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Clouds come floating into my life,
no longer to carry rain or usher storm,
but to add colour to my sunset sky.


Stray Birds, Rabindranath Tagore




For my daughters





Part One
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WHEN she tried to remember how it had all transpired, her memories always played out in front of her through a filter, as if viewing the past through raindrops, broken shards of glass, a thin gauze, so that, depending on why she was casting back, the two figures intersecting would be distorted, lucid or faded. There was always a beat in her head. Just as she told a tale through her feet when she danced, she could count the steps of each encounter from the beginning: rising, arcing, then falling to its end. Each memory unfolded with its own rhythm, its own tempo, distinct from the other. Later, she understood that it was her way of enclosing each moment in its own musical sheath, as one would wrap a precious jewel in cotton wool, to be unpacked and gazed at, before storing it away.


Those first days, before it all began, she took great big gulps of air, great big gulps of freedom. Once her family had taken leave of her, she knew not one person, there was not one familiar face. She devoured the newness: the clean sharpness of the air, the green against the grey of the stone buildings. Then, as the days slipped into weeks, she felt unsettled, struggling to mimic the sang-froid of her peers, pressing her books to her chest not in ease but rather so she could hold herself in, not betray her uncertainty. Did she really want to be here?


She had grown up in a house of elders. Her brother was ten years older; she was a belated surprise. Her parents were now in their sixties. She was suddenly now immersed in a world of youth, but she was determined to fit in. She was in halls, and the first month in she made dinner for the girls on her floor, which soon became a weekly tradition. And after the Christmas break she invited Julian, on whom she had had a crush since their first seminar. He was also studying anthropology, he clearly fancied himself and, if she had interpreted his signals correctly, her. The fact that he was interested in her was earth-shattering. She garnered a certain amount of respect from the other girls, but she adopted a blasé attitude which suited this new, more reckless self. Their first kiss, at the door to her bedroom, quickly became a frenzy of passion: his hands were inside her T-shirt when she drew away.


‘Can’t I come in?’


She pressed her face against his neck.


‘It will be my first time,’ she whispered. And then, ‘Do you think that’s weird?’


He had smiled, avuncular.


‘Of course not. We can take our time.’ But as he spoke she could see his mind whirring: how long would she take?


Years of yearning under the watchful eyes of her anxious parents, of terror at what her body could do, dissipated; she suddenly believed, more than anyone, in herself, and her right to make her choices. At a departmental cheese-and-wine gathering – where the more louche members of the faculty exchanged double-entendres with the more confident female students – Julian held her hand possessively, even protectively. At one point, he kissed her on the mouth, with intent, in front of the cluster of academics near the cheese board. She could feel their eyes on them – her personal tutor Ben Martin was among them – and she recoiled inwardly at Julian’s bravado, while simultaneously recognising a pleasure in feeling owned, staked, desired. A validation. But only a week into their couple-hood he was sulky. He was busy, he said. He became unreasonably busy. Days passed when their schedules, once the same, could not intersect. She knew what that meant: he was waiting; she should not take too long.


The next time, he came into her room. There was the sour taste of beer on his tongue, which she found exciting in its unpleasantness. The expression in his eyes scared her slightly, but her body was alive as never before. She could only think of the moment, and when he tugged unsuccessfully at the waistband of her jeans, she drew her hands away from his neck and unbuttoned them herself, making him smile into her mouth. His voice was hoarse.


‘I knew you wanted it.’


His words flicked a switch, and she took a step back in surprise, both at his tone, which had been triumphant, and her own sudden unwillingness. Perhaps it was the word ‘it’: harmless and frequent, but now ugly. She pushed him away, catching sight of herself in the small mirror above the washbasin in her room. Everything was now cold, and while she flinched at his assessment – that she was frigid, or a cock-tease – both epithets she was not sure she even understood, her eyes kept finding her own in the mirror, so that she was watching herself. Her pitiful performance in a disastrous ensemble.


Days later, she was returning from a seminar, down a now-familiar route: the small reading room to her left, Ben Martin’s office at the end to her right. She looked out of the window down to the square below to see Julian, his arm linked through that of one of the other girls from their seminar group; as they walked, he leaned in and whispered. The girl laughed, throwing her head back, and he seized the opportunity to kiss her lips. A kiss when in motion, which the girl returned: practised, competent. The scene became blurry as her eyes filled with tears, which arrived suddenly in such copious amounts that they splashed off her chin onto her hand. Even then she knew they were tears over a job badly done rather than those of the thwarted. Even then she knew that she had found Julian’s posturing unedifying but lacked the confidence to reject him. She might never get another chance, never turn another head. She backed away from the window, bumped blindly against someone who was walking down the corridor. Two hands steadied her.


‘Come in here for a bit.’


He opened the door to his office, led her inside, pulled a chair out, made her sit down. For a while he stood next to her; she could see his trousers in the corner of her eye. Then he moved away to sit at his desk, swivelling his chair slightly so that his back was not completely turned to her, and started tapping on his keyboard. She scrambled in her bag and found a used tissue crumpled into a ball at the bottom. It was quiet – there was no one else now in the corridor and the office was high enough so that there was little noise from the traffic on the street below. When she looked up, she saw that he was watching her.


‘Feeling better?’


‘Sorry,’ she croaked, and her eyes swam with tears again.


‘Anything I can help with?’


She shook her head.


‘Something to do with your studies? An essay crisis?’


She shook her head again.


‘I didn’t think so,’ he smiled. ‘I only hear good things about you.’


She kept her eyes on her shoes.


