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To

Christina Hardyment


I shall never be friends again with roses;

I shall loathe sweet tunes, where a note grown strong

Relents and recoils, and climbs and closes

As a wave of the sea turned back by song.

There are sounds where the soul’s delight takes fire,

Face to face with its own desire;

A delight that rebels, a desire that reposes;

I shall hate sweet music my whole life long.

The pulse of war and passion of wonder,

The heavens that murmur, the sounds that shine,

The stars that sing and the loves that thunder,

The music burning at heart like wine,

An armed archangel whose hands raise up

All senses mixed in the spirit’s cup

Till flesh and spirit are molten in sunder –

These things are over, and no more mine.

A.C. Swinburne


PART ONE

Max
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I can see her now, draped across the foot of my bed with her white-blond hair dishevelled around her face. It had, I always thought, the look of a Renaissance angel’s halo, although to anyone who knew Marienka’s habits this was quite staggeringly inappropriate. Max conveyed a more suitable picture – though still a supernatural one – when he referred to her as ‘An aristocratic pixie’. That was Marienka: a county Titania, her small, pointed, beautiful features always alive with the promise of mayhem, yet without a trace of self-doubt or fear of reprisal. It was a very English, very unfakeable assurance: the crazy confidence of an ancient – albeit ruined – family.

Yes, I can see her: Marienka Tilton, named for God knows what middle-European ancestress picked up like a curio by some wandering Tilton boy on his grand tour. I can see her ragged blue velvet jacket with the embroidered pockets, and the jeans which she wore so tight my mother would have snorted, ‘Indecent! You can see every crack of her!’ If I close my eyes I can feel the warm careless weight of her arm on my feet, as she lounges like a Roman emperor across the grimy bedspread.

And, of course, I can hear her. I always have, because of what she said on that dreary February day in 1973 while the rain made grimy furrows down the windows of our damp little rented house by the Oxford canal. Her words of that day, assisted by certain lunatic romanticisms of my own, have more or less shaped the thirty years of life I have lived since. They have been a credo and a burden. Now it is time for formal apostasy, and a tentative laying-down of that burden.

Not that Marienka should be blamed. She would be horrified to think that I even remember what she said at any given moment, because I doubt that she ever meant her counsel to be taken seriously. Indeed, she was capable at that age of giving opposite advice within the same conversation, even at times within the same vehement sentence. ‘Oh, honestly, Kate! Ted isn’t worth bothering about, just walk away, stuff him, he can’t get away with being so ghastly to you, stand up for yourself, and if you really want him back tell him so, right out, just go for it, grab his trousers!’

Kate, who was our other female housemate, never listened to Marienka’s advice at all. She was not one to be buffeted by random currents. She was a rock: pleasingly shaped, smoothly warm, sometimes glinting with unexpected gold ore, but definitely too solid to be moved. She allowed Marienka’s advice to flow over her like water, like the transparent soothing nonsense that it was. Advice about Ted, anyway, was absurd: we all knew that she and Teddy Morton were in for the long haul, because they were so neatly suited. Both were thoughtful and ambitious and careful with money and – according to Marienka in a moment of unusual bitchiness – wonderfully well attuned to one another’s feeble libidos. ‘No fire in those bellies,’ she said once, when Kate had gone to bed early and alone because she had a minor exam the next day, and Teddy had cycled back to college to write up his physics notes. ‘They might as well be married.’

‘I think it’s nice,’ I protested. ‘Nice that they’re so sure of each other they don’t have to be always at it.’

Marienka rolled her eyes skywards and gave a complacent little wriggle of her hips.

‘We’re young,’ she said. ‘We ought to go at it. Time enough to be middle-aged.’ Her awareness of youth was, I see now, one of her rare qualities. I do not think that the rest of us were ever so vibrantly conscious of being young. Weighed down by worries about our studies, our exams, our loves, our friendships and our parlous finances, we generally failed to notice how elastic were our bodies, how receptive our hearts to joy. We were selfish all right, but the gaze we fixed exclusively on ourselves was, in fact, blind. We saw nothing.

