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Preface

‘Attention is the rarest and purest form of generosity.’

Simone Weil

 

Hello. Thank you for picking up this book of stories, every one of which is true. They’re all about meetings with remarkable women and men, some of them famous or infamous and some of them not. I think we’re all remarkable actually, but more of that in a moment. The title is taken from words that were said about the Australian writer and broadcaster Clive James and the way he saw the world in his final days. I work as an interviewer for national newspapers and radio, so I had the privilege of going to see Clive at his home in Cambridge during a strange but precious time in his life. He had announced in print that he was dying of cancer and would not see out the winter, prompting full and gratifying tributes from friends and admirers, but the doctors were managing to keep him alive for longer than expected. There was extra time to reflect on his life, loves, regrets and joys and that’s what he did as we sat together one long summer afternoon. Clive was in pain and grieving for the years he would miss of course and he raged against the dying of the light, as you would expect from a man who had punched out prose like a prizefighter all his life; yet he was also full of a new grace and gratitude for being allowed to stay in that light for a while longer. He saw resonant beauty in even the smallest things. Every moment was potentially precious, because there were so few left. You can read about what it was like to be in the room with him in the story that bears his name. Clive’s experience became even more intense towards the end, as his daughter Claerwen later told the writer Rachel Cooke, a family friend, who quoted her in the Guardian as saying: ‘His world had shrunk to this room, and that terrace. He never went anywhere, he saw almost nobody, he could eat almost nothing – and yet, every aspect of his life was filled with meaning. The fact that there was an apple on that tree; whether it was rainy or sunny. Everything was extraordinary.’

Those words ring true with me. I have chosen them as my title as a way to suggest some of the things I’m trying to explore in these stories, including the power of connection and the possibility that we might see how extraordinary the ordinary really is. Every story stands alone, but together I hope they also add up to a reflection on life as learned from these encounters, a meditation on what it means to be human and how we might do it well. How to live, love and pay attention. How to connect with each other, with ourselves, with the world around us and the divine, if we believe in that.

Not that this is a self-help book. I can barely help myself sometimes.

I just go around asking questions, watching reactions, listening to the answers and telling stories, because I do believe we are at our best when we open up to each other. That’s when the unexpected happens, things are revealed and we get a few clues to what life might be all about. Sometimes there are glimpses of glory in the smile of a friend or the sight of a bird on the wing, as described in the chapter called Kes. Sometimes we have nothing to go on but rumours, passed on by people like Clive who are further ahead down the road than us and willing to share, if we are willing to listen. And that’s really what this book is about. Sharing. Listening. Seeing and being seen. Learning from each other. Daring to open up, daring to hold each other’s gaze. Daring to care.

The stories feature women and men who are wealthy beyond all dreams and others who have almost nothing in material terms but are rich in other ways. Each person has something valuable to pass on, whether by accident or design and whether they know it or not. We all do. I grew up in a diverse community of loving, creative working-class people who were led to believe our voices were worthless. That was not true. We were burning with stories, even if nobody wanted to know. The old man who’d secretly been a Spitfire pilot, the mother with a head full of Caribbean memories, the lonely boy who thrashed a guitar in his bedroom, the little girl next door who saw colours in his music as it came through the walls they had tales to tell and insights to pass on. We all have, even if they’re buried deep down inside, waiting for someone to care.

Each of us is of equal worth, so I try to take everyone in these stories at face value as a broken, beautiful human: whether that’s Scarlett the Hollywood superstar hiding out in a hotel bar in Manhattan on the day her marriage disintegrates or Tiger the fallen hero, unable to stop himself telling the truth; or Zahra, who crossed the Channel at dawn one Christmas morning on an overladen rubber boat at the end of a 7,000-mile journey that sounds like an ancient folk tale. We will be travelling the world together in these tales, from the East London of my childhood to the glamour of the Upper East Side and from the warmth of the West Bank to the wild seas raging in the far west of Ireland, with the wind and sky pressing in, each place becoming part of the conversation.

