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1 Correspondent





Joan met Max when she was working at the library. She hadn’t seen him come in because she was reading a book under the counter but she heard him and, as he approached the desk, she prepared to release her attention from the page.


Every day she read books and magazines, only occasionally looking at a newspaper and then often preferring the less respectable ones that had the scandals and amazing stories and the little snippets of weird fact. At the end of the previous week she’d read that – according to the latest research – four out of five women succeeded in business, whereas three out of five men failed. She’d been wondering about the statistics for most of the morning. Were those numbers just for a few countries? Did they include only particular trades or types of job? One of the other girls at the library had suggested that probably what was meant by business was small businesses started up by a single person who had taken out a loan from a bank: that might make sense, because the women would have to have serious intentions; and the men might just want to raise money to spend on something else.


The best stories, and the one subject that held everyone’s attention, found full scope only in the three or four tabloids regularly read by everyone on the staff. Crime was the favorite issue; from the information desk to the archives, crime reports had become an addiction with all the librarians. Whether their need to read about it sprang from fear of becoming the victims of violence or from a suppressed wish to lead a more active, passionate – or even lawless – life, they were so eager to get at the latest installment of murder investigations that often one of them would have to hold the paper and read it out loud to the others.


In recent years there had also been many national and international crises and catastrophes but wartime made the act of killing so lacking in personal detail as to be almost anonymous. That thirty people had died in a mortar attack was horrible but not interesting; that someone had killed someone else was shocking and at the same time fascinating. Everyone had at some point had the wish to murder; most possessed the ability to suppress it. Both the hideousness and the allure were immediately understandable. Murder was a civilian crime and for amateurs. Military matters lacked the personal touch. They were for the professional.


Max’s specialty was war. He’d begun on court cases, accidents, political interviews and natural disasters: fire, flood, avalanche, earthquake. Only gradually had he been drawn towards what was to become his chosen field. He’d started with a good ear for languages – that had turned out to be one of his greatest assets: it had allowed him to communicate with all sides in a conflict and then to translate the general sense without being too literal. Experience taught him which people to approach and how to frame questions. And thanks to an ability to speak calmly and clearly while observing turbulent events, his eyewitness accounts sounded real. Most newspaper readers or radio listeners, like Joan, thought that his reports from the front were completely true. What he told them was better than one man’s opinion: it was information. After a while it could be considered history – a personal account, but one that didn’t twist the facts.


He was at the top now, at the peak of his profession.


Joan, on the other hand, hadn’t really started to do anything. She’d just been reading about it.


With her eyes still on the page, she sensed him coming nearer. She picked up her Degas postcard to mark her place in the book. Just at that moment he asked her to find a title for him.


She recognized his voice and she looked up with an expression of delight on her face, but she couldn’t place the man in front of her.


As for him, he was so taken with the change in her as her concentration passed from her book to him, that he too felt an agreeable sense of recognition, almost like a sudden appreciation of beauty.


She wasn’t beautiful but she was pretty enough to give that impression every once in a while.


He also saw that she liked him and that she was somebody he could talk to.


He spent most of his time talking to people. In war zones and conference centers he talked and listened. And afterwards he’d unwind, also by talking and listening and, sometimes in addition, by making love.


‘I know your voice,’ she said.


‘Do you ever watch the news?’


‘Never. I listen. I watched so much TV when I was fifteen that I’ll never have to have a set of my own, even if I live to be a hundred. But I do lean on friends every once in a while. Are you on television?’


‘Sometimes,’ he said, as if it didn’t matter.


‘By the time I was sixteen, I’d seen every B-feature ever made. It saved my life. Now I go out. Or I do something while I’m listening to the radio. Is this research for a show?’


‘Background information. Just to check if my possibly unreliable facts line up with the possibly unreliable history books.’


‘My grandfather used to say that history was the great subject. History and law.’


‘I think I’d agree with that.’


‘I guess most men would.’


‘Wouldn’t you?’


‘Maybe.’


‘Why? What do you think the most important subject is?’


‘Oh, religion. Not that I’ve got one, but I’ve always wished that I’d been brought up in a faith.’


‘Why?’


‘Well, otherwise everything’s just bits and pieces. Nothing to live by.’


‘That’s a lot better than war. Religious certainties and intolerance can lead to some pretty nasty activity.’


At the mention of war she recognized him: Max Dangerfield, the famous foreign correspondent.


‘Oh, my God,’ she said, ‘that’s who you are. Of course. That recording where you could hear the bombs going off. And then the earthquake. And when you were shot and you kept right on broadcasting. I must be the only person in the world who doesn’t know you by sight. How rude of me. I’m really sorry.’


He told her that it was refreshing to meet someone who still listened to the radio. And to find anyone who could remember his work in such precise detail was flattering in the extreme. The trouble with television was that after a certain point audiences tended to think of you as if you were the lead actor in their favorite soap opera or the star who advertised the breakfast cereal. You became part of a pantheon; your appearance on the screen was congenial and reassuring, but nobody really listened to what you were saying.


‘Oh, they listen to you,’ she said.


He asked her if she’d still be at the desk in another forty minutes or so. He wondered whether she’d come out for a cup of coffee with him.


She told him that she’d have loved to, but she didn’t get off work for another two hours.


He repeated the title of his book. There was plenty of reading he could do, he said. Two hours would go by in a flash.


If everything hadn’t happened so fast – if there had been a day between his invitation and the evening out – she’d have been too nervous to open her mouth. But while they were talking she’d felt so easy with him that when he reappeared at the desk with the book in his hand, she was elated. She was ready to enjoy herself. 


 *


They took a stroll until the buses and subway trains thinned out the rush-hour crowds.


As they walked, their conversation jumped from one topic to another until something he said reminded her of a newspaper report that morning, about a player of loud music and an old couple he’d had killed because they’d asked him to turn the volume down. NOISE THUG KILLER SHOCK VERDICT, the headlines had read. The aggressor himself had received a fairly light sentence: a matter of months. The two boys he’d hired, who had ignited a gasoline trail into the couple’s apartment, had each been given a few years. ‘That’s what I can’t figure out,’ Joan said. ‘Not just that the incredibly painful, terrifying death of two innocent people is only worth a couple of years, but the fact that the really guilty one was the man who hired them and yet he’s gotten away with a shorter jail sentence. None of it would have happened if it hadn’t been for him.’


