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Friday 24 June 2016




Henry Wagstaff woke up in a state of exhilaration not experienced for a long time in his seventy-six years. Before doing anything else, and entirely out of character, he went straight to his journal. Ignoring the lines on the page, again out of character, he wrote in large lettering: ‘It has happened. It has truly happened. The UK has voted to leave the European Union.’




Impulse forced him to expand. He had stayed up all night hardly feeling sleepy, such was the disbelief he found himself experiencing. One after another the results showed, and with massive percentage majorities in some cases, that the Leave side had won. He was in front of the set at twenty minutes to five when David Dimbleby announced the BBC was forecasting that the UK had voted to leave the E.U.




Henry almost had to take hold of himself to view it with calmness. It was not until after six o’clock that he had gone to bed, daylight well to the fore, feeling what he described in his diary as ‘sheer undiluted bloody euphoria’. We really were on the way to extricating ourselves from that controlling, self-indulgent, profligate outfit. The images of Keith Vaz looking as white as a sheet or of Paddy Ashdown proclaiming in a tweet: ‘Our poor country!’ could only add to the sense of unbelievable elation.




Events had moved fast. Henry had been in bed for only three hours yet during that time David Cameron had broadcast his resignation as Prime Minister. Henry classed that as excellent news in itself. He’d had more than sufficient of the man.




A few hours later he was back in his diary, having only just remembered to make a bread pudding for Mollie’s birthday which he would take downstairs for the weekly Scrabble session with the sisters. He’d had an early lunch so that he would have time to record as much as he could of the day’s momentous and entirely unexpected events.




‘Since getting up,’ he wrote, ‘and it’s still only one o’clock, a motion of No Confidence in the Government has been issued by Jeremy Corbyn. Nicola Sturgeon has said unequivocally that a second Scottish independence referendum will take place, Scotland having voted Remain.’




Henry was now in his stride. ‘When one thinks of all that has been thrown at Vote Leave: all the bile, the patronising condescension, all the experts from economics, science, arts, everything and everybody, it is bloody marvellous. The establishment has received a good and well-deserved kicking.’




o o o




Henry’s mood had not shifted an iota as he stepped out of his flat at three o’clock, a touch overloaded. He was carrying as usual Scrabble board and bag of tiles, baking tin with cooled-down bread pudding, his dictionary, and the day’s Telegraph under his arm. He would play down his enthusiasm in case of dissension downstairs. He knew that Julia had voted Remain and Mollie Leave. So far neither had expressed especial enthusiasm for their respective sides. That was partly evidenced now as he realised, through their open door, that they were not discussing Europe. They were talking about him. By one floor up their conversation was muffled but Henry’s hearing was acute.




‘I do wonder why a chap like him has never married.’




Henry chuckled at Julia’s observation and stopped in his tracks.




‘I have a feeling he’s asexual,’ replied Mollie.




‘A sexual what?’ sniffed Julia, a trifle concerned at the way conversation was moving.




‘No, Julia. Asexual. It’s one word. It means someone not interested in either way, or any way.’




‘Oh, I see.’ Another sniff from Julia.




Mollie was not finished. ‘I’ve often wondered about his high-pitched voice, always ready to crack. Like Anne Widdecombe’s. He might well have had an accident when he was very young, or his balls hadn’t dropped properly.’




‘Mollie!’ This was getting too much for Julia. For Mollie with her nursing background that she had embraced in the latter stages of her working life, such an observation seemed matter- of-fact.




The effect on Henry earwigging a floor above was one of near hilarity. Mollie had got it right on two counts. Matters that had caused him some embarrassment in younger days had no consequence in older age. He had often wondered about his cracked voice but no doctor or hospital had ever discovered anything wrong.




He had never spoken to them about the other matter and would never think of doing so. He was indeed asexual, although the word had not seemed to enter the general lexicon until he was in his thirties. It was true that he was not interested in that way – as people expressed it – with either women or men. Nor had it worried him, on the basis that one never missed what one had never experienced. In fact when he saw relationships all around him collapsing like card packs, he felt he wasn’t missing much. Henry’s full life of work and interests had always kept him content. He was about to close his door when something the sisters were now saying caught his further attention.




