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WENDY HOWARD-WATT MEETS SIR JOHN TEMPLECOMBE





Wendy Howard-Watt glanced at the dashboard clock and put her foot down. The roadworks had squeezed the A44 into a single lane for miles to the south of Evesham. It was already a quarter to four and the compact bumps of the Malvern Hills had yet to appear on the skyline. Lady Templecombe had suggested 4.00 so that Miss Howard-Watt - she had simply assumed her to be a Miss - could have a spot of tea with her and Sir John. She promised her visitor she would then make herself scarce so that the two of them could get down to the business of the afternoon.


She would find him, Lady Templecombe assured her, in robust health, considering his great age. She could have an hour and a half with him, and should remember to speak up when she put her questions. He had refused all attempts to have him fitted with a hearing aid, and had become intolerant of people who did not project.


This was fine by Wendy. She had sung in the Schola Cantorum at Oxford, and played Cordelia in an open air production of King Lear at Balliol; as she generally let people know quite soon after meeting them. No problems about voice.


Only one other thing, said Lady Templecombe genially. Better to stay off personal subjects. For example, she herself had “ruffled his feathers somewhat” by mentioning that it was his birthday the following month. Apart from that, anything went. She sounded like the curator of a national monument which, though structurally sound, was at no time to be clambered on.


At last the little line of hills appeared, a very old animal squatting down at the edge of England. There was its humping back and rear, and its forepaws tapering down into the level plain. Its presence was always a surprise. It shouldn’t have been there but it was, and very fixedly so. As her geologist cousin Russell had once explained patiently to her while failing to seduce her, it was the oldest thing around by miles. It was the surrounding features that were the upstarts.


Wendy Howard-Watt was neither Miss nor Ms but Mrs. In this she was quite rare in her trade. It was the legacy of a strange arrangement she had made when agreeing to marry Guy. She would keep her own maiden name, dull and monosyllabic though it was, and put his, old and landed, on the front. And she would prefix it with Mrs., partly as a sop to his uxorious zeal, and partly to make it sound established, bedded down. Her sister said it made her sound like a series of questions, When? How? What?, and wondered if it was wise for someone to wear her pushiness quite so clearly on her sleeve. She ignored the sister, as she always had (who would want advice from a Norfolk country parson’s wife?), and put the quibble down to the old jealousy.


It was extraordinary how people never questioned the provenance of a double-barrelled name. They just took it as a token of class, whereas it might have been another kind of greed. As long as you maintained that first good impression by flattering the judgements of the commissioning editors and by seeming to know everyone who was on the brink of fame, the work came tumbling in. Then the by-line became more prominent, sometimes even carrying a mugshot. This was celebrity in its own right, and generated still more work. Wendy Howard-Watt went into the gardens of the wealthy and gawped through her prose at the topiary. Wendy Howard-Watt entered the homes of the famous and celebrated their formula for marital bliss. Quite soon no bathroom or toilet in certain parts of north London could be described as a total success without a visit and a public report by Wendy Howard-Watt.


The other great discovery was that if you were not nasty about people, then you would start getting calls from PRs who seemed to control the availability of some really very big names indeed. We are talking Markowitz, Pallow, Dimitri. We are looking at three days in the Chateau Marmont on Sunset, with WER picking up the tab. The only thing the client jibbed at, they would explain, was when the reporter tried to impose his or her own agenda. This did not go down well. And so Wendy Howard-Watt could gradually be found shooting the breeze with the Marcellis in Santa Barbara, and hanging with Mishi Brahms in Vegas. And if she wasn’t entirely sure why these people meant so much to a certain sector, or articulated the fears of a particular generation, she had the grace not to let on.


Let others make their names through nastiness. She had nailed her colours to the mast of compliance and the ship was billowing along handsomely with the wind of good opinions. One day she would change, she was sure of that. First she needed to be fully established, to see off the opposition, not so much on other papers as on her own. That’s where the rivalry was most rivalrous, the bitching bitchiest. This change would come soon. She would start to be fearless, she would lose the strategic sycophancy, she would tread an independent line between due respect and proper scepticism. She would be independent, and in so doing she would live more contentedly with herself.


Until now, if she had ever privately despised an aspect of their work, she would talk herself round before the plane touched down at Burbank. Sure, she had had her doubts about Jimmy Rourke’s psychotic cop-killing cop in Streets of Meat. However, just when she was going to raise the ethics of that undoubted genre classic during their two-hour exclusive in the penthouse suite at the Marmont, he - let us be very clear about this - shagged her.


No, she did not mention this in the piece, although heaven knows she could have written an award-winning account of the bedroom scene. And then she could have made this a kind of motif in all her interviews with men, keeping the readers guessing till the end. Wendy Howard-Watt pulls the stars. Redford? Suddenly so crumbly. Clinton? Wary these days. Spacey? A real challenge. She felt her mind slipping from the enclosure of acceptable thought.


This might have been brought on by her almost lateness and the onset of anger. It could well have been a mild case of road rage. Then she realised it was just her dull monthly visitor who seemed to come earlier each time. As usual it had barged in and plonked down its effects - the loopy thoughts, the nameless violence, the filthy ache and the odd smell of curry that came up from her collarbone. A curry flavoured with lead and anchovies. It never picked the right moment. That was part of its style. But this was singularly bad timing.


It was just as well she wasn’t at home as Guy had taken to asking if she had PMT every time she said something offhand to him. It meant that in the only place where she felt able to express a hostile view about someone - her husband admittedly - she was told it didn’t count. This was unacceptable. It assumed that her sharpness or her pissed-offness could always be explained away by her having the painters in. And where had he learnt that horrible expression anyway? Some men thought that just to mention the word, or letters, meant that they were modern and sympathetic. But in the end it was no different from her elderly father believing he proved his liberalism by saying the word Marxism matter-of-factly. Both men were going through the motions while remaining terrified of the concepts.


And another thing. If she had a period as often as Guy asked her if she had one, she would have been suffering from that illness which T.S. Eliot’s wife had, when it never stops. Guy could be so dense. It was not even as if he was doing anything that might make her stop having periods. All that had very literally ground to a halt since he fell asleep on top of her, again, and woke up calling out her sister’s name. A different sister this time, the little boyish one who was being such a handful, but a sister just the same.


It all probably played its part in the air of availability which the editors seemed to sense about her. For her picture by-line they were using a photo that showed her as twinkly and questing. The accompanying standfirst would say “Wendy Howard-Watt gets to grips with an enigma of the airwaves,” or “Rufus Dowling has an unmentionable problem. Wendy Howard-Watt gets on top of it.”


One thing led to another, which in turn led to Malvern. Brenda Findlater, who had handled this type of interview for the paper for the past twenty years, was on a free trip to Paraguay. The Templecombe window of opportunity had been opened suddenly and unexpectedly by the old man’s agent, the waspish Harold Liss. The article would coincide with the publication of a coffee table book on Sir John’s career. Brenda would be furious when she got back as she prided herself on being good with old people. She had at least three different ways of saying that they were national treasures. A long time ago she had generated record levels of correspondence by describing Barbara Cartland as the People’s Queen Mother. The mere thought of Brenda’s pique was a source of delight to Wendy. Like many others, she was less than convinced by Brenda, who had transparently married her way to the top. And it was important not to lose sight of the fact that she was, when it came down to it, fat.




 





The hills had come forward into the middle distance and now accounted for most of the view ahead. You could see the cleft to the north of Worcestershire Beacon, and pick out the browns and greens of autumn on its flanks. As ever, the town clustered at the foot, thinking about climbing a little higher but not being allowed up.


Wendy Howard-Watt on a grand old man of the English stage. No. Wendy Howard-Watt attends the first knight of the British theatre. No. In a rare interview Sir John Templecombe reveals the secrets of his professional longevity and explains how he very nearly went into banking. (“I thought he had done,” wrote one critic of his Prospero.) But then where would you put the by-line? In a rare interview with Wendy Howard-Watt Sir John Templecombe reveals blah blah blah. No, that would make it sound as though the rarity was her doing the interview, which was very far from the case.


Oh well. Sub-editors, the people who wrote the headlines, were actually more skilled than you thought, even though they were viewed as the pond life of the paper world; even though they were, with one or two exceptions, middle-aged men who smelled smoky and bitter and still wrote puns around Sixties pop song titles, and had not a single natural fibre in their wardrobes, and fancied her as much as they hated her, which was lots. One of the two exceptions was a shy young woman called Melanie Woolf. She was rather mousy but quite bright and seemed to have taken a friendly interest in Wendy. Most important, she was very complimentary about Wendy’s copy and they had had a couple of good talks about writing. Good in the sense that it was clearly understood that Wendy was senior partner in the exchange of opinions.


