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In memory of my mother




To see him [Kean] act, is like reading Shakespeare by flashes of lightning.


– Coleridge


 


I thought I had entered into a secret understanding with life to spare me the worst.


– Herzog, Saul Bellow


 


I was shocked by dead horses and mules; human corpses were all very well, but it seemed wrong for animals to be dragged into the war like this.


– Robert Graves




Chapter 1


The sun warmed his scar and he imagined that he could feel a current in the skin itself, responding to the warmth, trickling out. As a boy he had been told that batteries placed in a fire would be encouraged to release the last electricity that they were hoarding. The scar was about three inches long and lay on his neck now, like the section of an earthworm


The scar would fade to become nothing more than a hieroglyph, worn by weather. Your skin bears many signs. On his knee was the cartilage incision, on his calf the cut from falling off his bicycle; his nose was slightly uneven where a pony had kicked him. On his stomach there was a blurred reminder of where he had had a lump removed. Your body goes on in its own fashion, accepting with equanimity the wounds. It doesn’t care. It’s like a tree, impervious to cuts and slashes, but bound to succumb to an excess of injury. No principles, no ethics, are involved. The ethics lodge in the body, but are of an unconnected species. Sometimes he imagined they were like holly, living on a tree.


When King Hussein died his horse was paraded along, boots reversed in the saddle. He found that a moving image. (Although he knew of the security reports which told of little Hussein’s intemperate sexual habits.) The horse was never to be ridden again, like El Cid’s horse, Bavieca, which survived his master, and was buried at the gates of the monastery in Valencia, with two elm trees planted to mark the spot.


But the nobility of horses is an illusion. The illusion is in the fact that although horses have been enlisted to our purposes — war and so on — they don’t give a fuck. They’ll go along with it, according to their lights.


He put his fingers to his scar which was throbbing lightly and prickling in the sun. This little thing on his neck, a small pink asp, was nothing, although the knife had nicked a tendon and just missed his carotid artery. The surgeon told him, later. Surgeons abhor routine and love drama.


In a field beside the railway line — the famous railway line — three horses stood beside a pepper tree. His great-uncle, Major Dick McAllister, had written that the pepper tree was the toughest tree of all. This one provided some slight relief from the sun. On its pendulous branches you could see little berries that looked just like peppercorns, the red and pink kind that you can buy for expensive grinders, but these peppers were poisonous. Everything inviting about the tree was a sham; no part of it was of any use to man or beast, his great-uncle said. The horses were pockmarked and thin, with prominent backbones. The grey stood beween two dirty bays. All three were listless, tails swishing against the flies, feet stamping occasionally …


A horsefly settled on his arm and just before he could swat it, it bit deeply. There was a smear of blood on his forearm. He didn’t care. He felt that the blood, his own, was connecting him to the horses, to the place and to what had happened here a hundred years ago. The horses had come from Australia, from Ireland, from Argentina, from India and from Britain to die in their hundreds of thousands. And the soldiers had died in hundreds of thousands too, not really knowing much more about what they were doing here than the horses.


The blood on his arm, just a smear, just pale Japanese calligraphy now, was already drying; soon it would be a few flakes of rust. That’s how they died out in the sun, the blood quickly forming a crust on the wounds or a burnt caramel on the ground.


He would have liked to know more about death. He knew nothing about war. In a way he regretted it, because the experience of war was an eternal human experience. Sometimes people said his generation might be the first to grow up and die without any direct knowledge of war. Perhaps you could never be fully human without having seen war or without having been in mortal danger. When he was stabbed in the throat he had been in danger, but the incident was too minor, too random, too tawdry, to have any meaning.


The scar was throbbing in the sun. The horses glanced up at him as he approached. He stopped a few yards off, close enough to get the cereal smell of horses and close enough to hear the attendant flies and the click of cracked hooves on the hard ground and the small snorts and stomach rumbles. One of the bays was in foal; her belly slung beneath her bowed like a hammock in which someone is lying hidden. No, he didn’t know anything about death, although here in this expanse of bare clumpy grass near a railway line, he could faintly hear the cries of the dying. He wanted to hear their cries. From the railway line came a humming, and he imagined a train was approaching, but nothing happened and the noise died. The dry wind vibrated the telegraph wires along the track and riffled the horses’ thin, oily manes.


The grey snapped at one of the others half-heartedly. Greys are more temperamental than other horses; perhaps, like redheads, they are more passionate. He stood in the sun, feeling the scar and watching the horses.


