
  
   
    
     [image: cover.jpg]
    

   

   
    
     [image: 70943.jpg]
    

   

   
    ‌

A Oneworld Book

    First published by Oneworld Publications 2014

    Copyright © Dominic Utton 2014

    The moral right of Dominic Utton to be identified as the Author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs, and Patents Act 1988

    All rights reserved
Copyright under Berne Convention
A CIP record for this title is available from the British Library

    ISBN 978-1-78074-372-1
ISBN 978-1-78074-373-8 (eBook)

    Text designed and typeset by Tetragon, London
Printed and bound in Denmark by Norhaven A/S

    This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organisations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

    Oneworld Publications
10 Bloomsbury Street
London WC1B 3SR
England

    [image: imprint-page-advert.tif]

   

   
    ‌

Contents

    
	Prologue

	Martin Harbottle’s Appreciation of Time

	Epilogue

	Acknowledgements

	




   

   ‌


    For my dad

   

   
    ‌

‘The human race has only one really effective weapon and that is laughter’

    —Mark Twain

    ‘I wasted time, and now doth time waste me’


    —Shakespeare, Richard II
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    This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to people or institutions, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and, to be frank, most likely the product of your own fevered imagination. You can probably blame the media for that.


   

  

 
  
   
    
‌Prologue

    
‌April 7

     From: DantheMan020@gmail.com

     To: customer.service@premier-westward.com

     Re: Premier Westward service, Oxford–London line.

    Dear Sir/Madam

    I am writing to complain about the continued and many delays on this line. I have been getting Premier Westward trains to and from my work for five days a week between Oxford and London for the past 14 months. And, to be honest with you, I’m fed up.

    I rarely go more than two or three days without a delay to one of my trains. Could you provide me with an explanation please?

    Yours

    Daniel

    
‌April 21

     From: DantheMan020@gmail.com

     To: customer.service@premier-westward.com

     Re: Premier Westward service, Oxford–London line.

    Dear Sir/Madam

    Further to my email of April 7 (attached), I am writing once again to enquire about the many and continued delays to my service. I have heard nothing back from you about this. Could someone please do me the courtesy of giving me an explanation?

    Yours

    Daniel

    
‌May 31

     From: DantheMan020@gmail.com

     To: customer.service@premier-westward.com

     Re: Premier Westward service, Oxford–London line.

    Dear Sir/Madam

    Please see the attached emails dated April 7 and April 21.

    Hey! Oi! Cooeeee! Do you exist? Are you just a figment of my imagination? Am I shouting into the abyss here? This is the third email I’ve written to you and I still haven’t heard so much as a peep, a whisper, an echo of a reply in return.

    It’s bad enough your trains are a disgrace – I was 32 minutes delayed this morning, 32 minutes late into work (and trust me, my boss is not the kind of man who lets these kinds of things slide) – but the fact that you, the so-called customer service department, can’t even be bothered writing back to me is nothing short of shocking.

    So you know what? I’m no longer going to waste my time with you. I’ve had it with the monkeys. I’m going straight to the organ grinder. I’m talking to the MD. Sure, I realise his email isn’t anywhere on the website (funny that), but I wouldn’t let that concern you. I can find his email easily enough. I’m smart like that…

    So farewell, customer service monkeys. Have nice lives. I won’t be writing to you again. I’ll be writing to your boss.

    Dan

   

  

 
  
   
    
‌Martin Harbottle’s Appreciation of Time

    
‌Letter 1

     From: DantheMan020@gmail.com

     To: Martin.Harbottle@premier-westward.com

     Re: 07.31 Premier Westward Railways train from Oxford to London Paddington, June 1. Amount of my day wasted: 12 minutes.

    Dear Mr Martin Harbottle

    Good morning.

    I do hope you’re well. My name is Daniel and I am a customer of Premier Westward trains. Every morning, five days a week, I catch a Premier Westward train from Oxford to London and every evening I catch one home again. It’s what I do. It’s what I have to do, in order to get to work and back.

    As Managing Director of the Premier Westward train company, I am sure you will be fascinated, concerned and most of all keen to hear about my experiences on your trains.

    Oh, and before you just pass me on to your customer ‘service’ department, you’ll notice I’ve attached a bunch of emails I’ve sent them over the last six weeks or so. Guess how many replies I’ve had, Martin? Go on, guess.

    None. That’s right. I don’t feel very serviced. I don’t feel very serviced at all. And so now I’m writing to you.

    Because you must care, right? You must want to do all you can to provide a good service for your paying customers?

    I’m writing directly to you – as Managing Director of PW – because, not to put too fine a point on it, the service you run is a shambles. And I thought you should know. Being the man in charge of the whole shoddy operation. The buck stops with you, right? Well, here it is. Here’s the buck. Stop my buck!

    I thought you’d like to know how awful it really is, having to catch two of your trains every day. You welcome feedback, don’t you? You want to improve the customer experience, correct? Good.

    But you know what? I’ve had a better idea than simply complaining. I’ve decided not to get mad – but to get even. My frustration at the appalling service you provide, at never going more than about three journeys without experiencing a delay, has prompted me into what I’m going to call a ‘project’.

    A project! That makes it sound exciting, doesn’t it? Do you want to hear more about my project? You do! Oh goody! Here it is then. Here’s my project.

    From now on, every time I’m delayed on one of your trains I’m going to send you an email letting you know about it. Good, eh?

    But wait! It gets better! Not only will I send you an email every time I’m late, I’m going to make the length of that email reflect the length of delay on the service you have provided for me. Because, after all, Mr Martin Harbottle, Managing Director, it is your job to be interested, concerned and eager to help with this kind of thing. Because you’re anxious to provide the best service you can to your customers, right? Right.

    Good. So, to continue…

    The idea is that by sending you an email every time I’m on one of your delayed trains, I shall waste some of your time, just as you have wasted mine. If you’ve only wasted a few minutes of my morning (or evening) I shall accordingly send you a short, pithy, minute-or-two-wasting email. And if, on the other hand, you’ve wasted more of my time, so the email shall be longer, and no doubt far more tedious for you to read.

    This morning, for example, you wasted 12 minutes of my time, when the 07.31 train from Oxford to Paddington slowed to a crawl between Maidenhead and Slough. I was late for work. I’ll have to leave work late now. Thanks for that. Thanks for wasting my time, messing up my work schedules and wrecking my evening. My boss was annoyed with me when I arrived in London; my wife will be annoyed with me when I arrive home again in Oxford. And none of it’s my fault. It’s your fault.

    The thing is: time is precious, isn’t it? I’m sure you’re not enjoying having your time wasted like this. I’m sure as a go-getting managing director about town (even if the town is Reading, or Slough, or wherever your head office is) you have fantastically busy working days. I’m sure you have a happy, healthy, fulfilling home life too. I’m sure that you wouldn’t want unnecessary wastes of time to impact upon either your work or home life, would you?

    Of course not. It’s rubbish when that happens. It sucks.

    In fact, I shall even be presumptuous enough to assume that the prospect of receiving many, many more emails like this from me – some of which, let’s not kid ourselves here, will be longer and far more tedious to match the longer, more tedious delays that your train company will doubtless waste my time with – fills you with a kind of dread and ennui. Of course it does! And that’s how I feel every morning at Oxford and every evening at Paddington. It’s like anticipation in reverse. (What do you call anticipation in reverse? What’s the word for when you’re expecting something that you know will be rubbish? Something for us all to think about, perhaps. Something for us to return to, again and again. Anticipation in reverse. The feeling that what’s coming is bound to be disappointing.) I think it could be a theme for these letters! I think it could end up being a – what’s the word? A motif. A conceit.

    And in the meantime, that’s my project. Of course, it may be that by some happy miracle your train service suddenly starts doing what I’m paying you to make it do, and run according to the timetables. In which case, this will be both hello and farewell…

    But I think we both know that’s not going to happen, don’t we? So, not farewell but au revoir. (That’s French, by the way. It means ‘until we see each other again’. I think. Truth be told, I’m hopeless at languages. I’m a total dumbkopf at languages. I’m très stupide at all that languages stuff. Except the English language, of course. I’m all right at that, Martin. In fact, I’m pretty good at it. It’s what I do, you see. It’s what I am.)

    I’ve got a train to catch home tonight, after all. What do you think the chances of it running on time actually are? I mean, as Managing Director of Premier Westward you should be able to put a percentage on one of your trains running on time, shouldn’t you?

    Shall we say: 100 percent chance? No, of course not. Ninety percent? Eighty? Fifty? Twenty? Let’s see, shall we?

    Au revoir!

    Dan

    From: Martin.Harbottle@premier-westward.com

    To: DantheMan020@gmail.com

    Re: 07.31 Premier Westward Railways train from Oxford to London Paddington, June 1.

    Dear Dan

    Thanks for your email.

    I am sorry you have had negative experiences with Premier Westward. I am well aware of the issues customers face each day and use the trains myself every day. When things go wrong I try and assist as much as possible so I feel I am as aware of the issues we face as I can be.

    This morning, delays were frustrating for us. All delays are frustrating for us.

    I share your view that reliability just isn’t good enough right now and this is primarily an issue with Network Rail reliability. We are applying pressure for improvement.

    Also, do you mind if I ask a question of my own? I’m curious as to how you obtained my email address?

    Martin

    
‌Letter 2

     From: DantheMan020@gmail.com

     To: Martin.Harbottle@premier-westward.com

     Re: 07.31 Premier Westward Railways train from Oxford to London Paddington, June 3. Amount of my day wasted: five minutes.

    Hey, Martin! (You don’t mind me calling you Martin, do you? It is how you signed off your letter, after all.)

    Hey Martin! Thanks for your letter. Imagine that! The Managing Director of Premier Westward trains, writing to me! I feel… honoured, Martin. Humbled.

    It was good of you to write back to me. I didn’t expect it, if I’m being honest, but thank you very much for taking the time to do it. It was big of you. You’re a gentleman.

    Guess what? Yesterday I wasn’t delayed at all! You got me to work, and you got me home from work, and all at the times you promised me you would. Well done! I’m proud of you, Martin. For a crazy moment I even wondered if it had something to do with my letter, my project – whether it really had spurred you into action, forced you to pull your finger out.

    Silly of me, I know. I’m embarrassed just thinking about it. Because here we are, just the day after the day after my first letter, and I’m having to email you again. Admittedly, this morning’s train was only delayed by five minutes, but still. Rules are rules. We have to play by the rules.

    I’m a firm believer in playing by the rules, Martin. And for that reason, just as I promised, this letter will be correspondingly about half the length of the last one. Just as my delay was half the length.

    One thing, however. You asked how I got your email address. I used my skills. Or as the kids say, my skillz! The skillz I’ve picked up from ten years of working in the seamier side of the media! I’m a journalist, you see. (Oh, I can sense your ears prick up already.) I work for the Globe. Yes… THAT Globe. (Was that a sharp intake of breath, Martin? We’re not all bad, you know!) Finding people’s email addresses – it’s part of what I do. It’s surprisingly easy. I could probably get your mobile number too, if I could be bothered.

    But don’t worry. I can’t be bothered. Emails it shall be.

    Oh, also: something else in your kind reply intrigued me. You try to help out when there are delays? Really? How do you do that? I have a vision of you, Martin, striding manfully through the carriages, ripping off your shirt as you go…

    Au revoir!

    Dan 

    
‌Letter 3

     From: DantheMan020@gmail.com

     To: Martin.Harbottle@premier-westward.com

     Re: 19.50 Premier Westward Railways trains between London Paddington and Oxford, June 3. Amount of my day wasted: 21 minutes.

    Oh, Martin. You’ve only gone and done the double. Delayed me on the way to work this morning, and then delayed me again on the way home this evening. I do hope you’re feeling proud of yourself. I can picture you now, high-fiving and thigh-slapping and whooping your way around the office. Double score! Two–nil to Premier Westward.

    Twenty-one minutes tonight. What did happen? And, Martin – were you forced to assist? Did you rush to the scene of the delay, pants outside your trousers, cape billowing in the wind behind you? ‘It’s OK, citizens! I’m the Managing Director!’

    We know you’re the MD, Martin. And seeing as we have so much time together today, perhaps I’d better tell you a little bit more about myself.

