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Praise for The Paradise Trail:

‘The dialogue is the wittiest I have read in any work of fiction, including Catch 22. The fascinating historical and cultural context is unobtrusively drip-fed, and the whodunit suspense masterfully created. Admirably insightful and hilarious. [Duncan Campbell] is engagingly clever and writes like a dream. I can’t recommend it highly enough’ Howard Marks, Guardian


 



‘The Paradise Trail is essential reading . . . enthralling . . . intriguing. If the wit of Billy Connolly, the game of cricket and works of Bob Dylan are also your thing, you won’t be disappointed’ Scotsman


 



‘The Paradise Trail sparkles with humour, and has the edginess of a murder mystery; but its most bracing surprise is the acute irony with which it anatomizes a countercultural generation’s youthful fantasies and middle-aged illusions’ Pankaj Mishra, author of Temptations of the West





Prologue

18 December 1971

 



‘COULD I SPEAK to the Consul, please?’

‘And what is your good name?’

‘J. K. Dutta. Calcutta Morgue. We have a body here that has been brought to us from the Lux Hotel.’

‘Did you not ring last week about a body from the Lux Hotel?’

‘This is another body.’

‘Two bodies from the same hotel. That seems a little careless.’




Chapter One

Two weeks earlier

 




ANAND DESCENDED THE wobbly fire escape that led from his quarters to the Lux’s courtyard with as much dignity as he could manage in cordless pyjama bottoms and tartan bedroom slippers. The latter were a going-away present from his landlady, Mrs Grodzinski, just before he left London for his return home to Calcutta. This was not how he had imagined the life of a hotelier when he inherited the Lux. He had pictured an elegant inn, perhaps like the French auberges in which he had holidayed during his early years at the London School of Economics. The description had said ‘centrally located hotel, ten bedrooms, four multi-bed, elegant roof gardens, reception area, established clientele’. It had sounded promising.

The letter from the lawyer with news of his uncle’s will arrived on the day after his finals. He read it out that evening, in Henekeys, over a port, with Vanessa, Nii and Vic. Vanessa said it was fate, he was obviously meant to be a hotelier and not an economist. They ordered another  bottle of Sandemans and wandered off to Rules for dinner. Vanessa paid the bill because her father had promised her the first tranche of her inheritance if she graduated. They laughed over the pheasant about what kind of hotel it would be, whether the beds would be four-posters, whether he would have to ask couples for proof of marriage. Would there be a ‘happy hour’ at six for guests to mingle over pink gins?

He had had great dreams for it. It would be a literary haven, the kind of place where someone could stay while they worked on their poetry or polished their novella. Book discussion evenings. Authors invited to read from their work in progress. A decent library. There would be ‘continental breakfasts’ with croissants and airmail editions of the International Herald Tribune in the lobby. Copies of Punch and the Listener in the library. It would gain a discreet reputation, with flattering articles in the Paris Review and the travel sections of the New York Times and the Observer. Calcutta’s Algonquin.

Then, after saying farewell to Mrs Grodzinski and his bedsit in Belsize Park, flying on BOAC back to Calcutta – the reality. A crumbling, three-storey tip behind two rusty old spiked gates down an alleyway off Sudder Street. The ‘roof gardens’ was a decaying mess with a large puddle in the corner where the drainage did not function properly. The bedrooms were infested with remarkably impudent rats, the reception area consisted of a shaky old school table with a dried-out inkwell. And the ‘established clientele’? Well, there they were now, squatting beneath him in the darkness, not  even waiting for dawn to get out of their hairy skulls on dope.

Anand had noticed that the hippy travellers – or ‘heads’, as some of them liked to call themselves – hung out in pairs or little groups. The only Indians they seemed to have dealings with were the money changers and dope dealers who lurked outside the Lux’s gates. Two of his guests, one British, one American, had already been at the hotel for at least three weeks and had adjacent beds in the main dormitory room. The Briton, an anxious-to-please young man called Gordon, had long, straggly fair hair tied in a headband and the hint of a beard. The American, Larry, had a shaven pate, a bushy beard and the upper body of a wrestler. He delivered his remarks in a deadpan, corner-of-the-mouth way like the brash American comedians Anand had seen at the Establishment club in Soho. The pair were in the corner of the courtyard now, constructing a chillum for their first smoke of the day, a lighter flashing in the darkness. Since drugs were officially banned at the hotel, Anand was gratified to see that they made at least a pretence of hiding the evidence – cigarette tobacco, shavings of hashish on the top of a paperback book. He reached the bottom rung of the fire escape and joined them in the courtyard.

‘I am afraid I must ask you to put that light out,’ he told them. ‘There is a blackout in force and they are bombing Agra.’

He had been rehearsing what he would say as he descended the steps. He was satisfied with the open-mouthed response from the pair. He noted that Larry was  reading The Glass Bead Game by Herman Hesse. What was it about Hesse that they found so attractive?

‘Mr Bose,’ said Larry. He always addressed him formally, unlike most of the other guests, to whom he was clearly anonymous. ‘This Pakistani pilot is flying over Calcutta, unaware of where he is, spots a Zippo sparking in a yard and it’s “bombs away”? Is that what you’re thinking?’

Anand liked Larry, despite his habits. He was not just here for the drugs and cheap living but was interested in Indian sculpture, forever meeting local businessmen anxious to sell him carved elephants or intricate models of the Q’tub Minar and then departing to the GPO to dispatch them, Anand presumed, to art dealers in America.

‘Mr Anunziato,’ said Anand.

‘Larry, man, Larry.’

‘Larry. You must not take things so literally. That is what you Americans do. You are all literalists. It is your Puritan heritage. No, I do not imagine that your lighter has put the entire city at risk but we are about to be a nation at war and we must show some sort of example here at the Lux. How is everyone bearing up under the blackout?’ Do I sound incredibly pompous, Anand wondered, considering that I am only a year or two older than this ramshackle crew? Vanessa used to say, ‘Oh, don’t be so pompous,’ in what sounded, to him, like a very pompous English voice.

‘Look, we’ll do whatever you say,’ said Gordon, the British chap. ‘Has the fighting really started?’

‘Yes, it would seem that some skirmishes have already begun,’ said Anand. ‘The army sounds confident. But war is war.’

There was a silence between them. Were they waiting for him to go so that they could recommence their drugtaking?

‘Well, here comes rosy-fingered dawn,’ said Gordon, the wispy-bearded headband chap.

