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Prologue



. . . Summit close. Feel it, sense it. Fall didn’t help. Slipped on boulders and my leg hurts. Bad leg, of course . . .


. . . Sitting, see ice form on rocks. September, for Chrissakes. Know it’s there, the summit—only have to get up and push on and I’ll get there. Started from Camp Two—haa haa—at first light. Weather awful. Big wind coming up over the col. Horizontal sleet. Barely drag myself out of the sleeping bag. But soldier on. Right? What we do. Soldier on, take it on the chin. So out of the tent. Compass bearing from the map. Tricky, because I wasn’t sure I’d camped in the right place. Weather indescribable. Freak storm. If I hadn’t fallen, it would have knocked me over. But I fell. I did. Just when I needed my leg to work, it didn’t. And it’s cold.


. . . No one else around. But I wanted it that way. Solo bid. Dawn start. Summit alone. And there won’t be anyone else around. Not up here. Not in weather like this. Color note: gray rock, encrusted with ice like salt deposits. No. Like crystals. Visibility zero. The cloud has descended like a blanket. No, scrub that. The cloud has fallen here and come to rest, wrapping my world in its frigid grayness. Even worse.


. . . in the middle of the boulder field. Ice Fall. Khumbu Glacier. Ice crystals look as if they have been here forever. But I have to move . . . get frostbite. Or hypothermia. You slip away in a dream world, feel warm and happy and your eyes start to close. Want to sleep. Should sleep. In the cradle of the angels.


. . . more scared than I ever was. More scared than Beirut, Sarajevo, Grozny, Gaza . . . in the war zones, you could hide in a cellar or a bunker or behind a wall. You could call in on the sat-phone and hear a voice, even if it was a clerk at the comic back in New York. Home base. But there’s nowhere to hide up here. No one to talk to. Wind always finds you. And cold.


—


The woman clicked off the small tape. She emptied its cassette onto the plush, red sofa in the hotel suite he had insisted on reserving before—what had he called it?—his expedition. It fell among the others, five of them annotated in smudged handwriting that had become almost illegible: location, date and time; curios amid the floral upholstery, the mock-antiques. She had spent the night with his tapes. How typical of him to mold their content to the image he wished to project as his testament. And how galling that his confession should sow the seeds of so much pain.


The woman called for coffee as soon as the kitchen staff arrived, introducing hints of life into the still hotel by the lake, like an ocean liner making ready to sail—a muted clatter of pots and pans, a half-heard telephone, doors hissing open and closed, voices kept theatrically low. She uncapped a small, gold-nibbed fountain pen and wrote a single sentence in a black notebook whose cover was held in place by a thong of elastic. She placed it among the tapes, next to a folded, smudged fax message.


Pulling back the heavy, lined drapes, she saw a sky whose rage had gone, cauterized by the same storms as had made the final tapes so indistinct. The locals said the storms were the worst in memory. Was that supposed to turn back the days since he had walked off alone into the mountains? Restore him to her? She mussed her hair in a vanity mirror. The whisky had deepened the dark stains under her eyes.


Outside, the lake mirrored the foothills—indigo water, emerald slopes, sky losing dawn’s rose-glow to a hard azure. But there was nothing to stay for, least of all the view.





Chapter One
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TORVER, ENGLAND. SEPTEMBER 2000


The night before the expedition Joe Shelby and Eva Kimberly spent the countdown hours in a comfortable hotel converted from a substantial country house—a place of some grandeur, with high-ceilinged, corniced rooms, heavy, chevroned drapes and gas fires built to resemble hearths of live, glowing coals. From afar its whitewashed gables rose in pristine splendor against the somber greens of the lakeside. From within, the tall sash windows offered an oblique view of water and mountain across tiered lawns guarded by pines, partially obscured by the floral curtains of a four-poster bed in hand-carved oak. They found its solid presence and hint of depravity somehow embarrassing, but neither of them said so.


Driving north he had ventured that they should, perhaps, overnight in the small tent he had purchased—with much attention to weight and ease of assembly—to acclimatize for his uncertain, solo pilgrimage to the high ground. But she demurred, saying the only kind of tent that interested her was the large type with polished floorboards and mosquito netting and en suite facilities, as deployed on the more discerning safaris in the African savanna, with retainers to bring shaving water or pink gin, as appropriate to the hour. And, in his condition, she said with what she hoped was a fond smile, the less time he spent in imitation of Mallory and Irvine the better, considering what happened to them.


Over drinks in a bar adorned with horse brasses and small, framed lithographs depicting the peaks and slate-roofed farmhouses of the district, he challenged her, saying maybe—and, mark you, no one to this day could prove otherwise—those two British mountaineers had actually reached their objective, the summit of Mount Everest, before they disappeared back in 1924, so victory had been theirs after all.


Death was quite a price to pay for a mountaintop, she persisted, and that silenced them both until he said, low and rapid and in one angry breath: but it’s better than a paralyzed death in a sickbed, stuck with catheters and evacuation tubes and electronic monitors; better to be frozen to death on a mountain than immobilized by the terminal failure of your own body.


