

[image: image]




[image: image]




By the same author:


Poetry


Slate, Sea and Sky: A Journey from Glasgow to the Isle of Luing


Non-fiction


Grounding a World: Essays on the Work of Kenneth White, co-editor with Gavin Bowd and Charles Forsdick




[image: image]




First published 2019


ISBN: 978-1-912387-54-0


The author’s right to be identified as author of this book under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 has been asserted.


The paper used in this book is recyclable. It is made from low chlorine pulps produced in a low energy, low emission manner from renewable forests.


Printed and bound by Clays Ltd., Bungay


Typeset in 11 point Sabon and 10.5 point Avenir by Main Point Books, Edinburgh


Text and images © Norman Bissell 2019




For Birgit, Gordon, Susan and Callum




Nineteen Eighty-Four


the demons that drove him


the anguish he suffered


his struggle to finish it


his voice is with us still


Norman Bissell





A Note to the Reader


This novel is based on actual events in the life of George Orwell whose real name was Eric Arthur Blair. The opening scene in Chapter 1 and other scenes in the same typeface are the imagined thoughts of George Orwell. All the main characters are real people. Others are fictional. The Timeline of George Orwell’s Last Years provides the actual sequence of events. Further clarification is set out in Writing Barnhill at the end of the book.





Chapter 1


IT MUST BE about three o’clock. In the morning. I can’t sleep for all these thoughts of my Hebridean island. And Eileen’s snoring. She says women don’t snore, but how can she know? People believe what they want to believe, not what’s true. And that’s the way the world’s going these days. We’re winning the war now and all the little fascists will crawl back into their holes when we do. Until the next time. But we’ve adopted some of their methods so we can win it. Like tapping phones and letter opening and lying on the radio. I’m glad I’m out of it. Making programmes for the British Bullshit Corporation that no one in Asia listens to. And you can’t get through the door unless a little man from MI5 upstairs checks you out. God knows how I got in. But who checks out the spies?


Eileen used to work at the Ministry of Information. So we know how it works. Only the good news gets out, only how we’re winning on this front and that one. Propaganda – just like that little shit Goebbels perfected. ‘But poor old Goebbels has no balls at all.’ Whoever came up with that ditty gave him a piece of his own medicine all right. You can’t beat a bit of English humour to keep up morale and bring down the enemy. That’s what I like about my Tribune column, I can write about ordinary things and say whatever I like. It feels more useful somehow, even though it’s not really what I want to be doing. But how can you write a proper book in the middle of a war? I’ve had this idea swilling around in my head for too long. I must write it down in my notebook when I get up. A trilogy, that’s what’s needed. And I already have a title for it. The Quick and the Dead. Not bad. The first book could be about the downfall of a hard-up middle class family during the first war told through the eyes of a child. If only I could remember how people spoke back then. Another could be a little squib that shows how the Russian Revolution became the monstrous regime of Stalin, but told as a kind of fairy story. Light, easy reading that even a child could understand. That would be good. Then I’ll write a horror story. The proles love a gripping tale of gruesome goings-on (I quite like that). Only this will be set in London in the future when the dictators are in power and they’ll do anything and everything to hold on to it. I’ll bring in the one party state, Newspeak, the Two Minutes Hate and the party slogans (War is peace. Ignorance is strength. Freedom is slavery). In Part 1 I’ll build up the system of organized lying on which society is founded, how this is done by falsifying records, the nightmare realisation that objective truth has disappeared and the loneliness of the writer, his feeling of being the last man. He will have a love affair but in Part 2 it will end in their arrests and torture. The greatest failure will be the loss of memory and the inability to tell truth from lies. I’ll call it The Last Man in Europe, an intriguing title. Surely when people read this they’ll realise what could happen if they don’t do something to stop it?


I think some of my best ideas come when I’m lying in bed. They say Stalin stays up half the night plotting the deaths of his enemies when they’re fast asleep. It gives him a certain cruel satisfaction. And here’s me lying back plotting his downfall in my books. I could put his face on the posters that are everywhere in my nightmare future. Uncle Joe is watching you. No, Big Brother is Watching You. That’s it. Eileen’s stopped snoring at last. It’s all quiet now the bombs and the anti-aircraft guns have stopped. Maybe I’ll get some sleep after all. And dream of my island life. That would be nice. I wonder what time it… is… and…


May 1944, Mortimer Crescent, London


He was used to walking in the dark by now. He rather liked the secrecy of it. And the unexpected way others loomed out of the darkness on their way home during the blackout. They probably wondered about him, a gangling figure in an old corduroy jacket and thick flannels. Recognising the familiar daffodil stumps in the garden, he sneaked into a ground floor flat that had once been part of a grand house. He carefully closed the front door behind him and crept into the bathroom off the hall. He locked the door, hung up his jacket and went to the sink where he dropped his drawers and carefully washed his privates with carbolic soap. Next, his bony hands, face and neck. He smoothed his pencil-thin moustache and thought about Sally. Yet, as he dried himself with a scraggy towel, he started to have doubts. This was the third time this week he’d come home late. What would Eileen say?


