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To: julian@litagency.co.uk


Subject: Help!


 


Hello Julian,


The last time we met, I opened up to you about the trouble I was in, and you said it could be written up into a half-decent novel which you, as my agent, could flog to a publisher.


Well, I’ve written it, and here it is. It just needs a final couple of chapters. You’ll see I’ve done it like a thriller, complete with short sentences and hard-boiled gags. That way, if there’s a fuss I can say ‘Why is everyone taking it so seriously, for God’s sake? It’s just a bit of entertainment.’


I’m hoping it’ll provide me with some measure of protection. After all, if I’m sent to join the choir invisible now, this book will make it pretty clear who’s responsible.


Best regards,


Jon.


PS: You could always start it with this email . . .










One


Everything that follows really happened. It feels good to get it off my chest.


We’ll start in Paris.


Imagine a café in the Thirteenth, cavernous and decorated with badly painted pictures of forests and mountains. Sitting in the gloom at a back table is a biggish, ramshackle bloke with an empty coffee cup and half a glass of Ricard in front of him, scribbling away at a rate of knots.


That’s me.


Dismiss any thoughts of the Champs-Élysées or the Louvre from your mind: the Thirteenth is neither grand nor glamorous, and it’s not the kind of area tourists bother to search out. This part of it is mostly inhabited by Vietnamese and Cambodians, refugees from way back.


It’s twelve thirty-five now, and I’ve been sitting here since ten, writing and ordering a carefully spaced out succession of noisettes (which doesn’t mean nuts, as you might reasonably expect, but little cups of fierce black coffee).


I’m waiting for someone to come in on their own, sit down near me, and order something moderately expensive: steak frites, perhaps, with a half-bottle of red, and a coffee and a glass of something throat-rasping to end with. It’s a familiar enough sight in Paris at lunchtime. When the customer has finished, he or she will call for l’addition and the waiter will bring it on a little round gun-metal dish, then wander off to do something completely different in another part of the café. The customer will peer at the bill to make sure it’s correct, put the necessary cash into the dish, add a bit more for service, and head off.


That’s the chance I’ve been waiting for all morning. In the brief space of time between the moment when he goes and the waiter makes one of his passes down this end of the café, I’ll get up, walk a bit too close to the now abandoned table, scoop the contents of the metal dish into my pocket, and head out through the main door.


It’s paralysingly scary the first time you do it, but after the ninth or tenth go it becomes natural – automatic, even. The key thing is to pick the right place to sit. After that, everything’s dead simple. And if you can abandon all sense of right and wrong and concentrate purely on your own survival, you can even enjoy yourself. For me, this is entirely a matter of life or death.


I’m not, you see, the person I once was. I used to live a civilised and fairly honourable existence in London. I might not have been well off (too many ex-wives for that), but I’d never have dreamed of stealing anything. Even forgetting to return my books to the London Library would bring me out in a sweat. And yet now I live solely by chiselling and theft.


Oh well: ‘He must needs go that the devil drives.’ There’s a vast range of half-remembered quotations which hang in my brain like suits in a wardrobe, waiting to be picked out at the relevant moment. Not, of course, that suits are exactly my thing nowadays.


After I leave here in the early afternoon, the devil will drive me to some entirely different part of Paris: possibly the Third. I’ll wander round a bit, doing some legitimate shopping, and by then it’ll be time for pre-dinner drinks. Maybe I’ll go somewhere around the Rue du Parc-Royal, where I’ve spent some happy times in the past. I won’t do any lifting (that’s the expression I find myself using), just in case someone I know spots me. But after an honestly acquired drink or three I’ll head off somewhere else where people have money, like the Sixteenth, and do it there.


I still look reasonable enough, though I could do with a haircut and a beard trim. My increasingly stained and ragged clothes will be all right as long as the lights are low. With luck, everyone will think I’m an author down on his luck. God knows, they’ll be right: I’m the author of my own misfortunes. Afterwards, with hopefully a couple of hundred euros in my pocket, I’ll head back to my apartment block for the night. I don’t actually have an apartment, but I live there all the same. I’ll explain later.


Anyway, while I’ve been writing these words, a heavily built character in a dark blue suit, which would have fitted him better around the chest and stomach five years ago, is sitting a few tables away from me, getting down to business with a confit de canard and a half-bottle of Beaujolais. He looks gloomy, he’s balding, and a faint line of sweat has gathered along the twin furrows of his forehead. A southerner, I should judge: he’ll have shaved this morning, yet on his cheeks and chin there’s already a definite dark fuzz which matches his suit.


Personally, I would have thought it was too hot for duck at this time of year, but he’s giving his a proper mauling. Maybe it helps me in my criminal project to feel superior to this completely unexceptional middle-class chap. But it’s unfair: after all, I’m more than a bit inclined to sweat myself nowadays, especially when I’m worried. I’m worried now.


He pushes the empty plate aside and orders a noisette and a glass of Poire Williams – something I’m rather partial to myself, as it happens. Looking at the cheap Casio watch on his hairy wrist, he downs both quickly and calls for the bill. As soon as it arrives he pays, makes a lot of noise getting up, and shoulders his way out of the restaurant.


