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She’s coming.


I told you I made three attempts to get her to lecture, and she wouldn’t. Wouldn’t, she said, couldn’t – never lectured. But then I had this sudden inspiration – how do these things come to one? – and dashed off a note (in my own hand this time, which is perhaps what did the trick, because as all the world knows she always writes by hand herself) saying could my students talk to her? Adding how her book had made them question some of their most fundamental whichwhats and indeed set off the most extraordinary ferment of intellectual whatever. It’ll end up with her talking to them, naturally, so we’re all happy.


Now of course I can’t help asking myself why? Why is she coming? What’s in it for her? She must know what it’s going to be like. No one to meet her at the station. (Well, in this case there will be, of course – there’ll be me, with flowers in my hand and the complete biography in my brain – but how’s she to know that?) A grim little gathering in my rooms, with half the students dumbstruck and the other half patronizing, then dinner with a handful of academics in unsympathetic disciplines who’ll pretend they don’t know who she is, then a night in some bleak guest room in a windswept corner of the campus, and then no one to tell her where to find breakfast.


I mean would you? Should I? Well, of course we should – we do it all the time. That’s us. That’s our dreary trade. But should we if we were her?


I also can’t help asking myself what’s in it for me? Of course, I shall take the opportunity to try out my theories about the superstitious dog in the first chapter of TSR, and the psychic lemur at the end of FDDS, and to find out whether KG and the boy in Scatterbrain are based on DB and her son (cf., if you’ve forgotten who DB is, my letter to you approx. MDLXIX in what will surely one day be my Collected Correspondence), and, just possibly, rather late in the evening over the brandy-glasses, whether the Palace of Long Afternoons in TSR is in any way autobiographical, and why things in her books are always catching fire (even in WW, which I always think of as a relatively uneventful sort of book, the family refrigerator suddenly bursts rather portentously into flames for no very good electrical reason). But do I really want to be told the answers? Isn’t it cheating? Won’t it take all the fun out of my researches?


I suppose she just wants a little trip. A day off. Someone else doing the cooking and deciding what to talk about.


I don’t think I want to meet her at all. I expect my rivals in the field all know her personally, but that’s no concern of mine. I don’t know why I call them rivals. That’s not how I think of them. Fellow-specialists. Comrades in arms. I expect my esteemed colleague Vlad the Impaler is always masterfully sweeping his specimens off on joint family holidays in Tuscany before he puts them into the killing-bottle and pins them into his collection. And I’m sure that creepy little woman from somewhere in Pennsylvania who can’t spell heuristic, Dr Stoff, or Swoff, or whatever she’s called, is over here every summer with little jars of home-made arse-salve, weasling her way in to dinner. I always thought we in Britain were above such things. Or rather, I never thought anything at all. The idea of trying to scrape an acquaintance with her has never crossed my mind. Could this just be lack of imagination? Or is some unconscious resistance at work here? And doesn’t the unconscious have its reasons that reason knows nothing of? All these years of quiet scholarship, and suddenly I’m careering off the rails. (Not just five years of TBAD. Do you know I was teaching TSR and FDDS at that summer school I did in Ontario eleven years ago?) Maybe the sight of her there at the station in all her circumstantiality – I mean, in an x-coloured coat and y-coloured shoes, z inches shorter than me – will destroy the magic. I shake her hand, and feel not the virtue in her flowing into me, but the virtue in me leaking away into her! Flesh! We’re not into flesh, in our trade. So then how do I teach on, magic-less, to the end of the term – the end of the year – the end of my career?


I say z inches shorter than me. z = 5. I’ve just looked in my notes. Oh God, there’s going to be nothing but disappointment in meeting someone you know everything about already. There’s something I don’t know? Then I know where to look it up. I know her mind and I know her heart, and I know them backwards, forwards and sideways. I know them better than she knows them herself. I know what she looks like. I know what she looked like when she was twelve and when she was seventeen. Seeing her in her x-coloured coat and y-coloured shoes is just going to reduce her to a single set of arbitrary particulars.


