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To young Peggy Tinsley who once crossed the Continent in the other direction




Extract from ‘Pan Tadeusz’ by Adam Mickiewicz: Copyright and translation Kenneth R. MacKenzie, and estate of Adam Mickiewicz




1


‘Okayyyy!’ called the young man, throwing his head back and blinking a little in the bright spring sunshine. ‘Let’s get mooo-ving!’ He reached for the sunglasses which lay on the loudspeaker beside him, and which were already beginning to vibrate and jump to the rising beat of the music. Clapping them on to his face with one practised movement, he gave a fluid little shimmy, stabbed heavenwards with the microphone, and – returning it to the level of his chin – completed the sentence with, ‘Bee-cause – here come – da Village People! Whoo, boys!’


The music swung on, exhorting young men to Go West. Apart from the one with the microphone, however, and a balding technician sitting in a white van with a vast roof aerial, there were few men under sixty in sight. The Market Square at this hour was the preserve of women shoppers, pensioners and lunch-hour schoolchildren perching on the stone horse-trough with bags of chips from McDonald’s. Smaller children, shopping reluctantly with their mothers, began to bounce to the music, slowing down their burdened parents still further and threatening the stability of overladen baby-buggies. Shopkeepers looked on, mildly diverted. A small dog lifted its leg against the placard bearing a snaky logo and the legend RADIO 2C ROADSHOW – COMING 2 C YOU!


‘Whooo!’ yelled the disc jockey, over a bridge in the music. ‘Coming next – the Where Am I? quiz! And later, our very own Madam Mayor, live and kickin’!’ He nodded to the technician cramped in the front seat of the white van, who flipped the fader shut. Once he had seen its red light fade the young man stuffed the microphone into the pocket of his khaki combat trousers. Next to the platform, a blonde woman in a blue quilted vest and striped blouse, who had been scribbling on a clipboard, looked up at him. She pointed to the watch hanging round her neck on a rather folksy embroidered strap.


‘Henry!’ she said, with faint maternal exasperation in her tone.


‘What?’ said the man, still jigging to the music. His tone was far from irritable: he fixed her with a beaming grin.


‘There isn’t time for the Where Am I? quiz,’ said the woman, pointing now at her board. ‘Now that you’ve started another record, you’ll have to go straight to the news and weather.’


‘There’s three minutes!’ Henry brandished his own watch, which swung on a leather bootlace against his exuberantly garish palm-tree-patterned shirt.


‘Yeah, but Roger said we had to do the trailer. For the Silver Band Concert. It’s’ – she glanced down at her board – ‘a minute-fifteen.’


‘I hate silver bands,’ said Henry, with the grand simplicity of a spoiled child who expects no contradiction. ‘And Roger’s gone off somewhere, so how he expects—’


‘Bog,’ said the hitherto silent techician from the car. He had a loud, rasping voice, and on the pavement a white-haired lady with a wicker shopping trolley jumped nervously. ‘Roger went to the Gents under the Town Hall. Got the squitters, I reckon. Moanin’ about how you shouldn’t eat mussels this far from the sea. Third time since we got here.’


‘It’s not my job to tell you what to do, Henry,’ said the blonde woman, with amiable calm. ‘But Roger will be furious if you don’t do the Silver Band trail. And so will Steve. It’s costing a lot of money.’ She glanced to the left along the handsome Georgian frontages of the square, towards a discreet stone sign saying WC. A familiar figure was emerging, trudging towards them with the despondent air of a man still preoccupied with his digestive system. She jerked her head warningly. ‘He’s coming back. Do something.’


‘Voiceover,’ said the young man. He pulled out the microphone and made a swooping sign with his hand at the technician, who obediently flipped the microphone to LIVE and faded the music as the next chorus began. Two schoolgirls, hanging around outside Top Shop, began to wander towards his podium. He grinned at them, pushed a button on the grimy cartridge machine at his side, and abruptly the Village People were overlaid by an echoing, sepulchral version of Henry’s voice saying ‘Where Am I Now?’ and a tape of birdsong, sawing noises and a child’s voice singing a snatch of folk-song. ‘I’m looking at larches, and chimneys with a history,’ said Henry, live and unechoing this time, which caused a couple of mothers with pushchairs to appear slightly baffled as they glanced around the treeless, birdless square. ‘The clue is in the beat of a dark bird’s wing. Oh, yeah!’ He signalled for the music to fade up again and began singing along: ‘Go We-eest, life is peaceful there, go West, lots of open air . . .’ Then he tired of this, made a snapping-shut gesture at the man in the van, and twirled his microphone between his fingers as the two schoolgirls, giggling, approached the podium.


