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About the Book

Three sisters, Claire – a model daughter, a teacher, straightforward, happy yet wanting love. Laura, the wild one, a student, a beauty, yearning to break the bounds of family life. And Holly, their little sister, the one they don’t really know, but who watches everything.

Leaving home, seduction, coming of age and growing up abound in this delicious novel of sibling rivalry, partnership and love.




To my real sisters




Introduction

In the mid-1970s I went to live in Pakistan for a couple of years with my then-husband, who had a job there. I was in my mid-twenties and only had the vaguest idea about trying to write. Both my parents were writers and, like Laura in the book, I was a rebellious type and didn’t want to follow in their footsteps. In fact, I’d trained to be a teacher. Once I was in Karachi, however, I found I had absolutely nothing to do, so I started writing bits and pieces for Pakistani magazines. Seeing my words in print gave me a huge amount of confidence, which is one of the unsung requirements of being a novelist. You need it, simply to believe that people will spend their precious time and money reading about other people who don’t exist.

I also felt liberated from my past. I was in a foreign country and my previous life lifted off me, becoming something I could see with miraculous clarity. Many writers find this; whether you’re going to a shed at the end of the garden or to another place entirely, some sort of deracination clears away the inhibitions (Can I do it? What are people going to say? Aren’t there too many novels already?) so that you can start to make sense of things and form something out of the formless.

So, I started writing a novel – the classic first novel, in that it was largely autobiographical. Like Laura, I went to Bristol University, and, like her, I opted out of college life and went to ground with a bus conductor-cum-gardener-cum film student who bore more than a passing resemblance to Mac. In fact, re-reading the novel for this edition took me back so vividly to this first love affair that I felt quite weak.

I also have sisters – the youngest bore a strong resemblance to Holly and there are elements of my sister Alex in Claire, but these are fainter. Fainter still is any resemblance to my parents in Dan and Rosemary. These fictional parents are much stiffer and more old-fashioned than mine, and might strike us nowadays as quaint creatures from another century – which of course they are. It’s hilarious to remember that after dinner, middle-class men separated from their wives to drink whisky and smoke cigars.

In fact, the whole novel is imbued with the innocence of a bygone age, when Bristol’s grand Georgian terraces were still shabby and it was pretty racy to smoke a joint. There’s also some casual sexism in the writing – for instance, at Claire’s school, ‘no member of staff could keep his locker tidy’. I’d never write that now. Nor would I over-explain, which I do in this book, or dot too many ‘i’s and cross too many ‘t’s. As Paul Klee said about drawing, writing is what you leave out. My fiction has evolved, as it should. But I still think there’s a certain freshness and truth in Laura’s complex feelings about her parents and her lover. We’ve all been there. The relationship between sisters is the most fascinating mass of contradictions, and under-explored in fiction both then and now.

I finished the novel when I returned to England, simply dumped the manuscript on the front desk at a publisher’s office and ran off – imagine doing that now! To my amazement, they took it. Those were very different times, and when it was published there were reviews in all the papers. They were of the ‘promising debut’, ‘sparky new voice’ kind. I was thrilled. Anything more explosively rapturous would have made the second novel more difficult to write.

I hope you enjoy it. I certainly enjoyed writing it, and it was the start of what turned out to be a long career. So, thank you, Pakistan. South Asia has figured a great deal in my work, most recently The Best Exotic Marigold Hotel. It’s provided a rich seam for me. And so have sisters.

Deborah Moggach, January 2022




One

‘Well, that’s the last of our birds flown,’ said Rosemary, who was inclined to say things like this.

Her husband nodded, every muscle tensed to reach, across two roundabouts and a flyover, that large blue motorway sign. He could acknowledge her with a nod but he could hardly listen, what with an avalanche of cars, a thundering landslide of the things, bearing down on his left.

‘Don’t you think it’s, well, rather final, darling?’ she went on. ‘Do you have that feeling too, Dan? Will you miss her?’

Amongst the many things Rosemary had never learnt was a good sense of timing. At times this could be charming, a bright flurry of inconsequence for which Dan, never much of a talker, was grateful. But now he was trying to concentrate. Could this be the wrong blasted flyover?

‘I say, darling.’ A finger pointed. ‘Surely we go down there.’

She was right, of course. EASTBOUND: M4 LONDON. They’d have to double back, else they’d be swept out of Bristol towards some unearthly place like Wales. Rosemary was often right about this sort of thing. Also she beat him rather too often at golf.

