The Blond Jew

The old General was dead. Television streaming images of the demise from one end of Europe to the other. A thousand times, over and over again throughout the night, in the dock a man of eighty odd dying for his past. Their past. Their shared past, Fran thought and thought again, drunk since late last night, when the news broke, when the end had finally begun. Sat there in his old armchair, shaking, trying to lift a hand to stop the 24 hour news channel from replaying the dying seconds of his old friend’s life, shaking too much to pick up the remote and select the right button. Or perhaps he didn’t want to. Perhaps now that he really was all alone, a thousand miles and ten times as many days from home, he needed to see his motherland in a state of shock. He, an old man now, a veteran, a retired public servant, an ex agent and keeper of so many secrets no one would now pay him either way for, he needed this flash of acknowledgement. Before they passed into pages of next year’s school books. Before the cameras moved on. He needed this. This instant of recognition. Then it dawned on him. And the shaking stopped. He could see what they were doing. The media. The stations. The whole country. Mocking the old General. Mocking his original address, the day he’d declared martial law on Solidarity and therefore almost the whole nation, by hijacking all airwaves and having nothing but his own face, in those unfortunate dark glasses, reading out again and again the terms of his decision to quarantine their homeland. With soldiers and bullets and thousands of deaths, if need be. And now they were having their revenge. Now the whole nation was gloating, jeering and cheering as he died right there in front of them, a thousand times over again and again. The ultimate failure of Wojciech Jaruzelski’s ultimate solution. His old friend. Comrade in arms. Their paths had parted long ago, but through this deal and that secret order, they had remained close. Wojtek, the head of state and Fran, the secret agent. Wojtek, the solid, balding, obedient Othello and Fran, the dashing, driven, self-serving Iago. That’s how he always saw it, two boys who’d met on Russian battlefields so many decades back. Wojtek, the damned leader, brought low by his blind faith in terror and patriotism. Fran, the handsome devil, scheming so far behind everyone’s backs, not even Shakespeare would ever untangle the web of his machinations. 

It took a while, but now on his feet, Fran was dancing in front of his own reflection. The dance drunk, almost involuntary, a rhythmic, weak swaying. And smiling. Seeing Wojtek like that. Shattered, skin blotchy, cheap brown suit worn by what had become years of assault by barrister after barrister. The old General brought that low, in the public eye. That he should never have allowed. That final humiliation. Croaking on live television. Fran, the ever dapper, ever tall, ever devastatingly handsome devil. At seventy eight he still could charm the pants off anything. That smile. The teeth gleaming their porcelain lie. The baritone that melted thought and turned the stupidest remark into the wittiest come-on. The panic in the eyes as the front door rattled and another batch of junk mail dropped onto the hallways floor. Was it just the post? What was in it? What poisons? What warnings? He knew if they were coming for him, they’d be more professional about it. Slip in during the night. suffocate or poison his sleep. Sarin in the mail was so passé, yet it could happen. A final slap in the face. They’d gone retro on that Russian bloke. Radiation poisoning. Stupid, imprecise, but how showbiz. Those dying eyes on the front pages of the world. How the Old Bear must have beat his breast with joy. Were they coming for him now that his last ally was dead, and how? Dead of ridicule. No longer dancing, moving just to keep from falling, Fran went out of the living room into the hallway, glanced at the fresh envelopes, stared through the mansion which had been his home for the past quarter of a century. He realised the dust and debris covering everything made it look unlived in. And haunted. He shuddered, once, again, more powerfully. Frightening himself again. How had he managed without drink for so many months? The doctors had said what doctors were meant to say, and he’d been stupid enough to listen. Sure, his throat was choked with heartburn, but the alcohol was working old tricks. Taking the edge off things. The past. The fearful present. The Old General dead. Wojtek. His lips trembled. Alone now. Alone, but not lost. Not stupid. Not likely to let himself be caught in a trap of one’s own making. 