    My name is Dan (you know that bit already). I’m 32 years old and I live in Oxford with my wife, Beth, and our two-month-old daughter Sylvie. (Neither of us are French or anything – we named her after a St Etienne song. That alone should tell you more about me than anything else I write here: I’m the kind of person who names his children after St Etienne songs.)

    I don’t have any family other than them. My parents died a year or so ago, one after the other. Nothing dramatic, nothing out of the ordinary, nothing that doesn’t happen every day all across the world. Mum from her dodgy ticker, Dad from a broken heart not two months later. She didn’t have a chance to know what hit her, really, and as far as he was concerned, dying was just the next thing to do. There was no raging against the dying of the light – without her, he couldn’t really see the point any more. He gave up: and why the hell shouldn’t he?

    It’s no biggie, and, actually, I don’t really want to talk about it.

    Anyway: no parents, no brothers, no sisters. Just me and Beth and little baby Sylvie.

    We moved to Oxford before I got the job at the Globe. I was freelancing then, you see, working from home. I was writing for everyone, for anyone who wanted a titbit or two. If they were willing to pay, I was willing to give them whatever they asked for. I grubbed around the grubby end of Grub Street. I wrote for newspapers high and low. I could tell you a tale or two. Perhaps I will, one day. But the point is, I wasn’t in an office. I could live anywhere.

    And once Beth finished her nursing course there was no reason to stay in London. People get sick everywhere, right? So five years ago, when Beth graduated and was offered a job at the John Radcliffe hospital, it made total sense to get out of our cramped little flat in London. We kissed goodbye to the flotsam and jetsam of Finsbury Park, caught a train to Oxford and did the whole grown-up mortgage–marriage thing.

    I worked from home, on email and the internet and, well, PlayStation – if I’m honest, quite a bit of PlayStation – and Beth cycled to and from work every day. There was no commuting. My working day began about 20 minutes after I got out of bed and our family time together began the minute Beth opened the door in the evening. It was a good system. It worked.

    And then… and then I only got offered a job, didn’t I? I only got offered the chance of a regular income, of holiday entitlement, of sick pay. I only got offered a pension, a company healthcare scheme. (Memo to self: must look into that company healthcare scheme sometime.) After years of chancing it where I could, of hustling for features here, interviews there, celebrity nuggets and tittle-tattle everywhere, I was only offered a steady, secure, grown-up salary.

    It’s not a big deal, this job of mine. It’s not a massive deal – not yet. It’s a junior position on the showbiz desk, rewriting copy mostly, not a lot of bylined stuff. But it’s a start: it’s still a staff job in the newsroom of the biggest newspaper in the world. It’s got potential. It could take me places.

    So anyway: a year or so ago I was offered the chance to be a grown-up. Of course I took it. Even if it did mean commuting back to London every day. Even if working for a Sunday paper means my working week is now Tuesday to Saturday.

    Can you remember the moment you decided to become a grown-up, Martin? Or were you one of those people who was always a bit grown-up? Were you one of those weird kids who had a life-plan way back when you were doing your GCSE options? Were you focused from an early age? Was it always going to be trains for you? Did you study hard, apply yourself diligently, work sensibly towards a long and steady career in train management?

    I’m guessing that in your case, becoming a grown-up was simply the next logical stage in your development. I’m guessing it was inevitable. Like puberty. Like acne. I’m guessing you saw becoming a grown-up as nothing more dramatic than the thing that comes after leaving university.

    And then what? Find a girl, settle down, if you want to you can marry? Look at me, I am old but I’m happy? Cat Stevens knew it. Despite it all, he knew what being a grown-up meant.

    (Obviously Cat Stevens’ life should not be taken as a literal model for how to be a grown-up. Let’s not do anything rash now. Abandoning your career at the height of your success and vowing never to pick up the instrument of your success again is obviously – or rather, *obvs*, as they say in our magazine supplement – not that sensible, or responsible, or adult-like. It’s not something many school career advisers would recommend. But you know what I mean. The lyrics to ‘Father to Son’: they’re about becoming a grown-up, right? They’re about the melancholy inevitability of having to become a grown-up. It’s a song about accepting defeat. It’s a song about surrender.)

    Where was I? Oh yes. Growing up. I can imagine you were always quite a sensible boy, Martin. A sensible boy, and then a good bloke, and now a steady chap. And then what? A nice old gent… and then fondly remembered. That’s life. That’s the epitaph.

    But that, I suppose, is how you get to be Managing Director of a company like Premier Westward. And not someone who writes about reality TV wannabes and scandalised soap starlets and disgraced pop flops and lecherous actors and priapic footballers and self-loathing WAGs for a living.

    Oh dear. It doesn’t sound much like I enjoy my job there, does it? It doesn’t sound like I get off on what I do. Please don’t think that! You couldn’t be more wrong! It’s just the delay that’s put me in a bad mood, it’s just your rotten trains that are souring my normally sunny disposition. The truth is, I love my job. You wanna hear a secret? I’d probably do it for free. I may not be getting the bylines or the glory every week, but still. I’d probably do it for free.

    Don’t get me wrong, I need the money. God knows I need the money – if it wasn’t for the money I certainly wouldn’t sit on these trains every morning and evening, an hour each way (when they run on time). If it wasn’t for the money and the fact I need to be a grown-up now, after too many years of spectacularly failing to be a grown-up. If it wasn’t for all that… I’d do it for free.

    I’m a good bloke, obviously, a loving husband and father, but I’m also a tabloid journalist. And that makes me a professional bastard. I basically think I’m better than everyone else and at the same time worry that nobody else really realises it. It makes me think I’m always right (even when I sort of know, inside, I may be wrong). Because the Sunday Globe – it is always right, isn’t it? It tells the world what’s right – and more often, what’s wrong.

    We work in absolutes. Black and white and read all over. No grey areas for us! When I write my little bits and bobs, my news in briefs, when I lay it all out for our millions of readers, I can’t afford to see both sides. It’s not what they want – and it’s not what my boss wants. They call it ‘taking a line’ in the tabloid game, Martin. We’ve got to take a line on every story. We’ve got to believe we’re right, or we’re scuppered.

    And do you want to hear a secret? I may only wallow in the shallow end, but I’m absolutely in love with it. With the celebrity world. I’m obsessed by it. I live and breathe it. And I also hate just about everyone involved in it. I think they’re vain, shallow, venal, self-obsessed, back-stabbing monsters. (And that’s just the cast of Hollyoaks.) And I just can’t get enough of them all. And that may be all of tabloid journalism in a nutshell for you right there.

    And so I write about them. That’s why I write about them. And now that I work for the most-read English-language newspaper in the world, and also the most notorious tabloid newspaper in Britain, what I write about them has an impact on their behaviour.

    You know what that impact is? You wanna hear another secret? A secret about the world of tabloid journalism and celebrity?

    For all the fuss we make about their bad behaviour, and for all the fuss they make about our reporting of their bad behaviour, all any of it does is makes their bad behaviour worse. That’s how it works. That’s the Faustian pact. That’s the hidden symbiosis of tabloid and celebrity. Bad behaviour shifts newspapers, and shifted newspapers make reputations. Nobody remembers the nice, quiet, sensible family men and women, do they? Nobody remembers the good blokes, the steady chaps.

    And, believe me – anyone who wants to be a celebrity wants nothing more than to be remembered. For whatever reason they can get. Being remembered – that’s the point of it all. No matter what their publicists say.

    It’s a perverse sort of logic, isn’t it? If I were to write in the Globe about the terrible service I get on your trains, for example, well, that would be seen as a bad thing within your company. The sort of thing you’d actively discourage me from doing. Normal people, normal companies, people like you and companies like yours – you don’t want to be remembered. Not by the popular press. Not if that’s what it costs. And quite right too.

    Oh dear! Am I ranting, Martin? Do I rave? Am I beginning to sound like a tabloid monster? Like the worst, seediest kind of hack? Am I giving you the willies? Do excuse me. I’m just being honest.

    Because that’s another thing about me (we’re going to find out so much about each other, Martin. We’re going to become such confidantes!) – I’m disgracefully honest.

    I’ve built a career on it. Or rather, I’m building a career on it. Because, while I’m being honest and before you get too scared, I’m no big shot. I may write for the biggest and baddest paper in town, but I’m no kingmaker or king breaker. I’m not the Fake Sheikh. I’m just a reporter on the showbiz desk. I write what I’m told. And – contrary to popular belief and stereotype – I make sure everything I write is true.

    My mate Harry the Dog says it’s going to be the downfall of me, my honesty. ‘Don’t be so bloody honest all the time,’ he says. ‘Don’t start forming your own opinions, just write what you’re told to think.’

    His mate Rochelle (she’s the editor of the magazine supplement – it’s called Amazeballs!, I’m sure Mrs Harbottle is a fan) is even more perplexed by the idea.

    ‘Honesty? Totes yawnsville,’ she told me. ‘Like, seriously: whatevs.’

    What about you, Martin? What do you think? Are you worried I’m going to write about you? About your trains? Is that why you wrote back to me? I can’t help wondering…

    Tell you what, seeing as we’re here, why don’t you tell me about yourself? Do you love your job? Or do you grow frustrated? Do you sometimes feel like you’re no longer doing the things that fired up your passion for train management in the first place? Is being Managing Director of Premier Westward trains a bit like being headmaster of a very large and very complicated school? Are you one of those headmasters who first got into it because he wanted to teach, to feel the visceral thrill, the exhilarating responsibility of standing in front of a roomful of children and actually educating them… and now spends his days gazing at spreadsheets in an office by himself, balancing budgets and juggling timetables and stressing over staff quotas and never actually going anywhere near a classroom or interacting with any of the children except to send them home in disgrace?

    Or do you love the power? Do you get off simply on being the man in charge? Do you prefer being the field marshal, safely miles behind the front, gazing at his models and blithely giving the orders?

    Of course not. You’re the man of action! You’re there on the sharp end, helping out where you can. You told me that already.

    Hey, guess what? Look at the time! Tempus fugit! Twenty-one of your minutes wasted. My work here is done… but I do look forward to you addressing my concerns. In fact, I can’t wait!

    Au revoir!

    Dan 

    From: Martin.Harbottle@premier-westward.com

    To: DantheMan020@gmail.com

    Re: 07.31 and 19.50 Premier Westward Railways trains between London Paddington and Oxford, June 3.

    Dear Dan

    Thank you for your emails concerning the delayed 07.31 and 19.50 of June 3. I do understand how frustrating being late for both your journeys must have been.

    The problem in the morning was caused by a late-running earlier train in the Reading area which unfortunately had the effect of congesting many subsequent services, of which yours was one. The delay in the evening was due to faulty signalling in Southall. It is something we are continuing to address with Network Rail and I agree that it is simply not good enough.

    On a personal note, I would like to assure you that as Managing Director I take all of our customers’ concerns very seriously – and not just those who work for ‘tabloid’ newspapers! But on that note, I would also like to stress that I consider this a private correspondence and would not expect any of it to appear in print.

    I do hope that, even if you are unhappy with the service we are providing, I can assure you on a personal level that as Managing Director of Premier Westward, I am striving to do all I can to provide you with the best commuting experience I can.

    Yours

    Martin

    
‌Letter 4

     From: DantheMan020@gmail.com

     To: Martin.Harbottle@premier-westward.com

     Re: 07.31 Premier Westward Railways train from London Paddington to Oxford, June 8. Amount of my day wasted: five minutes.

    Just a little one today, Martin. A small but perfectly formed five-minute delay. Pert – that’s the word. A pert little delay.

    So small, so perfectly formed, so pert, in fact, that I’ve not even had time to finish my crossword today (confession: I love a crossword, me. I’m a sucker for a wordsearch. I’m all over a good game of Scrabble. My dad used to make them up for me, when I was a kid – meticulously tracing out the grids, shading in the dark spots with the retractable pencil he kept in his jacket pocket, carefully writing in the clues underneath and always including a space for ‘workings out’.)

    Anyway. This isn’t one of my dad’s. This isn’t in his league, sadly. This is the morning ‘Commuter’s conundrum’ from my daily red-top. I’ve scanned it in for you and everything, Martin. See if you can finish what I’ve started.

    Au revoir!