He pulled up his pants and flannels, straightened his tie and ruffled his black, tousled hair, cut short at the back and sides. He put his jacket back on and checked himself in the mirror. At six foot three, George Orwell looked every inch the scruffy intellectual. His lined face made him seem much older than his forty years.


Now that he was home, he left Orwell behind and became Eric Blair again. He took a deep breath and made his way into the living room. A plate of bangers and mash lay on the oak table by the oriel window. A woman sat in a large wicker armchair by the coal fire, drawing nervously on a cigarette. Eileen Blair was the same age as him but looked almost as worn out as her fawn cardigan and grey skirt. She was tall, slim, still attractive, with something of the dark-haired Irish about her. He didn’t get to sit down.


‘Working late again?’ More of an accusation than a question. In an educated Geordie accent.


‘Sorry, I had to.’ Shamefaced, a schoolboy caught coming in late.


‘No, you didn’t. You could have worked at home.’


He knew she was right. ‘I needed to finish something.’ His voice was weak and hadn’t quite thrown off traces of his years as an Eton King’s Scholar.


‘Well you’ve just about finished us. You come in here stinking of carbolic. You think I don’t know what’s going on?’ She started shaking as she went to the table. ‘Your dinner’s ruined.’ She pushed away his plate in disgust.


‘Nothing’s going on. You always think the worst of me.’ He tried to take her arm but she brushed him away.


‘That’s right, Eric, blame me… I can’t take much more of this…’ He would always be Eric to her. Others might call him by the pen name he adopted when his first book came out, but not Eileen.


‘Look, we’ve talked before about this. We made an agreement. It doesn’t mean anything.’


‘It does to me… I know we did, but things are different now. If you want us to have a son this has got to stop.’


‘Don’t bring him into it. There’s nothing to stop. It’s only sex. We’re much more than that.’


She exploded. ‘Nothing! You and your bloody cock! After all we’ve been through.’


His mind flashed back to their narrow escape from death at the hands of the Stalinists in Barcelona, how she nursed him in Marrakesh, their shared privations during the war. She grabbed the dinner plate and threw it at him. He fended it off with his arm and the plate smashed on the floor. Mash splattered down his front.


‘But…’


‘No buts. It’s her or me! It’s up to you!’ She stormed out, slamming the door behind her. George sank into the armchair, staring into space, shaken by her outburst. What to do now? This was their worst ever row, he would have to do something. But what? Then he remembered he was hungry. He scraped some mash from his jacket and put it in his mouth. Mmm, not bad. He reached for the sausage on the floor.


Of course, Eileen’s right. This is happening too often. It’s one thing to agree on having an open relationship, which we had done. Lots of people are trying out alternatives to bourgeois marriage. It’s quite another for me to ‘work late’ as much and not expect her to object. I would have objected if it was her doing it. And yet I can’t help feeling aroused by the thought of sex with Sally. I find it hard to give up. And yet I have to stop if Eileen and I are to have a future together. We’ve grown apart since Laurence died and she’s been really down about life. We’ve been through so much as a couple and now we’re going to adopt a baby son. I want that more than anything. And he will bring us together again. Yes, that’s it. I’ll have to tell Sally it’s over. And, whatever she says, I’ll have to stick to it. That’s the way it’ll have to be.
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Sally McEwen entered George’s threadbare Tribune office and stood meekly in front of a rosewood desk piled high with books and papers. She wore a smart suit and was heavily made up. George, jacket on, folded white handkerchief in top pocket, drew on a roll-up as he carried on clacking away at his typewriter. She coughed. He ignored her.


‘Excuse me, George.’


Reluctantly he stopped typing and stared up at her. ‘Yes? What is it?’


‘Nye wants to know when your column will be ready.’


‘Tell him he’ll have it this afternoon.’ Annoyed, he looked back down at his typewriter and started typing again. He liked Bevan as an editor and as a committed socialist like himself; they got on well, but he was a hard taskmaster.


She hesitated, then decided to confront him. ‘Can we speak?’


She’s still here, he thought. Why doesn’t she leave me in peace? He stopped typing and glared at her.


‘George, please… what’s happening to us?’


‘Sally, I’ve a lot on my mind. So much to do.’


‘I’m not asking for much. You know I…’


‘Look, I’m sorry… but it’s over.’ Ever since that row with Eileen he’d tried to break it gently to Sally that their affair had to stop but now he had to make it clear once and for all.