Horses have no sense of time passing


 


Stick the Eiffel Tower up your arse, we ’ate the French, we ’ate the French, stick the Eiffel Tower yup your arse. We ’ate the French. Bald cunt, goalie. Stick your garlic up your arse. We ’ate the French. Wanker cunt ref. Wanker. Bald cunt Barthez.


He turns to look at the man who is chanting. He’s a boy really, a pudgy, pale boy with earrings. It’s a freeezing night but he is wearing an England team shirt, three lions bowed over his nipples. His forearms are goose-bumped and his pale soft cheeks are chapped. Although he is young, rolls of fat push his shirt out. It hangs down over his jeans. He raises his right arm: Ingerland, Ingerland. We ’ate the French. Ingerland, Ingerland.


‘Would you do me a favour?’


‘You what?’


‘Would you shut the fuck up for five minutes?’


The fat boy looks at him, uncomprehending. The referee blows the whistle for half time. The whole of Wembley moans. It’s a sort of hungry, discontented lowing.


 


He walked slowly up to the horses. They were small, not much more than ponies. He reached out with his hand, gently, to the mare, but she backed away, one eye showing white and defensive.


‘Good girl, good girl.’


He talked soothingly in that way you do to horses — horses apparently like a calm monotone — but she backed away and began to walk into the bright sun, and he backed off too, guiltily. The mare stopped. Her ears were lopsided, so that one was upright and the other leaned sideways at an angle. Slowly she turned and trudged back to the tree.


Now a train could be seen, a goods train, moving slowly towards them. The rails were whining in anticipation. It was a long train, at least thirty wagons, mostly open and piled with coal, and it took a few minutes to pass the horses under their lone pepper tree. They were used to trains and did not move.


 


The lavatories are heaving. He stands at a low wall, dividing one line of latrines from another, facing a boy in a white, soft top hat, with a red Cross of St George on it. His shoulders are draped in a flag, also emblazoned with a cross. The boy suddenly shouts Ingerland, Ingerland and smiles as he zips himself up, as though he has said something inexpressibly witty.


He eases himself from the lavatory, through the milling crowd. As he exits, near the fried-chicken stand underneath the cement cliffs, he hears a low, urgent voice: ‘You’re a posh cunt, aintcher?’


He turns and at that moment he feels an appalling pain in the side of his throat. He cannot see who was talking to him, but he finds that his legs have given way and that he has fallen onto the stained and strewn concrete and that his face is irrevocably at the same level as crushed polystyrene cups, discarded wrappers, work boots and colourful trainers. Helplessness rushes over him. It’s a sensation which is strange to him: he feels himself floating away serenely, but in his heart there is wild fear, made worse by the sense that his heart and his body are going in different directions.


 


He walked from the dried field along the edge of the railway line towards the cemetery. The train had entered the shunting yards and stopped. A small steam locomotive was moving out of a shed. The sky above the yards was salmon-coloured, the colour of those glasses of water at the dentist’s. He wondered if it was dust or the fumes of the trains which were causing this colourful display.


The cemetery was ringed by prickly pears and watched nervously by lizards. Here a few troopers were buried. The stones were broken. By an accident of history, by virtue of the fact that it lay on a key railway line, this had become famous. There was no other reason. Mafeking was a dump.


His scar was throbbing, baking now like the lizards on the broken gravestones. The gate of the cemetery hung loose. The few square yards enclosed by the stone wall were returning to their natural state. Another century and there would be nothing here but scattered rocks. The lizards were lively, darting creatures, skins as lustrous as newly caught fish, but with the implacable eyes and mouths of snakes. His scar now prickled. It was never still.


He found a small bronze plaque screwed to a rock:


 


In tribute to the Cape Boys Regiment, sixteen of whom died in the heroic defence of Mafeking and are buried here.


 


Beyond the stone wall he could see the three horses, moving, heads held low, in the direction of a group of shacks. The shacks were positioned around an older house, built of stone and mud. A car on blocks stood at an angle to the main house. The horses were following a path. They dipped out of sight suddenly; he was anxious until they reappeared just as suddenly, smaller now. Off to the left the town looked far from heroic. It was dusty and dilapidated, an African town selling cheap goods: furniture in velour and the sort of clothes that the poor believe are modish, adorned with pictures and slogans and brand names that mean nothing.


 


He asks the nurses in the hospital as he comes round: ‘Am I a posh cunt?’