At last. EASTBOUND: M4 LONDON. Dan put his foot down and the Rover shot forward.

‘Laura’s so silly,’ Rosemary went on. ‘I do hope she’ll behave herself.’

‘A great one for trying to shock, old Laura was –’ Dan corrected himself ‘– is.’ Suddenly he felt the loss of her. He had a sense of occasion and he knew that this was one. From today she was a university girl.

‘Remember that dreadful young man from the butcher’s?’ sighed Rosemary. She gazed out at the flashing verge. ‘I think she only brought him home to shock us, really. She knew we’d disapprove.’

Dan said nothing, so Rosemary adjusted herself more comfortably and switched on Radio 2. The young man’s voice reassured her that nothing too terrible was happening to the world. Equally cheerful music followed. Radio 2 always made her feel better, and one advantage of Laura’s departure was that it could be listened to without a pained silence from the back seat. Laura disapproved of Radio 2. Ghastly pulp, Mummy. How can you bear it?

Easily, thank you! thought Rosemary.

Laura was practising her expressions. Just now it was the slow meaningful one; she was good at that. She raised her eyes; she looked at herself with a steady stare, challenging, sensual.

What made it so fascinating was seeing herself doing it from the sides. She’d never had one of these triptych-type mirrors before. By adjusting the three panels, she had a most intriguing view of her profile giving itself its meaningful look. She took a drag of her cigarette and watched the plumes of smoke curling from her nostrils. That looked sophisticated.

She listened. Outside in the corridor she could hear the rustle of coats and the bumping of suitcases. Other girls were arriving. She took another drag of her cigarette; she watched the plumes. No, she wouldn’t talk to them quite yet. They sounded so confident, banging their trunks around, calling out in loud voices. She would practise smiling; see what she looked like from the side. When her lips parted, did her teeth stick out?

She felt safe in here. Already she liked her room: its curtains matching the bedspread; its desk; its enquiring, bending lamp. How charming! her mother had said, rings glittering. Look, darling, its own little cupboard and its own little bed. Aren’t you lucky!

For once Laura had actually agreed. She hadn’t said so, of course; she’d just waited for her parents to go, her mother embarrassing her in front of all those other girls – first by the way she’d insisted on kissing her, second by that awful turquoise hat.

No, she wouldn’t venture out yet. She’d just sit here and pile her hair on top of her head and see what that looked like from the side. Inspect these two new girls on either side of the known, frontal Laura. Interesting to see these two tilted profiles, each so thoroughly examining itself.

On the bed sat her trunk. The last ray of sun slanted through the window; it danced with dust and lit up the folds of her coat which lay draped over the luggage. She knew she ought to unpack but – a deeply satisfying feeling, this – who was there to tell her to?

‘Nobody,’ she whispered, her three selves smiling. The whisper hung in the air.

How much nicer just to sit here listening to the thumps against the ceiling and the slamming of doors, and do nothing at all but watch the smoke curl up into her own captured ray of sunshine! She never dared smoke at home – at least, only in her bedroom. It wasn’t actually forbidden; that would have been easy to deal with. It was just tolerated rather painfully. But now she was at Bristol University she could do anything she liked. Right?

Strictly speaking, she did have a room of her own back in Harrow now that Claire had moved out to that flat in Clapham. But how can something be your own when the wallpaper has been chosen by your mother, and whenever she comes through the door her eyes flicker over the bed that you just happen to have left unmade? Stupid how irked that makes one feel. Not guilty, of course, just irked. Her father was even better at the old flickering-eyes routine: for instance, when she ought to be doing her homework and instead he caught her curled up with an Agatha Christie. He’d just flicker, and hesitate, and she would notice; then he’d close the door and go away, and bother, the book would be spoilt.

Laura turned her head slowly, keeping her hair up; she gazed at her profile. Ah! but here there was nothing to stop her doing what she liked, nothing at all.

‘Such wild things,’ Rosemary went on. ‘Silly things, she does. Don’t you think so, Dan?’

Dan gazed ahead at the darkening motorway. Red tail lights, strings of them, led towards London and his daughterless house. ‘Not like Claire,’ he said.

‘Claire’s so sensible, isn’t she? Except teaching at that unspeakable school.’

Dan said nothing, so Rosemary went on: ‘But Laura . . . she always has to be the rebel, doesn’t she? The one who stands out.’

