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1
            1 Circulation

         

         I am not sure where our story begins or at what moment it became a story. Was it built through springtime conversations in the long grass of the park, against the creeping tide of social distance? Or through standing in the mud under dripping trees in the persistent autumn rain? Did it grow out of the dreamy November fog or through sitting in reverent silence on moonlit winter nights, observed only by a passing fox? Was it about our daily sharing of these moments that seemed to expand space and stop time or about the brutal point of rupture when established routines were shattered? Perhaps it was all of these things.

         ‘The Professor and the Tramp!’ Nick announces one day, early in our acquaintance, as if suggesting a title for a West End play.

         ‘I don’t like labels,’ I respond.

         ‘You’re right. You are Emma first and a professor later.’

         ‘And you are a person first, not a tramp.’

         The putative title may have had a good ring to it, but it obscured far more than it revealed. I think we both knew that even then. What linked us was not our distance but our connection. A connection we were forging in food, ideas and conversation under the open sky.

         I suppose you could say it began with a meeting. An introduction of sorts. A friend who circuits Regent’s Park with his 2dogs each morning had long ago mentioned that there were two men living under the trees in a secluded corner of the park. They had been living there for years, he said. They didn’t consider themselves homeless but they didn’t have any shelter either. This friend would often converse with the more extrovert of the two, Nick, and would sometimes drop off bananas, tangerines or slices of home-made bread.

         ‘But presumably they’ve got a tent?’ I asked, predictably.

         ‘No.’

         ‘So what do they do in the rain?’

         ‘They stand under umbrellas.’

         ‘But what about in winter? When it snows?’ I persisted.

         ‘They’re there all year round. They stay in their sleeping bags when it’s very cold and have tarpaulins to lie on.’

         I admit I was intrigued by the idea of these two men living in the open air in one of London’s Royal Parks, but not quite curious enough to go in search of them. Although my home was only a short stroll from the park, I had never strayed down the mud track leading to the quieter, wilder north-west edge that they inhabited, an area frequented mainly by joggers, dog walkers and birdwatchers, categories to which I did not belong.

         I used the park mainly as a place of transit – a shortcut for getting to the tennis courts or the city centre, or to my favourite tranquil spot, a place known to locals as ‘the Secret Garden’, as if by calling it that it will continue to live up to the name. I was often on my bicycle when I crossed the park, which meant sticking to the main drag – the Broad Walk – lined with 3dignified acers, chestnut and plane trees that offered formality and grandeur. I had never come across these two men, Nick and Pascal, who were somehow living wild in one of the most cultivated parks of the capital.

         Even so, sometimes, on stormy nights as I lie awake listening to the rain thrashing against my ill-fitting windows, I find myself thinking about them. Who are they? How are they managing right now? How did they come to be living this way?

         Then lockdown is announced. Suddenly we are only permitted out of the house for one hour a day. Instead of nipping first thing to my local cafe or plunging into the Underground to get to the university where I teach, I find myself, like everyone else, localised and grounded. I develop a new routine of heading into the park or along the Regent’s Canal as soon as I wake up, to enjoy the bright spring mornings before the crowds appear. Sometimes I am with my husband, Denis, but often I am alone. I begin to explore different areas of the park and become more attentive to its morphology and sounds. Two weeks in, at 7 a.m. on one of my daily walks, I bump into my friend – in so far as you can bump at a social distance – who is out with his dogs.

         The dogs have no respect for the two-metre rule, and as they sniff and paw me I find myself asking: ‘Those men you mentioned, who live under the trees … Where exactly are they?’

         Without hesitation and before I have time to consider whether or not it is a good idea, he says, ‘Come, I’ll introduce you.’ 4

         I am led down a back route through a tangle of trees and long grasses, under a stream of faded Tibetan flags someone has left hanging in the tall branches, through a wooded passage, until we emerge in a leafy glen of chestnut and hornbeam trees vibrant with new leaf.

         Lying flat on his back in a battered sleeping bag, so weathered that it looks more vegetable than mineral, is Pascal. His dark hair is wayward at the sides, his face thin, his brown eyes lively as they turn towards me. We are introduced and told we have French in common, but Pascal says he prefers to speak English. He has a pointed chin flanked by two six-inch dreadlocked spooks of beard hair which bob up and down as he speaks. He remains lying flat, his head just slightly raised in a position that to me looks uncomfortable. His voice is unusually quiet and hesitant, his expression friendly but shy. I feel excruciating embarrassment – as if we have barged straight into his bedroom and drawn back his private curtain of trees. I cannot wait to get away. He gestures to where we might find Nick, whose sleeping bag lies like an empty shell on the ground beside him.

         We pass through a narrow passage of hawthorn and bramble. And there he is, seated on a bench in the sunshine, his legs elegantly crossed, cheeks flushed, long frizzled beard glowing silver and pale auburn in the morning light. He is reading Private Eye. He looks the epitome of good health and good humour, like a character from a Thomas Hardy novel without the gloom. Branches of hawthorn rigid with white blossom glow around his seat, creating a magnificent natural throne. If 5Pascal is in his leafy private bedchamber, Nick is in his salon, ready to receive guests, or so it feels. I am introduced by my friend, but he is distracted by a phone call and wanders off. I find myself alone with Nick, wondering what we might talk about. Nick takes the lead.

         ‘The other day your friend left us home-made bread with butter and jam, but I was busy in conversation, so the dogs and birds got to them first. Now, tell me, Emma: do you think that food was wasted?’

         It is a playful question, but I can’t help feeling it is also a challenge – a way of sussing me out. I can feel his laughing eyes fixed upon me. I hesitate.

         ‘No,’ I say. ‘We all need to eat, whether birds, animals or humans.’

         I get the impression he approves.

         Soon he is asking me about the pandemic. He has noticed from his observations of behaviour in the park and through conversations with regulars that many people are extremely anxious and fearful but that everyone seems to be living it differently. How do I feel?

         ‘Mostly relief,’ I say, without hesitation now. ‘Relief that my mother died just in time – before this whole thing started. Relief that she had a good death, if that makes sense.’

         Nick’s quizzical expression encourages me to go on.

         ‘I didn’t know what a “good death” was until then. But my sisters and I were able to be with her for the last twelve days of her life. We got her out of hospital and looked after her at home with the help of her carer. We could hold her hands, hug 6her, feed her, accompany her to the end of her life. She died peacefully in her own bed and it all felt quite natural.’

         I don’t really know why I’m telling him all of this except that it is true and he seems like someone you would tell the truth to. And perhaps I also want our conversation to be real.

         ‘We were able to give her a proper funeral just before Christmas,’ I continue, ‘one that she would have appreciated if she’d been there to see it. I just keep thinking how glad I am that she got out in time and didn’t have to experience the horror of isolation that many old people are going through right now. She had Alzheimer’s and wouldn’t have understood what was going on. She would have felt abandoned and disoriented.’

         ‘I’m very sorry about the loss of your mother,’ Nick responds. ‘You must still be grieving. But how wonderful that you could be with her. I wasn’t there when my mother died, but I went to the funeral and I sat with her, beside the coffin, for some hours. I was able to thank her for all she’d done. It was important. People fear death,’ he adds, ‘but it really isn’t something to be afraid of. It’s a natural part of life, something we should embrace. I hope when the time comes I will greet death smiling.’

         And so we talk about death and mothers and about the importance of being physically present. You could say that we had broken the ice except that there didn’t seem to be much to break.

