstances be a surprise party, Ned accepted the inevitability of one and knew that this was an eventuality in which expectation would not prove preventative.


Emma had booked a car so that they could all drink. The driver knew who Ned was, or at least gave him the sort of recognition he suffered: ‘I seen you? History Channel. Hitler!’


Ned wearily smiled agreement. There had been a time when one of his stock anecdotes was the frequency with which he answered to the name of the twentieth century’s most-reviled figure, but it was a long time since he had found the confusion amusing. Adolf: A Study in Evil had been an American co-production that he only undertook because of the procreative misfortune of having two daughters simultaneously at college. However, this oddity among his dozens of documentaries now seemed to be screened on a loop by the worryingly numerous UK channels devoted to the achievements of the Third Reich. Once, two telephone engineers, waist deep in a hole in the road, had raised their right arms in salute and shouted ‘Heil!’ as he walked past. He wondered what unknowing shoppers must have thought.


As normal, there were paps outside the restaurant, trawling for a bigger catch than him but happy to get a tiddler in their net until then. Ned agreed that the family would pose for one picture. He understood that the snappers were covering themselves in case you died or got caught with a lover (unless, even better, you killed her or vice versa) the following day, giving the papers a snap that now transmitted tragic poignancy or puritanical irony. But, if you refused to let them shoot you, they would capture your shying heads and ducking backs in an image to be printed in the event of your infamy.


Each of the foursome performed to type under photographic obligation. Ned tightened and lowered his jaw to reduce double chin, while Emma, an accidental and unwilling public figure, gripped his hand so tightly that his fingers tingled. His daughters were just as predictable. Dee glowed towards the flash storm, like a supermodel selling eye gloss, as Phee stared glumly down and sideways in the manner of a scandalous defendant hustled up the courtroom steps.


‘Cheers, Ned,’ piped one of the paps, the dark varnish of his tan suggesting warmer and more glamorous assignments just before this one. ‘And happy birthday, mate!’


Though delivered as lightly as it might be from one civilian to another, the greeting, in this context, flashed the warning that they knew what he was doing.


In acknowledgement of his family’s efforts in arranging the surprise party, Ned sportingly acted bafflement when, giving his name for the supposed table for four at Piero, the maître d’ fawningly apologized for a mix-up over bookings and directed their group, with a politeness always fighting a wink, to the adjacent private dining annexe, and from there to the top floor which housed the large rooms where launches had been held for some of the books and TV series.


As a teenager, Ned had fantasized about being the guest on This is Your Life, but that show had gone the eventual way of all broadcasting, and, even if it were still running, he was not quite famous enough to qualify. He had been offered Who Do You Think You Are?, but was too frightened of either crying when talking about his father or of discovering something terrible about him.


But tonight, he knew, would be a sort of This is Your Life. He noticed Dee sending a sneaky text as they walked towards the Attenborough Room and assumed that was the cause of the sudden reduction in the noise from behind the oaken double doors. He wondered which faces from his past would be revealed.


The first image as they walked in was of dozens of people standing in a semicircle three or four deep. Seeing him, they raggedly began to sing ‘Happy Birthday!’ He spotted his mother and her husband, the Pimms, Professor Hannah Smith and, less happily, Dominic Ogg, whom he knew would have been invited but hoped might have been too busy to attend. His once fellow Rhodes Scholar and now publisher, Jack Beane, looked as sleek and lean as Ned had hoped to be at sixty. Behind the ad hoc choir, in the centre of the room, were white-clothed tables laid with heavy silver cutlery that bounced spikes of light from electric chandeliers lining the ceiling.


‘Christ! How much did this cost?’ he whispered to Emma.


‘Oh, pooh! Just enjoy it. You deserve it!’


In a sudden rush of love and desire, he had a pleasant flash of their private celebration later.


During the applause that followed the final you – or yous, the timings staggered by some singing Edmund and others Ned – Dee, too near to his ear, made that piercing whooping sound that was the sonic signature of his daughters’ generation in the way that whistling had marked his grandfather’s. A waiter handed Ned a flute of champagne or a cheaper equivalent, fizzing so much that it spat bubbles on his hand. He took a sip – a rather metallic Prosecco – and raised it vaguely in the direction of the guests.


‘Thank you,’ he muttered to his family.


‘You said no but we knew you meant yes,’ said Phee. Dee threw her a disapproving look.


A waft of his mother’s night-out scent, instantly flashing-back scenes from his life. He turned to embrace her.


‘There you are,’ she said. ‘I told you so!’


During his near-breakdown a decade and a half before, which his friends had called a midlife crisis but was, in fact, an end-life crisis – convinced that he would die at the same age as his dad – she had predicted that she would say those words at his fiftieth and sixtieth birthdays, a prophecy now fulfilled. Ned had a momentary panic that this maternal charm expired at midnight and that he or she, or both, were now doomed.


‘Many of the best!’ boomed his mother’s husband. ‘And many more of them!’


Ned toured the loud, yapping groups into which the guests had rearranged themselves. Dominic Ogg wrapped him in the man-hug that now seemed to be obligatory in any encounter with a television executive.


‘Mate,’ he said. ‘You’re History now and I mean that in the nicest possible way!’


Ogg mentioned three of the incredibly famous people he had most recently met and then said, in a busily self-important person’s learned tone of dismissal: ‘Give Perce a bell about finding a slot to see me. We should talk about what you want to do next.’


A half-dozen historians – what would the collective noun be? Court? Sphere? – were laughing at a story Antonia Fraser was telling. Ned was going over to them, rehearsing a joke about The Birthday Party, when he noticed Tom Pimm standing alone in a corner, beckoning and calling: ‘Nod! Nod!’


The two men did the half-embrace and back-pat – as if each were a baby with wind – that was their compromise with the new tactility of masculinity.


‘Can I ring you tomorrow?’


‘Yes, sure. You can talk to me tonight if . . .’


‘Not here.’


‘Christ. Is something wrong with . . . ?’


‘It isn’t cancer.’


‘Christ! Well, I’m glad. You mean you’ve had tests and . . .’


‘No. I mean it isn’t illness at all. No one’s sick. When people say they want to tell you something, you always think it’s – I suppose because it’s the thing that we most – so I’m just saying that it isn’t. It’s a work thing.’


Ned guessed that Tom must have fucked – or, which was little different these days, been accused of fucking – a student. But he said: ‘Are you worried about the cuts?’


‘The what? I can’t hear a thing at parties now. The doctor says it’s completely normal.’


‘Everyone’s worried about another round of redundancies.’


‘What? Well, hopefully it won’t come to that.’


‘Tom, what the fuck’s happened?’


‘I’ve had a message from Special, asking me to see him tomorrow. He hasn’t asked to see you?’


‘What? No. Not that I know of.’


The quacking babble of the gathering suddenly rose in intensity and Ned, already stooped to reduce the difference in their heights, only partly caught what Tom said next. Something something trail. Had there been a trailer for something on TV? But there was no new series due and the channels didn’t generally advertise repeats. Ned bent even lower but could only make out something again trail and then, as the din dipped, more clearly: ‘I’m just worried about Daggers.’


‘Oh, don’t worry about Daggers,’ Ned reassured his colleague. ‘Harmless enough old nut. As long as no one expects us to be his student or his carer. I’ve always been more concerned about Quatermass. If we ever come in to find the department roped off by a hostage siege team, it will be Prof Q in the AJP Taylor Lecture Theatre with a grenade strapped to his goolies.’


‘Ha! But Special definitely hasn’t sent for you?’


‘No.’


Tom made a pained face but, as the background soundtrack gave another swoop fuelled by Italian effervescence, Ned lost the next sentence. It felt weirdly as if a face-to-face encounter were aping a mobile phone conversation from a train.


Shrugging surrender, Tom made the ring-you gesture with finger and thumb. ‘I’ll . . . tomorrow, okay? And don’t tell Hells I’m worried. Which I’m not really.’


The sound levels fell as serving staff urged the guests to sit down. Reaching the top table, Ned saw that a place setting and name card were being removed and the gaps between the chairs on that side widened. Tom flicked his eyes to the close-up strip of his bifocals and read the folded cardboard as it was placed on a tray.


