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To Brendan Cassin, who taught me

the value of a story

and

To Michael ‘Red’ Reece, who told me

a few tales
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I knew this junkie in the mid-seventies, when I worked in St. Giles Hospital in Camberwell, South East London. He was there because of malnutrition and general neglect, and not for treatment for drug abuse, and every time he was discharged, I knew it would not be long before he was back. I also knew that, one day, he wouldn’t make it. I knew him as much as you can, or want to know junkies if you’re not one, and even, I suppose, if you are. His name was Henri, pronounced as in French, though there was really nothing French about him.

In response to a locum who asked questions that made plain his disapproval of junkies, Henri said quietly, “I’m not into debating things that ought to be clear to people who claim to be intelligent.” I stifled a laugh. The locum did too, to be fair. I caught a brief wink from our bed-bound junkie, who then settled down for the mid-morning nap that countered his usual sleepless night, his veiny arms outside the sheet, his bitten nails neat and pink. I wagged a naughty-boy finger at him, before catching up with the locum on his round.

Henri’s whole life wasn’t in St. Giles, of course. Nor was it in the streets of Camberwell, where I’d see him occasionally whenever he was discharged. He never seemed to stray far from St. Giles, as if he wanted to keep the place in sight, just to be safe. I watched him, noted his collar askew, one trouser leg shorter than the other, the scrappy end of a scarf sticking out of one sleeve, as if he’d dressed in a hurry in somebody else’s clothes. I saw him affect affability as he asked people for money. Though haggard, haunted even, he never quite acquired the patina of the tramp, nor the patter of the beggar, being too long-winded, and too diffident. People who donated despite this were rewarded with a look of fake gratitude. It was fake, because, after a certain point, nearly everything a junkie shows the world is fake.

“Even my name is fake,” he told me. I’d guessed as much, but didn’t care what name he wanted to use. The one in our hospital records was good enough for me, and anyway, I couldn’t be doing with the bother of changing it. That was the first time I bought him a cup of tea, in Nick’s, a café near Camberwell Green. “This is real.” Henri held up the tea. “But what made you buy it for me is fake.” I was too tired not to agree. “But because the tea is real, and the cup, and the money you paid for it, then it doesn’t matter. As long as some of the... thing... the process is real.” He looked into my eyes, his own alive, searching. 

He talked in that almost-intellectual way to seem enigmatic, I suppose. He never quite managed it, and in any case it was a bore, no longer clever now that it had appeared on the television, first in deadly seriousness, and then, already dated, sent up in satire. I suppose Henri didn’t realize that, as he had no television, or so I assumed; he couldn’t know that the world had caught up and become as clever as he had once been. I was tetchy, perhaps – I’d usually been up all night on shift whenever I met him – and said all this. Something changed in his face, a flare of anger replaced by acceptance in such a quick turn-around that I thought I’d imagined it.

I continued to call him Henri, with the accent on the second syllable. “Henry just sounds... wrong to me now,” he said. “Plodding. From a time before the war.”

“True.” I had to laugh.

“I’m from before the war, of course.” In those days, people who said that meant the Second World War. If his date of birth wasn’t fake too, then this was true, by a year. It was impossible to tell his age from his look; his teeth were ruinous, and his hair, though dark, with a hint of metallic grey, was straggly and thin, and fine lines had dug a way into his face.

I’m mostly Irish, and partly Catholic, and I’m not religious, but I sometimes thought of Henri as living in a sort of purgatory; Camberwell was just a stop along the way to his real destination, wherever that might be. Because of that, our surroundings didn’t seem to be very important to him. Whenever we went for those cups of tea, and the occasional breakfast if it was the right side of pay day, Henri told me part of his story.

Early on, he told me that he had been born in Boston, the one in Lincolnshire, but, as if the subject bored him literally unutterably, he stopped the autobiographical details there. He fast-forwarded twenty five years through schools, playmates, sports, university, jobs, girls, and pubs to the nineteen sixties, when he lived on the French Riviera. It was a place I knew by proxy, through the fascination with it in James Bond films, and then spoofed in one featuring comic duo Morecambe and Wise.

Somewhere between Boston and the Blue Coast, Henri had got himself a countess – one from a strain of French aristocracy left un-beheaded in the Revolution, but a real one, all the same. I never got much of a picture of her, just a stark outline revealing that she was a junkie too – how else could it have been? She introduced Henri to the fringes of the Rolling Stones’ tax-exiled circle from a connection with her dealer, a guy called Jean who had been Marianne Faithfull’s beau, and sometimes still was. “My countess was what they call chic,” Henri said. It was the first time I’d heard that word, and he had to explain it to me. “Part of this sort of... beau monde – beautiful scene,” he translated further. “But up close, it often wasn’t so beautiful.” 

