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1
            CHAPTER ONE

            In Dublin’s fair city

Where the girls are so pretty

         

         ‘My father is very bad-tempered,’ Ana said. ‘Once he didn’t speak to me for two months.’

         He laughed and took a quaff of the excellent stout. They were in the Stag’s Head, one of his favourite hostelries in the centre of Dublin, close to the university, Trinity College, with its ‘surly front’ as Joyce described it, where he was teaching on an English language summer school for foreign students. Entering the Stag’s Head was like stepping into a hundred-year time warp. It was all dark wood, tile and marble and high, ornately-plastered ceilings. They were in one of the cosy wood and cut-glass-panelled snugs. It probably hadn’t changed much since Joyce’s time.

         She reminded him of the young waitress in the hotel in San Sebastian where he had stayed with his mother for a week on their way to Lourdes. How long ago was that? Eighteen years! He was twenty-one, still a seminarian, but sick in soul because, having lost his faith, he had lost his vocation to the priesthood too, but after nine years couldn’t find the courage to leave and go back to the world he had left behind at the age of twelve, a world that was like another planet now.

         At dinner in the hotel with his mother, who felt more like a chaperone than a companion, he had stolen surreptitious, 2guilty glances at the young Spanish waitress with hopeless longing, crushed by the thought that if he stayed in this way of life he could never have a girlfriend like her, or any girlfriend, never have a wife, never have children, never be normal …

         And now here he was, in a pub in central Dublin eighteen years later, chatting up a pretty young Spanish girl who looked not totally unlike that Spanish waitress all those years ago! A ripple of triumph went through him at the thought. He had escaped his fate, turned the tables on it, defied it! He had come through, to quote DH Lawrence, and come out the other side, though it had almost destroyed him.

         Now he was in a different world, the real world, the world that, ironically, he had read about enviously in novels, the world of real people, of real men and women, normal people, not celibate sorcerers in black frocks who dealt in black magic and mumbo jumbo; the world where men and women met and mingled, fell in love, made love, had sex, made children, lived together, lived.

         ‘What did you do to upset him so much?’ he asked her with a wry smile, wondering if he should ask if it had been something to do with a boy, but refraining, because she seemed so innocent.

         ‘I told him I wanted to go to England.’

         ‘You mean, to live in England?’

         ‘Yes. Just for a year. To study.’

         ‘And he wouldn’t let you? But you’re twenty-one. He can’t stop you, can he?’

         ‘He stopped speaking to me.’

         ‘For two months?’

         ‘Yes. Until I agreed not to. That’s why I’ve come here. It’s a compromise with him.’

         ‘It’s not enough, three weeks.’3

         ‘I know. But I can’t disobey him. I’m afraid of him.’

         ‘You’re afraid of your father?’

         ‘He loves me.’

         ‘He loves you too much then!’

         ‘Yes, he’s very possessive.’

         ‘He has to let you go sooner or later.’ He felt fraudulent saying it. What did he know, he who wasn’t a father yet, might never be, if the doctors were right?

         ‘Yes. But only when I get married.’

         ‘I see. Will you get married?’

         ‘I hope one day.’

         This was his cue. ‘Have you got a boyfriend?’

         ‘Yes.’ He was disappointed, though it was inevitable, she was so pretty.

         ‘Tell me about him.’ He could sense she wasn’t happy with the relationship, which diluted his disappointment a little.

         ‘His name is José.’

         ‘Yes? Is he good-looking?’

         ‘Yes. He’s tall and thin like you, with long dark hair.’ She pronounced ‘you’ like ‘ju’.

         ‘But better-looking than me?’ he laughed, taking a swig of stout.

         ‘You are good-looking.’ Ju are good-looking.

         ‘Gracias! And you are pretty.’

         ‘You think so?’ Ju think so.

         ‘Yes, I do. Very pretty!’ It was time to turn on the charm. He could see she was flattered, not used to being complimented, pretty though she was. ‘So, tell me more.’

         ‘About?’

         ‘Your boyfriend.’ Not that he really wanted to know. ‘What does he do?’

         ‘He’s unemployed. Sometimes he helps my father.’

         ‘What does your father do?’4

         ‘He’s, how do you say, with wood?’

         ‘Carpenter.’

         ‘Si.’

         ‘So, is that it?’

         ‘What do you want to know?’

         ‘How long have you been with him?’

         ‘We met at school.’

         ‘A few years then?’

         ‘Si.’

         ‘Is it serious?’

         ‘I don’t know.’

         He interpreted that as a no, wondered if he dared ask the million-dollar question, took a slug of Guinness for courage.

         ‘Do you – sleep with him? That’s one way to tell if it’s serious.’

         ‘How dare you!’ she expostulated, slapping his face, jumping up and running out of the pub.

         To his relief, she didn’t do that, but answered frankly. ‘I’ve never made love with him.’

         ‘I see. Doesn’t he want to? Don’t you want to?’

         ‘He tries to have sex in the back of the car. He opens his trousers. It’s embarrassing for me.’

         ‘I’m sure it is.’ He was shocked, but pleasantly surprised at her candour.

         ‘You don’t want to – have sex?’ Again, to his relief, she didn’t slap his face, but answered with surprising candour.

         ‘I’m afraid.’

         ‘You’ve never had – sex?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘So you’re a – a virgin?’

         ‘Si. Yes.’

         ‘I see.’ He was surprised, yet knew he shouldn’t be, considering her background – Spanish, Catholic. At least, he supposed she was Catholic. He had had a female Spanish 5student who was a Jehovah’s Witness, a convert from Catholicism, in his class once. Talk about out of the frying pan into the fire! ‘What are you afraid of exactly?’

         ‘I’m afraid of making love. I don’t know anything about sex. I never read about sex.’

         ‘Your mother didn’t talk to you about sex?’

         ‘No. She’d be too embarrassed.’

         ‘You didn’t have any sex education at school?’

         ‘No. My teachers were nuns.’

         ‘Ah, well, that explains that!’ he laughed, taking another slug of the excellent Stag’s Head stout.