‘We know!’


‘We did it in Environmental Studies!’


‘It’s Ravenbrook, innit? Where the old sawmill was and the house wiv three chimneys?’


The producer was nearly with them now, and the woman in the blue quilted vest cast a glance of wary amusement at the two men’s meeting.


‘What you doing the quiz for?’ hissed Roger, ignoring the schoolgirls. He was a pale, dumpy man in his late-thirties, almost a full foot shorter than the rangy disc jockey. He moved out of earshot of the listening girls and jabbed his finger at the DJ. ‘God, I just go to the bog for five minutes and you start sodding around . . . we used the last prize of the week yesterday, remember? Because we were holding over the quiz till Monday?’


The presenter clapped his hand to his brow and said, ‘Su-gar! Never mind. Winners must have prizes or society collapses! Mic, please.’ As his microphone went live and the music faded again he said smoothly: ‘And we’ve even got winners, in record time – two lurrrvly girls – what’s your name, sweetheart?’


‘Janine,’ said the taller of the two, dark-haired and heavyset. Her friend nudged her sharply.


‘Shurrup! We’re s’posed to be in a study period. Dickhead!’


‘Like, who’s going to be listening in school?’ said Janine.


‘Your mum listens!’


Henry’s smoothness did not desert him. ‘Ja-ja-gorgeous-Janine!’ he said. ‘Lovely golden hair there.’ He winked, and the two girls convulsed with giggles. ‘Bet you’re glad you’re too old for school now!’


The blonde woman and the producer exchanged despairing glances. Roger made a gesture with his hands to indicate that Henry was laying it on rather too thick. Henry saw it, grinned, and laid it on thicker. ‘And I like the tattoo, Janine – great idea having your Uni crest on your collarbone – I always hadda weakness for students.’


Janine exploded into giggles. Her friend, after a moment of slow-witted shock, followed her. ‘Anyhow – you guessed the quiz right, you said Ravenbrook, so you deserve a prize,’ said Henry. ‘And here it is! A unique prize! Listeners at home, just imagine the thrill as Hezza W. loses his shirt to two beautiful tattooed chicks . . .’


Listeners at home would have heard his voice grow muffled for a moment, becoming indistinct against the jaunty bounce of the faded music. To the intense amusement of the woman with the clipboard, and the alarm of the pallid producer, in one swift movement the young man peeled off his Hawaiian shirt, revealing a muscular torso and a glimpse of boxer shorts above the waistband of his trousers.


‘And what a prize, to kick off Two C-Comes-To-See-You week! A Hezza Hawaii-Five-O shirt, all for you. Or your boyfriend, ’cos my shirts iz too macho for babes.’ He threw the shirt at the giggling girls, and added in suddenly severe tones: ‘But now – to take us into the two o’clock news from Claudie back in the studio – hear about the weekend’s high spot: Silver Band Sunday goes live! Maeve McCutcheon’s got news of that!’ He held his nose and pulled an imaginary lavatory chain as a blare of trumpets filled the square from the loudspeakers, drowning the last words of the song. A woman’s amplified voice began to talk excitedly about the concert. Then Henry nodded to the technician, mouthed ‘Straight to news!’ and stepped down, laying the microphone on the loudspeaker with the complacent air of having completed a job with credit.


‘You’re a bloody liability,’ said Roger crossly. ‘Get some clothes on or we’ll have the police round.’


‘I’ve got another two shirts in the back of the van,’ said the bare-chested Henry cheerfully, taking off his sunglasses and polishing them on the back of his trousers.


‘Two spares, yet! So much for spontaneous gestures,’ jeered the blonde woman, laying her clipboard down on the edge of his little stage. ‘I don’t suppose Sir Walter Raleigh had a couple of spare cloaks standing by. How long’ve you been planning that little stunt?’


‘I’ve been waiting,’ he said sententiously, ‘for a chance to show my hard-earned abs and pecs to a woman of the world like yourself, who appreciates the finer things of life.’ Off the air, the young man’s manner was quieter, crisper, even cultivated. The manager of Two Counties Radio, who had never quite conquered his own Brummie vowels, was once provoked to describe him as ‘a black Bertie Wooster’.


‘Cover up, for God’s sake,’ said the producer. ‘Diana, is there any chance—’


‘I was just going to ask,’ said the woman affably. ‘Who wants coffee? I can nip to Starbucks and be back by the one-ten handover.’


‘Do that,’ said Roger wearily. ‘Gimme the board, I’ll be OK if you don’t make it in time. But not coffee, Tazo tea for me. Coffee sets my stomach off.’


‘Dave?’