She glanced down at the photo-copied press cuttings on the passenger seat. She had had them biked round to her home in Camden the previous day and marked some relevant passages in bright felt-tip. Old-fashioned perhaps, but there was often information in cuttings which had never gone online. Now, towards the close of the Noughties, she was the only one on the paper who trawled through this dying resource. Of course she also Googled away like the rest of the world, but it it was the friable scraps from the library (what a condemned word that was) that could make you look diligent and formidable.


The coverage of Sir John Templecombe went right back to before the Second War, down into the Thirties and Twenties and perilously close to the First. After all, he had started as a child actor in companies you had never heard of. He had been a member of Billy Ball’s Dewdrops, living away from home, tap-dancing his way around the old reps of the north.


Then it seems he was captured by aunts and forced into some sort of penal unit that passed itself off as a boarding school. He emerged from this with enough of an accent to land small parts in the classics, second soldier, first soldier, messenger, Mountjoy, and so on towards Young Hal’s understudy for J.B. Denham. Pleurisy laid low the lead, on he went and the rest, as the cuttings kept saying, was history. Or rather, as Wendy Howard-Watt was going to say, Histories, Henry Four one and two, Henry Five and then, memorably, at Wyndhams, Richard the Third. Or as George Burns used to say, Dick Da Terd. After that the great American tour of the Scottish play. Or as Jack Benny used to say, Mac the Wife. And then, still ridiculously young, the famous London production of King Lear in which he became, by universal agreement, the Lear of his generation.


It struck Wendy that you only had to play Lear or Hamlet to be the Lear or Hamlet of your generation. To her certain knowledge there had been at least two of each in her own memory. Derek Jacobi and Ian McKellen for Lear; Simon Russell Beale and David Tennant for Hamlet. Not Kenneth Branagh though. He was a Hamlet for someone else’s generation. She had met Branagh very early in her career but by that time he had been profiled once too often to be interested in her.


There was so much on Templecombe. The tireless work for charity and the constant waiving of fees; the legendary courtesy to all sorts and conditions; the love affair and seventy-year marriage with Lady T.; the devotion that made her lay down her own career for a union which was to prove, sadly, childless; the magnanimity with which he stepped aside to let Gielgud direct himself in He Was Born Gay by Emlyn Williams at the Queen’s in 1937. One could go on and on. The innumerable Chekhovs, Ibsens, Maughams, Shaws and Rattigans, distributed across the decades and the regions with all the good, tried taste of certain Englands at certain times, always long-suffering, always hopeful, always so impressed. And let no one forget how well he adapted - “re-invented himself” was the usual form of words - when the wave of young anger came and swept all the landmarks away in the Fifties. There was a churl who suggested that his appearance on this new stage was linked to his rejection by the old. It was probably Osborne, but Templecombe had been as good as his word and outlived him, just as Osborne had once outlived himself. He was as old as the hills to which he had retired.


These now showed off their limited vastness and towered at Wendy through the windscreen. The road rose on the beginning of their gradient, and the view in the mirror fell back towards Tewksbury. Just time to give the recording one last burst. It had been specially made for her drive down by Matthew, Guy’s best and oldest friend from school and university. It was a cassette of him pretending to be Sir John Templecombe and regaling her with anecdotes from his career. Cassette was another word which had turned weird with age. Still, she clung doggedly to this old technology, after two disasters with the most expensive digital on the market, which had left her with no option but to make up the quotes of two famous, really very famous people, one of them a politician. She didn’t like to think about it. The good thing about cassettes was that you could see them going round and know they were doing their stuff. They were a secure, unflashy presences in a world that was so drunk on its own novelty that it kept producing devices that didn’t work.


Matthew was an actor. Not a very good one, it had to be said. Guy and Wendy had stood by him, or rather sat by him for years, regularly swelling audiences by 100 per cent for O’Neill revivals in the backrooms of unspeakable pubs near the Oval. However, he was a brilliant mimic. His best take-offs of famous actors were simply as good as it got, and indistinguishable from the original. Thanks to a fresh and vicious job on Jonathan Ross, he was just getting the sniff of a Saturday night spot on Channel 4. Nothing in his repertoire could ever be better than his Templecombe. If there was any criticism of it, it would be that because people assumed Templecombe was long dead there was not much of a market. No matter; the market of one at the wheel of the Saab would have bent double if the steering wheel had let her. Sir John was coming in stereo from her speakers, all splash and plum and pointless clarity. “Thish, d’you shee, wash back in the daysh of Harcourt Williamsh.” Good old Matthew. She switched it off so that she could compose herself to meet the real thing.


She drove up St. Anne’s Well Road as Lady Templecombe had instructed. “Be warned, my dear, it feels as if you are driving into the sky.” The motor was no fool and put itself at once into first gear. “Then right, off the tarmac and through the big white gate which we shall leave open for you.”


As she swung right she glanced down at the tremendous view of fields, the slight smudge of Worcester to the north, and Bredon Hill standing forward like a stray Cotswold. Which role was England in today? Thing of rags and patches; rust-hued old trouper; land of infinite span?


More to the point, which role was Wendy Howard-Watt in? Heritage pilgrim; lifelong fan; arts crumpet? There was one other possibility which had dared not speak its name since she set out from Camden three hours ago. Yesterday evening she had spoken on the phone to an ancient aunt, Beatrice, her father’s much older half-sister. Hearing that her clever niece was off to see John Templecombe, she decided to tell her something that she had never told anyone else. It concerned an old school friend of hers called Kitty, an actress. The two of them had shared a flat in Kensington shortly before the war. Kitty had had an affair with him while playing Hermione to his Leontes in A Winter’s Tale. It had started at the Alhambra in Bradford and progressed all over the country to the Royal in Bath. Kitty fell in love with him, and he gave her to believe that he would leave his wife for her. In Salisbury Paulina noticed a change in her shape during the statue scene and Kitty confessed to being pregnant. When she told Templecombe he ordered her to have it aborted.


“She was mad for him, dear,” said Aunt Beatrice. “She’d have done anything for him. He was very dashing, Johnny Templecombe. He told her that if she didn’t lose the baby it would be the end of her career. Well, he was righter than he could have known because, to come to the point dear, she went to see a woman in Bristol and she not only lost the child’s life but her own as well. I can never see that play now for fear of breaking up when Perdita comes back to life. Poor Kitty. Well, Johnny Templecombe and the rest of the company put it about that she had got pregnant by a drunken stage-hand in Leeds, but I can tell you it wasn’t so. There now. I’ve been wanting to tell someone for years. Now you won’t go printing all that, I know.”


Wendy Howard-Watt tracks down sex-rat Templecombe. Callous star “killed” mistress and love child.


“I wouldn’t dream of it, Aunt Beatrice.”


The car nosed into the drive and the gravel made the rich sound effect that was expected of it. There before her was a substantial house topped with an eccentric array of different sized gables. “This castle hath a pleasant seat. The air sweetly and nimbly commends itself to our something something. To our gentle senses.” Shakespeare was so useful. Lady Templecombe looked tiny against the high, broad frontage. She only seemed to come half way up the front door. Hello Lady Templecombe. Goodness how you’ve shrunk. She rested one hand on the other and leant her head slightly to one side. It was a practised manner for receiving things - visitors, thanks, plaudits, groceries. She stepped forward and stood in the drive. Wendy rummaged her printouts and cuttings away from view and got out to meet her.


“I say, well done you,” said Lady Templecombe. “Did it take you a very long time?”


“Oh no, not too bad at all.”


“I’m afraid we’re most dreadfully out of the way here.”


“It is absolutely beautiful.”


“Well, you’ve certainly brought the nice weather with you.”


“Have you lived here long?”


“Nearly eight years. Really since John finally called it a day. We used to come here when we were very much younger, and always talked of retiring here. And now here we are. So, not very adventurous I’m afraid. Do come in. John is upstairs with the photographer. I don’t suppose they should be too long.”


The photographer. She had forgotten about him. His name was Reg Brace and he lived in Redditch. He was a partner in an agency and regularly did work in this region for Wendy’s editors. She had met him when she was doing that animations woman in Hereford. He looked like a porter, with camera straps that pulled his jacket off his shoulder. He always wanted longer with the interviewee than had been agreed, so that he could suck up to them and get things autographed. He considered the journalist a poacher on his time and assumed the feeling was mutual. In Wendy’s case he was spot on. He still harboured ambitions of working full-time for the nationals, but if he had ever hoped Wendy might be a useful contact, he had long ago ditched the thought.


“Mr. Brace, who is a charming man, has come to take pictures of John several times since we’ve been here,” said Lady Templecombe. “Excellent photographs. Not that I am an expert in these things.”


“Do you think he’ll be long?” Wendy asked as mildly as she could.


“Oh I shouldn’t think so. John’s very easy.”


