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About the Book

All writing is a gift. All writing is memory.

Cordelia is nineteen and pregnant with her baby daughter. She passionately needs to write and, choosing the old and famous Japanese pillow book as her model, she compiles the story of her teenage years.

What emerges is an honest and challenging portrait of the unusual relationships within her family, of her love for William Blacklin, of her affair with an older married man, of her terrifying experience with a man who is obsessed with her, and of her friendship with her teacher, Julie. Her thoughts range widely: on poetry and breasts, periods and music, friendship and trees, consciousness and sleep, sex and laughter.

A wonderfully evocative and gripping story of an extraordinary girl who in turn maddens and fascinates and finally seduces the reader.

The final book in a sequence of six ground-breaking and provocative novels that explore different aspects of teenage love and self-discovery. This edition includes an Index and Afterword by the author.

Not suitable for younger readers
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To ANTHEA CHURCH

I am indebted to many women, young and old, for personal information during the writing of Cordelia’s story. Of a list of helpful books, The Pillow Book of Sei Shōnagon in the translation by Ivan Morris, published by Oxford University Press in l967, is primary; I must also mention the usefulness of a book on the biology of the female body, Woman: An Intimate Geography by Natalie Angier, published by Virago in 1999. Generous friends in Japan sent me appropriate translations of Japanese tanka and books relating to the Heian period of Sei Shōnagon. In particular, I could not have written this novel without the assistance of three people, my wife Nancy, my editor Delia Huddy, and my friend, the teacher and writer Anthea Church.

A.C.


BOOK ONE
The Red Pillow Box

You …

PREGNANT.

What silly phrases people use: in the club, up the duff, a bun in the oven.

This one is better and is true: heavy with child.

I swell with you. I hunger for you. I’m so besotted with you I want you out of me. I want to see you and hold you skin-to-skin right now.

Like everything in life, there comes a time with pregnancy when enough is enough, even for a pupative mum. Well, it won’t be long now. A week. Perhaps less.

I’m making this book for you while I wait for your appearance. I started putting it together as soon as I knew I had conceived you. I plan to give it to you on your sixteenth birthday. You see, a few weeks after you are born I’ll be twenty, and I’m sure those two events will bring my youth to an end, because after that I’ll be a mother and no longer an irresponsible adolescent. So this is a kind of portrait of myself as a teenager. I hope we will read it together when you are sixteen and I’m in my late thirties so that we can share the years of our youth, you in the flesh and me in written words, and find out how similar we are and how different.

You move in me as I write this, and kick with pleasure like a penalising footballer, you brazen bambino.

I know you’re a girl. I didn’t want to know, but a garrulous nurse blabbed the news after a scan. I wanted it to be a surprise at the moment of your entrance into the world – your coming out and your coming in. But I admit that I wanted you to be a girl. It being our time now.

… Me and my window pain

Before I go any further, I must tell you a secret and make a confession.

The truth is, you were not my first ambition. A different mothering occupied me before you were planted inside me. And still does. Will you be jealous of your older sibling? Will you be rivalrous?

Here is how this other seed was sown.

Sitting in a bus with my best friend, Izumi Yoshida, on our way home late one night when I was about fifteen, I saw my face reflected in the dark window.

Suddenly I thought, ‘This girl, this me, will be old one day, and will die. What will be left of her then?’

I told Izumi. She said, ‘You’ll have children, won’t you?’

That seemed to be enough for her.

Her question startled me. Naturally, I’d thought of having children. But I knew already it would not be enough for me. The way I’d live on in a child wasn’t the way I wanted. Children have their father in them as well as their mother. Children aren’t their parents, they are themselves.

If anything is to be left of me, I want it to be of me alone.

As soon as I got home, I wrote a poem, the first of many. Not as a school exercise, not for a competition, and not because anyone asked me to, but because I had to. Writing it wasn’t an option, something I chose to do, but was a necessity. And when I’d written it I knew I’d found the answer to my question.

face in the window

reflecting on reflection

window pain

written on glass

in memoriam

At the time, I didn’t know whether my poems really were poems. I’ve always loved poetry so much that I didn’t dare claim the honour of the name poem for my scribblings. So I called them Cordelia’s Mopes. Perhaps I should have called them soupçons – a taste of the real thing I hoped to write one day. All I knew was that my mopes said what I needed to say in the way I needed to say it, and that my only ambition was to be a poet.

These pages are also like my mopes. Some of them were written (like this page) while you were growing inside me, others come from what I call my ‘pillow book’ written in the years from the day I wrote my first mope until now. It doesn’t really matter when I wrote each one, only that I’ve put them together in an order that tells the story I want to give you. It’s a bit of a hodgepodge, a veggie soup of a book, but it’s full of the best ingredients from my own organic garden.

Of course, it’s not about everything that happened to me, because no story can contain everything. There’ll be plenty of time to tell you about other things while you’re growing up. And as all stories must begin at some time and with someone, I’ll begin mine with the day I chose William Blacklin.

Will …

Three months before my sixteenth birthday I selected William Blacklin as my first proper boyfriend, by which I mean my first boy for all-out, all-in-all, all-the-way sex.

I chose him from the very few candidates I considered suitable and after many days of careful thought, detailed assessment of his qualifications, and enquiries into his personal habits so discreetly conducted that I’m sure I could get a job with the secret service if I ever wanted one, which I certainly do not. He was the only boy whose looks blushed my e-zones with the feather of desire and who also had the other necessary attributes, such as brains, balls without bullshit, and a sufficient grasp of at least a few of the basic social skills. Like, for example, knowing how to eat with his mouth closed, and how to hold a conversation with a girl for more than a minute without turning it into either a monologue about his wonderful self or an infantile-plus-obscene comedy show.

And one more essential requirement. The word in the girls’ loo was that Will had already had a bedtime girlfriend or two, but was (a) very choosy, and (b) currently celibate. He was definitely not the sort who slept around.

I wanted someone with enough experience to show me the way. (I hated the thought of not knowing what to do and how and when to do it, and of not getting it right and making a fool of myself.) But I wasn’t looking for a lothario, nor a stud, nor a mere organ-grinder who only wanted to light his wick, dip his stick, pump his piston, pocket his truncheon, score a home run – boys have such delightfully subtle phrases for sexual intercourse.

In sum: Will Blacklin turned me on, was acceptable in his personal habits, was reported to be basically knowledgeable in matters genital, was choosy of his partners and was currently solus. Goody! The field was clear, and Master Blacklin was a worthy candidate.

But two questions puzzled me and prevented me from making up my mind: Could I win him for myself? And was he what I really wanted?

