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In my enormous city it is – night,

as from my sleeping house I go – out,

and people think perhaps I’m a daughter or a wife

but in my mind is one thought only: night.

– Elaine Feinstein, Insomnia
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One

ABOUT AN HOUR after I met Tony Hobbs, he saved my life.

I know that sounds just a little melodramatic, but it’s the truth. Or, at least, as true as anything a journalist will tell you.

I was in Somalia – a country I had never visited until I got a call in Cairo and suddenly found myself dispatched there. It was a Friday afternoon – the Muslim Holy Day. Like most foreign correspondents in the Egyptian capital, I was using the official day of rest to do just that. I was sunning myself beside the pool of the Gezira Club – the former haunt of British officers during the reign of King Farouk, but now the domain of the Cairene beau monde and assorted foreigners who’d been posted to the Egyptian capital. Even though the sun is a constant commodity in Egypt, it is something that most correspondents based there rarely get to see. Especially if, like me, they are bargain basement one-person operations, covering the entire Middle East and all of eastern Africa. Which is why I got that call on that Friday afternoon.

‘Is this Sally Goodchild?’ asked an American voice I hadn’t heard before.

‘That’s right,’ I said, sitting upright and holding the cell phone tightly to my ear in an attempt to block out a quartet of babbling Egyptian matrons sitting beside me. ‘Who’s this?’

‘Dick Leonard from the paper.’

I stood up, grabbing a pad and a pen from my bag. Then I walked to a quiet corner of the veranda. ‘The paper’ was my employer. Also known as the Boston Post. And if they were calling me on my cell phone, something was definitely up.

‘I’m new on the Foreign Desk,’ Leonard said, ‘and deputizing today for Charlie Geiken. I’m sure you’ve heard about the flood in Somalia?’

Rule one of journalism: never admit you’ve been even five minutes out of contact with the world at large. So all I said was, ‘How many dead?’

‘No definitive body count so far, according to CNN. And from all reports, it’s making the ’97 deluge look like a drizzle.’

‘Where exactly in Somalia?’

‘The Juba River Valley. At least four villages have been submerged. The editor wants somebody there. Can you leave straight away?’

So that’s how I found myself on a flight to Mogadishu, just four hours after receiving the call from Boston. Getting there meant dealing with the eccentricities of Ethiopian Airlines, and changing planes in Addis Ababa, before landing in Mogadishu just after midnight. I stepped out into the humid African night, and tried to find a cab into town. Eventually, a taxi showed up, but the driver drove like a kamikaze pilot, and also took a back road into the city centre – a road that was unpaved and also largely deserted. When I asked him why he had chosen to take us off the beaten track, he just laughed. So I pulled out my cell phone and dialled some numbers, and told the desk clerk at the Central Hotel in Mogadishu that he should call the police immediately and inform them that I was being kidnapped by a taxi driver, car licence number... (and, yes, I did note the cab’s licence plate before getting into it). Immediately the driver turned all apologetic, veering back to the main road, imploring me not to get him into trouble, and saying, ‘Really, it was just a short cut.’

‘In the middle of the night, when there’s no traffic? You really expect me to believe that?’

‘Will the police be waiting for me at the hotel?’

‘If you get me there, I’ll call them off.’

He veered back to the main road, and I made it intact to the Central Hotel in Mogadishu – the cab driver still apologizing as I left his car. After four hours’ sleep, I managed to make contact with the International Red Cross in Somalia, and talked my way on to one of their helicopters that was heading to the flood zone.

It was just after nine in the morning when the chopper took off from a military airfield outside the city. There were no seats inside. I sat with three other Red Cross staffers on its cold steel floor. The helicopter was elderly and deafening. As it left the ground, it lurched dangerously to the starboard side – and we were all thrown against the thick webbed belts, bolted to the cabin walls, into which we had fastened ourselves before take-off. Once the pilot regained control and we evened out, the guy seated on the floor opposite me smiled broadly and said, ‘Well, that was a good start.’

Though it was difficult to hear anything over the din of the rotor blades, I did discern that the fellow had an English accent. Then I looked at him more closely and figured that this was no aid worker. It wasn’t just the sang-froid when it looked like we might just crash. It wasn’t just his blue denim shirt, his blue denim jeans, and his stylish horn-rimmed sunglasses. Nor was it his tanned face – which, coupled with his still-blond hair, leant him a certain weather-beaten appeal if you liked that perpetually insomniac look. No – what really convinced me that he wasn’t Red Cross was the jaded, slightly flirtatious smile he gave me after our near-death experience. At that moment, I knew that he was a journalist.

Just as I saw that he was looking me over, appraising me, and also probably working out that I too wasn’t relief worker material. Of course, I was wondering how I was being perceived. I have one of those Emily Dickinson-style New England faces – angular, a little gaunt, with a permanently fair complexion that resists extended contact with the sun. A man who once wanted to marry me – and turn me into exactly the sort of soccer mom I was determined never to become – told me I was ‘beautiful in an interesting sort of way’. After I stopped laughing, this struck me as something out of the ‘plucky’ school of backhanded compliments. He also told me that he admired the way I looked after myself. At least he didn’t say I was ‘wearing well’. Still, it is true that my ‘interesting’ face hasn’t much in the way of wrinkles or age-lines, and my light brown hair (cut sensibly short) isn’t yet streaked with grey. So though I may be crowding middle age, I can pass myself off as just over the thirty-year-old frontier.

All these banal thoughts were abruptly interrupted when the helicopter suddenly rolled to the left as the pilot went full throttle and we shot off at speed to a higher altitude. Accompanying this abrupt, convulsive ascent – the G-force of which threw us all against our webbed straps – was the distinctive sound of anti-aircraft fire. Immediately, the Brit was digging into his daypack, pulling out a pair of field glasses. Despite the protestations of one of the Red Cross workers, he unbuckled his straps and manoeuvred himself around to peer out one of the porthole windows.

‘Looks like someone’s trying to kill us,’ he shouted over the din of the engine. But his voice was calm, if not redolent of amusement.

‘Who’s “someone”?’ I shouted back.

‘Usual militia bastards,’ he said, his eyes still fastened to the field glasses. ‘The same charmers who caused such havoc during the last flood.’

‘But why are they shooting at a Red Cross chopper?’ I asked.

‘Because they can,’ he said. ‘They shoot at anything foreign and moving. It’s sport to them.’

He turned to the trio of Red Cross medicos strapped in next to me.

‘I presume your chap in the cockpit knows what he’s doing,’ he asked. None of them answered him – because they were all white with shock. That’s when he flashed me a deeply mischievous smile, making me think: the guy’s actually enjoying all this.

I smiled back. That was a point of pride with me – to never show fear under fire. I knew from experience that, in such situations, all you could do was take a very deep breath, remain focused, and hope you got through it. And so I picked a spot on the floor of the cabin and stared at it, all the while silently telling myself: It will be fine. It will be just...

And then the chopper did another roll and the Brit was tossed away from the window, but managed to latch on to his nearby straps and avoid being hurled across the cabin.

‘You okay?’ I asked.

Another of his smiles. ‘I am now,’ he said.