In the end of the light, they took a gentle, halting stroll—a limp for him, a slow-motion promenade for her—around the graveled pathways cutting through the grounds, down to the stony shore where a dark, chill wind coaxed shivers from sightless depths. Their breath steamed and not just from recent whisky. Up there, on the high ramparts of granite and fellside rising from the opposite shoreline, the cold would be more intense, and impossible to flee for a hotel lounge or a four-poster bed bathed in the luscious glow of a phony fire.


Later, in the small hours, with a crackle of autumn rain on the windows, cocooned in the four-poster, they reached for one another in the way of people seeking comfort through familiar sequences and levers of arousal. Both were on their best behavior. Behind the drawn curtains, neither wanted fights or ghosts to spoil the farewells. One phantom in particular stalked them both and they thought that, if they did not name her, then she would not appear to haunt them.


—


Now, under a low, damp sky pebble-dashed with cloud, they stood together at the point where they would part, he for the mountain, she, reluctantly, to wait.


His destination, Scafell Pike, was not, essentially, a big mountain, but it was England’s highest—the best, most rugged, least forgiving that the land could offer at a coy 3,210 feet, littered with vertical crags and treacherous boulders and plain hard going. By the route he had devised in hours with maps and guides and memory, it lay two days hence—at his pace—beyond intermediate ranges of hills and passes where he would make camp. Drawn as a straight line, the distance from where he stood to the summit was a mere ten miles. But counting the twists and turns from start to finish, he would, if successful, cover over twenty miles, with 5,650 feet of steep ascents and 4,350 feet of tricky descents (where, as on Everest, accidents often happened) over uniformly unforgiving ground, vulnerable to rapid-fire changes in weather and temperature, where the rocky trails could turn to rivers of water or ribbons of frost. And, once at the summit, he would need to plod down to the valley of Borrowdale when his limbs were at their most fatigued. The descent would take him across the pass at Styhead, where the mountain rescue team kept its stretcher, prepositioned for upsets on the forbidding central massif of the Lake District, the hub from which the valleys radiated like spokes. Quite recently, an older man had gone missing in September and the rescue team had found his body in January on a rugged bluff of rock called Great End, one of the final markers on his own itinerary.


One last time, Joe Shelby went over the checklist—he liked checklists—that tallied his gear: tent, sleeping bag, specialized walking poles, an aluminum bottle filled clandestinely with whisky (water would come from the streams and tarns of his beloved English Lake District, whatever people said about nuclear irradiation from the Sellafield plant or lingering microbes from stricken sheep), GPS satellite navigation aid, ultra-lightweight stove with minimal fuel, dehydrated meals, halogen headlamp, old-fashioned oil-filled compass, laminated maps at 1:25,000 scale cut into manageable sections, spare socks, waterproof gaiters, gloves, toothbrush, bandages and liniment in case of slips or blisters. He balanced carefully on his good, right leg as he reached into the trunk of the car for his rucksack, hefting it with his better, right arm, maneuvering his dead left arm awkwardly. He had parked the car next to a field at a junction where a small road led north with a wooden signpost proclaiming: Walna Scar and Coniston Old Man. Another rusty signboard offering “Horseriding” had come loose from its metal anchorings and swung in the wind.


As he pulled on his waxed Austrian mountain boots, he recalled old army surplus footwear, with leaky uppers and laces prone to snapping—the boots he had worn, once, to assail the same mountains in the time before doubt and affliction when all things were possible and had proven to be so. Ambitions, conceived as he strode these mountains, had been fulfilled. From this small corner of rock and hill, his horizons had stretched to the broad vistas of Africa and the Middle East, Central Asia and the Indian subcontinent—his Great Game. He had served his apprenticeship in his chosen craft as a local reporter covering small courts and inquests and scandals, but had always known that far-flung events would lure him. As a junior reporter, consuming the national newspapers, he coveted the datelines with a fierce hunger—Cape Town and Hong Kong, Dili, Jerusalem; he craved initiation into the mysteries of gunfire at close quarters. On the television news he watched men and women no different from himself standing in front of the cameras, against backdrops of bombed buildings or blazing hospitals, superconfident in their flak jackets. He knew he could handle those places himself if only someone would pay his ticket and publish his articles. And he knew he could humble those familiar TV faces by taking one step further, beyond the point where the satellite dish functioned and into the real maw of battle. When he thought those thoughts, his gut burned and his throat caught and, sensing his hunger, sponsors came forward to subsidize third-class tickets and fourth-class hotels in first-rate hellholes.