‘The one thing I do wish about Henry is that he would reduce his weight.’




‘Oh, I agree,’ replied Julia. ‘It can’t be healthy for him to carry all that weight around.’




Henry allowed himself a snort. This did touch a nerve. He had tried a number of times to reduce his weight, which had only increased in the years since he had stopped playing football. With irritation he had to admit to himself that he did like his food. He looked down at the bread pudding and resolved not to have a piece of it when offered by the sisters over a cup of tea.




But he refused to feel out of sorts on this day of otherwise undiluted elation. First though he contrived to let the sisters know he was on his way so that they would not be embarrassed at being caught talking about him. He therefore made a point of banging his door shut and starting to whistle a happy tune loudly as he descended the stairs.




o o o 




‘You’ve done well there, Henry. How many is that on a triple score?’




Mollie Chadwick always congratulated Henry when he produced a seven-letter word. This time it was BLASTED, with a blank tile representing the D. Henry totalled up eighty-eight points but mumbled the answer to Mollie’s question. He felt her sister resented large scores as Julia did not usually come up with them.




‘Yes, that’s good,’ echoed Julia, trying hard. ‘Three points more than Mollie’s age today’.




Mollie laughed. Julia was capable of saying the wrong thing but she was certain this was not an unkind remark. Henry remained unsure. Julia was ready for an escape.




‘The tea must be brewed now.’ Julia extricated herself from the table they were sitting at next to the bay window and left the room. It was Mollie’s turn and she bent over her tile rack.




‘Do you think Julia gets much out of these sessions now?’ Henry was becoming a bit concerned that Scrabble was not after all one of her pleasures.




‘Oh certainly,’ answered Mollie. ‘She always says how she looks forward to it. Don’t worry about Julia. She likes the stimulation of exerting her brain.’




Henry did not know so much but let it go.




‘Well, Henry.’ Mollie lowered her voice although she could hear plenty of Julia’s clatter with the tea things in the kitchen. ‘What about the Leave vote?’




‘Still can’t believe it,’ replied Henry.




‘I’ve tried to lay off the subject. Julia was content to say that she voted Remain for the sake of the status quo. Don’t rock the boat – that sort of thing. But now she has started to bang on about the peace we’ve enjoyed all these years because of the European Union.’




Henry sniffed. ‘Well, that’s been down to Nato since the War. Does Julia forget we had peace for nearly thirty years before the Common Market came along, let alone the E.U. itself in 1992?’




‘That’s what gets to me,’ echoed Mollie. ‘I wouldn’t have minded if we’d stayed as the Common Market. And I’m all for co-operation between any set of countries, I really am. I just don’t want to be controlled by them.’




‘Quite,’ said Henry.




‘Shh. Julia’s coming in.’




‘Any plans for your birthday evening?’ Henry took the cue to change the subject.




‘Julia’s taking me to the theatre.’




‘It’s a good play. I’ll be reviewing it while you’re both watching it tonight.’




Julia was back in the room pushing a trolley.




‘You’re really absorbed with your hospital programme, Henry.’ Mollie poured out the first cup and gave it to him. ‘I know I’ve enjoyed the few times you’ve had me on it.’




‘You must come again. You’re good at talking about films.’




‘Ah, well, not so much now. I don’t care for the modern stuff. Much prefer the film society offerings.’




‘Any time you’re ready to join me again, say the word. The only problem these days is getting back here with the car at half past eleven. Parking in Chessington Gardens is becoming worse on a Friday night.’




It was then that Mollie spotted the bread pudding that was looking slightly different. ‘How thoughtful of you, Julia, placing a candle in the middle of it.’




Julia took the pudding from the trolley and placed it on the table. ‘I should have thought of buying proper birthday candles. I’ve had to make do with a thick red Christmas candle. Not really appropriate.’