‘Oh, no great loss,’ he said. ‘It’s Fumo.’


Smiling, Helen asked: ‘And, in your cast list of nicknames, which is . . . ?’


‘The Vice Chancellor.’


‘Yes, he’s had to cancel,’ said Emma, coming up behind them. ‘Another of their beloved crises, apparently.’


‘Oh? I expect LGBT Soc is trying to no-platform the Macaulay Memorial Lecturer. After I’ve gone, Hells, don’t ever let them put a statue of me up on campus, however hard they ask.’


Personal History


Teaching is a kind of public speaking, but thirty years of lecturing seemed to be no help with other forms of oration. Tom Pimm had been almost breathless with terror before each of his three best man’s speeches (two of these, anti-romantically, for the same groom), three funeral eulogies, four fortieth birthday party tributes, three fiftieth bashes (the number reduced by one of the eulogies), and, now, his first attempt at summing up sixty years.


‘As an historian,’ he began, lightly stressing the indefinite article for the pleasure of pedantic and therefore almost certainly older guests, ‘Ned Marriott has dealt in centuries, even millennia.’ Pausing to let the same constituency be thrilled by the correct plural. ‘But – tonight – we focus on six very special decades.’


At these cue words, earlier confided to a youth in a booth, the electric candelabras dimmed. On all four walls, screens, which would once have been regarded as large but were now smaller than most domestic televisions, filled with images.


Ned as an infant, gummily grinning, held upright astride the laps of his parents, from whom, it became clear in a series of pictures taking him from nappy-fattened dungarees to baggy grow-into primary school blazer, he had inherited his mother’s large, dark eyes and his father’s lankiness, broad brow and wide nose. These were scenes from a childhood in the decade that had featured in Ned’s first TV series and non-academic book, called, with the consensus-denting that would become his signature: The Fabulous Fifties – Defending a Demonized Decade.


Next, in early adolescence, huddled on a beach (windswept, Norfolk or sort-of) with his mum. In old photos, from before timers and selfies, there was always the unseen sub-plot of who took them. Was the unseen photographer Ned’s dad, whose early death had made him a shadowy but sanctified figure for his son? Or the stepfather, who was at the top table tonight, but to whom Ned had pointedly never dedicated a book, excluding him even when Elizabeth I – Elizabeth II: Who Wins? had been ascribed: ‘To Mum, at 80’.


A professional ceremonial photographer was clearly responsible for the one of Ned in his King’s London graduation robes, with a beginner’s beard that had grown to only a smudge on his upper lip. Then a dark thick moustache was the only facial hair as Dr Ned Marriott, circa 1985, stood in front of a blackboard chalked with the question Was Churchill A War Criminal?, a breakthrough book and (though banned by the BBC governors under pressure from Margaret Thatcher and not screened until twenty years later) TV documentary that had been the thirty-one-year-old historian’s breakthrough into newsworthiness. That same moustached snap would have been on the back of the dust jackets flashing up from The Fabulous Fifties (1990) to Fawlty Britain – How TV Punchlined Britain (2000), although he was clean-shaven by the time of Tony Blair’s second election victory in 2001.


And here now was the former prime minister, boyishly thin and honey-tanned, squinting into the sun under a palm tree by a pool, with golden minarets in the distance. ‘Ned,’ he said. ‘I’m caught up in a bi’ of history here myself.’ Tom had hoped that Blair, once out of office, might stop the dropping of t-sounds that had presumably been an egalitarian tactic. ‘Bu’ the happiest of birthdays, okay, May? And, look, hundreds of thousands of students have benefi’ed from the work you did as History National Curriculum Adviser. Look, people say I’m history now but you will always be part of the history of teaching and of broadcasting. Listen, Cherie and the kids send their love to Emma, Phee, Dee and Toby. Wish I could raise a glass to you there, bu’ I’ll do it here. Happy Birthday, Professor Marriott!’


Just in time, the ex-premier hit a T, indeed two together, as he lifted a glass of what looked like white wine. Behind him, a camel jerked past. The room filled with applause, except for one yell of ‘War criminal!’ that Tom thought came from Dee.


A freeze-frame of Blair’s Middle Eastern refuge dissolved into a clip reel of Ned’s television career. On a steel-and-leather chair in a Late Show discussion apparently filmed during a power cut, Dr Marriott hairily declares: ‘The saviour of this nation was Emperor Hirohito, not Churchill. If it hadn’t been for Pearl Harbor, this discussion would be in German.’ Cutaway to Sir Winston Churchill’s grandson, whose colour suggested that he was near to a seizure as he tried to catch the attention of a worried-looking presenter, who would later run unsuccessfully to become Prime Minister of Canada. ‘People say the Fifties were just dull, fumbling foreplay before the ecstatic orgasm of the 1960s,’ Ned projects above a howling gale on the site of the 1851 Great Exhibition. ‘But people are wrong. In this series, I want to make a forgotten decade memorable.’


Now, captioned as Professor Ned Marriott, he stands, hair clipped short in a man’s first bulwark against baldness, holding a candle in the prow of a boat on the Thames, St Paul’s floodlit in the background. ‘No longer an international Empire,’ he says, ‘Britain still hoped to be an international Umpire. But Blighty was still trying to apply the rules of cricket to what had become – in the American century – a game of baseball.’ This was a clip from UK 2000: The Story of Our History, which, a cruel TV reviewer had said, ‘puts the “um” into Millennium.’


On a drawbridge with a sunlit castle in the background, a summer day’s sweat not quite disguised by make-up, Ned, in an extract from The English Witch Hunts, noticeably more demonstrative as his TV career proceeds, booms: ‘If they did not conform to the beliefs of the day, burn them! If they might be trouble, burn them! If polls showed that the public liked bonfires, light more! Although she didn’t know this, Jane Wenham was already as good as dead. To be called a witch was to be christened a corpse!’


Seeing the sequence now, Tom was surprised by the angle of the presenter’s head, an extreme profile favouring one cheek, which he attributed to the whim of one of those directors whom his friend would shudderingly describe as imaginative. And Ned, he noticed, grimaced and looked away when that piece to camera came on screen.


Now, on juddery Skype, like pictures from the moon landings, Barbie Tim, in a living room bright with daylight, said: ‘Birthday greetings from Sydney, little Bro! Don’t worry, I’m not going to tell anyone what you did with the Subbuteo Arsenal goalkeeper that afternoon with Karen Jones. You know, people often say to me: “Has your brother become stuck-up and full of himself since he started being on television?” And I always say: “Absolutely not . . . he was always like that!” But seriously, little Bro, I want to say the words that I know will mean the most to you: Dad would have been very proud of you.’


A speedy sequence of clips from other shows included several cutaways of the over-enthusiastic agreement with speakers that had spawned Tom’s epithet for his friend. Then, finally, electronic trickery inserts a miniaturized Ned between Basil and the guest’s breasts he is about to accidentally grope in the scene from Fawlty Britain that was shown at the BAFTA awards when it took the prize for Best Factual Series. ‘Just as Dad’s Army surreptitiously satirized the futility of Britain’s nuclear defences,’ the shrunken pundit told the audience, ‘so Fawlty Towers, in the disguise of sit-com, presented British industry as the consumer-hostile farce that, in the Seventies, it largely was.’


Now the film shifted from slick television pictures to home-shot stills. Ned with an arm around Phee and Dee, in a quick-cut succession of images which, from the numbered cakes in front of them, seemed to have been taken on birthdays through their teenage years. With these photos, the identity of the unseen photographer was a matter of particular speculation. The earlier shots had almost certainly been taken by the twins’ mother, Jenny, who had been Stalined out of the montage, while, from the way the early and later pictures were framed against the walls of two distinct family homes, the more recent pictures had been posed for Emma, who soon appeared in a sequence of cuddles with Ned, first as a couple on white sand beside dazzling sea and then with Toby between them as a baby, a toddler and the seven-or-whatever he was now. Two family albums, BD and AD, caused by the divorce.


Ned in the main lecture hall at UME, the heads of the front rows of students jolting as they laughed at his jokes; as part of the enhanced service to justify the teaching fees, every lecture was now filmed and posted online.


