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  Chapter One




  IT USED to seem extraordinary to me that someone like Henry could actually exist, extraordinary that a person could be transported into an environment

  so alien to his own, and remain so utterly unaffected by his surroundings. It was as if he had been coated with a very strong sealant, the sort of thing they use to paint on ocean-going yachts.




  Henry was spreading Gentleman’s Relish from a Fortnum and Mason’s jar on a piece of Nambulan unleavened bread.




  ‘Got up this morning, didn’t bloody well Boris Believe it – family of eight outside my hut wanting to move their tent nearer the river. I said to the chap, “I thought

  this was a bloody refugee camp not a holiday camp, but you go ahead, mate, by all means. Never mind the old malnutrition – you go for the view.”’




  Henry looked like Jesus and was twenty-three.




  Breakfast was taken early in Safila, just after dawn. It was a quiet time, the hour before the heat became intolerable, with the silence broken only by the rooster and Henry, who was incapable

  of shutting up except when he was asleep. I was particularly niggled by Henry that morning, because I suspected he had started an affair with one of our more emotionally fragile nurses, Sian. She

  was sitting next to him now, giving him a look you could have spread on a sponge cake. Sian was a sweet-natured girl who had joined us two months ago, after returning early from night-shift in

  Derby to find her husband of eighteen months in bed with a Cypriot mini-cab driver. Her therapy was being continued by correspondence course.




  Betty was talking about food as usual. ‘Do you know, what I could really eat now is a steamed suet jam roly-poly with custard. Mind you, I say that. To be honest I could take or

  leave the pudding and just have the custard. Bread-and-butter pudding. Oooh, lovely, with raisins and a bit of nutmeg. I wonder if Kamal could do us a bread-and-butter pudding if we made that

  biscuit tin into an oven?’




  It was five thirty in the morning. I got up from the table, walked outside and sighed. How the tiny irritations of life used to fill the front of the mind out here, keeping the big horrors at

  bay. I dipped a cup into the water pot, and walked to the edge of the hill to brush my teeth.




  Our compound was behind me, with its round mud huts, showers, latrines and the cabana where we took our meals. Before me was the sandy basin which housed Safila camp, a great scar in the desert,

  like the imprint of a giant foot on a giant beach. The light was very soft at that time, the sun pale, just clearing the horizon. Clustered over a pattern of hummocks and paths, leading down to the

  point where the two blue rivers met, were the huts which housed the refugees. Five years ago, during the great mid-eighties famine, there were sixty thousand of them, and a hundred a day were

  dying. Now twenty thousand remained. The rest had gone back over the border to Kefti, to the mountains and the war.




  A gust of hot wind made the dry grasses rustle. I was bothered by more than Henry that morning. A rumour was circulating in the camp about a locust plague back in Kefti, which was threatening

  the harvest. There were often scare stories in the camp of one kind or another: it was hard to know what to believe. We’d heard talk of a new influx of refugees on their way to us again,

  maybe thousands.




  Sounds were beginning to rise from the camp now, goats being herded, laughter, children playing, contented sounds. Once, the great swathe of cries which rose to us here were those which went

  with starvation and death. I bit the side of my thumb, and tried not to remember. I couldn’t think back to that time again. Footsteps were coming from the cabana. Henry was sauntering across

  the compound and back to his hut. He was wearing his favourite T-shirt, which featured a motif set out like a multiple choice questionnaire for relief workers.




  

    

      (a) Missionary?




      (b) Mercenary?




      (c) Misfit?




      (d) Broken heart?


    


  




  Henry had ticked (b), which was a joke since his family owned half of Leicestershire. Me? I was a c/d hybrid and soft in the head to boot.




  In London in the summer of 1985 I was afflicted by a crush, which is a terrible thing to happen to a woman. I met Oliver, the object of my rampant imaginings, at a gala

  performance of Vivaldi’s Gloria at the Royal Albert Hall, in the presence of Princess Michael of Kent. I was what was known as a puffette: a publicist in a publishing company, Ginsberg and

  Fink. I wiggled around in short skirts, legs in sheer black tights crossing and uncrossing in meetings, then kept going on and on about people not being interested in my mind. Funny how at

  twenty-five you worry about not being taken seriously and take being a sex object for granted. Later you take being taken seriously for granted, and worry about not being a sex object.




  Our company chairman, Sir William Ginsberg, liked to put together little gatherings of the arty and the talented from all walks of life, not revealing to the guests in advance who the other

  guests would be. For the ill-informed like me these gatherings were a total nightmare. You feared to ask anyone what they did lest they turned out to be the author of Love in the Time of

  Cholera, or one of the Beach Boys.




  I had been to three dinner parties at Sir William’s house. I wasn’t sure he remembered quite who I was. He employed several young girls and always used to invite one or two of us

  along to cheer the place up. I spent the evenings in a state of awed nervousness, saying very little. But I liked meeting these creative interesting people. I wanted to fit in. The Vivaldi evening

  was the first time I had been invited to a large-scale party, and I was most excited.




  Sir William had organized a little soiree before the concert: drinks for a hundred in one of the Hall’s hospitality suites; fifteen boxes hired on the company; then a sit-down dinner for a

  chosen dozen and the rest of us could piss off.




  I arrived deliberately late at the Albert Hall, inspected my reflection in the ladies’ powder room, and made my way along the deep red corridor to the Elgar Room. A uniformed attendant

  checked my name on a list and swung open the dark wooden door into a burst of light. The room was golden and all-a-glitter, the black-tied guests spilling down an ornamental staircase in the centre

  of the room, and leaning on the gilt balustrades of the higher level. Above them, crystal lights were twinkling softly through a delicate veil of curling smoke.




  I was entranced. It was as if all the puppets from Spitting Image were gathered together in one room: Frank Bruno, Jeffrey Archer, Anneka Rice, Neil Kinnock, Terry Wogan, Melvyn Bragg,

  Kate Adie, Koo Stark, Bob Geldof, Nigel Kennedy, Richard Branson. I scanned the room frantically for someone from the office, spotting no one. It was bizarre being in a room full of celebrities

  – you felt as if you knew everyone, but nobody knew you. I set off towards the table where drinks were being served, catching snatches of conversation as I squeezed my way along.




  ‘Frankly, I have to say, it’s not coming off the page . . .’




  ‘You see the trouble with Melvyn . . .’




  ‘Jerome, have you got the mobile?’




  ‘You see, I’ve always maintained he’s trying to do too much . . .’




  ‘I have a real problem with Tosca . . .’




  ‘. . . Melvyn’s trouble . . . not doing enough . . .’




  ‘Jerome . . .’




  I felt a hand on my elbow.




  ‘Mmmmm! The most gorgeous girl in the world. Oh, dear heaven, you look absolutely divine. My heart’s going to go this time, I swear it. Absolutely convinced of it. Give me a

  kiss, my darling, do.’




