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Prologue

 


Sarah was smiling as she stood
at the kitchen window watching her father in the garden. She knew
how much he enjoyed tending to it.

She remembered the days when she
would come and visit her mother and father and find them both
working hard to keep the garden full of colour and fresh
vegetables.

Her father was trimming a small
border hedge and she saw her brother walking out to join him. Her
joy turned to sadness as her father stood up and started shouting
at him, as usual.

As she watched, she froze when
her father silenced and grasped his chest.

Sarah ran out to the garden but
again stopped to stare as she was captivated by the extraordinary
image of her father and her brother standing holding hands, as if
shaking them in introduction.

For a few short seconds the two
men stared into each other’s eyes before both collapsing onto the
ground.

Sarah ran the last few steps and
pulled out her phone to call for an ambulance.


Chapter 1

 


It was Monday morning and
Jonathan began to stir.

He turned over in bed and rubbed
his eyes. The bed clothes moved and a cold draft blew through. He
pulled them over his head and snuggled up.

His bed lay near to the window
with the headboard on the left against the wall. Two heavy curtains
worked hard to keep out the bright morning sunlight but through a
small gap at the base, the light broke through allowing a dim view
of all that the room contained.

The figure in the bed was mostly
hidden but his brown and slightly greying hair showed at the
pillow, his face concealed by the blankets.

The bedroom furniture was quite
sparse - filled only with dated pieces that were drab and
colourless and they sat on a floor that was covered with a dark,
heavily worn brown carpet. On the window side of the bed there was
a chair with a pair of jeans thrown across the seat. In front of
the bed stood a small cabinet with its veneer curling away at the
edges. On the cabinet were a lamp; a pair of spectacles; some keys;
and a medicine bottle lying on its side with two escaped pills.

A large wardrobe stood along the
wall on the right. It had clothes hanging out through the doors,
stopping them closing.

Jonathan soon decided to get up
and he slowly and deliberately folded the blankets over and sat up
side-ways on the bed. He moved his feet around the floor as if
looking for slippers, but he did not find any. He looked down and
briefly inspected under the bed before resigning to walking in his
bare feet.

He opened the curtains to let in
the morning sun and put his arms behind his back and stretched his
shoulders.

Jonathan’s silhouette showed him
to be well built with broad shoulders and slim waist and perhaps a
little above average height.

He carefully folded the blankets
and neatly made the bed.

Jonathan returned to look at the
top of the bed-side cabinet. His expression is one of puzzlement as
he picked up the spectacles and neatly put them back. He carefully
returned the pills to their container and closed the lid. He walked
across the room and through the upstairs landing to the
bathroom.

Jonathan washed and dressed
quickly. He had decided not to shave just yet as he wanted to get
straight to his jobs around the house and garden.

The upper landing of this
three-bedroom house had doors to each of the bedrooms and the
bathroom. The landing was fitted with a dark blue carpet that
continued down the stairs to a small hallway with the front
entrance, and to doors leading to each of the reception rooms and
kitchen.

Jonathan felt better than he had
for a very long time and bounced down the stairs and through the
hall to the kitchen.

The small room was ‘L’-shaped
and fitted with pine units on one side with a grey granite
work-surface. The other side created a small bay with a table and
two chairs and a window over-looking the garden. The room was empty
but an electric kettle was boiling.

He called out: "Have you seen my
glasses Sarah?”

Sarah was late again for work
and didn't have time for this. She looked at his unshaven face and
jeans. "Not going to work again?" she asked. "I know you have been
ill but I really need you to start pulling your weight around
here."

Jonathan looked back at his
daughter. Sarah was slim, blonde and in her mid-thirties - and
particularly attractive when dressed for work. She was wearing a
white blouse and a black two-piece suit with her shoulder-length
wavy hair flowing neatly onto her shoulders and framing her face of
high cheek bones and large brown eyes.

She was a manager at a local
restaurant and worked as many shifts as she could to save to start
her own business. For now though, she was happy to make enough
money to pay the bills as she was having to support Jonathan.

Jonathan dismissed her comments.
What was she talking about? She had always been happy with him
keeping the house and the garden tidy. However when he looked
around, he was concerned that everywhere seemed as if he hadn't
done that for a very long time.

"Don't worry Sarah. I feel much
better today and will sort everything out." He was calling out to
her but she didn’t hear as she was rushing out the door.

Jonathan went back up to the
bedroom and picked up the pair of glasses again from the bedside
cabinet. "What's that lazy son of mine doing leaving his glasses
here?" he asked himself. He then progressed to open the draws of
the cabinet in turn and in the bottom one he found what he was
looking for.

"Aha!" he exclaimed. But the joy
of the find dissolved away when he put them on. "Surely my eyesight
could not have changed this much."

He tried to focus on the objects
around the house. "I can see better without them," he concluded. He
brushed his hair and was surprised at how long it had grown, and
then went back down to the kitchen for breakfast.

He was disappointed that his
favourite ‘shredded wheat’ cereal was not in the cupboard, and so
he settled for a cup of tea and some toast and butter. When he had
cleaned away all the breakfast items he continued in the kitchen
until it shined. He stood back and was pleased with the fruits of
his labour.

"Right!" he said with
determination in his voice. "Let’s look at the garden next".

It had been a warm and wet
spring and much of the garden was in full growth with some flowers
and shrubs bursting with colour.

The arrangement was formal with
pink hydrangea and red roses as a backdrop on the left side and
rhododendrons and forsythia on the right. In front

of these were hollyhock,
foxglove, hosta, and columbine with a miniature clipped hedge as a
border.

They were all there as arranged
but ingrown with weeds and in need of clearing and pruning.
Jonathan was not happy. He looked around at the disorganised mess
that used to be his pride and joy.

"My goodness," he said under his
breath. "I am only thankful Karri is not here to see this. She
would never have forgiven me."

'Karri' was Jonathan’s late
wife. She was Greek and they had met when he was on shore leave
from a grain ship in Piraeus. This was his first and only trip
abroad with the merchant navy, and he could not believe his luck
when he had met his beautiful Karrisa. They had fallen in love and
betrothed to be married in just that short week. Jonathan had
promised to come back and take her home as soon as he could -
although he was contracted to work at least another year.

World events and an accident on
board ship meant he was forced to leave the navy early and he
managed to contact her and arrange a trip back to Greece to gather
his bride.

Their plans were thwarted
however, as before this could happen, he discovered he was
conscripted to do National Service. It was to be another two years
before he could go back to Greece and he was over-joyed when he
found her still waiting for him.

They had forty three years of
happy marriage - and how he missed her now. She had died just three
years earlier and he now lived like a lodger in their house having
passed it on to his daughter. He smiled as he remembered how much
Sarah was like her mother in so many ways even though she tried to
hide her Greek heritage.

But this is not how they would
have liked the garden and he set about trying to get it back to its
former glory.

Jonathan went to the shed to
gather the tools. He was shocked to see the state of them. "I bet
Jon has been using these again," he said angrily. "I can't believe
Sarah would leave them like this." He set about cleaning the dry
dirt and grass off the tools.

When Jonathan walked out onto
the lawn he could feel the gentle breeze and the warmth of the sun
on his face. He quickly moved into the wonderful feeling of joy he
always gained from tending the garden.

****

"Excuse me sir."

The voice came from over the
hedge.

Jonathan brushed off his spade
and carefully leaned it against the wall. He walked over to see who
had called him.

"Well," Jonathan said with a
smile. "It’s so good to hear a young man speaking so politely. What
can I do for you?"

The visitor stood up straight
and opened a sports bag for Jonathan to see. "Can I interest you in
anything in 'ere?" he asked.

The travelling salesman was
around twenty five, neatly dressed and standing straight and proud
in a suit that did not quite fit him. He had brown, shoulder length
greasy hair that he combed back with his fingers around his ears to
reveal a tired face that spoke of a hard life. He was now pointing
at the contents of the bag that was overflowing with cleaning
materials.