“Only, I should hate to get in the way, or run over my time with your husband.”


“Well, that’s very professional of you. Perhaps we can go up and put our noses in now, see what’s doing and then I can show you round afterwards when John has his nap. I’m not letting you go back without a little tour.”


“Thank you,” said Wendy. “That would be lovely.”


“But we won’t hang onto you too long, as I’m sure you’ll want to be getting home.”


They walked up the broad staircase to the landing. The walls were densely hung with black and white photographs of young men in doublets, slightly less young ones in togas, and decidedly mature ones in solemn robes. You only needed to look once to see that they were all Sir John Templecombe at different stages and in different guises. Each one had been diligently captioned with the role, the theatre and the date. Wendy Howard-Watt walks down the century with Sir John Templecombe. No. Showgirl Shame Of Two-Timing Temples.


She was expecting a left turn along the landing into one of the bedrooms. Instead she found herself being led by Lady T. along a narrow passage that wound towards the back of the house. It went on for a long way, until Wendy realised they were heading for some rear room that must be an outcrop from the main building. In the final straight they ran into Reg Brace coming from the door at the far end. He was dabbing his brow and looked distracted.


“Ah, Mr. Brace,” said Sir John’s wife. “I expect you two know each other.”


Brace was forming the face of a man about to give a valuable piece of advice for free. Then he looked at Wendy, remembered her from the Hereford animations job and his goodwill evaporated.


“That’s right, we do,” said Brace.


“And everything going well in there with John is it?”


The photographer hesitated in his reply and eventually said, “Fine thanks, Lady T.” Then he turned to Wendy and said, “All yours love,” and passed on down the corridor. She could have sworn he was smirking about something.


Lady Templecombe knocked on the door, opened it and put her head round. She projected the words “Miss. Wendy. Howard--Watt.” in her best RADA voice before ushering the visitor in and withdrawing immediately.


Wendy heard the door shut behind her and found herself standing in a large area of polished wooden floor. Dotted across its expanse were little flecks of masking tape and groupings of chairs, apparently denoting characters. One bore a label saying Cassius, another Casca, a third Brutus. Of Britain’s once foremost exponent of classical technique however, there was still not a sign.


A voice - The Voice - repeated the three elements of her name like a deeper echo of his wife. Unhelpfully, it made her think of the Noel Coward story she had heard the other night, “Nyree. Dawn. Porter, Three. Dreadful. Actresses.”


The Voice came again. “When did he? How did he? What did he?” He was making her name sound like the inspector’s lines in a melodrama. It was really quite sprightly for an old boy. This would make good colour for the piece. “He greets you, as it were, from the wings, a disembodied voice announcing to a patient house the imminent arrival of their idol.” She turned her recorder on so as not to miss anything. When he finally appeared from behind the screen it was not his dignitas or his legendary presence that struck her, but the sheer size and vigour of his erection. The veins were standing out in a way she had never seen before - certainly not on Guy’s. He looked as if he was riding it like a hobby horse across the bare floor, clip-clop, with his ankles half-hobbled by the fallen trousers.


He cried “Whoa!” into the thin air before him, but this did not bring him to a halt. One arm was raised and waving behind his shoulder, like a fencer’s counter-balance. If pressed, Wendy would have to admit that nothing had fully prepared her for this. But then the unexpected was at the core of the job. Take the Chateau Marmont situation. Perhaps this was another one of those, although the old man did not seem to have noticed her. He let out more shouts and strange words, and at last wrestled himself to a standstill. Among his weird utterances she was sure she could hear him say, “Who would have though the old man to have so much blood in him?” Aha, so it was a jolly gambit, with a false thingy. Risquė certainly, but actually very modern when you thought about it. “The routine is in the mainstream tradition of matinee japes that litter the Templecombe career like sudden clutches of confetti on stern moorland.” No. What would they be doing there?


For a moment he looked as if he might be about to swivel and charge, an old beast at bay. Instead he stood rooted and barked a few more strange oaths at his tumescence. One of them sounded like “Begone viper!” Then he watched in childlike wonder as it shrank and vanished.


Wendy decided to carry on as if nothing had happened. She even allowed herself to think, or hope, that all this was some sort of manifestation thrown up by the madness of the month. She fumbled for her line about understudies and gave it a shot, “It’s a funny thing, you know, I was just thinking on my way here, you got that crucial break when Prince Hal fell ill, and I can really identify with that because if a colleague of mine had not been away - well, not actually ill but in Paraguay - I would not have had the chance to be here now, talking to you.”


This did not seem to be having the desired effect on Sir John. In fact, it was having no effect at all. He simply looked ahead of him at some indeterminate point. It reminded her uncannily of Stephens’ Lear at Stratford when, in the small gap between Cordelia’s death and his own, he focuses on something that no one else can see. Had Stephens taken it from Templecombe? Was Wendy Howard-Watt witnessing at the closest possible hand the colossal influence on those who came behind in his kinglike footsteps? Or was he simply about to die?


Wendy Howard-Watt is in at the death of a great Englishman.


It was not to be. If ever there was one who would move noisily to his close, full of alarums and excursions, this was he. We were in the final act of course, but the actual end would have a climb, a build, and in his single death would be embodied all the loss and moment of a Jacobean charnel-house finale. And you would get plenty of warning.


She could move straight into the question of his affair with Kitty Moncrieffe, Aunt Beatrice’s friend. That might at least have the effect of making him realise that Wendy was there. So tell me, Sir John, do you have her death on your conscience to this day, like any normal bloke would? After all, if you hadn’t threatened the poor girl like that those two lives would never have been lost. Plus, by the way, you might well have had a son and heir.”


What she eventually said, as loud as she could without appearing berserk, was, “You must be thrilled by the new book, Sir John.”


He took a step back, like a stage soldier checked by a rapier thrust. His jaw was hanging open in contempt and disbelief.


“Must me no musts, woman. Are you with the company?”


She tried to reply that she was with the most highly regarded paper in its market sector; not only that but with the best received section of that paper, according to every single one of the latest focus groups. He was not remotely interested. It was here that his behaviour went downhill. One could argue that until this point none of it had been personally slanted. Now all this changed.


“Yer King-Urinal, yer filthy bung,” he boomed. His voice still had an astonishing force. “Yer scambling bawd, yer dunghill cur.” His face locked into a gargoyle glare, with staring eyes and a dark absence for a mouth. Well, she told herself, it could still be play-acting. He had always been praised, and rightly, for the conviction of his vocal attack. And these phrases; they were actually very quaint. The readers would love this, being sworn at in Shakespearian.


Then this too changed, and Templecombe brought himself resoundingly into the modern age. “Ya bugger. Ya scabby-whore-bugger. Ya come here. Ya take the flower of our, of our, of our, and ya blow it to siffy shards of bloodshit. Ya bugger, I say.”


For the next few minutes - hard to say exactly how long - he kept up a more or less continuous stream of abuse. Sometimes it delved back down into the harmless mud of Pish, Tush and Pox; sometimes it would yoke them horribly with fresher and starker sounds and a mutation would emerge, ya giddy-girdling wanker; ya tallow-blubbered arse. At one point Wendy tried to pitch herself between him and his words, and received three or four answers that sounded lucid enough. But then the torrent closed over her head again. Eventually his voice ran down and the words shifted from sustained attack to undirected litany. At last it came to rest and there was a large hollow silence in the room.


Wendy felt herself starting to cry. On this occasion there would be nothing strategic about the tears. In her mind’s ear she could hear her commissioning editor tell her what she already knew, “Basically Wendy, it’s unusable. Sorry, but there’s really nothing here for us.” Then she could hear one of the assistant commissioning editors saying to another, “The man is obviously ga-ga. That Howard-Watt woman should have done a few checks. Don’t you think? I mean, you don’t just go off to Monmouth or wherever it was and expect lucid wisdom from someone of that age. I’ve always thought she was a bit crap. I’ve never quite got what they see in her. Apart from the obvious.”


Finally she could hear Brenda Findlater, back from Paraguay, revelling in the yarn and phoning people with no other purpose than to pass it on to them. The story would burgeon out of control, as such stories always did, until it featured Wendy trying to have Sir John on the floor of his studio and being rebuffed. “Can you imagine how humiliating? Being turned down by a ninety-something?”


While the tears seeped from her, slowly and quietly, Sir John retired to the far end of the room, sat on a canvas chair and dozed. He looked so blameless there, with his eyes closed and his hands folded across his chest as peaceful as a brass rubbing. Age and repose were, in their own way, as unscrupulous agents as youth and beauty. They went to work on a subject and ironed the low intent from its features, the sin from its past. Teenage girls and ancient men could be equally blessed by their attentions. Young teases went unspotted and old love-rats went untrapped.