  It was Dinsdale Warburton, one of my major authors, and an ancient giant of the English stage. Dinsdale had recently written his memoirs for us. He had a worried face, was queer as a coot, and

  unfailingly kind.




  ‘Mwah. But, my darling!’ Dinsdale’s brows were almost meeting in horror. ‘You do not have a drrink. But let us get you one! Let us get you one at once!’




  Then his eyes were caught by something over my shoulder. ‘Oh! The most gorgeous man in the world. Dear boy, dear boy. You look absolutely divine. You know, I did love your whatever it was

  you did the other night. You looked so exquisitely clever and pretty.’




  Oliver Marchant was the editor and presenter of a successful and right-on Channel Four arts programme called Soft Focus. His reputation as the thinking-woman’s crumpet preceded him,

  but I had no idea he was going to be quite so devastating. Dinsdale was speaking to me: ‘Have you met this gorgeous man, my darling. Do you know Oliver Marchant?’




  I panicked. How were you supposed to answer this question with famous people? Yes, I’ve seen you on the telly? No . . . in other words, I’ve never heard of you. ‘Yes, I mean .

  . . no. Sorry . . . pathetic.’




  Oliver took my hand. ‘And this is?’




  ‘Ah. The most gorgeous girl in the world, dear boy, absolute goddess.’




  ‘Yes, but what is her name, Dinsdale?’ said Oliver.




  Dinsdale looked flummoxed for a moment. I absolutely couldn’t believe he’d forgotten my name. I’d been working very closely with him for two months.




  ‘I’m Rosie Richardson,’ I said apologetically.




  “Pleased to meet you . . . Rosie Richardson,’ said Oliver.




  He was long, lean and dark in a navy suit with an ordinary tie, not a bow-tie, loosened at the neck. I noticed very precisely the way his black hair fell against his collar, the half shadow on

  his chin.




  ‘Rosie, my darling, I’m off to get you a drink this second. On my way. You must be fainting with thirst,’ said Dinsdale and hurried off looking sheepish.




  I turned to Oliver, to find he was now talking to a grey-haired newsreader. The newsreader had his teenage daughter with him.




  ‘How’s it going, mate?’ said the newsreader, clapping Oliver on the shoulder.




  ‘Oh, same old shit, you know. How are you, Sarah?’




  Oliver spoke charmingly to the girl, who was getting even more flustered than me. He glanced across and smiled at me as if to say, ‘Hang on.’




  ‘Bye-bye, Sarah,’ said Oliver sweetly, as the girl and her father prepared to move off. ‘Good luck with those exams.’ He gave her a little wave. ‘Dirty

  bitch,’ he said to me in an undertone, looking at the departing teenager. ‘Dying for it.’ I laughed. ‘So’ he said, ‘are you having a lovely

  time?’




  ‘Well, I find it very odd, to be honest,’ I said. ‘I’ve never been in a room with so many famous people before. They all seem to know each other. It’s like a club.

  Do they all know each other?’




  ‘You’re right. I’ve always thought it was more of a new aristocracy, but you’re absolutely right. It has more open membership. It’s the Famous Club. The only

  membership requirement is that the punters know who you are,’ he said, glancing disparagingly round the room.




  ‘No, no, you’re right, it is like an aristocracy,’ I said eagerly, ‘You know, the country estates and the hunting, and it’s hereditary now: Julian

  Lennon, Keifer Sutherland.’




  ‘And we’re standing on a bit of the global grouse moor,’ said Oliver, ‘which also comprises every single first-class lounge and awards ceremony you ever pass through.

  But, actually, it is more like a club with its rules. You have to know the form. He who is less famous must wait to be approached by he who is more famous.’




  At this, Lady Hilary Ginsberg, Sir William’s wife, interrupted him, rather knocking down his theory. ‘Oliver, I’m so thrilled to see you. How is the Lorca coming

  along?’




  Oliver looked blank just for a moment. He didn’t recognize her.




  ‘Hilary Ginsberg, so pleased you could come,’ she said hastily, her back slightly turned to me, excluding me. ‘Have you met Martin?’




  Lady Hilary was a tragic name-dropper. I had often bent with her over her dinner party celebrity lists which were like a Dow Jones index of fame, with artists, actors, writers, journalists,

  moving up and down, depending on fashion, acts of God, or their own greediness for exposure. Lady Hilary seemed to have embraced this index as a yardstick for her entire life. I once heard her

  discuss, without irony, why a certain name was not a particularly good one to drop. Even her closest women friends would only be invited to dinner parties with Sir William when their value was up,

  otherwise it was lunch alone with her.




  Oliver was expounding the Famous Club theory to the novelist to whom Lady Hilary had introduced him. Then I noticed with a shiver of excitement that Noel Edmonds had joined the group too, and a

  style journalist I had dealt with called Damien Glit, popularly known as Damien Git.




  ‘You put two of them in a room full of non-celebs, they’ll end up talking to each other, whether or not they’ve already met providing – providing the more famous of the

  two approaches the other one first,’ Oliver went on. Everyone was laughing by this time. ‘Come on, Martin, you’re a celeb, you must know it’s true.’ As Oliver finished

  his sentence he turned his eyes to mine and kept looking.




  ‘Oh, God, that’s a seriously amazing idea. Don’t suppose you’d be interested in doing a piece for us?’ said Damien Glit.




  Oliver was rescued by the bell calling us to our boxes. Sir William appeared, booming behind us, startiing everyone. ‘Come along, come along, heaven’s above, we’re ver’,

  ver’ late, going to miss the trumpets,’ and seizing Oliver and the novelist by their elbows like an old hen, he busded them out, leaving Lady Hilary looking as if she’d just laid

  an egg and broken it.




  I started to tag along behind them but at that point Dinsdale appeared with my drink. ‘My darling, I am so, so sorry. I am agonized, I am traumatized. I am the most ghastly forgetful old

  fool.’ He was such an old luwie.




  ‘Don’t give it another thought,’ I said.




  Oliver was seated behind me in the box. I spent the entire performance in a state of almost unbearable arousal. I fancied I could feel his breath on my neck and back in my low-cut frock. At one

  point his hand brushed my skin as if by accident. I almost came.




  When the music stopped and the applause died down I daren’t look at him. I stood surveying the emptying Albert Hall as everyone left the box, trying to calm down. I heard someone moving

  down the steps behind me. It was him. He bent and kissed the nape of my neck. At least I hoped it was him.




  ‘I’m so sorry,’ Oliver murmured, ‘that was just something I had to do.’




  I looked round at him, trying to raise one eyebrow.




  ‘I could murder a pizza,’ he whispered urgently. ‘Why don’t you turn into a pizza?’




  ‘Because I don’t want to be murdered.’




  ‘I didn’t mean murder . . . exactly.’