Television again – the professor asking, ‘Which other head of state has been called great for never saying anything and staying out of politics?’ in the infamous Newsnight Diamond Jubilee debate – and then phone-footage of Ned’s mother’s eightieth, with a protective wedge of relatives, including the brother Tom had never met, separating Ned from the mother’s second husband.


Now a clip that had become the most familiar, through use in trails and screening at the BAFTA awards, as Ned kissed the side of Emma’s head and buttoned up his tuxedo on the way to the stage: the moment in The English Witch Hunts when Ned writes his name on vellum, then burns it with a candle to show how a curse was cast.


A final piece of TV from The British People: Ned, a long red scarf wound raffishly around him in Highgate Cemetery, saying: ‘Britons learn the stories of their kings and queens but in this series, I’ll be exploring the stories of ordinary Britons and the object lessons that rulers could have learned from their subjects’ – and then the screens wiped to white, the lights brightened and Tom Pimm, fighting stage fright greater than for any of his previous public speeches, had to stand and speak again, feeling like a politician as he raised a hand to staunch the applause for the biopic.


‘Thanks to Dominic Ogg and all the staff at Ogglebox TV – who produced most of the series from which those extracts came – for their highly generous and professional work on that tribute film.’


Allowing another round of clapping for the TV people, Tom went on: ‘Those were scenes from the life of one of the few people who has been able to call King Henry VIII a subject, but who has also made famous many ordinary Britons. And, although no one who is lucky enough to know him would ever call him ordinary, we are here tonight to celebrate the personal history of Ned, or, as I call him, for reasons you may have deduced from some of those shots of him listening, Nod.’


The butt of this insult lifted his finger in Tom’s direction, while, with instinctive maternal loyalty, Daphne Marriott-Starling threw a disapproving look.


‘As you all know, Ned always expects the worst.’ From the top table especially, a loving chuckle about his legendary pessimism. ‘But – tonight – he should expect to hear only the best. I’ve reflected for a long time on what to say about the man I have known for more than forty years, since we were students together in London, and with whom I have worked at UME for almost thirty, and what I want to say is this . . .’


Professor Perverse


Tom had apparently been the best man when Daddy married Mummy and so Dee had been expecting that sort of speech from him here: sentimentality with an edge of ribaldry. But she was astonished to hear him say – actually couldn’t at first believe that she had heard it – ‘Professor Ned Marriott is one of my worst enemies.’


Tom had one of those drawling deliveries that make everything sound a bit like a joke and so a laugh began that the speaker cut off by continuing, sternly: ‘Ned Marriott began his life sixty years ago as he meant to go on, by being a notoriously uncaring son.’


Granny, skitter-eyed, whisperingly ruled out sudden-onset Alzheimer’s with Grandpa Jack, then looked appealingly at Dee, who shrugged.


‘He has been a faithless husband,’ the eulogist continued, causing Helen Pimm to turn her startled glance into the flash-eyed semaphore of wifely social warning. ‘And a disastrous father.’


Granny and Helen stared with protective concern at Dee, who tried to catch her sister’s eye across the table, but Phee seemed not to be listening, her head bowed, probably nervous about their own turn. Helen, a domestic detective, checked the level in her husband’s wine glass. Phee turned towards Emma for facial guidance, but their stepmother was gazing urgently at Daddy. However, the target of this unexpected prosecution, with the amateur actor’s knack that had served him so well in TV, held an entirely level expression, waiting for the situation to be explained.


‘His books,’ Tom went on, ‘are filled with pithy and clever sentences – unfortunately, most of them are stolen from the work of Geoffrey Elton, Barbara Tuchman, Antonia Fraser, David Starkey, David Reynolds and many others! It would be wrong, though, to see him only as a plagiarist of work that has taken others a lifetime to research. He is also an opportunistic broadcaster, who will spout any bollocks the producer wants if it means the possibility of another TV series, tie-in book and box set.’


Dee saw on the face of Emma, who was now tightly holding Ned’s hand, a numbed, puzzled expression that she was sure mirrored her own. Helen was leaning towards Tom, glowering, as if she hoped to silence him by telepathy. Then the chilly silence in the room was broken by the happy, crackly cackle of Daddy.


‘This is a career that has taught us above all,’ Tom said, raising his voice to indicate the peroration, ‘that the best way to gain an audience’s attention is to say the exact opposite of what most people feel about a person.’


Dee realized the conceit at the same time as several others in the audience, sending a rippling giggle around the room that made even Phee raise her head to see what was going on. Emma was affectionately patting Ned’s arm, while Helen Pimm brought her hands together in an almost-clap of comprehension and forgiveness. Grandpa Jack muttered at Granny, who smiled uncertainly, but with relief.


Without looking down, Tom located his wine glass on the table and fingered the stem, ready for a toast.


‘The Daily Telegraph TV critic,’ he said, ‘dubbed him Professor Perverse. We in this room know him as a loyal friend, warm companion, loving son, red-hot lover – oh God, sorry, he asked me not to tell you about us – and, above all, devoted father. But, in his own profitable spirit of wilful revisionism, let’s raise our glasses to the humourless egotist, Oedipal weirdo, serial child-abuser, wife-beater and woman-hater, repetitive plagiarist and dumbed-down television Autocutie who is Professor Ned Marriott!’


By now either in on the joke, or at least aware that catastrophic embarrassment seemed to have been averted, all the guests stood and echoed the name. Follow that, thought Dee, aiming an encouraging smile at her sister.


Rhyming Couplets


Although the plan had been for a collaboration – and the texts and e-mails between them always referred to the secret project as ‘our’ – Dee had been lead writer and more or less sole director and producer, which had been no surprise to Phee.


Advice-sites about twins that Phee had consulted – as a teenager feeling oppressed by the condition – had generally made three recommendations to the parents of double births: treat them completely equally, in everything from pocket money to inheritances; be wary of matching outfits and haircuts; and try to avoid them ever being referred to, by you or anyone else, as ‘the twins’.


Although the question of bequests was thankfully yet to be tested, their parents seemed to have followed the first and third instructions: even after the divorce, Daddy, when spoil-bribing them, was careful to offer identical inducements to both daughters, and friends and relatives, even now, were rebuked for referring to them as a single unit. At their one-form entry primary school, they had been in the same class, but seated several rows apart, and, once there were two or more groups, educated separately, although Mummy had agonized over Phee being ranked higher in streamed subjects.


On the issue of lookalikes, their mother had been prone, early on, to take two pieces of clothing off the same peg and brush their hair with matching strokes, Phee sitting on one knee and Dee on the other. However, from the perspective of twenty-six, Phee could see that the standard rules for bringing up twinned siblings contained a contradiction. Selecting two different dresses and back-combing one head and front-combing the other would, by definition, break the rule of exactly equal treatment. A childcare expert (especially, as many seemed to be, a childless one) might advise letting the girls decide but, in practice, that would have led to Dee going to primary school in a clown suit with her hair in a tricolour Mohican.


From the age of around eleven, the sisters had differentiated themselves: Dee chopping and tinting her hair short and blondish, while Phee copied Mummy’s shoulder-length, dark (now dye-assisted) locks. Jeans or dresses, cardigans v sweaters, heels not Converse, nipple-ridge rather than custom-fitted bra – it was an increasing statistical improbability that anyone except their parents would reckon them identical. When Phee, at fourteen, turned vegetarian, they could no longer even be served the same meals. Chat from boys moved from ‘Are you completely identical?’ (with its slavering innuendo) to: ‘Did you meet your friend at school?’, which was doubly funny because they more or less hated each other by then.


Yet, though the avoidance of a double-act had been a driving motivation in their lives, it would have seemed strange, even to them, to make separate speeches at Daddy’s landmark birthday, where ‘my father’ sounded divisive and possessive but ‘our father’ had an odd religious echo. Once they had decided to do something together, Phee came up with the idea of a mock history exam paper on Daddy’s life – the sisters alternating Qs and As – but Dee had suggested a poem in which they took successive lines, resulting in a brief discussion about why her idea was the best.