A further three stomach-churning rolls to the right, followed by one more rapid acceleration, and we seemed to leave the danger zone. Ten nervous minutes followed, then we banked low. I craned my neck, looked out the window and sucked in my breath. There before me was a submerged landscape – Noah’s Flood. The water had consumed everything. Houses and livestock floated by. Then I spied the first dead body – face down in the water, followed by four more bodies, two of which were so small that, even from the air, I was certain they were children.

Everyone in the chopper was now peering out the window, taking in the extent of the calamity. The chopper banked again, pulling away from the nucleus and coming in fast over higher ground. Up in the distance, I could see a cluster of jeeps and military vehicles. Closer inspection showed that we were trying to land amidst the chaos of a Somalian Army encampment, with several dozen soldiers milling around the clapped-out military equipment spread across the field. In the near-distance, we could see three white jeeps flying the Red Cross flag. There were around fourteen aid workers standing by the jeeps, frantically waving to us. There was a problem, however. A cluster of Somalian soldiers was positioned within a hundred yards of the Red Cross team – and they were simultaneously making beckoning gestures towards us with their arms.

‘This should be amusing,’ the Brit said.

‘Not if it’s like last time,’ one of the Red Cross team said.

‘What happened last time?’ I asked.

‘They tried to loot us,’ he said.

‘That happened a lot back in ’97 too,’ the Brit said.

‘You were here in ’97?’ I asked him.

‘Oh yes,’ he said, flashing me another smile. ‘A delightful spot, Somalia. Especially under water.’

We overflew the soldiers and the Red Cross jeeps. But the aid workers on the ground seemed to know the game we were playing, as they jumped into the jeeps, reversed direction, and started racing towards the empty terrain where we were coming down. I glanced over at the Brit. He had his binoculars pressed against the window, that sardonic smile of his growing broader by the nanosecond.

‘Looks like there’s going to be a little race to meet us,’ he said.

I peered out my window and saw a dozen Somalian soldiers running in our general direction.

‘See what you mean,’ I shouted back to him as we landed with a bump.

With terra firma beneath us, the Red Cross man next to me was on his feet, yanking up the lever which kept the cabin door in its place. The others headed toward the cargo bay at the rear of the cabin, undoing the webbing that held in the crates of medical supplies and dried food.

‘Need a hand?’ the Brit asked one of the Red Cross guys.

‘We’ll be fine,’ he said. ‘But you better get moving before the Army shows up.’

‘Where’s the nearest village?’

‘It was about a kilometre due south of here. But it’s not there anymore.’

‘Right,’ he said. Then he turned to me and asked, ‘You coming?’

I nodded, but then turned back to the Red Cross man and asked, ‘What are you going to do about the soldiers?’

‘What we usually do. Stall them while the pilot radios the Somalian central command – if you can call it that – and orders some officer over here to get them off our backs. But you both better get out of here now. The soldiers really don’t see the point of journalists.’

‘We’re gone,’ I said. ‘Thanks for the lift.’

The Brit and I headed out of the cabin. As soon as we hit the ground, he tapped me on the shoulder and pointed towards the three Red Cross jeeps. Crouching low, we ran in their direction, not looking back until we were behind them. This turned out to be a strategically smart move, as we had managed to dodge the attention of the Somalian soldiers, who had now surrounded the chopper. Four of them had their guns trained on the Red Cross team. One of the soldiers started shouting at the aid workers – but they didn’t seem flustered at all, and began the ‘stalling for time’ gambit. Though I couldn’t hear much over the din of the rotor motor, it was clear that the Red Cross guys had played this dangerous game before, and knew exactly what to do. The Brit nudged me with his elbow.

‘See that clump of trees over there,’ he said, pointing towards a small patch of gum trees around fifty yards from us.

I nodded. After one fast final glance at the soldiers – now ripping into a case of medical supplies – we made a dash for it. It couldn’t have taken more than twenty seconds to cover the fifty yards, but God did it seem long. I knew that, if the soldiers saw two figures running for cover, their natural reaction would be to shoot us down. When we reached the woods, we ducked behind a tree. Neither of us was winded – but when I looked at the Brit, I caught the briefest flicker of adrenalin-fuelled tension in his eyes. Once he realized that I’d glimpsed it, he immediately turned on his sardonic smile.

‘Well done,’ he whispered. ‘Think you can make it over there without getting shot?’

I looked in the direction he was pointing – another meagre grove of trees that fronted the now-deluged river. I met his challenging smile. ‘I never get shot,’ I said. Then we ran out of the trees, making a manic beeline for the next patch of cover. This run took around a minute – during which time the world went silent, and all I could hear were my feet scything through the high grass. I was genuinely tense. But like that moment in the helicopter when we first came under fire, I tried to concentrate on something abstract like my breathing. The Brit was ahead of me. But as soon as he reached the trees, something brought him to a sudden halt. I stopped in my tracks as I saw him walking backwards, his arms held high in the air. Emerging from the trees was a young Somalian soldier. He couldn’t have been more than fifteen. His rifle was trained on the Brit, who was quietly attempting to talk his way out of this situation. Suddenly the soldier saw me – and when he turned his gun on me, I made a desperate error of judgment. Instead of immediately acting submissive – coming to a complete halt, putting my hands above my head, and making no sudden movements (as I had been trained to do) – I hit the ground, certain he was going to fire at me. This caused him to roar at me, as he now tried to get me in his sights. Then, suddenly, the Brit tackled him, knocking him to the ground. I was now back on my feet, running towards the scene. The Brit swung a clenched fist, slamming it into the soldier’s stomach, knocking the wind out of him. The kid groaned, and the Brit brought his boot down hard on the hand that was clutching the gun. The kid screamed.

‘Let go of the gun,’ the Brit demanded.

‘Fuck you,’ the kid yelled. So the Brit brought his boot down even harder. This time the soldier released the weapon, which the Brit quickly scooped up and had trained on the soldier in a matter of seconds.

‘I hate impoliteness,’ the Brit said, cocking the rifle.

The kid now began to sob, curling up into a foetal position, pleading for his life. I turned to the Brit and said, ‘You can’t...’

But he just looked at me and winked. Then, turning back to the child soldier, he said, ‘Did you hear my friend? She doesn’t want me to shoot you.’

The kid said nothing. He just curled himself tighter into a ball, crying like the frightened child he was.

‘I think you should apologize to her, don’t you?’ said the Brit. I could see the gun trembling in his hands.

‘Sorry, sorry, sorry,’ the kid said, the words choked with sobs. The Brit looked at me.

‘Apology accepted?’ he asked. I nodded.

The Brit nodded at me, then turned back to the kid and asked, ‘How’s your hand?’

‘Hurts.’

‘Sorry about that,’ he said. ‘You can go now, if you like.’

The kid, still trembling, got to his feet. His face was streaked with tears and there was a damp patch around his crotch where he’d wet himself out of fear. He looked at us with terror in his eyes – still certain he was going to be shot. To his credit, the Brit reached out and put a steadying hand on the soldier’s shoulder.

‘It’s all right,’ he said quietly. ‘Nothing’s going to happen to you. But you have to promise me one thing: you must not tell anyone in your company that you met us. Will you do that?’

The soldier glanced at the gun still in the Brit’s hands and nodded. Many times.