I can’t bear the thought of introducing her to people. There is no way of saying, ‘And this is …’ (I can’t bear even to say it to you) without sounding either overawed or altogether too casual. In fact I shall introduce her not as JL but as Mrs M. I shall introduce her as Mrs M because, in the eyes of God, Mrs M is her name. Not many people know this, apart from me and (I assume) you and (I think) God. I usually call her Mrs M to myself. When I have to refer to her in my thoughts, in the course of formulating some professional judgement. ‘A thread of residual Manichaeanism,’ I think to myself, ‘runs like a seam of black coal through the complex geology of Mrs M.’ I am too scrupulous to drop her name even to myself, you see. So I certainly don’t want to go littering the floor of the Faculty Dining Room with it. We like to keep the place reasonably clean.


But then I can’t go round saying ‘And this is Mrs M,’ when even the least literate halfwit in Applied Cryogenics can see that in fact it’s her.


What you may not know is that Mr M was a rare-book dealer. He made himself as scarce as his books, to turn a bit of a phrase, some years ago. Well, fourteen years ago. But who’s counting? Only God and me, probably. He was five foot ten and a half, I should perhaps inform you.


I know everything, you see. Well, ‘five foot ten and a half’ is a slight liberty, a little jeu d’esprit. A plausible invention. What one  might call taking a leaf out of the opposition’s books. Because that’s what these people do. Did you know that? They make things up. Off the top of their heads. Pour un oui ou un non. Piff paff. And then honest working folk like us, in our great concrete knowledge factories, have to report, have to learn, have to know, have to expound these shrugged-off nothingnesses. Ain’t it all a blooming shame?


I realize now, now that I’ve said it – and I mean now, between the last paragraph and this – that I am serious about my second thoughts. But I mean seriously serious. I absolutely do not wish to meet this woman.


Well, this must seem all very ridiculous to you in the sunshine out there. I don’t suppose you’ve ever got into these difficulties with your friend Mr Goethe, have you? But she is good, you know, my Mrs M. That’s the maddening thing. She can do it, whatever it is that these people do. The closer I’ve looked for these twelve years, the better I’ve thought she did it. And the less I’ve understood what it is the buggers do.


Oh God, how would you like it if you heard that your Mr G was on Qantas even now, and you knew you had to meet him at the airport and show him Melbourne and ask him a few not entirely idiotic questions about the composition of Faust and the language of Elective Affinities? And go on teaching him for the rest of your life?


Now I’ve got to break it to the student body that they’re going to meet her – that they are longing to meet her.


I shall report anon. You are keeping these letters, aren’t you? You are storing them in steel filing-cabinets guaranteed proof against white ants and bush fires? They may, in years to come, turn out to constitute my entire literary remains; they may prove to be the text of my long-awaited JL: A Critical Study.


What’s happening to you, by the way? In your last letter, I seem to remember, you were knee-deep in some steaming relationship which occupied almost the whole of every Thursday afternoon. By my calculation this is your seventh sultry saga since you arrived in Australia. Is the population of the country large enough to support depredations on this scale for much longer? They always seem to end up in tearful scenes in parked cars. Why don’t you concentrate on arranging proper entertainment for your students, like me?






















 







 





Funny occasion. Funny occasion! I mean the visitation from the subject of my studies.


First thing to report: she is absolutely ordinary.


Let us define our critical vocabulary. I mean that, were you to introduce her to your genteel but semi-literate family, or I to my semi-genteel and quarter-literate one, they would not raise an eyebrow. She is quietly spoken, slightly plumper than I expected from the photographs, almost motherly. She didn’t want to talk about books, least of all hers, and when forced to by some of my more obstreperous over-achievers, she seemed slightly perplexed, as if she had found these volumes with her name on the title-page lying on her bookshelves one day and couldn’t quite account for their presence. And what she said about them had a wonderful dullness and brownness, like the linoleum in some old-fashioned public library. She said it was important to make the reader feel at home in a book. She said she had found it was no good trying to write about characters she didn’t respect. You should allow yourself no more than one major and one minor coincidence per book. Etcetera. If the Faculty Board had heard such things on my lips I should certainly find myself looking for other employment in the coming academic year, probably as an encyclopedia salesman. But coming from her, of course, they had a most impressive air of gnarled integrity, of hard-won simplicity.