         So she must be Catholic. It wasn’t completely different from his own case – educated for the most part by celibate brothers and priests who hadn’t a clue about such matters, indeed had warped views about them. Some of whom were warped themselves. He didn’t tell her that though. That would be for later – if there was a later. Time for a little pep talk. A little homily.

         ‘There’s nothing wrong with sex, you know, Ana. It’s healthy and natural. You don’t have to suppress it. It’s not a sin, despite what the Catholic church says. As long as you’re careful, of course. I mean, careful not to get pregnant. Unless you want to get pregnant. Careful not to catch a disease. And preferably do it with someone you love. Or at least someone who means something to you. Someone special.’

         He was amused to hear himself giving sex education to a pretty young Spanish girl. He’d certainly come a long way since that time eighteen years ago in San Sebastian! The Spanish waitress hovered sad-eyed on the periphery of his vision. Sad-Eyed Lady of the Lowlands.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ she said.

         ‘What are you sorry about?’ he smiled, taking another swig of stout.

         ‘I’m boring.’6

         ‘You’re not boring!’ he laughed. ‘I like you.’

         ‘You like me?’

         ‘Yes! That’s why I invited you for a drink.’

         ‘Why do you like me?’

         ‘I don’t know,’ he laughed. ‘There’s just something about you I like. I mean, apart from the fact you’re pretty. And intelligent.’ And you’re Spanish.

         ‘I like you.’ I like ju.

         ‘Come here.’ He put his arm around her fragile shoulders and pulled her towards him. To his relief, she didn’t resist. He put a finger under her chin, tilted her head upwards and gave her a quick kiss on her lips. ‘There, that didn’t hurt, did it?’ he grinned, gazing into her brown eyes. God, she was pretty!

         ‘I like you so much,’ she sighed, resting her head on his chest.

         ‘You don’t sound very happy.’

         ‘I’m jealous.’ She pronounced it ‘jelloos’.

         ‘Jealous? Of who?’

         ‘The other girls. I know they like you.’

         He laughed, flattered. ‘You’re the only one I like. That’s why I’m here with you.’ This was only half true – there were a couple of other girls on the course he liked, but not as much as her. There really was something about her …

         ‘I’m jealous of your girlfriend.’

         ‘How do you know I have a girlfriend?’

         ‘Have you got?’ Hab ju got.

         ‘Yes, but it’s not good.’

         ‘Do you live with her?’

         ‘Yes, but.’ He shrugged.

         ‘I hate her.’

         ‘You don’t need to hate her,’ he said, shocked, taking his arm from her shoulders, and added glumly: ‘I don’t think it’ll last very much longer.’7

         A stab of guilt went through him at the thought of Rania back home in London. She loved him and he loved her – or did he? – but it was impossible. She was impossible. It was a massive mistake. They were incompatible. Two very different people, from two very different cultures and with an almost twenty-year age gap between them. He had to leave her, for her sake and his. Yet until now he hadn’t been able to find the guts to do so. Maybe if he found another girl first, he surmised, it would give him the motivation he needed. Maybe this girl beside him now could be the one. He picked up her hand, held it tenderly in his. It was like a child’s.

         ‘Can I ask you something, Ana?’ he said, lifting her chin, tilting her head towards him and gazing into her brown eyes again, a snatch of Van Morrison’s ‘Brown Eyed Girl’ playing on his mental jukebox.

         ‘You can ask,’ she replied. Ju can ask.

         ‘Will you be my girl?’ My brown-eyed girl.

         It only took her a second to reply, but it felt like minutes, during which his heart seemed to stop beating and he braced himself for her to say no, snatch her hand away indignantly, slap his face, flee …

         ‘Yes,’ she said, gazing back into his eyes. ‘But can I ask you something?’

         ‘Sure.’

         ‘You won’t hurt me, will you?’

         ‘I won’t hurt you.’

         ‘You promise? Because I’m very easy to hurt.’

         ‘I promise.’ He meant it, though he wasn’t totally sure he’d be able to keep it. After all, he’d been here before with Danielle, his French girlfriend. He’d lost her, but this time he’d do better, he told himself. He’d learned from his mistake.

         ‘OK?’ he asked.8

         ‘OK,’ she said.

         ‘Can I give you a kiss?’

         ‘If you want.’ If ju want.

         He put his hand on the back of her slender neck, pulled her gently towards him and kissed her lightly on the lips.

         ‘Te quiero,’ she murmured.

         ‘What does that mean?’ he asked, though he knew.

         ‘I love you.’ I love ju.

         ‘Te quiero,’ he said, pulling her close and giving her another kiss on the lips. Somehow, it sounded better in Spanish.

         
             

         

         That was how it had started. They spent the rest of the evening in the pub, cuddling and exchanging life stories. She told him she loved animals, because as she charmingly put it, they were ‘innocent’. She had a dog called Dama, who slept on her bed. She had two sisters, both younger. (Are they as pretty as you, he asked, teasing?) Her father had a glass of whisky every night after work. She said she was self-conscious about being so small, especially having small breasts. (He told her that didn’t matter to him, which it didn’t, and that what mattered was what was inside, which was largely true.) She believed in God and went to Mass every Sunday, but her boyfriend didn’t believe in God or go to church – it was a problem between them. (He kept his counsel on that one.) Her boyfriend didn’t want to mix with her friends – that was another problem between them. She was going to leave him when she went home.

         He told her about growing up in an Irish Catholic family in Manchester, about childhood holidays in Ireland, about his time in the seminary (though not about the sexual, physical and psychological abuse), about losing his faith and his vocation, about the breakdown of his relationship with his parents as a result, about how he knew Charles, the 9director of the summer school, from seminary days, about the college in London where he taught, about how his girlfriend had been one of his students there, about how he now realised their relationship was a mistake, they were incompatible, he was going to leave her when he went home …

         
             

         

         ‘I don’t know if I should,’ she said primly, when he suggested sleeping with her that night.

