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PROLOGUE

I’m rigid with fright because the house lights are dimming. Makes no difference that I’m the merest member of the audience. Not a line to fluff, not a cue to miss. There’s a lump of cold dread congealing in my stomach. Hyperactive sense of responsibility – that’s my problem. As Henry (ungrateful pig) has so often observed.

All around, a gorgeously perfumed jungle of silk and chiffon rustles and chatters away. Me, I’m silent as an airline passenger who knows that, if she relaxes her armrest-gripping concentration for one second, the plane will plummet out of the sky.

God, I can’t even recall the first line of the play . . . When did I last read Twelfth Night? Probably as a spotty schoolgirl with a titillating paperback tucked under the flabby school text of Shakespeare.

But this production, this whole festival – this glamorously conspicuous consumption of culture – is not my responsibility. It’s not my fault the house lights have been taken out and nothing – nothing – is happening. Not so much as a shiver in the tabs.

Very grand tabs. Bit of a difference from the bald and leaky red drapes that used to hang here. Now we have glimmering acres of blue velvet. Heaven knows what such lavishness cost.

There I go again. As Henry also complains, I have a loweringly mercenary mind. Instead of being lost in rapture over the restoration (‘A rediscovered Pre-Raphaelite gem’ – Daily Telegraph; ‘Delicious folly’ – Sunday Times) I find myself computing cost per inch of gilt, per dangler on the chandeliers glittering in every cherubed, curtained box, per yard of luscious carpet – and boggling.

I know what these seats cost. To buy, I mean, not just to sit in. In fact, not to sit in at all, because buying the damn thing does not grant sitting-tenancy rights, only a brass sliver of immortality. Every seat is sponsored, with a plate naming the benefactor. Charities are smart these days. The brass plates sold like brollies in a cloudburst, I’m told. So quickly Nell wished they’d charged more. I thought she was charging quite enough.

Nevertheless, we coughed up for one. Row A, seat 3 is engraved to the memory of Catherine Langham. No, I’m not sitting in it. You have to be joking. We are lurking at the back of the stalls.

A misfired toot from some reedy pipe behind the curtains makes my mouth go dry. Then finally, blessedly, an unseen band begins to play. The music is spare, slow and deeply, deeply Early. All shawms and sackbuttery.

‘Sounds like a bloody cat in labour,’ mutters the slumped body next to me.

‘Authentic,’ I murmur, because the word ‘authentic’ was shot through Richard’s plans for this production like Blackpool through the proverbial rock. ‘It’s –’

But my cultural dissertation is interrupted by a stab in the spine and I concentrate instead on adjusting my zip more comfortably before the curtain finally rises. This frock, however, was not designed for comfort. I’m beginning to doubt whether it was designed for breathing either, but I was (let’s face facts) thinner when I bought it. A week-long bout of food poisoning laced with misery had reduced me then to wraith-like insubstantiality. Zipping myself into it for the first time that night, I felt dazzling as a newly hatched butterfly. This evening, I was more the grub, painfully trying to reencase herself in an iron chrysalis. This garment has more bones than your average chicken. Miracle of modern engineering, Joe had said earlier, admiring the cantilevered cleavage. Typical.

What’s more, this outrageous corset with a skirt is scarlet. Scarlet satin no less. With a saucy scattering of sequins and scads of net frou-frouing around the legs. I saw it in a shop window in Oxford, precisely – almost to the day – two years ago. Siren-like, it called to me. How could I resist? If Fate, I remember thinking at the time, had insisted on casting me as The Other Woman (Rejected), I would bloody well dress the part.

I’d never bought anything like it in my life. Not new. Evening gear came from kind friends or Oxfam shops. What’s more, this little creation cost a fortune and I was flat broke. So, while the credit card was still twitching, I bought a matching pair of strappy stilettoes too. They’re long since lost – I’m not sure they survived that first crazy night – but this gala presented a rare opportunity, in my undressy life, to disinter The Frock. Although I was not without misgivings because, two years ago, I had found myself ludicrously – dear God, excruciatingly – over dressed at the dinner for which it was purchased.

I need not have worried tonight. Sequins? My dear, in this darkened auditorium, there are diamonds a-twinkle like the tropical sky at night. There is also, bet your life, a cloakroom packed with more furry pelts than Whipsnade Zoo. Well, it’s a gala opening, and this isn’t a proper theatre. Surprise surprise. Now, it’s an amusing hobby for a coven of well-heeled trustees, but it never was more than a toy in the first place and . . .

But all at once, the blue velvet twitches like a horse and bolts skywards. Tighted and tunicked musicians are revealed tootling their pipes in a sylvan glade of awe-inspiring tastefulness. The audience – who know their place – applaud loudly. They’re probably so glad to see Shakespeare rescued from a used parking lot, they actually want to applaud. Henry will be chuffed. And so will Richard. I suppress ungracious thoughts and am gratified on their behalf. I clap as loud as the rest. And Orsino, Duke of Illyria, when he strolls on, rotating a hand in a gesture reminiscent of Her Majesty the Queen, is not tricked-out as a Mafia Godfather. No dark glasses, no black leather even. He’s dressed as, well, as a Duke. Nice legs. And he is not going to forget his lines.

‘“If music be the food of love,”’ he intones with thrilling baritone projection (so young but a Shakespearian in the grand old actor-manager tradition), ‘“play on . . .”’

Relief engulfs me. We have arrived, safely, at the beginning.


Give me excess of it, that, surfeiting,

The appetite may sicken, and so die . . .