         At some point in the conversation I ask how they are managing for food. 7

         ‘We manage,’ Nick says, not dismissively but as if such a question isn’t particularly relevant. ‘People are kind,’ he adds. ‘They bring us things. They get something out of it because they feel good about giving, and it’s good for us as we get to eat the food.’

         I like this comment, with its recognition of how givers are also receivers and receivers also givers: how this is not about needy victims and virtuous benefactors but about relationships of exchange. Here is someone who appears to have nothing in material terms but who seems to glow with an extraordinary sense of well-being. This is quite unlike the well-being advertised in management-speak, where it features as some goal that has to be worked at in one-hour lunchtime sessions but remains forever out of reach. Here is a genuine appreciator of life.

         *

         The next day, instead of continuing on my favourite path along the Regent’s Canal, where I enjoy photographing the dancing reflections of trees in rippled water, I find myself coming off at what I later learn is Bridge 10. (I had never noticed before that the bridges had numbers.) I enter the park under the canopy of two tall plane trees hung with nubbly round fruit. There are paved footpaths here but instead I turn right along a mud track which takes me under giant twisted oak trees, past the bird sanctuary and along the narrow pathway of hawthorn and bramble. If my memory serves me right, this is the same path I took yesterday but in the opposite direction. 8

         Coming out at the other side of this passage – ‘a passage into a secret world’, as Nick later describes it and as I come to live it – I am greeted by crab apple trees bowed down with abundant pink-white blossom and then a sense of space opening up. The long grass is laced with cow parsley at the edges, the tangle of trees to the far side create an impression of forest, and the generous copper beech glows purply-red in the distance. I feel as if I have wandered out of a London park into Alice’s Wonderland.

         Opposite the crab apple trees, secluded under a large chestnut and hornbeam, are Nick and Pascal’s sleeping bags, one inhabited, one not. They are placed some way apart, with a few bagged possessions in between. At the time I assume this is their way of maintaining personal space, but I later learn that the distance is exactly two metres, in conformity with new government guidance on social distancing. I am walking past their domain. I’m not sure if we will converse again – and, if we do, what we will say – but I do glance in their direction half hoping, though not in any way expecting, that they will remember me and want to talk. Nick is bent over some tarpaulins, busy sorting through a small bundle of stuff, some of which has got wet in the unanticipated morning rain. He straightens his back and takes a few steps towards me.

         ‘It’s Emma, isn’t it?’

         Pascal remains in a horizontal position but gives me a small wave and a smile of recognition. I later come to realise that this is his usual position – lying flat, observing and from time to time waving at passers-by, and communicating the names 9of dogs and humans to Nick, whose eyesight is less sharp.

         But on the rare occasions that he does stand up, Pascal cuts a distinctive figure, not only because he is tall and thin with striking features but also because his hair has matted into a thick felt which extends the full length of his back until it splits into a few thick locks tied together into a great knot just above the ankle. When he walks, taking long springy strides, the hair sways like a giant tail with a large boot on the end. Without the knot it would be sweeping the leaves. When he stands still it takes on the appearance of an extra leg.

         ‘Pascal is rooting himself back into the ground,’ Nick observes one day.

         Pascal’s explanation is simpler. ‘It just started growing this way so I thought: why not leave it?’

         ‘How long ago was that?’ I ask.

         ‘Ten years, I think. Perhaps more. Could be thirteen.’

         Conversations with Pascal are sparse in words. Often wordless. When he does speak, his voice bears the slight trace of a French accent which is as gentle and discreet as the man himself. ‘Quietist’ is the word Nick uses to describe him.

         By contrast, words flow liberally from Nick, whose voice has a lyrical, almost hypnotic quality and an accent I am never able to identify, although there are hints of Scouse in it. Discussions with him are fast-paced and intellectually challenging, full of unexpected twists and turns, and, above all, wide-ranging. On this, our second meeting, within the space of an hour – or maybe it is really three – we seem to hop effortlessly from Judaism, Christianity and the Bhagavad Gita 10to Theodor Adorno, Walter Benjamin and Marcel Proust, with a bit of Van Morrison in between. Am I familiar with the song ‘In the Garden’, he asks? It is one of his favourites. I tell him I will take a listen.

         ‘I am not a religious man,’ he tells me, ‘but religions teach us imagination. They are all about awe.’ This is a perspective I discuss in the anthropology lectures I am giving at the university and I share this fact with Nick. It is a view of religion that offers the possibility of both distance and appreciation – far more subtle and enriching than the dismissive inflexibility of new atheist perspectives.

         Our conversation bounds seamlessly from the nature of religious experience to the perils of conspiracy theories, the limits and potential of robots, the tyranny of the class system and the importance of connecting with humans and with nature.

         ‘Here we get the sun as it rises in the east, moves overhead during the day and sets here in the west, and these trees offer protection in the rain,’ he says, explaining their choice of location. ‘Returning to the awe we experienced when we were very young. That is what is important.’

         I am aware that the government has recently announced an ‘Everyone In’ policy which includes providing accommodation to rough sleepers, who have been identified as particularly vulnerable during the pandemic. Hotels, hostels and student halls of residence are all being co-opted for this purpose and homeless charities are perceiving it as a watershed moment. I sense that Nick and Pascal might not find such offers appealing and 11ask if anyone has been round trying to get them into accommodation since the lockdown started.

         ‘They’ve been round a few times,’ Nick says. ‘But I think they get it. I’m not homeless: this is my home!’

         He points to the branches of the hornbeam under which we are standing, its leaves still glistening in the aftermath of the morning rain. On one of the lower branches sits a robin, listening and, from time to time, joining our conversation. It seems to be saying: Why should anyone want to leave this place?

         As we speak, I am conscious that at home I have a large vat of spicy butternut squash soup simmering. Like many people newly confined to their homes, I am spending more and more time in the kitchen cooking things I wouldn’t normally make. There is a cold nip in the air and I can’t help thinking that, if I were outside, what I would really relish would be a mug of hot soup.

         ‘I’m going home to have some soup for lunch that I’ve left cooking. I’d be happy to bring some down later if you’d like?’ I suggest.

         ‘That sounds good,’ Nick says. Pascal nods.

         As soon as I make this offer I realise that I don’t have anything to put the soup in and explain as much. Pascal starts rummaging in a bag behind him and produces two flasks.

         ‘Are those Jim’s?’ Nick asks.

         ‘This one is but not this,’ says Pascal, distinguishing between what look to me like two identical aluminium flasks. He selects the one that is not Jim’s and hands it to me. Later I learn that Jim has two flasks that they plant in an allotted spot down by 12the canal every night and which he duly fills in the early hours with hot coffee or boiling water. Jim is employed as the canal sweeper. He is a small man of Caribbean origin who often looks preoccupied and rarely replies when I say hello to him on my early-morning walks along the towpath. With Nick and Pascal he sometimes converses and sometimes maintains silence. But this man has been faithfully filling up flasks for Nick and Pascal for several years. No one seems to know how many.

         ‘Whenever you have time. It’s greatly appreciated,’ Nick says politely as Pascal hands me the flask.