‘He didn’t do the killing.’


‘But he started everything. That’s the strange thing about the law – it’s so unfair.’


‘It’s merely inexact, like us. It has to cover all kinds of situations and combinations.’


‘Subjecting people to that kind of noise – that unrelenting beat – it’s a recognized torture technique, a form of assault, a kind of oppression. People who inflict it on someone else think they can do what they like and at the same time diminish everyone else’s capacity. It’s an abuse of the powers that freedom should give you. In a free world you ought to be able to have every thing you want without making life intolerable for the rest of society.’


She laughed a little and felt embarrassed at having talked so much. ‘A completely uninformed view,’ she added. It was then that she realized what had made him ask her out. It might have been loneliness, but it wasn’t. It was desire. She could have said just about anything and he’d be interested. She wanted to say that without equality there were no relationships; there was only the oppressor and the slave, the host and the parasite. Later on she was glad that she’d shut up for a while. It was his turn to speak. And it wasn’t long before she’d changed her mind about equality, anyway. Once you were living with somebody, you had to reorder your ideas.


‘The younger generation has always been loud,’ he told her. ‘Loud, selfish and careless. I think the only difference nowadays is that the technology is capable of boosting sound so high without distortion that most Western kids are partly deaf. So then, of course, they have to turn the volume up higher and even more of their hearing goes. I think I’m beginning to suffer some hearing loss myself, from gunfire and other explosions. But you’re right. Noise is going to become an increasingly unattractive aspect of modern life unless there’s some way of keeping it under control. In most countries it seems to fall into the category of environmental pollution rather than simple assault.’


‘If you’re the one whose walls are pounding with it – like my friend, Katie – that’s juggling with words. Not even earplugs work against that. She’s had to move out twice. The law can’t help you against neighbors like that.’


‘Of course it can. The law is for people who can’t come to an agreement with each other. They need a third party to make a decision that’s going to be binding on them both.’


Before she could stop herself, she said, ‘And wars are for people who don’t want to get along together, no matter what the law says.’


‘Is that really what you think?’


‘No. It’s what I feel. When it’s too late, you destroy everything and start again.’


‘That’s a counsel of desperation. I’d rather have as little as possible destroyed. The big difficulty is getting people to the bargaining table.’


‘That’s right. After a while, they don’t want to talk. They want to rip it all up and walk away.’


‘But once you can get them to sit down around a table, you can make them see that there’s no need to do that. It’s always better to remain friends, even if it’s only on paper and you never actually like them.’


‘Isn’t it harder to make them listen when they’re in the same room with each other?’


‘On the contrary. You throw a bone to one side and then you slip a tidbit to the others. And if you time it right, pretty soon they’re accepting things they don’t want, so that they can have what they do want. They’ll even give up an advantage in the hope of gaining a different one. No. The difficulty is getting them there in the first place.’




*








He had a wife – a fact he mentioned that first evening, letting Joan know that the marriage wasn’t working out and that it no longer meant much to him. They didn’t talk about it.


They talked about trivial things or about their past – each bringing out favorite stories and memories: the ones that had become introductory gifts for people they knew they were going to like and wanted to hold on to. She told him about her great aunt and the handkerchiefs; he gave her the ghost story about the apple tree in his grandmother’s back yard. Then there was a pause before he decided to take things further or she let him know that he was the love of her life so it didn’t matter to her whether he was married or not. Anyway, she wondered, if he could understand all the intricacies of hostility and negotiation, and could explain them to other people, why wasn’t his marriage all right? Obviously, something was wrong with the wife.


In the interim they traded opinions and once or twice during the last kicks of the Noise Thug case – when the parents and other relatives of the two teenagers came forward to sell their reminiscences to the papers – went back to the subject of the old couple who were killed for complaining.


‘Isn’t that what wars are about, too?’ she asked him. ‘The abuse of authority and wanting to do whatever you like at the expense of everybody else? Encroaching on other people’s freedom and privacy?’


‘Oh, neighbors’ quarrels,’ he said.


‘What about a disputed boundary line between neighbors – wouldn’t that be the same as a country and its borders?’


‘No. Besides, some wars are fabricated to keep certain people in power or to maintain sovereignty.’


‘Some neighbors’ arguments, too. They go on and on because one of them has to have the upper hand. It’s always somebody who can’t stand to be equal because he won’t trust the other person not to try to take more power. An aggressive personality.’


‘It’s a question of being able to get along together. That doesn’t always mean equality. It might be symbiosis: a small country and a larger one agreeing to share by trading with each other and remaining separate.’


He was right: it was impossible to draw analogies. His wife, for instance, decided not to fight. She gave in. And yet she’d loved him, hadn’t she?




*





He wasn’t just famous – he was the youngest of the seasoned campaigners and he had the reputation, even among his colleagues, of being the best. Less respected correspondents went out to the battle zones in ex-army camouflage jackets and special heavy-duty boots lined in the latest scientifically perfected materials. He and three others – a Dutchman, an Englishman and a Spaniard – faced the mortar bombs in an eccentric collection of good-luck clothes, which among the four of them included a tartan hat, a pair of patent-leather pumps that looked like dancing shoes, a cream-colored suit and a purple Hawaiian shirt printed with orange pineapples and worn over a Los Angeles Rams sweatshirt (or a white T-shirt, depending on the weather). His own outfit incorporated several eye-catching items that might have been designed specifically to draw attention, and therefore, gunfire. But he wouldn’t have dreamt of leaving any of them behind. And as he and the other three went about their business of observing and interviewing the villains and victims of war – or those affected by flood, explosion, earthquake and other disasters – they left younger men shaking their heads and refusing to cross the airfield guarded by snipers, or the clump of burning vegetation next to a lava flow, or the slippery stone pathway across the flood.


Generals listened to his broadcasts. They approved. Here was someone who got it right, they’d think; at other times they’d be enraged by what he was saying. They’d want to meet him so that they could correct some detail in his reports or change the overall impression he’d given. They knew that he didn’t care about anything except the truth and that, if he believed them, he’d pass on their version to the world. He was willing to listen to any side. But he also spoke out. He reported his thoughts and that was what his audiences loved. Over the years they had come to think that they knew him. And they felt that he was a friend. He had the right reactions. He was sympathetic in the manner of an artist, not merely an observer; he made people believe that his point of view was correct because it was the only reasonable one.


