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      Rose was six the first time she killed, eighteen before she found love again. This time she knew it would be for keeps; nothing
         could take its place. Joe was playing in an Oxford bar when Rose dropped in with her best friend, Esther. It was instantaneous
         coup de foudre, though later even she didn’t understand why. It was something about the sheer presence of the man. She wanted him on the
         spot.
      

      
      With a cigarette glued to his lower lip, eyes half closed in rapt concentration, he played jazz piano with a quite extraordinary
         skill. Rose, very musical herself, responded to talent; this guy was good. But the session ended; he rose and stretched, dismissed
         the audience with a curt nod and made way for the disco. That summer the Police were topping the charts and the room filled
         now with Sting’s rasping voice. The year was 1983, the start of the Michaelmas term.
      

      
      The daughter of an architect, Rose had a scholarship to Magdalen College due to her quite outstanding performance in maths.
         That and her all round proficiency in music which had earned her additional points at the interview. They asked her to join
         the college choir, liking the fact that she also played the flute. With her self-assurance and keenness for study, she took
         as a challenge whatever she tried. So when she encountered Joe again she did not fumble her cue.
      

      
      He had no idea who she was, of course, but she walked straight up and addressed him boldly.

      
      ‘I heard you play. You are very good,’ she said.

      
      ‘And who are you?’ His eyes were blank. To comment on my playing went unsaid. Doctoral students rarely mixed with freshers and Joe was on the final run towards getting his D.Phil in physics
         and maths. One of the brightest students of his year, destined, it was acknowledged, to go far.
      

      
      ‘Rose Prescott,’ she said, without a flicker. And took what she felt was her natural place at his side.

      
      Rose had cracked maths by the age of two, helped by the numbers in the air that floated perpetually round her. Once she had
         tried to explain to her dad but realised from his blank incomprehension that she could never make him understand. She always
         got full marks in tests, the only thing that mattered.
      

      
      ‘It’s obvious really,’ was all she could say when baffled teachers asked how she did it. From whence had come this astonishing
         skill in a child who could still barely read?
      

      
      Whatever it was, it worked for Rose. She sailed through her education. The music, too, was an extra gift, not only the flute
         but her voice as well. A genetic throwback, perhaps, from the past had touched her with great distinction. For the first four
         years, as an only child, she was the focus of her parents’ attention. They, aware of how bright she was, carefully monitored
         her mental growth and, when the flair for maths emerged, paid for a private tutor who was similarly dazzled. He had her tested;
         her IQ was huge.
      

      
      ‘By the time she goes to school,’ he said, ‘she’ll be eligible for Mensa.’

      
      Her father, Matthew, was a private man who listened to music behind closed doors. Irascible, with a very short fuse, he needed
         his isolation. He was vastly proud of his gifted child and took her to concerts from an early age, though at home he preferred
         his solitude.
      

      
      Oxford was everything Rose required to stretch her intellectually. She had chosen to study pure mathematics as a subject on
         its own. It was usual to combine it with something but, due to her startling precocity, the faculty allowed her to have her
         own way. A future Nobel laureate, perhaps; an extra coup for the college that she was female. She studied hard, as she always had, at music
         as well as maths. The flute enabled her to unwind while the choir, when at last she got round to joining, provided a social
         life of sorts which took her away from her books. Music helped her to transcend; when she closed her eyes and relaxed her
         brain, she heard it in vivid colour.
      

      
      ‘She’s an odd child,’ said Matthew, as ever slightly wary; what had occurred when she was six still gave him occasional nightmares.
         He was always intensely proud of her, even though she wasn’t that easy to love. She seemed surrounded by a wall of glass that
         made it hard to touch her. Though he ached to hug her, he knew she would not respond.
      

      
      ‘She gets it from you,’ her mother sighed, with a deep-seated axe of her own to grind. ‘She always was too clever by half.
         Is never likely to find herself a husband.’
      

