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Born in South Africa, Justin Cartwright lived in Britain after studying at Trinity College, Oxford. He worked in advertising and directed documentaries, films and television commercials, and wrote seventeen novels. They include the Booker-shortlisted In Every Face I Meet, the Whitbread Novel Award-winner Leading the Cheers and the acclaimed White Lightning, shortlisted for the 2002 Whitbread Novel Award. His novel Look At It This Way was made into a three-part drama by the BBC in 1992, and he also published three works of non-fiction. He died in December 2018.
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For Penny




One


I wander thro’ each charter’d street


Near where the charter’d Thames does flow


And mark in every face I meet


Marks of weakness, marks of woe.


 


In every cry of every man


In every Infant’s cry of fear


In every voice, in every ban,


The mind-forg’d manacles I hear.


 


How the Chimney-sweeper’s cry


Every black’ning Church appals;


And the hapless Soldier’s sigh


Runs in blood down Palace walls.


 


But most thro’ midnight streets I hear


How the youthful Harlot’s curse


Blasts the new born Infant’s tear


And blights with plagues the Marriage hearse.


William Blake, ‘London’




November 1990


The boom in mozzarella, trade or consumer led?


The freelance writer Julian Capper has failed to come down firmly on either side. He has concluded that the boom, the one-thousand-percent increase in consumption of mozzarella in the last five years, is a product both of promotion by the supermarkets and demand created by holidaymakers returning from package tours to Italy. The situation is complicated by the fact that pizza is becoming ever more popular, and some of the cheese used for pizza is not the authentic mozzarella, which is produced in Campania. Even in Italy, there is debate about real mozzarella, with the claims of regions like Salerno and Calabria discounted by some experts.


Still, it is clear that the supermarkets have promoted mozzarella successfully. British consumers are even trying the traditional buffalo mozzarella. This cheese is of an immaculate whiteness and is best accompanied by a glass of crisp, Italian white wine. That is what he has written. He has also pointed out that mozzarella has an affinity with tomatoes, basil and good olive oil. (He has written about olive oil two or three times in the past.)


Julian Capper conjures the delights of eating mozzarella under a vine in places like Aversa, Agerola and Battipaglia. He has never been to these places, nor indeed to Italy, but he can well imagine the fragrance of the hillsides, the warmth of the sun, the cheerfulness of the peasant population, the simple pleasures of milking the family buffalo, the large vats in which the milk is stirred by hand with a wooden paddle, the conviviality of the local trattoria, the distant views of the Bay of Naples – in fact the all-round love of life which you acquire when you purchase a round ball of mozzarella, suspended in lightly salted water.


He writes for a number of trade papers, but The Grocer is perhaps the most demanding. He is hurrying to get his article on mozzarella in the post because he is doing jury service. He has to report at the court each morning at ten and may be required for two weeks or more. He has sent off two other articles: one commissioned, to Travel Trade Gazette on Romany caravan holidays, and one speculative, to Software User (who are not returning his calls at the moment) on spreadsheets and the home office. He is short of money. There is a possibility of a loss of earnings claim from the court, which he can make backed by a letter from his accountant. He has no accountant at the moment because his last accountant’s fees were taking nearly a third of his earnings.


There are a number of attractions to spending two weeks as a juror. Although he had never intended to write for trade papers, he has found that a writer can profit from all sorts of experience, even the simple one of discovering the origins of mozzarella. But cheese and Romany holidays are not really in the same league as murder and bank robbery and rape for providing an insight into the workings of society. He knows, of course, that by the time a case reaches court it will have been repackaged (a word he uses frequently in The Grocer), but he believes he will be able to see behind the artificiality and the formality to the human issues. He feels that he will be exploring the real world in some way. As a writer he is always on the lookout for the real world. So he has no doubt that he will profit by his time in court.


