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            ‘I very much enjoyed Box Hill. It is a characteristic Mars-Jones mixture of the shocking, the endearing, the funny and the sad, with an unforgettable narrator. The sociological detail is as ever acutely entertaining.’

— Margaret Drabble

            Praise for Cedilla

            ‘The most original novel of the year.’

— TLS Books of the Year

            ‘One of the most brilliant fictional projects of recent years.’

— Spectator

            ‘One of the most aloriginal comic creations in recent fiction. You won’t regret going along for the ride.’

— Guardian

            Praise for Pilcrow

            ‘Mars-Jones’s prose is exceptionally nimble, dry, humorously restrained, very English, with a little Nabokovian velvet too. He can describe more or less anything and make it interesting.’

— James Wood, London Review of Books

            ‘Truly exhilarating.’

— Sunday Times

            ‘Remarkable… A gripping, tragicomic, Proustian tale, presenting a world at once wholly convincing and wholly surprising… I long to know what happens next to its brave and gallant narrator.’

— Margaret Drabble, New Statesman
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            Dedication

         

         This murky brew is for Leo, if he’ll have it… bottoms up!
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            Box Hill

         

         ¶ Box Hill where the bikers go, on a Sunday. Box Hill near Leatherhead in Surrey – jewel of the North Downs, rising almost 400 feet sheer above the river (that’s the river Mole). A cliff densely covered with box and yew. It’s the steepness of the gradient means only box and yew can get a foothold. It could just as easily be called Yew Hill as Box Hill, except box trees are so much rarer.

         Box is the heaviest European wood. It doesn’t float. The roots were traditionally used for knife handles. Box trees are poisonous, same as yews. Only camels will eat the leaves, not because they’re immune but because they’re stupid, they don’t know what they’re doing. Box trees are used for mazes because the foliage is so dense, and they can be trained all the way down to the ground. A maze isn’t much cop if you can lie down on your belly, see where you are and wriggle out of it.

         The leaves of the box are ovate, entire, smooth, thick, coriaceous and dark green. I looked that up. It sounds like a poem you can’t quite get the sense out of.

         At Box Hill there’s downland grazed by sheep. A rich chalk flora. Orchids for those who know them when they see them. It’s a beauty spot overrun one day a week by motorcyclists and their beautiful machines. Bikes that whine, bikes that roar.

         The Sunday of my eighteenth birthday: 1975. I went to look at the bikes. Because life at home wasn’t much fun, just at that moment, with Mum in hospital and Dad being unlike himself. Because I was going to get a bike of my own, one day soon. Because I liked to look at the bikers. Because it was my birthday, and I didn’t need a reason.

         As far as riding my own machine, the closest I’d come to date was making the pilgrimage from Isleworth to Lewis Leathers in Great Portland Street, off Oxford 8Circus, to pick up a catalogue. Not very close. Tucked inside the catalogue was a leaflet telling you how to take your measurements for a one-piece suit. It had an outline of a human figure with arrows going this way and that, shoulder to wrist, inside leg.

         I didn’t think the one-piece suit idea was going to work. The outline didn’t look much like me. A jacket in a standard size, once I could even afford that, would be a better bet. It would cover me up, though even so I wasn’t sure. If it was big enough for me to get the zip done up over my tum, the sleeves would be much too long, and I’d be swimming inside the shoulders.

         I fell over him. I tripped and fell over him. When he told people about how we met, Ray always made that clear: Colin didn’t fall for me, he fell over me. Then he would continue the story with the bit that always made me uncomfortable. Ray would say, I took one look at him, and I saw what he really wanted.

         I didn’t think I knew what I wanted, and I’m still not sure why he chose me. I was never a looker. I never had a waist. But Ray was dead drop gorgeous, though people didn’t say that then. It wasn’t a phrase. I didn’t think Ray was dead drop gorgeous in 1975. I was still reading teen magazines, and in 1975 the word in my mind was the word that teenagers used then. Ray was tasty.

         I fell over him, just as he said. There’s a side of Box Hill I call the shorn side, near the panorama, where the grass is short and neat, and this was the other side, where the grass is shaggy and not so tidied up. He was sitting against a tree with his eyes shut – not that I saw him – and his big feet crossed in front of him. It was the feet I fell over, the size twelves.