‘Good. One final question. Are there any army patrols down river from here?’

‘No. Our base got washed away. I got separated from the others.’

‘How about the village near here?’

‘Nothing left of it.’

‘All the people washed away?’

‘Some made it to a hill.’

‘Where’s the hill?’

The soldier pointed toward an overgrown path through the trees.

‘How long from here on foot?’ he asked.

‘Half an hour.’

The Brit looked at me and said, ‘That’s our story.’

‘Sounds good to me,’ I said, meeting his look.

‘Run along now,’ the Brit said to the soldier.

‘My gun...’

‘Sorry, but I’m keeping it.’

‘I’ll get in big trouble without it.’

‘Say it was washed away in the flood. And remember: I expect you to keep that promise you made. You never saw us. Understood?’

The kid looked back at the gun, then up again at the Brit.

‘I promise.’

‘Good lad. Now go.’

The boy soldier nodded and dashed out of the trees in the general direction of the chopper. When he was out of sight, the Brit shut his eyes, drew in a deep breath and said, ‘Fucking hell.’

‘And so say all of us.’

He opened his eyes and looked at me. ‘You all right?’ he said.

‘Yeah – but I feel like a complete jerk.’

He grinned. ‘You were a complete jerk – but it happens. Especially when you get surprised by a kid with a gun. On which note...’

He motioned with his thumb that we should make tracks. Which is exactly what we did – negotiating our way through the thicket of woods, finding the overgrown path, threading our way on to the edge of swamped fields. We walked non-stop for fifteen minutes, saying nothing. The Brit led the way. I walked a few steps behind. I watched my companion as we hiked deeper into this submerged terrain. He was very focused on the task of getting us as far away from the soldiers as possible. He was also acutely conscious of any irregular sounds emanating from this open terrain. Twice he stopped and turned back to me, putting his finger to his lips when he thought he heard something. We only started to walk again when he was certain no one was on our tail. I was intrigued by the way he held the soldier’s gun. Instead of slinging it over his shoulder, he carried it in his right hand, the barrel pointed downwards, the rifle held away from his body. And I knew that he would never have shot that soldier. Because he was so obviously uncomfortable holding a gun.

After around fifteen minutes, he pointed to a couple of large rocks positioned near the river. We sat down, but didn’t say anything for a moment as we continued to gauge the silence, trying to discern approaching footsteps in the distance. After a moment, he spoke.

‘The way I figure it, if that kid had told on us, his comrades would be here by now.’

‘You certainly scared him into thinking you would kill him.’

‘He needed scaring. Because he would have shot you without compunction.’

‘I know. Thank you.’

‘All part of the service.’ Then he proffered his hand and said, ‘Tony Hobbs. Who do you write for?’

‘The Boston Post.’

An amused smile crossed his lips. ‘Do you really?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Really. We do have foreign correspondents, you know.’

‘Really?’ he said, mimicking my accent. ‘So you’re a foreign correspondent?’

‘Really,’ I said, attempting to mimic his accent.

To his credit, he laughed. And said, ‘I deserved that.’

‘Yes. You did.’

‘So where do you correspond from?’ he asked.

‘Cairo. And let me guess. You write for the Sun?’

‘The Chronicle, actually.’

I tried not to appear impressed. ‘The Chronicle actually, actually?’ I said.

‘You give as good as you get.’

‘It comes with being the correspondent of a smallish newspaper. You have to hold your own with arrogant big boys.’

‘Oh, you’ve already decided I’m arrogant?’

‘I worked that out two minutes after first seeing you in the chopper. You based in London?’

‘Cairo, actually.’

‘But I know the Chronicle guy there. Henry...’

‘Bartlett. Got sick. Ulcer thing. So they sent for me from Tokyo around ten days ago.’

‘I used to cover Tokyo. Four years ago.’

‘Well, I’m obviously following you around.’

There was a sound of nearby footsteps. We both tensed. Tony picked up the rifle he had leaned against the rock. Then we heard the steps grow nearer. As we stood up, a young Somalian woman came running down the path, a child in her arms. The woman couldn’t have been more than twenty; the baby was no more than two months old. The mother was gaunt; the child chillingly still. As soon as the woman saw us, she began to scream in a dialect that neither of us understood, making wild gesticulations at the gun in Tony’s hand. Tony twigged immediately. He tossed the gun into the rushing waters of the river – adding it to the flooded debris washing downstream. The gesture seemed to surprise the woman. But as she turned back to me and started pleading with me again, her legs buckled. Tony and I both grabbed her, keeping her upright. I glanced down at her lifeless baby, still held tightly in her arms. I looked up at the Brit. He nodded in the direction of the Red Cross chopper. We each put an arm around her emaciated waist, and began the slow journey back to the clearing where we’d landed earlier.

When we reached it, I was relieved to see that several Somalian Army jeeps had rolled up near the chopper, and the previously marauding troops had been brought under control. We escorted her past the soldiers, and made a beeline for the Red Cross chopper. Two of the aid workers from the flight were still unloading supplies.

‘Who’s the doctor around here?’ I asked. One of the guys looked up, saw the woman and child, and sprang into action, while his colleague politely told us to get lost.

‘There’s nothing more you can do now.’

Nor, it turned out, was there any chance that we’d be allowed back down the path towards that washed-out village – as the Somalian Army had now blocked it off. When I found the head Red Cross medico and told him about the villagers perched on a hill around two kilometres from here, he said (in his crispest Swiss accent), ‘We know all about it. And we will be sending our helicopter as soon as the Army gives us clearance.’

‘Let us go with you,’ I said.

‘It’s not possible. The Army will only allow three of our team to fly with them—’

‘Tell them we’re part of the team,’ Tony said.

‘We need to send medical men.’

‘Send two,’ Tony said, ‘and let one of us—’

But we were interrupted by the arrival of some Army officer. He tapped Tony on the shoulder.

‘You – papers.’

Then he tapped me. ‘You too.’

We handed over our respective passports. ‘Red Cross papers,’ he demanded. When Tony started to make up some far-fetched story about leaving them behind, the officer rolled his eyes and said one damning word, ‘Journalists.’

Then he turned to his soldiers and said, ‘Get them on the next chopper back to Mogadishu.’

We returned to the capital under virtual armed guard. When we landed at another military field on the outskirts of the capital, I fully expected us to be taken into custody and arrested. But instead, one of the soldiers on the plane asked me if I had any American dollars.

‘Perhaps,’ I said – and then, chancing my arm, asked him if he could arrange a ride for us to the Central Hotel for ten bucks.

‘You pay twenty, you get your ride.’

He even commandeered a jeep to get us there. En route, Tony and I spoke for the first time since being placed under armed guard.

‘Not a lot to write about, is there?’ I said.

‘I’m sure we’ll both manage to squeeze something out of it.’

We found two rooms on the same floor, and agreed to meet after we’d filed our respective copy. Around two hours later – shortly after I’d dispatched by email seven hundred words on the general disarray in the Juba River Valley, the sight of floating bodies in the river, the infrastructural chaos, and the experience of being fired upon in a Red Cross helicopter by rebel forces – there was a knock at my door.