‘My Scottish vagabond friend speaks eloquently,’ said Larry, the shaven-headed American.

‘Your Scottish vagabond friend has had a classical education and has been studying Homer at school,’ said Anand, surreptitiously knotting the waistband of his pyjama bottoms so that they did not slip down any further. ‘As I, too, was forced to do.’

‘Where did you go to school?’ asked Gordon.

‘Right here, in Calcutta. Dalrymple Academy. And we had to imbibe all the same rich brew of imperial Britain that you probably did,’ said Anand, ‘courtesy of the Anglo-Scottish Educational Board.’

He felt suddenly tired. The insomnia that had plagued him since his teens had worsened since his return. Often he would find himself at three or four in the morning switching on his bedside light and reading until dawn, willing himself unsuccessfully to fall asleep. He read a lot. One of the few unexpected advantages of the hotel was a constant supply of paperbacks discarded by passing guests.

Were they all stoned all the time? Anand had smoked a few joints in his four years in London but they had not appealed. He preferred port but had briefly thought that cannabis might prove to be the elusive cure for his insomnia. It had not been.

Because he had been away in Europe so long, he had missed the early waves of the travelling band of hippies and wastrels, the boys and girls from Britain and Germany and America and Holland and Scandinavia and Australia, with their long hair and their hollow cheeks and their grubby kurtas and strange, buffet-style approach to the religions of the East – a Sikh bracelet here, a tin Tibetan Buddha pendant there, a Ganesh embroidered on their backpack. He noticed that they sometimes used their Sikh bracelets as bottle openers. Some affected a choti, the little pigtail that gave them the air of an earnest devotee, although he was never quite sure of what or whom. Anand’s parents, both now dead, had been resolutely secular, scornful of their more devout Hindu friends and dismissive of their Christian neighbours who still attended St Paul’s, Calcutta’s robustly imperial cathedral.

Some of his guests he almost recognised. After all, the LSE had had its share of languid dopers and people who headed off to seek enlightenment in the East before settling down to a job at C and A or British Steel. But he had never pondered where they might stay, picturing them vaguely on the beaches in Goa or with unscrupulous gurus in caves in Nepal.

When his late uncle’s lawyer, Mr Ganguly, first took him to the Lux, one of half a dozen properties around the world which the old man had left to nephews and cousins, he had suddenly realised: this is where the hippies come. I have acquired a hippy hotel, a home for ‘heads’ and ‘freaks’. I go to London to learn about the principles of Keynesian  economics and I return to organise the changing of the bedlinen of the detritus of empire.

For a few weeks, he contemplated selling it and flying straight back to England. But to what? His close friends at LSE had scattered soon after they all graduated, Nii back to Ghana, Vanessa to look after her father in Nottinghamshire, Vic to Harvard. His degree was a poor one – too many nights at Ronnie Scott’s, too many days playing darts at the Dog and Duck – and England, under poor, portly Edward Heath and with the National Front marching with increasing frequency beneath the Union Jack, seemed a cold and unfriendly place. He did not miss the ‘Fuck off, Paki!’ cries that sometimes greeted him as he walked home late at night through Chalk Farm, nor the groups of young white men with angry, pinched faces and big boots; he could still feel that slight frisson as he hunched his shoulders in preparation for a possible attack. There had been, too, what his fellow students would have described as ‘banter’: the jokes about cat food every time they ate at an Indian restaurant, the sidelong glances in his direction to see if he was taking offence; the bad Peter Sellers imitations complete with beery repetitions of ‘Goodness Gracious Me’. And stand-up comics at student bashes making jokes about ‘the Pakis are arriving in England – disguised as an oil slick’. Ha ha ha.

So, back in Calcutta, he hired painters, spruced up the hotel’s reception area, put in some framed photos of the Red Fort to replace the peeling Air India poster of the Taj Mahal, attempted to improve the plumbing, paid a bloody fortune for a neon sign that lit up at night – now,  of course, subject to the blackout – and tried to make the best of it.

His sister, Uma, had come from Delhi to help him re-equip the hotel, organise the purchase of new sheets and pillows, but the new linen had been promptly stolen by guests or torn up to be used as headbands or sofis for their chillums so he had returned to the old system whereby the hotel just supplied a mattress on the bedstead. Guests had their own sleeping bags, which they often seemed to use as safes, squirrelling away their passports, rupees, traveller’s cheques and dope. The newly painted walls were soon covered with graffiti about Jimi Hendrix and Jim Morrison – or was it Jim Hendrix and Jimi Morrison? – and bad renderings of the yin and yang symbols. Someone had just written on the bathroom wall, in quite neat handwriting, ‘Dope will get you through the times with no money better than money will get you through the times with no dope. Discuss.’ The rats returned, encouraged by the flakes of chapatti and banana peel left by the guests. The new mattresses were soon stained with indeterminate moisture. How can you tell spilled lassi from spilled seed? he found himself wondering.

And the guests, the guests.

Most were young white men like Gordon and Larry, the current longest-term residents. Some were fine, polite, if slightly distant, as though they were speaking and listening through a fog of hashish. Some were petulant, complaining, demanding, wearing their entitlement like a topi, as though the days of the Raj had never passed. Some seemed dreadfully ill and on more than one occasion  he had to organise auto-rickshaws to take people to doctors or consuls to deal with the effects of hepatitis, dysentery, malaria, cholera even, broken ankles, septicaemia, ringworm, hookworm, hallucinogenic flashbacks and crabs. Even though he had spent the last four years mixing and studying and sharing (occasionally) beds and jokes with the European middle classes, he was still puzzled by these young men who abandoned good careers and loving families to lie on lumpy mattresses and exchange inanities about the Bhagavad Gita or Janis Joplin. The girls, of whom there were fewer, seemed smarter.

In any case, with the hundreds of thousands of refugees streaming across the border from East Pakistan into India, as they had been since June, there were other things to think about. The events there had taken him by surprise. In London, he had become used to thinking of ‘the war’ as the one in Vietnam, the one about which there were teach-ins and demonstrations. He had marched and even thrown an egg at a policeman in Grosvenor Square. (It missed, which half annoyed him, as someone who had once been able to throw a cricket ball from the boundary so that it arrived, one bounce, an inch above the stumps, in the wicketkeeper’s gloves; but he was secretly relieved that he had not put himself at risk of arrest.) Now India was about to be at war too.