‘Never mind, dear.’ Mollie overlooked the strange sight. ‘It’s the thought that counts. It makes a change from birthday cake, and we really do enjoy your bread pudding, Henry.’




Henry smiled. He knew that the sisters much preferred his culinary skills with bread pudding rather than cakes. ‘Well, it gets away from Emma Thompson’s stereotype about us.’ The sisters groaned. ‘What was it she called us? “A tiny little something corner of Europe, a cake-filled something grey old island”. Makes you wonder why so many people want to come here if that’s the case.’




‘Now then, Henry. Let me cut a piece of your own delicious bread pudding.’




‘Ah, no thank you, not this week.’ Henry patted his stomach self-consciously.






Chapter 1a
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Al-Jum’ah 18 Ramadan 1437


‘I wonder if the Queen is still alive.’


Julia Chadwick’s reflection competed with her concentration on what to try out next on the Scrabble board. Henry Wagstaff was looking down on his own rack at the time, contemplating where to place the useful S that had just turned up. He sighed inwardly at Julia’s off-the-cuff remark. It was proving so true: Elisabeth Kubler-Ross’s theory on grief. Five stages to go through. The last was acceptance. Henry was aware of a lot of acceptance both in Eastbourne and elsewhere that he would not have believed possible, even after fifteen years.


‘She must be ninety now,’ said Mollie.


‘She was ninety in what used to be April,’ offered Henry.


Mollie paid closer attention. ‘Have you heard anything about her?’


‘No, but she was born in 1926.’


‘And the Duke is even older, if he’s still with us.’


Still with us. Henry mused over and felt momentarily gladdened that quaint old expressions like that had not died out of the language, unlike so much else. ‘Christian’ was one word that had gone. We were all described as ‘non-Muslims’ now.


‘I’m sure we would have heard. The Leader would have seen to it that something would go into the English Arab News.’


Henry sighed again. ‘I expect they are still holed up in the Castle of Mey.’ Henry knew that The Leader had a certain respect for the Queen and Philip. Their longevity qualified them for that. He still wondered though what had happened to most of the younger royals. Nothing was heard of them, except for the one or two who’d made it to America before the shutters came down. Henry continued to hope that the States might come to Europe’s aid one day. Not that he was holding his breath. What was it Churchill was supposed to have said? ‘The United States can always be relied upon to take the right action after exhausting all other possibilities.’


‘There, that’s the best I can do.’ Julia placed HUGE down on the board. She counted up the number of points and Henry added it to his column of figures. He always kept the scores. The sisters had long decided he was the mathematician and they were glad not to have to bother. They noticed how meticulous he was, and would come downstairs to them each week with carefully ruled columns drawn on blank sheets of paper.


Henry became increasingly mindful of how he could place his own seven-letter word he had been nursing. Trying to control his excitement, for there was little of that these days, he placed on the board LORRIES, the E under Julia’s H, the S under the U. He totted up his score and recorded it.


‘I’ll make some tea in a minute,’ said Julia, ‘and we’ll drink to Mollie’s birthday.’


Henry mused again, this time at the phrasal verb ‘drink to’. Tea and other soft drinks were the only means one could deploy to ‘drink to’ now, except for the illicit stills in the cellars of those taking a considerable risk. He thought of the brandy he was still keeping for emergencies and wondered anew how secure it was. 


‘Are you quite sure it’s today?’ queried Mollie.


‘I am’. Henry was just ruling off another set of lines while awaiting his next go. ‘I still keep a regular tally on our calendar.’


‘Do be careful, Henry. You could get fined for that.’


‘Possibly. They’d have to delve deep in the cupboard. The diaries might have gone, but I’m determined the dates haven’t.’


Julia laughed. ‘Rest assured, Mollie. Knowing Henry’s record-keeping, I checked with him. Today really is Friday 24 June in the year 2016, and you really are eighty-five.’


‘Thank you, dear. I’m not sure I need to be reminded. Now then. I can’t make a seven-letter word but I can get rid of this X that I’ve been holding on to for so long. There now.’ Mollie laid down on the board the letters forming IBEXES.