He has also found the last five or six years lonely. Writing is not as fulfilling as he had imagined it would be when he set out, after leaving the advertising agency, to go freelance. The agency seemed to be concerned only with the patina of life; he regarded his inevitable sacking as a badge of honour. At the time he believed that he would be freed to pursue larger thoughts and nobler activities, which included writing a stage play about the nature of language. But instead of occupying his mind with spacious thoughts, he has found himself brooding on the rudeness of editors, the smallness and lateness of cheques, and the closed shop of national newspapers. Far from writing his play, or even starting a novel, he has become caught in a solitary round of telephoning and proposing stories to unenthusiastic editors, or chasing payment of the few commissions he has been able to secure. He also spends a good deal of time thinking about the business of being a writer rather than writing.


So he is setting a lot of store by his two weeks (or more) of jury service. He is proposing to use the time to think more deeply, to relaunch himself, to use the term which the trade press favours. He hurries to the post office, pressing the back of the manila envelope down hard as though it may still spring open, and pushes his copy into the postbox. He can hear it land, like a pebble thrown into a well. (In Aversa, where they certainly still have wells.)


Yesterday was his first day. They were shown a film about their duties. They keep a surplus of jurors in the huge holding room. These jurors are called at random to the various courts. He was called, but the case could not start for legal reasons. Jurors are not privy to legal argument, but Julian Capper likes to keep himself informed, if possible. They have been assured that they will sit this morning. Although they have not been told the nature of the case, Julian Capper has discovered, by looking at the lists posted in the entrance to the court, that they are sitting in a case of murder. He has established contact with some of the other members of his jury. He has spoken to them and said, ‘Sounds as though it is going to be an interesting case.’ He hopes to be elected foreman. They don’t know – how could they? – the weight he is attaching to this experience. They don’t know that for him this experience could mark a turning point in his writing career, an opportunity to break away from writing about the grocery trade to tackle more cosmic issues. He cannot explain to them, and they might resent it if he did, that he feels that he is more responsible for the outcome of the case than they are. He feels as though his life, never mind the defendant’s, could turn on this case. The defendant is not just a man on a murder charge, but a character in a drama imbued with personal significance for Julian Capper. It’s an exalted feeling.


He has equipped himself with notebooks and plenty of finepoint pens. And he is looking forward to familiarising himself with the ordinary intercourse of daily life. Re-acquainting himself, he thinks, because he has never lost his sense of society around him, even though he has been living a solitary life. He believes that we inhabit a thinking, interconnected universe. (His article on the communications revolution, ‘We’re All Neighbours Now’, comes to mind.) He doubts if the murder they are about to try took place in isolation from society.


They are already gathering in the jury collection room. Julian Capper thinks that if you saw his fellow jurors in the street you would be pressed to decide what brought them together. They have a frayed look. There is nothing urgent about their clothes or their shoes or their haircuts; apparently none of them has very pressing business elsewhere. Julian Capper is certainly in that broad category.


Joyce, their bailiff, is a handsome black woman with glossy hair cut in an executive style. It may be hair extensions. Her eye sockets are deep and her eyes carry no wounds of anxiety or doubt. Life has given the jury more wounds. Many of them carry their possessions in shopping bags. Joyce summons them to Court Four. She is wearing a gown, which twitches and sways as she leads them out of the holding pen and into the corridors beyond. They follow, like schoolchildren, excited and a little nervous although Keith, the personal fitness trainer, is walking with a small group of admirers. He is on his second week and knows the ropes. They are now asked to wait in their own jury room, which is where the deliberations will take place and where Julian Capper hopes to be elected foreman in due course. He feels that his work has equipped him to make order of the facts.


There are six men and six women. One of the women wears a sari. Between her eyes is a deep, red dot. The oldest of the men coughs at regular intervals; his face is dry and deeply engraved. Another small woman checks her handbag constantly. There is a woman in a jogging suit, called Lynne, who sits dose to Keith. Keith is wearing a sweatshirt and baggy trousers with a large, white band down the side. One young man wears a blazer and a club tie, responding to some idea of the court’s dignity which doesn’t appear to be shared by the others. Joyce explains to them that they will be called into court soon. They will be asked to take an oath, but they can opt not to swear on the Bible if they wish. There is a knock on the door and they are called. The court itself is not far away down the green carpet. They file in, to find that the lawyers are already there in their gowns and wigs. Julian Capper thinks it is like walking on to a stage, already lit and with the scenery in place. In the dock is the defendant, and sitting next to him a police officer. The jurors take their place directly opposite the defendant, in two rows.