My own appetite for this play, I confess, is not great in the first place. But, providing the players remember the quotable bits in the right order and don’t (as Noël Coward said) bump into the furniture, this audience, afloat in a mellow sea of champagne, will think it’s all simply marvellous. And so frightfully good for this benighted corner of the county to have Somewhere Like This.


. . . That strain again! It had a dying fall . . .



I find myself flinching at these words. Even tonight, crossing the courtyard on the way in, I was imagining – for the thousandth time – a body lying shattered on the flagstones. But it can only be my imagination that the actor (the splendidly named Desford Hurley) lingered tragically over each syllable. This guy would wring nuances out of a telephone directory. He is not acting. He is giving his Orsino.

I order myself to be sensible.


. . . So full of shapes is fancy

That it alone is high fantastical.



You said it, Duke. It’s fanciful, fantastical – in fact downright loony – to sit here thinking two people had to die unnatural deaths for this toy theatre to be regilded and recurtained. False logic but . . . if either of them had not expired, we wouldn’t be here now. Naturally, none of us mention this inconvenient equation, but surely we all, in our own ways, feel guilty.

Well, all except Henry. Guilt, pronounced Henry recently, is the mint sauce of the soul. Sweet-sour, despised by the French and irrevocably associated with low church Sunday luncheons. Henry has forsworn guilt, along with sex, sunbathing and sugar in coffee.

Now a pretty young man has waltzed on to the stage. Hell, mint sauce or murder, I can’t work out the rights and wrongs. The only certainty is that this play will last a long time. Shakespeare always does, let alone Shakespeare with a Glynebourne-length dinner interval.

The rest of the audience doesn’t mind. For them this is the beginning of the story. For me, it’s the conclusion. The beginning was two years ago. I was wandering the streets of Oxford wearing this very dress. And those crippling, soon-to-be-wrecked spike heels. Also an ankle-length mackintosh with a half-bottle of whisky tucked into the pocket. As yet untouched.

It was a summer night, Midsummer night near as dammit, almost half past nine, and it was my thirtieth birthday.


‘If music be the food of love, play on . . .’

or

A MIDSUMMER NIGHT’S DAYDREAM


CHAPTER ONE

For no particular reason, I had arrived at Magdalen Bridge. I was wandering lonely as a cloud – a black thunder-cloud – because I was reluctant to return to St Margaret’s College. But the shoes were pinching like hell, so here I was, taking the weight off my aching plates by leaning on the stone parapet of the bridge. And, as the last shreds of daylight faded from the sky, I was gazing down into the Cherwell. Moodily.

If the above has conjured up soft-focus shots of the dreaming spires; of college walls gilded in the melting sun; of punts drifting like lazy swans under the bridge . . . you can forget them. There was a typhoon blowing that night. It was the kind of Oxford summer weather your memory kindly obliterates after you’ve left the place. You remember the balmy punting evenings. The other six nights of the week were probably as dank and rainily grim as this one.

There were punts below now all right. Roped together for the night, they were heaving and clashing restlessly on the swollen water. Even the ducks had taken refuge on land. Under the arches of the bridge the river oiled angrily. Behind me, cars sliced up into the High like powered water-skiers. As Magdalen clock struck the half-hour, the rain responded by thickening with callous ferocity.

I didn’t care. This miserable monsoon seemed a perfectly fitting backdrop. In such a night as this should Becca Haydock celebrate the end of her youth, the end of an affair and, to all appearances, the end of her career.

And was I down-hearted? You bet your life I was.

An amplified drumbeat started to throb somewhere in the distance. The university savages were obviously still revolting the peace-loving natives of the town. For me, as the rain continued to fall with tropical warmth and passion, the drumming only reinforced the Somerset Maugham atmosphere. Oh for a long verandah and a longer pink gin. The river was dark with mud. Easy to imagine a few crocodiles lurking down there. The rain carved glossy brown circles on the surface.

‘Looks like the whirls on nut chocolate, dunnit?’ said a man’s voice behind me. ‘Jush – just imagine drowning in chocolate. Bloody wonderful way to go.’ The words were slurring together and I recognized, without deigning to look round, that the speaker was drunk. I wished I was drunk myself, but that didn’t predispose me to chatting with inebriated strangers. I pretended I hadn’t heard. No use. ‘Like chocolate, do you?’ he enquired.

‘No,’ I said crisply. Fibber. There was a half-eaten bar in my pocket even now. But I wanted to be left alone to enjoy my wallow in misery. I’m not prone to depression; I’m even less prone to indulging it. So, just this once, I was bloody well going to make the worst of it.

But the man flopped against the parapet beside me, forcing me to look at him. Squat and scruffy, he was clad in a sodden anorak and pale checked trousers which flapped wetly round his stocky legs. ‘Swiss chocolate,’ he said dreamily. ‘Belgian, maybe. None of your home-grown muck. Best things in life are foreign imports.’ His teeth flashed white in a grin. ‘Like me.’

His accent was certainly foreign, but only to Oxford. His vowels were British, and as solidly uncompromising as a loaf of Hovis. Yorkshire, or maybe Lancashire. An ear for accents was only one of the thespian skills I lacked.

‘In France, now,’ he went on, ‘they take chocolate seriously, know that?’ I had no intention of encouraging him, but this was a rhetorical question. ‘Over there you can get to be a brain surgeon quicker than a master chocolatier. Lotta people die before they make the grade.’

‘Really?’ I said, and winced because I could hear in my own voice my mother dealing with a door-to-door salesman. For a paid-up member of the Labour Party, Ma can get fearsomely high-horsed when she wants.

