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Dido: Death is now a welcome guest.


When I am laid in earth,


May my wrongs create


No trouble in thy breast.


Remember me, but ah! forget my fate.


Libretto by Nahum Tate for
Dido and Aeneas by Henry Purcell
from The Aeneid by Virgil







IN MEMORIAM


L.R.










PART ONE
MEETING








CHAPTER ONE


She was silhouetted against the log fire, sitting on the floor, her legs drawn elegantly to one side, her right arm as it were a prop, in her left hand the cigarette. When Joe saw her as he came, nervous through loneliness, into the grand drawing room of the riverside house, he went across to her tentatively but immediately, perhaps already sensing a fellow loneliness, captured by the dark silhouette, darkened further by the deep purple dress she wore, which, he would learn, was her only good dress. He was attracted across the quietly convivial room full of strangers by the sadness of her isolation and the space around her.


There was the mystery of her, from the beginning, the difference about her. Joe would often come back to that first image. It was not love at first sight. It proved to be not much of a conversation. He wanted to tell her that she looked like the engraving of Shelley in his book of the poems, but he could not summon up the nerve.


They smoked. He poured her a glass of red wine from the cheap bottle he had brought. He never could remember much of what they talked about but he always remembered not telling her, not then, that she looked like Shelley. Even many years later when it finally proved to be the time to tell her story, their story, to their daughter, to tell it in full as far as he could, it was this picture of her to which he returned, the silhouette, which made him want to cry out again for the violent death, the wounded life. He could find so much, fathomless, which came from that first accidental encounter. He did not know then that like him she was still numb and lost in the aftermath of a love which had taken almost too much to bear; he did not even sense that, and as for the rest she was and in ways remained as unknown as an undiscovered planet. Whereas before her, from the first he felt transparent; he believed she could understand everything about him. To the end, he held onto the conviction that she saw right through him.


The party went on around them but it was as if the volume had been turned down by someone aware that the two of them needed all the silence and stillness they could get to nurse the feeble pilot flame of this slight encounter. Nothing should have come of it. They were not meant to meet, he never felt that nor did she, nor did they pretend. But for a splicing of accidents they would never have met at all: and yet, given the way this unsought fragile conversation was to wrench their lives, mark, brand and gut them, it came to seem impossible that their life could have been lived on any terms other than those to be set in motion in these unplotted moments. A million taunting reasons never to meet each other. Trajectories in different quarters of the universe. The worlds of their deeper past so far apart. All they had to build on was the temporary companionship of strangers. But the pilot flame stayed alive, that night, in the week before Christmas, in the rather rundown Victorian manor house by the Thames just outside Oxford, leased by American art students, log-lit, candlelit, everyone shadowed, the flickering lights stroking a glass or revealing the sudden fullness of a glance across the room.


In the early days, Joe had liked to dwell on the high odds that led to their meeting. It lent the glamour of the miraculous. Even sticking to the narrow window of that evening, so many exceptional factors had been required. She had stayed on in Oxford rather than return to France following another bitter exchange of letters, so bitter that for the first time in her life she would not spend that season in her own country with her own family. Jonathan, one of the Americans in the art school, had taken pity, knowing, as they all did, what had happened between Robert and herself, what a cruel breaking apart it had been, and though this friendly soul did not know the worst of it he knew enough to seek her out and persuade her to come to Shillingford that evening where there was to be a gentle party for the left-outs and leftovers. Several students from their art school had missed her over the past weeks, he said. She was persuaded partly out of her good manners, partly because the American was kind; mostly, though, because the family she worked for was on holiday and the house was cold and its emptiness intensified her dread.


On that evening, Joe had been standing in front of the Oxfam shop in Broad Street wondering whether to go back to the library for a last couple of hours. For the first time he had stayed on at the university for an extra week. The excuse was that he needed to catch up on his work, but a stronger reason was that he was reluctant to go home to Wigton and see Rachel, whom he still loved, as happy now with someone else as she had been for so long with him. The Oxfam window could trap him. One late afternoon he had been convinced that Rachel would come to see him and he had gone to the station and waited until the last train arrived and departed and still he sat on the station bench as if he could will her to appear before him. On the way back that night he had stopped in front of this Oxfam shop, bewildered with his need for her, and looked at the rows and rows of second-hand paperbacks, attempting to staunch the bleed of hopeless passion by trying to memorise the titles and authors.


Roderick called him from across the street, clipped military syllables cracking through the icy air. Off to some party, sure Joe would be welcome, just grab a bottle at the off-licence next to the bus station. An American GI met at a concert, very bright, at the Ruskin School of Art. Party would be full of arty types but could be fun.


Yet that was no more than the tip of it, Joe would think later. He could so easily have walked back by the High Street and not the Broad. He could have stayed in the pub for another drink as he very nearly did. She could have changed her mind about the invitation as she had so often done about others in the past few weeks. Roderick might not have spotted him across the street. He could have said ‘no’. She could have been in another room and not silhouetted against the log fire. Someone else could have been talking to her. The possibility of their meeting could be sliced so thin it would disappear altogether like the thought of parallel lines meeting only in infinity which had once made him giddy. He could still sweat at the thought years on. What if he had missed her? If destiny meant anything surely they were destined not even to know of each other’s existence let alone to meet, and yet out of this would come an embrace to the death: so perhaps, he thought, later, chance was their destiny.


It seemed very difficult to ask her name. ‘Natasha,’ she said and waited, but Joe took time to enjoy the name, the charm of those three syllables falling like quiet notes in a Romantic sonata, a name unique in Joe’s personal experience and pronounced in a silver-toned English which managed to sound both pure and foreign.


‘French?’ he guessed.


The response was a barely perceptible smile.


‘Joe,’ he announced.


‘That’s American. GI Joe.’


‘No it isn’t!’ He spotted no playfulness. ‘Joe’s plain English.’ Once again the brief smile across features as pure and foreign as the accent. Again she waited. ‘It’s Jewish, to be fair,’ he said. ‘The coat of many colours.’


‘That’s Joseph. I prefer Joseph.’


His aunt Grace, who had aspirations, had wanted him to be called by his ‘full name’. ‘Call him Joseph and he’ll get Joe,’ she had warned, ‘and Joe’s common.’


‘Joe it is, then,’ said Sam, his father.


‘Natasha’s a great name.’


‘It’s not good enough for my aunts. But my mother was bohemian.’


Joe held tight to the fistful of questions her sentence provoked. It was as if there were a bowl brimful of mercury between them and he must not spill it. Bohemian!


‘Thomas Mann wrote a novel about Joseph,’ he said.


‘I’ve read only Death in Venice. I must go to Venice. I must.’


He caught something of urgency, even desperation, but it was too remote a cry to do anything but hear and faintly register, and again be excited by the foreignness and want for more, try to fix her face despite the failings of candlelight.


‘It did not get much further,’ he told their daughter, ‘and some of what I remember could well have been drawn from later encounters, or be made up, or be misremembering, or come from the desire to please you. But she always called me Joseph.’


Joe stayed the night. He was given a bed in a large room with two double beds. Don, the blond American painter who seemed to be in charge, was in the other bed.


‘Natasha Jeanne Prévost,’ said in answer to Joe’s question. ‘She’s been at the college for years. She’s an enigma.’


Joe wanted more than that but he did not know what he was looking for.


‘If you concentrate,’ said Don, after a long pause, ‘you can hear the Thames out there. Just close your eyes – that strengthens your hearing – and listen. Out there.’ They listened. Joe thought he heard something but he may have been trying to oblige his host who had so easily and generously offered the bed. ‘I used to imagine the Thames to be such a big river, when I read about it back home,’ Don said. ‘Something like the Mississippi. I couldn’t believe how small it was when I saw it. But now I think it’s a big river again because of the artists and the history. Does that make sense to you?’ Joe wanted to think it through and say something which sounded intelligent, as if Don were an examiner. ‘I’ll open the curtains,’ said Don. The moonlight lit up his nakedness: he was built like a boxer, Joe thought, not like an artist at all, a light heavyweight at least, and unashamed to stand ivory-white nude before the big window, which he opened. You yourself could be a painting, Joe thought.


Don went slowly back to his bed. The moonlight was a shaft between them and now Joe could hear something in the distance.


‘It’s the weir,’ Don said. ‘A boy was drowned there last fall. Another boy tried to rescue him and he got in trouble but they pulled him out in time.’ Don paused. Joe liked these pauses, they implied deeper meaning. They introduced a grain of drama. ‘What would make a boy risk his life to save another boy?’


‘You just do it, don’t you?’ Joe said. ‘You just – do it.’


‘I see that,’ said Don, in a rich American tone that reminded Joe of so many films and because of that made Don instantly familiar, friendly, to be liked and trusted. ‘Instinctive heroism. Dying for your comrade in arms.’ Again the pause, but the distant drama of the weir, the few glasses of wine, the newness of it all were making Joe sleepy, keen to burrow into the bed, squirrel down and defy the winter air. ‘Deeper than that,’ said Don, ‘it must be the love that the Bible says passes the understanding of women. Women don’t do what we do. For other women. Men can love men, don’t you think so, Joe?’


‘Yes.’ He thought of one of his friends at home in Wigton of whose adolescent friendship he had been so jealous and he thought of James, so discerningly understanding, with whom he had shared a room in his first year at Oxford. ‘I’m sure they can. You can even put your arm around their shoulders. I used to do that.’


‘And when you did that, was it a sort of love you felt, do you think? Would you call it that?’


‘I don’t see why not,’ said Joe. ‘There’s got to be lots of different sorts, haven’t there?’


‘But the intensity of voluntary love – not family – voluntary, is that always the same? Man or woman?’


This time the pause came from Joe and it lengthened into silence and the soft purr of his sleep.


Natasha always slept with the curtains open. She preferred the night.


She had come home the moment Jonathan had offered her a lift. The party had filled in time but there was nothing to keep her there. The art students, the genteel young English, had been discreet; the older Americans more awkward but then Natasha suspected they might be a little ashamed of what Robert had done to her. She had invited Jonathan in for a polite coffee but he had to pack, he said. Paris tomorrow and then Berlin with his sketch pad as a cover. After all, he said in his slow delivery which had always amused Natasha because she could never quite work out whether it was a heroically corrected stammer or a sly means of commanding and controlling the fullest attention, artists had long been anonymous in European capitals and he wanted to spy on the existentialists in Paris, sketch out the culture of the Cold War in Berlin, stitch the two together and see if he could place the piece in the New Yorker.


As he drove away to his digs in Walton Street he wished he had not mentioned Paris.


Natasha lodged in a tall, Georgian house in the Banbury Road and the three flights of stairs to her attic room were steep. She ought not to have felt so very weary after such a small effort, but when she closed the door of her room behind her she could have collapsed. She sat on the edge of the bed to undress and the clothes lay where they dropped.