Jonathan looked in.

The young man presented an
official looking badge. "I'm part of a scheme to get people like me
off the streets," he explained. "I'm 'omeless and the group in
town, down at the church hall, 'elped me get this job."

"How long have you been
homeless?" Jonathan asked in true concern.

"Seven years. Since me mum
chucked me out. I've got a place to sleep now though," he added
excitedly. "They found me a lit'le flat".

"What's your name?" asked
Jonathan reaching over and putting a hand on his shoulder.

"It’s Brian - but everybody
calls me 'Canny' 'cos I used to make a big 'ole in a coke can and
sit on the streets with it to get money."

"Come in and have a cup of tea,
Brian," said Jonathan kindly. "You don't mind me calling you
'Brian' do you? I just feel it will suit the 'new you' better."

Brian came round the hedge and
through the small iron gate. "No guv. I never liked 'Canny'
anyway."

"Come in Brian. I'll make it
worth your while. Sarah’s car looks dreadful and I will be able to
give it a good clean".

“Is Sarah your wife?” asked
Brian.

“No, my wife died a few years
ago,” replied Jonathan. “I have a daughter and a son. Sarah is
hard-working and is going to make something of her life. Jon is
lazy and wastes his time either down the gym or out spending the
little money he has on hiking over some mountain or other.”

Jonathan led Brian through the
back door into the kitchen. "Sorry it’s a mess but it’s my job to
keep it clean and I have been very ill for a long time. I have had
a go at it this morning but I need to give it another good
scrubbing."

"Gosh guv." said Brian in
surprise."Don't you worry about me. I've been eatin' chicken out of
bins and drinking the dregs out of beer cans."

Jonathan grimaced at the
thought. "Gosh, it must have been hard for you," he said as he put
the kettle on. He moved the biscuit tin from beside the sink onto
the centre of the kitchen table.

Brian sat down and looked at his
new friend. "This is where I usually say 'nah it wasn’t that bad'.
But it bloody was! ".

Brian sighed and clasped his
fists on the table."Walking the streets all day and being moved on
by the police. Getting drunk on anything you can find - or yer can
cadge off people coming out of clubs.

Crashing out in a doorway to
sleep and then being woken up by some drunken yob kicking the life
out of yer."

“And then when it got cold,
really cold, taking 'eroin to get yer through the night.”

Brian’s face had changed. The
thick skin, aged by the alcohol and drugs, and years of walking the
streets, wrinkled and frowned as he remembered the nightmare of the
last seven years.

“I am sorry to just throw all
that at you,” apologised Brian.

Jonathan thought it best not to
dig any more. "What else do this group that’s helping you do? Do
you know much about them?"

"We call 'em the 'God squad'."
Brian grinned. "Bunch of do-gooders from the church." His grin
changed to a look of concern. "But they 'ave done me good," he
quickly corrected himself. "We thought they were a bit funny when
they first came round the streets with coffee and food and clothes
and stuff. All we wanted was money for booze and drugs. But it was
good to talk to them."

Jonathan passed him his coffee
and Brian took a sip.

He continued, "They seemed to
really worry about us, and it was nice bein' treated with respect
for a change."

"When are you next down with
them?" Jonathan asked. He was genuinely moved by this story and
began to wonder whether he could help. "Would you mind if I came
with you and met with 'the God squad'? I would like to help out if
I can."

"Sure," responded Brian eagerly.
"I'm going back down there now. I take all the stuff back for them
to look after until my next shift. You can come too if yer
want."

"Excellent," said Jonathan as he
cleared away the empty cups and put the biscuits back on the
surface.

"I'll just wash these up and we
can walk down together." He then remembered his promise, "Oh and
how much for the car-cleaning kit?"

"I usually ask nineteen quid -
but fifteen to you guv".

"Fifteen pounds!" exclaimed
Jonathan. "You know that is more than a week’s wages when I was
working down the docks in the fifties."

"Come off it guv." Brian
laughed. "You’re not old enough." He looked Jonathan up and down.
"Forty I would say. I'm pretty good at guessing peoples ages -
though I don't try it with the girls 'cos they don't like it."

"Ha! Now there’s a good
salesman!" Jonathan laughed. "I certainly woke up this morning
feeling like forty but I haven’t looked like it for a few decades!"
He smiled to himself. "Do you know that I can remember the sound of
the bombs falling on London? I was only small but these things stay
with you." He was looking into the distance trying to bring back
those memories from his child-hood. But try as he might, they
wouldn't come. This unnerved him.

Brian was wondering what this
man was playing at - but he had been kind to him so he gave a
humouring nod and got up to go.

"Ah...yes." Jonathan said as he
realised he had been day-dreaming. He reached into his pocket and
checked the contents. "Here, take this and keep the change." He
gave Brian two ten pound notes that were crumpled untidily. He
wondered what had got into him to not have neatly folded them as he
always did.

He remembered the keys beside
the bed. "I will just get my keys and we can go down together."

"Oh, and Brian," he called out
as they moved towards the door. "Please call me Jonathan."

"OK....Jonathan. And thanks for
the coffee."

 



Chapter 2

 


"Hello Canny! - and who do you
have here?" A plump elderly lady in a beige cardigan and brown
pleated skirt welcomed the two as they approached the church hall
and took Jonathan by the hand.

Jonathan was a little bemused
until he realised what he must look like.

"Ah...no. Please forgive me for
the way I am dressed. I was working on the garden and wanted to
come and meet you with Brian here. I didn't want to change and risk
delaying him as I know he has to return his goods."

The lady nodded and looked at
Brian and then back at Jonathan.

He introduced himself. "I'm
Jonathan. Jonathan Davis. Brian came to my house with his wares and
I dragged him in for a cuppa and a chat. I just wondered whether I
could help here at all."

The lady smiled. "Come in and
see what we are up to. You must speak with Gareth. He and his wife
Danni run our little group here."

She took them through a small
corridor and into a large hall where clothes were being sorted on
benches arranged in a circle around a large pile of black sacks -
presumably full of donated items.

He couldn't help noticing the
largest pile discarded carelessly in the corner of the room. He
asked where these were heading and was told that most of the items
given are only good enough for recycling. They explained that
people are mostly just chucking away their rubbish to ease their
conscience rather than donating decent clothing for the needy.

At the other end of the hall was
an office, and the lady, who Jonathan discovered was called Wendy,
took them through to where a tall thin man with short black hair
was tapping away furiously at a computer. Presumably this was
Gareth but they stood for a while, not wanting to interrupt his
rhythm.

After a few minutes Gareth
stopped and considered what he had typed and it was only then that
he noticed the group waiting patiently at his side.

He turned and smiled and caught
everyone off guard when he stood up in recognition, "well hello
Jon! It’s good to see you again. What brings you to our humble
project?"

Jonathan stood there desperately
trying to think who this could be. Obviously Gareth knew him but,
although there was a slight recognition, Jonathan could not place
him. Always the polite gentleman, Jonathan responded, "um, hello
Gareth."

Wendy, sensing some anxiety in
Jonathan interrupted with an offer of tea. They all followed her
into another office that was laid out as a basic canteen, complete
with a large box of crisps and chocolate bars for the weary
workers.

Gareth, speaking to Brian,
explained how he knew Jonathan.

"Yes. Jon and I had a long
conversation about our poor collection van. I think the basic
verdict was that it was unlikely to get through its next MOT - eh
Jon?"

Jonathan was really
disorientated now. At the garage? Discussing the MOT? To his
surprise, an image came to mind of a van up on a ramp. But how can
that be?

He had stopped driving after
Karri had died - and anyway he had always let his son work on his
car. Surely he couldn’t be mistaking him for...

He shook his head as if to shake
out the confused thoughts and changed the subject.

"I listened to Brian’s story and
I have to admit I didn't know that there were homeless people down
here. I want to help if I can."