They are used to the effect of anaesthetic, but they smile. Nurses have huge backsides, like working horses, and sturdy legs. He has an urge to ask them if they went into nursing because from behind they look so sensible, so dependable, but not the sort of women you would leave home for. It’s cruel, this question of beauty. He wants to reassure them, but his tongue is thick and his mouth is very dry. He wants to give them some comfort from his position as a man who has known plenty of women, and maybe even from his position as a minister in the Government of his old chum, now Prime Minister. And then he remembers how he got here, as the narcotic tide begins to recede, and he sees that he is wearing a sort of thin shift which leaves his own backside exposed to draughts and he sees that he has a tag on his wrist.


‘Did I nearly die?’


‘You are fine, just fine, Mr McAllister,’ says the sister. ‘Just a little blood lost. Mr Brough stitched you up.’


She squeezes his hand. He wants to hold her to him and speak to her about Galway or wherever it is she comes from and kiss her and tell her that her great big arse and her large turned legs and her over-filled bosom, which is pushing out her apron and watch, make her the most attractive woman he has ever seen. But he can’t tell her. Nor can he tell her that he himself is in love with a woman so beautiful she makes his heart lurch, because it would be unfair to mention her in this company. Now he sees in this solid Irish woman a reproach, although he is not sure why she should care, for having been stabbed. And he feels guilty himself about having been stabbed.


He’s moved from the recovery room, rolled from a sheet of rubber, like one of those dolphins that beach themselves, onto a trolley.


‘Am I at Wembley?’


‘No sir, you were brought here to University College in an ambulance,’ says the orderly who is pushing him down the corridor. He sees that a policeman in body armour is walking behind the porter.


‘Nearly there, sir,’ says the porter. His hair is very close cut and he has a stud in his tongue which bobs as he speaks, a fish rising.


 


The three horses were still there as he walked towards a fort which had once formed the forward defence of the town. He wondered if these horses could have been descendants of the remounts his great-uncle had sent over the seas. Horses grew smaller and more wiry with harsh conditions.


The grass underfoot was dry. Over there behind the shanty town, a fire was burning on the open plain, burning listlessly and slowly, sending an immense column of smoke into the unenthusiastic, still sky. It’s things like this that make you see for the first time: the farmhouses lying on the vast plain, columns of smoke rising every ten or fifteen miles, columns of horses stumbling wearily down one ridge and up another, columns of soldiers in khaki and kilts walking through Africa. You could see now how it would have looked, a game, like a train set in an attic; from this distance you couldn’t have seen death. What was death? What you saw as you came up close was not death, but the dead. Death is a personal moment, when consciousness flies, or seeps, or scuttles, away. When he fell on the Wembley concrete, he might have been dying. It wouldn’t have been any different. That would have been it: he wouldn’t have woken up. Could it be possible that death was nothing? Nothing at all?


Three small boys came by pushing cars made of wire along the worn paths, guiding them with long steering wheels, also of wire. Their noses were frozen fountains of mucus. The boys stopped and looked at him. He smiled at them. Their legs were dusty and their feet were bare. He reached into his pocket and gave each of them twenty rand. They stared at the money, bemused. Then they began to run, dragging the cars behind them, wondering if he was a madman.


And he had an aberrant thought: I will never know what happens to these dusty little snot-streaked boys. I’ll never know them, but perhaps they will remember me for a time. It wasn’t sadness he felt, but a sort of elation. He had seen something, a filament in the dark, which suggested to him that death was a communion. They would all be dead together, all differences and misunderstandings and longings gone. There was a memorial at Hyde Park Corner, to forty-nine thousand and seventy-six soldiers of the Royal Artillery who had died in the First World War. There was something heroic and defiant about publishing the exact numbers, an unimaginable number of dead, with the suggestion that they were at peace. For the first time he saw that there might be some peace in death, some redeeming sacrifice in war. And he saw what is meant by history: those not dead trying to explain how those who are dead became so.


 


The horses had stopped wandering. They were drinking from a galvanised-iron trough near the huts of mud and tin, out in the open without even the shade of a pepper tree.


He reached the road, passing a memorial to the Boers who had died. Their struggle was commemorated by an obelisk, on which their names were inscribed. But now the memorial was fenced against goats and vandals. He walked down the road, busy with taxis, actually small Japanese vans full of women wearing berets and blankets.


Mercifully, the town was softened by the fading light.




Chapter 2


‘Of course,’ said the journalist to Joanna, ‘acting is a strange thing for a grown-up to do. I’ve interviewed lots of actors and it strikes me they are emotionally needy.’