Her portrait of Robert was where she had left it and full on to the moonlight. She should get out of bed and turn it to the wall but in the secrecy of the small room she could study it. It was unfinished. She could see its technical shortcomings. Unlike Robert, the other Americans and most of the English, Natasha had come to the Ruskin without any formal training beyond a modest talent encouraged by one of the nuns who had taught drawing at school. But the portrait had a strong look of him, Robert himself had admitted that and he was even more critical than Natasha herself. Sometimes, he said, technique can get in the way. The perfectly crafted thing can be perfectly dead. An ounce of true innerness can be worth a ton of accuracy. Better not to finish it, he said, this is as good as you’ll get.


He was the best artist in the Ruskin, they all said as much. He had picked her out, the real one, he had said, not like the others. Though she had been burned before and though she knew he was careless of women, she became his wilful accomplice. He had released her, thrillingly, from her self-imprisonment. She had surrendered to his promises and been helpless when they were broken, brutally broken. She had felt herself break with them. If she looked long enough, hard enough at the portrait maybe she would understand and begin to find a way out of this darkness. Her watch told her she had been in her room for less than ten minutes. It already seemed half the night and yet she wanted only to be here in the slow time of her lair, humiliated, hurt, adrift, looking for a place she could neither see nor reach.


She had called him Robert in the French way. At first he had liked that; then he had come to hate it. Perhaps she ought to have dropped it sooner and not teased him. He did not like being teased but she liked the reaction it provoked and the animation of anger. She brooded on the portrait, looking for explanations, looking for comfort. The faint light enriched the painting, she thought. She looked at the dark window panes that needed to be cleaned. Beyond the window were slated rooftops and below it the garden adjoining other gardens, winter dead, sealed in the city of learning sunk now in sleep inside its beautiful and ancient walls of scholarship. Robert had involved her in that, too, with Jonathan, and a few American academics who threw around their ideas with a vigour that could make Natasha want to applaud. That group had gone out of her world now. Save for Jonathan, none of them had been seen since Robert had left her, without warning, just a note, a note, not even a letter.


She turned away from the portrait, put her face to the wall and huddled under the bedclothes, legs drawn up to try to squeeze out the misery by going back to unthinkingness, rocking herself slightly. There were no resources left. Misery was in every cell. Misery was her condition. It was beyond pointlessness now, even more than before. She wanted sleep. But even there, he would be waiting.


Joe walked quietly even though Don’s loud snoring signalled deep sleep. Odd it did not wake up Don himself, Joe thought: he had been disturbed awake by the dawn light through the open window and the snoring had made it impossible to go back to sleep. It was an entertaining noise, though perhaps just for a short time. Don lay splayed on his back, mouth gargoyle open, blond hair mussed over his forehead, somehow incongruous that he was snoring, too young to snore.


The drawing room was a mess and Joe was glad to tidy up, to earn his stay, take away the glasses and wash them, empty the heaped ashtrays, clean out the grate. He liked being in a room so uncramped: it emanated ease and quiet wealth.


‘Coffee?’ Don was in the kitchen. Joe had put on the kettle for tea but he complied.


‘Thanks, yes. Toast?’


‘Sure. You done all this?’ Don indicated the wine glasses washed and dried and set out neatly on the kitchen table. ‘That’s Northern British, isn’t it? Like your accent. Not really English at all.’


Joe was unaccountably nervous and he did not know whether to be flattered or piqued.


‘You guys are Celts,’ said Don, ‘so it isn’t your fault.’ He paused. ‘You have a nice smile.’ Joe felt it slide off his face. Don laughed and handed Joe the coffee. ‘Let’s go look at Ole Man River.’


They took the bus into Oxford at midday and Don insisted he came to see the poky, raffish Ruskin Art School tucked away in the back of the Ashmolean Museum. The American walked through the museum as if he owned it, Joe thought. He himself felt it was a waste not to examine some of the paintings and statues especially when he was with a real artist who could tell him about them, but Don ignored everything.


Don had produced Natasha’s address and after a pie and a pint in the Lamb and Flag, Joe went to her house which was just a few hundred yards away. He had known since he left her that he would seek her out; their loneliness was a mutual field of force. As he walked out into the grey, low-cloud winter afternoon, enjoying the bite of the cold, he sensed that she would be there waiting for him.


The shrill doorbell startled her awake but she would not go down. It would not be Robert and she wanted to see no one else. When she was sure the visitor had given up, she did go down – to the kitchen where there was food. They had asked her to give the house ‘a good clean’ while they were away and they would be back in two days. She would start after a cup of coffee. But after the coffee as she looked through the window it began to snow and the prettiness of it, the lingering flakes of white, the sweetness of the snow, the pure white life in those unstained innocent flakes made her cry and cry so hard she could do nothing until night came back.


Their daughter wanted to know more about Shelley. Joe could recite a few lines and recall some of the life, but it was how he looked that she wanted to know. ‘Hair swept back,’ he said, ‘far too long for the close-cropped male of post-war England and the style gave the poet a feminine look and Natasha’s hair was swept dashingly from her face in a similar manner. A broad high forehead. A strong nose, the “Bourbon nose” she was to call it. Face rather long and pale with a look of distinction in the slim lips and the eyes, just a little large, but so voluptuously and teasingly expressive. Even against the fire in silhouette, the candlelight had given me glimpses of the eyes and it was most likely,’ he said, ‘that it was what I saw there which would one day lead me to a life I could never have dreamed of.


‘But there were other photos from around that time,’ he said, ‘and sometimes she doesn’t look at all like Shelley. There’s none of that romantic brooding. She’s just smiling, so lovely, clear-eyed.’


He did not tell her that a disturbing dream had returned since he had begun to write, which had recurred often in his adolescence. In it he saw a dam which he had built across the river with other boys when he was seven or eight. In the field beside the dam a girl was buried, a girl he had somehow murdered, a girl he recognised. The field was always empty but he knew that one day they would arrive and dig her up.


Nor did he tell their daughter that he had sought out photographs recently as a preparation for this telling. They were in a drawer at the bottom of an old linen chest he used for storing finished work. He had not seen them for decades. There were packets of them. Some neatly labelled by Natasha, others not as neatly by himself. After just a few minutes, a look at the merest fraction, he had put them away. They were unbearable. Her look of such life.





CHAPTER TWO


He bought winter roses, deep red. Seven. The man in the market threw in the extra one for luck. The boy looked so spry, so clearly, eagerly, nervously on the gad. Joe walked through the near-empty, pre-term Oxford streets not sure whether it was better to hold the flowers down like a walking stick or up like an umbrella. He alternated. The deep red flowers were like a torch that late slate January afternoon, under the frozen busts which guarded the Sheldonian, past Trinity and Balliol, colleges now as familiar as Wigton pubs, names warm to him at last, in his final year. He turned to pass St Mary Magdalene’s of the incense and the chanting in Latin and then the Martyrs’ Memorial calm in stone where a few centuries ago red torches had burned men alive for their faith, and he headed for North Oxford and fabled dens of inimitable Oxford dons, including the two at whose house Natasha was the au pair. The Ashmolean was to his left, the Lamb and Flag pub, soon to be their favourite, to his right. On his rose-bearing journey to Natasha through the cold streets, he felt open, free, unencumbered.


His return to Wigton for the Christmas vacation had been undermined by sightings of Rachel. He decided to leave it early to come back to Oxford. To study for Finals was a good excuse, but there was also the tug of the thread of contact with Natasha from that first and only meeting. It had held through the cold break in the North and grown stronger in imagination. A phone call to Don had confirmed that Natasha was still in Oxford and had been ill over Christmas with ‘something like influenza, more a depression, I’d guess’. When he pressed the bell he put the flowers behind his back.


This did not deceive Julia, who smiled but did not comment. Her smile widened when she took in his outfit: he had bought himself a canvas jacket with a fake fur collar and a pair of light brown cords, thin-ribbed and tight.


‘He looks about sixteen,’ said Julia later in the drawing room to Matthew, who was almost through his annual Christmas read of the whole of Jane Austen. He did not look up. ‘Like one of those town boys one sees on Saturday nights on the way to the dance.’


‘And very nice too,’ said Matthew, his head determinedly bowed.


‘Oh, I agree. But for Natasha? Surely . . . ?’


‘He can’t be worse than Robert.’ Still steadily moving through the prose, he added with precise dismissive conviction, ‘Robert was a shit.’


‘I disagree,’ said Julia. ‘He was a predator like a lot of men of his type at his age. He wanted an affair and then he would move on, he is a sort of sexual nomad. It was quite obvious to me.’


‘From what I gather,’ Matthew uplifted his head for a moment or two, ‘he gave wholly the opposite impression to Natasha.’


‘She always expects too much,’ said Julia. ‘And she is an adult.’


‘I’ll stick,’ said Mattthew, ‘with shit.’ And his eyes returned to the pages of Sense and Sensibility.


Julia picked up her copy of Death on the Nile.


Her accent, like that of her husband, was careful, clear, academic in its exactness, eschewing ‘upper’ but espousing pure. They would have wanted the approval of Jane Austen. Julia looked the part, Joe was to think, as he got to know her, extremely pretty, plainly served, morally earthed, amused.


‘May I ask your name?’


‘Joe, Joseph, Joe. Richardson.’


‘I presume you are a friend of Natasha?’


‘Well . . . not really . . . We’ve met. Once . . .’


‘She’s at the top of the house, the room on the left. Come in.’ She stood aside. Joe blushed as he revealed the flowers. Noting this, Julia said, ‘What lovely roses. I’m sure she’ll approve.’ He was nodded through.


‘I noticed that Lady Chatterley was sticking out of the pocket of that dreadful jacket,’ she said. ‘Rather obvious.’


‘Or merely coincidental,’ said Matthew, and read on.


‘I’ve never been in an artist’s studio,’ said Joe.


The bed was unmade as he thought it should be. The floors were bare boards, quite right, and clothes were not in a cupboard but hung on a rail in full view. There were saucers used as ashtrays and paint brushes sticking out of coffee mugs. There were two old easy chairs, one of which looked very unreliable. The sink was stashed with unwashed dishes. The day was darkening and the light was on. The central bulb was bare. Best of all, Joe thought, was the easel, on which was a canvas barely begun. None of the paintings stacked around the easel or on the walls was framed and Joe was soon to be told that none of them was finished.


To Joe the room was exotic. There was even a sloping ceiling. And Natasha fitted the part; a black dressing gown, sloppily tied, no slippers, cigarette, trying to force the stalks of the seven roses into a hastily rinsed milk bottle. Three was the limit. She snapped the stalks off the remaining four and put them in a coffee mug next to the brushes against the bare window. The milk bottle went on the small table beside her bed, displacing the plate bearing the half-eaten sandwich. Joe had never seen flowers look so artistically arranged.


‘They look great,’ he said, ‘don’t they?’


Natasha drew the dressing gown around her as she sat down and turned on a small red-shaded lamp which stood on the floor. In the ruby light the studio, Joe thought, became a set.