    Dan

    [image: CROSSWORD1.jpg]

    Across:

    1. Period 1811–20, beloved of Dandies

    5. Internet journal

    10. Lawful

    11. Ideal

    12. Melancholy

    14. Number in Frodo’s fellowship

    16. Cut

    18. Keep in custody

    20. Stuffy, uptight person

    21. Take advance action

    24. Dampened follicles (3,4)

    25. Every little helps for this supermarket

    27. Cricket exam

    28. Mass-transit system

    Down:

    2. And so on

    3. __ Nous – Between ourselves

    4. Pick, select

    6. Citrus-like herb

    7. Impudence

    8. Move nearer to target

    9. Position

    13. Improves through paint or wallpaper

    15. Published issue

    17. Indicator

    19. Frugal home of Ancient Greeks

    22. Sing the praises of

    23. Fly-killing method

    26. Large body of water

    
‌Letter 5

     From: DantheMan020@gmail.com

     To: Martin.Harbottle@premier-westward.com

     Re: 19.50 Premier Westward Railways train from London Paddington to Oxford, June 14. Amount of my day wasted: seven minutes.

    Dear Martin

    Seven minutes. ‘Oh come on!’ you’re thinking. ‘Give us a break! Cut us some slack! Seven minutes? What’s seven minutes?’

    Seven minutes, Martin, is 420 seconds. It’s over one tenth of an hour. It’s a cigarette. It’s the first glass of wine after another long day. A lot can happen in seven minutes. A two-month-old baby girl promised a kiss from Daddy before she falls asleep could drift off kiss-less in those seven minutes.

    Seven minutes can be an age, an eternity. It all depends on context. E, as I’m sure you don’t need reminding, totally equals mc squared.

    Take the recent brouhaha in North Africa. All those protestors, stopped in their tracks, shot down, executed. The authorities there are saying it was self-defence, that the army was fired upon first, that they were reacting to a hostile situation. I’m hearing different in the newsroom. But the point is – it all happened in a few bare minutes.

    In a few minutes – not even as many as seven – those 22 men went from just another bunch of chanting, protesting citizens uppity about some civil rights abuse or another to corpses. Bundles of rag and bone. Dead in the dust. Whether they were firing too, or whether they weren’t.

    Seven minutes can change the world. And if I’m any kind of journalist at all, I reckon those few minutes in the heat and the madness and the dust and the sand are going to cost an awful lot more than just those 22 bodies.

    Oh, Martin! Look at us. We’re getting far too serious. We need to calm down. We need to remember what we’re here for. We don’t want to hear about murder and mayhem in the squares of North Africa! Such talk can only bring us down.

    Have you ever been on the radio, Martin? I have. And let me tell you, seven minutes on the radio can feel like an awfully long time. When you’re on live radio, seven minutes can feel like all the time in the world.

    So there I was, about six years ago, brought in to the studio to grace the airwaves with my insight and analysis on the new Oasis album. All of London was listening. The nation’s capital city was agog! What would I, self-styled voice of the nation’s youth (and at that time contributing rock and pop reviewer for the Sunday Express) have to tell this great city about les frères Gallaghers’ latest? What would we all learn about the state of British rock?

    London paused. London cocked an ear.

    And I… blew it. I floundered. Early on in my allotted seven minutes, whilst trying to express my frustration with Noel’s bandwagon-jumping critics, I jumbled up the phrases ‘gets my goat’ and ‘I have a beef with’ (I have no idea why those two phrases were in my mind to begin with) and I loudly declared: ‘That really gets my beef.’

    There was a terrible pause. And then I said it again. And then for seven minutes I couldn’t think of anything else to say. All I could think was: ‘What the hell does “gets my beef” mean? Why did I say that? What kind of idiot am I anyway? Gets my beef? Gets my beef?’

    Martin, it was awful. It was seven minutes of abject misery. And it felt like an awful lot longer.

    So please, don’t tell me seven minutes doesn’t really matter. It does. They do. Time is relative. Whether it’s 22 men lying broken in the dust or one man making a prat of himself on the radio: seven minutes can feel like for ever.

    Oh, and as I write, on a train in the morning (the morning following the delay I write of today. Did I mention time is relative?), inching past the golden suburbs of Reading, I see we’re already eight or so minutes behind schedule again. Expect another letter later today. And if you thought that being seven minutes late got my beef… baby, you ain’t seen nothing yet.

    Au revoir!

    Dan 

    
‌Letter 6

     From: DantheMan020@gmail.com

     To: Martin.Harbottle@premier-westward.com

     Re: 07.31 Premier Westward Railways train from Oxford to London Paddington, June 15. Amount of my day wasted: 17 minutes. Fellow sufferers: Guilty New Mum, Competitive Tech Nerds, Universal Grandpa, Lego Head, Train Girl.

    How goes the war, Martin? Bad guys still winning? Hang in there, soldier. The sun also rises. Dreams never end. It’s Glastonbury next weekend! That’s something good, right? That’s something to look forward to. Assuming it stops raining, of course.

    So chin up, private. Eyes forward. Some day this thing’s gonna end. I promise.

    But not today. Today things don’t look so peachy at all. Today you’re going to have to kick back and listen to my nonsense for a good 17 minutes of your day. And what’s more, now we’re getting into the swing of things here, you’ll see I’ve made a slight change to the format of my letters. Exciting, eh! More of that later…

    But first things first. I do hope that you know how much I do appreciate you taking the time out to reply to me personally. Even when my letters veer towards the sarcastic, the hyperbolic. Even when it might feel like I’m giving you a bit of a slapping, literary-speaking. It’s not personal. It’s not bullying. That’s just how I write, Martin. It’s how I was trained to write.

    And the fact you can understand all that and remain so polite makes you a big man. A Big Man. A man’s man. A man’s Big Man.

    So. That’s the polite stuff over and done with. Now to business. Much as I respect you as a man’s Big Man, I find myself once again let down by you and your service.

    I was 17 minutes late for work today. It meant I arrived late for an important meeting. It was a crisis meeting, one of an increasing number of crisis meetings we seem to be having on the showbiz desk. It was a crisis meeting about ethics. About integrity. (Of all the ridiculous things to have a meeting about on the showbiz desk of the Globe, for Christ’s sake.) It was one of those ridiculous meetings where, thanks to the indiscretions and, ahem, eccentricities of our predecessors, we were getting a roasting. It was the whole newspaper in microcosm. It was one of those meetings where we were told not to be so fast and loose with our newsgathering tactics, but at the same time, in the same breath, we were told if we didn’t keep getting the scoops we’d be out on our ears.

    The police have been in touch, apparently. The whole unpleasantness could go beyond a few hacked-off celebs moaning about getting caught with their pants down. It could even get beyond the take-the-money-and-shut-up stage. It’s bad, in other words.

    And yet, we were getting a good going over for not getting more exclusive stories. For not catching more celebs with their pants down. Go figure that one.

    Anyway. The point is: it was an important meeting.

    And I had to walk in late, all elbows and knees, clutching a half-sipped coffee and dropping my notepad and mumbling apologies as everyone stopped talking and watched. In silence. In disapproving silence. I wanted to say: ‘Don’t judge me! Judge Martin Harbottle, Managing Director of Premier Westward trains! He’s the Delilah to my David here! Be silent and disapproving towards him! It’s his fault! It’s all his fault!’

    But of course I couldn’t. I had to grin foolishly and take it like a man. And not a big man, either. Not a man’s Big Man. I had to take it like a small man.

    I don’t understand why we’re getting the blame for the sins of our predecessors at the paper anyway. I don’t understand why this sudden need for self-flagellation. We are the Free Press, right? We have a duty to report the news, whatever it might be.

    And I have no idea why the shadier newsgathering tactics of my forebears should be in any way relevant to my current job churning out salacious witticisms on the implied indiscretions of the celebrity world. I’m not breaking any laws. I’m not even in a position to break any laws. But I was told to be there. I was told to be there because that’s how it works at my place. You do as you’re told. And turning up late and looking incompetent is generally frowned upon.

    So. Anyway. That was my morning. And I’m guessing this is an email you knew was going to come today, didn’t you, Martin? I’m betting you turned up for work this morning; I’m betting you fired up the Premier Westward Super Mainframe Megacomputer and felt your little heart sink.

    There was an incident this morning. One of your trains, Martin: it broke down! It totally broke down. Like it was too old or poorly maintained or something. As luck would have it, it wasn’t my train, but still. That old or defective or poorly maintained train broke down and snarled up the line for everyone else.

    I wasn’t the only one, of course. It’s not just about me! My train was, as always, packed. (Over-packed, some might say.) And, as always, it held many of the usual suspects, the same faces I see every day. We’re a regular little community – united by habit and circumstance and frustration.

    The thing about commuting is that it’s a shared experience. We’re all in it together, as someone once said. We’re creatures of habit, making for the same spot on the platform, the same seat in the same carriage, every day – and so, naturally, commuting becomes something of a glimpse into the human zoo. It’s like watching a David Attenborough documentary – and you start to recognise your fellow victims by their habits as much as their faces.

    This morning, for example, from my usual spot in Coach C I counted five regulars.

    There was Guilty New Mum, freshly (and early) returned to work after maternity leave, all of a flap, juggling laptop and Filofax and scalding coffee whilst phoning home to check on baby, muslin squares and nipple shields spilling out of her handbag…

    Competitive Tech Nerds – two middle-aged banker types with weak chins and big suits – were arguing loudly about the relative merits of Cloud storage versus external hard drives. Which at least made a change from the interminable mobile phone discussions they seem to endlessly recycle (when the new iPhone came out they almost came to blows, so overcome were they by the excitement of it all).

    On the seat opposite them was Universal Grandpa – wisps of snowy hair, white beard, M&S slacks, smart jacket, the kindest face you ever saw, copy of the Telegraph. No idea where he’s going every day at this time: he looks too old and too nice to be doing this. And next to him was Lego Head: a huge, heavyset man in (I’m guessing) his mid-thirties about whom I know nothing other than that he has got on this train every single time I have, always makes for exactly the same spot, never says a word to anyone, never reads a paper or a book, never plugs himself into a laptop or iPod or mobile phone… and has hair that looks exactly like it’s made out of Lego.

    And down a little, on the opposite side to me, is Train Girl. I don’t know much about her either, other than that she’s easily the best-looking part of my journey to work every morning. Not that I pay too much attention to that kind of thing, obviously.

    So there we all were. Delayed, late, in trouble with our respective bosses, thrown together by habit and circumstance, forced into daily unwarranted intimacy, and (with the exception of Competitive Tech Nerds) never once even acknowledging each other’s presence, despite it all.

    Does that make you feel a little worse, Martin, knowing the human cost of your incompetence? How would you explain such a pitiful service to us all? How do you communicate such failure? Enlighten me! Educate, inform or at least entertain me. Tell me why I’m getting a pasting at work for the bad behaviour of my predecessors, while you seem to be able to run a shoddy business with impunity.

    Can you communicate that to me? Can you do it now? Can you do it, in the words of the Artist Formerly Known As Prince, like it’s 1999? Or even in a manner befitting, say, the 21st century?

    Yes? All right! Go Martin! I feel energised! I feel invigorated! I feel like… like a Big Man! This could be a new beginning for me and you! We gotta make it happen!

    Yours, in breathless expectation,

    Au revoir!

    Dan

    PS. Just read this back, Martin, and worried it may sometimes appear like I’m bullying you. Don’t worry. I’m not. I’m not really threatening you with the diabolical power of the Sunday Globe. I’m a straight-up bloke, I keep telling you that. I’ve no intention of taking this conversation any further than between us. Trust me. (Though I am interested in whether that means your responses will stop. Are you only writing back to me because you’re a bit scared of who I work for? Because of the power of negative publicity? Because we do look a bit scary at the moment, don’t we? What with all these headlines we’re generating about ourselves? Or do you write back because you really do care about running a good service? I wonder.)

    
‌Letter 7

     From: DantheMan020@gmail.com

     To: Martin.Harbottle@premier-westward.com

     Re: 07.31 Premier Westward Railways train from Oxford to London Paddington, June 17. Amount of my day wasted: 13 minutes. Fellow sufferers: Guilty New Mum, Lego Head, Train Girl, Universal Grandpa.