My moment has arrived. I’ve been careful to pay my own bill beforehand, so I’m all ready. I pack my notebook and biro away and lurch across to the table he has left, as though I’m finding walking a bit difficult. I don’t bother with the coins – I just palm the twenty-euro note and the ten-euro one, and scrunch them up in my hand. It’s another perfectly executed operation.


Except that it isn’t. The pair of illicit, early middle-aged lovers sitting at a table in the darkest of the café’s corners should have been gazing into each other’s wrinkle-surrounded eyes, but instead one of them – the bloke – catches sight of my operation.


‘Attention! Qu’est-ce que tu fais? Arrête ça!’


Bugger. I lurch off at a rate of knots and make it to the entrance, but the waiter – Vietnamese, I imagine – is quick off the mark and blocks me. I try to push him away, but he clings on. In the end sheer weight tells, and once I get through the door I’m off. I don’t run much nowadays, but it’s amazing what you can do when you’re scared. And I’m really, really scared.


At the next corner I look round, chest heaving, and spot him in his white apron heading my way. He’s short and bow-legged but seems pretty fast on those curved pins of his, and I get the impression he’s a determined kind of character. The Vietnamese tend to be, as President Johnson discovered. I run on, finding unexpected reserves of strength in my own legs, but each time I look round he’s still behind, and seems to be getting closer.


Then he makes his big mistake. He stops and shouts something: ‘Stop thief,’ possibly. Once upon a time that would have been enough for the entire street to gather, looking for a lamp post to hang me from. In today’s Paris, though, everyone is so scared of getting involved that they just ignore him. An elderly lady stops to look at me as I run past, but I glare back threateningly and she turns towards a shop window instead.


That’s the waiter’s last throw. He stands looking in my direction for a while, then drifts away. Fortunately for me, there are no cops around for him to appeal to; there never seem to be nowadays. Presumably they’re all looking for suicide bombers. I feel able to drop into a fast walk, chest heaving and legs trembling, and at the end of the street I come to the Boulevard de l’Hôpital. Only twenty yards or so away there’s the familiar sign of the chain store Monoprix. Whipping in through the main doors, I head for the men’s department, select a pair of cheap black trousers from the rail and go into a booth to try them on.


No one actually helps me, of course. It’s the same in every store throughout the advanced world: you can’t find an assistant if you happen to want one, any more than you can find a cop. Don’t think I’m complaining, though – all these things make my life as a thief and a renegade a lot easier.


Now I can sit in my booth with the curtains shut, waiting for my breathing and my pulse rate to reach the low hundreds, and for anyone who might just possibly have followed me in the shop to lose the scent. I’ve resigned myself to using thirty of my hard-won euros to buy the trousers. As it turns out, though, there’s still no assistant around and I don’t have to after all.


So, like the good citizen I no longer am, I put the trousers back on the rack and head out into the boulevard. The street seems remarkably clear of anyone waiting with handcuffs and a warrant. I head for the nearest Métro station, trundle down the steps on my wobbly legs, and hop on the next train without even noticing where I’m going.


I’ve got away with it again. But only just, this time. I’ll need to be a hell of a lot more careful in the Sixteenth this evening. Running through my mind, keeping time to the movement of the train like a metronome, is a song. I suppose it’s because the blood is still pounding through my head.


 


The pulse of an Irishman ever beats quicker,


When war is the story or love is the theme;


And place him where bullets fly thicker and thicker,


You’ll find him all cowardice scorning.


 


It’s an Irish folksong, probably written by some patronising Protestant bastard like the ones in my own family, and for some reason (money, I assume) Beethoven did an arrangement of the rather charming tune. It’s become an earworm for me: I can’t put it out of my head. But please don’t think I find it relevant to myself: my career has often placed me where bullets have flown thicker and thicker, and I haven’t scorned cowardice in the slightest.


And by the way, if you decide to stick with me in the book that follows, you’ll find me quoting all sorts of irritating little tags and catches, left over from a grand but wasted education. If you can’t put up with it, and there’s no reason why you should, I suggest you step off the Métro now and leave me to it.










Two


So what turned me into an outlaw, stealing cash, barrelling into perfectly harmless waiters, and generally behaving like a Millwall fan on his first away fixture? Well, it’s a long story, but I hope that by the end of this screed you’ll be able to understand the whole difficult business. What I really want is your sympathy, of course, but I accept that you might want to hold back on that.


The best place to start is my old flat in Chelsea, early one morning last April, when I still had a job and somewhere to live, and all the food and drink I needed, and friends who didn’t shun me; well, one or two of them. It’s a surprisingly roomy first-floor place in a red-brick block which was built in the year Conan Doyle came up with his ludicrous explanation for how Sherlock Holmes had survived the Reichenbach Falls. Nowadays, of course, I’d never be able to afford anything remotely like this place on a journalist’s salary, but in the early 1990s property prices in Chelsea crashed, and foreign buyers were still just an estate agent’s orgasmic dream. At that precise moment a dear old auntie of mine in County Wicklow chose to die and leave me some cash, and I managed to chisel a mortgage out of my reluctant bank and snapped it up.