Joan didn’t understand how he could have survived everything he’d seen – as well as the guilt of being a bystander to others’ suffering – and how he could continue to go back and back again to the horrors without having some sort of religion to sustain him. And yet he didn’t. Neither did most of his fellow reporters, although that didn’t surprise her – so many of the ones he introduced to her were obsessed by competitiveness and self-aggrandizement.


He’d been brought up to put his trust in a mild form of Christian ethics mixed with the principles of Humanism: a system of belief that didn’t take seriously the forces of evil in the world. Being present at the battlefront had done nothing to strengthen those ideals, nor had it undermined them. The ethical basis of his upbringing held firm. But he lost faith in the idea of God as soon as he saw how many massacres were instigated or avoided by purely human endeavor. They were caused by man and could be changed by man.


The less he believed in God, the more he valued the importance of what he wore into the danger zones, how he wore it, what he carried with him and the order in which his possessions were packed or unpacked. A few of his finicky notions had begun as practical time-saving devices and as the result of losing a shoe, twisting an ankle or getting a sleeve caught. But the rest had to do with a kind of therapy. While he was concentrating on getting all the details in place, he didn’t have time for nerves.


He told her often enough that he’d been scared out of his wits on assignments, but he always said that kind of thing jokingly, as if consciously exaggerating. She understood that he wouldn’t want to talk about feeling afraid. Fear was something he lived with all the time, even when not on duty; it was part of everybody’s psychological defense system and in his case it would have to be working overtime. He didn’t mention his good-luck charms either, except laughingly, in a way that was slightly coy. Yet whatever they gave him was a necessity. They seemed to be vital to his sense of hope.


He had more lucky charms than a tennis player or a teenage girl. And he took them all with him whenever he set out for danger.


The collection had started a long time ago. Some had been his as a child, others were small trinkets he’d picked up on his travels, usually one per trip. But the majority had been sent to him by fans. Only three had lasted from the very beginning: a silver teddy bear, a blue enameled St Christopher medal and a gold-colored souvenir keg from the neck of a whiskey bottle. The keg was the largest – about the size of a fingernail – but practically weightless.


Over the years there had been many additions and subtractions as new items were proved to bring either good or bad luck. There was the safety pin, the dime, the brown bead that looked like a vitamin pill, the flat metal ring that might have been the backing for a button; a theater ticket, now no more than an illegible scrap of cardboard; a red metal paperclip. The paperclip had arrived at Christmas and he’d used it to attach an official letter to his passport. It had been responsible for gaining him entry to forbidden territory. It had brought him a lot of luck, so it had been kept.


He traveled light. A waterproof shoulder bag held the essentials, including the tape recorder, extra notebook, pencil and pen and the Swiss jackknife with its nail file, corkscrew and fish-scaler. There was room for a shirt, two pairs of underpants and socks, a T-shirt, sweater, a raincoat that folded into a pack hardly bigger than a slice of bread; and a pair of sandals in case he lost his shoes or had them stolen.


The duffel bag contained more shirts, boots, an old wool shawl that could be used as a blanket, a second suit, a portable phone and a laptop computer, which he’d never used. He hardly ever took anything out of the main bag, other than an extra shirt.


Gradually he had varied his routine of preparing for the front line. At the time when they first became lovers, he allowed Joan to do most of his packing. But after a few years she was hardly permitted to go near the shoulder bag and certainly not to approach the sacred talismans in the security belt, all of which had to be packed in the right order. He might give her a list of what he wanted, but he always took care of the most important things himself. And if he allowed her to slip something in at the last minute, that was an exception.


‘What’s this?’ she asked one day, coming into the bedroom while he was packing. ‘Your magic underpants?’ She reached over and held up the garment for inspection. He snatched it from her, saying, ‘That’s exactly what they are.’


‘Max, they’re full of holes. How did you get them past me? I haven’t been washing anything like this – I would have noticed.’


‘It’s all right. I wash all these myself.’


‘At least let me sew up the tears.’


‘No sewing, no replacement. They’re fine.’


‘We could sell them to a museum and say those were bullet holes.’


‘Don’t joke about it.’


She opened her hand above the array of trinkets, being careful not to touch them, which he wouldn’t have liked. They were laid out over the bedspread in a sequence that – apparently – corresponded to the order of acquisition.


‘A man of many charms,’ she said. She put her arms around him. And he didn’t push her away, but his mind was on other things. He continued to pack while she rubbed her face against his shirt.


She didn’t understand how a man of his intelligence could really believe that primitive rituals could save his life. That was faith as misplaced as the extravagant notions held by high-school girls and boys who were anxious to ward off pregnancy


‘If you tell the truth and do what’s right,’ he’d once told her, ‘you automatically fall into harmony with the world: your pace is one step ahead of the bomb and one behind the mine going off.’


‘Because you deserve to escape?’ she’d asked. ‘Because your good intentions actually mean something?’


He’d shrugged, saying that he couldn’t explain it any other way and that if there was a chance in hell of his being right, he certainly wasn’t going to start changing his habits: in fact, it made him slightly uneasy to refer to the matter at all.


He knew as well as she did: there was no physical armor that could protect you against modern weaponry. And as for psychological defenses, they worked only on and against the mind. They got you out there and they got you through it. They were important. But they couldn’t save you.


She’d thought up many theories to account for the discrepancies in his behavior. One had something to do with surrogate emotion and the suppression of anger. But none of them lasted; in the end she knew him too well to be able to explain him and she stopped trying to question what he was or how he thought. Often she didn’t understand her own motives, either.


The only time he made a comment about suffering a possible reaction from his work was once when he said to her, ‘The ones who survive are all crackpots.’ He seemed to think that he was just stating a fact and that there was no sense in trying to change it. Presumably the other war correspondents – who weren’t in some way damaged – didn’t survive. He said nothing about the ones who stayed alive and continued to broadcast despite the fact that they were so stupid, lazy and dishonest that they regularly used large chunks of other people’s material, sometimes simply by asking a girlfriend to translate published or broadcast passages for them. He was too engrossed by the iniquities of politics to become exercised about lesser questions: every discipline had its cheats.


