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            Man is separated from the past (even from the past only a few seconds old) by two forces that go instantly to work and cooperate: the force of forgetting (which erases) and the force of memory (which transforms) … 

            Beyond the slender margin of the incontestable (there is no doubt that Napoleon lost the battle of Waterloo), stretches an infinite realm: the realm of the approximate, the invented, the deformed, the simplistic, the exaggerated, the misinformed, an infinite realm of non-truths that copulate, multiply like rats, and become immortal.

             

            Milan Kundera, The Curtain

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Introduction

            by Lee Brackstone

         

         I should declare an interest. For ten years, I worked with Gordon Burn on a series of publications at Faber & Faber. We would meet, rarely, at the company’s then Queen Square offices, an independent survivor of Bloomsbury’s literary heyday five decades before. More often, we would meet in one (or a series) of the local pubs in the area; The Lamb on Lamb’s Conduit Street was a particular favourite in the winter months. Gordon loved the golden light and warmth, and the sense of a community of men brought together to drink and share stories as the light started to fade around 3 p.m. He would often settle in and watch from a solo vantage point, always observing with the next, or a future book, in mind. A potent image in Born Yesterday describes a pub scene painted by the great pitman painter of the north-east, Norman Cornish: ‘the ease of association, the unselfconscious physical contact between the men’.

         Our first meeting had been up the road in The Queen’s Larder in 1998, one of the smallest pubs in London and a meeting point for writers like Ted Hughes, Seamus Heaney and John McGahern over the years at Faber. Gordon was deep in the writing of his grand-guignol masterpiece, Happy Like Murderers, and there was some anxiety on our part about meeting the publication date in September. Gordon delivered the book in chunks of chapters, which were copy-edited along the way over the summer. The final chapters came in perhaps three weeks prior to publication and Gordon, I remember, was unconvinced by my attempts to impress upon him the horror and the nightmares I had suffered in reading his account of Fred and Rose West. I was nervous around him. Working on his book had made me nervous.

         Each and every writer works in a different way, this being a cocktail of methodology, pragmatism, procrastination and superstition. There are the morning writers; the likes of Anthony Burgess, who would boastfully produce several thousands of words each morning before a liquid lunch, completing a now-forgotten novel in six weeks. Unearthly powers, indeed. There are others – mainly male and childless – who write by night. There is a creative purity to this but the books are often damaged, literally lacking in light. Gordon Burn trained as a reporter in the 1960s. He would immerse himself in the subject and world of a book, along the way committing very little to the page by way of actual writing, or even notes. He had a magpie nature and a photographic memory. He would see stories everywhere and had the skills of a great collagist in the assembly of his material.

         Gordon Burn’s untimely death at sixty-one robbed us of perhaps another half-dozen books that may have helped us understand the present moment: the unravelling of celebrity culture, which was always Gordon’s lodestar subject. I write this in the wake of the news that Ukraine has voted Volodymyr Zelensky, a comedian famous for playing the President on a TV show, into office. It has become commonplace amongst fans – those with a deep knowledge of Gordon Burn’s nine books and his sensibility – to associate these moments of dark comic serendipity with a writer who nearly always wrote about the present, or the recent past, but in the process anticipated the future, and recorded history.

         It must have been late spring 2007 and I’d bought us an inexpensive and disappointing lunch at the Princess Louise in Holborn. Gordon arrived enthusing about Dave Eggers’ latest innovations at McSweeney’s Quarterly, and it wasn’t long before the conversation turned to the events of the Big Brother House that week. This time, he was particularly animated and keen to discuss an idea he’d had: to write a novel in real time; a novel that would be true to the unfolding events of its subject and circumstances; a novel dictated by the news. The news as a novel.

         At the time, the news was dominated by something that the great aide-memoire Wikipedia now files under ‘Bridgend suicide incidents’. In 2007, there were at least nine victims, aged between 13 and 17. There were rumours of a suicide cult amongst teenagers in the benighted Welsh town. By 20 February 2018, some months after the publication of Born Yesterday, the total was up to 17 since the beginning of the previous year. Sharon Pritchard, mother of 15-year-old Nathaniel, said: ‘It has glamorised ways of taking your life as a way of getting attention without fully realising the tragic consequences.’ 

         Gordon and I parted company that afternoon, and I returned to the office eager to share his idea to recast the news as a novel. However, I quickly found I lacked both the articulacy and intelligence, to say nothing of the vision, to fully comprehend what he was proposing. To compound this, I’m sure many of my colleagues viewed the idea as more of a conceptual and production challenge than a commercial opportunity. Luckily, the strong editorial culture at Faber supported and encouraged adventurous commissioning, and an existing contractual commitment (for a book on Bob Dylan, I think) was switched for the new project, which was christened Born Yesterday. The book would be animate and alive with the news of summer 2007, as soon as Gordon felt the moment was right. And that gave me a bit of grace to work out how I might talk to the world about the book, which is obviously a fundamental requirement for any editor.

         Gordon spent a month or so following the disturbing frequency of teenage suicides in South Wales, but never committed to this as his subject. Perhaps, for all the tragedy of those lives lost in copycat self-harm, there were crucial ingredients missing in the Bridgend community horror story. Born Yesterday could have been an entirely different book had the events of 3 May in Praia da Luz not happened; at one point he was tempted to hijack the Sedgefield by-election (the then prime minister’s seat in the Commons), but thankfully we were saved from that particular putative iteration of the book.

