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Part One

When the telephone started to ring Mark could not think for some time what it was. The instrument had long been lost to sight behind an emergency stack of food cans, and nor was the sound the familiar unfamiliar burr-burr of old. It was instead an almost continuous trickle of ringing which, when at last he had realised what was happening and had begun to lift away the cans, mostly of a brand of nauseously soapy carrots, he saw as being made by some sort of cranked handset.

No doubt the call – if it was a call and not just some accident– was intended for some other house. But old habit had stirred to life like the rangy body of a sleeping bear at the first pricklings of spring and he picked up the softly dust-covered receiver.

‘Hello? Hello? Hello?’

At once he recognised the sharp tinny voice, and a whole network of mental responses he had long believed dead sprang up again. It was Mrs Brilling, Jasmine’s mother. As it had so often been in the long-ago. Was she phoning all the way from Wimbledon to Highgate?

‘Yes?’ he said, almost choking with caution.

‘Mark? Is that you, Mark? Heaven knows the trouble I’ve had getting through to you.’

New atrophied limbs pins-and-needled. He was being put in the wrong, as he had always been before.

‘Yes, it’s me,’ he said. ‘What do you want?’

‘Mark, it’s Jasmine. She’s dying, Mark. She wants to see you.’

He did not answer.

Jasmine. What if she were dying? She belonged to another era. When there had been husbands and wives and ex-wives. Giving in marriage and obtaining divorces. Before. When there had been time and energy enough for such luxuries as forgiving. This would all have meant something then.

Yet a behaviour-groove from those days had kept his ear to the receiver.

‘Mark, she’s your wife, whatever happened. She’s dying, Mark. Tommy says so. You remember Tommy, the manager from the shop? He was always a marvel at diagnosing. What he didn’t know about natural remedies wasn’t worth knowing, Mark. And he says she’s dying.’

He remembered the manager of Mrs Brilling’s shop, Herb and Heather, over at Kingston upon Thames. A pretty odious creep.

He continued to keep silent. Unable to deal in any way with the new old question that was being thrust at him.

‘Mark? Mark?’

Yes. I’m here.’

‘Mark, I tried to talk her out of it. I’ll be quite frank with you, Mark. I don’t want you here. If only because I can’t see how I’m going to feed you.’

That little tin-hammer voice.

‘Mark, she wants to put herself in order.’

Rage burst out of him now, weakly lashing at target and air.

‘Put herself in order? Put herself in order? Why didn’t she put herself in some sort of order when we were married? Why didn’t she try to live some kind of decent life? Why the drink, Mama? Why the men? Why all that money for joints, day in day out? We parted, you know, over all that. It was finished between us. Finished for ever. All those absurd clothes, those holidays, that procession of ridiculous jobs.’

‘Mark, you’ve got to come. She’s asking for you.’

‘But how can I get all the way over to Wimbledon? Right across London? How?’

It was succumbing, of course. Why was he doing it? Just because that rubber-ball self-confidence had so often before bounced him into giving way? No. Surely it was not altogether that.

Now it was Mrs Brilling who was staying silent. Waiting.

‘It’s God knows how many miles,’ he burst out again. ‘There aren’t buses any more, you know, and the Tubes aren’t exactly running.’

He despised the cheap sarcasm before it was half-way out.

‘Well, haven’t you got a bicycle? It isn’t really so far. You used to do it in not much over the hour in the car, before the traffic got so bad.’

‘I haven’t got a bicycle.’

‘Oh, that’s just like you. Other people have them. Everyone round here has. Jasmine had one till she got too tired to ride it. I suppose you let yours get taken, the way everything’s taken these days.’

‘I never needed a bicycle, Mama.’

‘Well, if you haven’t got one, you’ll have to walk, won’t you? I only hope you’re in time. Tommy’s made up some special stuff for her. And you should have seen all the things I had to give him in exchange. He says it will keep her going for the next forty-eight hours. The next forty-eight hours whatever happens. What time is it?’

He bent low and squinted through the one pane of clear glass left in the polythene-flapping window. The sky was lighter than it had been for some days, with a hint of pale wintry sun.

‘It must be just after mid-day.’

‘Well then, if you set off at once you should be in plenty of time.’

‘Yes, I suppose so. I expect I’ll be with you some time tonight then.’

He had agreed. He should have said brutally that he had no intention of making the journey. That he had long ago ceased to owe Jasmine anything. But he had agreed. Why?

It was because she was dying. It came to him clearly now. Dying Jasmine had a claim on him that the living spiralling-away estranged Jasmine had altogether forfeited.

However far it was, whatever the difficulties, he would go.

‘Now listen, Mark. She says you’ve still got a bottle of her Pernod. You remember how she loved Pernod? She says she was just opening a bottle when you made that last ridiculous – When she left. She says you won’t have got rid of it. You never threw things away. That was one of the – Well, never mind that now. Mark, bring that bottle for her. Bring it. God knows, there’s nothing else left to comfort her.’

He slammed the receiver down. Absurd ritualistic gesture from the gesture days.

He supposed it must have been a full two hours from the time he had had the phone call till he had been ready to set out. He had even at first felt too disturbed – his heart was beating perceptibly faster – to be able to get to grips with any preparations. Yet the call, for all that it had seemed extraordinary in the long long silence that had seeped down everywhere, had not really been such an altogether unlikely thing. He knew quite well that long ago the telephone exchanges had been taken over by the Armed Police, and he had heard too that if you had some gold or some cannabis leaves or anything else you might otherwise have bartered you could get one of the men there to try putting through a call for you. Most lines were still in place and quite often they could be made to work.

And, when he had felt capable of getting down to leaving, there had turned out to be a lot to do.

First he had taken such precautions as he could against intruders. It was hardly likely anyone would want to take over the house – places to live round about had been going by the dozen ever since the Flight – but there were things worth looting, if only those cans of soapy carrots, a past daily payment from one of his pupils. So he had heaved the refrigerator from the kitchen where it had stood uselessly for so long up on to the table in the front room to block that one window not sheeted over with corrugated iron.

He had next heated up and carefully eaten all the remaining vegetables in his stew-pot. Then there had been the fire to put out, acutely galling when so much of his time was spent keeping alive its glim of heat, and there had been his dangling length of fuse to squash into blackness.

How would he light it again when he got back? Perhaps he would find someone who had a match to barter.

Next he had had to collect together everything he might need for the journey. He had remembered that there ought to be a London Guide somewhere in the house, well worth having if only half the rumours he had heard were true. Those rumours the parents round about would often send their children in lieu of more tangible payment for the reading and arithmetic he taught them. But search through the chill blacked-out rooms as he might all he could find was an old bus map, which meant that almost certainly he would have to stick to the main roads. He must have used the Guide for fire-lighting at some time, though he could not recall doing so. But that was scarcely surprising when there had been so many mind-numbing marrow-cold endless winter days, in one winter or another.

Stuffing away a change of socks and some spare handkerchiefs, he had wished he had warmer clothes and better shoes. He had mended his only surviving pair of brogues towards the end of the summer when it had been still possible to go barefoot, but the crude soles he had fashioned out of rubber from the tyre of an abandoned car needed frequent and painful re-sewing to keep them from flapping. And he was already wearing all his remaining clothes indoors except his long double-sided burberry, saved as a last resource for when it got really cold. Not that it had not been chill enough these past few days. But it still must be only mid-November and there was bound to be worse to come.

