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To Sarah Kershaw

 



Who helped me piece my life back together




I am staring at a photo taken in the summer of 2005. My husband Nick sits on a sofa in the drawing room of an elegant country house. Cupped in his arms, one on each side, are two slumbering three-year-olds, their heads drooping, their lips moist and slightly parted, their long brown eyelashes resting motionless on sun-kissed skin.

I can feel the heat of that day, smell the long, damp grass spattered wet from a waterslide down which twenty children have slithered and screamed, hear their peals of laughter drifting in from the garden and snaking down the hallway. It is late in the afternoon and the cool indoors provides a refuge as the long hot day begins to take its toll.

Nick’s face glows from fresh air and sunshine, and from the love and pride he feels for those two sleeping boys, his sons, our children. His smile seems to lift itself out of the photo and plead with me to join him, and I so want to reach out - and find a way back into that glorious, precious day. It is still a recent memory, so recent that if I turn round and look into my past I feel as if I can touch it.

I want to be there next to him and stop the fun, end the day, quell the laughter and scream at Nick, ‘You’ve got cancer. This is all going to stop. You’re going to die.’ Because looking at him now and knowing what was happening and what lay ahead for us, is unbearable.




ONE


I don’t spend a lot of time thinking, ‘Why me?’ People always say that’s what you must think, but I don’t. If you’re slightly fatalistic about cancer, as I am, then you always think ‘why not me?’



NICK’S AUDIO DIARY, APRIL 2006

 



 



 




They say death announces itself. It did for me, but I misread the signs.

It knocked at the door long before I heard it. Like the rumble of a distant train, I knew it was out there somewhere but had no idea it was headed my way. A premonition, I thought, a strong and unfathomable premonition. But unlike premonitions I’d had before, this one was sinister: an uneasy, creeping discomfort which was as inexplicable as it was ridiculous and which my rational mind told me to ignore.

And I tried to. I began to talk glibly about death, but it was my  death I talked about, my death I thought I heard calling. I even consulted the vicar at my local church about my funeral arrangements. ‘Will you bury me?’ I asked, somewhat to his surprise. My conversations became littered with morbid banter. ‘I don’t think I’m going to live that long,’ I joked to a shopkeeper who was trying to sell me a Christmas stencilling kit which he promised would last me ‘for years’. When I peered into the future it seemed to collapse in on itself, leaving a part-blank canvas; a sure sign, I thought, that my days were numbered.

Looking back now, I can see my intuition had picked up on something lurking in the wings of our lives that summer of 2005. It was our luck, and it was running out. But wrapped up with two young boys and the chaos of our daily domestic routine, I couldn’t see it. I didn’t spot that Nick was losing weight: a stone and a half over the course of a few months. Fifteen years of marriage and the easy familiarity that came in its wake meant my senses were no longer acute. Nick chose not to notice either. ‘I realized my watch strap was getting looser and made a note to buy a new one,’ he wrote later. At work people commented that he was pale and often tired. ‘That’s what happens when you have young children,’ he said, and laughed it off. It seemed funny at the time.

What he did notice was a tightening sensation in his left buttock. It began to encroach on his walking. ‘Maybe you should see an osteopath to ease it,’ I suggested half-heartedly, knowing that Nick regarded any form of medical intervention as undesirable at best, suspect at worst. ‘It feels like a muscle spasm. It’ll go away in time,’ he insisted, while noting in his diary:I constructed a diagnosis based on half-digested bits of medical information: a trapped nerve or muscle strain was causing me to walk awkwardly, and it was this that had caused a slight swelling. For a time, I even did exercises to try to relieve the pressure, reassured by the fact that the bump didn’t seem to get any bigger. It didn’t get any smaller, either.




It gave him no pain, but as that glorious hot summer spilled into a warm and mellow autumn, his mood changed. He started to get tetchy. ‘You’re so bloody grumpy at times,’ I snapped irritably one day, and to my further irritation he said nothing  but looked downcast and turned away from me. He began to get tired, so tired he couldn’t push the boys’ buggy and I had to take over. ‘Oh, the perils of being an older father,’ I muttered under my breath with yet more annoyance. For the first time in our eighteen years together he didn’t buy me a birthday present that year and I wondered whether he was losing interest in me.

And then one day he couldn’t walk down some steps. And that was when everything changed. For ever.

Death no longer knocked at the door. It entered our house. And was all around us.