      
      Which showed how little she knew her daughter. Rose was already fatally fixated upon the only man she would ever love.
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      The Prescotts lived in Twickenham, the leafier, more upmarket part, in a house designed by Matthew himself, which had been greatly
         admired. Applauded too; it had won awards and was still the subject of much discussion. His name had been a byword for style
         before the world ever heard of Norman Foster. The rooms were spacious, with a Thirties’ look, and the lawns ran down to the
         river. Rose and her much younger sister, Lily, had a tennis court and a croquet lawn. Lily would also have liked a canoe but
         her parents would not permit it. Something had happened, she didn’t know what, but her mother always sat with her back to
         the water.
      

      
      Bunty Prescott was a fading beauty with a waist the envy of women half her age. They had met in the early Swinging Sixties
         when she, white-booted and smoky-eyed, had run a boutique in the trendy King’s Road while Matthew was still a student. She had shared a house with a group of girls which was how they had met: he was somebody’s
         brother. Rose had arrived in their second year after which they had largely run out of things to say. Bunty kept an immaculate
         home and fretted about the state of her tea cloths. Matthew worked longer and longer hours and had perfected the art of tuning
         her out.
      

      
      ‘Mum,’ said Rose, wearied by her constant fussing. ‘Why don’t you do something useful? Get a job.’

      
      These days there was no shortage of money; Matthew kept them in affluent style. Anything Bunty wanted she could have. But
         her aspirations were shockingly low, at least in the eyes of her hypercritical daughter. Central heating, the latest cooker;
         a window cleaner on whom she could rely. She asked for little except affection which she got in limited supply.
      

      
      A job? It was like a slap in the face. What had she done to deserve such a child who, since the day she was born, had been
         given the best? Rose was scornful and coolly dismissive. Think about women’s rights, she said. Then she shrugged off her mother
         with an uncaring sigh and went back to studying Euclid.
      

      
      When she wasn’t wrestling with infinities or memorising a Bach chorale, Rose’s preoccupation, till Joe, had been chess. Matthew,
         proud of her agile mind, had shown her the rudiments at six before turning in on himself for a while, leaving her to study it on her own. With her
         mother supine behind closed doors, Rose applied herself to the game, practising gambits and working out her own systems. She
         would happily sit for hours on end, stretching her mind to comprehend concepts that had baffled the world’s greatest thinkers.
         An odd child indeed. The police had said that the time she had received the bravery medal.
      

      
      Rose had always been self-possessed, preferring to do things by herself. She’d appeared unmoved by her parents’ grief, though
         the doctor warned them there could be repercussions. She seemed to have taken so much in her stride. These days what had happened
         was no longer mentioned. When people asked if they’d like a son, Matthew and Bunty rapidly changed the subject.
      

      
      ‘There are times she is almost too much for me,’ Bunty confided to a close friend. ‘I may be her mother but I haven’t a clue
         what is going on in her head.’
      

      
      Lucky, then, the advent of Lily who was all any mother could have wished for in a daughter. Petite and fair and nine years
         younger, she came at a time of such pronounced stress that Bunty had passingly thought of ending it all. Ingenuous and none
         too bright, all she had left was her shaky marriage, a daughter who clearly looked down on her and a house so clean it verged on an obsession. She developed migraines so severe that she had
         to spend hours in a darkened room, leaving her only child to fend for herself.
      

      
      Rose hadn’t cared, was self-sufficient, lost in her studies or playing the flute. When the unscheduled baby arrived she accepted
         it with her usual detachment. Matthew, however, was profoundly relieved and prayed it would have the desired effect. An incentive
         to pull herself together was just what Bunty needed. And Lily left nothing to be desired: she gurgled and wriggled and flashed
         those cute dimples, imploring anyone to pick her up and give her the necessary cuddle.
      

      
      To be fair to Rose, she loved Lily too; there was nothing about her not to. She was cute and pretty, with a big beaming smile
         for everyone, regardless. Solemn Rose, in her navy gymslip, would treat the baby like an oversized doll, feed her when asked
         to, even give her a bath. Despite the image of that empty pushchair, Bunty implicitly trusted Rose. Her daughter was wise
         way beyond her years and had once shown remarkable courage.
      