‘That’s probably true. Most people are emotionally needy. By the way, I don’t like the phrase.’


‘Yes, but actors seem to require a fix. They’re addicted to praise.’


‘Maybe. I just think that it’s in the nature of acting that if you offer yourself up for judgement, of your performance, your …’


She paused wearily.


‘Your looks?’


‘Yes, your looks. The public infer a lot from what they see. They assume. Too much.’


The journalist, as he leant forward to write in his notebook, exposed his bare skull to her. He had shaved his head so that the sides, where there was still some hair, looked like the grindings of a pepper-mill, while the top was smooth. In London, this shaved head was very common now. It levelled the bald and the hairy. But it also seemed to signal a kind of deliberate self-effacement. Her own hair was quite short and spiky at the moment. The journalist had asked her why she had it so short.


‘Why the fuck shouldn’t I? It’s my hair, not public property.’


But she said it amiably, and then she qualified too: ‘Anyway, they do what they want with it on the set.’


And it was true, directors — and their shadows, the producers — were obsessed with hair.


The journalist was not the usual show-business type; he was more serious, more harsh in his manners.


‘How long have you been in London?’


‘I have to promote the film obviously …’


‘That’s in your contract?’


‘Yes. Of course.’


‘But you hate doing it?’


‘No, I like quite a lot of it. Do I look as though I hate it?’


She gestured at the room. He paused for a moment, looking at his notebook, his bare head flat onto her, as she sat across her huge chintzy armchair.


‘Can I ask you something else?’


She felt it coming now, cutting through the water, sending vibrations ahead of it.


‘Go ahead,’ she said.


She glanced at Sophie from the PR company, who was whispering brightly on her cell-phone near the bedroom. Sophie had a few more interviews lined up for her today.


‘Is there any connection between you and Richard McAllister?’


‘We’re friends. We have houses in the same village.’


Now Sophie put down her phone, her plump face performed a swift rearrangement as she stood up, pulling down her short, black skirt.


‘Unfortunately, Jim,’ she said, ‘there’s no time for the kind of in-depth personal interview on our schedule. Sorry to say this, but, you know how it is, how it works, we have to remain focused.’


‘So the Minister’s absence from office and your moving to the Savoy are purely coincidental?’


‘Miss Jermyn won’t be answering that, Jim. As Duncan knows, and I told him, when he rang requesting an interview, we haven’t got much time. I’m afraid there are three other journalists waiting.’


‘Do you deny that you and Mr McAllister have been having an affair?’


Joanna wanted to answer. She wanted to say that the word ‘affair’ was demeaning, a tawdry word which implied something hasty, makeshift and unworthy.


The journalist was standing up now, and Sophie placed herself directly in front of Joanna.


‘That’s it, Jim. I’ll speak to Duncan about the photos. And the tickets he wanted. I’m afraid we’ve just run out.’


The journalist was tall, so Joanna could see his gulag head over Sophie’s shoulder.


‘And the Minister’s disappearance? Could that be to keep out of the way?’


‘As far as I know,’ said Joanna, ‘he’s in Africa looking at horses.’


‘Jim, the interview’s over.’


Sophie moved to try to block the journalist’s view of Joanna.


‘He’s in Africa, and you’ve moved into the Savoy?’


Sophie began to push him.


‘Miss Jermyn is on a major promotional tour. Would you get out now, please.’


The journalist moved steadily backwards under pressure, until he fell over a Chinese lacquered table.


‘You’ve killed the bastard.’


He lay still for a moment: ‘I’m going. If you don’t mind my pointing it out, you are over-reacting,’ he said, from a kneeling position. The batteries for his tape recorder were lying across the room.


‘And you are well out of order,’ said Sophie, standing over him.


Joanna wondered at the way she said ‘well out of order’. PR women come from a pool of poorly but expensively educated young debutantes. But this Sophie had obviously lived a little.


‘Weh outta oardah,’ she said again. ‘Right outta lahn. Now fuck off outta it.’


After he had gone, they ordered coffee and a glass of champagne.


‘Well outta lahn, Soph,’ said Joanna. ‘But it’s true of course. I love him.’


‘Shall I tell the next one to go, or wait?’


‘You tell him to fuck off outta here, Soph.’


‘I’m from South London really.’


Her laugh was as rasping as any old dear’s sitting in a corner of the snug bar.


‘So we both have secrets.’


