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1. After the bombardment ended, I came out from the cellar and looked around. My house, along with all the others in the terrace, had been flattened. A column of enemy troops advanced cautiously down the road. There was little reason to expect more than summary justice from them: my people had treated theirs with unrivalled barbarity. 

I went back into the cellar and sat cross-legged amongst the piles of books. Many would have brought me summary justice from my own side.

A Private and a Corporal came down the stairs into the cellar. I got up, as if to greet them.

“Stay there,”  said the Corporal curtly, pushing me back with his sub-machine gun. 

“Check the room,” he said to the Private. “Be careful. There might be booby traps.”

The Private gingerly  flicked open the lid of the coal bunker with the barrel of his rifle. The coal bunker was full of books. The Private put his rifle down  and inspected the books. Then he took one out and turned to me.

“Where did you get this?” he asked, showing me a charred copy of Their Leader’s Thoughts. 

“On my last trip to your City,” I said. “Just before your lot rose up and drove us out.”

“Your lot killed people for owning this,” he said.

“That we did,” I said. “I snatched it from a bonfire.”

The Corporal picked up a dog eared copy of Our Leader’s Thoughts that was lying on top of one of the piles of books. 

“He’s one of them,” he said. “Let’s do him now.”

“Wait,” said the Private. “Why did you keep our book?”

“Words are the only solid things we have any more,” I said. “Everything else has fallen to pieces. If we’re going to rebuild we have to start somewhere but if we only remember one side we’ll make the same mistakes all over again.”

“He’s crazy,” said the Corporal. “Let’s shoot him.”

“He’s harmless,” said the Private. “Let’s go.”

2. After the soldiers left, I locked up the cellar and went back up to the street. I clambered over the ruins of my house, picking half-heartedly through the smouldering rubble. The wreckage was strewn with gutted books. None were salvageable.

I didn’t feel anything. No grief. No anger. I had always known that it would come to this. I had always known that we would bring this upon ourselves. I had always known that I was too cowardly and comfortable to protest. Sudden privation provokes dissonance and dissidence; creeping impoverishment is endlessly bearable. 

I hadn’t eaten or drunk anything throughout the bombardment; I hadn’t had time to take anything into the cellar when the shelling started. Tying a white shirt to a broken length of broomstick, I walked through the City to the Main Square. The Main Square was full of their soldiers. Some were guarding prisoners, who sat on the cobbles with their hands on their heads. I approached one of their officers and asked him for food and water. He laughed at me and told me to go home.

On my way back to my cellar I passed the Private, sitting on the tail-gate of a camouflaged lorry. He waved me over.

“So you like books,” he said. “So do I.”

“I like ideas,” I said, “and books are their chosen habitat.”

“I like a good read,” said the Private. “There’s bugger all in the Company library.”

“Right now I’d like something in my belly,” I said.

“I’ll trade you,” said the Private. “One book for one can of emergency rations.”

“All right,” I said.

The Private disappeared into the back of the lorry and emerged with a knobbly ammunition sack.

“Here’s half a dozen,” he said. “I’ll come round later on this evening.”

3. The Private’s Company was left to garrison our City. Even with strict rationing, there was little food for the surviving populace. Luckily, the Private was a voracious reader and he read quickly. I found myself with more emergency rations than I could eat and I began to trade them: candles and matches, tea and sugar, apples and cheese, cigarettes and alcohol, boots and a great coat. 

Throughout the winter, the Private came to see me regularly. He never stayed for long and said little. At first he worked his way through the novels, alternating classical literature with contemporary experimental fiction. Then he got a taste for my collection of anthropologists’ and explorers’ diaries and notebooks. 

As spring approached, my books dwindled and I began to become alarmed. Our forces were still putting up stiff resistance beyond the mountains and there was no sign of a civilian administration. I tried to negotiate a better rate of exchange but the Private insisted on our original arrangement. If I refused to trade with him I might starve.

I asked the Private what he did with the books when he’d finished reading them. He told me that was none of my business. I asked the Private if I could buy the books back from him once hostilities were over. He told me that they now belonged to him.