  And thus the obsession began, and a chain of events which was to lead me surely but circuitously to a mud hut in Africa. There are people, particularly in times of prominent famine, who become

  almost reverent when you say you are an aid worker. Actually, the reason I first got interested in Africa was because I fancied someone. That’s about how saintly I am, if you really want to

  know. If Oliver had asked me out that night in the Albert Hall, I’d probably have never even heard of Nambula. As it was, Sir William interrupted us. ‘Oliver, Oliver, wherever have you

  got to? Come along, come along, grub’s up!’




  Typically, my employer ignored me. Oliver took an elegant enough leave, but I still had to face the fact that he had allowed himself to be whisked off to dinner with the chosen few, after

  kissing my neck, without so much as a what’s-your-phone-number.




  For about a week after the Vivaldi Works Outing I was in a state of sexual over-excitement, convinced that Oliver would find out who I was and call. After all, why would he have kissed my neck

  like that if he wasn’t interested? I began to have recurring fantasies. There was a favourite about being summoned to see him in his office, with other people. At the end of the meeting, as

  the others filed out, he called me back, shut the door, flung me against it and kissed me full on the mouth, tongues and everything.




  I had another one in which he finally asked me out for a drink. At the end of the evening, as we said goodbye in the street, he moved towards me and kissed me full on the mouth, tongues and

  everything. Then he marched me towards my car, opened the driver’s door and pushed me in. I was crestfallen, hurt. No need, for, as it transpired, he moved round to the other side and GOT

  INTO THE CAR.




  ‘Drive,’ he said, fastening his seat belt.




  ‘Where to?’ I enquired weakly.




  ‘Your flat,’ he growled throatily.




  ‘But – but—’ I protested.




  ‘Look,’ he said, ‘I am a man of some position. I am not standing in the street with an erection on the scale of a modestly sized poplar. Now drive.’




  But Oliver didn’t ring. He didn’t ring. I reached out for any form of contact possible. I started arranging an unnatural number of evenings with a friend who had worked for him four

  years ago. I watched Soft Focus three times a week. I rang the Soft Focus press office for the list of the next three months’ programmes to see if any of them had anything

  remotely to do with any of our authors. I went to exhibitions on Sundays. I started reading extraordinarily dull articles in the arts pages about East European spatter-print painters. No luck.

  Zilch. Sexual fulfilment was not forthcoming.




  





  Chapter Two




  I LAY naked, with nothing above me but a sheet. My body was a perfect, cleansed and silken thing. Oliver knelt on the bed, slowly drew back the sheet

  and looked at me. He touched my breasts as if they were rare fragile artifacts, ran the palm of his hand luxuriantly down my stomach, until I caught my breath. ‘Oh, Jesus, Rosie,’ he

  whispered. ‘I want to fuck you so much.’




  Then the door opened, and Hermione Hallet-McWilliam burst into the office. ‘Have you done that memo? Sir William’s asking where it is.’




  For all her well-connected background, Hermione was badly challenged in the manners department. ‘Nearly finished, Hermione,’ I said brightly, turning back to the computer.




  ‘Can’t imagine what you’ve been doing,’ she said. ‘Told you to do that an hour ago.’ Then she picked up the phone and dialled a number. ‘Candida. Hi.

  Smee. Listen, you going to be Larkfield at the weekend? That’s completely brilliant. Ophelia’s coming with Hero and Perpetua. Well, fairly smart, I suppose. Absolutely. Quite

  agree. No, you’re quite right. Well, say hello to Lucretia for me. Bye.’




  One of these days she would answer the phone to someone called Beelzebub.




  Suddenly I was all softness and radiance in a powder blue wrap. The sun was streaming down on us as we sat at my kitchen table. It was our first breakfast together.




  ‘People can be really quite different from each other, can’t they, Oliver?’ I said.




  ‘Sorry, darling?’




  ‘I, for example, like a warm currant tea-cake for my breakfast. You, on the other hand, might prefer muesli, or scrambled eggs with smoked salmon, or bagels perhaps, with a range of

  cheeses,’ I said, opening my immaculate fridge to reveal an array of tempting foodstuffs.




  ‘Rosemary.’ Hermione was standing above me, staring at me furiously. ‘I am not. Going. To ask you. Again. May I please have Sir William’s memo?’




  I turned back, under Hermione’s gaze, to the computer and started typing out the handwritten memo which lay on the desk. It was another of Sir William’s mad attempts to make himself

  more famous.




  

    

      23 July 1985




      To: all members of the Publicity Department




      From: Sir William Ginsberg




      Re: Corporate profile-raising




      

        We are looking very very hard for ways of increasing public awareness of the socially responsible aspects of the company and myself as its chairman. In the light of the

        recent Live Aid concert it is very very important that Ginsberg and Fink are seen to be doing their bit.


      


    


  




  Suddenly the first birth pangs of an idea twinged in my brain. Startled by the sensation, I reached for the list of forthcoming Soft Focus programmes, which was lying in a pile of papers

  on my desk. I scanned the list. There it was:




  

    

      Programme 25: In the wake of Band Aid and Live Aid, Soft Focus investigates the new phenomenon of charity in relation to popular culture, and looks at the contribution of

      various areas of the arts world to aid for the Ethiopian famine.


    


  




  I reckoned it ought to be possible to get Sir William on to the programme although, obviously, it would have to involve a lot of consultation with the producer.




  ‘Books.’ Sir William banged his fist down on his large mahogany desk. ‘Ver’ good idea. Take ’em some books. Books all over the shop,

  clutterin’ the place up. Take ’em out in an airlift. Ties in smooth as a sewin’ machine. Ver’ good angle for an arts programme.’




  ‘Don’t you think the Ethiopians would rather have something to eat?’ I said.




  ‘No, no, no. Books. Just the ticket. Every man jack in the whole ruddy shootin’ match flyin’ out food. Need somethin’ to read while they’re waitin’ for

  it.’




  ‘In fact, although naturally food is the pressing concern, there may actually be something interesting for us in the books concept.’ Eamonn Salt, the press officer for the SUSTAIN

  charity, pulled at his beard. Sir William pulled at his beard too.




  ‘Really?’ I said.




  ‘Yes, indeed. We’re trying to get away from the dehumanizing of the indigenous African in the media famine coverage,’ Eamonn went on in his flat monotone. ‘Introducing

  the notion of the learned African person, the intelligent African thirsting for knowledge to replace what we call the Starving Monkey Myth. Your idea might well have a role to play in increasing

  public empathy, though many of my colleagues would disagree. It’s a different school of thought. Though, of course, we’d be up against public outrage about waste of resources, charity

  for luxury. I’m sure you’re familiar with the arguments.’




  ‘Ver’ good. Arguments. Books. Just the ticket to get the Soft Focus lot goin’,’ said Sir William.




  ‘But would the Ethiopians be able to read the books if they’re in English?’ I said.