Wendy felt unable to move. There was a danger that fresh activity might set him off again. If this was not an isolated outburst, it was hard to imagine what his wife thought about it all and how she felt able to let anyone into his company without first warning them about him. She seemed such a balanced, thoughtful woman. And she was another reason for Wendy feeling stuck. If she went back downstairs now, after such a short time, it would be embarrassingly obvious that the interview had been what it was, a complete disaster.


She decided to re-wind the cassette and see if anything, anything at all, could be salvaged from the wreck. Although the old man’s train of expletives was hardly going to be laid before the public on a two-page spread, there might be a fragment of something for the diary column. With the stuff they were printing these days, they must be desperate for tips. As she replayed the tape, the strange words sped past her ears again, with some more that she had not fully taken in at the first hearing. Clackdish, bed-swerver, rank-scented meiny, vagrom men, trod-my-dames. Now that they were disembodied, while still having the benefit of his sonorous voice, they had a certain wonder. They were like old materials - loam, reddle, daub - and they were all pushed together into a coarse and makeshift elegy for a time that had become lost through no greater sin than lingering. Then she came to the part that she had forgotten. Extraordinary how the memory could wipe things. It had happened just after a terrible bout of abuse. She must have responded with a sort of shock-deafness. Anyway, here was her own voice, edging bravely into a narrow gap and asking him what he had thought about Olivier.


“Olivier?” This was one word he evidently had no problem hearing.


“Thundering ham.”


A little later she had managed to say Gielgud, and he had responded with “Simpering pansy.”


Richardson?


“Never convincing.”


McKellen?


“Promising.”


But then back it went into that strange wild babble. If only she had persevered, really shouted at him, she might have got more in this vein. It did seem odd that he only became remotely normal when invited to disparage dead and former rivals. No matter. It had given her an idea. Some might say it was the best idea she had ever had in her professional life, although Some was not to be told about it.




 





After another decent interval she walked silently from the room, leaving Sir John asleep on his chair. She made her way towards the landing along the winding corridor. Downstairs Lady Templecombe was on the lookout for her, and beckoned her into the kitchen. It was a vast low-ceilinged room with an old range and a dark flagged floor. Outside, above the incredible view, the day was warm and rounded. With the autumn light in the air and the leaves still on the trees, it had more gold than it knew how to use and was offering it round to every part of the landscape that was interested. All the smells were on the brink of turning with the year and spicing the taste of vague remorse. There was a sweet wood scent from an open grate in another room. The years were banked up as nobly in the stones of the building as they were in the bones of its presiding pair. England didn’t get much better than this. The only thing that marred it was the sight of Reg Brace being persona grata at the kitchen table.


“Thank you, Lady T. I won’t say no.”


He looked up as Wendy came into the room, hoping to see the signs of advanced distress on her face. He was to be disappointed. With the idea now rooting and fruiting in her head, she had composed herself.


“So,” said Lady Templecombe. “Everything all right?”


“Absolutely,” said Wendy. “I’m terribly grateful to you for having me here. It’s been truly fascinating.”


“He is rather good value when he gets going, isn’t he, although as his wife I suppose I’m bound to say that, aren’t I?.”


“Oh no, he is, you’re absolutely right.”


Reg Brace was looking perplexed. He could not think what Wendy had done to make the old man so docile. Or could he?


“I suppose you must get rather used to this sort of thing in your line of work,” said Lady Templecombe.


“You mean places like this.”


“And meeting people like my husband.”


“Oh no, I would say he’s very special. Very different. Wouldn’t you say, Reg?”


She did not even bother to follow this remark with a provoking look. Reg was so far out of his league.


“Would you very much mind if I phoned my husband?” asked Wendy.


“I would mind it very much if you didn’t,” Lady Templecombe replied with a light laugh.


As Guy’s mobile was not answering, she got through to his office and a woman’s voice answered. “Guy Howard’s phone.”


“Oh hello. Is he there please?”


“Oh hi Kathy. No, he’s at a meeting. He should have been back by now. Shall I tell him you called?”


“If you would. Only, you’d better tell him it’s not, erm…”


“Oh hang on. Here he is now. Guy, for you.”


There was a pause and Guy came on the line.


“Hello.”


“Hello, Guy?”


“Yup.”


“It’s me.”


“Er.”


“Kathy.”


“Oh Kathy, yes, hi. I thought you wouldn’t call. How are you?”


“Not one hundred per cent myself actually.”


“Oh poor you. What’s the problem?”


“I think I might be Wendy.”


“You what?”


“Your wife?”


“Oh. Oh, you idiot, Wembley. It’s you.”


“Hello.”


She was now regretting that she had not maintained the pretence for just a little longer. Who knows what she might have picked up?


“So how’s it gone?” asked Guy hastily. “How was he?”


“He was…very interesting.”


“Didn’t try and have you on the floor or anything?”


She could hear the sound of female laughter in the background. Surely Guy hadn’t found out about Rourke and the Chateau Marmont. She had been very selective in her bragging. Really only the inner of inners.


“No, no,” she said. “I’m all in one piece.”


“Only, he’s got a bit of a reputation.”


“Has he?”


“I don’t know. Probably. After you’ve finished with him.”


There was more laughter in the background.


“Sorry,” said Guy. “I’m under dreadful influences here. But he was good, was he?”


“I’ll tell you everything when I see you. The thing is, Guy. Is Matthew still coming round tonight?”


“Yes, as far as I know. Why?”


“Because I want to see him. He is my friend too, you know.”


“Right. Well, I expect he’ll be here when you get back.”


“Tell him if he scratches this time I’ll murder him. I’ve got a job for him.”


“What, work?”


“Yes.”


“What? From Templecombe?”


“Sort of.”


“What a total star you are. Definitely my best deal. Matthew won’t know what to say.”


“Oh yes he will. He will know exactly.”


“If you say so.”


“I’m leaving in a few minutes, so I should be home in three hours approx.”


“Well, mind how you go. Wrong kind of leaves on the road and so on. Plus if you’ve got the painters in.”


“No, Guy.”


“What, bit late are they?”


“Just no, Guy.”


“Fair enough.”


“Hold Matthew at all costs. No slipping off to the Wanker.”


“The what?”


“Blue Anchor. Think I don’t know?”


“Ah.”


“Honorary chap, wasn’t I?”


“So you were.”


“By the way, who is Kathy?”


“Kathy who?”


“Kathy me.”


“Huh?”


“The one who sounds like me.”


“She’s… actually she’s absolutely no one.”


“How frightful for her.”


“You what. Oh, I just heard a terrific one from Marcus. What is the Hampstead branch of Exit called?”


“Hampstead branch of Exit. I don’t know.”


“Ciao.”


“No, don’t go. Tell me.”


“That’s it. Ciao.”


“Oh. Oh, I see.”


“Must go. Call waiting. Pip pip.”


“Bye.”


Wendy thanked Lady Templecombe again and offered the possibility of a goodbye nod to Reg Brace. He half stood as she left. If he had not been in the presence of Lady Templecombe, he would have remained seated.


“And you will call us again if there’s any more we can help you with.”


“Yes. And likewise. You’ve got my number in London.”


The old lady placed herself in the same spot by the front door as the car pulled out of the drive. This time her head was inclined the other way, and the right hand, instead of resting on the left, gave a little lateral wave. It was the closing section of a timeless routine.




 





The Vale of Evesham rolled past on either side. The first scarp of the Cotswolds sharpened to the east. Above them something strange was going on. Lear and his lines were rising into the sky like the corrugated air over a bonfire, or the ghostly surtitles of a foreign opera. She knew that she could neither stop them nor see them exactly - at least not in any conventional sense - as surely as she knew that they were there. As much as oxygen in the air, or breeze across the fields, they were there. They were as high as the shrill-gorg’d lark, they went among the crows and choughs that wing the midway air, and they twined down with rank fumiter and furrow weeds, with burdocks, hemlock, nettles, cuckoo-flowers, darnel, and all the idle weeds that grow in our sustaining corn. Basically they were everywhere.


Wendy was not unduly alarmed, as this had happened before. It had happened all the time when she was learning Cordelia, and several times since. The thing is, it was actually quite inconvenient as it brought these immense surges of emotion at you from every side; Wagnerian storm waves sweeping from the heavens, moulten anguish rising from the bowels of the world. And so on. Take in Reuters. Blow, winds, and crack your cheeks. If it came over thundery now, that would be cheesy.