*

Really wanted. I didn’t know it at the time, but what I really wanted was the experience of a grown-up man in the youthful beauty of a boy’s body. Now I know that’s what a lot of girls want. But it took me a year to find this out. I’ve always been a slow learner in some areas of my life. Mostly the areas known as myself. Or maybe I should say ‘selves’. Because the fact is, I’ve never, even as a child, felt that I’m only one self, only one person. I’ve always felt I’m quite a few more than one. For example, there’s my jokey self, there’s my morose and fed-up self, and there’s my lewd and disgusting self. There’s my clever-clogs self and my fading-violet-who-can’t-make-up-her-mind-about-anything self. There’s my untidy-clothes-everywhere-all-over-my-room self, and my manically tidy self when I want my room to be minimalist and Zen to the nth degree. There’s my confident, arrogant self and my polite and reasonable and good-listener self. There’s my self-righteous self and my wickedly bad self, my flaky self and my sentimental self. There are selfs I like and selfs I don’t like. There’s my little-girl self who likes to play silly games and there’s my old-woman self when I’m quite sure I’m about eighty and edging towards the geriatric. And especially there’s my Little C self and my Big C self, both of whom will make their entrance into my story soon.

The self on show and in action at any moment depends on where I am, who I’m with, the circumstances of the situation, and my mood at the time.

Are you the same, or is it only me who’s like this?

My father has always known. ‘Which Cordelia should I talk to today?’ he used to ask when I was in one of my unfocused wobbly moods, not sure which self I was just then. And yet, whatever happens, whichever me is on show, deep inside, in the secret places of my being, I also always feel I am the same. Another secret: I have come to think of this essential, unchanging self as my soul.

*

The thing that finally nudged me into moving on Will Blacklin after days of havering was an article in a magazine about teenage sex habits which reported that the latest market research conducted on behalf of some cosmetics firm or other had come up with the hilarious statistic that the average age when girls, as the article sweetly put it, ‘lost their virginity’ was sixteen years and three months. I took this earth-shattering news seriously. You can tell how naïve I was at the time. I mean, what do researchers know about such matters? The fact is, everybody lies about sex because everybody feels vulnerable about sex. It’s too private, too personal, too close to the nerves for telling to a professional nosy parker. Lying about it is the only thing you can do to protect yourself. Market research sucks, so sucks to market research.

At the time, I was foolish enough to think such trivia mattered. The trouble is, it does when you’re fifteen. And this dubious dollop of data moved me to action because I was quite determined never ever to be average at anything, least of all sex. And my pride would not tolerate my being a virgin after the average age. Therefore, as I was still virgo intacta, the only thing I could think to do was organise my first fuck on my own terms, before the bulk of my contemporaries answered the call of Nature, gave in to peer-group teasing and ad-man pressure, and submitted to common-or-garden lust.

I didn’t mind answering the call of Nature, how can you? In fact, I longed to answer it with a vigorous ‘Yes!’ I was looking forward to getting this seminal moment over and done with. But no chav-brained group of my girl peers and no lust-crazed member of my boy peers were going to decide where and with whom I entertained entrance of a rampant purple dragon through the intacta portals of my virgo.

Rampant purple dragon. I checked the Net for all the names of the male member. Wouldn’t you guess! Men are so obsessed with their penis they have at least 365 names for it. One for every day of the year. Here are a few of my favourites, not including the more disgusting examples:

Aaron’s Rod, Blind Bob, Captain Standish,

Diplomat, Dribble Dart, Flip Flop,

Giggle Stick, Holy Poker, Little Brother,

Jack-in-the-Box, Merrymaker, Piccolo,

Priapus, Red Cap, Ruffian, Third Leg,

Thumb of Love, Schlong, Short Arm,

Tailpipe, Unicorn, Wazoo, Yum Yum,

Zinger, Zubrick, and (very appropriate for Will’s willy-whacker, as you’ll soon learn) Pink Oboe.

And did you know that the word ‘pencil’ derives from the Latin word for ‘little penis’? Can’t help thinking of it every time I use one. A pencil, I mean.

Not being as obsessed with our pudenda we can’t match the men for the number of words for the vagina, but here are some:

The Vertical Smile (Spanish) and Yoni (Hindu) are my favourites.

Then, apart from the ancient and offensive Cunt, which has its origins fifteen hundred years ago in Old English, and the nasty Twat, an insult devised in the eighteenth century, we can offer:

Gates of Paradise, Bed of Heaven, Happyville, Love Lips, and such Americanisms (as we all know from The Vagina Monologues) as:

Pandora’s Box, Power Bundle, Pussycat, Powderbox,

Fannyboo, Tamale, Poopi, Nishi, Snorcher,

Mongo, Monkey Box, Poonani, Deedee,

Mushmellow, Goulie, Tottita, Mimi.

To continue: Not being in love or fixed up with a regular boyfriend at the time, the only solution to my dilemma about selection of a sex-mate was to make a rational choice and arrange somehow for my deflowering to take place where and when and with whom I wanted it to. And as I say, William Blacklin was the only boy who came anywhere near to fulfilling my requirements. But I wanted to be sure he had no idea what I was up to until I was ready to unveil the plot. I was scared that if he found out too early he’d shy away or frustrate my plans.

Because I had had only four boyfriends, none lasting more than eight weeks and none worthy of the gift of my virginity, my reputation among Will’s friends and playmates was that I was hard to get, snooty if not positively snotty, and therefore either frigid or lesbian. You will have noticed, I’m sure, my daughter, that this is how most teeny boys, not to mention legions of teeny men, generally comfort themselves when faced with a female who is picky about who she goes out with, is firm of will, won’t grant them their dickiest desires on demand, and – this above all – has the mental smarts to unwire their dinky brains. Not that I cared what they thought, not minding a jot about any of them. I thought of them as children with dirty fingernails.

But I was worried that my reputation might put William off. My only hope was somehow to snare him before he realised what was happening. He was nearly two years older than me. That was important. (I actually wished he were even older.) The boys in my own year and even in the year above might as well still have been in primary school they were so childish.

Will was in his last year of school, studying biology, chemistry and physics, the history of music and computer science. He was a good middle-distance runner but refused to take sport seriously, dismissing it as ‘the new opium of the people’. This endeared him to me as much as it disendeared him to the school’s sporty noggins.

Of medium height, half a head taller than me, his body was lithe and long-limbed. I liked to watch it in motion. And – isn’t it strange what attracts you to other people? – Will’s hard-work sweat had a sweet-and-sour spring-air tang quite unlike the bouquet of other men I’d ever sniffed at. It turned me on like no human smell I’d ever nosed. (I’d found this out from close-quarter research during sports afternoons.) I always attempted to stand down wind of him. Even when past its wash-by date, his BO still pleased. Of how many people’s perspiration, even including your own, can you say that?