‘What ever’s that?’ said her startled sister.


‘Ibexes are animals,’ replied Mollie.


‘Get away. I don’t believe you.’


‘Honestly, Julia. An ibex is a goat.’


‘Well, I’ve never heard of it.’


Henry was already diving into his trusty old OED with the tattered covers. He was well accustomed now to settling disputes between the sisters by referring to the dictionary. Indeed it was the only way he could defend himself sometimes against Julia.


‘Here it is,’ he said, pointing. ‘Ibex: a wild goat, and you can pluralise it the usual way.’


Julia tossed her head in the air. She did not take kindly to being proved wrong. ‘I don’t need to look. I believe you. I’ll go and make some tea.’ As she got up, her mood softened. ‘And we’ll have some of Henry’s excellent bread pudding to mark Mollie’s birthday.’


Henry winked at Mollie as Julia left the room.


‘Another difficult moment over,’ observed Mollie. ‘In all of that, you’ve forgotten to mark me up for fifty-five points.’


‘Oh, of course. Sorry.’ Henry duly recorded the score.


‘I was only thinking this morning when Julia wished me a happy birthday. I hadn’t realised. Eighty-five today. Twenty years ago I was sixty-five. I could have done all sorts of things then that I can’t now. Wish I could remember though what I did do that day.’


Henry Wagstaff dipped into pensive mood. ‘If things had been the same, I could have said what I was doing through my journals.’


Mollie looked directly at him. She remembered how much store Henry had set by his journals. ‘I wouldn’t mind betting that’s what you miss most.’


Henry thought for a moment. There was so much that he missed, but Mollie was right. ‘It is,’ he said shortly.’


‘Why?’


‘Oh, partly for the reason we’ve just been mentioning. I can no longer go back to check on what I was doing on specific days.’ He sighed and paused for a moment. ‘But they had to go, particularly for what I said in one of them in 1990, that got me ejected from the region where our current masters come from.’


Mollie knew the history, or thought she did. Henry had not told them the full story. She and Julia did not move to Chessington Gardens until a few years after Henry’s unceremonious departure from Saudi Arabia but gradually they had come to hear something about it. ‘When you look back, you must regard it as a misguided thing to have done.’


‘Oh, it was daft. If I’d imagined for a moment that the Eastbourne Herald was going to print the whole lot verbatim, I wouldn’t have sent it.’ Henry laughed darkly. ‘Even when I first saw the article, my first thought was not worry but annoyance with myself. All that raw diary entry stuff – the register was all wrong for a newspaper audience. To this day I’m amazed they printed the whole lot. So no, it was a fair cop. I should have thought more about the possible implications. In view of what’s happened since, I’m only too thankful the Saudis themselves never knew about it. Good old Aeronautics UK with their £10 billion contract to supply arms and personnel. They saw to it they got rid of me before their cash cow got wind of it.’


It had been a long time since Henry had recalled vividly the mass shredding exercise he knew was needed when the Occupation occurred. Quite apart from the events referred to with Mollie, too much reflection had been included in the journals that would not have found favour if discovered. The fatwa announced against Salman Rushdie had occurred while he was working in Dhahran and Henry had expounded considerably on that alone. The journals were therefore the first to go from his life. It had taken him a full day to get rid of them. Thank God he had. It was only a week or so after that when the authorities began their extensive searches in people’s property. His anger rose again at the impertinence and he had to shake himself out of it.


‘What do you miss most, Mollie?’


‘Cinemas first and theatres second. And without doubt, Glyndebourne. Oh God, how I still yearn for those evenings in long gowns out in the heart of the Sussex countryside. It would have been something like that I would have been doing twenty years ago. We hadn’t been living here long but Julia treated me to an evening at the Devonshire Park and then kept up the habit until the Occupation. Or it was the Congress if the play wasn’t up to much and there happened to be a concert on. That’s right. It would have been one of those options. I’d forgotten for a moment. It all seems such a long time ago. Now look at those places, and the Hippodrome.’ She sighed. ‘It doesn’t do to dwell on these things.’