Finally, I had only two books left: Our Leader’s Thoughts and Their Leader’s Thoughts. That evening, the Private came to see me as usual. This time, however, he had two big sacks of emergency rations.

“I’ve nothing left to trade,” I said.

“I know that,” he said, “I’ve seen it coming for ages. I guess you must have as well.  Don’t worry. We’re being sent to the front. You’ll not see me again.”

He put the sacks down on the cellar floor.

“Thank you,” I said.

“Thank you!” he said. “I’ll take those.”

And pocketed the Leader’s Thoughts.

4. Beyond the mountains, our troops and their troops fought each other to a standstill. Eventually, the Great Powers forced a cease fire on both sides and the troops withdrew to the former borders. Then appointments to transitional governments were made, pending elections. Members of the former  Parties were barred from participating.
Before hostilities began, I had travelled widely as a minor functionary in our Cultural Mission to their country. I became quite well known and had met many members of their cultural elite. I had no interest in Politics. I had never joined Our Party and had never spoken out against it. Thus, I was despised by both sides but acceptable to both.

I had always lived alone. I had no siblings and my parents were long dead. My few friends had been scattered by the conflict. I liked company well enough but my books banished solitude. I had built my library on my travels through their country. Every wall in my house had been lined with shelves. Now I had no books. When I was nominated for our transitional government I was too enervated to refuse. 

Our City was shattered. There was little food or medicine, and basic public utilities had been destroyed. I sat on various committees that over saw day to day relief. At night I went back to my cellar. I had no energy for reading but increasingly resented the loss of my books.
5. Slowly the committees moved from relief to reconstruction. With foreign aid, the power plants reopened and the trains began to run. There was a good harvest and un-rationed food began to appear in the shops. 

As part of the armistice agreement, both sides undertook to investigate allegations of war crimes. Rather than suffer the indignities of international arbitration, they decided that the accused would be tried in their own countries under their own laws. Both sides sanctioned the death penalty for severe crimes against civilians.

Our government sent me to their City, to observe the trials of their soldiers. The hotel I used to stay in was still standing and many of the staff I’d known still worked there. My former room was shabby, and hot water and electricity were sporadic, but it was considerably more comfortable than my cellar.

During the mornings I attended the hearings. I quickly realised that human beings had long been incapable of devising new ways to torment each other. I listened daily to accounts of suffering that would not have been out of place in Athens or Babylon or Rome or Tenochtitlan. I had no doubts as to the veracity of the plaintiffs or the guilt of the accused.

In the afternoons I toured their City, trying to replace my bartered books. The University quarter had many shops selling new and second hand books. I quickly found copies of much of my favourite literature but the anthropology and exploration books proved much harder to locate.

One day, in a shop behind the Ideological Institute, I spotted a familiar looking copy of an account by a minor conquistadore of the subjugation of the Incas. My library plate was inside the front cover. I asked the shop owner where he had acquired it but she was vague. I bought it anyway.

On the days that followed, I began to identify more and more of my former books. The Private was canny. Rather than trying to sell a batch of books to just one shop, he seemed to prefer to visit each shop infrequently, making single sales.
6. Finally, hearings began into the occupation of our City. One morning, the Corporal and the Private stood in the dock, the only surviving members of their unit. They were accused of systematic brutality against members of Our Party. By comparison, the bullet that I’d escaped would have been a clean death. After the prosecution had outlined the case against them, the trial was adjourned until the next day. 

I went down to the holding area beneath the court and asked to speak to the Private. I was searched and then shown into a small cell. The Private was sitting on a concrete bench, reading. He looked up at me and smiled.

“Have you come for your books?” he asked. “I traded you for them, fair and square.”

“You didn’t pay anything for the rations,” I said, “but I’m paying for my books a second time.”

“You’ve found some of them then?” said the Private. “That’s good. I’m glad they’re going to someone who’ll appreciate them. It’s pretty clear that I’ll have no more use for them.”