It was bewildering to be in a country preparing so self-confidently for battle after being in one where people were so vehemently opposed to fighting. Some of his Calcutta friends were positively looking forward to it. It was as if  this was a cricket series and Pakistan was going to be beaten soundly and satisfyingly.

He had watched, the previous afternoon, the departure of two dozen army lorries packed with young troops. Headed for the border, off to fight. But for the style of helmet and the shade of khaki, they could have been any soldiers anywhere in the last half-century: the camaraderie, the noisy, cigarette-smoking bravado, the smooth chins that had barely ‘shaken hands with John Razor’, as his old Latin teacher, an Anglo-Indian much more Anglo than Indian, had had it. The streets were crowded with troops and refugees. Howrah station, never tranquil, was in chaos.

When the actual official shooting war would begin was another matter. There were daily rumours. More than once he was told by neighbours that the bombing had started and was being hushed up by the government. Only an hour ago, a night watchman had rushed past shouting that the Pakistani air force was bombing Agra, which had given him the reason to descend on his ‘established clientele’. She would surely have announced it, he thought. (He had noticed that people referred to Indira Gandhi, the prime minister, simply as ‘she’. Nothing more was necessary. Once sneered at by his Calcutta friends as a lightweight beneficiary of nepotism, she was now treated as a majestic leader.)

‘Anyway,’ said Anand. ‘Since dawn now seems to have made her appearance, we need no longer worry too much about the blackout. Are you all as comfortable as can be – in the circumstances, of course?’

‘Do you know how long this is going to last?’ asked Gordon.

‘Unfortunately, this is not a Test match,’ said Anand. ‘They do not have to conclude hostilities within five days. But I think the Indian army is confident so, with good fortune, it will be concluded in time for you to return to your loved ones by Christmas.’

‘But we have no loved ones,’ said Larry, eyebrow cocked towards Anand. ‘We wander alone, feeble prey for the cosmic throat-cutter.’

Anand noticed a barely perceptible change in the atmosphere. An American couple, heroin addicts supposedly, had had their throats cut in a hippy hotel in Bombay a few months earlier and some crude sign had been left on their bodies. Another traveller had been killed in the same way in Kerala. Anand had been visited once at the hotel by a detective who asked him to report anything suspicious. But all of that had been overtaken by events to the north and it had been weeks since there had been any mention of the murders in the press.

Baba, the hotel’s major domo, a small, elderly, white-haired, constantly bustling man, whom Anand had inherited with the establishment, came into the courtyard carrying a guitar at arm’s length between index finger and thumb, as if it was a dead street dog that had started to rot.

‘Hey, that’s my axe!’ said Larry.

‘Here, let me have a go,’ said Gordon, surprisingly assertive. He plucked, fiddled, tuned. Then launched into ‘Oh, we don’t want to lose you . . .’

He is almost in tune, thought Anand. He knew the song;  it was from Oh! What a Lovely War which he had seen in the West End with Vanessa and Vic. He remembered it clearly, the music hall songs, dripping with sentimentality, yet moving. Vanessa wept throughout. He had not known whether to offer a hand in comfort.

Gordon sang on. Larry smiled benignly. Anand ascended the fire-escape steps back to his room as more music floated beneath him. Larry took over the guitar and he and Gordon sang a song which Anand did not recognise.

‘Established clientele,’ he said aloud to himself as he reached his room and turned on the wireless for the news. ‘Est-ab-lish-ed clientele.’

As he slumped into his armchair and felt the hint of one of its springs on his right buttock, he noticed on the floor a folded, lined sheet of paper, which looked as if it had been torn from a school exercise book. Someone must have pushed it under his door. He bent down and picked it up. The words were all in capital letters: ‘PLEASE TREAT MY DEATH AS SUSPICIOUS.’




Chapter Two


HAD IT ALL BEEN a terrible mistake? Gordon wondered, as he stroked his unimpressive beard with one hand and surreptitiously checked, with the other, hidden inside his navy-blue loon pants, to see whether the rash – crotch rot? Something more sinister? – was spreading. It was. He had given up everything: Grace, who now seemed more and more retrospectively desirable with each passing week of celibacy; the job, which hadn’t been that bad, had it; the comfy squat; the pub band with the vague possibility of a record contract – for what? For this?

He surveyed the courtyard of the Lux. There was Mr Bose, the owner, disappearing up the dodgy fire escape in his pyjamas, a boyish flop of jet-black hair over his forehead, a little premature paunch just visible above the knotted pyjama bottoms, having delivered the news that Agra was being bombed.

Was he serious? Agra? The Taj Mahal? Bombed? And there was Larry, shaven head shining in the dawn sun, shelling a cigarette on to a warped paperback of The Glass Bead Game in preparation for the day’s first chillum. Well,  Larry was a good thing, a new friend. His first American friend. There was that.

‘You know how they say that the darkest hour is just before dawn?’ said Larry.

‘Who says that?’ asked Gordon.

‘The Mamas and the Papas. You know . . .’ Larry paused, delicately placed the ingredients for making the chillum on the ground, reached behind him for the guitar that was now leaning against the wall, put it over his crossed bare knee and sang, quite sweetly, about whispering a little prayer and the darkest hour being just before dawn.

Gordon joined in, singing the tenor part of the last line.

‘Good harmony,’ said Larry. ‘But you came in too soon on “just before dawn”.’

‘Bollocks,’ said Gordon. ‘You were too slow.’

‘Why do British people say “bollocks” all the time?’

‘Why do Americans say “bullshit” all the time?’

‘Shit is waste matter so, if I say something is bullshit, it means I think it is rubbish, of no worth, OK? If you say something is bollocks and you mean it’s of no worth, then it means you have no respect for the male sexual organ. That’s all.’

‘Well, that is bollocks.’

‘Shhhh,’ came a voice from inside. Then more urgently: ‘SSSSHHHHH!’

‘Fucking Capricorns,’ muttered Larry.

‘I’m not a fucking Capricorn,’ responded an Australian voice from the inner darkness.

‘Fucking triple Aries then,’ said Larry. ‘Are you all still in bed? Morning has broken, for God’s sake.’

Larry lowered his voice but continued singing: ‘“. . . for the darkest hour is – just before dawn.” It isn’t, though, is it? We were out here just before dawn and it was much lighter than at midnight.’