         Gordon was always drawn to mystery and the place where a popular image might capture the hidden currents and furtive mood of the country. It was the disappearance and apparent abduction of Madeleine McCann that galvanised Gordon in the making of Born Yesterday, and it’s the image of the coloboma in her right eye that haunts the text. It’s a book defined by ambiguities and echoes. In an interview with Marcus Harvey, ten years before, who was fielding controversy for his painting of Myra Hindley made up of children’s handprints, the artist offered this explanation: ‘I just thought that the handprint was one of the most dignified images that I could find. The most simple image of innocence absorbed in all that pain.’

         So often it’s an image of innocence defiled, lost or shattered in an unsettling context that speaks with a universality about the world we live in. By establishing the archetypal lost child at the heart of a book that is all mystery, yet has no crime to be solved, Gordon created what would become arguably the first British auto-fiction experiment, and a work of literature that is also perhaps the final work of art to emerge from the now infamous YBA movement.

         
            * * *

         

         
            ‘In an ever-changing, incomprehensible world the masses had reached the point where they would, at the same time, believe everything and nothing, think that everything was possible, and that nothing was true.’

            Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism

         

         There is something heroic in the act of a writer submitting himself to the mercy of the world for his material. It requires openness, submissiveness and a denial of the prime lubricants for the engine of fiction: causality and motivation. In making these decisions, Gordon sacrificed the authorial ego at the altar of the collective consciousness as it manifested itself in the summer of 2007, and the book survives as an ur-document recorded in the moment, almost in one take, of a instant that twelve years on, seems to uncannily prefigure our own. By forfeiting control of the narrative, and writing the book in as close to real time as possible, he was implicitly making a statement about powerlessness and generalised entropy. The book and its propitious timing represent both a winding down of the ‘Things Can Only Get Better’ years and a shadowy prophecy of the new truths that would come to shape the twenty-first century in Britain: fear, financial meltdown, demagoguery and, the sinister bassline that runs through the book, climate change.

         Reading Born Yesterday twelve years after the events of that summer, and eleven years since the book was delivered to me at Faber in February 2008, feels like time travelling. The book has taken on a documentary feel and has a peculiar universality, because these were shared experiences, and there is a temptation to use words like visionary and prophetic when talking about books like this, a generation after publication. It’s a perplexed book constantly in search of a narrative, which ultimately becomes a book about Britain’s first and last celebrity prime minister (‘The man with no shadow’), presiding over his Camelot manqué; a Britain that has lost the healthy glow it acquired in the Britpop years. Ironically, it’s the novel’s fierce commitment to the recording of the moment that makes it now seem so prescient and contemporary. Every age feels it’s in the grip of millenarian unravelling, and Born Yesterday is on some levels a book about how we have become distracted and disengaged from the reality of a world where the waters are rising and the animals are dying. But here’s Kim and Aggie to clear up your mess in How Clean Is Your House? ; here’s Jade Goody, whose celebrity death-roll somehow becomes a national myth. There’s a sense in Born Yesterday that we’ve achieved a point of political and cultural constipation. Margaret Thatcher, Bob Geldof, Terry Wogan, J.K. Rowling, John Terry, Kate Middleton. Where are the heroes? Will Rafael Nadal save us? Even at this premature stage of his administration, there’s a sense Gordon Brown certainly won’t.

         
             

         

         Lee Brackstone
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            Chapter One

         

         The professional dog-walkers make up a loose, slightly uneasy, and yet clearly defined community within the broader community of the park. Some of them go there three and even four times a day, with up to seven or eight dogs in tow (although this contravenes a bye-law and can result in them being pulled over and given a casual warning by the parks’ police who cruise the three wide carriage-drives that run parallel to the river, as well as the popular cottaging areas adjacent to the public toilets and the athletics track).

         Most ‘civilian’ dog-walkers keep to the permanent paths which are mapped on a series of prominent, theatrical-looking, lectern-style boards which came in as part of a Lottery-funded facelift the park was given a few years ago; there are similar boards illustrating the breeds of bird in the aviary, and the varieties of trees and shrubs in the Sub-Tropical and ‘English’ gardens.

         But because they have packs of dogs to clean up after, and most dogs prefer to do their business on a soft rather than a hard surface, the professionals tend to gravitate towards the football fields and the other open grassy areas where, in their muddy boots and slightly eccentric headgear and greasy, saliva-slicked all-weather wear, they are as familiar a sight as the seagulls that bicker around the stud-pitted centre-circles – dark fungal pools in these days of torrential rain and summer floods – and the crows that lurk on the bare woodwork of the goals.

         The dog-walkers stand around chatting in small groups which are permanently distracted by dogs that want balls thrown for them, or a food reward, or just a show of affection. They are as habitual in their behaviour as the people with them, and the sound of their barking carries across the park.

         It is difficult to say exactly why, but the dog-walkers always convey a sense of being reluctantly – even resentfully – pushed into each other’s company. Perhaps it is because the park is a place of work for them instead of the recreational space it is for everybody else; another day at the office. Or maybe it is because they are too similar – middle-aged, white, well-informed, well-spoken – and see their own failings and private sadnesses reflected in each other. What pass in their lives has brought them here, to a pleasant but not particularly salubrious park in south London (a park extremely popular, it has to be said, with location units for films and television), with tersely tied supermarket bags of dogs’ ‘poo’, as they call it, in their pockets and business cards with ‘Doggy Daycare’ printed on them or a van with ‘Happy Tails’ painted along the side?

         
      
    

         James is the only one of the dog-walkers I know by name, and the only one whose story I know anything about. James is small and compact, with an unruly head of curly blond hair and a countryman’s face, and probably grew up with the expectation of being something in the City. But something has gone wrong.