It was inconvenient because you knew it was always there, but you did not want to be disturbed by it. Like knowing that you’ve got Ann-Sophie Mutter or Kathleen Ferrier with you, right there on the player, but not putting them on for months or years because of knowing they will knock you right out of true with the pain of their beauty. Shakespeare was a killer just because he was the best. He knew what you were thinking and feeling, and then he wrote it up with such brilliance that he took it all a way on from there, made you realise that what you were thinking was incomplete until he had articulated it. One of the things he knew, and knew that you knew, was the growing tawdriness of the time, the way that talentless nonentities were talked of with the same critical respect as the great; a schoolboy rapper from the West Midlands being judged as significant as Paul Robeson, a comic narrative poet on a chat show being called Chaucerian; and everyone going along with it in the sloppy delusion that the one was as valuable as the other, that low was the new high. It was a bogus inclusivity, but the sheer weight of viewing figures was bullying some quite independent minds into acceptance of the changed order. The other thing Shakespeare knew, as Wendy did, was that ambition in this altered world had turned her from an assertive, even contrary judge to an eager agent of the new equivalence.


These moments always came when she was off-guard, when something or someone nudged her involuntarily into that dangerous domain of honest self-appraisal. Today it was a scabrous old man whose farce was so far gone that it was making her weep with the tragedy of it now. Think what you would of him, he had been the conduit today… A very foolish, fond old man, fourscore and upward (just a bit) and, to deal plainly, not in his perfect mind. O! let him pass.


And his wife, her voice was ever soft, gentle and low, an excellent thing in a woman. And now here was that confounded Stratford glover’s son right back in the composition of the elements, laughing through the winds at the futility of anyone, anyone writing anything while his books remained unburned. So this was his revenge for being so quotable, so usable, so handy for the adding of weight, so readily dragooned for paltry arguments and corrupt causes. Happy now, Will?


For heaven’s sake, he was upsetting the spiritual monopoly of the Bible. It was to his words, not the apostles’, that the would-be religious were turning in these difficult ragged days. For a human he was too big. Something had gone wrong. And then, just when you thought he was impossible, too high to scale, too deep to fathom, there he was, standing before you as plain as a parent.


The weight of this sad time we must obey


Speak what we feel, not what we ought to say.


You could even forgive him for going off into couplets all the time. The whoreson. Always anatomising the flaws of us, the wounded nature of humanity; always charging us, but oh so subtly, with the duty of mending, the chore of improvement.


His lines dispersed like a lapsing rainbow, and she was in the Cotswolds. The ground rose and fell, outcrops reared, the mellow stones came out and formed themselves into villages. She remembered an old boyfriend, a weird young American; weekends spent here in a manorial hotel. A Liberal Democrat was on the radio telling delegates to meet the risks and face the challenges. She put Matthew’s cassette on. It was too accurate for words, too true to be funny.




 





The light was just going as she got back to the house in Camden. Or the cottage in Primrose Hill, as Guy’s tiresome mother insisted on calling it. Matthew and Guy were burning something in the kitchen. That is, it was burning and they were in another room, disabled with laughter. She could tell at a glance that they were playing Heavy Plant Crossing. This entailed doing imitations of as many people as possible, all at the same time. Matthew held the world record with nine, Nick Clegg (1) saying, “Let me just say that I am sorry,” with Stephen Hawking’s voice (2), Kirsty Young’s accent (3) and Tony Benn’s esses (4). The figure had Simon Cowell’s eyes (5), Wayne Rooney’s neck (6), Churchill’s wave (7), Vladimir Klitschko’s left jab (8) and Bruce Forsyth’s walk (9).


The contestant had to leave the room, assemble himself and then come in and walk for five paces while keeping all the other elements intact. He would go out normal and return as a wheezing mutant. It was Wendy who had named the game after a motorway sign warning motorists to look out for large construction vehicles. Now Guy was challenging Matthew’s claim to have reached ten, and Matthew was responding by shouting “Mr. Winnick’s crotch” and pointing to his own. There was a great lump there which was meant to denote their priapic Latin teacher.


“No props or artifice,” yelled Guy. “That’s always been a rule.”


“So what,” said Matthew.


“So take the Jaycloth out.”


“You’re a hard man.”


“Has to be a genuine stiffy or it doesn’t count.”


“OK, give us a minute then.”


He was rummaging in his pants as Wendy came through the door.


“I wonder whether it’s something to do with me,” she said, or whether it is just one of those days.”


Matthew took his hand out and looked sheepish.


“No, please carry on,” she said. “You’d be in a very distinguished trend.”


“What?” said Matthew.


“Hello,” said Guy. “You were jolly quick.”


“Yes, well don’t let me disturb anything.”


“You’re not. We were just playing Heavy Plant Crossing, you see, and…”


“And burning the house down.”


“Slight exaggeration.”


She stomped through into the kitchen and turned the oven off. There was a parched stain on the floor of a saucepan, but not enough to identify what it had started out as. You’d need to get the DNA people in. The sides of the pan were translucent with heat.


Wendy sent Guy out for a take-away and sat Matthew down in the kitchen. “Jolly lucky you’ve been practising,” she said.


“I’m always practising, haven’t you noticed?”


“Did Guy tell you?”


“About the work?”


“Yes.”


“He did. But I thought it must be a joke.”


“And that must be your L.S.E.”


“What? I went to Lamda.”


“No. Low Self-Esteem.”


“Don’t get it.”


“You’re more employable than you think.”


“So tell all. No, actually, wait for Guy.”


When Guy returned with the food, she told them of her day. The studio, the voice, the obscenities, everything. At each turn their jaws fell a little further. In the disbelieving silence that followed, Matthew said with great compassion, “Oh Wendy, you can’t publish that.”


She was not sure whether the compassion was for her or for Sir John, and she did not ask in case she got the wrong answer. All she said was, “I know, Matthew, I know.” The hours grew big and the food went cold. It was after midnight when the phone went. She took the handset into the hall. It was Mark from work. He’d had been standing in as features editor for the distinguished veteran David Liddament during his sabbatical. It was a hard space to fill and Mark couldn’t conceal his anxiety. At the end of the day – and this really was the very end – your pages were only as good as your writers. David Liddament would surely be retiring soon; now was Mark’s chance to present himself as a worthy successor. Always assuming there would still be a paper which was a big assumption.


“Wendy? C’est moi.” He sounded Tiggerish.


“Mark.”


“Sorry, but I couldn’t resist it. How was he?”


“He was, he was…”


“Sorry. You must be knackered.”


“No, it’s fine. He was very interesting. I mean, really very interesting.”


“You know there was a bit of apprehension down the corridor?”


“No.”


“At conference. Just that City page tosser whose name I always forget. Saying his wife had dinner with someone who said Templecombe had gone dulally. You know how they’re always trying to score points.”


“Sure.”


“But it was all right, wasn’t it?”


“Oh, more than, Mark. Promise. You’ll see.”


“So he talked.”


“He certainly did.”


“About people?”


“Very much about people.”


“Famous people?”


“Absolutely.”


“Can you give me some quotes. Actually, sorry, I shouldn’t ask now. It’s very late.”


He sounded like an addict trying to talk himself out of the next fix.


“I’ll give you bags of quotes, Mark, I promise. Only don’t let me spoil it for you by trying to remember the best ones now.”


“No, no, you’re right. And you are a total star.”


“I’ll file by Thursday morning, OK?”


“Terrific.”


“How many words?”


“Let it run, from the sound of it.”


“Three thousand?”


“Gosh.”


“Problem?”


“No, no. Just Gosh what a lot of work. We can do a big turn from the front and hold the Hillary piece for a week.”


“Hillary piece?”


“Yes. ‘Mrs. President?’”


Wendy felt a nasty surge of anger that she had not been asked to write that.


“Between you and me it’s not very good,” he carried on.


She tried to inject a note of sympathetic disappointment into her “Oh,” and felt she brought it off pretty well.


“Who’s that by?” she asked breezily.


“Brenda Findlater. Between you and me it’s not the greatest of pieces.”


Elation. Even an involuntary punch of the air, which Guy and Matthew couldn’t help noticing from the kitchen. If this meant a good mood, then good.


“I’ll let you go,” said Mark. “And brilliantly done.”


“Thanks Mark.”


“Bye.”




 





On Thursday morning, barely ten minutes after Wendy had sent her copy through, the phone rang again. This was not a minute sooner and not a minute later than she had been expecting.


“Wendy? C’est moi.”


“Mark.”


He had got his champagne voice on, the one he used for effusive moments. It usually came out at bars or parties, but rarely on the phone. She prepared herself for the camp, dated vocabulary that always accompanied it.


“This is faneffingtastic. I am totallement bouleversé, stuck for words. Laughing and crying, Wendy. You are talking to one v happy camper.”


“Oh Mark, thank you.”


“No, no, re-foot that boot. It is just incredible. In fact, I’ve got two words to say to you.”


“Go on.”


“The first is a very little one.”


“Yes?”


“And the second is slightly bigger.”


“Let’s take the first one first.”


“Al.”


“And the second?”