They were welcomed in to Keith Richards’ mansion in Villefranche sometimes, by Keith’s vigilant girlfriend, Anita Pallenburg, but at other times shooed out of it, when she wanted to remind everybody that the party, for a time at least, was over. Henri dropped the names, but only as background to his tale; he claimed that his life was uninteresting, even with the Stones in it, and, in any case, a bit of a daze. Perhaps he was that joke come true: if you’d truly lived through the sixties, you wouldn’t be able to remember it. That sixties story had been told so many times by then, and at tedious length, by chroniclers and documentary-makers, using a lot of faces prettier than Henri’s to populate it, and he seemed happy to wash his hands of it.
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Henri told me another story. It was about a couple who were almost the opposite of anybody in the Stones’ entourage; they were from a world long before the sixties, and yet lived in one that existed both in and out of that mad decade when it was felt that anybody could become whoever they wanted to be. This couple didn’t seek fame, but the shadows. They were artists, but didn’t seek to leave art behind as a monument to themselves; their art was nightly, ephemeral edifices made by sleight of hand, a certain finger placed in a certain way on certain small items – a lighter, for example, or a wedding ring – or the barest twitch of an eyebrow: they were a pair of Blue Coast card players.

They were among a paradoxical minority on the coast: transients who managed to live there almost all their lives, and yet still not be fully of the place. The seasons changed the make-up of their lives, and of the memories of them that others took away, but kept them there, each year a little greyer, a little more faded, and a little poorer.

People remembered the couple living in an Art Deco ruin of a hotel near the Paillon river, and in a draughty bungalow by the cemetery under Haut Cagnes, in an apartment described as needlessly sumptuous over the flower market, and in a suite at one of the fancy hotels almost on the promenade. They were never at these places for long, and they told Henri they remembered little about them: the dwellings were incidental to the act of living.

The last was a two-roomed cold-water apartment in the suburbs of Nice, over a car repair shop, a business run by an old man called Villemont who, it was rumored, had ‘done well out of the war’. He was wiry, his hands always active, clenched, his pale eyes unflinching, challenging all to dare ask about that period of his life when the Nazis terrorized his country. He was traditional in his ways; he didn’t employ anybody but family, and didn’t encourage his workers to dawdle around the place, wouldn’t let it become a hangout for aimless young men. He believed in a siesta in the summer months, and in knocking off at the advertised times. 

Villemont was sometimes heard to say that he didn’t like the tenants above him – and he didn’t have to, did he? – but tolerated them because they were quiet, and caused no trouble, and because, as a businessman, he understood how hard it was for Adie, the landlord, to rent out a place over a car repair shop. He didn’t like Adie much, either, but at least they shared the chasing of an honest franc. 

Out front there were trees to hide both the sun and the apartment blocks across the narrow street. Out the back, a slope led to a vacant lot that, unbuilt on, had lapsed into use as a dump. It was full of abandoned bedsteads, cookers, furniture, bicycles, cars, even, at least one truck, and other cast-offs from modern life, gravitating towards a pool that grew and shrank, that imitated metal, went between the colors of lead and rust. It was a leak from below, perhaps – water supply pipes, or, worse, sewage outlets – replenished by the storms that lashed the coast in the winter, the ones the tourists never saw. The harsh environment stopped neither the shrubs that grew between the rusting hulks of consumerism, nor the birds that perched on them and sang, the dogs and cats that played on them nor, once, a mysterious grey monkey from who-knew-where – a zoo, a circus, or a ship, most likely, abandoned to a fate people could only guess at. “If you could ignore all that,” Henri said, “you had a view – what they call the Bay of Angels, the blue sea, this... mad deep blue like the one kids draw with crayons at school, and a big blue sky like you never see here. Man it was something.”

The couple Henri told me about lived in a city in which, it might be said, they stuck out, but in fact they were surrounded by odd people, in the nearby rows of apartments reclaimed and restored after the war, but already shabby, and in need of attention. Those people were not exactly secretive, but generally kept their thoughts to themselves. They said good morning neutrally, like diplomats, or gravely, in the manner of pessimists. 

All such people liked the way the city teemed around them and closed them in. “Some people fear the open spaces,” the man from the couple said to an idler in a seafront café, a tourist he would never see again. “And seek the sanctuary of streets, no matter how dirty, or mean.” That piqued the interest of another idler, a certain junkie who was unerringly British and yet, already, had adopted an undeniably French name: our Henri, destined eventually to haunt not just the Blue Coast, but Camberwell’s streets and cafés, and its almost-famous patch of grass, its bath-house, its hospital dedicated to obscure St. Giles, and its Tiger pub, where my mum worked behind the bar.

“It’s funny to think,” Henri said to me, years later, “that I’d probably never heard of Camberwell at that point in my life. Villefranche-sur-Mer was more familiar to me, and its characters.”

“Mmm.” I saw his streaky eyes, the gaps in his teeth, the dry skin around his nostrils, and caught a whiff from his raggedy clothes. I must have been feeling particularly cranky that morning. I nearly imitated his pronunciation, to say, ooh – soor meyur – very fancy, but said anyway, “Except not so funny now, eh?”