‘Is everyone all right back home?’


She cleared her throat.


‘Yeah.’


‘Where is home? Didn’t you say London? Where exactly?’


‘Tooting.’


‘My parents live in Clapham,’ he said. ‘We’re neighbours, relatively speaking.’


She attempted a smile.


‘Just stay here until you’re ready,’ he said. ‘To face the world.’


He turned away, started typing again. It was a small office with one wall completely lined from floor to ceiling with books, the other holding a collection of prints. There was a cream rug, shot through with crimson, thrown over the requisite blue carpeting of the department. His desk was large, extending across the width of the window. On the end, there was a photo in a frame. A woman, fair hair flying back in the wind, laughing into the lens.


She got up and said thank you, to which he mumbled not a problem, without turning round, and so she crept out, closing the door behind her.


It was a week later when she next saw him in one of the cafés around the square. He was sitting at a table with other members of the faculty, two other men and a woman. She was queuing for her coffee when she heard a voice behind her.


‘Rita.’


He was smiling down at her. He had walked over, leaving his colleagues, and was standing beside her. ‘How are you?’


‘Fine,’ she said, feeling her cheeks grow warm. ‘Thank you again.’


She was unsure how to address him, shrinking from appearing over-familiar, and the sentence felt unfinished. As if reading her mind, he said, ‘I think when you’ve been through what we’ve been through, we get to use first names. Call me Ben, and I’ll keep calling you Rita.’


She tried to smile. ‘OK.’


‘Plus we’ve both got that London connection, right? Safety in numbers and all that.’


‘Mm.’


‘Good to see you on better form,’ he said. He briefly touched her arm, before returning to his table. She had intended on sitting in the café, but she got a takeaway. She did not want him to think her solitude was a permanent feature. Why had he come over to her? A wave would have sufficed, or nothing even. Later, she would marvel at how much import she had given his decision to stand up and walk a few metres to where she stood. Perhaps it was an indication of the isolation she must have been feeling at that time, the sense of not being where she should be.


And yet, there was never a moment when she did not know that he had a wife. Everyone knew that he was married. His wife was working on a thesis of some kind but had a condition that made her chronically tired. She could be seen walking around the library, but she was just as often seen in a wheelchair, being steered by Ben Martin. He was a devoted husband. The kindness he had shown her was only an extension of his nature, evidenced by the care he gave his wife. There was no call to interpret his actions in any other way. But his voice, commanding her attention, had set her heart thumping. What was more: it was nice to hear him say her name.


She felt as if she were starting again, post-Julian. She had wronged herself; her impatience to shrug off her sedate upbringing had only resulted in humiliation. Her friends at school had always teased her as prudish, berated her for not using her looks to further advantage. She had welcomed Julian’s advances and so she could not blame him: he had only seen through her pretence. She decided to make up for the weeks, months actually, when her infatuation with Julian meant she had done only just enough to keep up with her studies. She returned to her books with determination to make up for her insipid attentions. She cooked dinner for a group of girlfriends she was afraid she had neglected but whom she found harboured no grudges: a reminder that Julian had taken less than a fortnight to disentangle himself from her. She joined two other girls from her floor on a Sunday trip to the beach, during which they arranged to leave halls in their second year and share a flat. And one Thursday evening she found herself waiting outside a dance studio, in the dark, in the chill wind on the other side of the city, responding to a nagging emptiness.


She had spent every Saturday over the last ten years at the Bhavan in West Kensington, where she was one of five girls who had been chosen to study Kathak. The teacher, Jayshri, had been in residence at the Kathak Kendra in Delhi and was an advocate of the Jaipur gharana – the most dramatic strand, with its intricate footwork, fast pace and swirling – until her husband uprooted her to Battersea. You will have to remember, Jayshri had said in the first lesson, to the small semicircle of awestruck little girls in front of her, that these stories we tell with our bodies are holy offerings to God. Never forget these movements take us closer to the universe and to the divine.


Kathak soon became all-consuming. Jayshri was temperamental and demanding. Extra classes sprang up. Last-minute performances were arranged, with the girls scrambling to rearrange swimming lessons, play dates and sleepovers. Rita had to forego a Saturday job and a social life, while her friends gathered boyfriends and escapades. The only males she met were the tabla and taal players: middle-aged men whom she called ‘uncle’. There was no room for romance, which she could not deny she pined for. But it was because of her commitment to the Kathak training that her parents had folded at her choice of study. Their worry: what on earth did one do with a degree in anthropology? But by then they had seen how resolute she could be and had learned that even enlisting her older brother to put pressure on her, with his dark forecasts of employment difficulties, would not sway her.


The classes she now volunteered for were a twenty-minute bus ride from the university, and were led by a vivacious Colombian, Maria, who had spent a year in India training in Odissi, and who had marvelled when Rita presented herself. Maria was delighted to have the help on Saturdays – she might even offer a small stipend – but she was also organising an event. She immediately entreated Rita to commit to the next six weeks. Given her experience, Rita could choreograph her own performance: a fusion, perhaps, of Kathak and modern dance. It was not difficult to be convinced: both the classes with toddlers and children over the weekends and rehearsals for the performance lent a structure to her schedule that meant she need not worry about who she was spending time with and where.


It might have been only a few weeks after the episode in his office when, cutting through the park on the way to the library, she had seen them walking towards her. It was one of those magical spring days when the light fell through the budding green leaves of the trees. He was pushing the wheelchair, and his wife was talking. As they passed her, he had given her a quick smile and said hello, and at his words his wife had turned to her with a flash of electric-blue eyes. She was tall – even in a wheelchair it was easy to see that – with her white-blonde hair tied back in an elegant bun. But in the photograph on his desk, his wife had been bursting with vigour and energy; now she looked desiccated.