I hope you will take pleasure in the way the stories are told, because they are primarily written to entertain and for the joy of the telling and hearing. Read them out loud if you like, the people on the bus won’t mind. Share them. Enjoy them. Listen to me reading some of them as you go, on the podcast that inspired this book called ‘Can We Talk?’. Whatever you do, thank you for spending time with them. The French philosopher Simone Weil once wrote to thank a friend for reading her writing and said: ‘Attention is the rarest and purest form of generosity.’ She was right. I’m grateful to the men and women in these stories who allowed me to sit down with them and I’m also very grateful to you, for paying attention to what I have written. Let me know what you think, when you’re ready. As Desmond Tutu says in the chapter that expresses so much of what I’m trying to say here: ‘I can’t be a human being on my lonesome. I wouldn’t know what to do.’

Life is better when we share, so shall we make a start?

*  *  *





Living

 

‘I can’t be a human being on my lonesome.’

Desmond Tutu





Scarlett

Fifteen minutes is all you get with Hollywood stars. Fifteen minutes in a neutral room, in the company of a publicist or two. It’s hard to make any kind of connection in that time and New York is a very long way to go for fifteen minutes with someone, however famous she is. Still, I found myself thousands of miles from home at the start of 2017, in a winterbound city with a strange energy. I was drawn to Trump Tower, where cops with machine guns stood at the door, surrounded by steel barriers and black Humvees, and the crowds waited, as if the new president might turn up at any time. There was no sign of him though, so after a while I walked on by to my hotel, which turned out to be owned by Trump too. It was as if everywhere you might go and everything you might do was dominated by the Donald. Half a million people had been on the streets of Manhattan the day before, stopping traffic and yelling out their rage. The ghost of the protest still haunted the hotel entrance, where the doormen looked wary.

Up in my room I dropped my bags and fell back on the bed, listening to the thrum of the city come through the walls and the triple-glazed window, which didn’t open.

I was high in the sky, sealed in a box, thinking about the opening scene of a movie called Lost in Translation: a long, still shot of a young woman lying on her side, on a bed in a hotel room very like this one, with the same tuneless city song playing. We see her legs, her backside in yellow cotton, her torso with a blue vest top riding up at the waist. We’re invited to see her as perfect. Young, healthy, gorgeous.

When that scene was shot, Scarlett Johansson was eighteen years old. Now, as I was about to meet her, she was thirty-two and one of the most famous humans on the planet. Her movies had made more than five billion dollars at the box office at that point, thanks to The Horse Whisperer, The Avengers and The Jungle Book. She was said to be worth more than $100 million in her own right.

‘Hello?’

The door opened unexpectedly, there was a flurry of apologies and a woman entered. Reception had given me the room early, there were still things to do. The housekeeper was busy, distracted and no doubt on a tight schedule; but I’d watched a Tom Hanks movie on the plane over, in which his character asked the name of anyone he came across, to connect with them. I couldn’t resist trying.

‘Renata,’ she said briskly.

‘What did you make of the protests yesterday?’

Her lips pursed, she didn’t want to answer, this wasn’t a movie, but she did anyway: ‘The guests were angry.’

‘What about?’

‘They couldn’t get into the hotel.’

‘Okay,’ I said as she disappeared into the bathroom with a basket of toiletries, ‘but what do you think of it all, personally?’

Renata stopped what she was doing, came back out and stood looking at me, weighing up whether to say anything. I saw her name on her badge now, black letters on white plastic against a black uniform. She made eye contact and my pulse quickened. For a moment, we weren’t just strangers. She wasn’t just servicing my room and getting out of there. I guessed Renata was in her early thirties like Scarlett but on a low wage, on a zero hours contract, under a lot of pressure. Still, she stopped.

‘They are right, I think. He’s not my president.’

She’d heard the chanting at the rallies, heard about the wall he was building.

‘He hates us. That’s what it sounds like to me anyway.’ She spoke in a low voice, not wanting to be overheard. ‘I’m from Puerto Rico. He doesn’t even know it’s American.’