Tony stood outside, holding a bottle of Scotch and two glasses.

‘This looks promising,’ I said. ‘Come on in.’

He didn’t leave again until seven the next morning – when we checked out to catch the early morning flight back to Cairo. From the moment I saw him in the chopper, I knew that we would inevitably fall into bed with each other, should the opportunity arise. Because that’s how this game worked. Foreign correspondents rarely had spouses or ‘significant others’ – and most people you met in the field were definitely not the sort you wanted to share a bed with for ten minutes, let alone a night.

But when I woke next to Tony, the thought struck me: he’s actually living where I live. Which led to what was, for me, a most unusual thought: and I’d actually like to see him again. In fact, I’d like to see him tonight.


Two

I’VE NEVER CONSIDERED myself the sentimental type. On the contrary, I’ve always recognized in myself a certain cut-and-run attitude when it comes to romance – something my one and only fiancé told me around seven years ago, when I broke it off with him. His name was Richard Pettiford. He was a Boston lawyer – smart, erudite, driven. And I really did like him. The problem was, I also liked my work.

‘You’re always running away,’ he said after I told him that I was becoming the Post’s correspondent in Tokyo.

‘This is a big professional move,’ I said.

‘You said that when you went to Washington.’

‘That was just a six month secondment – and I saw you every weekend.’

‘But it was still running away.’

‘It was a great opportunity. Like going to Tokyo.’

‘But I’m a great opportunity.’

‘You’re right,’ I said. ‘You are. But so am I. So come to Tokyo with me.’

‘But I won’t make partner if I do that,’ he said.

‘And if I stay, I won’t make a very good partner’s wife.’

‘If you really loved me, you’d stay.’

I laughed. And said, ‘Then I guess I don’t love you.’

Which pretty much ended our two-year liaison there and then – because when you make an admission like that, there’s very little comeback. Though I was truly saddened that we couldn’t ‘make a go of it’ (to borrow an expression that Richard used just a little too often), I also knew that I couldn’t play the suburban role he was offering. Anyway, had I accepted such a part, my passport would now only contain a few holiday stamps from Bermuda and other resort spots, rather than the twenty crammed pages of visas I’d managed to obtain over the years. And I certainly wouldn’t have ended up sitting on a flight from Addis Ababa to Cairo, getting pleasantly tipsy with a wholly charming, wholly cynical Brit, with whom I’d just spent the night...

‘So you’ve really never been married?’ Tony asked me as the seatbelt signs were switched off.

‘Don’t sound so surprised,’ I said. ‘I don’t swoon easily.’

‘I’ll keep that in mind,’ he said.

‘Foreign correspondents aren’t the marrying kind.’

‘Really? I hadn’t noticed.’

I laughed, then asked, ‘And you?’

‘You must be joking.’

‘Never came close?’

‘Everyone’s come close once. Just like you.’

‘How do you know I’ve come close?’ I said.

‘Because everyone’s come close once.’

‘Didn’t you just say that?’

‘Touché. And let me guess – you didn’t marry the guy because you’d just been offered your first overseas posting...’

‘My, my – you are perceptive,’ I said.

‘Hardly,’ he said. ‘It’s just how it always works.’

Naturally, he was right. And he was clever enough not to ask me too much about the fellow in question, or any other aspects of my so-called romantic history, or even where I grew up. If anything, the very fact that he didn’t press the issue (other than to ascertain that I too had successfully dodged marriage) impressed me. Because it meant that – unlike most other foreign correspondents I had met – he wasn’t treating me like some girlie who had been transferred from the Style Section to the front line. Nor did he try to impress me with his big city credentials – and the fact that the Chronicle of London carried more international clout than the Boston Post. If anything, he spoke to me as a professional equal. He wanted to hear about the contacts I’d made in Cairo (as he was new there), and to trade stories about covering Japan. Best of all, he wanted to make me laugh... which he did with tremendous ease. As I was quickly discovering, Tony Hobbs wasn’t just a great talker; he was also a terrific storyteller.

We talked non-stop all the way back to Cairo. Truth be told, we hadn’t stopped talking since we woke up together that morning. There was an immediate ease between us – not just because we had so much professional terrain in common, but also because we seemed to possess a similar worldview: slightly jaded, fiercely independent, with a passionate undercurrent about the business we were both in. We also both acknowledged that foreign corresponding was a kid’s game, in which most practitioners were considered way over the hill by the time they reached fifty.

‘Which makes me eight years away from the slag heap,’ Tony said somewhere over Sudan.

‘You’re that young?’ I said. ‘I really thought you were at least ten years older.’

He shot me a cool, amused look. And said, ‘You’re fast.’

‘I try.’

‘Oh, you do very well... for a provincial reporter.’

‘Two points,’ I said, nudging him with my elbow.

‘Keeping score, are we?’

‘Oh, yes.’

I could tell that he was completely comfortable with this sort of banter. He enjoyed repartee – not just for its verbal gamesmanship, but also because it allowed him to retreat from the serious, or anything that might be self-revealing. Every time our in-flight conversation veered toward the personal, he’d quickly switch into badinage mode. This didn’t disconcert me. After all, we’d just met and were still sizing each other up. But I still noted this diversionary tactic, and wondered if it would hinder me from getting to know the guy – as, much to my surprise, Tony Hobbs was the first man I’d met in about four years whom I wanted to get to know.

Not that I was going to reveal that fact to him. Because (a) that might put him off, and (b) I never chased anyone. So, when we arrived in Cairo, we shared a cab back to Zamalek (the relatively upscale expatriate quarter where just about every foreign correspondent and international business type lived). As it turned out, Tony’s place was only two blocks from mine. But he insisted on dropping me off first. As the taxi slowed to a halt in front of my door, he reached into his pocket and handed me his card.

‘Here’s where to find me,’ he said.

I pulled out a business card of my own, and scribbled a number on the back of it.

‘And here’s my home number.’

‘Thanks,’ he said, taking it. ‘So call me, eh?’

‘No, you make the first move,’ I said.

‘Old fashioned, are we?’ he said, raising his eyebrows.

‘Hardly. But I don’t make the first move. All right?’

He leaned over and gave me a very long kiss.

‘Fine,’ he said, then added, ‘That was fun.’

‘Yes. It was.’

An awkward pause. I gathered up my things.

‘See you, I guess,’ I said.

‘Yes,’ he said with a smile. ‘See you.’

As soon as I was upstairs in my empty, silent apartment, I kicked myself for playing the tough dame. ‘No, you make the first move.’ What a profoundly dumb thing to say. Because I knew that guys like Tony Hobbs didn’t cross my path every day.

Still, I could now do nothing but put the entire business out of my mind. So I spent the better part of an hour soaking in a bath, then crawled into bed and passed out for nearly ten hours – having hardly slept for the past two nights. I was up just after seven in the morning. I made breakfast. I powered up my laptop. I turned out my weekly ‘Letter from Cairo’, in which I recounted my dizzying flight in a Red Cross helicopter under fire from Somalian militia men. When the phone rang around noon, I jumped for it.

‘Hello,’ Tony said. ‘This is the first move.’