Then they were gone, past her, and she carried on, her bag bumping against her back, before she glanced back and then stepped off the path. She was out of their line of vision here, and she watched as he manoeuvred the wheelchair to a halt. And then his wife got up and walked ahead, while he remained bent under the wheelchair, probably setting a brake – she couldn’t see. When he straightened up, he had a blanket in his hands. And she turned away, the next scenes playing out in her head: he would throw down the blanket, his wife would lower herself onto it, and he would fling himself down next to her.


As if fate was playing its hand more ebulliently, in one of the seminars the following week, while she was gathering her papers ready to leave, the lecturer had pronounced his name: ‘Ben Martin is giving a paper on women’s land rights tonight which I think you’ll find interesting.’ The reaction from the other students only proved to her that she did not have a monopoly on attention from Dr Martin: a few went to his office immediately to tell him they were coming that evening, showing a familiarity with him that was far from what she had acquired. If she was slightly deflated by the time she and a small group joined the sizeable gathering in a wood-panelled office overlooking the square, then she felt a delicious warmth flood through her when in the crowd he caught her eye and gave her a small wave. He clicked through his slides, spoke with no notes. She noticed several things: the dark hair on his forearms, the way his trousers fell long and straight over his legs, the set of his shoulders and his easy grace as he paced in front of his audience. How whenever his eyes rested on her they seemed to linger: this, surely her imagination. Of his topic she could remember little, even though she took notes assiduously.


The next time she saw him, he was in the library, with his wife; they had clearly had an argument. They were sitting side by side, but he was slightly turned away, browsing the pages of his book with studied nonchalance. His wife had two spots of colour on each cheek; her lips were pursed. He had raised his eyes from his book, given her a smile, as she passed them on her way to the mezzanine. When she had settled, she looked down and saw that he had been watching her, his hands folded in front of him as if in rest, as if he had decided to ignore his books and regard her at his leisure. When their eyes met, he did not break his gaze but smiled again. His wife had her head turned the other way so that the exchange of looks occurred unnoticed. She had flashed him a quick smile and then looked away. The library seemed empty, suddenly, except for the three of them.
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AT their next scheduled meeting, his door was closed when she arrived. She could hear voices inside: his earlier meeting had overrun. She walked back a few paces and stood by the window looking down on the square. The same window from which she had spied Julian who was now, she had heard, ensconced with an American exchange student. The door opened, and he appeared alongside a professor from the faculty who continued talking even as they stood outside the office, before finally taking his leave.


‘Sorry to keep you waiting.’


She waited as he cleared some piles of paper off a chair, looking around for somewhere to put them down. When he turned, his eyes swept over her briefly before he said, ‘Actually, why don’t we take this to a café? I could do with a coffee.’


He didn’t wait for an answer but shrugged into a jacket, held the door open for her. There was only two minutes’ worth of chat to be had, merely a checking-in, she knew, but did not say anything. On the street, he took her elbow briefly – no, no – directing her away from the café across the road, popular with students and faculty.


‘Do you mind walking a bit? I know a nice place.’


He took long strides, and she matched them. He held the door open again. There was a wooden bar at the window where they sat and where he laid out the papers he had rolled up and stuffed into his pocket.


‘What can I get you?’


She had ordered a hot chocolate, which she then regretted: it looked childish with its small mound of marshmallows spilling over the edge of the mug, arriving next to his elegant espresso. After he had ticked through some questions, made a few notes, he folded the pages, leaned back and smiled.


‘So, well into your first year. How’s it going?’


‘Um. I think I’m doing OK.’


‘You’re taking a module with Marc Duplessis, aren’t you? South African studies?’


She nodded.


‘Are you enjoying it?’


‘Yes, I am.’


There was a silence.


‘What do your parents do?’


‘My dad works at the hospital,’ she said. ‘My mum stays at home. Well, she works from home. She sews things for people.’


‘Brothers and sisters?’


‘One brother.’


When she didn’t continue, he laughed.


‘Not very chatty, are you?’


She flushed. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be—’


‘No.’ He laughed again, patting her arm briefly. ‘That’s not a criticism, just an observation. I’ve sort of put you on the spot, haven’t I? I don’t mean to be giving you the third degree.’


They fell silent, and he stirred his coffee before making a sweeping gesture to the streets outside.


‘Is this all you wanted it to be?’


She paused, then answered honestly. ‘I never thought I’d get in.’


He smiled. ‘Well. You have.’


‘Yes.’ She tried to smile back. ‘I guess I have.’


He didn’t look away, but said, ‘I felt the same way, you know. I felt like a fraud the first few years when I was at Oxford. It’s a good feeling to have though. It shows that this means something to you.’


There was a pause.


‘I enjoyed your talk,’ she said.


‘Oh yes, I saw you there. Thanks for coming. Although,’ he leaned towards her so his shoulder momentarily bumped against hers, ‘you made me slightly nervous.’


‘Did I?’ The question fell out of her mouth.


‘Writing down everything I said so you could hold me to account later.’


‘So I could try and make sense of it later,’ she retorted without thinking, then bit her lip when he started laughing.


‘Was I so opaque?’


She was mortified. ‘Dr Martin—’


‘Ben—’


‘Please don’t think—’


‘Rita,’ he was grinning, and he touched her hand lightly. ‘Please. No need to explain.’