I asked if she was scared. Renata smoothed the front of her black skirt with both palms, picked up her basket and prepared to leave. ‘This is our country.’

I nodded.

She smiled. ‘Have a good day.’

‘You too, Renata. You too.’

*  *  *

The phone buzzed with a message to say the location for the interview had been changed and the time put back: ‘Scarlett will meet you at the Carlyle Hotel on the Upper East Side at 4 p.m.’ I could walk through the fresh January cold, up through the spine of Manhattan, then across Central Park. Usually, I love New York. The taste of possibility in the air is intoxicating. That day, though, there was a sense that what was coming, for the city and for America, might not be great.

Maybe there was a similar sense back in 1930, when the Carlyle Hotel was built by Moses Ginsberg, an immigrant from Poland who’d made a fortune. Not even the financial crash could stop Moses putting up a forty-storey hotel and apartment tower in a grand art deco style; but two years later he was forced to sell at auction for a fraction of the price he wanted. Now, long after Moses, the Carlyle was still one of the most famous hotels in New York, an intimidating sight. It took guts just to walk in the door.

*  *  *

I was looking for The Gallery – ‘an exquisite, private retreat for refined dining’ according to the hotel – inspired by the Topkapi Palace in Turkey. Deep red wallpapers, banquettes made with antique kilims and red-fringed velvet chairs. I felt more than a little out of place. And Scarlett was late. Very late. She had the right to be, of course. Only Michael Caine, Johnny Depp and Tom Cruise were ahead of her in box office power. She didn’t have to do this, or anything else, ever. The one thing in my favour was that she had a place around the corner somewhere, having grown up nearby.

Her mum was a film fan and sometime producer, of Ashkenazi Jewish descent, partly from Poland like old Moses Ginsberg. Her father was a Danish architect. Her school was in Greenwich Village, but Scarlett wanted to be Judy Garland and her mum was willing to indulge that fantasy, taking her to auditions. There was real talent in her, too. She made her film debut at the age of nine, but it was Lost in Translation that won her first acclaim. It’s a beautiful, elegant, poignant film about the relationship between her character, Charlotte – a young wife lost and lonely in Japan – and Bill Murray’s much older, fading movie star, also adrift in the neon landscape. I felt a bit like that myself, sitting there in the half-light of the Carlyle Hotel’s deepest, plushest rooms. We’d come to New York as a family a few years before, but the old life seemed to be fracturing and I was afraid of what might come next. It was good to be away, but I didn’t belong here. And I was nervous, as ever before an interview. Even a bit feverish.

‘Hey, how ya doing?’

Heads turned at the unmistakeable voice of Scarlett Johansson: deep and smoky, with a New York twang. She appeared as if by stealth, like Black Widow but in a bulky green parka with a fur-lined hood. This wasn’t a superhero, nor even a movie star, but a real person, shrugging off her rain-soaked coat and handing it to the concierge, who signalled that he recognised her with nothing more than a flicker of the eyelids.

I’d expected more from the moment, to be honest. She was routinely described as one of the most attractive humans on earth, so I had thought she would sweep in like Marilyn Monroe, wafting sensual appeal and causing men and women on all sides to swoon. Not a bit of it. Scarlett was brisk, businesslike, ordinary. Nervous or stern, I wasn’t sure which. She was wearing glasses with thick black rims. Her hair was cut in a boyish flick. Her ears glittered with multiple tiny silver rings. She wore black jeans and a simple black leotard top. The only thing showy about her was a pair of Doc Marten boots, artfully splattered with paint of many colours. She looked small, funky, elegant in a punky, art school kind of way. Totally unlike the vast electronic billboard of her in superhero mode I’d seen in Times Square on the way here, over a hundred feet high. And there’d been smaller versions all along my walking route, advertising her new film. I told her this and she laughed. ‘Yeah, I see those everywhere. That’s good, I guess.’

How did it feel to be surrounded by images of herself like that? And more to the point, when everybody in the world knew her face, her body, her voice and had an idea how she might behave, how did she hold on to a sense of her self?

