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PART TWO: 

 

THE ACID THAT LIT 



Talk the Talk had been on television for thirty years. It had recently been shifted 
to Wednesday nights due to low interest from the viewers and the broadcasters, but 
kept on the programme listings so the BNC channel could use it in its quota on 
political broadcasts. 

Its white-noise voice was muffled; hidden away in the darkness of late night 
scheduling, and the only people half-watching it were political activists, public 
servants, politicians, and those who sat on their own, half-drunk, enjoying a rant at 
the screen while indulging in self-delusion and self-justification, not prepared to get 
off their half-drunken, swollen backsides to do anything about the things they were 
raving at. 

Its presenter, Kenneth Sorge, had fronted the show over the last twelve years. 
He had acquired the job after its previous presenter had retired in a whirlwind, bitter, 
news story that had blemished his previous, outwardly-untarnished reputation. That 
is to say, his long-standing desire for pretty girls had become public knowledge, 
thanks to a pretty girl who turned out to be a reporter from The World newspaper. 

Kenneth Sorge took over as presenter after a long career in television 
journalism; a profession he always described as noble and honourable, but that had 
been despoiled by chasing packs of scoop-hungry hacks, ever eager to destroy a 
public person rather than report what they said accurately and fairly. 

‘Never let the truth spoil a good story.’ 

His acceptance of the Talk the Talk mantle was his way of slowly retiring with 
some decency from that ever-sinking occupation. It was his opportunity to engage 
people from varied backgrounds in a conversation about that week’s relevant 
subject, and his legacy was destined to be a fizzle from a once-curious, once-
animated spark. 

It was November, a month currently encumbered with the name Movember. He 
had accepted that the breakout of facial hair that now accompanied the month of 
Remembrance was a charity appeal, but it felt empty to him, and to the memory of 
those from his family who had died just before his baby-boom emergence. 

November was their month. 

He had no problem with the Movember appeal itself; it was, after all, for a good 
cause. The problem he had was that they had chosen that particular month from the 
twelve available. They could have gone for Morch, or Proctober, or gone all-out and 
opted for Manuary, but no, they were in direct competition with the charity appeal 
that remembered fallen heroes, a cause that was slowly dwindling. 

The charity organisers chose something to represent men, and went for the 
moustache. There were other things they could have chosen, like a chest medallion 
or war-ready black face camouflage, but they went for a moustache; the most iconic 
physical distinguishing mark of this country’s greatest historical nemesis. 

And for what? 

To make men aware they should get themselves checked out by the doctor, 
which half of those men would not do due to fear of embarrassment and intrusion. 

‘It does not take bravery to let a doctor poke about in your backside for a few 
seconds,’ he thought, ‘maybe longer if they have to move the overflowing flesh to 
find the hole. It takes bravery to know that if you charge that gun turret, you may 



never see life or limbs again. Men are not men anymore, if they run scared of a 
rectal examination. 

‘These are the people who are pissing on our world, and our country,’ he would 
often think, ‘Those men died for our country and these ones don't even know they're 
born.’ 

Awareness of prostate cancer is a reminder to men of a man’s problem, though 
as each recent year passed, and he became ever closer to the great sound boom in 
the sky, his remembrance of men was for those who left this world as heroes, not 
those who lived in apathetic slumber, not even bothering to look after their own 
health, much less somebody else’s. In some ways, he wished he could die a hero 
like his uncles, not ebb away in a retirement home, unloved, forgotten, and unworthy 
of any great contribution to the lives of himself or others. 

Unknown to him, that contribution was about to happen. 

As he walked out onto the staging area for the Talk the Talk show, ‘coming this 
week from Newcastle’, he was complimented by a stagehand on his grey, ten-day 
growth above the mouth, wispy and errant though it was. He was not keen to grow 
the damn thing, and on his perma-tanned face, it made him look like a negative 
photograph of Groucho Marx, but he had to wear it because he had been told that as 
a BNC presenter, it just wouldn’t be right if he didn’t. 

Taking his host seat at the debate table to audience applause, he held up his 
hand to them and smiled his teeth-too-white-for-his-age smile, suppressing his bitter 
thoughts until the business as usual was over. He could revel in his bitterness later 
over a brandy or two, or three, or four; for him, there had never been a more 
adequate example of the fuel of fools. 

Once he was settled in his seat, he looked around at the rest of the poppied and 
moustachioed panel and took part in their small talk, and when he went to 
acknowledge Theo Mallier, he was jolted by Theo’s outward appearance. 

Kenneth was perturbed by what he had just seen, and was eagerly trying to get 
the cameraman’s attention simply by looking shocked, nodding his head towards 
Theo, and looking back at the cameraman. The cameraman, a veteran of worse 
sights of sartorial inelegance, simply shrugged and went back to his work. 

The fingers were raised in the air and the countdown started. The silent three, 
two, one, ushered in the birth of the new recording, and the introduction of the fifth 
ever Talk the Talk show from Newcastle. 

‘Hello and welcome to Talk the Talk, coming to you from the splendid Civic 
Centre in Newcastle upon Tyne. I would just like to interrupt those at home from the 
TV screen cascading over their eyes, to tell you that this week’s topic is based on 
heroism, war and remembrance. You might know this is something close to my 
heart, and I can see it seems to be close to the heart of somebody else on the panel 
as well.’ 

Amongst a few titters from the panel, he gave himself a little smirk as he 
gestured towards Theo. The camera did not follow his gesture, so the viewers had 
still not seen what he was talking about. ‘And to get us through this hour of 
undoubtedly fascinating chit-chat, I’d like to introduce you to this week’s panel of 
washed-out reprobates, starting with the sub-editor from Zen magazine, Ronnie 
Warton.’ 



Kenneth Sorge had not always introduced the show in this way, and the show’s 
producers had become accustomed to his gradual decline into old-age effusion. 
Ronnie Warton knew this, and had watched the show on and off for the last twenty 
years. He had preferred Kenneth to the old host, and took great enjoyment out of 
Kenneth’s often caustic comments, asides and loaded questions to the guests on the 
panel. 

Ronnie had joined the then-called Citizen magazine as a junior reporter when he 
was twenty-one; a grand job title compared to the actual duties of tea making and 
errand running. Straight out of university, his idealism quickly faded under the weight 
of pragmatism and cynicism of the real world. Over twenty-five years, he had made 
the small steps to become sub-editor, partly by his work ethic, partly by loyalty, but 
mostly because other people had moved on to better places. The magazine had 
dropped the ‘Citi’ from its title fifteen years ago, as it moved from being an unheard 
voice of the people to an accepting, helpless, peace-loving small-time publication; 
the unheeded and idealistic voice of reason against an accepted world of violence. 

He had tried marriage twice, and failed twice. The only good part from both of 
those experiences was his twenty-two year old daughter, now unseen and unheard 
by him. Apart from embittering his mind, life had also not been good to his body, and 
over the years, his liquid lunches became earlier and longer. He could always be 
called onto this kind of show to raise a laugh or two, or have an argument with 
somebody. As far as the show’s producers were concerned, physical appearances 
did not take precedence over ratings and publicity. 

‘Hi,’ he said to the camera. 

‘And next to him, we have the Right Honourable Conservative MP for South 
Poleton, and the Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government, Gerard 
Hunt.’ 

From young Conservative to old, Gerard Hunt was the embodiment of the party 
ethos: pretend to care about others but always make sure you look after yourself. He 
had come from good blood, and had plundered the family helpline more than once. 
Officially, he had qualified in law, but quickly saw that more golden paths were 
elsewhere. He was the fat aristocrat whose wife had no lean; the most Tory of 
Tories, and had been handed an easy constituency seat from his old friend, the 
prime minister. As long as he conformed with what his leader wanted him to do, he 
would keep his post. 

He was not one for making waves. 

‘Hi,’ he said, feigning friendliness, and not waving. 

‘On my right, the Reverend Alfred Entwick, from Woolsthorpe.’ 

Alfred Entwick was the only person Talk the Talk could loosely refer to as a 
regular panellist. His demeanour and outlook were old, tired and dated. His starched, 
white dog collar stood out brightly from his otherwise dark clothing, and he had a 
habit of putting his finger between the collar and his neck, relieving the tight hold. 

There was a celestial arrogance and benign smile usually preserved for his 
bleating, malignant flock. Divine hands, used to praying for help that never came, 
were now steepled in front of him, ready for the top of the steeple to touch against 
his mouth and stop him from saying what he really wanted to say. 



He allowed his right hand to separate from the steeple to give a small wave to 
the audience and to the camera. 

‘And on my left, the Labour MP for North Poleton, and Shadow Secretary of 
State for Energy and Climate Change, Ash Laing.’ 

Ash Laing was almost the complete opposite of his counterpart from South 
Poleton; almost. His personal ethos was the party of the people was secondary to 
the people in the party; always look as if you are standing up for workers’ power in 
the country, but always try to keep your own power for yourself. 

His family had been undertakers, but at least they actually came from North 
Poleton. His childhood and early adult years were spent in the darkness of death, 
and he escaped by getting an interest in politics. The Labour Party had always had 
the seat in North Poleton, and his manoeuvring within the ranks of the party got him 
to where he was now. 

‘Hello,’ he said to the camera, with no gestures. 

‘…and finally, what you would say was the nearest we’ve ever had to having a 
member of the public on our panel, former businessman and recipient of the Heroes 
of Britain award two years ago, Theo Mallier.’ 

No public eyes had seen Theo Mallier for over a year. He was stuck on the end 
of the debate desk, a last minute addition and substitute for an Afghanistan war 
veteran who couldn’t make it because he had suffered another setback with his post 
traumatic stress disorder. 

Theo was dressed in a blood-red, long-sleeved top to cover his forearms, and 
flesh-coloured gloves to hide his burn-scarred hands. In the middle of his top, on his 
chest, covering his heart, was a large, black dot, six inches in diameter, and if you 
looked closely enough you could just make out the words POPPY APPEAL following 
the circle circumference. The look was completed by a green flash on his left 
shoulder, with brown piped trousers and, unseen by anybody, the edge of a light-
pink ribbon poked out of his back pocket. 

A newly-sprung, death-flower growing on top of a healthy tree. 

His uncovered face was scarred by burns, healed on the outside but forever 
damaged. The main scar started at the top of his forehead and reached to the tip of 
his nose, and its width stretched over his cheekbones towards the sideburns of his 
handlebar moustache. The whole top half of his face was obscured by the indelible 
scar of experience, but the dark brown eyes remained the same as always. The 
windows to his soul still looked out to his never-changed environment, but with a 
new, imaginary lens that could see more clearly. His eyes were unharmed and had 
not changed, but a new man now looked out from behind them. 

As his outfit and face were shown on the television screen, there were a few 
gasps and sniggers from the audience. His appearance had often evoked some kind 
of reaction from people over the last two years; usually it was pity and sorrow, but 
sometimes there was malice in it. Sometimes, people would shy away from him, 
unnerved by the outward face of a tortured man. Sometimes, people would say 
something when they thought he couldn’t hear, or nudge their companions and 
gesture towards him. 

Sometimes, people would just stare at him. 



Now and again, he wished he didn’t have this face, though if he didn’t have it, he 
sometimes thought, those children would have definitely died. 

He looked at the camera, and gave a slight nod. 

After the honorary applause had died, Kenneth picked up a card from the desk in 
front of him and referred to it as he said, ‘Our first question is from Neil Mand.’ 