‘What are we going to do?’


‘You don’t need to worry. Whatever he writes, it can only help get bums on seats.’


‘And you?’


‘I don’t know. I want to speak to Richard. I miss him terribly.’


‘I’ll get on to the little twerp’s boss, Duncan Follow, who I know well, and see if I can shut him up.’


‘What’s the point? It’s all going to come out.’


‘I can probably delay if you need to speak to …’


‘To Richard. If I can find him He’s in the middle of nowhere. Can you order me a cab? I think I have to go home and talk to my husband.’


‘Does he know anything?’


‘Not really. He’s a writer.’


‘What about your agent?’


‘He knows. I should speak to him right away. Can you ask him to come and see me?’


While Sophie made her phone-calls, Joanna looked out of the window. A sightseeing boat was passing under Hungerford Bridge. Another boat passed in the other direction, loaded with what looked from this height like sand. From here she could see both ways, up along the river, from Westminster to Canary Wharf. She hadn’t realised that the river curved in this way, in huge, lazy arcs. The river itself was sand-coloured today; she had watched it from up here over the past few days; it changed with the tides and the winds, from a grey, uneasy, wintry turbulence, to a dappled sparkle. The water itself was at times full of discords and conflicts, heaving and rolling, and then it would unexpectedly become as gentle as a mill pond.


Living here at the Savoy was a strangely muted experience. The view from outside was silent. There were no familiar domestic sounds; vital parts of her normal life had been excised, so that there was no connection, for example, between eating and the raw ingredients. The strangely subdued waiters and maids were from another world too, a world which had different natural laws and different hierarchies. There was a nostalgia for the perfect guest, a rich civilised man of a type which had probably not crossed the threshold for sixty years. Actors, of course, were only acting. They could be admired — as she was — but the staff knew actors weren’t the real thing. All the same, she was aware that her face, her new fame, had an electrifying effect on people she met, as though fame were really the vital spark that could ignite what was dormant in them.


And now she would have to go back and tell Jeremy the whole truth. Jeremy had said a strange thing to her when she told him she would be housed at the Savoy for the whole promotional tour. He said: when you brush your teeth in the morning these days, it’s as if you were looking after an idol. What sort of idol, she asked. He meant an idol in a temple but, for a moment, she thought he meant screen idol. It was true that fame made your every action more significant. Jeremy had poured scorn on the screenplay of Half in Love, when it was offered to her, but she wondered if Jeremy recognised it for what it was, a story which could take her out of the world of theatrical artifice and into the landscape which only movies can create, a sort of parallel world, where feeling reigns just as it does in the dreams of ordinary people, dreams which save them from embracing the reality of their lives.


Jeremy said that it was a banal idea. From the comfort of their farmhouse, he wanted to produce abrasive work; he wanted people to understand what he understood; he wanted people to learn. But Joanna knew that people didn’t want to learn or to understand, they wanted to feel. History had become feeling. Politics had become feeling. It occurred to her when Princess Diana died that millions of people — probably lonely, miserable people as Jeremy said — had wanted a communion, an opportunity to express their feelings. Nobody, of course, was interested in their daily lives, but that only gave the pent-up emotions greater intensity. Jeremy found the whole thing pathetic. He wanted people to face up to reality. His plays were all about issues, but they were issues which he manufactured in his study, an old granary next to the house. The sacks of grain had gone, replaced by sacks of unsolicited wisdom. Now she would have to go down to the farmhouse, to leave her silent sub-aqua world, and give him the real, true, facts.


A waiter arrived with a tray loaded not just with a glass or two, but an assortment of nickel-plated jugs and pots and a small vase of orchids, invitations to the health club, a plate of cookies, an elaborate wine cooler, three types of sugar, and a bowl of coffee crystals attached to lollipop sticks, which in turn had streamers on them so that you could launch them like navigational buoys into the coffee. There was also a silver dish of almonds and brazil nuts, chosen for their plump good looks. Sophie put the phone down.


‘Are you all right?’ she asked.


‘I was dreading it, but now it’s got to be faced.’


Sophie opened the champagne expertly. Joanna imagined that she applied the same dexterity in her sex life.


‘Cheers.’


She didn’t really want to drink champagne, but it was PR people’s first aid, the PR antibiotic. She sipped it, while Sophie gulped.


‘I’ve rung Stan and he’s on his way. A car is coming. Umberto, the doorman, will keep it standing right outside, and I’ve told the journos you’re not well. Is that all right?’