         He was probably sleeping off a late night with a stomach full of fry-up from the café at the bottom of the hill, 9where everybody was wearing leather but nobody wore their leather as well as he did. He was so used to being looked at that he didn’t notice any more. It would have been just like him, the person I came to know, to sit there reading a book after he’d finished eating. Military history. Something about the ocean and its creatures. He’s the only person I’ve ever seen who could turn a page wearing leather gloves and not fumble.

         For heaven’s sake, the man could shuffle and deal a pack of cards without taking his gloves off – even if that was a party trick, something done for a bet with his poker club. Supple dress gloves, not his bike gloves. When he got off his machine, he’d pull off the stiff bike gloves and fold them in his helmet, then pull out the thin dress ones from his jacket pocket. A hundred to one those dress gloves were Mayfair jobs, made to measure, for his fingers to fit them so snugly, all the way to the tips.

         And in the moment between gloves, when his hands were naked, he would use the left one to sweep back the leading edge of his thick yellow hair in a single brisk gesture, much too decisive to seem like grooming. You could never think of that poised impatient movement of the hand as grooming, let alone preening. Hair that was never either lank or unruly, and never long enough at the front to count technically as a quiff.

         When people stared at him, Ray ignored them, but he wasn’t used to people paying no attention in the first place. When I woke him up by tripping over him, it stands to reason that I suffered more than he did from the upset of our meeting. I went sprawling and barked my knees, while the worst thing that happened to him was that one bike boot scuffed the other. From the way he scowled, though, that was serious enough. When I dusted myself off and sat up on my haunches, Ray was 10glaring down at me and snarling, ‘Why don’t you look where you’re fucking going?’

         I may have got the ‘fucking’ in the wrong place. He might have said, ‘Why don’t you fucking look where you’re going?’ It’s hard to be sure after all this time, but there was definitely a ‘fucking’ in it. I wasn’t used to being sworn at, and I know I flinched. I was scared but I didn’t run away – not that running has ever been a strong suit. One leg always trails behind when I try.

         I couldn’t take my eyes off him, that much is true, but who could have in my place? He was like a glossy catalogue illustration from Lewis Leathers, and I expect I looked like a tired window display from the Burton’s menswear shop, when they’ve tried lots of backdrops and lighting schemes and they still can’t make people want the merchandise. My flares were timid – yes it’s possible for flares to be timid. My brown leather jacket had exaggerated rounded lapels. Its zip was plastic rather than metal and it went straight down the middle, not at the sexy angle of the ones on bike jackets. Ray was six foot five and I was what I still am, five foot six. Even if I’d been taller I would have been at quite a disadvantage, looking up at a stranger scowling down.

         Except that, the way he always told it, it wasn’t his scowl I was looking at. But it was news to me when he said, ‘I get it. So this is what you’re interested in?’ His voice changed, it was menacing in a different way. Menacing in a way that promised something. As much lazy as angry, now. I hadn’t even realized I wasn’t looking at his face. Not that it wasn’t a fine face, a strong face, a chiselled face. I just wasn’t looking at it.

         He was always a step ahead of me. Sometimes a whole flight of steps. Looking down on me from the top of a flight of steps, wearing no expression, just waiting 11to see if I had the courage to follow him. Sometimes ducking round the corner so I had to run to catch up, breathless and stumbling, afraid that if I lost sight of him it’d be for good.

         He was wearing one-piece leathers, and now he reached up to the neck, where there was a sort of lateral strap across the zip, fastened with a popper. He unsnapped it, and flicked it open with a finger. I watched, not really taking it in, as he slowly pulled the zip down all the way, down as far as it would go.

         If Ray was six foot five, then a zip running from his neck down to a point between his legs must have been about three feet long. A zip a yard long. A zip more than half as tall as I am. It made a sort of whirring noise. A purring noise. Ray had a trick to keep zips from sticking, though of course I didn’t know that then. Every week he would rub the stump of a candle along the zips of all his leathers. Oil doesn’t work so well on a zip. It has to be wax. Oil dries out but wax remains.

         The friction of the slide as it united or separated the chains of teeth would liquefy the wax, to form a lubricating layer. Ray’s zips always purred as he pulled them open or closed, maintaining an absolutely even pressure.

