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© Caroline Forbes


Jennifer Johnston is one of the foremost Irish writers of her, or any, generation. She has won the Whitbread Prize (THE OLD JEST), the Evening Standard Best First Novel Award (for THE CAPTAINS AND THE KINGS), the Yorkshire Post Award, Best Book of the Year (twice, for THE CAPTAINS AND THE KINGS and HOW MANY MILES TO BABYLON?). She was also shortlisted for the Booker Prize with SHADOWS ON OUR SKIN.




Praise for Jennifer Johnston


‘Roddy Doyle has called her “the best writer in Ireland” and I’m not going to argue. Any novel by the great Johnston is an event . . . wisdom, pinpoint observation and elegance . . . even the surprises are surprising . . . richly satisfying’ Kate Saunders, The Times


‘Johnston writes with exquisite precision, yet scenes and characters are brought vividly before our eyes . . . An Irish masterpiece in miniature . . . in the same class as William Trevor – that is, head and shoulders above most writers at work today’ Scotsman


‘Jennifer Johnston is not just one of Ireland’s best living writers, she is one of the best, full stop . . . A masterpiece’ Irish News


‘Irresistible’ Times Literary Supplement


‘[Caroline’s] journey into [Desmond’s] murky past is beautifully written and builds to a glorious grand finale’ Saga Magazine


‘Quiveringly tender and sensitive . . . as perfect and as minutely aware as ever’ Sunday Independent




By Jennifer Johnston and available from Headline




The Captains and the Kings


The Gates


Shadows on Our Skin


The Christmas Tree


The Railway Station Man


Fool’s Sanctuary


The Invisible Worm


The Illusionist


Two Moons


The Gingerbread Woman


This is Not a Novel


Grace and Truth


Foolish Mortals


Truth or Fiction


Shadowstory


A Sixpenny Song




About the Book


Desmond Fitzmaurice is a mysterious literary giant of the thirties whom no one has seen for years. Caroline is a London journalist, and hasn’t the faintest interest in going to Dublin to interview him. That his life story will feature ‘lots of sex and some violence’, as the old man claims, seems farcical. She’ll stay for a couple of nights, extract what she can and try to make his life sound interesting. But in Desmond’s quiet house, his quiet life, Caroline discovers much, much more than she bargained for . . .




To the third and fourth generations with love and high hopes




I work at home mostly at my computer, a newish Apple Mac, big screen, it didn’t cost me an arm and a leg, but it looks very good. I am not very adept, a messy typer, but it does whatever I need, as long as no one asks me to do fancy tricks, those I can’t manage at all. Anyway, the paper I work for accepts my copy without complaint, occasionally slight smiles, but that is all. If the machine stops working, or begins to behave badly, I throw it away and buy a new one. I have worked my way through four in my journalistic life. Letters I write with a pen; rather, cards I write, blue cards with my name, address and telephone number printed across the top.


Caroline Wallace, 13 Lansdowne Road, London W11, and, underneath that, my telephone number. I do not have a mobile or an email address. I like to keep things simple.


Yes, indeed I do.


I write book reviews and a few articles, from time to time, about esoteric and faraway places that no one really wants to go to; places with no tourist infrastructure, no swimming nor beaches nor, indeed, divine hotels with spas and all the sort of luxuries that the rich expect these days. These get published in very glossy magazines. I get paid a lot, but I have every intention of giving up this uncomfortable crap and buckling down to become a serious and thoughtful middle-aged expert on twentieth-century literature, and possibly also, if I live that long, twenty-first century literature.


I live in Notting Hill, that’s west London, just in case you don’t know. I have lived there for many years, since before that wretched film ruined all our lives, made us prey to gogglers and snoopers. I live in the top half of a pretty house owned by my cousin Rosie, who works in Geneva for the UN and is seldom home. I live happily there with a nice man who writes quite successful novels and in all the ten years we have been together he has never thought of asking me to marry him. I don’t know why, and, perhaps stupidly, I have never asked. We are both getting on in years now, I am over forty and he is a few years more, so I don’t suppose he will ever ask me. Maybe he sees marriage as a trap, a prison, a commitment in which he doesn’t want to become involved, or perhaps it is just inertia on his part. I have waited hopefully for the past few years; I would like to have had a couple of babies, a dog and a cat. I had the confidence at one time that I could do the great womanly juggling act and cope with all that and my job, but that has leeched away with the years and now even the thought of babies, a dog and a cat leaves me breathless with exhaustion . . . and also a little melancholic.