She gulped, waited for some words of comfort, but none came. He flinched, and looked away. Holding back tears, she hurried from the room. He took a weary draw on his cigarette and went back to work. The phone rang. He kept on typing. It kept on ringing. Exasperated, he lifted the receiver. David Astor. He placed the cigarette on the edge of the desk.


‘Yes? Oh, busy as ever… Uh huh… When’s it for? I’ve got so much on at the moment… Next week? Perhaps that would be possible. Eileen? Yes, she’s fine, in spite of being bombed out.’


The cigarette burned down, adding another black circle to the surface of his desk.


‘No, it hasn’t turned up yet. Yes, my only copy… I intend to have another look. Anyway, let’s meet soon. Yes… Goodbye for now.’


He hung up and sighed heavily, glancing at The Daily Telegraph front page on his desk. ‘Allied Advance in France’, said the headline. It was dated 30 June 1944. He could picture all those smug Tory gents sitting in their clubs swallowing its lies and twisted opinions over breakfast and spewing them out over the course of the day. But he believed in the principle of ‘know thine enemy’. That’s why he made himself read it. He ran his hands through his hair, leaving it even more dishevelled. The war was almost over and he’d still not seen any real action. Being in the Home Guard didn’t count – other than the time a mortar shell went off by mistake. At least being a literary editor was more useful than the last few years he’d spent at the BBC making radio programmes about Western culture for the Indian sub-continent that hardly anyone heard. Muggeridge, Koestler, even that mental philosophy professor, Freddie Ayer, had got involved in propaganda work as well.


Now he could write his weekly As I Please column about anything that took his fancy. It was satisfying to give what for to those middle class pub socialists. The ‘antis’ he liked to call them. And there was no-one looking over his shoulder about what he wrote – except Nye Bevan, and he actually looked forward to their debates on what he proposed to cover in his column. He got sent Left Book Club editions, novels and political tomes of all kinds. Books by Harold Laski, Winston Churchill, James Burnham and more lay piled up around him on the floor as well as on his desk. His desk drawer was full of poems and articles from young hopefuls he didn’t have the heart to turn down. He could do his author mates some favours in this job, but that’s not how he saw it. For him political truth was sacrosanct. To a fault. But he should be writing books not doing all this hack work. He forced himself to start typing again. The phone rang again. He ignored it and continued typing. The ringing seemed endless. Angry now, he got up and left the room.


Sally was on reception as he walked past.


‘I’ll be back in a couple of hours.’


‘George, please… can we talk?’


He turned round. ‘There’s nothing more to talk about, Sally.’


‘Can’t we at least…?’


‘There is no ‘we’. I didn’t promise you anything. It’s finished.’


‘You can’t just leave it like that.’


‘Sorry. I have to go,’ he said brusquely.


‘Well, go. But you’ll never find love this way.’ She wiped her eye, mascara streaming down her cheek. Unnerved, he left.


The stairway from his office had seen better days. George rushed down two stairs at a time and almost tripped near the bottom. He stepped out into the Strand and was instantly dazzled by the sunlight. The street throbbed with life. Crowds of people going about their business, war or no war. Despite his troubled mood, he couldn’t help but think of the ghosts of Carlyle, Dickens and Burlington Bertie. Many a time, he’d smiled at the idea of himself as a latter day Bertie, rising at ten thirty, living on plates of fresh air and sauntering around like a toff. But today the world seemed a bleaker place.


He hurried into Kingsway, taking in the boarded shop windows, heaps of sandbags and makeshift air raid shelters. War weariness was everywhere, not just in the damaged buildings but on the anxious faces of young soldiers. In Oxford Street he came upon women queuing up outside a baker’s and a butcher’s. He admired their patience and fortitude as he hurried on. Old English values at their best.


He reached Fitzrovia, familiar territory. How many times had he sampled its watering holes? These days he seemed to be getting more and more drawn into literary circles and the bohemian lifestyle that accompanied them. He must do something about this. He entered Regent’s Park and suddenly he was in a different world. Women were pushing prams, couples strolling hand in hand, signs of summer in the very fabric of the place. Funny how life went on in spite of the war. He became aware of the vastness of the sky, the huge, moving clouds.


Rushing on, he came upon empty zoo cages. The animals had been evacuated, along with many of the city’s children. He sniffed the fetid remains of animal fodder, held his nose and started coughing. Why didn’t they clean this place up? He sometimes thought that the world might be a better place if the humans were behind bars and the animals were allowed to roam freely. They wouldn’t be at war for one thing.