By now it was dusk; shadows in the room were deepening. Laura still hadn’t quite dared venture out. It was so much easier sitting here at her mirror. But it was chillier now; her arms were gravelly with goose-pimples. And she was becoming uneasily aware that all the noises had stopped. Intent, she listened. What could the time be? She didn’t know; she despised watches.

They must have gone down to dinner. Nobody had told her. Despite herself, she felt a homesick lurch in the stomach. First-day-at-school feeling.

She left her room and made her way down to where the dining-block must be. She stood outside the windows and watched them, rows and rows of them, rows and rows of silently chattering students, every one of them a stranger, every one of them eating his or her dinner and not one of them knowing she was missing. And why should they know? Silly of her to feel hurt that they didn’t. She stepped closer and inspected the tables. They hadn’t reached the pudding course yet; that was a relief. She took a deep breath and went in.

The sudden clatter stunned her and the lights glared in her eyes, so it wasn’t until she had turned around from the serving-hatch with her full plate that she saw, with dreadful clarity, that everyone was wearing black.

She nearly dropped her plate. She’d forgotten about gowns. Hers was still in her trunk.

She stared at them, not daring to move forwards or back. But nobody returned her stare. Nobody seemed to have noticed either her or her gownlessness at all. They were all far too busy talking, all three hundred of them, heads nodding, forks waving, all making her feel so utterly left out. For a moment she actually wanted someone to notice she wasn’t wearing a gown. Most unsettling, the whole thing. Oh to be back in the kitchen at home! Even quarrelling.

She sat down at a table. The person opposite had a commanding nose and shiny black hair. He held a chicken bone in his hand and was in the process of gnawing it. In his black gown he looked sleek and hostile, like a carrion crow. He looked up, shot her a beady glance and bent down again to peck.

Wherever she looked there were faces. She would like to give somebody a meaningful stare, challenging and sensual, but somehow it was easier in her mirror. The best refuge she could find was her plate, so she inspected it thoroughly – chicken, scoops of cemented potato, over-green peas. They disappeared as she ate, so then with the same thoroughness she inspected the scrapings – the tattered chicken bone, the sensible white china of her plate. All the others were new, of course, but why didn’t they look it?

‘Pudding,’ said the crow. She jumped. People were getting up, fetching bowls. She got up and fetched one; it quivered with custard. A hammer rapped and voices hushed. With her spoon she stirred her custard skin into its own sunny depths; she listened to the speech of welcome. And now they couldn’t speak, people relaxed and looked around with a general expansion of interest. Laura, too, relaxed a little, felt more included, raised her face and inspected a girl with bold eyes who had pushed her pudding to the side of her plate; someone who was casually scratching under his gown; a square-jawed hearty type who was gazing at the girl with the bold eyes . . . how assured they all looked! Someone already had his arm around a girl. Good grief, thought Laura, and I haven’t even talked to anyone yet. Cosy home rose like a wave. She pushed it down.

It was better back in her own block. Girls tore off their gowns and, thank goodness, looked more approachable; along the corridor they wandered and into her room, inspecting her colour scheme compared with that of their own, introducing themselves. She explored too. The room on one side already looked fragrant and settled, with lace-covered Kleenex box by the bed. On the other side the room was more robust, with a corduroy troll sitting bossily on the bookshelf.

The Kleenex girl had efficiently remembered coffee things and mugs. Her face was white, unused-looking and floury with powder. Already in her bedroom slippers, she padded into Laura’s room and invited her to have a cup.

They were joined by the troll girl who had an easy, sensible face and big jean-cramped thighs.

The Kleenex girl turned to the troll one. ‘Glad I went down to dinner with you. I felt quite nervous.’ She poured out the coffee. ‘I’m funny that way.’

‘I went by myself,’ said Laura, ‘and I felt awful. All those faces. They’re all new like us, aren’t they?’

‘Except for a few post-grads and mature students.’

‘Isn’t that a deadly name,’ said Laura. ‘Mature students. So terribly kind. It makes them sound about eighty years old . . .’

And so they chatted – about nothing much, it was true, but the unstrenuousness of the repartee made it all the more comforting. Out of the mass had emerged these two faces, the Kleenex and the troll one. They might not be soul mates but they were reassuring, as this mug of Nescafé was reassuring.