‘Milky one for me,’ said the technician, easing out of the car and stretching his limbs. ‘No sugar. Can I have a muffin?’ He fumbled for change in his pockets.


‘Hez?’ said the woman.


‘Cappuccino. I’ll come and give you a hand,’ said Henry. ‘Might have a pastry.’ He sucked in his smooth dark stomach and patted his chest complacently.


‘You bloody well will not!’ exploded the producer. ‘You’ll put your bloody shirt on and sit right here, going through the running order for the second hour. The Mayor is coming to talk about the Jubilee Appeal.’


Henry winked, and sat on the edge of the platform shaking out his spare shirt. Diana Hunton-Hall, laughing to herself, walked quickly across the sunlit square towards the coffee-shop. She was a woman who liked her job, very much indeed.


A thousand miles away another broadcast was under way in a far more gorgeous square. Tall Flemish gables in orange, red and yellow and a pricklingly ornate Town Hall loomed over elegant paved and patterned spaces. In that city, gay umbrellas and the railings and awnings of cafés spoke of a far older tradition of kaffeeklatsch than Starbucks’. Wroclaw, shabby at the edges, flyposted with election posters which hung tattered and smeared like visible grunts of disillusion, nonetheless bore a triumphant air of self-conscious cosmopolitanism. If the English market square was a peaceful backwater, this city had existed for centuries in the full confusion of history’s torrent.


She had seen armies come and go, languages change, suicidal sieges and backdoor betrayals; she had served emperors and kings and a Führer, commissars and priests and popes. She had been flooded and starved and looted and wrecked and restored. Like a world-weary serial divorcee she had changed her name without changing her nature: she had been Vratsao, Wratislavia, Wroclaw, Breslau, and Wroclaw again. Her very instability lent her history a kind of grace, like a rhythmically weaving drunkard: although her repose had nothing of the sleepiness of the English market town, this was a strangely restful city. Everything had happened to her already, so there was little to fear.


Spring had brought pale green leaves to the dusty trees, and grass forced its way through the rubble of the building-sites around the university. Here in the great square of Rynek were plenty of young men, who might well have heeded the bouncy invocation to Go West: knots of busy students wandering from lecture halls together or wooing bright-haired girls, idlers watching the daily life of the city centre for want of jobs to do, waiters tapping their feet boredly beneath awnings, hoping for the year’s first tourists and wishing that the world’s wealthy would show enough originality to divert from the honeypot of Krakow 200 kilometres to the south-east.


A number of them, however, had an unusual spectacle to enliven the ennui of the moment. On the same day that Two Counties Radio hauled itself out of its 1960s concrete office-block to play Village People tracks in a dozy English market square, Wroclaw had its own visitation of microphone-bearing hucksters. A yellow tent, with open sides, surrounded a platform close to the incongruously modernist glass fountain behind the Ratusz. The letters RGKZ-FM surmounted a curious scene. Two presenters in denim jackets, one ponytailed and one bald, presided over an outsized set of old-fashioned scales almost allegorically medieval in style. To complete the impression of fourteenth-century justice a death-like figure in a black monastic habit and cowl stood to one side. With portentous electronic echo over their voices, the DJs were chanting, as they had been doing for most of the morning, a singsong rhyme:




‘Oi, city people! High and Low!


Win or lose? You’ll never know!’





With every repetition of the couplet a figure from a long, patient queue moved forward, bearing some handbag, grip or briefcase. Each of them in turn put something on the scale, paused, and took it off again, before filing off past the hooded monk and being given a promotional card.


The dark, big-eyed girl who came around the corner and saw this charade seemed unsurprised, but something about the set of her shoulders in their skimpy cotton vest conveyed that she was more than a little put out. She sat on the edge of the fountain ignoring the cool spray at her back and watched for a few minutes, tapping one toe on the cobbles. Next to her a German tourist, identifiable as such by his tightly gripped guidebook, shuffled closer and cleared his throat.



‘Was ist das?’ he asked, pointing at the swaying disc jockeys in the tent. When she did not respond, in halting English he repeated, ‘Vot is happening here?’


The girl, Eva Danuta Krystyna Borkowska, Polish to her fingertips and thus always reluctant to answer questions posed in German or Russian, replied readily enough to the English enquiry.


‘It is a competition. For the radio. For ten thousand zloty! The scales are very delicate, they say.’ She made a balancing motion with her pretty white hands. ‘And the prize goes to the person whose bag weighs exactly the same as the secret weight on the other side. You see?’ She glanced at the man with sharp, teacherly exactness.


‘Perhaps,’ said the German, frowning with the effort of translation, ‘people will come back many times and make their bag a bit lighter or heavier each time?’