At the other end of the park he crossed into a street of bombed buildings, some still smouldering, their inhabitants’ lives exposed to the world. Torn wallpaper fluttered in the wind, furniture protruded from half-demolished floors. Amazingly, a canary in a cage had survived in one of the houses. It sang sweetly from a wrecked room on the ground floor as a woman, face blackened and bleeding, was carried on a stretcher into an ambulance. George stopped, stunned by her glazed, grim look. He reached for her outstretched hand but she was whisked away by two stretcher bearers before he could comfort her. On a nearby wall, a poster with Churchill’s bull head and clenched fist caught his eye. They asked for Total War. Let us make sure they get it! It amused George no end that a phrase about the war that he had once written had been taken up by Goebbels and Churchill in turn. Perhaps he should invent some more phrases?


Gasping and wheezing now, George entered the shell of a partially destroyed house in Mortimer Crescent. The roof, ceiling and some of the walls had fallen in, but it was still familiar. Was this all that was left of his home? He stood blinking amongst the rubble, noticing family heirlooms amongst the debris, recognised his wheelbarrow. Would it still be there or had it been burnt to a cinder like much of the place? The thought spurred him on. He started to hunt amongst the debris and uncovered book after book. Left Book Club political potboilers, Bleak House by Dickens, his old favourite Gulliver’s Travels. He dusted them down with his handkerchief and put them in the wheelbarrow. He came across a bundle of seaside postcards. He picked one out and chuckled at the sight of a fat, red-faced man with a hankie on his head sitting on a beach deckchair grinning at a scantily clad, big bosomed girl and two rounded sand castles. ‘That’s a nice pair!’ the caption read. He blew the dust off and carefully placed them in the barrow on top of the books. It made him cough and spit up some phlegm.


He uncovered a large heap of left wing pamphlets, including some by the Duke of Bedford and Leon Trotsky. He wiped and added some of them to the growing pile in the barrow. Becoming more and more desperate, he cleared away broken shelves and a cupboard. Nothing. He was about to try somewhere else when deep under a shelf he came across a pile of crumpled paper. Frantically he flattened it out. His eyes lit up. The front page said Animal Farm by George Orwell. His face beamed, overjoyed at finding his lost manuscript at last.


A hand tapped him on the shoulder. He swivelled round defensively, then relaxed, laughing in recognition. It was Eileen in a grey trench coat and headscarf.


‘Ah, you’ve found it! The girls at the Ministry will be pleased.’ Excited, she gave him a big hug.


‘They’re not the only ones.’ He felt a huge sense of relief as he gently disengaged from her.


She surveyed the ruins of their home. ‘It wasn’t a bad billet, you know… But this could make all the difference to us.’


‘I know… if I can find a publisher… At least now I’ve got something to send out.’ He gripped the manuscript tightly, the safe return of an old friend. He tried not to let political doubts spoil the moment. He knew it was the best thing he’d ever written and was determined to get it published one way or another.


‘Just think of all the things we could do with the money. Perhaps we could buy some nice things for Ricky?’


‘I suppose so. I’ll send it off to Eliot as soon as possible… Sorry, I’ve got to get back to the office. Can you manage this lot?’ The wheelbarrow was full to the gunwales, far too heavy for her slight figure.


‘I should be able to. Have you had any lunch?’ He shook his head. ‘I thought not. I brought you these.’ She took out some egg sandwiches in a greaseproof wrapper from her bag and handed them to him.


‘Thanks, I’ll eat them on the way back. Are you sure you’ll be all right with this?’


‘Don’t worry. It’s not that far to Inez’s flat.’


George felt grateful. She always supported him in spite of everything. An air raid siren went off. Passers-by looked up anxiously at the sky and scurried off. He quickly pecked her on the cheek.


‘Will you be working late again tonight?’


When would she stop reminding him? ‘No. I told you, that’s over. I’ll see you later.’


‘Oh, good,’ she looked relieved. ‘I’ll make something nice for us… so don’t be late.’


‘I won’t.’ Chastened, he dashed off, manuscript and sandwiches in hand. Eileen watched his lanky figure striding out then struggled to wheel away the barrow.


September 1944, Canonbury Square, London


‘I’d like to propose a toast to my namesake, young Richard here. May he be happy and healthy all his life.’ The plummy voice of the balding and stubble-bearded Sir Richard Rees echoed round the living room as he raised his wine glass to the assembled company. George and Eileen had invited some close friends and relations for a celebration in the top flat they had rented in a Georgian terrace in Canonbury Square, Islington.


‘To young Richard.’ George, his younger sister Avril, known in the family as Av, his friend Paul Potts and Eileen all joined Sir Richard in clinking glasses.


‘Well, he looks darn healthy to me,’ said Paul, George’s younger, but also balding, bohemian pal whose North American twang betrayed his Canadian upbringing. How come so many of his left wing chums were going bald? George wondered, just one of the many strange thoughts that kept popping into his head.