‘Got their priorities right,’ he continued, apparently undaunted. ‘Live to eat, they do. Not eat to live. Heard that before? The French –’

‘Yes,’ I snapped. ‘I have heard it before.’

‘Not a vegetarian, are you?’

‘No.’

‘Well that’s something, any rate,’ he said. ‘Want a cigar?’

‘I don’t smoke.’

‘Nor me neither,’ he agreed, but he produced from his pocket something resembling a Cumberland sausage. ‘What the hell? Best Havana – stink like old socks. Thass what she said.’ This seemed to amuse him because he rocked with laughter so violently he couldn’t even bite the end off the thing, but it was a curiously sour laugh which ended abruptly as he spat the end into the river. Then there was a protracted frowning pantomime of lighting what was left: no small matter given the driving rain and his condition. He lurched towards me and I stiffened, but he was only trying to use me as a windbreak. So I settled back against the wet parapet while he struggled.

He was shorter than me, but then most people are, even when I’m not bestriding the petty world on stilettoes. I haven’t got a hang-up about my size any more. As a gangling teenager, when I first came up to Oxford, I strove frantically to curl myself down to a respectable five foot six. No longer. Towering over the world doesn’t bother me. Very handy in supermarkets. But there’s no question it bothers some men. Richard, of course, is six foot tall exactly and therefore a whole inch and a half taller than me. It says six feet on his passport and in Spotlight, so it must be true – and only my imagination that I can see clean over the top of his head in my bare feet. No prizes for guessing why my feet were unaccustomed to high heels.

What this stranger lacked in height, however, he certainly made up for in breadth. He was built like a tank. His hands curving round the feeble glimmer of a match were the size of dinner plates. On one hairy wrist, in the flickering light, I caught sight of a tattoo. Some kind of bird.

The tip of the Zeppelin finally spluttered and glowed into life. ‘There,’ he said with apparent satisfaction, coughing violently between inept sucks.

I wondered whether he was a tramp. Oxford had plenty even in my day, and there were probably more in these straitened times. His anorak was disgustingly stained, he was unshaven, and his nose was bent like a boxer’s. He had dark, grizzled curls, close-cut, and – I thought – an unusually swarthy complexion. Foreign, like he said.

‘What’s your problem?’ he demanded suddenly.

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Saturday night,’ he said. ‘Here you are. Standing on a bridge in the pouring rain. Looking miserable as sin.’

Chatting with a drunken tramp.

‘I’m fine,’ I snapped. And I turned away from the parapet, straightened myself, shook some of the rain from my hair, and took half a step in the direction of the city centre. My heel snagged in a crack between the paving stones and I staggered. The tramp shot out a beefy arm towards me.

‘“Give me thy hand, O fairest . . .”’ he bellowed with the lusty fervour of a bar-stool baritone, grabbing my hand.

‘Shut up,’ I hissed, holding on to him only because I had to yank the heel free. ‘People are staring.’

A lone man was walking his dog on the other side of the bridge. He did not even glance round. You could tell by his hunched shoulders that tramps bursting into grand opera were ten a penny on these rarefied pavements.

‘Thass Don Giovanni, you know,’ said the tramp indignantly.

‘I do know,’ I snapped (another fib), twisting my foot desperately this way and that.

‘“Your tiny hand is frozen . . .”’ carolled my companion, switching composers effortlessly. Cradled in his enormous paws, my hand actually did look quite tiny. Any minute now he would kiss it.

‘Oh no it isn’t,’ I said, snatching it back, and couldn’t resist adding with a smirk, ‘and yes I do know that’s Bohème.’

The song petered out on a strangled rising phrase. ‘Too high for me,’ he said. And then: ‘Sorry. Drunk as a skunk. You’re right. Go away and ignore me.’

Of course – perversely – that was what persuaded me to linger. Besides, I was lonely, I like Puccini and what the hell else was there to do? So I found myself leaning on the parapet again.

As darkness closed in, Magdalen tower glowed peachily in the floodlights, and the clusters of globe lamps across the bridge were reflected in white shimmering circles on the wet paving stones. So pretty. Nostalgically, I remembered lingering on this bridge until the early hours, discussing life, the meaning of art and overdraft facilities.

‘This,’ said the tramp, taking one final puff from his cigar, ‘is bloody disgusting.’ And he sent it hurtling into the river.

‘So why smoke it?’

He touched one stubby finger to the crooked nose with a slightly cross-eyed air of wisdom. ‘A Havana a day keeps the girlfriend away . . .’

‘No wonder they say smoking’s bad for you,’ I quipped, quite wittily I thought, but he just gazed at me lugubriously and shook his head.

‘Know where she is? Spain. Thass where I was till last night, too. Sitting under a Mediterranean moon. Ice clinking in the drink, pool lapping at my toes. I should still be there now. And where am I?’ He looked up at the murky sky. ‘After ten hours sweated labour too. What a bloody life. No wonder I’m drunk.’

‘Well I,’ I said, not to be outdone, ‘should have spent today on the river, toasting my birthday in champagne.’

‘Happy birthday.’

‘What’s so happy about being thirty?’

‘Rubbish.’ He belched and attempted, without success, to disguise it with a cough. ‘I’m nearly forty.’

‘It’s different for men.’

‘Christ, don’t you give me that,’ he exclaimed. ‘Please.’

‘Give you what?’

‘Women – age. The biological clock. The race with Mother bloody Nature . . .’

‘Who gives a stuff?’ I said. ‘I’m a day older than yesterday. That’s the least of my worries.’ I gazed down, but you could hardly see the water or the punts now. Just the glittering reflections of the lights above. ‘You know, today we were going to hire a punt,’ I sighed. ‘Take a picnic. I bought a hamper specially. Proper wicker, with blue china plates and a checked cloth. It would have been so lovely.’