‘No,’ said the girl scornfully. ‘It is very clever. The scale does not say if you were too light or too heavy. So it is difficult, I think.’


Silence fell, and the two strangers watched the hypnotic scene, bizarre yet oddly dreary with the shuffling queue, the chanted monotonous rhyme and the unvarying anticlimax as disappointed contestants picked up their bags, backpacks, baskets and cases from the plate and wandered away. Since there was never any indication of a near miss, there was little tension. The watching knots of passers-by showed no sign of excitement, only a mild bovine curiosity followed by an eyeing-up of the queue to decide whether they had time to try their luck.


It was not, reflected Eva, a terribly happy scene. She was by nature given to analysis, and after a few moments decided what the problem was. To be fun, a competition or a Lotto should have two things: near misses, and a prize which everybody wanted but nobody urgently needed. The truth was that despite the gay new municipal splendours of the city’s heart, too many of this crowd on Rynek were just that bit too desperate for an extra ten thousand zloty. Even now, in the eleventh year of democracy and freedom, with Poland on the very threshold of the European Union, life was so hard that money on this scale was a mirage of delirium. A discontented little moue flickered on the girl’s lips. No, she thought, for all they had been told, life for them still was not markedly better. Not enough to count. Not like on Western TV.


That thin old woman coming up now, with the strong worn face and the old-fashioned wool flowers embroidered on her peasant basket: what would she do with so much money? More than two thousand dollars US? Eva shook her head. The woman just wanted to live without fear, eat properly, or maybe afford to get out of her cracking concrete apartment and cleaning job and go back to the mountains. But in the mountains she would still be poor. The boy behind her? Well, for him it could mean university full-time, not working all hours to live. Perhaps the man with the briefcase, self-conscious in this queue of scruffier citizens, dreamed of a decent car so that his business clients would take him more seriously. Everyone was broke, here. Everybody scratched a living. That was the boring part of everybody’s life. It never changed.


And Eva herself ? Ah, she would have no trouble using such money, and because she was young her use of it would be more glorious. She knew by heart the bus fares out of Poland: 260 zloty to Antwerp, 300 to Calais, 400 all the way to London, England. With a prize like that she would have money to travel, perhaps find Manda or some new friends, perhaps go to Holland to see where Hania was working as an au pair. Or go to Scotland, where they sang the beautiful ballads she had done in school, and where (so Tadeusz said) his brother Adam had a job in the university laboratory. But Jesu, with ten thousand you could probably get to America or Canada, on a plane!


If they would give you a visa. Obviously. Not easy if you were Polish, an East European outsider, excluded from all the world’s fun. But if you proved you had money . . .


She gave herself a little shake. No point in self-pity, she was fine. But yes, psiakrew cholera! she should have brought a bag with her, at least to try her luck. Wouldn’t have won, but you had to try. Usually she would have had a bag – university books until this year, then the working girl’s bag containing walking shoes for the long haul home, lunch, and a book or two to read in the endless, dull hours behind the dark reception desk in the hotel. But, bah! This was her day off, after a late night checking in three dozen Russians for some conference, so the spring sunshine had tempted her to take the long walk in, through the suburbs to Rynek with her arms swinging free and only a few coins in her pocket.


She watched the people climb on to the platform, place their bags on the scale with care (as if care could make any difference!) and trudge down again past the death-monk with that deadly air of resignation. She wondered whether it was fixed so nobody won. Her father would say so: he thought everything was fixed – by the government, the church, the capitalists, the Mafia, the police, whoever. This was, Eva understood, a legacy of the years under Communism, his detestable twisted education, and the disappointments of his working life at the library. He had been neither a party member nor a rebel, poor Tatusiu! Just a middling, head-down, permanently disgruntled pawn in their game. You could not expect idealism of him now. Yes, he would definitely think the bag game was fixed.


Into her thoughts, like a bursting bubble, broke a hubbub of exuberant friendship. Familiar faces surrounded her.


‘Eva!’ shouted Tadeusz, jumping up and down in front of her, waving his arms like wings. ‘Speak to me!’ He turned to Staj and Halina, who were giggling behind him. ‘She is hypnotized by these idiots! Come on, before it’s too late – shake her!’ They had all, as students the year before, watched a stage hypnotist in a university hall, and continued the joke about the man’s portentous warnings on the risk of hypnosis for the weak-minded who might never come out of their trance.


‘Shut up!’ said Eva, amused. ‘I was just watching because I forgot to bring my bag out. For the competition.’