I could see that some of my more serious students, particularly my Female Foucault from Flixwich, were looking a little shaken by all this, as if Moses had held up the tablets of stone and they had nothing on them but the by-laws of the Mount Sinai National Park. But I was charmed. I quietly shelved all my plans to ask her about fire-symbolism, whether KG was really DB, etc., and asked her about her favourite authors instead, which I think was the right move, though favourite television programmes might have been better still. (If I tell you that joint third on the hit parade were the Brothers Grimm, there are ten points to be won for naming me numbers one and two.) And everybody in the Faculty Dining Room afterwards was very impressed. The Bald Eagle put his head a little on one side as he chewed, and watched her silently with those impassive, predatory eyes. The good Pope John himself beamed and chuckled and raised his hand in blessing. They all knew who she was, of course, though she is disconcertingly more mobile and alive than you’d guess from still photographs. Even the women thought she was wonderful. Or at any rate this is what La Beldam Sans Merci whispered to me over the Returned Trays. ‘Isn’t she wonderful?’ said the Beldam, with that dreadful little grin she has, and that dreadful little flickering of the eyelids. And for once the Beldam was right. Wonderful is precisely what she is. Like the Queen.


The Queen! Yes! That’s what she’s like! Or rather, she’s what the Queen would be like if the Queen were less like the Queen. I mean, if she didn’t talk in a funny voice, if she wrote books or taught the Romantics, like everyone else. She has that same maddening air of being quietly and unshakeably right, of being absolutely who she is, and of considering this an entirely sufficient explanation for her presence in the world. She is our Queen – by the Grace of God Defender of the Fiction, Empress of Character and Sovereign of the Blessed Plot.


I mock, but only the better to express my awe. Because in our age of doubt and relativism, the survival of such a stable literary monarchy, such wonderfulness, must be the envy of the world. No, but it is rather surprising. Don’t you think? Did I say earlier that she was ordinary? I see, on examining the record (Richard Dunnett, Collected Correspondence, p. 4003), that I did. Absolutely ordinary was the phrase I used. Let me modify this a little. She is absolutely extraordinary.


I think she is at peace with herself. (A sudden shift of authorial tone here towards the reverential, placing no doubt considerable strain on the reader’s flexibility of response.) Even in my sheltered life I have met authors before, as you know, and they seemed to me insecure creatures, childishly eager for approval and reassurance, much given to queasy philosophies of love for all mankind except, naturally, critics and fellow authors. (Well, you know who I have in mind.) So to see this simple monarch, this … this woman, sitting with such modest dignity amidst my students and colleagues, talking to the former about how to find a good literary agent, and to the latter about gardening and cats, touched my heart most strangely. She talks, I should say, quietly and sparingly. And she listens when other people talk. She has a certain way of looking at you while you’re talking … Well, she doesn’t blink. That’s it. It’s taken me all this time to think what it is that’s so striking about that look of hers. You talk, and she looks at you with those thoughtful eyes (hazel, if you like to know these things), and she doesn’t blink or look away, so you find yourself saying rather more than you intended. And no doubt she’s making a mental note of it all (isn’t this what writers do? – as if some kind of mental Pitman’s were squiggling across their brains), and planning to put you into her next book – but let her, let her! I can think of no happier fate than to be lured in through those ever-open doors, taken to pieces inside that-well-concealed brain, cleaned up, redesigned, made credible, given a function in some properly organized plot, and then reborn through those motherly fingers; to become ink (blue, Swan) emerging from the nib (gold, 18-carat) of her pen (black, Waterman’s); and to be laid out (on the luxurious hundred-gram Conqueror bond she always uses) beneath the eyes of all literate mankind and all eternity. You see what I mean about her being the Queen.


I suppose I did indeed talk rather a lot. Not at dinner. At dinner I sat in silence like a proud owner, watching everyone else as they first tiptoed admiringly round her, then succumbed and talked about not just gardening and cats but their childhoods and their parents. In the Common Room afterwards, though, I got her to myself, and I told her all about – well – yes – my childhood and my family. About my mother and my Auntie Annie, and Ted and June, and Griffins the newsagents. I’ve told you all about them, too, so don’t look like that – and I’ve actually taken you into Griffins, but of course you’ve forgotten. It was where I spent my childish pennies, with odious piety but touching wrongheadedness, on Books and Bookmen. You remember now? Or are you looking like that because you’re jealous? My God, this is the woman I have devoted the last twelve years of my life to! Alone together at last. Naturally I had to tell her things. Though now it occurs to me that the look on your face is not jealousy at all – it’s professional surprise that I was telling her all about my mother and aunts when I should have been asking her about hers, not to mention the identity of DB and the possibility of spontaneous combustion in refrigerators. Yes. Well. What can I say? You’re right. But I blink when I talk and she doesn’t. If I could look straight into people’s souls then people would be teaching me and babbling to me about their tedious adolescent awakenings in one of the few remaining cities that no one has ever written about. And I should be writing about this unfortunate place, and putting it at last on the literary map.