    Dear Martin

    What’s happening? You’ve gone all silent on me. I’m getting worried. Three letters without a reply. You don’t really think I’m a bully, do you?

    And I wanted to get your thoughts on the North African situation, too. I told you those 22 weren’t firing on the army, didn’t I? The Globe newsroom is rarely wrong! I told you they’d become a flashpoint for something far bigger. I told you those few minutes of madness would have major repercussions. And now… thousands. Thousands of angry men with flags where before there were barely two dozen.

    What’s going to happen out there? What do you think? It’s a little bit worrying, a little bit horrible… but it’s exciting, isn’t it? It’s news! News is happening!

    Have you spurned me, cast me aside, left me in the lurch? I do hope not. Everyone I love goes away in the end.

    (Actually, that’s not strictly true. It’s just a lyric from a Johnny Cash song I like. The people I love don’t go away. Or at least they haven’t yet. The people I love: they’re going nowhere. At least, that’s what they tell me. ‘What am I doing, Dan?’ they say. ‘I’m going nowhere. I had a career, I used to have a life – and now I’m stuck in with the baby all day, surrounded by dirty nappies and dirty baby clothes and dirty baby, talking nonsense with someone who can’t even understand what I’m saying because she’s only two months old, watching Jeremy bloody Kyle and Eamonn bloody Holmes and Alan bloody Titchmarsh and not even bloody hearing them over the noise the bloody baby’s making cos it won’t bloody sleep and I think I’m going mad and there you are having fun at work all day with all your funny, clever, single, baby-less friends and here I am going bloody nowhere…’ That’s what they tell me. That’s what the one I love tells me. She’s not going away. She’s going nowhere.)

    Oh dear – is this sounding like therapy, Martin? Are you to be my therapist? Would you like me to tell you how I really feel? Would you like me to share?

    OK then, I will. I’ve got a bit of time of yours to waste today, after all. Here’s how I feel. Here’s what I’m feeling right now.

    Have you looked outside your window recently? Out beyond the usual view, I mean? There’s a whole world out there. Look at North Africa. It’s revolting! And it’s not the only place – it’s just the latest. Something’s always happening somewhere. And that is why I became a journalist. To be a part of it. Not to read about the world on my Twitter feed whilst sitting delayed outside Slough; not to scroll through websites while chugging at half-speed past Didcot Parkway; not to flick through other people’s copy in other people’s newspapers while stalled near Southall. I became a journalist to be a part of it all.

    Outside it’s all going on – and I joined the newspaper so I could watch it unfold from the inside. So I could be a part of it unfolding.

    There’s nowhere like a newspaper when there’s news about. It’s so exciting!

    Watching it all get written up, being part of the process that moulds that raw information and unsculpted experience and makes it into news.

    What could be better than that? Seriously. Even if the rest of the world largely thinks we’re pond-life, even if the rest of the world thinks we’re monsters. We’re making the news. We may be rats, but at least we’re not mice. We’re doers!

    Let me tell you another anecdote by way of illustration. (Don’t worry, this one’s not humiliating.)

    Do you remember when Princess Diana died? Of course you do. Tall blonde lass, liked a holiday, married that odd feller with the big ears, unfortunate business with bulimia, three of us in this marriage, Queen of Hearts, landmines, Paris underpass, all that stuff. That’s the one! Well, you may also remember that she died very late on a Saturday night. My boss once told me that when she died he received a panicked call from the night news desk – and he ran – literally ran – into the office, straight from the pub.

    Everyone was called in – and everyone came in. They came from their beds, from other people’s beds, from pubs, from clubs, from wherever they were. They came in the middle of the night and they put together a whole new newspaper in a matter of hours. Half of them were drunk, a good number were a good deal worse than drunk. But they worked like maniacs through the middle of the night, because it was the most momentous news story of their lifetimes and they didn’t want to be anywhere else in the world than in the newsroom reporting it.

    My boss – he said it was the best night of his life. He’ll tell anyone who asks: the night Princess Diana died was the best night of my life. As you might guess, that sentiment often gets misinterpreted.

    But do you understand what he means? Do you get it?

    There’s nowhere like a newspaper when there’s news about. It’s a thrill, a buzz, an adrenaline kick. Working in a newsroom: it’s mainlining the zeitgeist. It’s utterly addictive. Even when you’re the story yourself. Especially so. All this unpleasantness alleged against the Globe… it’s worrying (Beth is worried, for sure) and some of the details are undeniably unpleasant… but I can’t deny it’s exciting.

    I want to be amongst the action, Martin! I want to be with all the stuff that’s doing stuff! I don’t want to be stuck in a crummy seat on a crummy train staring at some crummy town out of the window, thinking about the things I’m missing.

    I at least want my life to be as exciting as my bored, frustrated wife thinks it is. That seems fair, doesn’t it?

    Au revoir!

    Dan

    From: Martin.Harbottle@premier-westward.com

    To: DantheMan020@gmail.com

    Re: 07.31 Premier Westward Railways train from Oxford to London Paddington, June 17.

    Dear Dan

    Thank you for your most recent letters. Of course I am always happy to hear of your concerns, if unhappy that you have cause to write at all!

    Your train home on June 8 was delayed due to the slow running of a freight train in the Didcot Parkway area. On both the 14 and 15 June signalling problems on the Oxford–Paddington line meant that a ‘go-slow’ order was in force. On June 17 problems outside Reading meant many trains, including yours, were congested in and out of the station. We put the safety of our passengers above all other concerns at all times, even if it does unfortunately result in some trains running slightly delayed.

    To address your other concerns: I hope you don’t attribute my responses to any worry over negative press. I like to think that as Managing Director, I am receptive to the concerns of any Premier Westward passenger.

    I am sorry you feel that your time on our trains is not as stimulating as it might be. And I imagine that life at a tabloid newspaper must be very exciting! I expect you have plenty of anecdotes to match that of your boss.

    And yes, the situation in North Africa is very worrying. It puts things into perspective rather, don’t you think?

    Best

    Martin 

    
‌Letter 8

     From: DantheMan020@gmail.com

     To: Martin.Harbottle@premier-westward.com

     Re: 22.20 Premier Westward Railways train from London Paddington to Oxford, June 22. Amount of my day wasted: ten minutes. Fellow sufferer: Overkeen Estate Agent.

    How the devil are you, Martin? Well, I hope? In the pink? Good, good. Well done.

    I gather you had a rough night of it last night. I hear that all Premier Westward services out of Paddington yesterday evening were – not to put too fine a point on it – up the spout. Down the Swanee. Round the U-bend. Nothing moved, as I understand it, for hours.

    I monitored it all on the internet. I kept a window open on my desktop as I worked into the night. All those winking ‘delayed’ signs reproduced faithfully for the benefit of the world. Just as well I had to work late, eh? Just as well my sadistic boss was in an especially bad mood (the threat of legal action against one’s employers can do that to a man, I hear). Just as well he wanted all my copy rewritten. Or I’d have been right round the U-bend myself.

    As it was, I escaped with a mere ten-minute delay to my journey home. As it was, my wife was only moderately cheesed off with me. Lucky me!

    Or rather – lucky us. Me and Overkeen Estate Agent. My sole regular fellow traveller on the night shift home.

    He’s an odd one, is Overkeen Estate Agent. I only ever see him when I’m on these later trains – and he always seems to have come straight from work. The shiny suit, the tie in a fat footballer’s knot. (What is that knot? Like a quadruple-Windsor, far too big for any shirt collar, squatting there at the neck like a fat silk Buddha. Who decided that was a good look? And when did we start taking sartorial direction from footballers anyway?) He’s always on the phone (a white iPhone – and that in itself speaks volumes. He chose the white model. He looked at the black version and said: No. I want a white one. I am male, I appear to be heterosexual… and yet still, despite all that, I’d prefer the white iPhone. That’s the sort of person I am) and he’s always saying things like: ‘We need to drill this down’, and ‘Let’s get that actioned asap’. He uses words like ‘diarise’ and ‘bro’ and ‘PDQ’. He calls people ‘legends’. He’s about 14 years old. I’m simultaneously repulsed and fascinated by him.

    But, to be fair to him, he rarely seems bothered by the train delays. He just keeps talking nonsense into his white iPhone and staring at his reflection in the window.

    But then: I’ve been thinking. If I’m to write to you every time my train is delayed, and if a massive, will-to-live-sapping delay should therefore prompt an equally massively time-wasting letter to you in return, then there may be a problem in my otherwise brilliantly childish revenge plan.

    Are these letters nothing more than me wasting even more of my time than you’ve wasted in the first place?

    That, Martin, would make all this decidedly Pyrrhic. A Pyrrhic victory. Do you know what a Pyrrhic victory is? Of course you do – you must have benefitted from a classical education. Where was it? Rugby? Stowe? Where then…? St Andrews? Cambridge? Or have you worked your way up from nothing? Managing Directed your way out of the mean streets? Was it a case of sport and management directoring being the only legal options for a kid from the wrong side of the tracks?

    I’m going with the classical education. The traditional route to the top. Born to rule, eh? Effortlessly schooled in the ways of casual superiority.

    Anyway, no shame in that either way. We play the hands we’re given, right? You am what you am! You need no excuses. You deal your own deck: sometimes the aces, sometimes the deuces. Dead right!

    Where was I? Oh yes. Pyrrhic victories. Let me explain, just in case you skipped class that day.

    A long time ago, in a country far, far away, there was a king called Pyrrhus. As Ancient Greek kings go, he was pretty tasty. Gave the emergent Roman Empire a bit of a spanking on more than one occasion. He took no lip off nobody. He was a born winner.

    But there was a flaw. Old Pyrrhus, he was a bit over-keen. The way he saw it, winning was all that mattered. Victory had to be pursued – no matter what the cost. Until, after one particularly bloody encounter at a place called Heraclea, his defeat of the Romans was so absolute that it ended up costing him his whole army too. He won the battle, but he also kind of lost. And a certain Mr Plutarch, who was a leading tabloid scribe of the day, coined the term ‘Pyrrhic victory’ to describe that peculiar kind of victory that comes at a prohibitive cost to the victor.

    Interesting, eh? But also, eye-opening. A Pyrrhic victory. Are my letters Pyrrhic victories? It gives me pause. Oooh, and it makes me wonder, as Robert Plant put it. Am I the real loser here? Twicefold? Firstly for giving you so much money for such pitiful service every day, and secondly for wasting my own time in order to waste your time writing about it?

    Possibly. I’d welcome your thoughts.

    But on the other hand… to hell with it. I’m with Pyrrhus.

    Until next time,

    Au revoir!

    Dan

    From: Martin.Harbottle@premier-westward.com

    To: DantheMan020@gmail.com

    Re: 22.20 Premier Westward Railways train from London Paddington to Oxford, June 22.

    Dear Dan

    Thank you for your email. I feel it’s the least I can do to personally offer an apology when your journey home has been delayed.

    I fully understand your irritation with your most recent delay. I suspect, however, that you did not realise that the delay was due to a particularly nasty fatality at Hayes and Harlington. It did take some time to reopen the line, partly due to the actions needed after any death on the railway, but also due to the driver having to be relieved from duty due to the trauma.

    I am sure there are always things we could do better, and I expect that this was true last night. However, there are times when the circumstances are genuinely outside our control. Clearly last night’s incident was not something you could be aware of, nor indeed would our customers have realised quite how difficult the situation was at Hayes.

    Although we work closely with British Transport Police and Network Rail to prevent suicides, sadly we are not always successful. Line closures at peak time will lead to long delays due to congestion. We took a number of measures to reduce these, but there was a lengthy period where all trains were stopped and this inevitably caused problems for our customers. Delays then knocked on to later services such as yours.

    I am sorry for the inconvenience this caused.

    Martin

    
‌Letter 9

     From: DantheMan020@gmail.com

     To: Martin.Harbottle@premier-westward.com

     Re: 07.31 Premier Westward Railways train from Oxford to London Paddington, June 23. Amount of my day wasted: 18 minutes. Fellow sufferers: Lego Head, Competitive Tech Nerds, Train Girl.

    Martin: we’ve become penpals! We’re totally e-buddies. I’m developing a more regular dialogue with you than I have with my own wife. I feel we’re getting… intimate.

