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To my grandfather Leonard Moore, who believed
in always standing up for the working man
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“Look back in memory
and consider when you ever had a fixed plan, how few days have
passed as you had intended, when you were ever at your own
disposal, when your face ever wore its natural expression, when
your mind was ever unperturbed, what work you have achieved in so
long a life, how many have robbed you of life when you were not
aware of what you were losing, how much was taken up in useless
sorrow, in foolish joy, in greedy desire, in the allurements of
society, how little of yourself was left to you; you will perceive
that you are dying before your season.”.



‘On the Shortness of Life’ – Seneca

 



Prologue


 


It is a cold bright
January day and the bells of St Mary’s Church Islington have just
struck thirteen. A few of the shoppers in Upper Street look up at
the clock on the spire, noting the hands set correctly at half past
six. But most, deadened by the weather and footsore from January
sales, don’t even notice. It is a
Thursday and therefore a day when the bars and restaurants
staggered along the street can be patronised for a mildly bibulous
night, knowing that the fully unfettered release of the Friday
debauch is only a hangover away. A few brave white-collar proles
quiver in red blankets on sofas outside the Turkish cafes, puffing
on hookahs and looking like the casualties of a particularly
languid road accident. They blow apple flavoured smoke across the
pavement and the two homeless men trudging slowly past the church,
sniff the air hungrily, but remain invisible to all.

Both men are in their late forties. Pedro,
short and ratty in a tattered lumberjack shirt beneath a stained
fake sheepskin bomber jacket, scuffs along on a twisted right foot.
His trousers are multi-pouched army fatigues and his sneakers are
thin and bolstered beneath by two layers of football socks. His
friend Lewis wears a hooded top beneath what appears to be an army
greatcoat. His long face seldom emerges from the shadow of his
chain-store cowl and a straggly anaemic roll-up, burning between
his thin lips, lights the hollows of his cheeks. He feels tired and
his chest is heavy with the familiar blade of pain blossoming
fiercely beneath his breast with every breath.

‘Early night, Pedro’ he rasps
and spits into the gutter. Pedro stares sadly at the ruby red
streaks visible in the glistening oyster and pats him on the back.
‘OK, Lewis. You want to go Camden. Try Arlington House?’

Lewis coughs for almost
thirty seconds before answering wearily. ‘You need a
referral.’

‘We can go up the
housing people and get one. You not well,
man. They got to priory you’

‘Prioritise’

‘Yeah, yeah.
Priorise.’

Lewis pauses on the pavement
and seems to sway slightly as he considers the journey down
Copenhagen Street and out behind York Way to Camden Road. ‘Too
tired. Let’s get some cardboard from the bins out back of the
furniture shop and find a space out of this wind.’

Pedro rubs his hands and
stares up at the white sky. ‘Maybe going to snow. Probably cold
weather shelters still open tonight, innit?’

‘Don’t let me stop you.’

Pedro shuffles awkwardly,
his pock-marked jowls turning red beneath his light black
beard. ‘I won’t leave you, Lewis. Not when you
feeling bad. You know that.’

‘I’ll be alright’.

‘No. I stick with you.
Bastard shelter people get on my nerves anyway. Cheesus, what you
have to do for a warm place and a lousy meal’. He pats his pockets,
either side of his jacket. ‘Anyway I got prawn cocktail crisps this
side and cider this side. We going to be OK, man. Poco dinero, pero
mucho de corazón. You know what this means, Lewis?’

‘Of course not.’

‘No money, but plenty heart.
Yes?’

Lewis coughs painfully
and rubs his belly. ‘I could eat a heart’.


 


Fever Diary – 22nd January 20—

 


I have stepped off the end of Wigan Pier.
The last time I remember the nurse taking my temperature, it was
104 degrees. If this is a fever dream, as I have surmised, then
this ethereal journal may not last very long. Every week one reads
in the newspapers of such cases. A man disappears from home or work
or somewhere in between and isn’t seen for months or years. He
comes to a realization, in the street perhaps that he doesn’t know
where he has come from or where he is going. Just as one may enter
a room and forget entirely why one came. In such cases, the victim
gradually comes to understand that he doesn’t know who he is. But
although I have no memory of how I got here, I believe I am acutely
aware of who I am, although, naturally in a dream one may be
convinced of a fact that on waking turns out to have been a
complete fiction.

There have been fever dreams before, of
course. Some accompanied by vivid hallucinations and an
undercurrent of dread or menace. Whilst lying in a Cologne hospital
ward, I once experienced a long and complicated scenario
accompanied by the pervading smell of burning onions and a
malevolent toad slithering beneath my bed. But this current episode
is a curious hybrid of dream logic and sensory excess that I know I
have not experienced before, whatever my temperature. In the
hallucination that I find myself enjoying (and occasionally
suffering) I seem to be able to think and feel as ever I did.
Curiously, a kind of detachment that I always strove for in my
waking life seems to come very easily now. This may well be the
over-heated brain playing philosophical tricks on my perception.
But I suspect it is more the collision between the very familiar
landscape of the England I know and the profoundly alien
intercision of the fever world I now inhabit. I both know and do
not know this world as the delusion lays a curious topography over
the once familiar contours of a landscape skewed by my affliction.
Although, I’m not sure affliction is the right word. I find that
although I can touch and feel in this largely benign fugue, I am
completely free of disease for the first time in nearly twenty
years. I felt that instantly. It’s true, I bleed if I graze my
knuckle against a wall, but the previously constant shard of ice
beneath my breast is mercifully absent here. Perhaps if it returns,
I will know that I am about to wake up or die. Neither option
appeals to me at present. I am tired of the tedious routine of the
chronic patient. In this respect, the dream is a welcome relief,
whatever it signifies about my current state of health.