‘Not in this weather it wouldn’t. You did right to call it off.’

I looked up from the river. ‘The weather,’ I said, ‘was not the reason for the cancellation.’

‘No?’

The stranger on the train syndrome. I’d always been reluctant to admit problems even to intimate friends, but here I was trotting the whole sorry saga out. Or rather, spitting it out. Venomously.

‘The problem was the Honourable Helena.’ Both aitches to be sounded.

‘What?’

‘The wife.’

‘Ah, well,’ he said, and continued with the air of a child parroting adult proverbs: ‘People who swim in shark-infested waters can’t complain if they get bitten.’

‘Bit of a swimmer yourself?’ I enquired tartly.

‘I learned my lesson,’ he said. ‘Find out, did she? The wife?’

‘Not as far as I know,’ I said tightly. ‘In fact, certainly not. Simply, earlier this week, it seems my friend Richard was unaccountably overcome by an attack of husbandliness. A terminal attack . . .’

I’d been planning today for weeks. Everyone knows birthdays, Christmases and suchlike are tough for The Other Woman. She must expect to find herself abandoned on high days and holidays. My view had always been that other Other Women didn’t plan imaginatively enough. The annual invitation from my old college, which in former years had gone straight in the bin, had instead inspired today’s masterly strategy.

You see, I knew Richard’s widowed mother-in-law lived in Oxfordshire because, infuriatingly, he was commanded down there by the Hon. Hel. every free weekend.

At first I’d imagined stately weekends in the country pile, forelock-tugging yokels and grouse piled high. It was not Richard, typically, who told me the peerage had been a Labour creation, all of forty-odd years old. But even Richard (who would, an acid-tongued friend once said, include the Hon. on a milk bill) had admitted there was no family seat, just a between-the-wars four-bedroom job. Modest, but nevertheless crumbling. And the longer I knew him, the more vitriolic grew his complaints about the privations of life with the Lady ma-in-law: cold baths, tinned soup, tea-bags used twice over. Even the nouveau aristocracy is not what it was.

So (I had suggested cunningly) if you absolutely must go down there the weekend of my birthday, can’t you slip into Oxford for the day? Why not escape the family and the recycled tea-bags and have a heavenly lunch on the river with me? Revisiting the haunts of my youth? And, yes, Richard had thought this was a perfectly terrific idea . . .

‘Until Monday night,’ I said bitterly to the tramp. ‘Out of the blue, he asked me out to dinner. And just as the coffee arrived, told me it was off. I thought he meant my birthday picnic. But no, it turned out he was talking about the whole caboodle. Us. Finito.’

‘Why?’ said the tramp.

A gaggle of children, clad in full evening dress, wandered past us twirling brollies and giggling hysterically. One of them was essaying a tap-dance, while loudly dooby-doing a familiar tune. ‘Singing in the Rain.’ What else?

‘You tell me,’ I answered sourly. ‘I still don’t know.’

I remembered the conversation with Richard through a hideously nauseous haze. I adore you, of course, Richard had said, just as much as ever. But . . .

‘But what?’ I had snarled.

‘Well . . . Helena,’ he mumbled, stirring his coffee like a Kenwood Chef. ‘Supposing she finds out? What about the boys?’

I pointed out that he hadn’t sprouted a wife and two sons overnight, and he’d said the time came when a man must consider not his own selfish desires but his family, blah blah, the future, blah, and with Helena’s mother so gravely ill . . .

His ma-in-law? Where did she come in? That was when I lost the thread of the plot.

Believe me, he went on, this hurts me more than . . .

Really. He really genuinely did say that.

But I’d been watching a cluster of black bubbles whirling round his cup and wondering why my stomach seemed to be pursuing them. Round and round. This was not the effect of Richard’s protestations of undying devotion but . . .

‘Probably the seafood cocktail,’ I said now to the tramp.

‘Dodgy mussel?’ He shook his head. ‘Very nasty.’

‘Awful,’ I agreed fervently. ‘My innards were heaving like the English Channel. No way can you play the big love scene dodging to the loo every ten minutes. I had to rush home in a cab – but he’s not escaping that easily. I made him promise he’ll come round tomorrow afternoon. Now I’m feeling human again I’ll find out what the hell’s going on. Honestly,’ I added, ‘you wouldn’t believe how lousy I felt. I’ve not eaten a proper meal all week.’

This appeared to affect him far more profoundly than the sad tale of the end of my affair. ‘Thass terrible,’ he said. ‘Come on, sweetheart. I’ll feed you.’

I stiffened, already regretting my disclosures. ‘I’m not hungry, thank you.’

‘’S’matter of fact,’ he said, ‘I don’t think I could face food either. Which proves how bad things are.’

The clock struck the three-quarters with ponderous musicality. The sound reminded me with painful vividness of latenight vigils over essays. It also reminded me that it was time to curtail this bizarre conversation and go back to college. I thought about the walk, and quailed. Instead I tottered, wincing with every step, just as far as the kerb. I would try and pick up a cab. Always the same. The broker I get, the more I spend. In times of affluence, I have been known to be quite Scrooge-like.

‘You think you’ve got problems . . .’ the tramp began, strolling across to join me, but I ignored him. I balanced on the kerb, scanning both directions of traffic. A van rumbled past and showered me with muddy water. I muttered curses between clenched teeth.

‘What about me then?’ he went on. ‘Al says I’ll be broke by Christmas.’