As an itinerant freelancer, owning little more than a laptop and a sleeping bag, he hitchhiked and bussed himself across Anatolia and the Levant and southern Africa, accumulating a sheaf of articles about unpleasant events in unsavory places that became his portfolio, established his credentials. Simply by traveling on the cheap he saw things the bigtime reporters did not see in their business class airplanes and chartered trucks. It gave him cachet but did not make him popular with his peers. He did not care: every modest triumph brought the goal of his raw ambition closer. Finally, through the intercession of an old-timer encountered in the Congo, a prestigious American weekly news magazine hired him full-time onto its staff, offering a salary and expenses, and sent him to chronicle gunfire in Gaza, earthquakes in Turkey, war in the Persian Gulf, mayhem in Crossroads and Rwanda and Kabul and Tashkent. He witnessed the pain of people who had come to learn that collateral damage was the military term for the sudden death of children, lovers, husband or wife or parents. He won the titles he craved—foreign correspondent, war correspondent—and the job took him to many places, far from any definition of home: he was an Englishman, writing for American readers from countries that wiser people on either side of the Atlantic would happily avoid. Once, he tallied his score like some men counted their sexual victories—eighty countries, eighty names from the map, but only three that had been visited without the need to write for the weekly magazine, which he referred to privately as the comic. (His sexual scorecard reflected lower numbers than his reputation suggested.) But those journeys now seemed irrelevant—episodes glimpsed through the filter of professional detachment. Here, on the approaches to Scafell Pike, with his limbs weakening, lay his true battle, to be fought on this home turf—the only place on earth where he could gauge whether anything of the teenager in leaky army surplus boots had survived to sustain the man in his fancy, Austrian footwear.


Above the village of Torver, where he made his farewells with Eva Kimberly, the great, gray battlement of Dow Crag rose above a skirt of scree three and one quarter miles to the north—his first objective at 2,555 feet. Beyond that he imagined his route unfolding through mysteriously named landmarks: Camp One at Wrynose Pass, Camp Two at Esk Hause, before the final push to the summit of Scafell Pike. Already, ahead of him, he could imagine the rocky, steep trails and the granite outcrops pulling tendrils of mist to pale smears of lichen; the dark mirror-stillness of the high tarns; the summits, marked by the protrusion of single cairns and the cumulative traces of countless bootprints, an army of spectral memories, some of them his own, from long ago.
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Eva Kimberly linked her arm through his bad, left arm, massaging the flaccid muscle that had once grappled Windsurfers, swung rackets, hauled a way up mountains, steered motorcycles along rutted trails. Now, the arm hung true as a plumb line, just as useful to his current intention.


“You don’t have to go,” she said.


“That’s why I’m going.”


“Not because it’s there?” Even as she smiled, she shivered inside the black sheepskin coat they had bought together during a vacation in Rome. In the store just off the Piazza di Spagna, he joked about her susceptibility to the merest hint of a chill in the air, her phobia of what the Italians called a colpa d’aria, a malignant draught. But, she said, if you were born and raised near the equator as she had been as a native of Africa, if your days had been framed by the rapid dawns and dusks of Africa, heralded by the pampering of servants with drinks—tea in the morning, sundowners in the evening—then you would, of course, be more sensitive to the rude, northern climate that had molded him.


“You could at least wait until your test results from the neurologist.”


“They won’t really make a difference. Let’s not argue.”


“I’m not arguing. All I’m saying is that, for all you know, it could suddenly get worse while you’re up there.”


“Then I’d better get going before it does get worse.”


“Shouldn’t I come with you?”


“We talked about that.”


“And what about the weather? The forecast isn’t great.”


“It never is up here.”


She disentangled her arm from his and lit a cigarette. The smoke curled blue in the early morning stillness. In his backpack, alongside his maps and miniature tape recorder, he had stashed tobacco and Rizla cigarette-rolling papers, wrapping them carefully in Ziploc plastic to keep his supplies dry. But while he still had the chance to simply flick a cigarette from a pack, without the complications of one-handed rolling, he would do so. Before he could protest his own ability to do so, she lit one for him and handed it to him.


—


Her curled, rust-red hair nestled on the black, furry collar of the heavy coat, an affirmation of light in the northern gloom. Even now, in September, with the season’s changing, the horizons were closing, the hours receding, shrinking into a perpetual gloaming. When the European winter came, the African summer beckoned and, on this chill morning, she felt the pull away from his mountains to her savanna, her beaches, the sour smell of Africa and woodsmoke, the upstairs-downstairs counterpoint of mortar and pestle in the servants’ compound and high-altitude tennis balls on the rolled, clay court. Together they called London home, defining it as their apartment overlooking the Bill Brandt lampposts and rolling greenery of Primrose Hill in London. But home, really, was far to the south, in a continent that did not really offer a home to people of her kind anymore. Home for a generation or two, but home for all that, in the sense that home is an anchor, a set of familiar references, a place where the surprises are all expected.


Joe Shelby had once boasted he had no home beyond the fitful, feckless world of the wandering expatriate remote from the burdensome ties of taxes and voters’ rolls and fixed coordinates. “I’m their shitholes man,” he said to explain why he seemed to be constantly heading for the airport with his flak jacket in his carry-on bag, his laptop over his shoulder. “I go to the places no one else wants to go.”