Stumbling down the street, thoughts raced him along the uneven pavement. Had he locked his own front door? How had he managed to put on two non-identical shoes? Why had he forgotten his hat? This was Golders Green after all. The Jewish quarter. One blended in here in a wide-brimmed trilby. Though it was as much Japanese now as anything, all these pale little immaculate people driving the latest Mercedes, showing off the technology which had finally decided the winners of their War. Eh, Wojtek, how much had victory cost us and how little it was worth now. At least I had fun along the way. You, you bald and blind bastard, you stayed to watch over a nation that killed you in the end. Got you back for things none of them understand had to be. The camera’s gloating as you slumped at the end, the dock swallowing you, history spitting on your still-warm flesh. Cameras… Yes, exactly, where were the cameras? Home was the least safe place now. He would have had closed circuit television installed in every room, only where was the money now? The Brits were not paying, the Yanks had forgotten him, even the Poles withdrew the meagre pension once the trial had begun. But he needed cameras now. The would protect him from whatever was coming. For an old spy, a crowd of dumb and ignorant bystanders was safety. The High Street was just a few more steps away. A haven now. The cameras would protect him. Would watch over him now. 

The ill-matching shoes made a different sound as he walked towards the Tube station. He wished he’d worn a longer mackintosh, long enough to reach all the way to the earth, felt everyone could see him now, in his moment of ridicule. His shirt was clean, the trousers, well the trousers would do. He could get a shave at Wallis’ once he got to the Strand. The taxi rank called to him with memories of times when he could still afford black rides in and out of the West End. When every side in the conflict was paying him to talk or not talk. When he could afford to play the stock market and not worry about money running out on him. He had seen too much not to matter. Poles were paying him to pretend to be Fran Heller, a bog-standard Jewish stock man. The Brits were paying him to pretend they didn’t know he was an agent and to feed them information. And the Yanks were paying him to tell on everyone, the post-McCarthy years a hungry and generous time for the CIA. Frank Heller… Where had he got that name from? Was it someone who had died on the way to Siberia, that long march where anyone who fell would instantly be picked clean of valuables and clothing and any ID that might be worth something in some post-War dream? Had he invented it himself sometime after his enrolment in the Polish branch of the Red Army and then had the NKVD make the documents up? Or did that come later, after the liberation, after the Wall went up? Crossing the street towards the station, he laughed, thinking this was one secret that was safe from all. if he couldn’t remember, no one could ever know. Of course, the real Fran Heller might one day yet show up. His doppelganger. His other self. His nemesis. Would he then have to go back to being the boy he was before the war? The blond child running from mass graves, from burning fields, into the arms of more soldiers? He shuddered and flew, the giant wall of red double-decker passing inches from his face. No horns, no shouts, his thin, tall body tossed aside by the slipstream. He paused in the middle of the road, composing himself. A warning? A stupid mistake? Watch it Fran, he mumbled. Watch your dirty secrets don’t spill their guts all over this city. 

The ticket he held in his hand was magic. The paper sliding through the gate display, whispering to it. Registering the trail of his movement through space. Could they follow him this way? He turned around and saw a man with a giant, silenced machine gun poised to approach. His heart almost stopped, although there was a second of joy, of brave challenge there he felt he could credit himself with. Fucking poster. Fucking Quantum of Solace. Fucking James Bond again. Children. All of you children still buying this. Adam. Jesus. James Bond. Ian Fleming still turning in his grave. Fran remembered reading Casino Royal four decades ago. Remembered the dull ache of recognition. Sure, he was at heart a country boy still, but by the Sixties, now speaking perfect English, smuggled into London and set up to spy for both sides, he was Bond. Tall, dashing, with tales of War adapted to the needs of the role, he was Bond and then some. Now, the 21st century, you would have thought the world would have wised up. Dumped overpaid and oversexed civil servants. It was good while it lasted, Fran thought to himself, staring this new, blond impostor down. He just wished it could have lasted for him. Size of that gun. He knew he would struggle to lift the bloody thing now, much less aim and rapid fire. Especially with that silencer. Bloody guaranteed to overheat and jam. Bloody poseurs. Bloody traitors to the true art of killing. 