Gordon looked at Larry, absorbed by his task. Having assembled a quorum of hash shavings, he was emptying a Scissors cigarette of its tobacco and mixing the two ingredients with the detached delicacy of the sous-chef he claimed to have once been.

‘I don’t think you’re meant to take it literally, Larry,’ he said.

‘So why write it, droog?’

‘Because . . . it’s comforting. Because it’s a song, for heaven’s sake.’

Gordon pushed his long hair out of his eyes and into his red and blue headband. It was bleached almost blond now by a combination of Goan sun and slyly applied lemon juice. He persisted with his thought.

‘Songs aren’t meant to be taken literally. Mr Bose is right. You Americans are too literal.’ Gordon slipped his advertising copywriter’s brain into gear. ‘Do you think that “people who need people are the luckiest people in the world”? Mmm? Or do you believe that . . . um . . . “electrical banana is going to be the very next thing”? Or do you think the Grateful Dead are really grateful?’

‘Have you got my lighter?’

‘Or the Incredible String Band are incredible?’ countered Gordon. ‘Does your warehouse hide my Arabian drum? Do jewels and binoculars hang from the head of the mule? Have sixteen vestal virgins really left for the coast?  Did . . . er . . . someone leave the cake out in the rain?’

‘OK! OK! OK! Christ, I get your fucking point. Jesus! Now give me my lighter.’

‘SHHHH!’ came a voice from inside another of the bedrooms that adjoined the courtyard.

‘Christ, it’s like being in a fucking library!’ said Larry.

‘D’you actually like Hesse?’ Gordon asked, glancing at the book on Larry’s bare knees below his frayed lungi. Gordon found the writer frosty and unappealing. ‘I find him a bit – ascetic.’

Larry paused from his chillum-making and stared at the book. ‘I find him overrated and pretentious but, as you may have noticed, this tome is the perfect size for the job in hand. Pass the lighter, droog.’

‘You should read Siddhartha. It’s fairly painless.’

Larry shrugged. Gordon handed him the Zippo. It had inscribed ornately on its side: ‘Yea, though I walk through the Valley of the Shadow of Death I will fear no evil for I am the evilest son-of-a-bitch in the Valley.’ Such a lighter normally indicated that the owner had served in Vietnam; they were made in Saigon. Gordon knew that it was uncool to ask Americans on the road whether they had been in Vietnam. It was like asking people at ad agency parties in London what they earned. If Larry had been in Vietnam, he must have been demobbed or gone AWOL for some months now; his beard was thick and black, in contrast to his recently shaven pate, a tonsorial arrangement which gave the impression that his head had been put on upside down. The whole effect was accentuated by his thick, brooding eyebrows.

Tugging at his own wispy beard, Gordon felt mildly jealous. He had just noticed, during a rare and tepid shower in the Lux’s modest latrines, that, at the age of twenty-six, he was starting to go bald. But why should that be a worry? Wasn’t that why he was here, so that he did not have to concern himself with such samsaric vanities? Wasn’t that why he had escaped the pointlessness of career and the chains of permanent relationships, the long narrow corridor with signs marked ‘promotion’ and ‘mortgage’ and ‘family’ and ‘pension’? To be free of all that, that was why he was here. Or something.

Yes, had it all been a terrible mistake? But he could not go back now, not for at least a year – he had airily resigned from his job as a copywriter, abruptly informed Grace that their relationship had ‘stalled’ – had he really used that horrible, cold word? That he was ‘fond’ of her but not in love. Easy to be hard. He had headed for the pub as her tears rolled silently down her cheeks. He could not now write to her from Calcutta and ask for forgiveness, suggest she give up her job as a graphic designer and fly out and join him. He felt the stirrings of desire at the thought of her.

He watched Larry pressing the last traces of tobacco and hash into the chillum. It reminded him of the satisfied look on his father’s face as he thumbed his St Bruno tobacco into his briar pipe in preparation for the single pipeful he allowed himself after supper every evening. Those rituals. His father’s single glass of Amontillado sherry on his return from his chartered accountant’s office, after he had changed from his suit into cavalry twills, fawn cardigan and – the one dash of bravado – cravat. The  checking of his watch as the one o’clock gun went off in Edinburgh Castle. The switching-on of the news on the Home Service, followed, immediately after the headlines had been read, by the inevitable ‘I don’t think we need any more of this, do we?’ regardless of whether the news was about a coup in Uganda or a protest about television standards by Mrs Whitehouse. He recalled his father’s look of astonishment three months earlier when he had told him he was giving up his job and taking the Magic Bus to India. His parents had been less bothered about the end of his relationship with Grace; they thought her skirts too short and her hair too long.

Larry sprinkled water from a small copper bottle on to his sofi, the handkerchief-sized piece of red-and-white checkered cloth that acted as a filter against the chillum’s harsh blast on inhalation. ‘I guess, droog, if the Mamas and Papas had sung that “the lightest hour is just before dawn”, it would have lost its paradoxical significance,’ he said.

‘You talk a load of bollocks sometimes,’ said Gordon. ‘Do you think when Bob Dylan sings about the Visions of Johanna—’

‘Oh, no, not Deelan, PLEASE!’ came a hoarse voice with a French accent from inside the dormitory. Remy, the French junkie, was conscious. ‘You fucking Americans think he is God.’

‘I’m not American, I’m Scottish,’ said Gordon matter-of-factly.

‘Dylan is God, you emaciated junkie,’ hectored Larry. ‘Do you think we should be discussing the fucking existential qualities of Maurice Chevalier?’ He sang a  mocking line of ‘Thank ’eaven for leetle girls’ while checking that the chillum was now ready to be lit. ‘Or Charles Trenet?’

‘I cannot believe you ’ave ’eard of Trenet,’ came the response from the dormitory. ‘You are not so stupid as you look.’

‘SHHHHHH!’ came another voice.

‘Sounds like the Aussies didn’t get to sleep,’ said Gordon. An Australian couple, Kieran and Karen, both thin, weary and henna-haired, had arrived the previous day and been allotted the room where Gordon, Larry, Remy and an Englishman called Freddie Braintree were all staying.

‘Shall we sing “Morning Has Broken” to them?’

‘Christ, how does a bugger get any sleep here?’ Kieran, bare chest highlighting protruding ribs, lungi slung low on his hips, toilet roll clasped tightly in one hand, emerged into the courtyard. ‘Are you going to light that bugger up or just look at it?’

