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Sarah Livingstone and Ravi Kaul meet at Oxford. She is English, sensing a chance to evade the pattern of conventional middle-class life to which her experience has so far conformed. The more sophisticated Indian, Ravi, also wishes to sample another way of life – if only temporarily. Against a quintessential Oxford background of gloomy winters and hesitant summers, of tea and ginger-nuts eaten beside electric bar fires, of other people’s lovemaking overheard through thin walls, of sherry parties and suicide attempts, of girls in long cotton skirts and evening punting expeditions, their affair blossoms for two academic years. Until the inevitable time when Ravi must depart for Lucknow, Sarah for job-hunting in London – and their expectations clash head on.
















 







 





‘So well does Miss Harris handle this story, so convincingly and passionately does she write, that we get to know the hero and heroine, fear for them, feel for them… an accomplished first novel’
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Playing Fields in Winter





‘IS THERE any history?’ Two doctors stand in the corridor of a dilapidated hospital and an immense Indian sun spills through the windows on to their white coats. A row of large rooms opens on to the inside of the corridor and out of some of them come sobs and sighs. But the doctors are discussing – a trifle dismissively – the occupant of a completely silent room. In it, between listless routine cases, there is an English girl, cast up in their overworked hospital with an initially undiagnosable disease. Their patient is not presenting any of the usual hippy traveller’s symptoms; she has not got hepatitis or dysentery or malaria. Yet she is clearly ill. She lies repugnantly white and bony on their much-laundered sheets and tries to roll her eyeballs inwards away from their probing examination. They know it all so well, the doctors: the European female patient’s panic at being taken ill here, the hysteria and recoil, the unspoken conviction that their hands, because they are brown, cannot adequately work the miracle of treatment and cure. But this one had said something funny during the examination; she had asked for visitors. As if she could possibly expect acquaintances to visit her here, when they were surely all sitting cosily at home in England, wondering what had become of their adventurous young friend who had gone gallivanting off alone to that fearsome place, India. And they had waggled their heads in amusement and gone on examining her. At which point she had shown that she was simply utterly sick of the sub-continent and, not surprisingly, this had insulted them.




*





At the beginning, there was temptation, temptation to reject the grey with which she had grown up and exchange it for something very bright and shimmering, like a bauble. Oxford in winter was only half alive. There were no leaves on the trees and, in the libraries, immobile figures sat hunched over their books as if they might at closing time shockingly be found to be dead. The college quadrangles, remember, had been painstakingly preserved in the shape of past centuries and from long preservation had imperceptibly lost life, so that every hour on the bell tower was an upheaval and evening chapel a commotion which might shake down the spires. When she rode her bicycle at night through the city, nothing else moved in the streets but cats and she could look into the houses where there were lights on and see motionless tableaux of family scenes.


Sometimes, it seemed, from sheer self-control, the English must erupt. But they never did; break open their dignity, rip off their reserve. They enacted Oxford with elaborate care. The students wore their characters like costumes – they were scholars or aesthetes or drunks. Ultimately they became purely their black gowns or their anachronistic, bicycle-clip-bound trousers. They defined themselves in the security of time and place, as if being in Oxford in their youth supplanted the need to be anything else.


The city lent itself to posturing. It would have seemed an insult to the marvellous scenery of spires against a backdrop of northern European grey not to act out its traditions. But to some of the students arriving in Oxford that autumn, the traditions lacked a vital quality.




*





England was wrapped in an all-enveloping cloud. When his plane landed at Heathrow on that grey October morning, he found a muffled country hunched in self-pity over a handkerchief. It was not gracious or grand, as he had sometimes liked to imagine it as a child in India. The people were all shrouded in a cocoon of selfish privacy, their words and movements muted. He was there for a fortnight before he felt, through the layers of propriety and pretence, that he had really got through to someone.




*





At the beginning, there was the hope of finding that vitality she sought. There was the thrilling feeling that all her life until then had been lived according to a pattern, but that here finally was a chance to evade the pattern and embark on something which no one could have predicted: no romantic maiden aunt inventing a prince for her favourite niece, no part-time clairvoyant at a charity fête. Oxford was so overwhelmingly safe, cushioned in the protective hollow of the Thames Valley. It was gratifyingly ironic that there, in such cloistered safety, she should have managed to find danger nevertheless.


Danger was so tremendous on a morning with ground frost, speeding in from the Victorian suburbs on a bicycle. The road stretched between tall red houses and orange trees. The fallen leaves flared up around her bicycle wheels and the wind scoured her face with a delicious pain. But all there was at the end of that exhilarating ride was a lecture – Middle English or Linguistics – and coffee in a book-lined mediaeval turret and lunch in a monastic hall. She slipped off her bicycle clips, unwound her long striped woollen scarf – sodden with the breath which five minutes before had been exercise and excitement – and sat down in the lecture theatre to listen to an old man talking (with what had presumably replaced passion in him) about vowel formation. In Oxford there were many clock hands which moved in grudging jerks, as if their mechanism resented the need to advance. The clock in the lecture theatre was one of those; it showed a glorious autumn morning as a series of tiny, unwilling concessions to the 1970s. Sitting at the back of the theatre after the soaring bicycle ride, lacking fresh air and space as well as that less definable vitality, she used to have a terrible feeling that she was not entirely alive here either. Somewhere else the world was moving forward, but here in the beautiful archaic city she might get left behind.


There was excitement at the beginning, there was mischief. There was a little girl running in from the garden, clutching a wet frog and crying, ‘Mummy, Mummy, look what I’ve found!’ already savouring in advance the delight of her mother’s horrified shriek. For she knew from the moment she caught sight of the frog in the grass that he would cause consternation and she could barely wait to carry him into the coffee morning and hear the ladies’ upset squeals. Even before she realised that she was in fact going to carry the frog into the house, the thought of the squeals alone was satisfying.


There was actually a garden beyond the small confines of her college desk – although it was by no means a miracle like the gardens which came later on – which seemed a triumph over surroundings capable of eradicating the will to create gardens. In Oxford, creating gardens was an obvious thing to do, like decorating your speech with sprigs of Latin or wearing a long skirt to parties. There was the rain and the soft soil of the Thames Valley. The university called out for gardens to surround its libraries with soothing green, to protect its peace. The big trees beyond her window were supposed to harbour prowlers and perverts. They were black firs and cypress. Unable to find ideas for her essays, she would stare out into the winter afternoons and search between the trees for human shapes. But the cold weather and the college’s remoteness from the centre of the city kept them away and, although tales did circulate about girls being horribly attacked by rapists who forced their way in through the barred windows on the ground floor, most of the time such danger seemed imaginary.


A long, tidy lawn spread across to the trees, on which girls lay and studied in summer and held decorative tea-parties. A stone sundial at the junction of four gravel paths reported every suspect night-time footstep. On the other side of the trees were the university playing fields where, on winter afternoons, players in bright shirts lumbered up and down, churning up the mud, and from that side of the college, the girls could hear the harsh cries of the men they were supposed to marry.


Behind her, when she sat at her desk looking for ideas in the garden, lay the cold bulk of the college like the shell of some extinct mammoth. Approached from the front gates, it presented a high red wall behind which a hint of turrets and dormer windows gave an impression of possible grace. Coming up from the garden, you saw its angular brick shape devoid of mystery: a great red facade looming above the lawns, which no amount of creeper could romanticise. Its corridors were phenomenal, renowned within the city. A story existed of a new student who had wandered lost in them for days, unable to find her way back to her room and too embarrassed to ask anyone for directions. That and a more light-hearted tale of a visiting male student trying to find his way back from the bathroom to his girl-friend’s room in the middle of the night and horrifyingly, improbably, finding himself instead in bed with the junior dean, conveyed the only kind of danger the students imagined. The corridors smelt of disinfectant and left-over years of unappetising dinners.


