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      My student card for Library School

      
      
      
      As a child, I liked exploring the interiors of houses and also I liked running away and racing around the streets. When I
         left home in 1967, aged eighteen, to go to university in Oxford, I continued zigzagging between inside and outside, loving
         combing the city’s back alleys and outlying districts, walking along the river to waterside pubs such as the Trout at Godstow,
         bicycling out from town into the surrounding countryside and villages to find second-hand bookshops, then coming back indoors
         to read, huddled over the gas fire in my college room.
      

      
      This memoir begins at the point when I left university and came to London, and tells of my adventures there, in a wide range
         of districts and streets and a succession of flats and houses.
      

      
      My parents met in Dolgelley, Wales, during the Second World War, and got married in the Catholic church in Leicester Square.
         They started off living with my English grandparents, in Edgware, a north-west London suburb at the end of the Northern Line.
         I slept in a cot placed across the bath.
      

      
      Mum and Dad then moved, first to a council house on the local estate and next to a newly built detached house up the road.
         They transferred to a village near Bristol when my father’s firm moved its factory and he had to move too. At the same time
         I left home and went up to Somerville.
      

      
      Dad, who was English, worked as a sales manager for the Tan-Sad Chair Company and Mum, who was French, worked as a French
         teacher, and sometimes a Latin teacher, in Catholic secondary schools. They had five children: Andrew, who died aged three
         days, Jacqueline, who died aged forty-three, my twin sister Marguerite and myself, and my younger brother, also named Andrew.
      

      
      
      As a child I lived much of the time in my imagination and in books. Partly this came from spending long daytime hours alone,
         in bed with tonsillitis. In our front room, my mother’s tall pedimented wooden bookcase, which she had had as a student, looked
         like a miniature palace rearing up, with glass doors revealing hardback books lined up two deep. I worked my way through most
         of them. The public library was also my place, and the local church.
      

      
      I shared a bedroom with my two sisters. Three doors led off it: one to my grandmother’s room in the extension my parents had
         had built (Nana, as we called her, came to live with us after Grandpa died, when I was ten); one to my brother’s room; one
         to the landing. My bed was close to Nana’s and my brother’s doors. Each night, Nana would pass through apologetically, en
         route to her bedroom, as we three sisters lay in bed reading. She’d say: oh, it’s not right I should come through your room.
         I felt astonished that an adult would apologise to children. Years later, someone commiserated with me on not having had a
         room of my own. That surprised me; I accepted what I had. Heroes in fairytales were often faced with a test of three doors.
         Three possible solutions. They had to make the correct choice; just one; but I could open any of the three doors any time.
         It seemed normal to be communal and interconnected. At the same time, I dived into private hidey-holes: the cupboard under
         the stairs, where the Hoover and Singer sewing-machine lived, was a favourite. My doll lived all by herself in her bedsit
         inside the curved cupboard of my bedside table. I liked outdoor shelters best: the den in the long grass fringing the allotments
         in the park; the tree-house my French grandfather built us in the apple tree in his garden; the crack in the brick wall in
         which my doll hid treasures; the caves, sea-washed at high tide, in the cliffs at Etretat in Normandy.
      

      
      
      At Oxford, I had a room of my own with just one door (terrifying and lonely at first). I had a whole city to roam through;
         libraries I could not exhaust. At primary school I had galloped through all the books on the shelves. The teachers put me
         on to the Bible, to slow me down. I left for secondary school before I’d finished the Old Testament. A revelation, that Book,
         particularly Psalms, the Song of Songs, Job and Isaiah, bits of which, of course, I knew from hearing them read out (in Latin)
         at Sunday Mass. At my first convent school, in Mill Hill, run by Franciscans, an old-fashioned place, we were encouraged to
         read lives of the saints, and the New Testament, not the Old. At my second convent school, in North Finchley, run by a progressive
         Dutch order, whither I moved for two years to study for A and S levels, I was encouraged to read anything and everything,
         and to apply for Oxford. I got in. Those were good strong nuns.
      

      
      All through childhood and adolescence I was intensely religious. I believed I had a vocation to join the Carmelites. It seemed
         sensible to taste the pleasures of the world first, however, in order all the more grandly to renounce them later. Thus counselled
         Sister Bonaventure, librarian at St Mary’s Abbey (my first convent school), who spent her spare time pasting slips of white
         paper, like tiny underpants, over the genitals of nudes in the art books. At St Michael’s (my second convent school) my adored
         mentor, Sister Aquinas, said much the same. I returned from my interview at Somerville to find that she had left the convent.
         She had not been allowed to warn us of her impending departure, nor to say goodbye. Mother Clare Dominic, the headmistress,
         patiently listened to my blurted-out upset. Soon afterwards she left the convent too. Turbulent times were beginning. Women
         were thinking of new possible ways to live their lives.
      