‘Pull up a bollard,’ said Gordon, an old Goon Show reference that he did not think any of his companions would get but which he found comforting. A family routine, the weekly gathering round the wireless to listen to the Goons, the collective chuckle when Minnie Bannister said, ‘We’ll all be murdered in our beds.’ He felt a reluctant homesickness.

Kieran pulled up a short, three-legged stool and squatted on it between Larry and Gordon.

‘Is that water OK, man?’ he said, eyeing Larry’s copper bottle.

‘Sure,’ said Larry. ‘Where did you just come from?’

‘Arrived from Bombay yesterday. Train.’

‘Stay at Stiffles?’ asked Gordon.

‘The Rex.’

‘Isn’t that where—’

‘The two American junkies got killed? Yeah.’

‘They arrest anyone for that yet?’

‘Nope. They think it may be the same bloke who strangled the Dutch guy in Benares.’

‘I thought he was Belgian.’

‘I heard German.’

‘What’s the difference?’ said Larry. ‘Some weird stuff going down anyway. Someone left a yin and yang sign with a line through it on the bodies. I heard it was an Indian guy who had a mission to cleanse his country and he was starting with all the hippies.’

‘I heard it was a Vietnam vet who’d freaked out,’ said Kieran. ‘Can we not talk about this? My lady’s feeling a bit ropey.’

‘“My lady”,’ mimicked Larry. ‘“My lady”! You one of the knights of the fucking round table?’

‘Give him a break,’ said Gordon. To Kieran, ‘Got the runs? I’ve got some stuff if you need it. Mixture of chalk and opium. Got it from a chemist in Poona. It’s magic. If it doesn’t dry you up, it makes you not care about it.’

‘I might have to. Whatever I eat, it just goes right through me. Train was a nightmare. One time all the toilets were full so I had to just—’

‘We are not innarested in your lousy condition,’ said Larry. It was a line from Burroughs that Larry had adopted.  He used it a lot now. ‘But feel free to join our round table discussion on whether the darkest hour is just before dawn.’

‘I’ll settle for a hit of the chillum, mate,’ said Kieran, tossing back his long, hennaed hair. As he spoke, the dormitory door opened again and Karen, his girlfriend, emerged. She was in what Gordon could now identify as a Rajasthani nomad dress, its tiny coin-shaped mirrors reflecting the half-light. Her hair was parted severely down the middle.

Gordon rose and offered her his stool. She almost demurred but weariness prevailed. She sat down gratefully. Gordon was unable to stop himself from peering down the embroidered V-neck of her dress. This is terrible, he thought. I should be getting beyond desire. It had been three months since he had touched a woman’s bare flesh. He caught a glimpse of two small pale breasts and felt a stirring beneath the loon pants he had bought one Saturday from the Good Fairy market on Portobello Road. The stirring reminded him of his rash. From that dirty mattress in Calangute? He squatted down with his back against the wall and his knees up.

‘Which way you headed?’ he asked.

‘Burma, but none of the planes are running because of the war.’ Kieran shrugged. ‘And if that manager guy’s right and they’re bombing Agra, I guess we’re stuck here. What’s this place like? Seems OK.’

‘Well, the cockroaches are friendly,’ said Gordon. ‘Hey, it’s not bad for seven rupees a night.’

‘Seven rupees? We’re paying ten.’

‘Ah, supply and demand,’ said Larry. ‘No one can fly out of Calcutta so hotels are full which means they can charge what they like. It’s called capitalism. It’s what Gordon thinks he can escape by immersing himself in the spiritual bathtub that is Mother India. He has yet to learn that there is nowhere left on earth untouched by avarice. Still, he now knows that the darkest hour is not just before dawn.’ And he started singing in a sweet, gentle bass. As he reached the last line, he was joined by another voice, its owner emerging into the courtyard singing in near-perfect harmony, an angelic expression on his face beneath its mass of curls.

Freddie Braintree, wearing just a pair of bleached-out bell-bottomed jeans, frayed where they had scuffed across a hundred Indian pavements, beamed at the gathering, tucked his sandalled feet beneath him and sat down to form a circle. Freddie seemed to be one of the many casualties, either mental or physical, whom Gordon had encountered on the road but there was something touching about him, the way that there seemed to be something sharp beneath all the acid-addled aphorisms.

‘Swami, Freddie,’ said Larry. ‘What gnomic insights have you to offer us?’

‘The darkest hour IS just before dawn.’

‘Far fucking out, man,’ said Larry, finally disposing of The Glass Bead Game on the ground beside him and brushing a strand of tobacco from the singlet he wore above his lungi. Addressing Kieran and Karen, who had pulled their stools close together and were leaning against each other, Larry announced, ‘Freddie’s an expert on the Incredible String Band – you know them?’

‘Don’t think I do, man,’ said Kieran. ‘Are they American?’

‘Yes, you do,’ said Karen, gripping her roll of toilet paper as though it was a baton and she was about to run the final leg for the Australian women’s 4 x 100 Olympic relay team. ‘The Hangman’s Beautiful Daughter . . . That song – ‘The Half-Remarkable Question’ . . . You know . . .’

‘Oh, it’s the haaaalf remaaarkable quest-tion,’ quavered Freddie.

‘NO, NO, not ze fucking String Band,’ came the Gallic voice, followed by the sound of a body hitting the floor. A few moments later, wrapped in a crumpled, grey kurta with what looked like a bloodstain on its left sleeve, Remy appeared. He glared at the company.

‘You talk sheet,’ he said, eyeing the still-unlit chillum. ‘First that crazy hotel manager tells us we are being beumbed and now you talk this sheet.’

‘Remy, we are trying to elevate the discussion,’ said Gordon. ‘For we stand at a moment in history.’

‘From the land of Rimbaud and Sartre, come these pearls –’ Larry shifted into his French imitation – ‘“you talk sheet”. And did he really say “beumbed”? I am glad that Baudelaire is not alive to see how decadent his countrymen have become.’

‘You Americans think you say a few foreign names and it make you an intellectual,’ said Remy, eyeing the company. ‘Fuck you.’

‘Hey, droog,’ said Larry, ‘is that blood on your sleeve? Have you cut yourself?’

Remy looked at him sharply. ‘Betel juice, man.’

Larry and Remy exchanged a look.

‘Napoleon in rags,’ said Freddie with a grin.

Gordon glanced round the group. It was still too dark to catch everyone’s expressions accurately. Karen and Kieran were both frowning and curling themselves into semifoetal positions. Kieran stood up suddenly and hastened off clutching the toilet roll.