There are still newspapers here, at least.
They speak to an extraordinary explosion in telegraphic means which
as I always suspected, tend to retard rather than enable
international communication.

Looking back through the diary I kept during
the war, I find that I was usually wrong when it was possible to be
wrong. I hope that I can write a little longer and with a little
more prescience for whoever seeks me out in the universe of
perpetual dialogue I seem to have projected for my own amusement or
torment. The electronic cacophony that this world now seems to
endure is a hard place to be heard. Perhaps I have made it
deliberately so, as a reflection of how my political writing is
treated in the real world. Amidst the largely docile and benign
headlines from my own country of the imagination, I perceive the
ominous soccer-rattle of ravens beneath Britannia’s skirts, the
malignant clatter of the machine gun behind the arras. I have not
left Albion as it was. But what have I done to it?

 


NB: I have just eaten prawn flavour
potatoes.

 


JOURNAL ENTRY ON INTERIOR SURFACE OF A TORN
ENVELOPE FOUND AT BARNHILL, ISLE OF JURA – 12/05/20—


 


Lewis always chooses the
place. Pedro concedes that his friend’s superior experience of
living rough, together with his army training, give him a kind of
authority about such things and normally he would trust his
compadre’s judgement. But tonight Pedro realises that Lewis has
opted for the nearest possible option, which turns out to be a
narrow alley between the rear of a row of modern houses facing on
to Upper Street and the side of the Compton Arms pub. They lay out
their cardboard nests in the bin space of one of them, beneath a
closed-circuit camera fixed to the door above the pub’s side
entrance.

Pedro shivers, realising
that the chosen spot is relatively sheltered between the rows of
buildings, but not as protected from the biting wind as a snug
cubby-hole in one of the abandoned squats up on the Balls Pond Road
might be. For a moment he considers calling an ambulance and at
least getting a few warm hours accompanying Lewis to A & E. But
one look at his friend’s exhausted face as he tucks in his tattered
sleeping bag persuades him that the best thing is to bed down here
and think again in the morning.

He sighs, fumbling for
one of the bin-salvaged cigarette stubs in his pocket and daydreams
fondly of a warm square in Vallcarca i els Penitents. His
birthplace calls to him at such times and he struggles to avoid
thinking, once again, about all the muddled circumstances and
miscalculations that have taken him away from warm Catalonia to
cold and heartless UK Plc. He looks up at the street sign on the
wall of the alley opposite. Hyde Place. Not much of a hiding place,
he thinks to himself. It’s going to be a long night.

‘What did you do in the army,
Lewis?’

‘Fought and slept and ate and
nearly died, all for money in my pocket. Pass me that cider.’

Pedro wipes the neck of
the brown plastic bottle and passes it to Lewis.
‘Where?’

‘The desert,
Angola, Mongolia. Wherever they sent
me.’

‘Did you like it?’

Lewis swigs and shivers
in his thin coat as the liquid courses past his wounded lungs and
into his belly. He feels feverish and the shaking in his arms and
legs seems unstoppable. ‘I suppose I didn’t have to think for a
while. I didn’t like that part much. I like to decide my own
destiny.’ He laughs bitterly. ‘Look where that gets me.’

A black Labrador lopes out of
the encroaching darkness and sniffs expectantly around Lewis’s
sneakers. He draws them out of reach and raises a foot to kick him
away. But Pedro holds a protective arm between them.

‘Don’t. He’s just cold like us.
Come, boy, sit down here next to me.’

Lewis eyes the dog hazily
as it instantly curls around Pedro’s feet. Then, as if from a great
distance, he senses the scene fading and melting into a grey blur.
Very suddenly he feels his limbs loosening and the empty cider
bottle falling from his hand as he slips under a blanket of
darkness and into a coma. Pedro, thinking he has merely fallen
asleep, curls along his back; the dog’s body nestled against his
thighs, and shivers into fitful slumber beneath a heavy sky,
waiting for the snow to fall.


 


London – January 1950

 


Eric was
alone in the side ward and for once his coughing had subsided. He
felt serene and at peace beneath the moonlight streaming through
the window. Visitors had
crowded him out recently and he was even glad to see Sonia finally
leave after what seemed hours of stilted jousting concerning Ricky
visiting one more time before they departed for the continent. His
adopted son seemed to have grown away from him in the last few
months and whilst he didn’t want to risk infection, he missed the
little imp and wanted him here, on his bed, playing games and
laughing. Poor little sod loses his new mother and now has to worry
about his ailing new father. Not much of a start to life so far,
Eric mused mournfully. It was he that was supposed to die, not
Eileen.