– Court rise.


The clerk of the court and the barristers bow their heads briefly as the judge appears via his personal back door, through the panelling. The judge probably has a lonely life. He has his own chambers and his own servant – and his own entrance – but Julian Capper imagines that he, too, is isolated from human warmth. The jury stands obediently as the judge takes his place. Back there, just before the door closes again, Julian Capper gets a glimpse of some green leather chairs. It’s back there that deals are struck, of course.


The judge glances up from his papers as they are sworn in. In his wig and red gown with a black sash, he is an imposing figure, although it is hard to tell what he might look like in a suit or in leisure wear. He looks directly at the jury.


– Ladies and gentlemen of the jury. Before we start, I would like to tell you that under the jury system it is for you and nobody else to decide the facts. My job is to direct you on points of law, and you are obliged to follow my direction, but I am not here to decide the facts. That is for you. The prosecution will give you an account of the facts of – he glances at his papers – of February the fifth earlier this year, and they will attempt to prove beyond a reasonable doubt that the defendant is guilty of murder. The burden of proof rests on them. The defence do not have to prove anything. But they will, of course, give you an account of what happened on that day which will differ greatly from that of the prosecution. Witnesses will be called by both sides. You will be asked to evaluate their evidence. You should wait until you have heard all the evidence before you make up your minds. Let me tell you now that you may choose to believe all, or nothing, or a part of what a witness says. You may think a witness is not telling the truth in some particular, but you may still believe some of his or her evidence. In order to convict the accused, you must be sure beyond a reasonable doubt that there was an intention to kill. You must also be sure that the accused was not justified in killing the deceased. There are occasions under our law when one person is entitled to kill another. These are when this person believes, or is entitled to believe at the time, that his life is in danger. Under our law a person is only entitled to use as much force as is necessary under the circumstances. Before we begin, may I thank you in advance for your public service, and may I remind you that if you have any questions of clarification you wish to address to me, notify your bailiff and she will pass them on. This case is likely to last for eight or nine days. Mrs Badenoch, would you like to begin the prosecutions’s case?


One of the barristers stands up.


– Thank you my lord.


Julian Capper is poised, his pen is ready. Mrs Badenoch turns to the jury.




Two


Si l’on me presse de dire pourquoi je l’aimais, je sens que cela ne se peut exprimer qu’en répondant, Parce que c’était lui; parce que c’était moi.


(If I am pressed to say why I loved him, I feel that this can only be expressed by answering, Because it was him; because it was me.)


Michel Eyquem Montaigne, Essais




Chapter 1


Monday, 5 February 1990


Anthony Northleach stands on the platform waiting for a train. Even now, when English people are growing larger and taller – in fact everybody, all over the world seems to be getting bigger – he is still a good four inches taller than most of the other men waiting. He has a large head, with dark hair which straggles slightly on his collar, suggesting that he doesn’t take hair-cutting seriously. A few years ago, some cars were described derisively as gas guzzlers. Being big invites the same ambivalence, as though he is using up too much of the earth’s available supplies. At the same time, being big seems to promise honesty and directness. As he waits for the train to announce its arrival with a telegram sent ahead along the rails, he is full of expectation. The skin of his large, raw-boned face, and his broad, slightly flat nose are stretched tight; his body, too big for any useful purpose now, is full to bursting with expectation. He is plumped up with it: for a start, England have beaten France 26–7 in Paris. And also the government in South Africa has announced that Nelson Mandela will be released soon.


Anthony Northleach has never got used to the gust of dead air that precedes a train out of the tunnel. It is a warm, unwelcome breeze which plays over your face, a mineral wind of metals and cables containing a suggestion of geology.


The doors open unwillingly. They shuffle in. Anthony always performs a stocktaking, scanning the faces of the women for human signs. He reads The Times and looks at the swaying faces at the same time. They sway in unison like seaweed as the train speeds – how fast? who could tell? – through the exhausted soil of London. Down the furred arteries of the city.