In his profession the cynical were looking for money and fame; the morally committed took their trips into the death zone because they would have liked to be priests and saviors – to make people better, to force them to look at themselves; and to lead them towards an understanding of the brutality and irrationality of certain actions. Max was one of the moral ones: there was no doubt about that. As Joan began to know him better, she sometimes thought of him as a valiant knight, like a figure from a storybook – a man who was driven into danger by his sense of chivalry: to rescue the truth.


She loved to listen to him talk about his work. Even when the facts were unpleasant, in the recounting he could transform them into something close to art. He told her stories of poverty, disease, political and military mismanagement, torture and imprisonment. The long stream of reported injustice would have been too much for her to bear if it hadn’t been for the fact that among the victims and dispossessed there turned out to be as many liars, chiselers, frauds and killers as among their oppressors. That added a touch of monstrous comedy to the tales. At times she thought of his job as a combination of police work, priesthood and stage management. And he seemed to know everyone.


His acquaintance included soldiers of every rank, ambulance drivers, librarians, poets, assassins, Red Cross workers, photographers, health inspectors, forgers, explorers, helicopter pilots: anyone who wanted to talk. And women; women from all over, of differing ages and shapes and various degrees of beauty, suffering, health, deviousness, intelligence and despair.


What he got up to out there with other women didn’t matter to her. Out there would stay where it was. She was sure that any amorous adventure he might engage in while on an assignment would be a thing he’d consider, from the very outset, temporary. She didn’t really believe that he’d ever be tempted, because he was so fascinated, appalled and excited by his work that nothing could distract him. While his concentration was fixed on it, warfare itself became a substitute for the erotic.




*





The first marriage hadn’t been in such bad shape as he’d hinted. Not that his version was dishonest: as anyone sensible or practical would do, he tried out the new relationship before deciding to leave the old one. And Joan, knowing that he was married, had still been eager to hand over her life to him. She’d wanted to throw herself into her fate, making the attachment more intensely romantic by believing that right from the start it was too late to turn back. But as soon as she really fell in love with him, she stopped having fun being the other woman. She wanted to be the main woman – the real one. She was ready to fight for him.


Then came the surprise: there wasn’t any fight. The first wife stood back, agreed to a divorce: disappeared.


Joan grabbed her good fortune and held on. She and Max married. They settled down; they had children. They continued to love and, for a while, to be happy.




*





For the first three years of their marriage she was able to concentrate on him to the exclusion of everything else. And after the children were born, she usually managed – in the early days – to get them tucked in for the night so that she and he could be alone. But with time, that changed. When the family was suddenly all together again, the children needed reassurance that she still loved them; they’d call down from their rooms that they couldn’t sleep; they’d ask for glasses of water and – simplest of all – they’d cry. Even the baby would become additionally demanding when Max was at home. And then Joan would worry that because of her need to be with him, she was neglecting her children.


Sometimes it seemed to her that he’d passed his fears on to her: that she’d been delegated to keep them safe until he got back – that he left all the dangerous emotions with her and took with him only his talismans, his special clothes, his lucky boots – like a child going off to war with a pea-shooter and a rabbit’s foot.


She worried about his comfort, feared for his safety and his sanity. Within moments of his departure she longed for him to come back. And the more she feared, the more surely she believed that, while he was gone, he was protected by the way she felt about him.


On the two occasions when he’d been wounded, she’d known about it before being told. The first time, she was in the kitchen and about to reach up for a coffee cup; the second time, she was with a friend at a play. That initial warning instant, at home in the kitchen, hadn’t told her what her alarm might indicate, other than that something was wrong. When the same thing happened again, she knew that it had to do with Max. She was convinced that when he was closest to death, her love was what shielded him.


She was glad that his first wife hadn’t wanted children. That had been one of his greatest disappointments in the marriage: his wife had refused to have children until he changed to a less dangerous branch of his work.


Joan had imagined that children would bind her and Max more closely to each other, but soon it began to seem that always – at just those moments when it was important that he and she should be together – the kids did what they could to come between them; they wanted him all to themselves and at the same time they resented him for interrupting their hold on her. Max would load on the entertainment for a solid two hours and then pick up the phone for a baby-sitter.


They’d go out to restaurants. They’d walk arm in arm. Once they checked into a hotel for a couple of days, leaving the kids with relatives who boasted afterwards about how well-behaved the children were: good as gold – no trouble at all.


While he was away she read the children bedtime stories. All they ever wanted to hear about was kings and queens, fairy-tale princesses, castles and dragons: the past as it never was, the era of Romance. She loved their insistence on the stereotypes and clichés of good fortune. She saw it as an innocence to be fostered. When they grew up, they’d be bored by the trials of true love and the daring of knights on horseback. They might even want pictures of car crashes and machine-gun massacres, blood and wreckage. They’d be able to appreciate their father’s work and to know why he’d had to be away from them so often. But until they were older, his absences were going to disarrange what should have been the regular pattern of their lives. 


When he came home, he wanted to tell her about what he’d seen and what he thought about it – everything he’d been through. She understood that and it saddened her that the constant interruption of children’s complaints and questions, the ringing of the telephone with urgent messages about mothers’ meetings and car-pool dates and so on, interfered with her desire to know his news, his mood and his heart; with her capacity for listening and his to tell; and eventually, with their ability to keep in step with each other.


She didn’t mind the professional bond that drew him to seek the company of fellow newsmen and television cronies as soon as he arrived home. What began to make her anxious was the knowledge that two or three of his favorite lunching companions were pretty young women in the business. As soon as she was certain that he’d slept with one – and then another – of them, she felt a spectral presence beside her of the first wife: the one to whom she’d so casually done a greater wrong than at the time she could have imagined being done to her. How could the same thing ever happen to her? She was the one who loved. And if you loved, you were in the right.




*





He had a friend named Bruno. Ever since she was introduced to him, Bruno had flirted with her in a way that was more than just single-minded: he was hoping to start something up with her that would be serious enough to threaten her marriage – to get her away from Max and to marry her himself; or not to. Maybe what he had in mind was to seduce her, expose her to Max and drop her without warning while her husband walked out on her with any one of the many women who were in love with him.