Only after she burned her own bridges, abandoned her own, true home to follow him, had she discovered that—for all the exotic stamps in his passport—home, in reality, was such an alien place of rock and rain as this. That, she thought, would explain the penchant for shitholes.


—


“Have you got everything?” Wasn’t this what western women traditionally asked? Have you got your sandwiches and thermos, dear, your newspaper and season ticket for the train?—questions just as applicable to sons as husbands, to quaintly forgetful menfolk in general, to relationships, unlike theirs, based on promises and routines.


“Like what?”


“Oh, you know. Loo paper. Matches. Salt. Condoms. Whatever.”


“Condoms?”


“Just in case. You might meet somebody.”


“Jesus.”


“It was supposed to be a joke. Never mind. You’re nervous, aren’t you?”


“Let’s not fight.”


“No. Let’s not fight.”


It was time now to make a start. The route seemed unfamiliar, yet, not too many years back—yesterday in his memories—this had been his stomping ground. The walk to Dow Crag was merely the warm-up, the preliminary to the grapple with unyielding granite on rock-climbing routes pioneered years ago. Eliminate A. Gordon and Craig’s. Down-to-earth names for climbs ranked at a middling level of severity that nonetheless brought the fierce joy of conquest and survival. Now, the walk itself was the challenge—the meandering start through the first band of woodland and the old mine workings, then crossing the Walna Scar Road and on to the tiny, dark lake called Goat’s Water before the rocky scramble to the foot of the crag. There he would veer sharply left to South Rake—the rock climbers’ easy way down—to strive for the summit ridge and the first peak, first of the expedition, first in years, first since his strength had begun to ebb inexplicably a bare six months ago, leaving him with a useless arm and a trailing leg.


Almost overnight, his mobility had been curtailed. Like the Kafka figure who awakes as a carapaced beetle, he had collided with the first tremblings of disability. Running, even jogging, tennis or squash—all that was now denied. Movement required a focused mental effort, hardly the best qualification for the scrapes and close calls that drew him to his job. He needed two hands to shave or clean his teeth. In hotel rooms, he wrote his articles with his bad arm balanced precariously on crossed legs, hunched like Quasimodo. Or he simply wrote one-handed, the worst punishment of all, stemming the flow of thoughts behind a crude barrage of physical inability. He had no idea what had cursed him in this way, still less why he had been selected for malediction or by whom. The ailment was anonymous, capricious, attacking like a guerrilla fighter with ambushes and concealed mines, armed with the element of cruel surprise and the advantage of unpredictability. He had no way of knowing when or where the next attack would come, the next worsening. He knew only that it would come and he prayed it would hold off for three more days to allow him a chance for one last triumph, alone in this inhospitable terrain where the seasons played tricks and there were no shortcuts.


The only common ground among the physicians was this: had it been cancer or AIDS or a more familiar condition, there might have been an element of explanation or prediction; but his condition was less charted, moving mysteriously in the secret, hidden places of the nervous system. It could be X, they said, it could be Y. It had not yet fully revealed its symptoms and its cause might never be known. But he had no wish to go gently into the twilight of disability, or into that good night he had seen so often engulfing others in the sprawled indignity of sudden death from cross fire or massacre or battle. He had no wish to become one of those plucky souls in wheelchairs, beyond movement or speech but stubbornly insisting on remaining alive when, really, they had no further use for themselves and had become a burden on everyone else.


In the planning for his expedition, he had studied ordnance survey maps and detailed guides, finding them efficient but inadequate. What he was really looking for was a walking guide that showed a way backward, not forward, to the center of the mystery, to the point of wholeness where past and present were reconciled. Before it was too late, above all, Joe Shelby wanted a haven where all his dreams—fulfilled and unfulfilled—might dock and be tethered as one.


—


She interrupted the reverie.


“Was it open?” She knew he had asked the priest at the austere, granite church of St. Luke’s for a private blessing on the morning of his start. She imagined that an appropriate donation to the church roof fund would have been made.


“The chapel? Yes.”


“Then you’re squared away with the almighty, at least. It’s only three days. And I’ll see you at the other end with a big hug and a bottle of champagne.”


“You know it’s only . . .”


“Please don’t say it’s only one last trot . . .”


“Around the paddock. But it was your idea, you know.”


“I know,” she said, reaching into her coat for a handkerchief to dab at the corner of her eye. “It’s only the wind.”


From a pocket of his shirt he withdrew a small, gift-wrapped package.


“You can open it, if you want.”


She eased off the silver paper to reveal a black notebook held closed with a built-in thong of elastic.


“It’s supposed to be modeled on the kind Hemingway used. It’s Italian. I thought you might like it. Just in case.”


“In case? In case what?”


He shrugged and smiled, put his good arm around her for a final, brusque embrace and turned, leaving her to contemplate his offering: was she now to chronicle her thoughts, match them to his? Could he do nothing without the support of words on paper that could enshrine falsehood just as easily as they bore testament?


