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Though on Al-Sirat’s arch I stood,
Which totters o’er the fiery flood,
With Paradise within my view
Byron, The Giaour
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Some time

I

have become increasingly aware of
the destruction and decay this world
is made of. Beside the railway tracks, on
the many train journeys I still have to take
across the city, I see so much rusting metal,
mouldy wood and eclectic detritus (ranging
from rubber tyres to garden furniture) that
I also find it hard to believe that anything
ever disappears completely. There are grave
stones in decrepit cemeteries overgrown
with bramble belonging to people whom
no one living can remember, or possibly
even care about, yet they stand and they
remain, crooked maybe, illegible maybe,
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chipped and cracked and lichencovered,
maybe, but they stand and they remain.
And the dust and bones beneath them, that
remains too, it lingers like a doubt.

We seem to be caught between the
Scylla of preservation and the Charybdis
of destruction, doomed to forever be
remembering something fading away.
And in the face of this slow process of
erosion that will, seemingly, never be com
plete, I watch all the cycles of repetition,
the routines with which we fill our lives,
hoping, perhaps, to stave off or maybe even
2
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accelerate the disintegration of our selves.
The repetition of actions and words can
give comfort, a feeling of order and control,
but at the same time the words and actions
can become abrasive, wearing down
meaning and intention the more they are
repeated. I remember that one of my own
cycles of repetition used to be one of my
most frequent rail journeys: taking the
northbound service into London, riding
over the Thames and into Blackfriars station
every Tuesday and Thursday afternoon
as I went to see my representatives at the
union.

3
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I remember how I began to feel a sink
ing feeling in my stomach almost as soon
as I saw the first glint of the river, how
it was as if I was being slowly drowned
from within. It had nothing to do with my
compensation claim—although my case
was going badly at that time—instead it
seemed a presage connected to something
both more remote and all-too immediate.
Something that was both more remote
and all-too immediate then; and some
thing that continued to be, nay, continues
to be (may, indeed, always be) ever more
remote and all-too bloody immediate.
Sometimes I can feel the past rising up
behind me like a great wave threatening
to break and subsume everything. And
at other times, in certain places of this
city of mine, the past seems to bubble up
and rise through the drains and manhole
covers, seeping through the paving slabs
of the very streets themselves, impeding
my progress, just as it did at times when I
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exited Blackfriars station and crossed the
road at the northern foot of Blackfriars
Bridge. It was here that I once had a chance
acquaintance with a woman I knew from
an earlier period of my life. Amidst the
endless flow of weaving, waltzing, strutting
and darting people on the pavement, we
were the only two stood still, waiting to

cross at a set of traffic lights. As pedestrians
eddied around us, everso close but never
making contact, she tapped me lightly on
the elbow. I removed my headphones to
5
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find Catherine smiling at me, craning her
neck forward as she did so. For an instant,
it seemed as though we were in the middle
of a conversation started in a different age
and that she was expecting an answer to
a question she had posed. I returned her
smile and so began a series of customary
pleasantries that resulted in us arranging
to meet for a drink the following evening.
The pub was fairly deserted, save for a few
mute individuals who sat apart from each
other and stared disinterestedly at a screen
showing a football match between Auxerre
and Glasgow Rangers. After five minutes,
to my relief and regret, Catherine arrived.
Gavin? Oh no, that ended soon after,
Catherine said in response to one of my
questions, asked some way into the evening
when the caginess of the conversation had
been moderated a little. I never felt guilty
about what I had done, she said, whereas he
only wanted to continue the relationship
to make me feel guilty, to have some kind
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