It seemed an unlikely beginning. But in fact, it turned out to be provocative to give so excessively the impression of a fortress to be penetrated and overthrown.




*





At his beginning, there was curiosity: what were these stiff inhibited young people, yet who clearly thought the world of themselves, like? Could anyone really be as inhuman as they made themselves out to be? The impression of his first weeks gave way to amusement at their naïvety. For all their pretensions, he saw they actually had no idea at all of how the world worked. They put on their acts and mannerisms to hide their gullibility. Good God, he had understood more of life at twelve than these gawky schoolboys did now.


There was a challenge, for never before had anyone implied to him that he might be their inferior. (Except once; he had been about seven at the time, but small for his age. On his way home from school one day, he had got caught up in a gaggle of street children who were pestering a party of tourists outside the grounds of the Residency in Lucknow. As he tried to push his way through the crowd, he heard an English voice exclaim, ‘Oh, isn’t he sweet?’ and, for an instant, he had been filled with a violent rage. Couldn’t they see that he had nothing to do with the dirty, squealing urchins? Couldn’t they see his satchel and his smart school clothes? Couldn’t they see?)


Now, he was filled with an urge to pierce that English primness and giving way to his worst feelings, he saw that the girl was one way in. The disdain which he knew he would earn from his compatriot students was a challenge too; he had grown up to think that only run-of-the-mill mediocrities were conventional. And there was too, although scarcely admitted, the fascination of the legend about English girls – that if you wanted to, you could. He felt that he would regret the missed opportunity all his life if he spent these three unique years shut away studying. He owed it to himself to experiment in England; while he was here, he wanted to do everything.


Other chaps who had come home after Oxford had told him about other adventures. Pratap Singh had been to endless parties and got hilariously drunk and smashed things. Joti Verma had tried out all kinds of drugs. But where, he could not understand … and when and how? He saw no openings in those early days for any sort of adventure and in any case could imagine nothing more wicked in that schoolboys’ city than pillow-fights in the quadrangle or a mischievous dousing in the river Thames.


He set his sights on a real adventure, something which would involve risk and compromise to his principles and danger. He turned up his nose at experiments with whisky and piffling little coloured pills; he wanted to try out another life; he knew his years in Oxford would only come to him once and, afterwards, he already knew how defined his life would be.




*





‘What will you be when you’re grown up?’


‘A minister in the government.’


‘A minister? Why do you want to be a minister? Not a big-shot general or a pilot or a spaceman?’


‘Because I want a big desk – so big – and a nice car with curtains to ride around in and everyone pointing and going “Ah, ah” as I go by because I’m so important.’


‘Ha, ha, Kaul Sahib, you have the boy well-trained, it seems.’


‘First, let’s see if he’s clever enough to study and pass his exams. Run along, Ravi.’




*





‘What will you be when you’re grown up?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Come on, of course you must know. A teacher? An air hostess? A nurse?’


‘I’ll be a … I’ll be Mary Poppins, so I can fly up into the sky with my magic bag.’


‘Oh Sarah, stop being silly. You know perfectly well you can’t be someone else.’


‘I won’t grow up. I won’t grow up!’




*





The telegram announcing that Sarah Livingstone had been admitted to Oxford arrived at breakfast time. A family argument was in progress over who was responsible for the soft-boiled eggs being as hard as old rubber; and it had grown so acrimonious before the postman rang the front-door bell that bad temper remained in the air even after Sarah had opened the envelope and it slightly affected the celebration. The words on the telegram form did not immediately make sense – little strips pasted together, almost as if in code. But the very arrival of the telegram told the family what it was about and the words only served to define certain secondary details.


‘Well, there we are,’ her father said, as if it were a family achievement. ‘You run along to Oxford, my dear. I’m sure you’ll have a lovely time.’ And the news had moved him so little that he concentrated on buttering his toast to total smoothness.


‘Great! When do we get rid of you?’ her younger brother asked.


Only Sarah’s mother, flushed by the cooker, had trembled with excitement at the thought of the freedom ahead of her daughter, which her generation had not thought it necessary for her to experience.


They passed the telegram around, joking about the use of Sarah’s middle name, about the time at which the telegram had been sent. (‘Gosh, so late, you must have been an afterthought!’) and even the eggs were accepted under cover of their contentment.


When she looked back on it, Sarah saw that she had received the news rather like instructions; she had duly finished her schooldays and now she was to go to university. There seemed no comfortable alternatives. At her school, there was one sixth-form pregnancy and three gruesome sufferers from anorexia nervosa. One of these was in the same small class as Sarah, preparing for the Oxbridge exams. At the weeks went by and the prospect grew more and more daunting, so the thin girl dwindled, coming to the class frailer and frailer each day until, only two weeks before the exams, she vanished and they were told that she was being treated in hospital. That girl stayed in Sarah’s mind like a thwarted ghost and when she received the telegram, she felt a pang of guilt for this future should really have been given to the thin girl who wanted it so much. Sarah could not make up her mind if she did, but something about her family’s bland acceptance of the news as the natural course of events irritated her unexpectedly. Looking around at the jolly satisfaction which had replaced the acrimony over the eggs, she felt acutely left out. All this represented was a pattern of which she suspected that she herself was the least part. She said, ‘Give me back my telegram,’ and taking it, folded it up very small and put it back into the envelope.


Yet she had looked forward to her escape for years, reminded her parents of it in every argument, planned for it and dwelt with relish on its dramatic form. But now her parents seemed to have stage-managed her escape as well; it became just another part of their set-up. At dinner parties, it would fit easily into the conversation: ‘You know Sarah’s up at Oxford now? Doesn’t it make one feel old?’ The boundaries of their expectations extended far beyond the house and her childhood. Her escape plans had been detected and foiled long ago.


The house from which Sarah was planning to escape stood towards one end of a white London crescent. On the morning she received her telegram, two other children in the crescent heard that they had been admitted to Oxbridge too. At Number 24 Jonathan Wharton – son of Ian Wharton, the Conservative MP – learnt that he had won a scholarship to Downing College, Cambridge; and at Number 2 Roger Caversham, the son of Miles and Irene Caversham, heard that he had been accepted by his father’s old college. Sarah was Sarah Livingstone, the daughter of Gareth Livingstone the photographer.


The crescent being a select London street, the news was not swapped cheerily in front of the spear-headed black railings or passed along by neighbourly exchange. It was learnt, by some silent filtration, over the next few days and no one felt it appropriate to comment or congratulate. The Whartons’ Colombian au pair girl, letting herself into the crescent garden early one morning with the family’s King Charles spaniel, met the Cavershams’ Philippino help struggling almost tearfully with the key and in the course of a halting exchange about their employers, the two girls made the only direct public reference to the recent coincidence. They found the lack of comment peculiar. Then they talked about the smoke from the gardener’s bonfire which, rising through the yellow trees, reminded each of them of something different in their own countries.




*





What was it like for him in that other white house beside the gardens when the telegram arrived? It was brought in the very early, pink morning by a ‘boy’ on a bicycle, who was really thirty-two years old but cowed and thin. There was exhilaration and the proud, nearly dream-like realisation of tremendous powers. He could behave quite differently now; he was about to become part of another world. The words on the telegraph form were so botched and crooked to represent such a huge transformation. Yesterday his life had been one thing: from today, it would be something utterly superior. At the same time he felt calm satisfaction, for the world had only recognised his due – what was to be expected if you were born Ravi Kaul and had servants to cry because you were going abroad. And his father? Had he swollen even greater at this family triumph, jutting his bulbous finger at the sky to show that heaven and he understood one another? And his mother? Had she crept, pressing her sari hood to her mouth, into some back bedroom and sobbed because her eldest son was to travel so far? The pink sun came up and he rang his friends to tell them the news. When they came round to celebrate, a gulf had opened between him and those who were not going abroad, because already their lives had begun to diverge.