‘Yes, that’s fine, Sophie.’


Adversity had thrown them together.


‘There are more calories in one brazil nut than in a Mars Bar,’ said Sophie, eating two. Her clothes, the South Kensington rig, were straining, but Joanna guessed that there were men who found her attractive. There was more than a hint of sexual complicity about her. The women Jeremy wrote about were bitterly conscious of men’s selfishness and insensitivity, but this girl belonged to that subversive legion of women who encouraged men in their folly.


‘What did you tell Stan?’


‘I said you needed to speak to him very urgently.’


She was Stan’s biggest client by a long way now. He was out of his depth in Hollywood, but he knew people at ICM, who shared the commission with him and consulted him. In the past when she had just left Webber-Douglas, Stan had taken her out for meals and tried, rather forlornly, to seduce her. Once that phase was over, they became very close. Stan had a wry kind of Old Testament kindness, a kindness matched by a faintly exasperated wisdom, as he watched the passing show of producers, directors and television executives and listened to their plans sympathetically. He too had seen instantly that Half in Love could be a huge success, particularly when directed by Joel Mannix. She was nominated for an Oscar, she won a Golden Globe and a BAFTA, and went from being a respected television and theatre actor to being a star in a few heady months. Stan knew all about Richard. He was also contemptuous of Jeremy, although he tried to hide it. Once he had said: ‘Look, you probably have to be Jewish to understand this, but this is a wonderful country, and I can’t stand people who are always trying to suggest that there’s something sinister going on. David Hare, people like that, for instance.’


People like that included Jeremy, no question of it.


Jeremy. Jeremy, sitting there writing his almost-brilliant television plays and his slightly tedious stage plays and his run-of-the-mill serials, which were always loaded with big ideas. A critic had once said that his television work was like cottage pie, flambéed in expensive cognac. Poor Jeremy. She knew that her leaving him would embitter him too. But he would draw comfort from the fact that he had long ago divined the nature of human beings. Her desertion would prove to him that he was a perceptive man. He had a talent for placing himself in the middle of the action.


When he read the Sunday papers, he took the stories personally: ‘Rushdie’s cottoned on at last. I said exactly three years ago, in Distant Rooms, Dark Secrets.’ Once he said that the Prime Minister had stolen his exact words about race in Britain, but that he had perverted them. ‘We do not look at the colour of a person’s skin; we look at the value of their contribution to our country.’ What Jeremy had written was: ‘In Britain today, the colour of a person’s skin cannot be separated from the question of his deeds.’ Hardly a black person had ever been spotted in Hartfield in living memory.


Sophie had eaten all the brazil nuts and two of the cookies.


‘Will you tell me what I should say to Stan? When you’re ready of course.’


‘Sophie, I’ll talk to Stan and then I’ll try to talk to Richard, then I’ll talk to Jeremy, then I’ll call you. Just hold everything until tomorrow.’


Joanna stood by the window. This was what happened. You found yourself standing by a huge panorama, desolately taking part in a play for which you’d never auditioned, and for which there was no script. This was the price you paid. Richard wanted to resign after he was stabbed, because he felt that, in some way, he deserved it.


‘He called me a posh cunt,’ he’d told her in hospital. ‘I was pompous. Maybe I was too pleased with myself, I don’t know.’


‘Richard, some little National Front yob stabbed you, you’ve got nothing to feel ashamed about.’


‘I don’t feel ashamed. I feel dislocated. I never asked for this.’


I never asked for this either. Richard’s withdrawal, she saw now, came from a knowledge that more would follow.


‘Your agent’s downstairs.’


‘Ask them to send him up.’


Stan’s arrivals and departures were always accompanied by an atomic commotion, as though he disturbed the air as he moved through. Delicate objects such as glass began to tremble and oscillate as he passed. Joanna thought that Jews were more in touch with elemental things. They were more firmly in this world, more human.


He embraced her. Recently he’d taken to wearing a little goatee which made him look old and rabbinical, rather than young and savvy, as he intended. The goatee was shiny and resilient, but surprisingly soft.


‘This is Sophie, who’s doing the publicity, and this is Stanley Blumberg, my agent.’


‘I’m just off,’ said Sophie.


‘What is it, whenever I come into the room, beautiful girls leave?’


‘Give it a rest, Stan.’


But Sophie was pleased. ‘Nice to meet you. I’ll call tomorrow, Joanna.’


‘Good.’


It was the first time Sophie had used her first name, Joanna. Stan ordered tea.