         And so I find myself walking home with one of the few objects they possess. This feels strange. I am struck by the trust it implies and also by the responsibility. I place it in my kitchen sink and give it a rapid but thorough wash. It is only as I do so that I remember that in these Covid times we aren’t supposed to be touching each other’s things. Cafes that are still open for takeaways are no longer willing to fill their customers’ reusable cups and have retreated back to single-use paper and plastics. Whole articles in the press are devoted to how long the virus can survive on different materials. Metal seems to come out particularly badly. We are advised not to touch doorknobs and to slather our hands in gel whenever we return home. Some people have even taken to wearing plastic gloves for walking in the park. This probably isn’t the time to be handling the flasks of strangers.

         On the other hand, living as they do under the trees, Nick and Pascal seem unlikely to have been exposed to Covid. The risk is all in the other direction. What if I am carrying the 13virus unknowingly? What if I pass it to them via the flask? But it seems too late for such reservations. Now that I have taken it home it is my duty to return it filled. Nonetheless its presence, sitting expectantly by the kitchen sink, feels vaguely subversive.

         I glance at it as I sit down to eat bread and soup with my husband and son. Denis, who is French and also an anthropologist, usually works in Paris on weekdays, but he managed to escape to London on the day the lockdown took effect there in order to be with his family. My son, Julius, would normally be about to return to university in Oxford, but there is little prospect of that in these strange times. And so the three of us are developing new habits – sitting together eating lunch in the middle of the working day when we would ordinarily be dispersed. I have adorned the soup with roasted salted squash seeds and fragments of crispy bacon, which make it look like a dish that might be served in a restaurant. Shall I take these accoutrements to the park too, I wonder? I decide against it. It seems pretentious.

         As we enjoy our meal I tell Denis and Julius about my meeting with Nick and Pascal. They listen with surprise and interest and approve of the idea of sharing the soup.

         It is a few hours before I return to the park with the flask newly filled and two slices of home-made apricot and almond cake wrapped in silver foil. Pascal is alone.

         ‘That was quick!’ he comments with a smile.

         At the time I think that perhaps he is being sarcastic, that perhaps they expected me to return straight away. Later I 14realise that when people say they will bring some food down to the park it often does not appear until several days or weeks later. Sometimes months or even years.

         Pascal takes the flask with a friendly nod. As he half sits up to receive it we exchange a few words, then I head home. And perhaps that is where the story really begins – with my participation in the movement of flasks in and out of the park, a movement that pre-dates me but in which I become intimately involved. The flask acts as a passport into their world, a currency of sorts.

         *

         ‘I’ve come bearing gifts,’ Bachi announces the first time I meet him. It must be my fifth or sixth visit. Bachi is ambling towards Nick and Pascal, trailing behind his much-loved dog, Lizzie – a Ridgeback–Staffy cross, I’m told. She makes an immediate beeline for Nick.

         ‘Ah, Lizzie!’ he exclaims, welcoming her with gestures of affection. Lizzie wags her tail. The pleasure is clearly mutual.

         It is the first time I have visited Nick and Pascal’s grove in the late afternoon. It is the end of a warm but overcast day and the air is thick with the scent of cow parsley. The tall white flowers of the chestnut tree glow like magic lanterns, reminding me of an outdoor production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream I saw as a child. I offer some date and walnut slice still warm from the tin – a recipe my best friend’s mother used to greet us with when we were kids emerging freezing and hungry from an unheated outdoor swimming pool. Nick tells 15me they really enjoyed the soup the other day and thanks me for the cake.

         ‘Bless your heart,’ he says warmly. ‘I could live off nuts and honey, olive oil and bread.’

         It is clear as soon as Lizzie and Bachi appear that they are regular visitors. Later I come to learn that Bachi does a weekly online shop for Nick and Pascal, consulting them on its contents in advance. In summer it contains plenty of fruit, yoghurt, bread and cereal bars; in winter it includes instant porridge and Pot Noodles. I also learn that Bachi and Lizzie stop by every evening. Giving food and flasks of freshly boiled water is part of Bachi’s relationship with Nick and Pascal, but it is clearly only one aspect. Hanging out with them in the fading light, discussing the latest political shenanigans, reminiscing about songs and films, sharing personal news and, above all, playing with Lizzie are all other factors that draw them together.

         Lizzie comes towards me and wags her tail.

         ‘She can’t really see you properly: she’s lost eighty per cent of her eyesight,’ Bachi explains. ‘She used to be used as bait in fighting. When I got her she was terrified of other dogs and wary of humans, but now she’s friends with every dog in the park,’ he says proudly. ‘But this is where she is most relaxed – with Nick and Pascal.’

         As I pat Lizzie, I confess to Bachi that I am more of a cat person than a dog person. But she seems to accept me in spite of this, judging by her tail movements and the way she is licking my hand. 16

         Bachi remains standing some way off at the fringes of the overhanging trees. He is scrupulous about maintaining social distance. He places his bag of food on the ground for Nick and Pascal to collect rather than handing it directly to them. He is volunteering for the NHS, delivering medical supplies and pieces of equipment across London at different times of the day and night at this critical moment when Covid cases are rising and hospitals are finding it difficult to cope.

         ‘The NHS saved my leg,’ he tells me, ‘so this is my way of giving something in return.’

         Six months ago, Bachi was knocked down by a cyclist who was riding illegally on one of the side paths of the park. He had been worried for Lizzie, owing to her blindness, so to protect her he got run over in her place. It was a gesture that cost him dearly. He spent several months in a wheelchair, endured numerous operations and now has three metal plates in his leg and a permanent limp. But Lizzie was protected. That mattered more. To know this story is to begin to understand the strength of Bachi’s love of Lizzie.

         Bachi exudes kindness, quick wit and good humour – a combination that reminds me of my father – but he also exudes a strong sense of privacy and guardedness. He looks to be somewhere in his late forties or early fifties, with Indian features, sharp eyes, spectacles and grey-black hair. Tonight he gets out his iPhone – as I learn he often does – and plays us (at a distance) a 2016 cover version of ‘The Sound of Silence’ that he says he likes. The lions of London Zoo roar persistently from their corner of the park. Are they, like me, pining for the original version? 17

         Nick listens very attentively until the song comes to an end.

         ‘I always liked the Paul Simon version myself,’ he concludes, ‘but I suppose that’s what I’m familiar with. You’d have to listen to this a few times to get used to it. But, then again, it’s not just about who was singing but how you related to the music at the time when you heard it. It’s linked to a certain moment of your life.’

         Proust’s madeleines immediately spring to mind but so too does the teenage excitement of feeling in love with Paul Simon – the short dark one rather than the tall slim blond one my best friend was attracted to.

         Nick produces a large fancy tray of Persian pistachio nut sweets.

         ‘Would you like one of these?’ he asks. ‘They were given to me by Mariam. She’s a very nice Iranian woman who sometimes comes down. Someone gave them to her but she didn’t want them so she brought them here. They were a bit dry but I left them out in the sun during the day and it’s softened them up. They’re quite nice.’

         Bachi immediately turns his head. ‘It would kill me if I ate one of those – literally. I’m seriously allergic to nuts, which is particularly lethal when attending Indian weddings!’

         Having lived in India in the 1980s, and attended many weddings there, I sympathise with the awkwardness of this predicament. Nick is now holding the tray out in front of me. I hesitate, then take one – not because I want to eat it particularly but because I want to accept his hospitality and I sense he will recognise that. 18

         ‘Have you listened to Van Morrison’s “In the Garden” yet?’ Nick asks me.

         ‘Yes, I listened to it in the bath several times,’ I tell him. ‘I like it.’

         ‘Good,’ he concludes. ‘And that’s a good, relaxing place to listen.’