His hair, cut tantalisingly short, was jet black, his eyes dark hazel, his nose sharp, a bit beaky, and angled very slightly off centre to the left, his mouth medium-wide and full-lipped (I wanted to kiss it all the time), his hands long-fingered, slim, neat (I wanted to feel them all over me). He generally wore loose, out-of-mode clothes – he almost made a fetish of buying them from charity shops – with such comfortable lack of concern that he always looked more in-the-mode than anyone else. He was the sort who could have worn a tent and it would have looked like a Versace. I’m the sort who can make a Saint-Laurent look like a tent. (So why would he want me? I kept asking myself.)

He also wore glasses, as did I. (If you need them, flaunt them. We both scorned contact lenses as deceitful and a nuisance.) At the time, his were down-market versions of sixties-style, round, gold-rimmed granny specs; mine were severe, narrow, oblong-shaped, with minimalist black astrometal frames just then coming into fashion. Not only did he wear his when running a race, I have sometimes known him to wear them during sex. Which gave his face a surprised-owl look as he stretched every muscle for the finishing line, his provocative sweat flying. When I asked him why he did this, he replied that he never wanted to miss anything, and especially liked close-ups, for both of which he needed his specs.

He played the oboe; my delight was the piano. He was a member of the school orchestra; I kept my playing strictly secret, not wanting it to get mixed up with school stuff. He also had a band with some friends: lead guitar, bass guitar, drums, and Will on his oboe, which gave their music an airy unusual quality, and singing. He had a gravelly yet light voice that made the soles of my feet tingle.

He didn’t regard reading a book just for the sake of it as nerdy; reading has always been one of my greatest passions.

As much as anything what mattered was that he made me laugh. Because he was gifted with a dry, oblique, deadpan sense of humour, before people got to know him they often wondered whether he was being funny or snide. This made many among the ancientry as well as his peers uneasy. Most of our teachers were wary of him. They weren’t quite sure whether he was winding them up or not. Intellectual cleverness is often distrusted by those who don’t possess it. Add ambiguity and you add fear. Will mixed both. But once you got to know him you learned that his humour was as conscious and intended as any can be. The trouble was, he didn’t make any concessions to people who hadn’t the wit to catch on. Not that he didn’t notice; he just didn’t care whether they caught on or not. The only way to take him therefore was straight and undiluted. And I liked that about him. It challenged me to be more than I thought I could be.

Finally in this list of qualifications, I chose Will because he wanted everything to be right. For him, good enough was never good enough, only perfect would do. Naturally, this meant he could be infuriating. The boys in his band sometimes fell out with him and left because he was never satisfied with their playing or his own. But they always came back because without him they did nothing and got nowhere.

His perfectionism also meant he frequently thought he was a failure, which in turn meant he was never completely happy. And this belief, this assumption, was Will’s biggest weakness. He sometimes needed reassurance, encouragement, solace, but would never ask for it or even show that he needed it. Of course, I didn’t know this about him at first. When I picked him out for my devirgining he seemed the most self-confident person I’d ever met.

… and Sex

If music be the food of love, as the great god Shakespeare says, and as William Blacklin likes music so much, then, me thought, I’ll capture my chosen one by feeding music to him.

But before I could feed him, I had to cook up a menu to entice him to the meal. A few minutes’ Netsearch turned up a neat little recipe for piano and oboe: Three Romances by Schumann. To be honest it was a grade or two beyond my capacity. But I thought this might be an advantage, because my poor playing compared with his would bolster his male pride. Besides, there wasn’t much to choose from, certainly not in my range of pianistic accomplishment, music for piano and oboe not being exactly thick on the ground, so this one would have to serve as bait with which to catch my Willy. And he took it.

Was I so calculating? Was I so embarrassingly brash? Was I so arrogant that I hadn’t one hint of doubt, one twinge of worry that well-favoured Will might find me less than his delight?

Well, I have horse’s-mouth evidence to help answer those questions. Here’s what I wrote in my pillow book the day I set my trap:

Just sent WB an em.

hi. i’m learning the piano part of schumann’s 3 romances, op 94, for piano and oboe, and need to try it with the oboe. any chance of trying it with you? cordelia kenn

Now I’ve sent it I feel even more like a nerk than when writing it. I mean, why should he care? Why should he bother? I know he knows who I am. But why should he take any notice? Am I out of my mind? Am I stupid? I look like nothing these days. No, not nothing. At least then I’d be invisible. Like – never mind! Like shit. I’m probably not his type at all. And even if he does say yes, which he won’t, just to be helpful, just to be nice – how I detest being niced to – he’ll hate me when he finds out just how bad bad BAD totally hopeless I am and just how no way can I play the fugueing Schumann. I must have been bananas to send him that em. And now it’s too late. Sent. Gone. Delivered. And he’ll tell everybody and they’ll all laugh at me for being so gauche as to think even for one nanosecond that he, the coveted William Blacklin, would pick up such an obvious pass from me, the local dodo.

As for thinking I could get him to – urrrrrrrrgggg.

I hate myself. I loathe myself with the deepest direst loathing. I am in hell. I’m going to the garden to eat worms.

Lordy! He’s emmed back already!

ok ck. name day time place. c u. will b

It’s a YES! I don’t believe it!!!

will b, will b, will u b mine?

say yes, will b, and I will b thine!!!

As you see, I wasn’t so hot as a poet, then, except on the use of exclamations.

Searing rain

But now, my as yet unborn child, I’m tired. I ache with the swell of you. I shall explode. There are times during pregnancy when you feel like a hot-air balloon with a lead weight inside it. No hope of floating.

Anyway, I don’t like stories that go on and on in the same fashion page after page, with no variation, no changes of pace, of mind, of music, no pauses to catch my mental and emotional breath. I like stories that are like the English weather and the English landscape with its hills and wolds and valleys and plains and woods and forests and hedged fields and open moors and wide downs and mini-mountains and silent ponds and lonely lakes and trilling rills and surging streams and curling rivers and haphazard skies and shifting reaches of the sea. A place where nothing is anything for long or is ever too much.

And you can be in love with a place, can’t you? Have you discovered that yet? Which is your place, I wonder, which is your land, your natural home? Even though I don’t feel I belong anywhere or that anywhere belongs to me, I do feel at peace in England and love it as nowhere else. This I’ve learned from trips to foreign lands, one benefit of having a father who is a travel agent.

(If you ask me where my own home is, the only answer I can give is that it’s not a place but words. I live in words and words are where I belong.)

It is night. Your father’s working away from home this week. A sweaty storm rampages outside. A few minutes ago there was an almighty crash of thunder and lightning, which made you jump inside me. I’m getting to know you by your shifts and shimmies. And at the moment you’re as edgy as I am. These days I cry about nothing. I saw an old man trip and fall down in the street today and I started to blub like a fountain. Couldn’t stop. Had to get in the car and drive away.

Tonight we feel alone, you and I.

We long for the touch of your father.

First date

Precisely at the appointed hour William Blacklin arrived, a little black oboe case tucked under his black-leathered arm.

I’d picked an evening when I was house-sitting for my Aunt Doris. She was away on one of her monthly jaunts to London’s theatreland, plays and music being her passions.