Neil Mand was found by the sound boom but not in time for him to start his 
question, so all anybody heard was the ‘been forgotten?’ at the end. 

‘Sorry, Mister Mand, you were too quick for our less than sprightly boom men. 
Would you repeat your question, please?’ 

Mister Mand had already summoned himself to overcome the nerves of asking a 
question from the audience, and had to do so again. He was a young man, about 
thirty, and had the long, blond hair and tanned face of a surfer, though he had never 
touched a surfboard in his life. He also had the air of a man who had been given a 
question to read from a card rather than a person asking a question out of genuine 
interest. 

‘My question was, has Remembrance Day been forgotten?’ 

There were a few murmurs from the audience as they waited for the rehearsed-
sounding answers from the panel. A lot of the audience seemed interested in the 
question, as if they were in no mood to hear empty platitudes. 

‘OK, we’ll start with you, Ronnie.’ 

Ronnie had been slouched in his seat and straightened up to give his answer. 
He gave his bulbous head a small scratch and thought for a second before 
answering, ‘Our magazine is not an advocate of any kind of war, especially the kind 
our soldiers are involved in now in Afghanistan. I always think that Remembrance 
Day is not just a day to remember the soldiers; it is a day to remember that we have 
freedom of speech in this country, and that we were always prepared to fight for it, 
no matter whose rights we were protecting.’ 

‘Were? What do you mean, were?’ This unexpected blurt came from the host. 
‘You’ve just said that our soldiers are fighting in a war right now. Are you suggesting 
that they are not prepared to fight?’ 

‘No, I’m not suggesting that, Ken. They are brave men and women we have out 
there, and elsewhere, and I would never denigrate them in any way. What I mean is 
–’ 

‘They’re not prepared to fight.’ 

‘Of course they are. All I’m saying is that our history is littered with people from 
our country standing up to oppression and, to me, the fight has gone from them. If 
there was another assault on our country, our adversaries would take over easily. 
There is an assault going on now, from Europe. OK, it is not violent, but it is the 
same thing happening all over again. I would never condone violence but it is not 
happening in a violent way, and we need to honour those heroes from the past by 
not letting our country become overrun by European bureaucracy.’ 

‘Non-violently?’ 

‘Of course. There’s no need for that any more. We have come so far as a human 
race, and as a country, that we can sit down and talk about these things now. We 



don’t need to stamp our feet any more; we do things reasonably.’ 

‘But there was no alternative for those men and women in the past. They had to 
fight violence with violence.’ 

‘Yes, but that’s in the past. Surely we should have learned something from that, 
and Remembrance Day is our reminder that we still have a lot to learn.’ 

‘OK. We’ll move on to Gerard Hunt.’ 

Ronnie Warton felt relieved. He had almost been found out. Gerard Hunt had 
been enjoying watching Ronnie’s small spat, but now it was his turn to speak 
carefully. 

‘Gerard?’ 

‘Yes, the Conservative Party has always supported our armed forces as much as 
we can, and we recognise that they are doing a tough job all around the world and 
we support them. It is our policy to give them the best help available, and not to try 
and destroy and demoralise them like the last government did. To pull out of 
Afghanistan now would be an insult to those that have lost their lives already. It 
would be a waste of life if we pulled out now.’ 

Kenneth narrowed his eyes slightly and looked at Gerard with a mockingly-
puzzled expression. ‘Well, that’s all very nice but you were asked if Remembrance 
Day has been forgotten.’ 

‘It has never been forgotten and our party is doing its utmost to make sure that it 
never is.’ 

‘And how are you doing that exactly?’ 

‘The Conservative Party recognises that actually Remembrance Day has taken 
on a new poignancy with the soldiers currently losing their lives in duty, and we are 
doing our utmost to ensure that their families are looked after as much as we can, 
unlike the last government.’ 

Ash Laing had taken two barbed hits to his party, and was not going to take any 
more. ‘What, by making sure that the soldiers who come back alive and traumatised 
are given the smallest compensation possible? Making sure they are thrown on the 
scrap heap with no help or rehabilitation? You are more interested in looking after 
prisoners than our veterans.’ 

‘Well, thanks to your party, we now have more prisoners to look after.’ 

‘I see you provide no figures for that claim. Crime actually went down when we 
were last in.’ 

‘It did not. It went up, though the figures you so naively quote may not reflect 
that. Too many cooks in your party.’ 

‘Are you seriously trying to suggest that we have made up figures to cover the 
amount of crime in this country? It was not our party that made people so frustrated 
that they took to the streets of London to rob and pillage, while the police were 
powerless to stop them.’ 

Kenneth always enjoyed these exchanges on his show, and had let this one go 
as far as he could, but a man in his ear told him to get back to the subject. ‘We would 
love to carry this on and we probably will out on the streets later, but we are straying 



too far from the question which, Gerard, I don’t believe you really answered. We 
shall move on to Reverend Entwick.’ 

‘The church, amongst other things, deals with remembrance on a daily basis. I 
held three funerals last week and, as Mister Laing may know himself, the procession 
itself is really a way for the remaining family and friends to celebrate a life and a 
loved one. It is more for the people left behind than those that have gone. Their 
prayers, and ours, always go out to those that have died in wars, either on our behalf 
or for others. The church plays a big part in Remembrance Day, and we will always 
endeavour to keep that in place.’ 

‘What’s your opinion on remembrance itself? Do you think it helps the country in 
any way?’ 

‘I think bereavement is always a very sensitive subject. As with all 
bereavements, people eventually have to move on, and with a collective conscience, 
this country has to find a way to move on as well, but with dignity. People want to 
remember those they have lost, and it is the same for the country. The country wants 
to remember the things those people did for them and –’ 

‘But is it being forgotten? Is it not as important as it used to be?’ 

‘– as Gerard says, the recent loss of life gives Remembrance Day added 
poignancy.’ 

‘But only to those that it affects; not everybody in general?’ 

‘I am not sure that people in general, especially the younger generation, have a 
great understanding of what it means, and what those men and women did for us. 
They died so we could live, like Jesus did.’ 

‘Sorry? You are comparing dead soldiers to Jesus?’ 

‘Well, in a way, yes. Jesus stood up to oppression and was crucified for it. Those 
men and women did the same and died for it.’ 

‘But we never seem to have a problem remembering Jesus.’ 

‘Well, it is becoming more difficult. The church has the same problem. People 
are more interested in material things and themselves than to take time out to 
remember Jesus and the soldiers.’ 

‘You probably spend more money making sure people remember Jesus, though.’ 

‘Well, I couldn’t give you any figures on that. In this ever more cynical world we 
live in, it makes more sense to remember our saviour and all that he stood for –’ 

‘Than to remember people from our country who have actually died?’ 

‘– to make sure that he helps us in those times when we need him, like in 
bereavement.’ 

‘Hm.’ Kenneth knew about the cynicism; he was a deft exponent. ‘Ash Laing, 
we’ve already unexpectedly heard from you, but what do you think? Has 
Remembrance Day been forgotten?’ 

‘Well, unlike my learned friend over there, I am not going to use this as a 
platform to criticise other parties, just to say that the Conservative Party are now 
presiding over the huge dismantling and disarming of our armed forces around the 
world, and that is an insult to those brave, hard-working men and women we have.’ 



‘So, you’re not going to criticise other parties, apart from when you criticise other 
parties?’ 

‘Yes, sorry, Ken, I just had to say that.’ 

‘Would you mind saying something else, like answering the question?’ 

‘Yes, yes. The Labour Party always remembers those that died in the wars for 
this country. These people are mainly the working class, and Labour will always 
stand up for the working class. They were treated like so much fodder in those wars, 
and had no idea what they were signing up for when they were so jovial in their 
enlistment. It was another example of the working class people in this country being 
led blindfolded by blinkered leaders. As Ronnie says, it’s happening again now. The 
leaders of this country do not know what they are doing, and when change 
eventually comes, we as the Labour Party, the voice of the people, will bring back 
things like national service and respect for our elders. This country is being eroded 
by the Conservative Party, and when the election happens next year, the voice of the 
people will be heard again.’ 

There was applause for this rousing speech to the audience, and Kenneth died it 
down by raising his hands palm-up to them. ‘Thank you, thank you, and might I 
remind those on the panel who are running in the election next year that this 
programme is not a political forum for your policies. We’ll go to Theo Mallier now. 
Theo?’ 

Theo had watched the air in the room become saturated with the clear and 
odourless vapour of condescension. He had become clammy as the heat from the 
studio lights mixed with his nervousness, and he rubbed the palms of his gloves 
together in an impossible attempt to dry out his sweaty hands. He gave a quick 
glance to the other members of the panel in turn, and the show’s producer started to 
worry that Theo’s clamminess had got to his mouth and he wasn’t going to say 
anything. 

He had no need to be worried. 

‘As you can probably see by the way I am dressed, this is a subject I feel very 
strongly about. I have listened to everybody else on the panel, and not one of them 
has pointed out that Remembrance Day is about real people, with hopes and 
dreams.’ 

His Geordie accent barked out when he spoke, the Germanic vowels hardening 
further as his voice rose to quell the restrained sniggers that had risen towards him. 
‘There are those of the opinion that if we pulled out of Afghanistan, it would be an 
insult to the solders who have already given their lives in that cause; that it would be 
a waste of their death. 

‘Nobody wants to insult soldiers in that way, but there is another point to it. The 
first priority of a soldier is not to protect their country or any others. It is not to stand 
up to oppression to help other countries, and it is not to fight for God, Queen and 
country. 

‘In combat, the first priority of a soldier is to make sure his mates are OK. The 
people they fight alongside are the most important people to anybody in those 
situations. There is a bond made in a squad, or group of soldiers, that is never 
broken, and they will protect each other with their lives if they have to. That is the 
fundamental first priority of a soldier. 



‘It is also the first priority of a soldier who has given his or her life. That life will 
never have been wasted if it’s been given in a good cause. In my opinion, being in 
Afghanistan is not a good cause, and if we pulled out now, the dead would be 
honoured by the living, but the dead would also honour the living. They would know 
that their mates were OK, and that is the most important thing a soldier cares about, 
dead or alive.’ 

Kenneth had the producer in his ear again, telling him that was enough from 
Theo Mallier but, for the first time in a long time, Kenneth Sorge felt defiant. The 
second half of his life had been spent in deference to others to keep his job, but now, 
he was fascinated. He had the feeling that something was happening. A new voice 
was rising, and it was a voice supporting his own thoughts. 

He ignored the producer and let Theo continue. 

‘The disrespect from some people in this country towards our dead heroes is 
disgraceful. I’ve heard stories about poppy sellers being banned from shops, and 
human rights campaigners complaining about the wearing of poppies. The British 
Legion is not just for those that died in the past, it’s for those dying now, today. Our 
army is one of the best in the world and we throw our soldiers to the wolves when 
they are finished doing their duty. Men and women come back here to this country 
that sent them, and they are refused pensions, compensation, housing, and they and 
their families are forever damaged by what they have experienced. There is a huge 
period of adjustment for them to go through and we just leave them to it. There are 
people that fight all around this world and when they come back here, they get 
treated so badly they end up drunk, or dead through depression and suicide. They 
have fought and survived in the name of this country and cannot survive the trauma 
they experience when they come back here. 