I have to confess, though, that I went on talking even when the X-ray equipment was no longer focused on me. I mean when I was walking side by side with her under the uncertain streetlighting in the remoter parts of the campus, escorting her back to one of our grim but serviceable guest rooms at the end of this remarkable evening. By this time I was telling her – this is too shameful – about my views, so dear and familiar to you, on the mathematical representation of narrative timescale, and she was listening as intently as ever, and smiling as warmly. Smiling? you query keenly. How do I know she was smiling when we were walking shoulder to shoulder, our eyes unable to leave the dim concrete pathway ahead for fear of stumbling over something hard, or stepping into something soft? – Because I could feel the smile on my shoulder, through the sleeve of my jacket. The warmth of it, you see. I did mention her smile? Perhaps I didn’t. I was thinking about her eyes. But beneath the eyes, extending the look in them by other means, the smile. And the smile had light, of course, but also warmth. Like the sunshine that brings forth the tender buds in May. Like deep-heat treatment with ultra-short radio waves. Have you ever had it? I had it for my shoulder last year, after the window fell on it. You can’t see anything, you can’t feel anything on your skin. But there is a sense of internal well-being. It was the same sensation exactly as we walked past Low-Temperature Physics and the hockey pitches. In the same shoulder.


So that was my visitation from the Muse, my brush with the divine fire. A brief handshake at her door, another of the smiles and I was walking back to my own rooms. And in the nick of time, you murmur coldly. Any further exposure to this particular sunshine, and the patches of strange pigmentation on my prose style would have begun to spread uncontrollably. And yes, I was a little shaken, I have to confess, as I turned out of Rutherford Way into Joliot-Curie Circle, and the late autumn wind set the old newspapers dancing in front of Human Disciplines. Should I bring the same dispassionate eye as before to her work, which after all was my work? I have in the past (as you know) had reservations about some aspects of the oeuvre. But, as I strode along Dirac Drive, and the milkman rattled his bottles outside Machine Intelligence, I couldn’t remember what they were. A bad sign. I will write a long letter to my old mucker in Melbourne, I thought, and kill two birds with one to me. I’ll get it all off my chest (does this poor exhausted metaphor refer to some mysterious weight pressing on the outside or to bronchitic lungs full of phlegm within?) and at the same time relieve the dreariness of his Australian exile by providing an opportunity for jealousy, irritation, disapproval and condescension. So here we are, off my chest and on to yours – a great gob of narrative phlegm, spat ten thousand miles down the airways by your fellow-toiler in the vineyard of knowledge, R.


Hold on, though, you think. Don’t put this letter in the envelope just yet. Write a P, you urge me, and then an S. Let’s discuss this a little further. Because, with your usual acute eye for the text, you have noticed a tiny discrepancy in the account above.


Milk bottles. The clashing of, by milkman outside Machine Intelligence. Do we sit that long over the port at this ancient university? you ask. Or was that brief handshake at the door of the guest room not quite so brief after all?


Well. All right. Yes. There is no great lingering over the digestifs here, if only because the Senior Common Room is locked up for the night by eleven-thirty, as you probably remember. The phrase ‘brief handshake’, it’s true, doesn’t fully cover the events outside the guest-room door. They were extended by one of those odd little things that are so difficult to give any account of afterwards – the kind of snaggle in the narrative that you leave out when you tell the story.


You wait, gravely.


No, no, no. Not like that at all.