Standing on the platform, he knew he was covered by cameras, but couldn’t move his stiff neck fast enough to cover all angles. He wished he’d left himself at least one gun to travel with. A small Smith and Wesson, or his old PP5. that was a good gun. Home made, ancient now, but the Home Army knew how to knock up a gun or two. They would fire the damn things, so they made them work. Not like factory machined stuff, made by clueless girls with no feel for weapons, for the responsibility they embodied. For the perfect extension they formed for the human hand. An officer through and through, in spite of his lowly beginnings, Fran thought with distaste about the rifle the new Bond carried. A rifle could be hunted with. Could kill things other than men. Handguns were special. Handguns were the devil’s work. Only good for killing men, at close range. Anyone could aim and fire at a man from a distance. Handguns were for the chosen few.

The Northern Line spat him out in Elephant and Castle. He’d meant to get off at Waterloo, but after a whole night of sleepless sobbing, he could allow himself a little nap on the Tube. Safer there than anywhere else. Narrow tunnels led him nowhere. Arrows pointed towards exists and fire exits and he was starting to shake again. Not wide awake yet, not anywhere near sober, his blood panicked. What the hell… he’d outsmarted them. Changed stations at the last minute, made sure no one was following, no one but cameras. His shoes rang strange, irregular clicks bouncing off the porcelain walls of tunnel after tunnel. Eventually, he came to some lifts. Dangerous things, lifts, but he had no choice. waiting for the numbers to descend before him, he stared at a poster for some new television show. “You have no idea how far I am willing to go” said the blurb, the blond James Bond’alike pointing a black Beretta against a background of DVD box sets. More bollocks, Fran thought. The lift doors opened and another blood-stained poster, drilled with fake bullet holes, advertised a new Patricia Cornwell paperback. Who was reading this shit? Who wanted blood and bullets on their commute in to work? Were people this dumb? Of course they were. He had forgotten. Too long now locked in his own house, watching the History and the Discovery channels on constant rotation, he had forgotten how present people smelled. Stupid. 

Out on the surface, he navigated the electronic gates and found himself outside. This was Elephant and Castle? Christ, he could still remember it the first few days after he’d arrived. Was it ’58 or ’68? It was dirty, but at least uniform then. The houses all of a kind. Now everything was a mess. Thirties, Sixties, Eighties all mixing in rows of dumb chaos. What had happened to good old fashioned British conservative sense and taste? Even the poorest hellholes of the capital were in some kind of order once upon a time. What had happened here since? Was it fucking refugees? Fucking politicians? Who was responsible for this town going to the dogs this badly? James Bond flew by him, giant now, stretched across a double-decker bus, but Fran was no longer laughing. Not amused. A sign pointed him in the right direction. He stumbled past black face after black face. Students? Too old to be students. African scum. Paki scum. East European scum. They were all down here, south of the river, dragging his metropolis down into the sewers. Everyone with class had left. He should have moved out to the country long ago, but work and fear had kept him near to the source of things. The heat of any potential action which might come his way, even though it had been years since anyone had called him into any kind of activity. Decades even. The extra zero on that last thought stung him like a fist to the heart. Bastards had killed Wojtek. Timed it too, probably, poisoned him to expire right there in front of the world’s eyes. Walesa, that dumb showbiz prick, that arrogant midget, that child savant first chosen to spy then turned agent provocateur, the most dangerous kind of turncoat – playing for no side but his own. He was behind all this. Since the old pope had died, since that Nazi bastard had stepped in, since everything they had fought for had got out of control, the clock had been ticking. He could hear it loud and clear now, over the tumult of the streets around him. 