He returned his hand to his cup. ‘It’s actually good for me to hear. Next time I’ll be more direct.’


She smiled weakly and cupped her hands around her mug as he sipped his coffee.


‘Do you mind me asking? Were you born here?’


She shook her head. ‘I was four when my parents moved over.’


He leaned back and folded his arms across his chest. ‘We have that in common. Neither was I.’


A marshmallow bounced off her cup as if in reaction to his words, and she placed her teaspoon over it to hide it.


‘Where were you born?’ she asked.


‘Harare, which was called Salisbury at the time. I came here, well, London, when I was sixteen. But you know, it makes us different people, that dislocation. I’d be a different person if I’d stayed on.’


He stopped there, but she found herself drawn into the conversation.


‘How do you mean?’


He unfolded his arms, leaned against the counter, stirring his coffee.


‘Well, there would be practical things. I’m sure I would have carried on playing cricket; I might even have made the national team, because I was a big fish in a small pond there. I might have married this girl I went out with who lived down the road.’


He turned and grinned, but she could see his eyes were serious.


‘But it’s more than that.’ He tapped his spoon against his cup. ‘There are subtleties. I’ve got used to a different type of rain. I listen to music I probably wouldn’t have listened to. I would have stuck with listening to rock and punk and the like, but actually moving away meant that I started listening more to music from Africa. Do you like desert blues?’ he asked suddenly.


‘I don’t know much about it,’ she said after a pause.


‘Well, I need to play you some songs sometime,’ and then resuming as if he had not interrupted himself, ‘I read different things, I connect with different things, laugh at different jokes.’


There was a pause as if he were about to continue, but then he straightened up.


‘What about you? I know you were only little when you left, but how would you be different?’


She picked up her cup. It was empty, so she put it down again.


‘Different clothes, I guess,’ she started. ‘Different language.’ Her response was insipid and obvious in comparison to his reflections, and this only served to make her feel gauche and inept. ‘I’d probably have a different hairstyle,’ she heard herself saying, then seeing his eyes move in that direction she stopped, feeling self-conscious. She pushed some strands away from her eyes and cleared her throat. There was a smile playing on his lips, as if he were aware of how his attention unsettled her. Then he pushed his cup away.


‘Are you enjoying yourself here?’


She nodded.


‘Social life keeping you up at night?’


‘Not too much.’


He narrowed his eyes. ‘Don’t be too serious, Rita.’


She felt her face burn as he continued. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘You must be batting them away.’


Then, when she remained quiet, not sure how to respond, certain that he was making fun, he said, easily, ‘I’m just teasing’, as if to confirm her thoughts.


‘I’ve joined this dance group,’ she blurted out.


‘Really? Good for you.’


‘There’s an event actually,’ she said. ‘In a few weeks.’


She realised that she was telling him this because she wanted him to come. It was an overture – her way of modifying their acquaintance. It was clear that he was amused by her, she could see, and this made her feel safe in one way, as one does with a favourite uncle. But it also made her chafe against his interpretation of her shyness: there’s more to me.


‘Well, that’s great,’ he was saying.


She swallowed. ‘It’s a fundraiser actually, for a hospice . . .’


‘How much are the tickets? I’ll get two.’ He was pulling out his wallet, slipping out some notes, which he handed to her.


‘Just put them under my door if I’m not in.’


‘OK,’ she said.


‘Good,’ he said briskly. It felt like a dismissal, and so she slid off the stool.


‘Well, thank you for the drink.’


‘Sure.’


Now he appeared distracted, and he pulled out a newspaper she had not noticed before. She left the coffee shop with a strange sensation in her chest. She stepped out onto the street and noticed that it had been raining while they had been inside. Something made her turn her head. She glanced back hoping to meet his eyes but saw his head was bent, his hand to his ear now, speaking on the phone. If he had intended anything more than a friendly invitation, she had mistaken it. He was kind, and he needed a coffee.


That night, she searched his name. There were several Ben Martins in the world, few who had been born in Zimbabwe-then-Rhodesia. He had authored two books, was the keynote speaker at a conference in Copenhagen on Land Reform, he had studied at Corpus Christi Oxford. A few years ago, he had completed a half-marathon; a year ago, the Great North Run. Both times he had raised money for SOS Children’s Villages, the first in Zimbabwe, the second in Mozambique. He had a full, complete life without any need for her.


She regretted telling him about the performance: he will have thought her a show-off, or worse, forward. And while she admitted that she wanted him to see her on the stage, that she was confident of how she appeared, she was less sure that she wanted his wife at his side to discern the schoolgirl crush on her husband. She could imagine them exchanging a knowing glance at her expense, laughing about it later that night. And while she ran through her head several times an imaginary dialogue when she would explain that there was a problem, that she had mixed up the dates/venue/charity – she even had a dream where she stood before him while she babbled on, as he shook his head with an amused smile, I don’t believe you, Rita – she found herself, a few days later, slipping the tickets and loose change under his office door.


Her brother Joy, his wife Latha and their daughter Mira visited that weekend, staying in a hotel in the centre. Joy: so named because he brought joy to his beleaguered parents, baited and derided by their families for not producing a baby for several years. Joy: who seemed to have taken in the changes in his life – a new high-school, a new language and environment at age fourteen – in his stride, who now had a job in finance in the City. When he had decided to get married, he told his parents with customary self-assurance that he would arrange his own match, and within days settled on Latha, a pharmacist, whose parents owned a business in Bangalore, and who was keen to live in London. He was a perennial optimist, confident, slipping from Malayalam to English and back with an ease she never had.