         When the slide of Ray’s zip passed his collarbone, I thought he would stop there and pull something out to show me – I didn’t know what: a crucifix, a locket with a picture of his wife. When the zip was approaching his navel, gliding through its film of invisible wax, I could only think he was reaching for a knife, and that I would stay there humbly crouching while he carved me up. As the panels of leather were freed to slide apart, the gliding zip slowly uncovered two narrow zones of sweat-dampened fur, one on his breastbone and one below his navel.

         I was sweating, too, with fear as well as the warmth of 12the day, but my sweat was no more than a waste product. His was a sheen on him, the finishing touch to beauty. A sort of elixir.

         Then when his zip reached the end of his track, I had to admit to myself that there was nothing else he could possibly be reaching for but what he brought out, his cock and balls. He reached in and tugged out his balls with the greatest care, arranging them like rare fruit on a bowl, a sculpture in a gallery window. I expect he wanted me to notice the sheer extent of his scrotum, and the plump cushion it provided for a cock that was lazily swollen without troubling itself to stand up just yet. Lolling and waiting, to see if there was something worth its time.

         I began to realize that Ray’s one-piece wasn’t quite like the one in the Lewis Leathers catalogue, where the zip stopped discreetly short, instead of going as Ray’s did right to the central seam of the crotch, to make possible just this frank presentation of himself. So one of the first things I learned from Ray was that there are other places to get specialized motorcycle clothes than Lewis Leathers in Great Portland Street, off Oxford Circus.

         If I had been more observant I would have noticed something else: that Ray’s one-piece had a double zip, so that it would have been perfectly possible for him to expose his parts by working a zip up from the bottom and not down from the top. This was a design element borrowed from arctic clothing, for the benefit of those who need to take a leak in extreme conditions, uncovering as little flesh as possible to frost and blizzard.

         It didn’t occur to me as I cowered hungrily in front of Ray that his unzipping had an element to it of ritual or of theatre. The absence of underwear announced not just experience but experience in the form that intoxicates. 13Not just experience but practice.

         I was frozen in place, as if I really was exposed to a blizzard without the protection of arctic clothing. I couldn’t move. I was very conscious of my own breathing, more dimly aware of the rural rustle nearby and the distant roaring of bikes. I knew now what I was expected to do, and I also knew that I wanted it, but I wasn’t actually able to make a move. I couldn’t do it. Not by myself.

         So Ray took pity on me. With one hand he shielded his cock, so as to put his balls on display even more prominently. With the other hand he clicked his fingers and nodded, once. The click of his fingers was muffled and made more subtly authoritative by his gloves.

         He was making things easy for me, finding a task that even an absolute beginner like me could hardly mess up. After I’d paid attention to his balls, he flipped his cock forward and clicked his fingers again. That second click of his fingers resounded in a space that was not the space around us. It resounded inside my head. I felt as if he had clicked his fingers in the deepest part of my thinking, producing a brain event like the one that triggers a fit. In people prone to fits.

         He was very patient with me. Whenever I choked, he let me recover with his gloved hand resting on my neck, before he pulled me forward again. If I’d seen any pornography at all in my life I might have realized that what was happening could only happen to the people in pornography. But I hadn’t, so it must really be happening.

         I gave no thought to the possibility of someone walking in on us in our shaggy glade. Perhaps Ray was equally forgetful, fully taken up with his sensations, biting his lip and so on, trying not to moan, but I don’t flatter myself. Pleasure didn’t make him moan. On special occasions, it’s true, a hoarse kind of shout burst 14out of him, but that’s not the same thing.

         The Ray I came to know would be fully aware of somebody coming near, however engrossed in pleasure he might seem to be. He was quite capable of keeping his eyes closed until a passer-by was too near to have any doubts about what was being done, then opening them, letting those dazzling blue eyes do their work while he drawled, ‘Do you mind? Can’t you see we’re busy?’ Then in a lower tone: Some people have no manners.

         When he pulled back from me and started to zip himself up, he slipped his thumb behind the head of the zip to make sure of not catching any of the hairs on his groin and chest. There was no hurry in his movements, but then it took a lot to make him hurry. He might have heard somebody coming after all, and been wanting to spare me the embarrassment that bothered him so little. He almost seemed to seek it out, to show how little it meant to him.