She’d seen from the beginning that what Bruno wanted was to outdo Max and because he didn’t have the drive, the brilliance of expression or the quality of mind to equal Max professionally, he’d always be willing to take a stab at his personal life instead. The flirtation had nothing to do with her, although often – especially when a party ended up with Max being surrounded by good-looking, younger women for whom he was putting on a show – she was glad of the distraction. Her party talks with Bruno could sometimes make her feel desirable and, because she was always saying no in the nicest way, respected. This game of lies had been carried on between them for years. Since both of them were getting something out of it, she’d developed a kind of fondness for Bruno in spite of what she thought of his motives and what she suspected was his real opinion of her.


At Max’s most recent homecoming party, she and Bruno spent the end of the evening sitting side by side on a staircase and looking down into a room filled with a loudly animated crowd of guests. Bruno said, ‘I can’t stand it any longer, Joan. There’s never been anybody but you. Why do you think it broke up between me and Pam? I keep thinking about you. I dream about you.’


She turned to him sweetly, as if not wanting to hurt him. Beyond his face puffed with drink, his hangdog eyes beginning to water, his whisper trembling with urgency, she saw a flash of malice that would have made her nervous if she’d been on her own. There was nothing this man wouldn’t do, she thought, to pay Max back for being better. What Bruno needed was victory. All the wars Max had observed were caused by quarrelsome, greedy, envious and petty men like this one: he thought that taking her away could damage Max. And if it destroyed her, he wouldn’t care. He despised her anyway.


For the first time she understood how intelligent she’d been to remain gentle, to play dumb, to pretend that she felt sympathy and believed him to be an honorable man who was struggling with his passions. She said lightly, ‘You’re supposed to be my husband’s friend.’


As soon as he realized that she was definitely saying no for the evening, he pulled back, pretending to be drunker than he was. He had the look all of a sudden of a man who was about to say something really wounding because it would give him such pleasure to get it out. She added quickly, ‘It isn’t that I mind being asked, because I’ve always liked you, so I’m flattered. But I don’t want to start doing what everybody else does – and against a husband I love.’


‘He does it, too. With Alice. You know – that girl on my team. There she is, over there.’


She looked. She saw Alice: face to face with Max, a packed mass of noisy people around them. The fact that they were nearly close enough to be dancing could have been excused by the crush of other guests, but not that – as he was about to raise his glass to his lips and the girl began the same gesture with her own glass – Max brushed his hand against hers, the knuckle of his little finger rubbing back and forth against the edge of her hand. 


It happened so quickly that the next moment all anyone could have seen was two people sipping their drinks and talking.


The speed and minuteness of the movement helped to make it seem the kind of intimate contact two illicit lovers might feel they could get away with: allowing themselves the indulgence of touch while the rest of the world looked on.


Nothing Bruno had to say could have made her so unhappy as seeing – from all the way across the room – that tiny joining of finger and hand. It was a love gesture. What caused Joan such pain was not that it was something Max had done before, with her – part of their private code: on the contrary, it was new. He’d thought it up for the other woman at that moment, or perhaps he’d invented it at some earlier party and now it was incorporated into their special language. Maybe it had even been started by the hateful Alice. And now the two of them were using it between themselves like a wink.


She’d have liked to storm down there, push the girl aside and tell her, ‘Get your own husband.’


‘See what I mean?’ Bruno asked.


He couldn’t be referring to what she’d seen. She said, ‘Even if he did, I still don’t see why I should start to act that way too, just to make other people feel better about being unfaithful.’ She smiled, and said, ‘You were only offering to pinch-hit anyway, weren’t you?’


He started to protest. She stood up. He promised to change the subject. He spent the rest of the evening telling her entertaining anecdotes about his colleagues. She concentrated on remembering what he was saying while her mind was on Alice and Max.


She was still good-looking and nowhere near middle-aged. And it wasn’t as if anything had ever gone wrong with her marriage. Everything was fine.


Bruno shouted something at her. She mouthed that the music was too loud and she couldn’t hear. She didn’t even want to know what he’d said. She was thinking that there hadn’t been anything wrong with Max’s first marriage either, except perhaps that his wife hadn’t been willing to make a full commitment until she’d been sure. If you risked everything, you could lose everything.


She looked back into the crowd and wasn’t able to find Max and the girl. While Bruno had held her attention, they’d moved. It took only a second for her to locate them off in a corner. Love was so quick to discover. And jealousy. And fear: all those things. She couldn’t lose him. There wasn’t anything else, only him. As she began to panic, the dislike of Bruno and the girl seeped over other parts of her life and memory until, at last, it touched Max himself. She blamed him. He was treating her badly.


For the next few days Max talked to her as he used to before their marriage, when he’d come back from an assignment needing to get everything out of his system by talk even more than by sex. For once the children didn’t interrupt; one was staying at a friend’s house and the other two were away on a school trip over the weekend. She listened. She didn’t try to tell him about the failed exams, the trips to the doctor, the broken friendships and quarrels, the bicycle that ran into a brick wall, the nosebleed and so forth. His worries were on an altogether grander scale: they were international. And somebody else’s.


She pretended that everything was normal. And he appeared to be the same as usual. Their life together still seemed to be all right.
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Max was always complaining that the networks refused to broadcast the most upsetting parts of his war coverage or to show certain film clips or even stills from some of the footage Bruno and his friends brought back. And they wouldn’t schedule broadcasts at lunch or supper, when most people switched on to look at the news.


They should, he said. People ought to be made aware of what was going on in the world, particularly if there were crimes being committed in their name.


He’d begun work thinking that you could show the truth and make people change things for the better. But he’d soon realized that it was hard enough to get anybody to do something about what was happening in the next street. You had to shove it in their faces, make them feel threatened or ashamed or sickened: shocked, appalled.