The house beside the gardens in Lucknow had been home since Ravi was ten. But it was not profoundly home, the way a house in a city would be if you had been born there and your ancestors had lived in the same place. There was somewhere else, beyond reach, that was really home – Delhi, where the streets were wider and his parents were in a better mood – and Lucknow had always been second best.


Ravi and his brother Ramesh, and later his two little sisters, had grown up feeling that they did not quite fit into their surroundings. Not only were they a Hindu family in a very Moslem city, they were a sophisticated metropolitan family in a provincial capital. Ravi had done well at school; that had been his revenge: better and better at school, to serve everybody right. In summer, when it was really too hot to study, he had continued studying to confound them. He had sat in his bedroom – actually Ramesh’s bedroom too – and scowled down at his books for hours, too hot and sweaty to take anything in but satisfied by the sounds of his mother fussing from the doorway – she would not have dared actually to come in and disturb him – and by the imagined vision of his name at the top of the termly class lists once again. Tributaries of sweat and water like the rivers whose names he memorised ran down his scrawny neck from the wet towel he wound around his head. His legs stuck painfully to his wooden chair. When his mother finally tiptoed in with a cold drink, he ferociously ignored her. His diligence naturally paid off in time. First he got into the college in Delhi and then, gloriously, Oxford. And all along no one knew, least of all his proud parents, that his motives were so unscholarly. It was not academic success he was after but his rightful horizon, which would reduce Lucknow to a picturesque childhood memory.


When he was very small, Ravi had had a recurring nightmare. This had been brought on, he thought, by an incident on a bus journey. Where they were going or why, he could no longer remember, but he knew that the journey had been the cause of a great upset in his family; they should have been travelling in a private car and not by public bus, crowded together with all sorts of people in the worst of the hot weather. His mother was tense and upset and her unhappiness had communicated itself to him. Somewhere along the way, the bus had stopped at a roadside snack stall and his mother, screwing up her face in disgust, had taken him into the public lavatory. It was a fearsome place. There was no light in the low hut, but a fierce smell which seemed to make the darkness blacker. Small barred windows high up in the wall let in two square rays of light which showed, once your eyes were accustomed to the darkness, that around the lavatory hole the sloping floor was awash with faeces. So that he should not spoil his shiny shoes by paddling in the excrement, his mother had stood at arm’s length from the frightful hole and held up little Ravi over it to do his business as best he could, squawking and terrified.


In his nightmare, Ravi fell and flew sickeningly down into the smelly dark shaft, falling further and further away from the light and his mother, into a bottomless black pit which he knew would eventually come out on the other side of the world.


How many times he dreamed that dream, he had no idea, for it was reinforced so often in his waking hours. There was a dark world of dreadful filth which lay in wait for him outside his safe, clean home. There were holes in every public lavatory which led through to the other side of the world. And it was only by turning up his nose at it and sticking fast to what his parents taught him that he could steer clear of the abyss.




*





The college reminded her of school on the dull October day she arrived in Oxford. There was a familiar institutional smell in its long corridors – which aroused memories of lack of affection – and a disembodied jabbering, not produced by any particular voices but apparently generated perpetually by the community of females.


She was given a room overlooking the garden. It was on the top floor of the least popular wing of the college and as well as the corridors, visitors had to negotiate a steep and rather forbidding staircase. It was room Number 102, but the girls on either side had already put up little cards saying ‘Jacqueline Poliakoff’ and ‘Clarissa Rich’. Clarissa Rich knocked while Sarah was beginning to unpack and already giving way to a fantasy of not opening her suitcases at all but seizing what she cared most about and running away. She had found a hot-water bottle in a crocheted woollen cover lying forgotten in the wardrobe. It seemed to predict such chilly, spinsterish winters in the secluded room that she had thrown it into the waste-paper basket and now she was unwilling to put her belongings into the traces left by her predecessor. Clarissa Rich put her head round the door when Sarah answered and, seen without her body, it was a slightly unnerving sight; she had a large, nearly lunar face, surrounded by an aura of pale frizzy hair. She said, ‘Hail and well met, stranger. We’re neighbours.’ Her body, which followed, was very broad and draped in a floor-length purple smock. Standing in the centre of the empty room she said, ‘Yes, just like mine, except that my bed’s over by the desk, more to the end. I think it’s nicer that way; you can use the desk light to read in bed.’


‘Have you got yours all fixed up then?’ Sarah asked. ‘Are you unpacked?’


‘Oh goodness, yes,’ Clarissa answered. ‘I came up three days early so that I could get all that out of the way before the work started.’ She looked at Sarah curiously. ‘What are you reading?’


‘English,’ said Sarah. ‘And you?’


‘History,’ replied Clarissa, ‘although I must admit I am tempted by philosophy.’ She went over to the window to see if the view differed at all from hers and then turned and asked a little awkwardly, ‘Would you like to come and have tea?’


Because it had seemed short-sighted to offend her neighbour on the first day and so as to get out of the chilling room, Sarah followed Clarissa. She seemed very pleased to have enlisted Sarah. She showed her where the kitchen and the bathroom were. On the way back they passed a small, rather pretty dark-haired girl, who was being helped with her luggage by two laughing young men. Clarissa contented herself with a ‘Hail and well met, stranger!’ and a wave; then she ushered Sarah proprietorially into her room and commented, ‘Oh dear, one of those. I hope we don’t have too many of them on our corridor.’


Oppressiveness spread from Clarissa’s pimpled forehead and sternly parted, rather oily hair. Sarah thought that maybe her mother had been right when she said it was important to get in with the right people at the very beginning. She did not want to be drawn into Clarissa’s musty orbit; it would be awful if she was seen with her at the start and considered by the interesting people to be like her.


Clarissa offered Sarah home-made flapjacks from a big tin and took two, which she chewed with relish. ‘It’s a wonderful feeling, starting here, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘There’s so much exploration and discovery ahead of us.’




*





Although his college in Delhi had modelled itself on one of these, Ravi Kaul was not prepared for quite how closely the university resembled its caricatured versions overseas. It was like moving into a textbook, taking up residence on a well-worn page with all the illustrations austerely correct: chapel, quadrangles, High Table, gowns. It was astonishing how dotingly the traditions were maintained, how cosily the young Englishmen stuck to them. And Ravi, who had assumed that he knew as much about them as any John Smith, and would therefore take to them with ease and panache, found to his dismay that he disliked them intensely.


‘It’s eight o-clock – sir.’


‘Oh gosh, is it?’


‘It is – sir. I presume we’re up to opening our curtains this morning?’


He had an ancient cubby-hole of a bedroom during that first year and an ancient college servant, a scout, to go with it. His name was Mr Gregory Rainbow and he waited on Ravi Kaul with resentment.


‘You’re from India, then, if I’ve got it right?’ he asked one morning, after bringing in Ravi’s frequent air mail letters with their Hindi cyphers.


‘That’s right, Mr Rainbow. Have you ever been there, by any chance?’


‘Indeed I have – sir. I was there in the Army, as a matter of fact, before the war.’


‘Did you like it?’


‘I wouldn’t say “like” was quite the word for it. It was an interesting experience.’


‘Would you go back there?’


‘I would not.’ The stocky old man deliberated in the doorway – a rustic figure, Ravi thought, whom he liked to imagine leaning on a country gate and chewing a straw, as in a poem by Mathew Arnold or Thomas Hardy. Then, turning, he delivered a ripely matured retort, ‘I hardly need to, do I, with so many of you over here?’