He tossed
aside the Baedeker, suddenly sick of the bloody Alps and picked up
his notebook. He wanted to write down a more descriptive passage
about his fever dream. There was a good essay there about everyone
having one peculiar to him or her alone. Somehow they reflected the
patient’s innermost dread. Perhaps in a fever, you go into your
very own Room 101 where the worst thing you can think of is right
in there with you. Cyril said his was always a feeling of being
trapped in a lake between two mountains with a huge finger and
thumb coming down between them to pluck him from the water and
crush his head. The sense of rising panic as the digits bore down
upon him filled him with that curious combination of dread and fear
that always accompanied this
raging rebellion of the body. An absurd pantomime image, Eric
thought, reminiscent of Jack and the beanstalk giant; but seemingly
none the less frightening for the habitually implacable
Connolly.

Eric’s fever
dream seemed benign in comparison but no less terrifying. He is
always lost in a huge city with enormous buildings all around him.
No one knows him and no one cares and yet he feels observed and
hunted by lions prowling unseen amidst crowded streets. His
overheated brain seemed capable of the most remarkably vivid
hallucinations and he struggled to record them; but only after the
fever when the images had faded. The amnesia of the cooling
brain.

As
Eric pulled himself up on the
pillows to start writing, something deep inside wrenched and tore
away from its moorings. He felt an implosion in his chest that
filled his throat with the familiar metallic surge. But it wasn’t
like the other times and he knew as the blood poured from his mouth
and nose that something was irrevocably broken. He wasn’t afraid,
only desperately sad not to have seen Ricky one more time. As he
gave in to the collapsing lungs and exhaled, knowing that he would
not, could not, draw another breath; he remembered being shot in
the throat while standing above his dusty trench in Spain and how,
as he fell, his one thought was simply a profound regret. There was
still so much he wanted to do.

He made a
half-hearted attempt to stretch out for the nurse’s call button,
but couldn’t reach and turned on his side to avoid choking on his
own blood. The last thing he saw as the darkness closed over him
was the fishing rod falling from the end of his bed and clattering
onto the polished lino.


 


 


Lewis awakes from his coma briefly,
struggles for breath and fails. As Pedro sleeps soundly on beside
him, his final breath rises as a cloud of misty vapour in the snowy
air. Only the black dog and the closed circuit camera are there to
watch him die. Lewis lays with his glazing eyes half shut, blue
with cold, his mouth open.

The cloud of vapour coalesces in front of
the lens and slowly starts to dissipate in wispy tendrils. Just as
it seems to have completely melted away, it suddenly reappears and
sinks down towards Lewis’s open lips. It seeps into his lungs and
he takes a breath, and then another and, without waking, gently
starts to breathe again. The dog’s ears prick up and he watches
intently as the chest rises and falls and the lips turn from blue
to pink.

 


Eric is awake.


Chapter One - Reveille

 


 


 



 


 


‘Life is divided into three
periods—that which has been, that which is, that which will be. Of
these the present time is short, the future is doubtful, the past
is certain’.



‘On the Shortness of Life’ – Seneca

 



1

Fever Diary –
23rd
January 20--

 


The first sensation was of numbness from the
neck down combined with a tremendous ache in the glands at the back
of the head and nape. Prior to this, a complete blackout. No
feeling, no pain, no distant voices of hospital staff and,
mercifully for an agnostic, no shining light or choir of angels. In
fact, if I were an unequivocal believer in some eternal after-life,
I would have considered myself, as Carlyle, ‘to a certain extent
bilked’ by the first sight of my new fate.

As I struggled to open my
eyes, I appeared to be lying in a foetal posture to the lee of two
metal dustbins sited in an alleyway between a public house and a
row of new brick-built houses. Looking at me across a bundle of
shabby blankets was a glossy black Labrador, his deep brown eyes
watching me intently. For quite a while, perhaps ten minutes, I
could not move and remained paralysed and helpless, my eyes
locked on the dog. He also seemed curiously still, as if in silent
empathy.

I experimented at first
simply with the motion of my eyelids. Closing and opening them
seemed to be as much as I could manage and I started to suspect a
stroke. But why deposited
unceremoniously in an alleyway? As far as
I was aware, my medical bills were paid up and although I knew in
theory that they often discharge seriously ill but penurious
patients, I could not believe they would have done so in this
instance. There is usually some foundation or other that allows at
least a few days grace. But then, how long had I been unconscious
and in what mental state? For all I knew, I could have discharged
myself, wandered into the street and suffered some sort of episode
in a remote part of the city. In which case, I felt I had better
try and get to my feet and seek help before the snow that I could
perceive on the pub windowsill at the corner of my vision, started
to work on my extremities.

When I did begin to move,
it was my fingers and my torso that first felt the damp of the
thawing snow beneath me. What I had first thought were a shapeless
bundle of covers, turned out to be another sleeper, his face
obscured by a woollen
hood, his breath sending cloudy messages into the
freezing air. As the sensation returned to my legs, I began to
shiver uncontrollably and felt certain the movement would wake my
slumbering compatriot. But he remained insensible and I smelt a
sour alcoholic odour
from him, mixed with the sweat and urine
combination of the long unwashed. It was almost a relief, as I knew
stroke victims often lose their sense of smell. But movement was
returning and despite the cold, I felt euphoric and foolishly happy
that I was going to be able to walk around on my own two
feet.