‘Look,’ she said, pointing to the mug of amputated roses next to the window. ‘They transform the balance of the whole room.’ She turned. ‘And those three . . .’ She looked at the three blood-headed roses in the milk bottle, arrested, for a moment, by the fact of them. The velvet heads still upright, green stalks in clear water. She could understand why painters would want to capture them though still lifes were not for her. ‘Yet you think – they’re dying. Once they are cut they begin to die,’ she murmured.


The soft rosy light from the lamp had recaptured some of the silhouetted beauty he had nursed throughout his absence. When he had come into the room he had been rather thrown by her pallor, the sweat-flattened hair, the listlessness. Now that very evidence of illness, softened and made beguiling by the low seductive light, attracted him afresh, gave him an impetus of concern.


‘Don said you hadn’t been well.’


‘Did you see Don?’


‘No. I phoned him.’


‘You spent that night at Shillingford?’


‘Yes. He put me up. It was very good of him.’


Natasha smiled at the tone: so innocent. But did that mean it was to be believed? Joe felt the appraisal.


‘I like that,’ he said, pointing to the portrait of Robert. ‘I really like that.’ He fixed his gaze on the portrait, trying to squeeze as much out of it as he possibly could. Natasha glanced at him as he stood unawares, and caught her first glimpse of an energy and an intensity which had so comprehensively drained out of her.


‘He must be a friend,’ said Joe, and there was an intimation of jealousy. ‘A good friend?’


‘He was.’


Natasha went across to the bed and sat against a heap of dented pillows.


‘Not any more?’


She looked at him and for a moment or two everything was in the finest balance. She thought she might throw out this unfeeling stranger in his stupid jacket or just cry: but she could not impose that on him. The three roses stood between them.


‘There’s some wine in a bottle by the sink,’ she said, eventually, and Joe was relieved, though he did not know why. ‘Use teacups.’


He washed them carefully, delighted again, and sat on the armchair nearest the bed. They smoked. For some time Natasha said nothing. She had pulled up her knees and wrapped her arms around them, the motion of smoking being the only movement. She wished he would go away. Tiredness was pulling her into unconsciousness like a relentless undertow and she did not want to find the means to resist it.


Joe had felt a strong scent of danger when the portrait had been discussed. It was better to say nothing. It was as if Natasha had imposed on him a sudden glimmering of wisdom. Before this encounter he would have rushed to fill every void with words. Now he sensed that he scarcely existed for her and that realisation made him breathe softly, stay still, just stay. Staying was the best he could hope for.


She looked around for the saucer to offload the collapsing column of ash and noticed him.


‘Why did you come?’


‘Don said you hadn’t been very well.’


Why had Don not come? Or any of the others who were in Oxford over Christmas? But these were weary questions, not seeking an answer. She thought less of herself even for letting them crawl across her exhausted mind. She was truly glad they had not come. She wanted none of them. But this stranger who had walked in, why had he come? Was it not just naïf, unthinking, without a history? Or had she been made sentimental by the gift of the blood-headed winter roses?


‘Thank you for the roses,’ she said and in such a way that Joe stood up to leave.


He tried to think up a telling, witty last line, but blurted out,


‘It would be great to see you again. We could go to Wild Strawberries. Ingmar Bergman. I get two complimentary tickets because I review films for Cherwell – it’s the university newspaper. Same time tomorrow?’


He would spend some time throughout the rest of the evening burning with retrospective embarrassment, closely analysing those clumsy sentences and finding every single component wrong, wrong, wrong.


Natasha made a small gesture with the cigarette. Contempt? Tiredness? Certainly it said, ‘Please go.’


He closed the door quietly and though a burden was lifted from her when he left the room, there was also the faintest regret, for his openness, the excitement he tried to conceal with such limited success. That truly terrible jacket.


She took the flowers across to the bin beside the sink but then decided to keep them. Watch them die.


The smell of them brought no memories, filled her with no sweet sensation of that natural benediction which came from herbs and flowers. Freshly cut lavender was the only potion which could move her. There was that photograph of her mother holding a large bunch of lavender, smiling over her shoulder, dressed like the peasant women in Provence before the war. Natasha looked at it only rarely. It was too hard.


The sink was such a mess. She turned on the unreliable hot water tap, and looked around for washing-up powder. She had let the place go. As the water ran, she began to tidy up, slowly, moving like an old woman, prepared to quit at any time.


Much later, when she was brooding yet again on their beginnings, she came to believe that Joe’s first awkward visit may well have helped save her.





CHAPTER THREE


‘Just as shiny-faced,’ Julia reported, ‘and still that dreadful jacket.’


‘I must,’ said Matthew, who was preparing himself for Emma which he always kept until last, ‘catch a glimpse.’


‘You must. I have never seen such an appalling garment.’


‘I meant of him,’ said Matthew. ‘Dick?’


‘Joseph she calls him.’ Julia frowned. ‘Joe is much more appropriate.’


‘How would you defend that?’


‘You know perfectly well what I mean.’


Joe was relieved that Natasha’s room was tidier. The more he had thought on its bohemianism, and he had thought of their meeting constantly, the thinner the scruffy glamour had worn. Disorder excited him but only in small doses. There were still the unfinished canvases and the easel, the unorthodox wardrobe and what he had named ‘the forbidden portrait’. It was still properly artistic, he thought, a real studio, but no longer a mess. The bed was made. The seven roses were reunited, all shorn now, in a large jam jar beside the tubes of paint.


He had taken down the number on the phone in the hall on his way out the previous evening and called just before lunch to leave a message that he would be there at five. To be fair and give her the chance not to be there? Or pretend not to be there? Or be there? In those first days Joe had not much of a clue as to what he was doing or why. He was like a puppy dog in a wood, blundering after scents which might be dead, might not, just enough to keep it keen. He had small expectations.


Natasha noted that she was pleased to see him. For the company, for the gust of life that came through the door, for the smile which so openly liked her? It was a brief and superficial stroke of pleasure, like a flat stone merely skimming across the surface of a lake. Yet she was honest enough and so acutely attuned to her own depression to notice and to register this positive effect of his presence and be grateful.


‘Feeling better?’


She nodded, not wanting to disappoint him.


‘You look better.’


A long woven wine-coloured skirt bought in the market in Avignon, a clean white shirt open at the throat, a thick college scarf draped as a shawl, the lightest rub of lipstick, the pallor softened as her back was to the window.


‘Which college is that?’


Natasha looked at the scarf as if surprised to find it there. ‘Roland gave it to me,’ she said and shook her head.


‘Who’s Roland?’


‘You are nosy.’ The flickered smile only partly reassured him. She drew deeply on her cigarette and Joe reached for his own. She exhaled the smoke evenly, in perfect lines, Joe observed, like those sharp rays of light that shot down through a mass of cloud, staircases to heaven they had been called, staircases to her lips. He smiled more broadly, encouraged by the warmth which was in him, which came from the force of attention he was paying her, though from a distance, still circling.


‘Roland is the janitor at the college. He finds lost property in the museum and after a few months he gives it to us. Jonathan says that Roland gave him a packet of contraceptives just before Christmas. One had been used.’


Joe kept his mouth shut and blushed. In the Ashmolean Museum? Where?


‘I’ve got the tickets.’ He patted his jacket pocket, unsure why he needed the reinforcement of mime. ‘It starts at six-ten.’


‘Six-ten.’ She repeated the numbers mockingly, and waited.


‘We’ll miss the trailers.’


‘I see.’


‘Which I like. I like trailers . . . usually . . . Not always.’


‘Six-ten. Now it is five-fifty-two.’


She stood up and Joe’s heart leaped to see her stand, again silhouetted, this time against the window which brought in the last light from a dying winter sun. He saw that she was wearing leather boots.


‘You look like a Cossack,’ he said. ‘Have you read The Cossacks? I think it’s his best.’


‘You are funny,’ she said and Joe felt complimented by the first warmth in her tone.


In the cinema Natasha used the celluloid-lit darkness and the comfort of the thin audience to float, to be borne up above the pain, to let the images on the screen give her just enough of a drug to stir into the painkillers taken before Joe came, to numb the ravenous grief. Occasionally her attention would be caught by the adolescent girls in the elaborate white dresses of a distant time, and memories of photographs and of her own childhood would surface to remind her of past losses, missed chances of happiness; or the bewildered expression of the old professor would be transferred onto a recollection of her father and the world of the film would become a dream, welcomed because it eased the pressure of grief at what Robert had done. Without finding the opportunity to object, she was guided to a small restaurant that Joe and Roderick used occasionally. It was cheap but the crisp tablecloths were in a red and white checked pattern and she could see the place was well cleaned. The woman who served was Spanish. On the walls were the accoutrements of matadors and two posters of the Bull Ring in Seville. There was a guitar hanging next to the door to the kitchen. It was the most sophisticated and romantic restaurant that Joe knew.


Natasha’s sweet smile as she sat down at a corner table – the place was quite full but this table was produced like a special treat – confirmed to Joe that he had made the right choice. The waitress came and with a flourish she lit the thick red wax-dripped candle stuck in the dead bottle of Mateus rosè. She stood back, her native costume enlivened by the glow, and bowed her head slightly at Joe’s beam of applause.


‘Bravo!’ said Natasha, and the women held each other’s gaze for a moment and then, in a slightly different tone which appeased and convinced the waitress, ‘Truly: bravo,’ Natasha repeated and held out a cigarette to the candle, twirling it slowly in the yellow flame. An understanding had been reached.


After the paella – they had only one course and Natasha scarcely ate – and house red wine, two glasses for Joe, one for Natasha, he sat back proprietorially with coffee and a cigarette, glowing with hope.


‘My father teaches . . . like that old professor in the film.’


‘My father wanted to be a teacher,’ Joe said. ‘A village schoolmaster.’


It was as if she had not heard him.


‘He is ill now,’ she continued. ‘He has been made ill!’ The snap of the sentence alerted Joe to instant concern.


‘I’m sorry. What is it . . . ?’


She shook her head, chiding herself, not Joe. ‘The film you made with your friends. Was Ingmar Bergman your inspiration?’


‘It was a bit of a failure really,’ Joe murmured. Somehow – he could not work out why – she put a new and testing perspective on what he had done. He had hoped she had forgotten his nervous boasting on the way to the cinema. ‘We thought it was existentialist.’


‘What do you know about existentialism?’


‘English existentialism.’ He tried to grin. ‘We put jokes in. They didn’t come off.’


‘You should see your expression.’


Joe looked around as if for cover.


‘You are so disappointed. Like a little boy. About your film.’


‘That’s what I’m going to do,’ he said, provoked to boast but avoiding her mocking eyes. ‘I’ll make a film. I’ll do it one day. I’ll get the bill,’ he said and Natasha regretted her teasing.


‘We must share.’


‘No. My treat.’ Natasha reached out as if to restrain his arm from going to his wallet. ‘No. I’m flush.’ He looked around for the waitress.


‘She is in the kitchen,’ said Natasha. ‘It is not normal for a woman to be the waitress in a restaurant like this.’