         How wrong became clear when he was chosen as a subject for the television programme How Clean Is Your House?, whose presenting team of Kim and Aggie had become unlikely celebrities, appearing as guests on chat-shows and putting out a bestselling book of household cleaning hints. Aggie is snooty and small and disapproving; she is the straight-feed for Kim (the star of the show), who is camp and blonde and cartoon-like with her big hair and big bosoms and her marabou feather-trimmed rubber gloves, like a Dick Emery-era pantomime dame.

         Both of them went into what appeared to be an unfeigned overdrive of shock and revulsion at the start of the show, which followed them as they tried to bring some sense of order to James’s hole of a flat above a newsagent’s in Brixton. The squalor was genuinely disturbing, almost heroic in a way. It must have been an eye-opener to his well-to-do Chelsea regulars on the other side of the river: blackened bath, dirt-encrusted kitchen sink, the furniture in the living room buried under stiffened grey drifts of used tissues, like the piles of wipe-rags that form the backdrop of certain Lucian Freud paintings. It made you wonder why he continues to carry a video copy of the programme around the park with him which he is happy to dig out of the backpack filled with his dog-walking paraphernalia and lend to anybody who expresses an interest in seeing it. And yet he seems better for the experience; purged, in a way, with a new spring in his step, a new swagger. And, as he likes to point out, he got a virtually new flat out of it.

         Slightly older than James, more melancholic and more of a loner, is a man whose dogs all have a red plastic disc saying ‘Houndbound’, the name of his dog-sitting service, attached to their collars. Aitch, as I have come to think of him, once told me it had taken him two days to think the name up. ‘I used to be stuck at home at night waiting for people to pick their dogs up’, he said, ‘then the landlord found out about it – after twelve years – and I had to start working out of the back of the car. Whacked the prices straight up fifty per cent.’

         I once saw Mrs Thatcher, who comes to the park occasionally, stop by one of Aitch’s mid-morning dawdlers – Harry, an exceptionally sweet-natured but easily distracted black brindle-coated cocker spaniel – and discreetly let the plastic ‘Houndbound’ tag run through her second and third fingers without comment. This is one of the techniques she has developed to protect her identity: whenever she feels she may have been spotted by a member of the public – maybe she has a sixth sense for detecting the little jump at the heart that many people experience when they run up against somebody as absurdly famous as she clearly understands herself to be, a jump that can trigger unpredictable and out-of-character responses – she looks around for a dog to pet, bending almost double so that only the crown of her head or the sheen of her scarf remain visible; failing that, she brings to her companions’ attention a leaf or a flower in bud or a squirrel clinging to the trunk of a tree that she has suddenly found irresistibly interesting.

         Mrs Thatcher’s appearances in the park started quite soon after the official announcement of her withdrawal from public life on the advice of her doctors. Security considerations, I suppose, determine the timing and frequency of her visits and also which of the two main car parks, the one on the north side of the park or the one on the south, both of them narrow and gravelled and half a mile long, her detectives decide to use.

         But on those first early sightings she was always in the part of the park closest to the river and directly opposite the area of Chelsea where she had lived for many years until she became prime minister, and where she brought up her children. On the first occasion I saw her, I remember she was standing by the rail overlooking the river and pointing with her finger in the direction of the Royal Hospital and Flood Street and the black-and-white, half-timbered, suburban-looking house which seemed to belong to a different world to the primary-coloured, energetically dissolute world of Chelsea and the King’s Road going on barely fifty yards away.

         The companion gazing politely across in the direction in which she was pointing that morning was somebody I took to be a nurse or a professional carer; she was wearing ordinary street clothes but she had the deferential attitude tinged with boredom of the paid listener.

         Denis Thatcher, Mrs – by then, of course, Baroness – Thatcher’s husband, had recently died (he died in 2003). The twins, Mark and Carol, were living abroad, in exile from the force-field of their mother’s fearsome Boadicea qualities of power, purpose, and defiant determination. (When she won I’m a Celebrity … Get Me Out of Here! in 2005 and was asked to guess what her mother’s reaction would be, Carol Thatcher replied that her mother probably didn’t even know she was there. Then she added: ‘I don’t even have her phone number.’)

         So she was alone, and committed to the care of agency nurses and her close-protection officers from the Special Branch. Eventually, in the course of talking to the women who run the tea kiosk in the park, I worked out that the route the Thatcher party settled on sometimes depended less on operational considerations than more mundane ones: in the summer months a mobile van operates on the edge of the car park running alongside the river, and Mrs T’s detectives occasionally can’t resist the lure of a bacon sandwich. ‘“I know is not real bacon,” he tell me, “but I can’t resist smell.”’ Irina is a recent arrival from Lithuania; she can’t do the upper-class (to her ears) English accent she would like, so she puts on a toffee-nosed expression instead. ‘Well, yes’, she says, ‘what he especk? At this price is not organic!’

         Irina and her tea-kiosk colleague, Klavdia, a Ukrainian, have had an interesting introduction to British life. The man they work for supplies vans to pop festivals and various tourist attractions and, in between their usual duties in the park, in the high season of 2007 they are attending some of the landmark events of a water-logged English summer. Two days before, it had been the Concert for Diana organised by the young princes in memory of their mother at Wembley. A week earlier, Klavdia and Irina had been part of the mud-bath at Glastonbury, where they say they worked for seventy-two hours virtually without a break. ‘All the drug faces,’ Klavdia remembered. ‘Drug faces in long line and the rolls of the bread. Is all I see. I sleep in tent except I no sleep. Mud and noise. All different musics coming from around. Is horrible.’

         ‘For two days I lie in bed,’ Irina said. ‘For two days I sleep. Then I shout my husband: Vladimir! Bring me food! I need drink! Cigarettes … My legs, my back. Oh! As I stand here still they hurt.’