‘Don’t bring me the oatmeal biscuits or scones and jam, or salmon sandwiches cut by brain surgeons, just tea, okay? Indian tea.’


‘You’ve been here before, obviously,’ said Joanna.


‘Once or twice. Now, how deep in the shit are we?’


‘You’re not in the shit.’


‘Whither thou goest, I go.’


‘Quite deep. A journalist from the Express asked me some questions about Richard.’


‘Fishing type of questions, or serious questions?’


‘I don’t know. Somebody was in the village last week taking pictures of Richard’s horse and our place.’


‘Can I ask you what you and Richard want to do?’


Questions can be too simple. There was also, hiding behind the question, the wraith of resentment. There was nothing that Stan would ever promote to the status of jealousy, but Joanna knew that Stan loved her still in his way, despite his burly worldliness.


‘Can we start nearer the beginning, Stan?’ she said. ‘Can we find out from the Express if they’re going to run the story. I’m sure it’s all going to come out, but I have to speak to Richard and to Jeremy. I need a few days, maybe a week.’


‘I could call the editor. The problem is that if I call her she will know immediately that something’s going on. She’s not going to pass on a story like this with her circulation. Richard would have far more clout. He could get Downing Street on to her.’


‘Richard is in the sticks.’


‘Even in the sticks they have phones. He has a phone. Ring him.’


‘I promised not to ring him until he came back.’


‘Maybe you should reconsider.’


‘Maybe I should.’


She knew that Stan was thinking how silly it sounded: a pact not to phone. She was in some kind of idiotic Gentile self-denial. Richard looking at horses, having donned blinkers himself, and she prattling to journalists and TV interviewers about what fun it had been, and what a privilege it was working with Joel Mannix on Half in Love, and how well the new film was doing in America, and telling her little actressy anecdotes about the Oscars, and all the time longing to speak to Richard.


All the time she was in the television studios and all the time she was talking to journalists, she was longing for Richard.


‘I’ll call him later,’ she said.


Stan drinking tea, Stan looking out of the window without interest, Stan exploring how this could be announced to the studio — Stan’s presence — calmed her. Sometimes she thought she had never been suited to the life of an actor, because she wanted a calmness and a peace which acting denied. But the truth was, she wasn’t sure where that calmness could be found. She certainly didn’t want a dull and domestic life. The impulse to act was probably a search for assurance. And it was true that her awards and acclaim had given her a feeling of solidity that she had lacked.


The journalist with closely cropped hair had given her a push when she had been afraid to jump.


‘Are you really up for this?’ asked Stan.


‘Stan, why are you trying to modernise your vocabulary? Say what you mean.’


But she knew what he meant. He was referring to the pain she was going to cause Jeremy and the recriminations and the uncertainty which lay ahead.


Stan began to make phone calls. The phone was his natural medium. On the river now, two tourist boats were passing on the tide at surprisingly high speed. She could see tourists leaning over the side, looking in her direction.


 


She was fourteen when her father died. He was shot as some Argentines surrendered in the Falklands. She and her brother were picked up from the boarding school by her mother and a Ministry driver. Her brother liked sitting in the front of the car with the driver, because he hadn’t grasped what the news meant. She sat next to her mother, who was weeping quietly, and they drove home, where tired, faded Granny was waiting. Joanna went back to school after two weeks. Her father was a hero, awarded a posthumous medal, and the other girls for a while idolised her. Her eyes, she believed, acquired their depths then in some inexplicable way. She felt herself becoming an English heroine. The direction of her life seemed to have been drawn from the films of Noël Coward and John Mills. Sometimes she thought that her public — her new, vast public — saw her in softly filtered monochrome. In Half in Love she was the cool Englishwoman in the New York inferno.




Chapter 3


Richard McAllister was taking breakfast at the Wagon Wheels Hotel in Mafeking and reading his great-uncle’s account of General Stonewall Jackson’s horse, Fancy. Fancy had been bought by the General for his wife, but ‘was promoted from ladies’ hack to charger, by an accident, namely upon the General’s finding that he preferred Fancy to his own horse. Fancy was no more than a pony, but upon this plebeian beast, General Stonewall Jackson was mounted at the Battle of Bull Run in July 1861.’ After the war, Fancy became a household pet until he died at the age of thirty-five. His remains were stuffed and are displayed at the Robert E. Lee camp, adorned — his great-uncle noted proudly — with a British Army saddle and bridle, presented by an English admirer, Lieutenant-Colonel John Fremantle of the Coldstream Guards.