Anyway, that’s the way things were until about a week ago.


Caroline arrived at the office to find the telephone light flashing on her desk. The Lit. Ed. wanted to see her asap.


‘Ah, Caroline. Good morning to you,’ she said. She was staring at her over the tops of her glasses. ‘Ever been to Dublin?’


‘Dublin?’


‘Dublin, Ireland. Used to be the second city of the Empire.’


She used to throw out useless bits of information like that from time to time. She pushed her glasses up her nose and stared at Caroline through the lenses.


‘I know where Dublin is. I’ve never been there.’


‘Ever heard of Desmond Fitzmaurice?’


‘Umm.’ Caroline thought hard and for quite a long time and the Lit. Ed. made squiggles on the paper in front of her with her pen. Finally, up through the murk came his name.


‘Dead writer of plays, war correspondent, literary giant of the thirties. His war stuff was wonderful, I’ve read a memoir that he wrote.’


‘Not dead. Very much, I have been told, alive. No one reads his books any more, no one puts on his plays, no one in fact knows his name, except, of course, the odd expert like yourself. I’d like you to go over and stir him up a bit. What does the old writer do when he stops writing? Or is he still writing? Is he a legend in his own country? Is he mad? Sane? Whatever. Go and find out. I believe he’s about to be ninety.’


‘Now? At once?’


‘Why not? Why waste time? A week or so in Dublin . . . God, I’d love it myself. Il Paradiso. But I am, of course, deskbound.’


She scratched the top of her head with her silver ballpoint.


‘Nothing tooo serious, darling, a spot of gossip won’t come amiss. I will not run the red pencil through a spot of gossip. After all, we’re heading into the silly season.’


Her telephone rang. She waved a dismissive hand and Caroline left the room.


What to do? she wondered. What to do? Why has she picked on me?


This was not quite her scene; she stood in the passage fumbling in her bag. It seemed the right thing to be doing. When in doubt, fumble in your bag, most other women do it too. You are not alone. She brought out a pen and a small notebook and wrote Desmond Fitzmaurice on an empty page. Library, tel. no., publisher, tickets, and then a series of question marks. She snapped the notebook shut and threw it back into her bag and headed for the lift. No point in staying here. Must get this show on the road. Must tell Herbert.


She got off the bus outside the Odeon in the High Street and walked up through Holland Park. The sun was sliding down a bit towards the west, hitting the pale green leaf buds and shining in the windows of the stucco houses that backed on to the park. Some children still ran and kicked footballs on the grass and dogs snuffled round the roots of trees. In the woods a peacock cried. Even here the air was heavy with car fumes and bus fumes and, she thought, even the fumes from the planes streaking overhead. She wondered about Dublin. Rain; they always said it rained there, permanently.


Yiaoooo.


Should she write to him and ask him for an interview? He might not answer the letter. Telephone? Probably more sense.


Yiaooooo.


Peacocks. One of the wonderful features of Holland Park.


They could hear them from their house at night. Were they wailing for their demon lovers? Or just perhaps talking to themselves, reminding themselves of some terrible thing that had happened in their past? Bet you don’t get peacocks in Dublin.


She came out of the gate and turned right towards the avenue. A frisky spring wind tweaked at her hair and blew dust around her feet. If someone blindfolded her now she would be able to walk home with confidence, right to the door. She knew every stone, every railing, every tree. She knew where the traffic lights were and the depth of the pavement edge and how many steps to cross the road. She knew the turn to Lansdowne Road, and each gate and driveway before she came to her own; she knew what each person grew in their front garden and each cat that sat on the wall, or lurked silently waiting in the long grass for unsuspecting birds, and she knew each tree, now coming into leaf, and the rustle that each one made as you passed it. This knowledge, she thought, is called love. The magnolia in their front garden had cream-coloured fleshy flowers which were just now uncurling themselves, showing off.