The bottle of Pernod – yes, he had known just where to find it he stowed in one of the burberry’s deep pockets and into the other he put an untouched loaf he had by a happy chance cooked that morning, still adhering to the length of stick on which he had patiently twirled it over the sullen smoke of his fire. He had filled, too, his plastic flask with long-boiled water. Even if he got stuck somewhere during the night he should have enough for the journey. Besides there was nothing else really to take, only some of his dried beans, hard enough to cook at the best of times, and vegetables still in the ground at the back. Or a can of the soapy carrots, those ostentatious payments.

At last there had been no more to do, and, knowing he was being ridiculous, he had attempted to smarten himself up a bit before facing the world, washing in water that would probably have dried to nothing before he got back and putting his fingers comb-wise through beard and hair. Finally he had shrugged on the burberry, mackintosh side inwards since there was no sign of rain for once, and had slung the water flask over his shoulder.

Then he stepped out into what had been the front garden, long a tangle of over-grown lilacs and self-seeded sycamore saplings, of drifts of run-wild Michaelmas daisies, thistles and rampant interlacing creepers, not worth trying to cultivate when anything it grew could be so easily stolen.

It was as cold out-of-doors as he had feared, with a gusting wind from almost due east. But the sun was shining – judging from its height there must be not much more than two hours of daylight left – although it had ceased to have any real warmth in it. Reasonable enough weather.

He pulled the front door hard closed behind him. The lock clicked home with a dull snick.

In the street he turned and made his way towards Archway Road. It had been a long time, months and months, since he had been as far from the house as the old shop-lined high street, the A1, the Great North Road, which would take him on the first stretch of his long walk south. It lay now at the very edge of their ‘village’ or ‘area’ or ‘community’ – the half-dozen residential streets looking inwards to themselves for safety and comfort had never acquired a name – and he felt an apprehensive inward tightening as he approached.

But the wide road lay empty, its broad pavements scattered with grainy dust and intersected by broken lines of dark green tussocky grass, its shops that once would have been bright and lit and busy on a November’s afternoon boarded up, broken and defaced. Not a bicycle. Not even the faintest sound of any motor vehicle, though he had seen them here before, their drivers people who somehow had access to the Army’s supplies of petrol or the Armed Police’s or who were using big bulging gas-bags attached to their vehicles’ roofs.

He stepped out into the pot-holed roadway and looked up to the crest of the hill above, beyond the old Highgate Underground station. Carts from the comparative safety of the country, with food or such items as crude hand-made electric cells, had come there when they had had enough to barter. But there was nothing to be seen there now, only behind the wreck of a beer-tanker that had been held up and pillaged years before the big faded sign of a little hut-like shop still proclaiming ‘Tempus Fugit – Antiques’.

He turned and took a long survey of the route ahead.

Fears which he had been holding back ever since he had known he was going to make the journey right across London to that little pebble-dashed house in South Wimbledon, where it seemed the once so reckless, so seeking Jasmine had finally come to rest, now abruptly broke through the sand-barrier he had piled up against them.

That huge rusty beer-tanker. He had not actually seen it being ambushed but he had heard what had happened soon enough. It had been back in the days when a semblance of metropolitan life had still existed despite blatant lawlessness, and one of the big gangs of predators roaming everywhere except the very centre of the city then had swarmed across the through-way pushing a broken-down mini-bus in front of them as the tanker had thundered down the hill. The driver and his guard had not had the ruthlessness to swerve round the obstacle and into the gang and they had paid for that by being hauled from their cab and battered insensible in spite of the shots the guard had fired. And then the gang – there had been more than thirty of them – had got roaring drunk on the contents of the long tank and had stayed that way till it was drained dry. Black damage had been done every day of that monster drunk. Women had been raped, men wantonly beaten up, houses set on fire. And, ever since, the tanker wreck had stayed there, slowly rusting, a stark reminder, while all around the chaos that had seemed there and then to have reached a peak had risen up to the same level.

If the time when there had been tankers loaded with beer speeding from the breweries had long gone, there were, according to the rumours he was brought, plenty of places still where crude liquor was manufactured and round which its aggressive dependants would range. The stuff was called arrack. Arrack for some reason.

He looked away to where above the old rail line cut into the side of the hill it was possible to see for miles over the vast bowl of London. Thickly massed trees, the outliers of Highgate Wood, were dark and sombrely green in the thickening light and beyond them the distant buildings down below looked from here for the most part just as they had done when the city was flourishing.

The pale sun showed up whitish patches here and there, the sides of concrete blocks.

It was not the actual area he would have to go through. His route would lie further west. But it ought to be much the same, and it did not appear to be from this high vantage point at all menacing. The scene breathed even a spirit of tranquillity, with the wood in the foreground giving it something of a rural air. But all the hearsay accounts brought by payment-dodging pupils could not be total imagination. There would be dangers in the bowl of the city.

The looting bands that had marched the streets even before the final breakdown would not have dispersed. And no doubt any lone walker would be for them so much appetising prey.

One of the children, the son of the fussy fat little former owner of a car showroom, had come one morning with a story of fifteen bodies strung up from fifteen consecutive lamp standards not far away. That had been supposed to be the work of a gang. A piece of wild brutality. It could be true. At the time he had convinced himself that the deaths, if they had happened, were only a bizarre manifestation of the suicide outbreak then at its height. But it might not have been that.

Certainly the Armed Police had long ago lost the ability to keep order, even if they had had it when they had been formed. And, if other tales he had heard were true, they themselves were often as much to be feared as counted on.

Yes, there were bound to be bad parts down there, between him and Wimbledon.

Between him and Jasmine.

He forced himself to look once more at the reason for his journey, little though he wanted to have to think again of Jasmine, to put his feelings towards her into flux once more. He felt that was asking too much of his long-deadened emotions. But he must have his object in setting out simple and plain before him, without any wrappings of sentiment, or any sour clinging streaks of rancour, if he was not to turn back even as soon as this.

And, once he had brought his mind to it, his object was clear. Whatever his feelings about Jasmine had been once, whatever the life of escalating wildness she had led had done to him all that long time ago, one fact was certain now. She was dying and she wanted to see him. Whatever else had ceased to count, death still survived.

‘Wife, wife, bane of my life.’

He started at the sound of his own voice. How long was it since he had last murmured half-aloud that absurd incantation?

Without realising what he was doing he found he had crossed back to the pavement and was beginning to walk downhill. Towards Wimbledon.

The wind came in chilling gusts on his left side, whipping the bottom of his coat hard against his legs. A cloud obscured the pale sun and at once it seemed a little dark. What time would it be? Heavens, how long it had been since he had worried about one or two hours more or less. But it might be 3 p.m. now, or getting on for that. And if Jasmine really had only forty-eight … No, forty-five or forty-six hours left now he must not linger.

His stamping feet gritted out on the pavement dust and when a stride chanced to fall on a grass ridge he could feel the bump through the thinness of the sole of his shoe and the layer of tyrerubber.

The boards nailed across the shop windows had been torn away here and there, doubtless to use as fuel. With others, past storms had loosened corrugated sheets leaving awkwardly-shaped black holes. What if from one of these a beast-man should suddenly leap?

He told himself, almost aloud, not to be fanciful.

On the opposite side now there was a terrace of tall houses with longish gardens in front of them. Willowherb had struck particularly here and the whole stretch of rubbish-strewn ground was spiky with its once purple spears, now withered and brown.