‘Those that protest over the poppy and the parades of soldiers burying their 
comrades in our towns and cities, and those that burn the British flag in front of 
soldiers at funerals and call them ‘murderers’. What the ‘BLEEP’ is that all about? 
Those people are cowards, and are taking advantage of the freedom provided by the 
very people they are abusing. I invite those people to take this shirt I am wearing 
from my back and burn it in front of me. 

‘I never want Remembrance Day to be forgotten; I want it to be honoured totally 
and completely by everybody in this country. Never before have we needed it more 
than now. People in this country need to remember not just the fallen, but also to 
remember the character of this country. We stood up to the oppressors in the past, 
and we need to do it again. We all need to be out this week remembering who we 
are and what we’re about. This is Great Britain, the country that stood up to an 
invader and told them where to go. We cannot dishonour those who fought and died 
for us so the country can be overrun in a different way. It’s our turn now to do what 
they did.’ 

The applause for Theo’s answer was louder, cheerier and longer. While it 
happened, the rest of the panel sat dumbstruck by the rant of a man they considered 
unequal to them. After all, he had only been invited on as a last-minute replacement, 
and was not meant to be able to make them speechless. They didn’t come on shows 
like this to be ranted at by a member of the public for a reason; they didn’t want to 
have to answer to someone who would say just what they thought. 

As the loud applause dwindled, Kenneth allowed himself a personal smile, even 



amongst the swearing coming at him through his earpiece. He picked up another 
card for the next question. ‘Thanks, Theo, though I think you may have used up your 
whole quota for the show. Our next question is from Clyde Schwartzer.’ 

There were no problems from the boom men this time. They were ready and 
waiting with the boom above Clyde Schwartzer’s head. Clyde had worn a shirt and 
tie for his appearance on television, and anybody looking at him would never believe 
that his job was a building site labourer. His palms sweated a little while he stuttered 
out his question. ‘Do any of the panel think that there should be a review on whether 
the niqab should be banned?’ 

‘We’ll start with Ronnie again.’ 

Unlike the rest of the panel, Ronnie had thoroughly enjoyed Theo’s speech. ‘We 
can never dictate to people how they want to dress. You may as well say we could 
tell pop stars or footballers how they should dress. It is the human right of anybody to 
wear what they want as long as it doesn’t violate common decency.’ 

‘I think the questioner was referring to the point that we cannot see the faces of 
those that wear the niqab.’ 

‘Yes, well, it is part of their religion to wear it, and we cannot dictate that either. 
Are we going to say next that Reverend Entwick here shouldn’t be allowed to wear a 
god, I mean, dog collar?’ 

Some of the audience sniggered at this ‘accidental’ slip of the tongue. 

‘We are a multi-cultural society and we should embrace those cultures whether 
we like it or not.’ 

‘So you think they should be allowed to wear it, then?’ 

‘Yes, they should.’ 

‘OK. Gerard?’ 

‘The Conservative Party is trying to encourage multi-culturalism in this country. 
That includes other religions. We are not fascists in this country –’ 

‘Well, not all of us.’ 

‘No, that’s true. It is always a minority that are vocal about these issues. People 
like the BNP would encourage the kind of talk that ends up with those coming to our 
country having to do what we want them to –’ 

‘So, are you saying that banning the niqab would be racist?’ 

‘It’s heading that way, yes. If somebody in this country is not allowed to embrace 
their own religion, it is a violation of their human rights. It is racist to discriminate 
against someone because of the way they look, and those that wear the niqab 
should not be prohibited from doing so.’ 

A lone, unknown, almost unheard voice came from the audience: ‘But what 
about our human rights?’ This was followed by a few claps of embarrassed applause 
and murmurs of agreement from the audience. 

‘Yes, we have to protect our human rights as well. We have to protect the human 
rights of everybody, including Muslims in this country.’ 

‘So you also think the niqab should be allowed?’ 



‘Yes.’ 

‘Reverend Entwick?’ 

‘I would like to thank my esteemed friend over here for pointing out that the…dog 
collar shouldn’t be banned either. As a member of the Christian faith, I am open 
minded about other religions –’ 

‘Ha!’ 

This snort came from Theo. 

The Reverend stared at him for a second then continued. ‘As I was saying, the 
Christian church embraces all other people, no matter who they are or how they 
dress. Our tenet is not to segregate, but to integrate. This mode of dress I wear is a 
symbol of a belief system, and I would never advocate the banning of symbols 
representing other religions. It is their right to wear such clothing, as it is mine.’ 

‘Ash?’ 

‘It is not often that Gerard Hunt and I agree on something, but in this case we do 
–’ 

‘I will alert the press.’ 

‘Ha, ha, well if you do, please make sure I’m quoted correctly. As Gerard said, it 
is against the human rights of people for us to tell them what to wear, and it is not for 
us to go against other people’s religions. The Labour Party is all about union, and 
that includes people from other countries and cultures. It is tantamount to racism to 
tell people they cannot represent their own religion, and as a party we would never 
condone such action.’ 

‘So it shouldn’t be banned?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘OK, well before I go to our last panellist, I would like to go back to the questioner 
to see if he wants to respond to these answers.’ 

Clyde Schwartzer didn’t expect to be called back, and flustered a quick 
response. ‘Er, I’d like to hear what Theo Mallier has to say.’ 

‘OK, let’s do that.’ 

Theo again gave the other panel members a quick look, slightly shaking his 
unsmiling head. ‘Well, what rot. Why don’t you all say what you actually think instead 
of trying to protect your reputations? There is no way that you have all told the truth 
here. You don’t want to be accused of anything so you hide behind human rights 
laws and accusations of racism. 

‘People can wear long black flowing robes if they want to, but when it comes to 
hiding their faces, it should not be allowed. In my opinion, the niqab should be 
banned.’ 

There was louder, less embarrassed applause this time; somebody from the 
public was on the panel saying what the public thought, and not worrying about 
coming votes. 

Ash Laing was sitting next to Theo, and turned to him. ‘But what about their 
human rights?’ 



‘What about our human rights? We have the right to know who we are dealing 
with. That could be anybody under that mask. If you’re a shopkeeper, you don’t want 
people in your shop whose face you can’t see. It is the human right of that 
shopkeeper to be able to keep his shop safe.’ 

‘So you are suggesting that people that wear the niqab are all robbers? That is 
an incredible assumption, and a prejudiced one.’ 

‘Please don’t quote prejudice to me. I get enough of it, and I’m guessing I have 
experienced it much more than you have.’ 

‘But, still, you are suggesting that people wearing the niqab are all going to rob 
the shopkeeper.’ 

‘I am not. I am suggesting that the shopkeeper has the right to know who is in his 
shop. He doesn’t want people in his –’ 

‘Or her.’ 

‘- or her shop, who he can’t identify. If he has somebody in his, their, shop 
wearing a motorcycle helmet, a hoodie, or a pair of women’s tights on their head, he 
wants to know who they are.’ 

‘So you are now saying that bikers are going to rob the shop?’ 

‘All the bikers I know have the decency to remove their helmets without being 
asked. All those I know that wear hoodies will always put the hood down when 
asked. If somebody was in a shop with women’s –’ 

‘Or men’s.’ 

‘OK, well I suppose, or men’s tights, then their intentions are pretty obvious. All 
the shopkeeper wants is to know who they are dealing with. It is not much to ask 
somebody to show their face in a shop. I’ve had enough of this human rights rubbish. 
Human rights laws are for those that are genuinely suppressed, not for people to 
abuse for trivial matters.’ 

‘It is not trivial.’ 

‘Mostly, it is. If people want to come to our country, they have to adapt to us, not 
the other way round. If people want to come here, they have to respect our rights as 
people. We don’t want people to wear the niqab for safety reasons, not for religious 
reasons, or to be racist. If any of you on this panel were saying what you actually 
think, you would be saying the same thing. Listen to the audience. They are all 
members of the public, same as me, and the message is clear. Ban the niqab.’ 

This time the applause for Theo had some cheers in it. 

‘If you all took out the arguments for human rights, or racism, what would be your 
answer then? They are soft arguments, and there to protect your reputations. You 
don’t want to upset anybody so you stick to them. Come on, what would be your 
answer now?’ 

The other members of the panel looked collectively at Theo, then to Kenneth. He 
was internally pleased, but recognised their embarrassment. ‘We don’t want to dwell 
on this subject too long as we have other questions to come. The answers from the 
panel have already been given.’ 

Theo ignored this and continued. ‘And what about IDs? What do they use for 



IDs? Photocopied pictures?’ 

There were a few gasps from the audience. Even though Kenneth was beginning 
to like Theo, he still baulked at this. ‘That’s just insulting, really, and there’s no need 
for it.’ 

‘Sorry, Kenneth, Ken. Sorry, everybody. It’s a valid question, though. What do 
they do for IDs if they want to buy tabs or beer?’ 

‘There are not many that will want to buy beer.’ 

‘No, maybe not, but they may be OK with that particular integration to our 
country. But that’s the point. They may not be Muslims wearing it.’ 

Gerard Hunt asked Theo, a little puzzled, ‘Sorry, but what are tabs?’ 

‘Just about everybody in this audience will know what tabs are. Cigarettes. Are 
we supposed to use the term cigarettes and not tabs, just because you’re here? 
Thanks for your attempt at integration with the Geordie people.’ 

‘There’s no need for that. I’m not supposed to know what every Geordie word 
means. Some of them are just nuts.’ 

‘So are some of your words. Who cares how people speak, what their accents 
are, or the words they use. Our English is just as valid as yours.’ 

‘I beg to differ, young man.’ 

‘What? Young man? Who the hell do you think you are to speak to me like that?’ 

Kenneth interjected. ‘OK, Theo, could you calm down a bit?’ 

‘Sorry, Ken, I was on a roll. This accent thing is a bit of a sore point with me.’ 

‘Not the only one, I guess?’ 

Theo smiled at the host. ‘No, not really. The accent of the Geordie people is as 
valid as everybody else’s. Some people have even suggested to me that it’s not 
really English at all. It’s as English as any other accent, and I don’t agree that we 
should conform our words with the rest of the country just because we speak a little 
differently. Everybody in this country speaks differently, and I prefer that. It’s a kind 
of identity.’ 

The mostly Geordie audience applauded again. This time it was not so loud, as if 
they felt they had to applaud somebody talking about their accent but didn’t really 
understand what the problem was. 

‘OK. We are definitely off the point now and I would like to get back to 
somewhere near what this week’s show is about.’ He turned to the camera. ‘We are 
talking this week about heroism, war and remembrance, and one of the issues that 
have started a lot of wars in the past is that of religion.’ 

Reverend Entwick perked up as he had the sudden realisation of why he was 
actually there that week. He now expected to have to defend the church, again. 

‘Could we have our next question, from Nicholas Glaub.’ 

Nicholas Glaub was bald, bespectacled and had a goatee beard. His intelligent 
appearance hid his real vocation; idling on unemployment benefit. ‘Has the church 
now realised its mistakes from the past, and would it acknowledge that a lot of 
historical bloodshed has been caused by religion?’ 



There were a few gasps in the audience at this brutal question, which had been 
specifically aimed at one person on the panel. Kenneth had known there would be a 
question like this on the show, but once it had been asked, he wondered if actually, it 
should have been allowed. ‘I think we’ll go straight to you for this one, Reverend 
Entwick.’ 

‘The church does not condone violence of any kind. Wars are caused for various 
reasons, not just religion. I don’t think you could name any war that has been caused 
by religion alone.’ 

‘The Crusades?’ 

‘Ah, when you said history, I didn’t think you meant as far back as that.’ 