         I didn’t know what was going on. I wondered if his stopping meant that I had passed some test. Or failed one. I didn’t know if it would be rude to pick stray hairs off my tongue. I hadn’t stood up since I had tripped over Ray in the first place, and though my knees were aching I wasn’t sure that my legs would carry me. I was dazed, half by what I had done and half by what Ray was. I might never have stood up if he hadn’t made it happen in the end, putting his hands under my arms and giving me a boost upwards until my legs remembered their business. I was amazed by how easily he did it. I’ve never been a lightweight. I hadn’t learned about his strength and fitness then – except that they were written all over him – his wrestling and martial arts.

         ‘I’m Ray,’ he said, resting his hands on my shoulders, and I was just about able to gasp out ‘Colin’. He was so 15much taller than me that I felt I’d been looking up at the same angle since the moment I’d laid eyes on him, even when I was connected to him by that angry tube of flesh. Even then, while I was trying to give him pleasure, in that tangle of anxious wanting, I was gazing crazily upwards in pubic darkness, wanting to look into his eyes.

         I was still shaky, and he was so solidly built that even with his hands resting on my shoulders he seemed to be pushing me down to the ground one more time. My knees buckled again, and we went through a ridiculous repetition of the previous manoeuvre – his hands moving instantly to my armpits to give support. Up, down. It was no longer my responsibility.

         For the first time he came close to smiling at me, even if it was a bleak sort of smile, and he asked with a shake of his head, ‘What am I going to do with you?’

         I know there are some questions that don’t expect an answer, but I couldn’t let this be one of them. ‘Whatever you want.’ I wasn’t sure I’d managed to say it out loud so I said it again, just in case the first time was in my head, because this was my chance and I needed him to hear. ‘Whatever you want to do.’

         He said, ‘Is there someone you need to phone?’ He didn’t leave one of those meaningful pauses, the sort people in soap operas leave, to show that this is a significant moment. He came straight out with it. No hesitation. I still don’t understand how anyone could be so decisive. Ray just made up his mind there and then.

         I honestly didn’t get it. ‘What, now?’ I wasn’t playing hard to get. I can’t even imagine playing hard to get. I was just being slow, as usual.

         ‘To say you won’t be going to where you’re meant to be.’ For the first time I noticed that he had a leather jacket with him as well as his one-piece. It was rolled up against 16the tree as a manly sort of cushion. Now he picked it up and slung it over his shoulder, using his thumb as the hook from which it hung.

         Where I was meant to be, later on, was at home in Isleworth. My little Mum was in hospital and we didn’t yet know what was wrong with her. Dad was very upset about it, but I didn’t know if there was a medical reason for that. He always seemed embarrassed about questions of female health, which was mad seeing he was a pharmacist, but he was also eleven years older than Mum and a man of that generation. It was natural to him. Pharmacists aren’t doctors, they just have to be able to read doctors’ handwriting. They don’t deal directly with people’s bodies, and if they’re shy and retiring to start with there’s no necessary reason they can’t stay that way.

         Mum had only been in hospital a few days, but Dad had been rotten to live with since then. She ran the shop, worked the till, and dealt with most things apart from actually making up the prescriptions. But that wasn’t what was bothering him, the running of the shop.

         An eighteenth birthday didn’t mean then what it means now – it didn’t mean that what I’d been doing with Ray was legal, or would have been if only we’d done it indoors and not on the shaggy side of Box Hill. But it meant that as of today I could vote, the next time there was voting to be done, and as an adult, an adult citizen, it seemed fair that I could decide what to do with the rest of my special day. I couldn’t just stay out, though, without sending word. I told Ray I’d need to talk to Ted. We set off towards Box Hill village to find him. The actual village, where the pub was. I was sweaty, so I took off my jacket and tried to drape it over my shoulder from a thumb like Ray was doing, but either the jacket or the thumb wasn’t up to the job, and it kept sliding off. So I 17bundled it up and tucked it awkwardly under one arm.

         Ted had been my ride to Box Hill, a biker that the younger of my two sisters, that’s Joyce, had broken up with. But somehow the family hadn’t managed to get rid of him. He’d turn up at odd hours, and Mum would always give him something to eat, even if Joyce was doing her routine of looking straight through him, not looking up from her magazine when he stood up and said goodbye.