In the roadway at the far end of the terrace an articulated container-lorry had at some time been tipped on to its side. There was no telling how. Its twelve huge tyres had been slashed at for their rubber, useful in a dozen different ways, and its rear had obviously been forced open, although it was still possible to read on it the words ‘Europa Spare Parts – Munich-Dover’.

Parts for cars that were all too spare themselves, hauled at much expense half-way across the Continent in some extraordinary complication of economics. How distant it seemed now. Angels on a pin’s point.

He passed the wreck and slogged on.

Then he heard, the first distinct sound that had come to his ears above the random distant clattering of galvanised sheets and the brisk rustle of dry leaves and rubbish in the wind, a faint mechanical throbbing. A generator, somewhere up on the slope of the hill to his right. It would be coming, he calculated, from the next small clump of habitation south of their own, perhaps half a mile away, people with whom they had had no contact. Evidently a community, though, with more fuel than they had. It had been a long time since they had done more than pump water for half an hour a day.

The sound grew steadily louder as he walked.

Then, just as he was about to reach a turning off to the right – he had forgotten what it was called, but the street name-plate was still there, thickly grimed but legible, ‘Causton Road’ – suddenly from underneath, as it were, the now heavy throb of the generator a new mechanical sound came through. The noise of a motor vehicle, clacking and badly maintained, approaching from the turning.

It was a sound out of the ordinary enough to have made anyone stop and look round them warily. But, coming at him so unexpectedly, it froze him where he was, just at the corner.

Poking his head round, he saw coming down weavingly towards him an ancient dusty green truck with, standing up in its back and leaning on the top of the cab, three swaying arms-linked figures. And at once he knew, without immediately being able to account for what it was exactly about them that told him, that these were Happies.

Happies – yes, it was partly the length of their hair, though few nowadays managed to keep theirs cut, and it was partly a glimpse of bright shirts that had given it to him – these were Happies, as people called them, some of the ones who for years had contrived to live lives of idleness, doing little but growing enough cannabis to provide a constant supply of joints. They had been named presumably from the hippies of the sixties and seventies, and certainly before life had closed down, in the last days before the Second Riots, they were often to be seen wandering in groups or lolling outside one of the houses they had taken over. How they got food to eat, or whether they ever needed much, he had never known. Happies.

And now, mysteriously, here was a bunch of them travelling. In the cab of the truck, he could see now there were three more – hard to tell male from female – and each of them, yes, was smoking a fat brownish cigar-cigarette, a joint.

The truck, not going all that fast and making as it got near a tremendous racket, drifted from one edge of the narrow road to the other. The driver, one indolent hand on the wheel, hardly seemed to be looking where he was going at all.

They might well mount the pavement. He backed hard into the blowsy hedge of the corner house behind him.

And, as at last the truck approached the main road, it did seem to be heading straight at him. Clammy sweat at once came up all over his body. But the kerb saved him. Its edge was enough to deflect the loosely-held driving wheel, and with a creaking lurch, the battered dust-dimmed vehicle went back to the centre of the road, crossed the width of the highway and succeeded in getting into the turning opposite.

A sudden shout of laughter from its occupants rose up.

He stood, heart thumping crazily, gazing at the still meandering vehicle, as it receded clatteringly into the distance. In the back there had been another six or seven Happies, most dressed despite the cold in no more than jeans and bright-coloured shirts. Two of them, closely entwined, had been sitting up on one of the vehicle’s thin metal sides, looking as if a much slighter jar than the one they had had at the kerb would have sent them toppling off.

But they had contrived to stay up. It sent a rush of pure fury through his head. What irresponsibility. They could quite easily have been killed. Or the truck might, with just as little reason, have been going fast enough to have ridden up on to the pavement and carelessly brushed him himself under its wheels.

Then, as his heartbeats quietened, there floated into his nostrils the sweet odour he recognised so well from his days with Jasmine, the smell of lazily smoked joints.

He blew out furiously. 


Part Two

For five minutes or more Mark stood at the corner of Causton Road, just where he had been, unable to move. The wind tugged from time to time at his old burberry and rattled the dry leaves of the bulging overgrown hedge at his back. Away on the far side of Archway Road the sound of the Happies’ clattering truck died slowly away. His heartbeats settled at last into their usual rhythm.

Most of the Happies, he thought, would not even have seen him. And those that had would, in their cannabis dream-world, already have forgotten his existence. Yet he knew with a dead certainty that they threatened him.

It was not that he thought of them in any way as turning round, coming back and this time succeeding in mowing him down. It was what that swaying meandering dust-thick vehicle and its gay-shirted lolling occupants stood for that was menacing. That they would have laughed if instead of lurching at the kerb their crazy truck had mounted the pavement and swept him under its wheels. That they would have laughed and have as quickly forgotten.

He had been thinking before as he had slogged down the hill grim enough thoughts about the possible dangers ahead during the rest of this fading day and however much of the night he would need to get to Wimbledon. Notions of being chased by packs of dangerous drunks, of being leapt at from some dark hole, even of the zing of a rifle bullet close to his head, had been marching with nailed boots through his mind. He had not brought himself fully to face them, but he had at least been aware of them. But, though he had been apprehensive enough, he had retained a just-allowed hope that luck would get him through.

The sight of that swaying swerving truck and the rich come-and-gone marijuana whiff it had left behind had put an end to that. It had unnerved him as if the very strings of his muscles had been slitheringly withdrawn from his body.

No, luck was not a friend. It was the worst enemy.

Now he knew with conviction that what lay ahead for him beyond any conjuring away was uncertainty. The territory he had pledged himself to make his way through was not simply a dangerous world. The journey facing him was not just a long walk where he would have to keep constantly alert, but which if he managed so much he might reasonably hope to complete with no more than some bad scares. No, ahead, he knew now, lay anything.

His world was at the mercy of the unmotivated.

Perhaps it had really been so for years. Perhaps that was what gradually, over as much as a century even, had been creeping up from beneath into the secure organised society which he had been brought up to believe he was living in and was entitled to live in his whole life long. The unmotivated.

Yes, he would still have to be as alert as he had expected to be for prowling gangs and vicious individuals. But besides these there would be dangers that sprang up out of nothing, that threatened without malice, that just happened. And which in happening could all too easily be the end of him.

To go back home after all?

To turn now this instant and get back up the hill, run until he got again to the familiar turning taking him into the small area of relative safety he had known so long? The nightmare could be over in little more than ten minutes.

And Jasmine’s mother could just wait to find out he was not going to respond to her plea. But would she then try to get through to him again? Well, if she did, couldn’t he just talk to Jasmine that way?

But, no. Exchanging words over the tinny link of a long hither-and-thither route of telephone cables was not what Mrs Brilling had been asking of him in Jasmine’s name. Jasmine wanted to see him, to look him in the face, to clasp his hands. And she had the right to ask that, however far apart they had been at the end. She had the right of the dying, all the stronger for the enmity there had been between them in life.

Wife, wife, bane of my life.

With a jerk, almost as if he had been woken by the sudden clangour of an alarm-clock – how long, how very long, it had been since time had mattered – he started forward and crossed over Causton Road. He must get on. The walk to Wimbledon should be completed well within his limit, but if there were dangers which he could not even anticipate lying there in wait between him and that little pebbledashed house where Jasmine lay, then he must get on as fast as he could while the way ahead looked clear.

And now there was not the least sign of life that he could see. An empty silence with only the noises caused by the gusting wind breaking the stillness, the sharp flap of polythene in some window, the tossing of the burstingly overgrown hedges that sometimes forced him to the very edge of the pavement.