 



That day was in September. Nick and I had travelled, as we’d often done in the past, to New York to visit Jane Cooke, widow of the broadcaster Alistair Cooke who had died the previous year. Nick had struck up a close relationship with Alistair over the years he had spent writing his biography and Jane now wanted to give Nick a memento from Alistair - some drawings by the British political cartoonist David Low - and she’d insisted that he collect them himself. Maybe, at the age of ninety-three, and knowing that Nick had little reason now to travel stateside, she wanted to see him for what she thought might be the last time.

I flew out ahead of Nick to spend some time idling and shopping with an old friend, but my stomach churned with fear. I tried to reason that all mothers, separated from small children, experience such churnings and I put them down to maternal angst. But my long-awaited break provided little respite.

I said nothing of this to Nick. And he said nothing to me of the onset of his own worries, which started around this time.  I think the closeness that had grown between us in what had become an exceptionally strong marriage had made us overprotective of each other.

At the weekend we joined Jane at the Cooke family retreat at Nassau Point on Long Island. It is a perfect spot, a spit of land on the northern shore with house and garden perched precariously above the waters of the Peconic Bay on the Long Island Sound. Summer was fading but the air was warm and the light luminescent. Nick grilled swordfish for dinner in the small kitchen with its ancient cooker, unchanged since the house was built back in the 1940s, and he and Jane dug the Low cartoons out of Alistair’s study. We slept in the small single beds used by Cooke children and grandchildren over the years, and woke to a hypnotic stillness. Stepping out through the large glass doors, we watched the sun burning through the early-morning mist and reflecting harshly off the white clap-board walls. Across the bay nothing moved but the fishing boats, mere specks sending out ripples across a shiny glass surface. An osprey soared gently above.

But something was different that day. And it wasn’t that, for the first time in many visits, Alistair wasn’t there. There was a flight of wooden steps - nearly a hundred in all - from the cliff-top garden behind the house down to the beach below where we had stood together so often before, mesmerized by the empty expanse of silver-blue water and lulled by the sound of its gentle currents lapping on the shingle at our feet. ‘Let’s go down before breakfast and walk along the shore,’ I suggested. To my surprise Nick hesitated. ‘Can we leave it this time?’ he replied. ‘I’m quite tired.’ It was an innocent enough remark which belied the horror of what was happening to him, and about to happen to us. His hip had become unbearably  uncomfortable and he knew he would never manage to walk down those steps, let alone back up them.

What he didn’t know was that in a matter of weeks he would discover that he would never walk anywhere again.

 



The following month we headed for Cheltenham, as we did every year. Nick, an established and respected journalist best known for presenting Radio 4’s daily current affairs programme  The World at One, was chairing two sessions at the annual Literature Festival and I was trailing along behind him for the fun of it.

The event was taking place at the conference centre by the racecourse, just outside town, in front of more than two thousand people. His star guests were Rory Bremner, who was talking about his career as an impressionist, and Stephen Fry, who had written a book on poetry. Nick’s calm beforehand, I knew, concealed his excitement at meeting these two great figures, and I glowed with pride to see that each of them seemed equally thrilled to meet Nick: ‘We listen to you every day as part of our research,’ said Bremner, talking of his satirical television programme, Bremner, Bird and Fortune. ‘I don’t know how we’d put our show together without hearing you unpick the political stories.’ And while I stood tongue-tied and shy in the charismatic presence of Fry, larger than life and dressed head to toe in purple velvet, Nick joked that his last brush with him had been listening to his audio recording of  Winnie the Pooh. ‘Ah yes, Tigger’s such a fascinating character, ’ said Fry, ‘a classic case of manic depression, up one minute and down the next. And I do love The World at One, Nick.’

I watched the show from the back of the hall. Nick handled  the audience and his stars with grace and humour, and found it hard to hide his delight when Bremner invited him to share a classic scene from his programme in which the hapless politician George Parr is grilled about his incompetence. ‘It was like a dream come true,’ Nick gushed afterwards. What I also saw that evening was something that had been staring me in the face for weeks but which I hadn’t noticed until that night. Sitting on that stage was a man who was thinner than he should have been, paler than I had realized, and, as we headed out of the auditorium and along the brightly lit corridors to the exit, beginning, very slightly, to limp.

‘You need to go to the GP and get this checked out,’ I said crossly, because as soon as the words left my lips I could see they were falling on deaf ears. I tried again, and again, but to no avail. If only I had known. Known that the grumblings in Nick’s mind about what was happening had switched by now from being niggles to deep concern. That the ‘tightening’ in his hip was not easing as he had hoped, and that as it started to swell its shape and form had planted the first seeds of fear. That the fear was soon so great he resigned himself to the worst and saw no point in bringing forward the moment of truth. Memories had begun to haunt him of his mother declining into a shadow of her former fit and active self when she went through treatment for, and died from, cancer. ‘Even as I watched, I could not imagine that I would ever be able to go through the same process,’ he wrote later.

