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			INTERPRETATION The process of elucidating and expounding the meaning of something abstruse, obscure, etc. 

			 

			LOVE Psychoanalysts have as much difficulty defining such a protean concept as do others. 

			 

			A Critical Dictionary of Psychoanalysis, Charles Rycroft, Penguin Reference, 1986
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			It would take too long to explain the intimate 

			alliance of contradictions in human nature 

			which makes love itself wear at times 

			the desperate shape of betrayal.

			And perhaps there is no possible explanation.

			 

			A Personal Record, Joseph Conrad

			
			

		

	
		
			
			

			PROFESSOR MALCOLM MILLER

			The day before the Wedding Reception

			I am an old man now, older than my years. I drink too much and find reasons not to exercise, not to socialise (ghastly word, my apologies). I love no-­one, or almost no-­one, not any more. I exist in a sort of tepid slurry of dissatisfaction with myself and my life. Now and again a brief twang of desire for a specific pleasure echoes through me; could be sex, could be a new idea, could be a few stirring chords on a piano. But nothing persists. I am soon able to turn away and slouch back to my familiar toad-­like existence. That too, I am hideous now. Layers of mottled superfluous skin lie around my neck, and my eyes, behind my glasses, are moribund. I am sitting here in my comfortable apartment on the second floor of the rather classy little housing unit built for us Oxford academic oldies looking out at the view of the charming twelfth-­century church, St Ethelburga, and its assortment of ancient gravestones. Inevitably, such a reminder of the eternal verities can easily ruffle one’s ordinary, hard-­held complacency and I have been meditating, as I do often these days, on some of the significant choices made by me in the past. 

			
			

			Of all the truths I have garnered from my long and rather unsatisfactory life I think the most durable and the most alarming is the promiscuity of our perceptions. Faithless disciples, our eyes are, but even more than our eyes, our subsequent deductions, our rambling conclusions, our firm convictions, will go to bed with anyone, any thought, any image, and swear in the morning that it did happen, or, actually, it did not happen. They were not there. We were not there. We saw nothing or we saw everything. It was good, it was bad. It was simply marvellous. We need no new landscapes but only new eyes. We believe what we see but first, we decide what we will see. Not consciously, of course, but secretly, deviously, leaving no compromising fingerprints. And the engine of all this deception? Our appetites. Our infinite hunger. Our ghastly fears. There is nothing new in this perspective. Miniature Tantaluses (or would that be Tantali?) we are surrounded by delicious and gratifying delicacies without any hope of ever reaching them and, only if we could see them as the empty and worthless trivia that they are could we then resist the yearning for them and live peaceful, calm, sated and presumably happy lives? But how dull. How infinitely tedious that would be. Do you not agree? And I realise I must make something clear: I speak of people, not things. Of emotions, of loves and hates, of our sentient responses to that vast cluster of human beings whom in the course of the average life we will encounter along the way. I have tried to acquire indifference on this long journey. I have failed but I have done my best. I am nearly there. My age helps.

			
			

			Who or possibly what am I? I would describe myself as a retired Oxford don, a former Professor of Old Testament Studies at Pembroke, a crusty old bachelor with a dicky heart. There are other variations of me along the corridor and a decent wine list downstairs in the communal dining-­hall. Sally, the newest and sweetest of the care staff, seems to have adopted me as her special pet and I do not protest. 

			Why then should you care about the story I am about to tell? The answer is short and to the point. It is not, or I did not think it was, in the end, about me. I speak as the messenger, the observer, the prompter, and although I have more or less driven this old skill of mine into the ground, I can still form a sentence, still find a verb, still nail down the iridescent adjective which will transform a squalid mud puddle into gold. So, here goes. 