Some of the women tuck themselves up like hens, plumping themselves out into a little world of their own, small tents of womanhood from which they peep out truculently. Others have those London faces: low expectations, cheerful, easily amused, self-deprecating, open to hurt, strangely unworldly. Lots of black women, but less black men at this time of day. God, the bewildering variety in their faces. The blacks dress with verve. He admires it, although the young men in their hoodies and track suits, who seem to be more numerous by evening, frighten him. Anthony has reached an age when he sometimes feels unprompted stirrings of dread. These boys are dressed to combat a chill wind off Lake Michigan. They all seem to have, as the sports commentators say, upper body strength. He doesn’t think of them as English, although of course they are.


As the train gets to speed, the girls concentrate on their reading, some actually mouthing the words, others just moving their lips occasionally in mute emotion. He loves them, he thinks suddenly. God knows how many times he has made this journey accompanied by all these anonymous girls, the plucky ones, the tired ones, the anxious ones, the beautiful ones, the achingly young ones, the plump and the skinny ones. There are Pakistanis, Malays, Chinese, even Japanese, who wear cute little hats like Diane Keaton. How many of them have had sex the night before? How could you know? He reads his paper, folded tight. He wants to read about Nelson Mandela. Mandela will be released soon, certainly no later than next week. Although he has never come right out and said it, Anthony believes that Nelson has been thinking about him, just as he has been thinking about Nelson. There is two-way traffic in these relationships. Souls, if we have them, must be able to communicate.


Twenty-seven years in prison. Free Nelson Mandela. He likes the song. He likes the way they sang freeeee with a quaver, which sets up a complementary quaver in his chest. He isn’t musical. Sometimes he regrets it bitterly. It is in the genes or DNA or whatever, like being bald or incapable of doing maths. Somebody like Alfred Brendel doesn’t really deserve his fame, just as a monkey which can climb a palm tree with its tail doesn’t deserve an Olympic gold medal for parallel bars. He tried to learn to play the guitar, like everyone else, but he didn’t get beyond G-seventh and C. His fingers were too pudgy. He is younger than Mick Jagger. Mick must be forty-five, -six. The other Stones have become specimens from palaeontology. He’d never seen faces so wrecked, once when they had all been held up at Charles de Gaulle by fog.


– They look like Coelacanths, he said.


– You do say some really, really silly things. Fergus is exhausted, go and get in line for a few boarding passes, Geraldine said.


– You were looking at them too.


– Everybody’s looking at them, but they aren’t making inane remarks.


They got boarding passes in the end, but the Stones were whisked off in a private jet. Anthony thought that they deserved a private jet for ‘Satisfaction’ alone. He can do a passable imitation of Mick, clapping his hands together and making an outward, circular motion, like a seal begging for a herring, with his knees pressing together. (As a matter of fact, almost everybody of his age can.) Geraldine is becoming businesslike. She is teaching children with learning difficulties and studying for a diploma in psychology.


– Why’s nobody allowed to be plain dim any more? he once asked her.


– God you can be offensive.


At the same time he is becoming less businesslike, less and less drawn into the strange business of the world. While she is equipping herself with useful jargon, tools to prise open this world, he finds himself reading history, to prise open another world. It’s obvious why history holds attractions as you get older: you want to see if there are any spiritual tips which can be applied here and now. So much history seems to have been waged in the name of spiritual values. He passed the Swedenborg Society’s large house in Bloomsbury the other day on his way to the magic shop to buy juggling balls for Fergus’s birthday. It had a snappy neon sign in the window. It said, in moving red stipples, ‘THE DIVINE HUMANITY’. He went in for a pamphlet.


One day he was sitting on the train and he looked at all the faces and thought about the ceaseless activity going on there, the cells doing whatever it is they do, all loosening their hold and losing their tension and so on. All the faces looked to him like candles dripping relentlessly – he thought of that Kubrick film, Barry Lyndon, shot in Ireland – and he was saddened for his fellow passengers. The cellular activity has a purpose, but the purpose is non-human. The cells live their own life wherever they find themselves. They – as people in the office like to say – have their own agenda. He is one of the few who have no agenda. Down here deep in the worm tunnels, in the filtered aquarium light, he inspects the faces to see if they know what he knows. They are the faces of his fellow citizens in all their vegetable variety. They are his communicants, a changing congregation every day, admittedly, but his colleagues in this journey which he takes each morning from the car park near New Cross to the office on the edge of Holborn. The parking is a crazy arrangement, set up by the then finance director as a tax dodge to do with company cars – he can no longer remember the details – but he has become used to it.