Tom Pimm, ‘Uncle Tom’, who was always good fun, as long as you weren’t on the end of too many of his jokes, rode the applause that followed the toasts, and then said: ‘Toby, with school tomorrow, was considered a bit young for tonight, and, with someone called Edmund, you don’t want three kids telling their dad what they think of him.’ The age of those in the room who got the joke was a mini-history of the British education system. ‘Though Tobes will, of course, be at the private family lunch, to which the bastards haven’t invited us, or at least me, next Sunday. But now Phee and Dee, to whom I will certainly not refer as the twins’ – cheery jeering from those in on the joke – ‘would like to pay their own tribute.’


They both stood, Phee in her black Monsoon cocktail dress, Dee wearing a pillar box-red ’40s evening frock with plunging bust-line and pussy-bow, bought from a Vintage site.


Even their adjustments of the table microphone were individual, because of Dee’s heels and Phee’s flats.


It was the elder (by seventeen minutes) sister who did the introduction: ‘Phee and me – don’t worry, Uncle Tom, that’s not a “grammatical howler”, it’s a rhyme, for reasons you’ll hear – felt that, as we come from one ovum – Daddy, please don’t do the un oeuf is enough joke again – we were being egged on to do something together. So . . .’


Dee paused and looked across the table at Phee, like a conductor, her nodded head the baton.


‘Daddy,’ she began, ‘sisters born together are a certain type of rhyme.’


‘So couplets seem the way to praise you at this special time,’ Phee added, tapping out the rhythm for safety on the under-edge of the table, but relieved that her voice wasn’t squeaking.


There was a hum of soppy pleasure in the room that Phee hadn’t heard since they put on little plays as kids, but she also sensed less sentimental notes of approval at the punning structure.


Dee was swinging like a dancer to the beat as she spoke her next line – ‘Especially, as with Phee and Dee, you gave us chiming names’ – to which Phee matched hers – ‘Although such diminutions often fly above the brains’ – until they were confidently alternating sentences.


‘Of people who don’t realize that from the Bard they’re spun’


‘Does brother Toby know yet he’s a belch-related pun?’


A big laugh and, although a stand-up comedian was the thing that Phee was least likely to become, she had a glimpse of the hit for which they did it. Strictly, Tobes was their half-brother, but that felt mean and the kinder form also saved them a syllable. Her sister looked directly at Daddy, who was wiping his brow, and possibly eyes, with a napkin.


‘A lot of folk don’t comprehend your own name is a part,’ she said, with Phee replying: ‘In that play about the king who drives his daughters from his heart.’


‘You, though, have always had a different effect on us.’


‘Which is why we’re thrilled that everyone is making such a fuss . . .’


‘Of all you’ve said and done in your own history.’


Dee had to say it hist-or-ee, like in Abba’s ‘Waterloo’.


‘We sometimes wish to switch you off, like when you’re on TV.’


That reference to Daddy’s argumentativeness went down almost as well as the play on Belch. Dee surely can’t have planned to give Phee the biggest laugh lines.


‘But, generally, we want to see a never-ending run . . .’


‘Repeating back-to-back those sixty years of love and fun.’


‘So hugs from Emma, Toby, Granny, Grandpa Jack and Dee!’


Daddy hated them calling his stepfather Grandpa Jack but it was necessary for the scansion.


‘And kisses from Uncle Timon, “Uncle” Tom, Dom Ogg and Phee!’


Daddy’s high-pitched snigger at the mention of his TV boss, spotting the gag about Ogg’s reputation for dropping his name into everything.


‘Daddy, thanks for stopping people ever calling us “the twins”.’


This was the tricky bit, where they started dividing lines.


‘Because we’re very different,’ said Phee.


‘Dee smiles,’ said Dee, flashing her teeth as illustration.


‘Phee never grins,’ Phee completed the couplet, a line that her sister may have intended as cruel, winning the target another Comedy at the Apollo response.


‘But, for once, we have a subject on which we can agree.’


‘You’ve been a perfect Dad for me . . .’


‘And also, Dad, for me!’ added Dee, characteristically claiming the last word. They had almost never called him ‘Dad’ before, except in a period when Dee said it to be different from Phee, but that was what happened in a form in which metre came before meaning.


When Dee bowed to emphasize the end, there was the sort of applause that would make a theatre cast look happy and abashed. Emma was openly weeping, using the bright pink napkin as an emergency hankie, and Granny, sniffing back her own emotions, was rocking her head slowly in approval. ‘Brava!’ Grandpa Jack shouted, stressing the final letter to demonstrate his sophistication. ‘Brava!’


Daddy was on Phee’s side of the top table so it was simply logistical that he embraced her first. ‘Brilliant!’ his winey breath whispered, ‘history didn’t quite scan but . . .’ which was very him, so she didn’t let it upset her, but told him: ‘Dee basically wrote it.’ And he had to lean awkwardly across the table, overturning a microphone, to reach her sister, which also felt pleasing, although she knew that the thought broke their truce for tonight.


Good Morning


Too much alcohol – a welcome sedative when they had gone to bed at 2 a.m. – proved an equally effective diuretic by – she blindly tapped the clock’s indented top and stickily squinted at the numbers – five o’clock. Ned always said you didn’t get a hangover if the booze was good enough, a theory they both frequently contradicted, and, anyway, the bladder couldn’t distinguish between vintages.


When Emma got back from the bathroom – while washing her hands, she swilled around her after-party mouth some tap water which, this humid night, was not as cold as hoped – Ned had rolled onto his back, arms splayed like a shot soldier, though advertising vitality with snores that made his jaw jerk as if punched. She jarred an elbow against his arm – one of the acquired reflexes of two people who have long shared a bed – causing him to roll onto his side, where the noise was more muffled by pillows.


Groggy annoyance at being awake after only three hours was heightened by the bright light through the curtains as the year approached its shortest border between night and day. Desperately though she needed sleep, there might be no more this morning. The only benefit of midsummer was that she could try to read herself asleep without a row about the light being on. Emma fumbled her glasses off the top of the Donna Tartt, which was split halfway through its bulk by the Mother’s Day bookmark Toby had made at school.


‘Em, you awake?’


‘Go back to sleep.’ She patted her partner’s arm through the flimsy summer duvet. ‘You blokes of sixty need your kip.’


‘Fuck off!’ he said, using the expression’s friendly form, rolling to face her, shaping his body into a half-hug to be completed. ‘Are you worrying about something?’


‘No.’


She moved onto her back, compromising short of an embrace.


‘Ah. You hesitated before answering.’


A career explaining the events of history had made him an amateur psychologist, her smallest shifts in mood analysed as if they were the diaries of Anne Boleyn.


‘I was trying to remember how to speak. I’ve had three hours’ sleep, Ned.’


‘Why are you awake, then?’


‘One, probably two, flutes of fizz. A different wine with every course, including pudding. More bubbles for the toasts. I may be much younger than you, love, but I’m too old to do that on a weekday. So I’ve had a wee and now I’m trying to knock myself out with a novel.’


He tapped the hardback that was awkwardly resting on her belly, increasingly conscious of the weight of the book’s almost-Biblical thickness. ‘How about a cock instead of a goldfinch?’


Happiness at his interest in her reading tastes was cancelled by his sometimes depressingly adolescent attitude to sex.


‘Grow up, you’d think it was thirteen you’ve just been.’


They slept naked in the summer. She knew, if she looked, that the bedclothes would be tented by his erection. She had thought she’d got away with it the night before; he had briefly pressed against her when they went to bed, but then had fallen asleep. And, if he started now, the night was over; older men are naturally slower and, after that much drink, he could be stabbing away for hours.


Now she felt the familiar pressure against her thigh. In their long-established rituals of intimacy, she was supposed to turn and face him. But she remained on her back and felt his shuffling adjustment against her, his penis trembling against her thigh as he edged it towards the goal.


‘Good morning,’ he said, in the throaty loaded tone that he used as a prelude to sex.


‘Not now, Sweet, please? I need to go back to sleep.’


‘Meanie.’ The voice he used was borrowed – another feature of his foreplay – from that duck that used to sing on television. ‘I want my birthday present.’


‘Well, if you’re promising you’ll only have to have it once a year, okay.’