I was in denial, a state compounded by a fear of doctors and disease, in roughly equal measure. Just occasionally the discomfort was too great to ignore, and I developed a daft philosophy to explain my inaction. It went something like this: if the problem was  benign, it would disappear in its own good time - if not, going to the doctor would mean the end of life as I knew it. I would become a patient and probably a cancer patient at that. In my mind a patient was a pitiable figure, at the mercy of doctors, enduring unthinkable medical procedures (quite probably much worse than the condition itself ) and transformed in the eyes of friends and acquaintances from somebody ‘normal’ into something much more complicated. ‘Did you hear about Nick Clarke? Terrible, isn’t it?’ A patient.


Which is exactly what was about to happen.

As autumn turned to winter, fate signed, sealed and delivered its verdict. ‘I finally realized the game was up,’ said Nick. ‘On a cold November afternoon I witnessed the end of a relatively easy and untroubled life: the day the luck ran out.’

 



On the GP’s desk was a sheet of paper and at the top I could make out the words ‘West London Urgent Suspected Cancer Referral Form’. The GP filled out the form but never spoke the word aloud. ‘You need to get this checked out at once,’ was all he said. And when Nick pressed him, he just added, ‘I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t worried.’ We knew what the word was though, and it hung heavy in the air. Nick reached for my hand. ‘I’m so sorry,’ he said. ‘I’m so very sorry.’

I had imagined that such moments would be like those you watch in a film: Nick would fall into my arms weeping and I would be strong and brave. But the truth was different. It was I who cried and Nick who was strong. In fact he was remarkable. He held me tight while I sobbed there in the surgery, and then as we walked back home through the chill grey streets. Nick later told me that he was thinking, ‘I am now  a cancer victim, transformed by one brief bloody visit.’ But all he said to me at the time was, ‘I’d better call the office as soon as we get back to tell them I won’t be there tomorrow.’ His deep and sonorous voice, which had been his trademark as a broadcaster, seemed somehow diminished in its tone and authority.

In my hand was a piece of paper the GP had given us to take to the hospital the next morning, but I didn’t look at it until we got back. There was still no sign of that unspoken word. Instead he had had written ‘suspected tumour’ and a word I didn’t understand but which seemed less menacing than the big ‘C’. It said ‘sarcoma’ and there was a question mark after it. In my ignorance the word gave me reassurance. How naïve I was.

It was the death sentence I’d been waiting for. It just wasn’t the one I had expected.




TWO

 



 



 




Before I can go on, I have to go back eighteen years to a sunny afternoon in May 1987 when the trees were full of blossom and I was walking on air. That was when I first got to know Nick, the man who was to become my lover, my husband and my soul mate. But on that day my mind was on other things and I had no idea that I had stumbled upon love. I was twenty-six, a young assistant producer cutting my teeth in the hothouse of a major news and current affairs television programme, and I was on my first mission out of the office. I had been sent from the Newsnight studios to Wandsworth in south-west London, and I had to get a story on air.


Newsnight in the 1980s buzzed with ambition, determination and fear. It probably still does. The Lime Grove studios in Shepherds Bush were home to the BBC’s main current affairs programmes of that era: Panorama, Watchdog, That’s Life and  Nationwide, to name but a few. The building was a labyrinth of staircases, fire escapes, hidden doors and lifts that from time to time would break down as a senior politician was being ferried to a grilling in the studios. Interviewees never saw the offices, which were strewn with the debris of manic activity: tapes, newspapers, coffee cups, scripts and discarded plates of half-eaten food, all exposed in the glare of fluorescent lighting which flickered constantly.

I had arrived at the BBC just three years earlier as a wide-eyed trainee, naïve about the world of work and utterly in awe  of the brilliance of my fellow trainees - self-confident and accomplished graduates from top universities who had beaten off stiff competition from thousands of contenders to scoop one of the best jobs around. Now I had made it to the first rung on the Newsnight ladder, where yet more brilliance abounded among my high-flying, hard-working colleagues and my awe turned to a deep-seated fear that someone would discover that my presence there was a terrible mistake.