Stumbling past a Salvation Army Community Church on St George’s Road, a young Indian woman approached with a handful of leaflets. She was talking to him, but his eyes were on the poster behind her. “Is there light in the darkness? We think so!” The young woman was smiling and he waited for her to see the venom in his old eyes and stop, but she held up a leaflet with the same naive sentiment and stuck it right under his nose. “Stupid, stupid, stupid. Traitor. I’ve been to Bombay. Karachi. Bengal. Wherever you are from, child, bitch, fuck off back there. What do you know about light and dark? Look at your dirty skin. What do you know about Christ? Salvation Army. I was in the army. Proper army. I fucked children like you on order. I raped and I pillaged.” The shock in her pale brown eyes delighted him. He accentuated each word, tuning his upper-class vowels to cause maximum shock and offence. “I had a girl like you once. A gyppo. She begged. And I listened. I saved her! And now you are here to assault me with this garbage. Army? Army, child? Come with me. Come and I’ll show you death.” The Imperial War Museum was at the end of the street, but even though he tugged at the sleeve of her woollen blazer, he was not strong enough to overcome her resistance. The woman pulled away and ran into the church. He sneered. Yes, she was like that very one. When they were rounding up the partisans after the War had ended. Mostly Home Army heroes, dumb enough to think their valour would immunise them from further terrors. How many had they tortured and killed? How many girlfriends and wives taken on the promise that their flesh would secure release? How many odd little creatures caught in the nets while Fran and his KGB trained goons trawled the motherland for the big fish, the leaders of the Resistance, the colonels and majors and other choice dignitaries? He remembered the gypsy girl they’d found in the woods near Lodz once. Spitting image of this holy bird. She had begged him not take her virginity. That it would mean she would be dirt and disgrace to her clan, to all of her people. That she would be killed upon return. He still didn’t know if she had been lying or not. He had promised not to and kept his promise. Fucked her in every way imaginable, except for sweet child hole. That he had left for the lads to finish off. He had promised and stuck to his word, but could not be held accountable for the actions of his men. They were at war still, after all. A war over the soul, no longer the body, of Europe. 

As he stumbled on towards the Museum, Fran heard his aged body say that they had probably been the best times. The decade after the war. While Wojtek got busy climbing official ladders, Fran had, with his best mate’s approval, got busy killing on. The hours after the battle are always the most interesting. When real profits are made. When no one is accountable, no noise registers, only the gods watching. He was in his teens then, without any kind of mercy. He had the strength for it then. Later, once he’d got wiser and lazier, the intelligence route towards power became more attractive. No more human hunting games in the woods, no more taking and keeping of all that he came across and liked. He had fallen into the rule books and they did not fit him. Not in the Communist reality. Wojtek had never taken off his uniform. With the eagle on its breast. Fran did not give a fuck. With his talent for performance and languages, he steered himself out of there. Once the rumour about him being the son of rich Jews killed in the war went round his days in People’s Commonwealth of Poland were numbered. No one cared if the rumours were true or not. The apparatchiks envied him his looks and his ruthless tongue. He had to go and Wojtek sorted the exit. London. Spying on the government still in-exile. Living large on Communist funds in the least communist land of all. 

The Prince of Wales was to his right, but he didn’t heed his thirst. Pubs were lonely places at this sort of early hour. Dangerous. And heartburn was burning a hole in his rasping chest. And he didn’t like the name. He’d met Prince Charles at several functions, years back. What a disgrace. What Queen Lizzie thought every single day of her long years since that fool had been born Fran could only mourn over. Such a woman. And such a shame to come from her. Diana was meant to be his gift to her, but she turned into a Pandora. That Paris tunnel was France’s final two-fingered salute at Britain. The nail in the coffin of Lizzie’s glory. Only extreme paranoia was keeping that Arab bastard’s father alive. He followed kings in his fear – food tasters, the best ex-Services entourage, the best surveillance technology money and power could buy. He had helped kill the glory of this land. At the end of St George’s road was a church, a stunning gothic castle design, topped with a dirty and torn English flag. It only now occurred to Fran that the English and Polish flags shared the same colours, only the former was inappropriately more religious in sentiment. How strange. And shameful. The colours of the King and Queen flapping like dirty washing in the wind of the cold morning. 