Later she unpacked and dragged her trunk into the corridor. She stacked it beside the others. Each had initials on its lid; she felt less frightened of A.H., M.F.A., K.L. now. Were they even, perhaps, feeling the same as she was? She wandered outside where the windows of the other blocks shone brightly; identical windows, rows and rows of them. In some, shadows moved; in one a figure leant out, dark against the lamplight. She could see the glowing point of his cigarette. She gazed at that shape; compressed into its blackness seemed to be all the people she soon would get to know. She gazed at the glowing point; meet me, it said.

Ah yes, she was glad to be here. Boring at home, wasn’t it? And her parents were so extremely annoying. Back in her room she stamped it as hers by peeling some colour plates from her ‘German Masters of Painting’ book and pinning them on the wall. And then she undressed and slid into her own bed, the skin over her face tight from washing and her body chilled by the strange, starchy sheets.




Two

Laura was sure she got fewer letters than anybody else at Hall. The J pigeonhole always seemed to be stuffed with Joneses and Johnsons but never with Jenkinses, and the whole scene at breakfast seemed to be bent heads, rustling paper and secret smiles. Was she being over self-conscious? Probably. Sometimes she got an overdue note from the library which, at a pinch, could last her through the cornflakes, but nothing could stretch it out through the bacon and eggs.

Of course she’d got a long, prodding sort of letter from her mother, but she hardly counted that. It was two weeks before she found a letter from Claire.

Claire’s handwriting was poised and regular, the sort one sees on blackboards at school. Claire’s writing had always been the same. When they were younger, hers, unlike Laura’s, had never gone through the various distortions – Greek ‘e’s when they had been fashionable at their school, funny flat writing with square, instead of loopy, tails and then, later on, that beautiful, careful italic that comes with one’s first Osmoroid. Claire’s writing had always been settled as hers, Claire’s. A strong-minded girl, that was why.

It was a nice fat letter. You got your money’s worth with Claire.


Dear Laura,

How I long to hear all your news! I have a thousand questions – about your room, your friends – have you got a lot yet and are they all dreadfully clever? About your work – difficult? Stimulating? In fact, about everything. You have a slaveringly eager reader here.

I’m writing this in the Staff Room. The new headmaster has stunned the whole school by having a CLUB FOOT. Imagine that first assembly. Every word of his invigorating and stern address floated harmlessly away, unheard, as a thousand eyes were fixed, fascinated, on it. Did it hurt? How was he going to get down the stairs when his speech was over? Above all, what did it look like when his boot was off? Not a rustle, not a sniff, no one even picked his nose. Never has there been such total absorption. He must have been awfully pleased.

New tenants have arrived in the flat upstairs – an unmarried couple. Because they’re unmarried, every sound I hear through the ceiling – thuds, rhythmic taps – I presume to be them On The Job, as my boys sentimentally call it, or Doing a Rudeness. I bet they’re just clearing out the kitchen cupboard.

I’ve been home once or twice but little to report. They miss you a lot, of course, and Holly too. All their daughters gone. I’ve been down to see Holly at school and she seems to love it, though what she feels in those dark hours when the dorm lights are off, only she knows. I looked into the youngest girls’ dorm and all the battered, one-eyed teddies on their pillows would make the strongest man weep. I wonder if you and I would have been different if we’d gone to boarding school.

Longing to see you. I think I’ll be able to get down towards the end of term. The car is going well – it’ll be your turn for it next term. Won’t it be posh! Having a car your first year at university. But Mummy says your Hall is right away in the suburbs so I bet it’ll be useful. You can make lots of friends by giving them lifts down to their lectures.

Lots of love,

Claire



Claire shared a flat on the ground floor of a red-brick Clapham terrace. It was a week later. She had just woken up from one of those devastating dreams where you fall in love – agonizingly, poignantly – with someone who in daylight hours would strike you as quite alarmingly unsuitable. Last night’s lover had been the Assistant Maths Master, a balding man with pudgy hands. Claire lay in bed, glowing with misdirected love, and gazed through the crack in the curtains at the grey glimmer of dawn. Why couldn’t her dreams show better taste? All that stuff about dreams showing one’s deepest desires was nonsense. Yesterday, the thought of being clasped in the plump arms of the Assistant Maths Master would have made her laugh. Today, still drenched in her dream, she would feel quite peculiar when she saw him sitting in the Staff Room, puffing his pipe and complaining how no member of staff seemed able to keep his locker tidy. It would all wear off in a few hours, of course, but it would be interesting to see her oblivious object, the glamour of her dream strewn incongruous as tinsel over the shoulders of his serge suit.