         And so we casually pass the early evening together – Nick, Pascal, Lizzie, Bachi and me. It feels as if Nick and Pascal are hosting an impromptu soirée in a spacious and magnificently decorated living room filled with glistening light and birdsong. We talk music, dogs, foxes and trees. Nick recalls how he once saw a kestrel plunge feet first through the hornbeam, and describes how he and Pascal used to feed the foxes until there were five of them lined up expectantly every morning – then they decided maybe it wasn’t such a good idea. ‘I once woke up to find my hand warm and wet and then realised it was inside a fox’s mouth,’ he tells us.

         As we chat, Lizzie moves about between us, sometimes receiving treats from Bachi, getting petted by Nick or licking Pascal’s face and my hands. Pascal as ever remains lying flat. The whole scene feels curiously idyllic if somewhat clandestine at a time when opportunities for casual socialising have been curtailed. At seven forty Bachi announces he has to head back to be home in time to clap for the NHS. So our soirée comes to an abrupt end, except that it is really only just another beginning. 19

         *

         Entering Nick and Pascal’s world is not about doing good but about the unspoken pleasure of simply being there. It is a pleasure magnified by the peculiarity of the times. Not just the magnificence of the unfurling spring but also the suffocating nature of lockdown, which seems to reverse the normal order of things. Suddenly a house feels like a restrictive device, the walls a straitjacket of bricks and mortar, the windows something to gaze through at a world that is becoming increasingly difficult to access. Lockdown means feeling locked up. Being outside, the opposite.

         But when you do get outside for your allotted hour it often feels more like being let out on parole. My sister, incarcerated in a first-floor flat in Brighton without outdoor space, finds herself moved on by the police for sitting in a deserted spot reading a book. The benches of Regent’s Park are physically cordoned off with ropes to prevent unnecessary lingering. Suddenly our participation in the outside world has become conditional on our being able to demonstrate that we are taking exercise and keeping fit rather than relaxing or simply enjoying the beauty of the day. Just at the very moment when people are tuning in anew to the appeal of birdsong and the delights of cherry blossom, they are told to get their trainers on and move along.

         I find myself feeling guilty for stopping for a few seconds on the canal path to record birdsong or take photographs of the hawthorn blossom, half expecting someone to tell me that such loitering is unnecessary, forbidden. Under such conditions people are marching determinedly around the park at an 20unnatural pace; many have donned sports clothes and taken up jogging, others can be seen contorting their bodies into curious workouts, while the volume of cyclists whizzing around the Inner and Outer Circles has swelled to a swarm.

         We may know this is all for the collective good, but that does not stop it feeling like a form of denial. We find ourselves deprived of the very fabric of our social life. The population has divided into those on the ‘front line’, hurled into a frenzy of physical interaction, and those pushed further and further into the interiority of their rooms, spending days contained not only by the four walls of their homes but also by the parameters of their computers. I am one of the latter.

         The distance I have always strived to preserve between the type of work I do in my office at the university and what I do at home has collapsed. The university has come crashing into every room of my house without any respect for the notion of a working day. I find myself entrapped in a variety of digital formats – Microsoft Teams, Zoom and Skype meetings during the day, WhatsApps, text messages and emergency phone calls before and after the boundary of what that ‘working day’ might once have been.

         At the university there is much that needs doing and all of it seems to need doing now, if not yesterday. Students are desperately in need of support; many of their assignments have to be redesigned; deadlines and modes of assessment have to be not only altered but passed through Kafkaesque layers of official approval; unfamiliar technologies need to be mastered and new techniques of teaching invented overnight – and all 21of this against a turbulent background of government cuts, uncertain recruitment figures, a spiralling deficit, unpopular restructuring initiatives from senior management and proposals for industrial action from the college union of which I am a member.

         The more oppressive and constricting all of this feels, the more visiting Nick and Pascal feels like an escape. I can’t help recognising a certain freedom in their way of life, in spite of the inevitable discipline and hardship it entails. Their day unfolds under a pink-rippled sky, serenaded by blackbirds, robins, magpies and crows, whose impromptu chorus mingles with the sounds of the other non-human inhabitants of the park – the familiar roar of the lions, the squawk of the hyacinth macaws and the distinctive call of the white-cheeked gibbons warming up their vocal cords before performing an extravagant fluted duet. Unlike these incarcerated creatures, Nick and Pascal are able to move about. As the sun rises they emerge from under the shelter of the branches of hornbeam and chestnut, stretching out their tarpaulins in the open to evaporate the morning dew from their sleeping bags and catch the sun on their faces and hands. As darkness descends they position their bedding back under the trees, watching the moon rise and listening to the gradual diminution of birdsong. To spend time with them is to enter a space apart, a meeting point where animals, plants, birds and humans converge and get on with the basic act of living, far removed from the digital warfare of work.

         Some mornings Nick can be seen far off – a distant figure strolling in pensive mood, his head bent forward, his arms 22hanging loose from his shoulders, his voluminous beard catching the morning sunlight. Sometimes he is simply walking and thinking; at other times he is collecting litter using a metal stick with a pincered end – ideal for gathering up loo paper, which has begun to litter the more secluded corners of the park following the closure of the toilet facilities during lockdown. Dressed in mossy greens and greys, he blends in with the grasses and bramble. (Later, when I know him better, I take a photograph of him on his morning stroll. When I show it to him he inspects it closely, then concludes: ‘Hmm. Ape!’)

         Nick tells me that he loves all the seasons, even when the weather is at its most extreme. ‘When we had an incredible storm here, branches were coming down from the trees and this whole paddock glowed the most amazing antique gold. I was scared of the storm but attracted to it also. Its energy. Its rawness. So I went out and stood in the middle of it. If I ever begin to feel sorry for myself, I just think of the fox out in all weathers. We have a lot to learn from animals.’

         Pleasure in being part of the animal kingdom is something Nick and Pascal share. They make sure that the natural bowl formed by the contorted roots of the hornbeam tree is always filled with water for passing dogs. Whatever they eat, they share with the birds. The robins are so familiar with them that it is not uncommon to see them perching on top of Pascal’s boots or on a flask lid. From there they take their chances, flying between the two men to get their breakfast and sometimes even stopping off on their sleeping bags, relaxed in their calm presence. The magpies, jays and crows are a little more wary 23but nonetheless hang around, knowing where food might be forthcoming. Squirrels and tiny brown field mice are also regular companions. They rely on Nick and Pascal without being dependent on them, just as Nick and Pascal appear to rely on other humans without ever asking for food or being unduly perturbed if it doesn’t appear.

         But while there is a certain freedom to Nick and Pascal’s existence in the park, this doesn’t mean it is without structure. The more I visit at different times of day, the more I realise that their life has a rhythm. Nick rises early, around 5 a.m., to complete what he calls his ‘ablutions’. He and Pascal often watch the breaking dawn as the sun rises like an orange fireball from behind the BT Tower in the distance, until it shines golden yellow from above the shimmering copper beech directly opposite. Nick collects the flasks of coffee and hot water from down by the canal. Pascal often goes to a building known as The Hub, which has sports and washing facilities, to collect supplies of cold water. Nick usually takes his morning stroll and collects rubbish, which he deposits in the park bins. By 8 a.m. they are installed back in their sleeping bags, breakfasting in the morning sun, with crows and robins hovering beside them. In Nick’s case, his breakfast is accompanied by a slim hand-rolled cigarette.