He made progress.

Cromwell Avenue off to the right came into view, and, shuttered and abandoned, the little post office that had been there as long as he could remember. All that system of letters. First class and second. Postcards, letter-packets, parcels, the range of postage stamps and the designs that time after time had been dreamt up for them. And Christmas cards, the rigmarole of them all, and the tiny threads of real communication.

No, nothing in sight down the turning for as far as he could see.

The faint remaining yellow trace of a ‘no parking’ line by the gutter as he stepped up at the kerb on the far side.

And onwards, swinging step after swinging step, the water-flask tap-tap-tapping softly and regularly on his hip. And the irregular rhythm of the wind as it rose and fell, the grit on the pavement whirling up in miniature tornadoes and then falling again.

Not long now and he would reach the house where once the family had earned its increasingly good livelihood. The ‘Winchester School of English’. Typical of Dad, the opportunist pounce that had seized on that resounding name from Winchester Road crossing Archway Road just a few doors away. And how it had paid off. All the foreigners who had cheerfully forked out for ‘English for Everyday’, ‘Cultural English’, ‘Commercial English’.

He saw, when he came in sight of the tall old house, that it was not at all in good shape. The black paneless windows were open to the weather and a big sprawling patch of plaster had fallen away from the wall leaving the dull yellow inner brick exposed.

No, he should not have acquiesced in it all, whatever loyalty he might have owed to Dad, however good the income that antfrantic, ultimately pointless scramble had brought them. But then, he had acquiesced in too many things, acquiesced only feeling uncomfortably that he should not.

He turned sharply away and plunged on down the long slope of the hill.

Jasmine, when she had come to work as a secretary for them. A temp, that was what they had been called, the great flock of itinerant typists encouraged never to keep a job for long so that their comings and goings could be developed into lucrative businesses. But Jasmine had tried so many other things, both before and after they had married. There was that place not far ahead now, just off from the Archway junction, the manicure parlour, though she had known precious little about manicure – perhaps there was little to know – Cats Claws as it had been called, Cats Claws at Alfredo’s. Alfredo, the swanky hairdresser, who might or might not have been her lover. And the money the mere decoration of that place had cost, the false ceilings, the light fittings in the latest fashionable extravagant style, the heavy curtaining. And the whole venture had lasted less than two years.

Wife, wife, bane of my life.

But, swinging into view now, spanning the wide sweep of the road there was Archway Bridge, carrying Hornsea Lane high above the southwards-leading traffic artery.

He felt a lifting of the spirits, a sudden scorning of the fears that had been running rat-like through his mind. He had always, as long as he had known it, enjoyed, even loved, the sight of the great bridge. The massive certainty of those huge girders - the date cast in the metal, 1897, was still easy to see though the once cheerful blue paint had faded to nothing – had filled him despite their weightiness with the notion of flying, flying free. The triumph of strength. And the big smooth concrete slabs they had put underneath when the roadway had been widened to take the extra pulsings of traffic had done nothing to spoil the massive structure. The contrast in technologies, concrete and ironwork, even enhanced the pleasure.

Suddenly an idea came.

Climb up to it. Climb up as he had so often done as a boy. But climb up now so as to see ahead. Search for the dangers. Plan counter measures.

Or search at least for the known dangers.

He thrust this last qualm aside and walked on more rapidly. Tile Kiln Lane, off to the right, he remembered. A narrow side turning that wound stiffly up to the level of the road above.

He found it and set off along it, feeling at once the pull on leg muscles unused to climbing.

Tile Kiln Lane. The times he had pointed the name out to parties of his father’s students on Saturday afternoon ‘London Walks’ (One guinea extra). A little piece of living history, he used to say. Well, it had seemed to be so in the days when history had looked like one long continuous skein. Before the shears had cut.

‘A sleep and a forgetting.’

He had muttered the incantation aloud.

With a rim of sweat at his hairline and breathing stertorously – dull diet and only the occasional exercise of keeping his vegetable plot going had made him pasty and short-winded – he got up at last to the bridge approach, and almost before he was on to the bridge itself he saw that the climb was not going to have been worthwhile. Already in the short time he had been out the day had closed in and a grey mistiness had reduced the view to no more than half what it had been when he had looked over Highgate Woods to the area of the city lying to the east.

Going up close to the metal slatting of the bridge railing now, he could make out much less. Not a lot more than the tower blocks rising out of the chill dimness, oddly beautiful for all that they were mostly no doubt the fashion-conscious slabs of the property developers and municipal architects of the sixties and seventies, those needles dug into the body politic which had sent a gathering fever through the blood to break out in the hectic swirl of the First Riots. The televised Riots, you might have called them, he thought. He remembered once they had shown the body of a man, or of a woman, that had been not just trodden to death but trodden into a sort of straw mat, meaningless unless you had heard the pulsating voice of the reporter telling you what it was.

He rested his forehead for a moment on the cold of the railing in front of him.

Well, at least he had better check the immediate dangers there might be when he made his way down again to Archway Road.

He walked along the rest of the bridge, keeping his eyes fixed on the roofs of the houses down below gapped with dark holes where slates or tiles had slid out of place. One house had no roof at all, just a pattern of fire-blackened joists with rising through them a small tree, still green. But nowhere did he see a sign of life, not even a questing dog.

It should mean he was safe for a little. Perhaps as far as the big intersection at Archway Underground station.

He took a last look along towards that in the misty distance. The wide road under him led straight down to the intersection, where, his bus map had told him, he would have to fork right going away from the A1 which led down into Holloway Road and the City and taking instead – what was it? – yes, Junction Road, turning before long into Fortress Road and going on eventually through the West End to a crossing of the River wherever it was possible to get over. The stories he had had from his pupils had often been full of fighting at the bridges and when there had still been official radio bulletins high-sounding phrases had spoken of military action there too.

But crossing the River would be a problem to deal with when he got there. It was the big intersection now.

He decided to go down from the bridge on the other side. A steep path had run there along the foot of the tumbling gardens of the houses perched on the hillside. It had come out on to Archway road about a hundred yards further down. He had relished it as a boy because of its safe imaginary dangers. The possibly real dangers of such a comparatively unfrequented place, even in those distant days, had been thrust well to the back of his mind. Or had he even not been aware of their existence?

He found the start of the path without difficulty. It looked much as he had known it all those years before, a narrow black asphalted track, perhaps a bit more greened over now than it had been.

But before he had got half-way down its steep slope it had become very different. Evidently from the days when municipal refuse collections had first faltered and had then ceased altogether the place had been used as a dump, when there was still rubbish to throw out – how little there was now – and cascades of the stuff lay tumbled on the sharply sloping bank above and rested in ever-thickening layers on the path itself. Cans of every size and colour, bottles by the thousand in a thousand different shapes, plastic containers with their drumming reds, yellows and blues still not faded, pieces from cars by the hundred, old seats, torn-off doors, wheels, rejected refrigerators and obsolete washing-machines, television-sets everywhere with their grey eyes blindly staring, cartons and containers, sheets of anonymous rusting metal, toy tricycles, toy guns, toy typewriters, toy telephones, paper in great wads and spilling bundles, some pasty grey, some still garishly bright, polythene bags resisting decay to the last, armchairs and mattresses with springs and coils of amorphous foam-rubber spewing out of them, sagging bedraggled discarded carpets and long curls of superseded vinyl wall-covering twisting and turning, shoes and sandals, plastic jackets and nylon furs and the sodden remains of innumerable pairs of jeans, sunglasses and briefcases and transistors and tape-recorders and everywhere chunks and shapes of white-as-snow expanded polystyrene packing-pieces.