I started in the humble ranks of the ‘daily desk’ where producers and assistant producers assembled the reports that would appear in that night’s programme, pulling together footage, editing material and churning out scripts on big clunking typewriters. Sweating blood to impress, we worked long days, rarely broke for lunch, and never ate dinner. As stories broke, developed or died during the day, so the running order for the items in the programme would be juggled, re-shaped, or simply abandoned for an entirely new one. We became jacks of all trades, masters of none, required to grasp the subtleties of the big stories of the 1980s: Cold War tensions, the decline of Labour, the rise of Thatcherism, Poll Tax riots, civil conflict in southern Africa or the interminable Middle East peace process - all within hours, sometimes minutes. I had little in-depth knowledge of any current issue, but developed a facility for turning my hand to almost anything, instantly. I tried to broaden my knowledge by poring over the Economist and the  New Statesman, neither of which interested me as much as  Cosmopolitan, but still it was hard to keep up with my peers.

As we went about our work we eyed each other up to see who was getting the big reports and how they were managing, feeling that frisson of competitiveness that has always stalked the television world, wondering how to stand out from the  crowd. When Alex Thomson, now a Channel 4 news presenter, had a book published at the tender age of twenty-something he spread copies of it ostentatiously across his desk, telling anyone who passed, ‘Yes, it’s mine. It’s out next month.’ Were we jealous? Palpably so.

While we scurried around at the ‘daily desk’, the editor of the day sat on his throne at the ‘top desk’, flanked by a pair of bulky computers churning out news stories running on the wires, and two special assistants whose role it was to ensure that the programmes made it on air. The editors were talented young journalists, many of whom were to rise to the very top of the tree. Mark Damazer would become Controller of Radio 4, Jana Bennett Director of Television and Mark Thompson Director-General. Our presenters included some of the biggest names of that era, including Peter Snow and John Tusa. I would watch, spellbound, as Mark Thompson and Peter Snow debated the day’s events and their significance head to head. It might be Margaret Thatcher’s problems with disgruntled Cabinet members, or one of Peter’s favourite subjects, the military build-up by the world’s Superpowers. Some of those conversations are imprinted on my memory. ‘We really should be doing something on Nimrods and AWACS,’ Peter would urge. ‘There are new rumours about the contract - but it’s your call, Mark, your call.’

I produced more reports with Peter on the relative merits of British Aerospace’s Nimrods and Boeing’s AWACS - radar planes designed to give early warning of a Soviet missile attack - than on any other subject. I knew nothing about them at the outset, but Peter would talk me patiently through the issues. ‘We need a good “explainer” for this story,’ he’d say, meaning the background report that preceded a studio  interview, invariably packed with Peter’s much-loved graphics wizardry, 1980s-style. While I went off to draft the ‘explainer’, he’d rummage through his enormous address book before slipping away to the privacy of his office to ring a Whitehall contact for a briefing.

Many other great names in television journalism passed through Newsnight in that period: Charles Wheeler; Joan Bake-well; Vincent Hanna, who made his name with quirky by-election reports and was always attached to what looked like a small suitcase but was in fact one of the earliest mobile phones; Gavin Esler, now a regular Newsnight presenter; Will Hutton, who went on to edit the Observer and become a great friend of Nick’s, as did programme editor Richard Tait, who went on to run ITN and later returned to the BBC as a governor.

It was a highly charged and daunting environment. At least, I found it so. Daily programme meetings filled me with dread. Each and every one of us had to suggest at least one item for the programme, expand on it, defend it, and wait to see whether it was accepted, passed over or, worse, shot down in flames. I once came up with an obscure idea for a piece on the Angolan Civil War, but was forced to retreat, red-faced at my ignorance, when I let slip that I thought Angola was on the east coast of Africa rather than the west. I was far too stressed in those early days, too busy trying to hold my own and keep up with those around me to take much notice of the quiet, balding reporter who sat in the corner. With an enigmatic and gentle smile on his face, he looked knowledgeable and confident. When he introduced himself as Nick Clarke and confessed that he often felt the same apprehension about those meetings as I did, I sighed with relief.

There was, of course, an upside to the stress and angst of  that job. The terror I felt while getting items on air, often against the odds and always against the clock, was tempered by the exhilaration that comes from working on a live news programme. It was enormously exciting and it taught me skills that have served me to this day. But, like all of us at the daily desk, what I wanted more than anything was to get out of the office to produce, direct and edit short filmed reports on location. The dream was to sling your bag over your shoulder, walk past colleagues still chained to their typewriters, knowing you had cast off your shackles and were part of a team of people who could be sent anywhere in the world at a moment’s notice on the most extraordinary missions.

Finally I joined their ranks. And was sent all the way to Wandsworth. Where I spent the day with a cameraman, a sound recordist, and that quiet, balding reporter, Nick Clarke.

The story we were tackling that day was a tale of two schools, one state-run and the other in the private sector, located within a stone’s throw of each other but separated by the gulf that money - or the lack of it - creates. Our report was a comparison of their respective facilities and in the grand history of television journalism it was a run-of-the-mill assignment, but it was a day that transformed my life.