         After this, Nick often goes to what I call his study: a hornbeam tree set further back and not visible to passers-by. I first see him there one day when I come to deliver some bananas and collect the empty flask, ready to fill it with chicken soup still cooking on the hob at home. At first I think Pascal is alone 24amongst the cow parsley and alkanet but he gestures to a tree further into the undergrowth. And there is Nick, facing away from the park, his back against the trunk of the tree. His lower half is tucked into his sage-green sleeping bag and his top half is wrapped in a colourful hand-knitted stripy blanket. On his nose he wears reading specs. He looks part caterpillar, part human, like a giant insect out of Roald Dahl’s James and the Giant Peach. On either side of him are piles of books and papers, and he is concentrated on the act of reading. I hesitate, not wanting to disturb him, but he welcomes me to join him and indicates a log where I can sit if I’m not rushing off. I am. But I don’t.

         ‘What are you reading?’ I ask.

         ‘Germany: Memories of a Nation by Neil MacGregor,’ he replies. ‘It’s brilliant!’

         The book is battered and damp but its pages are annotated with densely written comments and underlinings in blue biro. It is clear that Nick’s reading is simultaneously an act of thinking and of writing. I am struck by his thirst and enthusiasm to engage with the details of this weighty volume. He shows me some geometric drawings he is making in coloured biros, telling me they are about conceptions of time. Pages and pages of complex configurations. He is working on one inspired by Albrecht Dürer’s Melencolia, with the angel fallen to the earth.

         ‘I didn’t learn anything at school,’ he tells me. ‘I failed all my exams. My mind was on other things.’ I don’t ask what those other things were but sense they are significant. ‘I’m not an educated man, but I make sure that I’m not wilfully ignorant.’ 25

         The evidence of this is all around him. We talk about how education might take different forms and I say a bit about my work as an anthropologist, how it is really about taking an interest in people and their lives.

         ‘Anthropology is about questioning the embedded assumptions that have become so familiar that they take on an aura of normality,’ I tell him. ‘If we pay attention to different ways of living it helps us question those norms. You may not have had a formal training but you are questioning those norms through how you live and you are constantly observing people here and interacting with them. I think in many ways you are an anthropologist of the park.’

         Nick thinks this over. As far as I can tell he doesn’t disagree. I make a mental note to give him a copy of one of the books I have written. I am aware of how pompous and alienating the term ‘anthropologist’ might sound and I want to demystify both it and myself.

         When I return with chicken soup that evening, Lizzie and Bachi greet me warmly. I can sense something of a ritual beginning to form.

         But patterns can also be broken.

         The day after, it rains solidly all day and night and into the following morning. Sitting at home working long hours, I wonder about my friends in the park. It is a different kind of wondering than before, for now it is replete with detail. Where exactly do they lodge their sleeping bags to keep them dry? Do they manage to get any rest? What trees do they shelter under? What has happened to Nick’s books and his amazing 26makeshift study? And then a new thought enters my head. Surely they could do with something more substantial than soup after a day and night of relentless rain?

         I go to the kitchen cupboard and find a jar of dried lentils which I put to soak and then on to boil. I soon find myself frying onions, crushing garlic, grinding coriander and other spices, adding ginger and tomatoes and throwing the whole lot together into the pot of simmering lentils.

         But how will I carry it to the park? A dislike of plastic means that I don’t have any Tupperware and the dhal is too thick to put in the flask, which is still with Nick and Pascal in the park in any case.

         ‘Didn’t we bring one of those tiffin boxes back from India?’ Denis asks.

         In India tiffin boxes are a staple means of transporting food back and forth between homes, restaurant kitchens and workplaces. Do we have one? If so, I certainly haven’t used it since we returned from Delhi, where we lived for three years in the 1990s. I go into the spare room and start rooting around under the bed – a last resort for objects that have come to attain that ambiguous status between treasure and junk. Lo and behold, a tiffin box emerges, powdered with two decades of dust.

         In Mumbai an intricate system exists whereby some 200,000 tiffin boxes – many of them filled with home-cooked food – are distributed on a daily basis to individual workers across the city. An ingenious array of coloured markings and symbols ensures that the same tiffins are returned empty to the right households at the end of the day. Distributing these containers 27of care and affection back and forth are some five thousand men known as dabbawalas who travel by bicycle or train. Why not extend this admirable tradition to Regent’s Park?

         My tiffin box conforms to the most classic model, consisting of three stainless-steel containers slotted vertically together and held tightly in place with an interlocking steel frame. It may not have been used for twenty-three years but by the time I wash it, it looks brand new. I fill the bottom two containers with piping-hot dhal and the top compartment with rhubarb crumble to be shared.

         As soon as it stops raining, around midday, I head for the park, hanging the tiffin on the handlebar of my bicycle to keep it upright. The Outer Circle is awash with puddles. I lock my bike at the entrance opposite Bridge 10, under dripping trees, and follow the usual pathway. The air is filled with birdsong. It is as if all the birds of Regent’s Park are compensating for the fact that they have not been able to sing for the last twenty-four hours. I can’t help sharing their excitement. Everywhere water is dripping from saturated branches and leaves. But when I take the secret passage and arrive at the usual place, nobody is there.

         I hang around with the tiffin, wondering if I should just leave it on the ground. Then Pascal suddenly appears from under the trees looking waif-like, his hair bestrewn with wet white petals that have blown down from the chestnut tree. He looks happy and whimsical wandering amongst the chirping birds and dripping trees.

         ‘How was your night?’ I ask. 28

         ‘Ha! Wet!’ he replies. ‘It happens! We were standing up all night, so Nick is getting some rest now.’

         He points to the ground, and there, camouflaged beneath the hornbeam that is usually his study, is Nick, curled up fast asleep in his sleeping bag.

         I hand Pascal the tiffin. ‘There’s hot dhal in there if you want something hot, and a dessert in the top compartment,’ I tell him.

         Pascal takes the tiffin with an appreciative nod and hands me back the now-empty flask, which I take home.

         The next day the two vessels swap places. The flask returns to the park filled with leek and potato soup, and Nick hands me the empty tiffin, a few wet leaves adhering to its underside.

         ‘That dhal was delicious,’ he says. ‘It was good of you to bring it down in this weather. It’s very much appreciated. And this – what a great invention!’ he says, pointing to the tiffin. ‘It brings back memories of India, that does. Take the best of multiculturalism. That’s what we’ve always done in this country, and that’s where we’re heading for now.’

         I put the empty tiffin in my bicycle basket and pedal home, sensing that something is happening. Their things are becoming my things; my things are becoming their things. Or perhaps all these things aren’t anybody’s things. The point about them is that they have entered into circulation, linking Nick and Pascal’s world to mine and my world to theirs.
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            2 Food

         

         ‘This food reminds me of the sort of thing my mother used to cook – wholesome,’ Nick tells me one early afternoon in May when I nip into the park between meetings. Today I have brought a dish of steaming braised white cabbage and bacon, which I have just enjoyed for my own lunch. It is a bright, breezy day and the cow parsley is blindingly effervescent in the dappled sunlight. I am immediately transported into a luxurious world of natural crochet and lace which stretches into the distance under the trees. The acrimonious Teams meeting from which I emerged fifteen minutes earlier is already shrinking into insignificance. It is a mere flicker.