This flat, which is in the Royal Hospital Road, is the only thing I possess that’s of any serious value. (I don’t count the four eighteenth-century oil portraits of my Irish ancestors, which I had to pack away because one of my three wives complained that they put her off making love to me. Well, something clearly did, so maybe she was right.)


The place is nice enough, but since I’m a bit of a slob it’s desperately untidy. My auntie from Wicklow would have said it lacked a woman’s loving touch. So do I, but we needn’t go into that just now.


There are more unwashed plates and glasses than one solitary inhabitant should probably generate, and various bits of abandoned clothing are lying around. I blame television: if it didn’t put out all those watchable if trashy series, I wouldn’t have to do so much eating and drinking lying on the couch.


Maria, my cleaning lady, possibly Albanian, is perpetually horrified at the way I live, but since she can’t actually speak English she is only able to register alarm and reproach by her facial expression and hand movements, like an actress in a silent movie. I pay her extra, to assuage my guilt, and can’t be arsed to check whether she is here illegally. I’m not a police tout, after all.


This was last spring. At that immeasurably distant time I had a proper bed to sleep in, and although my life wasn’t fantastic I at least didn’t have to steal from other people to keep going. And no one wanted to kill me. Apart from my most recent ex-wife, that is.


It was nine twenty-six, and the morning light was seeping in around the edges of the curtain. I lay sprawled in that last and most pleasurable stage of sleep, when you’re sufficiently awake to know that you can stay in bed for a good half an hour longer, and can kid yourself that you’ve earned it.


So of course my mobile rang. Blindly, I patted the bedside table – keys, reading glasses, some coins, a paper cup which still held some whiskey and water, a ludicrously long biography of Napoleon which had sent me to sleep the previous night – before I reached the epicentre of the noise. The coins rattled on the floor and the whiskey and water began to seep around.


‘Who the fuck is that?’


There was a deep guffaw at the other end. I recognised it at once.


‘What sort of time do you think this is, you evil South African bastard?’


Barend Malan was a large, bearded cameraman, constructed rather along the lines of Henry VIII. I had shared iron rations, bottles of firewater, and alarming experiences with him over many years, and loved him dearly. No one, including me, ever called him Barend, by the way; in fact, it was only when I caught a glimpse of his passport one time that I knew that was his real name: Barend Schoombie Malan. Like everyone else, I called him ‘Os’, assuming his full name must be Oswald or Osbert or something similarly antique-sounding. It was only after a few years that someone told me – Os never would have – that it was a typical Afrikaans nickname, os meaning ‘ox’. You only had to see him to understand why.


‘Apologies, boss.’


He called me that because he thought I found it flattering. I did, of course.


‘Bad news, though – something’s happened to a mate of yours. That MP, Patrick Macready. The desk want me to head round to his flat. I thought you might like to come too. It’s just off Sloane Square.’


He rolled his Rs as though he was clearing his throat.


‘I know where it is.’


My irritation was instinctive, absent-minded; my heart had given a nasty jump at the news, and I was still trying to work things out.


‘What’s supposed to have happened to him?’


‘No one seems to know. The cops are there. He’s dead, I’m afraid.’


‘I’ll meet you outside his place,’ I said, as though this was just any old piece of information he’d slipped me. 


Despite the sharp sunshine, it was cold. When my taxi got me there, Os was sitting in his crew-car, illegally parked. He waved a large gloved hand at me and wound down the window. His hair stood up like a mopani tree in the African bush.


‘Can we go in?’


‘Got to wait a bit longer.’


I climbed into the passenger seat. His car stank of the snatched meals of years – mostly chicken nuggets and cold coffee, I would judge.


‘So tell me.’


‘His cleaner or someone came in early. He goes to work around seven thirty. Went. She let herself in, and found him.’


‘What had happened?’


‘Some sex thing, apparently.’ He looked away from me, but I was relieved to see he wasn’t grinning. ‘The cops didn’t say, but according to the desk that’s the impression they gave.’


‘I suppose everyone thought it was funny.’


‘Well, you know how people are. But seeing as he was a friend of yours . . .’


‘The best I had,’ I said: that’d teach Os Malan to try being tactful. It was true, anyway.


I sat and thought about Patrick for a while, and Os said nothing. Afrikaners were mostly somewhere at the back of the queue when politeness was handed out, but Os had his finer moments. And anyway he liked me, almost as much as I liked him.


In the end a uniformed policeman appeared at the front door of Patrick’s house and stood there, looking round.


‘That’s us,’ Os said.


He jumped out, then reached back in and grabbed his camera from the back seat. A seat belt was buckled round it, as though it was a kid. 


There was a stupid smile on the policeman’s face as he waved us in through the front door: ‘This way to the Folies Bergère.’ 


‘I don’t think that’s at all appropriate,’ I said in my most disapproving voice. The policeman went gratifyingly quiet; you can always embarrass the bloody English by accusing them of bad taste.