The first effort was
profoundly painful as I levered myself up on one arm. The cold
air razored
the damp of my clothing and forced a deep
shuddering breath that would have seemed impossible only an hour
ago. Cramp turned the screws on my elbows and shoulders as I
laboured to inch around on the palms of my hands to a more
comfortable sitting position. Blinking with the effort, I stared
comically at the great army boots I seemed to be wearing on the two
inaccessible peninsulas of my feet. As I looked them over, it
occurred to me that I could remember little about the immediate
past. I knew I had been in hospital and I knew I had been there
some time. Memory and detail were largely absent, although I was
angry with the staff for having somehow allowed me to be in this
state.

Another quarter hour seemed to find me in a
much improved condition and I was ready to try standing up. As I
did so, my boots scraping noisily on the cement, the sleeper
grunted and cocked a bloodshot eye in my direction. He yawned and
sat up, seemingly unsurprised to find me standing above him. He had
dark eyebrows that almost met in the middle and the same dark brown
eyes as the dog.

‘Feeling better?’

His accent was unmistakably Spanish and I
hesitated before answering, as my throat seemed dry and clogged
with phlegm. Turning aside, I spat into one of the bins and cleared
my throat with a rattling cheer. ‘Yes. Yes, I think so.’

‘Good. I was really worried about you, man.’
He patted the dog, which opened its mouth as if laughing and then
suddenly raced off. The sleeper laughed and tossed a cigarette butt
after him. ‘Fair weather friend, eh? He get warm from us then he
bugger off, isn’t it?’

I reached out a hand to the rim of the
nearest bin and held myself upright, swaying slightly with the
effort. I shook my head slightly to try and relieve some residual
dizziness and my companion cocked his head to one side in a
concerned fashion. ‘You OK, Lewis? You still sick?’

I contemplated the question for a moment and
then smiled, my lips feeling stiff and unfamiliar. ‘No. No, I think
that’s all finished now.’ I held out a hand. ‘I’m Eric. What’s your
name?’

The Spaniard looked at my hand as if it were
a dead flounder and frowned. ‘You still got the fever. We got to
get you hospital.’

I withdrew the hand and ran it over my chin,
which seemed to have been a stranger to the razor for some time. He
sounded like he was from the north. Barcelona, perhaps? I searched
my memory for forgotten phrases. ‘Molt de gust de conèixe'l. Com es
diu?’

He looked mildly surprised and stood up,
revealing a bizarre outfit of army surplus trousers and a
lumberjack style shirt. ‘I din’t know you speak Catalan, Lewis. You
OK?

It was then that I saw the box like
contraption above the door of the pub behind him. At the centre was
the unmistakable double ellipse of a camera lens.

 


JOURNAL FOUND AT BARNHILL,
ISLE OF JURA – 20/11/20—

 



 


For a while, the two men
faced each other and said nothing more. Pedro remained bemused and
wary of this startling new development in Lewis’s increasingly
fragile grip on reality. Eric simply
reveled in the sensation of breathing normally and evenly without
pain. Avoiding the vacant glare of the boxed camera, he looked all
around and behind Pedro and noted the familiarity of the pub’s side
door. He glanced up and almost clapped his hands. The Compton Arms.
For a reason yet to be explained, he had been deposited outside his
old local.

‘I say, what does your
watch say?’

Pedro gave an exasperated
sigh at the sound of the fluting, faintly upper-class rasp of
Lewis’s latest affectation. ‘What does my watch say? It say, ‘Bye
bye Pedro. Uncle buys you a winter coat, that’s what it say. What
you talking like this for?’

‘Pity. I could have done with a
pint of brown about now.’

‘Lewis we really got to get you
hospital. I worried about you, man’.

Eric, feeling stronger and livelier than he
had in a long time, shuddered slightly in the cold and clapped his
hands together for warmth. ‘Last
thing I need is another bloody hospital. All I really want is a
wash and a shave. Come on.’

He set off at a brisk pace to
the end of the alley.

Pedro trotted
anxiously after him. ‘Where
we going?’

Eric stopped
and looked back at the bedraggled Catalonian with a smile. ‘It seems I owe you a debt. Not
sure how at present. But clearly you’ve been watching over me while
I’ve been ill. But I’m better now and the least I can do is to show
you a little hospitality. My flat is just around the corner.
Please, be my guest. We can get a cup of tea at least.’ He turned
and strode confidently out on to Canonbury Lane and turned left
towards the square.

Pedro stared
after him for a moment before following. He shook his head, his
jet-black greasy shoulder-length hair swathing his bewildered brow.
It was going to be another of Lewis’s off days. ‘If you got a flat, I’ll kill you, crazy
bastard.’