Outside the Imperial, two giant marine cannons pointed into the sky. Churchill’s two-fingered salute made manifest. But now there was something else in the courtyard – a chunk of the Berlin Wall, graffiti screaming “CHANGE YOUR LIFE”. Change it for what? What life? His was slowly running away from him. Slowly descending into the opposite of itself. Inside the Imperial, noise. A thousand kids clambering over tanks, cannons, staring up at fighter and bomber planes suspended from the ceiling like Airfix models, shoving past tourists, ignoring those like Fran, who were right at home here. At the back of the mezzanine, a once-working model of Little Boy lay on its lonesome in the middle of the floor. Bigger rockets and missiles surrounded it, but nothing had the simple, honest power of that final lump of killing. Kids were messing about in the cut-up cockpit of a Lancaster bomber, those waiting to go in leaning against Little Boy, slouched, utterly oblivious to what it was and could yet be again. Fran laughed ‘till his lungs choked and he leaned against it too, brought low in spite of what he knew, what he felt about it. 

He’d recovered his breath just long enough to encounter his nemesis once more. “For Your Eyes Only” cost money and he did not go in. Just stared at the entry sign. 17 April to 1 March. A year’s worth of bullshit in this one real home of human nature. A whole floor of it. Something inside him spun. He took the lift to the basement. The permanent home of the real Wars. Walking down the long concourse, he worked hard to focus on the photos that introduced you to the horror. One of a child, battered, in a hospital bed, next to it the legend “War is a part of God’s creation”. Hello me, Fran thought. This boy, this patient, clinging to a fluffy toy he never got to have before the NKVD grabbed and turned him into a front line scout. Another picture, a teenage boy, the Red Star crowning his forehead, handgun held aloft, the caption screaming “The essence of war is violence and moderation in war is imbecility”. Yes. Yes and yes and yes, as he stumbled on into the tight corridors filled with display cases of murderous mementoes. Uniforms, decorations, newspapers, weapons, bags, photos. Silent crowds milling, edging past each other for half and hour or so, covering a half century of a world at war with itself. He did want to scream. His lungs were having a hard time deciding whether to the in or exhale. The Soviet section welcomed him with red velvet lined warmth. This he remembered. This he knew. His old gun, the Bolo, with this weapon he had crossed many a border. He tried to count how often he’d fired, how many kills, but couldn’t recall any. Before then, how many had died from his hand? And after? He couldn’t say. Was his mind failing him? Or had he never actually involved himself that far? Had he ever killed? He could now not, in his heaving heart of hearts, say either way. Decades of betrayals. Decades of snooping. Decades of selfish sacrifices for the ultimate in secret powers and yet he could not say whether the wars had tested him to the limit. 

Himmler’s smiling death mask, locked in a glass cabinet, chased him back out to the upper floors. All seemed taken up with Holocaust exhibitions. He stumbled through their whitewashed corridors without looking up at the photos and the model camps and the piles of shoes and glasses. What did he care for this mock up? His family exterminated by forces apparently trapped in these displays. Headphones here, video screen there. Bullshit. He could still smell the earth dug up to conceal the bodies. He, a blond Jew, a survivor. Only that mattered to him now. 

He rushed out of the entrance hall, past kids and weapons of mass destruction and into the nearest pub. It looked old and decent enough from the outside, a good old fashioned boozer, but inside it was full of students. Art students. He couldn’t remember the name of the college, but did have some recollection of Feliks Topolski and his crew of painters and hangers-on hanging around here back in the Seventies. A young black woman approached and asked “You all right, grandpa?” He stared at her, wounded by the past and the present simultaneously and spat out “Look in the mirror, will you love? I ain’t your grandpa, thank fuck” in a perfect Cockney accent, and shoved what was left of his strength and body weight back against the door. 

Walking Westminster Bridge took what felt like forever. An endless stream of tourists enjoying the sunny, chill afternoon, stopping every five seconds to pose for and take pictures. He stared at Westminster Palace and sneered. No wonder the Empire had fallen. Resting o such meagre laurels. He would never forget the first time he saw the Kremlin. Sure, he was a young kid then, but now there was a seat of power. None of the subtle finery of the fairytale Westminster gothica. No, the Kremlin towered above all and rightly so. Who knew, in the long run, which side was the winning one? Who could conclude? The thought lifted him. Perhaps not all was then lost. 