*





Straight away Sarah found herself a boy-friend, a taciturn, blond boy-friend called David Whitehead to whom she conscientiously lost her virginity half-way into her second term. Although ‘lost’ was hardly the right word because Sarah jettisoned the virginity, whatever it was, quite deliberately. She calculated the precise circumstances in which this would take place (before David’s electric fire on a long Saturday evening) and together with her new friend Emily Williams analysed and assessed its consequences and advantages. In return, David Whitehead presented Sarah with his complete inability to give or receive emotion. He had been brought up in boarding school dormitories and all-male common rooms; he was the son of the convention that it is weak and debilitating to show one’s feelings and even when a little emotion would have been permissible, he could not produce it. His feelings had been permanently doctored. His attachment to Sarah was mainly negative; he did not repel her with sarcasm, he did not leave her room at night. Sarah was unclear about the exact nature of her feelings for him. She found his silences appealing, because they seemed to her to show he was withholding something from the unworthy world. He had a schoolboy hero’s hair. But there was never any upheaval between them. Each acquired the other gravely as a new aspect of university life, and each knew privately that they were only trying the other out … like a new subject, like another society, like most things in that first year.


Her first year was certainly quite safe. Beginning so inauspiciously on that wet October day, it remained circumscribed and traditional, a game with antiquated rules. In later years, in fact, she often forgot about it completely when she recalled the university. She overlooked the part it must surely have played, with its dissatisfactions and limitations, in bringing about what came afterwards.


Sarah watched the faces of the first evening develop into a narrow range of English fictional characters: the earnest, ugly blue-stocking; the socially successful but malicious beauty; the vamp. As the daughter of Gareth Livingstone, the photographer, she found herself cast as sensitive – artistically bad-tempered. In spite of herself, she had hung on her wall the two photographs which her father had given her to take to college. Her visitors said, ‘Gosh, what amazing pictures – they’re by Gareth Livingstone, aren’t they? Goodness, is he your father?’ and she thereby managed to distinguish herself from Clarissa Rich on her right and Jacqueline Poliakoff on her left.


She did what everyone else did – joined societies, drank coffee and argued until two in the morning about Platonic friendships and the existence of God. She experimented with different, rather amusing personalities as the year went by; she was the sour and knowing cynic, the popular party-goer whose mantelpiece was lined with invitations, or from time to time the library recluse.


Each night there were the decreasingly palatable dinners for which they had to endure a Latin grace in Hall, Clarissa Rich’s frizzy hair left coiling in the bath at the end of the corridor and the noise of Jacqueline Poliakoff copulating excruciatingly through the thin partition wall. There were evenings as blank and desolate as the winter lawns, as cold and isolated as her college room, when everything seemed so ordered and so staid that Sarah longed for a disruption.


Not only did their past dominate their present, it cast its massive shadow on to their future too and seemed capable of dictating what Sarah Livingstone would become and who her friends would be for ever. Like the owner of the crocheted hot-water bottle cover before her, she would sit with her knees drawn up by the two-bar fire and console herself by numbly eating chocolate biscuits.




*





Ravi, shivering, appalled, caught every germ malingering in the damp Thames Valley. He had only to open his mouth, it seemed, for a new permutation of cold, bronchitis or influenza to glide in; the college nurse expressed the opinion that his origins were to blame. His nose became almost Englishly pink. And then finally he must have run through the whole range, for he acquired immunity and the illnesses stopped. It made him quite cocky for a while.


He had never been a weakling child. His brother Ramesh had been the sickly one, stealing more than his fair share of their mother’s attention. For Ravi, an illness was a rare calamity and he hated England for having attacked him in such an underhand way. It was an insidious germ warfare, which undermined his very character and confidence. For here there was no one to bring him sweet milk drinks with cinnamon and rub his temples with tingling balm. He lay in his mediaeval bedroom and coughed and listened to the bells chiming; he thought he had never been so lonely and forlorn in his life.




*





It was a closed world. Was it three or four weeks after the first night dinner that her new friend Emily Williams knocked on Sarah’s door, gulping tears, at half-past one in the morning? It was a Sunday night. Her boy-friend from Surrey had come up to stay for the weekend, as promised, but after seeing her new environment and the kind of topics which were going to occupy her for the next three years, he had announced that evening as they packed up his things for the coach that he and Emily were through. She had lain in her room for two hours crying and then come running across the dark quadrangle, hating the very gravel screeching under her feet, to wake Sarah. Now she sat huddled in Sarah’s armchair, shaking with her crying and the cold as she repeated, ‘I can’t bear it, Sarah. I’d rather have him than all this. Honestly, I shall have to leave. I just can’t stand it here without him.’


Sarah filled her kettle and then, theatrically, poured out two glasses of sherry as well. She had bought the bottle a week or so earlier and had put as much thought into arranging it with the new little glasses on her coffee table as if they were ornaments. By means of objects like the sherry glasses and her ivy, she was after all turning room Number 102 into her own backdrop, distinct from that of Clarissa Rich or Jacqueline Poliakoff. She put Emily’s glass on the table near her and sat down on the other chair opposite her, wrapping her dressing-gown closer. She noticed on her bedside alarm clock that it was nearly 2 am and felt a pleasant sense of drama.


During those early days, Emily Williams had been her one source of drama. In the first week of meetings and book lists, Emily agonised loudly over which subject she should read and whether or not she was at the right university. In the second week, after they had been set their first essay, Emily had fallen dramatically ill and then accused the college nurse of dangerous incompetence. She had had her transistor radio stolen and later escaped near rape by an engineering student at a Freshers’ party. Sarah saw that friendship with Emily would ensure some excitement, while Emily found in Sarah the impressionable audience she needed for her dramas.


She wept in front of Sarah but, after a while, started to apologise for keeping her awake.


Sarah said, ‘That’s all right. I couldn’t sleep anyway.’ Insomnia was one of the discoveries of that period – provoked at first by the unfamiliar sounds of Jacqueline Poliakoff’s pleasure and then sustained by the thought of the three hundred women lying sleeping around her.


‘Why not?’ asked Emily, who hoped for distraction.


So Sarah invented a reason. After all, she did not want to be invariably the one who listened and consoled, but never had anything to weep about. She said, ‘I’ve met this man.’ And Emily listened. The man – who had in fact barely made any impression on Sarah at all – was a History student called David Whitehead. (Or had it actually been Whitechurch? Remembering him years afterwards, she had a sudden doubt. No, no, it must have been Whitehead, with that fair hair.) She had met him at an audition for a student play; he was going to help with the lighting and Sarah was auditioning for some minor part. So she told Emily that she had sensed something between them at once. It did sound plausible. She was making it all up, but Emily encouraged her. The thrill of misfortune and the possibility of Sarah also becoming involved in it comforted them. They drank another glass of sherry and soon Emily started to giggle through her tears. By the time she felt confident to leave and Sarah went back to bed, she really could not sleep for wondering if there might not perhaps be something between her and the History student after all.




*





Repelled, tantalised, Ravi was faced with plate upon plate of gristly English meat. He did not eat meat and his throat involuntarily constricted at its evil savour. But something perfectly silly forbade him to go to the Bursar and request Colonel Webb to order him a vegetarian diet. He would not single himself out among these pink, meat-eating English boys; he would not act the traditional delicate part of the good Hindu boy abroad. So he ground the foul fibrous stuff untasting between his teeth and left most of his meals uneaten. But he had not had to appeal for special treatment over something with which these hearty boys could cope. And the thought of the pious horror of his mother and his aunt at the sight of him eating steak and kidney pie perversely spurred him on.
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In the afternoons, there were tea-parties. Every afternoon, in every room in Oxford, there were tea-parties. Amidst a mess of coffee mugs and gaping packets of biscuits, Sarah Livingstone and her friends discussed the question of Arts versus Sciences and whether or not to build a Channel tunnel. They toasted crumpets on unwound paper clips attached to the grilles of their two-bar fires. Late in the afternoon, they switched from tea to sherry and left for dinner, striking poses and howling at jokes which lasted for a term at a time. Friendships began or ended at these tea-parties, love affairs were surreptitiously advanced and once – carried away by the warmth and intimacy of the gathering – Clarissa Rich recounted how she had been ‘tampered with’ as a child by her father. In David Whitehead’s room in the city centre, above a shop which sold running shoes and rucksacks and camping stoves, Sarah ate ginger nuts and drank tea from a particular kind of pottery mug which she would ever afterwards associate with tedium.