I stopped, when we had got to within some two to three yards of the guest-room door, and said ‘Well …’ in a valedictory and regretful tone, which I think you will agree is the usual way of approaching the end of an evening. She stopped and replied in similar style. (I think her actual words were ‘Yes, well …’) I took her hand. I thanked her for coming. She thanked me for inviting her. Nothing odd so far, of course. If the conversation had ended at that point I should have been passing Machine Intelligence in Dirac Drive some seven hours before the milkman got there. But then she said: ‘I’d ask you in for a drink, only of course there’s nothing to drink.’ Still not too surprising. But then I said: ‘Oh, as a matter of fact I put a bottle of whisky on your dressing-table for you, just in case you felt like a nightcap when you got back.’ A little surprising? Mildly surprising, I think. I don’t make a habit of supplying visiting lecturers with private bottles of Scotch, I can assure you. (Did you find one on your dressing-table when you came and gave us your thoughts on Mörike, the Middle Years?) It certainly took her a little aback, anyway, because there was a perceptible pause before she replied, which must account for a little of the missing time, though not, I should guess, for more than three or four seconds of it. Then she smiled, which I suppose accounts for another couple of seconds. And then she said: ‘Come in.’


I see an eyebrow moving a fraction of an inch further away from me beneath my feet down there in Melbourne. Wait, though – we haven’t got to the really odd bit yet. The really odd bit was that when she had unlocked her room and we went inside there was no whisky on the dressing-table. It had vanished.


Well, things are always vanishing from rooms. Radios, complete stereo-systems. The disappearance of the odd bottle of whisky is no great mystery. But I could see, from the way she smiled at me, that she didn’t believe I’d ever put it there in the first place. Now, here’s the weird thing. This is the snaggle in the narrative. Nor did I.


I suddenly couldn’t remember putting it there. I could remember remembering it. That’s to say, I could remember that when I had said, outside the door, that I had put a bottle of whisky on her dressing-table, it was because I remembered putting a bottle of whisky on her dressing-table. But now a terrible suspicion came to me. What I had remembered was perhaps not putting the whisky there at all, but imagining putting it there. A passing fantasy had somehow lost its label inside my head, and been filed with remembered events.


Well, as you can imagine I was very shaken. In my professional confidence, first of all. To her it matters not at all whether an actual refrigerator in the external world once burst into flames, or whether the event happened only inside her imagination. Or, for that matter, whether she thinks she remembers it even though she in fact invented it, or whether she thinks she invented it when in actual fact it really happened. Why should she care, if it makes the effect she intends? But to us, to you and me, these fine distinctions are vital. They are the essence of our trade. Just as the refrigerator repairman must know what sort it is, whether a Frigidaire or an Electrolux, so we must know whether it was a real refrigerator or an imaginary one, or one that was converted in the imagination from a real television set, say, or whether it was a real refrigerator that had burst into imaginary flames. And we must know that we know. And know that we know that we know.


I was also shaken because she could see that I was shaken. As I stood looking, shaken, at the empty dressing-table, I caught sight of her reflection in the mirror, and her reflection was not looking for the whisky. It was looking at me and smiling. It seemed to me that she (or her reflection) had understood only too clearly about my little confusion of fact and fiction. She may even have found it somewhat suggestive that I had got my trade mixed up with hers, as if our hair, say, or our feet had suddenly become curiously entangled.


So, an odd moment, certainly, but was it worth describing it? It led nowhere, a meaningless eddy in the current of events. Since there was nothing in the room to drink, there was, ipso facto, no drink for this little episode to lead to. Well, there was water in the taps at the hand-basin in the corner. And this, in fact, is what we resorted to. She went silently to the basin, poured a glass of water and offered it to me. I drank it in silence (obviously). She watched me in silence. Thoughtfully. When I had finished she refilled the glass and drank a little water herself. (There was only one glass.) I silently watched her in my turn. (In my case because I couldn’t think of anything to say.) After a while she sat down on the edge of the bed and looked thoughtfully at the floor. The floor interested her at least as much as I did. She took another sip, and then she held out the glass to me. I sat down beside her on the edge of the bed (there was nowhere else to sit) and took a sip. I gave her the glass. She sipped. She handed the glass to me. I sipped.


I to her. Sip.


She to me. Sip.


The glass was empty. I turned to her. We had now been silent for a number of minutes, and it seemed to me high time that one of us said something. I was not sure what words would come out. Perhaps something about the flaming refrigerator or the psychic lemur at last. Or perhaps just, ‘The glass is empty.’ But I said nothing. She was smiling again, and her lips were gleaming wet from the water. This is why I kissed them, because there was water on them and the glass was dry.


– Hold on a moment, I can imagine you saying at this point.


What is it?