‘He said historically, which means all of history.’ 

‘Well, I don’t think I should be expected to answer for something that happened 
so long ago. We have certainly moved on from there.’ 

‘True enough, but I think the point of the question was that religions can cause 
atrocities, even if they have good intentions.’ 

‘The church is always well-intentioned. We try to be more ‘with it’ now, and are 
trying to get our message across in different ways. The young, especially, could do 
with some more spiritual guidance.’ 

‘Why attack the young? All they’re doing is growing up. Nobody was ever born 
believing in God.’ 

‘No, that’s not true. The spirit of God is in all of us, even when we’re born. We 
just have to do a little work and keep giving ourselves reminders to make sure we 
don’t forget that.’ 

‘The questioner said religion, which is not just yours. There are extremists now 
who do atrocious things because of their beliefs. Are you saying your church is 
above that now?’ 

‘Yes, I think we are.’ 

‘So really, you are admitting that the church did bad things in the past?’ 

‘I think it’s impossible to deny, but as I said, we have moved on from that kind of 
persuasion.’ 

‘OK, I would like to bring in the others. Ronnie. Do you have any thoughts on 
this?’ 

‘Yes, Ken. I think Reverend Entwick is being a bit belligerent here. He admits 
that the church has moved on, but I see this all the time. A lot of people in the church 
in this country are not exactly tolerant of other people’s beliefs.’ 

Reverend Entwick was a little ruffled by this. ‘I have to disagree with that. We 
have a lot of religions in our country and we are quite prepared to accept anybody 
into our church –’ 

‘As long as they believe what you believe?’ 

‘Not really. Belief in a higher being is not just about God, it’s about having a faith 
that will give you guidance. All gods provide that.’ 

‘Yes, well, some gods provide guidance to make you crash planes into 



buildings.’ 

‘That was nothing to do with our church.’ 

‘No, but it was to do with religion.’ 

‘Look, I cannot be expected to answer for every religious extremist out there.’ He 
was affronted by Ronnie’s attack. ‘Everybody I know in the church would never do 
such a thing. You are making accusations about the church that you know yourself 
are not true. People in all religions are mostly law-abiding, good people.’ 

Ronnie had taken this in and smugly said, ‘Yeah, mostly.’ 

This time, Kenneth complied with his earpiece which was telling him to get off 
the subject. ‘We don’t want this to end up as a slanging match about the church, and 
I think we should move on –’ 

‘Can I just say something?’ 

Theo had been watching the exchange quite passively, and his calmness 
unnerved something in Kenneth. ‘I’m sure you would, Theo, but we have a couple 
more questions we’d like to get to before the end of the show.’ 

Theo wasn’t happy about it, but accepted that his views on religion would have 
to wait for another day. 

Kenneth hadn’t liked doing that to Theo, and he certainly wanted to hear what 
Theo had to say. He himself, along with a growing number of others, had grown up 
believing in God but was now undecided, though reluctant to say so. ‘We will take 
our next question from Peter Drittel.’ 

Peter Drittel was on the front row of the audience. He was stocky with a pock-
marked face, and was dressed in a faded Star Wars T-shirt and green khakis. His 
question seemed like it was the first one from the audience that came from the heart 
of the questioner, being a social worker for young, homeless people. ‘A lot of wars 
and uprisings have come about because of massive inequality. Does the panel think 
that we live in an unequal society?’ 

Kenneth went to ask Reverend Entwick but thought better of it to give the 
reverend a chance to collect himself. ‘Ash, we’ll start with you. Do we live in an 
unequal society?’ 

‘No, I don’t think we do. Our society in this country is one of the fairest in the 
world, and our laws are there to protect those that are discriminated against. The 
Labour Party represents the working class in this country and over the years has 
ensured those in lower positions in society are given equal opportunities. We are 
also instrumental in making sure that those that come to our country are treated 
equally and fairly as well.’ 

Gerard Hunt was getting tired of hearing Labour Party rhetoric. ‘You have to 
make sure your voters are protected. If you look after the people that come here and 
the ones on the bottom rung, then you are guaranteed to get their vote.’ 

‘The bottom rung, Gerard? Do you see what are you are saying? Are you on the 
top rung, then? That’s precisely the colonial attitude that makes our country so 
disliked around the world.’ 

‘We’re not so disliked that thousands of people don’t still want to come here.’ 



‘To get the benefits you give them.’ 

‘Started by your lot. The Conservative Party is still trying to clear up your mess.’ 

‘Can we stop that there, please?’ Kenneth interrupted. ‘I’ve had enough 
experience in my life of having to deal with childish tantrums, and don’t want to start 
again. Gerard. I have a feeling I already know the answer, but what’s your opinion?’ 

‘It is one of the central policies of the Conservative Party that everybody is 
treated equally, no matter who they are. Our country is becoming more litigious and I 
for one am all for it.’ 

‘Being a former solicitor?’ 

‘Being a former solicitor means I have a lot of experience in this area. I have 
seen the way some people get treated in this world, and am glad the laws are there 
to help them. The Conservative Party will always make sure those laws are strict, 
and are upheld.’ 

‘As long as the clients keep coming in?’ 

‘Well, as a former solicitor they are not my clients.’ 

‘No, but you are still a partner in a law firm.’ 

‘Sleeping partner, really.’ 

‘Well, we don’t want to get started on those, do we?’ 

Ronnie could not help but laugh at that, and Gerard felt embarrassed at letting 
himself get backed into a corner; the butt of a cheap joke. 

‘Ronnie?’ 

‘I don’t really want to add too much to what these two have said. Equality is 
always a tricky issue to deal with. It always looks to me like the Equality Act was set 
up to help minority groups, and if you’re not in one of those groups, it’s OK to 
discriminate against you.’ 

Kenneth sniggered at this deliberate naivety, aimed at entertainment but striking 
nothing. 

Theo perked up when he heard what Ronnie had said. ‘I feel like that.’ 

Everybody on the panel looked at Theo. They all knew that the comment had 
been made in jest, and now they wondered if Theo Mallier was finally going to reveal 
the lack of knowledge that should have excluded him from this television 
programme. 

‘What’s that, Theo?’ Kenneth was going to let Theo talk this time; he was 
interested himself. 

‘What Ronnie has just said there; I feel like that. I have been discriminated 
against, and been a victim of prejudice. You don’t have to be on the list of protected 
categories in the Equality Act to know what it feels like to have prejudice aimed at 
you. Peter Drittel, the one who asked this question. Sorry to you for pointing this out, 
but I would say you have been as well. We both have faces that stand out, and are 
different. People react to you all the time, is that right, Peter?’ 

The camera cut to Peter Drittel and he nodded at Theo. His face revealed a 
shared understanding between them. 



Theo continued. ‘The Equality Act didn’t help me. I was subject to prejudice 
because of my face. I had people staring at me, making comments, calling me 
names, and I had to sell my business because somebody wrote some comments 
about the way I look. If those things happened to anybody on the protected 
categories list, then there would be an outrage. But not for me. I was not protected 
by the law.’ 

Gerard Hunt chose exactly the wrong time to be arrogant. ‘Well, there is human 
rights law. You could have gone with that.’ 

‘We are talking about equality, not oppression of whole races and countries. We 
all have something different about ourselves, something we live with our whole life, 
something we get ridiculed for. We are all victims of prejudice at some point in our 
lives.’ 

‘Not all, surely?’ 

‘Granted, it’s not as serious as some of the categories on the list, but sometimes 
it is. Why should I have to put up with people reacting to me all the time and making 
comments about the way my face looks? People call me names like Mr Incredible 
and Batman. Those people are superheroes but I am not. It affects me in the same 
way it affects black people, or disabled people, or anybody on the list, or anybody 
that is affected by bullying and prejudice. Those with big noses, no hair, strange 
accents. They are all victims as well.’ 

‘Are you saying,’ snorted Gerard, ‘that everybody should be on the list of 
categories? It seems a bit soft to me. You are complaining about something nobody 
cares about.’ 

‘I care about it, and that’s all that matters. Because of what happened to me last 
year, I found countless others who are affected by the same things. Bullying is a 
problem everywhere in this world, and some people are subjected to it worse than 
others.’ 

‘Bullying? But we’re talking about prejudice.’ 

‘Prejudice is bullying. Bullies target those that are different to them, and those 
they see as being weaker than them. Bullies don’t want their internal weaknesses to 
be revealed, and find people who have those same weaknesses to pick on. They 
make sure they oppress others to deflect attention from themselves. It happens 
everywhere you look and on different scales. It happens in the school playground, in 
sports changing rooms, and in workplaces. It happens between sports fans and 
between countries. Everybody has weaknesses, and everybody is hiding something 
about themselves they don’t want others to see because they are too scared to 
reveal it. It makes bullies feel better to pick on others, and prejudice is included in 
that.’ 

‘I don’t think so. The list of categories is there to help minorities.’ 

‘No, it isn’t. It’s there to make sure everybody gets treated equally, and we aren’t. 
Religion is not a minority. Men and women are not minorities. If we are going to have 
a list, then either everybody has to be on it, or there has to be no list.’ 

‘But that’s ridiculous. We must have some kind of equality law. If we didn’t, we’d 
have everybody saying and doing what they want to each other.’ 

‘But they do it to me anyway. I can’t generalise about people. I can only tell you 



about the people I’ve met in my life, and what they were like. I can’t generalise about 
groups because I haven’t met all the individuals in them, but what I can tell you is 
that just about everybody I know has been a victim of bullying on some level. I know 
it’s a part of life and it is a natural thing that happens, but when it gets so bad that 
people are suffering from depression and ultimately committing suicide because of it, 
then those people have to be protected by the law, and they are not.’ 

‘This just sounds like a crusade you are starting after being bullied because of 
your face. We all sympathise with you but it’s just not going to happen. Give it up and 
live with it. As you said, it’s a part of life.’ 

Theo felt a rush of annoyance surge through his body. What Hunt had said was 
aimed at everybody, though he had made Theo the focal point. ‘Am I classed as 
disabled because of my face? No. I could say I was disabled because I can’t do 
things that other people can, but how far does it go? I could go for a job as a male 
model and will be turned down because of my face. Is that discrimination, or 
prejudice? Does it make me disabled in the sense that I am not able to perform as a 
male model?’ 

‘You’re just being flippant, now. That’s a terrible example.’ 

‘If a disabled person was called names by others at work, there would be 
outrage, and rightly so. But what about me and my physical appearance? Because 
of my gloves and my face people call me names. I get all kinds of comments 
because of my face; it never bothers me, I take it all in the way it is meant, as banter. 
But what if it did bother me? What if I was upset by it? What rights do I have as a 
disfigured person at work? None at all. Disabled people should be on the list, of 
course they should, but so should tall people, bald people, ginger people, people 
with spots or scars. What that list says is that everybody on it has rights at work, 
same as everybody else, but it can go too far. Either everybody should be on the list 
and we say ‘everybody is treated equally’, or there should be no list.’ 

‘But I know people who have disfigured faces and blemishes the same as you 
and it is never a problem for them.’ 

‘Really? Have you asked them? It is not usually a problem for me, either. I 
cannot do anything about it. Anybody can say or do anything to me about my face, 
and if it upsets me, that’s tough.’ 

Gerard smirked at Theo and snorted again. ‘Come on it’s not really a problem is 
it?’ 

‘Do you have anything wrong with your face?’ 

‘You should take the fifth amendment on that one, Gerard.’ Ronnie unhelpfully 
contributed. 