‘She told me about that. Her husband’s a better cook, she said. And he never wanted to be a waiter. She likes doing it: she says she couldn’t do it in Spain, but I don’t know. They met in Seville when they were at school. They left because of Franco. She’s called Carmen – like the opera. That’s how she tells you – “I’m Carmen-like-the-opera-in-Seville.” She once said she was my Spanish mother!’


‘You know all about these people,’ Natasha said. ‘That is good.’


‘Well,’ Joe threw an explanation over his embarrassment, ‘Roderick and I have been here a few times.’


‘You make it sound like an excuse. Not everybody who comes here will be interested to know what you know. And you know much more. Don’t you? Why is that?’


‘My mother and father . . .’ He changed his mind and said no more.


As they were about to leave, Carmen came to the door with them. To Natasha she presented a small-faced white carnation. To Joe she said, most solemnly and in a stage whisper, with a possessive hand on his arm, ‘She is grand, Joseph . . .’ And looked deeply into his eyes.


Grand? Missing its Spanish meaning, Joe rather jibbed at the word. Grand was nowhere near right. They went out into the cold.


‘I can walk by myself from here.’


‘I’ll set you back.’


‘“Set” me?’


‘Take you.’


‘“Set” is better. But no. Please. And thank you for a lovely evening . . . Please.’


Suddenly she had to go. The front of manners fell away. Weariness engulfed her.


She left him and he watched her walking through the yellow pools of lamplight along the empty Oxford pavement, the clicking of her boots finally fading away and still he stood for some moments, relishing her absence.


He was confident that they would meet again: she had already become such an essential presence in his life. He would make it happen.


Over the next few days she would not see him.


‘I’m sorry,’ said Julia, ‘but she’s not at all well.’


All the more reason to see her, Joe thought, all the more reason to be with her.


‘I’ll take those up to her.’ Joe handed over the six red roses. ‘You’re very sweet.’


He did not want to be sweet but let it pass.


‘Will you tell her I’m asking after her?’


‘Of course.’


They stood as if they were on a vital narrow bridge challenging each other to see who would give way first. Noises of children from within the house settled the matter.


‘They’re back from their grandmother’s,’ said Julia. ‘Peace is at an end. I must fly.’


Although she shut the door gently, she had a twinge of conscience as if she were unfairly shutting it in his face. She was starting to like him although she thought him unsuitable.


‘He does seem devoted to you. I might even say obsessed,’ Julia said to Natasha as she picked up clothes and tidied up the room which had soon subsided into slovenliness. ‘He’s very sweet,’ and she added, with emphasis, ‘he’s becoming a limpet.’


Natasha looked at her and said, ‘Please keep the flowers. I can’t stand them.’ The little outing with Joe seemed to have accentuated and not eased the remorseless gnawing on her wound. The glint of light that evening had been extinguished minutes after she had left the restaurant and she found herself at once utterly consumed by her loss. She knew that Julia was being kind but she wanted Julia gone. She needed all the space around her to be empty to cope with these relentless surging tides of darkness.


‘I’m exhausted,’ said Julia. She and Matthew had come together to listen to the headlines of the news on the radio, to have a final (and in Julia’s case her first) drink of the day and to discuss what, as atheists, they liked to call their parish notices. ‘One doesn’t anticipate the au pair becoming more of a burden than the children she has been employed to help organise or the house she is supposed to keep clean.’


‘Natasha is not one of nature’s skivvies,’ said Matthew, taking care not to over-soda the whisky.


‘I appreciate that.’ Julia filled up her tumbler with a quantity of tap water guaranteed to drown the modest tot of scotch. The coal fire was low but still warm; the yellow side lamps threw cosy shadows across the well-proportioned room; the few paintings and the regiments of read books were a reassurance of arrival. Academic North Oxford was Julia’s Arcadia.


‘We are in loco parentis’, said Matthew, removing his spectacles to mark the end of another day’s hard reading.


‘Others did not think as we do.’ Julia had protected him from Natasha’s more lurid stories of a bleak life below stairs as au pair to other Oxford intellectuals of modest means who aspired to the pre-war luxury of servants through the cheap and exploited labour of young foreign girls ‘learning English’.


‘That makes it all the more incumbent on us,’ said Matthew.


‘Quite frankly I’m worried about her,’ said Julia. ‘She’s been in Oxford for ages. She won’t take any of the exams at the Ruskin. She shows no ambition and no sense of direction and the small sum she gets from her parents barely keeps her going.’


‘Her parents are a mystery,’ said Matthew. ‘Now and then there’s a sighting . . .’ He fished out what would be his last cigarette of the day. ‘And now there’s this new chap.’


‘He is much too young for her. Excuse me, I must go up and see her.’


Natasha was asleep. Julia looked at her for a while. She had no truck with any form of divination yet she stayed for some time and wished that by thought alone she could help and heal Natasha, and feared what might happen to the self-hugged, pallid, foetal figure so desperately asleep in the narrow bed.


The college library was open until midnight. Joe was making notes on an essay which he should have handed in the previous term. He had promised himself that after Christmas he would drop everything (save the film criticism) and work flat out for Finals. Exams were the point of being at Oxford, he told himself. That was what the scholarship was for. It was a matter of pride. It was a question of honour. To show them.


He had been asked to discuss the effect of the French Revolution on Ideology in British Politics. He was trying to make himself familiar with the principal characters for his essay. Already met in school were Hazlitt and Wordsworth. Now there were new heroes, Tom Paine and Charles James Fox, a new villain the younger Pitt, and the disturbance of Edmund Burke. What Joe really wanted to write was that it was a tragedy that revolutionary ideas did not flower in a Britain in which many of them had been seeded.


He had looked out a copy of The Prelude and found the passage in which the young Wordsworth and a pro-revolutionary officer had been walking in the countryside. They had come across a ‘hunger-bitten girl’ who ‘crept along’ leading a heifer.


. . . at the sight my Friend


In agitation said, ‘’Tis against that


Which we are fighting . . .’


When he had read that at school, Joe had immediately and passionately transferred the image to the lanes around his home town, an area still mired in Victorian rural poverty. He saw it where he was and that one image called out his most generous feelings every bit as much as the following lines served as a clarion call to arms.


I with him believed


Devoutly that a spirit was abroad


Which could not be withstood, that poverty,


At least like this, would in a little time


Be found no more, that we should see the earth


Unthwarted in her wish to recompense


The industrious, and the lowly Child of Toil . . .


He still felt the words as a song in his mind, as an anthem, even a creed.


Until he came into the arms of Oxford, he would have argued that to be the inheritor of the French Revolution which had blown up privilege and sanctified equality would be a far, far better thing than to be the subject of what in England at that time was still in style and social order a feudal system. But now he himself was privileged and a price was demanded and part of that was to see early views as naïf.


Head bowed over the desk he now argued for the superiority of English moderation despite the repressive acts which made it very like a tyranny.


Perhaps because his heart was not in it, his concentration was patchy. He had been at the desk for about three hours. He took a break for a breath of air and a cigarette and he strolled around the shadow-cloaked quad. In that cloistered darkness he felt a bliss of certainty and calm. Everything was so good. Thoughts of Natasha displaced scholarship. He was at the beginning of the adult adventure, in Oxford, fired up with life. He wanted to race around to make her see him, but he forced himself back into the library.


Over the past year he had fallen behind in his academic work and accepted that the duty of hard reading was waiting for him. Now was the time. What did the world have in store for someone from his common background, just another scholarship boy who had somehow managed to clamber aboard Oxford, if he failed the crucial final exams? What did acting and writing and making an existentialist film matter compared with Finals which could take him he could not define exactly where but on some safe and desirable path in this new world to which he had gained access. If he fell out of the race now – what waste! What shame! And what would there be to do?


Yet lash himself as much as he could, the taste for it, the love even, was diminished. Natasha was now his chief subject and study and her banishment of him was hard to bear. Every day’s rejection turned the screw tighter.


He scarcely knew her. He ought to pull himself together. It was the masculine approach, it was the sensible approach and it took him nowhere. She had made him realise the hunger of his loneliness.


He would not let her go. He had been caught and he had wanted to be caught. The tug grew more insistent the more he saw of her. He could not give up. And yet he would not have described what he felt as love, not yet, not like the ever-aching, carnal, lust-twinned love he had known for Rachel.


As he sat in the library with a few others equally roped to the oars as the final examinations reared up in an uncomfortably foreseeable future, thoughts of Natasha, vague, indistinct, but relentless, drew him further and further away from the effect of the French Revolution on Ideology in British Politics or other tasks in waiting: the influence of Aristotle and Plato on the Italian Renaissance, or the tragedy of Dido in The Aeneid, Book Four, which luckily he had studied at school and learned chunks of by heart. After less than an hour he surrendered, closed the books and left them there for the morning. They could not, as so recently they had done, take over his life, or not now, which ought to have been disturbing. Yet as he walked through the perfect Jacobean college quadrangle, there was elation, and an undefined freedom.


It was about a mile and a half to his digs out of the centre of the city along the Marston Road. He enjoyed the night walk in the frosty air. He liked the thought that he was the only human being walking down the curving lane of Holywell, imagining himself a Jude the Obscure, barred, bricked, out walking alongside the high wall of Magdalen College, picturing the herd of college deer asleep in its silvery park. He loved to see the running of the deer. He was the sole traveller to pass the mediaeval, singing tower on the bridge and he stood there a while looking down on the water, somewhere between striking a pose and relishing the solitary present.


Then he was out of the enchantment of the university and into the swathes of semi-detached houses which shored up the city, home of legendary Oxford landladies like his own, Mrs Harries, who had told Roderick and himself on their arrival that she would ‘brook no nonsense’.


Walking often lifted his mood. There was a settlement inside himself which came from steady solitary walking, a physical clarification that could exercise its way to an experience of happiness, a rhythm which could reach into a reservoir of calm. It encouraged thought. He could understand why Wordsworth liked to compose his poems while he was walking, the beat of the heart, the breath of the stride, the beat of the line.


By the time he put the latchkey in Mrs Harries’s lock his anxiety was dissipated. He would find a way to meet Natasha again. Whatever she did, he would not let her go.





CHAPTER FOUR


Their daughter wanted to know precisely when they had fallen in love. Joe wanted to find a dramatic moment. Something wild and romantic, to smile over and cherish, a gift to one who had suffered so much, a light in the dark inheritance. Most of all she needed something to smile over, to remember fondly, to see her parents as young, younger than she was now, in Oxford as she was, wonderfully in love then, everything finally worth it because of that. Joe was tempted. Julia had later described what he did in those early days as ‘a siege’ and been quite funny about his brazen dogged unsnubbable visits, sometimes two, even three times a day. But that was not enough; that did not deliver what his daughter needed. Roderick could tell funny stories about covering for Joe when, as the love affair developed, he failed to turn up at his digs and Mrs Harries went ‘madly puritanical’; but that was later. It was the beginning she longed to know about, the seed of it, as if so much that was to happen would be understood and could be forgiven if only their beginning could be claimed as pure and marvellous.