Really, she thought briskly, kicking back the bedcovers, this is ridiculous. Why can’t I find someone real, by daylight?

She went into the bathroom and looked at her shiny early-morning face, its eyebrows raised at itself in scrutiny. She started brushing her teeth. But where, in this huge city, can I find him? Just at this moment there must be hundreds of young men in their prime, lathering their faces, the same grey light coming through the same frosted window; they must be thinking just the same thing; but when can we meet? Lucky old Laura, she must be meeting hundreds.

Her eyes travelled over the faded wallpaper; she saw the millions of other faces at their early-morning mirrors, men’s faces and women’s, sprightly ones and tired ones, handsome and plain, and each person wondering what to wear today and whether to brush his hair to the side or perhaps forward? A cityful of souls all around her. If she let it, London could render her helpless.

‘I say, Claire!’ Yvonne’s voice hissing through the door. ‘I say, Clary, you’ve got a letter!’

It was from Laura. Claire took it into the kitchen.

‘Gosh,’ said Yvonne, padding up behind her in her quilted dressing-gown, ‘do read it! I’m longing to know all about University Life, the lucky thing. I bet she’s got loads of boyfriends!’ She opened the bread bin, peered in it and sighed. ‘You know, my diet starts today and it says I must have grapefruit, but grapefruits are so dear I decided I’d just have a teeny slice of toast instead. Do you think that’s all right, Claire?’

‘If it’s really small.’

Claire took the letter into the sitting-room. Nikki, her other flatmate, had entertained last night and it was full of overflowing ashtrays. Claire drew back the curtains; the houses opposite, solid Clapham redbrick, stared back at her.


Thanks for your letter. I loved your description of The Foot. How’s life at the flat with Nikki and the terrible Yvonne?

Talking about terrible things, I girded my loins and went to a Freshers’ Ball last week. Truly a cattle market with all the males lined up one side and all us females, giggling and drinking halves of cider, up the other. At some mysterious signal half-way through the evening we converged, and I was glued to a succession of manly chests, some belonging to biologists, some to medics, once to a person who called me Norma and once to a person who called me Gloria. I kept up a bright stream of chatter that at moments of stress, especially with the Gloria one, became even brighter. ‘Er, what exactly is an isotope?’ I would say, furtively trying to push down a creeping hand. You’ll be relieved to know I got back to Hall unravaged.

Work is harder than I expected. It’s a shock to change from being top of one’s class at school to being just any old average student. We have a fine yellow stone building for psychology and a lab full of rats that I’m getting very attached to. Boys in my class look rather moist and young, but in the second and third years there are dishier ones who wear old leather coats, things like that. Mummy and Daddy would disapprove of them –



‘Grub’s up.’ Yvonne padded in with a tray. She gazed down at her piece of toast. ‘Gosh, Clary, you’re so lucky being slim. I wish I was like you. Oh dear, and I forgot to buy some saccharine, so I’ll just have to have a spoonful of sugar. I can’t bear tea without sugar. Do you think that’s all right, Claire, just this once?’

‘Just a small one.’

‘But even if I have a teensy-weensy one that’ll make a difference, won’t it?’ Yvonne looked plaintive. ‘I mean, every little bit counts, doesn’t it? But don’t mind me; go on with your letter.’


Bristol is rather romantic, and Clifton is the oldest and most beautiful bit, just near the university. It’s all elegant but tatty terraces, most of them Georgian. But Addison Hall is right away on the other side of the Downs in suburbia. It’s glassy and modern, 4 men’s blocks, 4 women’s, a dining block where we work our way through mounds of chips, and a common room. The Hall stalwarts, like pub regulars, are making themselves clearer now, what with committees being set up and jolly functions to get us all to know each other. After this first year nearly everyone will move out into flats or digs.

My early days were spent – still are – in an agony of not letting myself be seen alone and wistful-looking. I mean, I like being alone, but it’s difficult to show that one’s liking it and not just being left out. I met a frightfully boring girl from school and we fell into each other’s arms with wild relieved cries of recognition, and neither of us had the slightest thing to say to each other when we were in the same classroom all those years –



‘I say, Claire!’ cried Yvonne. ‘Look at this.’ She held out a printed form. ‘It came through the post this morning and it says they’ll send us this super series called “The Miracle of Your Body”. And if we send off now, we can have the first book free! Look, all we have to do is send off this stamp they’ve given us –’

‘The big red one,’ said Claire, ‘with the YES PLEASE on it.’