He came by ten minutes later to pick me up for lunch. We never made it to the restaurant. I won’t say I dragged him off to my bed – because he came very willingly. Suffice to say, from the moment I opened the door, I was all over him. As he was me.

Much later, in bed, he turned to me and said, ‘So who’s making the second move?’

It would be the stuff of romantic cliché to say that, from that moment on we were inseparable. Nonetheless, I do count that afternoon as the official start of us – when we started becoming an essential part of each other’s lives. What most surprised me was this: it was about the easiest transition imaginable. The arrival of Tony Hobbs into my existence wasn’t marked by the usual doubts, questions, worries, let alone the overt romantic extremities associated with a coup de foudre. The fact that we were both self-reliant types – used to falling back on our separate resources – meant that we were attuned to each other’s independent streak. We also seemed to be amused by each other’s national quirks. He would often gently deride a certain American literalness that I do possess – a need to ask questions all the damn time, and analyse situations a little too much. Just as I would express amusement at his incessant need to find the flippant underside to all situations. He also happened to be absolutely fearless when it came to journalistic practice. I saw this at first hand around a month after we first hooked up, when a call came one evening that a busload of German tourists had been machine-gunned by Islamic fundamentalists while visiting the Pyramids at Giza. Immediately, we jumped into my car and headed out in the direction of the Sphinx. When we reached the sight of the Giza massacre, Tony managed to push his way past several Egyptian soldiers to get right up to the blood-splattered bus itself – even though there were fears that the terrorists might have thrown grenades into it before vanishing. The next afternoon, at the news conference following this attack, the Egyptian Minister for Tourism tried to blame foreign terrorists for the massacre... at which point Tony interrupted him, holding up a statement, which had been faxed directly to his office, in which the Cairo Muslim Brotherhood took complete responsibility for the attack. Not only did Tony read out the statement in near perfect Arabic, he then turned to the minister and asked him, ‘Now would you mind explaining why you’re lying to us?’

Tony was always defensive about one thing: his height... though, as I assured him on more than one occasion, his diminutive stature didn’t matter a damn to me. On the contrary, I found it rather touching that this highly accomplished and amusingly arrogant man would be so vulnerable about his physical stature. And I came to realize that much of Tony’s bravado – his need to ask all the tough questions, his competitiveness for a story, and his reckless self-endangerment – stemmed out of a sense of feeling small. He secretly considered himself inadequate: the perennial outsider with his nose to the window, looking in on a world from which he felt excluded. It took me a while to detect Tony’s curious streak of inferiority since it was masked behind such witty superiority. But then I saw him in action one day with a fellow Brit – a correspondent from the Daily Telegraph named Wilson. Though only in his mid-thirties, Wilson had already lost much of his hair and had started to develop the sort of over-ripe fleshiness that made him (in Tony’s words) look like a wheel of Camembert that had been left out in the sun. Personally, I didn’t mind him – even though his languid vowels and premature jowliness (not to mention the absurd tailored safari jacket he wore all the time with a check Viyella shirt) gave him a certain cartoonish quality. Though he was perfectly amiable in Wilson’s company, Tony couldn’t stand him – especially after an encounter we had with him at the Gezira Club. Wilson was sunning himself by the pool. He was stripped to the waist, wearing a pair of plaid Bermuda shorts and suede shoes with socks. It was not a pretty sight. After greeting us, he asked Tony, ‘Going home for Christmas?’

‘Not this year.’

‘You’re a London chap, right?’

‘Buckinghamshire, actually.’

‘Whereabouts?’

‘Amersham.’

‘Ah yes, Amersham. End of the Metropolitan Line, isn’t it? Drink?’

Tony’s face tightened, but Wilson didn’t seem to notice. Instead, he called over one of the waiters, ordered three gin-and-tonics, then excused himself to use the toilet. As soon as he was out of earshot, Tony hissed, ‘Stupid little prat.’

‘Easy, Tony...’ I said, surprised by this uncharacteristic flash of anger.

‘“End of the Metropolitan Line, isn’t it?”’ he said, mimicking Wilson’s over-ripe accent. ‘He had to say that, didn’t he? Had to get his little dig in. Had to make the fucking point.’

‘Hey, all he said was...’

‘I know what he said. And he meant every bloody word...’

‘Meant what?’

‘You just don’t get it.’

‘I think it’s all a little too nuanced for me,’ I said lightly. ‘Or maybe I’m just a dumb American who doesn’t get England.’

‘No one gets England.’

‘Even if you’re English?’

‘Especially if you’re English.’

This struck me as something of a half-truth. Because Tony understood England all too well. Just as he also understood (and explained to me) his standing in the social hierarchy. Amersham was deeply dull. Seriously petit bourgeois. He hated it, though his only sibling – a sister he hadn’t seen for years – had stayed on, living at home with the parents she could never leave. His dad – now dead, thanks to a life-long love affair with Benson and Hedges – had worked for the local council in their Records Office (which he finally ended up running five years before he died). His mom – also dead – worked as a receptionist in a doctor’s surgery, located opposite the modest little suburban semi in which he was raised.

Though Tony was determined to run away from Amersham and never look back, he did go out of his way to please his father by landing a place at York University But when he graduated (with high honours, as it turned out – though, in typical phlegmatic Tony-style, it took him a long time to admit that he received a prized First in English), he decided to dodge the job market for a year or so. Instead, he took off with a couple of friends bound for Kathmandu. But somehow they ended up in Cairo. Within two months, he was working for a dodgy English language newspaper, the Egyptian Gazette. After six months of reporting traffic accidents and petty crimes and the usual small beer stuff, he started offering his services back in Britain as a Cairo-based freelancer. Within a year, he was supplying a steady stream of short pieces to the Chronicle – and when their Egyptian correspondent was called back to London, the paper offered him the job. From that moment on, he was a Chronicle man. With the exception of a brief six-month stint back in London during the mid-eighties (when he threatened to quit if they didn’t post him back in the field), Tony managed to drift from one hot spot to another. Of course, for all his talk of front-line action and total professional independence, he still had to bite the corporate bullet and do a couple of stints as a bureau guy in Frankfurt, Tokyo and Washington, DC (a town he actively hated). But despite these few concessions to the prosaic, Tony Hobbs worked very hard at eluding all the potential traps of domesticity and professional life that ensnared most people. Just like me.

‘You know, I always end up cutting and running out of these things,’ I told Tony around a month after we started seeing each other.

‘Oh, so that’s what this is – a thing.’

‘You know what I’m saying.’

‘That I shouldn’t get down on one knee and propose – because you’re planning to break my heart?’

I laughed and said, ‘I really am not planning to do that.’

‘Then your point is... what?’

‘My point is...’

I broke off, feeling profoundly silly.

‘You were about to say?’ Tony asked, all smiles.

‘The point is...’ I continued, hesitant as hell. ‘I think I sometimes suffer from “foot in mouth” disease. And I should never have made such a dumb comment.’

‘No need to apologize,’ he said.

‘I’m not apologizing,’ I said, sounding a little cross, then suddenly said, ‘Actually I am. Because...’

God, I really was sounding tongue-tied and awkward. Once again, Tony just continued smiling an amused smile. Then said, ‘So you’re not planning to cut-and-run?’

‘Hardly. Because... uh... oh, will you listen to me...’