It was to be a short item - around six minutes long, the type of report we called an ‘on-the-day’. You started it, completed it, and it went out that evening. My job was to ‘run’ events - to make sure the crew turned up at the right place, to decide what we needed to film, to direct the cameraman, to discuss with Nick what questions he would ask and to listen to his interview to make sure it provided what we needed. He would write and record the script back at the studios while I fused words and pictures in the editing suite. Like most ‘on-the-days’  it was finished with minutes to go. On many occasions the minutes became seconds. In those days the technology was laborious and slow, frazzling everyone’s nerves.

As Nick and I shared a taxi from Wandsworth back to Lime Grove, we chatted with an ease that startled me, so familiar did it feel to be talking to him. Where I’d thought I would be quizzed on world events or the latest Westminster gossip we slipped instead into talk of family life. ‘How do you manage to combine it with all the travelling you do?’ I asked, genuinely intrigued, and his unfussy reply - I expected bravado - touched me. ‘It’s give and take. Yes, I travel a lot, but I’m at home a lot in between and I try to make the best of both. I’m lucky to have such a great job.’ We talked on and on, as if we had known each other for years, and by the time our meanderings were curtailed by our arrival at the studios, I knew I wanted to talk to this man again. And again. Little did I imagine that I would still be talking to him eighteen years later.

 



Nick was born in Godalming, Surrey, in 1948. His father John was a journalist who had been in Special Operations during the war. Nick had always assumed - and rather hoped - that he had been some sort of spy. His mother, Ruth, was a violinist but had worked as a nurse during the war and prided herself on being one of the first WRENS to enter the Italian town of Monte Cassino after its liberation by the Allies.

After the war John penned a weekly column in the Evening Standard called ‘John Clarke’s Casebook’ in which he reported from the divorce courts in an age when attitudes to divorce were different and the fascination with the details, which were fully publishable, great. His passion, however, was cricket, and in time he became the paper’s cricket correspondent, doing the  rounds of the county circuit in summer, then making the long sea voyages to Australia, South Africa and India with the England team on their winter tours. Ruth filled the absences socializing and playing music. In time their separations and divergent interests took a toll on the marriage. As small children often do, Nick blamed himself for their incessant arguing.

His father’s journalism and his mother’s music didn’t bring in a huge amount of money, but any surplus his parents did earn went on Nick’s and his sister Suzie’s education. Nick was sent to Westbourne House Prep School in Chichester at the age of eight. His misery at being away from home and the loneliness of boarding school stayed with him throughout his childhood and dogged him like a nagging sore for the rest of his life. He detested the bland food and the cold showers, and counted the days to weekend exeats, always worried about the tensions between his parents back home. At nights he lay in his bed crying silently or humming Beethoven’s violin concerto - the first classical recording he had ever owned - to help him get to sleep.

At eleven he won a scholarship to Bradfield College near Reading, in Berkshire, where living away from home became more routine, and where his beautiful and mellifluous voice made him a star on the school stage. In his final year he became Head of House, a privilege which brought with it the duty of administering beatings to younger pupils. Nick simply refused to follow suit. The school already had a resident sadist in the form of headmaster Anthony Chenevix-Trench. He had been a prisoner of war in Japan and was badly scarred by the experience. Like many pupils, Nick was often summoned to the head’s office where a spotlight was trained on his eyes and a cane was swished menacingly about his ears. Nick’s parents  neither knew nor guessed what was going on: Chenevix-Trench was a split personality, adept at concealing his dark side. He later moved on to Eton, then Fettes, the Edinburgh school which numbers Tony Blair amongst its old boys. His sadistic tendencies were exposed much later by Paul Foot in  Private Eye.

As Nick’s schooldays reached their close, tragedy struck. He was only seventeen when he was summoned to his house-master’s study. ‘Nicholas,’ he was told, ‘I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news. Your father is dead.’ He had collapsed while reporting from Lord’s and died just a few days later. His father, a heavy smoker, had been ill for some time with cancer of the oesophagus and hadn’t even told Nick’s mother how serious it was until the very late stages.

When the news reached Nick he was in the middle of the dress rehearsal of Macbeth, playing the lead, and it seemed unthinkable that he should drop out. So the show went on. Nick said later that it didn’t feel wrong at the time: his father’s death seemed unreal. The loss, however, was to haunt him. For years he had dreams about trying to meet his father again and then trying desperately to cling to him, only to watch him slip away from his grasp. I think it gave him a sense of foreboding, a fatalistic belief that the hour-glass that had counted down his father’s life so quickly was already measuring his own days.