‘That’s right. It’s very simple.’

‘And if you don’t want it you send the narrow grey one that just says NO.’

‘That’s right. Oh Clary, it’s got such lovely-sounding things in it. Some of the Most Moving Photographs ever Taken of the Miracle of Childhood . . .’

‘No, Yvonne.’


Anyway, enough for now. Please come down as soon as you can so I can show you everything. I’m making my room so special. But wait until I know more than about two people so I can introduce you to a nice lot. I’m buried in Freud who becomes more and more fascinating.

Love,

Laura



‘Finished?’ asked Yvonne. ‘Tell me all about it. I bet she’s got all the men hanging on her little finger already. She’s so nice-looking and so brainy too! That’s what they like – not just a pretty face. Oh, I do envy her.’

‘So do I. I’ll show it to you tonight. Must dash now.’

Claire got into the Morris Minor that she shared with Laura and drove through the streets towards her school where 1,300 tough and restless pupils waited for her.

Those first weeks of autumn, Laura did the same things as everybody else. She walked across the Downs and into town for her lectures, none of which she had started skipping. She took pains taking notes. She rewrote her notes when she got back to her room. She sat long hours in the library working or, when the hot-pipe against her back seeped too deliciously through her skin, slumped asleep over her scattered textbooks, a real student.

She bought mugs for her room and, to be extra-special, real coffee instead of Nescafé. At first it was just the troll girl and the others who dropped in to gossip and speculate about everyone else. But soon they drifted their separate ways, and Laura found herself drawn into a group of English Literature students who did boisterous studenty things, like taking her out to a scrumpy pub where she drank two pints, cloudy and with lemon slices floating on the top. They sat in a swaying row, making up limericks. At closing time they linked their arms and linked their Bristol University scarves to become a knotted chain, and they staggered over the Downs to a late-night chipper.

Sitting on the grass with them, swallowing her fried cod, wiping her hands on the dewy grass and gazing at the figures munching in the moonlight, Laura felt a pang of nostalgia, already, for what she was doing. Memories in advance. These were the jolly things she’d tell her children about one day.

Then it irked her to be such a typical student. She could just imagine what her mother would say – Oh, Laura’s having a simply marvellous time, up to all sorts of fun and such nice young men. Rushing about, off to funny little pubs, up all hours; you know what students are like . . .

That annoyed her. Definitely, now she thought of it. It washed the spice out of the incident. For, by some mysterious process, the minute her parents approved of something it became devitalized. Now she thought of it, that Len who worked at the butcher’s – hadn’t his fascination sprung from the simple fact that her parents were appalled? Their horrified politeness had made him look so virile.

She gazed up at the 300 identical windows of Hall. No, she wasn’t going to be like everybody else, was she? Hadn’t she always been the sort to break out? No more of this cosy studenty life. The fact that she could write about it all, uncensored, in a letter home, made it suddenly tame.




Three

The morning after the moonlit cod Laura ventured into the Berkeley Café. Up till now she hadn’t dared; on peering inside, all she had ever seen was a blur of faces, and she was sure she’d know none of them. It always seemed full of older students, the ones who lived not in safe little Halls but in independent flats. She would like to be like them.

The Berkeley stood opposite the library. With its mock Tudor panelling it had a genteel tea-rooms atmosphere, but only at first glance. No Barbara Cartland hair-dos here. Laura got herself a coffee and peered through the smoke.

She could just make out a tableful of second year psychologists, the sort she admired, the sort who lived mysterious lives in flats and roared round Bristol on motorbikes. Leather coats, dark glasses, wild hair . . . they looked intriguing and existential and unsuitable. She took a breath and casually approached their table. Her excuse was that she slightly knew one of them, the one with the pale ropes of hair; he was called Andy.

Laura sat down and spoke to the nearest one: ‘Would you like a cigarette?’

‘Not for me,’ he answered. He had a stubbly chin. He reached out for a packet of French ones. ‘Not those; can’t taste them any more.’

He sat back in a cloud of strong, acrid smoke. They went on with their conversation.

‘It was shit,’ said the third one, who had dark glasses. ‘Christ, once that guy could direct.’

‘Remember those shots,’ said Stubbly Chin, ‘outside the hut?’