“Italian.”


“That’s an airline, isn’t it. You’re not going to send me to interview an airline.”


“No, no. Pacino. Al Pacino.”


There was a pause.


“Scarface,” Mark followed up.


“Yes, yes, I know who Al Pacino is.”


“He’s yours.”


“That’s…” Now Wendy tried to find the right balance between “That’s unbelievable” and “I can probably fit that in.” Again, she felt she got it about right.


“Blanche Hettner’s been on and said yes.”


“Goodness. But wouldn’t that be one for, you know…”


“Brenda?”


“Yes. I’d have thought…” An initiative of sisterly support came out stillborn.


“So would Sir John Templecombe be one for Brenda. Except that Brenda could never get him talking like that. It’s incredible. And did he actually volunteer all that stuff about the affair with the woman who died?”


“Well, I wouldn’t say volunteered,” said Wendy. “But, well, you know.” She did her best to sound modest.


“It’s so moving,” said Mark. “So tragic.”


“Thank you, Mark.” It struck her what a strange thing it was to draw such praise for the revelation of private sadness, but then kicked the thought out at once.


“And the baby and everything,” he went on.


“It is dreadful, isn’t it.?”


“And you know, one of the things it made me think when I was reading it was how incredibly much everything has changed since then. I mean, can you imagine some bloke threatening to smash a woman’s career if she refused to get rid of his baby?”


Wendy found she could imagine it all too easily, but did not think it would be wise to say so. Instead she said, “I’m really glad you like it, Mark.”


“And he’s never said all this stuff before, has he?”


“Definitely not. We’re the first.”


“And all the quotes on Olivier and Burton and Taylor etc. People will love that.”


“I hope so.”


“The other thing is, Wendy, it’s so well written. The house and everything. You’ve got him to a tee. I can just hear him in my head. I think probably the only thing we’re going to have to tone down, just a little, will be the physical description of him. The clothes and that.”


“Sure.”


“I’m not saying it’s not accurate, just that you know how they can be down the corridor.”


“No, I know.”


“But anyway I’m thrilled. It’ll be in on the twelfth. Why don’t you come in the week before, when we’re laying out. You could help us with the pictures. We don’t see enough of you anyway.”


“I’d love to.”


“Thursday?”


“That’s fine.”


“See you then.”


“Bye.”




 





When she arrived at the office it was noon, early enough not to look as though she was wanting to be taken out to lunch and feted, but late enough to go along with the idea if it came up. She moved confidently down the open plan of the weekend section. The flow of people that went along its length would sometimes sweep loudly on into the design area, sometimes peel off in eddies among the small flanking rooms and whisper. On the half-floor above them she could see smart young and not so young men with earnest faces.


From the columns they wrote you might have expected them to be donnish old figures who had caught the end of national service. There was a plump, avuncular quality to their prose. These men were pink-faced and chubby, courting the bagginess of middle age long before it fell naturally due. They were paid (not very much) to detect threats to the nation wherever they existed, and even where they didn’t.


Through their anxious prism something or someone embodying a certain irreplaceable England was always at risk. Today it was the Chilterns, about to be carved to death by the HS2 railway. Tomorrow it might be trains themselves, still reeling from the Beeching cuts after half a century. Or Evensong, or Latin teaching, or courtesy, envelopes, butterflies, seasons, the innocence of youth. Only the paper, you would think, stood between these things and perdition.


Harvey Digby Theale, the house wit, was accommodated at the edge of their area. He was the author of the weekly column Call Me Old-Fashioned, in which he too would work up a tweedy rage for the modern way as he reminisced about a vanished realm of decent vicars on bikes with front baskets and Sturmey Archer gearboxes.


There was a token Keynesian and a tiny old figure with a frantic face who was responsible for that impossible form, the comic leader; two terrifyingly bright young women from an economics policy unit, a former City algorithmist of twenty-three and an anti-coalitionist in angry denial about the Tories having won the election.


They could have added newspapers to their list of threatened essentials. There never had been such a despondent time for the generations reared on print. Circulation had fallen off a cliff and was lying at the foot. To mix the metaphor, it was flat-lining. Without the life-support of massive cash injections, death would set in and soon. The anxiety was everywhere. It stood in the air like weather and left nothing, no thought or action, unaffected. For the older ones their world had been stolen while their backs were turned. The same fate had already overtaken the record industry and the bookshops as everything that had once been vinyl or plastic or metal or card or paper was made redundant and replaced by a virtual successor. The extraordinary thing was that newspapers had hung on as long as they had, seeing off the apparently lethal challenges of first wireless – in the old sense of the word – and then TV. Now it had run out of luck, lives, solutions and its passing was as trackable as the vanishing ice caps, only much much faster.


As always at such times, people put their hope in miracles. One of these, Barry Judd, could be seen in the far distance across the floor, walking at high speed in the direction of the marketing department. He had come with a big reputation for salvaging apparently hopeless titles, not by taking them downmarket but by flattering the core readership with longer and more analytical articles. It was counter-intuitive, but it worked, appealing to people sated by all the brief and instant trivia that had bled in from the social media boom. Wendy had only met him fleetingly but had been impressed; not so much by him as by his recognition of her name and her outstanding, even ground-breaking recent pieces.


Behind Barry Judd, but catching up, was a compact woman with a pursed face, a bob of dark hair and an air of frightening ambition. She too was new. This was Tina Stich, the former lawyer and financial controller of the libel giants Grant Sibson, recruited by the Bingham Trustees to implement a survival budget for the paper. The impact of this could already be felt by the suddenly emptier offices, the desks vacated so suddenly that there were still photos of wives and children on the sides of the in-trays. Here were sites of past contentment and present crisis.


Wendy had also met Tina Stich just the once, felt hatred at first sight and seen something of equal strength coming back at her from the woman’s close dark eyes. There was some connection between her and the Bingham family; possibly a friendship with one of the sons; a shared schooling perhaps. Some unfair advantage anyway. Wendy would find out. That’s what she did.


Tina Stich and the editor vanished into marketing. She had the walk of someone requiring closeness to power, hurrying along so that the gap between the editor and her did not grow too wide.


Away to the right Wendy saw a group of people around the light-box. One of them, the tallest, was Desmond Hale, who had some new title. Head of Leisure, she thought. But then everyone seemed to have a new title, as if the paper could head off the decline in sales with the power of fresh designations. He was looking, she had to admit, really very acceptable. He was not long divorced and was just entering a self-confident phase. It showed in his short new hair and in the Paul Smith suit which he would never have worn when he was married.


There were about eight people in the group and they seemed to be drinking wine. Brenda Findlater was there, looking gratifyingly sour and glancing at her watch. This was a moment of triumph. Desmond Hale was the first to see Wendy arriving.


“That’s a wonderful piece,” he said, and then blushed fetchingly when there was laughter at the double-entendre. “I’ll start again. It’s a wonderful article, Wendy. I don’t know how you managed. None of us do.”


Brenda Findlater made one last play for attention by saying how maligned Paraguay had been by the international community.


“There was no torture at all when I was there,” she said, but no one was listening. She thought about making a polite suggestion of other questions that Wendy might have asked Sir John, giving her the benefit of her own great experience, but there really wasn’t an audience for it. She put her glass down, hung her face and scurried off like a dung beetle. It was not possible to have more than one person being good at old people.


Now Tina Stich re-appeared from marketing and came striding past towards design. Wendy watched her, wondering whether they would catch glances and swap some false warmth. Seeing her more closely, she saw the awkward cohabitation of polished manners and feral hunger behind the coals of the woman’s eyes. There could be no doubting the strangeness of her appointment. One version was that her godfather was Lord Bingham himself, and that he had engaged her. Apart from being honorary chairman of the trust, he was still a major shareholder, as his father and grandfather had also been in their lifetimes. He retained an office somewhere here in the upper storeys of Flatbed House, and could be seen searching for it on the wrong floors. It was said his senility was accelerating with the grief of one year’s widowhood and the stress of his seriously damaged son Buster, the tragic racing ace now in his fifties and confined to the stables at Rufford Place.




 





On the light-box were sundry photos of Sir John Templecombe, going back and back through the roles and periods with which she had become so familiar. She felt the smell of the house and the autumn hills, and the sound of that old voice coming up from a buried place. Next to the photos was a rough proof of her article, with quotes picked out from the text in big type, “When I think of how I behaved towards that poor girl, I feel more remorse than Othello, more blood on my hands than Macbeth.”


“Pleased?” said Mark.


“It looks wonderful,” she replied.


“Hard to believe, some of it,” said Desmond Hale.


“Is it?” Immediately these words were out, she knew she had sounded more alarmed than she had meant to.


“Yes. Given what we know of the old boy. Or, what we thought we knew.”


“Yes, of course,” said Wendy.