It was raining when he got into the tube station. Up there it is still raining: some of the recent joiners have rain on their hats and heads and shoulders. A very big fellow sits down next to a small Chinese girl. His raincoat is soaking and she must be getting wet in her little black suit, but she cannot move away. He opens the Mail, the sports pages, oblivious: ‘SEVE: I’LL BE BACK’. Anthony hopes it is true. Seve has looked bewildered since he got married. He reads about Mandela. Mandela is a prince of the Temba tribe. He was a lawyer before they put him in jail. He is believed to have lost weight inside, although the only pictures of him are on a security camera walking down a corridor. He’s been in a private clinic. We need these heroes. Untarnished heroes. Anthony used to admire many people when he was a boy. Even politicians. Now he’s become more selective. Now he can’t stand Mrs Thatcher with her grating voice and head cocked like a parakeet when she reluctantly has to listen.


Pressed by Geraldine, he will admit that she is a remarkable woman. – Of course she is. I’m not saying she’s not. But so was Lucrezia Borgia.


– I knew you would say something smart alecky like that.


The other night they were having dinner in Highbury with the Ellingtons. She prides herself, rightly, on her rustic Italian food. They heard a loud rumblerumble in the soil beneath the house. The house shook itself like a dog standing up from sleep, a sort of harmless familiar vibration.


– What’s that?


– The tube, said Sarah, it’s only thirteen feet beneath our basement.


Thirteen feet! For years he had pictured himself near the centre of the earth. At this moment they were probably skimming along just beneath the sewers and the gas mains of Clapham. Maybe we place too much faith in the deadbeats who drive the trains through this netherworld. He saw them coming off work the other day, wearing sandals and trainers and talking about football: Ian Wright stuck it in the back fucking hell fuck me ’e’s like a fucking greyhound blackhound dontcher mean fuck off ’e can’t do it when it matters no bottle. A driver not long ago was so drunk he drove his train right through a station and destroyed it. The whole place, gingerbread trellising and gothic windows, came crashing down like a child’s train set. No-one was hurt, it was a freight train, but the driver was found walking up the line calling for a taxi.


The large wet man has opened the newspaper right out to read the health section so that the Chinese girl’s view is sharply reduced. Until quite recently people were almost phobic about space. No matter how crowded the train, they created a little cordon sanitaire around themselves. Not now. Not everybody is so fastidious. Recently one guy actually fell asleep with his head lolling on Anthony’s shoulder. He was wearing a double-breasted suit; double-breasted suits, like Anthony’s father’s, have become popular again, but in a flashy kind of way. They are quite cheap at Next and places like that, although Next seems to be headed down the pan. Like so much else.


He still has a suit, made at his father’s insistence in Savile Row. The sleeves are different lengths. His father had some ideas about gentlemanly behaviour he had picked up in the bank. When he joined the bank, it had a string of offices in the colonies. Sometimes Anthony thinks about ordering another suit, although Savile Row prices are absurd: over a thousand pounds for a suit. Parallel universes have sprung up. Some people pay huge sums of money for clothes, others buy American surplus. They dress themselves like GIs on rest and recreation in Saigon, or state policemen in leather jackets or pilots in silk overalls. You can go to the National Theatre and see people in everything from dinner jackets to deliberately torn jeans. Sometimes he and Geraldine dress for a dinner party or drinks and have quite different interpretations of what is expected. She will be wearing leggings and a large sweater and he will be in a suit, or he will be in khaki trousers and a linen jacket, no tie, only to find her in Nicole Farhi. Farhi, the name sounds Persian, or perhaps it is Italian. Names have become richer and more exotic too, but also less easily placed.