  ‘Ah, well, remember, the famine covers the whole of the Sahel. Your best bet might be to send them to the camps on the border between Abouti and Nambula. There are refugees from Kefti

  there who are highly educated. The Keftians have an excellent British based education system,’ said Eamonn.




  ‘Where’s Kefti?’ I said.




  ‘Rebel province of Abouti, bordering Nambula, north Africa. The Keftians have been pursuing a somewhat bloody war for independence from the Marxist regime in Abouti for twenty-five years.

  Highly organized culture. The Sahel famine has hit them probably harder than anyone – it is impossible for the NGOs to get food aid to them because of the war and for diplomatic reasons.

  There is a major exodus from Kefti at present over the border into Nambula. Very, very severe malnourishment there.’




  ‘What about taking out food with a few books thrown in.’ I said.




  ‘Ruddy good idea,’ said Sir William. ‘First rate. Good thinkin’, gel.’




  Fired up with unaccustomed zeal, I started organizing an appeal among the staff of the corporation for the food, rounding up remaindered books, looking into sponsored flights. I rang up Soft

  Focus and fixed up a meeting for a week’s time with Sir William, Oliver Marchant and me. A vision of Africa, with its tribes, drums, fires and lions, danced and twinkled. I thought of

  Geldof, I thought of purpose and meaning, I thought of relief workers being passionate, poor, and self sacrificing, saving the grateful Africans. But mainly I thought of Oliver.




  





  Chapter Three




  ‘WHERE’S MY Kit-Kat?’




  Henry was standing outside the cabana, looking around indignantly. The staff had finished breakfast and were wandering around the compound getting ready to go to the camp. Sian hurried over to

  Henry.




  ‘My bloody Katerina Kit-Kat. I left it in Fenella Fridge and somebody’s Sophia Scoffed it.’




  Sian was talking to him in a low voice, soothing him.




  ‘Henry, you’re blind and stupid,’ I called across. ‘It’s under the antibiotics. Go and have another look.’




  ‘Ding dong!’ he said, turning round and raising his eyebrows suggestively. ‘I do so love it when you get all strict,’ and he sauntered back into the cabana,

  as Sian hurried after him.




  The sun was starting to burn now. The first trails of smoke were beginning to rise above the camp and figures were moving slowly along the paths and across the plain: a boy leading a donkey

  carrying two bulging leather sacks of water, a woman with a pile of firewood on her head, a man in a white djellaba walking with a stick balanced on his shoulders, arms hanging lazily over the

  stick. In a few hours’ time the light would be blinding white and the heat would become claustrophobic. It was easy to imagine you were going to suffocate and stop breathing.




  Betty came bustling across the gravel towards me. ‘I don’t want to intrude before you’ve started your day properly, dear,’ she said ‘though . . .’ she opened

  her eyes very wide and showed me her watch, ‘it is six o’clock. But I wondered if I could have a little word in your ear.’




  Betty was round and in her late fifties. I knew what she wanted to have a little word about: Henry and Sian. She wouldn’t be up-front about it. She wouldn’t say: ‘I don’t

  think you should let your assistant behave promiscuously with the nurses.’ What she would do would be to tell me a little story about someone I’d never heard of who had once run a

  relief camp in Zanzibar or, perhaps, Chad. This person, surprise surprise, would have allowed their assistants to sleep with the nurses – and guess what? It would all have ended in an Aids

  outbreak, earthquake or tidal wave and they would have decided that everyone should sleep in their own mud huts in future.




  ‘Can we have a chat later?’ I said, suddenly remembering the toothbrush and holding it up. ‘When I’ve finished my teeth?’




  I finished the brushing, and scrunched across the gravel to my hut. I had a lot to do that day. I was the administrator of the camp, doing the organization for SUSTAIN, the charity which

  employed us all. I had been at Safila for just over four years. For the first two I had been assistant administrator, then I’d taken over the main job, with Henry joining as my assistant. I

  had to oversee supplies of food and drugs and medical equipment, the vehicles, the drinking water, the food – and the staff, which seemed to take up more time than anything.




  I opened the piece of corrugated iron which served as a door, and stepped inside my hut. My home in Safila was a thatched circle of wood and mud, about twenty feet in diameter with a hard earth

  floor covered in rush mats. It smelt of dust. I had a metal-framed bed with a mosquito net, a desk, shelves for my books and files, two metal armchairs with hideous floral foam rubber cushions, and

  a formica coffee table. Everything was covered in sand. It got between your teeth, into your ears, your pockets, your pants. I was fond of my hut, though I think it was the privacy rather than

  anything else about it which held the appeal.




  I say privacy, but two minutes later there was a half-hearted rattle at the door and Betty poked her head round, giving an understanding upside-down smile. She came in, without being asked, gave

  me a hug, and plonked herself on the bed. There was a scuffling in the ceiling, the ceiling being a large canvas sheet, which was there to catch creatures that would otherwise fall out of the

  thatch into the room.




  ‘Hello, little friends,’ said Betty, looking up.




  Oh, no, oh, no. It was a bit early in the morning to have Betty in your hut.




  ‘You’re worried, Rosie, aren’t you? And, do you know, I think you’re right to be worried.’




  Here we go, I thought, Henry and Sian.




  ‘It reminds me of when Judy Elliot was running Mikabele back in ’seventy-four. She’d had several arrivals in a very poor state, sent a message to head office asking for

  reinforcements and got her head bitten off for overreacting. Two months later there was a massive influx, a hundred a day dying during the worst of it, and of course she didn’t have the staff

  or the equipment.’




  So it wasn’t Henry and Sian. It was the locusts.




  ‘What have you heard? Do you think there’s anything in it?’




  Over the four years I had been in Safila there had been several famine scares, hordes of refugees about to flood over the border bringing plagues of cholera, meningitis, elephantitis, God knows

  what, but it had never, in all the time I had been in Safila, come to anything serious. Sometimes we suspected it was just a refugee ruse to get more food.




  Betty gave a little toss of her head, offended. ‘You mustn’t think I’m in any way trying to tell you your job, Rosie dear. You know I have the greatest admiration for

  everything you do, the greatest admiration. But, you know, we must always listen to the voice of the African, the voice of Africa.’




  Suddenly I wanted to bite Betty, or just sort of pummel her face for quite a long time.




  ‘I’m worried too, Betty, but we can’t go raising an alert if we’ve nothing concrete to go on. Have you heard anything I haven’t heard?’




  ‘They, the people, are our barometer, you know. And the Teeth of the Wind as the African calls them . . .’ she paused for approval, ‘the Teeth of the Wind can be absolute

  shockers. They fly all day, you know. Miles and miles, they cover, thousands of miles.’




  ‘I know, that’s what they were saying down at the distribution yesterday, but have you heard anything else?’




  ‘When Mavis Enderby was in Ethiopia in ’fifty-eight there was a plague which gobbled up enough grain to feed a million people for a year. Of course, the thing that really worries me,

  as I was saying to Linda, is the harvest. Miles, and miles across, these swarms are, blotting out the sun, black as soot.’