‘“The Red Desert”. How could anyone forget? The way he handled her indecision. Those grainy close-ups.’

There didn’t seem a lot Laura could contribute here. What was this desert business? She longed to know, to be one of them. She gazed into her coffee cup, occasionally sliding her eyes to the faded Levi’d thigh of Stubbly Chin, who was next to her.

Then Stubbly Chin said: ‘I’m getting into alchemy. Might write my thesis on it – you know, the alchemist’s power over the brain, the way, like, he altered concepts of time.’

‘Far out,’ said Andy.

‘Bosch’s the guy to study. Anyone got any Bosch books? His pictures just radiate alchemy.’

‘I’ve got a Bosch book,’ said Laura. They all turned.

‘You have?’

She nodded, blushing.

‘Hey,’ said Stubbly Chin. His name turned out to be John. ‘If you happen, like, to pass Wellington Crescent one day – number 6 – that’d be really nice. You could drop it in.’

‘Oh yes, I will.’ She felt the blush deepen with pleasure. She’d contributed at last.

They talked of other things. She watched them. Funny how what they said was different from what their eyes were doing. While they spoke, their eyes were flickering round the café, restlessly.

‘I’m thinking,’ said Dark Glasses, ‘after I get out of this place, of getting it together in the country. You know, a few friends, growing all our own stuff.’

‘Sounds nice,’ said John. ‘Really nice. Imagine most of this lot,’ he gestured round the room, his voice assured, his eyes – could they be almost anxious? ‘I can just see them, you know, nice safe house, mortgage, telly – you know, like the whole family scene.’

‘Ghastly,’ agreed Laura. How well he put it! Why then did she feel uncomfortable, shifting about in her seat?

‘Ah, my girl, just you wait. Wait till you – what d’they call him – your Mister Right comes along. You’ll be up to your ears in life insurance and dinner parties once a month.’

‘No I won’t,’ said Laura. ‘I’m just going to have lovers.’ Now that sounded good.

‘We’ll see, we’ll see. Anyway, catch me living a tiny life amongst all those other tiny lives way out in – well, Harrow or somewhere.’

Laura looked down at her hands. Shame that he’d actually said Harrow; as if he knew. Never, ever must she let it slip out.

Walking up the street later, she shook away her unease. No, she decided they impressed her terribly. Such a change, they were, from the good-natured young lot at Hall, and such a change from those chinless wonders she was sometimes unfortunate enough to meet in Harrow, who actually asked her father ‘What time would you like her back, sir?’ and dreadfully uncool things like that.

That Sunday afternoon Laura went for a walk. She walked across the Downs and into Clifton. She was beginning to know her way around the alleys, terraces and curving streets, and easily found Wellington Crescent. It was a beautiful day in early November, and the golden sun lit the façades of the houses, façades whose shadows deepened as the crescent curved round in a large arc.

Actually, she was a bit chilly in her T-shirt but she hadn’t brought a coat, partly because it had been warmer when she’d started out, and partly because she’d decided not to wear a bra, and with her nipples obvious as anything through the material she looked liberated. Outside number 6 she hesitated and took a breath.

John answered the bell. He looked at her blankly.

‘Hello,’ she said. ‘I’m Laura. Er, remember?’

‘Oh yeah. We met in the Berkeley.’

‘Right. I’ve brought that book.’

‘What book?’

‘The Bosch.’

‘Ah. I remember. Come in.’

His room was painted white. It had a rumpled mattress on the floor with an Indian bedspread over it, a lot of books, and on the wall a blown-up photo of what she couldn’t swear wasn’t a huge breast, very close up. Could it be?

‘Lovely room,’ she said.

‘Yeah. Like some tea or something?’

‘Yes please.’ Yes, on closer inspection it couldn’t be anything else.

He disappeared and she sat down on the bed, wondering whether she was welcome or not. But he didn’t have anyone with him, and he was so glamorous and a second year and all. Surely she could stay for some tea?

He sat down beside her and poured it out. Then he reached for one of his yellow cigarettes and lit it.

‘Can I try one?’ she asked, looking at his hand as he gave it to her. What exactly had she come for? Could she admit it, even to herself?

It was very strong. She gulped down some tea.

‘You dig Bosch, then,’ he said.

‘Oh yes. He’s so, well, strange.’