         I hope Ted wasn’t waiting for Joyce to change her mind. She’s a great one for changing her mind, is Joyce, but one thing she never does is to change it back. Volunteering to take me to Box Hill, to give me a treat and look after me on my birthday, might get him in good with my Dad, but it wasn’t going to cut any ice with Joyce. In any case, Ted might have thought he was pining for Joyce, but it was beginning to look like a straightforward sulk.

         Ted was one of those steady drinkers who don’t much show the effects. I’m not even sure he would have been able to control his machine if he was sober. People didn’t take drink-driving very seriously then. People in general, I don’t mean just bikers. On the other hand, the drinking hours were tightly restricted in those days, especially on a Sunday.

         I wasn’t at all a drinker, but when I was with my sisters’ friends everything seemed to be governed by the two great shouts of ‘They’re open!’ and ‘Who’s getting them in?’ The five hours on a Sunday between afternoon closing and evening opening were desert hours for them, a nightmare of parching between the two bouts of authorized trough-wallowing.

         I’d left Ted in the Hand in Hand on Box Hill Road towards Headley Reservoir before last orders at two, and I knew he’d be thinking of buying some cans so as 18to last through the dry middle of the day. That was his way. Then he’d start again at seven o’clock opening. I’d told him I was going for a walk, take a look-see. Apart from anything else, I was hungry, and I knew from experience that Ted only thought of eating when there was absolutely no more drink to be had. I hadn’t been willing to wait, and I knew there was a Wimpy bar on the other side of the road, towards the panorama, where I could get a hamburger and a glass of lemonade.

         I wasn’t that keen on having Ted drive me home sloshed, which he wouldn’t want to do till evening closing anyway, but back then I hadn’t had a choice. And now I did.

         When Ray and I found Ted outside the Hand in Hand, his bike was on its side stand and he was lying on it after a fashion, with his eyes closed and his feet up on the handle bars. A beer can was loosely held by one sleeping hand against his grubby T-shirt. Earlier in the day I might have thought he looked quite cool like that, even though he was sending out snores that had a little bit of burp in them every now and then.

         I had a new standard of cool demeanour now, one that neither burped nor snored. When he opened his eyes and saw Ray, Ted struggled to his feet. For a moment the bike wobbled on its stand, and I thought one of them was going to fall – maybe even both. I hope I wouldn’t have laughed if that had happened, but my allegiance was no longer with him, and I couldn’t have guaranteed it. Only the beer can fell to earth, and he shot it one agonized look. Though anyone who knew him would have realized that awake, asleep or in between his body didn’t have the power to drop a container with any alcoholic liquid left in it.

         Ted drew himself up to try and look taller. Ray made 19everyone want to be at their best, to live up to him. To come up to his level. I could only hope that Ted’s eyes weren’t following Ray’s zip down his body, the way mine did if I didn’t keep them under orders, to see that it carried on a few inches further than most people would have thought was strictly necessary. Luckily if Ted was looking anyone up and down it was me, and not Ray.

         ‘What’s up, kid?’ he asked, in a flat tone of voice. I suppose he was waiting for clues, willing to acknowledge me if I was making impressive friends, but ready to disown me in a flash if I’d done something wrong.

         I told him he didn’t need to worry about giving me a ride home. He tried to sound sober despite his drinking, and parental although he didn’t know how, and the net result was to make his voice unrecognizable. ‘I’m not worried,’ he growled carefully, ‘but there are people who will be. I hope you’ve thought of them.’ It was downright embarrassing to remember that I had wanted him as part of the family. God help me, I’d thought Joyce could do a lot worse. I’d thought she was being hard on him.

         ‘Tell Dad I’ve met a friend and I’ll be staying with him.’ Ray hadn’t said in so many words that I’d be staying over, and I shot him an anxious glance, but he didn’t react at all, so I got a little extra confidence from that. I introduced the two of them, and Ted made a bit of a mess of shaking hands. When his siesta had overtaken him, he’d still had the ring-pull from his beer can wedged past the knuckle of his middle finger, right hand. With the little curl of soft metal still attached to the ring, it looked like a piece of costume jewellery or a down-and-out’s rather pathetic knuckleduster.