         On the one occasion when I was the next customer after the officers of Mrs Thatcher’s protection squad at their counter, I asked the women when I was sure the detectives were out of earshot whether they had recognised the lady accompanying the men as our former great leader. They rose on their toes and craned their necks to take a look at the slightly crook-shouldered woman who by then was lavishing her attention on an orange Pomeranian dog that I knew went by the name ‘Galliano’. They just shrugged. They were more exercised by the implied slur on the quality of the bacon – ‘At this price is not organic!’ – that they were putting in their sandwiches.

         
      
    

         Her casual acquaintance with Aitch, the dog-walker, and his dogs; her association, at one remove, with the grunge and mud and drug culture of Glastonbury; her bacon-sandwich-savouring minders. All of this gave Mrs Thatcher a more human dimension. This was also the effect of course of the clothes she chose – or were chosen for her – to wear for her trips to the park. They were anonymous to the point of invisibility: a full-length camel-hair coat, a headscarf in windy weather, flat suede lace-up shoes of the kind you see advertised in the backs of the colour supplements and that at a first glance I mistook for trainers.

         Gone was the heightened reality of the ‘Iron Lady’, scourge of the trade unions, victor of the Falklands War, the best man in the Cabinet. These were old ladies’ clothes. And her hair now – on these walks at least – was nearly an old lady’s hair: not grey (it still had a kind of honeyed glow), but worn close to the head with little of the volume blown and lacquered into it for her appearances in public. (It reminded me of my own mother’s hair in her final years, in fact, when she would wear a transparent nylon ‘snood’ to bed in an attempt – increasingly futile as the week wore on – to preserve a little of the fullness of the shampoo-and-set which, sticking to a lifetime’s habit, she had been given at the start of the weekend.)

         On the morning I first saw Mrs Thatcher standing by the railing near the Peace Pagoda, pointing in the general direction of the place where she had lived with her husband and children (a loose gold bracelet set with cloudy garnet and other coloured stones, familiar from press photographs and her appearances on television over many years, caught the light and mingled with the strong light on the water; it was the only thing connecting this older, failing woman with the vigorous younger one) – that first sighting of the powerful world leader now looking vulnerable and frail brought back something Mrs Thatcher’s former foreign-affairs private secretary Charles Powell had said after her eviction from Downing Street, in November 1990, seventeen years ago now.

         With Denis, and in visible distress, tears smudging her make-up, she had been driven straight from Number 10 to the house in the unpromising-looking gated development in Dulwich which was meant to be their new home. It was from there that Mrs Thatcher called Powell after she had been out of office for a few days: she had a plumbing problem and didn’t know what to do. ‘Try the Yellow Pages,’ is what Powell is said to have told her.

         Tony Blair’s boast was that he never touched a computer during his years as prime minister. He didn’t own a mobile phone. He didn’t need one; he was surrounded by aides with phones and pagers – battalions of people with personalised ringtones dashing about, staring into BlackBerrys and do-everything mobile devices. ‘Who r u?’, the reply he received to the first text he sent on the mobile he was equipped with when he stepped down as prime minister, he said was typical of his uselessness with any kind of new technology.

         That was less than a week ago. Today – 3 July 2007 – Blair has been out of office for just six days. On 24 June, at a set-piece rally in Manchester, he had finally passed the Labour leadership on to Gordon Brown. On 27 June, Brown had at last settled his craving to become prime minister. Blair had arrived at Buckingham Palace in the official armour-plated car shortly after one to tender his resignation to the Queen; he left the palace in a plain Vauxhall. A few hours later the car that picked him up at Darlington station, for the last leg of the journey to his constituency, was a rusted-out Vauxhall Omega with 42,000 miles on the clock – details that few papers failed to mention.

         (A new car – bullet-proof, top-of-the-range – was currently on order from BMW in Munich. The order had been placed by the Metropolitan Police’s counter-terrorism command. To ensure that its security remained uncompromised, in late September it would be delivered by transporter straight from the docks to a police garage in Vauxhall in south London, where, when the locks were thrown, it would be found to contain four illegal migrants who, like their predecessors in the nineteenth century, stepping off the boat in Liverpool believing it to be Manhattan, must have briefly, dismayingly mistaken this way-station with its prefabricated walls and oily rags for their arrival in the New World. The irony of this for Tony Blair, the man who had invested such energy in the issue of national security, the introduction of identity cards, of biometric screening and so on, was also made much of by commentators.)

         
      
    

         But the car sent to pick him up at Darlington station was late. The early news had shown him lugging his own bag out of the first-class lounge at King’s Cross and on to the train. The bag was open, bulging, a brown woollen sleeve trailing, the buckle of a strap bouncing along in the dirt.

         The scene at Darlington, played out under the vaulted glass roof with its cast-iron pillars and braces, on the greasy cobbled ramp that led up to the turning-circle and the taxi rank, was a melancholy one. For Blair, the master communicator, it was a symbolic sackcloth-and-ashes moment, larded with bathos, choreographed for the cameras: that is what you wanted and now you’ve got it. But Cherie’s face was fierce. She did the thing of twisting her watch-strap on her wrist, scowling at it and twisting it bad-temperedly again. (She had never looked like a willing visitor to the north-east and his constituency in his twenty-four years as an MP and this would be one of the last visits ever; she was out of there.) She shifted from foot to foot. A pool of liquid congealed under the bench just to the right of where she was standing. Discarded takeaway bags from Costa Coffee were looped over the spikes of the Victorian railings blunted by generation upon generation of black paint.

         The cruelty of politics, as somebody once remarked, is its attraction.