Richard was happy. He was conscious of feeling something close to bliss, sitting here in the long, silent dining room with the drying toast and the coarse marmalade and the huge pots of railway coffee, designed to test your tolerance of heat as you picked them up. His great-uncle had stayed here, and Baden-Powell had made his headquarters near by. All this he had discovered at the little, rarely visited museum. He had found his great-uncle’s name in the original hotel guest book, preserved there, and noted that he had ordered a case of Cape wines to be kept for his use. The cost was thirty shillings. But Richard’s happiness arose not from nosing around in his great-uncle’s life, truffling up a few forgotten fragments of an Army veterinary officer’s routine, but from his own sense of weightlessness. What he was doing here in this obscure, dirty town, reading about horses, following his great-uncle’s trail, was a quest (no, quest was too strong a word) without purpose, without any connection to events in the world. What was called the real world. He had a sense of swimming in obscurity, although his presence in the hotel, with his rather English clothes and the scar on his neck, had caused curiosity. He was no dandy, but he could see that his clothes might look sumptuous in this sun-bleached place, where the raiment was as faded as the landscape. Government encouraged the wearing of stripes and silk ties and loudly discreet shoes. At Westminster he had discovered a whole range of small vanities, at first with amusement.


Baden-Powell had developed his scouting ensemble here: broad hat, innkeeper’s breeches, later to give way to shorts, stave, lanyard and so on. Baden-Powell had also given the order to start to eat the horses as the siege progressed, so his great-uncle wrote. A soup was made from the horses, which B-P called ‘chevril’, and the tails and manes were used to stuff mattresses and pillows at the hospital. The horses’ oats were pounded to make a porridge. The skin, hooves and head were boiled to make brawn. Richard’s great-uncle had been overseeing the landing of the horses from Australia, Argentina, Britain and Ireland but entered Mafeking to complete his study of the care and management of horses in warfare a few weeks before the siege started. Of course what he didn’t know was that horses are not going to take part in too many more cavalry charges, even though the cavalry training manual said that the rifle could not replace the effect produced by the magnetism of the charge and the terror of cold steel. The magnetism of the charge must have meant the hypnotic effect, the stampeding effect, of a thousand horses galloping, rather than their charm and beauty. And Richard saw that, in many individually small and cumulatively final ways, the past had sunk below the horizon, out of view.


His great-uncle, Major Dick, wrote without any apparent malice that he had acquired an assistant who was good with horses, a man who had a pleasant, ugly face which reminded him of his family bulldog. This man was called September and developed ‘a dog-like devotion’ to his great-uncle. His great-uncle, he discovered, had met Kipling in Lahore, and Kipling had made reference to him in Plain Tales from the Hills as an expert horsebreaker. For the past three years in the Government, he had wondered, despite his affection for the Prime Minister, whether he or any of his chums realised that their principles and their beliefs were as subject to fashion as Major Dick’s. Or Major Dick’s friend, Colonel Baden-Powell’s? Baden-Powell had written to a friend, a schoolmaster, saying how much he wanted to see his collection of photographs of naked boys again. Baden-Powell discouraged his scouts from taking an interest in girls: he disparaged ‘girlitis’.


 


A young and different waiter, whose hair was standing straight up in short rows, like newly risen carrots, approached him.


‘The menja want to spek met jou, seh.’


The manager, a Portuguese whose eyes were excessively liquid and deeply recessed, said he had a message for him. He handed Richard a piece of paper that requested that he ring Pretoria, urgently, to speak to the High Commissioner. The manager had had trouble with the word ‘Commissioner’.


Richard went to his room, his heart beating lightly with apprehension; his happiness, his contemplative life, had gone up in smoke. The High Commissioner said that he had been asked by Downing Street to find him in Mafeking and to ask him to speak to Talfryn Williams, and supplied him with a phone number.


‘How’s Mafeking, Minister? Enjoying yourself?’


‘I am enjoying myself. Least I was. As you know, I have been on leave for a few weeks.’


‘Absolutely. If there’s anything you need, ring me on this number. Are you coming up this way?’


‘Don’t think so.’


He started up his mobile phone and dialled Williams’s number.


‘You haven’t had your phone on,’ said Williams.


‘That’s true.’


‘I had to get the Ambassador out of bed. Last night.’


‘Did you enjoy that?’


‘I did actually. I was thinking, why should this bugger be sound asleep while I’m working.’
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