Theo was in attack mode, and aimed at Ronnie, ‘I am not going to ask about 
your face; we can all see it.’ 

If Kenneth had been drinking anything at that moment, his surprise at what Theo 
had just said to Ronnie would have sprayed that drink all over the debate table. 

Gerard answered, ‘Erm, well, no, not that anybody gets to see, anyway.’ 

‘So it’s not a problem for you, so you don’t care about it.’ 

‘I don’t think it’s really a problem at all, for anybody.’ 



‘Did you say you had nothing wrong with your face?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘So how can you know what it’s like? Only people who have had the same 
experience as me can know what it’s like to have people react to you all the time, 
everywhere you go. You don’t have the same perspective on it as me and there’s no 
way you can know what it’s like. Look, I don’t want to bang on about it. I live with it 
and have lived with it for a while. It’s fine, but don’t just say ‘it’s not a problem’ and I 
should just deal with it. How do you know how it affects me, unless I say so? Just 
because I look this way doesn’t mean I don’t have any emotions. I am a human, 
same as everybody else, and I have the same feelings and emotions as everybody 
else. You never know what’s going on behind someone’s eyes, and there’s too much 
prejudice in this world.  

‘Believe me, I know.’ 

The last phrase was delivered through slightly gritted teeth. Gerard Hunt was 
only the latest non-understanding person that had got into Theo’s firing line over the 
last year, though it was the first time he had metaphorically shot someone down on 
national television. 

There was audience applause for Theo’s speech, though not really for the issues 
he was talking about; it was more for the way he had aimed it at a Member of 
Parliament on television. 

That Member of Parliament had felt a tide turn against him in the last few 
minutes, and Theo Mallier was not going to leave this television studio on a high, 
with Gerard as the victim. ‘Is there anything else you’d like to give your befuddled 
opinions about?’ 

‘So are you the host, now?’ Kenneth asked Gerard. ‘Can I ask the questions?’ 

‘Sorry, Ken. I just wanted to know if this…person wants to change any more of 
the laws we work so hard to uphold.’ 

‘Yes, I do,’ said Theo. ‘I want to talk about MPs.’ 

As the panel perked up for the coming debate, nobody did so more than Gerard 
and Ash. They were ready for a fight with somebody who was going to attack the 
way they did their jobs, especially when they never got the chance to give some 
back. Theo was in their firing line as well. 

‘Well, it’s not really on our agenda –’ 

‘Please, Ken,’ said Ash, ‘let the man speak. What did you want to say about 
MPs, Mister Mallier?’ 

Theo loved arrogance in other people. He had always seen it as an open 
invitation to prick egos. ‘MPs, like you two, do not have a clue about the public in this 
country. You live in your ivory tower and pontificate to the masses. You ‘BLEEP’ on 
the opinions of what people like me think. You have no idea how much the public 
doesn’t trust you people. All you care about is yourselves and if your pockets are 
lined enough and when they are, it doesn’t matter what affect that has on everybody 
else. You make the decisions in this country to suit your own interests and don’t give 
a ‘BLEEP’ about the rest of us.’ 

Gerard looked at Ash and Ash returned it. They gave each other a knowing 



smile, silently asking each other who was going to have the first go at this foolish, 
ranting nonentity. 

Theo noticed it. 

His disfigured face did not have a smile for anybody. He was annoyed. He had 
already had a couple of minor rants at some of those on the panel, and didn’t want to 
do it again, but sometimes, things just had to be said. ‘What are you doing, smiling at 
each other? Have you promised each other something later? This is typical. I am 
saying something to you and you arrogantly smile at me as if I don’t know what I’m 
talking about.’ 

‘But you don’t. You are not talking about specific issues; you’re just having a go 
at us.’ Gerard had decided he was first. ‘You’re embarrassing yourself. You clearly 
have no idea what you’re talking about, or what it takes to be an MP in this country.’ 

‘Neither do you.’ 

‘My constituency voted me in because they trust me and the policies of the 
Conservative Party. What have you ever –’ 

‘That’s an easy seat you have. Any Tory would get it, and you nearly even lost 
that. The safest Tory seat in the country, and you almost lost it.’ 

‘Nearly, but didn’t. It’s so easy to sit and criticise others without knowing exactly 
what they do. If you saw some of the things I have to deal with, some of the 
loopholes I have to go through, you might understand things a bit more.’ 

‘I understand them well enough. You’ve all got your snouts in the trough. You all 
do a terrible job and expect to be well paid to do it. Even that’s not enough. You 
fleeced the expenses system to get more, and you have other jobs on the side. 
What’s this about being a partner in a law firm?’ 

‘I am allowed to have as many jobs as I like, and that’s not an active role for me.’ 

‘Though you still get money from it. If you’re representing the people of this 
country and getting paid for it, you should be working day and night, over a hundred 
hours a week. If you were serious about wanting to help fix this country, and you are 
committed to doing it, you would do it for nothing.’ 

There was a ripple of applause when Theo mentioned that. 

‘Why should I work for nothing? Because of the pay I get from other roles, it is 
next to nothing anyway. I do it because I want to, and I am committed to it. I do work 
a hundred hours a week. Just because you don’t see it happening doesn’t mean it’s 
not happening.’ 

‘You’re the minister for Communities, right?’ 

‘And Local Government, yes.’ 

‘What the ‘BLEEP’ do you know about communities? The only time you probably 
see them is at election time. Even then, you take no notice.’ 

‘I have a very active role in my constituency, and I have –’ 

‘What rot! I’ve been to South Poleton. I was there to play a cricket match for 
charity, and they are certainly not impressed with you. They told me that they’ve tried 
to get you to listen to them and you take no notice.’ 



The studio camera panned around the audience, and they were rapt in this 
particular debate. This just never happened. 

Theo turned to Ash. ‘I’ve been to North Poleton as well.’ 

Ash knew his turn was coming, though he didn’t expect the level of aggression 
that came with it. ‘Well, I can say I definitely can’t be accused of not being in my 
community.’ 

‘Only because you live there.’ 

‘Not really. I have always had an interest in the local government of my home 
town. I notice you’re good at saying this stuff but you don’t seem prepared to put 
your money where your mouth is and stand for government.’ 

‘Who knows? I could be thinking about it.’ 

Ash snorted mockingly, ‘I hope not.’ 

‘Why?’ 

Ash made his comment out of derision, and did not expect such terseness from 
his new adversary. ‘You seem to me to be incredibly right wing. It’s nationalistic talk. 
We had this problem a while ago with the BNP, and look where they are now.’ 

‘Are you saying that I am not allowed to be patriotic?’ 

‘No, I am not saying that at all, though there is a difference between being 
patriotic and being nationalistic.’ 

‘Yes, there is. To be nationalistic is to be independent; autonomous. We are all 
nationalistic in this country, but nobody’s allowed to say it because they get labelled 
as a racist by people like you. We are all an accident of geography and it doesn’t 
matter which patch of land you are standing on and who else is on it. Nationalism is 
a loyalty to people in your tribe, and we all have it.’ 

‘You are promoting nationalism?’ 

‘I am saying that there is a difference between nationalism and patriotism, but it’s 
a very fine one. I am a patriot, like most other people in this country. I would even 
say you were.’ 

‘Yes, of course I am. The Labour Party is very proud –’ 

‘I am not talking about the Labour Party, I’m talking about you. What do you 
think? Have you honestly never once thought that immigration to this country is out 
of control?’ 

‘The Labour Party is committed –’ 

‘Not the Labour Party. You.’ 

Ash gave himself a moment before answering. ‘Well, I think that this country has 
a proud tradition on immigration, and it has made us a tolerant, multi-cultural country. 
We shouldn’t really let ourselves become so insular that we don’t let anybody in.’ 

‘But I’m not saying that. I’m talking about control, not stopping it altogether. See, 
this is what you do, and people like you. You have gone to extremes so you don’t 
have to answer the question.’ 

‘Ha. I don’t think you’re the right person to talk about extremes.’ 



‘Why’s that?’ 

‘Well, listen to you. You’re an extremist. You want to stop everything good we do 
for others and shut up shop. We can’t do that.’ 

‘I’m not asking anybody to do that, but we in this country need to stop and look 
after ourselves for a while. You say I am an extremist, and I think extremism and 
minorities are ruining this country.’ 

‘Off you again with your casual racism.’ 

‘What did I say that was racist?’ 

‘Minorities are ruining this country. You’ve just said it.’ 

‘So the only minorities in this country are those of a different race?’ 

‘OK, I think enough has been said about this.’ Kenneth said, bringing the show 
back to where it should be; a topical debate show, not an opportunity for members of 
the public to air their naive views. ‘We have –’ 

‘No, Ken. These two people want to have a go at me and I am happy for them to 
try it.’ 

Ash hadn’t answered. He’d had enough verbal jousting with somebody he 
considered idiotic, but his wish wasn’t granted. 

‘You’re the Shadow Minister for Climate Change?’ 

‘And Energy, yes.’ 

‘Do you know how a hydroelectric plant works?’ 

‘I’m not sure that’s really a relevant question.’ 

‘Do you know how one works?’ 

‘I know a little, but you don’t need to know the technical details of how something 
works to promote it.’ 

‘No, that’s true, but it would help.’ 

‘I’m not convinced it would. You can’t micromanage everything. You need to 
have the confidence in people who do know how it works and let them get on with it.’ 

‘I know how one works.’ 

‘That’s very good. Go to the top of the class.’  

‘In fact I probably know a lot more about energy and climate change than you 
do.’ 

‘Well done.’ 

‘The point is, if you are doing that job, you should have some qualifications in it. 
You have the most responsible job in the country concerning climate change and 
energy and you’re not even qualified. You’ve been given that job because you just 
happened to be in the right place to get it.’ 

‘That’s not true. I take a lot of time to investigate issues on this subject 
thoroughly. I attend focus groups and get feedback from experts. You can’t know 
everything about any subject. It’s not possible.’ 

‘No, it’s not, but you should have at least a basic knowledge before you even 



start. What about nuclear power? Do you know how that works?’ 

‘Again, it’s not really important how much I know about a particular subject. It’s 
about being able to make decisions. I do know that nuclear power is a dangerous 
option.’ 

‘No, it’s not.’ 

Ash perked up when he heard Theo’s answer. Finally, he had found something 
he could talk about and get support on. After all, who in their right mind would 
support the widespread application of nuclear power stations? 

Theo continued to goad him. ‘People are scared of nuclear power and they don’t 
need to be.’ 

‘What? That’s ridiculous.’ 

‘Well, you tell me how many people died in Japan? How many were even 
affected?’ 

‘I don’t have that figure.’ 

‘It’s a big fat round one.’ 

‘You don’t know that.’ 

‘Are you telling me what I know and what I don’t?’ 

‘I am saying that I don’t think you are right.’ 

‘Even in the absence of any figures, like you’ve just said? How can you tell me 
what I know and what I don’t know?’ 

‘I’m not trying to. Surely you don’t think that promoting nuclear power in this 
country is a viable solution to our energy supply problems?’ 

‘Please don’t tell me what I think and what I don’t think. You’re telling me what I 
think and you don’t know what I think. I think what I think, not what you tell me.’ 

Ash stared at Theo for a second. It was not enough to be intimidating, but 
enough to show that Ash’s skin was being penetrated. 