He would retell the story of first seeing her beside the fire. He would tell of his first visit to her mother’s ‘artist’s studio’ and elaborate on its garret bohemianism, its thrilling resemblance to the studio of Modigliani which he’d seen in a French film. He would describe the first meal and even point out the little Spanish restaurant. But falling in love had happened without Joe recognising it. Perhaps he was still nervous after Rachel. Perhaps he wanted it so much that he dare not look it fully in the face. Or he took his cue from Natasha, who was distant in those early weeks, as if seeing him short-sightedly.


It was Natasha who controlled those days. Joe sensed that to crash in would be to destroy whatever small connection had been made. She was so far away from him. Her eyes were sometimes kind, sometimes teasing, but mostly they were clouded in concentration on herself, straining to combat and vanquish the reality of her abandoned state. They were eyes that wanted no one to look at them because they feared the pain would be too clear and too shameful. Only later did he realise that he had seen her always in those early weeks through a veil of pain. They were eyes that could seem to want to be closed in peace and for ever and whose expression, when Joe did catch it unawares, sliced to his heart.


He had to wait some time until he knew for certain they were in love, he said, because of your mother. It was not the beginning that mattered. But she would not be deterred and he did his best. He could joke that this older, more distinguished and experienced Frenchwoman of a mixed European ancestry simply did not recognise the obstinate country courtesy of the Northern grammar-school arriviste. There was even some pleasure to be had as Joe played up the story of the rustic lump and the courtly lady and there was a truth there. But he knew it was a waste of time to look for truth in the beginning.


Many years later he made a radio programme called Not One Truth. There was religious truth through divine Revelation, the truth in the genes, Galileo’s truth that the book of the universe was written in the language of mathematics, the truth of the historical method, Keats’s ‘Beauty is truth, truth beauty’, truth as relative, as analysis, as physics, as reason, as fiction and finally as unknowable. The routes to private truth were no less numerous. Yet a single answer was always longed for by those, like their daughter, who thought all life would be made understandable if only they could see and hold the one key.


The start of the love that came to lock together Natasha and Joe in a dance of life and then of death had to come from her. Joe was willing. At that stage in his life Joe was longing to fall in love, it was a condition that had recurred after Rachel and more than likely it was the lack of response from Natasha in those first weeks, her very emptiness, which spurred him on and gave him courage. Had there been resistance perhaps he would have fallen away quite soon as he had done during the past year on his few tentative forays back into the ring.


What he tried to tell their daughter was that Natasha had no wiles, she had no agenda, she had no English baggage of ‘placing’ him. When she gave him her attention she possibly saw a rather blurred young Englishman who had loomed out of an undergraduate Oxford she scarcely knew, and certainly not in young men such as Joe. There was from her no categorisation after the English fashion. In that undemanding ambience, Joe’s confidence grew.


‘What did Mum think of you when she first met you?’ He had an answer to that yearning question only years later and even then he was sure that he knew it only in part. ‘Not much, at first,’ he said. ‘She thought of me very little at first and in the landscape of her mind I was way in the background, I was that small figure in the far distance only there to prove a point about perspective. I don’t know if she thought of me at all then.’


From the beginning, Joe was eager to spend his energy on her as recklessly as a rich suitor lavishes gifts, but it was better than that, Natasha thought, because he did not give any signal she could recognise of looking for a reward. Now and then he attempted a kiss but proved too shy. Once or twice she caught him looking at the bed with a cautious hope, easily deflected. What he seemed to want was to look after her. Her only previous experience of that was deep in the unwanted past, two loving friends of her mother, ages ago in Provence.


But this was different. He was younger than her, she felt safe in that, as if the age gap was a sure layer of security, enabling her to control him, and yet he as it were ‘mothered’ her. Even fussed over her. He took her to London to see West Side Story, recommended by James, a friend, a classical scholar who had become bored with Classics and left the university more than a year ago. They had continued to keep in contact. He bought the train tickets, pre-planned the day in some detail, went to a small Italian restaurant in Hampstead (also recommended by James, who lived there), clucked over their poor seats in the half-empty matinée and stealthily stole to better seats after ten minutes or so, using the pretending-to-go-to-the-Gents’ manoeuvre. He even asked her if she ought not to be wearing a coat in this weather! She did not have a coat. She only just prevented him from buying some hideous garment in the January sales. She insisted on the adequacy of her old black leather jacket and soon he took a liking to it. Very gradually his attentions, for they could be chastely and rather formally described in that word, began to touch feelings in her she had thought dead.


‘Your mother trusted me, I think,’ Joe said to their daughter, ‘that was the heart of it. And she was right.’ He paused and sought to engage with the look in his daughter’s, her mother’s, eyes. ‘And she was wrong.’


Joe introduced them with pride.


‘David Green – David knows everything about who’s who in Oxford; Natasha Prévost.’ He had described her to David at length one evening in David’s enviable Georgian rooms in St John’s Street.


Joe had chosen the bar of the Randolph which David liked and which for Natasha was conveniently across the road from the Ashmolean. To Joe it suppurated exclusivity and made him uncomfortable but his determination was that David and Natasha know and like each other and if it had to be the bar of the Randolph then that was the price. It was not part of his experience, a clubby male bar casually crowded with the latest inheritors of Brideshead, informal in expensive sports jackets, cravats and cavalry twill trousers.


David watched him go across to the bar with what Natasha construed as a possessive amusement.


‘He is your marionette?’ said Natasha.


‘He is yours,’ said David.


She liked his boldness. David Green was rather large, constantly in movement as if physically uneasy but the movements seemed choreographed; his hair black and long, his face generous and expressive, mouth thin, vivid, rate of speech rapid, emphatic, punctuated by giggles which Natasha came to delight in.


‘Let me say this at once,’ said David, ‘while Joe’s at the bar (I know you prefer Joseph). He described you perfectly but what I had not been prepared for was a certain hauteur which makes you rather nearer my class than his although I do know they order things differently in la France.’ He pronounced ‘la France’ in the French way.


Natasha was yet some time away from being fond of David and he had moved too fast on a first encounter.


‘Je m’excuse, mais in France we do not fly to conclusions with so little proof.’


‘Ah! La logique française.’


‘Non. Good manners, anglais.’


‘Touché.’


‘Joseph is very fond of you.’ Natasha looked at him steadily. ‘He is not difficult to impress.’


‘His unguardedness, which I love, and his defencelessness may be a little more seductive than you imagine.’


‘Seductive? I don’t think so.’


‘I am probably wrong. I’m told I make rather a habit of it.’


‘Told?’


‘People!’ He waved his hand at the early evening crowd in the bar. ‘Critics.’


‘Are you on the stage?’


‘Ah!’ said David, relieved at Joe’s arrival. ‘The drinks.’ For Natasha and himself halves of bitter, for David a cocktail.


David sipped at the cocktail almost distastefully. Joe was to realise that David did not really enjoy drinking and his aim was to avoid being an outsider by imbibing steadily but as little as possible. As he sipped, an action which necessarily gave him pause, his eyes swivelled around the room and lit up at several recognitions which his eyebrows and the ends of his otherwise occupied lips acknowledged; the manoeuvre was done with some speed so as not to appear rude but it was clear to Natasha that there was a greed or more like a need for it and that softened her towards this otherwise swashbucklingly dominant figure.


‘You’ve caught me out,’ David said, reading into her glance. ‘My little weakness.’


‘You enjoy it,’ said Natasha.


‘That’s the only point in having a weakness.’


Natasha nodded in recognition at the effort that David was making.


‘He was a star, you know,’ David said, waving both hands as if he were about to transform Joe into a Hollywood icon. ‘They made a film and Joe wandered around looking significant although we could never quite fathom what he was being significant about.’


‘Alienation,’ said Joe, promptly, quite enjoying the role into which David had cast him.


‘Much better if it had been about class, and your exile from your class,’ said David. ‘Alienation is far too European and middle class for you. Joseph and I went on the Ban the Bomb march together last Easter,’ he said to Natasha, ‘with the jazz bands and Bertrand Russell, with vicars and MPs and playwrights, all very English, very village English, like a garden fete, and the conversation among the undergraduates in the evenings would often revolve around this word “alienation”. I thought they should stick to class. Now there’s a subject.’


‘You see yourself as his guide, don’t you?’


‘I,’ said David, giggling, ‘am his Virgil, guiding him through the Oxford circles of hell.’


‘This is a very boyish hell, David.’


‘So it seems this evening. You should see them scent blood and bay at the sound of breaking glass – Evelyn Waugh is reliable on that.’ He paused. ‘Let me tell you something.’ Another mite of a sip and a rapid smile from those long curvaceous lips and he leaned forward, voice guarded. ‘In my first week here at Oxford, four of us met in my rooms for tea. We had never met before. Each of us had been to a different public school. In less than an hour we discovered that we knew about sixty people in common – in their case often sisters and cousins but in all our cases friends we’d met through school chums or at London parties or wherever. It’s a caste . . . England is a hierarchy of courts and clubs and this handsome cadre may be tolerant and amused by the Joes of this world but, as a group, they do not rate or like or understand his world. Individuals can be an exception, of course.’ His smile melted Natasha’s resistance. ‘But Joe’s background is very foreign, slightly threatening, coarse, and less attractive than, say, that of any roughneck from the old colonies. He is, unfortunately for them, English, and being at Oxford theoretically one of “them” but he is clearly not, until he converts and adopts their religion, but even then . . .’


‘Why should Joseph need a guide to that?’ Natasha asked. ‘And how can it matter? Class is of no importance in the real world.’


‘Of course you are right,’ he said, and changed the subject.


Soon David left, all but danced away, full of beaming affection for both of them, his drink barely touched, on his way to the first of three parties that evening. Natasha and Joe soon followed. She too had scarcely touched her drink.


Natasha had to be back by seven to babysit the three Stevens children; Joe went to eat in college.


When he came back the children were headed for bed. The boys were aged eight and six, the girl four. Joe’s contribution was to romp with them and make them too excited to want to go to bed. Natasha sent him down to the kitchen, with which he was now quite familiar. He made a pot of tea and read more of Justine while he waited.


‘David’s great, isn’t he? And it doesn’t show but he knows a heck of a lot.’


Natasha was drawn in. Joe could sense it. He sat as still and alert as a hare, all but trembling at this particle of slight but crucial development. She offered him a cigarette and let him offer her a light.


‘I think he is a good man,’ she said, exhaling the perfectly even column he could never quite match. ‘But . . . horribly nervous.’ Which is why I can trust him, she thought.


‘Nervous?’ Joe shook his head, plunged in. ‘David Green goes to more parties than anybody else in Oxford according to Parson’s Pleasure. They poke fun at him sometimes.’


‘He needs those parties,’ Natasha said. ‘He likes you.’


‘I like him. He got me the job on Cherwell. We met at the party after the film preview and he asked me back to his rooms. We talked until about five o’clock in the morning. About everything. He says he talked about the Old Guard and I talked about the New Wave! He asked me if I wanted to be the film critic for Cherwell, I said if he thought I could do it, and that was that! He’s in with everybody.’