As Eric walked, he looked
down at his flapping trouser legs with interest. It was so easy to
stride energetically down the icy flags with no pain or effort. His
feet seemed small inside the army boots, which were of a slightly
different design than he remembered from the Home Guard. His
physical vitality seemed utterly restored and it filled him with a
euphoric giddiness. The last time he remembered feeling like this
was after a particularly good breakfast one October morning on
Hampstead Heath with Eileen. Dear God, kippers! He stopped, the
thought of them making him salivate. Breakfast of Kings! What he
wouldn’t give for a kipper right now. He laughed aloud. He felt
like a small child let loose in the park without Nanny. Trivial
things gave him huge pleasure in a way that would have seemed
inconceivable only a lifetime ago.

He strode on, kipperless,
and was brought up short almost immediately by a rectangular metal
box. He peered at the tiny label of instructions, which appeared to
be a set of times related to when one could park. They appeared
next to a tiny grey windowpane. The time, according to the
extraordinary display, was 06:08.

He looked more closely at
the street as he continued along and found a row of cars, their
surfaces covered in a layer of frost and snow, parked end to end.
It was hard to make out their contours beneath their white
eiderdowns, but something about them struck him as odd and
unconventional- the shape and construction slightly off-kilter. He
realised, in his usual doggedly methodical way, that he was going
to have to decide, minute by minute, what to discard and what to
retain. At present, the air and the low hum of the city were
vibrating his senses and singing in his head, preventing serious
evaluation. There simply wasn’t space to think about everything his
senses were telling him. He suddenly remembered Pedro and wheeled
around to see his reluctant companion trudging morosely after him,
stepping with careful concentration in his footprints to reduce the
slush leaking into his shoes.

‘Do you like kippers?’

Pedro sighed and skidded on a
frozen dog turd.

‘Gentleman’s relish? I think I
still have some somewhere.’

‘Whatever, Lewis. Whatever. I
like anything you can eat.’

As they
neared the square, Eric ahead of Pedro by yards, the gap between
them widened, until both were
puffing with the pace, their breath feathering the air with hoary
billows. Behind them, a little way back, the black Labrador
followed, his paws leaving no impression in the snow.


 


March 1945 – Paris

 


Paris had not changed as much as Eric had
expected, although the atmosphere was depressing and oppressive,
the uncertainty of the situation making the people watchful,
nervous, and unwilling to give away any emotion or opinion. He had
wandered down shortly after his arrival in February to his old
billet in the Rue du Pot de Fer. The building had survived, albeit
with a bombed exterior either side. He did not go in and returned
to the hotel feeling tired and feverish, pausing to dispatch an
article back to ‘The Observer’ before retiring to his bed for
several days to recover. It was one of the great advantages of the
place that each room had central heating. But when you are lying
drenched in your own sweat with the window open to the winter wind,
it has its disadvantages.

He had not been at the Hotel Scribe very
long before he realised he was being watched. One day at the
beginning of March, this came home to him with particular force.
The lobby was littered, as usual, with journalists from all over
the world, drinking, meeting consular officials, flattering army
contacts, and entertaining prostitutes. He nursed a contraband
whisky in the bar whilst observing the delicate profile of one
woman, her shaved head ill-concealed beneath an incongruously
jaunty cloche hat with her pretty face bruised and burnt from a
vigorous application of tar by a vengeful mob in the Rue St Honore,
eager to show the Allies their abhorrence of sexual collaborators.
She was weeping quietly as an elderly Swiss Embassy official gently
stroked her arm with one hand and his own neat grey beard with the
other, his pince-nez sparkling with tears. Eric speculated on their
relationship and eventually chose to imagine they were father and
daughter.

Sitting at the bar next to a
pair of drunk American Infantry officers, was a man in a flat cap
and a heavy coat, his face partially obscured by a woollen scarf.
His back was to Eric, but his eyes regularly checked the mirror
behind the bar and fastened on the lone Englishman sitting at one
of the booths. After a while, another man, their exchange
accompanied by a few words of Russian, relieved him. The
replacement was slimmer and taller with a full set of whiskers, but
the first man who had followed him from the Latin Quarter, was
squat and bulky, as if concealing a bolster beneath his coat. Eric
tried to get a closer look at him as he passed out of the entrance
to the bar, but he turned his face away.

Chatting shortly afterwards with a
middle-aged liaison officer from
the French sécurité
militaire who introduced himself as Malcolm Muggeridge,
Eric received the distinct impression that pretty much everyone in
the hotel was under surveillance. He always felt a slight frisson
on first meeting a writer he had reviewed, but Eric found
Muggeridge to be relatively sanguine about it, given that it was at
least five years ago. However, the fact that the Russians seemed to
be taking a particular interest in ‘The Observer’s’ latest Paris
correspondent, made him unusually jumpy and watchful with
strangers. His new friend confirmed that Russian
surveillance was a distinct possibility and after a few glasses of
wine and some gossip about certain Soho luminaries, became more
loquacious.

‘I suppose, in a way, I am also supposed
to be watching you. Well, frankly, my orders are to watch every
bugger around here. Particularly journalists and writers, as it
happens.’

Eric was amused by the
indiscretion, realising that their shared irreverence about mutual
friends and literary figures had helped to foster a lazy,
collegiate atmosphere. ‘Who, specifically?’