—


The track led between gray, drystone walls made of chunks of rock and slate laid painstakingly alongside and on top of one another, without cement, solid structures held together by the artfulness of their construction. The walls themselves encased fields which the sheep of the district had been trained over generations to regard as home, however far they roamed on the mountainside above. Local farmers called this instinct hefting and she understood that people, too, were tethered by invisible forces that drew them back to a geographic point they might stray from but never escape.


He would not turn to wave, but she followed his movements nonetheless, her hands pushed deep into her coat pockets, a cigarette smoldering by her foot where she had dropped it for the final embrace. If she pretended, she could see in him something of what he had been—the slender height of his body, the unkempt shock of straw-colored hair. But the retractable aluminum walking poles, the clumsy swing of his left leg denied all pretense, and her recall of what Joe Shelby had been—what she had been—returned with all its sharp corners and rough edges, without the secret harmony that held the drystone wall in place.





Chapter Two



[image: Images]


NAIVASHA, KENYA. SEPTEMBER 1999


How do people meet? And what, anyhow, is this notion of “meeting”? At dinner parties, when all else fails, people ask: and where did you two meet? And what kind of answer do they expect? Oh, you know, I just gave him a quick blow job while his wife’s back was turned and we sort of took it from there? A conversation stopper indeed. A head turner. An imposer of sudden silence. Of course people did not say that. “Meeting” is a sanitized term, with the deception built in, assumed, not evoked. Of course, they “met” only after the divorce was finalized and the kids had gotten used to the idea and the spoils and friends had been reallocated. Of course, they did not “meet” in separate hotel rooms paid for in cash and with false names in the register. Of course, they “met” and bluebirds sang. Deception, especially, must be camouflaged, for that is its nature, couched in its own traitor’s tongue, as if it never took place at all.


On the shoreline at Naivasha, on the lawns of thick, springy kikuyu grass stretching down to the water, Eva Kimberly is standing next to Jeremy Davenport. It is this moment of togetherness—an informal reception line of two, a dynastic couple—that she will come to associate with the question of when people meet, how they meet, how they define their meeting. She is thinking: when did they meet, she and Jeremy Davenport? Was it when, as toddlers, they shared a bathtub? Was it when they played tennis and rode gymkhana ponies together because their parents owned neighboring ranches and socialized? Or did they only really “meet” when consummation overtook them in her late teens, when she finally succumbed to Jeremy Davenport’s wayward campaign that seemed to have meandered through many preliminary skirmishes before arriving at the citadel of her virginity?


But they have met. They are a couple. Jeremy runs photo safaris for wealthy, usually American clients who delight in his post-Hemingway blend of canvas and champagne, candles and hot showers in the bush. The men love his stories and lore of the savanna. The women love his white hunter looks and tanned calf muscles. Eva has a primary school and preventive medicine clinic in the Rift Valley which she finances by selling Masai and Samburu artifacts along with other Africana in a boutique at the capital’s most expensive hotel. One day, clearly, they will marry. They have met and will remain met.


Until this day at Naivasha.


The venue is her father’s garden party in the grounds of a lakeside hotel which, every year, he hires in its entirety for the weekend, both to stage the event and to provide accommodation for guests who traveled hundreds, even thousands, of miles in four-wheel-drive cars and private airplanes to attend—and for other guests, and there were always some, who found it simply too trying to make their way home after hours of sunlit libation. Among a certain segment of her society, invitations were coveted, guarded jealously. For this was a tribal rite, a reaffirmation of a certain way of doing things, of being, a throwback—in reality—to an era of luxury and predictability whose memory would not easily be relinquished. People had been known to fly in from London and Cape Town and New York for the event.


From the earliest, golden memories of childhood, Eva Kimberly had never ceased to enjoy the day with its grand buffet and spit-roast of lamb and suckling pig, its champagne and strawberries, its sequences of toasts and speeches. She recalled herself as a young girl, dressed in her newest, prettiest clothes that came still wrapped in packages from London, dodging between the burly adults, the ministers and ranchers and hunters, craning for a glimpse of her parents—always at one another’s side, regal and amusing and feted by everyone. And, since the death of her mother in a safari accident, she had become its principal organizer, anxious—for her father’s sake as much as her own—to balance any new blood on the guest list against the codes and protocols built up over the decades that had made the event such a high point in the social calendar.