Doris. I love Doris dearly. Since my mother’s death when I was five, she’s been my second mother. And she, unmarried and childless, loves me as her surrogate daughter. At that time, when I was fifteen, I trusted her completely. She was the only one who knew everything about me that I knew about myself.

One of her biggest regrets is that she hadn’t the courage of her desire to be an actress, rather than training to be an accountant and spending the rest of her life as a well-paid calculator. All her father’s fault. He was opposed to any daughter of his going on the stage, an insecure and dissolute occupation according to him, though he was happy enough, in fact only too keen, to ogle any dishabille actress who turned up on the telly, preferably so dishabille she was stripped to the nethers. (As you’ll guess, I never liked him and didn’t cry when he died. Let’s not dwell on the other reasons why.) Always a good little girl, Doris was dutiful and foolish enough to listen and obey. She rebelled later, as Little Goody Two Shoes usually does. Seems to me, it’s never too good to be too good when you’re growing up. The longer you leave being bad, the harder you fall. I know what I’m talking about, as you’ll find out.

From the time my mother died, I had a room of my own in Doris’s house – the house where both she and my mother were born and grew up – and often slept in it for a row of nights at a time. From my early teens, when she and Dad thought me responsible enough, I spent the night there when she was away, sometimes alone and sometimes with Izumi for company, we playing at being grown-up and independent.

It was Doris from whom I caught my devotion to the piano. A peach of a player herself, she was the proud owner of a white Bösendorfer baby grand, which lived in a music-only room painted a deep blue-green with white trim at the back of her house. We called it the music box. I first put my fingers to that magnificent instrument when I was seven, after which Doris taught me till I was eleven, when she decided I needed the detached discipline of a professional, a teacher I still see once a week.

*

Being the guardian of my secrets, confessor of my sins, best comforter in calamity, I had told Doris of my hankering for Will. But I hadn’t mentioned that my hankering was only for initiate sex. I hoped this could be taken as read. And it was Doris who suggested I use music as bait to entice him.

‘They used to say,’ Doris mused, ‘the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach. I’ve never found that to be true. In my experience the way to a man’s heart – if he has one, which in many cases is doubtful – is via his dingus. But from what you tell me about the boy William, I’d say the way to his heart is through his head. If, that is,’ she added, smiling, ‘it’s his heart you’re after. And,’ she went on, not pausing for an answer, ‘I’d say what he needs in a girl is someone he can admire. Pretty girls, beautiful girls, certainly sexy girls, are ten a penny. Sounds to me like your William could take his choice. My guess is he’ll choose someone who inspires his respect. And a full frontal approach won’t work, Cordy love.’ (Doris is the only person I ever allow to call me Cordy, a diminutive I detest. Delia I don’t mind; but prefer to be called by my full name.) ‘Lure him with music. Hook him unawares. Play him into admiration. That’s my advice.’

So here we are, a few days later, William and myself, the two of us alone in the music box, setting up our scores and sussing out the interpersonal subtext.

‘Didn’t know you played,’ said Our Hero, wetting his reed with erotic succulence and eyeing the set-up.

‘Just for myself,’ said Our Heroine, with obnoxious modesty. ‘Don’t expect too much. Only a hobby really. Don’t want it to become a school thing.’

‘Bit of a hobby horse, then. Nice piano. And a room just for music. How tonic.’

I’d explained about Doris and the home-alone situation.

‘Should be the dining room, I suppose. But Doris prefers music.’

‘If music be the fruit of love,’ he said.

My heart missed a beat. Had he seen through my plot?

I said, fussing with my score to cover my panic, ‘Food, I think.’

‘Shakespeare?’

‘Who else?’

‘Most quotations seem to be.’

‘Or the Bible.’

‘Or pop songs.’

‘Want to make a start?’

We slaved at the notes for two hours. Two hours! And guess what – in all that time Will uttered not one word, shot not one glance, made not one slightest move that even hinted he was interested in anything but the music. I was not scoring with this score. If music be the food of love, all it seemed to do, as far as I could tell, was feed his desire for more of it.

‘Like a drink – or anything?’ I asked with hint-full emphasis at one moment when we stumbled over a phrase, hoping that during a fermata for refreshment he might move his eyes from the score on to me and I might modulate his mind into a sexier key, like, say, F-sharp. (Sorry! An unworthy pun. But I mean! – the Schumann pieces were called Romances. That’s one reason I picked them.) But no. ‘I’m okay if you are,’ said he, and took to tootling again.

His concentration was infuriating, his tenacity exhausting, his absorption in his playing – well, there’s the rub, you see.

When I told Izumi about it afterwards, she said, ‘Hito-o-norowara, ana-futatsu.’

‘O yes?’

‘Means: When you put curse on another, two graves will wait in cemetery.’

‘Well, thanks!’

But she just laughed in her Japanese way, hand over mouth, and said, ‘You set trap for him, and he trapped you. Isn’t that right?’

And it was. I can even tell you the moment it happened.

There we were, after two hours of o-no! and no-no!, getting on nicely-nicely-thank-you, when suddenly the clouds parted in the sky, the setting sun came swanning in through the french windows and picked out like a spotlight the thin length of Will, in his floppy white T-shirt and sloppy light-blue jeans, his music propped against a pile of books on top of the piano, his fine long fingers dancing a jig on the black rod of his oboe, his succulent lips embracing the reed, his cheeks forming peculiar curves and crevices as he puffed and sucked, his deep hazel eyes focused through his glasses intently on the score, the whole of him, body, mind and soul, totally absorbed, totally engaged, all of his self completely at one with what he was doing. And:

He was so unbearably beautiful, so adorable, so completely himself, I couldn’t take my longing eyes off him and as a result lost my place, tripped over the keys, stumbled to a stop, and fell passionately in love.

Love me do

How scornful I’d always been of ‘soppy romance’, of saying it with flowers, of candlelit dinners, of whispered lovey-dove, of moonlight mush, of secret swapping of amorous tokens, of all things valentine. She speaks, O speak again, bright angel! All that Romeo and Juliet stuff. Yuk yuk, puke puke, excuse me while I slash my jeans with a Stanley knife. I knew girls were supposed to like it, but I didn’t. Or perhaps I only pretended that I didn’t. As a kind of protection? What you can’t have you pretend you don’t want. What you long for the most, you scorn the most.