‘You mean your own truth?’

She smiled and frowned at the same time, perhaps a little surprised to get to this stuff so quickly, but I didn’t have time to waste. She’d be gone in fifteen minutes. Half an hour, if I could get her talking and fend off the PR.

Wait though, where was the PR? There was no sign of them, surprisingly, as Scarlett settled down into one of those deep velvet chairs.

‘I’m private of course, I’m a private person and I live pretty low-key, as much as I can. And living in New York aids that, very much so. I grew up here, I was born and raised here, so I can scurry around the streets like any other city rat, pretty much.’

Her friend David Bowie had come to live in New York and found it the best place in the world to hide in plain sight. ‘I used to see Bowie at the Bowery Ballroom, he was just taking in new music like any other person and New York is great for that. It’s got a great attitude, the city. But yeah, I guess that once you accept that some of those pre-conceived ideas that people have about you are truths about yourself, you stop fighting that a bit.’

Which ones? ‘I don’t know. Perhaps that I’m an outspoken person . . .’

Right on cue, the people at the next table shut her up by speaking loudly to each other about something neither of us caught properly. She looked down at my recorder. ‘Do you wanna move?’

‘I’m okay,’ I said, not wanting to waste a moment. ‘But I do want to be sure it catches your voice. Can we shuffle up a bit?’

‘Sure,’ she said, getting closer, but I noted a nervous cough.

She didn’t know me. I’d been vetted by the PR company working for the new movie, but I could have had any number of strange issues, so I did my best to be relaxed, to give her personal space, to not get intense. We were knee to knee now, alone together here. Nobody else was coming. Scarlett was still thinking about how she kept things real.

‘Becoming a mother has been the most humbling experience.’

That was a platitude, sure, but I could see how giving birth to a daughter would change the priorities and awareness of a person who’d been the centre of attention since childhood, the star and the talent in every scene. Her daughter Rose was three years old. Rose’s father was a French magazine editor and entrepreneur called Romain Dauriac, who apparently hadn’t been able to speak any English when he met Scarlett. Things moved fast and they were married a month after Rose was born.

‘Going to therapy, being curious about yourself. Remaining curious about my job. Living in New York City. Having everyday encounters, living my life. That helps me connect all of the different parts of myself to one person. It’s an ongoing trip.’

Being a New Yorker was obviously a big deal to her. I’d read that Romain was keen to live in Paris full-time with Rose, while Scarlett travelled for work. That would be a challenge, surely? But I was all too aware of the need to ask about her new movie, before we ran out of time. Once again she was wearing a skin-tight catsuit to fight bad guys, so I asked how she felt about the way women in superhero movies were always being squeezed into unlikely fighting costumes? ‘I don’t know, that’s hard to say, because I work alongside guys that wear skin-tight leather leotards, you know, for work!’ She was talking about The Avengers, including Chris Evans as Captain America. ‘And basically you spend all day making jokes about, like, their various codpiece sizes.’

She was funny. Scarlett also had the rare ability to move through combat scenes like someone who could actually fight, but was that right? ‘Part of the challenge of doing these jobs is overcoming my own fears of confrontation and my own doubts about my physical ability,’ she said. ‘I don’t have the sixteen years of training that my amazing stunt double Heidi Moneymaker has. That’s her real name. She’s my shadow. You learn to fight the same way, you mirror each other. It’s a kind of ballet.’

I chanced my arm with a tease. Could she take me down, if she wanted to?

‘Are you trying to start a fight with me? With this tea cup in my hand?’

I thought I’d gone too far, that she was offended or unsettled, but Scarlett smiled again and shook her head. ‘No, I’m good. I’m a peaceful person.’