         ‘My digestive system is working better since you started bringing us home-cooked food,’ Nick continues. ‘My clothes even feel like they’re fitting better. And look at Pascal. I was worried he was getting thin of late but I could swear his face is filling out since you came along!’

         If bringing food to the park is beginning to make a small difference to the lives of Nick and Pascal, the difference it is making to my own life is more extreme. It is not that it has changed my world view but that it is quietly altering my daily patterns of existence. But then what is our life if not our everyday patterns of behaviour? And surely food plays an important part in this. For food is about not just what we 30eat but also the social circumstances of its preparation and enjoyment.

         As children we learn to eat from and with our families, developing collective tastes as well as individual preferences. In my own family Indian food happened to play an important role. It was not that anyone in the family was Indian but that my parents had conducted their courtship in 1950s London, principally in Indian restaurants. Coming from very different backgrounds – my mother from an obscure Protestant sect and my father from an Irish Jewish family whose origins could be traced back to Poland and Bessarabia – they shared little obvious common ground, whether in food, politics or religion. When shared taste is not inherited, it has to be created. In my parents’ case, this was done through the medium of Madras chicken curry.

         So significant was Madras chicken curry to their relationship and the building of a family that, throughout my childhood, every Friday evening was devoted to its preparation and eating. This may sound banal but it was very unusual in the small, entirely white Worcestershire town where I was brought up; my parents’ making of chicken curry on a Friday night marked us out as different, if not mildly bohemian. It was a dish that wasn’t served to guests since it was thought they couldn’t cope with the heat. And they couldn’t.

         My sisters and I were also excluded from the meal when we were small owing to its spiciness, which in those days came direct from a tin of Bolst’s Curry Powder: Hot. (These were the days before the British middle classes learned their spices 31and rediscovered the romance and toil of the pestle and mortar.) Since this was the only meal my parents ate without us, and the only one that was consumed in the dining room rather than the kitchen, chicken curry became some sort of passage to adulthood. Consequently everything about it – the crackle of the spices in the pan, the colours, the aroma, the novelty of the poppadoms as they inflated in the hot oil – was appealing even if the actual taste remained something of an impediment. I was determined to take up residence around the dining room table as a curry eater, and by the time I was nine or so I had managed it (before my older sister!). I had learned to like chicken curry and soon looked forward to it as my favourite meal of the week. It was never simply food.

         Sometimes when I look back at my life trajectory I wonder if perhaps it was this multisensory experience of the weekly chicken curry ritual that drew me to India – first as a tourist and then as an anthropologist – beckoning me to explore something beyond my own provincial backyard. And our little corner of Worcestershire was provincial.

         In the late 1980s, when I was conducting research for a PhD, I lived for over a year in a small village in Saurashtra, Gujarat, where amongst the many things my hosts taught me was how to cook a range of local staple dishes – khuddi, khichdi, bajra no rotlo, dhokla and, for special occasions, shrikhand. They enjoyed demonstrating how to make these dishes and laughed encouragingly at my laborious attempts to write them down in Gujarati script. They took pleasure in the fact that I would carry what many Indian townspeople regarded as ‘village 32tastes’ back to my home country. On my return I often cooked these dishes for friends and family, who enjoyed tasting foods you couldn’t get in most Indian restaurants. For them this was a novelty; for me it was about memory and connection. These were the days when such a gesture was seen as cultural appreciation rather than cultural appropriation.

         In our family, Indian food bound us together. Now that both of my parents are dead, chicken curry has taken on a memorial function. If my sisters and I meet up on a Friday evening, this is what we will cook.

         When I got married, my cooking patterns changed. Having been raised in France, Denis was more inclined towards meat. It was not that he made a fuss, but for him a meal didn’t feel like a meal without meat or fish. Since he was not keen on rice and since making Indian food with all the appropriate spices was time-consuming, I tended to cook Indian food less and less. Having a child altered my cooking patterns once again. At one stage the only green vegetable Julius would eat was beans, so we had beans with almost every meal. The food I bought and cooked during this period was oriented towards finding or creating dishes that might satisfy all three of us. This wasn’t always easy but we succeeded in building certain tastes in common as well as maintaining and developing personal preferences.

         But in October 2018, Denis was away working in India for three months and Julius had left London to go to university. Suddenly I was alone in the house and found myself confronted by the novel question of what I wanted to eat. I found it 33curiously difficult to answer. I was so used to purchasing and preparing food to suit our collective desires that I had forgotten what my individual ones were. I no longer needed to do a big shop, so instead would randomly enter the shops I passed on the way home from work. I would find myself standing in the aisles eyeing up the various options. Did I want to eat fish? What about some sushi? Or would I rather have a vegetarian dish, and, if so, what? Could I be bothered to spend time on cooking if it was just for me?

         With the social element gone, I was left with just my own unidentifiable preferences to satisfy. In some ways it was gloriously freeing. I could eat at whatever time of day I pleased and never had to worry if there was enough food in the house. I knew I could always make do with pasta without anyone saying, ‘Not pasta!’ I vacillated between grazing on idiosyncratic choices some weeks and on others cooking a large casserole that would feed me every day without my having to think. When work was stressful the latter technique was effective, although by the time I got to the fifth day I was generally very bored of the dish, even if I did embellish it with added elements. It took not cooking for others to make me realise just how social cooking was.

         *

         Fast-forward eighteen months and a new phenomenon is affecting my cooking habits: news of a global pandemic and talk of a lockdown – a double whammy which sends people rushing to supermarkets to stockpile food. Being slow on the 34uptake and not prone to panic, by the time our family gets to a supermarket there is nothing edible left to buy. We wander up and down the empty aisles in amazement, wondering if we have accidentally walked into a dystopian futuristic film. The only fresh food in the entire store is a single packet of mince. We decide we might as well buy it. It is several months before I go to a supermarket again. Instead I find myself queuing at distance outside various small, relatively local shops that I can access on foot or on my bicycle. No longer a futuristic film but a backwards plunge into a street scene from communist Russia. Shopping has become time-consuming, but then again I am in the house more than ever before and so devote more time to cooking. I am back cooking for three, with my husband and son sometimes taking charge with varying degrees of enthusiasm.

         When Nick and Pascal enter my life and consciousness a few weeks into lockdown, my shopping and cooking habits radically transform once more. Now when I shop I am thinking not of three people but of five. In my head I am trying to conjure up dishes that will be equally suitable for serving at home and taking to the park. That rules out certain foods – roasted joints, fish, chops – and makes other types of food more desirable: large casseroles, pulses, curries, stuffed vegetables. Most of these foods require fairly lengthy preparation and benefit from slow cooking. So instead of starting to cook the evening meal just an hour before eating it, I often begin in the morning, putting pulses on the stove at 8 a.m. before starting work at my computer. I then find myself tending to 35dishes at different times of day, adding fried onions and assorted vegetables when passing through the kitchen at lunchtime and only completing the dish in the evening. I decide it makes sense to make large quantities that will last at least two days and to alternate these with other dishes in between to offer variety. This requires cooking what feels like industrial quantities. In effect, within the space of a year and a half I have gone from cooking meals for one to preparing meals that can serve ten: Nick, Pascal, Denis, Julius and myself – twice! And since I like to keep two dishes on the go at any given time, this often means that on my hob I have food enough for twenty. Large pots and pans that were given as wedding presents and have seldom been used owing to their size now become my daily utensils.