From school, Nick went to Cambridge, where he read French and German, and where he was soon reviving and writing for the university newspaper, Broadsheet. After Cambridge and a six-year spell at the Yorkshire Evening Post in Leeds, he applied for a job with BBC Television in Manchester. By now his hair was thinning on top and he had grown a beard  to compensate. ‘Would you be willing to shave it off?’ he was asked at his interview. He was so desperate for the job he asked for a pair of scissors there and then, and a broadcasting career was born.

Nick was soon reporting for local and national television from Manchester, where the presenter Stuart Hall gave him the nickname Billy Buttocks after laughing at the way he walked. He also worked alongside Jenni Murray and Anna Ford. ‘Manchester was buzzing in those days,’ Nick once told me. ‘It was a golden period. And it was the only time in my life that I was truly famous.’ He was often asked to attend fêtes and open supermarkets, and for the rest of his life would bump into people who recognized him solely from that era. By the time the call came to go to London he had a young family in tow, having married Sue, a fellow journalist of whom he remained for ever fond. He later wrote: ‘I acquired a lovely young wife who could cook better than my later wife and who was much more tolerant and easy to live with, and some children, the first two of whom arrived at once - a theme I was to return to later in life.’ Twins Ali and Tom were followed three and a half years later by Pete.

Once in London, Nick joined The Money Programme  working with Valerie Singleton and Brian Widlake, and then moved to Newsnight. His debut on the programme came early in 1986, some ten years after he’d joined the BBC, on the day the Space Shuttle Challenger exploded over the Atlantic shore of Florida. As one of the biggest stories of the decade engulfed an over-stretched Newsnight team, the editor Richard Tait decided it was time to ‘call in the Bald Eagle!’ as Nick was affectionately known. He was at home on a day off, but arrived forty minutes later, his hands covered in cement and what was  left of his hair full of grey dust. ‘Sorry,’ he laughed. ‘I was concreting the drive.’

 



My background was different from Nick’s, but not markedly. I was born and brought up in the suburban outskirts of north-west London in Pinner, Middlesex, on a road of box-like, detached, 1960s houses which abutted the Metropolitan Green-belt. My father was a company manager and my mother a teacher, and like so many of their generation they loved their leafy suburbia. My abiding memory of our neighbours is of gin parties where everyone sang the hokey-cokey and tangoed round the living room, and of the Sunday ritual of car-washing in the drives. It was suburban heaven - or not, depending on your age, I suppose.

Right from the time I passed my eleven-plus and went to the local state grammar-turned-comprehensive, my father had ambitions for me to go to Oxford or Cambridge. I had no real idea what that meant at first, but in time it became my overriding goal too. I could see how much it mattered to him. I think he secretly wished he could have had an Oxbridge education himself. To him, the hallowed courts and intellectual atmosphere of those ancient, stone-built colleges had an almost mystical allure.

I worked ferociously hard through my school years and won a conditional offer of a place at Gonville and Caius, Cambridge, to study Social and Political Science. When my A-level results came through, my dream became reality.

After working so hard in pursuit of my aims I decided, once I arrived at Cambridge, to have fun. Besides, I reasoned, the place was full of first-class students and there was absolutely no point in competing with them. I socialized, partied, and  started working on the student newspaper. Having no idea what I wanted to do with my life, I concluded that journalism would be the best way forward.


Stop Press - the university newspaper (renamed since Nick’s day) - was probably a good training ground for what lay ahead, being a viper’s nest of untrammelled ambition. Everyone, but everyone, wanted to get a place on the coveted BBC journalist trainee scheme. I don’t think we ever questioned why, nor indeed whether we really wanted to be broadcasters. I rather fancied being a newspaper journalist, ultimately a writer, but the BBC was where we all set our sights. In due course I applied and, much to my amazement, was short-listed for interview. I prepared for it with a vengeance.

We didn’t have televisions in our rooms in those days, and besides, I’d been too busy over the past three years to sit around watching TV. But I needed one now. It was no good going to the Junior Common Room - it was always full of men watching football - so I went to Robert Sayle, Cambridge’s version of John Lewis, and bought a black-and-white set for £47. Big money. I watched it solidly for ten days and then, after the interview, took it back and told them I couldn’t get a signal because I lived near the gas works. I got a full refund. I also got the job.

I was just twenty-two when I moved back in with my parents and joined the BBC’s News Trainee scheme. There were sixteen of us that year. We strutted and posed shamelessly to each other in a transparent attempt to hide the deep insecurities most of us felt as we did our stint in the classroom, learning about script-writing, tape-editing, and news evaluation. After that we went our separate ways, sent on three-month postings at various locations around the BBC News  empire around the country to gain some on-the-job experience.