         They were sitting on the metal-framed sofa in the living-room of her flat in Trinity – like all the student flats spacious but somewhat spartan: a couple of functional, metal-framed, black-cushioned armchairs to go with the sofa, a threadbare carpet over ancient floorboards, a bookcase built into the thick stone wall, a gas fire, a large wooden table-cum-desk, faded wallpaper, tatty curtains on the tall sash windows also set deep into the old, grey-black, granite walls.

         After leaving the pub at closing time, they had gone for a romantic walk hand in hand along the Liffey quays – his favourite part of Dublin – not talking much, just happy to be in each other’s company. When they arrived back at the college, having been allowed in by the porter through the fortress-like wooden front gate, he had to persuade her to invite him into her flat. She tried to use her flatmate, Maria José, as an excuse to deter him, but he argued that as it was after midnight MJ would almost certainly be tucked up in bed asleep. Besides, he knew MJ wasn’t the problem. She was the problem.

         ‘Why not?’ he asked, his arm around her on the sofa. ‘Just for a while. An hour or two. I can’t stay all night. We don’t have to do anything. Just to be together a bit longer.’

         ‘I’m afraid,’ she said.

         ‘What are you afraid of?’

         ‘I’m afraid of my father.’10

         ‘But your father can’t see you!’ He had to stop himself laughing. God, she was really hung up about her father!

         ‘I need time.’

         ‘We don’t need to do anything. We can just lie on the bed together. We don’t even have to get undressed.’

         ‘Promise you won’t do anything. I know you’re more experienced than me.’

         ‘Of course I won’t do anything. We’ve only just met. I’m not going to take advantage of you. I just want to be with you. Te quiero.’ He pulled her towards him and gave her a kiss on the lips.

         ‘Te quiero,’ she murmured shyly.

         ‘Let’s go then.’

         He stood up, took hold of her hand and pulled her up from the sofa. She let him lead her by the hand to her bedroom, one of the two in the flat, and they lay on her bed fully clothed except for shoes. It was a single bed, so they were forced to be close together, which suited him. He took her in his arms.

         They kissed properly, French kissed, though he had to teach her, and he tried to fondle her breasts, but she stopped him. ‘Stop! You’re exciting me!’ she remonstrated, pulling his hand away.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, silly as it sounded.

         ‘Tell me something,’ she said.

         ‘Yes?’

         ‘What do you feel?’

         ‘You mean, right now?’

         ‘Si.’

         ‘Frustrated, I suppose.’ He might as well be honest, he decided.

         ‘Everyone is frustrated round me,’ she sighed and to his shock he saw tears welling in her big brown eyes.

         ‘Hey,’ he said guiltily, kissing her and giving her a hug. ‘It 11doesn’t matter. We don’t have to have sex. I’m happy to be here with you. I love you.’

         ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘You’re disappointed.’

         ‘There’s nothing to be sorry about,’ he insisted, tenderly wiping the tears from her cheeks with a finger and wishing he hadn’t been so honest. ‘And I’m not disappointed. I’m happy. Happy to be with you. You’re lovely. I love you.’ The waitress in San Sebastian eighteen years ago, who had been following him phantom-like all evening, was standing in the corner, watching anxiously.

         ‘I love you,’ she whispered. ‘Promise you won’t hurt me.’

         ‘I promise,’ he said and meant it.

         The waitress smiled a Mona Lisa smile and disappeared.
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            CHAPTER TWO

            The sea oh the sea

         

         On the ferry home across Joyce’s scrotum-tightening Irish Sea, he told himself he’d forget her and try to make a go of it with his girlfriend, Rania, despite their differences. He told himself it had just been a holiday romance – fun while it lasted, but not serious, it couldn’t last, he loved her but they were too far apart, she had a boyfriend, he had a girlfriend, it was too complicated …

         He wrote a long letter telling her so during the crossing, sitting on the top deck in the sunshine and supping a pint of Guinness, enjoying the sensation of being on the wide, empty sea under an equally empty, cloudless, blue sky, as if in a state of suspension from ordinary everyday life. Enjoying too the rhythmic throb of the ship’s engines as it ploughed imperiously through the choppy waves, escorted by a squadron of screeching gulls like avian mini-fighter jets. When he finished, he folded up the sheet of A4 and slipped it into his inside pocket. He’d post it tomorrow.

         ‘Let’s treasure this time as just a happy memory,’ he wrote. ‘Think of it like a delicious dream, but no more than a dream, a dream that came miraculously true for a while, but that could not last, could not survive in the real, material world of daily life and work, because dreams by definition are ephemeral, as ephemeral as comets, butterflies, gossamer …’13

         Sitting and supping his pint, though, as the ship churned relentlessly on towards Holyhead, surrounded by ‘the lonely sea and the sky’, he wondered if it was really true, if it was only a dream, if he was doing the right thing, if he shouldn’t try to keep it going. During the three weeks of the summer school he had become more and more fond of her. In fact he had fallen in love with her – even though she hadn’t let him make love with her, even though their relationship was still only semi-platonic. God, he missed her already!

         He took out from his inside pocket the envelope containing the birthday card she had given him before leaving Dublin a few days ago, with strict instructions to open it only on his birthday, which had now passed. He opened it and read again the message she had written inside in her elongated, upright handwriting:

         
             

         

         Thank you for your love and friendship. I’ll never be able to forget you and these three happy weeks in Dublin.

         With love,

         Ana x

         August 1986

         
             

         

         So simple, so sweet! It brought tears to his eyes. Or was that just the salt-spiced wind whipping off the water? ‘The wind like a whetted knife,’ to quote one of his favourite poems again.

         The fact that it was a jokey card rather than a romantic one made the message all the more touching to him. On the front were three pictures of a dopey-looking Basset hound doing tricks with a ball, such as balancing it on its nose, with the caption:

         
            … FOR YOUR BIRTHDAY … I thought I would teach you something new and exciting to do! … something fun 14& different, something satisfying and trendy … and then I remembered …

         

         Inside, it said:

         
            … you can’t teach an old dog new tricks!!!

         

         It wasn’t Oscar Wilde, but it made him smile, remembering how they used to joke about him being old enough to be her father. But she said she liked the idea of having a second ‘daddy’, an older boyfriend, because it made her feel doubly secure.