         
             *

         

         I found I started looking out for Mrs Thatcher on my walks across the park, this carrier of large, significant, exciting events. I was drawn to the places I had spotted her in the past, perhaps with the thought I might write about it one day.

         Today is like autumn in the park: it’s warm, but the gutters are flooded; the playing fields are waterlogged and carrying standing water; the paths are littered with the splintered branches of trees brought down by a gusting overnight wind; the leaves clogging the puddles are waxy and green.

         But it isn’t autumn; it’s early summer. Wimbledon is still in progress. It is the second Tuesday of Wimbledon, which has been a wash-out, with some matches limping on over five days. Parts of Yorkshire and the Midlands are under water. Hundreds of families are living in caravans and in emergency accommodations in squash-courts and village halls. The TV news has been running footage of flood victims in Hull tagging their washing machines and trunk freezers with aerosol paint to prevent them being looted before they can claim the insurance, like moorland animals; like electric sheep.

         
             *

         

         Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?, the title of a Philip K. Dick 1968 science-fiction novel, is something I have been reminded of by both this coverage of the floods and reports from Praia da Luz on the Madeleine McCann kidnapping, which have been taking turns in leading the news, and informing each other in unexpected ways.

         Dick’s novel was loosely adapted by Ridley Scott for his film Blade Runner, and the distinction between the human and the android, the organic and the artificially simulated, lies at the heart of both film and book.

         The androids of the novel are made entirely of organic components and are physically indistinguishable from humans. But humans have authentic memories, and androids don’t. It is by the presence of memories, and their attendant emotions, that humans are distinguished from replicants, or simulated humans. Rachel Rosen is saved at the end of Blade Runner by the bounty hunter Deckard acquiescing to her passionate conviction that the family photographs she possesses are indeed the source of authentic memories; she crosses over and is accepted as human.

         The conviction, given wide expression in the press and across the blogosphere, that Kate McCann was ‘hardly human’ in the cool and controlled way she behaved in the televised appeals for information about Madeleine and in the attention she gave to her clothes and hair and other aspects of her appearance in the face of catastrophe, clearly implied that she must be implicated in some way in the disappearance of her daughter. The chief characteristic of androids is their lack of empathy. Because androids cannot feel empathy, their responses are either missing or, when faked, measurably slower than those of ‘genuine’ human beings.

         
             *

         

         I didn’t expect to see Mrs Thatcher in the park today. For one thing, there is the weather: thunder, hail, rain, floods, occasional humid sunny periods. ‘July monsoon – Amazing pictures’ will be the page-one flash in tomorrow’s Evening Standard. In late afternoon this part of London – and so the All-England Championships at Wimbledon, where the organisers are reportedly planning a third week – will be plunged into purple apocalyptic gloom and battered with a blizzard of ice-balls as big as marbles. Hail will blanket the rooftops and streets and blow into banks and drifts against garden walls and in the lee of every tree trunk.

         Far more relevant than the weather, though, in determining whether the former prime minister takes her turn in the park is the fact that the terrorist threat level has been raised to ‘critical’, the highest degree possible, following attempted car-bomb attacks on the West End and Glasgow airport, a tactic for inflicting mass murder – propane gas and common nails, flooring nails and roofing nails – imported, as the intelligence services had for some time been dreading, from the streets of Baghdad.

         It is exactly the sort of national crisis Mrs Thatcher, who came close to being killed by the IRA at Brighton in 1984, was famous for grabbing by the throat – ‘I must govern!’ – and everybody is waiting now to see how Gordon Brown shapes up. (‘Today we were unlucky, but remember we only have to be lucky once,’ the IRA said in a statement at the time of the Brighton bombing. ‘You will have to be lucky always.’)

         In office, Mrs Thatcher never read newspapers. She only read what her press secretary Bernard Ingham told her was in them. Out of office, though, the rumour mill insists she has all the papers brought to her every morning, when she sets about them with a marker pen, highlighting idiocies, striking through inaccuracies, furiously scribbling comments and corrections in the margins. (What happens to the marked-up articles then? Does somebody clip them and have them couriered to the relevant minister or senior civil servant? Are they indexed and annotated and transferred to a Thatcher research resource or archive, to await posthumous decoding? Or does she have her own A. J. Weberman figure, famous for picking through Bob Dylan’s garbage in the hope of unearthing secret information, coiner of the term ‘garbology’, sniffing round the dustbins of Belgravia?)

         As it is, I recognise the cars as soon as I see them sweep in off the roundabout and through the gates – a bottle-green Jaguar slung low through the weight of its own bulletproof glass and protective steel-plating, tailed by a silver Land Rover whose occupants (I know this from Irina at the tea kiosk) stay behind to keep an eye on things when Mrs T’s morning constitutional is in progress.

         It is the first time I have been around for this arrival part of the operation. But it is instantly familiar – Jaguar moving like a bullet through water, support vehicle bringing up the rear – from the overhead shots that tracked first Blair, and then Brown, as they made their separate ways to and from the Palace last Wednesday. (In a few weeks’ time I will recognise it again, at closer quarters, when the taxi that’s taking me to an appointment at the House of Commons is halted by police out-riders at the MI5 building opposite Lambeth Bridge to give the prime minister’s Jag a clear run along Millbank.) Very quickly the cars are a few hundred yards away at the western end of the car park, where they stay in formation, parked parallel to the kerb, rather than poked into the bays like the smattering of other cars that are already there.