Marienka at least had the secret of enjoyment. She knew how to ignore the past and scoff at the future, and never lived anywhere other than in the shining Now. One result, of course, was that all her money was gone by the third week of term; another was that she was always in trouble with her tutors, particularly since one of them was the college Principal. But then – a week or so late – she would hand in a piece of work so glittering, so original, so permeated with her own brand of headlong intellectual joy that all would be forgiven; before long she would be hauling on her indecently short black dress for an invitation to sherry in the Principal’s lodgings, where she would be introduced as a star pupil.

Strangely, plodders like Kate and me did not mind this. We did not want to walk along the edge of life, teetering and waving, as Marienka did. We knew we were safer where we were, on the firm ground, and felt obscurely honoured that a sparking, smoking loose cannon like her was willing to be our friend and housemate. We cherished her as one might an exotic pet or a piece of impractical tapestry. Come to think of it, though, I have no idea what it was she valued us for. She certainly did not think much of our other friends. She did put high worth on us and showed it: it was as if she had picked us out from the rabble of ordinary studious girls-next-door in college, given us a quick polish on her sleeve, and set us to glitter unexpectedly on her coffee-table, as objets trouvés which she was inordinately proud of.

‘Sally’s totally brilliant,’ she would say to her grand friends. ‘Tremendous mind. Going to get a first. Marvellous with words. Kate is a geographer, isn’t that thrilling? She’s working on volcanoes.’ We laughed at her for this, but she didn’t mind; somehow, in the mysterious way that these things happened, we were friends.

Anyway, it was Marienka who brought Max into the house. He came from her universe, and shone as she did.

Perhaps I should begin by trying to relate how it was, back in the 1970s in our small rarefied university world. Today, looking at my children’s generation, I shake my head in wonderment. They are legion, now, the students: half the young population, where we were less than a fifth. They are sophisticated and self contained, online and in control, equipped with dear little phones which enable them to make instant contact with one another. They check in with tutors by e-mail while they drink their lattes and cappuccinos like affluent Italian businessmen in brightly designed bars with computer terminals on the counter. They carry their burden of debt lightly, running as it does into thousands; nobody seems to mind. They do not get summoned, as Marienka often was, to be personally berated about their overdraft by strict bank managers wearing nylon shirts with their string vests showing through.

Marienka used to beg me or Kate – sometimes both – to go with her to these interviews. We hated it: we were embarrassed and belittled by the lofty and patronizing tone the managers took, though their victim rarely was. She merely crossed and re-crossed her long, black-stockinged legs in an artful attempt at distraction, and batted her beautiful eyelashes at her tormentor until he solemnly agreed to give her another month to scrape up the money or blag it off her parents. Today, the banks would react to such debt by pressing still more thousands on her by post, without even putting her to the trouble of meeting a manager’s eyes or looking out a pair of unladdered black tights.

In our world it was difficult even to telephone home, and virtually impossible to ring one another; if we wanted to see somebody from another college or lodgings we walked or cycled round there. If they were out, and they generally were, we ended up talking to someone else instead. That, indeed, is how I met most of my friends. We drank quite as much coffee as students do today, but not often in cafés. The Cadena was expensive, the sort of place parents took you out to tea; in George’s at the covered market it came out of a bottle and was disgusting. So most of our caffeine was borne to us via powdery stuff out of jars, and served in our college rooms accompanied by crumpets toasted by hanging them in front of the sputtering, headachey gas fire on a partially straightened paperclip. The burnt offerings would then be spread with slightly rancid, exaggeratedly yellow butter because although there were fridges in the communal kitchens, nobody used them for fear of butter bandits. The best buy of my first year was a pot made of porous clay with two wire hooks on it; you soaked it in cold water, put the butter in it and hung it out of your window. Only once did it fall down into the quadrangle below, and by great good luck it missed the Dean.

