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To everything there is a season, and a time to every purpose under heaven:
A time to be born, and a time to die; a time to plant, and
a time to pluck up that which is planted;
A time to kill, and a time to heal; a time to break down, and
a time to build up;
A time to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, and
a time to dance …

Ecclesiastes 3:i–iv

 

‘All this is madness,’ cries a sober sage:

But who, my friend, has reason in his rage?

‘The ruling Passion, be it what it will,

The ruling Passion conquers Reason still.’

Alexander Pope

Moral Essays, Epistle III


ONE

Darling Bernadette,

 

As you have forbidden me to talk to you I must write. Today, if I am lucky, I will see you but not touch you; follow but not meet you; love at a distance, shunned. Amor vincit omnia. Remember? That was the love for God which conquered everything. Your religion. Mine too now – in my way. For I have found that earthly love delivers no less. My love for you has conquered me. Its ferocity has led me to do things I would despise in others. It has overawed me with its turbulence, its banality, its power to twist my life around its lightest whim. The casualties of this passion are all about me and yet – I would not have it any different.

What others condemn as a waste of life I hold to as my time of crowning happiness. Even the grief is remembered with desire: the necessary thorn protecting my incomparable rose. Bernadette, black hair swaying across your eyes and mine, as you knelt above me, looked down, your slim oval face with the solemnity of a Madonna, and locked into me tightly, the wanton Magdalene, leaning your breasts onto me, erect nipples grazing on my hungry skin.

Amor vincit omnia does not only mean love for God but God’s Love: in that case also I claim it. What else could it be that we had? Those moments when you closed your black eyes and murmured “Ssshhh … listen …” the sound of us together … my own eyes closed, joining you in our darkness which art heaven. And you opened your eyes for me to see the tiny speckles of dove grey flickering in the velvet-black pupils. Just below your right eye at the outside corner, placed there with perfect eighteenth-century delicacy, is the beauty spot you hated, eight similar markings on your upper left arm, five on your right, of varying sizes and textures; I could identify them all. “I love that,” you would say, “and I love that …” as you murmured our longing so feelingly. I had never known what it was to be loved before you. Where did you come from? Without you I would have missed the violent sensations of uncontrollable erotic love. You think I blame you, Bernadette. You too think I have shamed and ruined myself. No, no, no, no. To love and, even greater, to be loved. What better world is there? It fills the world. It is life. And your thin lascivious wicked mouth. I was free.

I will write to you to fill the days, to be near you, but most of all to try to cast a spell on you. I sit in this small room with its two electric bars, sagging single bed, a wardrobe whose doors are wedged with paper to keep them shut, and one cowpat-brown rug, knowing that less than half a mile away, across the town that saw us meet and love and break, you are there. Every night I try to will you – as I do now – to get up from your chair beside the fire, to walk to the door, to come down the long hill, on the narrow pavement, past the car park, through the two right-angled main streets of night-lit town, across the waste track to this shamble of railway terraced cottages where mine is the only one inhabited. You will open the door, that frown of uncertainty, and then perhaps, as sometimes happened, that wonderful smile – sly, provocative, generous, taunting, like your tongue – and we would be together again. Bernadette. I would be content to hold your hand: not even that, no, just to look at you. Could we once cast such spells? You bewitched me.

You were eighteen when we met: I was thirty-six years your senior. Even now, even here, I hesitate to put down my age in plain terms. Fifty-four. There. Still fearing the jibes at the foolishness of it all. But my love is foolish, even ridiculous – and it is also the sanest feeling I have ever known. It makes the world clear. It makes sense of what we have. Everything else – yes even the death, even that – is outside the flame that fed itself. With you I lived inside that flame and now I feed it at every moment. You can have no idea what you mean to me. I brood over our meetings – sometimes I made notes immediately afterwards: I know you won’t like that, but this is a confession as much as a letter – and my second ambition is to remember them in such absorbing detail that they will fill out real time. So that I can spend a whole evening being with you in my imagination as once I was in reality. In doing that I could fill up the days and nights forever with no chinks for the needles of regret and anguish and pitiless self-blame. I am far from that perfection but I persevere.

So, darling Bernadette, whom even in a letter I dare not call my darling Bernadette, I will tell you, as briefly as I can, my story of our life. That which you know you will recognise to be true; as a consequence, I hope that you will believe that which you do not know, or perhaps did not choose to know. More a document than a letter, I suppose, but the only way I can write it is to address it to you. I like to think that one day you may read it.