When his first marriage was at last beyond help, his wife had struck exclusively at his belief in his work. The affair with Joan hadn’t been mentioned; everything was supposed to be a problem of work. She’d said that far from helping people, Max was nothing more than a pornographer; he showed everyone pictures of horror – agonies about which they could do nothing. His broadcasts were accompanied by photographs of burned cities, starving children, the beaten and limbless, the disgraced, homeless and bereaved – and these images were set out in front of the rich, safe, happy citizens of a more fortunate part of the world so that those viewers could eat, drink and go to parties with more enjoyment, knowing how lucky they were: lucky enough to be free from all those miseries as well as being free of responsibility, since there was certainly little they could do about someone else’s war taking place thousands of miles away. She’d told him that the people seated in front of their television sets around the world were exactly like the crowds that used to attend games at the coliseum in ancient Rome. They were there for the spectacle. To imagine anything else was dishonest. It was wrong. His work was just entertainment. People could hear him, and watch what Bruno filmed, and be able to imagine from a position of comfort what it might be like to be caught, inescapably, in a different life. The effect was the same as that of a television drama, only more unpleasant and less memorable. Did he himself, she asked, do anything about these crises? No. His job was to package and present. And to become famous: the man with integrity, who gave the balanced view. The view wasn’t truly balanced because the military leaders of all sides had their reasons – sometimes tactical and sometimes propagandistic – for not wanting certain information to be let out. That too annoyed Max. More than once he’d been told point blank that no army intended to allow some news-hungry crap-merchant to divulge facts whose release might cost the lives of military personnel, not to mention the civilians.


What he was really famous for, the other wife had said, was going through dozens of grisly scenes and coming out alive. And the fame was what he liked. He wasn’t driving an ambulance and staying out there all year, year after year, for the whole of a war. He’d drop in for a look and go home again.


Joan knew that she herself had been at the root of these accusations. What the first wife had really meant was: You’re mendacious, superficial and a hypocrite because you’re unfaithful. You’re no good because you’re no longer good to me. You don’t love me any more, therefore nothing you do can have any validity. It was jealousy.


And now she was the wife. But she was still on his side. And again there was the new girl and once again she was changing places.


Now he’s sleeping with her and talking with me. Maybe that will make him fall in love with me again, the way he did with her – and with me – back at the beginning: through talk. Or maybe I’m being let down gently and this is the start of solely conversational intercourse for the rest of our lives.


As she stirred a pot on the stove, the picture of Max and Alice – their hands touching – came back to her, the gesture quick, charged, alive. Don’t do that, she thought. Once you allowed jealousy, you began to like it. You became the kind of person who saw things in that way – one of the envious, who thought that everything missing in their lives was absent because of someone else’s fault.


The caress between their hands as they’d raised their glasses – had it really been so special?


She was at the stage where she was doubting that she’d actually seen anything. What she expected to believe was beginning to change what she knew to be fact.
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On one of their sightseeing trips – before the children – they’d visited a great cathedral of the Renaissance. She’d been overcome by the building and by the paintings, chapels, altarpieces and the many pilgrims and worshippers. She’d never been able to believe but she’d always felt that something was there and that it was responsible for the good things in her life. By the time she met Max she would have described herself as a non-believer or – more accurately – would have said that above the neck she was an atheist, but her heart knew better.


As she’d stepped back out into the daylight, she’d said to him, ‘Wouldn’t it be wonderful to believe?’


He’d said, ‘Why? You’d just be deluding yourself.’


‘You’d never be afraid again, or even uncertain.’


‘Of course you would. That’s what the whole thing is about. That’s why people go to church.’


‘But I knew a woman, a friend of my parents – one of the nicest people I’ve ever met – and she told me once that she loved going to church because it just made her feel happy.’


‘But organized religion means you have to accept the whole kit and caboodle. What about life after death?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Come on, Joanie.’


‘Well, no. I don’t see how there could be.’


‘Exactly,’ he’d said. ‘Ridiculous.’


He was what she believed in. He knew that. And, in a different way, millions of others believed in him, too. Public broadcasting had made him a kind of god.
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He might have the public glamor, but she was attractive too, and still young. She could pay him back in the traditional manner by having a fling with one of his friends. She could think of several. Not Bruno.


She looked into the mirror and combed her hair a different way. She tried on clothes she hadn’t worn for a while.


No change would make a difference if his thoughts were with someone else. She’d have become an object. She’d be the thing left behind to stay at home and take care of the children and the house.


Never trust a betrayer, she said to her face in the mirror. If he did it once, he’ll do it again. Maybe that really was true. People tended to stick to familiar patterns of behavior. In his case … But that was nonsense. She knew that he loved her. And the children, too. He wasn’t promiscuous by temperament. This was all silly. What did it mean? It meant that whether he was in danger and under stress or whether he’d just escaped from the fighting and was feeling good, a pretty girl who made a beeline for him was going to hold his attention and possibly his affection too, for a while. But as long as his wife pretended not to notice, he’d never think of breaking up the marriage. Although why she should have to put up with that … and anyway, how could anyone love that girl, Alice, who looked as blank and empty as a doll?


Anybody could love anybody, of course. No rules applied. But Joan didn’t think it was love. That might develop. It had happened before and then, without any admission or even discussion, it had ceased to be noticeable, and then it was gone.


She stamped her foot at the sight of her reflection. What was wrong with her? Everything was still all right. Why was she scared now?


The one person she could have talked to, who would know about everything, was the first wife: the woman she had wronged. Joan’s part in the business hadn’t been nearly so bad as the wrong Max had done; still, it meant that the two women who loved him could never talk. No trust could be established following an act of such treachery. They would remain enemies.


It was just possible that if Max walked out, then after he became bored with the insipid, fame-hunting Alice, he’d go back to his first wife, leaving everyone else high and dry.


What would she do then? She’d be taking care of the children and doing the laundry for the rest of her life; never having the love, never even having the sex.


Who was it who had once said to her that she’d rather have good sex than love? And the reason given was that love invariably fell apart on you, whereas good sex always gave you a bang. Somebody she’d been to school with. The school reunion. A career girl who liked the footloose life. She couldn’t remember.
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The children were in a rare period of unbroken routine. No crisis appeared near, or even possible, and Joan had the freedom to give in to her worries about herself. When Max was suddenly called out on an assignment again, she was partly taken up with other thoughts.