But there I was, in a moment, in a flash, suffused with symptoms of seduction: flushes of hot sweats, dizziness of the brain, yearnings of the lips, hastings of the heart, pricklings of the breasts, churnings in the belly, weakness in the knees, wobbles in the legs, tinglings in the inner thighs, liquid fire gorging my vag, heaving of sighs. And afterwards: sudden loss of appetite, inability to sleep or to concentrate on anything other than the object of desire, imagination breeding fantasies of what might be, could be, was wished for, and an insatiable need to wallow in the very poetry that had so far received only my disdain: Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day? If thou must love me, let it be for naught Except for love’s sake only, My true love hath my heart and I have his, How I do love thee, Let me count the ways …

What’s more, I couldn’t keep news of my in-loveness to myself. I just had to tell someone. Not Doris. Not yet. I didn’t want adult advice, didn’t want help, especially didn’t want an I-told-you-so look in her eyes. There’s nothing more irritating than being told you’re doing precisely what you said you’d never do and were told you certainly would. Older people – relatives and friends at least – should have the decency to pretend they never ever thought such a thing.

I told Izumi. She was glad, as a best friend should be, and envious too, which pleased me. She was without a boyfriend at the time. She was generally agreed to be the most beautiful girl in our year. But she found most Western males too aggressive, too harsh and loud, too in-your-face, as, she said, Japanese women often do. Also she once told me it was not the boy but the love letters and little gifts and other such signs of passion that she really liked. It was love play that she wanted, not love itself. And you know how good most boys are at all that.

As a present for my fifteenth birthday Izumi had given me an English-language copy of one of her favourite books, The Pillow Book of Sei Shōnagon, written a thousand years ago by a Japanese woman in her early twenties who was a lady-in-waiting at the court of the emperor’s first wife. Izumi explained that it’s one of the masterpieces of Japanese literature. We read many parts of it together, and soon it became one of my favourite books too. Sei Shōnagon seemed more alive to us, more ‘there’ than many of the people we met every day. This is sometimes the case with books, don’t you find? And it was because of Sei’s Pillow Book that I secretly started keeping my own.

Now, ten months later, when I told Izumi of my sudden hunger for love poetry, she told me about the poetry written by other young Japanese women who lived around the same time as Sei Shōnagon. And particularly about Izumi Shikibu, after whom my Izumi had been named by her mother because she was a big fan of the long-dead but still-alive poet. This poet Izumi had numerous hot affairs, two of them with sons of the emperor, the second of which, Prince Atsumichi, was the true love of her life. When he died she composed hundreds of poems mourning her departed lover, which I think must be some of the best poems of love and grief ever written.

All of Izumi Shikibu’s poems and of the other women’s are very short, what the Japanese call tanka. My Izumi could recite some of them by heart, in English translation as well as in Japanese, which she did that day she introduced them to me. After which I couldn’t wait to get my hands on them. A couple of days later she gave me a little Japanese notebook covered with traditional red ‘dragonfly’-patterned paper, into which she had copied in careful neat writing a selection of her own favourites. I treasure it, have added favourites of my own, and look forward to the day when the time has come to give it to you.

Here is the poem by Izumi Shikibu that first drew me.

Wishing to see him,

to be seen by him –

if only he

were the mirror

I face each morning.

It said exactly what I felt about Will. So short and simple, yet behind the simple words and between the few short lines there lies much more that cannot be said, or is best left unsaid. It was like a snapshot of my thoughts and like an x-ray of my feelings. It spoke of love without using any of the clapped-out over-cooked language I’d always sneered at. It and Izumi Shikibu’s other poems helped me see that in my own flush of love there was something wonderful and special to me that was not just a repeat performance of the same old experience everyone has had from the year dot.

Something else. I felt as I read that little poem again and again that the words were mine, that I had written them, that the poem belonged in some particular and exclusive way to me. This made me want to write more of my mopes. Gave me the confidence to do so. Showed me the way. Gave me a model, a pattern to work to – a recipe for a different kind of dish from any I had made before. Which I did during the next few weeks, one after another, pouring all my passion for William into them.

They make me smile with embarrassment now, some of them. And naturally, they’re mostly pale copies of the ones they were based on. But so what! As my English teacher, Ms Martin, told me, you have to start somehow, and how better than by imitating the best poems you can find? That’s the way you learn how to write. They helped me at the time, and I’m glad to have my first embarrassing mopes because they remind me more vividly than anything else of what I was and how I felt then. Better than photos or old clothes or school reports or mementos or souvenirs, however evocative these may be. I like poetry so much because for me it resurrects life and remakes the world.

*

Let’s have a fermata, a pause for a change of air. Here’s a passage of the kind I was writing in my pillow book around the time I fell for Will. (I’ll give us changes of air like this when I feel we need them as my story progresses.)

A-whoring

I don’t go a-whoring. But I might. One day, I might. One night. For the fun of it. The excitement. The risk. The danger. Just to try it. Just to see what it’s like.

But of course I won’t. Still. A-whoring. On the streets. At night. In the dark glow of back-street lights. On the corner. In a whore dress. Tight top. Short black-leather mini-skirt. Slinky broad-mesh black stockings. A wig of long blonde hair. Loads of make-up.

I’ll drawl to passing men, ‘Looking for business?’

They’ll ask, ‘How much? Have you somewhere to go?’

To go a-whoring.

Moonshine.

Where do such fantasies come from, such desires, such temptations? Is there an instinct in us all, everybody, us girls anyway, to go a-whoring?

And by whose lights a-whoring? Whose word a-whoring? A-hunting for a mate maybe. A vestigial urge of the virgin.

Or like the girl, young woman actually, in Bangkok I saw on tv the other night. A man, an Australian journalist with a camcorder taking time out from his job, picked her up in a whore-bar, but didn’t want her for sex (so he said) but because he liked the look of her and wanted to be with her and talk to her.

Of course he asked her why she went a-whoring, the way men do, as if they didn’t know and weren’t a-whoring themselves when they ask it. She said her family in the country was very poor and needed money to pay for their little house and bit of only-just-enough land to live on, so that house and land could not be taken from them by a greedy landlord. She had come to the city, never having been before, an innocent virgin, to earn the money her family needed, and whoring was the only work she could find.

The Ozzy journalist befriended her, went with her to meet her family. And then said he would give her the money they needed (little enough by Ozzy-Western standards) if she would give up whoring and stay with her parents. She said she would. He gave her the money and went back to Oz.

But he couldn’t get her out of his mind. Was haunted by her. Believed he was in love with her. So he returned a year later. But she wasn’t with her family. She had gone back to Bangkok. He searched till he found her. She was working in a worse whorehouse than before. And when he asked her why she had gone a-whoring again, having promised that she wouldn’t, she said, ‘Because it is my fate.’

Is there such a thing as fate?

I want to be unfated. I want to be an unfettered free spirit. But if fate means something inevitable, something required, something that you must do because you cannot escape it, then I know it is not my fate to go a-whoring, but it is my fate to put words on paper.

Sausage fingers

If I hadn’t fallen for Will I suppose I’d have got on with things – meaning sex – much faster. As it was, I became so anxious not to put him off by coming on too strong, and not to lose him by seeming too gauche and uncool, that I went into extreme fem mode and waited for him to make the next move. Which seemed like waiting for a rock to roll itself uphill.