She spoke like a character in a Woody Allen movie, which of course she had been several times: Match Point, Scoop and the rather better Vicky Cristina Barcelona. Woody Allen said of her: ‘It’s very hard to be extra witty around a sexually overwhelming, beautiful young woman who is wittier than you are.’ In retrospect that sounds a bit creepy. There was definitely something about her that made people go all gooey though; and if I’m absolutely honest with you it was happening to me, just a little bit, there and then. Scarlett Johansson was laughing and smiling and touching my knee for emphasis, just as a friendly, tactile person might do. But the vain male part of my brain – the inner chimp if you like – was beginning to believe somehow, against all the evidence, that this was terrific, we were getting on well, this was a kind of date.

I do know that wasn’t true. I knew it then. If there had been time for an internal dialogue, I would have told my inner chimp to shut up. Unfortunately, as I tried to get a grip and looked down at my notes for a change, the first question I saw was from my fifteen-year-old daughter, who loved Scarlett. I had promised to ask this question, so I had to: ‘What is it like to know that almost everyone you meet fancies you?’

‘Ha! Nice. Yeah. That’s definitely a question from a fifteen-year-old,’ she said kindly. ‘Certainly, for as many people I meet who fancy me – that’s a very English way of saying it – there is another half of people just completely think, “Who does this person think she is?” You know what I mean?’

Not really, but I was being careful what I said. I wondered, how had she survived in the horrendously sexist world of the movies?

‘The whole world is like that. It’s true in any industry. Hell, it’s true walking down the street. I remember walking down the street in New York, nobody knew who the hell I was, being fifteen or sixteen years old and having guys catcall, you know? I was in Washington Square Park at some parade with my girlfriends and all of us got groped by the same creepy person that walked past. We had to find a bunch of police officers and find this guy and make a report.’ Did they have him arrested? ‘Yeah.’

I suppose I was asking about this to show that I wanted to be on her side, but also because the rise of Trump had caused her to speak up. ‘It’s time to get personal,’ she’d told a rally in Washington at which half a million women had gathered to protest against the incoming president’s behaviour and policies. He wanted to close family planning clinics; she had talked about going to one of them for help and advice at the age of fifteen. ‘Normally, I don’t feel I need to talk to people about my intimate care,’ she told me now. ‘Obviously. Even more so, I’m private because everything I say is pulled apart in a million different ways and repurposed. But at this point, I don’t care. At this point, I feel that if I can share my story and make an impact, that’s way more valuable to me than preserving the remnants of privacy.’ Scarlett was even thinking of running for office. ‘I am just sick of it. I am sick of this conversation being in the mouths of politicians: what I’m going to do with my body, whether my friends and I are going to be valued equal to our male friends and family. It feels so archaic.’

She had found something at the protests that was otherwise missing in her life. ‘This amazing feeling of sisterhood, this like-mindedness, this camaraderie. Men and women alike. It was incredibly uplifting and powerful.’

A common enemy connects us. A common cause can inspire us.

‘I’m standing up for myself. I’m standing up for my sister and my daughter, my mum and my friends. All of us. I’ve had it.’

*  *  *

The daughter who had wanted me to ask that question about being fancied is a triplet. I mentioned that to Scarlett, because she is a twin. ‘I’m very close to Hunter. He’s my bro, he’s the best. He’s working in a bar downtown part time. So I go and hassle him in there. “Bartender! Bartender!” ’ We were way over time now, at least in my head, but this had turned into more of a chat about life. I expected it to end at any moment, but instead Scarlett went deeper.

‘One thing that’s really interesting, that I’ve realised in the past couple of years, is that I have never actually been alone. I really have always been with somebody.’ She meant from the womb. ‘And in those first moments of life, even just the spark of it, having somebody else there must affect one, right? Because of it, I’m learning now how to be alone, just with myself. But it’s challenging. It’s a funny thing. It doesn’t mean I haven’t felt alone at times, or lonely, but I’m just realising that I’ve always had this other half out there.’

Learning to be alone is a challenge for anyone, even more so with a twin, but those words must have had an extra, huge personal significance to her that day, because of things that were going on in her life. I would only find out about them later. ‘Being a twin affects all your life. I notice in my intimate relationships, I’ve chosen people as a result of not wanting to feel alone, or trying to fill some kind of space. It affects you, always.’