“Still,” Desmond Hale continued. “All on tape I expect.”


“Absolutely,” said Wendy.


But could they really be drinking wine to celebrate her article? They could not. Beyond the proofs, on a desk, was a little pile of books; half a dozen copies of the same one. Standing next to them, shy as a shadow, was their author. It was Melanie Woolf, the young sub-editor who had befriended Wendy.


“We’re giving Melanie a sort of little extra office launch for her book,” explained Desmond Hale.


“Ah,” said Wendy. She felt something being pierced inside her. It was too soon to know what damage was being done, but it was obviously grave.


“People think we’re tight-fisted here, but compared to publishers we are rank amateurs in the art of meanness.”


“Yes,” said Wendy blankly.


“It’s a terrific achievement,” said Hale. “And a publisher like that.”


Wendy let her eye pass down the spine of a copy. The eye brought back evidence of a distressingly famous and successful imprint. Desmond handed her a copy. It was called The Tarnished Muse. According to the blurb it was a mischievous comedy of media mores, with an unsparing eye for the vanities of its twinkling stars.


“I expect we’re all in it,” said Mark, rather hoping that he was.


No roman à clef, swore the blurb, this was ultimately a hard-hitting and timely essay on the public ownership of private lives.


Whatever had been pierced was now haemorrhaging. It was even more serious than Wendy had feared. And there was worse to come. It was waiting in the opening pages. Melanie Woolf’s anti-heroine had a double-barrelled name of spurious origin - Wendy’s mind refused to absorb the name itself - and always let it be known, soon after meeting someone, that she had played Ophelia at Christchurch and sung in the Bach Choir.


The cow. The totalfuckingcow. She couldn’t do that. She was recycling Wendy for so-called fictive purposes, and doing it so that everyone would know. And the trade journals were already calling her things like wise and important. Sod the routine disclaimer about the characters in this book bearing no relation to any living persons. That’s what everyone put in when they knew that everyone would know what they were up to. And so true to life, said the blurb, that everybody in this sad and seductive world would find themselves looking into the mirror with fresh eyes.


That last sentence was the blade twisted in the wound. It removed even the consolation of being the model of the lampoon. Melanie Woolf’s satire was so inclusive that no one was safe. And in that way she camouflaged her public offence while declaring herself very clearly to her private quarry. So this is why she had been so friendly, so butter-wouldn’t-melt, all this time. And then going back to her flat in the evening, her horrible, single, functional, survivor flat in Tulse Hill or whatever unthinkable South London place it was, and working her, Wendy, into a timely, much-needed, hard-hitting…no, no, it was too much to think about. That way madness lay. Soon there would be author-interviews (who would do them?) in which Melanie Woolf would say how she had honed her writing skills by ironing the bumps from supposedly professional prose; how she had made a list of other writers’ errors and resolved to avoid them herself.


One of the other sub-editors, a plump middle-aged man with a kind, librarian face, had already read it in uncut proof, and said it was “brilliant and very fair, particularly the come-uppance.”


Come-uppance. With the resolution of a suicide, Wendy leafed through a few of the late pages. The double-barrelled anti-heroine was to be found slumped in a north London graveyard, “her once keen and sought-after face made bruised and blotchy by her own and others’ hands.”


She took a gulp of tepid wine and heard her own voice say something. The words sounded as though they were coming from someone else. “I say, Melanie,” she said. “Many congratulations. What a dark horse you are.”




 





Back home in Camden she stomped about the house, crying and shouting and wanting a baby. The phone rang. She heard her own voice saying, “oh hello” at the other end before the line went dead. She must be losing it a little.


Guy came home with Matthew and said, “Hello Wembley.” Seeing that she was in “a bit of a black one,” the two of them went off and played Heavy Plant Crossing while she went up to bed and sobbed. In the sanctuary of approaching sleep she lay deep and unseen, crown’d with rank fumiter and furrow weeds, with burdocks, hemlock, nettles, cuckoo flowers, darnel, and all the idle weeds…




 





Things looked up. The Templecombe piece hit the streets. It caused at least the mild sensation that had been hoped for, and she was consoled by the thought that her readers outnumbered Melanie Woolf’s by several hundred to one. Better still, The Tarnished Muse got a crumpling notice in the Literary Review. She was aware of some raves knocking about, but managed to avoid them. The Review dismissed it as “the preenings of a twelfth-rate wit trading on the name of a famous family.” Wendy felt a personal debt of gratitude towards the reviewer, a woman called Margot Isherwood. The other heartening discovery was that by not actually reading The Tarnished Muse, she deprived it of its power.


Other people might have been doing the same to her, but many were not. The phone rang incessantly through the weekend and well into the following week. There were calls from old friends who always knew she was going to do something special; calls from umpteen papers asking if she would consider a similar article on Sir Royston Lushington, who she thought had been dead for ten years; calls from Mark at the office saying, “Two words. The first is Clint.” And finally a call from Desmond Hale no less, asking her for, well, basically, when it came down to it, a date.


“It’s just that I’ve got a spare ticket for Lear at the National. And I really couldn’t think of anyone more appropriate.”


“And so you tried me.”


“Yes. Oh dear, does that sound awful?”


“No, no. I’ll have to check…”


“Of course.”


“If there’s a problem.”


“No, I think I’d love to come.”


“And I thought maybe we could have a chat about work.”


“Oh dear.”


“No, quite the reverse.”


“I’d love to come. Actually.”




 





They met, with all due nervousness, in the mouth of the Cottesloe. He looked anxious and bashful, like teenage boys used to when they had at last found the courage to ask her out.


He did say, “I’m so glad it’s you I’m seeing this with. I feel sort of safe. I’m dreadfully ignorant you know.”


She tried to say something about it not being important to know things, but it didn’t quite work out. The lights went down and the mighty machinery of the play started up, driven unstoppably round by its great pentameter motor. It forged the elemental words and embossed them on the air. Shakespeare, it went without saying, was doing it again. Now as never before the lines had her name on them. This time different lines than usual. Surprising lines. Have more than thou owest, speak less than thou showest. Into her womb convey sterility. Thou whoreson Zed! thou unnecessary letter. That sir which serves and seeks for gain And follows but for form Will pack when it begins to rain And leave thee in the storm. O!, sir! you are old; Nature in you stands on the very verge of her confine. I will have such revenges on you both. A poor infirm weak and despis’d old man. I am not in my perfect mind. The weight of this sad time we must obey, Speak what we feel not what we ought to say. The oldest hath borne most, we that are young Shall never see so much nor live so long.


Afterwards, in the silence that always follows, Desmond Hale asked the familiar question - why Cordelia has to die. “I mean, I’m sure he knew what he was doing. But well, what was he doing?”


They were sitting in the Archduke, under the line out of Charing Cross.


“Yes, it’s a tricky one, isn’t it,” she said, and was silent. She was thinking, of course, about her father. As daughters do, at the end of such a play. Fathers too. She was glad hers wasn’t dead. That was her main thought. Also that he wasn’t Lear, who actually, when you came down to it, wasn’t really a tragic hero at all but a manipulative and self-pitying old shit. So, she was glad not to identify with Cordelia and opened her mouth to tell Desmond Hale why.


“Well, not now maybe,” said Hale, sensing heavy weather. “It’s not going to go away, is it?”


“Hardly.”


“It’s quite late. Shall we order?”


As they ate she noticed a look coming into his face that she used to see in boys when they were going to ask her if they could kiss her. Instead he asked if he could see her again, and she felt her head nodding yes. Surely he must know she was married. Technically. But then, if Guy wasn’t acting as if he was, why should she?




 





She took a taxi back to Camden. When she got home she found a note from Guy saying he was round at Matthew’s and would see her later. The following morning she woke up in an empty bed. To her surprise she found that instead of being worried by his absence, it was taking the edge off her prospective guilt.


There were two phone calls within half an hour. Both were from old women with the good manners to have delayed their calls until they knew she would be less busy. The first was from Aunt Beatrice.


“It’s me dear. Is this a bad moment?”


“No, it’s fine.”


“Just to say how fascinating I found your article on Johnny Templecombe. As you can imagine, I could hardly believe my eyes.”


“Yes, wasn’t it extraordinary?”


“Just after we had been talking about it.”


“I know. I was going to be in touch, but I guessed you’d probably seen it anyway.”


“Oh I wouldn’t have missed it for anything, dear. And he just sort of volunteered it, did he?”


“Yes.”


“Well I never. It must have been building up in him all those years. But I say, clever you for getting it all out of him. You know, my heart almost softened towards him. I say, almost. But what about his poor wife, eh? It’s chaps, isn’t it. They don’t make it easy on a girl.”


Yes, what about Lady T.? Wendy had rather put her out of her mind, just as she had done with Melanie Woolf’s book.