			My story is about a letter. The letter, which is propped up there on the windowsill, was given to me some fifty years ago by my elder sister Sophy. On the envelope is written in my sister’s elegant longhand, ‘Dr Joseph Bradshaw. Private and Personal’. It was written in the summer of 1946 when I was almost twenty and after Sophy had established that Joe had survived the war and just before she and her husband Kurt went off to a little holiday cottage practically on the beach just south of Merebridge for a few brief and happy days with four-­year-­old Agnes. How effortlessly we made our plans. How confidently. 

			
			

			After the three of them had spent a few days there I would drive my old Morris Eight the few miles down the Wirral coast and hand over the car and they would then drive on to Chester and I would bring Agnes home with me. Scanning the Dee Estuary again when I drove down had reminded me of the reassuringly austere and unregimented outlook all along that coast. Sophy and I had grown up in Merebridge, on the edge of this vast stretch of undulating brown sand with nothing but glimpses of the Irish Sea beyond and the shadow of the Welsh mountains there on the horizon. When I look back what I remember is the utter peace of it all and, as I drove, my eyes dwelt lovingly on the familiar rocks fissured like old skin and on the grass-­lined dunes beside them as I listened to the wind full of the seagulls’ cries. That day Sophy had been so happy and sparkly and indiscreet. ‘Honestly, Mally, I think we made love ALL night!’ And she grinned and wriggled and I thought I had never seen her so full of life and joy. I handed the car over to them, ‘the engine of death’ as I rather dramatically termed it to myself later on, and then travelled back home on the train with little Agnes. ‘Have you delivered the letter, Mally?’ Sophy had whispered and I had sort of half-­nodded, sort of half-­shaken my head for of course I hadn’t, being a well-­practised procrastinator, but I knew I would and so I had said, ‘Don’t worry.’ I had planned to do it the very next day; however, by then everything had changed.

			
			

			The farewell to Agnes was not a good one. She was sitting on the rocks watching Sophy in her Sunday best walk along the sands towards the ramp up to the road where Kurt was waiting when suddenly she ran after her mother, crying, shouting, ‘Don’t go Mummy. You might drown.’ She must have thought Sophy was walking into the sea and it may have been partly Sophy’s fault that she had this misapprehension as her mother had warned her again and again not to go too far while the tide was out since she had heard that it would come in with the speed of a galloping horse: just the kind of detail Agnes would always remember. ‘Don’t leave me alone,’ shouted Agnes, but she was not alone; I was there. Sophy had kissed her goodbye. ‘Uncle Mally will look after you. I’ll be back soon,’ Sophy had called. ‘Be good.’ 

			So I took Agnes back with me on the train. I had never spent much time with her before this but I was today her only protector and she allowed me, with absolute trust, to fulfil that role. She sat on my knee and we peered together out of the window down into the back gardens of the small houses we passed and looked for the quick glimpses of the sea that we could sometimes make out between them. She smiled at everything, and when we stopped at the small station platforms along the way I opened the window and she stood on the seat and leant out while I put my arm around her tiny delicate body and then she collapsed back onto my knee when the train started again. ‘I saw him waving his flag and blowing his whistle, Uncle Mally.’ How vividly a child’s face can radiate happiness, I thought, and I had never known that. And, in a curious way I felt both proud and enormously touched by her presence. ‘Mummy and Daddy will be back soon,’ she confided to me. 

			
			

			When we arrived at Merebridge it was a short walk along Stanley Drive to the vicarage and I took her hand but I could see that she was tired and suddenly she stopped and lifted up her arms and said, ‘Please carry me Uncle Mally.’ And so I picked her up, so light, so small, and she put her arms around my neck and her cheek on mine. ‘I love you, Uncle Mally,’ she said and I of course responded, ‘And I love you too Agnes.’

