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Prologue

I now introduce a black-and-white photograph, taken in the autumn of 1978.

The subject is my friend Francesca’s boyfriend at that time, name of Martin Knight, with whom, as was her custom, she was briefly infatuated to the exclusion of all else. Francesca, then just turned eighteen (I was nearly twenty) and in the first flush of romance, took the photograph herself. Location: the long, overgrown garden of her parents’ house in Wimbledon.

I recall the happy delight with which she crouched down to focus the camera, changing position to get different angles and between shots smiling encour­agingly up at her beloved – who was seated, barely daring to breathe, on a precariously flimsy folding garden chair.

But love or luck imbued the portrait with an undeni­able sense of presence. The top button of his white shirt unfastened, this latest beau has loosened what I remember to be an antique silver-grey tie, flecked with pinpoints of pink silk thread. Beneath stylishly cut black hair his young face is still soft-skinned and smooth-jawed; his nose is straight and his lips rather too red. The look in his dark-brown eyes is watchful and uncertain, almost fierce.

In what they hoped to be the style of a matinee idol, there is a lighted cigarette between the middle and index fingers of Martin’s left hand – that rests lightly, thumb on high cheekbone, fingertips just touching his left eyebrow, as he inclines his head to one side. Smoke rises in languid coils. It is a successful study of indolent pose, either despite or because of the sitter’s self-consciousness, which defined him.

Martin was a little younger than me but seemed much younger. Francesca had told me, protectively I felt, that he wrote poetry. He was eager to please and eager to impress. The way he conducted himself was like a succession of beginnings – hopeful shots at the world that resembled offerings or auditions.

Forty years ago the road ahead seemed to draw us steadily on towards real life. I was glad to get away, and so was Francesca. Not long after that she left for Russia – adventurous, even in those days – and I became a psychiatric nurse.

I have no idea what happened to Martin. I don’t suppose I’ll ever see him again.
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