Thinking back now I can see, in every detail, the posters on my college wall. One depicted a monochrome stack of rhinoceri, standing on one another’s backs; the other a hairy friendly monster from Where the Wild Things Are. Kate had one of Frank Zappa on the lavatory, from which I used to avert my eyes, because while you can take the daughter out of the vicarage it is always more difficult to take the vicarage out of the daughter. Marienka had wispy Indian hangings in her room, and a large, grubby oil painting of Loch Hourn which was too heavy for the picture hook and frequently crashed down, bringing lumps of plaster with it and incurring yet another surcharge on her college bill. She claimed the picture was worth ten thousand pounds and that she was keeping it safe to prevent her father from selling it; she did not, however, seem to mind very much when a teacake caught fire and sent sooty black streaks up across the oily waters of the loch.

Those tea-parties were as exotic as it ever got. Sometimes we ate Kunzle cakes, creamy joys robed in chocolate cases which we bought only if money was no object that week or if an essay was particularly trying. The modern-day student diet of panini, pizza, skinny cinnamon latte and double-choc muffins was something we could barely dream of. We filled up on stodgy pasta, hard peas and dry chicken in the college hall.

Of course, once Kate and Max and Marienka and I moved out of our colleges to the cheap house on the canal it was far too far to walk or cycle for dinner in hall. So, feeling very grown-up, we fed ourselves. For the first few weeks of term we cooked chickens and even the occasional steak; after the fourth week it was baked potatoes with stale, date-expired cheese from the shop by Folly Bridge, or a dish of mushrooms and rice which Kate invented after a holiday in Italy. You stirred in powdery stale Parmesan at the last minute, and Marienka politely said it reminded her of being in a restaurant by the Grand Canal. In summer we could follow this treat with peaches stolen from the Warden’s hothouse at one of the men’s colleges. There was trouble about that; but then, there was trouble about a lot of things we did. Our generation had, after all, only just become legally adult at 18, rather than 21: even so College authorities thought of themselves as in loco parentis and displayed a breezy authority unimaginable today. We were fined, scolded, threatened, and – in women’s colleges like mine – coddled, like wayward but cherished daughters.

Ungrateful daughters, though. Kate and I were scholars and therefore offered the chance of continuing in spacious college rooms in our final year. But we turned them down and moved out. Marienka, who found the college’s attitude to male night-visitors constraining, trawled the estate agencies for digs, rejected most of them as ‘too ghastly’ or too far east, and eventually found a tiny house on the canal towpath. It was damp, the paper was peeling from the walls, the stairs had rotten holes in them and the smallest bedroom – barely a boxroom – led off one of the others. The only hot water came from an ancient, rusty Rayburn boiler in the kitchen, which would need to be fed daily with coke, rattled and riddled and cleaned out. The upstairs landing window was stuck permanently in a quarter-open position. But Marienka burst into my dry, clean little college room in an exuberance of triumph.

‘I’ve found it! It’s wonderful! It’s on the canal bank, right on the towpath! It’ll be like living in Venice!’

Kate and I went down with her to see it, and managed to narrow our eyes and exclude all its faults. As Marienka enthused, we learnt to see through her eyes its beauties: the oily gunmetal gleam of the water alongside, the romantically stained Victorian brickwork (‘probably from the steam trains in the cutting’), the dusty stained-glass panel in the door.

‘We can’t afford it between three,’ said Kate flatly. ‘Someone will have to sleep in the other downstairs room.’

‘Yes,’ I agreed. ‘Who should we ask? Maureen’s looking for somewhere, though I think she likes the Iffley Road because of the sports ground.’

‘Not Maureen,’ said Marienka. ‘She’s not – she’d not fit. She rows boats, dear, and you know what that involves. Early mornings and smelly T-shirts. I’ve got someone, anyway. He’s a postgraduate, terribly clever, Arabist or something. He’s keen. He’s wanting something cheaper than the rooms he’s in.’

We both turned to look at her accusingly, as she stood posed against the sagging gate which led onto the towpath. Hurriedly she added:

‘Not a boyfriend. Scout’s honour. Not my type. We did agree, no shacking up.’

‘Well, it’s out of the question anyway,’ said Kate. ‘College doesn’t allow mixed digs.’

‘Oh, pooh! What on earth has college got to do with it?’

‘It’s a rule.’

‘We’ll tell them –’ she cast about for ideas, but it was me, ironically, who squared the circle.