A mouthful of whisky, a pause to lean back from this shaking cardtable with its cheap conical lamp which throws the shape of Mercator’s globe onto the ceiling and I can edge back into our world – your slender shoulders, myself hard inside you, aching but holding, wanting you and praying that time would freeze, the subversive grey speckles betraying your solemn gaze, for you would open – that mouth – laugh at my reverence, snap your teeth and attack! And the new almost mystic feeling afterwards, not in my heart, not abstract, but deep in the pit of my gut, that everything, everything, was good. Where did that come from?


TWO

“I think we should give it to the Kennedy girl,” I said.

My two fellow judges were not happy.

“It’s the best essay. She is the right age. She is from the town.”

“She’s certainly from the town,” Christopher said, sarcastically.

“My problem exactly.” Frank, the eternal seconder.

“An image problem.”

“Whether we like it or not this will reflect not only on us but on Rotary.”

“An image problem,” Christopher repeated, sucking on a pipe. He was the only man I knew who still sucked one of those large curved Sherlock Holmes jaw-straining pipes, and he sucked on it knowingly. “It comes down to standards. What we stand for.”

“That’s the crux, I’m afraid,” Frank agreed. “And it’s nothing to do with discrimination.” Wrong again, small-town snobberies terrorised his life.

“The girl herself,” sucked Christopher, fat, perhaps on the wind he had sucked into himself over the years through the wide crater bowl of that bloodhound pipe, “may be all well and good.”

“I’m sure she is,” said Frank, at his most Christian: a sidesman; an Anglican.

Was I as angry with them then as now? I do believe I was.

“It is not only the best essay,” I repeated. “Bernadette Kennedy has submitted the only essay which is literate, entertaining and now and then, even funny. There is no contest”

“Ah, but is it about a contest?” Christopher peered up at my advantage of about five inches with his best owlish, Poirot twinkle.

“We held a competition.”

“But did we?” he ruminated visibly, jaws munching around the walking stick of a stem. “Did we?”

Thank God, I remember thinking, presumably then and on so many similar occasions at that time, for early retirement. In a month I would be free and under that pretext all the scheduled boredom of my bank manager’s necessary public relations could be re-evaluated: i.e. dumped.

To his credit, Anglican Frank was uncomfortable with Christopher’s Jesuitical development.

“It was a competition, Christopher. We can’t deny that.”

“I wasn’t denying it. I was testing it.”

Christopher is a solicitor, but on such occasions he dreams of being a great barrister teasing juries with his eloquence, outwitting Counsel for the Defence, indulgently playing along the Judge.

“You are the Chairman,” Frank said to me, looking at his watch for the fourth or fifth time. “I’m really supposed to be in bed by now. I told Sarah I’d be home before nine.” I knew Sarah and I sympathised. “And you’re the one who knows about books.”

“We all have an equal vote.” Christopher took out the pipe to deliver what was clearly a reprimand.

Frank flushed a little C. of E. flush and my hand was strengthened.

“But he is a writer,” Frank persisted. “That makes a difference.”

So. My occasional articles for the Cumberland News and Cumbria had not been in vain! I could be called ‘a writer’. I accepted the flattery without flinching. An interest in all aspects of the Lake District – which had begun as no more than a watertight excuse to get me out of the house without guilt or hindrance – had surprised me by growing into a demanding hobby. The published pieces were all the proofs my wife ever needed.

“A writer,” said Christopher, now beating the air with the pipe, “is not necessarily the best judge of writing. Not necessarily.” All five syllables were heavily beaten out for the gentlemen of the jury.

Frank looked again at his watch and made his decision. “It’s beyond me,” he said. “It’s just a prize. I have to get up in the morning so I’m off in five minutes fat.” He meant it And that is why he runs the best fruit and vegetable shop for miles around.

“What about the position of Rotary in all of this?”

Frank would not be drawn. I took my cue.

“We asked for essays of three to four thousand words on any aspect of life in the town. Ages seventeen or eighteen next birthday. Must have lived here for at least six years. Prize £350 to be spent preferably on books or foreign travel. And Bernadette Kennedy –”

“The Kennedys will drink it away,” said Christopher, coming clean at last. “Every penny.”

He had a point. Be fair. Of all the families at the rough end of town, Roman Catholic, touch of Irish, gambling, loudness, weekend fighting, petty thieving, gaol and dole and drink, the Kennedys took the palm.

“And where is she going?” The advocate struck again. “Nowhere! Leaving school! At least four of the others are off to college. They will be a fine advertisement for Rotary. The Kennedy girl will end up in the pubs with the rest of her family and the £350 and Rotary will become a laughing stock.”