         Towards the end of the long countdown to his retirement as prime minister, Tony Blair’s personal detectives, some of them with him from the beginning, were given two choices: stay with him in his new role as ordinary citizen, or opt to be deployed elsewhere in the protection service. Anticipating a future based on that of his friend Bill Clinton, who he was already occasionally meeting for dinner at Claridge’s, or drinks in his suite at the Ritz, or at the Mondrian in Los Angeles or the Marriott in Palm Springs or the Sherry Netherland in New York for one of Clinton’s starry ‘social entrepreneurship’ events, based on the idea that business and philosophy can form a seamless whole (motto: ‘Using entrepreneurial methods and market mechanisms to solve social problems’) – looking forward to an easy life on the international charity and lecture circuits, Tony’s detectives (motto: ‘I’ll have what he’s having’) had all signed up to stay with Tony. Only to have it announced on the day of his last appearance in Parliament that, far from chasing the high life, Blair had angled for and been given the job of special peace envoy to the Middle East. So it was goodbye candle-lit cosy-ups with Brangelina and Bono (the heavies know probably better than anybody that among the most visible benefits of celebrity is access to fellow celebrities; also that their own darkling presence is one of the most potent modern signifiers of status). It was goodbye to that, and hello street skirmishes and local militias and a future of dodging bombs and ducking bullets at checkpoints and sandbagged shit-holes in the occupied territories. There was a rush to jump ship as soon as Blair’s peace envoy role was announced. But his detectives were told they had signed up and were committed; they were there for the duration and to please collect their body armour on the way out.

         Mrs Thatcher of course knows this. Even in this period of her senescence, she gives the impression of still knowing everything. A fortnight ago she had taken Tony Blair’s arm at a memorial service to mark the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Falklands war, one of his last showpiece appearances as prime minister. (She had caused a kerfuffle by turning up in a lavender hat-dress-and-coat outfit virtually identical to the one worn by her old adversary, the Queen.) In a few days, waiting for the start of the Wimbledon semifinal between X and Y, I will glance up from the paper to see her easing past Terry Wogan in the royal box at Wimbledon, inclining her head to take the applause, raising her hand in a small regal wave once she is seated.

         Where does she go in between all the times she is not being ‘Margaret Thatcher’? The answer, sometimes it seems, is here, where the short, purposeful steps of her performance self are allowed to dwindle into the short, tentative steps of pensionerdom and widowhood and she is allowed time away from the big, emphatic colours she uses to identify herself for the cameras – her blazons.

         I watch them form up into the usual group – the two women in the middle, dressed virtually identically, a protection officer front and rear, narrow diamond formation – and move slowly from the car park, across the carriage-drive with its steep camber and submerged gutters, in the direction of the lake.

         The detectives assigned to her have grown old in her service. With their mottled cheeks and serge overcoats and tightly rolled umbrellas, they could be middle-ranking civil servants or (the slightly younger, slightly more dashing ones, the type she has always had an eye for – the type Mark Thatcher has always tried to emulate, shirts from Turnbull & Asser, shoes from Lobb, hoping for his mother’s approval) denizens of the secret world of intelligence.

         A shelter squats between the Thatcher party and the lake, largely blocking the path, making the path fork around it. Open to the weather on four sides, with a metal hasp-anchored timber bench in each, it has been graffitied over and had names gouged out of it of course, and attracts what are known among the more respectable users of the park as ‘elements’ – hoodies, neets (a new New Labour acronym: ‘not in employment, education or training’) and others who wear their piercings and anti-social behaviour orders with intimidatory swagger. It is the sort of park shelter that suggests something untoward is going on in one of its compartments even when there isn’t (although there usually is).

         
      
    

         At the shelter they can go one of two ways along the perimeter path around the lake. Turning right will immediately bring them to the cantonment of anglers with their maggot banks and igloo tents and support group of recreational distance-spitters and Stella-swiggers. One of the reasons Mrs Thatcher’s love affair with the gated community in Dulwich was so short-lived was that the route to and from it took her through Brixton. They take the narrow path to the left of the shelter – I can see the rim of a bicycle wheel and the toe of a brand-new, fat-laced white trainer poking out of the shadowy alcove closest to where they are walking – without drawing a flicker of interest from the ‘elements’, who are either shut off with their fishing rods behind their big umbrellas or too locked into their own deals and interests to notice. They just want to be in a place where they have the world behind them, and before them nothing but emptiness.

         And so we go along, the five of us, not twenty feet apart. And then, a further twenty feet beyond Mrs Thatcher and her minders, I see Aitch in his broad-brimmed Australian Driza-Bone hat, dog leads cabled round his neck, waiting to pick up after a miniature Schnauzer that is squatting on a greasy, churned-up square of grass.

         Aitch seems enviably unfazed by his encounters with Mrs T. ‘Saw ole Maggie yesterday,’ he might volunteer. ‘Looks more like her Spittin’ Image every day.’ (Or, ‘Saw that idiot Geldof’: the two of them have been evil-eyeing each other in a feud that dates back many years and involves Geldof accusing Aitch of not keeping his dogs under control around his small daughters, Peaches and the other one, who these days are never out of the papers.)

         Aitch touches the brim of his hat in acknowledgement to the advance detective, who assumes a surveillance position, waiting for the others to catch up. He knows Aitch, knows he can be trusted to maintain a neither hostile nor over-chummy neutrality. He doesn’t know me. His expression seems to invite an explanation. I tell him I’m waiting for my dog who has found some interesting smells a little way back, to find me. (‘Reading his wee-mails,’ I think of saying, parroting a woman with a wire-hair Parson Jack Russell, but don’t.)

         Standing there, the two of us slightly apart from the detective, who is separate from the main group of Mrs Thatcher and her carer companion and his fellow protection officer, in this slightly unreal situation (we know that under their roomy double-breasted navy blue coats both men are armed) Aitch suddenly opens up in a way that has never happened in the years we have been passing the time of day with each other.