‘Ha ha. Remember I’ve written a book about the wives of Henry VIII. Don’t be like this, Em. We’ve always done it on my birthday. I think of it as a present even if . . .’


‘Well, sometimes it’s nice to open . . .’


She abandoned the image, fearing the sort of joke it might provoke. Using his elbow for awkward support, like a picnicker trying to eat while lying on the grass, he was half leaning across her now. She felt him against the cleft of her legs and then a raindrop of glop against her thigh, which she briefly hoped might be the end but knew was the beginning.


‘Please, Em. Perfect end to a perfect day and all that?’


‘It’s next day. Five in the morning.’


He shifted again, until almost in a press-up position above her, then tried a kiss, which she met with closed lips, less from rejection than fear of morning breath.


‘You’d have more fun tonight, Sweet, when I’m less shattered.’


‘You’re a cruel woman, Emma Jane Humpage.’ The whole maiden name was generally scolding, but in this case the surname that had caused so much trouble at school was also slick with innuendo. ‘Take it while it’s going. After sixty, they say, it’s . . .’ He laughed. ‘Up and down.’


‘Doesn’t feel as if you’ve got any problem there.’


Emma had hoped that this tribute to his virility might appease him – she was feeling mildly mean about not letting him – but he took it as permission to circle the object of the compliment, like a vibrator, until it pushed against her.


‘Ned, I love you but . . . I haven’t got my cap in. You don’t want to be paying tuition fees at . . .’


She decided it would be unwise to speak aloud his projected age when a second child would go through college.


‘It’s okay. We’ll do what the Pope does.’


The first time he made that joke, she had laughed.


‘Ugh. That’s so messy.’


He was edging inside her now, swirling the tip around, one of his favourite foreplay moves. Her slight regret at denying him was boosted by sensations of pleasure and, although she felt habitual irritation at the human animal’s surrender to programmed appetite, her body began to smooth his route.


‘You will pull out?’


‘You always say . . .’ – his wheezy sex voice – ‘it’s sad for Toby to be an only child.’


She raised her hand and air-slapped him, but he intercepted the gesture and sucked on the end of her fingers, a clue to how he really wished to finish, although he would be bloody lucky this time; there were limits to her conciliatory nature.


While she was annoyed by his insistence, and disappointed by having given in, the sex was not unpleasant – eventually or reluctantly consensual, she would have described it, his kissing of her nipples always irresistible – because she was with someone she loved and with whom, in most other circumstances, she was happy, even eager, to make love.


Despite her exhaustion, she felt an orgasm starting, and exaggerated the sounds and movements in the hope of quickening him up. But he seemed lost in private pleasure and didn’t take the hint.


‘Ned, it’s nice but I’m nearly asleep.’


She reached down and gently stroked his testicles, a proven trigger, and, as she groaned encouragement, he gasped, lurched backwards and his penis briefly beat time on her belly. Ungallantly moving away from the mess he had made, he rolled away, pulled up the kicked-down duvet and wiped himself drier. More washing. Great.


‘Thank you,’ he said.


‘Is that better?’ she replied, as if to a child who had been sick.


‘Mooom. Happy birthday.’


His voice was sleepy. She hit his arm. ‘Oi, now you’ve woken me up, don’t . . .’


At first, in her confusion, she thought the ringing was an alarm clock or the bedside telephone, and turned, flinching at the sticky dripping from her stomach, towards them. But the noise was down the corridor: the entryphone.


‘Ned?’


‘The fuck is that?’ he yawn-talked, unwillingly alert.


‘Someone at the . . .’


‘Pissed kids pissing about. Or a minicab mix-up . . .’


But, if so, it was persistent pranksters, or a stubbornly misinformed driver. The doorbell’s shrill single note kept repeating, like a modernist composition.


‘There’ll be another note under the door from that dragon in Flat D,’ worried Emma. ‘You’ll have to go down.’


‘I can’t. I’ve still got half a hard-on.’


‘And I’m all covered in gunk.’


In the hay fever season, she always kept a box of tissues on the bedside table. Drying herself as best she could, she pulled from the floor the faded sarong from their Australasian honeymoon and gathered it around her as she went to the window and pulled back the curtain.


In the peeled and faded painting that her distance vision had become without glasses, she made out that the sloping road on their side of the square was double-parked with cars, their lights on and engines running, which would have signalled taxis, except that there were three in a row. Two of them were dark saloons but the other white and with a flashing light. She let the curtain drop and, from a ridiculous instinct, whispered, as she told Ned: ‘It’s the police!’


The words had the effect of a wire instantly pulling Ned out of bed and into a standing position.


‘Oh Christ, no! It must be Phee or Dee!’


Naked, he pouched his hands, from some reflex of shock or shame, across his lap. Emma noticed, with the intensity of attention that adrenaline brings, that his penis had instantly shrivelled.


‘Do you want me to go, Sweet?’


‘No, Em, I’ve got to . . .’


Emma felt the smug relief of knowing that her partner was here and her child was safe in Winslow with Maddy. If anything were up with Toby, the child-minder would have called her. Unless they had both died in a fire. She consoled herself with the odds against such a conflagration, then shifted to worrying about her mother or brother, until that fear too was relieved by the thought that, however bad the news might be about them, she would be able to cope in a way that could not be the case if it involved Toby or Ned.


Three nights a week, even if they were at the London flat, Ned laid across the bedroom armchair his running clothes for next morning. The more he had drunk, the longer he ran, a TV critic having made him sensitive about his silhouette. Emma watched – the slow-motion vision that people described at such moments must be due to heightened, frightened concentration – as her husband stumbled into boxer shorts and struggled with a University of Middle England sweatshirt, the name of his employer blurred and faded by perspiration and washing.


As he went to pass her, she blocked him and kissed him on the chest, noticing the bath-salt smell of cleaned clothes.


‘You hear about these . . . the police are drama queens . . . it’s probably . . .’


He was out of the room before she could say nothing.


Emma knew people who were suddenly forced to wipe a birthday or wedding anniversary from the calendar because the day had become twinned with bereavement or catastrophe, and she imagined this happening to Ned who, however long he lived beyond sixty, would be unable to celebrate again a date overshadowed by the death of one of his daughters, as she now assumed the revelation would be, although her pessimism was partly a mental tactic, learned from Ned, in which predicting the worst was insurance against it ever occurring. She had always thought that, if they had been her daughters, she would have been too superstitious to give them such tragically weighted names as Ophelia and Cordelia.


Ophelia, she knew, had drowned. She was less clear on King Lear, never sure exactly which date to fear for Dee or, tending to mix up Edmund and Edgar, for Ned.


Seemingly satisfied by the movement at the window that some response would be forthcoming, the callers had stopped ringing the doorbell for the last few minutes. But, in the early morning quiet, their buzzer would have been audible in the other flats. The neighbours – and the houses around, woken by the revving engines and slamming doors – would soon be peering out, just as Emma and Ned had done when the former cabinet minister who lived in the square was doorstepped for several mornings over his expenses claims.


Fear made her need to pee again. The wet mess on the floor and cistern told her that Ned had been affected in the same way. She cleaned up without complaint; a lesson in priorities. Through the open door of the bathroom came the sounds of scraping and rattling as Ned deactivated the array of bolts and dead-locks that protected these wealthy residents of Kensington, as law-abiding citizens, from burglars, journalists and other potential intruders.


Ned had left the door on the latch. Emma pushed it and went out onto the landing. She could hear the retired teacher in D moving around, doubtless looking for paper to write a letter about being woken by the noise.


Feeling too exposed to face the police with only a post-coital wrap thrown round her, Emma stood on the stairs, just before the bend, listening, like a child in a movie about divorce.


‘Good morning, sir,’ she heard a deep male voice, poshed-up Cockney, say.


‘Can you just tell me what’s happened, please?’ Ned pleaded, throaty, cold.


‘Are you Edmund Horatio Marriott . . . ?’


Because they had never married, her only exposure to his full name had been from mortgage forms and their will.


‘Please just . . .’ Ned asked.


‘He nodded,’ the voice of a youngish woman said.


‘Professionally known as Ned Marriott?’