‘Why don’t we tell them we need a man because of bringing in the coke. For the boiler. Big strong arms, good with hods.’

‘Brilliant!’

It was brilliant, too. It worked. Without a murmur, the college greyheads accepted that three girls could not be expected to haul hods of coke in from the yard in the rain, let alone manage the riddling of ash. I think, in retrospect, that they probably saw the writing on the wall: we were grown-up voters now, no longer children. As Bob Dylan kept putting it, on the album that blasted out of every student room day after day, your sons and daughters are beyond your command, for the times, they are a-changing.

So Marienka organized for us to meet Max Bellinger; it was another of her theatrical coups, a fait accompli. Even if Kate or I had had other ideas the college permission was specific to Max, for he was a graduate. I do not know why the college thought graduate men less likely to assault or seduce us, but perhaps degrees were thought of more highly in those days.

It was the last day of the summer term, and none of us could afford even tea and toast in Brown’s, so with her usual inventiveness our housemistress (as Kate now kept calling Marienka, to her disgust) begged some college champagne from a rich boyfriend at Christchurch, acquired four peaches from the Warden’s garden at Max’s college, and declared a picnic. We would meet by Folly Bridge, have the picnic on the towpath, then stroll along the canal to the house and peer through the windows. The agent, a terrible spoilsport, was refusing to release the key until September even though the little house stood empty. It was hot and overcast that day. Oxford, lying in its great damp hollow, sweltered in wet soupy air. Down by the river the flow of cool water brought a relieving breeze, and Kate and I sat fanning ourselves, waiting for the housemistress and the coal-heaver to join us and giggling a little at the absurdity of life.

Again, the image is diamond-clear. Kate, stocky and comely as a young cob, stretched out her solid calves beneath knee-length denim shorts. A vest top slipped off one brown shoulder, her chestnut hair fell straight, rich and heavy to her shoulders. She looked, as she always did, entirely easy. Bien dans sa peau, as the French say. Ted loved her, she loved Ted, their bodies and minds and hearts were attuned, they satisfied one another. They knew what bodies were for, and used them, and thought no more about it. Every line of good plain Kate displayed that unthinking, unassuming confidence.

As for me, I was – in the fashion of the day – robed from neck to ankle in grubby cheesecloth, with random ill-sewn Indian ruffles. Rather less fashionably, I was every inch the awkward virgin. Not at all bien dans ma peau. Maybe sport and exercise would have helped to balance me physically, but sport for young women was gravely out of fashion in those days, for we were still in thrall to the pigeon-chested, knock-kneed Biba fashion of the sixties. In theory, I was probably prettier than Kate would ever be. In practice, my gawky inexperience robbed me of allure. What did Blake say?

In a wife I would desire

What in whores is always found:

The lineaments of gratified desire.

Marienka, who also favoured the Indian-ruffle look in hot weather, appeared at the far end of the towpath as a slender red-and-gold tornado, and as she came closer a connoisseur would have noted that she displayed a third sort of youthful female physicality: the look of one who knows about gratified desire all right, but is far from serene, being always on the look-out for further gratification. Kate moved with smooth sexual confidence but without display; Marienka slunk and shimmied, sharp hipbones always in motion, hair adrift from its pins, always with an air of being freshly out of bed and easily persuadable back into it. She did not, I hasten to say, do this deliberately. She was no vamp, and barely a flirt. It was simply that if animal adventures beckoned, her instinct was to run and meet them. Thirty years later, among the boozy, lairy Friday-night girls in any city centre or the rampant debs on the ski-slopes, she would hardly have been remarkable for this. In 1972, she was.

Nor did I, at that moment, consciously make the comparison between the three of us, as young female bodies in different states of erotic maturity. It is only now as I look back across half a lifetime that I understand how we must have seemed to the tall man who followed Marienka, carrying two bottles of champagne and a plastic bag.

‘This is Max,’ said she, with the air of having conjured him from thin air. ‘Our officially approved stoker, catcher of spiders and scarer-off of burglars and rapists. Observe the hod-carrying muscles and the firm manly chin.’