The question did not remain untended for long. When the phone went again it was an even older, and lighter voice.


“Mrs. Howard-Watt?”


“Speaking.”


“Oh hello, it’s Clarissa Templecombe here.”


“Hello.”


“I do hope this is not a bad moment.”


“No, not at all.”


“Good. Well, I read the article.”


“Ah,” said Wendy. “I rather feared you might.”


“Oh dear. Shouldn’t I have?”


“No, no, not at all. I mean, I don’t mean that.”


Wendy was not sure what she meant, except perhaps that she was sorry. She knew that she was going to have the greatest difficulty putting these feelings into words for Sir John’s wife. Lady Templecombe must have sensed her unease, and moved into her diplomatic manner.


“It was jolly nice to have you here the other day.”


“It was jolly nice of you to have me.”


“And you’ll drop by again if you’re up this way, won’t you. We’d be delighted to see you. It’s divine here at the moment, as you can imagine.”


“It must be lovely.”


“Quite our favourite time.”


Was that it? Just a call to say she’d read it, as her code of conduct required. That and the routine invitation of the upper mids, which no one expects to be followed up. Nothing more? No comment? No outrage, alarm, lawyers?


“Mine too,” said Wendy.


There was a royal yes, and a pause. Then Lady Templecombe said, “Now let me see. Who was it who said tell the truth and shame the devil?”


“Probably Shakespeare,” said Wendy.


“Yes, it generally is, isn’t it.”


“I think it’s Henry IV Part One.”


“That would tally, certainly. Well, anyway, it’s rather what you’ve done, isn’t it?”


“Oh?”


“Yes. I mean to say, there it is.”


“I see,” said Wendy. She didn’t.


“Although he does come across as a bit of a devil himself, doesn’t he, but I’m sure we can let that pass.”


“Look,” said Wendy with a sudden rush of candour, or fear “If what I wrote caused you offence, I’m most dreadfully sorry.”


“No, no, Mrs. Howard-Watt. With respect I think you are misunderstanding me. You told the truth, both of you. Who said truth will come to light? I don’t think we need answer that. ‘Truth will come to light. Murder cannot be hid long.’”


The last words were more declaimed than spoken.


“Anyway,” she went on, “you are both to be commended for it.”


Wendy did not think sarcasm was one of Lady Templecombe’s modes, and she was right.


“I am only sorry,” the voice continued, “if he was a little, how shall we say, curmudgeonly with you.”


“Oh no, really,” said Wendy. “It was fine.”


“You see, between you and me, he is perfectly agreeable to those he knows, but apparently he has started being a touch unpredictable with strangers. I would have come in with you myself, but he never seems to talk freely when I do. So it’s as well I stayed out.”


“Yes, I’m sure it is,” said Wendy.


She was burning to know if Sir John had seen the piece, but dared not ask.


“I was particularly interested in your article,” said Lady Templecombe, “because so often they don’t tell you anything interesting at all. As you yourself must know.”


“Absolutely.”


“And over the years I have always been grateful to the ones that have helped me to glean a little more information.”


“About anything in particular?”


“I mean about my husband. And your article, I have to say, was quite the most informative.”


“You really don’t have to thank me, Lady Templecombe.”


“Well I’m not sure that I am, exactly.” There was another light laugh at the end of the phone. “But you know, I had always rather wondered what was going on during that Winter’s Tale tour. There was something very strange. He didn’t want me anywhere near it. And now it’s all fallen into place. It was young Kitty Collingham. The poor girl. And a good actress. You’ll not have seen a photograph of her here, or of that production, and you probably don’t need me to explain why.”


Wendy thought she could hear a slight shake in the impeccable voice. But it carried on. Perhaps Wendy really was as good a listener as they said she was. “I had said that I would play if needed, d’you see. Not Hermione, of course, but perhaps Paulina. But John wouldn’t have his wife going out to work. Not when he was providing quite well for both of us. And for that I suppose I should be grateful. Our friends have always been rather tickled by the fact that I should have stopped being a Knight to then become a lady. Clarissa Knight, you see. Not that that would mean anything to anybody.”


Wendy felt a wave of anger and compassion. She wanted to hug the tiny, noble bird-body that had never been able to supply the conditions for procreation. She found herself mourning, deep and bitter, the barren decades of the mid-century when Clarissa Knight might have exercised her own equal right to a gloriously mounting career. Clarissa Knight as Viola in the legendary Twelfth Night at Stratford; Clarissa Knight as the apotheosis of pre-war Cleopatras; as a redefining Portia, an enigmatic Gertrude, a Lady M. of frightening power. None had come to pass. Not one. Not a photo, review, programme or handbill to hint at the possibility of such an appearance. Not a murmur in the memories of old buffs, not an echo in the refurbished Gods of the ancient reps. She was a boat that might have sailed at full billow but for the single sharp rock of no wife of John’s going out to work.


Wendy would have liked to ask her whether there was anything she regretted about the arrangement. But as she was not interviewing her she felt she lacked the licence. Instead she finally asked the question which she had privately wanted to ask ever since the article appeared, had Sir John read the thing? And what on earth had he said about it?


It came out a little more elliptically than that. “I do hope your husband wasn’t too much put out, didn’t mind too much.”


“By what?”


“By anything I said.”


“Well, it wasn’t you saying it, was it?”


“I beg your pardon.”


“It was him. He could hardly have been put out by something he said himself, now could he?”


Had Lady Templecombe seen through her? Wendy felt a dart of panic at her own carelessness. She would have to watch her words. That was her profession.


“As a matter of fact,” Lady Templecombe went on, “I’m afraid he was quite indifferent to it.”


“Oh.”


It could have been worse.


“Yes, quite indifferent. But that is, one might say, another story. Really another story.”


“I see,” said Wendy.


“No, with respect, I don’t think you do see. And now I really must let you get on, Mrs. Howard-Watt. I’ve taken up quite enough of your time already, and I do know how busy you are.”


“Lady T…”


“Goodbye now.”


She hung up. By coincidence, above the town of Malvern, Sir John Templecombe had at that very moment made his way down the imposing staircase and turned right into the drawing room to find his wife finishing a phone call. In the language by which they understood each other he asked her who she was speaking to, and she replied that it was the young woman who had been down to see him a few weeks ago. He nodded and smiled.


“Yes, it was a nice article, John, wasn’t it.”


He nodded again.


“Shall I read it to you once more. Just once?”


Another nod.


They sat down beside the fire and she took up the paper that he was now far too long-sighted to see properly. She began reading, “On a perfect autumn day in his beautiful Malvern home, Sir John Templecombe, our most distinguished knight of the stage, looked back on three score and ten years of professional glory and marital happiness.”


He shifted in his seat and gave a deep, resonant purr. “Yes, it is rather good, I must confess. Do go on.”


“He showed me cherished photographs of his legendary performances in the major roles, playing opposite the greatest actresses of the last century. And he shared with me the secrets of his unbroken love for the remarkable woman who has been with him from the beginning.”


And so on and so on, until Sir John’s nods were not of approval but of encroaching sleep and he dozed off on the pillow of eternal approbation. If the words were a little familiar to him, and if he thought that he had heard them several times before, he was not letting on. Besides, these people in the papers, they did repeat each other so.


And if Lady Templecombe grew weary of reading the same text over and over again, she was not letting on either. She might vary it a little next time. After all, it was a composite, pulled together from many different publications over many years. It was not badly done, though she said so herself. And whatever its shortcomings it was right in line with the demands of the readership. That, surely, was the main thing.




 





About a month later Wendy was having dinner with Desmond Hale at the Etoile in Charlotte Street. “You know, Wendy,” he said, “in a couple of years we’re really going to have to do a book of your interviews. You wait and see. Once we’ve got a few monsters in the bag. A few Minellis and Streisands or whoever they are these days. You’re much better informed there than I am.”


“Adele,” said Wendy.


“Yes, her. Very good. And then perhaps even Mandela? Bush? Both Bushes? There’s going to be a time.”


Wendy Howard-Watt gets to the heart of George Senior and his Outer Child.


“I was mentioning the idea the other day to Barry Judd, who I think is doing ever so well, considering, don’t you?”


“Yes. And what did he say?”


“He thought it was a flier. He’s going to run it past Tina Stich.”


“Then it won’t happen.


“What?”


“Just won’t.”


“Why?”


“Ask her.”


“Actually, I think she’s doing rather a good job as well. Early days obviously, but she’s a worker all right.”


There were many things Wendy might have said, but managed to veto them all. The last thing she wanted was a discussion about Tina Stich, least of all a complimentary one. And even if she were to have one, the last person she would want to have it with was this really very presentable, not that long divorced, pretty senior man sitting opposite her. A change of subject was the only thing.
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