David’s friends formed a small, close sub-group. Membership was by vocabulary and however congenial a person might be, admission would only ever be granted if he used the right words in the right way. There was Anthony – whom those in the know called Ant – who would one day be a distinguished barrister and grow immensely fat; Nigel, who drank such quantities that his closest friends were scared for him; Simon, Tim and Christopher Lee-Drake. Tolerated, but never really belonging, there was also occasionally Ali, whom they had for unconventionality and flavour because he came from Pakistan.


At their tea-parties, they did not actually talk very much, being able to convey all they wanted to one another with just one or two of their private words. They lay on the floor and savoured their exclusiveness. Sarah sat with her back against the bookcase and got a reputation for being argumentative. David’s friends said to one another what a pain she was as, warmed by mugs of tea and crumpets, they went out into the mist.




*





Ravi had never imagined he would joyously sit down with a circle of assorted Indians to a meal of vegetables and rice prepared in a mucky kitchenette. He had never imagined he would ostentatiously relish chappals and kurtas just because they were Indian or bring up geographical irrelevances in his economics tutorials in order to see his impeccably English tutor, Professor Elstree, force himself to reply with feigned courtesy. He had intended to explore. But he ended up going with a party of other Indian students to a shabby cinema in a cheap district of the city, where they saw rubbishy Hindi films shown for the benefit of immigrant workers. The students went because they were homesick and the little cinema smelt wonderfully authentically of Indian crowds and paan. They sat together at the back and jeered – just as they had done as boys in their various home towns thousands of miles away – and the rest of the audience, for whom the films were intended, turned round and cried at them to shut up.


Ravi became one of the group of expatriates who met for meals in stuffy little Indian restaurants and made fun of the badly-spelled menus, who played sitar records and argued Indian issues together. He still believed that he would integrate into the city, but for that to happen, the city had to show some sign that it was interested in letting him in.
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Of course, that first year had a summer too; it would be wrong to portray a country of constant winter. It began suddenly, over about three days, and after those three days – even though the cold weather periodically returned – it was still unquestionably summer. The winter receded into the dimmest corners of the libraries, where only those who liked nothing else sought it out. The term they called Trinity was given over almost entirely to enjoyment. The college garden, on which Sarah had looked out in gloomy animosity since October, now became a scented expanse of rolling couples. Only occasionally a grey female don would scurry between them, almost guilty to be a reminder of study. There were parties all the time: outdoor parties on the lawns, strawberries and cream parties, vicars-and-tarts parties, boating parties. The river, which had wound brown and uninterestingly until then, became the centre of the summer as the students floated along it in punts and held more parties on its banks. There was a visible, hilarious outburst of loving. At night, with the windows open, you could almost always hear gasping in the dark.


In a straw hat and a long Edwardian skirt, Sarah enjoyed everything. She rode on her bicycle from one party to another, holding up her skirt to the handle-bars.


David Whitehead came into his own, for a boy-friend was an important prop for the summer. He was someone to lie with beside the river, endlessly to propel a punt. Sometimes, out of idle curiosity, Sarah must have closed her eyes and imagined that he was someone else; she could not have said who, but someone less clear-cut than David who eluded her. And since by then they were both growing a little tired of each other, David probably did so too. But they looked a convincing couple and appearances were all-important in the summer. After a winter wrapped in shapeless woollen clothes, people put on flamboyant summery outfits and David and Sarah, blond and blue-eyed, looked utterly appropriate in cricket whites and Edwardian dresses. Bizarrely, incomprehensibly, someone called Verity Claybody tried to kill herself in one of the sunniest weeks.


Of the many parties that term, one should be mentioned in particular because it was the scene of the first gap in that closed society, although no one involved ever remembered it later. David’s friend Simon was giving the party – or maybe Simon’s friend Tim. At any rate, it was a staircase party, with more than one host; everyone living on Simon’s staircase had invited their friends and, as a result, there were a great many people there and no one clearly knew whose guests they were. The table bearing the drink was at the innermost end of three adjoining rooms and was soon drained. But David and Sarah had brought a bottle, which they kept and drank themselves. The three rooms were horribly crowded; music nearly blotted out the conversation and heat and cigarette smoke formed a further barrier. So they stayed near the door, held their bottle of wine and drank it. Before the party, they had had an argument and now the shared bottle was their main reason for standing together. They talked little; each hoped to drink their fair share of the acrid wine and they both looked absently about the room. David looked for Simon or Tim, because the two of them could then exclude the party from their conversation. He did not especially like parties, unless there was really plenty to drink, but he came to them because it would have seemed defeatist not to. Secretly he harboured an image of an ideal party, at which there would be no music and so no obligation to dance – in fact, no explicit jollity at all, but only a small group of carefully chosen people discoursing brilliantly, ironically in some select location. (He would have to wait over fifteen years to realise this fantasy, almost without recognising it, at a drinks party in a government building known by its number only.)


Sarah looked for a distraction, in the vague hope of upsetting David by somehow involving him in the party. Over the closely packed crowd, she could see heads bobbing in the next room where people were dancing. Emily Williams, well on the way to being incapably drunk, was spreadeagled against the wall embracing a man Sarah did not recognise. There was a foreigner by the fireplace, standing alone and looking left out and slightly disapproving of the party around him. Sarah noticed him briefly; for one thing, he was a different colour from everyone else and his brown face stood out between the pink ones, flushed with exertion and drink. He was looking around the room with his chin up, either haughtily surveying the crass jollity or concealing the fact that no one had come up to talk to him behind an aloof expression. As he was rather short, he was only revealed by a gap in the crowd and after a moment the gap changed shape, leaving Sarah a view of his face alone. It was a good-looking face, with strong black eyebrows and what seemed in the party lighting to be quite black, shining angry eyes. A thought surfaced in Sarah’s fuddled brain, which could best be expressed as, ‘So not everyone in the world is English.’ This sounded ridiculous, but allowing for her drunkenness it must have meant that particular group of university friends rather than the entire world. And she looked on for some other way to upset David.


They left the party early. An alternative would have been to stay extremely late and obliterate their disagreement with fatigue and alcohol. Instead, to round off their argument, they each went back to their own college. David found his friend Simon Satchell in his room and challenged him: ‘I thought you were supposed to be giving the party?’


‘I am,’ Simon said. He was virtually lying in an armchair. ‘I’m waiting to see how long it takes before someone notices I’m not there.’


They opened some beer and sat companionably in silence for a time. After a while Simon said – just to point out to David that his evening did not appear to have been completely successful either – ‘What have you done with Sarah?’


David laughed, to give himself time to arrange the right answer, then he said, ‘Sent her home to bed. I needed some peace and quiet!’


Simon chuckled understandingly. For lack of any impulse to move, they sat there together until half-past three.
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Sarah thought of dropping in on Emily Williams to ask her about the unknown man, but she had not come back to her room. In the room next door to her own, Jacqueline Poliakoff was being simultaneously tickled and throttled. Impetuously, Sarah’s winter dissatisfaction returned. She considered crying, but felt too lazy, so she made herself a cup of coffee and went to bed.