‘We’ll try mine,’ said the young man. He moved closer to her, and put an arm round her narrow shoulders. Eva glanced sideways, with the faint flicker of desire that always troubled her in his vicinity. It was all the more troubling because she knew that for him, for Tadek, it was more than a flicker. But for her – ‘No, not enough,’ she said to herself. ‘Not enough for marriage, not enough for the other thing. The big risk.’ Halina was watching them closely, her left hand on her hip, her right seductively twisting her long hennaed hair: Halina, thought Eva ruefully, would have said yes, to either marriage or the big risk. Tadek could have snapped his fingers and got her. He was tall, and clever, and his fine crinkled eyes were always laughing, and his hair was soft and fair over his collar, just shaggy enough to annoy his old-fashioned parents and earn him nicknames at university. He had a job promised, too: a government job which his parents were far happier about, working for the police. Not outside: at a desk, in an office. These were his last days of freedom, his last chance to drift around Rynek laughing and broke like a student.


She shrugged off his arm. ‘Go and do it, then,’ she said. ‘Join the fools in the queue!’


‘Bring me luck!’ said Tadek, staying close to her. ‘Put something in the bag to make it ex-act-ly right.’


‘I haven’t got . . .’ began Eva, but then glancing down she saw that the German had left his guidebook on the rim of the fountain. She looked around the bright square, but there was no sign of him; quickly she picked it up and jammed it into the top of the young man’s untidy canvas bag. ‘Go! Before he comes back.’


‘You’re on ten per cent, OK?’ he called over his shoulder, as he loped off to the end of the queue.


‘Twenty!’ shouted Eva, and he grinned and stuck his thumb up. There was a brief, indefinably awkward silence between the group left behind, and after a moment Eva broke it by turning to Halina and dumpy little Staj. ‘Hi, anyway,’ she said. And to the red-haired girl: ‘Did you get the job at the ticket place?’


‘No,’ said the girl, tension had relaxed as her friend shrugged off Tadek’s arm. ‘They say there aren’t enough tourists. Perhaps in the summer.’


‘Too bad. Shall I tell you if any jobs come up at the hotel? They have lots of conferences, business is OK.’


‘If you like. But no cleaning,’ said Halina. Eva grimaced. They had cleaned hotel rooms together every summer of their university life, tidying the detritus of newspapers, soft-porn paperbacks, empty minibar bottles and opulent Western underwear. In Eva it had bred a restless desire to travel and see this careless wealthy world for herself. In Halina it had created the opposite feeling, a prudish xenophobia. Foreigners, she would say, were obviously all pigs.


‘Well, her father was a big Communist Party member,’ said mischievous Adam. ‘It’s genetically programmed in her. She doesn’t get capitalism at all.’


Now, Eva just nodded. ‘No cleaning!’ she echoed. ‘Like the professors used to say, a diploma deserves a desk.’


‘Maria is working for a diplomat. Swedish,’ said Staj proudly. ‘She is a nanny. She earns more than she would at any desk in this city. They have no idea about Polish wages, and why should she tell them?’


They discussed jobs desultorily, with half an eye on the tall youth’s progress up the queue with his canvas bag. All the time, the radio men’s chanting continued, a monotonous sing-song underpinning every conversation or train of thought in the vast space between the tall buildings. It was fifteen minutes before their friend stepped up, and the lounging group were almost too bored to watch, so rhythmic and inevitable was the pattern of each person’s ascent to the platform, ceremonial bag-placing, and defeated downward slouch.


‘Go, Tadi!’ said little Staj half-heartedly, and the girls shrugged and turned deliberately away.


Before they could complete the movement, though, an extraordinary sound rent the air: a blaring electronic chime, followed by dead silence, then a roar led by the disc jockeys on the platform.


‘The prize is won!’ they chanted in unison. ‘Not by a kilo, not by a gramme, not by a milli but a microgramme!’ They let off hand-held fireworks, blew whistles, stamped and roared, egging the crowd on to cheers. Tadeusz stood on the platform, blinking slightly, clutching his satchel. The monk had flung off his dark habit and revealed himself to be a pretty blonde girl in a very short skirt and low blouse. She was kissing him on the cheek.


‘What’s your name, lad?’ A microphone was thrust under his nose by one of the DJs:


‘Tadeusz Voronski.’


‘Student?’


‘I have graduated. I am starting work next week for’ – Eva held her breath, but he remembered not to mention the police. Always wiser not to, even now – ‘in an office.’


‘So what do you need with the money, huh? You give it to me?’ The interviewer, high on his own wit, did a little jig. ‘All for me?’


‘No. I need it because I will get married.’


A roar of approval, led by the other presenter, rippled through the crowd. ‘Where’s the girl?’