      
      While Rose had her mind set on higher things, Lily’s main passions were trinkets and clothes. As sunny-natured as her mother,
         she had also inherited Bunty’s looks, wide-mouthed with eyes of ethereal blue and a mass of curling fair hair. Bunty, restored to her radiant self, lavished
         expenditure on the child and had her hooked, from an early age, on the shopping expeditions that were her own lifeblood. Lily
         collected dolls and furry toys, wore ribbons and bracelets and neat white socks, the epitome of an out-of-date pre-Sixties
         child. Bunty allowed her to paint her nails and was always messing about with her hair. Though Matthew never noticed such
         things, Rose was disapproving.
      

      
      ‘You’re turning her into a Barbie doll. Don’t be surprised when she’s snatched by some dirty old pervert.’

      
      Bunty, shocked, recoiled in distaste. ‘Kindly mind your language,’ she said.

      
      ‘I am merely pointing out,’ said Rose, always able to labour a point, ‘that if you dress her like this at six, by eleven she
         will be jailbait.’
      

      
      Rose, now fifteen, was in no way vain other than knowing she was mentally gifted. She was small and fine-boned, with her father’s
         neat features and the narrow-eyed gaze of a watchful cat. From Matthew she’d also inherited her brains though not the talent
         that far outdistanced his. Matthew enjoyed his erudite daughter though longed for a son to ease the ache that Bunty would
         never discuss.
      

      
      * * *

      
      Although the sisters were poles apart, due to the age gap they rubbed along. By the time Rose was made head girl, Lily was
         still an adorable eight whose sole ambition was one day to have her own pony. She wanted to train as a vet, she declared,
         and live in the depths of the country.
      

      
      No chance, thought Rose. She hadn’t the brains, would be better off marrying young and raising kids. But she loved and tolerated
         the child, involved herself in bringing her up. In their different ways, they were both much loved and the family unit was
         tight and close, despite the occasional sadness glimpsed in the eyes of both Bunty and Matthew.
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      Being head girl in a single sex school suited Rose’s compulsive nature. Since she had no brothers she rarely encountered boys. She
         was strict and bossy, though the third form adored her because of her innate chic and air of command. Her hair was glossy
         and neatly bobbed, her gymslip and blouse always flawlessly pressed. Her intellect and earnestness, in their eyes, added the
         more to her mystique. She was rarely late and finished her homework on time. Should go far, said her school reports. Matthew and Bunty were naturally pleased.
      

      
      ‘Though I wish she had more of a social life,’ sighed Bunty whenever they got her results. She didn’t much fancy an egghead
         for a daughter.
      

      
      ‘There’ll be time enough for all that,’ said Matthew, ‘when she reaches the appropriate age.’ With luck, she would get into
         Oxford, his own alma mater.
      

      
      At home she helped Bunty clear the dishes, putting the cutlery neatly away, the forks all pointing in one direction, not dumped
         in a jumble as Lily always did it. She polished each glass until it shone then held it up to the light to detect any smears.
      

      
      ‘You can leave that now and get back to your books.’ Though Bunty was touched that Rose wanted to help, there was no necessity
         for it these days since they had a superlative cleaner. It was she, in fact, not the much-indulged girls, who kept things
         so spotless at home.
      

      
      ‘I’m practically done. I’ll just wipe down the table.’ This drive for perfection was something Rose couldn’t control. She
         had been that way from her earliest years, even sweeping up ashes from the grate. Disorder was something that actively upset
         her. The only way she could keep herself calm was by closing her eyes and counting.
      

      
      Her bedroom was always immaculate, things in orderly rows, her schoolbooks filed alphabetically or else according to size.
         Her clothes were always put away, carefully colour-coded. She lined up her shoes with their toes pointing in, unlike Lily
         or even their mother, both of whom lived in a state of benign disarray. Her father found this neatness amusing but Bunty secretly
         worried about it; children were not supposed to be so controlled. She wondered how Rose would cope with sex, then guiltily
         shied away from the thought. In her day they’d taken such things in their stride. She wasn’t so sure about Rose.
      