    Guess what? My train this morning, as I scoured the papers for the latest on the worsening situation in North Africa, as I digested the details of the marches and rallies, as I read with increasing scepticism the assertions and proclamations of the men in charge (terrorists, Martin? Can those protestors really all be terrorists? I doubt it), as I made mental tallies of the dead (that bomb in the market place) and the rumoured dead (those shaky YouTube videos, the shuddery figures running away from the men with guns)… my train this morning, as the burnished rooftops of Reading town reflected the rosy-fingered dawn in all its glory outside the grimy windows and Lego Head sat staring into space as usual and the Competitive Tech Nerds talked loudly and without listening to each other about the Web 3.0 (nope, no idea either)… my train this morning was delayed.

    What happened? I do hope it wasn’t another particularly nasty fatality. I feel bad enough about the last one. And I also (sincerely) hope the driver of the train that hit whoever it was last night is OK. That’s a pretty crappy thing to have to deal with and I’m sure you’re not paying him enough to do so.

    But on the other hand – don’t you have contingency plans for such eventualities? I mean: people do jump in front of trains, don’t they? They do it quite a lot. Isn’t there a system in place, or does the whole flimsy façade crumble and fall away every time it happens?

    Perhaps – and I’m no managing director, obviously, so take this with a pinch – but perhaps what you could do is concentrate on running a business that can cope with the occasional emergency. (I say ‘occasional’ but you know what I mean.) What you could do is put your energies, abilities and (whisper it) budget into making Premier Westward trains the kind of company that doesn’t fall apart every time something awkward happens.

    Or am I being hopelessly naive again? Am I applying disingenuous tabloid logic onto a very complicated situation?

    Oh dear, I’ve just read this back and realised that now I’m sounding very cross. I’m not generally a cross person. You should see me normally. I’m lovely. I’m a pussy cat. It must be something about your trains that bring out the grumpy old man in me. It must be something about these letters that reveal the person I really am. I did wonder if this would become like therapy, didn’t I? Are you really to be my therapist, Martin? Will you be my shrink?

    I’ve got 18 minutes to fill today, and in the absence of anything else to talk about, why not? Let me tell you some more about my life.

    I’ve been thinking: how much of our lives are just a succession of Pyrrhic victories?

    You want to afford a comfortable, happy life? Fine: go get a job, work for a living. And the price of doing that is that your job will take up the majority of your time, your life, your happiness.

    It’s a Pyrrhic victory. Sure, you’ve got the security, you can provide for your family, you can feed and clothe and shelter the ones you love. But it comes at the price of never really seeing them.

    Or take marriage. That’s what we all want, isn’t it? The Cat Stevens ‘find a girl, settle down’ thing we talked about before? One true love: that’s what every poem, every pop song, every wish wished upon a star since the dawn of forever has been about. Find The One!

    And what’s the price of finding The One? Real life with The One.

    Real life with The One – and knowing there’ll never be another one. That’s a Pyrrhic victory. It’s a win that comes with prohibitively huge losses. Or if not losses, then at least a cost. A big old cost.

    Don’t get me wrong. I love Beth. I’m in love with Beth. I reckon she really is The One. But we’ve been together seven years now and the realisation that there’ll never be another one is beginning to bite a bit.

    Let’s say, for example, just hypothetically and all, there was a girl who gets on the same train as me every day, who always stands at the same place on the platform at the same time, who always makes for the same seat on the same carriage, just as I do. And let’s say, for example, just hypothetically, that that place and time on the platform and that seat and that carriage all happened to be right next to where I am every day. Let’s call her Train Girl, for want of a better name.

    So: hypothetically, my instinct is to check her out, right? I mean, she’s actually pretty hot. If I were still in the market and on the lookout, I’d say she was definitely my type. She doesn’t look much like Beth (bobbed dark hair to Beth’s longish blonde locks, perhaps a little curvier to Beth’s dancer’s physique, a touch softer, more delicate around the eyes and nose compared with Beth’s sharper features) but she’s still my type.

    If I was looking, I mean. If I was checking her out.

    Which, of course, I’m not. Because I’m married, and the price, the cost, the Pyrrhic victory of marriage is that you’re no longer allowed to check people out. Just as the price, the cost, the Pyrrhic victory of checking out someone other than your wife could be your marriage itself. The consequences are too great. The whole situation’s too totally Pyrrhic for words.

    Don’t get me wrong. Please don’t let me be misunderstood! I know it sounds like I want to cheat on my wife, but I don’t. I’m just trying to make a point. The price of victory is defeat – in all things. And besides: it’s nice to offload on you like this. I feel like if my train delays are going to have any upside to them, at least it might be that I can bore you with the workings of my mind without having to pay a shrink to listen to it all. You’re listening because you care about your customers, right? Right!

    Oh, hang on! What’s the word count? Where are we at?

    Ah. I’ve still got about six minutes to waste, I’m afraid. That’s the deal. So. What shall I say? How shall I fill the time?

    I know!

    Just to reassure you about my marital steadfastness and matrimonial happiness, I’ll tell you about how Beth and I met. Would you like to hear that? It’s a beautiful tale. It’s got everything. A real tear-jerker. An old-school romance. A bonkbuster!

    We met eight years ago, in a bar in London’s fashionable Central London. I was technically unemployed at the time, writing for a couple of music magazines for cash in hand (when they had some) and signing on to Her Majesty’s Dole. I’d not been long out of university, you see: I was still finding my feet in the grown-up world.

    Beth was still studying. She had just started her nursing degree, and was sufficiently young, naive and drunk enough to be impressed by my patter. We were introduced by mutual friends: my mate Trev and her friend Claire were seeing each other, and were at that slightly embarrassing stage in their relationship when they want all their friends to become friends with all their other half’s friends.

    So there we were. Both slightly the worse for wear, in one of those bars where the barmen pretend they’re somehow better than the people they’re serving – and from the moment we were introduced to the moment we were finally kicked out of the place long after everyone else had left, we didn’t talk to anyone but each other.

    I won’t lie: she was the hottest girl I’d ever met. (And let’s not forget, I’m on first name terms with most of the Hollyoaks cast.) A few years younger than me, a million times better looking than me, at least as funny and certainly as clever as me… I was properly smitten. She did this thing when she listened to me: her eyes widened. Her pupils actually dilated. You have no idea how much of a turn-on that is.

    So, anyway, for the rest of the night, until the chairs were stacked on tables and the glasses were taken away and the uppity bar staff finally lost their tempers and turfed us onto the street, we didn’t talk to anyone but each other.

    And then… she went back to her place, and I went back to mine. Without so much as a kiss. She went back to her place, and her boyfriend, and I went back to mine, and my girlfriend.

    Oh yeah: I had a girlfriend. Surprised? I already told you: I’m not the cheating kind. And evidently, neither was she. Nothing happened that night – nor the next time we saw each other, a few weeks later at Trev’s birthday party… except that we talked and talked to each other again all night, and at the end of the night swapped email addresses.

    Nothing happened that night or any other night, for a whole year.

    But throughout that year, we must have exchanged over 200 emails. Two a week, each, at least. Throughout that year, I must have told Beth more about myself than I’d told my actual girlfriend. Throughout that year, we didn’t even meet again. (Trev and Claire split up soon after his birthday. He lacked ambition, apparently. She lacked a willingness to perform certain acts Trev had read about in FHM. It was never going to work.)

    And then, almost exactly a year after we first met, we met again. I was selling stuff to the nationals by then (and consequently no longer signing on); she was still studying. We were outside another one of those stupid trendy bars in Clerkenwell. We bumped into each other in the taxi queue. Literally. I was drunk and laughing. She was drunk and crying. She’d just split up with her boyfriend.

    I’d been single for a month by then. She got into my taxi. And I’ve never looked at another girl since. (Well, OK, I suppose I have looked at Train Girl, but you know what I mean. I’ve never looked at another girl since.)

    Oh dear, Martin. Are you OK? Are you crying? Don’t worry! It’s OK to cry! I know, I know, it’s a beautiful story. But aren’t they all, in the beginning? Isn’t every story beautiful when it starts? It’s what happens next that really matters.

    Anyway! Time has caught us. Until the next delay…

    Au revoir!

    Dan

    From: Martin.Harbottle@premier-westward.com

    To: DantheMan020@gmail.com

    Re: 07.31 Premier Westward Railways train from Oxford to London Paddington, June 23.

    Dear Dan

    Thank you for your email. Our 07.31 yesterday morning was eight minutes late arriving into Oxford after we were held up by rail enthusiasts in Banbury taking pictures of a steam train from beyond the safe part of the platform. This subsequently set us running behind another train, where we incurred an additional ten-minute delay.

    Yours sincerely

    Martin

    
‌Letter 10

     From: DantheMan020@gmail.com

     To: Martin.Harbottle@premier-westward.com

     Re: 07.31 Premier Westward Railways train from Oxford to London Paddington, June 28. Amount of my day wasted: three minutes. Fellow sufferers: Train Girl, Lego Head, Universal Grandpa, Guilty New Mum, Competitive Tech Nerds.

    Dear Martin

    Ooh, it’s another small one. They all add up though, right? Like drips in the desert slowly gouging the Grand Canyon, they all add up. The only question is: how shall I waste your time accordingly?

    Perhaps by sharing how I spent my wasted time this morning…

    Martin: I made a playlist. A mixtape, as those of us who remember Top of the Pops might say. I used to make playlists for Beth when we first started going out – a carefully crafted selection of songs that spoke about us, about how I felt about her. I’d spend ages on them, agonising over exactly the order the songs should go in. I’ve no idea where they are now. I’ve no idea if she’s even kept them, to be honest.

    Well, today I’ve made a mixtape for you. I took all the stations on the local stopping service between Oxford and London Paddington and I put them to music.

    And you know what? It wouldn’t be a bad album. Perhaps it’s something you should look into?

    ‘Oxford Comma’ – Vampire Weekend

    ‘Truly Radley Deeply’ – Soundgarden

    ‘Didcot Parkwaylife’ – Blur

    ‘I Don’t Want to Go to Cholsey’ – Elvis Costello

    ‘Goring & Streatley Underground’ – The Jam

    ‘Pangbourne in the USA’ – Bruce Springsteen

    ‘Tilehurst Me Kangaroo Down, Sport’ – Rolf Harris

    ‘Red Reading Wine’ – Neil Diamond

    ‘Twyford a Little Tenderness’ – Otis Redding

    Anything by Iron Maidenhead

    ‘Slough Deep is Your Love?’ – The Bee Gees

    ‘Shang-A-Langley’ – The Bay City Rollers

    ‘Iver Had the Time of My Life’ – Bill Medley and Jennifer Warnes

    ‘West Drayton End Girls’ – Pet Shop Boys

    ‘Hayes & Harlington You, The Rock Steady Crew’ – Rock Steady Crew

    ‘It Never Rains in Southall California’ – Albert Hammond

    ‘Sexual Ealing Broadway’ – Marvin Gaye

    ‘Paddington Dogs and Englishmen’ – Noel Coward

    Think of the franchising opportunities, Martin! I want ten percent of everything…

    Au revoir!

    Dan

    
‌Letter 11

     From: DantheMan020@gmail.com

     To: Martin.Harbottle@premier-westward.com

     Re: 21.20 Premier Westward Railways train from London Paddington to Oxford, June 30. Amount of my day wasted: 11 minutes. Fellow sufferers: none that I recognised.

    Dear Martin

    Have you seen the news today? Oh boy! It’s all happening, isn’t it? Home and away.

    The situation, as they like to say on the BBC, is worsening. Things have become grave. It’s getting real. I did wonder how long it would take for it all to kick off properly, over there in North Africa. I did wonder how long it would take before the authorities stopped surreptitiously taking out a few supposed ‘terrorists’ and just started shooting willy-nilly. I did wonder how long it would be before they stopped pretending to be the good guys and opted instead for old-school horror tactics. That’s proper shock and awe. You wanna protest? Fine. BAM BAM BAM. You’re dead. And dead men don’t protest.

    I did wonder how long it would take before the killing began in earnest. You just can’t have the squares of your capital filled with people waving flags – not if you’re a proper dictator. It’s embarrassing, apart from anything else. And so I did wonder how long it would take before it all went a bit horrible.