         Ted held out his hand to shake, and then noticed the ring. He pulled abruptly back to wrestle it off his finger. He felt foolish for a moment. He even blushed, not that 20anyone but me would notice beneath the ale-flush. Then he scowled, so he looked downright unfriendly when his hand was finally free of ornament and he could safely offer it to be shaken.

         If somebody had held up a mirror on front of me at that moment, I would immediately have realized I had nothing to offer Ray. Ray had no possible need of this blob. But luckily I was looking at Ted, and the part of me that was doomed to make unflattering comparisons, that was already holding everything and everybody up to this amazing Ray and finding them wanting, had something else to work on. I decided that Ted’s hair was greasy, and sideboards made his face look fat. Everyone wore sideboards in those days, even me, even Ray, though his were neat, and the strong symmetry of his face would have been able to ride out the fashions of any decade.

         I noticed that even Ted’s leathers looked sorry for themselves, scuffed and faded, while Ray’s looked as if they’d just been oiled. Not new or anything, just beautifully broken in and cared for.

         I knew perfectly well that Ted wanted a private word with me about the change of plan. He kept jerking his head, to mean I should come aside for a while, but when I didn’t budge it made him look as if there was something wrong with his neck. Nerves. I wasn’t nervy at all. It felt wonderful just standing next to Ray, standing doing nothing, and watching the way the world changed round him.

         Finally Ted had exhausted his options, and he asked me: ‘Are you sure you know what you’re doing?’ To which the honest answer could only be No. It was because I didn’t know what I was doing that I needed to go along with Ray, wherever it was that he was going. And 21of course I said Yes.

         Thinking about it, Ted’s part in all this was pretty small. He didn’t need to look so solemn. All he had to do was make a phone call. He didn’t even need to speak to my Dad direct, he was only passing a message along. Strange to think that as late as 1975 my parents didn’t have the phone. Marjorie next door would take the message, and it was Marjorie who would trot across to tell my Dad I wasn’t coming home. Marjorie was still mobile in 1975, still sighted and able to get around. In 1975 there were still a few people called Marjorie. A few Ediths, a few Ivys.

         Ted was in the clear. Ted could drink as late as he liked. I’d worn Ted’s spare helmet on the way to Box Hill, and now he swung it rather sullenly towards me. He almost threw it. Perhaps he was offended by Ray’s keeping his gloves on when they shook hands, or embarrassed by the whole kerfuffle of the business with the ring-pull, the ring-pull he’d thrown to the ground like a man in a silly strop breaking off an engagement.

         The helmet I was to wear had a shabby, second-hand look. Almost a junk-shop look. It was easy to believe that it had fallen off a bar-stool more than once, just like the man who was lending it to me. I hoped I’d never find out how much or how little protection it had to offer, after so many tavern impacts. Even before I needed to put it on I could tell that it smelled of beer. Perhaps he drank out of it, for a bet, or not needing even that much of an excuse. Perhaps that was his secret sense of himself, as a sort of Viking. Ted the biking Viking.

         Ray said nothing while we walked the few hundred yards to where he’d left his bike. I can’t think of a word to describe the way he walked: ‘stroll’ is all wrong, unless you add in a huge assurance, an authority that 22radiated from him with every casual step. Kings don’t stroll. I could feel myself scurrying after him on legs that seemed stumpier than ever before, anxious to keep up but dreading the inevitable moment when he would turn to me and say, ‘You didn’t really think you were coming home with me, did you? Try looking in a mirror sometime, when you’re feeling strong.’ That had to be his game, his way of getting kicks. Building up my dreams to send them crashing down. But I knew that whatever happened I wasn’t going to go back to Ted and to Isleworth with my tail between my legs. I’d sleep on Box Hill if I had to. Curl up in a bush.

         Ray had left his helmet hanging from a handlebar of his machine. We all of us had less reason to expect our possessions to be pinched in those days, but even then I found Ray’s confidence that nothing of his would be taken or tampered with extraordinary. It was as if he could fill things with a protective charge, and needn’t worry that anything would happen to them while he was away.

         For the first time I had a mystifying glimpse of Ray’s glove ritual: the thin ones peeled off and tucked carefully in the pocket of the jacket he was carrying, the thicker gloves – gauntlets, almost – retrieved from the helmet where he had so trustingly or defiantly left them. His helmet, quite unlike mine (Ted’s), gleamed softly and held no dents.