Gareth hesitated for a moment
but then smiled and shook Jonathan’s hand. "We would be most
grateful for your help. We are always looking out for volunteers.
As well as this sorting office we arrange visits out to the streets
to feed the people sleeping rough and run a lunch club every other
day. We also let the 'guests' use our excellent facilities here on
a Friday. We have a shower and can provide a change of
clothes."

Gareth thought for a moment and
added, "if you wanted to come out with us we would require that you
understand that we are a Christian organisation and although we
don't preach while we are out, we do provide prayer and basic
Christian counselling if requested."

Jonathan sensed reluctance from
Gareth. "I would be very happy to help with the lunch club if
that’s OK with you," he suggested.

"Yes, that would be great,"
agreed Gareth."There will always be people from the church around
should you find yourself in an awkward situation. Our next lunch is
tomorrow. We tend to arrive at about ten thirty to prepare the
food. We have to be early as the 'guests' are usually pretty
keen."

"Ten thirty it is then," said
Jonathan, thankful that he could help in such a worthy cause. He
shook hands with Gareth again and quickly said his good-byes to
Wendy and Brian in a vain hope of escaping from his confusion.

As Jonathan left, Gareth watched
him go. Wendy and Brian noticed the puzzled look on his face. "How
strange," he said. "We have had several conversations at the garage
- but he honestly didn't seem to recognise me."

"He said he has been very ill,"
said Brian.

Gareth nodded. "Yes, he did
mention that to me. That must be what it is."

****

When Jonathan got back home he
was just in time to see Sarah leaving again.

"I have done the tea - chicken
salad - and there’s some apple pie if you want it." she said. "Oh
and thank you so much for cleaning the kitchen."

"I'll be back quite late so
don't wait up!" she added as she rushed out the door.

He felt a little disappointed.
He would have liked an evening in with his daughter to sit and chat
about the last few months that he had been ill. He could remember
so little of it.

He leaned his head into his hand
and his hair fell down around his fingers. He frowned - he had also
wanted her to cut his hair for him.

Jonathan ate his tea at the
kitchen table and did the washing up of his and Sarah’s plates and
dishes. He made another cup of tea and sat in the soft armchair in
the lounge and thought over his day.

His illness seemed so hazy in
his mind and this, plus the confusion of the day, made him feel
anxious and disorientated. He switched on the radio - the calming
classical music helping him relax. He fell asleep.

****

In the night he had stirred
enough to get undressed and into bed. He had had a long and deep
sleep which should have refreshed him, but he was disturbed by
dreams of people and places he didn’t recognise.

He pulled himself together and
opened the wardrobe to select some clothes. A simple grey suit was
brought out on a hanger and dusted off. "This will do fine" he said
quietly to himself. "It shows respect to look smart, even when
you’re helping those in need."

The clothes were a tight fit
across the chest but he picked up the keys he had put on the
cabinet for the night and put them in the right side pocket of the
jacket and went downstairs.

He heard Sarah out in the
kitchen and went to join her for breakfast. She was in her usual
dash with a piece of toast between her teeth and pulling on her
jacket.

"What are you wearing!" she
exclaimed as he walked in through the door.

"I thought it was very
suitable", he said defensively." I am helping out at the homeless
centre today. There is no need to look untidy just because they
aren't your rich clients at the restaurant."

Sarah was standing at the front
door with her hand on the handle. "It’s funny you should mention
the centre. I was thinking just the other day that we should give
all those old clothes to them."

"Blooming cheek!" he exclaimed.
"I will go through them and sort out a few - but you leave my
clothes alone!"

Sarah had stopped rushing now
and stared at Jonathan. She had a concerned look on her face that
made him feel uncomfortable.

"Jon," she asked gently, "what
time do you finish at the centre?"

"I didn't think to ask," he
replied. He remembered how had been in such a hurry to escape from
the awkward conversation. "But I am sure I will be finished by
about two o'clock. Why?"

Sarah still had that look on her
face. "Can I pick you up and take you for afternoon tea?"

"Of course, I would love to join
you," he replied gleefully. He loved the idea of having Sarah to
himself for the afternoon but wondered how she would manage it.
"Don't you have to work?"

"I will get the afternoon off. I
have been working hard lately and they won’t mind".

"OK," he said with a big grin.
"I will look forward to it."

Sarah went off to work and
Jonathan set about tidying the house, whistling as he went about
his chores.

He specifically made time to
sort through his stamp collection - although he was very surprised
to find it back in his bedroom, distributed on top and inside the
wardrobe.

The boxes and bags of Australian
stamps were just as he had left them, although somehow the boxes
had gathered a lot of dust.

The stamp catalogues were on the
book shelves in the lounge where they had always been and he set
out a couple on the dining room table.

One large bag of stamps was
pulled up next to his chair and he went slowly through picking the
contents out, a small handful at a time, and then checking some
with the catalogue.

Most of the stamps were put to
one side but occasionally one was selected and placed carefully
into a transparent envelope ready for transferring to the main
collection at a later date.

He made sure that it was all
tidily put away in time to leave for the centre.

****

Jonathan arrived at the centre
promptly at 10:30 and was met by Wendy who opened the rear door and
led him in.

"Thank you for coming," she
said, "and you look really smart. I think you should be part of the
welcoming team to start with."

They went in and made their way
to the big hall. It was empty now and it was obvious to Jonathan
that the first job was to put out the tables and chairs. He found a
chair and neatly hung his jacket on the back.

Wendy took him to double doors
in one wall of the hall. "The tables and chairs are in here. We
usually put out seven tables in a 'U' shape as you would for a
wedding. It’s easier to serve if we just have chairs round the
outside but if lots of people come then we start filling the inside
as well."

He opened the doors, grabbed the
first table and took it to the centre of the room.

The rest of the team soon
arrived and together they quickly set up the room. By twelve
o’clock there were many hungry people waiting patiently at the
entrance.

Jonathan opened the doors and
welcomed the people in.

He was quite surprised at who
had come. He had somehow, perhaps naively, expected a few old men
in dirty raincoats. But as the tables filled with guests, he could
see they were mostly very young men and just a few women - some
with young children.

He made a point of sitting with
each one as the lunch progressed and listened compassionately to
their stories. He was saddened as the pattern soon emerged of
broken homes with many of the young people being thrown out by
their parents, or more usually step parents, at a dreadfully young
age. Each one was left to fend for themselves, starting with
sofa-surfing among their friends and then, when the friendship was
stretched too far, just wandering the streets and begging off
passes by. Drink and drugs came naturally as they tried to get
through the mindless days and freezing nights.

There were some stark
exceptions. He was equally surprised to meet some well educated men
who had come upon hard times and then found themselves lost from
society without means for support, and then nowhere to live.

He spoke to a college lecturer
who became depressed when his father died and was sacked from his
job for being drunk. His behaviour also got him kicked out from his
girlfriends flat, and then his car impounded when he could not keep
up his monthly payments. He had only expected to be on the streets
for a few days and here he was three years later. It could happen
to any of us, Jonathan thought to himself.

What finally broke his heart
however, was talking to the mother of three young children. Her
circumstances were desperate and she spent the whole time at the
lunch club in tears as she watched her children tuck into the
shepherd’s pie, vegetables and gravy. All she could say was 'thank
you' over and over as the team produced a bag of children’s clothes
and a supply of toiletries.

After everyone had left,
Jonathan just went and sat in a quiet corner and despaired at what
he had seen and heard.

****

When Sarah arrived everything
had been cleared away and the team were relaxing at a lone table
with tea and pieces of cake.

"Hello", Brian called out. "You
‘ave missed all the fun!"

Sarah walked over to where they
were sitting. "I've come to take Jon away," she said, and when
noticing all the food added: "we were going to have afternoon tea
but it looks like everyone has had their fill!"