         She was so insecure, so shy, so timid! Especially when it came to sex. They had fallen out once or twice because of her refusal to have sex. He had even accused her of being ‘frigid’ once, making her cry. The memory pierced him painfully, even though he had apologised immediately. He had sent her to Coventry once, too, for over a day. That made him writhe even more with remorse, though he had made up with her. It also made him realise what he felt for her wasn’t just lust, but something more, something deeper. Something like love.

         And even though she wouldn’t let him have sex with her, she was very jealous, had quite a temper, became really angry with him once because he sat next to Encarnita, another Spanish girl, on the coach to Glendalough. She gave him the silent treatment that day, refused to go near him or speak to him for the whole day, moved away if he tried to approach her. Later that evening, when he confronted her in her flat about her behaviour, she accused him of fancying Encarnita and they had a big row, which ended up with him storming out and going to the pub on his own.

         He went to Bartley Dunne’s, their secret rendezvous, to sink his sorrows in a few pints of stout, knowing there 15was no chance of any of the other students wandering in there. It was cutting off his nose to spite his face, because he felt lonely, wanted company, always enjoyed the company of the students, especially at the end of a day out, but he hoped she’d follow him in and apologise. Which she did. And he apologised, too, though he felt he had won the moral victory and the power struggle. So they kissed and made up. Now, sitting alone on the windy top deck of the ferry as it churned inexorably towards Holyhead, away from Dublin, away from the dream, the memory filled him with a mixture of sweetest pleasure and sharpest pain.

         ‘You don’t talk much, don’t show yourself,’ she said to him in the heart to heart that followed, which even in memory still shocked – and needled – him.

         ‘I have to make love with a girl before I can reveal myself fully,’ he replied. ‘Break down all the physical and emotional barriers.’

         ‘Why didn’t you tell me this before?’ she demanded.

         ‘I never realised it before myself,’ he shrugged.

         It was at least half true. She wasn’t the first girl to say something like that to him and it always disconcerted him. He was starting to realise he was a bit reserved, a bit buttoned up emotionally – probably because of his background as a seminarian – and it was only through sex he was really able to open the floodgates and reveal himself fully. And it was only that evening he realised that, because she wouldn’t let him have sex with her, he was unconsciously holding himself back from her …

         ‘Are you telling that because you want to make love with me?’ she asked.

         ‘Of course not!’ he denied, offended but not taking offence, because he didn’t want to imperil their reconciliation. ‘I don’t want to make love with you.’16

         ‘You don’t want to make love with me?’ she demanded, as if offended herself. God, sometimes you can’t win!

         ‘Of course I want to make love with you,’ he protested, ‘but I know you’re not ready. I can wait.’

         ‘Si,’ she said. ‘I’m not ready.’

         ‘I know, you need time,’ he laughed, giving her a hug. It had become a joke between them, a kind of secret catchphrase. I need time.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ she said.

         ‘You don’t need to be sorry,’ he soothed her. ‘I understand. As I said, I can wait.’

         ‘Te quiero mucho,’ she replied.

         ‘Te quiero,’ he said, pulling her close and kissing her on the lips.

         One of the gulls landed on the rail and fixed him with a beady stare for a while, then flew off to rejoin his fellow aviators around the stern of the vessel, squawking and soaring and swooping with them. Oh, to be a seagull, he chuckled to himself, with not a care in the world, except maybe where your next crumb of food was coming from! Chevaliers of the skies indeed.

         He had tried to teach the advanced group Hopkins’s ‘The Windhover’, partly because it was one of his own favourite poems and partly because of Hopkins’s connection with Dublin. He had even taken them to see Hopkins’s grave in Glasnevin Cemetery. The poem had been hard work and not all of them had appreciated it, because not all of them were literary-minded, but most of them had and in teaching it he had gained a better understanding of it himself. To his relief, Ana had been very appreciative. He was relieved, because – strange thought perhaps – he didn’t think he could like any girl who didn’t have some appreciation of poetry. It would be like trying to relate to someone who said they didn’t like music! Or sunsets. Or flowers. Or paintings. 17There were such people, he knew. People who were tone-deaf in one way or another. Philistines.

         It pained him to think Ana was everything Rania was not. She was sweet, soft, meek, submissive, deferential. She openly admired him and looked up to him. She was intelligent, not that Rania wasn’t intelligent, but more in the sciences. Ana loved literature – novels, poetry, theatre – was eager to learn about it, encouraged him in his own aspirations to write. She loved the Irish music he introduced her to. She never disagreed or argued with him. The only problem between them, apart from the geographical distance, was sex. But that wasn’t really a problem. He was prepared to wait for her. To give her time.

         It didn’t matter now, though, he told himself. It was over. It had to end. He had tried to tell her so the night before she left Dublin to fly back to Madrid, but she refused to accept it. ‘No, no, no!’ she cried, throwing her arms around him and clinging to him. ‘Please don’t tell me that! Ju promised ju wouldn’t hurt me! Ju said ju loved me! Ju were lying!’ Tears welled in her beautiful big brown eyes.

         ‘Oh, Ana,’ he said, hugging her, his heart breaking. ‘I do love you. I haven’t lied to you. I’ve been honest and truthful with you from the start. We both know it had to end.’

         ‘No, no, no!’ she wept. ‘I love ju! Please don’t leave me! If ju leave me, I’ll die.’

         He was shocked. Did she mean if he left her, she would …? He didn’t dare ask. He took back what he had said about ending it and agreed to continue the relationship, at least as friends, even to go and see her in Madrid. Well, he thought, they were really only friends anyway. Loving friends. What they had was something like what the French called an ‘amitié amoureuse’. (There was no good English equivalent he could think of. Loving friendship?) He regretted it now though. It was better to end it cleanly, as he had tried to. 18Otherwise, it was only dragging out the agony. It would end in even worse tears. Hence the letter nestled in his inside jacket pocket. He’d post it first thing tomorrow.