£15?! Fran swayed on the spot, stunned by the offhand way in which the floppy-haired young man at the entrance to Churchill’s War Rooms in the tunnels beneath the Treasury Building demanded his money. Fifteen bloody quid to go into a place his international veteran status should have given him free entry to? But he had nothing to evidence any of his past. No ID cards were given out to secret service men. He had his medals, hidden at home somewhere, hidden against imbecile burglars. He could not remember now where in the house though. The receptionist stared at him, his eyes judging an old, worn out man, hiding none of the off-hand contempt behind them. He wanted to pull a large, black leather wallet from his breast pocket and pull out the required notes, just to wipe that look off his face. But he couldn’t. No wallet and no such bills on him. Some Japanese tourists walked past, waving pre-paid tickets at the receptionist. Before they were out of earshot, Fran spat out, in his best Queen’s English, “You, lad, are dunce and a disgrace to your darling mother. A great lay. Though I do wish she had not suffered from piles when I knew her. You would not be here otherwise.”

Churchill dead. Wojtek dead. Stalin. Hoover. All the immaculate greats. Putin a dull tyrant and now a black bastard about to take over the White House. Fran felt like crying. His old haunts were near by. Claridge’s. the Connaught Rooms. But his wallet was at home and his line of credit with the management expired long ago. In the old days, real class mattered. Now it was all celebrity firepower. If you weren’t in the latest James Bond film or at least on the premiere guest list, you were nothing. Fran stumbled into the nearest pub on Whitehall. Didn’t even clock the name over the door. His body thirsted for alcohol and rest. The Guinness took forever to pour. Stout was the only drink he could take now without gagging. He took a seat at the back, quiet, far from a party of suits drinking themselves into early oblivion. One of them was wearing a giant Stetson on top of a ridiculous yellow wig. Nobody seemed to mind. Some middle-aged English tourists disturbed his rest, taking up a dozen seats on the table next to him. In town for a musical or some rugby game, no doubt. The wives shtum and the men bursting with bravado. Once everyone had settled, they started talking ailments. Ear this, tooth that, back the other. Had had at least twenty to thirty years on them, had suffered prisoner of war camps, labour camps, round-ups, starvation, the halls of kings and queens, the bowels of all triumphs, and you’d never hear him complain about his heart and his lungs and his skin and his mind and his eyes and his throat and his joints… he lost count during the litany. When had the list of things which were wrong with him become longer than that of things which were right? Was there anything, in fact, left in the good column? The party was now talking about someone who had died in a car accident. Jesus, Wojtek, Fran found himself whimpering. When did it all blow over? 

He managed to stumble as far as the National Gallery. There was silence here, and such sensible crowds as to protect him from harm. Security people in every room, watching no one got too close to the Van Gogh and the Turner. The one place you really could find beautiful women in London was the National. They were from anywhere in the world and all luminous. Was it the place which graced them with such light? Or was it aesthetic sensibility that brought them all here, to admire and be admired. He lost count of how many he had picked up here and taken out and got drunk and fucked in various hotels and student digs. As a man of secrets, he had amassed no friends or hobbies in his four London decades. These moments of gentle rape were his only sport, and he cherished those few where the women screamed and resisted and did not take his violence in bed for granted, following all the wining and dining and posh talk. It was as if his elegant manners and perfect accent gave him the right to abuse and break so many spirits. He wished he could use it now, standing in front of his favourite El Greco’s. Both swirling with the same cold signature colours and suffering martyr themes. Whips, blood, strangely knowing smiles. All featured the same thin, dreamy face atop all necks in the pictures. Fran loved El Greco for this uniformity, this passion for heroic solitude. He stood behind a beautiful, raven haired woman, almost if not as tall as him now. Hands in his pockets, he begun to play with himself, eyes focused only on the dark waterfall of her hair and its smell, of pines and ginger and lime. He came in an instant, soiling his underpants and tearing a final hole in his own heart. That was it? So many seconds? Ah, the body fell away but it was not pleasure, not grace, but panic and the cold dawning of a definite end. This was not what he had lived for. This was wrong and a crime and the way the woman’s hair now fell away and stunned him with some horrid distance, broke him in half. Instead of going all the way downstairs to clean up in the toilets, he slumped in a leather chair set right before the El Greco and the woman and for the first time in decades wished for a cigarette. 