He wondered whether to turn back. But the steepness of the path behind him and the length of time it would take now to return to the top, walk all along the big bridge and at last make his way down by Tile Kiln Lane to a point actually some hundred yards or more further up Archway Road persuaded him to try going on.

To begin with the rubbish layers did not present too many difficulties. He was able to pick a way over the compacted slippery stuff, the slime of long-abandoned food mixed greyly with paper and rags, a still gaudy page or two from a colour magazine discernible among it. An occasional large cardboard carton, jutting up like a rock, appeared to present an obstacle until at a touch of his foot it collapsed to powder. Drink cans and aerosols lying everywhere seemed to be ready to roll treacherously under him. But he negotiated them all.

Yet before long the level of the piled-on layers grew higher and their solidity decreased. Attempting a jump on to what looked like the safety of an ancient divan-bed, he was canted in a sudden stomach-emptying collapse to land on all fours, one hand sinking deep into some black sliminess that gave off such a reek of gaseous metallic stench that he was nearly sick where he knelt.

He heaved himself back and wiped desperately his slime-blackened hand on the rotting divan. The lens of an abandoned camera winked at him from the mound below.

Cautiously he manoeuvred himself into an upright position before tugging out one of his grey much-washed handkerchiefs and plastering it across his nose.

Again he considered going back. What stupidity to have put himself at the risk of some such accident as his leap on to the divan had caused. He could lacerate himself on some jutting piece of glass. He could break a leg and lie here taking a long time to die.

No. Go on down.

But go carefully.

Slowly, working out every step in advance, he made his way forward once more. His shoes filled with oozing matter. He had to remove the protective handkerchief so as to use both arms for balance. The stink grew worse, varied, brought him near to vomiting again, seemed to slacken a little. He was convinced that each sucking pace was going to tear one of his tyre-soles from its anchorage. But yard by yard he approached the path’s end.

Once, momentarily distracted by the sight of a record-player apparently in perfect order – how much music had meant to him in the long ago – he misplaced a foot and for the second time lurched helplessly forward as something under him gave way. There was a wild scurrying and a whole nestful of ratlings squirmed and squeaked into new cover. With a heave of his whole body he managed to regain his balance.

And after this the refuse layers began to grow thinner and in another thirty or so careful jumping paces he saw the path itself again. On down he hopped in huge strides like an ungainly fleeing bird from clear patch to clear patch.

At last he reached the bottom and Archway Road once more.

Drawing in huge grateful breaths of fresher air, he sat on the ground, gingerly tugged at the laces of his shoes – the stitches on the tyre-rubber seemed to have held – managed at last to get the slimy soaking things off his feet and then peeled off his ooze-impregnated socks.

How absurd to have got himself into such a situation so near the start of his journey. And, as it had turned out, for nothing. He had not spotted a single source of potential danger, only created more than enough for himself.

Despondently he teased his still wet feet into his second pair of socks and put on his shoes again. Pushing himself up, he resolved that from here on it would be the main roads and nothing but the main roads.

He set off, bullying himself to go at something like a trot to compensate for time ridiculously lost. No more mad escapades, he promised himself. No more whimseys.

Within five minutes he came into sight of the big Archway intersection with the old Whittington Hospital, a towering mass empty and whistling, all yellow brick and pointed grey French château towers, on the far side of the wide road. He stopped opposite the last little corner shop before the hospital, its faded fascia still proclaiming ‘Nova Hair Boutique’.

Carefully he looked down at the wide area, meeting point of eight roads. Here, if anywhere, there might be people. And people, five to one, meant danger.

Would there be one of the stills manufacturing arrack at the old Archway Tavern? He had heard that very often big old pubs were used. Or would that looming dark-grey high block of offices have been taken over as a barracks by the Armed Police? Or, perhaps worse, be the headquarters of one of the private armies? Or did those not actually exist?

He could see no sign of movement.

Yet the high-piled rabbit warren of the hospital opposite could well be concealing more than one marauding gang. The huge building that had been dedicated for a century to righting the evils of the human body – or had it in its last days been one of the places where they had busily turned suspected violent men into those will-less creatures nicknamed zombies? – could all too easily now be a hiding-place for those taking a savage joy in maiming the innocent.

The thought sent him running in a burst of panic, anywhere out of view of watching eyes there, tyre-padded shoes placking out in the silence.

Within a few strides his chest was heaving against the threadbare cloth of his buttoned jacket while the water-flask on his hip jogged in a wild rhythm and the Pernod bottle in his coat pocket swung and butted. But he could not bring himself to slow down. Ahead, one of the pedestrian tunnels leading to the old Underground station abruptly appeared, a pale yellow cavern. Not knowing whether he was right or wrong, he swung into its dark offered safety.

Safety or new danger? His steps twanged suddenly from the tiled walls on either side.

He brought himself to a halt and leant panting and sweaty against the smooth mosaic with, just visible in the fading light, its ancient interlacing patterns of paint-spray graffiti. Spume from a time-flush society, time-flush and gimmick-gorged.

At least he was out of sight here. Should he go further on in? Use the tunnel to get right across to Junction Road? What was the risk ahead? The grey day hardly penetrated even as short a way down as he had run and in front he could see only the faintest trace of light. Anybody might be using the place to hide in. But weren’t there plenty of other lairs all round, most of them better for spying out dangers, or prey?

He decided to risk it.

He would have given now half he possessed to have had a good flashlight. But his last bartered-for dry cell had petered out a year before.

The tunnel he was taking sloped quite steeply down for about twenty yards more and then came to a T-junction. Cautiously looking round the corner there he found that the passage at right angles ran almost a hundred yards along to the right, all the way across Archway Road to the Underground station. At its far end a shaft of daylight was visible.

It looked as though nothing blocked his way and he started forward, short step by short step in the gloom.

But he had not gone even five yards when at the far end there came a swift flurry of movement in the light-shaft and the sound of a shout, muffled but explosive.

Two men had appeared, caught in the distant slanting column of grey daylight as if they were figures in some three-dimensional film. The first, a monkey-like individual enveloped in an overcoat of garish green check, was clutching to his chest as he scuttled along a bright brown suitcase. On his heels came a giant of a fellow, head aureoled in black hair and beard, dressed in khaki trousers and leather jerkin, wielding some sort of long slender-shafted club. Plainly he was the one who had shouted.

Then, just within the column of light, the monkey-figure fell grovelling to his knees.

‘Spare me. Spare me.’

Transfixed, he saw the pursuer raise his odd-looking club high in the air. He felt the blood bolt up into his face.

Shout. He ought to shout. But instead of doing it he had thought it, and no sooner had the thought come into his mind than its contrary had risen up as well. If he shouted, that huge menacing man would turn, see him, come bounding towards him.

Silence kept him entangled.

But he did not attempt to retreat to the arm of the entrance tunnel. A chance to redeem himself might somehow arise.

And at least the giant’s club did not swish murderously down. Instead the fellow swung his foot full into the stomach of his crouching victim.

Who squeaked.

It was a laughable sound. Though far from being able to laugh, he recognised that the picture at the far end of the tunnel had for all its unpleasantness taken on an abruptly comic aspect.