She laughed up at him, her pale eyes dancing; but the look in his eyes, I saw with a flutter of relief, was of mere amusement. Kate saw it too and we exchanged tiny glances; we had each admitted a slight wariness about having a man mooning and sulking around the house, besotted with the fickle and unpredictable Marienka. Her discarded lovers already tended to hang around the stairways and corridors of college needing to be comforted with Nescafé and crumpets by more compassionate neighbours: I had had to listen to three or four of them during the year, and found that disappointed men were expensively heavy on one’s patience and one’s Kunzle cakes. Even more irritatingly, at the crook of their Belle Dame’s little finger they abandoned my nurturing and undemanding friendship to go back to her, for just as long as she wanted them.

Having registered and approved the brotherly look on Max’s face, we were able to examine him more closely. He was not actually particularly tall, only just on six foot; but he gave the air of height because in contrast to the slouching fashion of the day he held himself beautifully upright, shoulders back but not stiff, head poised with Apollonian grace on his long neck. He could not be described as classically handsome: a slightly lumpy, square brow and wide mouth gave him a distinctive but not particularly symmetrical appearance. His hair, mid-brown and dead straight, fell with unusual neatness just below his collar at the back, and flopped in a half-fringe across his eyebrows. It was brown, but a very beautiful brown, glossy and shiny as an autumn conker. He was looking at us gravely with deep green eyes as he said in a light pleasant voice: ‘I have a feeling I have been dumped on you two. Marienka specializes in the fait accompli. I really won’t be offended if you veto me, you know.’

He smiled, and his face was transformed. I found myself pulling my cheesecloth skirt tight over my knees and – there is no other word for it – simpering. Kate smiled back at him, unmoved but friendly, and said: ‘Don’t worry. We did need a fourth, and we couldn’t agree at all on a girl. I daresay we’ll get along fine. We can give it a go, anyway, can’t we? For next term.’

‘That’s what I thought,’ said Max. He sat down, folding his long legs with grasshopper grace, and began to twist the wire off the first champagne bottle. ‘If it’s awful I’ll move out at Christmas. Thank you all, anyway. I didn’t fancy trailing round the agencies all summer, once I found out that college wouldn’t give out any more graduate rooms, and the place I’m in now is costing too much, on my own.’

‘You’re an Arabist, Marienka tells us.’ My voice was artificially bright and social; I was shyer of this man than of most, for he seemed somehow more solid and less of a boy than the undergraduates I had got to know in the past two years. It suddenly came to me in a momentary qualm that I was now committed to sharing a bathroom with this adult male.

‘Alas, she’s wrong as usual,’ said Max, pulling a sheaf of plastic cups out of the carrier bag and balancing them carefully on the grassy bank. He began pouring the champagne, waiting for the foam to subside, sharing it with scrupulous evenness between the flimsy cups. ‘We met at the School of Oriental and African Studies all right, and it was an Arabic Art event. But I’m just another boring old art historian. European Renaissance. I went to the exhibition because my supervisor’s got a thing about Byzantium, and I thought I might pick up some lines.’ He handed me the first cup, a distinction at which I found myself unreasonably pleased; Kate had the second, Marienka the third.

‘Well, I thought you were into Arabs,’ said Marienka, gulping half hers down and wiping froth from her lips. ‘You looked like an Arabist.’

‘Must have been the shamagh and the camel.’ He took her cup back and refilled it. The hand which passed it to her was long, white, slender and beautiful: hardly a man’s hand at all. The nails looked manicured.

Kate’s gaze followed mine. ‘Are you sure you’re up to the hod-carrying?’ she asked, with not a little malice.

‘Oh, we’ll all take our turn,’ said Marienka scornfully. ‘It was only a ruse to get the old tabbies to let us do a mixed house-share.’

Max looked across at me with a charmingly conspiratorial air, and raised his cup. ‘To equal rights and equal stoking,’ he said. ‘And our new house! Let’s go and see it soon.’

‘Now!’ The red-and-gold whirlwind was upright again, hauling Kate to her feet and stretching out her other hand to me. ‘Yes yes yes! It’s all so exciting I could spit!’