  ‘I KNOW,’ I said, more loudly than I meant to, which was stupid as this was not the time to initiate a Betty-huff. ‘Has anyone said anything else to you?’




  ‘They can eat their body weight of food in a day, you know, it’s really very worrying and what with the harvest due, and they can move so fast, great clouds of them . . .’




  There was so much to do this morning. I simply had to get Betty to go, so I could think. ‘Thank you, Betty,’ I said. ‘Thank you so much for your support. It is extremely

  worrying, but you know . . . a trouble shared . . . Now I really must get on, but thanks for bringing it up.’




  It worked. Splendid. She took this as a cue to roll her eyes with affected modesty and rush over to give me a little hug. ‘Well, we’d best get down to the camp if we’re going

  to be back and ready in time for Linda’s new doctor,’ she said, and gave me another little hug before departing.




  That was the other thing. We had a new doctor arriving today, an American. Betty was leaving in three weeks’ time and he was going to replace her. We were supposed to be having a special

  lunch to welcome him. Linda, who was one of our nurses and rather uptight, had apparently worked with this man in Chad two years ago, but she wouldn’t tell us anything about him. All she did

  was make it very clear that she had been corresponding with him, and go all coy every time his sleeping arrangements were mentioned. I hoped he was going to be all right. We were such a small

  group, stuck together, all the relationships were finely balanced. It was easy to knock them off kilter.




  I sat down on the bed, and thought about what Betty had said. For all her annoying little ways, she was a very good doctor, and she did know her stuff as far as Africa was concerned. She seemed

  to have been working here since the early nineteenth century. There was an awful logic to these rumours. Kefti had just had the first good rains for several years. One of the cruellest ironies of

  Africa is that the first decent rains after a drought produce ideal conditions for locusts. Because they did, indeed, move so fast, a plague at harvest time was one of the few things other than a

  war which could create an instant mass exodus.




  I got up, fished out a file, and started looking through it. We tried to run an early-warning system for Kefti, but it wasn’t much help, because no one was allowed to go up there. We were

  banned from going by SUSTAIN because it was a war zone, and banned from going by the Nambulan government because they wanted to keep things sweet with the Aboutians, and the Keftians were fighting

  Abouti. All the information we had was in this file. It was full of charts about grain prices in the markets near the borders, graphs of the height and weight of children, sightings of movements of

  people over the border. I had looked at it two days ago. There was nothing out of the ordinary. I was just making sure.




  I really needed to decide on a response quickly, because Malcolm was supposed to be arriving at eleven o’clock with the new doctor. Malcolm was the SUSTAIN field officer for the whole of

  Nambula. He was a bit of a prat, but if we were going to raise an alarm this was a good chance to do it. I decided to go down to the camp and talk to Muhammad Mahmoud. He would know what was up. I

  was feeling panicky. I had a drink of water, and tried to calm down.




  When I stepped out into the white light, I saw Henry having an intimate chat with Sian outside her hut. He was chucking her under her chin in a cutesy-pie manner. She saw me watching, blushed

  and shot back inside the hut. Henry just raised his eyebrows and smirked – the arrogance of that boy.




  ‘Henry Montague,’ I said strictly. ‘Go to your room.’




  He grinned gleefully. Henry had a smile which was almost too big for his face, in a wide-mouthed, upper-class way. He was always rather elegant, with dark hair hanging over his forehead in a

  foppish fringe, which presumably had been trendy when he last saw South Kensington. I was constantly trying to get him to fasten it back with a kirby grip.




  ‘I shall have words with you later,’ I said. ‘In the meantime you can put the two cold boxes that are just inside the cabana into the Toyota. I want to go down to the camp and

  get back before Malcolm arrives.’




  ‘Halliaow! Ding! Dong! Mistress Efficiency!’ he said, putting his arm round me in a manner which denoted no respect whatsoever. There would be no point in talking to him now

  about the Sian business. Any criticism or caution would be shaken off like drops of water from a high-spirited puppy after a swim.




  We set off in the Toyota pickup in amiable silence. I decided not to bring up the locusts with Henry until I had talked to Muhammad. Muhammad Mahmoud was not an official leader in the camp. He

  was just brighter than anyone else, us included. Driving left no room for chat, anyway. Concentration was required, even if you weren’t at the wheel. Shaken and bounced around as if in a

  tumble dryer, you had to make your body relaxed but tense enough to react when you got thrown up off the seat and hit your head on the roof.




  ‘I say! Hope you’ve got a sturdy bra on in there, old thing!’ bellowed Henry. He used to say this every single time, imagining he had just thought of it.




  We were winding down the steep sandy track into the camp now, looking over the huts, the white plastic arc of the hospital, the square rush-matting shapes which housed the clinic, the ration

  distribution, the market, the school. Over the last four years misery had gradually been replaced by mundanity for the refugees, and for us too. But by and large it was a contented mundanity. We

  drew from each other – the ex-pats and the refugees. We went to their parties at night, with the drums and the fires, thrilling to the Africa of our childhood fantasies. We gave them the

  drugs, food and medical knowledge they needed. We rowed down the river, played with their kids, and felt adventurous, and they took pleasure from our energy and naïve excitement at being in

  Africa. ‘We came out of the tunnel of our despair to find that we could not only live, but also dance’, Muhammad once said to me, in his absurdly poetic way. We had come through a

  crisis together and now we were happy. But the refugees here were entirely dependent on food from the West. It made them vulnerable.




  ‘Bloody hell!’ Henry yelled as two boys ran in front of the Toyota, playing chicken. They were not supposed to do this. As the hill levelled out and we entered the main area of the

  camp, a whole group of kids were running after us, waving and shouting, ‘Hawadga!’ – white man.




  As I swung open the door and jumped out of the cab, the heat hit me like the blast from an open oven door and the kids surrounded us. God, they were lovely, the kids: the rough ones running

  around, shouting and laughing; the shy ones standing like kids stand everywhere in the world with one leg hooked behind the other, rubbing their eyes and then putting their fingers in their mouths,

  as the health workers had spent the last five years teaching them not to. Two of them were wearing glasses made of straw, modelled on our sunglasses. I bent down and tried them on. They all

  screamed with laughter as if it was the funniest thing that had ever happened.




  We usually had lunch at twelve but I had asked everyone to be back up at the cabana by eleven thirty, ready to greet Malcolm and the new doctor and have the lunch. At ten fifteen I was through

  with my jobs and ready to talk to Muhammad, but then there was a problem in Sian’s eye clinic because some of the patients had started demanding five Nambulan sous to have their eyelids

  turned inside out. They said that people in Wad Danazen, which was another, bigger camp about fifty miles away, got paid five sous to have their eyes examined like this.




  ‘They say it should be the same here,’ said Sian despairingly.




  ‘Typical Wad Danazen,’ I said. There were some Italian relief workers there who were pretty over-emotional and lazy. The French were bad but the Italians were worse.