			I found I was walking with such care. Every step I took along the wide sunny pavement through the shadows of the lime trees was freighted with significance for I was carrying this incarnation of innocence. I was suddenly aware of the unknown life with all its terrors and excitements that stretched ahead of her and resolved to look after her forever. When we got home and I had, with some reluctance, handed Agnes over to my mother, it was tea-­time and then my mother bathed Agnes while my father and I started a game of chess which we never finished. Almost at once he had a phone call to say that there had been a car crash, Kurt was dead and my sister was seriously injured and in Chester Memorial Hospital. My father drove us to Chester. Sophy was dying and he gave her the last rites. I did not know what to do or where to look. I mainly remember not wanting to be there. She knew in so far as she knew anything that Kurt was dead and she was talking incoherently about Joe and Agnes and I am not sure any of it made sense to my father but it did to me. ‘You delivered it,’ she said to me at one stage and of course I nodded. ‘Yes, Sophy.’ ‘Then he’ll have it.’ She died soon after. On the way back, I drove my grief-­shattered father while he sat with his head in his hands, maybe praying, and I watched the headlights on the road and thought of the letter still in my room at home.

			
			

			When we got back Agnes was tucked up in bed upstairs, knowing nothing of all this, while my parents and I had whispered, subdued, weeping conversations about what to do. At some stage I said, ‘I need to get back to college,’ and neither of my parents questioned this.

			
			

			In the morning I woke to an unnaturally quiet house. In the sitting room I found Agnes and my mother side by side on the sofa. Agnes had her legs drawn up and was fiddling with the tops of her ankle socks while my mother was making useless gestures with her hands and saying, ‘Stop fidgeting, Agnes.’ Agnes’s face was white, her eyes wide, her mouth twisted as though she had been fed something disgusting. ‘Uncle Mally,’ she said, ‘I need my mummy.’ She struggled off the sofa and ran towards me and I could see that her eyes were suddenly filled with hope: I was the person to whom her mother had entrusted her only yesterday, we had shared such joy on our train journey, I had carried her home when she was tired, I was large and strong and I would know how desperate her need was. It was all clearly there in her eyes for me to read. 

			I turned away and walked into my father’s study where I found him with his head buried in his arms on the desk. 

			‘Dad,’ I said. ‘Someone has got to do something about Agnes. Mother can’t cope.’

			He stood up and walked ahead of me into the sitting room where he picked Agnes up and as her head drooped onto his shoulder she began to weep, her voice echoing around the house, escalating into an utterly mournful sort of wail. I watched my father holding her, patting her back, as I turned away and went upstairs to collect my bags and the letter. ‘Goodbye,’ I called from the hall, ‘I’ll be back.’

			
			

			Did I really do such cruel and heartless things? Maybe my memory is too damning. The emotion I remember most vividly from that time was fear. The shame came later. Then it was fear of the abysses of sorrow that I could see opening up around me. Fear of some sort of contamination of grief that would drag me down with it. I told myself there were, of course, mitigating circumstances. She was only a child. She would, surely, forget. I had been only a very young man, barely a man, when it happened. But no, there were no mitigating circumstances: boys my age had been dying in battle for years. I had walked swiftly to the station, thinking of an essay I was due to prepare, shoving sentences around in my head and at the station I bought a newspaper and buried myself in its pages and crosswords and then when I was back on the train to Oxford I got a journal out of my briefcase that I was editing and started to mark it up. Agnes and her terror slowly disappeared behind a mist of words. This was my reliable nostrum. By the time I reached Oxford I felt almost normal.

			What sort of man would behave like that in Agnes’s hour of need, I ask myself, as I pick up the letter and take it out of the envelope. 

			
			

			Earlier this morning I had lifted Volume II (P–Z) of the Compact Edition of the Oxford English Dictionary down from the shelf by my desk. Once, as Fellow Librarian at Pembroke, I had unimpeded access to the whole college library but now I had to make do with these three volumes, although this was no small matter as each volume weighed several pounds. I soon found, after a bit of fumbling with the pages and manhandling of the magnifying glass (provided with the set), the word I needed. Remorse. 