      
      At school Rose was part of a tight little clique, all of them high achievers. Her best friend, Esther, was also trying for
         Oxford. Esther was flaccid and overweight. The two had palled up when they first met at school, on scholarships, both outstanding
         for their age. Rose shared with Esther her fondness for chess and they spent many lunch hours alone together, locked in a
         struggle of intellects. Their contemporaries considered them weird and, on the whole, kept their distance. Esther’s distinguished
         father, Abe Newman, was a prominent trade union official; from him she got her persistence and lack of charm. She also got
         her obesity. Bunty regretted they were so close. She didn’t want Esther’s ungainliness rubbing off on her Rose.
      

      
      ‘What does she look like?’ She watched them play, heads together over Matthew’s chessboard, Rose’s hair always shiny and clean, Esther’s
         a greasy mop.
      

      
      ‘Leave them,’ said Matthew. ‘They are only fifteen. It is better for Rose to have a best friend than to spend all her time
         on her own.’
      

      
      The role of head girl caused a huge change in Rose by helping develop her leadership skills. She enjoyed herself bossing the
         others around though she’d never consider trying it on with Esther. The two remained close throughout their schooldays though Esther chose to go to a different college.
      

      
      Immediately Rose was settled in, the books on the shelves and her things stashed away, her main priority was to find a suitable
         accompanist for her flute. She had played since four and practised a lot and was now a very accomplished musician, another
         reason she’d been so taken with Joe. She was introduced to Hugo Penrose, a second year Balliol historian, who played the harp
         sichord almost at her level. Though in his shabby suit he was slightly nerdy, his performance on the keyboard really impressed
         her.
      

      
      ‘Where did you study?’

      
      ‘In London,’ he said, shyly like an adolescent. ‘I did a couple of years at the Royal College.’

      
      Rose was impressed though did not let it show. There must be more to this callow youth than was immediately apparent.

      
      She played some Mozart. He sang her praises. It seemed they were pretty well evenly matched.

      
      ‘When can you do it?’

      
      Whenever you like.’

      
      Another hurdle out of the way. Rose relaxed. Now that was sorted she could focus on the next goal.

      
      They became a regular musical twosome, getting together every week or so. They quickly got on to the amateur circuit, giving recitals in village halls as well as occasional private soirees in front of the great and the good.
         Rose’s parents heard them play and were taken by Hugo’s diffident charm.
      

      
      ‘I bet there’s money there,’ said Bunty, whose wealth detector was finely tuned. The instant she got home she would check
         him out.
      

      
      Rose didn’t do more than tolerate Hugo. A fine performer, he had nice manners but otherwise wasn’t her type. Her type was
         Joe. Her mind was made up. Though she barely knew him, she’d always been single-minded.
      

      
      ‘Give Hugo a chance,’ said her hopeful mother.

      
      ‘You have to be joking,’ said Rose.

      
      She badly needed to see Joe again but the only place she knew where to find him was at Rick’s, where he seemed to be a regular
         fixture. Tuesdays and Fridays from nine p.m. on she was fairly certain of finding him playing, though it meant the risk of
         staying out after curfew. Normally a law-abiding student, Rose was prepared to take that risk, although usually he was surrounded
         by fans and showed no sign of remembering who she was. Nursing her single drink for the night, she would carefully work her
         way towards him, then speed off before they locked the college gates. He possessed a wide repertoire, and could play requests
         from across the board, but he mainly stuck with Thirties jazz which showed off his dazzling talent. Between sets he often
         improvised, eyes closed, entirely at one with the beat, scattering ash from the cigarette stuck in his mouth as he played.
      

      
      ‘He should go on the stage professionally.’ She wished he’d accompany her on her flute. Though not at all boastful, Rose was
         confident in those areas where she excelled.
      