‘What about the other bottle?’ asked Max, rising more slowly. ‘And the peaches?’

‘I have a plan about that,’ said Marienka. ‘Let’s break in through the coalhouse window and have a secret picnic right inside the house.’

So we did. Max, protesting only slightly, gave each of us a leg-up through the unsecured window into the little house’s pantry, and followed with some difficulty; the four of us sat round drinking and whispering on the frayed old carpet, discussing rooms and furnishing arrangements like children in a Wendy-house. It was one of the happiest afternoons I can remember. I was on the verge of a new kind of life, with the people I liked best in the world and who had unaccountably chosen me to be one of them. Yet there was still a long vacation to be lived through, and the delicious beginning of the new life could be savoured to the full during weeks of anticipation, free from the risk of disappointment.

And, of course, I was in love.
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Students were not an industry thirty years ago, as they are now. There were fewer of us, and nobody had thought to make a profession out of organizing gap years, ‘internships’ or summer placements to further our careers. Nor were there cheap flights to tempt us far from home. So in the seemingly endless summer vacation the élite actors and comedians headed for Edinburgh, the rich for their parents’ favoured European playgrounds, and the rest of us mouldered quietly at home, taking on any odd jobs that were offered in the neighbourhood until we could afford something that counted as a holiday. Kate and I had discussed a cycling trip in the Lake District, which would have enabled me to wander round Wordsworth’s cottage and her to look at fossils as all good geographers must; but Ted got the offer of his uncle’s cottage in Cornwall, and I could hardly hold Kate to my strenuous plans when such an alternative beckoned.

I had a hunch, anyway, that this time was important for her and Ted. So it was. It was during that summer that the two of them became engaged; Ted said later that he wanted to ‘try out’ keeping house together, away from the feverish atmosphere of Oxford in term time. The experiment clearly succeeded. When I heard this news, in an excited phone call from Kate in late August, I had a momentary qualm. Would she want to go back on our pact against resident boyfriends, and move Ted in now instead of Max? But calm, sensible Kate wanted no such thing. ‘Time enough,’ she said. ‘We’ve got all our lives to share a breakfast-table. I don’t think house-sharing works if you have special alliances. And we’ve both got finals.’

Marienka always vanished for the whole summer, staying with friends and cousins in various exotic places: St Tropez, New York, San Gimigiano, the Isle of Skye. She must have spent a week or two at the crumbling family seat in Yorkshire, because when term began she turned up with three more oil paintings, each larger and gloomier than the last. In the event we banned two of them from any public area of the house, so she slept all that year in her sliver of a boxroom with the Third Duke hovering insecurely over her head and A Storm Over The Sound of Jura propped on her dressing-table. My room was next to hers and she always used my mirror anyway, for the light.

But I am running ahead of myself. My own summer was, on the face of it, uneventful. I stayed home in the faded comfort of our house on the fringes of a small, unremarkable town on the borders of Norfolk and Suffolk. There were always tourists and hikers in the summer, for we were a gateway to the Broads; Eddie the landlord of the King’s Arms would be glad enough to take me on as usual for some casual work. I worked in the pub kitchen mainly, hooking chicken portions and chips out of the deep-fryer and disposing them in wicker baskets according to the fashion of the time. Once, when I had burnt my hand quite badly on the steam-cleaner we used for the baskets, Eddie felt guilty enough to let me work behind the bar for a week, which I much preferred.

My father retired that year, relieving me of the social burden of being the local vicar’s daughter. I had been looking forward to this release, particularly since it did not mean moving house. My mother, who was a deceptively stubborn creature for all her homely Women’s Institute sweetness, had refused point-blank to move into the ruinous and sprawling vicarage when we first came to Dellingham twenty years before. She persuaded my father to let her use a small legacy to buy a cottage only five minutes away from his church. Over the years, as my brother Benedict and I grew up, they had grown the house haphazardly, putting a brick kitchen extension on the back with a square bedroom for Ben above, then later adding a conservatory at the side and turning a redundant woodshed into a proper study for my father. The front room was just about big enough for small gatherings of parishioners, although my mother always resented the intrusion; the Diocese sweetened the pill a little by offering a small extra allowance to the family once the old vicarage had been sold to a consultant surgeon and beautified beyond recognition. I still think the church got the best of the deal, and my mother agrees. My father refuses to speculate. But for us, the great benefit was that when Dad retired we kept our own bedrooms and our childhood territory. This mattered particularly to Ben after he joined the Navy and spent more than half the year away.