I snorted, protecting my monopoly in the misery stakes. ‘Christmas? You should be so lucky. The cash machine rejected my card today.’

‘My partner’s left me to get married,’ he continued dolefully.

‘So what? Mine already is married.’

‘Not that kind,’ he said, hiccupping. ‘Business partner.’

‘Al?’

He looked at me as though I was simple-minded. ‘Al’s the girlfriend,’ he said, and then shook his head. ‘I mean, was. Once. Long time ago. I’m talking about Bunny. Best partner a man ever had and he’s gone and got married. Now of all times.’ Any minute now, I thought, he would dissolve into richly alcoholic tears. ‘Can’t do it on my own,’ he groaned. ‘Can’t make the business work, not without Bunny.’

‘Well I,’ I declared, ‘haven’t had a single offer of work in four months.’

‘We sell up everything because of his big ideas. And then he ups and offs.’

‘The lease on my flat expires in a fortnight and I can’t possibly afford to renew it.’

‘And where does he go? New Zealand, for Christ’s sake. Why couldn’t he fall for a girl from Newbury?’

‘I shall be homeless,’ I snapped, ‘as well as jobless and manless.’

He glared drunkenly at me. ‘I’ve had to come home three days early from holiday. To work. On a scheduled flight too. Cost a fortune.’

‘Holiday?’ I hooted. ‘I haven’t had a holiday in years. And what’s more’ – I delivered the clincher with grim triumph – ‘my canary died this morning.’

‘Bloody hell,’ he said in awed tones – and began to laugh. He had, I must say, a wonderful laugh. The kind of fruity, uninhibited drain-gurgle any sitcom producer will murder to include in his audience.

‘No laughing matter,’ I muttered. Laughing. I’d lifted the cloth from his cage to find Ringo lying on the bottom, toes pointing heavenwards, eyes closed. What do you do with a dead canary in a fourth-floor London flat? So heartless simply to drop him in the dustbin. But you can’t bury him in a flowerpot. Nor cremate him on a gas fire. It had, I confess now, crossed my mind to package him up neatly in a box and brown paper and address him to Richard Seymour. Which is surely how Other Women (Ex) are supposed to behave. Instead I parcelled him up in a brown (biodegradable) paper bag and stuffed him into the verger’s compost heap behind St Mark’s. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. An admirably green solution.

‘Give us your hand again,’ said the tramp. ‘We’ll jump off the bridge together. Double suicide.’

I didn’t take the proffered hand, but I grinned at him. I was warming to him in spite of myself.

‘To tell you the honest truth,’ he confided with the air of one conceding defeat generously, ‘it was a bloody disastrous holiday. When they rang me up in Spain and said half the staff were down with summer flu, I couldn’t get on a plane fast enough.’

‘As a matter of fact,’ I said, not to be outdone, ‘I never much liked the canary.’

But the flat was silent as a morgue without his asinine trilling and cage-rattling routines, so I had jumped into the car and come to Oxford after all, even with no Richard and no picnic. A snap decision. A mistake.

Another car splashed past, but I was quicker off the mark this time, and dodged aside. Only when I resumed my vigil did the tramp blink owlishly and ask what the hell I was looking for. A cab, I said.

‘In this weather? On a Saturday night?’

‘I’m an optimist,’ I said, turning and tip-tapping determinedly along the pavement, scanning the road as though sheer intensity of gaze would conjure up an empty taxi.

‘That’s funny. So am I,’ he said, staggering along doggedly behind me. ‘Optimist, I mean. Maybe we were meant for one another. Sort our problems out together. Fate.’ He sounded – to my alarm – as though he might be about to break into song again. I turned to glare and he closed his mouth abruptly and stared back at me. We were standing under the last of the curly lamps at the end of the bridge. ‘Hey up,’ he said, blinking with the air of one seeing a vision, ‘don’t I know you?’

Oh sod it, I thought. Here we go again.


CHAPTER TWO

I’ll come clean. Do you remember a series of Mr Frosty Frozen Food adverts on the telly featuring a hyperactive, permanently tracksuited mother-of-three? The ponytailed idiot who shinned up to the treehouse with the beefburgers and zoomed down the sand dune on a mountain bike with the crispy spring rolls? The most popular ad was the one where she tripped into the stream and the youngest lad, with a flashy flying tackle, rescued the plate of Pitza-Bitzas before it joined her in the mud. Ho-bloody-ho. It took two days of sitting in that mud before the Creative Geniuses behind the cameras were satisfied.

Well, that was me. Or rather, had once been me. Because although no one except my bank manager seemed to have noticed, the series had been terminated. The Creative Genuises had created a new caring, sharing storyline with an inept, unironed dad in a bedsit. No doubt targeting the lucrative divorced parents market. I knew the actor now playing Dad as a matter of fact. He actually was a divorced parent. Good luck to him. For hacks like him and me, an advert is a lifesaver. You can slog your guts out, six nights and one matinée a week for a whole year and not earn as much as you can with a few thirty-second commercials. It’s not hard to put up with a couple of days in the mud if you can warm up afterwards in a hot bath in the very comfortable flat the ad’s paying for. Yes, adverts are wonderful things, except . . .

If you hit lucky with a running character, like I did, you find you’re recognized all over the place. Now, you might think this is exactly what every actor craves. Indeed, I sneer myself when I read in my magazine of some twinkling starlet confiding how embarrassed she is to be besieged by autograph-hunters whenever she sticks her exquisitely sculpted nose-job outside the front door. A likely story, I think.