      
      ‘I think you’ll find,’ said Esther tartly, ‘that physics would be a much safer bet.’ Fond as she was of her closest friend,
         she deeply distrusted Joe’s oily charm and didn’t want to see Rose get hurt. She was only just out of school.
      

      
      Rose, however, did not agree. ‘I know we were made for each other,’ she sighed. ‘If only I could get to know him better.’

      
      ‘Why not give the choir a chance?’ Esther was very down to earth. The choir had always been part of the deal; Rose just hadn’t
         tried it yet.
      

      
      ‘I can’t be bothered.’

      
      ‘You never know. At least go once and suss it out. It makes better sense than mooning over a bloke who doesn’t know you exist.’
         And was six years older and in his final year.
      

      
      She did have a point. It could do no harm. She would try it once before blocking it out. So she turned up in chapel that Thursday night and came face to face with Joe.
      

      
      ‘Hi,’ she said, though he looked quite blank. He was even better close up than she’d thought. His eyes were appraising and
         toffee-coloured, his hair slightly burnished with gold. Her heart beat wildly. ‘We’ve met,’ she said. ‘Rose Prescott from
         Magdalen. I heard you play.’
      

      
      ‘The mathematician.’

      
      She flushed with pleasure. He did remember after all. ‘Are you in the choir?’

      
      ‘I am,’ he said. ‘Why else do you think I’d be wasting time here?’ He didn’t smile, just looked grumpy and cross, turned his
         back and walked away.
      

      
      Feeling foolish, Rose stood her ground, unable to think of smart repartee. He’d been coerced, a chorister said, because of
         his powerful voice. Which must be meant. Her spirits lifted. It was too much of a co incidence. She was there too because
         they had drafted her in.
      

      
      ‘I’ll see you around,’ she called but he didn’t reply.
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      ‘Tell me about Joe Markovich.’ Rose asked around but nobody knew. He was the cat who walked by itself, overtly gregarious yet a
         loner. She wondered about his provenance. Something about his looks smacked of the foreign though his accent was impeccably
         public school. He favoured jackets with elbow patches, worn corduroys and unironed shirts. His fingers were stained with nicotine
         and his hair was thick and often in need of a cut. When he laughed, which he seemed to do a lot, though in a slightly unpleasant
         way, she saw his teeth were perfect. But his wit was deadly as a viper’s tongue and sharp as a razor blade. In fact, he hailed
         from the Newcastle docks, the progeny of an Estonian seaman who’d bequeathed him nothing beyond his name before sailing out
         of his life. Nothing tangible, that was. From somewhere must have come the prodigious talent.
      

      
      Rose was hooked; it was like a drug just watching his fingers caress the keys. She had never felt anything like this before,
         was experiencing stirrings she found distinctly disturbing. She had never had crushes on film stars or singers or even the
         older girls at school. Had never been kissed or whistled at or been on even an innocent date. Despite her formidable intellect,
         emotionally she was a virgin. Now, though, she found it hard to sleep, went early to bed in order to dream about Joe. The
         buzz was that he was unattached though played the field voraciously. His doctorate would be in physics and maths though when
         he found time to study was hard to imagine. Apart from his two nights a week at Rick’s Bar, he also bothered to come to choir
         practice.
      

      
      Rose’s compulsion developed fast. Though now he’d acknowledged he knew who she was, there were still occasions when he cruelly
         blanked her. Either he really was self-absorbed, his mind on a much higher elevation, or else, which seemed more likely, he
         was just boorishly rude. Whichever it was did not deter her. Infatuation had made her bold.
      

      
      ‘One of these days I will get him,’ she vowed to Esther, who merely sighed. In her opinion, it was high time Rose grew up.

      
      Her chance came sooner than she had hoped. She was with a group in somebody’s rooms when Joe walked in and casually greeted her. After a while they all moved on and ended up in his digs in town where, for the first time ever,
         he focused on her. The others slowly drifted away till only the two of them remained, earnestly talking, side by side on the
         floor.
      

      
      ‘What do you mean, you hear things in colour?’ At least he had taken in what she’d said. Which, in the few times they’d met,
         was a definite first.
      