There was a stir in the little knot of young people, but before Staj and Halina could notice, Eva had moved smartly behind the flowing glass screen of the fountain. Tadek lifted his finger to point, but not seeing her he dropped it again. Halina flashed her eyes, then hooded them angrily.


‘Never mind the girl,’ said Tadek’s voice, echoing round the square on the loudspeakers. He had rallied from his shock. ‘Where’s the money?’


The crowd cheered him again. Eva stood behind the wall of green glass and pouring water, her legs unaccountably shaking, until her friends came to find her.




2


Diana Hunton-Hall drove slowly home after the broadcast, easing her dusty Renault from the marketplace car park, around the golden stone Town Hall and out through the Victorian brick suburb to the open countryside beyond. The little car went slower with every half-mile, as if playing out in visible form the reluctance of its mistress. Diana, at the wheel, was unaware of this and thought her pace normal and steady; only a sharp hoot from a van behind her in the lane made her glance at the speedometer and realize with mortification that she was dawdling along at under twenty miles an hour.


Even so, she pulled in to let him pass, rather than speeding up for the final mile home. When Garton Manor sprawled at last before her, golden and gracious in the spring afternoon sun, she looked at it with rueful, constrained affection. It was such a pretty little manor house: idyllic, finely chimneyed, with generous windows and twin pillars holding up the portico. It was hard to look at it, even when you had lived there on and off for twenty years, without falling into estate-agent language. ‘Spacious hallway, four recep, mature gardens, rural outlook . . .’


Twenty years! Was it really? It must have been. They had bought the house for weekends just after the 1982 election, when Manda was tiny and Philip was full of hope for his future in government. When they moved there full-time a few years later, giving up the big London flat, he even resigned from a couple of awkward directorships in full expectation of public office, and with expensive care furnished himself a study overlooking the miniature lake (‘Well, a pond really,’ Di would say to old friends when he bragged of it). The study was lined with shelves and alcoves designed, in hope, for red government boxes with the gold portcullis emblem on them. It was, Philip’s wife thought sadly now, a house deliberately chosen as suitable for a Conservative Cabinet minister, a knight of the shires, later a peer.


Now, she parked the car a little askew in the empty drive, reached for her battered leather bag, and prepared to face a Philip who was neither peer nor knight nor minister. Nor, since the 2001 election, even an MP. A brisk young woman with short glossy hennaed hair and strict views on foxhunting had beaten him, taking the seat for New Labour with no trouble at all. She had compounded her crime by ignoring the time-honoured custom of acknowledging, in her election night speech, her opponent’s sporting and gentlemanly campaign.


Not, Diana thought privately, that it had actually been a particularly gentlemanly campaign at all. Philip – needled by his foe’s frequent self-righteous references to the Fanfair Finance scandal – had told local reporters to investigate her status as a single mother and her history of drawing benefits while working part-time for the Labour Party. Moreover, when interviewed by a magazine as an example of men who are even more handsome when they go grey, he had made unnecessarily sharp remarks about women with dyed hair.


She pushed the front door open and called in a studiedly hopeful tone: ‘Hello! Philip – you home?’ Thick silence met her, with no movement except the dancing of dust motes in the rays of sunlight from the landing window. Her real hope was fulfilled: he wasn’t home yet. Sighing with relief, Diana wandered through to the kitchen and riffled through a pile of unopened post. It had been an early start at the radio station. Just as she was having breakfast the manager Steve had rung and said: ‘Di, Maryanne’s gone sick. We’ve got the roadshow out today, any chance you could cover? It means carrying on till four at least, do you mind?’


‘What about reception?’


‘Joanne can come in. But I’d be happier if Roger had you along. He’s still got his tummy bug, apart from anything else.’


‘Sure, I’d love to. Be with you in twenty minutes.’


When she had put down the phone that morning, her husband’s cool pale eyes were on her back. She could feel them.


‘I’m sorry,’ she had said, turning. ‘I have to go in early. Maryanne’s gone sick, and I have to go into town with the Henry Windsor team. It’s an outside broadcast. They need a timekeeper and general gopher.’


Philip winced, and wiped a crumb of buttery toast from the corner of his mouth with silent deliberation. At last he said: ‘You know my feelings. Particularly in such a very public forum, and with some disc jockey . . .’


‘I’ve been working at Two Counties Radio for five years!’ said Diana. ‘On the reception desk! This is a chance to do more work with programmes. And it’s not as if—’


She bit her lip.