So why am I complaining? I’ll tell you why. It’s one thing to be a Famous Actor, recognized for your brilliant work, talents, or even for your glorious good looks. (I wouldn’t mind a bit being recognized for glorious good looks. Fat chance.) It’s another to be taken, a mere spring of twenty-six when the series began, for the real-life, almost middle-aged, gormless mother of three lusty lads, called Rosie. I’m not keen on Rebecca as a name, but I can’t stand Rosie.

Where d’you get your tracksuits from, Rosie?

More than once complete strangers have asked me that. And, with warnings of the criminal sums advertising agencies are prepared to squander in the pursuit of authentic suburban reality, I tell ’em. When they caution me, with a friendly wink that I’m letting my youngest run a bit wild, I give a cheery grin and agree. Boys will be boys, I say.

Are they mad or am I?

As a matter of fact, it was the ones who didn’t talk to me who were harder to cope with. The ones who talked about me as though I were frozen inside some invisible television screen and couldn’t hear a word they said.

‘Looks different, doesn’t she?’ a woman had observed to her friend that very afternoon, as I pondered the scarlet frock in the shop window.

The friend pursed her lips. ‘Preferred her hair the other way myself.’

‘So did I,’ I had muttered glumly, and she jumped as though the mannequin in the window had addressed her, and scuttled away like an offended rabbit.

‘You do look different,’ said the tramp now, staring at me consideringly.

‘Don’t tell me, older.’

‘Oh no,’ he said, and his face split into a distinctly lascivious grin. ‘Much sexier.’

Which shows how drunk he must have been. Greta Garbo might just manage to look sexy in an ankle-length yellow mac with rain streaming down her face, but I promise you I couldn’t. I looked down my nose at him. I have a long nose.

‘Let’s go find a drink,’ the tramp said unabashed. ‘Drown our sorrows together.’

Actually I don’t know why I keep calling him a tramp. Tramps don’t have cigars in their pocket, ex-girlfriends in Spain and ex-business partners in New Zealand. At least, I shouldn’t think so. But he looked so disreputable.

‘Well . . .’ I said uncertainly.

Dear Lord, how many times since then have I wondered what would have happened if I’d said yes? How many fates swung on my hasty calculation that if I bought a round of drinks I wouldn’t have enough left in my purse for a taxi?

I shook my head. ‘Better not,’ I said, and resumed my limping progress up the High Street. He, equally unsteadily, followed.

‘In a hurry to get somewhere?’ he enquired.

‘Not really,’ I admitted. ‘More a case of coming from somewhere. A Gaudy, if you want the truth.’

He lurched to a halt again and turned to frown at me. ‘Gaudy? That a pub?’

I remember noticing his tight curls were full of wobbling rain-drops, glimmering in the street light. ‘College reunion,’ I explained. ‘Annual dinner. Old girls get-together.’ The very phrase, now I came to think of it, was profoundly chilling. Old girls. My God.

‘Somehow, Miss Haydock,’ Dr Dacre had observed over the opening (minuscule) sherries, ‘I should not have expected to encounter you tonight.’ Sixty if she was a day, and she still had the complexion of a Girl Guide. Did she drink the blood of incoming virgins? ‘Not at one of our little Gaudy dinners.’

Dr Dacre was perceptive as ever. I wouldn’t have expected to meet me at a Gaudy either. However, I was not about to explain that, when booking, I had viewed the event purely in the light of supper and a cheap bed for the night after spending a day of alcoholic and adulterous passion on the river.

‘Oh well, you know how it is . . .’ I muttered, which was about the standard of articulacy I had always achieved in tutorials with the woman.

‘Good do, was it?’ enquired the tramp. ‘Bloody fabulous wine cellars in some of these colleges.’

I laughed sourly. ‘Not the women’s colleges.’

But I too had vaguely anticipated glamorously candlelit long tables, haunches of roast Magdalen venison, witty banter over the vintage port . . .

The strip-lit dining room was a parade square of navy blue. Rank upon rank of neatly buttoned and bowed blouses were tightly tucked into sensible skirts. Even the little black number I’d brought with me would have looked flashy here. As it was, resplendent in my new scarlet frock, I felt like the visiting whore at a Mother’s Union convention. Brown soup, brown stew, brown chocolate mousse out of a packet.

By coffee time, with five speeches billed, my single glass of wine was long gone. To wash away the lingering miasma of the mousse, I was glugging water which tasted just as warm and dustily distinctive as the college tap water always had. Meanwhile, the post-prandial chat revolved around helpful husbands and clever (we don’t like to use the word gifted, but . . .) children.

I studied the (badly typed) programme of festivities. No mention of liqueurs with the coffee. Not even a mint. And five speeches to come. It felt like midnight. I looked at my watch. It was barely nine o’clock.

‘And do you have a partner?’ enquired a kindly neighbour, having clocked the bare fingers of my left hand.

‘I . . .’ But then the full misery of my situation rose and choked me. ‘Must get to the loo,’ I croaked. ‘Before the speeches.’ The chair screeched across the parquet. I left the room alone. Did everyone else have cast-iron bladders? By the time I returned to the dining-room doors, the first speech was under way. From inside, I heard a sycophantic tinkle of laughter.

And then I remembered that, once upon a time, there used to be an off-licence not five minutes’ walk from the college gates.

‘Did a runner eh?’ said the tramp.

With the air of one about to flash dirty postcards, I lifted the flap on my pocket to reveal a half-bottle of cheap whisky nestling against the curve of my hip. What else do you buy when you’re staying in a college room with no bottle-opener, no ice, no mixers, just a tap and a tooth-glass? But returning with the bottle to that chilly cell, heavy with the shades of undergraduates departed, had been such a sordid prospect, I had instead wandered on. And here I was now. With blistered feet, and dripping hair, ambling up the High in conversation with an unshaven drunk.