         This also means purchasing large amounts of raw ingredients, so my quantity of shopping shoots up. I am aware that I must be spending more on food than usual but this is offset by the fact that we are no longer going to cafes, pubs or restaurants. Whereas in the past we might pop out to eat, now it is the food from our table that is going out to be eaten. I console myself that at least some part of us is keeping mobile. It all seems to make sense in the crazy new logic of the times.

         But it is not just my ways of shopping and cooking that change; it is also my attitude to time and my movements. The food can’t get to the park unless I take it there. To walk to Nick and Pascal’s location takes nearly half an hour, but cycling doesn’t take more than ten minutes, so that becomes my preferred method. But I can’t be cycling and eating at the same 36time. With each dish I cook I have to decide who is going to eat it first. Will Nick and Pascal get it fresh from the pan while we get the heated-up version – not always the most popular way round with my family when it delays our supper – or vice versa? This varies according to the dish. Then there is the question of when to deliver it. My working days are stuffed with online meetings, and other university work is spilling over into the evenings. In normal times, when my work was located at the university, there was never any question of my popping out in the middle of the day. In fact, when at work, I generally used to pick up just a sandwich or soup for lunch, which I ate at my computer or from time to time with a colleague who was as rushed as I was. But surely we are entitled to a notional lunch hour? And besides, when I travelled to work the journey took over an hour in each direction. So in theory there must be three hours of extra time available, even if it certainly doesn’t feel that way.

         Given that I am now working from home and that work now seems to adhere to every room in the house, I decide that it is within my rights to hop onto my bike in the middle of the day from time to time to deliver food to Nick and Pascal and have a quick chat, which is rarely ever that quick. These little trips break up the day and give me energy to cope with diving back on screen on my return. But my preferred slot for going to the park is the early evening, when in theory I can put work behind me (or at least that part of it that requires real-time digital interaction).

         These evening visits offer an extraordinary sense of release. It is as if I have literally been let out of my computer and all the 37compressed tensions that have pulsated through it during the day – the said and the unsaid, the raising and lowering of digital hands, the side comments in the chat, the secret WhatsApp messaging that accompanies digital meetings, further dividing people who are officially logged on together. The very act of getting on my bicycle feels like an incredible act of freedom. The process of pedalling the same familiar route, locking my bike under the trees at the entrance opposite Bridge 10 and taking the ‘passage into a secret world’ is immediately uplifting. The sound of the birds at twilight, the sight of buttercups, pink campion, columbine and blackberry in flower in the fading light, the solidity of the oak trees and the rustle of the feathery hornbeam branches in the evening breeze all remind me that the university is just a small dot in the wider universe.

         As April gives way to May, I begin to spend at least every other early evening in the park with Nick, Pascal, Bachi and Lizzie. My husband is usually still at his computer at this time and my son involved with his own stuff, so this becomes my time away from the confines of both work and home. Nick is always welcoming and soon suggests that I bring a folding chair so that I have somewhere to sit. I don’t want to sit up on a chair when Nick and Pascal are down on the ground. However, in my study at home I have a treasured ancient three-legged milking stool; it’s very low and the seat is a slice of tree trunk, shiny and worn to a curve by generations of seated bottoms. I decide to carry this to the park. Nick appreciates the grain of the wood and the good craftsmanship. A love of well-made objects is something we share. After I use it for the first time 38he offers to keep it safe with his stuff, tucked away under a tarpaulin just behind where he lays his head. I hesitate, not wanting the stool to get damaged in the rain. As if reading my mind, Nick produces a plastic carrier bag. ‘I will make sure it is stored in this to protect it,’ he says. And he does. When strong rains come later in the year my stool is stuffed deeper into the compact mound of Nick’s affairs, which is known in street parlance as his ‘skipper’. Never once do I find it wet.

         The movement of the stool from my home to the park is significant. It means that a part of me has taken up residence in the park. It signals that I am welcome not just for my food but for my presence and conversation. That matters.

         Usually when I arrive in the evenings, to my right I see Pascal lying in his sleeping bag under a chestnut tree, amusing himself by feeding birds and field mice or by simply being. To my left, sitting at a distance in the open amongst the long grasses that give this part of the park an ethereal look and feel, are Nick and Bachi, with Lizzie trotting contentedly between them. Bachi is sitting on a colourful stripy rug, large enough to accommodate himself and Lizzie. He always carries with him a bag containing Lizzie’s water, toys and treats. A good two metres away sits Nick, half lying, half sitting in a lounging position that he manages to make look comfortable. His chosen spot is just in front of a bushel of flowering vetch, the blooms of which turn from pale green to mauve and deep purple before fading almost to white as the summer progresses. Sitting on a khaki-coloured jacket and wearing a grey jumper and trousers, Nick looks as if he has grown out of the ground, 39his beard just another form of vegetation. While Bachi always carries lots of equipment with him, Nick has only his red woollen hat, which contains his tobacco and roll-up papers and a lighter.

         Usually I stop off and say hello to Pascal first and leave him the tiffin, with a brief explanation of what it contains. Sometimes he eats his portion straight away while it is still hot; other times he keeps it for the next day. Later I learn that both he and Nick time their eating with great care to be in control of the rhythm of their digestive systems and synchronise their bowel movements with the opening and closing of the park facilities.

         After brief exchanges with Pascal I go over and join Nick and Bachi, forming the third prong of a triangle. If the grass is dry I sit directly on it, but if it is damp I unearth my wooden stool from Nick’s skipper. Lizzie welcomes me into the formation and continually traces the space between us. Often we throw her toy between us as she pants her way from Nick to Bachi, from Bachi to Nick, from Nick to me, from me to Bachi or Nick and so forth. And so we are bound together by the invisible threads of her movements.

         During the day, most of the problems I am dealing with feel intractable. Bureaucratic constraints are immovable; the uncertainty produced by Covid is expanding rather than contracting; tensions over racial justice, already at boiling point at the university long before George Floyd’s brutal murder, are accelerating; the question of whether and how we are going to deliver teaching online next year hangs over us like a noose. 40

         As the exam season arrives, new problems rear their heads. The college has announced it cannot guarantee teaching contracts for assistant lecturers the following year owing to the uncertainty of recruitment figures – an effect of Covid. Most of the assistant lecturers are our PhD students, with whom we normally have good relations. Many of them go on a wildcat strike over the precarity of short-term contracts, which are blighting universities up and down the country. I sympathise with their cause but find their methods painful. They decide to withhold the exam grades of the undergraduates whose work they have been marking. As the deadline for results approaches, stress levels rise. The striking PhD students want the department to pay them out of support for their cause. When we suggest we can pay them only when they release the grades, they feel let down; some are outraged. The union comes out on their side, as does the Guardian. Staff are divided over how we should respond, which results in what feels like a never-ending series of highly charged Zoom meetings. Then, when results day finally arrives and the undergraduates discover that they do not have any results, it is their turn to feel enraged. Why have we betrayed them when they have had such a difficult year, punctuated by two spates of industrial action and the pandemic? Their consternation is understandable, for without their grades final-year students cannot graduate and first- and second-year students cannot progress to the next year of their studies. The number of emergency telephone and WhatsApp calls before breakfast is increasing and the stress of fragmented loyalties feels overwhelming. 41

         What a contrast it feels to be able to do something straightforward – to chop up vegetables and put them in a pan, watch them steam, sizzle or roast, flavour them, assist in their transformation into a meal, apportion the food into the tiffin compartments, cycle it to the park and give it to people who are pleased to receive it. This simple act stabilises me. It restores my faith in humanity and my confidence in my role in it. It reminds me that human interaction can feel positive and that simple actions can be fulfilling. However frustrated and desperate I feel at work, here is a place where what I do makes sense. The simple lessons of food.