  ‘What shall I do? It’s dreadful that they’re asking for money when we’re trying to help them.’




  ‘Tell them if they don’t want their eyes examined you won’t be able to find out what’s wrong with them and they’ll go blind. And die.’ I said.

  ‘Horribly.’




  ‘I can’t tell them that,’ said Sian, wide-eyed.




  ‘Just be firm about it,’ I said. They don’t really expect the money. They’re just trying it on.’




  ‘But it’s dreadful to—’




  ‘They’re only human. You’d try it, if you were that poor.’




  I looked at her troubled face. Actually, maybe she wouldn’t. Oh dear. I remembered what it was like when you first arrived. There were lots of things which rather let you down with a bump.

  I wanted to stay and talk to her but I had to get on.




  Someone came running over from the hospital to say they wanted some IV fluids quickly, which, for some reason, were locked in the other Landcruiser, and only Sharon had the key. Sharon was a

  vast girl from Birmingham, with a dry take on life who had been at Safila since the first time I came out. She was brilliant with the refugees. As I hurried along the path to where she was, looking

  at my watch, I heard a voice behind me saying, ‘Rhozee’. It was Liben Alye sitting under a little tree holding Hazawi and smiling at me lovingly and hopefully. I felt a stab of

  irritation, then another one of guilt for having had the stab of irritation. I loved Liben Alye, but he never understood about being in a rush. When I first saw him, sitting with a group of old men

  during the bad times, I had noticed him because of the way he was holding this baby, stroking her cheek and smoothing her hair. It turned out that all his children, six of them, and all his

  grandchildren except Hazawi had died, which was why he always kept her with him. I squatted down beside him and shook his hand and touched Hazawi’s cheek at his invitation and agreed that it

  was indeed very soft. And I admired her long eyelashes and agreed that they were indeed very long. I turned my wrist so I could see my watch and realized that I was indeed going to be very late for

  Malcolm. Ah, well.




  It took me ages to find Sharon, and then she couldn’t stop what she was doing because she was in the process of extracting a Guinea worm from someone’s leg. ‘I can’t

  stop,’ she said, ‘or the bloody thing’ll come off my matchstick.’




  I watched while she wound the yellow, string-like creature very, very slowly round a match, pulling it out of the skin.




  ‘Bloody long bugger, this one,’ she said to the woman, who grinned proudly.




  She carried on winding delicately with her chubby fingers until the end of the worm came out and it hung, squirming, on the matchstick.




  ‘There you are,’ she said, handing it to the woman. ‘Fry it up with a bit of oil and some lentils,’ and she acted out an eating movement, so that the woman laughed.




  ‘What d’you reckon with Linda and this doctor?’ said Sharon, as we hurried back to the vehicles. ‘Is she going to be shagging him or wot?’




  ‘Search me,’ I said.




  ‘Her mouth’s as tight as a choirboy’s arse,’ said Sharon.




  ‘Sure is,’ I said. ‘Well, um, not that I’d actually know, of course.’




  The kids were running along with me again as I walked to Muhammad’s shelter. Most of them had their heads shaved with just one little tuft left in the middle. They all chose different

  shapes for their tuft so it looked quite funny if you were taller than them. I rounded a corner, and there was Muhammad, standing at the entrance to his shelter.




  The kids melted away. Muhammad was a striking man with a shock of fuzzy black hair which was almost Kenneth Kaunda-esque in its verticalness. He wore a djellaba so white as to be absurd.




  ‘Rosie,’ he said. ‘You have been very industrious today. Have you decided to increase your productivity?’




  It was a relief to get inside his shelter where it was cool and quiet. Most of the refugees lived in huts, but Muhammad had managed to get hold of the materials and the space to build himself an

  exceptionally airy and elegant establishment. It was like our cabana, an oblong building with rush-matting walls, designed so that a breeze ran through. In places, harsh white points of light broke

  through from the outside. I settled down on a low bed, waiting for him to make tea before we could talk. He had a bookshelf leaning against one wall. The Ginsberg and Fink remaindered books were

  still there.




  It was twenty past eleven but there was no explaining the need for haste to Muhammad. There was no hurrying the arrival of the tea; no question of abandoning ceremony and proceeding in an

  expedient manner. Especially if I was late for something.




  Muhammad moved in stately fashion, to and fro, fetching tiny cups, two more sticks for the fire. Sugar. More water. A little more tea. Another twig. A spoon. Damn him. He was doing it on purpose

  now.




  Eventually, finally, with a self-satisfied glint in his eye, he presented me with a tiny cup of tea, obviously too hot to drink, and settled himself down.




  ‘So.’




  ‘So.’




  ‘You are very excited this morning.’ Muhammad had a thin, reedy voice and a deep laugh.




  ‘No, I’m not.’




  ‘Yes, you are,’ said Muhammad.




  With extreme difficulty, I maintained a lofty silence.




  ‘So,’ said Muhammad eventually. Ha! My point. ‘So what is the cause of this agitation? Is it the new doctor?’




  He was such a pain. ‘No, of course it isn’t the new doctor, for God’s sake.’




  He gave his deep laugh, then looked serious. ‘So then perhaps it is the Teeth of the Wind,’ he said dramatically.




  ‘Oh, God, Muhammad. Call them locusts, please.’




  ‘You have no poetry in your soul. It is tragic,’ he said.




  ‘Come on, Sylvia Plath, what have you heard?’




  ‘I hear that there are swarms five miles across, blotting out the sun, plunging the earth into blackness,’ he said.




  ‘And what have you really heard?’




  ‘It is not good,’ he said, serious now. ‘There is no food in the highlands. The rains have been poor for many years now. The people are living on nothing and only trying to

  survive until the harvest.’




  ‘But the harvest will be good this year?’




  ‘Yes. For the first time in many years. Unless the locusts come. Then there will be very bad famine and the people will come here.’




  ‘Is there a locust plague? Are they swarming?’




  ‘They are not flying, but I have heard that they are hatching in three areas. You know that they begin as grasshoppers and then they march – in a vast, seething, living

  carpet?’




  I looked at him levelly. ‘Yes. Muhammad, I know.’




  ‘If the people had the pesticides then they could spray and destroy them, but they have nothing. Even if they had the chemicals it would not be possible to spray from the air because of

  the Aboutian fighter jets. Soon the winds will be blowing east-west and will carry the swarms across Kefti and into Nambula.’




  ‘And do you believe all this?’




  He shrugged and raised his hands. Then he looked down and said, ‘It is possible.’




  It is possible. I felt a surge of panic again. Usually he dismissed these rumours as nothing. ‘How can we find out?’ I said.




  ‘For now we must wait, reflect and discuss.’




  I wanted to stay and talk this through, but it was eleven forty. I had to go. ‘Malcolm’s going to arrive any minute with the new doctor,’ I said, getting up.