“You can’t tar her with the family brush,” I said. “Agreed, Frank?”

He nodded, far from wholly convinced but by now desperate to get this foreign matter which served no purpose and made no profit over and done with.

“Innocent until proven guilty,” I said to Christopher – rather obviously, I thought – but to my delight the casual jibe stopped him.

“Two minutes,” said Frank.

“What if she ends up on Social Security?”

“Our job was to judge the twenty-six essays. Hers was the best.”

“Near the knuckle now and then,” said Frank, unexpectedly, and suddenly he grinned. “Remember that bit about our vicar and that drunk blonde what’s her name? She got them both to a ‘T’.”

“That was supposed to be a story,” said Christopher, a touch desperately, “so she maintained, but was it or wasn’t it?”

“All that’s beyond me. Time’s up. I’m off.”

“We need your vote. It is highly unconstitutional to walk out of a meeting like this without fulfilling your responsibility.” Christopher jabbed out his pipe like Exhibit A. “Unconstitutional and improper.”

Once again Frank flushed. But this time it was the angry flush of an honest small businessman accused of fiddling.

“My vote goes to the Kennedy lass. That settle it?”

“It does.”

“Constitutional enough for you?”

“Certainly,” I replied.

“Then I’ll bid you both a very good night.” His cap was planted on his head with the finality of a full stop.

And thus, Bernadette, you got the prize.

Which did indeed – or most of it – as you told me much later – disappear down the throats of your proud family. Frank came to fewer meetings after that and now, I believe, he has resigned.

You were given the award at an occasion which managed to be both awkward and jolly. Your demure appearance and aspect of humble gratitude were noted with relief. Three months later I had to see you for your report on what you had done with the money. The report could be made verbally. You chose that method and came to my house on May 6 at 6 p.m. I had retired by that time and had just relished a solitary day on the Caldbeck Fells, vexed that I had to cut it short to see you. My wife was in bed ill as she so often was. I took you into the front room which rather fancifully I called my study – it was impressively congested with books – and I offered you a glass of sherry. You accepted.

Did I fall in love with you then? It was the first time we had been alone – and I clearly remember the unease I experienced. You were wearing the black blouse – which looked like silk – and the rather short tight tweed skirt. Although it was summer it was cold and you were wearing dark stockings – back in fashion you told me later. You sat in one of the deep armchairs and crossed your slim legs and there was an inch or two of that tantalising junction between the top of your stocking and the hem of your skirt. I have deliberated a great deal on why that particular sight should be so voluptuous. Is it to do with the thought that men see the last line of defence after which there is apparently no resistance, the way free to what we might call open country? Is it a seductive and primordial remnant of the sacrificially bound virgin? Or some inexplicable tactile excitement, material turning into skin? The historical sensuality of all alluring clothes? Or no more than an example of Pavlovian pornographic ruttishness brought on by a particular upbringing in a particular time? Or was it a promise? – nothing accidental about the crossing of the legs, a demure but promiscuous invitation – you were capable of all that, thank God. Just a larky uncomplicated little tease. Yet although I was affected by the unexpected indication of your sexuality, I do not think I fell in love at that moment I was alerted – as you see I remember it very clearly: but not yet bewitched; the beginning of the beginning perhaps.

Your hair: I must not forget your hair which swept and entwined about your Modigliani face and was later plaited about me in ways to make a Casanova choke with envy. Glossily framing your features, it rested below your shoulders in a long wave, its darkness and the gloom of the east-facing study giving a deliquescent shimmer to your eyes. I wondered then and have done since whether there was not some gypsy blood in you. There used to be a regular Romany camp in winter around the town – the local dialect is pimpled with Romany. You were that or a Celt: something exotic but not alien to this mongrel settlement in the far north where Celts, Britons, Romans, Norsemen, Normans, and no doubt a fair sprinkling of nomads have fed the local species.

I like my little learning. Perhaps I was over-anxious to pass it on to you. You were impressed, genuinely I think, when I showed you my collection of books on the Lake District, the few first editions: Hutchinson, Otley, Gilpin, West – and decent selections of the Wordsworths, Coleridge, De Quincey – I had surprised myself by taking an interest in them, through their Lake District connection of course – and all the time I was showing the books to you I was wondering which one I could give you. It had to be one which I could only just afford to lose – I was not in love with you – or I did not realise it – but even then I knew that it had to have real value to me. I chose the small leather-bound edition of W. G. Collingwood, with the maps neatly folded into a special pouch at the side. That delighted you, didn’t it? “Just like a wallet,” you said.