He was woken by one of the hall attendants. An old woman smiling meekly, announcing the gallery shut. He still had his soiled hand in the pocket of his mac. Mumbling something to placate the old biddy, the shuffled in the hard armchair, every part of him jarring, the ghost of dreamless sleep still hovering over his shoulder. He eventually rose, stretching to his full height, in spite of the pain, and, hands in pockets, strolled right out the revolving door. 

London streets were too full, too bright. Languages, lights, shadows everywhere. He was not safe. Sneaking down Cecil Court, he stumbled upon a tiny shop buying and selling medals. He stared through the window display into a time he wanted back. Old prints, old furniture, an old transistor radio up on a white-painted shelf. Cork notice boards were covered in medals. Symbolic shrapnel attached to gaudily coloured bits of ribbon. A WWI German Next of Kin Cross (£10) next to a Polish Virtutti Militari 5th Class WWII (£75). More expensive then an Iron Cross at £50, though perhaps only so because it was so much rarer, given out to so few compared to the Third Reich’s marks of glory. All this dying and killing and honour pinned to a side street window display. It kept breaking parts of his insides he didn’t even know he had where had this sentimentality come from? Tomorrow, he would look for all his medals and come here to pawn the lot. Not just because he needed the cash. To get rid of hollow ballast. On the ground, by the picture framers next door, an empty can of Polish Tyskie Beer stood to attention, gleaming in the dark. That too must mean something, he thought, but he couldn’t work out what any of it might be. 

Now stumbling back down Trafalgar Square. Down Villiers Street. Hungerford Bridge. Towards Waterloo. All these military names, all this fighting. The city formed of blood. Built by minds such as his. He could hear his joints creaking. Feel his bones turning to dust. Felt the anger against it all rising within him, as young as ever, as fierce. Though he hadn’t had a drink since lunch, his head spun as if he was loaded on gin and vodka. Down some stupid, dark, dead end side street behind the station, he came across a giant poster of a giant gun attached to the hand of a giant liar. In a tux. Fran fell to his knees, rage winding instead of lifting him for once. He gasped for breath and once regained, launched it at the giant. He couldn’t quite hear what he was screaming. He could only taste the languages themselves pouring from his tongue. Polish. Russian. Swearword after swearword. Curse upon curse. He raised his arms and they were as huge as those of the puppet before him with his silly stare and monstrous rifle. He wanted now, just once more, to call them into action. Not to be a cripple, a forgotten keeper of dusty secrets, an unnecessary file ready for deletion. Wojtek had had his moments of public glory, the ass. The ass! Where were his? Where the hell… his voice called at the sky. In the worst swearwords he could remember. Harsh Slav consonants bouncing off the other side of the street, filling it with filth, the giant unmoved. A pedal-powered rickshaw stopped beside Fran and have him the chance to catch his breath. “You all right, sir?” the muscular, curly haired man asked in Polish, smiling with evident ridicule. Fran continued his barrage of insults, aimed lower now, at this new, smiling apparition. Which did not seem fazed, just smiled even more and refused to move or silence him. “Sir, this does not appear to be one of the better nights of your life.” “Fuck off!” screamed Fran with what little strength he had left. “I will, only wanted to ask if you wanted a lift anywhere. If I’m going to fuck off, I might as well take you with me.” Fran climbed into the seat at the back of the rickshaw. Kayak, as he introduced himself to Fran, pedalled on, having just left his railway arches depot. He was called Kayak because he loved white water kayaking, he explained, while also explaining lots more about himself and the day to come. Fran just lay back and listened, feeling like what strength he had used up just now he was never going to get back. As they rolled across Waterloo Bridge, he dreamt of falling asleep, of never waking again, of surrendering in the wake of his old friend, but the cold would not let him. The evening lights spun, Kayak’s warm voice floated on the icy Thames wind and Fran froze, only the eyes alert, all seeing, sure for now that death did not want him yet, only pain.  
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