Theo went on. ‘There were no fatalities, or even injuries, after the Japanese 
reactor leak, but there was a worldwide outcry about nuclear power and how it 
should be banned. Then, three coal miners die in Wales. Where’s the uproar about 
that industry?’ 

‘I don’t think you should insult their memory.’ Ash could just about see the end of 
that last straw he was achingly reaching for. 

‘Is that what I did? How did I do that?’ 

‘You should respect the memory of those brave miners and you should respect 
the wishes of their families.’ 

‘Please don’t tell me what I should and shouldn’t do. I don’t take lessons in 
morality from people like you.’ Theo looked down at the way he was dressed and 
opened out his covered arms in an extravagant display to show Ash what he was 
wearing. ‘You don’t think I respect the memories of dead people and their families? I 
would never insult them, but am I not allowed to even mention them?’ 

‘It has nothing to do with this discussion.’ 



‘It has everything to do with it. There are thousands more people that have died 
in coal mining than in the nuclear industry. The nuclear industry has incredibly bad 
press and that’s because of people like you, who just don’t want it to happen. You 
are the minister for energy yet you don’t even know that the safety measures in 
these plants are the best in any industry.’ 

‘They didn’t stop the leak from happening.’ 

‘OK. Maybe they shouldn’t build them on tectonic plate faults, but even in the 
face of that, they still managed to contain it, and nobody got hurt. The safety of 
nuclear plants is fine, and as a minister for energy you should be well aware of that.’ 

‘What I also know is that nuclear power is more expensive than coal and gas. 
Would you like to explain to the public how much more they will have to pay for their 
power so that these plants can be funded?’ 

‘Yes, I would. By not funding useless renewable energy projects.’ 

Ash shook his head in disbelief at his perception of Theo’s ignorance and 
belligerence. ‘It is globally accepted that climate change is a problem we all have to 
deal with, and these projects must be funded to try and find a solution to that 
problem.’ 

‘But there is a solution, and it is nuclear power. For some reason, you don’t want 
to acknowledge that. It’s almost as if you don’t want nuclear power to happen, no 
matter what. Why are you protecting the coal industry? Are you in their pocket?’ 

Ash looked astonished and had to compose himself for a second. ‘Well, we’re 
just going tit for tat now.’ 

‘Yes, tit for tat. Mine’s tit, as in well-rounded, beautifully structured and with a 
point to it. Yours is tat, as in rubbish.’ 

Kenneth smirked and raised his eyebrows on hearing this. This particular show 
might give the ratings a boost. It needed one, and Ash Laing’s next act made sure it 
was going to get it. He stood up, wrenched the microphone from his jacket, and 
started to move away from the debate table, heading backstage, but not without a 
‘BLEEP’ing ‘BLEEP’ aimed at Theo. His backstage voice was then heard to be telling 
one of the show’s make-up artists that ‘BLEEP’ing ‘BLEEP’s like that shouldn’t be 
allowed on shows like this, and that they should keep their ‘BLEEP’ing ignorant 
opinions to themselves. 

‘Well I must say, that’s never happened before,’ said Kenneth. 

Theo smirked to himself, then looked at Gerard. ‘Are you staying?’ 

‘I wouldn’t miss it,’ Gerard replied. ‘Why are you doing this?’ 

‘I’m trying to get you to get your head out of your arse. I’m amazed it fits.’ 

Kenneth interjected, ‘I don’t think that’s helpful.’ 

‘And extremely disrespectful,’ Gerard added, mistakenly thinking he had the high 
ground after Theo’s insult. 

‘Sorry, Ken. I didn’t plan to do this. I’ve just had enough of the way MPs go on, 
and the way they treat people in this country, the public.’ 

‘We try to be as transparent as possible,’ Gerard said. 



‘What rot. The only transparency you have is that I can see right through you. I 
can see the person you are.’ 

‘I’m not sure I want to hear this, but what kind of person am I, then?’ 

‘A liar.’ 

Gerard had heard these kinds of insults before and always brushed them off, but 
this time, coming from the other side of the table, it felt too close. It had jolted him. ‘A 
liar? I hope you have some kind of justification for that comment.’ 

‘You’re an MP, and you can’t get an honest answer out of a politician, isn’t that 
right? You lie to us and you don’t listen.’ 

‘We listen all the time, and we answer. It’s not my fault you don’t want to hear the 
answers.’ 

‘But you don’t answer; you bluff and divert. You listen to us? You don’t. You hear 
us and give a self-serving answer. You are not listening. You hear but you don’t 
listen, and you do the worst kind of lying as well. Your kind of lying is for your own 
personal gain. It’s not just lying; it’s malicious lying to get your own way. You do that 
and ask me to respect you. I don’t think so. I respect the opinions of those who 
actually say what they think. I don’t respect the opinions of those who give them with 
cowardly, self-serving intentions.’ 

‘Look, I’ve had enough of this –’ 

‘Have you been eating Willy Wonka’s chewing gum? Your face has gone purple.’ 
Theo wound up for his final attack. ‘Things have changed now. The Internet has 
changed everything. You can publish your own books for next to nothing, and you 
can have forums on the web and get loads of people to join it. You can say what you 
want and not be censored. The people can have their voice now and the media and 
government can’t do anything about it; they don’t have the control any more. The 
voice of the public is coming back and is more prominent again, and the public need 
that. The public need to take back control of what is going on in this country as well. 
A hundred years ago, people used to write letters to each other to communicate from 
afar. That’s back now, but in a different form. It’s all changed, and we need to 
embrace it so we can get our voices heard again. The global village is just that; it’s 
all a question of scale. Everybody’s talking to each other around the world and 
they’re all saying the same thing. We need to sort this out, and the people who are 
supposed to be doing it are not, they’re just looking after themselves, and not us.’ 

‘Are you going to put a stop to this, Ken?’ 

‘Erm, no, I don’t think so.’ 

Theo went on: ‘But if you listened to us –’ 

‘We listen to you all the time.’ 

‘And it’s always the same old ‘BLEEP’, slagging off other parties to get brownie 
points for yourself, to show support for your party which is also wrong, to insult and 
demean people that don’t go along with what you say. I for one have had enough of 
it. You talk like you know everything about everything and everyone, and that’s just 
not possible. You don’t care about individuals who have problems, you only care 
about yourself and how you don’t want to ever be seen to be wrong about anything. 
People make mistakes, but politicians never seem to, and we all know that you do, 



all the time. If you didn’t you wouldn’t be human. That’s why you get no respect from 
anybody, because none of you will ever admit you are wrong, and on the rare 
occasions that you do, everybody is amazed that a politician has owned up to 
something, but you know what? People like that. It shows you recognise you are 
human, the same as everybody else. When you realise you are the same as 
everybody else then you can start to understand where everybody else is coming 
from. 

‘The media and the government cannot control and influence the minds of the 
people any more. The Internet has stopped that. Our voice is getting bigger and 
bigger and, at some point, the people in charge are going to have to listen to us.’ 

Gerard started to make his way out of his seat and while he fumbled with the 
microphone Theo said, ‘Are you going to stand up as well? That’s what knobs do 
when they’re agitated.’ 

This was one insult too far. ‘You ‘BLEEP’ing ‘BLEEP’ ‘BLEEP’ and your naive, 
‘BLEEP’ing ignorant ‘BLEEP’ opinions! ‘BLEEP’ off, you ‘BLEEP’ing ‘BLEEP’y 
‘BLEEP’ ‘BLEEP'!’ 

‘Don’t do too much of that, the viewers at home will think there’s a lorry reversing 
into their house.’ 

Gerard finally rid himself of the microphone and huffed away backstage, 
bleeping as he went. 

There was a moment of silence in the studio while everybody took in what had 
just happened. In the next moment, raucous applause rattled the room, 
accompanied this time by cheers and the stamping of feet. This went on for a few 
seconds, and Theo, unsmiling, watched them. 

Once the applause had died down, and while he waited for the audience to finish 
murmuring to their seated neighbours, Kenneth quickly glanced at the two empty 
seats, and to the remaining panel. ‘We’ve never had somebody storm off the show 
before, and now we’ve had two in the same show!’ 

‘I must have touched a nerve,’ Theo said. 

Ronnie looked over at him and smiled. ‘Well done, son! They’ll be getting a 
roasting for doing that, no problem.’ 

‘Yes, but now we only have half a panel left,’ Kenneth interrupted. ‘I don’t know if 
we can …’ He paused a second while his earpiece barked at him. ‘Well, we are 
going to continue.’ 

‘Good,’ Theo responded. ‘We shouldn’t let huffy people spoil your show.’ He 
turned towards the audience. ‘Are there any more questions?’ 

‘Hold on Theo, don’t get ahead of yourself,’ Kenneth smiled at him. ‘Are there 
any more questions?’ 

A sea of hands went into the air. 

‘We’ll take one from the man up there, with the black jumper.’ 

‘Yes, I have a question. I was wondering if Theo Mallier had ever thought about 
running in the coming election.’ 

Theo looked up towards the man. ‘What, for a seat?’ 



‘No. I was wondering if you’d ever thought about running to be the next prime 
minister.’ 

  



PART THREE: 

 

THE STRAW THAT BROKE 



‘Make this man the-o prime minister!’ sat on the front page of a newspaper the 
day after Talk the Talk had been broadcast, along with ‘Poppy Cock!’, ‘Bawdy 
Geordie!’, ‘Well done, that Mall!’, ‘Face up!’, ‘Take that!’, ‘Remembrance of this Day!’, 
and in The Blart: ‘Theo Mallier, me, and my sister!’, a lurid story about how Theo had 
spoken to two sisters in a pub in Whitley Bay and nothing else - but by the time the 
reader found that out, the paper was already sold. 

Theo was in his house, and was now dressed normally, though the moustache 
had remained. The papers were spread on the coffee table in the middle of the living 
room. He had read all of them, taking in the differing opinions of newspaper editors; 
some self-serving, some looking for sensation, some trying to find a different angle 
from the rest, some asking for people that knew him, and some just telling the story, 
though all were talking about him and the show he had put on the night before. 

‘That’s a right old mess you’ve created there, mate.’ Joey had come through the 
front door without knocking or ringing the bell. 

Theo looked at his friend, still in a state of shock at his own actions. ‘I know, 
mate. What have I done?’ 

‘I don’t know what it is you’ve gone and done, but it seems people like it.’ 

Joey went to the coffee table and picked up The Blart. The two sisters were on 
the front page. ‘I’ve seen them about,’ he said. ‘They didn’t think it was that 
newsworthy three weeks ago when you were talking to them.’ 

‘Welcome to the world of celebrity, Joey.’ 

‘Celebrity? I can see I’m going to have to stick around so heads don’t get 
inflated, even burned ones.’ 

Theo smiled. He could not have a better person around him to make sure that 
didn’t happen. 

‘So are you going to do it, then?’ Joey asked him. 

‘Do what?’ 

‘Run for prime minister?’ 

‘I wouldn’t have thought so, would you?’ 

‘I don’t know, like. There’s a lot of people think the same way as you, but they’re 
afraid to say it. I think you’d have a chance.’ 

‘I can’t run for a job like that, Joey. People like me don’t get to become leaders of 
countries.’ 

‘Why not?’ 

‘I don’t know. We’re meant to stay in our place, remember? People like us can’t 
go for stuff like that.’ 

‘Who says, like?’ 

Theo looked at Joey, and saw that Joey was not joking. 

‘It was just a rant, Joey, a go at some of those arseholes. Nobody’s going to take 
it as any more than that. By the time the polling comes, it’ll be forgotten about.’ 