That afternoon, she was their guide to the coast, where they climbed up the cliff from the beach, Mira on her father’s shoulders. To her surprise, her brother had marched uphill, certain that Rita could keep pace with him, which she did, but leaving Latha puffing behind. It was as if he wanted to brandish the attributes he shared with his sister, as agile and nimble as he; to contrast his sibling with his more sedentary spouse. And when Latha, ever-confident, ever-critical, had finally appeared at the brow of the cliff, he had teased his wife, before holding out his hand to pull her up the last few steps, then pinching her cheek affectionately. It was with a frisson of Schadenfreude that Rita noticed Latha’s hair in disarray, her flustered expression: a vision of times ahead, when she could be less daunted by her sister-in-law. Watching them, she remembered that before Joy had announced his intention to get married there had been a very pretty, fair-haired girl who had once come to the house and who Joy had, brazenly, in front of his parents, held around the waist. She remembered mutterings from her parents’ bedroom that night, a few more visits from the girl, who then faded away, so that when Joy got married nobody mentioned his friend. A blip on his report card, just as she would be a blip on Julian’s.


Aside from a tug at her heart when she felt her niece’s small arms around her neck in a farewell embrace, she was glad when they left. She had spent the year before arriving at university explaining at length why she wanted to study anthropology, and there was still that incomprehension, that indulgence that belittled her decision to a whim rather than a seriously regarded selection. She would always be the youngest, she would always squirm under her sister-in-law’s uncompromising scrutiny, her brother never let her finish a sentence. When they left, she waved them away and then decided to walk back from their hotel to her halls of residence.


The days were getting longer, and it was a beautiful evening. She felt the muscles in her legs stretch, and as the wind rustled through her hair she felt herself shaking off her family like cobwebs. When she walked past a bar with a group of drinkers clustered outside holding their beers, a man detached himself from the group and stepped in front of her, offering her his bottle. She hurried past, but the encounter evoked in her a strong sense of herself, her person: this body and these legs. She was alive; she held her face to the wind, feeling even the nerves in her fingertips. For some reason, as she laughed to herself at the man’s predictable proposition, she imagined herself standing in front of Ben Martin, her face turned to his, his eyes looking down into hers.
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ON the evening of the event, there was a confidence in the light, a longer dusk. When she saw him slip in, alone, to sit at the back of the hall, a hum began in her ears, so loud she feared she would not hear the music. The programme began with the youngest performers, followed by three adult-age groups. She would be giving the penultimate performance, Maria the finale. They had decided on a sequence that fused flamenco and Kathak, long regarded as cousins, and Maria had chosen a very flattering gypsy-like costume for her to wear. The rhythm was complex, so was her footwork, and there was great applause at the end. Backstage, Maria was ecstatic: Rita’s contribution had helped to seal the evening’s success. Afterwards, when some of the performers were gathering on the street, planning where to go for a drink, she saw that he was waiting for her outside, leaning against the wall.


She walked over to him. ‘Thanks for coming.’


‘My wife sends her apologies; she wasn’t feeling too good.’


‘I’m sorry you bought the ticket . . .’


‘Don’t worry about that . . .’


They had both executed the pleasantries and now fell silent. Then he squared himself in front of her.


‘Rita,’ he said. ‘You were amazing.’


She gave a short laugh, trying to hide her delight.


‘I mean,’ he continued, ‘I never expected you to be bad, but I never expected you to be . . .’ He broke off. ‘You took my breath away.’


His words were more than she had ever hoped for. A warm feeling slid into her, like molten metal.


‘Rita!’


‘You go,’ he said, touching her arm briefly. ‘Go and enjoy. You deserve it. I’ll catch up with you later.’


Later that week, another departmental gathering: more cheese and wine and conversation. She was reluctant to go this time: if Julian were there, then there would be a sense of déjà-vu, only he would be proprietary with someone else. In the end she went, simply because she wondered if Ben Martin would be there, and if he were, what he would say to her. Julian was not there, Ben Martin was, sitting on the end of a table, holding a glass of wine between his knees, smiling and nodding while two other students, attractive girls with big fulsome smiles and long blonde hair, held forth. She munched on a handful of crisps, surprised at how miserable she felt. What did they talk about with him? How could they be so garrulous when he was so close, his eyes never leaving them? She could conjure a stage on which she could perform for him, but there were many others vying for his attention.


She dropped some crisps, bent to pick them up to avoid them being crushed into the carpet, when she saw a pair of shoes arrive in her vision. Straightening up, she saw it was him, having extricated himself from the two other girls, standing in front of her. He opened his mouth just as another lecturer came to stand next to him, so that his eyes held hers for a fraction of a second as if in apology before he turned to his colleague saying, ‘Marc, I believe you teach Rita. She’s one of my personal tutees.’


Marc Duplessis had come over to ask Rita whether she was considering taking his module the following year: she had made some very good contributions and he would be happy to see her again in his seminars. He was a warm, personable lecturer – from Durban he had told her when she first met him, before explaining that it was a city which had the largest Indian population outside of the subcontinent – but he was not Ben Martin, who now stood quietly, smiling and nodding, before he briefly touched her elbow and moved away. She was distracted for the next half hour, which she spent with Marc Duplessis and then with one of the other girls before she left, looking back to see him in serious conversation with another colleague – at least he was not being pigeonholed by another one of her peers. She was exhilarated: he had approached her, as he had done in the café. If she had not been clumsy, picking up morsels of crisps like the prig she knew she was, she might have managed a short conversation with him. He might have turned it to her performance; he might have wanted to know more about her training. She would have been capable of showing her passion for the dance, she was sure. An opportunity lost, but her heart was beating with excitement, the wife receding further into the background.