‘Look. What . . . ?’


‘He nodded again, Guv.’


‘Mr Marriott, I am Detective Inspector Richard Dent of the Metropolitan Police’s Sexual Offences Investigation Unit. And this is my colleague DS Heather Walters.’


Oh my God, Emma thought: one of the girls has been raped. She would go to the station with him.


‘Edmund Horatio Marriott,’ the male policeman began, in the tones of slow solemnity familiar from TV cop series. ‘I am arresting you on suspicion of a sexual offence.’


The Traill Inquiry


Emeritus Professor Padraig Allison was an energetic Ulsterman who had been recruited to UME from the University of Belfast in the late 1960s on the strength of a reputation created by a revelatory biography of de Valera. Allison had dissipated this early promise through a diligent tasting of all available malts and the easy temptation of becoming a television rent-a-gob on the Troubles.


By the Millennium, the professor’s drinking and ubiquitous presence in documentaries about the prospect of peace in Northern Ireland began to concern the Dean at a time when every member of staff was under pressure to prove value for money. Allison’s high visibility on TV usefully accumulated the impact points that had been introduced as a measure of academic performance, but, in teaching situations, both his presences and absences caused different problems and, in 2001, he was persuaded to take his pension, an Emeritus professorship and an office in which to work on his long-delayed ‘big book’ on Ireland, while giving occasional lectures on Bloody Sunday or the hunger strikes. His successor as head of department was Ellie Remgard, a star of the fashionable new discipline of post-imperial independence and conflict resolution.


Then, arm-twisted, during Professor Remgard’s breast cancer treatment in 2012, into taking over her module on the peace process, Allison had been accused of forcing his hand between the legs and buttock cleft of a twenty-year-old female student as she stretched for a book he had asked her to retrieve from the top of the shelves in his office. Although (a fact that caused great discomfort to the university when it emerged during the trial) Allison had been barred from individual tuition of women after a series of complaints in the 1980s, it had been the misfortune of this second-year to arrive early and first for the seminar.


UME People (previously Human Resources and, before that, Personnel) had tried to resolve the case with an apology and Allison’s forced final retirement, but reports in the campus newspapers, Fume and Um . . . er, encouraged other current woman students to raise complaints of being made to feel uneasy by the teacher’s vocabulary and body-language in classes. A small story sold by the editor of Fume to a Sunday newspaper (You’re History, Girls Tell Grope Prof) caused two of the women involved in the hushed-up cases three decades earlier to go to the police with complaints of rape. During a six-day trial at Birmingham Crown Court, the prosecution alleged that Allison had operated a sort of droit de seigneur over female History undergraduates for several decades. Defence counsel argued that consensual sex between staff and students had been possible and even commonplace on campus at the time of the most serious cases, implying a lesser offence of abusing a position of power, but the judge’s summing up warned that counsel could not rewrite the charge sheet.


The jury of six women and five men (one male had been dismissed for trying to contact a plaintiff through Facebook) took eleven hours to find him guilty of one historic allegation of rape and six historic and one contemporary charges of sexual assault. The seventy-four-year-old Allison was given a six-year prison sentence.


The local Conservative MP argued in a speech that the campus had become a ‘taxpayer-funded sexual sewer’, and multiple compensation claims were received from victims for failure of duty of care. As a result, the Dean (now re-titled the Executive Dean, as part of the reorganization of the institution on corporate lines) and the Director of History submitted to a series of press conferences and media interviews in which they resorted frequently to what, Professor Ned Marriott told TV producers during a break from filming, were the institution’s two default responses when caught in grievous error: ‘The University is learning hard lessons from this’ and ‘I can see why you would think that.’


More practically, UME removed Allison’s books from the Ireland 1916–93 section of the library and formulated rules of teacher conduct so strict that Tom Pimm, the faculty wag, suggested that it would be safest in future to lecture from behind the sort of protective screen used by the witnesses in the Allison trial. And, after a meeting with a delegation from the National Union of Students, Kevan Neades, Director of History, also set up an inquiry into the ‘conduct and culture of staff in the History department (now Directorate), both retrospectively and contemporaneously’.


Neades asked (‘tasked’, as his e-mail to staff put it) Dr Andrea Traill, an Urban Development specialist in the Geography department, to lead the investigation (UME guidelines now advised that potentially disciplinary inquiries should be conducted by an outsider).


On the top floor of the abandoned Faith (previously Theology) faculty, Traill set up an office, in which, over the course of several weeks, she spoke to staff and students who had either offered themselves in response to a global e-mail announcing the investigation or, in some cases, were summoned to her now godless premises, presumably as a result of being mentioned in someone else’s evidence. All had been warned not to discuss their evidence with anyone else, although Tom felt safe talking to Ned, who said that he had been in the room for less than ten minutes under questioning that seemed friendly enough.


Corinthians


Ned noticed, with the sharpened senses crises trigger, that the rising sun had cast on the floor a bright half-moon reflection of the door’s curved top panel. As the charge was read, he briefly feared he would vomit over the officers. An instant of relief that his daughters were safe was crushed by an understanding of the trouble he was in.


‘Could we talk about this upstairs?’ he managed to say. It was a hopeless instinct, from concern about prying neighbours and lurking photographers, to keep the ignominy hidden for a few more moments.


‘Under certain conditions, yes.’


He led the detectives up. Just before they turned the curve in the stairway, he heard a whimpering he knew was Emma and now they found her standing in front of the flat’s open door, hugging herself in a gesture that lifted her sarong and exposed her thighs and higher. Ned looked away and sensed that Dent had just made the same swivel.


Inside, Emma reached round the bedroom door and found her dressing gown. The senior detective repeated that Edmund Horatio Marriott was being arrested under suspicion of sexual assault. He need not be handcuffed at this stage if he agreed to accompany them to the police station selected for interrogation and as long as he showed no sign of resistance or flight. He could request that a solicitor of his own choice be present during the questioning, or representation could be arranged for him. Did he understand?


‘I’ve just got up,’ he said. ‘I don’t suppose I’d be allowed to shower, shave and change?’


He heard the pitch of wryly reasonable educated politeness that he employed with traffic wardens.


The cops moved to a corner of the corridor and muttered at each other.


‘We’re allowing that,’ the male detective said, turning round. ‘But I’m afraid you’ll have to keep the bathroom door open. At least more than half ajar. Due to your gender, I will be the one standing outside.’


The sentinel, he assumed, would listen for noises suggestive of suicide or escape through a window, while also watching him pissing or shitting in case he tried surreptitiously to flush away his VIP key-card to a boys’ home.


‘DS Walters,’ explained the detective, ‘will stay with your wife, is it?’ Rather than explain their status, Ned nodded. ‘Are there any other people in the house?’


‘No, we have a son but he’s at our . . .’


His intended ending of the sentence – at our main house with the nanny – would probably guarantee, in these inequality-conscious times, execution without trial.


‘He’s staying with someone,’ Ned revised his explanation.


‘Which room would you like to be in, madam?’ the female officer asked.


Emma gestured towards the main bedroom. She was pale and shaking. Ned pulled her towards him. Their escorts didn’t intervene but, like boxing referees, scrutinized the clinch from side on, alert for words or items being exchanged.


‘It’s all gone mad since Savile,’ he whispered. ‘I haven’t done anything.’


‘Ring me as soon as . . .’


Sobbing into the usefully absorbent shoulder of his running shirt, she was unable to complete the sentence.


Ned turned towards the man and asked quietly: ‘Where should my solicitor come to?’


‘We’re taking . . .’ The detective’s voice was loud and Ned gestured at the floor and ceiling with a finger he then put to his lips. Though visibly irritated at the admonition, the DI breath-spoke: ‘We’re taking you to Paddington Green, tell him.’


‘Her.’


Ned relished the power of this second correction. He embraced Emma again and said gently: ‘Can you ring and tell Claire what’s happened and, er, Paddington Green?’


The station was familiar from news reports as the one at which terrorists, suspected terrorists, were questioned.


Emma’s head trembled a yes against his neck. He asked the woman: ‘Do I need to bring anything?’


‘Just any medications you may need in the course of the day.’