A couple of cameramen and some photographers appeared from somewhere and crowded through the door with us. We were shown into the flat, so familiar to me, and ended up standing round the long dining room table; genuine Chippendale, if I’m any judge. The place was as tidy and well furnished as ever, with that faint impersonality you usually find when a man of taste lives on his own.


His pictures gazed down as though they despised us for being there: an eighteenth-century admiral in front of his ship in an artistically choppy sea; a snooty magnifico from around 1880 in full hunting gear; an early nineteenth-century portrait of a dyspeptic grandee who looked as though he dined on quail and champagne while his tenants starved outside. Patrick’s ancestors, you would suppose.


Wrong. His grandfather was an Irish tram driver from the County Mayo who ended up in Chester. But it’s no wonder the characters in the paintings looked so disapproving: their owner had died right in front of them, on this very table. I’d sat here myself so many times, yet I couldn’t imagine what had gone on just a few hours earlier, any more than the people in the portraits could have: I suppose that, like them, I’d led a sheltered life.


I still felt weirdly dispassionate. I’ve seen a lot of death and destruction in my time, and it became clear to me long ago that getting worked up about it doesn’t do anyone any good, least of all the people you most care about.


Thank God, they’d taken Patrick’s body away, but his clothes were still rucked up on the floor, presumably where he’d shaken them off, and there were some canvas ties lying around, like the ones moving men use. Also an orange with bite marks in it. Everyone seemed to grin when they spotted that.


‘Christ, look up there,’ Os whispered to me.


On the wall, seven feet high, there was a spatter of colourless liquid. I didn’t have to be a laboratory assistant to guess what it was.


‘Respect,’ Os added, but I glared at him.


The others had seen it by now, but no one took any pictures of it. There wasn’t a newspaper or a television station in Britain which would use them; in spite of the efforts of a range of press barons, this still isn’t Japan or Italy, after all. 


‘Amyl nitrate,’ said one particular know-it-all, who in this case turned out to be right. ‘They inject it into the orange with a needle, and they can go all night.’










Three


A lugubrious police inspector walked in and started addressing us as though we were medical students at an autopsy. Another character, in an elderly but well-cut suit, followed him in and stood with professional unobtrusiveness near the door. He didn’t look like any policeman I’d ever seen.


‘There was a call to the emergency services at seven fifty-two this morning from the cleaning lady who worked for the deceased, identified as Mr Patrick Macready MP,’ he said. It sounded like a trial run of the evidence he’d be giving at the inquest. ‘A cord was tied around the neck and feet of the deceased, and the head was covered.’


He glanced down at a plastic bag lying beside the leg of the table, on the floor. ‘The neck’, ‘the feet’, ‘the head’; policemen and doctors and morticians never seem to use the possessive when they talk about dead people. I suppose it stops things getting too personal.


There was a pause, as if for effect, then the inspector hit the keynote: ‘We removed an orange from the mouth. It contained a chemical substance, and a sample has gone to the lab for examination.’


One of the other policemen and several of the cameramen giggled like kids at the back of a sex education class. The inspector ignored them. 


‘Time of death is estimated at around eleven thirty last night. It looks as though the artery in his neck was constricted – that was the purpose of the exercise – and the accused must have fainted before he could free himself. This is an extremely hazardous practice,’ the inspector added, as though we had to be warned not to try it at home.


There were a few questions, which the inspector fielded. I stood to one side, finding the whole thing utterly distasteful; Patrick had been rational, pious, and modest by nature. I wouldn’t have thought that he’d even have heard about this kind of dodgy auto-erotic game; I didn’t know much about it myself, and I had always assumed that I was far more experienced in the ways of the world than Patrick was.


A shabby middle-aged character, a well-known crime reporter, waved his Bic pen in the inspector’s direction. 


‘Can you tell us if you’ve found any pornography in the flat?’


The inspector looked irritated, in an ‘are you trying to tell me my job?’ kind of way.


‘Not so far,’ he said.


‘I imagine you usually do, in cases like this?’


‘Fortunately this sort of thing is a very rare occurrence.’


‘But the kind of people who go in for this sort of thing would surely have plenty of –— reading matter about it?’


Up to that point the shabby character had had the inspector on the ropes. Now the sound of suppressed giggling returned.


‘I’m not an expert in activity like this, I can assure you.’


The giggles became outright laughter, and the crime correspondent subsided.


‘What about the woman who found him?’ someone else asked. ‘Is she all right?’


‘She’s had to be sedated. It was a big shock to her, obviously.’


‘Never seen anything like it, I expect,’ said a photographer, and everyone doubled up again. Not Os, though: he was too conscious of my angry glare. 


‘Time to get out,’ I snarled at him.


The photographers started packing up. The inspector turned away and consulted his clipboard.


I wondered about the lack of porn myself. How would Patrick have known what to do, without some exemplar to guide him? Maybe he had downloaded the necessary stuff from the internet.


‘Have you looked at his laptop?’ I asked the inspector’s back.


He turned round.


‘Briefly.’