‘May your stools be firm, droog,’ said Larry.

‘Who do you think you are? Dr fucking Kildare?’ Kieran shot back over his shoulder as he disappeared.

Remy was eyeing everyone with handsome, lazy disdain from beneath his tousled hair and through his opiated pupils. Freddie beamed, without guile, a child at a funfair. The previous day he had told Gordon that his body had become translucent and he could now watch a glass of lassi on its way through his digestive tract. ‘Wow,’ Gordon had said.

Finally, like a priest preparing to administer the sacrament, Larry handed the lighter to Gordon, said, ‘Come on, baby, light my fire,’ raised the chillum aloft, touched his forehead with it, intoned ‘Boom Shanka’ and, as Gordon flipped the Zippo into action, put the chillum to his lips and took a deep breath as though preparing to dive to a great depth, thus kindling the hashish and tobacco and lighting the group’s faces with a flattering, rosy glow. Gordon looked at them. One of a pair of dehydrated Aussies, an angry French junkie, a damaged English elf and Larry. Had he given up Grace, his friends in the Clapham squat, his mates in the pub band, his pals at the ad agency for this? He tried to ignore the itch in his loins.

‘Hey, you don’t have crabs, do you, droog?’ asked Larry. ‘I once had crabs in my fucking eyebrows, man. God, that was a drag.’

‘Fuck off,’ said Gordon. ‘God, I’m hungry. Anyone fancy breakfast?’

Ten minutes and four chillum hits later, Gordon and Larry were sailing down Chowringhee, a couple of beggars in their wake. The excitement in the street was almost tangible. Newspaper vendors were under siege. ‘WAR DECLARED,’ said the headlines. Small boys aimed fingers at each other and made the sound of guns firing. Now this is more exciting than writing a thirty-second commercial for shampoo, thought Gordon. Then, was he having a flashback? He looked again in the window of the taxi stalled in the traffic near the Oberoi Grand.

‘Bogbrush?’ he said. ‘Bogbrush!’




Chapter Three


THE SAFARI JACKET had been a mistake, thought Hugh. He should have known that from the moment he took it home and Jackie asked if he was going off to bag some wildebeest in the Serengeti. Typical of Jackie, these days, to make some clever comment rather than be concerned about the risks involved in covering your first war. Now the jacket seemed too heavy in the morning sun of Calcutta and, he noted in despair, a Biro had leaked into the top left-hand pocket. On top of that, he still had a ferocious hangover from the night in the Bell.

‘Better sup well, old man,’ Henry had said, ‘you’re going to dry areas where you won’t be able to get a drink for love nor money. They’re of the Muslim persuasion in East Pakistan so I don’t think you’ll find too many hostelries serving Red Barrel.’ Henry was the paper’s most experienced war correspondent: Korea, Suez, Vietnam. It had been Henry who had told him to get a safari suit: all those pockets, handy for visas and pens and tobacco and so on. Henry wasn’t going on this job, however; some unresolved business over expenses in Saigon.

Hugh leaned forward from the back seat of the cab  taking him from Dum Dum airport to his hotel in the centre of Calcutta. He glanced outside at the crowded street. Bullock carts and bicycle rickshaws, street sellers at tiny stalls, a poster ungrammatically advertising an English language school, a sudden pool of stagnant, muddy water in the potholed road. A rivulet of sweat rolled down his spine and hit the elastic top of his Y-fronts. ‘No one wears Y-fronts any more, darling,’ Jackie told him once, when she still called him ‘darling’. ‘Only people whose mothers still buy their underwear for them.’

That was typical of the way Jackie had changed since she started teaching at the new comprehensive in Hackney. Any excuse to have a go at his mother who, as she well knew, had given him a three-pack of Y-fronts in green, blue and red when he visited her for the weekend in Hove; his mother had, unbidden, gone through his clothes to see if anything needed washing and threw away his boxer shorts because they were ‘just hanging together by shreds, dear. I’m surprised Jackie lets you wear them.’

‘Got an up-to-date passport, Hugh?’ Max, the news editor, had asked.

‘Of course,’ Hugh had said. He had been relieved to find it that evening in the top drawer of his desk at home, with its stamps from their honeymoon in Malta two years ago and their holiday in Corfu last summer.

‘You’re off to India then,’ said Max. ‘Looks like India will be properly at war with Pakistan in the next couple of days. You should be there just before it kicks off. Linda –’ he indicated the new newsdesk secretary, who had the shortest miniskirt in the office and wore what appeared to  be white lipstick and what his mother would have described as the contents of a coal scuttle round her eyes – ‘Linda will arrange tickets to Calcutta. You’re au fait with what’s going on, are you, Hugh?’

‘Oh, yes . . . er . . . Bangladesh . . . civil war . . . Sheikh, er, Mujib in jail . . . massacres and so on,’ he flannelled. Henry had once said that you could become an expert on any foreign country in thirty minutes. Half an hour in the library and he would be ‘au fait’. He went up to the fifth floor, asked for the ‘Bangladesh’ file and skimmed through the yellowing cuttings, jotting notes as he did so.

There was West Pakistan and there was East Pakistan and there were a thousand miles between them. Been partitioned that way since Indian independence in 1947. Mountbatten had given Pakistan to the Muslims and India to the Hindus. Bit of a botched job, it seemed. Now East Pakistan, part of Bengal before the partition, was unhappy. They felt West Pakistan was taking advantage. East Pakistan, population 75 million, produced all the rice and jute but didn’t get the benefit of it. West Pakistan kept all the Western aid for themselves. Urdu-speaking West Pakistan had tried to make Bengali-speaking East Pakistan speak Urdu. East Pakistan had a charismatic leader. Hugh scrutinised the mustachioed face of Sheikh Mujib. He and his secular Awami League party had won the election, taking 167 of the 169 seats in the east. West Pakistan was unhappy about it. President/dictator Yahya Khan wouldn’t honour the results. Sheikh Mujib locked up in jail. East Pakistan now fighting for its own independence. Wants to become Bangladesh (‘land of the Bengalis’). Massacres  carried out by West Pakistan army in Dhaka. Students slaughtered at the university. Hindus targeted and attacked. Lots of atrocities. Millions of refugees flee into India. International outcry. India hints it may go to war.