Evidently the giant, too, felt it. Because he promptly delivered another kick, though a much less violent one. And again the crouching figure, still holding tight the cheap-looking tan-brown suitcase, squealed.

‘Oh, spare me, kind sir. Spare me.’

He realised then that the somehow comic victim was an Indian. The curious formality of even the few words he had uttered gave it to him, coupled with the black hair and dark complexion he was now better able to make out. And he guessed then the reason for the attack. Indians, in common with all coloured people, had had an increasingly bad time of it since at least the start of the First Riots. Tropicals, they had begun to be called, and they had been persecuted whenever anybody felt they could get away with it. So this poor devil must have been spotted by the giant with the club and simply chased. For amusement.

And it was plain the giant was amusing himself yet more now. Another jab with the foot. Another squeak.

‘Beats windows. Beats cleanin’ windows this.’

It had taken him some time to decipher the inarticulate sounds the giant had mouthed. But at last he got them. The fellow must have been a window-cleaner in the days when there had been windows and it had seemed important to keep them shining bright.

‘Case. Gi’ us tha’ case.’

It looked as if his demand had reached a core of resistance in the crouching Indian. He said nothing, but visibly tightened his arms round his bright brown suitcase.

At once the long club swung high. And as it did so he saw what it was. Its odd shape had been obscurely worrying him. It was a parking-meter. One of the old parking-meters, a long circular metal shaft with at its head a lozenge-shaped box for collecting the coins and registering the time allowed. He had forgotten all about them. But he remembered now hearing of them being used as weapons in the riots, or at least until the second outbreak when the fighting had been more an affair of rockets, tanks and artillery.

Now the club’s threat was quite enough for the terrified Indian. ‘No,’ he gasped out. ‘No, sir. No.’

He wriggled round almost on to his back and thrust forward the suitcase. The window-cleaner lowered his parking-meter club, leant it carelessly against the wall behind him and took hold of the case between his ham-hands. Then, in one huge wrench, he tore top from bottom. The contents of the pathetically fragile object fanned out in a wild shower, clothes, half a dozen books, hundreds of sheets of white paper and apples. Little green apples tumbled and bounced everywhere.

The window-cleaner stooped, gusts of giggles coming from him, and scooped up as many of them as he could, stuffing them into the pockets of his jerkin. Then he straightened and looked at his victim again.

‘Beats windows,’ he said once more, his thick voice resounding blearily along the tunnel. ‘Spent all my li’ cleaning windows. Never saw nothing. All lies tha’.’

He picked up his long club and gave the now kneeling Indian another jab with it.

‘But ‘sfun now,’ he went on. ‘Fun all the ti’.’

The Indian sank back on to his heels.

‘Ain’t it?’ the window-cleaner demanded. ‘Ain’t it? Fun? Fun?’

He swung the parking-meter back like a shovel, ready to push in another heavy jab.

‘Yes,’ the Indian squeaked out. ‘Oh, yes, my good sir. The greatest fun, undoubtedly.’

‘Ha.’

The massive tormentor stood, legs astride, looking down at his prey.

He searched his brain for some way of putting an end to the business. But all he could think of was John Siggersthwaite.

John Siggersthwaite had been one of his father’s assistants, aged something over sixty, a bachelor, eking out a moderately parsimonious existence, quiet, unassuming, nice, dull. And one evening taking a solitary walk at the edge of Hampstead Heath he had been stopped by a couple of young men who had told him that they were police officers and that he looked like the suspect in a murder case. They had said they would take him to the police-station to check his identity. But, when somewhat apprehensively he had got into their car, they had driven instead to the most unfrequented part of the Heath, ordered him out and, to the accompaniment of a certain amount of jabbing with lighted cigarettes, had garment by garment stripped him stark naked. Then they had left, taking his clothes. It had been no more than a capriciously cruel joke, hardly recognisable then as an indication of the climate of the times. But it had been the end of John Siggersthwaite. He had never regained even the little self-confidence that he had had. Discipline in his classes had leaked away and – Dad had never been one for not getting full value from anybody he paid – quite soon afterwards he had been asked to resign. He had died two months later. Just died, the hospital had said –

‘Coat,’ said the window-cleaner, his voice rumbling down the tunnel.

‘Please?’

‘Coat. Thass ni’ coat.’

The head of the parking-meter club brushed over the garish green overcoat. Its little window caught the light and twinkled sharply.

‘Yes. Yes, certainly. Of course.’

The Indian had got the message. He knelt forwards, hands plucking at the coat’s buttons, and then with an awkward twist of his whole slight frame pulled the garment off. He held it out.

‘Ha.’

The window-cleaner took it one-handed, swirled it round and settled it across his back. It looked like a hussar’s jacket.

‘Stan’ up.’

‘Yes. Yes, sir.’

Again violently he wished there was something he could do. But what was there? Brute strength ruled the day.

‘Trousers.’

The hulking window-cleaner loosed off another fit of loud giggles, the oafish sound tumbling along between the confining walls.

Involuntarily, he closed his eyes. What was about to happen? Some degrading act of sub-sex?

But he had to see, to know exactly what the worst was.

The little Indian was hopping absurdly from one foot to the other getting the trousers – they were grey flannel bags, dating from a doubly past age – down over his ankles and shoes. At last he completed the task. The window-cleaner at once caught hold of the end of each leg in a different hand with the club still easily grasped as well. There came a loud ripping sound.

‘Turn roun’. Turn roun’. Go on, turn roun’.’

The Indian, who was wearing, he now saw, long white underpants coming right down to the calves, shuffled round.

Now it’s going to begin, he thought.

But his sick fears were not realised. With a bellow of a laugh the window-cleaner simply swirled his club round in a wide sweep and brought its flat head smacking on to the side of the Indian’s white wool-clad hip sending him sprawling. Then, for no apparent reason, he turned away and stalked off up the slope of the far tunnel, the looted green overcoat swinging from his bench-broad shoulders.

For less than ten seconds he waited. Then he started forward to the distant shaft of light, sliding his tyre-shod shoes over the smooth floor in an effort not to make any sound.

He reached the far end and, ignoring the huddled figure of the Indian, he got down on to his belly and in obedience to the obscure memory of thrillers read long ago slid forwards until his head just came round the corner of the upward sloping tunnel.

He need not have bothered. The window-cleaner was nowhere in sight.

Slow sucking sobs were coming from the slumped figure on the floor.

‘Are you all right?’ he asked him quietly, once he was on his feet again.

The Indian rolled over and gave a loud groan.

He went across. The Indian groaned again. He dropped to his knees and gave him a pat or two on his uppermost shoulder.

The Indian pushed himself up on one arm. Peering at him, he saw that his face was a mess of tear-streaks.

‘My dear sir,’ came a sobbed greeting. ‘Oh, my dear sir.’

‘Are you all right?’ he asked again, conscious of the absurdity of the question. ‘I – I’m afraid I saw what happened, but I didn’t …’

‘My dear sir, how could you? I very well understand. Oh, my head. My poor head is splitting.’

The Indian heaved himself into a sitting position, gasped as the weight came on to his bruised hip and then lurched forward till he was kneeling.

For some time they knelt there in silence, face to face. He wished fervently that there was still aspirin to be got. His own last supply had run out two or more years before and there had been times since when he had been driven to weeping despair by a thudding headache.

‘Would you like a drink of water?’ he asked at last, pulling his flask round to the front.

Ought he to give the chap some Pernod? But that was for Jasmine.