         
             

         

         When he got home, among the mail – most of it junk and bills – Rania had collected in a large bundle for him, was a letter from Spain. It was postmarked from Valencia, rather than Madrid, but he knew it had to be from Ana, recognised her handwriting on the front. In spite of himself, he felt a ripple of excitement, but deliberately waited to open it until Rania was out of the way. He took out and unfolded a sheet of unlined A4 covered from top to bottom on both sides in the same upright, spidery handwriting, each side numbered in the top right-hand corner, with a little circle round the number, as if it were a piece of homework:

         
             

         

         Gandia, 27 August 86

         
             

         

         Dear Francis,

         As I promised to you, I’m writing on Tuesday. You have to forgive my mistakes and correct them if you want, because I left my dictionary in Madrid. The travel was very sad and the arrival even worse: José was waiting for me at the airport. We went to have dinner together and for a drink after dinner. As you can imagine the situation was extremely annoying for me. After being without seeing him almost a month, I was supposed to have a “close” meeting/appointment with him. (Can you understand me?)

         That type of appointment was impossible for me because of my depressive mood. He was in a bad mood as usual, very sentimental and he couldn’t avoid crying. I’m not strong enough yet to speak to him, but I was preparing the way for the next serious conversation. I asked him to think about our relationship, how we’ve changed and how we’re hurting 19each other and so on. I didn’t want him to be waiting for me, but if he had to be there, I’d like to have met a happy man. But I met a man who seemed to be doing a routine, who kissed my cheek as if yesterday were the last time I’d seen him. My dog was even more emotional and passionate than my boyfriend. Don’t be jelous (I don’t remember the spelling. Something like /dzeləs/. Translation: celoso.) Read about myself now.

         I’m not exactly O.K. I miss you very much and I remember you at any time. I’m very sad. I can’t find a solution: If I try not to remember you, my mood becomes melancholic, upset. On the other hand, I’d like to talk to somebody about you so that perhaps I could express my feelings and perhaps my remembrance about you could dissappear little by little. In fact I can’t forget you. I can’t recognize myself. Where are you? I dream with you every night. I need you, your help, your friendship, your love. Why aren’t you with me? Why happiness is such a short period of life? Maybe nothing ever happened! I was only imagining happiness.

         My imagination created a happy situation because I need someone like you. I often read what you’ve written to me. I almost know your letter by heart. I can’t avoid telling about you and my mother has realised it at once. DON’T BE AFRAID OF RINGING ME UP OR WRITING. There’s no problem about it.

         I’m afraid of losing you. I’m afraid I can never see you again. As a young girl – silly me – I fell in love with my teacher. I’m in love with you. Please, don’t think you had better not to write to me so that I would be able to forget you. That would be wrong because I do love you and because you’re my friend. I hope you won’t be offended when I tell you I’m frightened of losing (to lose?) you.

         I’m frightened because I love you. I’d like not to love you. I wish I’d never met you. Geography is a great barrier for love. 20I try thinking of you like a friend. I mean not like a man whom I like, I love, I’d like to be with for ever. I’m fighting against my feelings. I’m trying to be strong i.e. when I’m getting melancholic because I miss you. I remember what happy persons we’ve been together. Then, despite my eyes are full with tears, I can smile. I trust a happy future for both of us.

         I must stop. I don’t want you to be tired of reading my awful English. I’m surprised to see how long letters I can write to you. I’d like to know you wouldn’t mind my writing to you as often as I need it. Writing to you helps me relax. I’m looking forward to receiving some news from you by letter, telephone or a shocking visit to me.

         My last message for you: I do love you, although you think I don’t love you enough because … I want you to be with me in Ireland, Spain or wherever. I don’t want to share you with anybody or anything. I’m sorry for being so honest.

         Thank you for reading my letter.

         Con cariño,

         Ana

         ¡¡Te quiero mucho!!
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            CHAPTER THREE

            London Bridge is falling down

         

         ‘Shut up, you fool!’ Rania shouted at him. At him!

         They were in a restaurant, where they were belatedly celebrating his birthday with her family and his friends a couple of days after he returned from Ireland. He was so angry he didn’t speak to her for the rest of the evening and slept in the study that night.

         Ana would never say something like that to him, he kept thinking, which only made the knife twist.

         He continued to freeze her out all the next day, Sunday, until she came and apologised. He accepted her apology and gave her a hug, but also gave her a talking to about her rudeness. She was suitably penitent, but he knew it was partly because she was nervous about the new job she was starting as a maths teacher in a comprehensive school the next day and wanted his support.

         ‘Will you still give me a lift in the morning?’ she supplicated.

         ‘Of course I will,’ he said. ‘Just make sure you never tell me to shut up again, especially in public.’

         ‘I won’t, I promise,’ she said, contrite.

         ‘Good,’ he said. ‘We’ll have to leave at eight, so I can get to work on time myself. Make sure you have everything ready tonight. You don’t want to be late on your first day!’22

         ‘Oh, thank you, darling!’ she exclaimed, throwing her arms around him. ‘I love you! I don’t know what I’d do without you! You’ll never leave me, will you?’

         ‘Of course I won’t leave you,’ he laughed ironically. This was emotional blackmail! ‘Why should I leave you?’

         He could think of at least one good reason. He had received another letter from her only yesterday. It was locked in the drawer of his desk upstairs. He had read it so many times he almost knew it off by heart. Words and phrases from it kept coming back to him, each time making the knife twist again. Before going to bed, he couldn’t resist unlocking his desk, taking it out and reading it yet again:

         
             

         

         Madrid, 3th September 86

         
             

         

         Dear Francis,

         “I want to know what you’re doing every minute,” or something like that you told me once. Do you remember? I want to tell you everything every minute.

         Although you aren’t with me, I often speak to you. If I think about you, I speak to you loudly. Not only this happens to me. I can’t forget you even while sleeping! I’m very happy my family can’t understand English, because I talk to you in English while I’m dreaming and it happens very often.