  ‘I have something to show you,’ Muhammad replied.




  Of course he had something to show me, given that I was late. He took me out through the back of his hut. There, growing in the mud, were three spindly tomato plants bearing a handful of tiny

  tomatoes of the type which are particularly expensive in supermarkets at home. He knew he was not supposed to do this. The refugees were forbidden to cultivate. That would have turned a relief camp

  into a permanent settlement.




  Muhammad picked one of his six tomatoes and gave it to me.




  ‘Thank you,’ I said, touched. ‘I’ll have it stuffed.’




  Then he put his hand on my shoulder and gave me a look. What was it – friendship, solidarity, pity? I got all brisk and flustered. ‘I’d better go,’ I said.




  When I got back to the Landcruiser it was locked and Henry had the key. It was twelve o’clock now and everyone else had gone back up to the camp on time as I had asked them to. I drummed

  my fingers on the bonnet and waited, hoping Henry had not gone up with the others and forgotten that he had the key. What I hadn’t told Muhammad was that we were already short of food in the

  camp. We were supposed to have had a delivery a fortnight before but the UN had sent a message over the radio to say that the food would not be coming for a few weeks because the supply ship had

  not arrived in Port Nambula. We were going to have to start cutting down everyone’s rations anyway, even without writhing living carpets covering the whole of Kefti, and massive swarms of

  giant-fanged locusts blotting out the sun.




  I looked at the group of kids running round the Landcruiser, giggling, trying to jump up into the back, and remembered the feeding centres of the last famine. We used to have one shelter for the

  kids who could feed themselves, one for those who were too weak to feed themselves but might live, and one for those who were definitely going to die. I suddenly wanted to burst into tears. I

  hadn’t toughened up as much as I’d thought.




  





  Chapter Four




  I DREAMED of bumping into him in Safeways: walking along the aisles side by side, making jokes about the other customers, scampering about buying absurd

  foodstuffs to make each other laugh, tinned meat pies, blancmange, packets of dried chicken curry. Unbelievable that at one time in my life I spent hours and hours thinking about this, working out

  the fine detail of the fantasy.




  Once an actual real meeting had been arranged with Oliver my head was completely taken over, like a nest with a cuckoo in it. I used to attempt to ban him from my mind by reading a book, and

  I’d read the same sentence four times without noticing. I would watch the news and not take in a single word because I was thinking of him. All I could concentrate on was my new Africa

  project, because it was infused by Oliver with sexual promise. On the Saturday morning before the meeting, I persuaded myself that I really did need to go to Safeways: not the one where I lived,

  but another, several miles away in the King’s Road, (where Oliver lived), since their range of hand-made pasta was more extensive.




  It was tragic really. I dressed and undressed several times in preparation for the expedition. I did not want to look too dressed up; I wanted to look stylish yet casual, as if I always looked

  like that on Saturday mornings, and also thin. I put full make-up on, then suspected you could see the foundation in the hard daytime light, so washed the foundation off and settled for eyeliner,

  mascara, lipstick and blusher, then started again without the eyeliner and lipstick. I wore new white underwear, then changed it to black. I asked myself if it was weird to wear stockings and

  suspenders under jeans and was unable to see my way to a clear answer.




  After I had spent over an hour in Safeways, and returned again to Safeways to purchase a bag of frozen scampi of which I had neither need nor want, and he still did not appear, I cursed the

  heavens for conspiring against me. ‘Your behaviour is insane and sick,’ my friend Shirley said when I confessed all this. ‘If I hear the word “Oliver” once more this

  evening I shall bite your head.’




  Oliver himself became sick. He lay, feverish, in his flat which was vast and airy with white pillars. I tended him. I washed the sheets, made him shepherd’s pie and brought it on a tray

  with flowers in a little square white vase. Then I changed the pie to grilled trout with watercress, and new potatoes steamed in their skins, because shepherd’s pie is too heavy if you are

  sick. His mother arrived. She was glamorous and rich and she was just popping by with some champagne. She didn’t have a clue about caring for him, none. He had never known true love and care.

  But she took to me like nobody’s business. ‘I’ve never seen him so happy with anyone, my darling,’ she whispered to me, in her gravelly Sobranie smoker’s voice, with a

  conspiratorial wink.




  The meeting was scheduled for six o’clock on Wednesday. At five thirty on the Tuesday Hermione banged down the phone particularly stroppily. ‘Sir William wants you to go upstairs.

  Oliver Marchant’s up there. He was in the area, apparently, so he wants to have the meeting now instead of tomorrow.’




  It was a disaster, a complete disaster. I had set aside that whole evening to prepare for the meeting: to go to an aerobics class to clean off those extra few ounces; to have a steam bath and

  soak myself in scented oils; to prepare my outfits. In fact, had the meeting not been brought forward a day, I might have missed it altogether, since the toiletry preparations and outfit choices

  might have prevented me leaving the flat at all. As it was, I considered Oliver’s premature arrival one of the worst misfortunes which had ever befallen me. I only just had time to get my

  make-up on.




  As I walked into the room and saw Oliver sitting there my brain emptied completely and my mouth went dry.




  ‘Ah,’ said Sir William, ‘Oliver. This is our representative from the publicity department, ver’, ver’ good, Rosemary ah . . .’




  ‘Richardson,’ finished Oliver, smiling in a fatherly way. He got up and shook my hand. At his touch, chemicals began to charge around crazily in my body shouting, ‘WARNING

  WARNING, sexual alert, all systems to pulse.’




  ‘How are you?’ said Oliver.




  ‘Fine, thanks.’ My voice came out unexpectedly high. We were still looking into each other’s eyes.




  ‘Glarrrh,’ said Sir William, clearing his throat, ‘glahum, well . . .’




  ‘So. Still not turned into a pizza?’ said Oliver, which was quite cheeky considering my boss was still standing looking at us going ‘Glahum.’




  ‘What’s that?’ said Sir William, ‘Wantin’ a pizza?’




  ‘Maybe later,’ said Oliver to me, but looking back at Sir William.




  During the meeting Oliver did most of the talking and directed most of what he said to me, which went straight to my head, naturally.




  ‘It’s a phenomenon which fascinates me,’ he was saying. ‘Celebrities have been promoting causes since the First World War, but you watch: this will become huge. In five

  years’ time no cause will be complete without an accompanying star to promote it.’




  I made an odd noise. Sir William glanced at me disconcertedly.




  ‘Ver’, ver’ interesting,’ he huffed. ‘Course, celebrities come from all walks of life. Not just a question of world of entertainment, all sorts of areas, prominent

  figures, benefactors.’




  ‘Quite so,’ said Oliver. ‘Business, publishing even, as with yourself.’




  Sir William pulled at his beard, gratified. I was still embarrassed about the odd noise. It had been meant as a murmur of agreement.