         I know he has a son, grown up and living in Australia (which may explain his fondness for the slightly ludicrous-looking waxed cotton hat, the kind that has wine corks dangling from it in cartoons). But now he is speaking for the first time of a girlfriend, which makes me adjust my perception of him as a loner, somebody who loves the park, which he has been using since he was a boy (he remembers it in the early post-war years when it was still divided into allotment gardens, his mother coming over to pull a lettuce, some carrots), and notices the seasons; somebody who vegges out at night with a ready-meal and tins of beer that he collapses with his fist and allows to lie where they fall. (Somebody like James, in fact, who I know takes a drink, but whose midden of a flat mysteriously didn’t seem to contain any tell-tale cans or bottles when it was ransacked by Kim and Aggie.)

         ‘I took my girlfriend for a meal in the West End on Friday night,’ Aitch says. ‘And it was deserted, like a walk in a country lane.’

         I had passed the precise spot where the bomb was, the piece of pavement where they had parked the car packed with petrol and liquid propane or butane and nails, dozens, probably hundreds of times, without noticing. ‘Tiger Tiger’. It meant nothing.

         There’s a club in Shaftesbury Avenue, close to Piccadilly, part of the soaked concrete Trocadero development, where there’s always a queue along the pavement at a certain time of night with the black bouncers with their zephyr earpieces and padded satin bomber jackets and stylish kids with their pants hanging off and the white iPod wires like in the bus-stop posters against their black skin, whose eyes you sometimes lock with and feel old, going home on the bus, take the dog around the block, get the pillows set right for the asthma.

         But ‘Tiger Tiger’? Nothing. London’s Tiger Tiger is one of a national chain of nine late-night venues owned by Novus Leisure, I read in the paper. Tiger Tigers, the report continued, are particularly popular with women and also appeal to older partygoers because of a policy of allowing customers to pre-book booths, removing any chance of having to queue in the cold.

         In future of course it will be impossible to sit on the top on the number 19, gazing out of the tagged, hazed window, catching the effervescent blue of the digitised sign on the side of the bus occasionally bubbling up against shop-window displays and stretches of marble curtain-walling, or interacting interestingly with the vivid orange of the Tiger Tiger illuminated sign, tone-on-tone volumetric illusions, a heightened surface complexity, the new optical solids, and not think: 60 litres of petrol found on the back seat and in the boot with a mobile phone trigger; nails strewn around. The first explosion would rupture the gas canisters and produce a fine cloud of gas, petrol and air; a second explosion would then detonate the vapour. That would give you an explosion of the sort the Americans used to flatten the trees in Vietnam, said Sidney Alford, an explosives expert.

         Difficult in future to swing right off the Haymarket along Jermyn Street in the direction of St James’s, within a few feet of where the metallic green Mercedes was parked, and see the smokers who now throng the pavement outside Tiger Tiger, hugging themselves with their pale bare arms, corralled behind velvet ropes, shifting from foot to foot (the bombers beat the smoking ban by two days), and not think: carnage and deep-body laceration and major head trauma; bodies ruined by nails and glass, torn up. Hard not to gauge how many of them are wearing glasses and recall that the sight of many of the survivors of the London suicide bombings on 7/7 was saved by the glasses they were wearing.

         ‘The new wars’ is how they are coming to be referred to in academic circles. Kosovo, Iraq, Afghanistan, but also the wars here. (Although the new prime minister has committed himself to desist from using the Blair–Bush all-purpose rallying-cry, ‘the war against terror’.) ‘New-Wars Theory and Sources of Insecurity’ is a course that has been made available at some British universities. ‘Risk Sociology’ and ‘Terrorism Studies’ have also been proving popular in the years since 9/11, particularly with students from overseas.

         Khaled Meshaal. Ismail Haniyeh. Fawzi Barhoum. Abdul Rashid Gazi. Jaish al-Islam. The Tawhid and Jihad Brigades. Mumtaz Dogmush. The Popular Resistance Committees … Are these among the names and organisations Mrs Thatcher has highlighted or put exclamation marks against over breakfast this morning? They all appear in a single piece in a single paper, an article about the BBC journalist taken hostage in the Gaza Strip on the 12 March. Already it is day 113. (Day 61 for Madeleine. Day 06 for the new administration of Gordon Brown. In four days it will be 07.07.07 – ‘Triple Seven’ – an apparently propitious date for Western culture: many thousands of marriages have been planned for that date. There will be a mass wedding ceremony at 7 p.m. on Triple Seven Saturday at Caesars Palace in Las Vegas. Catholics and Charismatic Evangelicals in the US are holding mass rallies.)

         
      
    

         A video released to Al Jazeera television two Sundays ago showed the captured BBC correspondent wearing what he said was an explosives vest; the kind of vest that one of the Islamist terrorists in the burning jeep that rammed Glasgow airport apparently had strapped to him. But, even as I stand batting the breeze with Aitch, and Mrs T makes her slow approach along the railing by the lake towards us, Palestinian militias are preparing to liberate Alan Johnston from the rival al-Qaida-inspired faction who have been holding him: dozens of Hamas gunmen in black masks are occupying the rooftops of high-rise apartment blocks that overlook the stronghold of the Dogmush family in the Sabra district of Gaza City. There has been sporadic shooting throughout the morning, with one passer-by shot dead in crossfire. People are burning tyres to drive away mosquitoes and flies. Does she know this?

         The ‘country lane’ effect, as Aitch has described the unusual quiet that took hold in the West End in the wake of the attempted car-bomb attacks on the Haymarket – restaurants deserted, pubs slack, cinemas and theatres closed, only the voices of the military and yellow-reflector-vested members of the emergency services occasionally ripping through the silence – reminded me of something I had read about the new wars in Afghanistan and elsewhere: that the landmines strewn around were difficult to see because they were green and disappeared in the grass.