      
      ‘I just do,’ said Rose, going on the defence, fearful of making a fool of herself. She was used to people considering her
         an oddball.
      

      
      Joe, who till then had shown marginal interest, now tuned in fully to what she had said. ‘Explain,’ he asked again. ‘I simply
         don’t get it.’
      

      
      ‘The colour. The music.’ She was still very cautious, afraid he was just making fun of her.

      
      ‘What kind of colour?’ The grin had gone. He was intrigued; she was visibly getting upset.

      
      ‘All kinds. I don’t know. It depends on the sound. Different ones have different colours that meld together like …’ She groped
         for the word.
      

      
      ‘Fantasia?’
      

      
      ‘I suppose so.’

      
      ‘Tell me about the instruments.’ Now he seemed really to want to know. What colour, for instance, are … trumpets?’ He picked
         one at random.
      

      
      ‘Yellow,’ said Rose, without stopping to think.

      
      ‘And saxophones?’
      

      
      ‘Much paler. And, before you ask, the sound of a flute is a cool quiet green, the colour of bay leaves. Fresh ones, not the
         ones that are used in cooking.’
      

      
      Joe simply stared. Was she having him on? It appeared not; her expression was grave. Till now she hadn’t shown much of a sense
         of humour.
      

      
      He was intrigued. ‘And clarinets?’

      
      ‘A livelier green, as in crème de menthe.’

      
      ‘And drums?’

      
      ‘Dark red with a brownish tinge.’

      
      ‘And the harpsichord?’ Had he heard about Hugo? She still hadn’t figured him out.

      
      ‘Tinkling white, like a waterfall.’ Or ice cubes in tonic with a slice of fresh lime. Or the surf on a deserted beach in Cornwall.

      
      ‘And my piano?’ The grin was back.

      
      ‘A kaleidoscope depending on what you play.’ Now she was getting upset again, had broken out in a sweat.

      
      Joe was more impressed than he showed. Her answers were so definite, he believed her. She sat there, serious as a child, hair
         dipping forward as she sipped her champagne. It was growing late but she desperately wanted to stay. Here they were at last
         in Joe’s rooms, inches from what she had dreamt about. Let it be good, she silently prayed, hoping she’d know what to do when
         the moment came.
      

      
      ‘Where do you get all that crazy stuff? I’ve never heard anything like it before.’ What colour are your dreams? he thought.
         Or my lies?
      

      
      Rose was nervous. She shifted position. ‘It’s a brain thing,’ was all she could say.

      
      Joe yawned and rapidly emptied his glass then stretched across and drained the bottle. His shoes were off. Now he unbuttoned
         his shirt. He looked so good she felt weak inside, had to use both hands to steady her glass.
      

      
      ‘Come here,’ he said and opened his arms.

      
      She went to him willingly, like a child and every bit as trusting.

      
      She woke abruptly with a throbbing head and a mouth as dry as an ashtray. Joe lay leadenly fast asleep. She quickly checked
         he was breathing. She studied his profile, relaxed in sleep, and a thrill swept through her. She had slept with him. Though
         she scarcely remembered a thing about it, their clothes lay tangled on the floor. She looked at the time: almost six o’clock.
         She would have to be off before the bursar caught her. She didn’t know where the bathroom was but her bladder was sending
         urgent signals. She slithered silently from the bed and tiptoed off to explore.
      

      
      The landlady’s rooms lay along the hall. She was careful not to disturb her. Draped in Joe’s shirt, which she’d picked off the floor, she found the right door and jumped under the shower which helped to clear her head. Rose was
         exultant. They were lovers at last. She couldn’t believe it had happened so soon. She dried herself and towelled her hair
         then returned to find Joe still asleep.
      

      
      There wasn’t another sound in the house so she ventured down to the kitchen Joe shared and put on the kettle for tea. As she
         waited, she tidied up a bit, rinsed the glasses and put them away, carefully, side by side, two inches apart. She found a
         tray and two matching mugs, made the tea and took it upstairs.
      