He was cheered by the apparent confirmation that he would be back that night. The DS said, ‘Madam, show me where you want to go to make that call,’ and, when Ned eased Emma away from him, after a final squeeze of bewildered mutual support, she led the woman cop into the bedroom.


Ned pulled the bathroom door almost latched, but Dent pushed it until it filled only half the frame. Although his bowels were groaning with rich party food, now agitated by panic, he restricted himself to a quick piss, conscious of being watched. Washing his hands, he was startled, in the shaving mirror, to see his face as a plaster death-mask.


Moving behind the door, Ned pulled off his shorts and top, which had stuck slightly to his belly hair, and threw them backwards into the strip of light from the half-open door, like a satirical striptease.


Noticing, in the shower, that he was washing away peels of dried semen from his groin and stomach, Ned understood what the cops had been discussing downstairs; someone arrested at home might still be carrying evidence. But, unless the world had become even madder than recent events suggested, it could not have been Emma who reported him.


She was required to leave the bedroom, with her guard, before Ned could enter it to dress, hearing Dent’s breathing beyond the angled door. In the corridor, the DI checked the items in the small shoulder-bag that Ned had packed. Choosing a book for in-cell entertainment had been tricky. The Jeremy Thorpe biography that he was actually reading might be incriminating and so he chose the life of Roy Jenkins that was next on the pile by the bed.


Dent lifted out the book and shook the pages, then shuffled the packets of Atorvastatin, Ramipril, and baby aspirin with a rapidity that suggested he was familiar with the chemical support systems of late-middle-aged men. Finding the can of hairspray, he lifted it out and examined it for long enough to make Ned embarrassed of his vanity.


The detectives allowed the couple another policed cuddle in the hall. Ned noticed that Emma had put on the sky blue cashmere roll neck he had bought her for Christmas, even though it was too warm for this weather. He took it as a gesture of comfort and was touched. But, as he held her, the collar was already damp from crying.


‘This is all just rubbish,’ he whispered. ‘I love you.’


But she was too upset to reply.


‘Don’t ring the girls yet,’ he said. ‘It might still all blow over quite quickly. And obviously not Tobes.’


When the entry phone sizzled, Ned’s first thought was: the press. Already at home in someone else’s house, Walters answered and exchanged grunts and uh-huhs, then latched the door open again. A plump Asian man entered, leading in a group of younger people, who were carrying white boxes and bags.


Literate enough in TV cop shows to know what this meant, Ned thought of the stories of the Mafia sending hearses to the doors of people who weren’t dead yet; this was like the removers arriving when you hadn’t put your house on the market.


‘We have a warrant to search these premises,’ said Walters. ‘And others of interest.’


That new investigative ritual: the removal of the computers. In the way that penitents examine their souls for sin, the arrested now mentally checked their hard drive for stain. Ned could not immediately think of any files that could trigger suspicion.


A small woman in a blouse and skirt combo of dark and light blue – giving an effect somewhere between uniform and plain clothes – came and stood at the edge of the group. She was young or unlucky enough still to have serious acne.


‘DC Pearson will stay with you while the search is done, Mrs Marriott,’ Dent said, again marrying them. ‘You okay with that?’


Emma mutely moved her head up and down, sending a wet-dog-shake of tears into the air.


‘Stay here till I call you,’ Ned told her. ‘Maddy’s doing both pick-ups today, anyway?’


A shudder of Emma’s torso gave confirmation.


Leaving the house between the two detectives – what Americans called the ‘perp walk’ – Ned tried to look as if he had booked a minicab from a firm whose drivers worked in pairs. But there were no flashing snappers or gawking dog-walkers.


Dent drove, with Walters in the back seat beside Ned. He speculated that, if he had been a proper dangerous criminal, the roles would have been reversed or there would have been more officers. This felt like a genteel sort of arrest.


‘Okay,’ said the female detective. ‘I’ve got to do this now. Rules.’ She had taken a pair of cuffs from her pocket. ‘Even though we’ve seen you on the telly.’


She gave the final word a sardonic wobble. He was unsure if it was flattery or an attempt to put him down; he would mention it to Claire in case it indicated victimization.


He endured the cuffing by thinking of it as a sort of dental procedure, closing his eyes as he always did in Dr Rashid’s chair.


Each of them looked out of the window on their side. As they turned out of the square, Walters said, ‘So someone’s died?’


He turned to her. ‘What?’


Although he had read The Trial, they surely couldn’t just introduce a murder charge in this way.


‘All the flowers there.’


‘Oh. No, not recently. That’s where Freddie Mercury lived. People still lay flowers. Even more on his birthday, the anniversary.’


He was surprised by how normal his voice sounded; a benefit of the presenter’s experience in dissembling pressure.


‘Right, wow,’ the DS said. ‘That’s fame for you.’


He wasn’t sure if she was being sympathetic or belittling to him.


From the front, Dent spoke for the first time on the journey. ‘Don’t worry. This isn’t kiddies.’


Don’t worry: although these words were unusually prone to misleading application, they could rarely have been spoken as inappropriately as this.


We are troubled on every side, Ned thought. Many people, in extreme moments, are surprised by lines from prayers or poems learned in childhood. But a broadcaster, like an actor, also carries around fragments of scripts ineradicably remembered. As if a tape had been activated in his brain, Ned heard himself speaking some verses from, he thought, Corinthians. We are troubled on every side, yet not distressed; we are perplexed, but not in despair.


He saw himself – though unsure whether from a memory of the recording or of watching it broadcast – crouching beside the Dead Sea, during his Easter Special The Bible – History or Myth?, delivering a link on the canniness of Christianity in turning suffering into a virtue. It was the only one of his programmes that had not been followed by a proud phone call from his mother. He remembered an argument with the producer, who had wanted to use, instead of the bass cadences of the King James, a modern American translation – something like, we are down, but not out; worried, but not depressed – that the viewers were judged more likely to ‘get’.


Ned repeated the ancient consolations in his head, but they had no calming effect, as they would have done for his mother. He was distressed, he was in despair.


‘When we’re there, we’ll get you settled in,’ Walters said, sounding like the courtesy driver for a luxury hotel. ‘But nothing will happen until your brief turns up.’


Ned smiled, tension in the muscles making his face hurt as he did so, and stared out of the window, trying to remember every woman he had ever – it seemed wrong even to think fucked – known.


He had once read an interview with an elderly writer who admitted that he spent much of his twilight time remembering sexual pleasures from the past. But, except when away on long filming trips (in the great divide between masturbators, he favoured factual scenes over fantasy ones), he had never expected to be doing it at sixty and still less in an unmarked police car.


Some men, he supposed, must think, as they are driven to the station, oh, fuck, that kid in Scarborough in 70 something, or understand that a dread at the edge of their dreams for decades – modern western democracies’ version of the dawn knock on the door by the secret police – has finally arrived. But no guilt – only fear – was triggered in Ned.


Starting with Nicky Harper – 1972, freshers’ week, eighteen, a virgin, as was he, but potentially more reluctant, as a woman of that time, to have sex – he began to play back his mental porn collection.


The Director of History


Reminded of waiting for the headmaster’s door to open fifty years before, Tom Pimm tried to guess how much trouble he was in from the tone and expressions of, Eileen-was-it?, his line manager’s personal assistant.


The e-mail had dropped at 2.30pm the previous afternoon, when he was wondering how early he could reasonably leave to prepare for Ned Marriott’s party; the days when a member of the department could spend months or even years ‘reading at home’ were over. With ‘customers’ now paying for their tuition, ‘absenteeism’ had become a disciplinary matter.


‘Tom’, the message began. Although some departmental relics of the letter-writing era employed even electronically a Victorian ‘Dear’, and the younger and looser used ‘Hi’, management traditionally dispensed with any preface, presumably in fear of being accused of over-familiarity or misleading the recipient with a friendly tone.




Tom,


Following receipt of the Traill Report, the Director of History would like to see you tomorrow (Friday) at 3.45pm in his office.