    We all wondered, in the Globe newsroom. We had a book running on it, in fact. If only they could have held off another week I’d have made about 200 quid. As it was, my mate Harry the Dog, who also just happens to be deputy foreign editor, scooped the lot. Typical. Another reason not to trust tinpot regimes, eh?

    Do you want to know why we call him Harry the Dog? There are a few theories floating around – that his nickname came from the notorious Millwall football hooligan of the same name, that it came from rhyming slang (he’s always on the dog and bone), that it came because once he gets his teeth into a story he refuses to let go…

    And the answer is: none of the above. Harry the Dog got his nickname from the children’s story. The story of the little dog that got so dirty his owners didn’t recognise him any more. That’s our Harry. Brought up as Harold by very well-to-do parents, sent to the very best schools, easy possessor of a first-class degree from yer actual Oxford University, tall, blond, louchely handsome, destined for great things, headed for a stellar career in politics, economics… and spurner of all of the above in favour of hacking along at the country’s dirtiest, most notorious Sunday newspaper. Harry: drinker, smoker, gambler, shagger, tabloid journalist. Harry: now all-but-disowned by a family who only wanted the best for him. Harry: the dog that got so dirty his parents didn’t recognise him any more.

    He’s a brilliant bloke – in both senses of the word. Brilliant in that he’s a genius; but also, he’s a brilliant bloke. My best mate and ally against the daily madness of our boss. And now two-ton richer.

    Anyway. What was I saying? Oh yes, it’s bad out there. What with the indiscriminate killing of peaceful protesters and all. But it’s bad in here too. It’s looking very bad! That half-wit Scottish crooner, the one with the famously bewigged hair and the refreshingly down-to-earth girlfriend (the same ‘refreshingly down-to-earth’ girlfriend he’s been cheating on, by the way, regularly, methodically, blatantly, outrageously, with every starry-eyed casting-couch candidate or ingenuous young media wannabe he can get his manicured hands on) – he’s definitely taking us to court, it seems.

    (He’s not taking us to court, Martin. He’s got no beef with you and me. He’s fine with us. We’re cool, in his book. We’re gravy.)

    He’s taking my employers, the Globe, to court. He doesn’t like our methods. He doesn’t like the way our methods have exposed him as the duplicitous, cheating liar he is. He thinks that by telling the world about his many and varied and predictable and often quite grubby affairs, we’ve somehow broken the law. And, more worryingly, it would appear that the Crown Prosecution Service agrees with him.

    My boss is not a very happy man. His boss is even less so. And his boss is furious. And as for his boss… she’s incandescent. And she only answers to one person. And he is not the kind of man anyone ever wants to see angry.

    And, most pertinently for me, all of this anger does not bode well for the little guys, the rank and file. We’re the bottom of the food chain, and we’re the ones who bear the brunt of the men who bear the brunt of the big men’s wrath. It’s only a matter of time before they start the shooting too. Or the firing, at least.

    It would probably be best if I didn’t lose my job. You know, what with the mortgage and the wife and now the baby and all. I got responsibilities! And while I hate having to stand on your terrible trains every morning and evening, while I seethe every time I shell out hundreds of pounds for my monthly season ticket, I nevertheless don’t want to find myself stuck in Oxford, at home and out of work.

    I’ll be honest, with you (I’m always honest with you!), things aren’t exactly peachy at home. Beth’s not happy. She’s depressed, in fact. Postnatally so. A doctor told her. All that lethargy and listlessness, all those fuzzy-brained mornings in front of Jeremy Kyle and dreaded nights trying to get Sylvie back to sleep; all those zombie walks in the pre-dawn hours with wailing baby at her breast, struggling to latch on, struggling to go down, struggling to bring up wind… it’s made Beth depressed.

    I don’t know if you’re familiar with postnatal depression (do you have kids? How old are they?) but, basically, it’s a proper ache. Because there’s not much that can actually be done. Sylvie’s not going anywhere. Sylvie’s needs remain the same (constant, unrelenting). And when it comes to just about everything apart from the odd nappy and the occasional winding, I’m not really able to help. I’ve got to go to work to earn the money to pay for the nappies. I’ve got to get more than four hours’ sleep a night so I can manage to actually do the work to earn the money to pay for the nappies. It’s a vicious circle. There’s nothing I can really do.

    What can I do? Not about the North African thing, and not about the paper being taken to court thing (both are regrettably out of my hands) but about the postnatal depression thing. If you’ve got kids, tell me: what can I do? Don’t tell me this one’s out of my hands as well.

    Oh – there’s another thing, too. Before I forget. My trains. Your trains! They’re not getting any better, are they? Another 11-minute delay to my journey home tonight. As if the slaughter and the suing and the miserable wife wasn’t enough. I’m not getting home until half-ten anyway – and now you’ve bunged on another ten minutes on top of that. You’re totally, as Shaun Ryder so eloquently put it, twisting my melons, man.

    Au revoir!

    Dan

    From: Martin.Harbottle@premier-westward.com

    To: DantheMan020@gmail.com

    Re: 21.20 Premier Westward Railways train from London Paddington to Oxford, June 30.

    Dear Dan

    I am sorry to hear that you have been delayed again. It’s really not good enough and you have every right to be angry. The 07.31 on June 28 was subject to mechanical issues and the 21.20 service from Paddington on June 30 was late arriving into the station and so subsequently late leaving the station again. I hope this helps ease your frustration a little.

    To answer some of your other questions, yes, I have two children, both (thankfully!) grown up and at university now. I well remember the sleepless nights and endless nappy changes though!

    Although I wouldn’t claim to be any kind of expert on postnatal depression, I can tell you that after the birth of our first, my wife found the support of friends with babies who were in a similar position to hers to be very helpful. Perhaps your GP might be able to put her in touch with other new mothers?

    I am also sorry to hear about the situation at your work. I must admit, to the casual observer, it does seem that certain sections of the press have overstepped the mark on occasion. It’s interesting to learn of the crooner in question’s colourful love life, however! Has this been reported?!

    Best

    Martin

    
‌Letter 12

     From: DantheMan020@gmail.com

     To: Martin.Harbottle@premier-westward.com

     Re: 21.48 Premier Westward Railways train from London Paddington to Oxford, July 7. Amount of my day wasted: 11 minutes. Fellow sufferers: Corporate Dungeon Master.

    Martin: it’s been a week. No delays for a week. Well done! Outstanding work.

    Thank you for your last letter – advice taken on board. Beth saw the doctor this week: she’s got a flyer for some baby groups, some coffee mornings and whatnots. She thinks it’s all a bit pointless, but like I told her: that’s just the depression talking, right? (She didn’t think that was very funny. Mental note: don’t bother with the black humour and can the dark wit when you’re dealing with a postnatally depressed woman. It’s really not worth the tears and the apologies.)

    Anyway, ta for the advice. We’ll see if it perks her up any. Though between you and me, if the baby’s making her depressed, I’m not sure that going someplace where there’s going to be lots more babies is really going to help. If my dog was making me depressed (I don’t own a dog, it’s another metaphor. The dog is a metaphor for my baby. But not in a bad way, obviously. I’m not comparing my baby to a dog! What kind of monster do you think I am?) – if my dog was making me depressed, you wouldn’t advise me to hang out at a dog show, would you?

    If, say, sitting on trains was making me depressed (which, to be honest, it is), then you wouldn’t recommend I catch more trains, would you? Would you? Actually, perhaps you would. Perhaps I’m asking the wrong man on that one.

    Anyway. She’s going to take little Sylvie to a baby group today. There’s another tomorrow. We’ll see if sharing the pain helps.

    But enough about me. It’s a bog-standard-length delay today – and what with the only other evening regular being Corporate Dungeon Master tonight (mid-forties, pin-stripes, thinning hair slicked back, actual briefcase containing immensely powerful-looking laptop on which he plays role-playing games all the way home; from what I can gather, surreptitiously glancing over the aisle or at the reflection in the window in front, his character would appear to be a barbarian wizard. I’m not entirely certain, but I think the game’s called Ragnarok. Either way, I’m not sure how much he actually enjoys it as every journey seems to involve a steady stream of swearing at the other characters on his screen, all those little bare-chested, weapon-wielding avatars running around like headless chickens) – what with it just being me and Corporate Dungeon Master on the train tonight, I’ll cut straight to the chase.

    You asked me about our litigation-happy singing friend. The crooner and Blue-Mooner. The one with the spectacular syrup and the girl-next-door girlfriend (although they haven’t actually had sex in years, take it from me – theirs is a union based on mutually beneficial publicity alone. Love has nothing to do with it). The one with the one massive song two decades ago and that other massive song five years ago and a lot of lucrative nonsense in-between. The one with the roving eye and the wandering hands and the entirely unfussy kilt etiquette. Oh yes. It’s all true. And oh no, most of it hasn’t been reported. Not because it’s not true, but because the truth gets suppressed under injunctions, or super injunctions, or privacy rulings, or a significant ‘favour’ for the hapless girl who could prove it to be true (sudden celebrity boyfriend, appearance on reality TV, big fat pile of cash), or a significant threat to the hapless girl who could prove it to be true. Or even occasionally because the papers can’t prove that it’s true without implicating themselves in the process.

    It’s a tightrope. Finding the truth is the easy bit. Being able to tell the truth is another thing entirely.

    Our crooning friend: let’s say, for example, that it became known to someone on the news desk that he enjoyed the attentions of a pair of spectacularly young-looking Estonian girls at an establishment known as ‘Slavs to Love’ in a rather run-down part of London’s once-fashionable Pimlico. Let’s say it became known because another girl at this establishment was concerned that the two Estonians in question were neither there entirely consensually nor of a legal age to consent to anything that our friend might demand of them.

    This is entirely hypothetical, by the way, Martin. You understand that, right? It’s all entirely conjecture and I’m making no accusations against anyone. Good.

    So: let’s say someone from the news desk looks into it. Let’s say she finds the girls, confirms that something is very rum indeed and arranges with them to set up a hidden camera and a mic the next time our priapic lounge lizard comes a knockin’.

    And what happens next?

    Nothing. Slavs to Love is suddenly and mysteriously no more. A police raid. An entirely coincidental police raid the day after our visit. A police raid that came courtesy of an anonymous tip-off. Our girls? Disappeared. Deported. Back to Estonia. The whistleblower who alerted us in the first place? Suddenly spotted out and about on the arm of hot young (gay, as it happens) boy bander Nero Duncan. And she won’t return our calls. And Mr Duncan happens to share an agent with… yes, you guessed. I don’t need to say any more, do I?

    Shocked? It is shocking. And there’s plenty more where that came from. There’s a file of unprovable but entirely true dirt on the man as heavy as the Stone of Scone. And plenty more like him. No wonder he dislikes us so much. We know what he really is.

    But what’s this? Our word count has been reached! Fair’s fair, you only used up 11 minutes of my and Corporate Dungeon Master’s time, and so I’ll take up no more of yours. But I’m sure we’ll speak again soon.

    Au revoir!

    Dan

    
‌Letter 13

     From: DantheMan020@gmail.com

     To: Martin.Harbottle@premier-westward.com

     Re: 07.31 / 07.52 / 08.06 Premier Westward Railways train from Oxford to London Paddington, July 12. Amount of my day wasted: err… Fellow sufferers: Lego Head, Universal Grandpa, Competitive Tech Nerds.

    I’ll be straight with you from the start, Martin, I’ll level with you from the get-go: I don’t know how to handle this one.

    The thing is: I didn’t even catch one of your trains this morning. I couldn’t catch the 07.31 because it was cancelled. Why was it cancelled? We were never told. So anyway, undeterred and relentlessly optimistic as always, I stuck around for the 07.52 and guess what? That got cancelled too. We weren’t told why about that, either.

    When the 08.06 joined them in the by-now oh-so-fashionable cancelled club, I walked. I turned around and walked out of there, all the way to the bus station, where I paid a further £15 and caught a coach to London. I left Lego Head and Universal Grandpa looking serenely confused on the platform – Competitive Tech Nerds had already left, swearing at the useless information boards and talking about catching a taxi together (I think I caught them arguing about whether to get it as far as Reading or to take a chance on Didcot). There was no sign of Train Girl or Guilty New Mum: they must have bailed even earlier.