The Easter break was drawing nearer and when next she had seen him just outside his building, he had raised his hand to stop her, asked if she was going down to London for the duration, and if she were, whether she would like to join him and one of his doctoral students. He was driving down, his wife was staying on, and there would be plenty of room in the car. He didn’t intend to drive beyond Clapham, but it was only half an hour on the bus across to Tooting. They were leaving in the morning and could be in London by the afternoon. The invitation seemed to come at a crest of a wave. She accepted and then spent the next few days wondering what she could get him as a thank-you present. It would be a long drive, and he would be saving her a train fare. She worried over the etiquette, not mentioning the lift to her friends for fear that they would tease her, uncover her crush. An hour spent looking online at titles classified as World Music was unproductive; from a shop on the high street she bought a box of chocolates.


In the car, some weeks later, he was in a T-shirt and jeans, unshaven, and looked younger, gave her a friendly greeting as he stowed away her rucksack in the boot. On being introduced, his doctoral student gave a peremptory grunt – she was an irritant, it was clear – and ostentatiously resumed the interrupted conversation, a discussion of his thesis, as she slid into the back seat. As they left the city, the student droned on, and Rita reached into her bag for her music player, her fingers brushing against the box of chocolates. The gift now appeared overly formal.


‘So I’m saying that a Marxist reading reveals more of the reasons . . .’


‘But you’ll need to show that you’ve explored more than one angle . . .’


‘Which is what I’ve done in chapter three . . .’


‘Not nearly as rigorously as I think you need to . . .’


They carried on, and she stared out of the window. They were on the motorway, green around them. When she next tuned in, they were talking about music. He caught her eye in the rear-view mirror.


‘Have you seen them, Rita?’


‘Sorry?’


‘Have you seen them live?’


She shook her head, embarrassed that she had not followed the conversation, worried he had expected that of her.


They made their first stop late morning, and as they queued up at a café, he said to her, ‘Do you want to swap, sit up front for the next leg?’


She shook her head, ‘No, I’m fine in the back, thanks.’ He didn’t press her, but smiled, then on reaching the counter waved her purse away and paid for her snack. When they returned to the car, she found she would again escape being called on for conversation: the other student slipped out a folder holding recordings of the demos of his band, which he played one after the other, pointing out in each the bass line he had contributed.


They stopped again at another services an hour from London, where they parted company with his student; for the rest of the journey, it would just be the two of them. After using the washroom, she found him outside, leaning against the wall, smoking. On seeing her, he waved the cigarette.


‘Just the one. I’m supposed to have given up,’ he said. He offered her the pack. ‘Do you?’


She shook her head.


‘Of course you don’t. Being a dancer and all . . .’


He crossed one leg over the other, shook his head.


‘I’m still not over how good you are . . .’


‘I’m not that good . . .’


‘You convinced me.’


She could have let it lie there, but she pushed herself.


‘Perhaps,’ she said, ‘you don’t have a good eye.’


He gave her a sideways glance, let his eyes run up and down her.


‘I’ll have you know,’ and he blew out some smoke, ‘that I have a very good eye indeed.’


He had accepted her offer. It was flirtatious, a compliment – she was sure of it. Her heart thudded against her chest. Then he turned slightly and made a gesture towards his car.


‘I’m sorry it’s not been much fun for you,’ he said.


‘I’ve not minded.’


‘I could see.’ He looked amused, as if he knew that she had been relieved by her relegation to the back seat, safe from any onus to make conversation.


She made a decision and presented the box of chocolates.


‘These are for you. To thank you for the lift.’


‘Well, that’s sweet of you.’ He straightened up and took the box from her. ‘You really didn’t have to.’


‘Thanks for asking me along.’


‘It’s not a chore in any way. I wouldn’t have offered . . .’ spreading out his palms. ‘Actually, I was looking forward to getting to know you a bit more.’ He smiled, took another drag at his cigarette.


‘I find you intriguing,’ he said. ‘You’re so quiet, but you have these depths to you as well. And then,’ he continued with an exaggerated flourish, ‘and then when I saw how you dance . . .’


He was grinning, to temper his words, and she blushed. Yet it was what she had wanted: for him to see her, take note of her in a different light, not awkward as she always was around him.


He tucked the box under his arm. ‘We’ll open these in the car if you like.’


‘No, keep them. They’re for you.’ She hesitated. ‘And your wife.’


Now he blew some more smoke out, silently regarded her, his eyes slightly narrowed, as if acknowledging her parry. As she felt the colour rise again in her cheeks, wondering if she had gone too far, he reached forward around the back of her neck. She felt his fingers curl around her ponytail, and then he swished it gently into her face, as if it were the most natural thing to do: a gentle reprimand. Before she could react, he continued as if nothing had happened: ‘As a mark of appreciation on my side,’ he said, ‘I’ll let you choose the music we listen to for the rest of the drive.’


They walked back to the car. As he stamped out his cigarette, she searched the radio stations, unsure what her selection would reveal about herself. They pulled out of the services and continued on their way. He did not seem to want to talk, but hummed along to most of the tunes under his breath, never once denigrating her choice, tapping at the steering wheel. She found herself glancing at his hands: long fingers like a pianist, neatly cut nails.