Northleach sounds dull these days, too English and yeoman-like. Geraldine’s maiden name. Button, which she was happy to relinquish fourteen years ago, is chirpily English. Nobody is certain about anything any more. Anthony sees it as a reflection of the state of the country. Geraldine, with her pretty bunched-up little face, eagerly sniffing the cultural wind, is often confused. She is like a weathervane that turns a little slowly but also more surely than he does. She is nearly forty. Forty in eleven months’ time. He hopes it doesn’t hit her too hard, as it did Diana Millroy, who tried – how hard? – to jump off Battersea Bridge and is now having an affair with her painter and decorator who beats her, Geraldine says. There is so much tragedy, not even tragedy, more like turbulence, bottled up and dying to gush out, it’s like Yellowstone Park, where they went last summer with Jet Tours. A bear as big as a house took their picnic. The look on its face as it chewed carefully – business as usual – amused him. They were safely inside a soft-sprung Chevy from Rent-a-Wreck at the time. They all felt liberated, like people in a road movie: the Northleaches getting their kicks on Route 66.


Forty in less than a year and already he can see her mother appearing, like one of those kids’ films where ghostly special-effects figures slip in and out of reality. But then he can hear himself sounding like his father. Sometimes he says meaningless things to Fergus – Do you have to eat with your elbows on the table? Could we have the television just a little quieter just so we can make conversation occasionally? – and knows he is just blowing the ancestral conch shell. Worse, he and his friends acknowledge that they are sounding like their fathers. The difference is, their fathers meant it. Nobody knows any more.


The train screeches: metal is discontented stuff. It makes a variety of noises which tell him where they are in the underworld. Even as he reads that Mandela has been forced to summon Winnie to a prison conference about her finances – Winnie likes spending the money that Scandinavians send in – he knows from the metallic protest that they are approaching the river. Winnie is building a big house. She is trying to franchise the Mandela name, like McDonald’s.


The train slaps and rattles and groans. At least once a month they are delayed by suicides on the line. What a way to go. With all the gentler ways of killing yourself, one hundred Paracetamol and a glass of whisky for instance, why throw yourself on the line to be cleaved apart by the train? Mike has seen one, an Asian girl in a sari, cut right in half long before the poor fuddled driver could apply the emergency brake. In fact, applying the brake made it worse because they had to move the train back over her body. She was a schizophrenic, it turned out. Some of the passengers, Mike said, complained about having to change trains. Their view was that once she was dead, which was obvious to everyone, there was no point in holding up things as though some new truths would be revealed. The driver took early retirement and counselling. The language of counselling and empowering and parenting and resourcing, which Geraldine is learning, is spreading all over the place. In Rochdale recently it seemed the Satanists were taking hold, but really it was only a misreading of the new grammar by eager carers. This caring talk of dysfunctional families and recovered memory is the new Esperanto for the busy classes.


Swedenborg, as far as he can understand – the pamphlet is heavy going – was trying to reconcile the spiritual and the physical by changing the language to accommodate them both. That’s what these people are trying to do too. The language is being overhauled. He doesn’t mind. History shows him that everybody puts faith in these creeds and mantras. But the computer language at the office, which a lot of them already speak fluently, is different. It despises traditional language. It’s as though the computer folk are saying, You were conned, sold a pig in a poke. You didn’t need it, it’s all here. It makes them happy to discover that their weaknesses at school were no more than a lack of information technology. They don’t need to waste time on old-fashioned niceties. Children now have this contemptuous technical edge too. Fergus wants his own computer. Everybody in his class has one. Geraldine says he will learn to program it, which sounds fine and very relevant, but he thinks Fergus will just kill more space creatures. So Fergus has his new vocabulary and Geraldine has hers, and he must make do with the old, creaky one.


There are so few elderly people at this time of day. He’s definitely, at forty-one, in the top half of the divide. Now the train stops. Everyone looks up, ready to exchange knowing, weary smiles but immediately it starts again with just a flicker of the lights. His mother says that she is invisible to people under fifty. But people at the office, much younger than his mother, complain of the same thing: I have become invisible. These young girls just look right through me. They don’t see me. When I talk to them, they get a fright. They complain that the eyes of the young cannot be detained by the sight of people over forty. Older people seem to be cluttering the place up.