‘That’s what campaigns are for, so people don’t forget.’ 



‘Campaigns? I never even thought of that. How would I pay for something like 
that?’ 

Joey placed The Blart back on the coffee table, and picked up The World. 
‘There’s always a way round that stuff. We’ll think of something.’ 

If Theo Mallier ever had any kind of campaign, he would always definitely get 
one vote, but the ‘we’ in what Joey had said told him something might have already 
started. 

He thought for a second as Joey leafed through the paper, checking out the 
touched-up photographs of celebrity women in advertisements. 

‘You’re not taking all this seriously are you, Joey?’ 

Joey looked away from his paper. ‘The way I see it is that you’ve got a chance to 
do something; to make an impact like you said…before. You probably won’t get 
many votes in the long run, and you won’t become prime minister either, but I reckon 
we can have a right old laugh along the way.’ 

‘I think I’ve already done the impact bit.’ 

‘Yeah, and you can send a message to all those wankers who are running this 
shit-tip of a country.’ He gestured at the paper. ‘It says here they’re going to show 
the programme again on Sunday night. You’ll have to watch it.’ 

‘I will, but I reckon I won’t be happy with it. It’s like I embarrassed myself in front 
of a whole nation.’ 

‘Really?’ 

‘Yeah.' 

‘That’s not the way I saw it, like.’ 

‘Yeah, but you’re my mate, you’re bound to say that.’ 

‘Yes,’ Joey said to him, but then gestured to all the papers on the table. ‘But this 
lot aren’t.’ 

***** 

The show was broadcast again on the next Sunday as Joey had said, and if 
Theo had thought the media intrusion into his life had been unbearable, it became 
much worse after the repeat showing. The feeding frenzy that escalated after it was 
shown infiltrated, perforated and frustrated his life. Everybody wanted to know who 
he was, who his family were, and who his friends were, new and old; mostly new. 

They came to his house and camped outside it, followed him everywhere, 
photographed his un-photogenic surface, and printed stories about him; some even 
true. They wanted his opinion on everything and if he didn’t give it, they strung 
together his sound bites into an exclusive; they spoke to his mostly-estranged 
neighbours who had suddenly come forth with intimate details about his life. They 
ended up chiding him if he didn’t wear the right clothes, have the right look on his 
face, or if he showed any kind of small imperfection to the sacred-cow, idealistic, 
perfection that nobody in the world possessed. 

The strangest place he found his new-found fame to be a cruelty was in The 
Stool, albeit in a strangled form. 



Theo and Joey were not ones to leave their wives at home all the time, and 
when they deigned to take the women with them to their latest fest, the women 
dressed up to the elevens. They would often take them to The Stool to treat them for 
just being there, though having become used to more exclusive and better places, 
the wives considered it more a treat for Theo and Joey; a way for them never to 
forget where they had come from. 

The Stool regulars who knew him and his family had taken to calling Theo 
‘Batman’ and Joey ‘Robin’ and the two of them never knew which name was the best 
to have. Theo was famous for going on Talk the Talk with a red breast, and Joey 
was the man mountain, so those names seemed to them to fit the other way round, 
but ‘never let the truth spoil a good nickname’ was the tenet of all. 

They didn’t mind the nicknames; not from these people. It was a kind of badge of 
honour to be known on the estate by such names, worthy of them or not. 

Conversation in The Stool usually revolved around Newcastle United, the latest 
drunken fight in Shields, and the best way to stay on the bent and broad path 
towards state pensions. 

It was never like this, though. 

There was rarely any talk of politics apart from ranting from a skewed and 
uninformed side, but here, these four were not just talking about politics, but about 
one of them actually running to be the leader of the country. 

‘I don’t know how you cope with all this, mate,’ Joey said to Theo, gulping at an 
amber pint of one of the pub’s weekly guests, Straw Boater Ale. 

‘I don’t think I do, but it’s kind of, I seem to have got used to it pretty quick, like 
it’s always been there. It’s almost like it’s another person in the papers, and not me.’ 

‘How do you stay so relaxed?’ 

‘Well, I have a healthy sex life and a punch bag.’ 

‘I hope they’re not the same thing.’ 

‘No, one of them is an inanimate object that I use to vent all my frustrations, and 
–’ 

‘The other one’s a punch bag!’ they said in unison, laughing. 

Tash pulled a mocking, gurning face at their joke, and turned back to her own 
conversation with Luce about curtains, carpets and false fingernails; they usually 
kept their talk about existensionalism and high art for when the men weren’t there. 

‘No, really,’ Joey said, taking another drink, swelling the inner boundaries of his 
slow-forming barrel. ‘I know it’s a well-paid job and all that, but are you ready for the 
burden?’ 

‘I’m not going to run for it, Joey.’ 

‘I know, I know, but just think. You built that business up, you’ve got good kids, 
good ethics, you know how to run a house. It’s all the same stuff; it’s just a question 
of scale.’ 

‘I don’t think so, like.’ 

‘You ran that business like it was your house, shopping around getting the best 



prices. You always said the secret of all business is to sell for more than you buy, 
and to look after your customers. You scale that up to running the country; it’s the 
same. You’re a natural at it.’ 

‘There’s plenty jobs around the house you could be doing, if it’s a job you want,’ 
Tash butted in. ‘And you could always go and stand in one of those fields keeping 
the crows away. You’d be a natural at that as well!’ 

This time it was the wives’ turn to laugh. 

‘Thanks,’ Theo said, smiling. ‘That’s just what I needed.’ 

‘We going for a think, Theo? Leave these here for a bit?’ 

‘A think’ was their euphemism for a cigarette; a tab. 

They made their way outside to the legal area for un-fresh air. Tash and Luce 
watched them as they opened the door, pulling one door each like the dynamic duo 
they were, and saw the multitude of camera flashes that greeted the two men. Tash 
imagined the next day’s headlines: ‘Smoking Joey’ and ‘Theo up in smoke again’. 

‘I’ve never taken a good photo,’ Theo said as they lit up in front of the baying 
photographers. 

‘That’s because of your face, mate.’ said Joey. 

‘Why, you’re tall, aren’t you?’ Theo replied. 

As they went outside, they passed a dishevelled young man who was sitting 
alone in the corner of the pub. His young privileged life had been ruined by a 
dalliance then obsession with mind expansion, bringing him down from the house on 
the hill to the very place he hated as a child. He had no choice but to live on the 
estate - it was there or nowhere, and as Theo and Joey passed him on their way for 
a think, the young man, labelled Basket Case by the pub membership, had a faint, 
vague and bitter recollection of the day Joey had almost knocked him out at the 
school. 

***** 

Theo thought he would get a respite from the attention after a week or two while 
the press moved on to their next prey, but that did not happen. 

He remained a focus of attention; his impact was longer-lasting than gossip 
about celebrities and photographs of their faults. He was also kept in the public eye 
by panel shows talking about him, quoting him, and goading him. ‘Just who does this 
daft Geordie think he is?’ came one barb from Jane Harrier on daytime show Bleat 
Beat. ‘If he had anything about him, he would do what half the country wants him to 
do and stand by his convictions. It is not enough to carp and rail at people doing the 
job without having the bravery to do something about it himself.’ 

Bravery was not something Theo thought he lacked, even in his most self-
doubting moments, and comments like that were starting to seep into his core. He 
started to think that Joey had been right; it would be a laugh. If he could get any kind 
of substantial support for his, as yet unnamed party, it would at least send a 
message to the ivory-tower dwellers running the country. ‘We are here, we are here!’ 
is all he wanted to say. ‘And we are telling you we are not happy.’ 

***** 



George Mallier lived alone officially, but anybody who went to his house on any 
given day would not believe it. His family had extended from six children to fifteen 
grandchildren, and they were always either half-in or half-out of his house; 
chocolate-mouthed at Easter and Christmas, and usually nappy-heavy. 

Theo had been seeing less of his father as the years went by and the cord 
between them had stretched and almost broken, but he was snapped back. He 
needed advice, and to him, the older the source the better. He had caught George 
early, before his father’s urge to try and forget came over him, and he was preparing 
one adult’s and four children’s portions of cheesy spaghetti hoops on toast with 
brown sauce. 

‘Am I dying and nobody’s told me?’ George asked his prodigy. 

‘What do you mean?’ 

‘Well, I haven’t seen you for months. I thought there must be something wrong 
with me for you to come and visit me, especially with all your fame and stuff.’ 

‘Sorry, dad. I meant to come earlier, but –’ 

‘It’s OK, son. I know what it’s like. You’ve got your life to live, not worry about 
mine that’s on its way out.’ 

‘You’ve got a while yet, I think.’ 

‘Doesn’t feel like it, the way the birthdays come around. Not that you’re never 
welcome, but have you come here for a specific reason?’ 

‘Yeah.’ 

‘Something to do with running to become the prime minister?’ 

‘Yeah, how did you guess?’ Theo smiled at him, irony dripping from the words. 

‘When I saw you on that show, I thought, what has he gone and done?’ 

‘I just said a few things I wanted to say.’ 

‘A few things? Ha! And you want to know if you should do it?’ 

‘Kind of.’ 

George started to butter the toast. ‘You can’t expect me to decide for you.’ 

‘No, but I kind of thought you’d have a go at talking me out of it, to make sure I 
don’t get some mad thought of actually doing it.’ 

‘Talk you out of it?’ 

‘What, you think I should do it?’ 

George tipped the hot spaghetti hoops over the toast, ‘Of course you should do 
it.’ 

Theo watched his father get the cheese out of the half-empty fridge, ‘I thought 
you’d be the last person to say that.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘Because you hate politicians.’ 

George started cutting the cheese and putting it on the spaghetti hoops, mixing it 
in to make sure it melted. ‘Well, yes, there is that. I don’t hate them, not really, but I 



don’t think they do a very good job, not for us anyway. They’re more of a hindrance 
than a help, and always look more bothered about looking after themselves rather 
than other people.’ 

‘I wouldn’t want you hating me.’ 

‘I could never do that. You’re my family, and families don’t hate each other. They 
may not like each other –’ 

George took the brown sauce and four plates into the living room and handed 
them out to the toddlers that had wrecked the room. He came back and pulled out 
two bottles of Needle’s beer from the fridge, emptying it further, and gave one to 
Theo. ‘Let’s go out the back, son.’ 

‘The back’ was what George considered his garden area. The far half of it was 
overrun with long, yellowing grass, a spattering of empty beer cans, and broken, 
plastic garden toys; it had seen a lawnmower before, but not recently. The near half, 
designated the patio area, was layered with crazy paving, striving but failing to 
contain the long weeds from each of its crevices. 

George picked up the pile of green plastic chairs from the corner of the patio 
area and lifted off the top two bird-shit covered ones, casting them to one side. He 
separated the two remaining chairs and placed them on the paving, and when Theo 
sat on one of them, the chair rocked on the uneven ground. 

George sat on the other chair and took a long swig from his bottle. ‘Theo, what’s 
your plan?’ 

Theo took a sip of his own drink. He was always glad his flesh-coloured gloves 
had a palm grip when he drank from bottles and glasses. ‘Plan? I don’t really have 
one. When I think I might do it, I only think I’d like to give them a message. I don’t 
really want to run the country.’ 

George watched a magpie land on the high far fence of the garden. Theo 
watched it as well, and remembered Tash’s joke about scaring crows away. His 
appearance didn’t seem to bother this one, and he was reminded of The Magpie in a 
comic he read as a child; an enemy of Batman. They both threw a casual salute 
towards the symbol of their football team. 