‘You don’t want to drink that paint-stripper, my lovely,’ he said thickly. ‘Come back to my place. I’ve single malts, champagne, you name it . . .’

An unshaven amorous drunk.

‘Thank you very much,’ I said primly. ‘But I believe I’ll return to college.’ And kept right on walking.

Faintly, on a gust of wind, there drifted towards us the thrumming of a highly amplified band. The jungle drums were still beating their own rhythm away to the left.

Memories washed back on the tide of sound. Memories of Saturday nights alone, agonizingly convinced by the irrational hormones of youth, and the parties throbbing on every side, that I was the most unwanted girl in the university.

‘Oh balls!’ I cried in a burst of recognition and nostalgia.

‘Beg pardon?’ said the tramp.

But I was using the word literally. I’d realized belatedly it wasn’t simple undergraduate parties making such a din.

‘The music. This time of year, end of the summer term: there are probably balls all over the university tonight.’

‘You’re telling me there bloody are,’ he said with an animation which surprised me. ‘Why did I come home early from holiday? What d’you think I’ve been doing all day?’

Another straggle of evening-dressed youngsters giggled past us. Now I realized their destination.

‘Straight off the bloody plane and into work I was this morning. No wonder I needed a drink after twelve hundred salmon and asparagus suppers.’

Only now did I recognize the blue-checked trousers flapping damply round his legs as chef’s gear. ‘Do you work in one of the college kitchens?’

‘Are you kidding?’ He nodded scornfully in the direction of the throbbing disco beat. ‘These joints can’t take the strain. We delivered enough strawberries there today to sink Wimbledon.’

‘St Benedict’s Hall?’ I said wistfully. ‘We fell in the fountain there one year.’

Abruptly, the pavement ahead of us was blocked by a merry, noisy, umbrella-wielding queue, spotlit in a rainbow of colours under arc-lights bright as a football stadium: the final remnants of the ball queue outside Bendy Hall.

God, I remembered queueing outside those ancient gates. Seemed like only yesterday. You always had to queue to get into balls. Part of the ritual of these annual all-night bashes was a security worthy of a Middle East airline. With tickets costing the wicked amount they did, ball-crashing was a highly popular sport among the young bloods. So the dreaming spires were spiked, the honey-coloured walls razor-wired, and the resultant queue to get through the one, needle’s-eye entrance could take anything up to an hour.

We used to pass round the bottles of cheap fizz just like these children were doing. We didn’t notice the existence of anyone outside our own glittering circle either. Just like theirs, our queue would part automatically to let grey shadows of the other, grown-up world pass through, without ever actually seeing them. Oh nostalgia . . .

‘It’s like being a ghost,’ I said, stopping in the gloom on the other side of the queue and turning back to survey the arc-lit scene. It was unnervingly like gazing back into my own past.

The boys’ evening suits looked just the same as they had in my day. Wrong sizes and wrong eras, the trousers were yanked up under the armpits with braces and the spiv-sized lapels adorned with dewy roses stolen from college gardens just as I remembered.

‘I feel like a lost soul,’ I said, ‘who’s wandered back to haunt the place she used to own.’

‘Shouldn’t go back,’ said my companion, with an irritating air of sagacity. ‘When something’s over, it’s over.’

‘All these familiar buildings,’ I went on. ‘Look over there. Where the windows are lit up. I used to know nearly everyone on that floor. I had so many friends in Bendy Hall, and now the whole place – everywhere – is overrun with strangers.’

The girls still piled their hair into messy nests, woven with fresh flowers. Nothing had changed except the faces. Mud and rainwater were seeping up their petticoats like mixed chemicals up a filter paper. They didn’t give a stuff. And I was middle-aged enough to be glad my own skirt was short.

‘Can’t recapture the past, it’s gone for ever,’ the tramp said, adding with an unexpected flash of poetry: ‘like the bloom on a rose.’

‘You’re so right,’ I murmured, but he wasn’t talking about me and my melancholic wallowings.

‘That’s why I should never have gone on holiday. Al and me split up ages back. Should’ve known the holiday’d only end in tears but . . . You’re not listening to me,’ he added, sounding rather hurt.

‘I’m feeling – dispossessed,’ I wailed. ‘It’s like opening the front door of your flat and finding a total stranger wearing your dressing gown, acting as though they owned the place. Imagine it.’

‘Haven’t got a dressing gown.’

‘Don’t be pedantic.’

‘Don’t even know what it means. I didn’t have your education.’ He grinned crookedly. ‘Sounds bloody rude to me.’

Just look at me, I thought. All dressed up. Fit for a ball. Why, I wondered wistfully, couldn’t an old friend somehow materialize out of my past and that queue, brandishing a spare ticket. And, even if they didn’t exactly sweep me off my feet (I haven’t many friends built on the necessary scale), at least sweep me into the ball. I’ll swear that thought really, honestly, did cross my mind and it isn’t a retrospective romantic gloss.

Because that’s what happened. Almost.

Given a long hot bath, I daresay I could have dreamed up something of the kind because I am a prolific day-dreamer. Never a bathtime passes but that I spin some delicious drama casting myself, according to mood, as a languishingly lovely, wittily worldly, or simply fatally female leading lady. But all storylines, to satisfy, have to be plausible. Have to be rooted somewhere in the nitty-gritty of ordinary life. The events of the next few minutes were so improbable, I would have felt obliged to improve on them.