			Well, I said to the open page before me, you may consider ‘a remorse’ obsolete but it is a very real and present and immediate problem for me. I examined the page with affection. In order to be able to compress so much learning into so small a space an extremely small print had been used and my hand rested on the page as I held the magnifying glass over the tiny illegible letters. The feel of the fine, white paper beneath my palm pleased me. A familiar sensory accompaniment to my years as a scholar. Barely able now to do more than imagine the thrill of a yet undiscovered word that in time might lie so snugly in my memory.

			I raised the magnifying glass again. 1605 (Temple) Hist. Eng. (1699) 578 ‘Either the Fame of his Forces, or Remorse of his Duty, prevailed with Duke Robert to offer again his submission.’ Remorse of his Duty. How horribly appropriate. ‘Her conscience remorsed her and she fyl doun to hir feet requyryng pardon.’ Amazing how much hadn’t changed, I thought, examining the old spellings. And the feeling, the remorse, the desiring of pardon, that did not change either. 

			
			

			I cannot escape forever. I am sitting here now reflecting with shame on that extraordinary moment of cowardice in my life. A scholar can always escape into his own small intellectual universe and I was always a scholar. It has been so easy to disappear into my study, to lose myself in my novel reading of Exodus 17:8–16 in light of the Heliopolitan Cosmogony, or to hide behind any one of a number of pressing academic expectations such as the revisions of HG May’s Oxford Bible Atlas. All over now. I pick up the letter which I know almost by heart. 

			 

			The Vicarage 

			23 Stanley Drive

			Merebridge

			21 July 1946

			Dear Joe,

			I have written this letter in my head so often yet I cannot think how to start it. So there it is . . . started! I am hesitant because I do not want to cause you any worry but just to say, hello. We had a dramatic encounter during the war and I sometimes think there is no reason why you should remember me but I have probably thought of you every day since. During the Blitz in May 1941 I was driving an ambulance that was caught up in a severe bomb blast on St Anne’s Road in Liverpool and you picked me up off the road and carried me into a building there. We lay together through that night and we separated when the all-­clear went at dawn. I certainly believed we did not have long to live and I asked you to make love to me. I have a daughter, Agnes, a beautiful and clever child, who I think may be yours, however I want you to know that I have since married a good kind man who loves us both dearly. We are happy, the three of us, and he believes that he is her father as well he may be and this letter is not to ask you for anything. But I feel a great need to speak to you for I feel that as a result of that night, you are woven into my life in a way that I cannot deny and so I am writing to tell you a bit about myself. 

			
			

			 

			There is a knock on the door, a traveller from Porlock no doubt.

			No. It is Sally. ‘Coffee, Prof?’

			I hope to be allowed to die in this room for it has many comforts, spiritual comforts as well as practical ones. Officially I now have cardiovascular issues. From here I can hear the bells ring out the hours from St Ethelburga’s, the same age as the university, and only a hop and a skip away. Not that I do much hopping these days but I can still get there without too much trouble. And I can see trees and the sky and the clouds; for a while I had belonged to the cloud appreciation society. Not for me just a little patch of blue. And the books. Everywhere on all the walls. My precious.

			
			

			I stir the coffee and sip it. At breakfast we’re given percolated coffee but at elevenses it is instant. Quite good though. I bite into the shortbread biscuit, brushing the crumbs onto the floor. ‘Remorse of his Duty’. Yes, a good phrase. And a good meaning. Not obsolete for me. 

			I have chosen my burial plot. Not officially but secretly, dreamily. One day soon. But before I am free to die I must settle this affair and tomorrow I will give Agnes the letter that her mother had given me to deliver all those years ago. Was it more than fifty years ago? Almost a lifetime ago. Maybe I should have given it to Agnes long before this but always, all my life, I have been anxious not to disturb the flow of things. To do the steady thing. And, specifically, to look after the child. The loveliness of the child Agnes had undermined me and her unhappiness I had found intolerable. I justified inaction on the grounds that it had been imperative to look after her. To do the responsible thing. How tempting it could be to wade to the centre of the floor and wave one’s arms about and shout about some extraordinary event so that everyone would turn and stare and say, in various states of unbelief, I can’t believe that! I have always been a wallflower. Watching, waiting, preserving the peace, as I see it. A liminal creature, as I used to think of it. Now I can see I am just a coward.