‘I’m all ears.’

‘Because... I’m so damn happy with you, and the very fact that I feel this way is surprising the hell out of me, because I really haven’t felt this way for a long time, and I’m just hoping to hell you feel this way, because I don’t want to waste my time on someone who doesn’t feel this way, because...’

He cut me off by leaning over and kissing me deeply. When he finished, he said, ‘Does that answer your question?’

‘Well...’

I suppose actions speak louder than words – but I still wanted to hear him say what I had just said. Then again, if I wasn’t very good at outwardly articulating matters of the heart, I’d come to realize that Tony was even more taciturn on such subjects. Which is why I was genuinely surprised when he said, ‘I’m very pleased you’re not cutting and running.’

Was that a declaration of love? I certainly hoped so. At that moment, I knew I was in love with him. Just as I also knew that my bumbling admission of happiness was about as far as I’d go in confessing such a major emotional truth. Such admissions have always been difficult for me. Just as they were also difficult for my schoolteacher parents – who couldn’t have been more supportive and encouraging when it came to their two children, but who also were deeply buttoned-down and reserved when it came to public displays of affection.

‘You know, I can only once remember seeing our parents kiss each other,’ my older sister Sandy told me shortly after they were killed in an automobile accident. ‘And they certainly didn’t score big points on the tactile front. But that really didn’t matter, did it?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘It didn’t at all.’

At which point Sandy broke down completely and wept so loudly that her grief sounded something like keening. My own displays of raw public grief were few in the wake of their death. Perhaps because I was too numb from the shock of it all to cry. The year was 1988. I was twenty-one. I had just finished my senior year at Mount Holyoke College – and was due to start a job at the Boston Post in a few weeks. I’d just found an apartment with two friends in the Back Bay area of the city. I’d just bought my first car (a beat-up VW Beetle for a thousand bucks), and had just found out that I was going to graduate magna cum laude. My parents couldn’t have been more pleased. When they drove up to the college to see me get my degree that weekend, they were in such unusually ebullient form that they actually went to a big post-commencement party on campus. I wanted them to spend the night, but they had to get back to Worcester that evening for some big church event the next day (like many liberal New Englanders, they were serious Unitarians). Just before they got into the car, my father gave me a big uncharacteristic hug and said that he loved me.

Two hours later, while driving south, he nodded off at the wheel on the Interstate. The car veered out of control, crashed through the centre guard rail and careened right into the ongoing path of another car – a Ford station wagon. It was carrying a family of five. Two of the occupants – a young mother and her baby son – were killed. So too were my parents.

In the wake of their death, Sandy kept expecting me to fall apart (as she was doing constantly). I know that it both upset and worried her that I wasn’t succumbing to loud, outward heartbreak (even though anyone who saw me at the time could tell that I was in the throes of major trauma). Then again, Sandy has always been the emotional roller coaster in the family. Just as she’s also been the one fixed geographic point in my life – someone to watch over me (as I have watched over her). But we couldn’t be more disparate characters. Whereas I was always asserting my independence, Sandy was very much a homebody. She followed my parents into high-school teaching, married a phys ed teacher, moved to the Boston suburbs and had three children by the time she was thirty. She’d also allowed herself to get a little chunky in the process – to the point where she was crowding one hundred and seventy pounds (not a good look on a woman who only stood five foot three), and seemed to have this predilection for eating all the time. Though I occasionally hinted that she might consider padlocking the refrigerator, I didn’t push the point too hard. It wasn’t my style to remonstrate with Sandy – she was so vulnerable to all criticism, so heart-on-her-sleeve, and so damn nice.

She’s also been the one person with whom I’ve always been open about everything going on with me – with the exception of the period directly after the death of my parents, when I shut down and couldn’t be reached by anybody. The new job at the Post helped. Though my boss on the City Desk didn’t expect me to begin work immediately I insisted on starting at the paper just ten days after my parents were buried. I dived right in. Twelve-hour days were my specialty. I also volunteered for additional assignments, covering every damn story I could – and quickly got a name for myself as a completely reliable workaholic.

Then, around four months into the job, I was on my way home one evening, when I passed by a couple around my parents’ age, walking hand-in-hand down Bolyston Street. There wasn’t anything unusual about this couple. They didn’t resemble my mom or dad. They were just an ordinary-looking husband-and-wife in their mid-fifties, holding hands. Maybe that’s what undid me – the fact that, unlike many couples at that stage of a marriage, they seemed pleased to be together... just as my parents always seemed pleased to be in each other’s company. Whatever the reason, the next thing I knew, I was leaning against a lamppost, crying wildly. I couldn’t stop myself, couldn’t dodge the desperate wave of grief with which I had finally collided. I didn’t move for a long time, clinging on to the lamppost for ballast, the depth of my sorrow suddenly fathomless, immeasurable. A cop showed up. He placed his big hand on my shoulder, and asked me if I needed help.

‘I just want my mommy and daddy,’ I felt like screaming, reverting back to the six-year-old self we all carry with us, eternally desperate for parental sheltering at life’s most fearful moments. Instead, I managed to explain that I was simply coping with a bereavement, and all I needed was a cab home. The cop flagged one down (no easy thing in Boston – but then again, he was a policeman). He helped me into it, telling me (in his own faltering, gruff, kind way) that ‘cryin’ was the only way outta grief’. I thanked him, and kept myself in check on the drive back. But when I got to my apartment I fell on my bed, and surrendered once again to grief’s wild ride. I couldn’t remember how long I spent crying, except that it was suddenly two in the morning, and I was curled up on the bed in a foetal position, completely spent, and hugely grateful that my two roommates had been out that evening. I wanted no one to see me in this condition.

When I woke up early the next morning, my face was still puffy, my eyes still crimson, and every fibre in my body depleted. But the tears didn’t start again. I knew I couldn’t allow myself another descent into that emotional netherworld. So I put on a mask of stern resolve and went back to work – which is all you can ever do under the circumstances. All accidental deaths are simultaneously absurd and tragic. As I told Tony during the one and only time I recounted this story to him, when you lose the most important people in your life – your parents – through the most random of circumstances, you come to realize pretty damn fast that everything is fragile; that so-called ‘security’ is nothing more than a thin veneer which can fracture without warning.

‘Is that when you decided you wanted to be a war correspondent?’ he asked, stroking my face.

‘Got me in one.’

Actually, it took me a good six years to work my way up from the City Desk to Features to a brief stint on the Editorial page. Then, finally, I received my first temporary posting to Washington. Had Richard found a way to get transferred to Tokyo, I might have married him on the spot.

‘It’s just you cared for Tokyo a little more,’ Tony said.

‘Hey, if I’d married Richard, I’d be living in some comfortable suburb like Wellesley. I’d probably have two kids, and a Jeep Cherokee, and I’d be writing Lifestyle features for the Post... and it wouldn’t be a bad life. But I wouldn’t have lived in assorted mad parts of the world, and I wouldn’t have had a quarter of the adventures that I’ve had and got paid for them.’

‘And you wouldn’t have met me,’ Tony said.

‘That’s right,’ I said, kissing him. ‘I wouldn’t have fallen in love with you.’