The truth is many people have done his mother good turns and shown her kindness since his father died, but she prefers to remember the slights, most of them imagined or exaggerated. This weekend he has to take her car to a new garage. She doesn’t trust the mechanic, a Cypriot, who puts old parts in her car instead of new ones. She knows all about this racket. She even knows the word ‘scam’. And then she wants to move from the cottage he helped her buy after Freddie died because the neighbours use weedkiller which is giving her bronchial tubes hell.


– Have you asked them to stop, have you explained?


– It would be no use.


– How do you know?


– I haven’t lived seventy-two years without picking up a little understanding of human nature.


– I’ll speak to them.


– No, it’s no use. Anyway, the sort of people in the village are not what we were expecting. It’s full of builders.


She and his father had planned for years to go and live in this village when he retired, but they kept putting it off and then he died just over a year, more like eighteen months, ago. Anthony shouldn’t have persuaded her to go. He thought it would take her mind off things, to have the cottage and garden to work on. Geraldine said that he had rushed his mother: You didn’t give her time to come to terms with it. People need to grieve. He didn’t say that stopping her from grieving was exactly what he had had in mind. And because he hadn’t allowed her to grieve, he is now on twenty-four-hour standby as plumber and mechanic. It is forty minutes to her cottage, if you can get through East Grinstead.


– I must move from here.


– Where are you going to go?


– I’ll find somewhere in town.


It breaks his heart. She wants to go and live in a flat in London among strangers. As well as becoming Mr Fixit, he has also found a shaggy mantle, belonging to the paterfamilias, descending on his shoulders. He is too young for this. Mandela is exactly the same age as his mother, born in 1918. Mandela in the Transkei, his mother in Lucknow. Mandela has apparently refused all kinds of offers from the government to leave the country with as much money as he needs to go and live quietly in Scandinavia or Tanzania. He is a tough old bastard. The struggle is my life.


The train is coasting now, the metal components jostling one another as they slow for the station. And my life is a struggle.


There is a great picture of Will Carling scoring a try. The photographer has him in midair, with a relaxed look on his face. He seems to be smiling as he hovers with the ball comfortably tucked under his right arm. His left arm is stretched out in anticipation of landing. Anthony believes that sports have special meaning for him. He thinks he has a personal relationship with this team which has just beaten the French 26 to 7, in Paris. The Times rugby correspondent says it is as complete a win as could have been wished for. His relationship to the team may be a little like the special relationship which Mrs Thatcher and President Reagan are said to enjoy. Most people of their age are lucky to be invited to Sunday lunch once a month with their children and yet there they were having a great time, enjoying banquets, making speeches, whizzing about in golf carts and commanding planes to strike. Will Carling is smiling for Anthony as he sails over French soil.


Anthony also thinks the news has special significance for him. It is important for him to be kept up to date with what’s happening in Romania or what Gorbachev wants in Lithuania. It is certainly more important for him than for Geraldine. She is unmoved unless it is something about Fergie or Diana or an actress having a baby. Or about the problems facing the social services. Then she too assumes a proprietorial air. Sometimes he thinks we are all just trying to fix ourselves in a windy universe, fix ourselves like those plastic magnetised letters that have lodged on their fridge door for some years. Just like every other fridge in every house in England which is home to children. He sees that Mandela is suffering for him. He sees Winnie not as most of the papers are depicting her, as an evil woman, but as an aspect of his own character. Winnie shows him what can happen to human beings under unbearable duress. While Nelson was on Robben Island, serene in the knowledge of his own goodness, she was taking all the flak.


He turns another page. It’s Nelson week. His biography is being published. He writes movingly about Robben Island. The beauty of the weather, the distant view of Cape Town, the importance of exams, the difficulties of marriage, the hurt of receiving no letters. When Anthony’s mother sees the news, she sees a series of betrayals. Nobody consulted her. Nobody told her that black people and Oriental people and people with funny accents were going to come shouldering their way on to her news. Even newsreaders are black. She has nothing against them, particularly Trevor McDonald, but she feels uneasy that people who don’t have good accents are allowed to read the news, never mind the importance given to them on the news. You can’t have a country where everybody is valued equally. To her the evening news is a confirmation that the ship is taking on water. Luckily she won’t be around to see it go down, but she feels sorry for Fergus. God knows what sort of country he is going to grow up in, an only child.