The parents were both intrigued by my new living arrangements when I told them about the house. Dad raised his eyes from the Daily Telegraph and said, ‘Uh huh!’ in a more than usually encouraging tone, and then added, ‘Good to have your own front door, I would think. Less conventual.’ I was always being surprised by Dad. Mum was a little dubious about the idea of Max being in the house with us three girls, but approached the subject in a typically oblique way.

‘What does Trevor think about it all?’ was her first question. I wriggled like a ten year old. In the family, a polite fiction persisted that Trevor Eades was my ‘boyfriend’. Trevor himself tended to believe it. He was my age but for a few days, and worked as a trainee at the bank, having decided that university was a waste of time which could better be spent ‘getting on in the world’. I tended to agree with him, where his own case was concerned. He had little interest in the world beyond the county, and no intellectual curiosity at all about things which did not directly concern the town, the bank, and his immediate environment. He was, on the other hand, an exceedingly good-looking lad and for a while in the sixth form I had been proud to be taken for walks with him along the muddy farmland tracks behind the town. He excited me on a purely physical level; his was the first hard male body I was ever pressed against, his the first hand to reach inside my bra. When it was dry enough we would lie in the long grass by the river and kiss for hours, letting our hands roam shyly over the strange territory of each other’s bodies. We went no further. I was, after all, the vicar’s daughter. Trevor put no pressure on me, and I do not think that in my absence he looked for any other partners. Certainly whenever I got home from Oxford his advances followed the same pattern: relatively decorous, respectful, but avid enough to flatter me that he had been thinking about me with hunger for weeks.

I carried on accommodating him out of mere habit, but with every holiday our grapples embarrassed me more. As for wider experience, in term time I kissed a few men but never went further. Perhaps – I blush to admit it – this was because I suspected that they would not be as easy to stop as my faithful and staid Suffolk swain.

‘It’s nothing to do with Trevor,’ I said defensively when my mother brought his name up. ‘Marienka’s friend – Max or whatever his name is –’ (ah, the duplicity!) ‘– isn’t going out with any of us. It’s quite normal for men and women to share digs, in Oxford.’

‘Is it now?’ said my mother, satirically. ‘Well, I don’t know.’ She slid away at an angle, as was her habit. ‘You’ll get a proper rent agreement?’

‘It’s through an agency.’ I was glad of her retreat.

Trevor came round later that afternoon and planted a damp kiss on my cheek, taking possession of my hand and keeping it fast. He told me what had been going on at the bank, and that his probationary period was nearly over. He asked about my term, referring to my ‘lessons’ with a faintly patronizing air as if to underline the fact that I was still hardly better than a school kid, while he was a working man. We ate early in our house, and lightly because of my father’s digestion, so my mother made him stay and join us for an omelette. Then, inevitably, as the warm evening closed in he said: ‘Fancy a stroll?’

I glanced around, looking for excuses, but my mother was clattering efficiently in the kitchen and my father had retired to his study. Reluctantly, I followed Trevor outside and let him take my hand once more and lead me down the track to the river. The evening star shone, bright against the last of the sunset; soon a broad full moon was rising beyond a field of rye, and the spears of the grain stood ragged against it.

On such a night as this, I recited silently, Troilus methinks mounted the Trojan walls and sighed his soul towards the Grecian tents where Cressid lay that night . . . I wondered where Max was. Not that it was any of my business. But I sighed my soul there, all the same.