“Maybe I can help you,” I said.

“I don’t see how,” said the Private. “I did everything I’m accused of. When we liberated our City I learnt that my family had been held as hostages and murdered in revenge for a partisan attack.”

“So why did you protect me from the Corporal?” I asked.

“Anyone who rescues their enemy’s writings is either cynical or inquisitive,” he replied. “If  you’d been cynical you’d have hidden your leader’s ravings instead of our leader’s.” 

“You saved my life,” I said. “Maybe I can speak up for you.”

“That’ll hang the Corporal,” said the Private.

“If I don’t speak up for you, you’ll both hang,” I said. “So where are the rest of my books?”

“I’ll tell you if they let me go,” said the Private.

7. I talked to the Private’s lawyer, who agreed to call me as a defence witness. From the stand I described how the Private had spared me when the Corporal had wanted to shoot me. I didn’t mention my books.  

The Corporal was sentenced to death. The Private was given a life sentence.

After the trial, I went back down to cell where the Private was waiting to be transported to a labour camp.

“I suppose I should thank you,” he said, “not that I’ve much to look forward to. I’d do it all again given half a chance. I hope the bastards who killed my wife and kids get what’s coming to them.”

“So where are my books?” I asked.

“I said I’d tell you if they let me go,” said the Private. “This isn’t my idea of freedom.”

I stormed out of the Court House. I’d been a fool to trust the Private.

I attended  the rest of the trials but I was numb to further accounts of suffering and retribution. Every afternoon, I still scoured the bookshops but I didn’t find any more of my books. I tracked down the Private’s home address but found his street, like mine, completely flattened. I visited the barracks where he’d been stationed at the cease fire but all his possessions had been impounded when he was arrested. I bribed the clerk at the Prison and saw the manifest of his confiscated property. There was no mention of any books.

At the end of the trials, I returned to our City and moved into a studio apartment in an old office block. I continued to work for various committees and spent my free time buying books at war damage sales. My studio was very small and quickly filled up with books so I moved as many as I could to the cellar.

Three years after the cease fire, open elections were called so I resigned from the government. My report on the trials had been well received and I was offered a post in the Technicon. Teaching gave me a new focus. Most of my students had been combatants and, at first, had little time for the longer view. While I never completely forgot my lost books, trying to engage the students increased my own perspective. 

8. When my terrace was rebuilt, I moved back in with my new library. One evening, I was marking essays when the door bell rang. I opened the front door to a shabbily dressed stranger who handed me a small parcel. Inside was a copy of my favourite novel, “The Green Child”, with my name on the library plate.

“Where did you get this from?” I asked.

“I think you know that,” she said.

“Do you have any more?” I asked.

“Of course,” she said. “Why else would I have come?”

I invited her in and made her a cup of tea. She told me that she and her husband had lived next door to the Private and his wife. Her husband had been killed in the mountains so she and the Private had sought comfort with each other. 

“How is he?” I asked.

“Not very well,” she said. “I think that another winter in the camp will kill him.”

“Does he know you’re here?” I asked.

“No,” she said. “He’s far to proud to ask you for any more help.”

“He’s never asked me for any help,” I said.

“Didn’t you get his letters?” she asked. 

“I haven’t heard from him since the trial,” I said.

“He wrote you lots of letters,” she said. “He asked you if you’d trade.”

I laughed.

“One can of food for one book,” I said.

“You’re joking!” she said.

“Take it or leave it,” I said. “That’s what he offered me.”

9. Every weekend, the woman came to see me, bearing half a dozen books. I was somewhat more generous than the Private but then I could afford to be. As my books were returned, I sent him replacements as well as food. I never asked her where she lived and I made no attempt to follow her. 

One day, the woman arrived with only two books: the Thoughts of the Leaders.

“These are all that’re left,” she said. “But it doesn’t matter. There’s going to be a general amnesty and he’ll be coming home.”

I took Their Leader’s Thoughts from her.
“Give the other one back to him,” I said. “Ask him to bring it himself.”
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