Pause. I was even more dumbfounded than he was by that last remark.

‘Now how did that slip out?’ I asked.

He leaned over and kissed me deeply.

‘I’m glad it did,’ he said. ‘Because I feel the same way.’

I was astonished to find myself in love... and to have that love reciprocated by someone who seemed exactly the sort of man I’d secretly hoped to stumble upon, but really didn’t think existed (journalists, by and large, being the wrong side of seedy).

A certain innate caution still made me want to move forward with prudence. Just as I didn’t want to think about whether we would last beyond the next week month, whatever. I sensed this as well about Tony. I couldn’t get much out of him about his romantic past – though he did mention that he once came close to marriage (‘but it all went wrong... and maybe it was best that it did’). I wanted to press him for further details (after all, I had finally told him about Richard), but he quickly sidestepped the matter. I let it drop, figuring that he would eventually get around to telling me the entire story. Or maybe that was me also trying not to push him too hard – because, after two months with Tony Hobbs, I did understand very well that he was somebody who hated being cornered, or asked to explain himself.

Neither of us made a point of letting our fellow journos in Cairo know that we had become an item. Not because we feared gossip – but rather because we simply didn’t think it was anybody’s damn business. So, in public, we still came across as nothing more than professional associates.

Or, at least, that’s what I thought. Until Wilson – the fleshy guy from the Daily Telegraph – let it be known otherwise. He’d called me up at my office to suggest lunch, saying it was about time that we sat down and had an extended chat. He said this in that slightly pompous style of his – which made it sound like a royal invitation, or that he was doing me a favour by taking me out to the coffee shop in the Semiramaris Hotel. As it turned out, he used the lunch to pump me for information about assorted Egyptian government ministers, and to obtain as many of my local contacts as possible. But when he suddenly brought up Tony, I was slightly taken aback... because of the care we had taken to keep things out of the public eye. This was the height of naïveté, given that journalists in a place like Cairo always know what their colleagues ate for breakfast. But I still wasn’t prepared to hear him ask, ‘And how is Mr Hobbs these days?’

I tried to seem unflustered by this question.

‘I presume he’s fine.’

Wilson, sensing my reticence, smiled.

‘You presume... ?’

‘I can’t answer for his well-being.’

Another of his oleaginous smiles.

‘I see.’

‘But if you are that interested in his welfare,’ I said, ‘you could call his office.’

He ignored that comment, and instead said, ‘Interesting chap, Hobbs.’

‘In what way?’

‘Oh, the fact that he is noted for his legendary recklessness, and his inability to keep his bosses happy.’

‘I didn’t know that.’

‘It’s common enough knowledge back in London that Hobbs is something of a political disaster when it comes to the game of office politics. A real loose cannon – but a highly talented reporter, which is why he’s been tolerated for so long.’

He looked at me, waiting for a response. I said nothing. He smiled again – deciding that my silence was further evidence of my discomfort (he was right). Then he added, ‘And I’m sure you’re aware that, when it comes to emotional entanglements, he’s always been something of a... well, how can I put this discreetly?... something of a raging bull, I suppose. Runs through women the way...’

‘Is there some point to this commentary?’ I asked lightly.

Now it was his turn to look startled – though he did so in a quasi-theatrical manner.

‘I was just making conversation,’ he said, in mock shock. ‘And, of course, I was trading gossip. And perhaps the biggest piece of gossip about Mr Anthony Hobbs is the way that a woman finally broke the chap’s heart. Mind you, it’s old gossip, but...’

He broke off, deliberately letting the story dangle. Like a fool I asked, ‘Who was the woman?’

That’s when Wilson told me about Elaine Plunkett. I listened with uneasy interest – and with growing distaste. Wilson spoke in a low, conspiratorial tone, even though his surface tone was light, frivolous. This was something I began to notice about a certain type of Brit, especially when faced with an American (or, worst yet, an American woman). They considered us so earnest, so ploddingly literal in all our endeavours, that they attempted to upend our serious-mindedness with light-as-a-feather irony, in which nothing they said seemed weighted with importance... even though everything they were telling you was consequential.

Certainly, this was Wilson’s style – and one that was underscored with a streak of malice. Yet I listened with intent to everything he told me. Because he was talking about Tony – with whom I was in love.

Now, courtesy of Wilson, I was also finding out that another woman – an Irish journalist working in Washington named Elaine Plunkett – had broken Tony’s heart. But I didn’t feel in any way anguished about this – because I didn’t want to play the jealous idiot, musing endlessly about the fact that this Plunkett woman might have been the one who got away... or, worst yet, the love of his life. What I did feel was a profound distaste for the game that Wilson was playing – and decided that he deserved to be slapped down. Hard. But I waited for the right moment in his monologue to strike.

‘...of course, after Hobbs burst into tears in front of our chap in Washington... do you know Christopher Perkins? Fantastically indiscreet... anyway, Hobbs had a bit of a boo-hoo while out boozing with Perkins. The next thing you know, the story was all over London within twenty-four hours. Nobody could believe it. Hard Man Hobbs coming apart because of some woman journo...’

‘You mean, like me?’

Wilson laughed a hollow laugh, but didn’t say anything in reply.

‘Well, come on – answer the question,’ I said, my voice loud, amused.

‘What question?’ Wilson demanded.

‘Am I like this Elaine Plunkett woman?’

‘How should I know? I mean, I never met her.’

‘Yes – but I am a woman journo, just like her. And I’m also sleeping with Tony Hobbs, just like her.’

Long pause. Wilson tried to look non-plussed. He failed.

‘I didn’t know...’ he said.

‘Liar,’ I said, laughing.

The word hit him like an open hand across the face. ‘What did you just say?’

I favoured him with an enormous smile. And said, ‘I called you a liar. Which is what you are.’

‘I really think...’

‘What? That you can play a little head game like that with me, and get away with it?’

He shifted his large bottom in his chair, and kneaded a handkerchief in his hand.

‘I really didn’t mean any offence.’

‘Yes, you did.’

His eyes started searching the room for the waiter.

‘I really must go.’

I leaned over towards him, until my face was about a half-inch away from his. And maintaining my jovial, non-commital tone, I said, ‘You know something? You’re just like every bully I’ve ever met. You turn tail and run as soon as you’re called out.’

He stood up and left but didn’t apologize. Englishmen never apologize.

‘I’m certain American men aren’t exactly apology-prone,’ Tony said when I made this observation.

‘They’re better trained than you lot.’

‘That’s because they grow up with all that latent Puritan guilt... and the idea that everything has a price.’

‘Whereas the Brits...’

‘We think we can get away with it all... maybe.’

I was tempted to tell him about the conversation with Wilson. But I’d decided that nothing good would come out of him knowing that I was now well informed about Elaine Plunkett. On the contrary, I feared that he might feel exposed... or, worse yet, embarrassed (the one emotional state which all Brits fear). Anyway, I didn’t want to tell him that hearing the Elaine Plunkett story actually made me love him even more. Because I’d learned that he was just as delicate as the rest of us. And I liked that. His fragility was curiously reassuring; a reminder that he had the capacity to be hurt too.

Two weeks later, I was offered the opportunity to gauge Tony in his home terrain – when, out of the blue, he asked, ‘Feel like running off to London for a few days?’