All trainees had to find a job within two years of joining the Beeb and often did so in the regions. I applied for, and got, a post as a Regional Television Journalist in Newcastle, working on the local evening news programme, Look North. The north-east was a strange new world to me. I struggled with the Geordie accent and was always having to ask people to repeat themselves, earning myself the nickname, ‘Miss Middlesex’. As to the job, I was expected to turn my hand to whatever came along, which included writing the Saturday sports bulletin, on my own and knowing nothing about the subject. On one memorable occasion I composed a report on a match in which I’d got three teams playing. On another I forgot to give the final score. No one ever spoke to me about my cock-ups, so I carried on in blissful ignorance. Some time later I discovered that my bulletins had become required viewing for my colleagues, and the subject of much hilarity.

I must have been doing something right, however, because in 1987 I got a lucky break. I was at a regional election planning meeting and met the deputy editor from Newsnight, who suggested that I apply for a job as an assistant producer on his programme. I didn’t need any encouragement. This was the big time, the sort of post that we’d all aspired to. I landed the job, and headed back south.

So here I was, twenty-six years old and working with hardcore professionals on a really, seriously, grown-up programme. I was no longer reporting on house fires and local sporting events, but on world affairs - my knowledge of which was not much better than my understanding of football. And I hadn’t been there long when I met this man I now  noticed every time he entered the room and whose eyes kept meeting mine.

In the weeks that followed our taxi trip back from Wandsworth, Nick and I waltzed round one other with studied indifference. His, I later discovered, was born of sheer disbelief that I might find him interesting, mine of bewilderment that I should be drawn to a man who was twelve years older than me, slightly overweight, slightly balding, with the rather careworn look of someone approaching middle age - and the beige trousers and checked jackets that went with it. I later discovered that he bought these outfits in a dreadful menswear chain called John England, from which I banned him, before, mercifully, it vanished from the high street.

It was all very tentative: a word or two here, a glance across the office or an occasional joke aimed at each other across the desk, once or twice a hurried BBC canteen lunch together. It was a slow-burning, drawn-out flirtation. It had to be. Our work filled every minute of our days, leaving little time for much else - let alone courtship. But finally, in late September, we found ourselves together in Blackpool as part of a Newsnight  team covering one of the party political conferences.

We were still rushed off our feet, and the days remained inhumanly long. They started soon after eight in the morning when our team of half a dozen - production assistant, director, producers, reporter and presenter - would meet over breakfast, read the papers and plan the day before heading to our temporary office, usually a cramped Portakabin in the car park behind the conference centre. We worked flat out, watching the debates, interviewing politicians, filming short reports, and preparing to send the fruits of our labour for incorporation into the main programme. Throughout the day we wrangled over  how big a chunk of the programme would be allocated to our story.

By the time we’d watched the broadcast and heard the usual cries of, ‘They’ve cut our interview, the bastards!’ it would be close to half past eleven, nearly sixteen hours since we’d started. We were invariably hungry, weary, grouchy, and generally desperate for a drink. We’d start our wind-down session in a local restaurant, arriving just as all the other journalists were heading to bed. We’d sit up well into the early hours, sharing the latest conference stories: the senior Labour politician who only agreed to be interviewed on condition that a bottle of best malt whisky was delivered to his hotel room; or the trade union leader who told our (female) editor of the day to ‘run along, dear, and check this with your boss’. And then we might settle down to the luxury of general chat, usually spiced up by tales of life ‘on the road’ - told by those who had travelled the world, and listened to by those of us who yearned to follow in their footsteps.

On one of these nights I watched Nick in full flow. He was a great story-teller, often holding a group in rapt attention always self-deprecating and frequently funny. ‘We were in Japan,’ he said. ‘We’d spent three weeks travelling around the Far East when we arrived in Osaka to interview some men in suits about the state of the economy. We checked into a rather wonderful hotel where the food was legendary. Just before dinner, the cameraman we were going to work with showed up. He’d spent a fortnight filming a golf tournament - lucky guy - and when I told him what we were doing next morning he threw a complete wobbly - and I had to try and calm him down. There I was, next door to the best sushi bar in Japan, buying one gin and tonic after another and trying to persuade  him that a Newsnight report on the state of the Japanese yen would be just as much fun as a golf tournament . . .’ Nick sat there basking in approval as everyone laughed. He was all set to elaborate when I butted in. ‘Yes, that must be really tough,’ I said, ‘spending licence-payers’ money on drinks in fancy hotels in faraway places . . .’ My smiling interruption put an abrupt end to his story-telling and finally unleashed a passionate love affair.