The next day, or the day after, there was a picnic to which Sarah and David had already agreed to go. When they met they made no reference to their argument; they usually dealt with their difficulties that way. They joined their friends at one of the boat-houses and loaded the picnic into two punts. But as everyone got in, it occurred to David to climb into a different punt from Sarah so as to show her that all was not forgotten. She pretended not to notice but when the two punts came together at their destination, having separated on the way, he saw that she had her head on his friend Nigel’s shoulder. They set out their picnic in a field, overlooked by ponderous cows; it was not a bright evening and almost as if they felt the whole exercise was too serious, too staid, before they ate someone produced two frisbees and they all shrieked and played. They were aware that they presented a happy, bucolic scene to other punts passing down the river and that was a major part of their enjoyment. They had a red and white checked tablecloth and long loaves of French bread. But midges rose up from the river in a spinning cloud and when they had eaten, they realised that the field was damp. Coming back, did David get into the same punt as Sarah and when it was not his turn to punt, sit next to her and put his arm around her in the dark?
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‘Honestly, I love the way you just assume I’m coming with you to the Ball. Don’t bother to actually ask me, will you?’


‘For Christ’s sake, what do you expect me to do? Go down on bended knee and beg you? If you don’t want to come, if you’d rather go off to your wretched Starvation Supper, all you have to do is say. It’s no skin off my nose. Twenty pounds saved!’


‘Oh, you weren’t actually going to pay for my ticket, then? We’d be going Dutch?’


‘Yes, of course we would. Catch me shelling out twenty pounds on you!’


‘Huh, charming! Well in that case, let’s just forget about it then, OK? I don’t particularly fancy paying twenty pounds for the privilege of spending an evening with you. Balls are supposed to be memorable.’


‘Oh, have you been reading your Mills and Boon again? Are you after some True Romance?’


‘Oh, piss off, David. Who’d want to dance all night with a berk like you?’


On the last night of term they walked beside the river, in an evening which the English had the cheek to call close and sultry, but when that term ended they already knew their makeshift intimacy was over.
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Returning to Oxford to begin his second year, Ravi Kaul made a resolution. He had become too entrenched in his group of Indian friends, he decided. He would never live up to his early intentions of sampling what there was to be sampled in England – which, naive as they were, had some good sense in them – if he spent all his time with Sunil, Dev and Rajiv. They had been a fine cocoon to help him while he found his feet, but now it was high time to shake them off and be a little adventurous.


He knew one chap who was in with a tremendous lot of English students – Ali Suleiman from Pakistan. So on his second day back he called on Ali, who was surprised and flattered by the visit. The other Indian and Pakistani students usually treated him with barely concealed contempt, as an ingratiating Anglophile chameleon. As he was leaving, Ravi said, ‘By the way, Ali, you know a hell of a lot of people here, don’t you?’


‘Do I?’ asked Ali, waiting to hear what would come next.


‘Yes, of course you do,’ Ravi said. ‘You know all sorts of people. Dev Mehdi and I were talking about it just the other day. You don’t just hang around with your fellow sinners. Who are those guys at Magdalen you’re always with? Tatchell? Latchell?’


‘Simon Satchell,’ Ali said correctly, ‘and Anthony Crowmarsh. Do you mean them?’


‘Yes,’ said Ravi, ‘probably. You’re really “matey” with them, aren’t you?’


Ali hesitated, for now he realised that something would be asked of him. He started to balance his head dubiously, but ended up proudly nodding ‘Yes’. ‘Of course,’ he added quickly, ‘they’re not the only ones.’


‘I’d like to come along and have tea with them one day, you know,’ Ravi said disarmingly.


Ali giggled and asked, ‘Why?’ This was one favour he really did not want to grant; despite what he had implied to Ravi Kaul, he knew that his position in that group was actually false. With the heightened sensitivity of people who are often subjected to slights, Ali was quite aware how patronisingly they treated him. He saw that he was a useful symbol for boys pretending to be broadminded. But at the same time, he was genuinely fond of them. Perhaps he made the situation out to be worse than it was, as he imagined Ravi Kaul seeing it. And it was gratifying to have someone as arrogant as Ravi asking him a favour.


‘Why not?’ Ravi answered. ‘It would be interesting to get to meet them.’


Ali pretended to be weighing up subtle issues. Then, just to show Ravi that he preferred meticulous English arrangements to slapdash verbal agreements, he said he would let him know when by means of a note in the inter-college mail.


‘Pompous arse,’ said Ravi in the passage.


The tea, a few days later, was not a great success. Ali was on edge and showed off embarrassingly. Ravi, already regretting what he saw as the grovelling which had been required to secure the invitation, was unnecessarily debonair. And the English boys were ridiculous.


That afternoon the subject under discussion was rustication, a lovely word. Someone had been rusticated for taking a pot-shot at one of the deer in the college deer park with an air-gun – did this constitute sufficient grounds for being sent down? Ali and Ravi arrived extremely late because Ali had insisted it was the thing to do. The room was ankle-deep in discarded coffee mugs and there were no biscuits left. A curly-headed chap, the Tatchell-Latchell whom Ravi had remembered, was sitting in the main armchair telling the story of an even worse offence he knew of, which had not warranted rustication. Sitting back-to-front on the two other chairs were what Ravi thought of as rugger types, listening with their arms folded along the chair backs. On the floor, there were five or six more fellows sprawled or lying with their legs jutting up into the air. There was only one girl in the room, a fairly pretty blonde girl, who was ostentatiously reading a book.


‘Anyway, he actually attacked a person,’ Tatchell-Latchell was saying as they came in, ‘not just a sodding deer. He actually assaulted a bloody don, for heaven’s sake, in the middle of the front quad!’


Ravi sat down on the floor near the bookcase where the fair-haired girl was sitting. This was not a deliberate move; there was an empty space there. The girl looked up from her book and smiled at him quite welcomingly – because he was a stranger, he imagined; she would not have stopped reading if he had been one of the familiars.


‘Hi,’ he said and immediately began agitating for some tea, since he hated to be thought ingratiating. It was coffee and the open jar was thrust at him from the middle of the floor. As the most recent arrival, Ali had gone down the corridor to refill the kettle.


‘But he was pissed out of his mind,’ someone said contentiously. ‘Surely that’s mitigating circumstances?’


A few of them laughed, uncertain whether or not he had spoken seriously.


‘Wasn’t Larkin pissed?’ asked another, Larkin being the man who had shot the deer.


‘Larkin’s always pissed,’ Tatchell-Latchell cried, to general approving laughter.


‘Maybe that’s it,’ said one of the rugger types solemnly. ‘The deer was just the last straw.’


The conversation continued like this for quite a while. Then Ravi felt obliged to butt in facetiously: ‘Maybe it is your well-known national concern for animals which is responsible. Perhaps there is a strong anti-hunting lobby on the governing board and they actually feel more enraged at an attack on a deer than on one of their own number.’


This was met with an embarrassed silence, as if none of them could tell whether or not he were joking.


A little recklessly, Ravi pushed on, aware that he might be exposing himself to their ridicule. ‘I mean cruelty to one another is an everyday occurrence, is it not? Whereas cruelty to a deer is quite another matter.’


Help came unexpectedly from the girl, who suddenly announced, ‘I think he’s right. There’s a sense of outrage over a defenceless deer, which there certainly isn’t over fat old Dr Percival. I mean, killing Dr Percival could actually be considered a humane act.’


‘Oh, Sarah,’ one or two people said, as though she were known for her outrageous statements.


‘Go back to your book,’ said a blond boy derisively.


‘I wouldn’t go that far,’ Ravi said to the girl mildly, ‘but you take my point.’


That was Ravi’s main contribution to the tea and afterwards he did not feel encouraged to make any more. The conversation picked up again in the same jocular way. In their corner, Ravi and the girl began to talk, stiffly, seriously.