What could I have meant? The rain outside, I suppose, the grim, grey-faced kids trudging to school, the old woman who looked like she’d strayed out of a Charles Dickens book, muttering in the corner, the early-morning drinker who’d once told me at St. Giles that black worms came out when he tried to urinate, the tabloid-reading builders who were swearing loudly about nothing. Those were the characters Henri was stuck with, now. That was... probably what I meant. The moment was vivid: me with my chin on both hands. I didn’t know whether to be pleased or depressed when Henri answered me, “No. Not so funny,” and yet still dived back into his story set on the French Riviera.

When Henri first got talking to the card-playing couple, the man intoned Henri’s name carefully, on the verge of friendly mockery. Henri was another tourist they would see that one time only, they supposed, but then they ran into him again, and again, and recognized him as a fellow-outsider. His life was a wreck, they noted, but saw that he was not resigned to it in some miserable way. It seemed that they approved of people who embraced their fate with dignity. 

All the same, the man felt a little sorry for Henri. He had smoked the odd pipe of hashish, but he couldn’t make out why anybody would fill his mind with an everyday narcotic – get up in the morning and turn his waking mind into a dreamscape – the torture of it: why would a man do that to himself?

Only after they became friends, and he was able to ask Henri this to his face, was he able to confess that he had his own dreamscape. He and his companion had been counting cards in their sleep for more than thirty years, and were now catching sight in their waking moments of those hearts, diamonds, clubs, spades, numbers and the haughty royal faces of kings and queens, the mocking ones of knaves, and the ivory ball that brought fortunes or made them vanish with the silence following a final click. 

They didn’t always talk to Henri, but he was often in the background, cheerful, slightly ragged, slightly wrecked, as they told parts of their stories to countless ten-minute acquaintances. In this way, Henri learned that the man did indeed avoid those open spaces, carrying deserts in his head as well as card trickery, grainy films of his people forced to march under merciless suns, at the mercy of those with no mercy to offer, from Ottoman pashas up on high to the lowest mountain peasants. Henri had barely heard of Armenians, but they took gradual shape in his head, courtesy of his new acquaintance, their fate to be marched out into an eastern nothingness, and starved, or forced into the Aegean Sea in the west, to drown, and be forgotten by the world.

Not long after he first spoke to them, Henri woke from a heroin stupor and said to his equally stupefied countess, “I know them.” She didn’t know who he was talking about. “Well, not... know, exactly.” Nor did she care who he was talking about, particularly. He walked around, talked to the room about seeing the couple in the crowds awaiting the end of a bicycle race on the Promenade des Anglais the year before. He recalled their faces clouding over as the winner crossed the line. It was their cue to tear up their betting ticket stubs and turn away, suddenly untouched by the spectacle, and the bonhomie and hubbub around them, their moment soured by loss. “But even then,” he told the countess, “they had a kind of... elegance.” 

“Who?” she asked him.

And he remembered them from another occasion, just walking – no, promenading, a matter of style, not just seeing, but being seen. And another, the man in a pale linen suit, the woman in a purple-and-yellow shot silk dress, at a café terrace table, she engrossed in a small book bound in red leather, he watching the world, smoking, an ankle on his knee, a hand on the ankle. Elegant was the only word.

“Who?” He had woken up that aristocrat girl of his, shaken her out of a dream and into the unforgiving light, and all for nothing. She stared at him irritably through her messy hair.

“The Armenians.”

But the woman from the couple, it gradually became plain to Henri, was not Armenian, had no memories of cold deserts or burning water, but remembered forests with a shiver. She shared a vision of a train stopped in an open space alongside a bank of trees, and out of them rode not a solitary cyclist bringing bad news, but men on horseback, bringing fire and lead. Cossacks, Henri understood, imagining their big coats, fur hats, facial hair, fierce eyes, Nagant rifles, sabers, but perhaps it was the Red Army – they wore big coats, too. Big coats were the thing for Russia and the places caught in its orbit, weren’t they...? The woman was no longer sure – it didn’t matter who the men were; their mission was the same as the raping, pillaging hordes of old from the east, and it was destruction. She remembered not knowing anything for sure anymore, nor, most of the time, caring. 

Her man was out in a café’s vestibule area, holding their coats and chatting to a small group of acquaintances engaged in an endless round of leave-taking. In the company of nobody, it seemed, just Henri nearby in one of his contented hazes, the woman remembered Chisinau in flames. She was cursed, she claimed, with the vision of the synagogue on her street burning down. Henri looked up, saw her bow her head and tell somebody out of his view – a boy barman, he saw, stuck with the lowly job of sweeping up the last leavings of a crowd and indulging them in their woeful last-thing-at-night reminiscences – that she’d disdained and distrusted the synagogue’s denizens. She had even spat, sometimes, like her father, at the sight of them. “But I never wished destruction on them,” she said, her teeth bared. “Never.”
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