‘Any porn there?’


‘Not that we could see. But it’ll be examined more carefully.’


He didn’t like being asked.


The hacks were still grinning as they walked out. Os was finding it hard not to grin as well.


By the time I got to the office, half an hour later, the social media had smelled blood in the water and were already starting to swarm round. I’ve seen more thoughtful and generous piranhas in the Amazon. A couple of comments on Twitter annoyed me so much that I switched my phone off in fury:


They screw us, now screwing themselves. 


Tory wankers – ha ha!!! Litarally!!!!


That afternoon in the Commons, the Leader of the House made a statement about it all. I watched it live on television, and could hear a couple of cackles from the nearby benches; one sounded as though it came from a woman. Sensitive types, these politicians.


Patrick, the most private and dignified of people, had become a crude public joke.










Four


You know me, by the way. Not like you know your auntie or your best friend or your dentist, but my face will be deeply familiar to you, every crease and expression and glance, because you’ve known me your entire life.


And yet you’ve never met me. You’ve just seen me year after year on television, standing in front of a dozen burning buildings, a hundred courthouses and parliament buildings, a thousand tanks and military vehicles, until it seems to you that I’m a figure in your life.


I’m like a picture on the mantelpiece of someone in sepia, standing stiff and proud in his new uniform before being shipped off to die at the Somme. You’ve known his expression, the set of his shoulders, the badges of rank on his tunic for as long as you can remember, yet you probably couldn’t even put a name to him.


Same with me. And if, one day, you spot me in the flesh in a department store or down the other end of the saloon bar, you’ll nudge the person you’re with and say, ‘Isn’t that the chap off the telly? The one who does that stuff, you know.’ And your friend will nod and proffer the name of another, different, television performer, and you’ll nod too. But at the same time you’ll be thinking, No, that’s not the one.


This doesn’t amount to fame; it’s just a kind of accidental familiarity, like recognising a bit-part actor in a movie. It’s a weird business, being not quite the person people think you are. ‘You’re much bigger than I expected,’ they say, presumably because I’ve got a head the size of a pin. In fact, I’m built like the blind-side flanker I once was; only in those days, when rugby was still a game for amateurs and blokes of all sizes could find their natural position, we called my position ‘wing forward’.


I was fast, rough, and didn’t feel I’d been in a game unless my jersey had blood on it. Once I was given a trial for Leinster, but there was someone better than me in the other team who went on to play for Ireland and the Lions. Now I’m carrying quite a bit more weight, but even at sixty-one I can still run moderately fast for short distances; especially if it’s in Afghanistan or Syria and someone wants to disembowel me. Or down a street in Paris, of course.


I have the faintest of accents: a rounding of the vowels, a softening of the consonants, the occasional intrusive r. It comes from being born, raised, and educated in southern Ireland. Because, you see, I’m not one of your curds-and-whey English types: I’m Anglo-Irish. My people’s history is blood-drenched, whether we were fighting the Irish or the king’s enemies abroad; our church is Anglican, our drink is Jameson. It was a quarter-century after the break with Britain before my prep school on the southern edge of Dublin stopped singing ‘God Save The King’ each morning. And on the eleventh of November we would troop to church in Blackrock for Remembrance Day, ignoring the catcalls, and sometimes the stones, of the local kids. As the old saying has it, we’re English in Ireland and Irish in England; and neither country likes us much. If, that is, it even remembers who we are.


Mind you, the Irish are happy enough to claim our accomplishments as their own. Plenty of Ireland’s Nobel prizes, which you hear so much about, were won by the Anglo-Irish; my own ancestor, Dean Swift, would certainly have won one if Alfred Nobel had been around to dish out prizes for literature in the eighteenth century.


Actually, the Dean didn’t have any children, so he can’t really be my ancestor. But small details like that never deterred my father, Henry Swift, who was a bullshitter of majestic proportions and talked loud and often about our family history. Against my mother’s strong wishes, he named me Jonathan, she being too weak to go with him into Drogheda to register the birth. All she could register was her objections afterwards.


At St Andrew’s in Dublin, where I went to school, I had to endure being called Jonathan Swift and listening to people laugh; but when I started at Oxford (Brasenose, to be precise), where I read Russian, I announced to everyone that my name was Jon. Jon Swift; there’s a jauntiness to that which I’ve always tried to live up to. But my passports, British and Irish, reveal the awkward reality: ‘Name: Jonathan Henry Lysaght Swift. Date of birth: 15.7.1957’.


My elder brother William still lives in the family house outside Drogheda, a handsome Queen Anne place with the original panelling, a magnificent oak staircase, peacocks screaming in the grounds, and buckets scattered around the top floor to catch the rain. He hunts every day, and you have to shove his smelly dogs off the armchairs whenever you want to sit down.


As for me, I became a television journalist. Some of my university contemporaries have written shelf-loads of books, or designed buildings, or founded successful companies; my career has been parcelled out in two-minute segments, which have been squirted electronically, God knows how, through the earth’s atmosphere, up to the satellites they were aimed at, and on into the immensity of space.