         Food has other things to teach me about redistribution. Before the pandemic, on those days when I was working from home, I would begin my day in a cafe. I needed a bit of outside before going inside. This is where I would do things like read a PhD student’s chapter, edit a piece of writing or rework a book review. Since lockdown started, cafes have become places that can only serve takeaways. My dislike of paper cups makes this offer unappealing and I feel bereft of the outside perch from which to start my working day. So, for the first time in my life, I find myself purchasing a flask – two flasks, in fact. A big one for Nick and Pascal and a small one for me which has capacity for two and a half mugs of coffee. To breathe outside before opening my laptop in the morning is becoming as essential as taking refuge in the park in the evening. I take to setting out early with a flask of coffee and an old blue tin mug that Julius used to use for camping.

         One morning, as I am walking across the bottom of Primrose Hill, I see a man called James sitting on a bench. I barely 42know him but have seen him around the local area for years, decades even. We usually just acknowledge each other with a smile of recognition but this time we get talking, asking each other how we are managing in these strange new times. James gestures for me to join him on the bench, which I do, taking up residence at the opposite end to where he is sitting. Some way into the conversation he opens a bag containing six or seven loaves of bread. ‘Have some bread,’ he says. ‘Really. Please take some. It’s good bread, but there’s much too much for me. I was given it.’ My mind immediately goes to Nick and Pascal. ‘Thanks,’ I say. ‘I have some friends who live outside who would appreciate this.’ I take a couple of loaves but he insists I take more. He tells me the bread was given to him by Germano from the local cafe. Apparently there is often bread that gets left over these days.

         When the weekend arrives I pop into the cafe, purchase some croissants and then ask casually if by any chance they ever have any bread left over at the end of the day. I explain that I often take food to some men who are living outside under the trees. I can’t bring myself to use the word ‘homeless’ as it doesn’t feel right, but when Germano uses it I don’t contradict him.

         Germano’s eyes brighten. ‘We often have lots of loaves left over these days. It’s really difficult to anticipate numbers at the moment. I used to have this great machine for making breadcrumbs so nothing ever went to waste but that machine is broken and I can’t find a replacement anywhere. I hate letting good bread go to waste but I end up having to throw it away. Come!’ He leads me to a back room for staff only and 43opens a black bin liner. It contains two sourdough loaves and several baguettes – some plain, others topped with sesame or poppy seeds. ‘Can you take all of these?’

         I get the distinct impression that he’d prefer me to take all of the loaves rather than pick and choose. So I take them. He is pleased to know the bread will not be wasted and I am pleased to have some good-quality baguettes to offer. Does Pascal, like my husband, miss decent French baguettes since coming to London, I wonder, or do years of living in the street and park mean that he has ceased to discriminate? Five baguettes seem too many to consume in one go so I keep one plus a small loaf for my family and take the other four and a large loaf to Nick and Pascal. I feel like I am going from dabbawala to a character from a Hovis advert, cycling around with bread overflowing from my wicker basket.

         Doing the bread round adds a new layer of complexity to my movements. It means stopping off at the cafe every day, buying something for myself as this seems only courteous, and then politely enquiring if there is any leftover bread. Sometimes everything has been sold, but more often than not it hasn’t, or Germano will tell me to pop back the next morning or later on that evening. These timings are restrictive, and the ritual of locking and unlocking my bicycle every time I stop off to enquire is tedious. But these small inconveniences are well worth it for the bounty of good bread they yield, which Nick in particular appreciates. Soon Bachi has cancelled his weekly order of sliced bread from the supermarket. Instead there is a regular flow of wholemeal, sourdough, 44brown and white loaves, buns and assorted baguettes, some fancy, some plain.

         One morning I arrive at the cafe after a two-day absence. Germano beckons me to the storeroom. ‘Please take all of this,’ he says, handing me an entire bin liner full of bread. ‘I’ve been keeping it for you.’ It contains over twenty loaves, a selection of rolls and what feels like a bombardment of baguettes. ‘It will all go in the bin if you don’t take it,’ he says as a means of persuasion. It works, although this time the bread won’t fit into my bicycle basket. The quantity is intimidating. I even have difficulty dragging the bin liner home by hand. I feel I should go cycling around the borough distributing bread to anyone who wants it, only I don’t have the time to do it on a working day. I text Bachi about the dilemma.

         ‘I’ve got a big freezer at home,’ he texts back. ‘I can take 12 baguettes for freezing and then bring them to the park when Nick and Pascal’s bread supplies are running low.’

         I accept the offer. Soon Bachi has parked his polished black Jeep Wrangler outside my house for bread collection. My cats edge away as they see Lizzie’s head poking out of the car window. I manage to stuff a few loaves into my tiny freezer for future use. Meanwhile I decide it is time I learned to make bread and butter pudding. The pudding is a success, the only problem being that it does not absorb anything like as much bread as I had hoped!

         So Nick and Pascal – by dint of simply being there – have changed not only what I buy, what I cook, how much I cook and when I cook it, but also the topography of my day, which 45is now restructured around bread collection, food preparation and distribution, threaded between my professional duties.

         And just as food is never simply food, so bread is not simply bread. ‘Panis’, the Latin word for bread, is an integral component of the word ‘companion’. Companionship is about sharing, breaking bread together and accompanying one another. And with companionship comes conversation.

         ‘It’s about talking and walking with instead of simply standing facing each other,’ Nick suggests. ‘What is conversation?’ he asks rhetorically. ‘It’s just the exchange of data. That’s all it is. But some exchanges are more meaningful than others.’

         Nick is all too aware of how meaningful exchanges can often be derailed or skewed when you are living in the street and belong to what he refers to as ‘the apparently homeless’.

         One evening, as I cross the leafy threshold of our hidden world, following the bold lead of a hopping crow, I hear the reverberating words ‘God bless you!’ coming from the secret grove. A woman, slight in stature, is rising off her knees, her face illuminated with a beatific smile. She has left Nick and Pascal some food and is clearly on a mission of mercy which seems to begin with ‘feeding the poor’.

         ‘She’s a Christian,’ Nick says, raising his eyebrows knowingly, as if that is all there is to be said. ‘She left us this, which is kind of her. She means well. She said I reminded her of Jesus!’

         ‘Well, I suppose that’s kind of flattering,’ I suggest, glancing at Pascal, who seems to find the analogy hilarious.

         This woman with a mission turns up every few days for a couple of weeks or so. I often see her as she is returning from 46her visits. Once our paths cross directly as I am passing under the oak trees leading to the secret passage. I see her eyes register the tiffin box I am carrying and the direction in which I am heading. She smiles as if in solidarity. But after about three weeks she has disappeared. ‘I think she had some emotional problems,’ Nick explains. ‘Maybe she was trying to absolve herself of something. She seemed to be almost tearful at times. At any rate I guess she’s done what she needed to do as we haven’t seen her in a while. I’ve noticed that over the years. When people are going through some sort of trauma they often feel the need to give things. You wouldn’t believe how many attempts have been made to save us,’ he continues, looking at Pascal, who laughs and nods in concurrence. ‘When we were at Lincoln’s Inn we’d get people trying to save us almost every day. I’d just tell them we’d already been saved many times!’
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