They arrived at a large Victorian house in Clapham, and as he parked the car on the street in front he asked, ‘Why don’t you come in for a bit? Have a cup of coffee before you get on the bus?’


He was reaching across her, scrabbling around in the glove compartment to produce a large set of keys. When she had murmured her thanks, he continued, ‘But once I get out of the car I’m on holiday. Don’t think of me as a lecturer, all right? Just as Ben. Can you do that?’


She tried to smile. ‘I’ll try.’


‘Good.’ He smiled at her, and for a moment she thought he was reaching for her ponytail again, but he only reached behind to grab his bag from the back seat.


‘Watch the step,’ he muttered, the keys for the house between his teeth. He opened the door, stood aside for her to enter.


It was a wide spacious hallway, and she stepped onto the beautiful black and white tiles: a pattern that would stay with her and return to her, often, as if imprinted on her memory, a visual aide-memoire. There was a dark mahogany hall table holding a collection of photographs in thick heavy frames and on which he threw the car keys. ‘Hang on.’ He took her rucksack off her shoulder. ‘I’ll put this here.’ He closed the door, led her down the hall and then down a short set of stairs to the kitchen. There were gleaming surfaces, large windows and a lingering smell of grilled fish. He produced a French press which he held out.


‘Coffee? Or would you rather tea?’


‘Coffee, please.’


There was a small washroom opposite, with shells in a glass jar balanced on the sink; the walls held framed photographs of a beach, a cliff. The mirror reflected her face, looking young and unformed. She quickly pulled her hair down from its band and brushed it, arranged it into a half-up, half-down style, tugged at her hoodie, touched some balm to her lips. He was arranging some cups on a tray when she re-entered the kitchen. His eyes briefly surveyed her hair, but he said nothing.


‘It’s a beautiful house,’ she said.


‘It is, isn’t it.’


He motioned to her to follow him, and they climbed back up the stairs. The living room was a large area of wooden floors and leather sofas, rugs, two fireplaces. There were tall, wide windows, with ivory-coloured shutters, through which she could see a sloping lawn, a summer house at the end. Sunlight was streaming in, even though it had started drizzling outside. He laid the tray down on a side table and handed her a cup. She remained on her feet, taking in the room. There was one wall covered in African masks, another holding a large stretched canvas. There was a long, tall bookcase covering one wall, holding novels and large hardback collections of artists’ prints.


It was a room that if she had drawn a house she wanted to live in would have fulfilled every aspect. So this was how he had grown up. He had made it sound like they might have had an upbringing in common, but she realised this was far from the truth. She stood for a few minutes looking at the titles on the bookshelves, absorbing the atmosphere, and when she turned she saw that he was watching her.


He came and stood beside her.


‘These books,’ she gestured to one shelf.


‘My father’s. Did I tell you he’s a writer?’


He reached forward and slid one out.


‘His most well known. He wrote it just before I left.’


‘Before you left?’


He nodded. ‘My parents were separated for many years. My dad stayed on in Harare while I came here with my mother. He only came to London ten years later.’


He opened the book – the spine had broken and some pages had been dislodged – then handed it to her. There was a cover featuring a dark hill of some kind, a streak of yellow, then the author’s name: John Martin. She opened the book and glanced at the words inside.


‘What’s it about?’


She could feel her tongue relaxing, as if the drink he had handed her was laced with whisky. The warmth of the room, the pleasure of standing among beautiful, interesting objects, was working like a drug, as if this were not a living room but another universe, one in which she was a different person. He shifted onto his other foot.


‘What’s it about? Well, you have to read it and see. It’s based on his childhood, growing up in Africa.’


She turned it over and looked at the blurb: Surrounded by the open spaces of the Eastern Highlands of Rhodesia, a young white boy questions his parents’ ownership of a farm . . .


‘I’ll try and find you a better copy. I’m sure we’ll have more.’


He let his fingers run along the shelves as he reached higher, his T-shirt riding up so that she saw a flash of stomach, a line of hair snaking down from his navel.


She averted her eyes and turned away, walked over to the painting on the opposite wall. There were five women bathing in the river, one baring her breast. A child was tied around her waist with a cloth, his fingers reaching for a nipple. The expressions of the women were haughty, and one woman, pausing as she was slipping off the cloth covering her upper body, looked directly at the viewer as if challenging this intrusion.


‘Here you are.’


He came up beside her and held out a slim novel. ‘Take it with you.’


‘Will your parents mind?’


‘They’re away at the moment, but I’ll tell them when they get back. They won’t mind.’


‘I love the painting,’ she said.


‘It’s my brother’s. One of his earliest actually,’ he said. ‘He’s an artist.’


They stood side by side, looking at it.


‘It’s very good,’ she ventured.


‘It is,’ he said, but did not continue.


‘And is that you and your brother?’ There was a photo on the mantelpiece above the fire: two boys, teenagers, with tousled dark hair, in a field of some kind.


He nodded. ‘That was just before he went to art school.’


There was, next to that photo, another, which she did not mention: a wedding day. A slim, elegant blonde in a fetching cream-coloured dress; beside her, a tall, dark-haired, handsome groom. She blinked and turned away.


‘And your father,’ she asked. ‘Does he still write?’


He nodded. ‘He’s working on something now. Not sure if it’s a book or something else.’


She turned back to the painting. There was something hypnotic about the naked breast, the woman’s beautiful face with its disdainful stare, the tones of her skin, the light reflecting in the river, more figures revealing themselves layer by layer. She was aware that he remained close, leaning against the wall, and when she glanced at him she realised what was making her heart beat faster: he was looking at her as if she were one of those women in the river.