The Kimberlys called the gathering their family birthday, commemorating the day—almost a century earlier—when the first of the Kimberlys, Josiah, stepped from the puffing train at Nairobi and breathed the sweet air of the African uplands. With his commission and credibility newly minted in the campaigns further south, Josiah Kimberly had set out to make his mark, farming and hunting, in the heyday of colonial settlement. Only in the most secret of family conclaves, over very late whiskies and far beyond the hearing of eavesdroppers, was it acknowledged that Josiah Kimberly had been anything less than an officer and gentleman, that his sojourn on the diamond and gold fields “down south” had been marked by anything less than probity. But, whatever those lapses, hinted at but never explained, Josiah Kimberly had founded a dynasty that had both contributed to and survived the land’s many torments. The Kimberlys traced their history through the highest councils of colonial administration and through the booms and busts of coffee plantations and safari concessions, beach developments and the shoals of sleeping partnerships with government ministers who turned out to rank among the corrupt of the earth. There had, of course, been the bad apples, the black sheep, the dark horses—Kimberlys cited in the malicious gossip of the pink gin set at the Muthaiga Club, or mentioned in the closed police archive of the Delves Broughton murder case, or ranked among the sybarites of the Happy Valley people, whose Djinn Palace stood on the same shores of this same lake as her father had chosen for his annual celebration. But, overall, the Kimberlys had preserved the impression of aristocracy, a post-colonial elite, the kind of people who bred polo ponies and knew where they stood, with deference, in this remote continent.


An only child, Eva Kimberly was the last scion and the first to know for certain that her tribe’s tenure was coming to an end, that the welcome had been overstayed. Her ancestors had frolicked—indifferent, it almost seemed, to any offense they might have given—but her generation had become the dynasty’s conscience, the payback. The African families who sent their festering sick to her clinic in the Rift Valley and their shoeless children to her school were her new family. Where the whites and the Kimberlys ended, the Masai and Samburu began—infuriating, needy, proud, ungrateful, the burden previous generations had ignored. The garden party was the last rekindling of the old days, when the banner of a distant crown fluttered over the colony. Settler farmers in pressed safari suits mingled with onetime white hunters and African government ministers, local chiefs and elders of the Masai, Asian traders, expatriate engineers.


Washed up on this shoreline came the rogues and flotsam too, accorded a place at the annual table out of habit and pity, tied to Africa because other parts of the globe made too many demands on their frailties—minor aristocrats whose family jewels had long since been squandered, people with secrets and sins they covered under geography’s cloak, far from the place of commission. Others, like her father, Neville, were the stalwarts, the tribal elders who had steered their people from the colonial era into a modus vivendi with a newer order, putting their shoulders to the independence wheel in the belief that skin color alone did not define the right to call Africa home.


—


Eva Kimberly is standing with Jeremy Davenport, surveying the motley. She has been in the Rift Valley, among her adopted tribe, and is wearing a floral, shin-length cotton dress, very retro, to hide the bites of many insects on her long, horse-and-tennis-muscled thighs. The bites have come from sleeping in huts that resemble collapsed chocolate cakes covered in gray thatch. Jeremy, as is his wont, is wearing a tailored, light-olive and meticulously pressed safari suit with a short-sleeved jacket, long trousers and brushed, tan suede shoes. He is a caricature, she a leading lady. Anywhere else you would think they were heading for a fancy-dress party or a movie set. But they are not out of place among the crimson Masai robes and polished spears, the turquoise saris of the Asian women and the gaudy yellow and black kangas of the ministers’ wives with their towering headdresses. There is even the occasional gray morning suit—as if this were Buckingham Palace.


For the first time, Eva’s father has permitted her and Jeremy a share of the guest list—a ritual passing on, a broad hint to them that his longevity can no longer be taken for granted, that, perhaps, he has suddenly realized he is mortal and all this will soon be theirs so they had best make their marital disposals. She has invited a sprinkling of aid workers—young Scandinavians and Germans in sandals who ooze guilt toward one people of one color and quite arbitrary indignation toward people of their own hue, usually, in their case, a painful, raucous pink rather than white or tan. She has chosen, also, some of the people from her business, and some of the younger people she knows in Nairobi among the diplomatic corps. She has invited the most senior of the elders from her Rift Valley projects, but none of the patients or lesser workers, whose eyes would bulge at the sight of this plenty, this munificence, this excess, whose lives would henceforth be corroded with envy and resentment.


Jeremy’s choices are the people who arrive late, in open jeeps, already tipsy, parking their bush chariots alongside the more staid ranks of Volvo estates and Land Cruisers and, still, a dusty Rolls Royce or two. He hints that he may have invited another couple he bumped into at a bar at Karen and may have put his foot in it because they are not quite top drawer—a war reporter and his photographette, his moll, fresh in from Rwanda. She is slightly angry only because of the way he mentions the female, the moll, in that dismissive, can’t-stand-the-sight-of-her voice men use when they are trying to disguise the hots.


—


They arrived on rented motorcycles, bandannas around their heads. They wore jeans and bush shirts, and sleeveless vests with multiple pockets, offering no compromise with the dress code of the day—national or tribal. They saw Jeremy and waved, but did not offer themselves for introduction to Eva Kimberly. Jeremy Davenport had depicted them as a couple, but she could see the definition was loose, as in those relationships where the bonding has worn away, like an old building that has seen too many bad times and can barely weather another storm. Joe Shelby and Faria Duclos arrived together, but did not speak to one another. When they entered the great crowd around the barbecue pits and the long trestle tables groaning with vats of Pimms and tubs of ice-cold Tusker beer, they did not reach for one another the way some couples do in a new and strange environment, turning to one another to get their bearings, set their social compass. They had no plan in common. They had no need of each other’s comfort. And if she could see that, so, too, could Jeremy Davenport. Was this, she often asked herself later, the point at which they “met,” she and Joe Shelby?