Muggeridge eyed one of the Yank
Majors snoring loudly with his head resting in a pool of ice on the
bar. ‘Well, silly ass Plum, for a start. Wodehouse has blotted his
copybook with those damn silly broadcasts he did from Berlin. I
have to give him a talking to and, if possible, rehabilitate the BF
before he ends up shot. Would you like to meet him?’

‘I’d love to. But I have to go to Cologne
for a while. Some mopping up going on that Astor wants me to cover.
Perhaps you have orders to follow me?’

Muggeridge snickered like escaping air from
a bicycle tire and raised his glass in appreciation. ‘Not this
weekend. I’m afraid I’m detailed to watch over frère Hemingway’s
crimes against the Geneva Convention.’

Eric tried to appear nonchalant but his
heart leapt at the thought of a fellow writer and Spanish War
veteran on hand to help him with the watchers. ‘He’s staying
here?’

‘Until early tomorrow at least. Not sure
if I’m supposed to follow him or not. Waiting for orders. Room 132,
if you want to knock him up. He knows I’m detailed to be his sneak,
so don’t feel constrained.’

‘What’s all the Geneva Convention
fuss?’

Muggeridge signaled for another drink.
’Looks like the Nazis drank all the best years, doesn’t it? He
drained his glass with a grimace. ’Your fellow traveler seems to
have overstepped the mark, Blair. Foreign correspondents aren’t
generally supposed to take command of resistance groups and go
around blowing up the Hun. Not that I’m at all affronted
personally. But it is rather naughty and everyone is terribly
exercised because he’s so obvious about it. There are some
higher-ups who resent having their snouts tweaked by a bohemian
scribbler of such notoriety. You might think about that, Eric, if
you’re planning any more books.’

‘Too late, I’m afraid. I take it there’s
a file on us both?’

‘I’m sure the domestics have one on you.
You’re a bit small beer for my chaps. Are you quite well? You look
awfully hot’.

Eric rubbed a hand across his forehead and
finished his whisky. ‘Always. You should put that in the file.’
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There has been some debate about this
journal, revolving principally around its distribution. My first
reaction to the idea of some sort of private therapeutic diary for
the benefit of Dr Statton and my own ‘recovery’ was lukewarm. After
realising the accessibility of the messages hanging in the ether to
anyone who cares to stumble across them, I insisted that the
entries should be as public as possible. On the basis that I would
not show her any of my writing otherwise, she reluctantly
agreed.

I have always regarded myself as a political
writer. Even in my dreams, it seems, I insist on bludgeoning the
reader with my own unfashionable views. The journalist’s
malaise.

It is said that great and enduring writers
are a product and a reflection of the age in which they live.
Political and historical context is all. These being the case, I
currently find myself a man without context. A large fragment of
the world my mind has created for me to experience, contains a
wealth of new chapters that I appear to have slept through. To this
end, I am rudderless and voiceless, unable to express any view that
is not coloured by my own brief sliver of perspective. Faced with a
world of choice that does not immediately announce its significance
to the age, I find myself falling back to my fellow journalists for
guidance.

I begin with the Times newspapers’
contentious list of the 20 greatest British writers since 1945. A
handful are familiar, the rest necessarily unknown to me, apart
from one name that I shall resolutely ignore as unworthy of the
accolade. A reading list made up of their greatest works gives me a
literary perspective as well as one that throws a light on the
development of the novel, of poetry and of the essay as a craft,
even if the selection is subjective to fashion and partiality.

For the political, I draw upon an old
friend. Tribune. Bevan’s baby, it seems, has died and its last
issues looked somewhat dog-eared and class war-weary. But I am
gratified to see easy access to its back issues remains at the
newspaper library, which no longer stands in Colindale, but hangs,
like everything else, in the ether.

I have, under Miss
Statton’s guidance, also snatched a glimpse of this invisible
library at my disposal through the device she constantly carries
around. As I have since discovered through my introduction to the
contraption I am using for this entry; a window on the world shows
you only what passes from one side of the pane to the other. It
does not discriminate and therefore paints a constantly shifting
picture of the universe in which it exists. Without preparation,
she advises, I can find myself disappearing up arcane
cultural cul de
sacs that will serve only to confuse
my desire to obtain a modern overview of all that has occurred
since the war or, in her words, to regain my memory. I am therefore
restricted to this journal or ‘blog’ (derivation?) and ‘The Times’
news page. It is tempting to venture further, but I am slightly
cautious having only recently emerged from what may best be
described as a semi-catatonic state.

I find this experience both frustrating and
exciting. Overwhelmed with all that I have to absorb, I find it
difficult not to leap to conclusions that are instantly gainsaid by
Emily’s dogged recitation of past events that render both my view
and my method of expressing them invalid and patently inaccurate. I
have already been upbraided for referring in conversation to the
‘negro view of colonial power’. The altered orthodoxies of language
are probably the most noticeable and, for the most part, welcome.
Some, less so, being simply the usual tools of euphemism, devised
to give the lie to some unpalatable truth. I am fortunate that she
is highly educated in both social history and psychology with a
younger person’s encyclopedic knowledge of popular culture that I
find constantly surprising and helpful. Her articulate and measured
responses to my endless questions are thoughtful and eked out like
morphine to an addict, constantly aware of my being overwhelmed.
She is not typical of her generation, whose argot appears largely
indecipherable and delivered as a babbled lingua franca of
restricted code.