There were some bits Hugh didn’t quite follow. He photocopied a couple of articles. By the time he had done that and phoned his mother, as he had every other day since his father died of a heart attack at his firm’s annual dinner-dance the previous year, he was almost ready. The plane was at noon the following day. Time for a few pints with the chaps – envious, most of them. In a way, it was a relief that Jackie was away for a long weekend with her parents. He wouldn’t have to phone her and listen to her saying, ‘Again?’ when he told her he was having a quick drink with the chaps before heading home to Crouch End. It seemed only polite to ask Linda to join them since she had done such a sterling job booking the air tickets and getting a hotel for him.

‘Traffic very bad, sir,’ said his taxi driver. He had great gaps between his teeth and the corners of his mouth were stained with something brackish. Could it be chewing tobacco? It seemed the wrong colour. He had his scarf wrapped round his head, top to bottom, as it were, like a character with toothache in a Beano cartoon. ‘Emergency. You know emergency, sir? War coming very soon.’

‘Yes, very much so,’ said Hugh. ‘I’m here to, you know, write about it. I’m a journalist.’

‘Reporter, sir?’

‘Correspondent . . .’

‘What is difference, sir?’

‘How much further is it?’ said Hugh, ignoring the question, to which he did not really know the answer. Officers and other ranks? There was a throbbing pain behind his right eye which the constant peeping of horns did nothing to alleviate. ‘How far are we from the hotel?’

‘Not more than twenty minutes, sir.’

That’s what you said twenty minutes ago, Hugh thought impatiently. The driver turned off the engine in even the mildest of traffic jams.

Linda had cheerfully come along for the drink-up. She had a good sense of humour, Hugh could tell: she got the joke about the two spinsters and the greengrocer which Jackie dismissed as ‘infantile’. And she matched for drinks Max and Hugh and the rest of the half-dozen or so subs and reporters who gathered regularly at the Bell. Everyone bought a round and when Hugh looked down at the diver’s watch he had bought half-price in the pub a few weeks earlier – it could tell the time at 20 fathoms, information which he doubted he would need but you never could tell what foreign assignments might flow if he had ‘a good war’; he might well find himself with some crew excavating a wreck, for instance – it was nearly closing time.

Turned out that Linda’s flat in Archway was pretty much on his way home so it seemed sensible to share a cab. As the driver took a sharp right at the Angel, Linda was thrown towards him in the back seat and they found themselves kissing. He could taste the illicit flavour of menthol tobacco on her breath. Jackie had given up smoking when she started her teacher’s training course and now said,  ‘What’s that awful smell? Have you been smoking?’ whenever he came home after a night in the Bell.

‘Want to pop up for a nightcap?’ Linda suggested. ‘My flatmate’s in Gibraltar with her boyfriend and I’ve got some duty-free in.’

‘Well . . . why not? Eat, drink and be merry for tomorrow we die.’

‘Are you frightened about going to the war?’

‘No, not really,’ said Hugh, who was. ‘Couldn’t do the job if you were.’

Was it his imagination or had he seen, in the rear-view mirror in front of him, as the black cab headed through the damp London night, the taxi driver’s eyebrows rising dismissively heavenwards?

‘Sorry, traffic very bad,’ said his current driver, who had beaten a field of at least twenty to wrestle Hugh’s suitcase from him at Dum Dum airport and escort him to his cab. ‘Five minutes away. Are you bachelor, sir?’

‘Er . . . no,’ said Hugh. A bachelor? Who speaks of bachelors in 1971? Only Cliff Richard, surely. Son, you’ll be a bachelor boy. ‘No, married. To a teacher.’

‘Children, sir?’

‘No, not yet . . .’

‘I have three boys, sir.’

‘Excellent. Good for you.’ The eye was throbbing harder and the safari jacket was sticking beneath the armpits. He would have been better off with the old linen jacket that his mother had suggested he should take, the one his father used to wear when he sat in the deckchair in the Sussex summer, sipping his Robinson’s lime cordial and  identifying birdsong for the family: ‘I think that’s our friend, Mr Goldfinch.’ But Jackie said the jacket made him look like a vicar at a summer fete so he had left it behind.

Linda’s ‘nightcap’ was a half-bottle of Teachers. She poured two large measures into chunky tumblers, probably a free offer with four gallons of petrol. She told him how much she enjoyed her new job in the newsroom. That she had fancied him when she first saw him. That she had broken up with her boyfriend in Hull because he hadn’t wanted her to come to London.

‘He was so possessive! Any bloke that looked at me in the disco – God! My mum said being in the army had made him like that. You’re married, aren’t you?’

‘Well, I suppose so, you could say,’ he replied, trying to give the impression that his wife was either a helpless invalid or they were both swingers much too sophisticated to let a boring old thing like a wedding certificate interfere with a night of fun. ‘But she’s away at her parents’ at the moment, she seems to spend more and more time there . . . Still, I suppose I should go back to my lonely abode.’ He went for a pee. He lifted the toilet seat. ‘Whoopee – there’s a man in the house!’ said a neat little handwritten sign Sellotaped on the base of the seat. It seemed to take about ten minutes to empty his bladder. Linda was standing in the chilly hallway smiling as he emerged. They kissed. She was wearing what he had heard Jackie call a ‘skinny rib’ sweater. He lifted it over her head. Her bra was black. He undid it. Jackie did not like him to do that any more. She said it was ‘fetishistic’. Linda unbuttoned his unironed white shirt.

‘Oo,’ Linda said, patting his stomach. ‘Someone’s been drinking too much beer.’

He sucked his belly in and pulled her towards him. Her head was below his chin. He could feel her breasts against his chest. He undid his trousers but the left leg gave him trouble as he tried to get it off and he stumbled. Linda giggled. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.

‘Come into the bedroom,’ she said. She was naked now. How slim she was, how desperately desirable she looked, lit only by the street light sidling in through the half-pulled curtains. She took him by the hand as he tried to shake off the trouser leg which had got caught up with the Argyll socks his mother had given him for Christmas. (‘The Duke of Argyll advertised them himself, dear,’ she had said.) He spotted a teddy bear propped up by the pillow of the immaculately made bed. His erection softened. The room was cold, warmed only by a three-bar electric fire, which gave off a smell of lightly singed dust. She pulled the covers back, slipped between the pastel-striped, flannel sheets and opened her arms to embrace him.