‘My dear sir, thank you, but no. It is not water I need. It is safety. Safety from any more such batterings as that.’

‘Well, perhaps I could see you on your way home,’ he offered, inwardly cursing at the likely delay. ‘Is it far?’

‘Abandoned, my dear sir. Two days ago. I am making my way to Balham, if you will believe me. To a relative.’

The words had begun to flow more easily, rising over the occasional half-suppressed sob.

‘Yes, a fellow in a comparatively humble occupation. Or so he was in the old days. A cook in a restaurant. But I have failed to introduce myself. Remiss. Most. I am Dr V. K. Satpathi. Doctor of Literature, let me hasten to add. Useless occupation nowadays. But one has to avoid being mistaken for a medical man.’

The crumpled brown face quivered in a prolonged sniff.

‘You see, there is quite an Indian colony gathered in Balham now, and I had managed to contact my cousin’s restaurant there by telephone. A question of dispensing a considerable sum in gold to the Armed Police. I was on my way across there. Safety lies in numbers, you know, for tropicals as they call us.’

‘Yes,’ he said.

And after a pause he added: ‘Do you think you could stand now?’

‘Yes. Yes, I must try. I must set forth again, though I fear it will be nearly dark now.’

It was certainly no longer possible for them to see much of each other.

‘Let me help you up.’

He slid his hands over the little Indian’s back till he found his armpits and then heaved. Dr Satpathi shrieked. But he ended at least up on his feet.

‘I am afraid,’ he murmured apologetically, ‘that I am more than somewhat of a coward when it comes to physical pain.’

‘Many of us have found that in the past few years. I had an abscess under a tooth last winter, and I hope I never have to go through that again.’

‘My dear sir, I know what you mean.’

Peering down at the floor, he succeeded in locating Dr Satpathi’s ripped trousers.

‘I think they’ll be worth putting on,’ he said. ‘Can you manage?’

‘I must.’

It was a lengthy and awkward process, punctuated by frequent gasps and hisses of pain. He stood waiting, patiently as he could.

‘Look,’ he said at last. ‘As it so happens I’m on my way to Wimbledon, and if I manage to cross the Thames, say, over Chelsea Bridge I would go through Balham. So would you like us to go together?’

He had made the offer reluctantly. If Dr Satpathi was as badly hurt as his gasps and groans indicated he would hardly be a quick walker.

‘My dear friend, I will do my utmost. Fate could not have been more kind.’

He felt a pang of shame.

‘Your suitcase,’ he said. ‘Perhaps we can string it together somehow.’

‘No, no. It contained little but my papers. A book I once contemplated, a comparative study of Indian and European folk literature. But it was vanity to have brought it with me, sheer vanity. No, no. Let us set off straight away. Er – unimpeded.’

‘Well, if you’re sure.’

They found, when they had made their slow way to the top of the sloping tunnel, that it was almost completely dark. The moon he remembered – he had long ago developed the habit of knowing the lunar phases and hours – was not due to rise till some time between midnight and dawn, say at 3 a.m. by old clock-time.

The clouded sky was only a shade lighter than the masses of the tall buildings on either side of them. The wind seemed to have dropped but the air felt if anything colder. A settled chill.

However, it did not take them long to locate Junction Road, leading away from the big intersection, and they set off together along it, Dr Satpathi at once steering them out into the middle of the roadway.

‘I have come to the conclusion,’ he explained, ‘that this is the safest way to walk. Fellows may well be lurking in any building.’

‘Yes. Yes, I suppose you’re right.’

Why hadn’t he hit on this before? How ridiculous to have clung to the pavements as if it was the old days. Perhaps there would after all be benefits in walking with the little Indian. Certainly being grabbed at from some dark doorway would not improve his rate of travel.

They shuffled along down the slope of Junction Road, Dr Satpathi clearly incapable of going at more than a limping pace.

It was progress of a sort, and now that it was dark – once a main road like this would have been bright as day: all that light and heat that London had pulsed into the sky every night of the year – it would not have been possible to go all that much faster. But clearly the walk was going to take a good deal longer than he had at first counted on.

How many hours had gone already of the forty-eight that the odious Tommy had guaranteed to provide? Two or more at home making his preparations – shouldn’t he have cut that down? – and since he had set out a good hour’s walking time, allowing for that senseless expedition up on to the Archway, and probably another hour with Dr Satpathi in the tunnel. The best part of five hours gone. Forty-three still left. It ought to be plenty. But how many other encounters with people like the mad window-cleaner might delay him?

Suddenly his companion stopped short.

‘What? What is it?’

‘I – I don’t know, my dear fellow. I thought I heard a sound.’

Standing statue still, he strained all he could to hear. Now that the wind had dropped it seemed almost absolutely silent. Cruelly silent.

‘Nothing,’ he said at last. ‘Nothing, I’m sure.’

‘Then let us proceed.’

They proceeded. As if, he thought, they were penitents of old shuffling their way round some enforced pilgrims’ track.

Were they doing even two miles an hour? And how many miles was it to Wimbledon, or at least to Balham? He had never really known. In the days when he had made the journey before distances had been measured in times, Tube and bus times occasionally, traffic time more often. So many traffic-minutes in such-and-such conditions.

It was by no means easy to assess at all what progress they were making. The buildings on either side of the wide road were almost invisible, vague looming shapes at most, giving him nothing to check by. What had they been, those buildings, in the old days? Hard to recall. He had a vague memory of small undistinguished shops, stragglers in the great commercial race.

‘Sssh.’

Dr Satpathi had come to an abrupt halt again. And once more he strained to hear some significant sound in the cold silence.

But there was not the least thing.

‘I think it’s all right. Shall we go on?’

‘Yes, yes, my dear fellow, if you think so.’

Damn it, the man was so scared. It was ridiculous. If they stopped every hundred yards or so like this they would still be going down the hill towards the centre of the city when dawn broke.

‘I am afraid, my dear chap, you must be finding me excessively timorous.’

‘No, no. It’s very natural, I suppose.’

‘No, I think not. But the fact is that that wretched business back there upset me more than I can tell.’

‘No, it was awful for you. Appalling.’

Dr Satpathi made no reply. But suddenly, after half a dozen more cautious paces, he gave a little chuckle. It almost caused him to stop dead in his turn. ‘What is it?’

‘It just struck me, my dear fellow, to ask whether I might not in the end prove like the hare in one of our Indian fables who coming to drink at a jungle pool unfortunately encountered a tiger.’

‘Yes?’

What was all this? But at least talking was keeping the fellow moving.

‘Well, you see, the hare by taking immediate and precipitate flight drew the tiger’s full attention to his person, and, though he ran his hardest, he soon found himself in danger of imminent death. But luckily he chanced upon a convenient hole in the ground, what I believe is called an earth, and into this he plunged. Only to find that it was the home of a jackal.’

Dr Satpathi chuckled again. He sounded in the darkness absurdly merry.

‘Well, but do you know what the hare did then? Intense fright had evidently stimulated his brain, like the man to be hanged in a fortnight of whom the great Dr Johnson spoke.’

‘Yes.’