			
			

			On that dreadful day, when I had gone down to deliver the car and to collect Agnes, Sophy had whispered to me with that joyful smile on her face, ‘I just want to meet him, Mally. I just want to meet him and see him. After all, he is part of my life now.’

			 

			My full name is Sophy Florence van der Berg but when we met I was Sophy Florence Miller. My father is a vicar in the Church of England and he would have liked you, I am sure. Maybe you would have liked him. Perhaps you will meet one day? He is very clever. He has a noble face and he looks both kind and wise. He can have rather a prim demeanour. I sometimes think he would have made a good monk since he is barely of this world. He would have shaken your hand with an immense courtesy while he leant towards you and smiled with his carefully closed mouth and his steady eyes would have examined you and found you wanting. He is, according to the fashion for men of the cloth, a freemason and a eugenicist and he sees in me a partial solution to the problem of womanhood. On his desk he has on the one side a bust of Plato and on the other Julius Caesar. I think he believes that Jesus Christ combines the virtues of both these heroes and probably spoke with the cadences of Shakespeare. My mother is a necessary facility since he truly believes it is ‘marry or burn’. Sex is a nasty dirty thing that men need and women must tolerate. Children are their compensation. It may be hard to believe, then, that I really do love my father very much. 

			
			

			 

			The loss of Sophy broke my father’s heart so profoundly that although he continued to live, and to work, and to preach, and to minister, he never really saw anyone properly again. His height shrank. His soul shrank. My mother suffered terribly too and I found it hard to talk to them at all.

			 

			And of course I love my mother very much too but she is harder to love, keeping me at a distance. My father hugs me often, my mother never. I, and my younger brother Malcolm, are the confused and confusing marriage of these two.

			 

			Were we confused? We were certainly very eager to do the right thing at all times. I still am. What were the reasons for my hesitation in handing the letter over to Joe? Agnes’s small world had been shattered by the loss of her parents. This was no time for new people. My parents were far from ideal but at least Agnes knew them, and they loved her very profoundly in their own way. She would always have a home with them where I could see her and keep an eye on things. We represented continuity, such as it was. It seemed irresponsible to bring Joe into the picture at that time. I had no idea what kind of man he was. So, I put the letter away. In addition, the pedant in me argued that there are many ways to tell a story and this letter was no more than the romantic outpouring of Sophy’s possibly transient feelings. She was a young woman suffused with passion for a chap encountered at a time of maximum danger with all the customary concomitant emotions aroused during intense wartime experiences. Why then didn’t I just burn it? Well, that has always been a strange thing about me. I store things. Even very painful memories. Looking back now, I have collected notes of rejection from lovers, God knows, enough, but I treasure them as I treasure the love letters. All part of my history. So the letter went in with that lot, not that there were many when I was only twenty. And you could argue that it was not mine to burn. However, I did do one further thing at that stage. I opened it and read it. 

			
			

			Reading it again now, I am reminded and even surprised by how much she talked about Kurt, her husband, his Dutch father, Willem, his German mother Agnes and their life in Rotterdam. After Agnes was killed in the Allied bombing over there at the beginning of the war Willem and Kurt managed to get to England and were interned for a while. It was my father’s insistence on inviting refugees to lunch that meant we met them both. Sophy went into a lot of details about her marriage to Kurt and how safe she felt with him.

			
			

			 

			He is artistic, funny, very physical. He has large beautiful hands with wide well-­shaped palms and long fingers. He sketches in the air when he talks for he thinks in pictures.

			 

			I could not see why she provided so much detail about him but I suspect it was Sophy’s way of exorcising any potential deceitfulness. She had decided to love Kurt and make a life with him and she wanted to be free to do so
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