‘Go on then, say it,’ Philip had replied, picking up the newspaper and wincing in irritation, as he generally did, when the first headline met his eye. ‘Say it. It’s not as if I were still the MP’. His voice was cold, but the hurt in his eyes touched his wife, and Diana made an impulsive movement towards him.


‘I didn’t mean—’


‘Yes, you did. Well, enjoy your day.’ He raised the paper, said, ‘Christ! Blair’s Britain!’ and began to read. Long experience had made his wife decide not to bother cajoling him out of this mood. It had to run its course.


‘Thanks’ she muttered. ‘I’ll go, then.’


Since this inauspicious start, the day had grown steadily better. Diana had learned to help out from time to time with a stopwatch when one of the trained programme assistants was away, and she thrilled to the immediacy of live programmes, especially when they involved Henry Windsor, the station’s most unpredictable presenter. Henry was never content to settle for a steady phone-in with records and the occasional guest, but – with or without his producer’s agreement – used scraps of tape out of his private pirated archives, threw recorded versions of their earlier interviews at surprised and hostile council functionaries, allowed infuriated or starstruck members of the public to take on his guests directly, and generally blurred the division between entertainment and news to an extent which had the management of the little station trembling in their shoes.


But his ratings were good, the best in the region. Neighbouring stations were irritated by evidence that their own borders were lined with listeners tuning carefully and twisting aerials around when it was Henry-time. The BBC opposition virtually gave up during his hours on-air, and put their dullest shows out. Other 2C presenters – Sally Beazeley, Mark Hampton, Anwar Aziz – did well enough, but nobody raised the passions that Henry could. The advertising breaks in his programmes were fully booked months ahead.


To do a Henry programme was a feather in Diana’s cap; she was, after all, only the receptionist. A Henry outside-broadcast was even better. On last year’s Coming 2CU tour he had taken the radio microphone and impulsively waded thigh-deep into the river while interviewing an environmental health officer standing safely on the bank, about its increasing filthiness. Emerging, he invited the officer – a woman – to feel how oily his trousers were, and squeaked in mock enjoyment when she took him up on it. Listening behind the reception desk, envying the team in the field, Diana had liked that moment very much. Its irreverence was, she told her friend Lizzie, pure refreshment for the soul after eighteen years as a Conservative MP’s wife. So on this day she rejoiced in her chance, marshalled her papers carefully, checked her stopwatch against the studio clock before they left, and determined to be as efficient as could be. If there was a proper job with programmes coming up soon, Diana planned to have it.


But, she told herself out in the sunshine of the Market Square, even if she never did advance in this late-flowering little career of hers it would be worth it. Even if she just stayed behind the front desk, checking in visitors and answering the telephone. After years of political wifehood, dutiful motherhood and pinprick humiliations, Two Counties Radio had, she felt with no sense of hyperbole, saved her.


Philip had been against it. Now, in the kitchen with the light fading, Diana sat for a few moments in the gloom, fiddling with junk-mail envelopes and remembering. She replayed the first angry scene of five years before, when she came home from the interview with a light step and golden news.


‘Phil – I’ve got a job!’


He had stared at her, looking up from a pile of paperwork, shuffling something out of her sight with a quick instinctive movement. Even before the Fanfair Finance débâcle he had always been secretive about his business life.


‘You don’t need a job,’ he’d said flatly.


‘We agreed. When Manda went to university, I’d go back to work.’


‘I don’t know what you mean by back,’ Philip had said, scornfully. ‘You only ever worked for that year at NatWest after we were married.’


‘Don’t I know it?’ was the bitter rejoinder. Philip was taken aback; he had never known his wife to be bitter. She sat down foursquare opposite him and went on.


‘I need to work, now. It’s nearly the twenty-first century. Women do work.’


‘There’s an election coming. I need you to help me fight it.’


‘I’ve helped you fight elections for twenty years. I’m tired of bloody elections. It’s my turn.’


‘For what, precisely? You’ve got all the housekeeping money you could possibly need. If you want more you only have to ask. We’re not paupers.’ His hands rested, long and white and protective, on the pile of documents before him.


‘I want my own money,’ Diana had protested. ‘I want to earn it. But mostly I want to get out and be part of the working world. I do.’


‘So you just want a hobby? And you’ll take a job from someone who might need it? I thought you worried about that sort of thing.’


It was a low blow. Diana winced. Yes, Philip Hunton-Hall’s wife didn’t need to work, not for financial reasons. Yes, most women did need to earn these days. Was there a woman in the town, another candidate for the reception job, sitting at this very moment crushed with disappointment and worry about the family budget?


‘It’s been advertised for six weeks,’ she said defensively. ‘They say I was the first suitable candidate.’