My small collection of seventeenth-century Muscovite icons (picked up in the last years of Communism, when a few dollars bought almost anything, including KGB generals) tends to impress visitors, and one or two items from my Stalin memorabilia are moderately spectacular. I’ve got some nice old first editions of Irish authors, including my putative relation the Dean, a couple of plaster busts of Roman emperors (Septimius Severus took a nasty hit to the forehead from a mug of tea the day my second wife left, but the stain on his left cheek gives him a phoney air of antiquity), and some pleasant but unremarkable early Victorian watercolours by an Anglo-Irish artist whose name I can never remember: Augustus someone?


In my pleasantly messy sitting room is an excellent ten-sided Irish dining table in walnut from the 1780s, with six chairs to match. My aunt from County Wicklow left them to me. In a sideboard drawer, enclosed in a padded leather box and nestling in a bed of faded mauve silk, is a pair of 1750s duelling pistols, beautifully engraved, made for a bloodthirsty Swift ancestor who was also called Jonathan. My antique-dealing grandfather from County Meath gave them to me in an uncharacteristic fit of generosity, then tried to reclaim them three weeks later, the thieving old bastard.


And that’s the lot. My last ex-wife got everything else: the furniture (minus the table and chairs, which everyone seemed to forget), the family silver (not much of that), and the money (even less). For some reason the judge at the divorce court, a lady, let me keep the flat; maybe she took a bit of a shine to me.


Sure, I’ve had an exciting and enjoyable life; but there’s plenty missing. I am, you see, Yesterday. The Way We Were. Unregenerate, unreconstructed, unattractive, utterly without excuse. I make jokes about things I ought to take seriously, I still wear ties, I drink at lunchtime, and have a hankering for a cigar whenever I can afford one. I hold doors open for women, call some of them ‘my dear’, and make eye contact with them for longer than the maximum six seconds which American and some British companies now specify. In the court of present-day society I’ll soon be found guilty of old-think, and sentenced to be ostracised by the neck until dead.


I’ve never been able to hang on to cash. Being a journalist is one of the most insubstantial ways of earning a living you can imagine, except perhaps for being a professional poker player. Or a backbench politician.


 


I am one that gathers Samphire – dreadful trade.


 


It is possible to amass good money in television, true, but only if you’re one of the bosses or the top creative talent. The toiling masses, people like me, get zip – regardless of what you read in the right-wing press. And it’s hard and not always very enjoyable work.


Umpteen friends and colleagues of mine have given up the fight and the inadequate salary and the unnecessary bureaucracy, and gone off into PR or management or death by early retirement. Not me: I’m a lifer. I love the fact that I’m free to travel the world and do the things I want to. And I enjoy the feeling that I don’t have to come back to the office more than three or four times a year to endure the moaning of my colleagues and fill in the required forms. The rest of the time I communicate with them by mobile phone, and the bastards can’t even tell what country I’m in.


The trouble is, my boss is trying to get rid of me. It’s this fascism, which says that only people under fifty can hack it. A few years ago the sodding age-Nazis threw me out of the grand outfit I used to work for, and I managed to land a job with a sharper, smaller company you’ll definitely have heard of. I’m sure you’ll have watched it, too. But now they’re at it as well, asking for letters from my doctor and stopping me from going to places where I might need to run around.


The outfit’s founder is old enough, in all conscience: a raddled ancient with a neck like a Galapagos tortoise and a red lump for a chin which seems to have an existence of its own. His portrait hangs in the newsroom in the spot where Stalin would have hung in Radio Moscow. God help you if you report something detrimental to one of the other companies he owns. He doesn’t seem to object to hostile stories about the politicians he backs, but if you cost him money you’re in trouble. I know, because that’s exactly what I did once. Maybe I’ll write about it some time. But ever since that happened, the atmosphere in the office has been very different: no more beaming smiles, just a variety of leaks to Private Eye about how crap I am.


Eventually, of course, the company death squad will catch up with me. I’ll be shot in the back of the neck and buried in a shallow grave somewhere outside the premises, with the voice of some friend and colleague of mine whispering in my ear that it wasn’t his idea to do this, but you know how it is. And without a doubt I will know.  In other words, I’m just like every other employee of a big outfit who has managed to linger on past his or her sell-by date, and expects to get the Black Spot every time the internal post hits the in-tray. I won’t go on about this any more: you’ve got your own problems.


Oh – one more thing, though. When I talk of company death squads, I’m speaking entirely figuratively. What separates me from you and every other superannuated employee of a large, brutal organisation is that someone really is out to get me. It isn’t my boss. Sure, he’d like to sack me, but he hasn’t so far done it, either from lethargy, or maybe an attenuated sense of guilt because I’ve been injured in the company’s service. (In Iraq, a bullet fired by some moron who was celebrating Saddam Hussein’s birthday passed through the radius and ulnar bones of my forearm, clipping them both and giving me an odd-looking scar. I’ll never play for Ireland now, but at the age of sixty-one my chances are fading anyway.)