She was, as Henry would have said, like a tiger, clawing and biting. Jackie had been like that when they first met as students at East Anglia. She had told him she was on the pill the first night they had been introduced at a friend’s birthday party and, two bottles of Bulmer’s cider and a packet of ten Navy Cut later, they were in her single bed in the student hostel. But over the last few months, Jackie had made it fairly clear that she would rather read Simone de Beauvoir and eat wafer-thin mints in bed than respond to his beery kisses. He had hopefully bought The Joy of Sex,  made a mental note about the importance of the clitoris and something called the ‘buttered bun’ and left the book suggestively in the bathroom. Only to see it three weeks later on the Oxfam pile with his old rugby shirts and the tie-hanger his mother had given him as a present to celebrate his getting a job in Fleet Street. The last time he had tried to initiate sex, when he had come home late and put his arms round her, Jackie had told him that she was not an ‘ambulatory spittoon’. What on earth did she mean?

He felt Linda’s teeth in his shoulder. Ouch! She cried out to him, ‘Come on, Hughie, fuck me!’ No one had called him Hughie since prep school. Hughie? They hardly knew each other. He kissed her hard on the mouth, ensuring at least that she could not call him ‘Hughie’ any more. They wrestled and licked and bit. He had seen an article in one of Jackie’s magazines which suggested that it took women twelve minutes to reach orgasm. He surreptitiously looked at the luminous hands of his diver’s watch. Only eleven to go.

‘That was great,’ he said afterwards. Linda was soon asleep. He dozed. When his watch told him it was 6 a.m., he realised that he had to get home, pack and reach the airport for the noon flight. He dressed gingerly. Linda was still asleep as he pulled the latch shut behind him.

Just as well he had left then. He was barely back to Crouch End when Jackie rang from her parents’ house. She bade him look after himself. She sounded concerned. He wished she had been colder, it would have made the previous night’s little betrayal easier. Changing his clothes,  he noticed Linda’s bite mark on his shoulder. She had almost taken a lump out of him.

He gazed now out of the taxi window. Closer to the centre of Calcutta, the bullock carts and pedestrians had given way to heavy traffic, cries of newspaper sellers, broken-down cars being pushed by their passengers. The taxi slowed to around five miles an hour as it tried to navigate its way into what his driver told him was Chowringhee Road, where his hotel was. Hugh stared at the people on the crowded pavements: thin men in vests and what he thought were called longis or lungis. Young men with Brylcreemed hair, short-sleeved shirts, neatly pressed trousers. Tiny children darting after them, dodging between the other pedestrians on the pavement like a rugby wing three-quarter dummying his way to the line. (Haven’t played rugby since I left school, thought Hugh. At East Anglia, it had not been thought cool; he had gone to a practice match to find only himself and two chaps from Sedbergh there. They ended up playing darts in the student bar and that was the end of his sporting life.)

In the midst of this rush and bustle, walking along the pavement was a strangely familiar figure. He had a silly wispy beard and long, lank hair, looked British, like one of the hippies that filled the public gallery at the Oz obscenity trial Hugh had covered that summer at the Old Bailey. Obviously, it had been foolish to prosecute the three hippy journalists but he couldn’t help but feel a mild satisfaction when he heard the jury foreman pronounce them guilty. ‘I felt a “guilty” pleasure,’ he told Max in the newsroom afterwards and they both laughed, as they had chuckled  when they heard that the trio had to have their hair cut in prison. Richard Neville, Jim Anderson, Felix Dennis, those were the names of the accused. They had allowed schoolchildren to edit their magazine which had showed Rupert Bear with a giant penis. The judge – Judge Argyle, it was – obviously hated them, probably hated all the long-haired riff-raff in the public gallery and the unfairly beautiful girls in white denim hot pants and high suede boots who waited outside the court for the defendants to emerge. Why do girls like that go for hippies? Hugh wondered.

So was it someone from the trial? One of those louche witnesses who said how uncorrupting it all was? No, it was that bow-legged walk that was familiar as well as something about the face. The figure, accompanied by another white man with a shaven head and a W. G. Grace beard, seemed to pause for a moment as their eyes met. His taxi driver suddenly saw a gap in the traffic and stepped on the accelerator, throwing Hugh against the back of the seat. Was it just his imagination or did he hear a voice cry out what sounded like his old school nickname, Bogbrush?

‘Here we are, sir,’ said the driver a moment later. ‘Oberoi Grand.’

A stately Sikh stood outside in an immaculately starched white tunic and crimson turban. Hugh handed over bundles of rupees to the taxi driver, his head throbbing too much for him to work out whether he had been heavily disadvantaged over the exchange rate. He hauled his suitcase and portable typewriter out, to the  excitement of a group of small boys who had strayed into the forecourt. Solicitous hotel staff hurried to his aid.

‘Where are you coming from?’ asked one of the boys as he was shooed away by the commissionaire.

‘Are you a hunter, sir?’

‘Fuck off,’ said Hugh under his breath.

The safari jacket was stuck to his back with sweat. He passed the boys with the same disdain he reserved for the Glaswegian he had encountered at Euston station the previous week, asking for ‘huff a croon, pal’, as though unaware that decimalisation had taken place weeks earlier. (He had covered the inquest of some daft woman in Gloucestershire who had committed suicide because, according to her relatives, she found decimalisation too hard to master.)

Other journalists were registering at reception. He recognised an Australian bloke who had won some foreign correspondent’s prize the previous year and was gratified to see that he, too, was in a safari jacket, albeit one with short sleeves. As Hugh started to fill in the registration book, he noticed the heads of the reporters turn towards the entrance. A tall woman with short, blonde hair and dark eyebrows, wearing a white shirt, blue jeans and cowboy boots entered. She had a camera slung round her neck and a square suede bag over one shoulder. She placed her wallet and passport down beside the registration book. Hugh smiled at her despite his headache.

‘Let me guess,’ he said. ‘Photographer?’

‘Let me guess,’ she said. ‘Psychic?’

Hugh wasn’t quite sure how to take that. He introduced himself. She was called Britt. She sounded American.

‘How’s about we all meet for a beer in the bar in half an hour?’ he said, including the Australian and, inadvertently, the male receptionist in his invitation. Everyone smiled non-committally.

Hugh filled in the register: ‘10/10/44 . . . Hove, Sussex, England.’ He paused at the box marked ‘profession’. Then, in capital letters, with just the slightest glance to his right, he wrote: ‘WAR CORRESPONDENT.’
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