I can’t remember where the conversation went after that, but he and I were the last to leave at around two o’clock, and somewhere along the Blackpool seafront as we trudged back to our hotel through the rain, we finally did it. We held hands.

 



While the build-up to our getting together had been slow and measured, what followed was fast and furious. I fell in love with Nick deeply and passionately. He was funny, he was kind, he was gentle and he was clever. For the first time in my life I found someone who could brush away the layers I had used as a defence mechanism against everything I found hard to handle. With him, I no longer needed to hide. Many years later, I told him that I felt as if I had waited all my life to meet him. ‘I know,’ was all he said, and all he needed to say.

I was always myself with Nick. Nothing else intruded. It couldn’t: he would have seen through it and past it. He never played games with my feelings, insisting that love deserved better. And he set the example. Once when I complained bitingly to a friend - in front of him - about something he had done, he said, ‘You simply can’t do that to me. I’m not perfect, but if you love me you have to take me as I am. That’s what love is about.’ And I never did it again. Falling in love with him was easy. He even laughed at my jokes.

As to why he fell in love with me, I have no idea. I don’t recall that he ever put it into simple, easy to remember words. But he did tell me about two incidents when he knew it had happened. The first was the time we were in Germany together on a Newsnight assignment about the benefits available to workers under a social contract with the trade unions. It wasn’t the stuff to make a journalist’s pulse race, but what was exciting was that I had found a way to get the BBC, unknowingly, to hire us a powerful BMW. I was at the wheel, and with no speed limit on the autobahns here was a chance to see how fast it could go - and perhaps show Nick just what kind of woman he was tangled up with.

He told me afterwards that he knew he had fallen for me when the speedometer hit 200 kilometres an hour and he realized that he was feeling absolutely no fear.

Then there was the day he turned up at my flat in West London while I was decorating. He looked around the place, and asked who had drained all the radiators and lifted them off the walls. ‘I did,’ I said. ‘But who helped you?’ he asked. ‘No one,’ I said. ‘I did it myself. It’s not difficult.’ He was, simply, awestruck.

Having an affair with a married man meant we had to be discreet, furtive, clandestine. It was uncomfortable. For a long time we lived a semi-secret and often angst-ridden existence to which there seemed no resolution. We thought our feelings were known only to ourselves, but colleagues later told us they knew very well what was happening between us. It was simple enough: Nick had suddenly given up meat. I’d been a vegetarian for years.

As time went by we stole more and more time together and found it harder than ever to be apart, yet there seemed no way  forward. He had his family; I only had him. There were rows, of course, particularly over our separations. And as anyone who’s been through this sort of thing knows, the worst time is Christmas, because that’s when families come first and lovers a distant second. In 1988 I decided to go to India over the festive season - alone. Nick didn’t want me to. We argued furiously, on one occasion so furiously that I tried to leap out of the car while we were driving along Acton High Street. I probably did it mainly for effect, but it certainly rattled him: as he tried to pull me back in he almost ripped my new coat in half.

I still made the trip to India, but that separation brought things to a head, for both of us. When I returned home he moved into my cramped little flat and our ‘secret’ was no more.

That was the year he gave me a Victorian pin brooch in the shape of a piece of heather, dotted with seed pearls. ‘It’s lucky heather,’ he said. ‘I feel lucky to have met you.’ I felt blessed too. Yet as our passion unfolded it did seem that fortune was against us. We had met at the wrong time, or at least at a time when nothing was in our favour. I was in love with a man who had a family he adored and commitments he would always honour and which would always make claims on him. It threatened to tear his heart in two. I was of an age when I yearned for the sort of love that was unencumbered, that could be wild and reckless, could uproot and take flight, and I resented having found a love that came with so many complications. It saddened Nick, it confused me, and it nearly destroyed us. But neither could let the other go.

It took a long time for the situation to be resolved, for Nick to work out what he wanted, what he wanted to do about it, and how he could achieve that with the least damage to those  he loved. I know that Nick had many agonies to deal with during this period and he kept them largely private even from me, telling only one close friend of the pain he was going through. I wish we had been able to talk more openly at that time, that I had been able to share his pain and spend less time struggling with my own conscience about how hard I found it to take on another person’s family. For in truth I had no idea how to relate to three youngsters who had no reason to like me, and I was jealous that a piece of Nick’s heart would forever be devoted to them. It would take years, and having children of my own, before I fully resolved those unwanted feelings.
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