Bruno would be setting out a week later on the same job, to follow in Max’s footsteps as far as he and his field team were able to go. Max didn’t have the TV cameras, the connection with NATO forces’ equipment and French army food supplies. He had personal contacts among the people who were fighting and killing. He had his eyes, his voice, the two spiral notebooks, two pens, two pencils and the miniature tape recorder. And his charm. And all his lucky talismans: the other charms, worn into battle like the witch doctor’s pouch belonging to a spear-carrying tribesman.


She had to admit that the tiny objects annoyed her. It wasn’t just the fact that her husband treasured things given to him by strangers, that he insisted on keeping them by him in his darkest moments and that not one of them was from her – he didn’t, for instance, wear a wedding ring; her dislike of them had more to do with his need. If he had clung to a memento of her in that obsessed, fetishistic way, she’d have been pleased. But he had to have something else: some source of strength that excluded her. Other people’s presents, and their love, retained a magic property that her gifts no longer had; they were never used up or made ordinary. For him to care so much about them was like telling her that she had no magic.


His need for them also reminded her of their youngest child, who, when he was still a baby, took delight in the bright toys she hung around his crib: his rattle, his twirling clown, his striped ball and the hanging mobile from which depended eight little blue birds that flew in a circle. And if all those baubles weren’t lined up in exactly the same order and height as usual, with the customary width of spacing between them, he’d scream with rage and then cry as if heartbroken: because nothing was right any longer.


What would happen if Max decided that she was bringing him bad luck? Would he just throw her away, like the dud talismans? Like the first wife?
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He went upstairs to begin packing and then came down to make a phone call. As he reached the living room, she started up the staircase with two ironed blouses and a skirt on a hanger.


She put the clothes in the girls’ room, moving a few dresses along the closet rail to make room for the skirt, which she hung next to her older daughter’s ‘lucky’ blouse. It had taken hours of persuasion and lecturing before the girl had stopped wanting to wear the blouse every day. The most difficult argument to deal with had been the one following the statement, ‘School is definitely a war zone.’


As she passed down the hallway again, she looked through the bedroom door. There on the bedspread was Max’s security belt and, visible through the unzipped opening of its pocket, his special package of charms: a narrow, flat triangle made by folding a handkerchief the way a flag is packed up, and at each crease adding a charm. The convenient shape and firm binding wouldn’t allow anything inside to jiggle around or fall out. Next to the charms was a pile of handkerchiefs and the front door keys, which Max kept separately and always left at home when he was traveling. Seeing the keys gave Joan the idea. There was an extra set up on the closet shelf.


She brought down the spare keys, took one of the handkerchiefs, flattened it out and began to fold a section of the material until it formed a shape almost identical in appearance to a corner of the original. She wound the keys into the rest of the cloth, making a loose knot that could be mistaken for a natural entanglement: the result of one thing covering up another when all the clothes were being moved. The carefully constructed point could be taken for the remaining lines of ironing.


She slid the substitute into the pocket of the security belt, leaving the zipper still open so that Max could check, just by looking, that the triangle was inside. And she put the one containing the charms up into the closet where the keys had been.


And now they’d see, she thought. Maybe he’d never know. And then afterwards she could say, ‘See how silly that is. You didn’t have them this time and everything went fine.’


If he did notice that the charms were gone, would he think it was an accident and that he’d grabbed up the wrong thing before rushing off to make his telephone call; or that she’d rearranged his packing in an effort to help?


He’d have to think something like that, unless he noticed within the next few minutes and thought she was playing a joke on him. He wouldn’t suspect her of deliberate sabotage. Otherwise, the first thing he’d do when he came back would be to go straight to Alice’s place, where he’d spend five days talking, relaxing, winding down and of course giving that Alice plenty of what he didn’t seem to think his own wife needed very much of. That was how his first marriage had broken up. She ought to know. First came being taken for granted, then the complaints started. It was always better to stop talking and start doing something that made an improvement.


If he discovered the keys, they might inspire him: he was a man who was stimulated by danger. It was possible that a happy, predictable family life was too safe for him.
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Early in the afternoon he looked at his watch. He ran his hand over the outline of the security pocket under his belt. Then he checked that he was carrying or wearing every essential official document and that the two bags were on or under the front hall chair.


He gathered everything up. She opened the door. He moved out on to the step, set the big bag down and put his arm around her.


As she kissed him goodbye, she told him, ‘Don’t forget: you hold the keys to my heart.’


‘Mm,’ he said. ‘Behave yourself while I’m gone. Lay off the ice cream. Don’t speak to strangers.’


‘Bye, darling,’ she answered. ‘Don’t sleep with strangers.’


‘I said, “Speak to”.’


‘I can’t tell you not to do that. It’s your job.’


He picked up the duffel bag again, backed down the front path and waved. From twenty feet away she got the full force of the famous smile, with the warmth of his personality aimed straight at her. She waved and blew kisses to him, all the time thinking: Don’t get hurt, don’t go near the shooting, don’t come back dead, don’t disappear out there, lost somewhere in a mass grave or a muddy field. Don’t go till tomorrow. Let’s be happy a little longer.


That night she dreamt that he was shot, that they sent his body home in a coffin and that she had to go to the airport to pick it up. The coffin came around on the luggage carousel and, when it reached her, all movement stopped. She heard a faint hammering from deep inside, under a large keyhole right over the place that would line up with the heart of the corpse. Max had been put into the coffin while he was still alive: he was trying to get out but the key to the lock had been shut in with him. It was one of the keys she’d wrapped up in the handkerchief that was in his security pocket. As she listened to his struggles, she realized that he was never going to get out; he was going to die and she was to blame.


In the morning she still felt shaken. After getting the children off to school, she telephoned three friends and two relatives, telling them that she might have to park the kids on them at some time during the next few days. She started to organize a list of clothes to pack into the children’s travel bags.


She was standing in the kitchen and about to put a load of laundry into the machine, when she sensed that something wasn’t right. She caught no faintest smell of smoke or gas, no sinister tiny dripping or cracks or creakings that sounded out of place. And yet something was wrong. Her uneasiness increased. She turned slowly, going all the way around in a circle – not really looking, but just checking her surroundings – and stopped. The answer came to her: Max.


She raced to the bedroom, opened the closet door, snatched up the handkerchief with the charms, stuffed it into a drawstring bag she used for her makeup, grabbed her jacket and keys and ran downstairs again.