Caroline knew that Herbert was in the moment she opened the front door; she could hear his fingers pattering like rain on the keyboard. She couldn’t do this, she had often wondered why; jerky spasms were all she could manage, a sort of Morse code of dots and dashes. Is it a lack of co-ordination in my fingers, she wondered, or a lack of co-ordination in my brain?


‘Yoo hoo,’ she called as she reached the landing, slinging her enormous handbag on to the floor. The pattering continued.


She went into the kitchen and switched on the kettle, it whispered for a moment and then sighed and then became silent. She wondered if she wouldn’t rather have a glass of wine.


‘There’s some Sancerre in the fridge,’ his voice called from the other room. Her mind was made up for her. She turned off the kettle.


He padded into the room. He ran his hand across the back of her neck and headed for the fridge. He never wore shoes or socks in the house. His feet were long and bony, skeletal almost, she thought.


‘Today is the day for wine, not tea or coffee. I have finished the book.’


He opened the fridge door and took out a bottle of Sancerre.


‘The end. Finis.’


‘Darling, how wonderful. I’m so pleased.’


He groped behind him in a drawer for the corkscrew; it was one of those tiresome, very expensive ones that we all give each other for presents. He looked somewhat forlornly at it, before attacking the bottle.


‘Twenty minutes ago I put that wonderful word at the bottom of the page and then I felt depressed.’


‘Why on earth?’


‘Two years’ work and then The End. I felt cold and lonely the moment I typed that word. Look, my hands are shaking.’


She took the bottle from him and pulled down the two side arms. The screw sank into the cork with ease. Maybe the bloody thing was going to work this time.


‘May I read it? Are you happy with it? Is it the best yet?’


He got two glasses from the cupboard.


‘Tell you what we’ll do. I’ll finish my note to Angus. We’ll wrap it up and take the blessed thing to Bloomsbury Square, drop it in the letter box and then go and have a terribly expensive meal. You can read it tomorrow.’ He poured some wine into each glass.


She lifted hers and held it up towards him.


‘To you, my darling, and the book and your successful future.’


‘Ta ra,’ he said.


Their conversations were like this quite a lot of the time, friendly, lazy, uncommitted. They seldom fought, or even argued, they were pleasant with each other. Yes they were.


Caroline found Desmond Fitzmaurice’s telephone number the next morning without too much trouble and waited until ten thirty to ring him, not wanting to catch him in his pyjamas, so to speak. A cup of black coffee steamed beside her on the table. Herbert was singing in the bath, very loud and quite tuneless. It was a daft habit of his.


The phone rang and rang.


Shit, she thought, the bloody man is away.


‘Yes,’ said an angry voice into her ear.


‘Can I please speak to Desmond Fitzmaurice?’


‘No.’


‘Well, when—’


‘Who is it? What do you want? I can take a message.’


‘I’d really like to speak to him.’


‘No,’ the voice said again. ‘You can’t do that. It is not possible. I have a pen. Give me your name and number and I’ll get him to ring you back.’


There was a scuffling noise and a bang and the voice changed.


‘Good morning, this is Desmond Fitzmaurice. Can I help you?’


Suave, smooth, well-oiled but old.


‘My name is Caroline Wallace. I’m ringing from London. I wondered if it would be possible to come and see you. I work for the Telegraph and my literary editor would like me to do a feature on you, your plays, your wonderful war memoir, your involvement in Irish politics, all that sort of thing. A re-opening up of your life . . .’


‘A re-opening? What a perfectly splendid idea. I love the thought of being re-opened. By all means come and see me. As soon as you can or it might be too late. Ha ha, that last remark is a joke, just in case you didn’t catch its tenor. Ha ha.’ He chuckled away to himself. ‘Come now. Come round this moment. Not much time to lose. I am almost ninety, you know.’


‘Well, I’m in London actually, but I could come over tomorrow and spend a couple of days.’


‘Do that. What was your name again? I forget things. Extreme old age, you know. Not to be recommended.’


‘Caroline Wallace. I—’


‘Caroline Wallace. I’m writing that down.’