*





That experience drove him back to Sunil, Dev and Rajiv. Term got under way and he was busy choosing courses and fixing up classes. In the Long Vacation his friend Ved Sharma, a graduate student, had gone back to India and got married. He now lived out of college with his wife and they gave a superb party for all the Indian students. Ravi’s resolution lapsed. He was quite surprised when a scribbled note from Simon Satchell invited him back to tea. He was inclined not to go. But he did not receive many notes like that – and on the day in question it was bitterly cold and he felt like a cup of coffee.


Again, the room was crowded. Ali Suleiman pretended to be pleased to see Ravi there, but was privately jealous. Some were born with a silver spoon, it seemed. Good-looking Ravi Kaul had only to lift a finger to get where he wanted, whereas he – short and plumpish and unimposing – might struggle all his life for nothing.


But although they had invited Ravi, none of them seemed particularly inclined to welcome him. As before, they lay about on the floor and only talked sporadically, their conversation verging on the incomprehensible. No one tried to include Ravi in it, perhaps because they did not want to fall into the usual English error of being too polite and patronising, but perhaps because they just had no idea how to approach him. He sat on the edge of things, growing more and more impatient and eventually concluded that Ali Suleiman must really be a fool to seek out this set. He looked around at the ruddy faces and he did not care if his disdain was visible.


That time, the fair-haired girl was not there. Not that he had looked forward to seeing her, but it was an even less interesting group without her. It occurred to him to ask Ali Suleiman about her afterwards.


‘What’s become of that girl who was there before?’


‘Sarah?’ Ali said familiarly. ‘David Whitehead’s girl?’


Ravi had not even identified David Whitehead among the taciturn guests. He tried to imagine which one of them the fair-haired girl might possibly belong to. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘that’s right, Sarah.’


Ali giggled mischievously. ‘They’re through,’ he said. ‘Finished!’ He wondered momentarily whether to let Ravi in on their gossip and then went on, ‘Of course, old David hasn’t let on; he’d never talk about that sort of thing. But it’s pretty obvious if his lady vanishes off the face of the earth that all can’t be well between them.’ He added, to convey to Ravi how much more he knew of the story than Ravi did, ‘He’s better off without her, if you ask me. She’s a trying girl.’


‘Trying?’ asked Ravi.


‘Yes,’ Ali said. ‘She could be very difficult. Not my sort at all. Always raising heavy issues when you felt like relaxing, never content just to sit and let things be.’


Only because it was Ali Suleiman who was doing her down, Ravi defended the girl. ‘I don’t know, she seemed quite pleasant to me.’


‘Well, you hardly met her,’ Ali said crisply.


‘Yes, but one gains an impression.’


‘A wrong one,’ said Ali. And, with a knowing lift of his eyebrows, which he often assumed as a worldly expression, ‘She is,’ he added, ‘too scrawny.’


Ravi did not intend to return to that gathering, although now he easily could have unasked. He caught sight of Simon Satchell once or twice in the library and deliberately made little effort to say hello to him. Since Simon behaved like that to everyone, they stopped acknowledging each other and soon all contact between them ceased.


Ravi did not give Sarah another thought. He had sniggered slightly when Ali Suleiman told him that her surname was Livingstone because of the obvious adventurous connotation, which somehow confirmed his own impression of what kind of a girl she must be. He had come across them quite often here – tense, possibly pretty but above all intellectual girls, who seemed to sense there was something missing here, could not identify it and consequently thrashed about a lot trying to make sense of their predicament. They lived out of town in those grim women’s colleges whose corridors smelt quite excruciatingly dreary and they ranged in type from positively forbidding to desperately oversexed. After a little consideration, Ravi put Sarah Livingstone towards the kinder end of the spectrum and then forgot about her.


What happened next was a coincidence but, in a small city, perfectly feasible. Ravi was walking along the street to an economics lecture with Dev Mehdi and Sunil Sircar. They turned to cross over and he saw Sarah waiting at the traffic lights on her bicycle. She was looking at him with an expression that included recognition and apprehension, but she did not call out ‘Hello’ – possibly because she was not sure if he would remember her. She might also have been embarrassed to be met on her bicycle wearing – he could not help noticing – bicycle clips around her jeans. She looked rather dashing, actually. The temptation to show off to Dev and Sunil was too much.


Ravi called out, ‘Hi Sarah!’ and saw a look of relief cross her face. She answered, ‘Hello!’


He gave her a cheery wave and walked on with his friends.


‘Who was that?’ they both asked in Hindi. In their group, they knew all of one another’s friends.


Ravi said, ‘Sarah Livingstone. A girl I know slightly.’


‘Aha,’ said Dev Mehdi, ‘but whom we don’t.’


‘A clandestine association,’ commented Sunil Sircar, joining in the teasing. ‘What exactly are you up to, Mister Kaul?’


Revi laughed, enjoying the game. ‘Now, wouldn’t you like to know?’


‘Well, your nefarious pursuits are no concern of mine,’ said Sunil.


‘Just don’t think they’ve escaped our notice,’ said Dev, and they all laughed.


‘Sarah Livingstone,’ Sunil repeated with relish. ‘And which college is she at?’


It was only then that Ravi realised that he didn’t know.


Ali Suleiman knew, but Ravi was quite sick of that prig’s company. In any case, why should he want to find out? It was not as if he were going to march round to Sarah’s room and have afternoon tea with her; he had had enough of that scene. By and large, the girls he had met in Oxford did not appeal to him and after the disappointments of his first year, he had no intention of letting himself in for any more. The girls were mostly too explicit; like a display of bright sweets spread too long in the glaring sun, they did not rouse his appetite. After a few exploratory encounters at the beginning, he had wryly recalled a vague promise made to his father before leaving India that, whatever youthful excesses he might succumb to while he was away, he must never forget that his ultimate duty in that respect would always be awaiting him at home. At the time Ravi had laughed to himself, partly because of the roundabout way in which his father – a pompous man – had broached the subject and partly because he had no intention of being so unimaginative. He had talked to chaps who had been away and he knew what treats were in store for him, if he so chose. It was all part of the adventure of three years abroad, although he could hardly expect his reactionary father to understand that. But as it happened, he was not often tempted to break his promise. First-hand experience changed his views; treats there might be – and he knew one or two guys who availed themselves of these quite shamelessly – but they were not for Ravi.


There was another obstacle as well. Most of the girls he had met here could not shake off a severely limited attitude towards him; an Indian male was somehow not quite a normal male in their eyes and they behaved on the whole much more primly towards him than to their own kind. The one thing that he found secretly thrilling – their visible generosity with their favours – was not usually offered to him.


Ved Sharma had had a fling with an English girl before he went home to get married. None of his group had thought much of her or, for that matter, of Ved either, who was generally thought to be making a classic fool of himself.


A girl whom Ravi had nearly gone to bed with in the first term, out of sheer excitement, had utterly repelled him as they lay entwined on the floor of her room by saying, ‘Oh Ravi, this is amazing! I’ve been with two white guys, a black guy and now an Indian. All that’s left now will be a laid-back Chinese!’ Two other girls, who had been very friendly to him early on and had sent him invitations to coffee, had later turned out to be keen on converting him. The rest simply were not interested; they consorted with their own kind and, sexually speaking, they looked through Ravi, as if he were made of a completely unfeasible material. Of course, he found them mainly unattractive in any case. They tended to wear unflattering clothes; they went in for freakishly bushy, far-fetched hairstyles; above all they made an awful lot of noise, screeching and cackling and thrusting themselves forward in discussions in a loud, abrasive way.