‘Our friend brought himself to go up to the jackal and address him thus: “Maharaj, all the animals of the jungle have deputed me to beg you to be their king.” “But,” replied the suspicious jackal, “why did you not elect the elephant?” “Because he is altogether too lacking in brain power.” “Why not the tiger then?” “Because he is not of a very dependable disposition.” “Then why not the lion?” “He is so liable to fits of uncontrolled anger.” “Then the bear?” “No, no he is not only extremely hairy but he is also a persistent victim of fever.” So the jackal at last agreed to accept the gaddi, the throne. “Lead the way,” he said, “and I will come to my people.” But “Oh,” replied the hare with fear-bought cunning, “it would not be fitting that I should go in front of a maharajah.” So out went the jackal, only at once to be carried off by the waiting tiger.’

‘Yes. A good story.’

But would the little nerve-shredded man at his side find in himself a similar resourcefulness in a crisis, he wondered. Certainly he had not done at all well in his encounter with the window-cleaner. And he himself? Heaven knows, he had felt scared enough almost all the time since he had set out, and worse than scared after the Happies had sailed so nonchalantly by. If he got into some tight spot, would he be able to bluff the jackal?

Perhaps just possibly he might. Perhaps there was a residue of human wiliness within him.

And at least Dr Satpathi’s story seemed to have improved his own morale. He had not shown a sign of coming to a sudden nervous halt since he had told it.

They must be getting towards the end of Junction Road surely now. After all, it was not so lengthy. In the car or on a bus no more than a couple of minutes jockeying through the traffic. Ludicrous that it should be such a painfully long march now.

Then in the cold stillness he did hear a sound. He tried hard to isolate it above the soft shuffling of their own feet, and as it grew slowly a little louder he at last made it out.

‘Doctor,’ he said. ‘Something coming. A car of some sort.’

Dr Satpathi stopped dead at once. Then, swift as a rat, he darted towards the slightly nearer pavement and its dark buildings.

He hurried across and joined him. They found a doorway, a fairly deep one, and retreated into it. The sound of the approaching vehicle – it seemed to his ears a good deal more grinding and purposeful than the Happies’ dilapidated truck – grew steadily in the darkness.

Then, from round the corner at the crossroads ahead, a beam of light began to show itself. A twin-beam, it soon became apparent. He heard Dr Satpathi flatten himself yet more against the door behind them. Abruptly as the vehicle, whatever it was, swung round the corner, the light brightened. Just beside his head he read nervously the words that had become visible on an ancient cracked painted board. ‘Cats Protection League’.

Cats Protection League, would it protect himself and Dr Satpathi, he asked with fear-provoked humour.

The sound of the oncoming vehicle grew to a grinding roar, and he guessed it must be tracked rather than wheeled. A moment later his deduction was confirmed

An armoured troop-carrier ground obliteratingly past in the centre of the roadway. From its rear flew a little pennant, but it was not possible to make out its colours.

But almost certainly an Armed Police vehicle, he thought. Out on patrol.

They waited in the Cats Protection League doorway, Dr Satpathi struggling to check a new outbreak of sobbing, until the sound of the grinding tracks had died totally away. Then, a good deal less confidently than before, they set out once more.

But at least, he found, their enforced halt seemed to have rested Dr Satpathi. His pace was surely faster than before, not much, but almost as fast as it was safe to go in the darkness.

Before very long he realised that at last they had reached the end of Junction Road. On his left, faintly visible, was the outline of the old Tufnell Park Underground station. Getting into Fortress Road presented no difficulty, and soon they were shuffling down its more steeply sloping length.

Time seemed to pass terribly slowly. Nothing marked it but the steady shuffle-shuffle of their steps, except once when Dr Satpathi stumbled on the edge of a pothole. How many minutes had passed? How many hours even?

Then at last they reached the next stage where Fortress Road joined Kentish Town Road – it had all looked so easy on the simplified map before he had set out – and almost at once away over to their right, probably in what used to be the big railway marshalling yards, they saw the glow of a fire, a faint reddish reflection against the dark sky.

It seemed to be no more than a small bonfire, perhaps lit by some wanderer to keep off the night cold, but as they slowly progressed its light began to show up the faces of the buildings on their left.

They managed to increase their pace a little.

One of the buildings, he made out, had been gutted almost completely at some time in the past. Only part of its front wall remained, with of all things a large sculptured coat-of-arms on it. What could the place have been? At once he remembered. A library. There had been a small public library just here with a big crest. Why should anyone have wanted to sack a library? Incomprehensible. Incalculable.

He shivered.

As they made their way onwards, the glow of the bonfire gradually faded behind them until at last it disappeared altogether making the darkness seem yet thicker. A few paces later Dr Satpathi came to a stop once more.

‘My friend,’ he said, ‘I fear I can no longer cope with this infernal opacity.’

He could not raise the ghost of a smile at the elaborate phrase. The declaration was not in any way something to be amused at.

Should he just go on alone? Leave the fellow to rest where he could?

‘Let’s try to push on a little further,’ he said. An idea came to him. ‘Perhaps you could tell another of your tales.’

‘From my store,’ Dr Satpathi said.

But he did not immediately either speak or move on. Then quite abruptly he began in the soft insinuating voice in which he had recounted the adventure of the timorous hare. And at the same time he started to shuffle forwards again.

‘There was once a cat who hoped to profit by his relationship to the lion, King of the Jungle. So he went to visit him and addressed him. “Sir, I am after all your cousin. Kindly find some position for me.” The lion considered. “What is it that you are able to do?” The cat did not find it easy to answer. “Well, sir,” he said at last, “I am able to miaow and also to purr and I can furthermore catch rats.” The lion needed neither the sound of any miaowing nor the soft susurration of a purr. But, rather than hurt his lowly relation, he suggested that the cat should catch him a rat. The cat fulfilled the task forthwith and brought the dead rodent to the King of the Jungle. The lion took the body and handed it back to the cat. “For the work you have done for me,” he said, “let this rat be your reward.” “But,” said the cat, “in this way I am feeding myself only.” “Yes,” the King of the Jungle said, “that is the greatest service you can do for me.” ’

Dr Satpathi’s voice ceased in the chill darkness.

How deliberately apposite had the story been, he wondered. Was it a quiet rebuke from the weak to the stronger? Or no more than a delicate way of conveying thanks to him for what he had done? Or was it, in a yet more delicate way, a means of pointing out to him that he had taken on a continuing duty?

He had not made up his mind when in the distance ahead he spotted what must be another light.

After a moment’s consideration he pointed it out – a tiny white line – to his fearful companion.

‘Well,’ Dr Satpathi said, ‘it does not look like a vehicle this time, and there is no noise.’

‘Yes, stationary, I think. Shall we go on for a bit? We’d get lost completely if we tried to get round it.’

‘Yes, my friend. I think a discreet approach.’

It took them perhaps five minutes to get near enough to be able to make out something of the source of the light, even though it grew brighter with every yard they got nearer and they were able to make better and better speed. But at last they saw that whatever it was came not from anywhere in the main road but from a turning off to the right.

And there was never any accompanying sound. Just a white light shining out into the night.

Or, he thought, into the evening that in this world was as dark as night.

They went cautiously on, and eventually got right up to the turning from which a strong diffused beam was emerging. But there was still no indication of its source.

He turned to Dr Satpathi.

‘I think I had better creep up and look,’ he said a little apologetically.

For the second time he got down on to his belly and squirmed forward. At length he got his head round the corner.

A sight he could not possibly have expected met his eyes. About a hundred or a hundred and fifty yards along the side road, outside a tall building, a small searchlight had been rigged up so that its beam shone full on to a large white noticeboard. On the board in lettering of a deep pink colour were the words:



‘We Need Praying Knees’

‘Welcome’

‘Peace is Here’
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