A week went by, eight days to be exact, before he bestirred himself, by which time I was in despair and also ready to chop him into little pieces. Then he sent an email.

again? my place after school thursday? wb

You could never accuse Will of loquacity.

We cycled to his house, detached, just off the common, great view across the Golden Valley, very spick-and-span. No one in.

Hopes fluttered. Please let him have more than music in mind.

Coffee and bickies in bright and shiny all mod cons kitchen.

Like to taste my lips? No such luck.

Off to big L-shaped sitting room. Comfy slumpy furniture, flower pictures on walls, not my taste. Big-screen tv, expensive sound system, videos, CDs, no sign of books, view of tennis-court-sized walled back garden through floor-to-ceiling panoramic windows viewing rustic arbour twined with roses. Black Yamaha upright geared for silent playing if required in the ell of the L.

Then an hour of trouble, for me anyway, with the second movement of the Schumann. Way beyond me when so distracted. My fingers were like sausages because of something he’d said in the kitchen.

Like you do, I’d asked him what his father did.

‘He’s a boxer.’

‘A boxer?’

Deadpan: ‘Yes. He puts people in boxes and buries them.’

I still didn’t catch on. ‘What? He’s a boxer who buries people?’ Lordy, why am I so thick sometimes?

‘Yes. He’s an undertaker.’

‘An undertaker!’

‘A funeral director. A mortician. A disposer of the dead.’

‘Yes yes, thanks, I’ve got it,’ I said, edgy with my stupid self but sounding like I was edgy with him, and blushing, dammit, I know I was blushing. ‘Just surprised, that’s all. I mean—’ and only just stopped in time.

‘It’s okay, I know what you mean,’ he said, smiling with turned-down lips. ‘Dad owns Richmonds. Peter Richmond is my granddad, my mother’s father. Dad worked for him before he married Mum. Then he became a partner. Granddad’s retired now, so Dad runs the firm.’

Not sure I wanted to know all that, but it covered my confusion while I readjusted my face. I couldn’t help imagining dead bodies lying about the house, waiting to be got rid of, and me stumbling over them if I went to the loo. Also that Will must somehow be, I dunno, infected, like death was a contagious disease (well it is pretty pandemic after all). And then I thought, Lordy! I’ve chosen a boy for sex who cohabits with dead bodies – well, not cohabits exactly, but lives with them anyway. All a bit of a facer, as Doris would say.

‘So,’ I said, off-hand as possible, ‘you’ll be joining your dad when you leave school? Keep the family business going.’

He laughed like this was a big joke. But I was being dead (sorry!) serious. Wasn’t sure I wanted to be attached, however loosely, to a person in the boxing business.

‘No, not me,’ he said. ‘My brother’s plodding in the parental footsteps, thank god. I help out now and then when needed, but that’s all.’

‘Help out?’ Images montaged in my mind of Will doing rather-I-didn’t-know-about things with rather-I-didn’t-look-at dead bodies.

‘Underbear.’

‘Sorry?’

‘Carry coffins at funerals. Nothing nasty.’

‘Yes?’

‘Easy extra cash. But I draw the line at anything more hands on.’

I was relieved to hear it, and the mixed metaphor had the benefit of making me laugh, which he seemed to take as an encouraging sign.

‘Like to have a go?’ he said.

‘Eh?’ said I, thinking for one ghastly moment he meant underbearing.

‘The second movement.’

‘O! Yes, sure.’ And right then I was happier to play the piano than go for anything more carnal.

Thus the reason my fingers turned to sausages.

After about an hour that felt like a decade Will said, ‘Maybe you’re not up for it today?’

Which didn’t exactly do much for my super-ego self-esteem. Do boys ever think before they say things like that?

‘Bit off form,’ I mumbled, feeling like going to the garden to eat worms.

‘How about Saturday afternoon for another try?’

O, speak again, bright angel!

‘Sure,’ said I, and added too quickly dammit, ‘Doris won’t mind if we use her place and she’ll be away, I expect.’ (If she wasn’t I’d make sure she was going to be, not that in the event she put up any objection, being the understanding godsend she is. ‘If at first you don’t succeed,’ she said.)

He laughed – well he would, wouldn’t he – and said, ‘Sounds good.’

‘It might,’ said I, holding my hands up and attempting a joke – o fatal fool! – ‘if I can manage to exchange these for fingers.’

At which he had the good manners to laugh again. ‘In recovery already,’ he said.

And just then, when I was thinking we might even get as far as a goodbye kiss if nothing more, Mrs Blacklin arrived home. A bossy-boots, if ever I saw one. Not my lucky day at all.

The usual introductions.

‘Stay to dinner,’ she said or rather ordered. ‘We’re having stew.’

‘Very kind,’ said I, no hesitation, ‘but I’m expected home, sorry.’

And I pedalled off, Will watching from the gate, which made me do a silly wobble when I turned round to see if he was still there and when I saw he was made me hyper aware of my feet, which felt as big as surfboards, and of my bum switching about on the saddle, which felt like an elephant’s perched on a pinhead.

O god, he is so gorgeous, dammim.

Question: Why doesn’t a desirable like him have a regular girl?

Answer: Because of his funereal background?

Question: Does it put me off?

Answer: Not on your nelly, it doesn’t, ducky!

As Father says, Experience is the best laboratory. No trying, no knowing.

Or as Oscar Wilde put it, Experience is the name we give to our mistakes.

No no, Oscar, darl: Experience is the name of the whole darn game.

O, give me the experience I crave, Will B.

Then what will be will be Will B.

Idle activities that give me pleasure

There’s a summerhouse at the bottom of our garden. We call it a summerhouse, but it’s really nothing more impressive than a large wooden hut with windows and some cane furniture. The front opens so that it can be turned into a kind of arbour. It gives me pleasure to sit there and do nothing, especially when the weather’s warm enough to open the front, because I like the feeling of being inside and outside at the same time. The lazy feeling that I’m doing something by doing nothing gives me pleasure.

Also in our garden I have one of those small trampolines that are hardly bigger than a bass drum. It relaxes me and gives me pleasure when I’m tense to jump up and down on it in all weathers, even in the rain. I like to bounce on it with nothing on except a loose short thin dress so that I can feel the air all over my body, and especially between my legs. Even on a cold winter day this is exciting and refreshing. I would do this naked, but our garden is over-looked and I know the old man who lives next door watches me from his upstairs window. I see the glint reflecting from the lens of his binoculars. It gives me pleasure to know he’s watching but can’t see what he’d most like to see. I feel young and alive and healthy and immortal at these times.

Lying in bed in the morning with the window open so that I can hear the early morning traffic and people hurrying to work when I have nothing to do gives me pleasure.

Curling up on my lover’s lap while he reads or watches tv and I drift between waking and sleeping gives me pleasure.