They all looked round from the table to where the baby lay contentedly in his wooden cot. Adopted when only three weeks old, with his chubby cheeks and tufts of dark hair, he looked big for four months. The table groaned under the weight of the many prerequisites of high tea at the Blairs. A plate of kippers, toast, piles of crumpets, jars of jam, marmalade and, of course, a pot of Gentleman’s Relish. In spite of their habit of giving away some of their rations to those in greater need, the Blairs believed in putting on a good spread. They’d put away some of their rations for this special occasion. Adding to the general feeling of good cheer, a huge fire blazed in the grate in the otherwise dark and rather spartan, low-ceilinged room. George looked round the table with a feeling of quiet satisfaction. It reminded him of high tea at Southwold after his father had returned from India and how he would sit at the head of the table with him, along with his two sisters and his mother. Happy days long gone, but this was as near as he could get to them.


‘He’s a sturdy looking lad, alright,’ added Sir Richard.


‘Thank you, Richard. I certainly hope Ricky will be healthy.’ George had named the boy after both his late father and his well-heeled best friend. ‘After this beastly war’s over, I’d like us to bring him up as far away as possible from the city.’


Five years younger than George, Av had a tiny mouth and big round eyes a bit like a Dutch doll’s. She glanced at Eileen to check if this was news to her, but she was giving nothing away. ‘Yes, it would be nice to get away from all the smog and the doodlebugs one day,’ was all she said in response.


‘Will you go back to Wallington?’ asked Richard.


‘Perhaps. Keep it under your hats for now, but David Astor has suggested I go and visit Jura where his family has some land,’ George replied.


‘I’ve never heard of Jura, whereabouts is it?’ asked Av.


‘It’s an island off the west coast of Scotland, Av. It might be a good, quiet place for Ricky to grow up and also for me to write my next book.’


‘What’s it about?’ asked Paul.


‘You should know me well enough by now not to ask,’ George replied.


‘Well, this Jura sounds rather remote, what about Ricky’s schooling?’ Av seemed slightly disapproving.


Eileen looked uncomfortable. ‘Of course, it’s still at the recce stage. Eric’s going to take a look quite soon. We haven’t decided anything yet.’


‘And, of course,’ Richard suggested, ‘your little Wallington cottage would also be a good place to bring up the boy and still within reach of what passes for civilisation these days. And now that you’ve found a publisher for Animal Farm at last, its sales should help matters along rather nicely.’


‘It certainly wasn’t easy,’ said George. ‘I sent it to eight or nine of them and Gollancz and the rest were terrified in case it offended our gallant Soviet allies. André Deutsch loved it but was overruled. Even Eliot at Faber wasn’t interested. He seemed to think all the animal revolution needed was more public spirited pigs,’ he laughed. ‘But then politics was never his strong point.’


Paul spluttered, ‘They were the pigs if you ask me. It’s a real masterpiece, the best thing you’ve ever written. You know, things got so bad at one stage that I was going to bring it out from my Whitman Press and flog it round the pubs along with my poems. On the train on my way to the printers I burst out laughing when I read it. It was dynamite. I took a look under the seat in case there was any more hidden there.’ Now they all laughed. ‘I’m darn sure we coulda sold plenty.’


‘I’m glad it never came to that,’ Eileen sighed. ‘Now that Fred Warburg’s taken it up, I hope it’ll sell. I know his office got bombed but the sooner he gets hold of some paper to bring it out the better. The girls at the Ministry couldn’t wait to hear all about it when I worked there.’


‘It sure will sell,’ said Paul. ‘I’ve another toast. Here’s to Animal Farm!’


More clinking of glasses, ‘To Animal Farm!’


January 1945, Canonbury Square, London


George looked out at the drizzle from a door at the bottom of the brick stairway at the back of their flat. The lawn and borders were enclosed by a high stone wall with a solid wooden gate the only entrance. A few brown hens were scrabbling about and came dashing dementedly towards the door when they saw George. He threw them some grain which they gobbled up. An old goat was tethered to a metal stake in the middle of what was left of the grass but was chomping snowdrops in the border. The white stripe down the side of her head matched the whiteness of the flower heads. No sign of the rain stopping, and the light was fading fast. He turned up his jacket collar and hurried out, some hay, a stool and a small milk churn in hand.


‘Come on, Muriel, try some of this instead.’


He held out the hay but she ignored him, still stretching for the snowdrops. Shivering, he yanked on the rope, pulling her towards him. He tied her close and sat on the stool, put the churn under her and felt for her teats. She resisted and kicked the churn over. Exasperated, he threw the hay on the ground. ‘Blast!’