‘Is he?’ Natasha kept her tone neutral. ‘I like him,’ she said.


‘That’s great! I could see he liked you. He’s the first of my friends you’ve met. They’ve all been yours so far. And I bet you’ll like Roderick and Bob as well.’


‘Are you making me part of a family, Joseph?’


‘Why not?’


His cocky look was flirtatious and Natasha felt as if she had been touched gently on the cheek. For the first time Joe felt that he was more than just attendant on her.


‘You have kind eyes,’ she said. The compliment disconcerted him. For a moment he did not know where to look. He was not used to it. He could rarely if ever remember his mother paying him a direct compliment. Yet there was a subversive feeling of pleasure. What if she were right?


He knew he ought to return the compliment and he wanted to but it was too difficult. She had the loveliest smile he had ever seen.


‘You told David a lot about yourself that night in his rooms.’


‘Yes.’ About Rachel, of course. And the pub he had grown up in. His parents. The small town of Wigton. His friends back home. His ambition to make films. Much of which he had repeated over the past weeks to Natasha.


‘He would want to know everything about you,’ Natasha said, quietly, ‘I can see that.’


‘He talked to me about himself as well,’ said Joe, ‘it wasn’t just one-sided.’


Natasha waited. Joe was a little reluctant. Had it been confidential? But then, nothing should be kept secret from Natasha.


‘One thing that will surprise you,’ he said, dropping his voice. ‘He isn’t really English. His father is German, was German, was killed in the war but before that he got his mother and David out, because she’s Jewish. They have well-off relatives over here and they pay for his education.’


Natasha took another cigarette.


‘Poor boy. German father. Jewish mother. English public school. And now, Oxford.’


‘He did say he was got at a bit. But he joked about it.’


‘I see. So he is taking his revenge now, in a most intelligent and very risky manner.’ She laughed to herself. ‘I like David. He is daring them.’


A few days afterwards, in the mid-afternoon, when the children were being taught at their respective schools and Matthew and Julia were doing research at their respective colleges, they made love. It took Joe by surprise.


In fact, when it became clear that Natasha would go to bed with him Joe panicked. He went downstairs to the lavatory where he tried unsuccessfully to pee. Back upstairs he suggested a glass of wine ‘Before . . . before . . .’ Natasha poured half a teacup for him which he knocked off like beer. He was too nervous to notice her mood, too fearful of fatal failure, consumed wholly by the desperate hope that it would be big enough, that he could last long enough and she would not laugh or be disappointed and leave him. What he had been male-groomed to think he wanted most about a relationship he now wanted least. She stripped, without coquetry, and slid into the rickety bed. Joe tugged at buttons, cursed socks, hesitated at underpants. She was French. She was an artist. She was unknown.


It was impossible to talk to their daughter about any of that, out of which, a few years later, she was created. Memories of their early frequent love-making came back unsummoned. They seemed so innocent; too innocent, it was to prove. It was an innocence that stoppered curiosity, baulked at unfettered sensuality, left questions, over time, to fester. But for now, for some years, it was enough, it was the physical seal, and it was sweet and loving.


Joseph was to be trusted, she told herself. He was like one of the village boys she had played with in La Rotonde, the brother of Martine her best friend, an open-faced, cheeky, sure-grounded boy, guileless, she thought.


Joseph would not harm her.


Robert had to be annulled. All he had done and not done had to become the past in her body as she so longed for it to be in her mind. She had to be brave: and to be brave, again, as his urgent but boyish love-making threatened comparisons with Robert. Yet, she thought, Joseph would carry no danger, Joseph could be controlled.


That night, after he had gone, that first night, Natasha felt the possible dawning of a new life. She lay in her room in the dark and, unusually, turned on the radio, found a performance of Fidelio and let herself be dissolved into it.


Joe skimmed the ground as he went back to Mrs Harries’s. He had not realised the burden of the emptiness. Natasha gave him everything and he felt almost mad with it. He would move in with her. They would never be parted. There was a new world now, a world fulfilled and for ever with Natasha.


Natasha stood in her black dressing gown at the window. Her feet grew colder on the bare floorboards. Darkness outside, darkness in the room, afloat on the genius of Beethoven. She smoked and peered intently through the glass, seeking to order her thoughts and feelings and take on this tide of energy which Joseph brought to her. This love, this new beginning which would not be denied.





CHAPTER FIVE


Jonathan came into Natasha’s room like a man condemned.


Joe was there. He had become a fixture after their first coupling. For Joe such love and sex meant marriage and despite the moral straitjacket of Oxford, England in 1961, he had decided a semblance of that could start now. Matthew and Julia had become resigned to the rattle of the rickety bed late at night, followed by Joe thundering down the stairs to race back to his digs. ‘There are several reasons why I ought to disapprove, but I find that I don’t,’ said Matthew.


‘Natasha is almost normal and occasionally even cheerful, which is a miracle,’ Julia said, ‘so what can one say? You can smell it on them.’


Jonathan too was to report that he could ‘smell it on them’. He thought of waiting until Joe left but soon realised that Joe would never leave him alone with Natasha.


He would accept nothing to drink.


Natasha and Joe looked at him expectantly.


‘I come bearing a message,’ he said, slowly, eventually, reluctantly.


They waited.


‘A friend,’ he looked at Natasha pleadingly, then at Joe without success, then at the ceiling. ‘A mutual friend of ours – that is Natasha’s and mine – is back from abroad and would like,’ one final pause, one more moment in which the bad news was not yet delivered, ‘to see you . . . Tomorrow . . . For a drink . . . In the White Horse . . . At one.’


Natasha went still. Joe tried to read her expression but failed. She wanted both of them to go. The news came as an act of aggression. Now that she and Joe were lovers she had begun to believe the affair with Robert was buried, or at least beginning to retreat from her present mind and move into the past, be anaesthetised, to be coped with. But how could it be? It roared back through her. She made such a taxing effort to reveal nothing of the turbulence of her feelings in front of the two men that she felt dizzy with the strain of it.


‘Natasha?’ Joe’s voice came from far away. She could not open her mouth to reply in case a cry came out of it and she did not want him to hear that. She just wanted both of them to go away.


‘I’ll leave.’ Jonathan heaved himself slowly to his feet. ‘Don’t shoot the messenger. I told him to phone but he point blank refused. He said that either Julia or Matthew would answer and they were not reliable. He said something more colourful than that but “not reliable” covers the case.’


He went out in silence and his deliberate tread on the stairs accentuated their own continuing dumbness.


Joe’s gaze sought out the portrait of Robert. ‘You don’t have to go,’ he said.


She did. She had to go whatever the consequences.


‘I shall just see him this last time,’ she said.


‘Not if you don’t want to.’


Natasha looked at him with such complexity in her expression that Joe stepped back. He felt hit in the solar plexus by this. From somewhere, though, from stubbornness and the certainty and power of happiness, he recovered. ‘You meet him at one. I’ll turn up at two.’


Again she looked and this time Joe knew she was pleading with him and he knew he ought to give in and make it easier for her, but he stood his ground.


Robert looked older than his portrait, darker and more thickset. Joe had not anticipated that. It made sense of course – he had been a GI and put in military service like so many of Joe’s contemporaries, an experience he regretted that he had missed. There was something else, Joe thought; a worldliness, the feeling that if he had not done it all, he had done a good deal of it and from the way he gave the once-over to Joe, he knew a greenhorn when he saw one. Natasha introduced them, without apparent emotion.


Natasha was dressed in the Cossack style Joe most admired. There was a Paisley neckerchief and a broad silver-looking bangle on her wrist and her face was without pallor – from her time with Joe? From this reunion? Her beauty winded him. He pulled up a chair in the quiet corner of the pub Robert had chosen.


As Robert had just returned from Spain Joe had thought he might crash in with Orwell on the Civil War or Picasso’s Spanish influences or was he for or against bullfighting. As Robert was an American Joe had thought he might ask him about the new young President Kennedy or the Arms Race. As Robert was an artist he had thought to ask his opinion of Van Gogh or Pop Art. He had also rehearsed other options. None now seemed appropriate. That the two people before him had been physically locked together was something he had to block out. This man was a visitor, maybe a guest, just passing through.


‘Natasha tells me you’re a film critic.’


‘Where do you come from?’


‘The South.’


‘I thought so. Gone with the Wind. It’s a great accent. Tennessee Williams.’


‘And what’s your accent?’


‘I’m from the North.’


Robert nodded, uninterested.


‘Well now. We got each other just about taped. I’m a Southerner. You’re a Northerner. You English get an accent and that’s all you need. Right?’


‘Not really. Not always. Not necessarily. There is something in what you say.’


‘I’m relieved to hear it.’


Joe laughed. The drawl was so attractive. So was Robert, he conceded. The black leather flying jacket was glamorous and indicated a style and experience way beyond Joe’s reach. His thick black hair was too long by the Oxford undergraduate standards adopted by Joe, who had come to the university sporting just such a rock and roll cut. A fear of nonconformity had led him to be shorn. He liked the way Robert looked. Robert, he thought, would court nonconformity.


‘Try one of these?’


Robert offered Joe a Camel cigarette. He lit an extra one in his own mouth for Natasha and passed it over to her. Joe’s stomach clenched and he tried not to look as she put it in her mouth. The shock of fury and jealousy wiped out all sympathy.


‘How long will you be here?’


‘Now that depends.’


On what? Too obvious.


‘Did you do much work in Spain?’


‘That depends on what you call work.’


Joe’s temper was unsuccessfully bridled.


‘I would have thought it was obvious enough. Work’s work, isn’t it?’


‘Depends again.’


One more ‘depends’, Joe thought, and I’ll be allowed to blow up.


‘You mean work doesn’t necessarily need to have an end product. I see,’ Joe said. ‘You can think, or just dream, I suppose, if you’re an artist. That can count.’


‘On the button.’


The patronising tone was like a jab to the jaw. Joe came back.


‘What sort of art do you do?’


‘You could call it a kind of Abstract Expressionism.’


‘But what do you call it?’


Natasha laughed, a small, quiet laugh, but unmistakably a laugh which to Joe sounded like applause.


Robert looked at Joe as if he were about to hit him.


‘Natasha and I were engaged in a private conversation.’


Joe stubbed out the Camel and took out one of his own.


‘What I am saying, Joe, is why don’t you just hurry along and leave us be?’


‘Why don’t you?’


Robert had trouble keeping calm. Joe leaned back a little; out of range, he hoped.


‘What about tonight?’ Robert said to Natasha, deliberately cutting Joe out.


‘Tonight,’ said Joe, ‘we’re going to see the new Fellini at La Scala.’


‘We could have a meal together,’ said Robert, looking intently at Natasha.


‘I’ve got the tickets,’ said Joe, ‘and booked a restaurant for afterwards. Spanish.’


Robert turned slowly and said with measured sweetness,


‘Why don’t you just fuck off, sonny boy?’