Gareth and his wife Danni, who
was almost his twin being tall, slim and with black hair, came over
to Sarah. "Jonathan has been a star," said Danni. "He has such
compassion and love. You could see it in his eyes as he sat
listening to each one in turn. He didn’t seem to notice whether
they were old or young or drunk or sober or even that some smelled
dreadfully of urine." Danni looked kindly at Jonathan. "I am afraid
it even made me cry as I watched him put his arm around the
shoulders of that poor woman."

"Yes, it was a wet week of
Sund'ys 'round here!" threw in Brian with a tut and a grin. Danni
gave him a scowling look.

Sarah looked over at Jonathan.
"You will have to tell me all about it at the pub," she said as she
grabbed his arm and guided him towards the exit.

"Goodbye everyone," he called
out. "See you Thursday!"

****

Sarah took Jonathan to a quiet
pub.

While at the bar an older
gentleman stood next to them and when Sarah finished paying for the
drinks she turned and acknowledged him.

"Ah, good, David eh...Dr
Harvey". She picked up the drinks and walked towards a table.
"Let’s sit down here."

David was medium height and of a
large build. His mousey hair was thinning on top of his round
shaped head. He had quite heavy-rimmed dark brown glasses.

Jonathan looked puzzled at Sarah
but was comforted by her smile. They sat down with the drinks.

****

It was awkward and tense around
the table in the pub.

Jonathan had taken several sips
of his pint of beer and just waited for Sarah to introduce her new
friend.

He watched as she took a deep
breath and finally broke the silence.

"Forgive me," she said with
obvious difficulty.

"Dr. Harvey is concerned with
the way the conversations have been going lately and he thinks you
need a different type of therapy."

Jonathan looked bemused but
before he could say anything Sarah put up her hand and reached down
with the other.

"I found these on the cabinet by
your bed," she said as she passed over the glasses he had seen
earlier. "I don’t know how you have been managing without them
really."

Jonathan took his sons' glasses
and looked at her quizzically. He had never needed glasses for
reading but admitted the world had been a bit of a blur the last
couple of days.

He put them on to humour his
daughter but to his surprise he could now see quite clearly.

'These will do fine for now', he
thought.

"What conversations?" He finally
replied.

Sarah burst into tears.

The doctor put his arm around
Sarah to console her, in a way that Jonathan thought was far too
familiar.

Jonathan got up and also came
round to where she was sitting.

Sarah looked up at him as he
stood next to her. "I'm sorry," she said tearfully. "I just can’t
take this on my own anymore. Jon you need professional help and
David here can arrange it."

Jonathan didn’t want to upset
her any more but he had to understand why she was so
distressed.

"My dear daughter," he said
kindly. "I don’t understand. I know I've been ill but I've felt
great these last couple of days and can help you around the house
again like I used to."

Sarah burst into tears again.
"Jon, please don’t talk like that! I am NOT your daughter!"

There were only a few other
people in the pub but the landlord was staring over from behind the
bar.

Her distress cut into him. "What
are you saying? That you think you were adopted?" He couldn’t
believe what she was implying. "I was at your birth! It was unusual
for the times, but Karri wanted me by her side".

Sarah now had anger and
frustration in her voice. She pointed at the large mirror on the
wall.

"You are not my father. Look at
yourself! I want my brother back."

Jonathan first just glanced over
but then caught his image and stopped to stare in shock.

What he saw in his reflection
was a young man. Not someone who had been born during the war
years; lived his life and retired from work - but a healthy, if
rugged, man still in the prime of life. More than that - he saw his
own lazy son he had loathed for so long for the wasted education
and careless existence.

It was a long time before he
came round from his nightmare.

"How can it be?" he said weakly.
"I...I.." He ran his hands over his face. "Did I have surgery? Was
I so ill?"

The doctor now took control.

"Jon. Please sit down," he said
firmly, as he looked around to see how much privacy they could
achieve.

He moved his chair in
closer.

"You have been ill for nearly a
year. We have been having sessions to help you cope with your
grief."

Jonathan still stared in the
mirror. "Sessions? Grief?"

"You have been having episodes
of... confusion." He said. "Since your father died."

"My father?" Jonathan said
slowly, still looking at his reflection. "But... I was only three.
I don’t even remember him. He was away the whole time in the war
and didn’t come back".

Sarah had calmed down a little
after she had seen David take hold of the situation but she could
still only manage a whisper. "That was Granddad, Jon. Our father
died just a year ago".

"No, no, no," Jonathan said, as
he shook his head slowly side to side. "Why are you saying these
things?"

The doctor now sat up and took a
firm grip of Jonathans arm. "Jon" He said. "We want you to come
with us to get help. A short stay at the hospital will allow you to
grieve and you will soon be your old self."

Jonathans' head was bursting
with questions along with the paralysing shock of what he saw as
his reflection in the mirror.

After a few numb minutes his
mind began to take in what was being said. Clearly, they thought he
was mad and wanted him to have treatment or maybe lock him up in
some home!

He looked straight into Sarah’s
eyes. "No, Sarah. Please!" he pleaded.

And yet... the image in the
mirror. Was he going mad? He felt so well - but it was his
son looking back at him in the mirror, not him!

Perhaps he should go to hospital
- but not yet. He had to get away to get his head straight on his
own first. His thoughts turned to finding a way to escape. He was
sure his daughter meant well - she just did not understand. Of
course neither did he.

He looked around. There were
many exits but the doctor was not going to let go of his arm in a
hurry.

Without thinking, Jonathan
grabbed his jailers hand and bent it down until it opened and let
him free. He ran across the room glad that his National Service
training had not gone to waste.

He quickly made his way home -
still surprised at how fast he could run. He put his hand in his
jacket pocket and was pleased to find the car keys. He jumped into
his sons' car. It had trouble starting but he had got it going
before Sarah’s car turned the corner at the end of the road.

He shot past her and just
managed an apologetic wave as she screeched to a halt.

He was well away before Sarah
could turn the car around and after about fifteen minutes he pulled
into a quiet farm road and stopped by some bushes.

He turned the rear view mirror
towards himself and stayed locked in disbelief.

****

Jonathan was shaking when he
awoke. He had no idea how long he had been asleep but it was now
dark and turning cold.

 



Chapter 3

 


Jonathan’s first thoughts were
where to go for the night.

Although he had some money he
didn’t know how long he would have to make it last.

He needed a quiet place to think
and rest and drove into town and down towards the coast. 'There
will be somewhere down here', he thought to himself.

As he turned into Old Portsmouth
he came to a set of high concrete arches against a wall with many
dark covered areas. He parked the car and retrieved a blanket from
the back seat.

Under one arch was a large
secluded area with a bench that would make an excellent bed for the
night. He laid one side of the blanket on the surface and then
pulled the other over himself. He managed to get to sleep quickly
but it was not to last very long.

"Oy! What you doing 'ere!"

Jonathan was rudely awoken and
had trouble coming round as he was roughly pulled off the bench
onto the hard ground below.

"Find yer own spot" said the
voice in the dark which reeked of alcohol.

Jonathan gathered himself
together and started to explain - but the dark shadow was not in a
mood to discuss anything.

Another shadow appeared and this
one sounded even more menacing. "What’s up Joe? This guy giv'n you
trouble?"

A strong arm grabbed Jonathan’s
jacket around the neck and dragged him out through the arch. The
street lights lit up the group and he could see that there were
others across the pavement. One of them came over and joined the
group in the shadows.

"Leave ‘im be, Mark. ‘e didn’t
know that was your place." The benefactor went over and picked up
the blanket that had been thrown out onto the damp ground.

"Is this yours?" he asked
kindly, while silhouetted against the distant lights.

Jonathan looked up and to his
surprise the young man immediately recognized him.

"Jonathan! Is that you?" he
shouted. "What you doin' dossing in this dirt ‘ole?"

Jonathan recognized the voice
and was relieved to have found a friend in this dangerous
situation.

"Brian? Am I glad you came
along!"

Brian now helped him up off the
floor and walked him away to another archway. "Let’s sit down
'ere."

Jonathan looked back for the two
who had attacked him but they had now disappeared back into the
covered archway.