Muriel began nosing around and picking at the hay. Relieved, he took her teat and spoke quietly in her ear. ‘That’s better, old girl.’ The teat squirted milk into the churn. One of the hens started pecking at his huge leather shoes but he gently kicked it away. He soon had enough milk, so he got up and repositioned the stake so that Muriel couldn’t reach the snowdrops. Churn in hand and stool under his other arm, he made his way back inside and slowly climbed the stairs up to their flat. He gripped the green metal rail for support and stopped on each landing to catch a shallow breath. The staircase felt as cold as the rail. He opened his half-glass front door, went along the narrow, dark hall and entered the living room. Eileen sat in a loose dressing gown in her high armchair beside the fire, nursing a cup of tea.


He put down the stool and placed the churn on the table. ‘She was playing up again but I think I got enough.’ He was still short of breath.


‘Good. She can be stubborn. A bit like yourself.’ She got up and walked over, raising her hands to his shoulders. ‘But you’re soaked through. It’ll be the death of you. Come on, let’s get this off.’ He let her take his jacket off and, as she did so, he wondered if she’d fancy a bit. ‘You could do with a good cup of tea,’ was all she offered him.


He grinned. Strong, black tea, almost as good as sex in his eyes – as long as it was from Ceylon or India. She went out to the kitchen and he tiptoed over to the cot in the corner where Ricky was sleeping peacefully. He listened to the child’s rhythmic breathing which was punctuated only by the sound of water dripping from a crack in the ceiling into a pail on the floor. Eileen returned and set down a large, metal teapot on the table. Seeing him staring at the leaking ceiling, she said, ‘You need to get on to them again.’


‘I know, it’s fitting it in… But even if I do, I can’t see it being at the top of the Marquis’s agenda.’


‘Well, if you don’t ask you don’t get.’ She poured him a mug of his favourite tea. It had a picture of an elderly Queen Victoria on it. He added some milk from the churn, stirred it, put some in a saucer, blew on it and slurped it down. Ricky turned over and started crying. She hurried across and struggled to lift him out of the cot. He was now eight months old. ‘You’re getting bigger every day,’ she said to him. He was heavy to carry and she stumbled. George rushed over and took the boy from her. He walked up and down, rocking him in his arms. ‘There, there… There now, lad.’ His soothing voice soon began to quieten the boy. He felt proud to have a son at last. Eileen had initially taken some convincing. Perhaps she’d been worried that she’d be left to cope with him on her own? They’d had to wait all those months for the adoption to go through but, since she’d given up her job at the Ministry to look after him, she seemed much happier. They both felt nothing but love for him. ‘There’s a good boy. It’s just coming,’ George was more than happy to do his share of caring for his son.


Eileen took the milk churn out to the kitchen to prepare his bottle. By the time she’d returned with it, Ricky had calmed down and, once she was seated in her armchair, George carefully placed him in her arms. He was soon greedily sooking from the bottle. ‘It’s fine now,’ she said. She looked smaller in the large armchair happily feeding him. The dark portrait of Lady Mary Blair on the wall behind looked imperiously down on her as if checking how well she was doing. George felt a twinge of guilt as he admired the pair of them. He tried to shrug it off and started setting out the table for their evening meal.


‘He’s got a good appetite. I wonder if his sister will be the same?’ he asked. George had been keen to adopt a second child for a while now.


‘Who knows? One at a time, Eric. Let’s hold off a bit longer to see how we get on.’


He hesitated and stared absently at the worn screen divider covered in colourful magazine cuttings, angel scraps and old Christmas cards in contrast to their dark Victorian furniture. ‘I’ve been offered a job by David as a war correspondent in France. It would pay much better than Tribune…’ Anxious about her reaction, he ploughed on, ‘But I don’t like the idea of leaving you alone here with Ricky.’


She looked unsure, ‘For The Observer?’


‘He also wants me to do some articles for the Manchester Evening News.’


‘Would you be going on your own?’


She had to ask didn’t she? Would she never trust him again? ‘Of course, just me and my old Remington.’


‘You’re sure about that?’


‘Look, I told you, it’s just us now. Can’t we put all that behind us?’


‘All right, all right. But what about Ricky and me? Perhaps we could stay up at Gwen’s?’


‘That sounds like a good idea.’ He was well aware that Eileen couldn’t wait to get out of London and it would do her good to see the widow of her dear brother Laurence who’d died at Dunkirk. Eileen had been heartbroken and depressed, almost completely withdrawn, for ages afterwards, she’d loved him so much. She and Gwen got on well, and Gwen was a doctor too, so she’d be fine up there at Greystone, her big house near Newcastle-upon-Tyne. ‘So, what’s for tea?’ Food was never far from his mind, and, now that he’d broached the subject of him going to France, he wanted to change it as soon as possible in case she had second thoughts.