    Don’t get me wrong. Obviously I didn’t have to catch a coach. I could have stuck it out and stuck around. A nice man at the station did tell me things were likely to get moving by about 8.30, but he couldn’t promise. He confessed that he didn’t know what was going on either.

    Which sort of begs the question: who did know? Somebody must have known! Why didn’t the person or people who knew why those three normally packed commuter trains had been apparently inexplicably cancelled, tell some other people, so they could tell the rest of the people in your company, so that those charged with keeping the passengers who pay to use your trains informed about where their trains might be could actually do so?

    It’s not rocket surgery, is it? It’s not brain science.

    So, yes, I could have stuck around and taken my chances on things getting moving again by 8.30, but the thing is, even if the nice man at the station was right, the platform was by then already full of (at least) three trains’ worth of passengers anyway. The chance of getting a seat would be less than zero. To be honest, I didn’t rate my chances of even getting on the thing at all. If it came at all.

    So I left. I made like a Tom and cruised. I got me up and got me out. I got the coach, and arrived to work about an hour and a half late.

    Do you have any idea how angry that made my boss? We’re not talking about the most stable of men at the best of times. We’re not talking about the most level-headed, hear-both-sides, judge-not-hastily, slow-to-react kind of man in even the most favourable circumstances. We are, in fact, talking about someone who was always borderline unhinged. A man who was close to the precipice even before all the current legal unpleasantness.

    We call my boss Goebbels. That’s his nickname. He’s proud of it too. He has a reputation for unreasonable behaviour. He once sacked the entire graduate trainee intake (eight fresh-faced kids eager to work 14-hour days for minimal pay for two years just for a shot of a job at the end of it) because one of them refused to strip to her knickers and streak at an England v Sweden match (it was for a story, obviously – the girl in question bore a striking resemblance to an A-level student the England manager had been rumoured to have had an affair with. We couldn’t persuade the actual girl herself to do it – the fact that she was 17 made things a bit tricky – but Goebbels thought it would still make a good page lead with a lookalike).

    Of course she refused. I’d have refused too, and walked before he could sack me. But it was a bit harsh to sack all the other grad trainees just because of her unwillingness to whip her top off in front of millions and play ball.

    He’s been known to throw books, telephones, fax machines, computer monitors, once even a chair, at reporters failing to file good copy. He infamously made one of the sub-editors stand all day on a table in the canteen with a dunce’s cap on, because he had used a split infinitive in a headline.

    He is not, in short, a reasonable man.

    And now his job’s threatened. Now the police and the Crown Prosecution Service and even hacks from other newspapers are questioning his means, motives and methods – well, now he’s gone full-blown psycho.

    Turning up an hour and a half late with nothing but some phoned-in excuses about cancelled trains? It cost me a thwack around the head with a 1988 edition of Who’s Who (a particularly fat year, that year, too. Just thank God it wasn’t a hardback copy) and a promise that I would work at least an hour and a half late every night for the rest of the week.

    I got off lightly. But my card’s marked. There’s a blot on the old escutcheon, as Harry the Dog might say.

    And, of course, that’s not all of it. I’ve got another problem.

    My other problem is, how does this morning’s marathon delay square with this pet project of mine? If the length of this email is to reflect the length of my delay, if I’m to waste a proportionate amount of your time (as you have wasted mine), then what do I do about today’s sorry situation?

    It’s a test case, is what it is. It’s – as our bewigged adversaries in the legal profession prefer to put it – a precedent. If, for example, I decide that a cancelled train is the equivalent of, say, 30 minutes’ delay, then that’s how it’ll have to be from now on. The precedent will be set.

    But does that mean that three cancelled trains require me to bang on for an hour and a half of your time?

    I’m not going to bang on for an hour and a half today. To be frank: I don’t think I could manage it. I haven’t got it in me to keep you stimulated for that long. So I’m going to devise a formula. A secret formula! An equation involving the relative differences between scheduled journey times for the train I should have got and the coach I did get, factoring in an integer representing the cancellation of trains (multiplied by three) and with a little bit added on for the walk from the train station to the bus station. And a little bit taken off for the slightly shorter tube journey at the other end. And then a wordsearch right at the bottom to cover all the extra time I forgot to include in my original calculations.

    What did happen this morning? The buzz in the station was that a train broke down. Could that be true? Again? How often does that happen? That trains break down, I mean? What’s the lifespan of your average passenger train these days? How often do you replace them? And is that too many questions for one paragraph?

    I await the answers with breath firmly baited. Or bated. And in the meantime, I’ll leave you with a cheering thought. One ray of sunshine in an otherwise grey and overcast day.

    I sat next to a lovely old American gentleman on my coach journey to London this morning. He was over for his holidays. He ‘did’ the Lake District at the weekend, he ‘did’ Oxford yesterday and he was ‘doing’ London today and tomorrow. On Saturday he was off to France to ‘do’ Paris, before tripping over to Deutschland to ‘do’ Germany – all of it, mind – on Sunday, Monday and Tuesday. He was one of life’s doers. I really liked him. I liked his energy. He was about 85 and he was ‘doing’ Europe in about ten days. Europe was totally his lobster!

    When I grow old I’d like to be like that. The doing bit/Europe being my lobster thing, I mean, obviously. Not the holidaying alone on a coach bit. When I grow old I’d like to be one of life’s doers. How about you? Would you like to be a doer someday too?

    And in the meantime, and in the absence of any doing to do – I made a wordsearch for you. It’s not in the same league as my old dad’s were, but it’s something. See how many you can find!

    Au revoir!

    Dan
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    From: Martin.Harbottle@premier-westward.com

    To: DantheMan020@gmail.com

    Re: 07.31 / 07.52 / 08.06 Premier Westward Railways train from Oxford to London Paddington, July 12.

    Dear Dan

    I am sorry once again that you have had to write to me. The 21.48 on July 7 was late leaving Paddington due to a problem with the relief driver.

    Yesterday we unfortunately experienced widespread disruption to our services in the morning due to vandalism on the line in the Banbury area. The theft of copper wiring is a serious and ongoing problem and one that we are working hard with Network Rail and the British Transport Police to prevent in future.

    I am sorry that you felt you had to catch the coach to London, and also sorry that the delay caused problems when you arrived at work. ‘Goebbels’ sounds a fearsome chap!

    Best

    Martin

    
‌Letter 14

     From: DantheMan020@gmail.com

     To: Martin.Harbottle@premier-westward.com

     Re: 21.20 Premier Westward Railways train from London Paddington to Oxford, July 15. Amount of my day wasted: 16 minutes. Fellow sufferers: Overkeen Estate Agent.

    Top o’ the pops to you, Martin. Phew! What a scorcher! Summer has arrived. Here comes the sun, little darlin’… and I say: it’s all right.

    Summertime – and the view from the window of one of your delayed trains as the sun sets over England…

    London is a beautiful thing, isn’t it? Not Tower Bridge or Buckingham Palace or St Paul’s Cathedral or any of the other tourist traps, but the real London. The dirty jumble of it. The glorious mess. The triumph of human endeavour and failure and achievement that’s written in every building – from the vaulted roof of Paddington Station to the sloppy tower blocks west towards Ealing Broadway. In the purple haze of a summer sunset, it all looks beautiful.

    And the train line, Martin – it cuts right through it all. To gaze out of a smeary Premier Westward train window as you arrow west out of the capital is to see a sight you won’t find advertised in any visitor brochures (well, maybe in one of yours, but you get the point) but it should be. It should be.

    Those great slabs of building either side of the sidings around the Paddington basin – every window holding its own human story, hidden behind nicotine curtains and pot plants; the brown brutal thrust of the Trellick Tower, burnished by the last of the sun, somehow looking something like its architects must have first imagined it would – like a symbol of hope, of aspiration. The goods yards and building sites and vast car parks of Acton and Southall – in the right light they speak of industry, of work, of progress… of getting things done. And there’s nothing so gloriously human as the wonder of getting things done, is there? That’s what we’re here for: to do things. To get things done.

    And then the slow slipping away of the city, the sporadic trees and parks of Hayes, and Drayton and Slough, until beyond – the gentle glory of the English countryside. In the dusk, in the last of the light, over and across and along the looping line of the River Thames towards Oxford. It’s beautiful, Martin.

    And after the sun had set and the skies had darkened? Well, then there’s nothing to look at but your own reflection. Or those of your fellow passengers. Actual humanity. And, of course, actual humanity does tend to break the spell, somewhat.

    So it’s a sigh, an unscrewing of the cheap wine, an unconscious sniff of the collective sweat and the fractious soundtrack of Overkeen Estate Agent jibber-jabbering endlessly into his white iPhone about ‘event horizons’ and ‘outsourcing the subs bench’ and ‘making the portfolio wash its own face’ and all the various ‘legendary’ deals he and his ‘bros’ are setting up.

    I’m on this train too much, Martin.

    And if you think I’m annoyed about it, you should hear what Beth has to say. She doesn’t know I’m writing to you, of course (she’d only laugh at me. She’d only call it a midlife crisis, these rants of mine. She’d think that – and she’s supposed to be the depressed one. What does that say?) but she’s not at all happy with the hours I’m away every day.

    They’re not helping the situation at home, let’s put it that way. Me never being around, I mean. They’re not helping convince my postnatally depressed wife that there is more to her life than attending to the every whim of the baby. They’re not helping her believe that there was any point in marrying me at all actually, when we barely see each other, and less still when we’re both awake.

    They’re not helping her believe that her life is in any way better now than it was before she married me.

    All she does, she says, is feed, burp and change. Feed, burp and change. Her life is broken up into three-hour segments, 180-minute chunks, eight of them a day, during which she feeds, burps and changes the baby. Milk, wind and poo. That’s all she’s about now.

    Do you know how long it takes to feed, wind and change a three-month-old baby? Beth reckons it takes about an hour and a half. Which gives her another hour and a half after she’s finished before she has to do it all over again. Eight times in every 24-hour day, seven days a week.

    She’s sleeping in one-hour bursts, every now and then through the day and night. She’s eating where and when she can: frantic, gobbled-down, quick microwavable bits of whatever she can get, any ideas of enjoyment or pleasure in food abandoned in favour of simply getting something down her in those brief, blessed moments when Sylvie’s not screaming for attention.

    Refuelling, that’s what she calls it. Not eating. Refuelling. And she’s low on fuel. She says she feels like she’s constantly running on fumes. Like she can only put enough gas in the tank to get her through the next few miles.

    And all the time, the constant, deafening, relentless, ear-piercing, heart-piercing, soul-piercing crying. The perpetual wail of the three-month-old; and the perpetual sobs of her mother. Neither seem to stop for very long. They’re driving me crazy and I’m hardly ever even there.

    So where am I? Where am I when all this is going on? I’m at work, mostly, or travelling to and from work, or sitting on one of your delayed trains fretting about it all. I’m barely at home for eight hours in every 24. Monday to Friday I’m around for two, maybe three, of those feed–wind–change routines. And always in the middle of the night, when normal people are sleeping.

    Through the week I do try to help: doing the midnight shuffle with the screaming bundle, shushing and cooing and pacing the same six paces across the bedroom floor, up and down, down and up, shush, shush there, shhhhh… I put in what hours I can. But I can’t breastfeed. Beth’s still got to get up to do that. And I do need to get up and function at work the next day. We’ve got a mortgage to pay. I can’t work all day and stay up with Sylvie all night.

    Weekends are easier. For Beth, I mean. Weekends she’ll at least sleep more, waking only to hoik her nightie down or pull her pyjama top up, latching Sylvie on half-comatose, mechanically, somnambulantly, refuelling her, filling her up, giving her the necessary, before her little flushed face finally turns away, lips still pursed like the tiniest rosebud, white drops like dew on them, and Beth will hand her back to me without a word and collapse back into bed and sleep again.

    And despite it all – I can’t help myself – I’ll find myself thinking: is that the loveliest sight in the world? Is that the most beautiful thing I’ll ever see in my life? And then the rosebud lips will tighten and widen, and the eyes will screw up into angry knots, and Sylvie will start with the screaming again.

    Christ, it’s hard, isn’t it? How do people do it? Beth and I – we spend most of our time thinking: this can’t be how it should be done. This doesn’t make sense at all. There must be an easier way, there must be something we’re missing here… After millions of years of evolution, we still have to go through this? Science and nature and the human race hasn’t come up with anything better than this?