The fact is, most of the people who run my outfit are decent enough: arts graduates, usually, who got into television because it sounded like fun, and stayed on for decades after it proved not to be. I’m not scared of them in any way. No – the ones I’m scared of don’t want to hand me a P45 form, they want to blow me away. Literally. And when I say ‘literally’, I’m not just using the word to add a bit of emphasis, like people do nowadays.


By now, I expect, you’re thinking that I’ve inherited an adult-sized dose of my father’s bullshit, plus lashings of Slavic gloom from my Russian studies. But just because I’m gloomy, it doesn’t mean they’re not out to get me. I’m writing this narrative with the precise intention of persuading you that these things aren’t just the fantasies of an elderly gent with too much Jameson under his belt.


The fact is, I’m terrified nowadays that I’ll be murdered in my bed.










Five


The last time I saw Patrick was a couple of months before his weird and inexplicable death. There wasn’t any coolness between us; it was just that we’d both been really busy. Especially him. As an up-and-coming backbencher, he took an interest in the business of selling weaponry to foreign countries; the kind of thing they write editorials about in the Guardian. He seemed to have a mild disapproval of this kind of trade, which I always thought was a bit odd for a Tory. But then, of course, he was also strongly against Brexit.


One dark, rainy night I found myself standing on the doorstep of the building near Sloane Square Tube station where his flat was, with the wind whistling down the narrow canyons with cutting force. The place was red brick, five stories high, dark and frowning: Jack the Ripper might have lived there, if he was the toff some of the conspiracy theorists make out. The obligatory bunch of flowers and bottle of wine were lodged in the crook of my left arm; with my right forefinger I pressed the third button from the bottom. ‘Macready’, said the label in fading blue biro.


Nothing happened for a bit. Then the light went on in the hall, there was a creaking noise, and a tall, thin, stooping figure appeared in front of me.


‘Greetings,’ said the figure warmly. Well, quite warmly, though given the stuff I was carrying and the drenching I’d received outside he might have been a little more effusive. As he stood aside to let me in, the light shone on him. 


There are some people who simply keep the same features for most of their life and just add wrinkles. Others change but are recognisably the person you knew at twenty. A few seem to abandon everything about themselves, and turn into someone completely different. Patrick Macready, MP, from somewhere in the Midlands, was starting to be one of those: more serious, more dominant, more severe.


Yet he had the same broad face and covering of dark hair that looked as though nothing could penetrate it, the same heavy horn-rimmed specs and the same charming smile that appeared and then disappeared quickly. I remembered, as I always did when I was with him, the moment we first encountered each other: standing side by side, brand new arrivals, alone and lonely, at the bar of a ratty old pub close to our college in Oxford. We’d always stayed friends after that. 


This time, though, Patrick seemed faintly, uncharacteristically distant, and I couldn’t think why. He stood there a half-second too long, then said gruffly and with a surprising lack of his habitual smoothness, ‘Well, you’d better come up.’


He led the way to the narrow, boxed-off communal stairs, past the descent to the basement and the entrance to the ground-floor flat. The unmistakeable sound of someone middle class laying down the law on Radio 4 filtered out from underneath the door. Quite good prints of Roberts’ watercolours of Egypt and Sinai were screwed to the walls in the hall and up the stairs, as though the people who lived in these flats might have taste and money but couldn’t entirely be trusted.


‘You’ve come on your own?’


We had established a few days earlier that I would, when he’d phoned me out of the blue. My most recent squeeze had evaporated: was he trying to rub it in? He must certainly have known about it: some spiteful bastard at work had sent the details to the papers. ‘Now TV Jon’s Ladyfriend Goes Out With His Colleague’, said one gossip-column headline.


What a silly, outmoded phrase that is, by the way: who nowadays wants to go out, when staying in and going to bed is the real objective? ‘Dating’, ‘going with’, ‘seeing’ – the American equivalents – are just as vapid and inadequate. They refer to a time, long dead, when you invited a girl to the pictures or the park. I actually rather preferred it that way, but nowadays, in the relatively rare times when I get lucky, I realise it’s necessary to join the general rush to the bedroom. If you hold back, you run the risk of seeming reluctant, possibly lacking in sexual self-confidence: there are few desire killers more effective than that.


But as I get older, I find it increasingly hard to bother with all the fuss of tidying myself up, pretending to be thoughtful and generous, spending too much money at a restaurant or the movies in time-honoured fashion, trying to lure someone into bed, when all I really want to do is lounge around in front of the telly or read an improving book beside the fire. Well, that’s what I tell myself.


The door to Patrick’s flat was open, and in the golden light that flooded out on to the landing stood a slender, dark-haired woman, a good twenty years younger than Macready and me. It suddenly came to me why Patrick had seemed on edge: he was worried about the way I would interact with this young woman. Maybe he thought I would feel she was absurdly young for him. And never mind me; what about all those disapproving Daily Mail readers he needed to vote him in?