Her voice wavered and Philip went on the attack again, which melted her guilt and stiffened her resolve.


‘What is this job, anyway? You’ve no qualifications.’


‘Receptionist at Two Counties Radio.’


His thin face whitened, and his hands scrabbled in the papers on the desk.


‘Why didn’t you tell me that first? You know it’s out of the question. Think of my position.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘I’m the local MP,’ he said, with rudely exaggerated slowness. ‘You’re my wife.’


‘So?’ Diana was not normally truculent, but in fighting for this job she felt as if she were fighting for a child. She would not, could not, let this flicker of independence die. Philip had sliced through her anger with an irritable coolness.


‘You know how aggressive these media types are about my party. They’re all lefties. Face facts: the only reason they’re offering you the job is to get a direct line to me. Just grow up. You’ve been had.’


Now it was Diana who went white.


‘That is the most insulting thing anyone’s ever said to me.’


‘How so, precisely? It’s the truth.’


‘Don’t talk to me as if I was a bloody Select Committee. Try and listen to yourself. They’ve hired me because I’m an intelligent, well-spoken woman who really wants the job. End of story. They didn’t even ask what my husband did. Or whether I was married.’


‘They knew,’ said Philip. ‘Don’t be so naïve! You’ve had your picture taken opening enough fêtes in the local paper. They’ll keep you till the election’s over, and they’ve done me all the damage they can through you, then they’ll dump you on your backside.’


Diana’s response, she often thought over the coming years, banged the first long, cold iron nail into the coffin of their marriage.


‘We’ll see about that, shall we? I’ll take the risk happily. Just like you’ve got to take the risk, even with a safe seat. But if you think the media are out to get you, perhaps you ought to look at why. It wasn’t them who got you tied up with Fanfair Finance, was it? You did that all by yourself. Don’t blame other people if your career took a dive. You shouldn’t have been so greedy. We didn’t even need the money.’


She had walked out, then. It was a bad and cowardly thing to do. Diana, who was habitually hard on herself where personal morality was concerned, understood as much even while she did it. If she was going to rake over the ashes of that particular conflagration in their lives, she should have stayed to see the matter out. As it was they hardly spoke for two days, but at the end of that time it was Philip who extended the olive branch, not her.


‘Look,’ he said over the third silent breakfast, ‘if you want to work for these clowns at Two Counties, go ahead. At your own risk.’


It would not, Diana thought, have looked much like a tender olive branch to anybody outside their marriage. But to her, who knew Philip’s nature all too well, it was as good as a sobbing operatic aria of repentance. She got up, walked round the shining mahogany table, and hugged him. For a moment, his narrow silver-haired head rested deliberately on her shoulder, in a gesture of dependent ownership; then he resumed his breakfast, with clucks of annoyance at the front page of the newspaper. The following Monday, Diana started her new job in a pale-blue skirt and sweater which it had taken her three agonized hours to choose.


‘Do I look too like a Tory wife? Truly, tell me?’ she asked her friend Lizzie Morgan, when she met her at the coffee-shop during the first lunch-hour. ‘Honestly, do I?’


‘You look perfectly nice and normal,’ said Lizzie. ‘Tidy and professional.’


‘They’re all so young there,’ grumbled Diana. ‘And hip. Bare bellybuttons on the girls, and one of the young men has dreadlocks almost to his waist.’


‘Oh, come on,’ said Lizzie. ‘There are some pretty ropey middle-aged nerds in there, too. I’ve seen them. Look at that manager. He turned up at the school fête in an Argyle sweater-vest thing with a hole in it.’


‘Well, that’s another thing,’ said Diana fretfully, tugging at the waistband of her own jersey. ‘If they’re not hip, they’re sort of don’t-care. Bohemian. Arty-looking. As if it didn’t matter having awful corduroy trousers or hair like a bird’s nest.’


‘Fact is, it doesn’t matter,’ said Lizzie, who herself was rather less soignée than her friend. ‘So long as you’re comfortable. For God’s sake, life’s too short.’


‘That’s what I mean,’ said Diana. ‘I’m a tidy, formal, conventional political wife. I’m the sort of permed clone who ends up in the tabloids, being photographed on the way to church with an erring husband, promising to stand by him. I can’t shake it off.’


‘You will,’ said Lizzie.


And sure enough, after a couple of years Diana’s neat perm had given way to a younger cut of straight, layered hair with streaks of brighter blonde, and her wardrobe had acquired all manner of previously unthought-of clothes. There were a couple of thrift-shop antique leather jackets, numerous practical trousers and chunky boots, and some vivid T-shirts whose necklines and logos Philip could hardly glimpse without shuddering.
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