‘Come and sit.’ He gestured to the sofa.


But she remained on her feet, placed her cup on a glass-topped table and pulled off the chunky hoodie she was wearing, leaving it on the arm of a chair. She moved further down the room, looking at the titles of the books, the painted ceramic pots; at one point she fingered a batik of some kind, pinned to a shelf. While she was inspecting the room, she could feel his eyes follow her movements, taking in her arms, her straight back and slender, supple body. She knew he was watching her, and she felt flutters in her chest, her stomach contract.


Eventually, he walked over to stand next to her. Pointing to the book in her hand, he smiled down at her and said, his tone light, ‘I want a critique of that when you’ve finished.’


She nodded; the book slipped out of her grasp and fell onto the floor. They bent down in unison, nearly knocking heads, and he laughed, picked it up and handed it back to her. When she reached for it, he did not let go immediately, and she raised her eyes to meet his.


Time ticked by; she could not look away. His hands on the book: she could imagine them on her body. It was the moment when everything could have been different. She could have laughed and moved away, picked up some more books, and they could have engaged in a discussion over the merits of post-colonial literature, after which she would have excused herself, caught her bus. Later, she would understand: it was as if he were asking permission. That if she broke their gaze and turned away it would be the indication that he needed: that she was unwilling. As she didn’t, he had received his signal.


‘You’re very lovely.’ He spoke slowly and softly.


She opened her mouth, felt her face grow warm, and then seeing her reaction he seemed to change his mind. He smiled, but she saw his eyes were still dark with intensity. He touched her elbow lightly.


‘Don’t mind me,’ he said. ‘I don’t have an English reserve.’


She was holding her breath, she realised; her mouth was dry.


‘I don’t mind,’ she said. ‘I mean, it’s nice of you to say.’


He surveyed her gravely, then he reached forward and lifted some hair off her shoulder, as he had done before, but this time he kept hold of it, resting his hand briefly on her collarbone, before raising it so that the back of his fingers brushed her cheek.


‘You’re more than lovely,’ he said with a quiet simplicity that seemed to take the words from his mouth and place them somewhere in her chest.


She did something she never would have imagined doing. She reached forward and with her fingertips touched his lips, then brought them back to touch her own: like a play-kiss, a child’s game. He was quiet, looking down at her, and then his hand slipped behind her neck and he stepped in, pulling her forwards. Within seconds his mouth was against hers, the scratchiness of his chin scraping against her skin, the smell of his hair: tobacco mixed with a trace of shampoo. When he drew away, he didn’t let her go but asked quietly, his eyes uncertain, do you want to leave, Rita? As she shook her head, she felt her heart pounding in her chest. She opened her mouth, so that she could taste his tongue, and she let her head fall back, so that he had to move in closer.


Afterwards, all she could remember was how thrilling it was, the change in him. His strength, the way that there was an absolute certainty in what he wanted to do, where he wanted to touch her, as if he had imagined doing so before. He was breathing fast, his body pressing hard against hers, the feel of it so different from her own. His fingers were on her skin, pushing up her T-shirt, sliding her jeans down over her hips. She was being carried backwards; she was falling onto the rug. She was naked and then he was naked; his mouth was everywhere. When he entered her, she gasped and felt him stiffen against her in surprise, but she tightened her thighs against his, her fingers clutched at his hair, and then he was thrusting against her. The sunlight filtered through the shutters; the birds were singing outside.
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SHE took the bus back to Tooting, down the Broadway, touching her lips with her fingers, reliving every minute, every breath, as the streets below her – the shops, the green spaces – all continued moving as if she was invisible, an onlooker on everyday life. She had wanted to stay on that rug with him for ever, as they were: there was no need to live any longer. When everything had stilled, he had lain with his face buried in her neck for some minutes, and she had listened to their breathing. Then he had lifted himself off her but kept his fingers on her throat, which he slid to her lips. When he leaned forward to kiss her mouth, he had said, you’re so beautiful, and then in the same breath, I’m so sorry. The memory of that moment was one of the strongest she had: that along with the pleasure, there was remorse, the need for an apology. She was not sure to whom.


He gathered her clothes for her, and she pulled on her T-shirt. Looking down she could see the wetness and smears of blood on her thighs, the colours arranged as on an artist’s palette. He pulled on his jeans and left the room, to return with tissues, a folded towel, which she took from him, wanting to gaze at him – this male person before her – the muscles in his arms, the breadth of his shoulders and his chest, his body tapering into his jeans. But she turned away and climbed the stairs to where he had pointed: the bathroom. She could not bring herself to step into the tub, gleaming white with brass taps, but washed herself from the sink. A messier proposition, with pools of water gathering on the floor. She mopped these up with several wads of toilet paper, flushed them away. Then she stood for a few seconds, trying to slow her breathing, her heart beating hard. When she came downstairs, she handed him the towel, which he took down to the kitchen, to a utility room, presumably to throw into the washing machine. There were so many practicalities. She felt a twinge of unease, a sense of something being done and needing to be erased.


‘I should get back . . .’


‘Yes, of course.’


He slung her rucksack on his shoulder, walked with her to the bus stop, his hands tucked into his pockets, then waited with her, not saying anything. When she glanced at him, he turned and smiled. Her bus arrived, and he kissed her quickly on the forehead, slipped her rucksack onto her shoulder. And then he waited on the pavement, his fingers drumming against his thigh while the other passengers boarded, until the bus pulled away from the kerb, and she looked for him. He waved goodbye.
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