We talked about how she and Romain had homes in New York and Paris but would have to choose a base when their daughter Rose started school. ‘Yeah, then we’ll all be in one place. She’s two-and-a-half now, so we’re at that wonderful stage. She sings a lot. She’s always been pretty good at sleeping. I like to sleep too.’

I thought of the young Scarlett sleeping on that bed in Japan, forever a teenager in a beautiful movie. There were so many images of her out there, so many ways for people to see her and think they knew her. Then I thought of Scarlett the mother, sleeping with a child by her side. And I thought of this happy family, skipping from New York to Paris and back; but then again, the vain chimp in my brain started to chatter. We’d been together now for much more than an hour. Fifteen minutes was a distant memory. Was she too shy to stop and leave? Surely not. As the afternoon slipped into evening, I started to think that maybe she’d stayed to talk because she liked me. That was a seductively flattering thought. She was a film star, THE film star. Half the people in the world would have killed to be in that room, drinking with Scarlett, shooting the breeze, on a kind of date. There’s that word again. Was this turning into a date? Even just a little bit?

No, of course it wasn’t. What a stupid idea. How deluded men can be, even when we know better. This was an entirely professional conversation between two people who both knew how to create a feeling of intimacy quickly: an interviewer, whose livelihood depended upon it; and an actor who was in the habit of creating winsome characters at the same time as keeping herself to herself. That was all. I was sure of it, until the next day.

*  *  *

I woke up to find social media full of stories about Scarlett Johansson, who had been photographed in public the previous day without her wedding ring. This was taken as a sign that her marriage was over. My editor emailed from London: ‘What did you do?!!’ It was a joke, of course; an ironic, blokey take on the idea Scarlett might have met me and realised that her life with Romain was empty, she needed a real man, like me. I told him not to be daft. Then I started thinking. Was she wearing a wedding ring? I didn’t know. I hadn’t noticed. I’d been a bit dazzled. But I did remember what she’d said: ‘I’ve chosen people as a result of not wanting to feel alone, or trying to fill some kind of space.’

Had I missed the true meaning of those words, on the day? Yeah, but how could I have known them? She had given me every reason to believe she was happy with her life and her lover. She’d created a moment that felt authentic, but wasn’t the whole truth. Brilliant. So here’s the big reveal: Scarlett Johansson is a terrific actor. Still, even allowing for the antics of my inner chimp, it did feel like we’d shared a few, brief moments of connection: talking about life and laughing like friends. So what had just happened?

Maybe it was the knowledge she could end our conversation at any time and just walk away that made it work for her. Maybe it was the same with Renata, when she was kind enough to stop and talk. Life must be a lot less comfortable when you clean the rooms in a Trump hotel than when you’re worth $100 million, but maybe the desire for connection is the same. The desire to be heard. The need to look someone in the eye and feel understood, if only for a moment. It’s worth chasing after. It’s worth stopping for when you find it, because whoever you are, the work can sometimes feel too hard, the schedule too fierce, the crowds too overwhelming, the noise and the rage too much to handle. Whether you live in Trump City or not. We all feel a bit lost in translation sometimes. Adrift in a strange land. And when that happens, we need to be kind to ourselves, take time out. Rest. If you feel like you’re performing, then make like Bowie and Scarlett and stop the show. Turn off the lights. If you feel like you need to be alone, then be alone. And if you feel like you need human contact then find it, any way you can, even – in a safe way – with a stranger. When she did leave, after so unexpectedly long, Scarlett Johansson rose and pulled on her parka, opened her arms for a light hug and said: ‘That was lovely.’

Did she mean it? I hope so. I think so. I think she may have been feeling the hurt in her life that day and seized the unexpected chance to escape all that for an hour or two, taking time out in a quiet, elegant, private, familiar place where nobody was watching, to chat with someone who might have seemed easy to talk to, giving him the illusion of intimacy but at the same time protecting herself. Finding company, on a day when she may have felt really alone. And there’s our first lesson: sometimes you just need to hide away, and that really is okay.

*  *  *
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