– When are you going to have another one?


– It’s not that simple. Ma, as you know.


After Fergus there had been a problem with Geraldine’s ovaries. Not irreversible, but so far Fergus is an only child. They stopped talking as though there might be another some years ago. In his heart of hearts Anthony believes he brought on this barrenness by his affair with Francine, which started two nights after Fergus was born and lasted seven blessed months. Francine left the company to work in Australia. Nothing to do with him. When she departed, overland, for Perth, he was saddened. But he was left with a gift, a memory of undimmed sweetness. She had a funny little body and a comic and touching way of talking when they made love. Her legacy is his recollection of this love feast. He treasures it. He remembers and repeats to himself her words, her quirky observations which would probably have driven him mad if she hadn’t gone to Western Australia.


– Coconut oil is a feast for bacteria. Your wife’s a pillar of society. I’ve got bad blood. I like bonking too much, it’s not healthy.


She thought she was from a doomed substratum. Emigration was her only hope. And study. She had attended many night courses and was a member of the institute, which he isn’t. He should really join, but he has let it slip and he would have to pass an exam. In bed she was game for anything. At the office she looked startled and anxious. She was out of her element, like a cowboy in a city suit. Bed was her prairie. But having sex with her did something to his fathering abilities, though the fault was traced to Geraldine’s ovaries by a Harley Street specialist. The gynaecologist, who had done some work on unspecified members of the royal family, was a gift of Geraldine’s mother. – Go and see Frinker. He’s the top man. He wrote the book.


It was the only time he had been to Harley Street as a patient, or prospective patient. Harley Street was a frontage of huge waiting rooms containing reproduction Sheraton furniture, Chinese carpets and Country Life. The waiting rooms were so grand that there was no space left for the doctors. They had to work in tiny rooms at the back. Mr Frinker, after two visits and some tests, indicted the ovaries and Anthony got off scot-free. Mr Frinker was not medically trained to detect guilt. It is strange, this business of top doctors and surgeons calling themselves Mister. Very English.


The train is slowing again. The lights flicker but it keeps going. He wonders sometimes how much margin of error they have. These carriages have an unreliable note; they are clapped out, ready for scrap. The girls glance up for a moment as if the blank tunnel walls will tell them something. He feels protective towards them. He is like the captain of the Enterprise. He and Fergus watch Star Trek together. The split infinitive always gives him a small stab. To boldly go. If he sees a girl get on with short stocky legs which no amount of dieting can help, he feels deep sympathy. They wouldn’t want his sympathy, but he extends it freely to womankind. They have a hard time. Francine was a little short in the leg but it made no difference when she was lying down. Now, eight years later, he feels a stir. Jesus. He read a survey in the Sunday Times where it said that sixty per cent of married men and fifty per cent of married women had had an affair of some sort. It also said that ninety per cent would have one if they could be sure of not being found out. Winnie has apparently had lots of affairs while Nelson has been inside.


He has written some lovely letters to Winnie and his daughters. – Zindzi: On some days the weather on the island is quite beautiful, beyond words. He was allowed only one visit a year in the early days. His daughters – he seems to have three – have provided him with anxious moments, paying the bills and so on. And now his wife.


The train stops at one of those stations where there is never any activity. The doors open and close with hardly a single person getting on or off. Women are like the geysers bubbling in Yellowstone Park. They register every seismic change and discord in the world. Nelson writes heartbreakingly about small matters on his godforsaken island while his wife is rampaging around Soweto with her bodyguards, the football team. He turns the page; there is Mike Tyson trying to get off the canvas looking like a newborn heifer. James Buster Douglas, a total unknown, has knocked him out. How is it possible? Tyson looks as if a lorry couldn’t knock him over, never mind a washed-up forty-year-old fatty. But there he is, struggling to see the world straight. Once they have been knocked out they are never the same again. It’s the fear that it could happen a second time. Anthony loves watching boxing although he thinks it should be banned. Nelson likes boxing. Tyson sent him a pair of his gloves a few years ago.
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