She had her hand out for the front door when she turned back to make a telephone call. In her hurry she bumped into a table. Then she pushed the phone buttons too fast and had to start over from the beginning.


She counted six rings.


A voice answered, ‘Yeah?’


‘Bruno?’


‘I don’t believe it. My dreams come true. Hi.’


‘Bruno, this is an emergency. Are you going to be at the office for an hour or so?’


‘Sure, but I could come to you.’


‘No, that’s no good. I’ve got to give you something Max left behind. I’ll explain when I see you. If you’re going out, would you tell your secretary –’


‘You stay there. I’ll come right over.’


‘I can’t,’ she said, and hung up.


She was bucketing through a wide, suburban street before she noticed that her foot was on the gas as hard as it could go. She slowed down and took a few deep breaths. Everything was going to be all right: panic would only make things worse.


She drove to the area where she’d lived when she was still single and, parking the car in the place she’d always used, took the subway in to the center of town.


She entered the building, running. And she was out of the elevator, pushing past the secretary and barging into Bruno’s office before she’d thought out what to do or say. As she arrived, breathless, he was getting up from the chair behind his desk. She didn’t even give him the opportunity for a kiss on the cheek. She stuck out her arm and presented the pouch, saying, ‘Bruno, I’ve done a terrible thing. I still don’t know how it could have happened, but Max’s good luck charms were all folded up in a handkerchief and there was a set of keys right next to them, with some other handkerchiefs – and he went off with the wrong bundle. Can you get them to him?’


He wanted to take her out to lunch, to cancel meetings: to make all sorts of preliminary moves towards isolating her with him.


She shook her head and retreated.


He said, ‘You owe me a hell of a meal for this one.’


‘Yes, yes, of course,’ she said, rushing away.


After handing over the charms she felt better. She even felt that she’d averted any possible danger. Her relief was as great as if Max already had his possessions back. She had passed on the responsibility. Bruno hadn’t meant just a candlelit dinner, of course; he thought that he really had a hold over her now. But when the time came, she’d say that this had been a favor to Max, not her. Max would be home first, anyway. She could explain everything and whatever celebration they wanted to plan as a thank-you would include him.


The next day she wondered: what if Bruno didn’t hand over the charms? What if he decided not to, guessing the effect it could have on Max to find himself vulnerable in a moment of uncertainty? Anything could happen.


She took a shower, packed an overnight bag and put it in the hall. She didn’t know what to do next, so she decided to pretend that everything was all right and that she ought to tackle the normal chores like the dusting and the children’s rooms.


She kept doing the usual daily tasks as she waited, but she was so sure something was going to happen that when the telephone call came she was ready: the children’s bags were packed and her overnight case was in the car.


She reached the hospital ahead of the reporters, twenty minutes before the helicopter carrying Max was scheduled to land on the roof.


She knew that things must be serious because the nurses kept everyone else out. When at last one of them let her see Max, he was unconscious: about to go into the operating theater. She kissed him. She squeezed his hand. She whispered into his ear that everything was going to be all right and that she loved him. ‘That’s all, now,’ someone told her. She backed away.


In the corridor she spoke to the nurse who seemed to be in charge. First of all, she thanked her for taking care of her husband. That made a good impression. Then she said that she wondered if the hospital had some sort of chapel where she could say a quick prayer. That made an even better impression; it was the right thing to do at such a time and it put hospital work in perspective: there was only so much the medical profession could do for anyone and after that the outcome was up to higher powers.


They did indeed have a chapel, the nurse told her, for use by all denominations.


‘And one more thing,’ Joan said: her husband might be recovering for a long time but there were colleagues of his who worked in television and you could bet anything that they’d be charging down the hallways in full cry as soon as they got wind of the story. Was there any way of keeping them out for a couple of days? One person in particular, a girl named Alice, was so persistent that you’d almost think she was intent on breaking up his marriage.


The nurse rose to the occasion. Her starched uniform seemed to expand with professional pride. She assured Joan that absolutely no one was going to get at her patient without his wife’s permission.


Joan’s anxiety receded. She wished that she could witness a clash between Alice – with her debutante affectations and international media jargon – and the tough, motherly nurse who knew how to deal with life, death and people who had no business being on her ward.


The chapel was disappointingly lacking in candles. The lighting was artificial, the stained glass was fake. All over the world people were lighting candles, as she had hoped to. And they were like her: Thank you, God, for getting me out of trouble, for letting me escape, for bringing me luck. But eventually there would be something they wouldn’t be able to avoid and there would be no point in lighting a candle for that. The material housing of everyone’s world was temporary; the eyesight would go, the accuracy of the other senses too, the strength of the muscles, the hardness of the bones. That was what God gave, as well as the people you loved. And everything else besides. And when the bad things came upon you, how could you then say: No, thank you – why are you allowing this to happen to me?


She stayed in the chapel for as long as she could stand being away from Max. She made her pleas for his health, she promised and apologized, and asked for forgiveness. Then she waited outside the operating theater.


She was by his side as soon as he came out of the anesthetic. She was holding his hand.


‘Oh,’ he said, ‘there you are. My beautiful wife.’ Later he told her that she’d looked terrified and that he’d recognized on her face the same expression of calamity that for so many years he’d seen on the victims of war.


And she saw, but never told him afterwards, that he could be weakened; he could lose the energy and inquisitiveness that made him seek danger. He could be conquered, losing everything that made him what he was. Sooner than have that happen, she’d let him go to someone else. But not yet.


She told him about the lucky charms, saying that the substitution had been a mistake.


He hadn’t known until they were sewing him up before putting him on the plane. But he was delighted. He said, ‘You know what’s so wonderful? They’re the keys to the front door. They mean home. Nothing else could have pulled me through this. They saved me.’


Tears came into their eyes. They embraced. They rejoiced: he with the gratitude of the survivor, she with the shameless self-righteousness of the successful.


This time her prayers had worked. How long he’d be content to be safe was a question she could deal with later, the next time it came up. And how long God would remain on her side was something she’d have to stop thinking about. Loyalty from the divine was often pretty much like human fidelity – you knew about it for sure only when it changed. And by that time it was too late.
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