"Don’t worry 'bout them. It’s
'ard to find places to doss for the night and they aren’t in the
best listening mood when they're so tanked up".

Jonathan pulled himself tighter
into a corner to get out of the chilly breeze.

"So 'ave you come to see what
it’s like for us down 'ere?"

Jonathan looked at Brian and at
the group still milling around in the dark. They were all getting
ready as best they could for a few hours rest. He began to
recognize some of the faces from the lunch group. How could he
explain his situation?

"Brian," he said quietly. "I
need time to think and sort some things out. I thought I could just
sleep out here while I got my head straight."

Brian looked Jonathan up down
and shook his head. "You won’t survive long in those clothes." He
said. "Leave it to me".

Brian called over to the group.
"Hey Steve! 'ave you still got that interview at the 'ousing place
tomorrow?"

One of the group, broke away and
walked rather unsteadily towards them. He was in his late twenties,
clean shaven and wearing a thick military style coat which looked
large on his thin body.

Brian met him as he
approached."You're about the right size. 'ow about you swap some of
your stuff you got off the God-squad for this suit 'ere?"

Jonathan began to object but
quickly realised that his grey suit was not really suitable for
keeping warm on these fresh Spring nights. He could spare this suit
for such a worthy cause.

Steve opened up a plastic bag
and inside were a decent pair of trousers and a thick sweater.

"That looks just the job. You
probably want these thick socks too," he said.

Jonathan took off his suit and
put on his new warm clothes. He wrapped the blanket around his
shoulders and passed the jacket and trousers to Steve.

"I hope they fit you," he said.
"And good luck with your interview."

Brian watched Steve as he
staggered back to the other group.

"’e knows ‘e won’t get the
flat," he said sadly. "’e 'as to show his been clean and they will
see that he 'asn’t."

"Clean?" asked Jonathan.

"Yeah, we both went cold turkey
last summer. I stayed off the drugs and that’s why I got me flat.
Steve managed up to the first cold night and then joined the rest
back in the old ways. Brian looked up at the stars. "'E helped me,
yer know. God I mean. I couldn't 'ave stayed strong on my own."

Jonathan watched as Brian closed
his eyes, presumably for a prayer.

He didn’t believe, but he did
begin to wonder what God would have to say about his situation.

The chilly wind blew through and
made Jonathan shiver. He remembered that Brian had said he had a
place to stay.

"Oh yes", he said hopefully.
"What about your flat? Would you mind if I stayed with you
tonight?"

Brian didn’t hesitate in his
reply. "Of course. Let’s get round to my place. It’s a bit bare as
I don’t 'ave no furniture or nuffing".

Jonathan could see Brian was a
bit reluctant to expand but he had wondered why he was still on the
streets out in the cold.

As they walked up through the
town Brian began to explain.

"I get lonely see. I've spent
years on the streets and it’s 'ard to sit with four walls closed in
on yer". Brian sounded a bit ashamed to go on.

"But I am really grateful for
all everyone has done for me. 'onest. It just takes a bit of
getting used to, yer know?"

"You don’t have to explain
yourself to me," Jonathan assured him. "You have been amazing
getting back up on your feet after such a tough start."

The route took them past some
late-night fast-food places and Jonathan was feeling hungry.

"How about I treat us to some
fried chicken for supper?"

"Sounds good to me," replied
Brian a little hesitantly. Jonathan looked at him to find out
why.

"But would you mind if we had a
burger instead?" he asked timidly. "The bins round the back of this
place is where most of us get our meals round 'ere. You would be
amazed at what people throw away - and it’s often still in its
box!"

Jonathan smiled and they turned
off towards the bright lights of the main street and the enticing
smell of flame-grilled beef.

****

Brian’s flat was in a dreadful
state and had no heating - but Jonathan was very grateful for
somewhere to stay away from the 'tanked-up' crowd and the chilly
wind.

Also he felt sure that no-one
would think of looking for him here. He hoped desperately that
Sarah would not be too worried about him. She must have known he
had some money and would need time to sort things out.

Brian and Jonathan sat down on a
couple of thick blankets.

"You don’t have to tell me
what’s wrong", Brian said kindly."But be sure that I have ‘eard
everything before! You meet everybody out on the streets-
especially those who are running from something."

Jonathan smiled at Brian. "You
won’t have heard this one!" he said."You will think I am mentally
ill."

Jonathan’s thoughts went back to
the revelation in the pub. He took a deep breath and closed his
eyes to gain courage.

"I am Jonathan Thomas Davis born
in 1940 and so seventy years old and yet... I looked in the mirror
this afternoon and saw my own forty year old son looking back."

He opened his eyes and looked at
Brian to gauge a reaction.

“Whoa..Heavy!”

Brian looked a little shocked but leaned nearer to Jonathan as if
wanting to hear more.

"Jon always did look like me -
but now I look like him - or I am him. It’s all so ridiculous."

"I thought at first they could
have carried out surgery on my face - but no. It’s my whole body,
not just the face. And why would they? Unless I had dreadful burns
or something. And I think I would know!"

He tried to think back to the
recent past to try and understand.

"I just woke up and I was thirty
years younger!" he exclaimed with a laugh.

Brian smiled at him but then
noticed that his look had quickly changed to be anxious.

"Sarah said I had died." He said
quietly. "But I am here!"

Jonathan rubbed his forehead as
he desperately tried to understand what was happening.

Brian had a quizzical look on
his face.

"Hmmm." He said while holding
his chin in a Sherlock Holmes deep thinking way.

"So do you think you are a ghost
who lives in your son?" he said in a matter-of-fact manner.

"No, no", said Jonathan shaking
his head. "I don’t believe in ghosts."

Brian was still rubbing his
chin. "Hmmmm. Then what else could it be?".

He gently tapped on his new
friends head "Hello! Jon junior - are you in there?"

Jonathan pushed him away gently
and they both laughed at the ridiculous situation.

The humour had relieved the
confusion and tension in Jonathan and he thankfully managed quickly
to get to sleep.

****

Jonathan got up early and went
quietly out the front door and down the stairs to the main street
below.

He found a public phone and held
it in his hands in front of him.

'I must ring Sarah', he thought
to himself, 'she will be so worried about me.'

He stood there for at least ten
minutes trying to gather up the courage. What would he say?

'I just want her to know I am
OK,' he said to himself.

The phone rang for a long time
but finally Sarah answered in a sleepy but urgent tone.

"Is that you Jon? Are you OK?"
she asked.

Jonathan hesitated for a few
moments and then spoke gently.

"I am OK," he said. "Obviously I
am a little upset but I am OK."

He heard Sarah sigh a little.
"Please come home. We will work it out."

He shook his head. "No Sarah. I
need some time away for a while." He was acting calm but bursting
inside with a thousand questions.

"What the hell is going on
Sarah?" he cried. "I have a memory of being very ill for a long
time but now I am feeling much better than I have felt for a long
while, and I'm suddenly declared mad?"

He heard Sarah take a deep
breath. "Jon, who are you?" she asked with a sigh."You call me your
daughter and look like my brother and say you don’t have a
problem?"

This cut into him. Of course she
was right and yet he didn’t 'feel' mad. In fact he felt very clear
headed and physically well.

"I know what you are saying but
if you just ignore how I look for a moment..."

"Jon!" Sarah screamed down the
phone. "Dad is dead! He had a heart attack and we cremated
him!"

Jonathan could hear her
frustration and anger as she continued.

"You took it bad. We all did.
But please just admit you need help and come back here so we can be
a family together again. I need you with me. I am sure we can work
it out together."

Jonathan took a deep breath and
tried to explain.

"Sarah, I really do understand
your reaction, but I can't help what I know to be true." He thought
for a moment to try and explain.

"How would you feel if someone
told you that you are not Sarah but you are your friend Vicky from
college or somewhere. It’s all such nonsense."

He could hear Sarah sobbing on
the phone.