– On a point of academic interest. This descent upon her lips is merely one single move in a whole campaign. What interests the outside world, surely, is not the tactics but the strategy. At what point did you actually decide on this course of action?


What course of action?


– Making a pass at her?


The dismissive coarseness of your expression is inappropriate. I was not making a pass. I know what passes are. I have made passes. I have had passes made at me. I have described some of these passes to you in earlier letters. This was not a pass. This was mutual. Nor did I decide. I knew. We both knew. She knew that I knew and I knew that she knew.


– When?


What?


– When did you know?


I’ll tell you. We knew as soon as I met her at the station. I stepped forward as she walked down the platform and I smiled. She smiled. I took her hand and introduced myself. She looked at me, and there was the faintest suggestion of speculation in that look. Perhaps because it went on for a fraction of a micro-second too long. So then I knew. And she knew that I knew. And I knew that she knew that I knew. And she –


– Yes, yes, yes (you interrupt). But what about the bottle?


What?


– The bottle of whisky. Are you telling me you put it into her room, or imagined that you might put it into her room, or whatever you or your unconscious did or didn’t do, after you met her? When she was already occupying the room?


Obviously not. I imagined putting the bottle of whisky into her room when I collected the key from Administration.


– Before you went to meet her at the station?


Naturally. But that was merely something that flashed into my mind and vanished again. A possibility. One has to be prepared for every eventuality. I assume you have insurance against various remote catastrophes. That doesn’t mean you expect your snug little home to be consumed by bush fires or white ants.


– The Durex Fetherlite. Were they a further insurance against natural disasters?


What are you talking about?


– The three Durex Fetherlite you bought. Don’t raise your eyebrows in some ridiculous attempt at denial. Everybody in the world knows by now. You bought them from the machine in the bogs at the Students Union, after all. A member of the faculty running into the Union, changing a fiver for five ones from the secretary of Rag Week, then rushing excitedly into the gents – what do you think they thought?


I have long campaigned for a machine in the Senior Common Room for precisely such emergencies.


– This was an emergency?


Not exactly. But there had been fire-hazard warnings. White ants had been seen on the march. It seemed prudent to take out an additional policy.


– This was after you’d met her at the station?


Exactly. Look, I had ten minutes between the seminar and dinner …


– Because you knew that she knew that you knew that –?


That was a figure of speech. No one can know another’s knowledge. Because I speculated that she speculated. Look, on second thoughts I may not send this letter after all. Don’t be offended. I don’t mind a little gentle ribbing. After all, I’ve never kept anything back from you in the past. I told you every detail of my embarrassments with Rosie G and my recent ennuis with my rather persistent little chum in Anglo-Saxon Studies – even my amazing idyll with the lady from Tuscarora. I told you about the time I choked on the absent-mindedly chewed-off corner of a Barclaycard sales-voucher at the Vice-Chancellor’s enstoolment, and the terrible night I was caught short behind the cyclotron. I don’t mind your spying on me in the bogs, or crashing in on me when I’m in the middle of kissing someone, not even when the lady I’m kissing is old enough to be my, well, my former Director of Studies. But these soft bulges beneath my hand were not just parts of a woman – they were bits of an author, of (as I believe) a very fine author, just possibly of a great author – of an author whose works I had been reading and studying and expounding for the past twelve years! This sheer jut of the right hip, which I could feel beneath my hand now, was an outrage against public decency which no decent member of the public could be expected to resist – but the outrage was being committed by the last leg of a literature course that begins with the Mabinogion!


No, I shall certainly not post this letter. Now I know that you will never read it I can be completely frank. Because the terrible truth is this. It seemed to me, even as I broke it, that I had discovered a new taboo governing mankind, one which must have existed unknown since the dawn of time until I stumbled upon it yesterday evening – a taboo against intercourse with an author on your own reading-list. New to me, at any rate. I never heard lewd references to it in the changing-rooms at school, not even from Tony Gleat, who made obscene reference to the charms of his own and other people’ smothers. I have never come across it in Sophocles or the News of the  World. This is worse than the love that dare not speak its name; this is the love that doesn’t even have a name to speak. Somewhere in common or statute law there must be a distant parallel; illicit sexual relations with a reigning monarch, perhaps. Is it a taboo that you have ever come across? You have probably considered it no more than I ever did. Less, in fact, since your chances of sharing a glass of water late at night on a narrow guest-room bed with Goethe or Mörike down there in Melbourne are so remote. But when you think about it (as you suddenly are at this present moment, surely), when you think of your hand (yes, that hand, it doesn’t matter which – either of the hands with which you were so recently typing Goethe’s name in reverential tones) – feeling the irresistible smoothness of his knee … now sliding under his skirt … now reaching the lace trimming along the edge of his knickers … then at once you feel (am I right?) the authentic shock of sheer moral horror.