That was the uppercut. Joe was unprepared for it. What did you do when somebody told you to fuck off? In Wigton you would be expected to fight. But in Oxford? And with an American?


‘I have to go,’ said Natasha. She stood up as she spoke the words and held out her hand to Joe.


For a moment he could not believe he had been chosen. Then he too stood. Should he say something? Surely he had to say something after being sworn at.


‘I’m late,’ Natasha said to Joe and her hand drew him away.


This time it was Robert who laughed.


Later Joe thought of the many cutting, devastating comments he could have made. Sentences that would kill. But he had said and done nothing.


Natasha scarcely spoke as they went back to the empty afternoon house where she sped upstairs, took off her clothes and made love to Joe more furiously, more fiercely than she had ever done before, murmuring ‘Joseph’ which profoundly moved and inflamed him.


They sat back against the pillows for some time in silence, a blanket shielding them against the cold which was mitigated only slightly by the two-bar electric fire. They were in a sweat of satisfaction.


‘Do you think I was a coward?’


‘I thought it was bold of you to come to the pub.’


‘Did you?’ Joe was relieved.


His simple-seeming question sought out more comfort.


‘Yes.’ She looked around for the saucer and found a resting place for her ash on a heap of butts.


Joe waited in vain for more. He was reluctant but determined to face up to his failure. ‘When he told me to fuck off. Shouldn’t I have hit him?’


‘Why should you do that?’


‘I don’t know. But I felt as if I should. And,’ he pushed on, ‘when I didn’t, I felt that I’d been a coward.’ Further. ‘I’ve been a coward before, so I recognise it.’


‘Oh, Joseph!’ Natasha leaned across and kissed him on the cheek; the blanket slid down and he saw her breasts. ‘You are not a Sicilian. My honour was not at stake. Nor was yours.’


‘But it felt like that. And I just walked away.’


‘It was I who walked away. You came with me.’


‘That’s even worse.’


He spoke so gloomily. Natasha was moved by him as she had never been. She stubbed out her cigarette, did the same with his, and eventually, more quietly, they made love again. When they had finished, Natasha held onto him, her own courage strengthened. Both his strength and his weakness could nourish her; already she saw, valued and loved that.


‘He is a cruel man,’ she said.


Her face rested against his throat. She did not want to look at him while she said what now must be said whatever the consequences. The sentence put Joe on alert. If Robert was a ‘cruel man’, why had she gone with him? Why had she done that fine painting of him? Surely a work like that had to come out of deep feeling. Didn’t all great art? Why had she insisted she had to meet him?


‘At first I didn’t realise he was cruel.’


Joe tried not to get tense. This was fair enough. He had told her about Rachel. Somehow he had to keep Robert out of this bed, this room, see him as a figure in her story only.


She had to risk telling him. He was serious and deserved the truth.


‘I ought to have told you sooner,’ she began, ‘but I thought Robert was gone for ever . . . Perhaps it would have made you less . . . determined . . .’ She paused and it was as if every pore in her body was sensitised to the slightest tremor of retreat on his part: none came. She concentrated and tried to speak evenly.


Robert, she said, had pursued her for more than a year. Or, she thought he had. There had been other women; his friends said that he treated the women in the Ruskin School of Art like his personal harem. But Natasha had kept her distance, partly to show that she was not a member of the harem and partly because she knew that she must not trust him.


But he had ‘captured’ her: the word was emphasised. She wanted to live with him, he said he wanted to travel the world with her. He would be her twin soul in the pure pursuit of painting. She fell under his spell.


He began to neglect her. That was bad enough. Then he told her, with increasing bluntness, that she was not sufficiently passionate as a lover. She discovered that he told others this too. He further humiliated her by publicly turning his attention to a young English rose who had drifted into the Ruskin from a finishing school in Florence. There had been a scene after a life class where he had told her, loudly, in front of their friends that she had to leave him alone. Finally, she said, very quietly, there had been her attempts to win him back, even pleading with him. He had gone to Europe, to get away from her, he said, although she did not wholly believe that.


She did not tell Joseph about the still-unhealed wound of failure nor of the scarcely bearable pain of that rupture. It was, in any case, impossible to describe. That a separation could cause such insistent physical agony . . . that it could go on, and on, through the day, through the night, a malign infection occupying every moment, crushing her with the awareness of her own failure, leaving her with a weight of misery and loss she thought that she would never be able to shift. Nor had she been able to do so – until she met Joseph. He dissolved in a pride of love for her when she said that: to be of such importance in her life, to be of such use.


‘When you met him, I knew if I walked away with you, he had lost his power over me. You have freed me from him.’


And then she fell silent, fearing that his love for her might now be fatally impaired by the confession, fearing it the more because this young foreign implacable suitor had become so swiftly the keystone in the building of her new life.


Joe let a silence help him absorb both her story and what he could breathe in like air itself, her continuing distress. He felt that he had been admitted to the deepest and most private corner of her soul. He could feel what it had cost her to make that confession and the love that was growing for her was now steeled with an all but worshipping admiration. Insofar as the confession could be uttered in a neutral manner, it had been. There was no sobbing, no self-pity. She had offered him the freedom to walk away.


Pity, engulfing pity was what Joe felt. But responsibility as well. She had put herself in his hands and that was a sort of real love, wasn’t it?


And as for the pain of it, he felt it pass into him from her, he felt some of the weight of it light on him and he was glad. It more strongly bound them, that he could bear some of her pain. In those moments the love which had grown in the vague blind ways of inexperience and impatience, as much in the fear of not succeeding as by the usual rules of desire, took on the possibility of a new dimension, of sharing pain and truth and of being open to the understanding of what was most intimate and perilous about the nature of someone else.


Joe lay there after her challenge, her confession, and wave upon wave of warm feelings swept through his body and his mind with a certainty of exhilaration twin to the surge of sexual fulfilment. If he knew anything at all in this tidal rush then he knew he would never leave her, nor she him.





CHAPTER SIX


‘I think you may prove to be very lucky,’ David said. ‘She’ll lever you away from that charming but clinging background of yours and set you free. I see you as a pair of refugees, exiled from your own countries, out to find a new life. I’m rather pleased with that!’ He giggled and his brief intense look as always made Joe feel uniquely appreciated.


They were in the Cadena, fashionable with the artistic and intellectual crowd, taking mid-morning coffee and biscuits which David, plumping out, ate instantly. Joe sat back. David cast some sort of spell on him; in his company he felt cradled.


‘May I?’ He took one of Joe’s biscuits, swept his eyes around the room, ceaseless searchlights, spotting and docking, and then returned his gaze to someone who, for a short time, would be his plasticine. But also someone he respected, puzzled over, wanted to befriend. ‘Not that there’s anything intrinsically wrong with your clinging background,’ he spoke through the biscuit, ‘on the contrary,’ a wistful smile, ‘everything you tell me about it makes it sound enviably desirable but you have to let it go now or you’ll end up going back there as an outsider, a schoolteacher or something, very nice too, but I think you can do something other, not better, “other”. To me Natasha proves it. Your interest in her, to use an anaemic word for the PASSION of it!’ a sudden loud ear-catching laugh, ‘is telling you what I am telling you. She won’t let you go back.’


Joe laughed. It was such rubbish. He loved David’s company. For a moment he was tempted to tell him that the clinging background was the setting for two recently written short stories, which had driven him straight back to his childhood in that far Northern town so exotic to David, so magnetic to Joe. But the writing had to be kept secret . . .


A few days later, Roderick and Bob, friends he had met in his first week in Oxford, were introduced to Natasha, also in the Cadena. She had heard much about them from Joseph: Roderick, who, like Joe, was reading History, was from an army family, lean-jawed, square-shouldered, in all things brisk, very like the heroes in Joe’s boyhood books on public schools. Bob more languid, owlish, the swotty boy who surprised them all in those school yarns which had been magical kingdoms to Joe. Bob was a zoologist and a fanatical fisherman. Both, Natasha noticed, appeared more relaxed and self-possessed than Joseph but clearly all three were fond of each other in that understated English way she liked.


Afterwards, they were unreservedly complimentary. Nor in private did their opinion veer from this.


‘They’re so different, it makes a kind of sense,’ Roderick said as he and Bob killed the final hour of the morning in the King’s Arms. ‘I must say I feel rather responsible – hauling him off to that Christmas party.’


‘She is,’ said Bob, his hesitation down to a scientist’s care with fresh evidence, ‘both delightful and very intelligent. Not, I suspect, a common combination. Half of bitter?’


‘She is,’ said Roderick, when Bob returned from the bar, ‘somewhat older.’


‘Possibly a touch more than somewhat.’


‘No bad thing,’ hurriedly added.


‘On the contrary,’ Bob began the lengthy process of filling his big pipe. Roderick waited for more but more was not forthcoming. Bob was fully engaged with his pipe and would be for some time . . .


In their late-night drawing room, the children fed and finally bedded, Julia and Matthew sat down with their books and drink. The house shivered a little as the single rickety bed two floors up strained at the demands being put on it.


Matthew glanced at the ceiling.


‘Yes,’ Julia drawled, thoughtfully. ‘He can’t seem to leave the poor woman alone.’


‘Perhaps . . .’ Matthew paused entirely for effect, ‘she enjoys it?’


‘I sincerely hope so,’ said Julia and took a sip of her watery whisky, ‘if only to drive out Robert.’


In the morning break in the life-drawing class, Don and Jonathan came out for some air and to lounge against the great columns at the entrance to the Ashmolean. Americans appropriately framed in the neo-classical architecture of imperial power. Both enjoyed their awareness of it and took a mental snapshot for memories back home. They smoked American cigarettes, Lucky Strike.


‘He told me,’ said Jonathan, in slow awe, ‘that he thinks she should have an exhibition and he’ll organise it.’ Taking his time, he drew every particle of the smoke deep down into his waiting lungs.


‘He’s certainly changed,’ said Don, with some regret.


‘So,’ Jonathan struggled to reach the next two monosyllables, ‘has she.’


‘Not as much as him. It’s blast-off.’


Jonathan nodded and once more appeared to attempt to suck through the whole cigarette in a single inhalation.


‘She’s on the rebound,’ Don said. ‘Dangerous.’


‘Maybe,’ said Jonathan. He looked across to the Randolph Hotel, and observed the scurrying grey figures in the bleak English winter light. He wanted to distance himself from Natasha for whom, when she had become, as he thought, free, post-Robert, he had felt an unmistakable pang.


‘She’ll be too complicated for him,’ said Don and ground a wastefully big stub under the heel of his warm American boot. ‘And he needs time to play around.’


Joe’s essay on the impact of the French Revolution on English thought in the 1790s had been thin. He had read it slowly because it was also too short but a chill had soon settled in his mind as the intensifying boredom of Malcolm Turney, his tutor, had transferred its force across the short space between their armchairs. It was the final tutorial of the morning, the noon-to-one slot, never an easy posting with lunch in the offing. Turney on his third tutorial hour of the morning was aching to get on with his own work in the afternoon, already switched on to it, lending a mere fraction of his mind to the present, a trick he could also manage at the concerts and operas to which his cultivated Italian wife zealously drove him. Joe had begun to follow the panic-fashion of getting up very early on the day of a morning tutorial and finishing the essay by relying on the drive of the deadline, collapsing arguments into lists and filling with waffle the gaps left by inadequate preparation. Oxford, Roderick maintained, was a world leader in the higher waffle.