Trevor stopped, then, and I could see that we were close to our old place in the grass. He turned me towards him more roughly than usual, and kissed me. The kiss was familiar, and I responded with familiar dry ardour then with a damp parting of the lips; he pressed himself against me and suddenly, quite without affection and entirely without warning, I was overcome by lust. Lust, Marienka would often say, is only the German word for pleasure, after all. Trevor, at that moment, was pleasure. The hardness rising in his groin intoxicated me; I ran my hand down over his buttocks with a swell of appreciation that surprised me very much, and kissed him some more, pressing the whole length of my body against him. Then we were lying down and his hands were on me, pulling my shirt open. Eyes closed, I thought of nothing, certainly not of Trevor and his neat banker’s shirt and tie. My body, rioting, rebelled against decorum as it never had before. Our teeth clashed, and I took my mouth from his and bit his neck; he pulled my bra right up and sank his face in my naked breasts. Over the top of his smooth hair I could see the hot moon rising, and felt my own body arching up towards him. My hand, shockingly, moved of its own volition towards his belt.

Then he spoke, and it was over.

‘Are you sure?’ he asked, throaty and breathless. And, of course, I wasn’t. It had not been him I rose towards, not his hard body I wanted to explode against. I sat up, pushing him off, and began to do up my shirt.

‘I’m sorry. I’m sorry. We can’t do this,’ I gabbled. ‘It’s not right.’

He looked at me, his face pale and transformed in the moonlight. ‘It could be right,’ he said hoarsely. ‘We could make it right. I’d look after you. Sally, I want you to marry me. I didn’t like to ask before, till I’d got through all the tests and that, but I’m not a trainee any more. We can get married, as soon as you like.’

There are no words to describe the moment. Pity, terror, embarrassment, remorse had me agape and aghast, panting with dread, unable to speak for a moment.

‘No – no,’ I said at last. ‘I don’t think you should talk like that. We couldn’t possibly – I mean, there’s my degree –’

‘So you’d be away in term time,’ said Trevor simply. ‘I’d be OK with that. It’s only eight weeks at a time, isn’t it? But if you’d rather put it off till next July, the actual marriage I mean – that’d be fine. Honestly. Don’t cry, love –’ He brushed the corner of my eye. ‘I’ll look after you. We don’t have to do it before we’re married, if you don’t want.’

I turned away, hunched, still struggling with my shirt and bra, which would not pull down.

‘I mean I just can’t – I mean I don’t love you.’

He was silent for a moment, then asked roughly, ‘What was all that about then? Just now?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘I suppose all your student friends go in for that. Free love, all that. Fuck whoever you like, one-night stands, don’t care.’

There was real anger in his voice and I had never heard him use that word before. An image of Marienka flitted through my mind, for of my friends she came closest to his description. I tried to match his anger with my own. ‘No, they’re not like that. And I didn’t – I wasn’t going to –’

‘You been using me, girl.’ His childhood Suffolk accent, so carefully ironed out for use at the bank, returned as his indignation grew. ‘Snogging practice, was I?’

This time I had no answer. He was right. I got to my feet, gave him a flickering nervous smile and set off up the track in the moonlight. He did not follow at first but after a few minutes I heard panting and he was alongside me, slowing from a run.

‘I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Sally. I love you, that’s all. P’raps I shouldn’t have rushed you. Let’s take it slow. We don’t have to be engaged with a ring and that –’

His apology was harder to bear than anything. I should have stopped, turned to him, told him again and gently. Perhaps I should even have admitted that another man had mesmerized me and colonized all my thoughts. But all my life I have lacked moral courage, and I was not brave or humane enough to turn this farce into an honest human encounter. Looking at his reddened face, I saw lips which suddenly seemed thick and wet, a lump beside his nose where a pimple had been, an Adam’s apple which for the first time looked far too prominent. Revulsion swept over me: I had nearly – no, I couldn’t have. Yes, I damn nearly had. With Trevor!

I turned my face away, ran home and took a long bath in the friendly, rusty claw-footed tub of my childhood. I ran my hands disbelievingly over my body, dipping my aching head in the water, letting my hair spread around me like a Burne-Jones Ophelia. The moon shone in through the uncurtained window, icy white, her rising ruddiness gone. I lay there until the hard Suffolk water was cold and scummy, and went shuddering to bed.
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