He tried to console her. "I am
truly sorry, Sarah. Please just give me some time to think things
through then I will come back and we can get our lives back to
normal." He pleaded with her, but he knew that things would never
be the same again.

****

Jonathan had returned to the
flat with some breakfast for Brian and they managed to avoid the
subject of his confusion over the meal.

After breakfast the two men went
for the journey that Brian did every day.

It took them back to the arches
and up onto the top along a historic walk. From here they could see
out to sea where several large warships were at anchor.

Occasionally a ferry would drift
past on its way to the either France or Spain. Car ferries would be
seen on their way to the Isle of Wight.

All of these would be
desperately trying to avoid the myriad of small motor boats and
sailing boats.

Everywhere there were hordes of
tourists from all over the world visiting the historic ships and
local attractions.

Brian checked in on lots of
people who were mostly invisible to the tourists.

In each dark corner there was
often found one or more homeless people who were just trying to
stay out of the cold wind.

“During the coldest winters I’m
mostly checking to see if anyone has died during the night,”
explained Brian coldly. “Just two months ago, not long after
Christmas, a young lad died. Gary Burnley was ‘is name.”

As they made their way around,
Jonathan was feeling quite distracted from his own problems.

“Whatever has happened to me is
going to be nothing compared to the poor people who spend their
lives out here,” he admitted to Brian.

“I will find some simple
explanation and get back to my fortunate life.”

Brian smiled at Jonathan as he
heard real compassion in the man’s voice.

“There is a lot of ‘elp around,”
he explained. “But there are also barriers that are just too ‘ard
for these guys.”

“Like staying off the drugs?”
asked Jonathan.

“Yeah. And keeping out of
mischief, if yer know what I mean.”

Jonathan looked at Brian to
explain.

“Well yer know. Drugs aint free
are they.”

“Stealing I suppose then.”

“A bit,” admitted Brian. “But
mostly when people are high on the drink an’ drugs and they do
stuff they wouldn’t do when sober. An’ if they aint got the drugs
they get desperate.”

“Yes. What would I be driven to
do if I walked out here all day and night with no money except what
I can beg for?”

“An’ there’s the ‘mentals’,”
Brian added. “The government closed the care centres and now
there’s a lot of people who are not quite right in the ‘ead.”

Jonathan was a little shocked.
“I suppose I am one of them too now.”

Brian sounded angry. “You’re
alright. But they should be in ‘ospital.”

Jonathan sighed. “Well that’s
where Sarah and her new friend David want me to go.”

After a couple of hours of
checking the known hiding holes, they came out at a large amusement
park by the sea. There were quite large rides as well as fairground
novelties including trying to hook a duck to win a large stuffed
rabbit.

There was a fish and chip shop
along the parade and Jonathan bought lunch. They sat by the pebble
beach and shared their fish, savaloy, pea fritter and thick-cut
chips all covered in lots of salt and onion vinegar.

Brian left Jonathan for a couple
of hours after the meal. He wanted to visit a few other places
where he thought it might be too dangerous for Jonathan.

When Brian got back they headed
along the coast.

"Come on," said Brian, as he
pulled Jonathan across a park.

"I think it’s time you met 'The
Professor'".

Jonathan was weary from his
ordeal and wasn’t sure this was the right time.

They walked for several minutes
in silence until they reached a fence and had to turn back out
towards the sea.

They approached a structure of a
long shelter covering many benches around a large public
garden.

Brian stopped and turned to
Jonathan with a concerned look on his face. "She's not been well
lately", he said.

"Not since she gotta kicking
from a couple of drunks down by the club."

Jonathan really didn’t know what
to expect but when they reached the end bench, a young woman looked
out from under a pile of ragged blankets and clothes laid out in a
cosy corner.

"Alice", Brian called out. "It’s
OK. He's a friend of mine who needs some help".

Jonathan just stood staring as
the woman peeled back the layers and rolled them neatly to one
side.

Alice was thin and her face was
yellow with dark rings under her eyes but as Jonathan looked on he
could sense an attitude that was unusual in the other homeless
people he had met.

She pushed back her long dark
hair and sat up with a well practiced posture which seemed so out
of place with the half empty bottle of beer, and plastic bags of
possessions by her feet.

Jonathan smiled at her and
introduced himself.

"Hello, I am Jonathan," he said
as he reached out his hand to her.

She stood a little unsteadily,
with glazed sleepy eyes and smiled back. She held out her hand in
response, but with palm down causing him to think of lifting it for
a kiss. Instead, he took hold and held it gently.

He was entranced. Although Alice
looked unwell, she had a grace and beauty that illness could not
hide.

A peaceful feeling came over him
as he felt connected to another human being for the first time in
what seemed like a very long time.

"Mad Jon," Alice said softly.
"Yes I have heard of you".

Jonathan laughed a little still
looking into Alice’s eyes - and then was embarrassed as he realised
he was still holding her hand. He quickly let go.

"Come into my office," she said
as she pointed to the bench adjoining the one she had been laying
on.

They sat down next to each
other.

"I've gotta go and see a man
about a dog", said Brian winking at Jonathan. "I'll meet you back
at the arches later if you want."

Jonathan nodded and Brian went
on his way towards the sea front and back the way they had
come.

****

In their conversation Jonathan
learned that Alice was a real professor of philosophy.

She had been born into a quite
wealthy family and attended the best schools before leaving home
for university to study French and Philosophy at Kings College in
London.

She had been a top student
through her degree and doctorate and stayed on as a professor at
the college for a year before having to leave due to staff
cut-backs.

This redundancy had triggered a
depression that caused great friction with her parents and she
ended up jumping on a train for Portsmouth looking for an old
school friend to stay with. When she could not find her friend she
ended up sleeping rough and met with others who tempted her with
drugs which she found helped her get through the days.

Jonathan and Alice had been
talking for over half an hour before the subject of his 'madness'
was approached.

Alice’s face visibly lit up when
they started analysing his confusion.

"I have heard your problem
described but I would like to hear it in your own words," she
said.

Jonathan was initially hesitant
to explain but decided he wanted to be open and honest with
her.

"It’s a bit crazy," he warned
her. "Please don't freak out on me," he added.

Alice looked kindly on him and
put her hand on his shoulder.

"Imagine a guy going to his
doctor," she explained. "He says 'I have spots and a rash on my
genitals'. The doctor asks him to drop his pants and then shrieks
'Oh my goodness! Yuk! You idiot! Why didn't you use a
condom!'".

Jonathan looked quizzedly at
Alice.

"Of course that’s not what would
happen. The doctor would look at the symptoms and possibly wonder
why he had three similar cases that day or perhaps that this was
slightly unusual case from the way the rash had developed. What he
would say in almost every case is: 'I am afraid that you have
syphilis but do not worry as we have caught it early

and it is completely
treatable.'"

"Hmmm," said Jonathan, not quite
convinced. He took a deep breath and began to explain. "OK then.
Basically I know myself to be Jonathan, born in 1940 in South
London and father of Jon and Sarah. However it will be obvious to
you that I look only forty and so I cannot possibly be that
person."

Alice smiled at him, which
wasn't the reaction he had expected.

"In fact," he continued, "I
appear to everyone, including myself, to actually be my son
Jon."

"And worse than that", he
quickly added, "- if there could be anything worse - my daughter
explained that I died a year ago and was cremated."

"Oh dear," said Alice
humorously. This made Jonathan smile too.

"So what we have here," she
explained, "is one of two basic possibilities."

"Either you are Jon Jr. and
mistakenly think you are Jon Sr, or you are Jon Sr. somehow now
living in Jon Jr’s body."

He was amazed at how Alice was
so matter-of-fact in her analysis considering how ridiculous it
must all sound.

"So let’s take the first
hypothesis - which is of course what everyone is assuming."

"You are Jon Jr. but are
absolutely convinced that you are Jon Sr. You would think that this
would be extremely easily proven but the concept of 'who am I?' is
far more complicated than that."