      
      When she opened the curtains he stirred and groaned then buried his face in the pillow.

      
      ‘Go away,’ he growled, three-quarters asleep.

      
      ‘Tea,’ said Rose gaily. ‘Would you like toast? And how many sugars do you take? I’ve already added the milk.’

      
      Joe raised his head and stared at her as if he had never seen her before.

      
      Who the devil are you?’ he asked. ‘Get out.’
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            All she could do was lurk and mope. Joe never so much as called her. She couldn’t be sure he would even remember her name. But
         he must do; she had slept with him, had sacrificed her virginity and was now consumed by a burning need to see him and do
         it again. There was always chapel on Sunday, of course, but Rose didn’t think she could wait that long. Whenever she wanted
         something, she wanted it now.
      

      
      What was it like, Esther inquired as she made Rose coffee to calm her down. Privately she found the whole concept repulsive.

      
      ‘Did it hurt?’ she wanted to know, but Rose couldn’t say. She had no idea. Even though she had bled a bit, the rest was a
         total blur. Sober, she was ashamed to admit she had acted like a slut.
      

      
      ‘I love him so much.’ She was almost in tears. What if he doesn’t know where I am?’ The thought was appalling; she needed to get to him at once.
      

      
      ‘I am sure he will figure it out,’ said Esther, not adding if he wants to, that is. Joe’s reputation was widely known She doubted Rose stood a chance.
      

      
      Esther, though still very overweight, had adapted easily to Oxford life and found herself a niche group of peers with whom
         she had much in common. Not interested in the opposite sex, she was mainly concerned with getting a first. But hating to see
         Rose so distraught, she sacrificed most of Saturday to trawl the streets in search of the dratted man. Though certain it must
         all end in tears, she was too good a friend to spell that out while Rose was in such a state.
      

      
      ‘Come,’ she said when they’d walked enough. ‘It’s almost two. Let me buy you lunch.’ Not used to exercise, her calves were
         aching.
      

      
      ‘Wait,’ said Rose, who would not give up. ‘There’s one more thing I need to do.’ Leaving Esther standing there, she scurried
         into a florist.
      

      
      Say it with flowers. It was obvious. She knew where he lived; it was not too late. If she wrote her phone number on the card
         he might even see her that night.
      

      
      ‘You didn’t?’ said Esther, scandal ised, when Rose returned with a confident smile. ‘I can’t believe you have so little pride.
         That’s no way to catch a man.’
      

      
      As if she’d know. Rose swept it aside and led the way into a pub.
      

      
      Silence. Rose was mortified; could not believe her plan hadn’t worked. On Sunday, after a sleepless night, she confronted
         Joe outside the chapel.
      

      
      ‘Did you get my flowers?’ She blocked his path, her manner suddenly menacing. Though fifty pounds below his weight, she was
         more than ready to take him on.
      

      
      Joe looked blank. It was almost as though he didn’t know who she was. Then: ‘Roses from Rose,’ with a mocking smile. ‘Indeed
         I did. What a very sweet thought. Though you shouldn’t have bothered.’ He turned on his heel and wandered away to chat with
         someone else.
      

      
      Rose couldn’t sing; she was choked with rage. If she’d had a weapon, she’d have killed him there and then. Now, however, was
         not the time with the church bells ringing and in front of the choir. Rather than make a scene, she went straight home.
      

      
      ‘I can’t believe you could stoop so low.’ Esther’s disapproval was manifest. ‘Can you still not see that the man’s a louse?’
         Trust Esther to know how to twist the knife, though she did explain that was what best friends were for. ‘You know I will
         always be there for you. He just isn’t worth it,’ she said.
      

      
      * * *

      
      Occasionally Hugo asked Rose out but found her un responsive. He was nice enough but little more, a good musician who failed
         to turn her on. Tall and gangly, though with very nice eyes when he had the courage to look at her, he’d been steeped in the
         arts from an early age, educated to his fingertips with a pedigree to match.
      