    Not that we actually discuss it or anything. Not that we ever actually talk or anything. When I’m around, then I’m on the Sylvie shift, and Beth grabs the chance to do her own thing (sleep). She’s not going to waste valuable sleeping time actually talking to her husband or anything. And even if she were to, I’d only be telling her about work, about my increasingly unhinged boss, about the culture of paranoia and fear that’s beginning to creep into the place. About how we’re all getting a bit worried this whole scandal might not blow over after all.

    She’s depressed enough already. No point in having her worry about me on top of it all, right?

    Although there is one silver lining: at least she’s no longer at home all day. The baby groups seem to be working. A bit. She’s gone along three times now. She’s making (tentative) friends at least. She’s no longer spending all day every day feeling her mind turn to mush in front of Antiques Hunt and Murder She Wrote. If it’s a comfort to the miserable to have companions in their misery, then perhaps she’s getting something out of it, at least.

    And in the meantime, I just get on with it. I just get on with work and travel and the utter weirdness of home life (it’s no life really. It certainly doesn’t feel like married life, much). I just get on with it and don’t burden my depressed wife with the details.

    And instead… I burden you with the details! Sorry about that.

    Still. Tomorrow’s Saturday. Last day of the working week for me. A day off for you. How will you be spending your weekend? As if I needed to ask! You’ll be at Silverstone, right? On another corporate jolly. The British Grand Prix. Zoom! Zooooom! More champagne! More petits fours! More hobbing and nobbing with all your other managing director chums! What super fun!

    Is it exciting? The Grand Prix, I mean. All that engineering. All that technology. All that speed. Do you look at that engineering, that technology, that speed and ever think, we could use some of that here? No? Oh well. Enjoy the fizz, eh?

    Au revoir!

    Dan

    From: Martin.Harbottle@premier-westward.com

    To: DantheMan020@gmail.com

    Re: 21.20 Premier Westward Railways train from London Paddington to Oxford, July 15.

    Dear Dan

    Thank you for your email yesterday. You can be assured I value all feedback on our service.

    Unfortunately the 21.20 was delayed outside Southall due to problems caused by the sudden hot weather. I hope the situation is resolved now.

    Best

    Martin

    
‌Letter 15

     From: DantheMan020@gmail.com

     To: Martin.Harbottle@premier-westward.com

     Re: 07.31 Premier Westward Railways train from Oxford to London Paddington, July 21. Amount of my day wasted: five minutes. Fellow sufferers: Train Girl, Guilty New Mum, Lego Head.

    Just a short one today, Martin! A welcome change for both of us, after the lengthy ravings of my last few missives. A breath of fresh air in this stifling heat, this heatwave, this hot, hot summer we’re having.

    This is the summer, isn’t it? It’s been a week now, this heat. That makes it summer, all right. A week’s unbroken sun? That makes it a memorable summer. That makes it a classic. A loooong hot one! Snappers will be dispatched to Brighton Beach to catch candid shots of sun-soaking lovelies. Should it continue for another week, the records will tumble. The old ‘since records began’ phrase will be wheeled out in the Sunday Globe newsroom. (Incidentally: do you know when records actually did begin? It was only, like, a century ago. It’s not that impressive, is it? The hottest July since women got the vote! The hottest July since the invention of the toaster!)

    Anyway. It’s still hot, that’s the point. I do hope you’ve managed to adapt to the unexpected conditions. I do hope you won’t continue to be caught out by the ‘sudden’ heat.

    I’ll tell you one thing, though. It’s not all bad, this heat. It has its upsides. The girls! The girls in their summer clothes. The bare legs, and bare arms, and bare shoulders. The crop tops and micros and minis. The toning and tanning… even Train Girl’s at it. The best-looking person on the morning commute looks even better than before. Her business suit seems notably skimpier. Her business skirt is definitely shorter. It almost makes one happy for a slight lengthening of the scheduled journey time. Almost.

    Not that I’m looking. But like Harry the Dog says: it doesn’t matter where you get your appetite, so long as you eat at home. Right? Right.

    Besides. My thoughts are on higher things than checking out the chicks in their ever-decreasing hemlines. I’m above all that bare flesh, all that sudden skin. I’m all about the news. The real news, I mean, not the tittle-tattle I write about. The serious stuff.

    It’s getting worse, isn’t it? The North African situation. It’s headed for civil war. Take it from me. Take it from Harry the Dog, who knows about these things.

    On the one side, the old dictator, funny headgear and ludicrous, medal-bedecked outfit still intact. On the other, a raggedy uprising with no discernible leader leading them. And in the middle, the army. Which way will the army swing?

    This is what happens when nobody listens, isn’t it? This is what happens when nobody learns. And nobody is learning. Nobody’s looking at the bigger picture. The whole region’s about to go up like a petrol bomb and nobody in charge can see it.

    I tell you what, Martin. I’ll tell you— Oh, hold up. No I won’t! Not right now, anyway. Look at the time! It’s time to say au revoir.

    Au revoir!

    Dan

    
‌Letter 16

     From: DantheMan020@gmail.com

     To: Martin.Harbottle@premier-westward.com

     Re: 07.31 Premier Westward Railways train from Oxford to London Paddington, July 26. Amount of my day wasted: 18 minutes. Fellow sufferers: Train Girl, Lego Head, Guilty New Mum, Competitive Tech Nerds.

    Hey hey, you’re the Martin! People say you Martin around! But you’re too busy singing, to— What’s that you say? You don’t think that’s working? Martin/Monkee? No? Oh, suit yourself then.

    No matter. Because I’m in a good mood today! Nothing’s gonna bring me down. Not the fact that things at home are still too weird for words, not the fact that my wife and I still continue to live like two strangers in the same house, passing our baby between us while the other sleeps (her) or works (me). Not the fact that full-blown civil war has indeed begun in North Africa. (It was the tanks that did it, in the end. Those two tanks – and the moment that one turned on the other. When the turret slowly swung around. When that single tank broke ranks. When it stopped rolling towards the crowds with the others; when it stopped, and paused, and the turret swung slowly around. That was the moment that did it. That was the moment the army split in two and civil war began. It was just about the maddest thing I’ve ever seen on the ten o’clock news. And captured brilliantly, I might add, on pages six and seven of last Sunday’s Globe.)

    None of it’s bringing me down today though. Not even the fact that you’ve delayed my journey to work again. Not even that you did so by 18 minutes.

    No! Screw all that! I’m in a good mood today. I’m in a good mood because two brilliant things have happened to me since last I wrote. Two totally egocentric things. Two of those all-important boosts to the old self-esteem that confidence players like myself need in order to perform.

    I got the splash! My first splash! I only went and knocked those rebellious North African tank commanders off the front page of the most-read English-language Sunday newspaper in the world. I only went and bumped the dead bodies and the bloodshed to pages six and seven. The splash! My name all over pages one, four and five of the Sunday Globe.

    Did you see it? Did it scream out of the newsstands at you on Sunday morning, in black and white and red on top? OOPSY DAISY! KING OF DRIBBLE IN IGGLE PIGGLE PICKLE!

    What a story! ‘Premier League crook Jamie Best was exposed last night as a compulsive thief – with a bizarre addiction to stealing cuddly characters from the children’s TV show In The Night Garden. Light-fingered striker Best, 24 – on a reported £100,000 a week salary – said: “I don’t know what comes over me. They’re just so cute. Iggle Piggle’s my favourite. But I feel gutted now. Sick as a parrot.”’

    What an intro! What a scoop! Are you proud of me?

    I got the tip late Friday – someone at a Manchester branch of Toys R Us who reckoned he had England’s Number 9 on CCTV. I was the only one still on the desk – I took the call, I claimed the tip, and so I was the one who got the job.

    I was on the last train out of Euston (not one of your trains, no offence) and first thing Saturday morning I was watching it myself, in grainy black-and-white but unmistakeably the boy with the golden boots, open-mouthed, notebook out, chequebook ready. It was a story – it was a story all right. But it wasn’t a splash – not yet, not without Jamie himself.

    And do you know what happened then? Just as I am about to name a price and take a copy of the footage back to London with me, I only get a nudge from the kid who called me in the first place. He’s jumping up and down. He’s buzzing like a mobile phone. He’s so excited he can barely speak. And he’s pointing at the monitors. At the ones showing the live feed, at what’s happening in the store right now. And there he is! England’s Jamie Best, handsome and tall in his designer threads and plumped-up quadruple-Windsor knot, sauntering down the aisles to the pre-school section!

    He doesn’t even have kids!

    One sharpish text to Goebbels back at the office (‘story big, send snapper, more to follow’), and I was out of there like a whippet, like a young Maradona, showing blistering pace, with the kid from security hot on my tail. And as we streaked down to intercept the boy Best, we talked tactics.

    It was a classic move. We sprung the old inside-out, the onside-offside trap. The give-and-go. Security hung back, out of sight, behind our man’s back… and I took up a position on the wing, off the ball as it were, but close enough to see his every move.

    It worked like a dream. I watched England’s hottest young prospect in 20 years hoover up Iggle Piggles and Upsy Daisys and Makka Pakkas. I witnessed him shovel in armloads of Tombliboos and fistfuls of Pontipines. I saw the precocious Boy Wonder fill his bag with Ninky Nonks and Pinky Ponks. It wasn’t shoplifting: it was theft on a grand scale, every bit as audacious and extraordinary as the 30-yard screamer against Italy that marked his England debut just eight or so months ago. And if his goal that day filled me with wonder and joy and heart-bursting belief in the future of this country, Jamie Best’s performance in the aisles of Toys R Us on Saturday made me feel a million times better.

    After that it was easy. A tap on the shoulder, an introduction, a flash of the press card, a nod towards the security guard and the offer of a deal. My heart was hammering and I felt sick with terror at what I was about to do… but I kept my voice calm, I kept my gaze steady, I held my nerve. I did it all by pretending to be Harry the Dog.

    Talk to me now, Jamie, I said, tell me everything I want to hear. Lay it all out in heartfelt detail, in sentimental, remorseful, sincere tones, in the simplest, most easily understood terms. Fess up to the crime. Give me the skinny on every cuddly toy you’ve taken and every children’s plaything you’ve pinched. Don’t spare a single detail.

    And then, tell me and my eight million readers about the terrible pressure you’ve been under, about your troubled childhood, about your need to get professional off-the-pitch help. Plead with us to show you some compassion, to let you get your head together so you can get back to doing what you do best for club and country next season. Pose for the photos, promise us the exclusive follow-up chat in a week’s time and another after that should it ever happen again…

    Do all that for me, Jamie, play ball, give the Globe everything you’ve got – and I think I can persuade my boy in the uniform over there, and the other lads watching in the security office, to do the decent thing and not press charges. I think I can convince them that the best and most compassionate thing to do would be to let you seek the help you need, on your terms, and not according to the ruling of some judge in some crown court. I think I can leave the police out of it, pretty much.

    What do you say, Jamie?

    Oh, and we need to have this chat right now. (I need to file my copy by three p.m.) The snapper’s on his way. He’ll meet us at my hotel. And you need to not tell a soul until the first editions hit the stand tomorrow morning. And then not talk to any other papers about it. Not ever. Or at least not until we say it’s OK.

    Are we cool with that, Jamie? Are we game?

    Of course we were cool with that! He never stood a chance. I took England’s Jamie Best on, and I totally owned him. It was a stellar performance. Textbook tabloid journalism. A classic. I nearly threw up with relief when he nodded and followed me out of the shop.

    (Goebbels, needless to say, was over the moon. A proper scoop, willingly and lawfully obtained. When I called him, when I breathlessly filled him in on developments in the cab on the way back to my Travelodge, with a frowning, furious, terrified Jamie Best sitting next to me, taking in every word, he sounded so happy he could have cried. I swear if he’d been there he would have kissed me.)

    After that it was easy. Autographs for the boys in security, autographs for me and the photographer and Goebbels and Harry the Dog back in London, contracts hastily drawn up and emailed over and signed, two hours of chat, another half-hour of pictures, hand-shakes all round and Jamie got back to his club in time for training. And I sat at my desk in my Travelodge with my laptop, shaking – literally shaking – as I bashed out the copy.
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