—


Of the two new arrivals, Faria Duclos turned most heads—an impossibly skinny, hollow-cheeked woman with wild, jet-black hair, who looked like an icon of the sixties and the Rolling Stones. She carried a worn Leica camera in a scuffed leather pouch on her belt, and seemed indifferent to most things beyond the images she saw in the range finder. Joe Shelby was the more gregarious, athletic and lithe, carrying with him a roguish scent of danger that drew men and women alike into the orbit he spun around his anecdotes and war stories. Watching them circulate—he talking, laughing, making people laugh with him, she photographing people who had not requested that intimacy—Eva Kimberly thought of classroom physics where she had learned the explosive impact of particles fired into fissionable material.


“Who on earth invited the circus?” Eva Kimberly murmured to Jeremy Davenport.


“Guilty as charged,” he said. “Trying to get them interested in a wildlife conservation story.”


“Who? Captain Wilderness or Mata Hari?”


—


Among the Naivasha set, nobody volunteered a liking for reporters with their intrusiveness, their questions, their penchant for articles comparing the white tribe in its most recent incarnation to the decadents of a bygone generation who thrived on cocaine and promiscuity. Journalists were busybodies, trouble causers, outsiders who failed to understand the delicate balances of white life in Africa, the ties that bound farm owners to their staff, their servants, the almost feudal innocence of this mutual dependence. Journalists saw the world in stark, literally black-and-white terms of master and slave, exploiter and exploited. They snuffled for secrets like truffle dogs. And, my God, the White Highlands of Kenya had plenty of secrets, though none that should ever be permitted to surface in the overseas press, in the scandal sheets of London and New York.


For all that, the strangers could never be completely repulsed or ignored. The tribe craved news from beyond the perimeter fence, and the arrival of Joe Shelby and Faria Duclos stirred the curiosity and whetted the appetite for word of what went on, beyond the bougainvillea hedges and the gymkhanas and the scuttlebutt. Over the alfresco lunch around the barbecue, women clustered to Joe Shelby, deploying well-practiced arts of flattery with their inquiries about Rwanda—what he had seen, what he had felt, among the massacred, the wounded, the soldiers with uneasy fingers on bloodstained machetes, cocked rifles. Playing the expected part, he responded with tales of horror that confirmed Africa’s natural order of savagery and induced luxurious shudders of relief: it had not been here, at least, it had not been among their people that the murderous blades had reaped their grim harvest.


None of them took umbrage, either, at the photographer who moved among them, taking celluloid imprints of their souls, as if this confirmed their importance, dusted their ritual with the glitter of celebrity. And Joe Shelby told a good story, with skilled ease, heightening the hazards while deprecating his own part in their chronicling. Had he been afraid? “I laugh in the face of danger.” It was a remark he attributed to an American colleague, but the inference was that he, too, rejected fear.


He was, they all said later, a true war correspondent, an adventurer, “the real thing.” Yet, with an accent that fell somewhere in the mid-Atlantic, with cadences of southern Africa and middle England, overlaid with Americanisms, who would have guessed then that home was somewhere at the end of a rocky track in Cumbria?


—


The African light seemed to pick out every spiky leaf on the acacia trees by the lake. Eva Kimberly remembered the pod of gray-pink hippopotami with their barking chorus carrying easily across the lake, the marabou storks that circled the gathering like vultures awaiting their turn at the kill, the kites that hovered above, utterly still, and the mocking, hardy-har call of the ungainly, comedy-act birds called hornbills. She remembered the unblemished azure skies and she remembered her resentment at the outsiders’ intrusion, her flush of annoyance that they would take her to be some kind of colonial stereotype. Standing alongside Jeremy under the scarlet blooms and deep shade of a flame tree, in a broad-brimmed straw hat and her long, Edwardian dress, nibbling a Pimms, she must have resembled a player on the set of White Mischief, as if she were just one more Kenyan popsy, an ornamental lotus-eater. And that was certainly not the case, as she had quickly pointed out when Jeremy Davenport introduced them. Meeting Joe Shelby’s vaguely impudent stare, she listed her achievements—her fund-raising boutique in one of Nairobi’s five-star watering holes, her work in preventive medicine and vocational training—almost as if she were presenting her C.V. to a prospective employer.


There had been an altercation, somewhere in the throng, near the drinks marquee, an indistinct confrontation apparently involving Faria Duclos and one of the Masai elders.


“Better sort it out,” Jeremy Davenport said, glancing at Joe Shelby with one eyebrow raised—a staged, quizzical look that she knew well. “I invited her, after all.”


“Faria can look after herself,” Joe Shelby said, taking another pull on a bottle of cold Tusker beer. How odd it seemed to her later that Jeremy Davenport had been the one to introduce her to him, and to abandon her like this, in the shade of a flame tree.