A bicycle exploded into view, not from the heavily guarded gate but from – or so it appeared – the actual college wall. It shot into the pool of arc-light, scattering the amiable queue and nearly cannoning into us. Then it swerved and juddered into a semi-collapsed heap at the roadside.

‘Shit,’ said my companion and plodded, arm outstretched, towards the bike, which was hastily righting itself. But suddenly the tramp appeared to change his mind, because he dodged away in the opposite direction. I think he called something about spotting a cab. I couldn’t be sure, because I’d lost interest in him. I was staring, dizzy with disbelief, at the bike.

‘Oliver?’ I breathed, mellifluous as any languishing and lovely romantic heroine. And then, with a steely projection more reminiscent of Margaret Thatcher as the cyclist began, unhearing, to ride away: ‘Oliver!’

The bike wobbled and stopped again. And Oliver Langham straightened one long leg to the pavement, glancing back towards us. Or rather, towards me, because the tramp had vanished. Who cared?

‘Sorry?’ he said dazedly.

That soft, terribly public school voice, that tall angular figure belted into a shapeless mac, that floppy shock of fair hair, even the bicycle clips round the bony ankles: they were all unmistakable. I gathered together every seductive smile I had ever possessed into one magnificent, magnesium-bright beam.

‘Hello, Oliver,’ I purred.

Let us tread softly now, for we tread upon my juvenile dreams.

I realize Oliver Langham may not strike you as the ultimate object of womanly desire, but I was obsessed with him for the best part of my first term. True, I was in love with a few others at the same time. Well, there were four point seven male undergraduates to every lucky female in those days. Being Up at Oxford was, for me, being up in a continuous high of sexual infatuation, as exhausting as it was exhilarating. Fortunately the terms were short.

But Oliver Langham was different. Maybe his appeal was just that to my newly arrived eyes he was so very – Oxford. Oxford as in Marmalade, Brogues, Accent and Bags. You know, British classics. At any rate, he wasn’t mad, unwashed and bad like most men I fell for in those days. Admittedly, no oil painting either – except maybe a Picasso from the most angular period. Oliver always had (at first glance) appeared just such a gangly tangle of limbs, spectacles and hair as you see before you now.

But look more carefully and you see meltingly sensitive blue eyes, teeth of Californian perfection and a delicious cleft in his so-square jaw. What’s more, he possesses, I promise you, the most adorably shy smile.

Which, unfortunately, was not glinting at this moment. In fact, he was frozen on the pavement edge, blinking at me through (I’d swear) the identical pair of scholarly horn-rims I remembered so well.

With a quiver of disappointment I realized the thrill of recognition had not been mutual. ‘Becca,’ I offered helpfully. ‘Rebecca Haydock.’

He swallowed a couple of mouthfuls of air.

Of course, he had also enjoyed the inestimable attraction – when I first met him – of being An Older Man. At least twenty-three to my eighteen. A post-graduate replete with a certain air of mystery. Where did he go at night? Why was there no girlfriend?

That sweet air of helplessness, that jawline, those glasses – said my equally smitten chum Jenny – Clark Kent to the life.

‘We knew each other years ago,’ I offered now.

Not well enough. One invitation to tea, followed by choral evensong. Wow. Just call me Lois Lane. But Oliver Langham didn’t have to walk through a swing door to effect the miraculous transformation into his alter ego. He picked up a baton. The tangle of elbows resolved into masterful purpose, and the second alto section of his choir (Jenny and I) melted in unison.

That choir, The Commoners, was one of dozens of hobbies (fencing, the Liberal party, Agatha Christie Appreciation) I had flitted and flirted through in my first term. My interest in Renaissance choral music was limited – but not in Oliver Super-Conductor Langham.

‘Don’t you remember?’ I muttered now, beginning to get desperate. ‘I used to sing in The Commoners.’ Until Christmas, when quality control and auditions came in – and I went out. And never saw Oliver Langham again. Ah me. I found a new home in the medics’ revue. No doubt the Bedpan Blues was more my métier than Byrd’s five-part Masses. ‘I was an alto,’ I added finally.

The effect of these words was amazing. The talisman which brings the statue to life. ‘Alto?’ he echoed wonderingly. I actually thought for one moment he had remembered me, and beamed even brighter. ‘Do you still sing?’ he demanded.

No great perception was needed to see that he urgently desired an answer in the affirmative. Besides, saying ‘yes’ is a reflexive skill learned in years of auditions. Tap-dance? Windsurf? Speak fluent Mandarin? You name it, an actress answers yes.

‘Sure,’ I said. I’d done six weeks on tour with a musical version of Snow White only a few years back, for heaven’s sake. A heavy metal version.

‘Madrigals?’ he said.

The show must go on . . . Besides, if he’d asked whether I fancied swimming the Thames that night I would have flexed my biceps and smiled. As it was . . . Foll lolly loll loll. I shrugged with becoming modesty. ‘Somewhat out of practice.’ Twelve years or so.

‘You can read, though?’

At least I didn’t assume he meant newspapers. Besides, sight-reading music is like riding a bicycle. I told myself airily. Once learned, never forgotten. What I chose to overlook was that I had never been much good at it in the first place. I used to stand next to Jenny and tag along. I had an unpleasant suspicion that with madrigals you were stranded one to a part. Still, there’s no business like show business . . . Of course I could read.

He twisted the bicycle round to face this way and advanced on me. ‘You wouldn’t help me out of a hole, would you?’

And as all the clocks in Oxford began striking ten o’clock, the rain stopped completely and a fairly Godmother sang in my head: You shall go the ball. You jammy bugger.

Oh, foll lolly loll loll.
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