‘What message do you want to give them?’ George said. 

‘Just to let them know that people in this country have had enough of the way 
they go on, and to tell them we’re all sick of the things they do. They’re supposed to 
represent us and they don’t. I want to tell them that if they don’t sort their shit out, we 
will have a go ourselves.’ 

Even at the age of sixty-two, George still baulked when he heard his grown-up 
children swearing. ‘And is there a lot of support?’ 

‘There seems to be, if you believe the media.’ 

‘That’s a big if. What if they’re just trying to draw you out; to embarrass you? The 
media are a powerful tool in this country. If they’ve got something against you, they 
could make your life hell.’ 

‘They seem OK so far.’ 

‘Yeah, so far. What happens when you start campaigning? They’ll be digging up 
all kinds of stories about you, and not many will be true. That’s how they operate; on 



headlines. There are more good people in this world than bad ones, but 
unfortunately we live in a world of headlines, and it’s the bad people that claim them. 
There’s always more going on under the surface but nobody gets to see it. 
Everything is covered in gloss and misconception, and nobody knows the real story 
of anything until they have experienced it for themselves. The media will print stories 
about you and people will believe it, no matter what you say.’ 

‘They’ve already done that. I feel OK with it so far. The people around me know 
what it is true and what isn’t.’ 

‘That’s true, but we are not talking about people around you. Would you be able 
to walk around the streets with people, strangers, knowing the most intimate private 
things about you?’ 

 ‘Honestly, I don’t think I care about any of that any more. You can’t walk around 
with a face like this and hide anything.’ 

George had got used to seeing Theo’s face as it now was. He had had the initial 
shock of seeing his handsome boy so badly disfigured, but now when it was 
mentioned to him, he was reminded that he’d forgotten about it - he only ever saw 
the boy, the man, underneath. 

‘After what that prick did to me with those comments, anything said about me 
has been incorporated into my thick skin. The papers have been printing loads of 
stuff about me and I haven’t cared about it.’ 

George watched the magpie as it perused the back half of his garden, then he 
looked back at Theo. ‘OK, so you’re fine with the media attack that is going to come 
your way. What about your history? People are going to ask about your mother.’ 

‘I don’t care about that; there’s nothing to tell.’ 

‘It’s not you that’s going be telling it.’ 

Theo had spent years not thinking about his mother, and when people talked 
about her, it was like they were talking about some woman that lived two streets 
away. He kind of knew what she looked like but never thought about it any more than 
that. If he found out a woman two streets away that he didn’t know had died, he 
would shrug his shoulders and never think about it again. ‘You told me she had the 
badness in her head, the drink had taken her away from us and you didn’t know 
where to.’ 

George looked at his bottle. ‘Ah, drink, we’ve all been affected by that particular 
demon,’ then took another long swig. 

‘Joey reckons it’s all a question of scale.’ 

‘Joey’s right. I can tell you something I read about this country. This country is 
like a person going through their life.’ 

‘How’s that?’ 

George reached into his back pocket and pulled out a folded, battered piece of 
paper. It was a printout of an Internet article that somebody had given him. He 
unfolded the often-read piece of blogger literature and started reading aloud: 

‘Britain has turned into a bitter, drunken, grumpy old man, prone to bouts of 
depression and aggression, fuelled by delusion and anger. It is ranting and 
raving and nobody is taking any notice. Everybody switches off when the 



grumpy old man gets started with his antiquated, archaic and time-gone-by 
views on the world. ‘Listen to me, I know better’, it says. ‘Shut up, Grandad, 
nobody cares,’ the world replies. ‘Just stay in your home and we’ll feed you 
with crap until you’re gone.’ 

‘The people of this country are its liver; trying to detoxify but being 
overwhelmed by fermented sugar, producing the yellow bile of cowardly lions 
and the black bile of sadness. The detox is not working any more and the 
country is fading away under the weight of its own obesity. 

‘We are not Prometheus, growing a liver every night because the last one has 
gone. The liver has become the die-er. 

‘The people are the lungs too; living and barely breathing from a lifetime of 
industrial smoke. The country has stopped smoking now, though the clouds 
are still there, and it has to come out from under the giant nicotine patch that 
is preventing it from smoking again. 

‘But we are also the heart, pumping away endlessly in the face of all we throw 
at it. Smoking, drinking, eating, fighting with each other, and crying; that’s all 
we do now. The internal bleeding has to stop so the heart of this country can 
fix itself. 

‘This country needs a massive heart attack to make it realise what it has to 
live for and what it has to offer. It needs a life-changing experience to jolt it 
from its slumbering march towards death. 

‘The whole place is turning to rot. The country has been arse-raped so much 
that now when it farts, it doesn’t make a sound. People are coming here and 
expecting us to change for them, change to their values and beliefs. We are 
being slowly colonised and we don’t realise it. 

‘It is drinking itself to death and nobody has the power to stop it. It needs a 
shock, a jolt, a realisation. It needs to know that it is broken but not beyond 
repair, and it’s got to do it before it’s too late and its liver completely gives out 
in a show of dark spots and yellowness.’ 

Theo thought his father was either ignorant of the irony, or had accepted his 
problems. ‘Sounds very nationalistic,’ he said. 

‘Nationalistic, or patriotic? Sometimes the concerns of Britain are more important 
than looking after other countries. Strong leaders get in on nationalistic fervour, like 
Churchill, or Thatcher.’ 

‘Did they?’ 

‘Yes, and when, if, you write a manifesto, you’re going to have to use some of 
that feeling the country has. It’s your best chance to get as much support as 
possible. You have to pitch it as a Church-ology, or Thatch-ology.’ 

‘I don’t need their -ology. I’ve got my own -ology, it doesn’t have to be somebody 
else’s. I’ve got a Theo-ology.’ 

George smiled at the word. 

‘Who wrote that thing?’ Theo asked. 

‘I don’t know,’ George said, stuffing the paper back in his pocket. ‘Some guy.’ He 
watched the magpie again as it started to look around for somewhere else to find the 



treasure it was seeking.  

‘You have to be that heart attack, Theo. You have to be the meteor that wipes 
out the dinosaurs in this country. All you need to do is let the leaders of this country 
know that its people can rise up and take over whenever it wants to.’ 

‘You know, dad, I’m only thinking of doing this to prove a point.’ 

‘I know son, but you’ve got the chance to cause a big stink with this, you have to 
say all this stuff.’ 

‘But there’s something going round my head all the time. What if the impossible 
happened and I actually won?’ 

‘Then you’ll have to do it. You can’t let people down that believe in you.’ 

‘But that’s the point. Making a big stink is one thing, but actually doing these 
things is another. I don’t know if I have the strength to do these things for real. It’s a 
massive machine that is going to be impossible to change.’ 

‘No, son. It would be difficult, but not impossible.’ 

They both watched as the magpie finally flew away. 

‘If I did it, what would I call the party?’ 

‘Have you thought of anything?’ 

‘I was thinking about togetherness, like the Unity Party or something.’ 

‘Hm. I see what you’re thinking. We need to have unity to fix our problems. We 
all have to work together. Our workers, our kingdom, our people. Fixing problems is 
all about unity, coming together as one to charge the ignorance of our voice. Unity is 
even in our flag.’ 

‘Our flag. The Union Party.’ 

‘I like the sound of that. It’s a bit Labour, though.’ 

‘No, it’s union. No party affiliation, just all in this together, like you said. It’s not 
about the group we come from; it’s about where we all want to go together. Like a 
family, or a business mission statement, any kind of team that works together to be 
successful.’ 

‘I think you’re starting to get it, son.’ 

‘Hm, the Union Party. Would it work?’ 

‘Course it could work; remember H’Angus the Monkey?’ 

Theo did indeed remember H’Angus the Monkey. 

As he ached and wrangled over the decision of whether to run or not, he thought 
about H’Angus - an example of the fickleness and populist opinions of the voters. He 
had been the mascot of Hartlepool Football Club, and was named after an 
unfortunate mythical incident when the town found a monkey aboard a shipwreck 
and hanged it as a French spy. 

As part of a publicity stunt, H’Angus ran for election as mayor of Hartlepool, 
making promises of free bananas for all schoolchildren, and actually got elected. The 
greatest wonder of it all was he did such a good job in office that when it came 
round, he was re-elected. Having had no previous experience of being in politics, he 



ran a joke campaign, got in, did a good job, and stayed in. 

The media and all those around Theo were supportive. Not everybody agreed 
with what he had done, of course, but they seemed like a minority from his vantage 
point. He watched and read the news constantly, not for stories about himself, but for 
stories of politicians and what they were doing. It seemed to him they could not do 
right for doing wrong, and he wondered if he would be the same if he became one of 
them. 

Newspapers were full of how bad the politicians were, and he was never sure 
how much he believed them, but surely they couldn’t all be wrong. His father had 
said when the media are against you they can make your life hell, and he wasn’t 
convinced they weren’t doing that to politicians - always. 

The main story the media had picked up on that week was the referendum on 
English devolution. The other three countries in the union had all had their vote, but 
England never had. It seemed a bit unfair to him, but he also thought it was the 
English way now. Acceptance rather than defiance. 

There was going to be a bill put forward for MPs to decide whether England 
should have a vote on devolution, and the country waited during the run up to the 
vote. As the build up continued, it became clear that the party leaders were using a 
three-line whip to make all their members vote against it. 

He investigated what a three-line whip was, and found it to be a way for party 
leaders to make sure the party members voted the way the party wanted, and not 
the way the members themselves wanted. The whip was as its name suggested: do 
what we want or you will be punished. ‘They may as well just call it the beating 
drum,’ he thought. The three line part was a topic to be voted on, underlined three 
times as if to say, ‘You must definitely vote the way we want on this one.’ 

When the day came, the whip was used, and the choice of whether the voters of 
England could vote on their own devolution was gone. 

The camel’s back buckled. 

 
 

***** 
 
Dear Reader, 
 
I hope you enjoyed Theo Mallier: Talk the Talk. You can see that Theo has made 

his decision, and his story will resume in Theo Mallier: The Common Manifesto, 
where he sets out his policies as the leader of The Union Party. 

As an author, I am always interested in feedback, whether it is good or bad, and 
am now asking you a favour. 

It is very difficult to get reviews on books on Amazon, and now you’ve read the 
book, I am asking you, if you would, to post a review on the Amazon page for Talk 
the Talk. 

To make it easier, I have posted a link to the book’s Amazon page:  
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Theo-Mallier-Talk-Political-Fiction-

ebook/dp/B01C3LWCDQ/ref=sr_1_1?s=digital-
text&ie=UTF8&qid=1456812679&sr=1-1&keywords=theo++mallier 



The whole story is already completed, though I would like to hear your 
comments on this part, not only out of personal interest, but to improve my writing in 
general.  

 
Thank you for reading Theo Mallier: Talk the Talk, and for taking time out of your 

life to read my work – it is always appreciated.  
 
Oh, and here’s a link to Volume Three: The Common Manifesto: 
 
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Theo-Mallier-Manifesto-Political-Fiction-

ebook/dp/B01D0KTHD2/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&qid=1458798189&sr=8-
2&keywords=theo+mallier 

 
Andrew Culyer 
 
 
Twitter: @andyculyer 
 
I’m also on Goodreads... 
 
https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/5824151.Andrew_Culyer 

 