         Whenever I’m alone, I remember our appointments at the Main Gate of Trinity College, the places where we were together, our conversations. I miss you very much. Now I find myself “funny”, strange, sad, lonely, depressed because I don’t go with my boyfriend. And because you’re not with me of course. This situation is new for me. Don’t laugh at me, but I don’t know what to do when I enter a pub alone. I don’t want to meet my friends, because all of them want to know what has happened and so on.23

         And another point is my family. I thought they could understand my decision to leave my boyfriend and they could, but I can’t stand that they’re embarrassed when they meet José’s relatives, especially my mother. They think we’d better not to come back to my village during all winter. They don’t want me to introduce them any other boyfriend. I think my life at home has become worse. As I don’t go with my boyfriend, I’m supposed to stay at home at night and as I’m not in a hurry to go out at any other time during the day, I always have to help my mother.

         My mother’s first advice was not to destroy families and be careful with married men, apart from her command about new possible boyfriends. In fact my father seems to be happier than my mother. He seems not have “difficult” situations with José’s relatives, although he’s worried about gossip.

         Again I need your experience and help. I need your advice to finish my loneness. (Does this word exist? I’m looking for the noun of alone. I’m sorry but I left my dictionary in Madrid and now I’m in Soto.) I’m afraid I’m not strong enough to bear this situation. I know it’s difficult to him too, because he came at my home on Monday night and Tuesday afternoon to pick me up for a drink or something. I’m sure if I go on seeing him, I’ll go with him again. I’m very lazy and I find myself very bad, but I don’t want to go with him again.

         Would you mind ringing me up sometimes? I’ve tried to ring you up twice, but I couldn’t. The first time I was so frightened and nervous that my knees weren’t able to bear my weight, I lost my voice and I decided not to ring you up. The second time you weren’t at home. I’ll try again, perhaps on 15th September, our wedding day. I hope I don’t bother you with my letters and my “future” call if I dare. I don’t want to destroy your life with your girlfriend, if you’re 24“happy” with her. (A little bit of irony.) I’m writing to you because you are a “special” friend of mine. But I don’t want to cause you problems. If I caused you them, tell it to me, please.

         I haven’t received your letter yet. I haven’t known anything about you for two weeks. And I need to know that someone looks after me or loves me in any way. I have decided to write the second letter for you because it helps me relax. Can you believe me?

         May I give you a suggestion for your next letter? Thank you. Your theme could be:

         
            a. How could you manage when you get divorced? How could you fight against such a depressive situation?

            b. Who is Francis? Tell me something about yourself. You told me that you were going to try it.

         

         I hope your first letter arrives here soon. I need to have some news about you.

         With love,

         Ana (Te quiero mucho)

         
             

         

         Note: The following weekend (6th – 7th September) I’m going to Madrid and I’ll be there for the whole year until summer. Write to that address. In fact, you should write to my address in Madrid because letters arrive there quicker than here and my father can always take them.

         I’m sending you some leaves of a pink rose. Your favourite flower and favourite colour. Don’t forget me!!

         
             

         

         The next morning he drove Rania to the school to start her first job as a maths teacher, as promised. She was very nervous, so he spent the whole journey reassuring her. She was so nervous that when they arrived at the school, he almost had to force her to get out of the car and go in. It was nerve-racking though, he understood that. He still felt 25nervous himself sometimes before entering the classroom, despite his experience. The trick was to be well-prepared, as he kept telling her.

         It was a sunny September day and he wasn’t back at work himself yet, so in the afternoon, after doing some writing, he went to the Marshes for a walk and some lunch at one of the pubs on the river. Apparently, the Marshes had once been common land, used for growing crops and grazing cattle. You still sometimes saw cattle grazing in enclosures, as today, presumably to keep the grass down.

         The Marshes were like a slice of countryside, only ten miles or less from Piccadilly Circus, a long ribbon of meadows, river and reservoirs stretching out into rural Hertfordshire, a virtual nature reserve teeming with wildlife feathered and furred, lush with a motley variety of wildflowers, grasses and reeds and dotted with bushes such as hawthorn and elderberry that blossomed showily and fragrantly in spring. It was a fantastic resource to have on his doorstep, he always thought gratefully, grateful especially that it hadn’t been concreted over.

         Joni Mitchell sang ‘Big Yellow Taxi’ in his head as he strolled down Coppermill Lane, past the waterworks with their filter beds and the reservoirs with their wooded islets, over the level crossing, past the marina with its cruisers and houseboats, over the metal footbridge – Horseshoe Bridge, as it was quaintly named on the maps – and along the towpath downriver on the other side to the Robin Hood. He preferred the Robin Hood to the Anchor and Hope farther along, because he knew he would get a good ploughman’s there and, more importantly, a decent pint of Guinness, probably served by the Irish landlord, who always said ‘Now!’ in his baritone brogue after he had topped it up expertly, knifed off the excess cream and passed it to you with priestlike piety over the battered bar as if it were a chalice of nectar.26

         He also preferred the Robin Hood because there was a spacious patio at the front overlooking the river, where he liked to sit with his pint, even if it was chilly, and gaze reflectively at the river, with its houseboats and waterfowl, and the grasslands opposite, stretching away almost as far as the eye could see, with hardly a manmade object in sight apart from the railway viaduct and electricity pylons.

         Today was an Indian summer’s day, so he sat at his favourite wooden table and took a first delicious sup of the black nectar. A butterfly fluttered around the buddleia nearby, a bumble bee buzzed about some ragged dahlias, pigeons swooped down to forage for scraps of food, a few people strolled by on the towpath below, a racing skiff swept past on the ink-black water, oars whirling, a pair of swans glided by regally in its wake, a few Canada geese doddled about on the banks, a man added a few more dabs of paint to his gaily-coloured houseboat, a train rattled over the viaduct towards Cambridge, the cows grazed peacefully in the meadow opposite, a heron lifted off and flapped across to the island in the middle of the reservoir, a silver jet sliced silently through the azure sky high above and, to complete the serenity of the scene, there was an evocative smell of woodsmoke, which always reminded him nostalgically of turfsmoke and childhood summer holidays in Ireland …