In a way, I resemble a patient with brain
trauma, (that is certainly her view) except instead of learning to
walk or speak again, I am being ‘brought up to speed’ in a measured
and careful way by a guide of some sensitivity. I am not
comfortable with what I reveal to her, unintentionally, about my
own psychological barriers. But in a sense, this is the only way in
which I can repay her. The quid pro quo is painful but necessary
and relieves the loneliness I find creeping up on me, like a
baleful burglar in the night.

Below is the Times’ list, found amongst old
copies piled in the corner of Miss Statton's consulting room. I
have started to read them in the order in which they are listed,
although there is a temptation to leap to familiar friends to see
how they developed in later years. One imagines Anthony Powell
would be quite incandescent at the ranking. I will skip Tolkien, I
think. I am heartily at one with Eileen’s fellow Inkling at Oxford
who greeted yet another reading by the earnest Professor at a
literary discussion group with the words, 'Not those bloody elves
again'.



1. Philip Larkin

2. George Orwell

3. William Golding

4. Ted Hughes

5. Doris Lessing

6. J. R. R. Tolkien

7. V. S. Naipaul

8. Muriel Spark

9. Kingsley Amis

10. Angela Carter

11. C. S. Lewis

12. Iris Murdoch

13. Salman Rushdie

14. Ian Fleming

15. Kurt Vonnegut

16. Roald Dahl

17. Anthony Burgess

18. Mervyn Peake

19. Martin Amis

20. Anthony Powell
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The crows in the trees
above Canonbury Square set up a clattering salutation as the two
men trotted briskly around its genteel northern edge. Eric decided
to cut through the centre to his flat, as the two gardens bisected
by Canonbury Road appeared to have been beautifully transformed.
The buildings too, seemed cleaner, with Blitz-damaged end terraces
restored and repainted. He rattled the gate but found it
padlocked with a stout chain, which
infuriated him. A sign indicated that the London Borough of
Islington would deign to open them from 8am to 6pm only.

‘Look at this.
Disgraceful.’

Pedro caught up with him at
last and bent over, hands resting on his thighs, while he recovered
from the effort. ‘If they didn’t, we would sleep there, wouldn’t
we?’

Eric batted the padlock
in irritation. ‘And what if we did? They should be
accessible to all people at all times, instead of only those who
can afford to have a square in front of them.’

He peered through the railings and was
puzzled to see two vine frames with metal grapes adorning them.
Trotting across the Canonbury Road to the other gated garden, he
perceived well-planted flowerbeds around the white urn on a plinth
in the centre.

He grunted and walked on around towards 27b.
That cup of tea and the roaring fire were calling him now. It was
only as he found himself wondering if his sister Avril or Miss
Watson had remembered to order some coal; that he started to feel
something vital had passed him by. Surely, Susan Watson, his young
housekeeper, had left the flat? He remembered a formal but polite
farewell and watching from the window as she limped across the
square towards the tram stop with her battered bag. Then he
remembered his own trunk and Ricky’s neat little valise resting on
a ferry luggage rack on the way to a cold island far away with
Susan promising to follow soon. Did that happen or was it going to
happen? For the moment, he could not be sure.

He shrugged off the dislocated feeling in
his haste to get up the stairs. As he drew level with the front
door he fumbled in his pockets for his keys. He didn’t find them.
Suddenly weary and disappointed, he sat down on the stoop to rest.
He felt his wrist and was not surprised to find his pulse racing,
his temples pounding in syncopation.

Pedro sat next to him and started to roll a
cigarette. ‘We got to get you to a Doctor, Lewis. This crazy stuff
is worse than usual.’

He felt Eric’s forehead and tutted as he
spat the end of a cigarette paper onto the pavement. ‘You really,
really hot, still.’

Eric looked at his hands with their filthy
fingernails and the nicotine breach between his index and
forefinger. What was he thinking of? He gave up
this flat two years ago. Of course he wouldn’t have the keys
anymore. What the devil was wrong with him? Looking up to the first
floor window, he squinted at a sign that stated entrance to 27b
could be achieved around the back through Alwynne Villas, which, of
course, he knew. His eyes moved alongside to a small blue lozenge
on the wall above the front door. All the breath went out of him
and he leapt to his feet, his knees quivering and his throat dry
and constricted. He swallowed and closed his eyes for a moment. In
a few moments he managed to regain some composure. He looked at
Pedro and pointed upwards, his voice as calm as he could make it.
‘Can you read that?’

Pedro shook his head
without even bothering to look. ‘You know I don’ read English so
good.’ Nevertheless, he got to his feet with a sigh and turned to
look up at the plaque. ‘Heestoric House – George Orwell (1903 –
1950) Novelist & Ess…essayeest lived at 27b. 1945-1948 - London
Borough of Islington’. He looked quizzically at Eric who was
frowning, one hand at his throat, and rubbing at the old scar.
‘What about it, Lewis?’