He could tell Alice was enjoying
this.

"First let us clarify
something," she said with a slightly concerned look. "You do not
deny that you look like your middle-aged son but still insist you
are over seventy years old?"

Jonathan was a little unsure why
Alice was asking this but wanted to affirm his position.

"That is true," he replied. "I
cannot explain it but I know it to be true. Oh and I do appreciate
it is this that freaks everyone out and makes them think I am mad",
he quickly added.

Alice nodded gently and then
asked: "and why isn't it 'freaking' you out?"

Jonathan looked slightly
surprised at the question and had to think for a while.

"I think it’s because I feel so
well and at peace within myself. I was ill for a very long time and
now I feel great. So the way I look is kind of irrelevant."

Alice pondered the answer for a
few seconds. "Yes I think I understand," she said kindly.

She took a slow deep breath.
"Who am I?" she asked herself while looking up at the sky.

"I remember being a child with
my parents, and them calling me Alice. I remember seeing my birth
certificate saying my name was Alice. But few people here call me
Alice and instead refer to me as 'The Professor'. So I am not a
name but something else for which any name could apply."

She looked deep into the
distance as she continued.

"We will ignore public
information such as medical records for the moment. These are just
computer memories and can be wrong either by negligence or
deliberate alteration".

"They refer to me as 'The
Professor' because of what I know; the way I speak and the way I
act and treat people."

Alice brushed back her long dark
hair with her hands and looked at him hanging on her every word.
"Certainly not because of the way I look," she added with a
smile.

"You have obviously thought
about this before," he commented, "and you look lovely", he added
without thinking.

Alice blushed a little, which
brought a healthier look to her face. She ignored his comment and
now spoke a little slower.

"The way I speak is from
training; copying parents and by deliberate decision - and so just
more from what I know".

"The way I act and treat people
is also directed from experience and training - so again just more
from what I know".

She looked up at the sky and
summarised her thinking.

"So are we simply the sum of
what we know? The sum of our memories?"

This seemed to make sense to
Jonathan. He remembered his childhood and life experiences and so,
he thought, the body he saw in the mirror was not relevant to who
he was.

"When Sarah was looking for a
new member of her team at work," he remembered, "she just wanted
someone who knew how to do the job."

"In fact she was not allowed to
take age; sex; colour; or any other personal characteristic into
account so the people were seen simply in terms of their knowledge
and skill."

He was also now looking deep
into the sky as he worked through his thoughts.

"It is not just what we know but
how we apply that information - but how we apply it is probably
just more memories of what to do".

Jonathan looked back down at
Alice hoping for her to continue, but her face was wrinkled with
pain.

"Alice!” he shouted as he moved
right next to her. He put his arm around her shoulders. "Are you
OK?"

"Yes," strained Alice, holding
her side. "It will go away in a while."

He put one arm around her back
and the other under her legs and picked her up. He gently laid her
down where he had first seen her and covered her over.

"Please can I get someone? Or
some medication?" he pleaded.

"No, no. It’s OK" she replied.
"It comes and goes. I am going to go to the doctors at the next
session at the clinic in town. They will sort it out".

Jonathan was desperate with
compassion but felt isolated out in the dark in the middle of a
park a long way from doctors and public phones.

Alice seemed to calm down and a
little smile returned as she closed her eyes and tried to
sleep.

Jonathan lay down on the
adjoining bench. He did not want to leave her alone for the
night.

 



Chapter 4

 


When Jonathan awoke, he could
see Alice was sitting up on the bench drinking a hot cup of
something. He could see the steam rising from the rim as she put it
up to her mouth.

"You don’t have another of those
do you?" he asked hopefully.

"Actually I do," she replied -
and she leaned down and picked up another cup still with its lid
on. "I was going to wake you up in a few minutes with it
anyway."

Alice brought it over to him and
he was very glad to have such a treat. Alice smiled as she handed
it over. "The burger van by the war museum always gives me a drink
in the morning, and he was happy to give me a cup of tea for you
too. I hope you like it with milk."

Jonathan would have been happy
with it however it had come. "It’s wonderful," he said.

Alice came over and sat next to
Jonathan.

"Thank you for staying with me
last night," she said. "It must have been a bit cold without
blankets."

He looked at her tired, but kind
eyes and smiled at her. "How is the pain?" he gently asked.

"It’s fine at the moment," she
said - somewhat unconvincingly he thought. "Joe came over with
something to help me sleep."

Jonathan didn't dare think about
what that might have been - but perhaps it would buy time so she
could see a doctor.

Alice opened a plastic bag and
pulled out something wrapped in paper. "Breakfast!" she exclaimed,
as she pealed back the cover to reveal a long bread roll with a
soft cheese all the way down the centre.

Jonathan's eyes opened wide in
disbelief.

Alice looked straight at him and
put her index finger to her lips. "But I won’t tell you how I got
this!"

Jonathan didn’t dare think of
what Alice must go through to survive on the streets.

As they tucked into the fine
meal, Alice brought the conversation back to his dilemma.

"Please tell me about yourself,"
she said with her expression showing real interest. "From the
beginning," she added.

Jonathan looked down at the
ground for a while, then softly began to speak.

"OK, I will tell you about my
childhood," he said.

"My first memories are from when
I was about four. They are not very clear, of course, but what
greatly affected me was the feeling of fear at night.”

“You see, we would spend the
days out trying to live our lives in as normal a fashion as we
could manage, and then the nights in the shelters with the sound of
bombs going off around us. Each morning we would come out and see
what had happened. There would be some houses completely destroyed,
or even worse, the shelter gone too.”

“I understood enough to know
that the shelters were OK at stopping shrapnel from a distant
explosion - but they were nothing to a direct hit. My Mother would
try to protect me from some of the sights but there were just too
many, and I would escape to go and check my friend’s houses."

"Just a few months after the end
of the war, I remember clearly my mother bursting into tears after
hearing something from visitors at the door. It turned out to be
two Navy personnel telling her that my Father wasn’t going to be
coming home. He had been found in a Japanese prisoner of war camp
and although he was alive at the time, he was too weak to survive
the journey home and died on the truck to the hospital.”

“My mother was never the same
after that. She reserved her real anger for the Japanese but she
was angry with everybody and everything, especially things around
the house. Although we had never had a bomb hit very close to our
house, the vibrations had still shaken the building to the core.
The plaster had all come down and the windows had moved to create
gaps making it impossible to keep the house warm and tidy."

Jonathan looked up at Alice and
was pleased that she looked interested and was not showing signs
that she thought him crazy.

In fact, Alice looked quite
shocked. “I can’t imagine what it would be like to live with that
fear, day after day.”

"The next memory I have was when
I was about 10 or so. There was a program to help people like us by
the fast-building of small houses to move us into. 'Pre-fabs' they
were called because they were 'pre-fabricated' and put together on
site in only a few days. I just remember our excitement of going
into a wonderfully clean new house next to other families with
children for me to play with."

“Where were all the children
during the war?” asked Alice.

"There were not many children
around because they had been evacuated away from London. Mostly
down to Brighton if I remember rightly. They started coming back
quite soon after the first celebrations, but it took a long time to
get to anything like normal life. There was still rationing of food
and clothing for many years."

"We did go back to the old house
sometimes. I don’t know why we still had access - but I do remember
my mother referring to it as '166 Lynton Road'"

Jonathan looked pleased with
himself at recalling this. Alice seemed to read this from his
expression.

“And you remember this clearly
and in detail.”

"She would say 'We just need to
pop into 166 Lynton Road to get some more belongings'."

He smiled at this as he
remembered his mother’s voice. "It is funny calling the house by
its address rather than just 'our old house' or something..."

"I can also remember walking
down to the river down by Tower Bridge. I had this friend who I
would get up to mischief with, and we would spend a lot of time
down by the docks watching the big ships coming and going with
their loads. It was difficult getting anywhere near the river
itself because of all the docks."

He pondered this for a little
while.