         Rania was such a strange mixture. So feisty yet so timid. So innocent in some ways too. They went to Clissold Park in Stoke Newington earlier in the year and there were deer there. She said she’d never seen deer before! Not all that surprising maybe. There probably weren’t any deer in Guyana. She had such mood swings. One minute she was like a kid squealing with delight over the deer, the next minute, because he happened to say she was part-British, Guyana having been a British colony, she went into a big sulk, stamping her foot and pouting, ‘I’m not British!’ He 27couldn’t help laughing at her, which made her even more angry: ‘Don’t come near me! I don’t want to be with you! I’ll go home on my own! You’re horrible and stupid!’ He bought her an ice cream to pacify her, a Cornetto, and instantly she flipped back into a delighted, adulatory little girl, telling him how much she loved him and how wonderful he was. That Spanish girl Beatriz at the college. He was quite smitten by her. She was so damned attractive! He always remembered her in the tight red sweater that accentuated her shapely breasts so beautifully. He was glad she’d resisted his advances though. If she hadn’t, he wouldn’t’ve been able to have a relationship with Ana. Another lovely Spanish girl, though in a much quieter, less obvious, more unassuming sort of way. Which he preferred really. He had her letter in his pocket and was tempted to take it out and read it for the umpteenth time, but resisted. He’d try to reply to her tonight. God, she was so lovely! It made his heart twist to think of her. The feelings he had for Ana were the feelings he should have for Rania but didn’t. But how could he leave Rania? He didn’t love her, but knew she loved him in her own peculiar, contradictory way. Did it take two to tango, as they said? He was only staying with her out of loyalty. And stubbornness. And pity. And pusillanimity. Ana’s wasn’t the only letter in his pocket. There was another one. From William Heinemann. Last week. Yet another letter rejecting his novel. Another dagger in the guts. But at least it was a proper letter, not just a slip with the usual platitude scrawled on it: ‘Thank you for letting us read your manuscript. However, we do not think it will fit into our list at the present time. Good luck elsewhere.’