Elaine Benham,


executive assistant to Kevan Neades (Director of History – Deputy Executive Dean of Humanities)




No ‘yours’, neither faithful nor sincere. Like judges nervous of being overturned on appeal, Neades always tried to be as noncommittal as possible in all communications, and his team seemed to follow his example. But Tom’s suddenly charging heart understood, before his mind formulated the thought, that he was unlikely to have been summoned to be asked his opinion of the report’s pagination.


Only almost a bottle of red wine, speedily downed in relief at completing his tribute to Ned without being struck dumb or punched by the subject of the speech, had allowed him to sleep at all: for two hours until he woke with a dry, sour mouth and lay awake until the unnecessary 6.45am alarm, scripting the most positive possibilities for their conversation. Look, Tom, it’s no big deal, but, with the students going bankrupt to be here, we need to give premium service: a couple of freshers have found your comments on their essays a bit robust. You know the drill these days: here’s an idea that might help you to make your work even better. I’m really sorry to have to do this – you’re one of our best teachers – but these are the times!


A warning it would be, at worst. Or, if worse, what? Dr Pimm, I’m afraid I have to tell you that a number of the women in the department have raised concerns that some of what you say – jokes, anecdotes, banter though you and I know them to be – may be capable of misinterpretation in the modern workplace. Dial them down a bit, eh, maybe?


Except that the real Neades didn’t speak in anything like the voice he had in those consoling fantasies. His language was that of the career bureaucrat, calculatedly drained of detail and meaning. The passive – passive-aggressive voice – Offence has been given, steps will be taken – was more in the line of what he might say. And, if Tom asked what those steps might be: There is a range of views.


It couldn’t be anything actually physically sexual, he thought; turning away from Helen’s warm, sleeping form, as if to emphasize his virtue even within the marital bed. Tom was one of the few university teachers he knew in his generation who had never screwed a student – when there were numerous rumours about Ned Marriott and many others – and so at least that was one bullet he would duck.


For an hour, he conducted one of the gruelling, looping self-interviews with which insomniacs ensure the impossibility of sleep. Sometimes the questions were helpful to his cause. Why do you assume you’re the only one? Marriott might have been summoned on a charge of fucking freshers. But when I mentioned the meeting with Special last night, Ned showed no recognition. But he’s a TV presenter, which is virtually an actor. Yeah, yeah, but I know him well enough to be able to tell.


Elsewhere, the interrogation challenged even his consolations. You say there won’t be sexual accusations, but what if people have lied in their evidence? Well, why would they do that? Are you serious? You’ve worked in that department for thirty years: to call it a nest of vipers is defamatory to snakes. The managers all turned a blind eye to Allison for three decades and are now spinning this fiction they didn’t know anything about him. And everybody thinks they should have the job one rung above theirs, and so conspires against whoever’s got it. They get through gossip like Formula One uses gasoline.


Then, at 05.50 by the red-eyed clock, in a moment of ecstatic clarity, he understood that Neades had asked to see him as a witness to the conduct of others – he had made some observations to the investigation – and experienced a moment of almost-calm until he began to fret about being pressured to give evidence against Ned and other friends in the department.


Just before quarter to seven, he switched off the alarm before it sounded, but the cancelling click was enough to half-wake Helen. She drowsily rubbed her feet against the back of his legs, toenails always sharper than she thought.


‘You had a restless night,’ she yawn-talked. ‘You okay?’


‘Yeah. My friend red wine is now my enemy, apparently.’


‘You’re not . . .’ – another loving rake from the talons – ‘. . . worried about something?’


‘No.’


Luckily, ‘The Past Roots and Present Consequences of America’s Fear of Communism’ was a lecture he could have delivered in his sleep, a theory almost tested that morning. Tom conducted a seminar on a favourite presidential paradox: Nixon avoiding impeachment but resigning, Clinton being impeached but remaining in office. It worried him that so many of the students seemed to view Nixon as strong and wronged (because of his frozen head in Futurama, he was the president they knew best) and Clinton as weak and sleazy, his treatment of Monica Lewinsky ‘gross’. ‘But isn’t there a case,’ Tom asked, ‘that what Clinton didn’t quite do to Ms Lewinsky, Nixon actually did to Cambodia? And which, we might ask, matters more?’ But he had been too oblique – the joke only working with the word fucked – and they didn’t get it. ‘Monica was a vulnerable young woman and he was President, plus married,’ said Milly Morton-King, sounding, morally if not linguistically, more nineteenth century than nineteen, to much nodding from the other women and silent stillness from the men.


He set them for a fortnight’s time ‘Did Teddy Kennedy or Jack Kennedy achieve most in American politics?’, adding: ‘And, by the way, don’t follow the mistake of a previous student in thinking that one of those Kennedys was called Nigel’ – and then tried to eat at his desk a tuna sandwich that he threw away after chewing out a half-moon from one crust.


‘Tom Pimm. For the Director,’ he announced himself at 3.40pm.


He was mumbling slightly, worried that his breath was still boozy from the birthday party.


The Director’s assistant didn’t look up.


‘If you wait over there.’ Her voice was as blank as her message had been. ‘He’ll pop out.’


Tom suppressed a smile at the hideous unbidden image of Special exposing himself. Eileen-was-it? – early thirties, extremely pregnant – had a working area that was partly private, with a right-angled partition bracketed to the front of her boss’s office but one wall missing, as in a stage-set. Opposite this gap was a red sofa and a low table that, until the most recent round of spending cuts, would have held the week’s editions of the THES and other educational publications.


His first flashback was to school, trying to guess the severity of the misdemeanour from the manner of the secretary, but with no more success now than then. The second memory was from February, waiting on a shabby banquette to be called for his evidence to the Traill Inquiry.


Remove Belts and Shoes


An unexpected effect of the high level of terrorist threat to the western world had been to make the process of arrest feel less alien to novices in a police station’s custody suite.


Ned rattled his coins and keys into a plastic bowl, was pat-searched by a man with body odour and halitosis, pressed his index finger and thumb onto an under-lit glass rectangle and aligned his shoes with foot-prints on the floor (too small for his size 14s) until he faced a camera lens that flashed at him. This check-in procedure at least, he thought, was no worse than you would endure to fly to Florence for the weekend. The only departure from terminal protocol was the collection of cheek cells with a swab-bud and that, according to some articles, would be introduced at airports soon.


But this consoling comparison soon collapsed. Here, shoes, belts and phones were not returned. And he felt more shivery, dizzy and arrhythmic than at Stansted because his destination, after being printed and pictured, was not the Euro-Traveller Lounge.


Escorting him to the cell, one of the custody officers asked: ‘Do I know you from somewhere?’


If the notorious penalty of celebrity was harassment, the drawback of being slightly known was half-recognition. In a restaurant once, Ned, after being stared at by the occupants of another table, felt flattered by the apparent rise in his status as a TV face. When one of the party strode over, red-faced and Merlot-lipped, Ned was bracing himself for the gracious granting of an autograph when the man asked him if he could settle a bet that was driving them mad: had he once sat next to them on an Easy Jet flight to Faro? When he answered, ‘I don’t think so,’ the man replied menacingly: ‘Are you sure?’


‘I don’t think so,’ he said again to the policeman.


‘Okey-doke. Just something a bit familiar somehow.’


Ned doubted that the cop-shop escort fitted the demographics for his channels, although some of the series had also been screened or repeated on digital history networks, which drew a broader audience because they showed so many programmes about Nazis. And, in this instance, there was the additional risk he had not been clocked as an historian but mistaken for an habitual offender. He imagined the humiliation of the potential exchange: ‘Well, you might have seen Suez – Britain’s Vietnam?’ / ‘Yer what? Listen, you didn’t do a ten-year for that Heathrow blag?’


The cell was about the size of the downstairs loo in Winslow, although the lavatory contained in this cramped rectangle was a stainless-steel cone with no seat. Ned guessed that this was to prevent it being used as a weapon of resistance or (as a sort of hanging harness) against yourself. He feared that he would soon need to puke into the already ominously-stained bowl. There appeared to be no loo roll either. Was that an attempt at degradation or because the tissue might be twisted into a noose? The pressure in his bowels was more fierce than his worst experience of live broadcasting nerves and, in this squalid lack of privacy, he was equally determined to ignore the command.
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