Waiting

Our third date with Schumann. I wait and wait and Will doesn’t arrive.

I detest hanging about, waiting for people who are late. I can’t do anything but wait. I was even worse when I was fifteen than I am now.

Back and forth to the window. Sitting. Trying to read and not. Trying to listen to music and finding it irritating. Tidying my room. Back to the window.

It was stupid, I knew. Ridiculous. I was as angry with myself for being like this as I was with Will for not arriving.

An hour. Still he didn’t turn up.

He was due at one that Saturday afternoon. I’d spent half the morning preparing. My hair was a mess whatever I did to it. My make-up was wrong. I had nothing to wear. Trying this, trying that, on and off and on again. Nothing. And all the time: anticipation, suppressed excitement, fantasies of how he could be, might be, wished he would be. Fears, anxieties, inadequacies gnawing at me – my ugly body, my terrible looks, my ghastly teeth, my rotten breath, my putrid sweat, my too small tits, my chubby bum, my wrongness for him.

Staring in the full-length mirror every which possible way. The mirror my friend, the mirror my enemy. Every pore inspected close up. Pawing every pore, every imperfection, every blemish, every incipient pimple, second-guessing nature.

Then telling my exasperated self, ‘To hell with him!’ and settling for myself. ‘I am what I am. Take me or leave me.’

And waiting.

And waiting.

And still he doesn’t come.

I began to hate him.

I began to hate myself for being so bothered. Why should I care? Why did I care? Why did I allow myself to be so upset? Was he upset? How could I know? But whether he was or he wasn’t, I was only tormenting myself.

Then, after an hour of wait-rage, a phone call. His father needed him to underbear. Short-handed. Unexpected. An emergency. Why, I asked, hadn’t he called earlier? Been trying to find someone else to do the job but couldn’t. Then he’d had to leave. A village funeral. Old-fashioned. Long. The service was going on in church. He’d nipped out to call me on his mobile. He was sorry.

‘Sorry!’ said I, furious, in a sulk, unforgiving. ‘So you should be!’

‘I’ll get there as soon as I can,’ he said, placatory.

‘Don’t bother!’ said I, tart as a lemon.

‘Got to go,’ he said and disconnected.

I was so spitting angry I couldn’t spit. Pent-up wishes, unfulfilled hopes, ruined fantasies. How such disappointments consume you like a poison. And to make matters worse, telling him not to bother: cutting my nose off to spite my face.

I was beside myself.

I like that phrase, ‘beside myself’, it’s so right. At such times you do feel you’re two people – the angry one exploding your body, and the other you, watching – calm, cool, scornful of your tiresome anger.

I rang Izumi. She came straight over.

Izumi

I used to wonder what I would do without Izumi. And sometimes I still miss her like you might miss an arm or a leg. We met when we were both thirteen soon after she came to England with her family. Her father was a businessman, an executive with a Japanese car firm which had a factory nearby. They stayed for four years before her father was sent back to Tokyo. We still email, but not as often as we used to. It’s hard to keep up a friendship when you never meet. We both said we would but we haven’t so far.

She was very unhappy for the first few weeks after she arrived. Her English was good. But she looked scared most of the time and wouldn’t speak to anyone unless she really had to. When talking to teachers she hardly spoke above a whisper, so they gave up asking her anything because it was too embarrassing and they didn’t want to upset her. Some of the boys tried to chat her up – she was so beautiful they couldn’t help themselves – but the more they tried the more withdrawn Izumi became. After a while they left her alone, and, as boys do in defence of their hurt vanity when suffering from a frustrated overflow of C19H28O2, aka testosterone, they told each other that she was stuck-up and stand-offish, and no doubt went around kicking tin cans and wronging the ancientry before satisfying their desires by hand.

At break and lunch times she would hide in some secluded place or sit in the library, keeping herself to herself.

Though Izumi’s father, who’d lived in England before, had prepared her well, she still suffered from culture shock. And as none of us knew any Japanese or anything much about Japan, we did everything wrong. We would go up to her, for instance, trying to be friendly, look her straight in the eyes and smile, and say ‘Hi,’ and ‘Are you from Japan?’ and ‘Come and sit with us.’ We didn’t know this is not the Japanese way. They don’t look strangers in the eyes; they don’t rap out invitations that seem to say ‘take it or leave it’; they don’t say ‘I’d like this’ or ‘I think that’ or ‘No thanks, not now.’ Self-assertive in-your-face behaviour is regarded as rude and aggressive. Even for modern Japanese girls, Western boys – and even worse, Western men – can seem loud and threatening. No wonder Izumi was upset all the time.

I took to her as soon as I saw her. She was from a different world, which made her interesting. But that aside, I loved her neat small body, her olive-toned silky skin, her delicate face with its almond eyes, and her long sleek raven-black hair, always perfectly cut and groomed, which curtained her face as she bent over her work or hung her head to avoid other people’s eyes. But much more drew me to her than her foreignness and her beauty. There was something magnetic about her, an aura. I immediately felt one of those intuitive certainties you can never quite explain that someone is just right for you, is a companion.

Thank the lord I was savvy enough not to attempt to befriend her, because I saw how she rejected those who did. At thirteen, one thing I couldn’t handle was rejection. That’s one reason why I acquired my reputation among the boys of being hard to get and a sex-snob. But I wasn’t. It was self-defence, that’s all.

Then, after lunch one sunny autumn day a few weeks after Izumi joined us, I wanted to be on my own and sat down by myself under a maple tree on the edge of the school field well away from the buildings. I didn’t know Izumi was sitting round the other side (do trees have sides?), where she hoped she wouldn’t be seen. But she sneezed. I peeked round to see who was there. She was eating lunch. She never ate school food but always brought her own Japanese-style food arranged like a work of art, a still life, in a black-lacquered box. Delicious. I’d spied on her at other times, always envying her exquisite lunchbox. She ate with chopsticks, delicately, slowly, almost as if performing a religious ritual. Watching her was like watching a play, I loved it, she was so studied and graceful and so wholly attentive to what she was doing. And I could imagine how our gobbling manners must offend her. I longed to learn how to eat like her, how to behave with such grace and unfussy careful elegant style. By comparison, I felt crude and coarse and brutish.

Under the glowing golden maple that autumn day, I wanted to shift round and sit beside her and somehow or other ease through her reserve and win her acceptance. The wish to befriend her, to be her friend, the strength of my desire to know her, flushed me with determination. I’ve always been quite good, I think, at seizing the right moment when it comes, and not letting it pass me by. Before that I can hesitate and dither and feel sure of failure. But at those rare times when a truly important moment arrives, I seem to recognize it, something clicks inside me, and whatever doubts and wobbles I may have suffered until then seem to disappear in a surge of will-to-do.

But I didn’t know this at thirteen. That was one of the self-learning times. I’m going through another now, as I carry you in my swollen womb and ready myself to mother you. Doris says life is a succession of learning zones, and I’m finding out that she’s right.