You had sipped at the sherry but left most of it. Later of course I learned that you hated sherry. I only noticed that you had left it long after you had gone and I was drawn back to the study, back into the atmosphere of your absence. At the time I was so taken with showing off that I observed nothing. For I sensed your eagerness, your openness, you. From that evening on, the study was transformed. I would go to it to taste what I later realised was the memory of that hour of innocence, that casual passage between myself as the new-born tutor, you the student, both of us playing our parts. For I was and am no more than a retired bank manager in his mid-fifties with an interest in local history brought on chiefly by a shameful need to have a reason to get out of the house; you, alas, were never to be the student you could, you should, you still ought to be. But I get ahead of myself.

My wife called down. She wanted some tea. I felt embarrassed that you should be there when I had to set about such a domestic chore. Why was that? Was I already wanting to be seen as manly? Did I know, so early, that in your culture such an act would be regarded as rather ‘soft’? Perhaps not: I have learned, at last, not to generalise – as we all did at the judging – about ‘the Kennedys’, ‘the rough end of town’, ‘them’. More likely I was irritated because my wife disturbed what was unconsciously gathering strength to become the greatest force in my life. But I made the tea. Offered you a cup. You refused. I feared you were impatient – you had a date with ‘the gang’, you told me, later – and we had not had ‘your report’.

Facing you, armchair to armchair, holding my teacup, I listened while you lied. I never suspected you. You had drawn out the money instantly, you said, and spent half of it on books. You were keeping the other half – rather more than half, you corrected yourself (very clever, very plausible) as the basis for savings you intended to make for a trip abroad. You had never been abroad. Paris. The galleries, the Left Bank, the Louvre, Notre Dame and that new building with all its insides on the outside. ‘O’ Level French.

It was not an unmitigated lie. You had indeed bought half a dozen books – mostly paperbacks; you did, you do, dream of going to Paris, and perhaps you were saving for it. But the bulk of the Rotary Prize Money had been flushed down the gullets of the Kennedys and friends on a Saturday night bash which had turned into a legendary riot. You betrayed none of that. I, of course, then deep in my stockaded middle-class segment of the town, may at the time have heard rumours of a local Bacchanalia but would not have connected them with you and certainly not with the upright and sober funds of Rotary. Like all English towns, we have our concentric circles which need never intersect. That was to be one of our problems and also part of the intoxication.

I was worried about the money which I assumed you still had. I explained the workings of the different accounts then available. I’m sure I suggested that you put it into a deposit account which yielded interest. You preferred to have the money to hand, you replied, calmly, and nailed it down by saying that you liked to get it out and look at it now and then! You had never seen so much cash in one bundle. I was charmed and I shooed away my anxiety about money not properly secured. At that time unless money was in an account earning maximum interest I thought it was delinquent. But your simple ‘I like to look at it’ disarmed me. I should have guessed then.

Suddenly you were gone. I made supper for Angela and took it up to her. Talked to her about the news of the day as I had done for years. We could talk for long stretches almost finishing each other’s sentences – so habitual and worked on had this conversation become. It was one voice. It was also a substitute for real conversation. The alternative was to say virtually nothing at all which would have been too unfair and sad. About twenty minutes made me feel useful. Perhaps other empty marriages are built on similar cultivated routines. It was a way of not talking and yet not admitting it.

I went back to my study to copy down my notes as I did after every expedition, however trivial. It was a part of the day I valued. Something romantic about it. The evening well gathered in, curtains drawn, the handsome brass lamp like a beacon to scholarship on the big schoolmaster’s oak desk which Angela’s mother had left to me, books glowing on the shelves. I felt part of a long tradition of writers in their cells or studies, opulent in it, meagre practitioner though I was. A cup of coffee (decaffeinated in those virtuous days). Above all a feeling that by some luck and reasonable management I had come to a time in my life where I was sufficiently content and blindly complacent. One married daughter – childless – in Australia. Angela upstairs with a book and sometimes the murmur of the radio. That lurid orange bedjacket would be sprinkled with crumbs, splashed with ash. But I was alone at the desk, peering at the scribbled notes before tapping them into neat black lines on new white sheets. Nothing else mattered. And then the cat came and sat in the armchair, your armchair, as she does so often.

I noticed your sherry glass. Hardly touched. I did something which surprised me for at that time I was no drinker. Instead of pouring it back into the bottle, I drank it. Did I think – my lips are now where her lips were so recently? I recalled your saying you liked to look at the money and I made a note of that remark on a new sheet of paper.
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