Turney let him endure a serious interval of silence after the final blustered paragraph and then opened up and spared him nothing. It was quite merciless. Joe did not have the guns to return fire and he was honest enough with himself to give up the attempt early on. When it was done, the tutor glanced at his watch. There was still twenty minutes to go. He would steal ten.


‘Sherry?’


Joe accepted the unexpected treat with suspicion. They sipped.


‘If you want a decent degree you’ll have to pull your socks up. You know that.’


‘Yes.’ The sherry felt strong. He was suddenly tired from the frantic morning.


‘My guess is that you’ve already decided against trying for a first.’ Turney sank his face behind long steepled hands. ‘Making a film, writing for Cherwell, that sort of thing.’


Joe nodded: it was a reprieve of sorts.


‘You mustn’t let it drift too far, Richardson.’


‘Sorry about that.’ He indicated the sheets of paper now on the floor.


‘More or less a waste of time for both of us.’


‘I agree.’ Joe thought this owning up was rather man to man and felt somehow enhanced by the exchange.


‘Mrs Harries has laid complaints against you, I’m afraid.’


The floor would not open up and let him disappear. He wanted to look away but found his gaze locked onto the eyes of a man who was not giving him an inch.


‘I am your moral tutor as well as everything else.’


‘I know,’ Joe agreed eagerly, appealingly, he hoped.


‘Mrs Harries is a much valued landlady and servant of this college. She reports that despite clumsy attempts at a cover-up by Roderick, you have not spent the night there on, she reports, at least three occasions during the last week alone.’


A response was clearly called for and Joe found none.


‘I presume it is what I guess it is.’


‘Yes.’ The syllable crawled all the way up a long dry throat, over a barely living tongue, fell lamely through crumpling worried lips and scarcely made the short distance between them.


‘Is she up?’


‘No.’ Joe felt more confident in denying that she was at the university which would have been more serious: there was even the bud of virtue in his denial.


‘Town girl?’


‘No.’


‘For pity’s sake, Richardson!’


‘An art student.’


‘Ah!’ Turney swept the sherry down. ‘What do I do with Mrs Harries? The college cannot afford to lose a landlady with her length of service and she’s hopping mad.’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘Joseph.’ Joe felt the Christian name like a blow to the back of his neck. ‘This is a moral matter. If you continue to flout the rules I will have little option but to send you down. Expel you. For a few weeks at least and at a most inconvenient time. You could miss Finals.’ Turney looked at his watch.


Joe was stunned. To be expelled from Oxford was to be eternally disgraced, to let down his schoolteachers, to expose his parents to public shame, to find himself among the damned.


He tried to swallow but his Adam’s apple had trebled in size.


‘Don’t be an ass. Bluff out the weekends, Saturdays only, Friday in extremis, a trip, a visit, but through the week you belong under the roof of Mrs Harries.’


‘Thank you.’


‘I’m fining you ten pounds.’


‘Thank you.’


‘That was a lousy essay. Beta minus.’


‘Thank you.’


‘Lunch.’


After lunch Joe took to the Parks.


Walking alone had been a first resort for years now, ever since the breakdown in his early teens when the rhythm of it, the daring to face himself in solitude, the immersion of himself in nature had eventually worked some calming, ordering magic. Walking alone was by now a compulsion in times of anxiety.


The Parks were all but deserted on the pewter-grey winter afternoon. His breath pushed out a plume almost as dense as the exhalation of a mouthful of cigarette smoke. He walked across to the river and followed it until he came to the round pond on the perimeter of the Parks where he found a bench, took out a cigarette, opened his pad and began to write down the pros and cons of his present situation. But sitting down was no good. Nor did the usually so helpful listing of pros and cons apply to his case now. He could not even construct one of those timetables of his days which used to come so easily and which were useful, like a rope rail to help the haul up steep stairs. Monday 9–1: Italian Renaissance – revise Guiccardini; 2–4.30: English History notes; 5–7: more English History; 9–11: if not out, back to Renaissance or practise for French and Latin papers. And so through the week he would attempt to go, as if he were on an assembly line, steadily shifting the work. The very making of lists had once been a sufficient jump-start, commandments to himself, both energising and reassuring. But on that day on that freezing bench in cold weather in the Oxford Parks they seemed a waste of time. He abandoned the attempt and walked on.


He crossed the bow-backed bridge and turned onto the path in the fields. It was more countryside here, an echo, a relation of the countryside which in those adolescent walks in the far North he had found healing. Not that he was as distraught as he had been then, nor was he full of nameless fear: but he had been jarred by Mr Turney, jangled by the harsh tone of a man he respected and a man who had proved over the last couple of years to have his best interests at heart.


What was his course of action? It was hard to think without pen and paper. But the seat by the pond had proved no sanctuary. He had to let the encounter into his imagination and hope that thinking on it in the steady beat of the walk would resolve it as sleep sometimes resolved it. Although he did not realise this until later, the encounter with Natasha had released and focused a spring of energy which had catalysed his belief in himself. The walk was now no more than a nod to his past; redundant. It was with Natasha that he would shape his world.


Natasha was now so important in his life that everything else had receded. She was like a hand that could block out or reveal the sun. Friendships that mattered to him still mattered but they had been moved aside; the academic work that he enjoyed was still there to be enjoyed but now it was at arm’s length, even though Finals were less than four months away, and he ought to be winding up, he ought to be dominated by a routine. Now it was Natasha that fed into all that he did.


He liked the film reviewing now because Natasha came to the cinema with him. He was trying to persuade the editor of the university newspaper to let her write about art. He was sure she could do it. He wanted to help her do her exams once and for all. She had failed to pass them in previous years only because she had failed to work, he was convinced of that. He had found a school report, ‘Livret Scolaire’, from the Institut Notre Dame at Meudon in 1953. Dissertation Philosophique: first in the class. Mathématiques: second. Sciences Physiques: fourth. Sciences Naturelles: third. ‘Très intelligent.’ ‘Bon travail . . .’


What had happened? When asked, point blank and bluntly, she smiled and turned away. When asked again, she merely shook her head. ‘Some other day,’ she said. ‘It was so long ago.’


‘But you will take these exams this time.’


Natasha pulled a face but she could not resist his bounty of help.


‘If you say so,’ she said, to please him, which it did.


He wanted to persuade her to do enough paintings for an exhibition. He could organise it, he said, in that unused room next to the Junior Common Room in the college. He wanted to make sure that none of the men at the Ruskin moved in on her. He wanted her to shine, to throw off all melancholy, to be seen as glorious as he knew she was. He wanted nothing but to be with, to serve, to please, to impress, to be fascinated by Natasha.


So on a walk aimed at divesting himself of thoughts of Natasha in order to put the rest of his life in order he strolled along the banks of the icy river thinking of nothing but Natasha. He stopped to look at an English winter through the bare-ribbed trees, the dull and frosty landscape, the canopy of low grey cloud, the narrow leaden lustreless river and the white sun, which reminded him more than anything of the Northern winter, a sublime contradiction, an ice-coloured sun. Natasha ought to be here to see and paint this.


In the past he had been able to force himself into a working pattern at will. That capacity seemed to have gone, a slave to any whims of feeling for Natasha. She had led him outside, above, his old imperatives. For instance, what steps was he taking to get a job? Now was the time the Oxford Appointments Board summoned the stately businessmen of England to occupy the better hotels and vet future managers; now was the time the Civil Service beckoned, the professions called, the job-fat world out there held its arms open to embrace the products of that small privileged Oxbridge band who were ready to take their influential place in the nation. Joe had to make himself interested. He had no clue what he wanted to do: writing short stories and making films were not on the careers list. Natasha wanted him to dare to be an artist. But how would they live?


He walked back to his college briskly, nothing accomplished, happy.


Evening, and they were in bed together, reading, smoking, drinking coffee. A curtainless window framed a crescent moon sliced clearly in the black icy night. Joe was in a bliss of bohemianism.


It was the constancy and the ardour, both, Natasha thought. He gave her no time to question, no room for retreat, no excuse for refusal. Whenever he saw her, he smiled with warmth and open love and he saw her at every spare moment. The memory of Robert was inexorably being erased by the pressure of Joe’s attention. It was so ardent it made her smile when she saw him, smile in prospect and smile at the recollection of their meetings. He bounded up to her. He embraced her the moment they were alone: embraced? Hugged her as if for dear life. He had schemes for her. He made her laugh and with a transparency which touched her heart. To Joe she was strange, unique, irresistible.


Over the next few weeks, when they were not at the cinema or extravagantly in ‘their’ Spanish restaurant, they sat side by side prop-pillowed in the single bed, Natasha reluctantly working for her exams, Joe more enthusiastically for his. Spans of time in which an observer might have predicted a long and settled, a calm and equal life of books, loving silences, enduring companionship.


The room was sprucer now. Joe liked it tidy and tidied up when it was needed, which was less and less often as Natasha kept it cleaner. Half the table had been declared his desk. The sink was not allowed to host dirty dishes for more than a few hours. Joe replenished the jar with flowers as soon as the imminent death of the current bunch could no longer be ignored. There were shillings at hand for the meter. Joe was in no doubt that they could live together in that attic room for all time.


It was there that he learned the outline of her life. She told him in one swoop like a confession. She told him that her mother had been a scientist and a bohemian who admired Georges Sand. She had insisted on going back to work too soon after Natasha had been born and as a result, weakened, had contracted pneumonia and died. She told him she was an unwanted child, accidentally conceived ten years into a blissful marriage. Five years later her father married again – Natasha did not know the precise circumstances but coloured the event darkly. This stepmother had persecuted her relentlessly, sent her to a succession of punitive convent schools, had three children of her own who were allowed liberties and privileges denied her, and tried all she could, as Natasha saw it, to cut her off from her father.


In adolescence her hated new mother had sent her to a psychoanalyst for no good reason and then let her leave home to live with an elderly cousin who Natasha said had used her as an apprentice housekeeper and gave her no time to study for her baccalaureate, as a result of which she failed. She went to Switzerland to work in a ski resort for some time until she took ill with a deficiency in the adrenal glands. Her father then arrived and in effect saved her. He was a teacher in Provence, his own father Italian, his mother Provençal; her own mother too had mixed parentage, a French father, a mother from Latvia, and beyond that a genealogy which spun from the Baltic into Russia.


Natasha had come to Oxford to stay with an old colleague of her father’s and her first return to France was so unhappy that she came back to Oxford and here she had stayed, as an au pair and a student, for eight years, returning to France in the summer and at Christmas for visits which were invariably distressing. Finally, this last Christmas, she had rejected them. She wanted never again to go to a home where she was never wanted.
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