She heard the scribbling of his pen. She heard the slight rasp of his breath.


‘Yes, well, that’s that. Give me a ring, or no, just come on out. I’ll be expecting you some time tomorrow. It will be getting near to evening. Get a taxi. You work for rich employers, they won’t begrudge you a taxi.’ He laughed and rang off.


Her eye fell on a photograph of him taken many years ago that lay among his books scattered across her table. He was a handsome man, tall, dark-haired, with a long nose and a narrow smiling mouth.


Like someone?


Yes, like someone, but she couldn’t think who.


Cary Grant? No.


Well, that was that anyway. She supposed she’d better tell Herbert, whose voice was no longer warbling in the bathroom. In fact, at that moment he came in through the door wrapped inadequately in a bath towel.


‘I’ve been thinking,’ he said. ‘Well, for a little while, on and off and then in the bath, I just felt . . . well . . . why don’t we get married?’ He smiled at her. He stood there on the other side of the table and smiled, a lovely smile, warm, wonderful, just the sort of smile you need at a moment like that.


‘Married?’


‘Yes, darling. Married.’


‘Why?’ Caroline felt a huge anger beginning to grow inside her, an enormous, black rage spreading up through her body from her spleen or wherever it is that anger grows from.


‘Why not?’ His voice was cheerful.


‘We’ve lived together for ten years without you feeling the need. Why now? I mean to say—’


‘Book finished and it’s good. I know it’s good. The best. Wait and see. And then a prize. Marrying you would be such a prize.’


They stared at each other for a very long time. He began to look puzzled.


Words suddenly spilled out of her mouth.


‘What the fuck are you on about? What does prize mean? Hey. Who gets a prize? Not me, that’s for sure. I’d have married you ten years ago, in a flash, if you’d asked me, but you didn’t. No, no. Let’s move in together, darling. Let’s be cool, trendy, no rings, vows, no carry-on, no church, no mothers-in-law, nothing like that at all. Don’t you realise, you bloody prick, we could have had kids. Three or four kids, out there in the garden playing. We could have had all that wonderful hassle. I could have been a mother, not just a reviewer of other people’s books. I—’


‘Look here—’


‘You talk about a prize. Oh God! I suppose you’re starting to have twinges of arthritis. Have you been diagnosed as having diabetes? That happens to a lot of ageing men. I hear that around. Perhaps it’s just normal wear and tear getting to you. Well, I’ll tell you something for nothing. I have no intention of being anybody’s unpaid nurse for the rest of my life.’


‘You’re being very unreasonable.’


‘I am, am I?’


‘I didn’t know you wanted to have children. Why on earth didn’t you tell me? I thought you were happy with me. I thought we were good together. I thought—’


‘Just shut the fuck up.’ She was going to cry. She could feel the tears boiling up behind her eyes.


‘You are absurd.’


‘Yes. I suppose I am. Very absurd. I hadn’t considered the absurdity of my situation. Ten years! And now, in your idiotic bath towel, you say why don’t we get married . . .’


‘I’ll go and put on some clothes. What would you like? What would be most suitable? A dinner jacket? Lounge suit? Jeans? Just say the word.’


The tears came, unstoppable, bursting out from her eyes. She put her hands up in front of her face to try and keep them under control.


‘Shut up,’ she snuffled.


‘What?’


‘Shut up.’


Gently he put the towel over her head, tucking the ends of it into her hands. He pushed her down into a chair. She pressed the towel to her face. She choked on tears, her nose ran. She was absurd. She knew that. He was right about that. They were both absurd. Is it possible to live a life that is not absurd? What did they talk about for ten years? Books, art, politics, gossip, food, where to go on holidays, never the way they should be living, never the nuts and bolts of life. No, of course not. They never bored themselves with such minutiae.


Caroline unwrapped the towel from her head and blew her nose, and blew and blew. Absurd tears, absurd snot, her head was throbbing. He was no longer in the room. She wondered where he had gone. She got up and went over to the window and leaned her head against the cold glass. Below her in the garden the wind stirred the magnolia flowers. She heard the padding of his feet. He came back naked into the room, holding in front of him a cup of tea.
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