I hadn’t started writing my pillow book yet, or even my mopes, so I don’t have an at-the-time record of what happened next. But I remember it vividly.

I knew better than to follow my impulse to sit beside Izumi. Such an intrusion would be the last thing she’d want. I tried to put myself in her place, tried to imagine what might win me over, if I were feeling alone and unhappy in a foreign land. I decided I’d like a message, written not spoken, so I wouldn’t have to answer unless I wanted to, and wouldn’t be confronted by the other person face to face when receiving it. The message would have to be personal, but be something about the other person not about me, so I wouldn’t be embarrassed by anything she wrote. And it would have to be trusting and private so that it was like a little gift, but not too private, because that would be too intimate for a first approach. (I wouldn’t trust anyone who was so self-revealing before we even knew anything ordinary about each other.) The message would be special but still somehow only a message, not a confession or a secret.

Nor could it wait. The moment was right. The message must be given to her now, while we were sitting by ourselves on opposite sides of the tree, or it would be too late.

The problem was, I didn’t have any paper or anything to write with. And of course there was the problem of how to give Izumi my message without putting her off by handing it to her. But when something is meant to happen the answers to problems come to you out of nowhere and you find what you need lying around waiting for you. In this case, a fallen leaf, a twig, and an eye-liner.

A carpet of fallen leaves covered the ground all round the tree. A wind the night before had brought down a harvest of them, fresh leaves in lovely bright golds and reds and pale yellows and washed-out greens. And as they’d been so recently plucked by the ruthless wind from their parent branches they weren’t dry and brittle but still firm and even leathery, like vellum perhaps, or parchment. Easy to write on with something soft and painterly. Like my black eye-liner, which naturally I’d brought with me in my little security bag containing keys, mobile, make-up and other necessities.

As for the message, when I thought I was alone under the tree before Izumi’s sneeze gave her away, I’d been thinking how mega-gorgeous the autumn trees looked, how tasty the sun-soaked sky, how refreshing the air after inhaling the school’s recycled breath all morning. And because I suppose I must have been a little sad or perhaps only because autumn can be a melancholy time, I’d been saying to myself these lines:

But you are lovely leaves, where we

May read how soon things have

Their end, though ne’er so brave:

And after they have shown their pride,

Like you a while: they glide

Into the grave.

(‘To Blossoms’ by Robert Herrick, 1591 to 1674. And if you’re wondering how I knew such a poem when I was only thirteen, the answer is a loved teacher, Ms Martin – but I’ll tell you about her later.)

Thinking about that, I knew at once the message I wanted to send to Izumi.

As for the way to deliver it: lying near me was a little branch, hardly more than a twig, rather like a wobbly arrow in fact, or a sleeping snake perhaps, about half a metre long, which the wind had snapped from the tree. The end where it had broken off was split as if sliced by a knife.

So I wrote my message with my black eye-liner on the underside of a pale-yellow leaf, fixed the leaf into the split end of the snaky twig, and then carefully flicked my message-stick round the tree trunk, hoping it would land at Izumi’s feet.

This is what I wrote:

Izumi. I like poetry. Cordelia.

Of course, I didn’t know why she was called Izumi, or that she was also potty on poetry, or that the Japanese are a nation of poetry buffs – they hold poetry competitions in which millions, really millions, of people take part. So I didn’t know that my little personal declaration would touch her where she lived.

For a few nervy minutes nothing happened. I sat as still as a hibernating hedgehog, all of me on tenter hooks (a row of hooks or bent nails on which cloth is stretched out to dry after dyeing or washing, and that’s certainly how I felt).

After a while, I heard a light small voice coming from the other side of the tree, which at first I thought was singing a song without words, but then realised was saying something in Japanese. The something was a poem. I knew because everyone in every language I’ve ever heard seems to use a half-speaking, half-singing voice when intoning poetry. Later, after we became friends, I asked Izumi to say again what she’d said that day, and this is it in Westernised Japanese words:

Katami tote

nani ka nokosan

haru wa hana

natsu hototogisu

aki wa momijiba.

After which there was silence again, before I heard Izumi’s still small voice say:

‘This mean something like:

What might I leave you

as a last gift when my time comes?

Springtime flowers,

the cuckoo singing all summer

the yellow leaves of autumn.’

Then another silence, before:

‘But my translation not good, sorry, Cordelia.’

I said, ‘I liked it, Izumi. Both in your language and in mine.’

‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘By Japanese poet Ryōkan.’

Then silence again.

And again I waited. Now I didn’t know what to do. My certainty deserted me. I suppose, when you’ve risked yourself, and made the first move, you wait for the other person to take the next step. And not knowing anything about Izumi or her culture I didn’t understand that in her own mind she’d already taken that step by reciting a poem. I wanted her to come and sit beside me. Not words, but an action. It hadn’t occurred to me that words are actions.

Luckily, because of my sudden loss of confidence I held my tongue and did nothing. Sometimes doing nothing is a better way of making progress than doing something. Or as my father puts it: Do nothing till you have to.

At last, I heard Izumi stand up, and her footsteps approaching round the tree. Perhaps she was coming to join me after all. But instead of stopping when she reached me, she walked straight on without a pause, across the field towards school, and didn’t look back once.

I let her go, waited until she’d reached the buildings, then followed her, not knowing what her departure meant but feeling that at least I’d tried.

In class that afternoon Izumi behaved exactly as before, giving no sign of any kind, not even a glance, that acknowledged me and our exchange.

I had a club after school that day. When I got home a little package was waiting for me. Inside was an oblong cardboard box that looked like it was made from pressed autumn leaves. I thought at first it was a pencil case. But inside were two pairs of chopsticks, one pair jet black, one pair Japanese red, and each pair decorated in gold on the thicker ends with a design representing leaves and water and mountains.

Inscribed on the inside of the lid was an email address:

izumi.yd@mymail.com

Guessing this must surely be an invitation, I replied at once:

izumi. thanx. when? cordelia.

And that’s how our friendship began.

Put out put on

Back to Will not turning up for our Saturday date. Izumi came over. I told her what had happened. She listened, she was always such a good listener, one of her best qualities – one of the best qualities in any true friend. She sympathised, comforted, reminded me of her own similar times. And then suddenly broke into a fit of Japanese giggles. Why? Why? Because, she said from behind her hand and between bouts, it was so funny (giggle giggle) that I had been (giggle giggle) stood up, or at least (giggle) let down (giggle) – me, who for the first time (giggle giggle giggle) was really serious (mega giggles) about a boy, when, she said, calming down at last, it was only to be expected, boys being boys.

Luckily, I saw the funny side too, or rather, was infected by her laughter, which is the nicest kind of infection. We held on to each other while we giggled till tears were running down our faces. And when our laughter subsided we held hands and kissed and repeated how
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