         I didn’t know much about bikes then, and I don’t know much more now, but even at first glance Ray’s machine, a black Norton Commando, put the Japanese bike on which I’d arrived at Box Hill to shame. Which was strange, since Ted’s Yamaha, his pride and joy, was only a couple of months old, in the earliest stages of neglect, while the Norton was far from new. But there was a symmetry between the man and what he rode, between 23both men and what they rode. Ray’s bike was as classic as he was – they were versions of the same superlative, he in confidence and leather, the Norton in power and chrome.

         If you’re a glasses-wearer, putting on a crash helmet presents quite a problem, particularly if it’s full-face. If you wear glasses with wire stems, the sort that wind around your ears, I don’t see how it’s even possible. Even with my rigid stems I had to remember to take the glasses off – I laid them on the grass for a moment – before putting the helmet on, and only then to push the earpieces awkwardly into place.

         Before I took my glasses off I had time to notice that the interior of Ted’s spare helmet, which it had once seemed such a privilege to wear, the fibre-glass shell of it, was matted with hairs, some mid-length and brown, which might have been anybody’s, which might have been mine from the ride down, and some long and blonde, with a flip at the end, which might have been Joyce’s. All girls’ hair had that flip. Girls’ hair in those days had learned lessons from the Partridge Family, from Abba, from Suzi Quatro. ‘Charlie’s Angels’ were just around the corner, preparing to undertake their first missions.

         While I fiddled with the chinstrap Ray walked round the bike. It puzzled me that he kicked at the tyres and leaned over with a frown to inspect the brakes. Over time I learned that he did these checks every time he returned to the bike after a lapse of more than a few minutes. He was always scrupulous about safety, in a way that was far from common at the time.

         Back then, though, I didn’t understand that what Ray was doing was admirably safety-conscious. In my uncertain state I worried that he had particular reasons for 24fearing a punctured tyre or disabled brakes. For the first time it struck me that he might be special in the world, not just special to me, special because I’d never met anyone remotely like him. I wondered if he was someone famous I hadn’t recognized, someone who was at risk of sabotage if he mixed with ordinary people. Ordinary people at a bikers’ meeting place near Leatherhead on the Sunday of a Bank Holiday weekend.

         I must have looked pitiful to him when he finished with his checks and turned round. I’d struggled into my jacket again, and I finally had the helmet on. I was hearing my own breathing even with the visor up, sweating so that my glasses started to fog, and I was afraid beer was condensing in my squashed hair. I was numbly convinced that he would choose the most painful possible moment to say that he’d changed his mind, and that I’d have to struggle in humiliation with the strap all over again. Instead he handed his own jacket to me, saying I might be warm now, but I’d need it later on.

         Perhaps he was embarrassed by the naffness of my attempt at a leather jacket – naff was a word then in its prime. Princess Anne must take a lot of the credit for popularizing it, at least as a verb. She used it as a swear-word that didn’t offend reporters too much if they overheard it. ‘Naff off’, she’d tell them. A disappointing horse at a gymkhana might be naffing hopeless. It was like the posh tea that the Queen drinks, the tea with the Royal Warrant. By appointment. Princess Anne gave ‘naff off’ and ‘naffing’ the Royal Warrant.

         I saw for the first time how truly naff my jacket was. The hide was like animal cardboard, not like skin at all. And perhaps Ray was ashamed of me and wanted to cover up my mistake, but that doesn’t really ring true. He couldn’t be dragged down by other people’s choices, 25however poor they were. It didn’t work that way. Ray had image and to spare. The tendency was all in the other direction – for him to pull other people up, somehow.

         Ray hadn’t been wearing the jacket he handed me, just using it as a pillow, so it didn’t smell intensely of him. I pulled it on with a sort of reverence all the same, not minding that it was much too long and wouldn’t close properly round my tummy. The weight of the thing was astounding. I felt as if I was wearing an old-fashioned diving-suit, the sort in the Tintin books.

         Ray helped me to turn back the sleeves so that my hands struggled back into the light again, but he accepted the inevitable when it came to the zip. It wasn’t going to close. His breath was minty. He met my eyes and said again, ‘What am I going to do with you?’ This time, though, there wasn’t a flicker of uncertainty in his voice. It sounded as if knew perfectly well what he was going to do. He said it in the way that people say, ‘Have I got news for you.’ Not really a question.