         There has been speculation that the latest bombers are probably British-born but working under the instruction of key al-Qaida figures located in camps in North Waziristan, the tribal land on the Afghan-Pakistan border, high and cold and exposed to flailing wind. The roads there, it is reported, are given over to highwaymen who demand tolls and sometimes abduct children when money is insufficient. Drug gangs and transport mafia dominate the barren economy. The cities have been pounded so hard they are disaggregated into piles of bricks and stones. This is the landscape of the broadcast news, and the novels of the new medieval future: everything paling away into the murk. The soft ash blowing in loose swirls over the blacktop. Along the shore a burden of dead reeds. Terminal landscapes. Wasted terrain. Osama – the Lion – called the place Maasada, the Lion’s Den.

         When Mrs Thatcher and her companions eventually got to where Aitch and I were standing – she cast a curious purse-lipped look Aitch’s way, gave a half-nod and blinked rapidly several times – they opted for the path that leads away from the lake and follows the curve of the D-shape that defines the sub-tropical garden. Usually at this time of the year the garden would be filled with people in shorts and bikinis: the looped metal fence which surrounds it is useful for families with young children, while the dense shelter belt of shrubs and trees, planted in raised beds to create the mild micro-climate in which yucca and banana plants thrive, provides the sunbathers with natural screens that they use to protect their privacy.

         But the garden is dripping and deserted. During the winter months the more vulnerable species are shrouded in fleece and straw and protective white plastic whose twine ties, spaced at head, waist and feet levels, inevitably suggest a trussed-up body shape, or body bags. (Although it has never occurred to me before, I am reminded now of the television pictures of Mrs Tebbit, wife of Margaret Thatcher’s trusted Rottweiler figure, Norman, being lowered down the face of the Grand Hotel in Brighton after the IRA bomb went off during the Conservative conference of 1984. The entire front of the building had been blown out by the force of the blast. Mrs Tebbit was strapped to a stretcher and being lowered vertically past gouts of water erupting from ruptured pipes and rooms whose furnishings and personal belongings – flower-patterned quilts, wall lamps hanging by the wires but somehow still burning – were clearly visible. Mrs Thatcher, it would later emerge, was at that very moment letting it be known she wanted Marks and Spencer to open immediately so that delegates, many of them forced to flee wearing only carpet slippers and dressing-gowns, could replace clothes lost in the explosion.)

         As she proceeds around the perimeter of the garden, Mrs T stops every so often to reach up to a drooping branch or out to a flabby rosette of leaves to apparently express her concern about how they are being affected by the weather. And it is only now I notice something that should have been obvious from the beginning: no handbag. She is without the item which came to symbolise her legendary bossiness and indomitability and which she turned into a verb: to handbag, or (more commonly) to be handbagged. She isn’t carrying one of the bucket-sized handbags which became part of her armoury. ‘Margaret Thatcher carried the authority of her office always with her. It was in her handbag,’ Douglas Hurd, her Northern Ireland, Home and Foreign Secretary at various times, once said. ‘She was asserting it the whole time’.

         Even in the famous picture of her standing in the gun turret of a Saracen tank, taken after the Falklands, kitted out in hooded headscarf and fly-eye desert goggles, she has a handbag over her arm.

         What is remembered in the body is well remembered. The presence of learned culture in the body, wrote Elaine Scarry, must at least in part be seen as originating in the body, attributed to the refusal of the body to disown its own early circumstances, its mute and often beautiful insistence on absorbing into its rhythms and postures the signs that it inhabits a particular space at a particular time.

         It is said that within a few months of life British infants have learned to hold their eyebrows in a raised position. And a muscle memory keeps sending Mrs Thatcher’s pale, manicured right hand with its prominent wrist-bone and thin blue veins travelling along her other arm in an attempt to push the slipping strap – which of course isn’t there – back towards the clamp of her elbow.

         In a similarly reflexive action, her carer’s hand constantly reaches out and hovers around the small of Mrs Thatcher’s back. It is noticeable, though, that, no matter how many times this happens, her fingers never make actual contact with the nap of the camel-hair coat nearly identical to her own. The women are of similar height, build and general demeanour. But for this business with the hands, anybody watching from a distance, through a hair-trigger zoom or with the naked eye, would find it difficult telling the two of them apart.

         
             *

         

         It is often said that today’s abundance of media images creates a screen between the individual and the world, and that this is the source of the feeling we all increasingly have of seeing everything but of being able to do nothing. The media gives us images of everything – but only images.

         He had only realised Kate Middleton lived a street away, and had been living there for two or three years, when some houses that came up on the TV news looked naggingly familiar. The houses were the backdrop to pictures of the paparazzi climbing over each other to squeeze off shots of Prince William’s girlfriend as she left home for work in the morning.

         Kate Middleton had started 2007, according to Princess Diana’s private secretary, Patrick Jephson, writing in the Spectator, with the year ‘stretching ahead of her like an enchanted garden’. Prince William was going to announce their engagement and she therefore would be in line to become Queen. But after a series of highly publicised paparazzi chases ominously like the one which resulted in the death of his mother, the prince announced that he and Miss Middleton had agreed, after several years as a couple, to go their separate ways. Nevertheless rumours persisted in the press about them ‘spending secret nights together’ out of the media spotlight. And on Monday all the papers had run pictures of Kate Middleton sitting in the row behind Prince William at the concert held to mark the tenth anniversary of his mother’s death, singing along (so they said, and the event had been televised) to Take That’s ‘I Want You Back (For Good)’.
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