      
      ‘You could do a lot worse. And he does seem keen.’ Esther had watched them perform together. Had seen his wistful glances
         when Rose wasn’t looking.
      

      
      ‘For goodness’ sake,’ said Rose with a weary sigh.

      
      The fact was she wouldn’t give up on Joe, was far too obsessed just to walk away; simply refused to accept he felt nothing
         for her. She decided to give him another chance but said not a word to Esther.
      

      
      Joe was playing when Rose walked in, dramatically dressed in total black. It was late; she was breaking college rules but
         frantic to see him again. She had done what she could to look her best, was satisfied with the results. Now she was teaching
         herself to smoke so stood in the doorway and struck a pose where a spotlight instantly picked her out and Joe played a chorus
         of ‘Lulu’s Back in Town’. Rose relaxed as she watched him play, fingers gliding across the keys, then suddenly stiffened when
         he changed the mood and swung into ‘Rhapsody in Blue’. It was aimed at her; she saw that from his grin.
      

      
      ‘I dedicate that,’ he said at the end, ‘to the lady in black in the doorway. You’ll not believe what she told me the other
         night.’
      

      
      She tried to duck out but was just too late. Everyone had turned to stare at her.

      
      ‘Bastard!’ she hissed. They were laughing as she left.
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      In fury, Rose turned to Hugo instead. He still didn’t know what was going on. Since it was almost the end of term, she invited
         him up to her rooms for a drink.
      

      
      ‘When?’ he asked, surprised and pleased.

      
      ‘No time like the present,’ she said. ‘Around six.’

      
      Hugo, with his impeccable manners, arrived at precisely seven minutes past, wearing what passed as his second best suit and
         bringing a gift-wrapped bottle. He made a clumsy attempt to kiss her but Rose deftly stepped aside. She wasn’t remotely ready
         for that, not with Hugo.
      

      
      ‘Sit,’ she commanded, opening the wine and placing it in the fireplace to breathe.

      
      She offered him crisps and little cheese whatnots, then fidgeted madly, unable to settle. He, embarrassed, examined the room,
         which conveyed a lot about Rose that he already knew. Curtains arranged into careful folds, cushions lined up in martial rows. Hardly a sign of real occupation; it looked more than anything like an impersonal
         show flat. When he raised his glass in a Christmas toast, she slipped a raffia coaster beneath it and gave him a linen napkin
         in case of crumbs. Hugo, whose family owned half of Hampshire, was secretly amused and touched. She tried so hard, her insecurity
         showed.
      

      
      She put on some Bach and then closed her eyes which gave him the chance of a proper look. Up close her skin looked like porcelain
         and she hadn’t a hair out of place. She was slightly built with a tiny waist and perfect ankles in dainty shoes. Her cashmere
         sweater was silver grey and picked up the shine from her earrings. He shifted his gaze when she opened her eyes, which were
         luminous and inscrutable as a cat’s.
      

      
      ‘What are your plans for Christmas?’ he asked, anxiously seeking for something to say. He was strongly drawn to her which
         made him nervous.
      

      
      He really is awfully drippy, thought Rose, although he did have beautiful hands; musician’s fingers, sensitive and agile.
         Which instantly set her off thinking of Joe, whose own hands were workmanlike and strong, the thought of which set her pulses
         racing. She had fallen more than ever beneath his spell.
      

      
      ‘Twickenham with the family,’ she said, bitter because she had wanted to spend it with Joe.

      
      ‘You’d be welcome at our place,’ Hugo said. ‘My sisters will be there and all their kids. My mother always keeps open house.
         It is usually very jolly.’ Then, worried in case he had gone too far, he leapt to his feet and went to look at her books.
      

      
      ‘Thanks,’ said Rose, ‘but I’m needed at home. They always make a big thing of it.’ Her mother and sister went over the top
         which made her feel wholly de trop.
      

      
      ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘It was just a thought.’ He had done it again, overstepped the mark. Rose was not at all easy to read. He
         could never work out what she was thinking.
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