‘Potato floddies. And there’s still some Victory Pie left. My old Ministry recipes are really quite good, you know.’


He smiled in anticipation and finished setting the table as Ricky fell asleep in her arms. He took him from her and patted his back to make him burp, then carefully put him back in his cot, tucking him in as he did. ‘You’ll be walking in no time, won’t you, son?’ he said. Eileen smiled weakly at the thought.
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‘It’s bloody freezing, George,’ drawled Paul Potts, rubbing his hands together and blowing into them. He’d let his receding hair grow longer since George last saw him.


George cast his fishing line into a still part of the river near the other bank. ‘Of course it is. Come on, give it a try.’ He knew this tributary of the upper Thames well. He’d fished here on and off since he was a boy. And there was nothing more satisfying than initiating a friend into the joys of angling. Paul tried to cast his line but it disappeared. He looked behind and around him, puzzled, then saw it was caught in the branches of a willow. George laughed and put down his rod to help set it free. He struggled for a while then pulled down line and branch together, his long frame almost falling over in the process. Grinning, Paul thanked him and tried again but his lure dropped a few yards in front of him. George took Paul’s rod from him and showed him how to release the catch on the line. ‘Remember to let the catch go as you cast.’ He handed it back to Paul.


‘I don’t know if I’ll ever get the hang of this.’


‘Sure you will.’


Paul cast his line almost as far as George and turned to him, looking all pleased with himself. As if he’d won an angling trophy.


‘There you go,’ George encouraged him, reeling in his own line, recasting and landing his line near the same spot as before.


Suddenly Paul’s line went taut. He became all agitated, ‘I think I’ve got one!’


‘Take your time, let it go a little then reel in some more.’ George was as calm as the river.


Paul’s rod bent as he kept reeling in, almost bursting with excitement. The fish thrashed around in the water as it neared the bank. George put a landing net under it as Paul swung the rod ashore. The fish jumped about in the net on the grass.


‘What do I do now?’ Paul beamed.


‘Watch.’ George carefully took the hook out of its mouth, put two fingers inside, pulled them back quickly and broke its neck, spilling blood on his hand. ‘Not a bad sized trout.’


Paul looked horrified as he stared at the red blotches on the mouth of the dead fish and on his friend’s hand.


‘Short and sweet, best way to go. This calls for a celebration.’ George put down the trout on the grass and hunted in his fishing bag. Out came a hip flask. He opened it and took a slug. His face screwed up, he gasped and offered it to Paul. ‘Here. This’ll warm you up.’


‘Well, it’s a bit early, but why not? You only live once. Down the hatch!’ He gulped it down and doubled up spluttering as it hit the spot.


‘Firewater! David brought some back from Islay. Very peaty,’ George laughed.


Paul downed another one and gasped again. He passed the flask to George who took another swig. As George saw it, Paul was something of an innocent abroad, not just the sponger the London literati took him for. George liked him. The world could do with more socialist poets, even if that arch-Stalinist MacDiarmid had written the introduction to Paul’s first poetry collection. They sat down on a faded groundsheet and gazed at the sluggish river.


‘You know I’d like to go up to Islay myself some day.’ George thought back to that phone call he’d had with David in his office last summer and the delight he felt when he found his manuscript amongst the rubble of his bombed flat.


‘Give it time. It won’t be long till the little one’s up there catching fish with you. Like father like son.’


‘Not so little these days… Like father like son.’ George weighed the sound of the phrase and liked the thought that one day he’d be able to teach Ricky to fish. ‘You know, being a good angler is much the same as being a good writer.’


‘How do you reckon?’


‘Well, you need to be quiet, inconspicuous and observe things, so that they forget you’re even there.’


‘The fish or the people?’


‘Both.’


‘I get ya. Then you reel ’em in?’


‘Now you’re getting the idea. We’ll make an angler of you yet.’ George took another drink.


‘How’s Eileen these days?’


‘All right… but I’m afraid she’s a bit run down.’


‘What’s wrong with her?’


‘I don’t really know… but we’ve never been so happy since we got Ricky.’ He looked around him as if they were under surveillance and almost whispered, ‘It’s not always been plain sailing, and we’ve had our troubles. It’s a real marriage, you know.’ He knew he could safely share secrets with Paul. A close, penniless pal, he owed George. And not just money.


‘I know.’ Stretching out, Paul blinked in the early sun, its warmth and the whisky relaxing him.


‘She’s had a lot to put up with, what with my writing and all.’ He knew fine well his writing was the least of it.


A fish splashed in the river. They caught a glimpse of it disappearing into its hidden, liquid world and watched the circled ripples spread, then stillness return to the surface. Another one that got away, George thought, and passed the flask back.