He explained that he’d been called back for a meeting at the Chronicle. ‘Nothing sinister – just my annual lunch with the editor,’ he said casually. ‘Fancy a couple of days at the Savoy?’

It didn’t take any further persuasion. I had been in London only once before. It was during the eighties, prior to my foreign postings – and it was one of those dumb two-week dashes through assorted European capitals, which included four days in London. But I liked what I saw. Mind you, all I saw was assorted monuments and museums and a couple of interesting plays, and a glimpse of the sort of upscale residential life that was lived by those who could afford a Chelsea town house. In other words, my vision of London was selective, to say the least.

Then again, a room at the Savoy doesn’t exactly give you a down and dirty vision of London either. On the contrary, I was just a little impressed by the suite we were given overlooking the Thames, and the bottle of champagne waiting for us in an ice bucket.

‘Is this how the Chronicle usually treats its foreign correspondents?’ I asked.

‘You must be joking,’ he said. ‘But the manager’s an old friend. We became chummy when he was running the Intercontinental in Tokyo, so he always fixes me up whenever I’m in town.’

‘Well, that’s a relief,’ I said.

‘What?’

‘The fact that you didn’t violate one of the cardinal rules of journalism – never pay for anything yourself.’

He laughed and pulled me into bed. He poured me a glass of champagne.

‘No can do,’ I said. ‘On antibiotics.’

‘Since when?’

‘Since yesterday, when I saw the embassy doctor for a strep throat.’

‘You’ve got a strep throat?’

I opened my mouth wide. ‘Go on, peep inside.’

‘No thanks,’ he said. ‘Is that why you weren’t drinking on the plane?’

‘Booze and antibiotics don’t mix.’

‘You should have told me.’

‘Why? It’s just a strep throat.’

‘God, you are Ms Toughie.’

‘That’s me, all right.’

‘Well, I have to say I am disappointed. Because who the hell am I going to drink with over the next few days?’

Actually, that was something of a rhetorical question, as Tony had plenty of people to drink with over the three days we spent in London. He’d arranged for us to go out every night with assorted journalistic colleagues and friends. Without exception, I liked his choice of cronies. There was Kate Medford – a long-time colleague from the Chronicle who now presented the big late afternoon news programme on BBC Radio 4, and who hosted a little dinner for us (with her oncologist husband, Roger) at her house in a leafy inner suburb called Chiswick. There was an extremely boozy night out (for Tony anyway) with a fellow journo named Dermot Fahy, who was a diarist on the Independent and a great talker. He was also an all-purpose rake who spent much of the evening leering at me, much to Tony’s amusement (as he told me afterwards, ‘Dermot does that with every woman,’ to which I just had to reply, ‘Well, thanks a lot’). Then there was a former Telegraph journo named Robert Matthews who’d made quite a bit of money on his first Robert Ludlum-style thriller. He insisted on taking us for a ridiculously expensive meal at the Ivy, and ordering £60 bottles of wine, and drinking far too much, and briefly regaling us with darkly funny stories about his recent divorce – stories which he told in a brilliant, deadpan, self-mocking style, but which hinted at a terrible private pain.

All of Tony’s friends were first-rate conversationalists who liked staying up late and having three glasses of wine too many, and (this impressed the hell out of me) never really talking about themselves. Even though Tony hadn’t seen these people in around a year, work was only lightly mentioned (‘Haven’t been shot by Islamic Jihad yet, Tony?’, that sort of thing), and never at great length. If personal matters did arise – like Robert’s divorce – a certain sardonic spin was put on things. Even when Tony gently enquired about Kate’s teenage daughter (who, as it turned out, was getting over a near-fatal involvement with anorexia), Kate said, ‘Well, it’s all a bit like what Rossini said about Wagner’s operas: there are some splendid quarter-of-an-hours.’

Then the matter was dropped.

The intriguing thing about this style of discourse was the way everybody disseminated just enough information to let each other know the state of play in their respective lives – but, inevitably, whenever the talk veered towards the personal, it was swiftly deflected back towards less individual matters. I quickly sensed that to speak at length about anything private in a gathering of more than two people was considered just not done... especially in the presence of a stranger like me. Yet I rather liked this conversational style – and the fact that banter was considered a meritorious endeavour. Whenever serious events of the day were broached, they were always undercut by a vein of acerbity and absurdity. No one embraced the kind of earnestness which so often characterized American dinner table debate. Then again, as Tony once told me, the great difference between Yanks and Brits was that Americans believed that life was serious but not hopeless... whereas the English believed that life was hopeless, but not serious.

Three days of London table chat convinced me of that truth, just as it also convinced me that I could easily hold my own amidst such banter. Tony was introducing me to his friends – and seemed delighted that I integrated with them so quickly. Just as I was pleased that he was showing me off. I wanted to show off Tony too – but my only friend in London, Margaret Campbell, was out of town while we were there. While Tony was lunching with the editor, I jumped the tube to Hampstead, and wandered the well-heeled residential backstreets, and spent an hour roaming the Heath, all the while thinking to myself: this is very pleasant. Maybe this had something to do with the fact that, after Cairo’s ongoing urban madness, London initially came across as a paragon of order and tidiness. Granted, within a day of being there, I was also noticing the litter on the streets, the graffiti, the indigent population who slept rough, and the snarling traffic. But these scruffy civic attributes simply struck me as an essential component of metropolitan life.

Then there was the little fact that I was in London with Tony... which made the city look even better. Tony himself also admitted the same thing, telling me that, for the first time in years, he actually ‘got’ the idea of London again.

He remained pretty close-lipped about his lunch with the editor – except to say that it went well. But then, two days later, he gave me further details of that meeting. We were an hour into our flight back to Cairo when he turned to me and said, ‘I need to talk to you about something.’

‘That sounds serious,’ I said, putting down the novel I’d been reading.

‘It’s not serious. Just interesting.’

‘By which you mean... ?’

‘Well, I didn’t want to mention this while we were in London – because I didn’t want to spend our last two days there discussing it.’

‘Discussing what exactly?’

‘Discussing the fact that, during my lunch with the editor, he offered me a new job.’

‘What kind of new job?’

‘Foreign Editor of the paper.’

This took a moment to sink in.

‘Congratulations,’ I said. ‘Did you accept it?’

‘Of course I didn’t accept. Because...’

‘Yes?’

‘Well... because I wanted to speak with you first about it.’

‘Because it means a transfer back to London?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Do you want the job?’

‘Put it this way: His Lordship was hinting very strongly that I should take it. He was also hinting that, after nearly twenty years in the field, it was time I did a stint at HQ. Of course, I could fight coming back. But I don’t think I’d win that one. Anyway, the foreign editorship isn’t exactly a demotion...’

A pause. I said, ‘So you are going to take the job?’

‘I think I have to. But... uhm... that doesn’t mean I have to come back to London alone.’

Another pause as I thought about that last comment. Finally I said, ‘I have some news too. And I have an admission to make.’

He looked at me with care.

‘And what’s this admission?’

‘I’m not on antibiotics. Because I don’t have a strep throat. But I still can’t drink right now... because I happen to be pregnant.’




End of sample
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