         I was tempted to make a run for it then, before I disappointed him the way I knew I was bound to do. Of course he’d come after me and grab the jacket back, but maybe I’d be able to sneak the dress gloves out of its pocket, the gloves with the warmth still lingering from his fingers. The ones he was wearing when he let me try to please him.

         He started the bike, springing up and bearing smoothly down on its kick-start in a single economical motion. You could hardly even call it a kick. The engine roared into throaty life. If everyone could kick-start a bike as smoothly as Ray, electric start would never have caught on.

         I couldn’t believe how noisy the Norton was. It wasn’t yet dark, not by a long way, it was only late afternoon, 26but he turned the headlight on. He must have been one of the first people to do that, to ride with his beam on night and day. Of course not every machine back then had electrics powerful enough to sustain a permanent beam. The Norton did. His helmet was open-faced, unlike mine, and I could see the set of his mouth as well as his eyes when he nodded me to get on behind him.

         Short legs aren’t well suited to being slung over high objects, but I managed to lever myself into the saddle eventually. As I tried to get comfortable, I saw my knees for the first time since I’d met Ray. Of course the trousers were bagged and deeply marked with grass stains, and I understood why Ted hadn’t been able to take his eyes off me long enough to notice Ray’s unorthodox zip. My knees had already given him the gist of the story.

         There were more adjustments to be made to the bike. With my weight on it the mirrors were misaligned, and Ray spent a few seconds while the engine warmed up setting them properly for the new load. The new load being me. Even so the bike vibrated so much that the mirrors trembled, and the information they passed to Ray must have shimmered.

         I’d only travelled a few dozen miles on motorcycles in my life, and I found it hard to relax the way a good pillion should. Ray’s height meant I couldn’t see the road over his shoulders. He kept on turning his head round, which I found disconcerting, particularly as thanks to my full-face helmet I prodded his back with my chin every time he braked. Crazily, I kept thinking, every time he turned round, that he must just have noticed me stowing away on his bike where I so obviously didn’t belong, and would pull over to push me off. If he even bothered to stop.

         Later I learned that he practised the Police Motorcycle 27Method of riding, and these were his ‘observations’. He was no boy racer, no kind of speed merchant. He really cared about safety. Once again he was ahead of his time. In those days the motorcycle riding test was pretty rudimentary, from what people told me, a very basic assessment of skills. I mean, Ted passed first time, didn’t he? That’s evidence enough. A chap would come out of the test office, ask you to ride round the block a few times, then lunge at you for you to do your emergency stop. If you were still upright and you hadn’t run over him, then you had passed. There was none of the modern stuff, an examiner following you on his own machine, giving instructions to you through a headset that links your helmets.

         I’m not convinced that Ray would have talked, even if there had been a radio connecting us. At one point he shouted to me that I should hold onto him, instead of trying to grip the back of the saddle. I must have been dragging on the bike every time he accelerated. I’m bulky. I can’t help it. I’m bulky. I wouldn’t have dared to hold onto him unless he’d told me to.

         The roughness of the ride, despite Ray’s scrupulous handling, unsettled my stomach and made me burp up memories of the hamburger and glass of lemonade I’d had before I’d even known there was a Ray. I also burped up taste-memories of him, the taste of Ray’s body in the only place I’d touched it. As if I was proving to myself what I’d thought when I first set eyes on him. Ray was tasty.

         For a while, as we headed north from Box Hill, I thought he was taking me home to Isleworth after all, past Chessington and Surbiton, on the A243. Chessington was only a zoo in those days, it wasn’t a World of Adventures. I even wondered if the whole 28afternoon was some sort of outlandish birthday present. But who knew me well enough to lay on a combination bike-taxi and charismatic male prostitute package? Particularly if I didn’t know those were things I might want myself.

         It was as if Ray clicking his fingers up by that tree earlier on – an hour ago, maybe two – had paralysed my will. Perhaps he was a hypnotist. Perhaps that was what he did for a living. That was how he could just click his fingers and shut down some pathways in the brain, open a whole new lot up. Still, you can only be hypnotized if you let it happen. It can’t be done against your will. Anyway now, as I held on to him on the back of his bike, and not just because he told me to, part of me was like someone on stage at the end of a hypnotist’s show.
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