“You seem very sure of her,” she said and, to her surprise, he laughed with the merest edge of bitterness.


“The one thing about Faria is that you can never be sure of her. As soon as you think you can, she does something to make sure you aren’t. We go way back.”


“And you? Can she be sure of you?”


“She never asked.”


—


The altercation with the Masai elder, it seemed, erupted after the French photographer woman had made some remark about what, if anything, the old man wore beneath his red robe. Or was the mystery as closely held as the Scots with their kilts? The question had, apparently, been put with some humor. The elder had taken umbrage. The woman had tried to take his photograph and he had raised his carved stick toward her. Jeremy Davenport intervened, stepping between them, speaking to the elder in his own language, in the respectful cadences due a senior representative of his people. He returned with the spindle-thin Frenchwoman giggling and hanging on his arm. “ ’E save me from the savages,” she said, bursting into laughter. Her eyes, Eva Kimberly noticed, were bloodshot, as were Joe Shelby’s and she assumed they had sampled the local marijuana that was sold quite openly—ready-rolled into cigarettes—in the Nairobi marketplace. Why else would she laugh so much? What was so hilarious about upsetting a respected elder, a man of wisdom and dignity? Joe Shelby said nothing. Jeremy Davenport shifted uncomfortably.


“Oops. Sorree,” the woman said, exaggerating her heavy French accent to fill the awkward silence, hamming it up as if she enjoyed Eva Kimberly’s embarrassment. “I make a fuck-up. Non?”


Yes was the answer to that. Yes, she made a fuck-up. She made a fuck-up at the Kimberly annual gathering and she continued making fuck-ups wherever she went. She arrived at the Muthaiga Club and smoked marijuana, quite openly, on the terrace. She photographed the presidential guard with its rifles and reflective shades, and was duly arrested, forcing the French ambassador to intervene for her release in what the French newspapers called a diplomatic incident. She leaped from her car in the Nairobi game park and approached a pride of lion on foot, against all the rules, beating a retreat only when a young male lion began padding toward her.


“She’s crazy,” Joe Shelby said at Naivasha. “In fact, she’s even crazier than usual.”


“I rather think,” said Eva Kimberly, “that there’s a method to her madness, and it’s directed at you.”


As the party wound down, well into the darkness, and the guests departed with a handshake and a congratulatory nod to Eva Kimberly and her father, Joe Shelby said he would quite like to interview her and Jeremy Davenport said: well, that’s a new word for it. Jeremy Davenport said he was hoping to persuade the French photographer woman to do a feature on his safari business for worldwide syndication. But, still, you could not yet say that Eva Kimberly and Joe Shelby had met in that sense of the word.


[image: Images]


The intrusion of the two journalists might simply have become a memory, a fleeting, comic interlude that Eva Kimberly would recall with wry amusement once time had softened her irritation.


She and Jeremy were anyhow due to retreat for a vacation at the Kimberly beach house at Jadini, on the Indian Ocean coast. And, had the two strangers simply left town, then Eva and Jeremy would have returned from the coast to find life reset in familiar rhythms. But, for reasons Eva never quite understood, the journalists’ distant, faceless editors ordered that they stay on in Nairobi for a while and the two of them seemed to be on everyone’s guest list, a novelty attraction, an amusing diversion from the usual fare of expatriate chitchat and veiled, resentful commentary on the corruption of the presidential elite. She caught glimpses of them at cocktail parties and buffet dinners on the lawns of diplomatic residences. She saw one or the other of them in the Member’s Enclosure at the Ngong racetrack. She heard secondhand stories of furious, public rows between them, apparently involving retaliatory accusations of cowardice and insanity. They were, Joe Shelby told her, in a holding pattern, awaiting a possible new assignment further south where yet one more crisis seemed to be brewing. “They’ll only want it if it’s boom-boom,” Joe Shelby said. “The comic likes boom-boom.” She became aware that her encounters with Joe Shelby were not really coincidences: with his lover less and less in evidence, Joe Shelby seemed to be seeking her out. He dropped by her boutique, feigning surprise at meeting her, although her staff told her he had visited several times and asked when she would be available. He cornered her at receptions, monopolizing her conversation. His suggestion of an interview turned out to be no more than a pretext for morning coffee and an invitation to dinner. He barely bothered to open his notebook, still less take notes. Her friends reported that he asked many questions about her, about Jeremy and their relationship. She found the attention unsettling, all the more so when she awoke one morning at Jeremy’s home in Karen, on the outskirts of town, to find herself wondering whether Joe Shelby would arrange another casual encounter, and hoping he would. Once, in the early hours, she stopped herself from using his name as she embraced her fiancé’s slender, naked flank. She found she was expecting Joe Shelby to cross her path at some stage every day. But she had not been expecting it when Jeremy Davenport sprang the news that he would be away for a couple of days on safari. With Faria Duclos.
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