Julia arrived, pushing the tea trolley. Henry got up to help her transfer the tea things to the table. He took special care with the bread pudding the sisters requested every week.


‘Henry and I were just discussing, Julia, what were the things we miss from the old days. I can imagine what your answer would be.’


‘Not so much now, but yes, I missed dreadfully being permitted to drive. I’d never been one much for women’s lib, but really when they took away our right to get behind the wheel of a car, I’d have been ready for the barricades, until I saw what they were doing to the women who did protest.’


The threesome went quiet. It was Henry who lightened the mood.


‘As a matter of fact, I spotted a small paragraph in the paper reporting that the Government in New Arabia is beginning discussions about possibly letting women drive cars over there.’


‘There you are, Julia. You might even be able to get back to it.’


‘Don’t bank on it though,’ warned Henry. ‘Don’t forget that it’s the Wahhibis who are the boss there just as much as here; the most conservative force of Islam. While they’re in charge, I can’t see anything lenient getting through.’


Julia shrugged. ‘In any case I’m too old now, and too out of touch.’ She passed the two cups of tea she had just poured to her companions. As if from determination, Julia’s mood changed.


‘Let’s look on the bright side. We’ve been stuck with it for years now. Think of the advantages.’


Henry blinked. ‘Advantages?’


‘Yes. Consider how much more secure we are now in Eastbourne. At night, for instance. You can walk through the town centre very late, even past groups of young lads, and you know for certain they won’t cause the slightest trouble, especially with no alcohol anywhere in sight. And there are no young women with them to egg them on.’


‘But Julia,’ said an incredulous Mollie. ‘You haven’t been out at night for years.’


‘No, well, that’s what I’ve heard.’





Chapter 2
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Friday 11 November 2016


Along the western end of the sea front at Eastbourne, you come to Carlisle Road. Turning inland it winds its way past restaurants, shops and the Heritage Centre, before stopping itself on a diversion around the Congress Theatre. Then it takes back its name and marches up a gentle incline on tarmac long covering the South Downs. Towards its end is a memorial arch, saved as the last remnant of Ascham School. Fifty-one names of Old Boys lost in the First World War are inscribed on its stonework. Every eleventh of November a group of a dozen or so gathers in remembrance of them and of all souls perished in war.


On this Armistice Day two of the dozen gathered there were Henry Wagstaff and Mollie Chadwick. The latter had particular reason always to be there. In the lead-up to the two minutes’ silence she was explaining herself to a woman she had not met before and who was intrigued as to why Mollie was attending. 


‘It’s for the brother I lost. He was on the Burma railway and finally succumbed. Reggie was a good bit older than me. What about yourself?’


‘Oh, I’m on holiday for a few days, staying at a guest house in Meads. The people there told me about the annual ceremony here so I came along. I’m fascinated that you all come to this small gathering rather than to a larger commemoration.’


‘I dare say I shall go along to the main memorial on Sunday morning. But I never feel the sense of intimacy that I do here. I’m always closer to my brother when I come here.’


The woman smiled and the three of them introduced themselves to each other.


Joyce Grimshaw was from Battersea and said she frequently came to Eastbourne for short breaks, especially out of season. She claimed to enjoy the peace and quiet and roaming over the South Downs, although this particular day’s weather was a bit too cold for it.


Henry was about to express agreement when they were cut short by the piper who announced that it was just coming up to eleven o’clock.


When the silence was over, the piper offered a prayer and then announced that the students from the campus across the road were making an invitation to everybody present to join them as their guests for coffee.


‘What a charming idea!’ exclaimed Joyce. 


‘They do this every year now,’ said Henry. ‘We always go over. Would you care to join us?’


‘That would be delightful,’ returned Joyce. ‘And it’ll be nice to get into the warm.’


‘It is very cold this year. Usually we’re lucky with the sun out,’ said Mollie.