         God, he had quite a collection of those now! But this morning’s letter was a long one, full of positive, constructive comments, asking him to change the ending, then resubmit it, and they would probably publish it. He wasn’t going to 28change the ending though. There was his stubbornness coming out again. To hell with them! Even if he was cutting off his nose. Rania’s response when he’d showed it to her was both cringeworthy and touching: ‘Well done! You’re going to be successful! You’re going to be rich! You’re on the way. When you’re rich, I won’t have to work, will I? The book you’re writing now is a bestseller, isn’t it?’ ‘Not exactly.’ ‘Why did you say so?’ ‘I was joking. Anyway, it could be. Who knows?’ ‘Be serious. You’re not serious. Every night when I go to bed, I pray to Allah that your book will be successful and you will be successful. I know your writing is important to you, isn’t it? When you’re rich, you’ll send me to college. I want to become a teacher of maths.’ He smiled at the memory. She was such a bundle of contradictions. Well, now she was a teacher of maths. He’d encouraged her to apply and helped her with her application. He hoped she was getting on all right, not that she was doing any actual teaching today. It was induction, as they called it. Sounded like some sort of electric shock therapy. Geoff Walker obviously fancied Beatriz too. What was the comment he’d made about her? ‘She’s a little cutie!’ He added glumly that he was wasting his time though, being married. ‘Even half-married like me,’ he’d quipped. He was a randy so-and-so, Geoff. Even randier than he was. It was hard not to be, with all those sexy foreign au pairs around. The air in the college was full of female pheromones. That French girl Valerie was a case in point. A real charmer. Long black curly hair, red lippy, tight sweater, tight black skirt, red leggings. He had to smile – he gave her a kiss on the cheek once when she came into the Bell, but she insisted on a second one on her other cheek by tapping it. It was enough to test a monk’s vow of chastity. It was a pleasure just to be in her company. Chambermaid-cum-waitress in a hotel in Earl’s Court. Told him she’d had to go back to France in February, because her 29father was seriously ill, and she’d just come back. Blood clot or something in his abdomen. Had to have a big operation. They took out the blocked artery and replaced it with plastic. It was ‘touch and go’ for a few weeks, but he ‘pulled through’. It made you realise these girls weren’t just sex objects, but real people, with real problems, real emotions. Not that he thought of them as sex objects. He gave her a hug and told her he was sorry, but glad her father was OK, congratulating her on her use of idiom and phrasal verb. Of course, ironically, the fact that she’d had such a difficult experience only made her all the more attractive to him, aroused his protective instincts. He hadn’t taken advantage of her though, even when she told him she wanted to take the Proficiency exam in December and asked him to mark some compositions for her, which he agreed to happily. In fact, he didn’t fancy her. Just liked her. It was pleasant, liking a girl without any conscious sexual or erotic element. That was a terrible row with Rania the other day. She found a letter from Cinzia, his Italian ex, and unleashed a tirade of abuse at him. He retaliated by pretending to be angry with her for snooping and spying on him and gave her a good telling off. Well, he was angry, but he hammed it up a bit. He’d learned that was the best way to deal with her temper. Fight fire with fire. Eventually she said sorry and they made up. ‘It’s just a letter,’ he said, putting an arm round her. ‘We’re penfriends now, that’s all. It’s actions that count, isn’t it? I’m here with you, aren’t I, not there with her?’ He resisted adding, ‘I could be there with her if I wanted.’ ‘I don’t want you to get letters from ex-girlfriends though,’ she pouted. ‘I don’t want anyone else to have you. You’re mine. I don’t want to share you. I love you.’ That took the wind out of his sails! It was typical of her, swinging from one extreme to the other. One minute screaming abuse, the next minute all lovey-dovey. He didn’t know where he was up to! 30His colleague Keith Johnson had gone up in his estimation since that day he’d given him a lift home from college. Keith was one of the leather jacket and jeans brigade and somewhat full of himself, had even dared to criticise his teaching once. Not that he’d ever actually seen him teach. And not that he really cared what Keith Johnson thought. He only cared what his students thought and they all liked him. As they drove, Keith asked him about his writing and he gave the usual evasive, vague answer, since he didn’t like talking about it. He said it took a lot of discipline to get up in the morning and do it, then go to work in the afternoon. Keith admitted he couldn’t get up in the morning if he didn’t have to, which amused him. Maybe that was because he hadn’t been in a monastery or the army or prison for nine years! He told him about the encouraging letter of rejection he’d received from Heinemann and to his surprise Keith was very complimentary, encouraged him to carry on, don’t give up. Not such a bad lad after all. He was back in his good books. Last time he was here was with Rania and they bumped into Adrian from the London Rubber Company, i.e. the London Condom and Surgical Glove Company, where Rania worked. Adrian was a keen birdwatcher, always appropriately attired in anorak and wellies with binoculars round his neck. Actually he suspected Adrian fancied Rania and sometimes wondered if he was stalking her. He and Rania used to joke about it. It was May, with that heady perfume of hawthorn blossom in the air. Swifts swooping about all over the place like mini jets. Swifts only landed for nesting, Adrian informed them. They mated and fed and even slept on the wing. Didn’t land at all for the first three years of life. Well, you live and learn! His friend, Rob, in Yorkshire, who was at junior seminary with him, amused him because he never stopped talking about it. He was even more deeply scarred by the experience than he was himself. 31Rob remembered details he’d forgotten completely about. For example the sign language they had to use for things like bread, salt and milk in the ref, because meals were usually in silence, while they listened to some dreary religious tract such as The Imitation of Christ read out from the ‘rostrum’. Though some of the stuff wasn’t so bad, such as HV Morton’s In Search of the Holy Land. There always had to be a religious dimension of course. There was no let-up in the brainwashing and indoctrination. Father Director would tinkle his little bell on the small dining table he ate at to correct you if you made a mistake. It was good training in a way, he supposed. He couldn’t help chuckling when Rob told him how he hated the hardboiled eggs they were given for supper sometimes, said they literally made him sick, and Father Director gave him the strap once for trying to hide one behind a radiator. Apparently poor old Rob got the strap regularly, unlike himself. Well, he was a bit of a goody-goody, as well as being Father Director’s pet and plaything. Rob claimed he never wanked, because he didn’t know about it. He could believe that, because it was the same for him. Rob said he went to Confession before Mass in the morning once and Father Phelan dismissed him, because he had nothing to confess. Apparently it was a special Confession in case you were guilty of ‘toggle tugging’, as they called it, the night before, so you could receive Holy Communion without committing a mortal sin and being damned to roast in Hell for all eternity if you suddenly died. That was something else he’d forgotten about himself, maybe because he’d never needed to avail of it. God, the sheer madness of it all, when he looked back! Sex was always on Rob’s mind, as it was on his. ‘I didn’t know what women looked like till I left senior seminary when I was twenty-one and saw a kids’ programme on BBC 2 about sex!’ he confessed. ‘I didn’t know the facts of life. I didn’t have sisters 32like you, you see. I thought women were smooth all the way round. I didn’t know about pubic hair. I thought anal intercourse was the normal method! I had a crush on a cousin in Ireland. We used to kiss and cuddle. I didn’t know what else to do. I was so innocent! I used to be embarrassed when I saw snoggers. I didn’t know what I was doing when I took my vow of chastity. I couldn’t deny my sexuality. I would’ve gone off the rails sooner or later, so I’m glad I left when I did. I can’t live without women. I love chasing them.’ Well, they had the last bit in common. They had a lot in common of course. Rob always apologised for ‘talking shop’. ‘We have to talk it out,’ he said. ‘Get it out of our systems.’ He couldn’t help being amused by that. Rob had been getting it out of his system for almost twenty years! Somewhat to his surprise, Rob confessed to fancying Rania’s younger seventeen-year-old sister, whom he’d met, not that she was unfanciable, quite the reverse. Rania had thrown cold water on it though. ‘Dream on, Rob,’ she’d said to him in her sharp-tongued, sarcastic way. ‘You’re much too old for her. She’s just a kid.’ He could tell Rob was offended, though she probably couldn’t. Well, she wouldn’t – she had a habit of saying offensive things to people, himself included, seemingly oblivious of the offence they might cause. If he ever complained about some comment, she’d just scoff and tell him he was a wimp. She had some sort of social deficiency disorder. He could tell Rob liked her though. She could be very charming. And very generous. She was this funny mixture of rough and smooth. Swift and slow, sweet and sour, adazzle, dim … What a poem that was! But what a tragic case Hopkins himself was. Imagine converting to Catholicism from Anglicanism in your early twenties and, even more crazily, becoming a Jesuit. A Jesuit! The very name gave him the heebie-jeebies. Turning your back on the world, on life. Throwing it all away. All in the deluded 33belief there was another life after this one! Giving up love, romance, sex, marriage, children, family, career … Giving up poetry, for God’s sake! Yes, literally for God’s sake. What a waste! All for some imaginary, fictitious god. So deluded. And then to die at forty-four. Just a few years older than he was himself. Funny, Hopkins had taken exactly the opposite road to him. That was partly what made him so morbidly fascinating. Well, he found all the Catholic writers fascinating, because they were Catholic or ex-Catholic, especially if they were Irish too: Joyce, Greene, Waugh, Burgess, O’Brien, Lodge, Brian Moore … That was a funny little exchange with Eva, the German student. ‘How’s your wife?’ she asked. ‘Which wife?’ he joked. ‘I don’t know,’ she replied. ‘Have you got more than one?’ Back to college next week. He was looking forward to it. He missed the students. A few of his colleagues too. What a pompous prat that premises superintendent, Patterson, was. ‘Pratnose’ as he had dubbed him himself. Left a note in his pigeon-hole refusing permission to hold a party again, because he claimed they didn’t clear up properly last time. Battle-axe Bertha, the head of the English as a Foreign Language department, soon sorted him out and put him back in his box! She was a pain, but she had her uses. And Ken Cameron, the Head of Faculty, backing Pratnose up! Spineless so-and-so. No wonder he was called ‘Grey Ken’. Rania won’t stop buying stuff. On credit! Had to tell her off for buying a set of silver cutlery by mail order. ‘Haven’t you got enough debts?’ Went into a big sulk. God, it was like dealing with a three-year-old sometimes. Better go and pick her up. Ah, nectar of the gods indeed!
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