Eric felt suddenly angry
and failed to control the giddiness and nausea that seized his
chest and stomach. ‘My name isn’t bloody Lewis. My name is Eric.’
He lurched across the road and grabbed the railings surrounding the
garden. With a manic surge of energy, he levered himself up to
plant one foot between two black spikes and grabbed wildly at the
overhanging branch of a tree. His skinny legs swung completely over
the barrier and he hung limply from the limb, one un-laced boot
starting to slide from his left foot. Dropping to the snow-covered
grass before it fell off completely and winding himself slightly as
he hit the lawn with his shoulder, he got up and walked quickly
towards a bench nearby and swept the covering of crystals away with
one hand. He sat, facing the white urn and buried his head in his
hands, blotting out the impossible.

A wrinkled Burmese Hindu
clerical officer had once tried to get him to meditate in the
prison courtyard outside the Adjutant’s office. His querulous
accents came to him now, across the years, as he struggled to
control his breathing. ‘Take the time to clear your consciousness
completely. If you feel a thought starting to establish itself in
your mind, push it away. Concentrate only on the rise and fall of
your chest. Inhalation, exhalation. These are all that exist at
this moment and they are completely in your power.’

But there were too many
thoughts and he couldn’t push them away. Every time he tried,
others clamoured to get in front, like a theatre queue for the last
night of a particularly scandalous revue. Eric vaguely perceived
Pedro cursing as he struggled to follow him over the railings.
After a moment or two, he felt him add his weight to the bench
beside him.

Pedro picked up a
stale piece of Greek bread from beside the
litter bin and tore off a few crumbs to throw at the birds around
their feet. Eric heard the gentle coos and glimpsed through cracks
in his fingers the blue and grey sentinels pecking the sesame seeds
from the soft white shrapnel. He felt a nudge and drew his hands
away from his face to look down at Pedro’s outstretched hand. ‘Take
some.’

Eric reached for the torn fragment of seeded loaf and
contemplated it for a moment before crumbling a little between his
fingers and dropping it around his boots for the robotic, hungry
pigeons and nimble, darting sparrows. As he worked his way down the
bread, he looked carefully around the square, avoiding the front of
27b. Several of the houses opposite and traffic lights at the
junction with Canonbury Lane had rectangular boxes fixed to them.
Across towards Canonbury Place there was a newsagent and a large
building that had once hosted meetings of the Freedom Defence
League, which now called itself a Conference Centre. They too had
the ubiquitous boxes, their lenses staring blankly at the street,
the pavement, the rear of his old flat and the square itself. He
realised that he was completely under the eye of at least four of
them. ‘What are they looking for?’

‘What?’

Eric nodded at the
nearest box. ‘All the cameras. What are they for?’

Pedro shrugged.
‘Security, innit? Chinese bombers and Hoodies and the war and that.
You know.’

‘War?’

‘Is no secrets since Altay. Big
Brother thing, y’know?’

Eric stared at his
companion and dropped the rest of his bread to the snow, one hand
reaching up to tug at his hair. ‘Sod it. Just stop.’

‘What? What I say? Hey, look.
How he get here?’

The black Labrador had
appeared beside the bench and sat placidly alongside Pedro who
tickled his ears affectionately. Eric tilted his head back; his
fingers locked in his hair and tried to breathe out steadily into
the grey atmosphere. There were patches of icy blue now as the snow
clouds burned away in the morning sun. He watched the fog from his
resurrected lungs streaming up from his trembling lips towards the
yellow disc and saw a crisscross pattern of white trails making
billowy chalk marks in the azure. At the end of one was a tiny
dart, impossibly high, choking a slender wound across the winter
sky. As he closed his eyes against one more impossible vision, he
heard a thudding combustive beat approaching from the east.
Inwardly he tried to push it away. Inhalation, exhalation. ‘God
knows’, he muttered to himself, ‘you’ve found that exercise hard
enough these past few years. Relish it now, while it lasts.
Whatever this is, it is less painful than all our
yesterdays.’

The Labrador gave one
sharp bark, like a full stop at the end of a short sentence. Eric
opened his eyes and saw the helicopter hovering above nearby Essex
Road. It was, like the cars now emerging in the thawing snow, odd
in contour and construction, but still recognisably a helicopter.
In the distance several sirens could be heard in the same
vicinity.

At that moment his brain
seemed to click into a place the old Hindu would have recognised.
He was detached at last and the rising panic he had felt since the
unsettling arrival in the square had quite gone. In its place was a
curious remove – a brown study of the soul, where he retreated to
consider all he had seen. It was a familiar place. One he was well
used to. ‘Is it a raid?’ he said to Pedro calmly. ‘We should get
under cover, maybe.’

Pedro chuckled and
offered him a flexible metal cylinder with a tear-shaped aperture
at the tip. Eric drank a little, despite some initial distaste and
felt the cheap sweetness of strong cider, unnaturally effervescent,
coursing through his throat and warming his belly. He passed it
back, relaxed and tried to blot out the noise. Looking down at his
discarded lump of bread, he realised that it was as important as
anything else. In fact, far more important, because feeding the
birds was a clear unequivocal activity, easily understood and with
no complicated purpose or meaning. He bent and retrieved the flaky
offering. The pigeons strutted over expectantly, vying for
Communion. He made a mocking obeisance and distributed his stale
favours with careful regard to an equal allocation
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