  ‘But what this programme is actually about,’ said Oliver, ‘is the way Third World aid is entering the mainstream of popular culture. Before Geldof it was dreary, it was a

  question of black and white envelopes plopping onto the doorstep. Now giving is becoming hip and synonymous with a good time.’




  ‘Ver’ true, and as we’ve bin sayin’. Goin’ out there meself, with the books. Bit of a mercy dash,’ said Sir William, then looked at me. ‘Glahum,’

  he said, nodding at me. ‘Glahum.’




  ‘Oh. Do you think it’s likely you might want to feature Sir William’s trip to Nambula on your programme?’ I said very quickly.




  Oliver smiled and winked at me. ‘It’s certainly an interesting angle for us, with the combination of Sir William and Nambula and the books. I take it these are the Keftian camps

  we’re talking about?’




  ‘That’s right,’ I said, drooling at his knowledge of world affairs.




  ‘Well, I certainly think we should discuss it further,’ said Oliver. ‘When things are a little more developed.’




  Afterwards, as Oliver and I stood on the steps of the Ginsberg building with the golden evening light falling onto us through the trees, he said, ‘Do you want to come for a drink?’

  just like in the fantasies. I couldn’t believe it. I was wildly happy. Then a split second later I remembered I hadn’t done my legs and wondered in a panic if there was any way of

  shaving them in the ladies’ loo.




  Even in the car it was like a dream, his hands on the wheel, his thigh in soft dark blue suit material next to my knee in its sheer black – tragically – tights. The doors of the car

  were cream leather and the dashboard was walnut. The instrument panel twinkled and glowed as if we were in an aeroplane. We didn’t go to a pub, we went to the sort of restaurant where if I

  had asked for a razor the waiter would have brought me one on a white octagonal china plate, without question or comment.




  ‘Oh, Lu-eee-gi.’




  As Oliver and I were being shown to our table, the actress Kate Fortune was making a noisy flappy entrance, bearing down on the maître d’hotel, her long dark silky hair swinging

  everywhere.




  ‘Luigi! Wonderful to see you again! Mwah, mwah.’




  ‘Actually, madam,’ he said, ‘it’s Roberto.’




  I’d seen Kate Fortune on television only the night before, in a mini-series about a female explorer who was unexpectedly keen on lip gloss. She was often to be seen in magazines, dressed

  as a fairy or crinoline lady with accompanying features called ‘Fortune at Forty’. The worst was when she had appeared in one of the colour supplements made over as a series of famous

  film stars, one from each decade since the nineteen twenties. It seemed an unfortunate self-promotional blunder, only stressing the abyss between Kate Fortune and Marlene Dietrich or Jane Fonda.

  Tonight she was dressed more in Dallas mode. I had long suspected her of hair-flicking and, sure enough, as she bore down on us, cooing, ‘Oliver! Heavenly to see you,’ she took hold of

  the whole left-hand side of her hair and threw it back into the eyes of Roberto.




  Oliver rose gallantly to his feet to receive her kisses, and now had a little circle of peach lip gloss on each cheek. I got to my feet too, but she behaved as if I was the invisible woman, so I

  sat down again.




  ‘Lovely,’ she was saying to Oliver, fingering his lapel, ‘you will try and come and see me doing the Shaw? Can I leave you tickets next week? You will try and put us on your

  lovely programme?’




  ‘Oh, darling, I don’t want to come and sit through some dreary play,’ said Oliver. ‘Why don’t you take me out to lunch instead?’




  Kate Fortune rolled her eyes, threw back her hair, and said, ‘Terrible man. I’ll get Yvonne to call Gwen tomorrow.’ Then she disappeared off to her table, casting a gay, coy

  look behind her. I was surprised she didn’t flick up her skirt and show him her pants as well.




  Oliver ordered champagne. We had just begun to talk about our earliest sexual experiences, as you do, when Signor Zilli burst into the restaurant. Signor Zilli was a big cult figure at the time.

  He was a volatile Italian buffoon, played by a huge comedian called Julian Alman. It was very strange seeing him in the flesh, out of costume and character.




  ‘Oliver, hi! Blast!’ said Julian Alman, lumbering towards us. ‘Look can you come and have a word out here, my car’s been clamped. Blast!’




  ‘What do you expect me to do about it?’ said Oliver, staring at him incredulously. ‘Unclamp it with my teeth?’




  ‘No. Look, the thing is, I want you to talk to the clamping men.’




  Julian Alman seemed completely unaware that everyone in the restaurant was looking at him.




  ‘But if you’ve parked on a double yellow line you will be clamped. Is this your new Porsche?’




  ‘Yes, the thing is, you see, I was still in it.’




  ‘You were still in it?’




  ‘Yes. I was trying to get out.’




  ‘Julian,’ said Oliver. ‘This isn’t making a lot of sense. What was preventing you getting out?’




  ‘Well, you see, it’s a bit small for me.’




  ‘So why did you buy it?’




  ‘Well, I really wanted this model. You see, they’ve just been released so there’s only three of them on the road, so, you see—’




  ‘Oh, Jesus Christ, Julian, can’t you see I’ve got more important things to do?’ he said, gesturing towards me.




  ‘No, that’s fine. Go and help him. I don’t mind,’ I said.




  ‘Oh, great. Look, sorry, that’s really good of you,’ said Julian, turning to try and peer out of the window. ‘Blast.’




  So Oliver went out to sort out the clampers. He returned ten minutes later looking extremely smug to tell me he’d managed to talk them out of it.




  Then we were straight back on to the early sexual experiences. ‘So the next term I turned up to my Blake tutorial and the tutor was her . . . the same woman I had given the love-bite

  to.’




  The food was tiny, which was fortunate as I had no appetite. When Oliver had finished his sexual anecdotes from Cambridge, I told him about getting caught naked with Joel in the sand dunes by a

  policeman, who then asked if he could join in.




  ‘So who was Joel?’




  ‘He was my boyfriend when I was at college.’




  ‘Where were you at college?’




  ‘Devon.’




  ‘Thank God it wasn’t Girton,’ he said, smiling indulgently. ‘That explains the horny accent. And what did you study in Devon?’




  ‘Agriculture,’ I said, and giggled.




  ‘Agriculture. Agriculture.’ He threw his head back and laughed. ‘You’re like something out of Thomas Hardy. Did you ride horses and wear petticoats and frolic in

  haylofts?’ He leaned over and pretended to look up my skirt hopefully.




  ‘No, I read books about crop rotation.’




  ‘And was Joel a farmer as well – no, don’t tell me, he was an army sergeant with an enormous flashing sword. No? A schoolteacher? A reddleman?’




  ‘He was a poet.’




  ‘No! This gets better and better. What did he write? “She was only a farmer’s daughter . . .” ’




  ‘He didn’t write very much when I knew him. He drank a lot, smoked a lot of dope and went on about patriarchal capitalist societies. My brothers couldn’t stand him.’




  ‘How many brothers have you got?’
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