‘Yeah, you told me. Maybe you need to think more about her, not just what you want all the time? She’s been a real good support to you.’


‘I know. I’m trying to.’


‘Women don’t let you forget. It might not be that big a deal to you but it is to her.’


‘I realise that now. She certainly doesn’t let me forget. But she’s had more to deal with than she deserves. We both wanted children,’ he looked Paul in the eye, ‘and, strictly between us?’


‘Sure.’


George checked all around and could see only a solitary cow in a field. Unconcerned, it gazed back at him. ‘I’m sterile. And she’s had some trouble there too.’ He pointed down below.


‘Gotcha.’


‘That’s why we adopted Ricky.’


‘I wondered… Well, good for you, George. It sounds like the best thing you ever did, bar none.’ He put his finger to his lips. ‘And mum’s the word.’ Paul downed the last drops from the flask with a flourish. Now it was George who stared at the dead fish lying on the grass, its bulging eyes, blood-smeared mouth fixed open, its neck broken. He thought about his own ill health and how quickly life became death.
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‘How’re you keeping, luv?’ Eileen’s best friend, Lettice Cooper, spoke with a slight Lancashire accent. She was a stout, homely sort of woman who had recently started a career as a novelist.


Eileen hesitated. She had very little colour in her cheeks. ‘Not bad, I suppose. I’ve been better.’


‘Is Eric looking after you?’


‘Well, you know him. Always sorting out the world’s problems. Never bothers about our own.’


‘They’re all the same that way. But you’re looking a bit peaky.’


‘Well, I suppose so. I’m afraid… I’m listless and light-headed a lot of the time. I think there’s something working on me.’


‘Have you seen the doctor?’ Lettice looked concerned.


Eileen put down the fairy cake she’d been nursing and made sure that the women at the other tables in the spacious Lyons tearoom couldn’t hear her. ‘No, not yet. But living in London is a nightmare. I feel smothered by the crowds.’ It all came pouring out. ‘It’s like a mild kind of concentration camp. I feel suicidal every time I walk as far as the bread shop.’ She got more and more worked up as she spoke.


Lettice looked alarmed and took Eileen’s hand to comfort her. ‘Look, you have to tell Eric how you feel.’


‘I’ve tried, but you know what he’s like. He says we can’t leave London until the war’s over. We can’t possibly go whilst everyone else is suffering. And then he wants to adopt a sister for Ricky and take us all up to Jura so he can write his next book.’ She sounded weary, almost tearful, as she glanced at Ricky still asleep in his metal pushchair beside them.


Lettice seemed even more worried. ‘Another child, in your state? Are you sure that’s wise?’


‘It’s all right; we haven’t done anything about her yet.’


‘And it’s so remote up there, how would you cope?’


‘I really don’t know. He’s had this dream of living on a Hebridean island for a long time. He’s such a romantic at heart. But at least it would get us away from here. And the freedom to play outdoors would be good for Ricky. I’ve written to the Fletchers, who have a farmhouse for rent on Jura, to find out more. At least there’d be no crowds up there and we’d all be together. I’ll get myself checked out after he goes to Paris next week. I don’t want to worry him.’


‘Well, don’t leave it too long. You mustn’t neglect your health the way he does.’


George emerged from behind where they sat, spotted them holding hands. Caught in the act, they looked a bit sheepish. ‘Sorry I’m late, very busy at the office.’


Lettice watched Eileen to see how she’d react. She didn’t.


‘I didn’t know you’d taken up reading palms, Lettice,’ he added, trying to figure out what they’d been talking about.


‘Just keeping my hand in,’ Lettice gave as good as she got, reminding him that she was a writer too. ‘Are you still working late as much these days, Eric?’


A loaded question. She knew about Sally, then. ‘No, not really, just finishing off things before I leave for la belle France next week. Is that what you’ve been on about then?’


‘I was just telling Lettice how much I’m looking forward to going up north,’ Eileen offered.


‘Yes, it’ll do you good.’ He realised they weren’t going to tell him anything. He bent over Ricky who was still fast asleep. ‘Now what has one got to do to get a decent cup of tea around here?’
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‘Will you be all right up at Gwen’s?’ George asked Eileen. He held Ricky in his arms and was dressed in the brown captain’s greatcoat of a war correspondent. A steam train idled beside them on the crowded platform at Victoria Station. He’d wanted to fight in the war from the outset but had been rejected on medical grounds. His lungs were a mess. His belief that the Home Guard could become the vanguard of the British revolution had proved to be little more than a pipe dream. David Astor was a man with connections and somehow he’d swung it so that George could go to France and Germany to see for himself the end of a totalitarian regime. He was looking forward to it with a kind of stoical relish.
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