Ravi remembered all this and then curiosity got the better of him. Sarah Livingstone had seemed more interested than the others. After all, he kidded himself, she was a way of widening his circle of acquaintances too. So he dropped in on Ali Suleiman.
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Sarah’s room was right at the top of one of the grimmer buildings of the women’s colleges. He had not sent her a note beforehand, in case it looked as though he were unsure of himself and since he was a little, he told himself as he knocked that she would be out. But she was not; he liked the way she shouted, ‘Come in?’ It sounded as if she was glad to be interrupted at whatever it was she was doing. She was sitting at her desk by the window, with the chair half turned round to see who was at the door. When she saw it was Ravi, she got up quickly.


He said something pitifully silly, which had occurred to him when Ali told him Sarah’s surname, but which he had promised himself on the way over that he would not use. ‘Ah, Miss Livingstone, I presume?’


She went ‘Tsk!’ She must have heard the quip a hundred times before, but she smiled, at herself and at him. ‘Come in, sit down.’


Ravi did both. ‘You remember, we met?’


‘Yes, of course. At Simon’s. We talked about hunting.’


Ravi smiled, then heard himself say something appalling: ‘Now I expect you think I’ve come to do some hunting myself.’


Sarah looked taken aback, but quickly said flippantly, ‘So long as you haven’t come armed!’


They faced each other. For a moment, it seemed as if they were going to dislike each other after all.


‘Only with my monetarism file,’ Ravi replied in kind. ‘I was on my way back from a seminar,’ he explained untruthfully, ‘and I thought I remembered this was your college. Not the most welcoming of entrances, if I may say so.’


Sarah agreed readily, clearly relieved that Ravi had moved on to such a simple subject. ‘It’s ghastly, isn’t it? You know it used to be a lunatic asylum?’


‘No!’


‘Yes, it did. At least, that’s the story – well, not this wing, but Quincy opposite. Did you see it on the way in?’


‘The older one?’


‘Yes, that’s right. It’s supposed to be haunted; apparently a mad woman in a long white dress sometimes walks and weeps there at night.’


‘You’re having me on.’


‘No, no, that’s what people say. Mind you …’


They both laughed. For a moment, there was nothing to talk about again. Then Sarah said slightly artificially, ‘I don’t remember – which college did you say you were at? Have you got any ghosts?’


‘Only live ones, as far as I know,’ Ravi said.


‘Oh, we have them here too,’ said Sarah, gesturing distastefully at the wall. ‘In fact, I’ve got one next door.’


‘Ah, I passed a rather funny-looking female on the way up,’ Ravi said. ‘A moony sort of girl. She looked a little like an exhibit gone missing from a waxworks museum.’


‘Oh, lovely!’ Sarah said. ‘In a long purple dress? That was her.’


She poured coffee and put Ravi’s mug on the low table in front of him.


‘I’m afraid I haven’t got any biscuits. I’m frightened of keeping them in my room.’


Ravi laughed. ‘How funny; you seem quite cool about ghosts, but biscuits really rattle you!’


Sarah was reaching out onto the window-sill for a carton of milk. She straightened up to explain seriously, ‘Ghosts don’t contain calories. They’re not fattening and I’m petrified of getting fat.’


‘Well, you don’t need to worry about that,’ Ravi said. ‘You’re very thin.’


Sarah looked delighted. ‘Thank you,’ she answered, although in fact Ravi had not especially intended the remark as a compliment at all.


‘Being fat is really an obsession here, isn’t it?’ he asked. ‘You’re all so guilty about your size. I mean, even a slip of a thing like you. Everyone is weighed down by a great burden of guilt they’re trying to shake off. What is it? A bad conscience as an individual or a historical legacy?’


Sarah considered the issue. ‘But why is it almost exclusively women?’ she said. ‘If it’s a matter of guilt, why should we carry all the burden?’


There was something very nice about the way she said that, Ravi thought, leaning forward and challenging him with her pleading eyes.


‘I don’t know,’ he replied. ‘Maybe because the women here are more sensitive than the men, more susceptible to moral qualms.’


Sarah gave a flattered, disbelieving laugh. ‘Do you find them insensitive, then?’ she asked him. ‘The men here?’


Ravi barely hesitated. He had thought about the topic so much. He knew this girl would relish an attack on her own kind. ‘Totally,’ he declared, ‘and proud of it!’


‘You’re in your second year, aren’t you?’ she asked and that annoyed him; checking up on his right to make such an accusation, aligning herself with those he attacked.


‘Yes,’ he answered drily. ‘My comments are the considered judgement of a year’s observation.’


Sarah smiled, embarrassed by his touchiness. ‘Go on,’ she said, ‘I’m interested.’


And Ravi swallowed her unintended insult and continued. So what if she first felt it necessary to check on his credentials, he could shake her from her smugness. Vengefully, he launched into one of his withering verbal caricatures of Oxford. He showed her an antiquated city, peopled by museum exhibits who went through the motions of being alive inside the safety of their glass cases. As he talked, instead of dismay, he saw Sarah Livingstone’s face light up with the joy of recognition.


They led each other on to wilder denunciations. It was as if, for the past year, they had been waiting on the sidelines, filled with self-righteous indignation at the pageant in front of them. And they loved denouncing it – witty, unkind jibes seemed to come naturally from both of them.


‘We should talk again,’ Ravi said easily when he decided to leave. Briefly, they had really enjoyed themselves and now they exchanged slightly self-conscious smiles.


‘OK,’ agreed Sarah.


Ravi felt rather pleased with the way things had gone; virtually no awkwardness, no artificiality – they had just had a good time together. But because he did not want to seem eager or enthusiastic, he left without arranging anything further.


The door of Sarah’s room opened behind him as he walked away down the corridor and her blushing, flustered face appeared.


‘Sorry!’


Ravi waited.


‘I’m terribly sorry, but I just realised that I don’t actually know your name!’


It came like a blow beneath the belt and left Ravi momentarily too winded to reply. Why hadn’t she said anything earlier on? The revelation undermined his impression of the whole afternoon; why had she sat there right through their conversation without asking him? If he had been one of her English chums, she would have said straight away, ‘What did you say your name was?’ And why had he not thought to introduce himself, instead of confidently assuming that she would remember his name? Of course, anything other than English certainty was unpronounceable. The little bitch! She had been so full of unctuous eagerness, of Girl Guide brightness that she had quite forgotten he was an individual with anything so distinctive as a name. She was just being nice to a poor foreigner; she was no different from all the rest.


‘Ravi Kaul,’ he said stiffly and then continued a little abruptly down the corridor.


It was only as he walked back into town, through the transparent drizzle, that it struck him that Sarah had had no need to reveal what she had done. She could perfectly well have stayed quietly ignorant in her room. The fact that she had come out after him to retrieve his name meant that she expected to see him again.




*





The arrival of the good-looking Indian from Simon’s tea-party at her door had astounded Sarah. They had had a rather stilted social conversation together and she had registered almost nothing of his personality at all. She remembered only that he had been slightly aggressive, which she had liked, since this was directed at David’s friends. He had also seemed somehow rigid, she recalled, as though he were keeping his real reactions in check. She had not noticed any sign of interest in her which might have led her to expect him to turn up at her door.


She said, ‘Come in, sit down,’ a little at a loss.


Very formally, he said, ‘You remember, we met?’


‘Yes, of course,’ Sarah said quickly. ‘At Simon’s. We talked about hunting.’


She wanted to put him at his ease by showing what a clear impression he had made on her. Apparently flattered, he giggled and quickly showed her that he was quite at ease and she need not have made the effort.


‘Now I expect you think I’ve come to do some hunting myself?’


‘Oh God,’ Sarah thought. ‘I’m not going to be pursued by one of those, am I?’ By which she meant a poseur, a social performer who would pester her with visits and letters, but nothing racial at all.
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