One’s sense of outraging a divine sanction is made more acute (don’t you feel, now that you find yourself in your imagination alongside me on the bed?) because one’s desire contains an element of frankly professional interest. Unwrapping this particular parcel is what one is paid to do, after all. Patiently, over long years, using nothing but one’s native intelligence and sensibility, plus a set of pink file cards and a little Olympia portable given one by one’s parents as a graduation present, one has unpicked the knots, folded away the sheets of brown paper for use next Christmas, lifted boxes out of packing. Now, suddenly, one has only to undo a button here and a hook there, and gently slide back the innermost wrapping, to get to the very heart of the mystery, to discover things that one never guessed one would know in one’s lifetime, never knew that one wished to know …


And now almost wishes one didn’t know. I know, for instance, that … No, this is something I can’t tell even you.


Though since I’ve definitely decided not to send you this letter, I suppose … No. Sorry.


– Oh, come on, you say. (Or would say, if you’d got this letter.) It won’t shock me, you assure me.


Well, it should shock you!


– All right, you say, it will shock me.


Very well, then. You need a bit of a shock. Listen: I know that her underwear dsntmtch.


– What? you cry uncomprehendingly.


What do you mean, what? Why are you shouting ‘What?’ like that at me if you didn’t get this letter? In any case I’m not going to say it any louder than that. Dsntmtch. OK? Dsntmtch! Oh, come on! Use your brains! No? I’ll write it down and wrap it up in three pairs of brackets, then.


([<doesn’t match>])


There. I’ve said it. Her underwear doesn’t match. That is how she is now fixed in the annals of scholarly inquiry. With white knickers and peach bra. Not, of course, that I intend to include this fact in my lectures. Not that I am thinking of even letting it drop in private conversation with my post-graduate students. But it will be there at the back of my mind as I re-read TBAD. It will inform my perception of the novels.


If only she could have been wearing white with white! Or even peach with peach. I suppose it could have been worse. It could have been peach bra and lime-green knickers. I don’t think I could have borne that. I think I should have struck her off the reading-list at the end of this academic year and taught Middlemarch instead.


If only I hadn’t found out I could have imagined her white with white.


But then if I hadn’t found out it would never have occurred to me to imagine it.


Perhaps she is usually white with white – has been white with white every other day of her professional life. (Or black with black – I’m not narrow-minded about this.) Perhaps there just happened to have been some entirely untypical disaster with the washing-machine, say, or some confusion in her packing for the trip, which would never be repeated, so that marking ‘peach with white’ against her name is entirely misleading. And since it will go on a file in the recesses of my own mind, a file to which other researchers can have no access and against which she can have no appeal, I have committed an injustice as pernicious as one of those secret security assessments which dog and destroy people’s careers.


What am I supposed to do? Check it again? And then again? And then again and again and again? Allow her access to her file?


Omne animal post coitum etc. etc. But was any animal ever beset by such a sheer range of post-coital concern as I am? From metaphysical horror at the flouting of a hitherto undiscovered divine sanction at one end of the scale, to the finest scruples at the other about the faint possibility of some injustice stemming in the remote future from my unfortunate discovery of a discrepancy in her underwear.


Not that its effects upon me were unfortunate. I was deeply shocked by this appalling solecism, it’s true. But then I was moved by the artlessness of it. Suddenly she seemed hopelessly vulnerable, and of course at once I became wild to storm these melting walls. So then I triumphed in my pleasure and conquest; and she I may say in hers; and each of us in each other’s. And part of my triumph was one sweet evil thought which I will confess to you, hypocrite professeur – mon semblable, mon frère, but to no one else. I couldn’t help thinking that this was a revenge for all these long years when she had been up there, oblivious of me, and I had been down here gazing so intently up at her. Because here she was gazing no less intently up at me; and for that short time she knew me. She knew me as I knew her, and we were equal.
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