She had looked attractive enough out in the passage, but she looked even better when we re-formed in his sitting room. Polish? Russian? Possibly, but British-educated, I thought in the quarter-second before I shook her hand, after hearing her say the single word ‘Hello’. Ex pede Herculem; from one small detail we can get an idea of the whole. The whole in this case being a degree from a British university in something, maybe economics, I would hazard. But the dark, razored hair, the discreetly covered flat chest, the small tattoo of some unrecognisable bird which roosted in the crook of her neck: might she be batting for the other side?


I’ve historically gone for soft, rounded, jokey blondes with a tendency to giggle and nudge me hard in the ribs, but this androgynous, serious, pale-featured young woman with the penetrating dark blue eyes was something utterly different. She made everyone else seem dull – Patrick and me included.


Like a forest creature, escaping from the hunt.


Who wrote that? Pasternak? Blok?


‘Hello. I’m Barbara Kuznetsov.’


‘Privet, Varvara. Menya zovut Djon. Djon Swift.’ 


She coloured pleasantly. She was Russian, yet she introduced herself with a Westernised version of her name; she even pronounced her first name as though the Vs were Bs. She must have been in England a long time.


Willowy was definitely the word for her: her back was as straight as a guardsman’s and her short hair was glossy and orientally black. Her face had an irregularity that was highly intriguing, and her high cheekbones and slanted eyes hinted at Mongolian ancestry; like dear old Vladimir Ilych, I thought with a touch of spite. A knockout, but a completely unconventional one. Patrick had landed himself a Marxist–Leninist stunner.


‘Vara read fine art at St John’s. The Cambridge one,’ he said, as though either of us cared about all that Oxbridge crap nowadays.


He didn’t explain their relationship, but the way she moved around the flat made it clear she was fully at home there. Yet she didn’t actually seem to live in it; perhaps it was the fur-collared coat draped over the back of the armchair, instead of hanging where it would have belonged. Or maybe it was just the lack of women’s magazines. Have you ever been to a flat where a woman lives and not found magazines about clothes and makeovers strewn around everywhere?


For some reason, in spite of my admiration, or maybe because of it, I found myself reacting to her rather frostily.


‘So what do you do, work in a gallery?’ 


I only start my sentence with ‘so’, I’ve noticed, when I’m being hostile to someone. Though nowadays every bore who’s answering questions on the radio does it.


‘Oh yes – that’s precisely what I do.’


Hmm; so she didn’t like me either. It usually takes people a bit of time to see through me and decide I’m not their type; this girl was quick off the mark. She tilted her head in a way which, although she was a good four inches shorter than my six foot, managed to give the impression she was looking down on me.


Patrick moved in, ever the smooth politician. ‘It’s the best. That vast great one in Cork Street. Postmodernist stuff, mostly.’


I could see now why he’d been nervous when he opened the door to me: it wasn’t so much my reaction to her that worried him, but hers to me.


‘So where did you grow up?’


‘In Petersburg.’


‘But you must have gone to school here.’


Silence for a moment; then, grudgingly, ‘St Paul’s Girls School.’ As though she was under orders to give name, rank and number only, but had been tricked into disobeying.


‘Deputy head girl,’ Patrick said quietly and confidentially, with a distinct touch of amusement.


‘I would have expected nothing less.’


By now I disliked her intensely.


So I turned to Patrick as though we had finished with her for the time being. I suppose that wasn’t very nice of me.


‘And how is the jolly old Party getting along?’


‘Not very jolly at the moment. All this Brexit stuff makes everything pretty poisonous.’


‘Whoever would have thought such a thing?’


I’m a lifelong, if discreet, Liberal, you see; my great-grandfather won County Wexford for Gladstone and Home Rule in the 1880s, and my grandfather was lucky to survive an ambush by an IRA murder gang when he went canvassing there in 1919. Whenever I put my X in the polling station box nowadays it seems a bit dull in comparison.


Still, my political views never got in the way of my friendship with Patrick. Both of us were scrupulous about not pushing a party political line with each other: it was a sort of mutual non-aggression pact.


We had a shared past, of course, but I often thought the real link that kept us close was that his family was from Ireland, just like mine was. If you’re Irish, even residually, there’s always something in you that never quite slots into the British conventions of class, politics, family, accent. You feel an outsider, and that makes you closer to other originally Irish people than to the pure-bred Brits.


This applies equally whether or not you’re an Anglo-Irish Prod from a family long decayed by drink and falling off horses, like I am, or a true son of the bog, like Patrick; though in our case Patrick had turned out to be a smoothie, and I hadn’t. Standing there with a glass in my hand, I found a bit of verse was working away in my head:


 


Sing the peasantry, and then


Hard-riding country gentlemen,


The holiness of monks, and after


Porter-drinkers’ randy laughter.


 


Not that I really like Yeats all that much; a willy wetleg of a man, forever mooning after that awful bony harridan Maud Gonne who wasn’t even Irish – she came from Surrey, for God’s sake.


Anyway, Patrick was from the porter-drinking side of the house, but he looked, sounded, and felt like one of the hard riders. Please don’t think I’m saying this with any kind of prejudice. Irish people are mostly born without the snobbishness gene; that’s one of the many things that separates us from the English, thank God.
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