Led by the piper playing Amazing Grace, the threesome made their way the short distance across the road with some half dozen others through the tree-lined grounds to the Starting Gate, as the café bar was named.


‘It’s quite an astute move,’ offered Mollie. ‘There was a fair amount of dissension up here when the university was expanded a few years ago. Trouble with noise and extra cars parked, often late at night. The students have been building bridges, trying to bring residents and themselves together. This is one of the ways they’ve been doing it.’


The group entered the building and walked across an Edwardian hall into the café area where several young people were seated, their heads poised over laptops.


Joyce laughed. ‘A bit different from our day. We’d have had endless sheets of paper and ballpoint pens.’ A young man heard, looked up and smiled.


‘Henry would know, but I wouldn’t,’ observed Mollie. ‘I didn’t go to university.’


‘Forgive me if I’ve got it wrong,’ said Joyce. ‘Are you husband and wife?’


The other two laughed and Mollie explained that they were flat neighbours. Just as they were heading to the counter, having been invited by the young staff to accept coffee or whatever they wanted to drink, they heard a kerfuffle going on in one corner. A group of four was exhibiting a lot of anger, although all were in agreement.


‘What I can’t believe,’ said a young woman with purple hair, ‘is how stupid so many women must have been to vote for him.’


‘Too right,’ replied a male student, ‘after hearing on microphone what he said he would do with that woman’s pussy.’


The other young man in the group tapped him on the knee and shushed him, at the same time pointing to the clutch of elderly visitors suddenly in their midst. They lowered their voices.


Mollie allowed herself a laugh. ‘Not as though we haven’t heard it all before, but it’s nice of them to be concerned about our feelings.’


‘Yes, that’s pretty good for these days,’ echoed Henry. ‘Nonetheless, that student has got it wrong. The women weren’t necessarily stupid in voting for Trump, especially the wives in the Rust Belt. They want changes, and employment back.’


‘Very doubtful they’ll get it,’ observed Joyce Grimshaw.


‘Certainly,’ agreed Henry. ‘Time will tell.’


‘So how did you feel about the result?’ asked Mollie, not having seen her neighbour since Wednesday morning.


Henry took a deep breath. He was always uncertain of himself in expressing his politics in front of somebody he did not know, which was the case now with Joyce Grimshaw.


‘Exhilarated,’ he chanced. Joyce Grimshaw looked hard into the coffee she had just been given by a counter assistant. Henry noticed but carried on as he too took up a cup from the counter.


‘I don’t know if he will be any good. But it’s the old idea of cocking a snook at fashionable wisdom that appeals to me. All their counterparts in America, for instance.’ He nodded towards the students at their laptops. ‘They’ve been brought up on political correctness, safe spaces, cultural appropriation, protection of viewpoints and literature running counter to their sensibilities. They must be shell-shocked by the result.’


‘I can see that much,’ conceded Joyce. ‘And I don’t necessarily disagree with you. I’m dubious though about the uncharted waters of America having a businessman rather than a politician as president.’


Henry warmed suddenly to his theme. ‘Well I have no difficulty with a businessman heading the free world.’


‘Really?’ questioned Joyce thoughtfully. ‘Even one declared bankrupt four times?’


o o o 


‘Oh certainly, Mollie. She sounds an interesting woman, to have made a complete break from the country after losing her husband like that and starting again in London. Shows some resilience. By all means invite her round here the next time she is staying in Meads.’


Mollie was explaining to Julia about their meeting with Joyce Grimshaw in the morning while Julia had stayed at home to get on with the lunch.


‘I’ll do that, Julia. She’s given me her card. I’ll send her an e-mail on Monday.’ 


Julia was suddenly attentive to the contents of her Scrabble rack. The cogs of her mind began working overtime as she glanced at Henry in an attempt to gauge what his next move would be. He too was deeply absorbed. Despite Mollie’s surprising move to let an S go open-ended, he was finding trouble in making use of it. Then he let out an ‘Ah!’


‘You’ve found something, Henry,’ said Mollie.
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