"It may have been this, and my
father, that prompted me to go into the merchant navy. Although I
didn’t stay with them for long"

"Anyway," he continued, "I have
vivid memories of being a general nuisance to the people who worked
down there. I also still have the feeling of awe I got when
watching Tower Bridge lift to let the tall ships through".

Jonathan shook his head slowly
and smiled at Alice.

"Of course all this was over
sixty years ago...and I am supposedly only forty years old, so it
cannot possibly be true."

Alice smiled back kindly. "Are
you married?", she asked hesitantly.

"I was", he replied. "Karri was
beautiful, intelligent and strong. She grew up in a dreamy
Mediterranean island with sun, sea and sand. The family was
pretty-well self-sufficient: growing their own vegetables and fruit
and keeping lots of chickens and even a few goats. She was taught
to cook by her mother and how to survive outside by her two
brothers."

"It sounds idyllic," said
Alice.

"It was", he agreed, "but it was
still quite a tough life. They had very little money and so had to
grow or make everything they needed. It was especially difficult in
the winters, although these were very short. When I met her she was
working in a Taverna at the port in Piraeus to help out a friend
who was sick. She wasn’t usually allowed away from home but her
friend’s family explained to her father that it was safe and only
temporary."

Jonathan smiled as he remembered
the first time she served him.

"She was excited by the fact
that I had come in on the big ship and in her broken English just
kept asking about the places I had visited and especially England
itself. She had heard that we lived in big houses and that the
shops had everything you could imagine available."

Jonathan laughed. "Of course
that couldn’t have been farther from the truth at the time. We
still had rationing of many things including all the fruit that she
could pick off the trees down the side streets where she
lived."

Alice was imagining the bar and
the beautiful young woman serving Mediterranean food in the bright
sunshine.

"If there was still rationing
then it wasn't long after the war. What had happened in that area
of Greece?"

Jonathan took a deep breath and
sighed out loudly. "It was awful for the Greeks, especially on her
island," he explained.

"The Germans had carried out
atrocious acts of cruelty and devastation during the second world
war. Then the Greeks had to endure an awful civil war between the
government forces and the communists."

"So you brought her back to
England? What did she think of it all?"

Jonathan watched Alice as she
made herself more comfortable amongst the piles of clothes and
blankets.

It made him very happy to see
that she was so interested in his story.

"I couldn’t take her back to
London. It was still grey and depressing as the industries were
trying to rebuild. I managed to get a job on the railway down here
in Portsmouth and it seemed much more suitable to be by the sea. We
could only afford to rent a small place down in Gosport, but Karri
made it home and we were very happy there. Eventually the shops
came to be what she had dreamed of and she was pleased that she
would never be asked to kill another chicken or even a goat!"

"Oh my goodness," gasped Alice
as she shivered at the thought.

"Karri was my world. I was never
very ambitious and more than happy to work just enough to make
money to provide for the family. At the weekends we worked the
garden and walked along the beach. In the evenings we danced at the
local club or just sat on our balcony with a glass of wine and
talked until the sunset. Of course once Jon and Sarah came along
they took over our lives."

Alice was entranced and could
not stop smiling at him.

****

The sun was shining and people
were beginning to appear in the park and parade along the sea
front.

"Let’s walk for a while," said
Alice as she packed up her things. She hid them behind a wooden
panel under the bench.

She led him across the road to
the beach. The morning breeze was a little fresh but Alice didn’t
feel it as she ran towards the sea. She took off her boots and
paddled into the cold water. He ran with her but stopped at the
water’s edge.

"You’re the mad one!" he said,
as he put his hand into the water. "It’s freezing in there!"

Alice reached down and grabbed a
handful of water and threw it at him and then ran down through the
shallow water, laughing and dancing as she went.

Jonathan grabbed her boots and
ran down behind her.

She stopped at a set of wooden
beams that were reaching out to sea and climbed up onto the narrow
surface. She carefully balanced herself as she tight-rope walked
along the top.

As Jonathan caught up with her
he called out in concern. "Alice, please don’t do that. You could
fall and hurt yourself."

Alice ignored his plea. "I
suppose I could have tripped and drowned in the water or slashed my
feet on a broken bottle or something. You need to learn to live in
the moment."

She stopped and smiled at him
and began to lose her balance. She slipped on the seaweed that
covered the beams and Jonathan caught her before she hit the
ground.

He sat down onto the beach with
her in his arms.

"There you are", she said. "I am
fine."

Jonathan held her but expressed
his confusion. "I am old enough to be your grandfather."

"In your spiritual world, but
not in your physical world," Alice responded quickly.

They sat quietly for a long time
just taking in the view of the sea and the increasingly warm
sunshine as the morning progressed.

Jonathan quietly broke the
meditation. "How can you be so accepting of me in my condition?" he
asked.

Alice smiled. She put her hand
on his chin and gently replied, "I like you."

They stayed there for a long
while with Alice leaning her head on Jonathan’s chest.

She sat up a little and looked
out to sea. "You need to find out who you really are," she said
eventually.

"OK, but how shall we do that",
he replied.

Alice smiled when she heard him
include her in his adventure. She held him tight.

"Well if that was your life, and
now you have a forty year old and, may I say, fit body, then you
could go back to what you were doing when you were forty."

Jonathan answered a little
sharply.

"What are you thinking of? Me
working on the railway again? For a pittance of a wage to spend
another thirty years in poverty?"

Alice was shocked and
disappointed by his response. "But you were happy! You said you
didn’t need money."

Jonathan felt bad for letting
down Alice’s romantic view of his life - but it was an honest
description of how he felt.

"We were happy - but that was
then and that was with Karri. Now I would want to make more money
and perhaps travel to all the places we talked of visiting but
never did. I want to buy all the things we saved up for but never
could buy because we had to spend it on the children. We were very
happy but we lived in a bubble and not in the real world."

Alice now sat up away from
Jonathan and spoke a little angrily. "Give me the bubble any day,"
she said, as she put her boots on and started back down the
beach.

****

Jonathan got up and started off
after her. He was annoyed with himself for being so tough on
Alice.

When he caught up he explained
what he was thinking.

"I need to go back to London and
see where I was born and grew up. Perhaps I can find some answers
there."

"You can't come with me," he
added reluctantly. "This is a chance for you to see the doctor and
find out why your side hurts so much."

Alice hugged him tightly in
forgiveness of his previous behaviour, "OK, but please come back
quickly."

After a short moment she got up
quickly and almost ran towards her pile of belongings. She dived
deep into her bag and eventually, and to Jonathans surprise and
bewilderment, pulled out a packet of tampons. She came back over to
him.

"Here, you will need this," she
said without explanation.

He glanced quizzedly at Alice
and looked inside the packet only to find a roll of money.

Alice smiled excitedly at him.
"I will be so pleased if that money can help you. I have been
keeping it for an emergency like this."

Jonathan was quick to respond.
"No way," he said. "I cannot possibly take money from you. If I am
going away without you then you will need this to survive."

He reached out his hand to give
the money back.

Alice looked hurt and pushed his
hand away. "You have seen me around here: I don’t need money. It
would make me very happy if you just took it and used it in your
quest."

Jonathan looked back in the
packet. "There must be a couple of hundred in here."

He thought about his journey and
had to admit to himself that the money would be very useful.

He had a little left in his
pocket but he would need ticket money and possibly the cost of a
night somewhere in London.

"OK then," he reluctantly
agreed. "But this is a loan and I will repay you when I get
back."

Alice beamed back at him and
gave a little joyful clap before coming back and hugging him.

He put the money carefully into
his trouser pocket and held Alice quietly for a while as he planned
out his trip.

"I am going to need some
clothes," he declared. "I need a jacket at least for the
journey."

Alice had her eyes closed but
after a few moments reminded him of his new friends. "Perhaps Brian
can help with things from the 'God Squad'."

“We must find something to eat
too”, moaned Jonathan. ”I’m starving.”
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