‘Quite a guy, Bosch. His obsession with the anus, for instance.’ Haze hung in layers round the room. He blew smoke out; the layers split, flimsily. ‘As the erogenous zone. I prefer the good old front-entry myself, don’t you?’

‘Oh yes!’ she laughed.

‘I’ve yet to meet a chick who liked it, really liked it, from the rear.’

She laughed again, knowingly, but felt uncomfortable: having had it neither from the front nor the rear, ever. And aged nineteen too.

He went on: ‘Anyway, perhaps one day I’ll meet one and realize what I’ve been missing. But most English girls are so hung-up.’

‘Oh no,’ she replied with spirit. ‘Not all of us.’

‘Most of you. Not like French chicks. Now, they know how to turn a guy on. Wow, can they use their bodies. Sex is important to them.’

‘It is for us too.’

‘But just how important? You’re – what’s your name – Laura, right? A guy screws you; it’s cool, right?’ He leant back across the bed and stretched out his legs. He blew some more smoke into the haze. ‘But which matters most to you, the guy or the fuck?’

‘Well . . . it depends.’ She was getting into deep water here, but she didn’t know how to change the subject. She took another drag and another gulp of tea. She couldn’t think what else to do so she drained her cup, taking a nice long time about it.

‘For those chicks it’s the fuck,’ said John. ‘Pure and simple. It’s really, like, beautiful. No pretence.’

‘Yes.’ She thought for a moment. What could she say? ‘Yes, I agree. There’s something depressing about sincerity unless it’s very intense and real.’ She wasn’t quite sure about that but it was better than nothing.

‘It’s amazing,’ he went on, ‘the fantasies, the compromises people swathe round themselves when all they want is a good screw.’

‘Yes. People kid themselves. It’s all their silly upbringings.’

‘Right. You know, you’re a girl after my own heart.’

Laura felt herself glowing.

‘Come here,’ he said, and pulled her back beside him. He started stroking her hair.

She tried to relax against him. After all, wasn’t this really what she had come for? To start being liberated and adult?

‘Hey,’ he said, ‘talking of that, why’re we sitting here like a pair of idiots? I’m stacked like a fucking chimney.’

Before she knew it he’d unzipped his trousers, taken her hand and – heavens! – plonked it on something stiff and stout.

Frozen with terror, she stared at the wall, at the books, at the goose-pimply photo, at anything.

‘See what you’ve done to me?’ he murmured. He took his hand away and hers was left there, ludicrously clasping it like a handle. She didn’t look at her hand. She disowned it.

‘Feels good, doesn’t it?’ he said. ‘See? You’ve turned me on.’

Quickly she snatched her hand away and struggled up. ‘Er, I think I ought to be getting back,’ she gasped, still not looking at him. ‘I really must.’

‘Hey, relax. What’s the matter with you?’

‘Nothing,’ she replied, primly smoothing down her hair and addressing the wall. ‘Really, I, er, have so many things to do. Heavens, look at the time, too!’

‘Look at me, for Christssake!’ She heard the zip being pulled up. ‘Why this coy virgin crap?’

Because I am a coy virgin, she thought wildly. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I just, well, don’t feel like it.’ Why can’t I be honest?

‘Look at me. Is this the way to leave a guy?’ She turned round. He was dark in the face and furious.

She protested: ‘But I didn’t expect all this to happen.’

‘Honey, do you mean me to believe that? You come here with your tits hanging out, throwing your libido all over the place . . .’ He shrugged, and sat down on the bed again. ‘Hell, will I ever learn. You’re just like most of them; running around barefoot and thinking, like, you’re really wild. But you always have a pair of shoes ready in case your feet get wet.’ He sighed. ‘Well, run along back to your nice Hall or wherever. Come back when you’ve grown up.’

She slammed out of the room, out of the front door, and walked quickly up the street. She wasn’t going to run, not for anybody. He might be looking out of the window. She felt unreal, as if the whole brief scene had happened to somebody else – and furious, and humiliated, and upset by those last things he’d said. Silly, theatrical words; he’d probably copied them from one of his beastly films. She wasn’t going to think of it.

If only Claire were here, she thought, aching with homesickness. We could laugh about it together. But she isn’t, and I don’t feel like laughing. Oh, if only he’d kissed me first!

But as she walked across the Downs, her body shivering because it was dusk now, she couldn’t stop herself thinking about those last things he’d said and she knew, though she hated him for saying them, that he hadn’t been absolutely wrong.
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