      
      
      This memoir explores those times, the 1970s and ’80s, refracting them through my own story. My narrative in one sense goes
         in a straight line, chronologically, charting my rake’s progress, but in another sense is a flâneur. It circles around recurrent images and themes, runs back and forth between inner and outer worlds, loops between sketches
         of thinking, dreaming and writing and sketches of the culture that made those activities possible, invents its own pattern
         and rhythm of walking, its own grammar of search and find.
      

      
      Writing this memoir feels like beginning a stroll through a fantastical city. The desire to take part in things, the desire
         to let things happen, tugs me out. I am a witness, and I am an actor too. Writing this memoir joins up all the scattered bits
         of me, makes them continuous, gives me a conscious self existing in history, a self able to make decisions and carry out ambitions,
         and that feels like a surprise. Often at the time I didn’t realise how strong and capable I actually was, in the sense of
         carrying on writing however hard or difficult life felt.
      

      
      Writing entails being active, but it also simultaneously involves abandoning oneself, being open, receptive. Life hurls itself
         in. Out of what often felt at the time like muddle and mess I subsequently make this memoir, this story. I learned how to
         tell stories first of all through writing fiction; it feels strange to do that in autobiography. Life has so often felt chaotic
         and I have often not felt in charge of it. Not that I have minded too much. Thinking I ought to be in control of my life all
         the time feels like shutting out possibility: no thanks. The flâneur enjoys being enticed down side streets. She doesn’t particularly want to direct the traffic when she’s out for a wander.
         She follows her nose. She follows her desire. When you write you’re in charge, in one sense, and not at all in another. Language
         grips you and you grip it back. You wrestle it into shape, lovingly. You become part of a flow and dance of words. You forget yourself and just get on with writing, just as, walking in the city, you can
         dissolve into the crowd, simply float, listen, look.
      

      
      This memoir draws on the diaries I kept, on those written records scrawled in notebooks specially bought for the purpose,
         each notebook different and distinctive. When I spread them out on the floor of the room where I write they look like the
         multicoloured pavement of a piazza. This memoir is like fiction, in as much as I have shaped and edited it, but it is as truthful
         as I can make it, honouring both facts and the way I saw them at the time. On the other hand I know that memory, under pressure
         from the unconscious mind, is unreliable; and I have forgotten a lot. Out of consideration for others’ privacy, I’ve been
         obliged to censor some episodes. I have left out some characters, some lovers and love affairs, and I have changed some names.
         I don’t want to bore you, and I don’t want to hurt people, either. I have tried to be honest.
      

      




      
      
      Chapter One

      
      REGENT’S PARK
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      Street-theatre group on Women’s
Liberation demonstration in London, March 1971

      
      
      
      I prepared for my new life, post university, in London, by buying a new notebook, a midi-skirt (after years of minis it felt
         daring to conceal one’s legs) and a fake-snakeskin nightdress, and by borrowing from the library a clutch of books chosen
         ‘for the first time in ages purely for pleasure’ as I noted in my diary, novels by Mauriac, Gide, Sartre and Lawrence. Having
         chosen the medieval option for my degree, I had stopped at Shakespeare. I had some catching up to do but could do it at my
         own pace, my own speed. Bliss.
      

      
      I also took out M.R. James’s The Apocryphal New Testament. I liked its smell of heresy, of banned stories. For one of my Finals papers I’d studied the medieval English mystics, such
         as Richard Rolle, Margery Kempe and Julian of Norwich, and their Continental counterparts translated into Middle English,
         such as Mechtild of Magdeburg. Women writers who believed in direct access to God without the aid of priests had had to negotiate
         their way through accusations of heresy. Reading these visionary works I don’t think I was consciously discovering a tradition
         of women writers which would nourish my own struggles to write, but I did know how much I was enjoying myself.
      

      
      I lost my religious vocation easily, in my first term at Somerville, standing on the staircase outside the college library
         cradling copies of Paradise Lost and Beowulf, looking out of the tall window on to a crisp, blue and golden October morning and feeling possessed by joy. I realised that
         nuns were not allowed to stay up all night reading. Very well, then. Don’t be a nun. That was that. Whew. I got on with reading
         voraciously and enjoying myself. I graduated with a Second (unclassified in those days). A very nice degree, Miss Roberts, said my tutor Rosemary Woolf, offering me dry sherry and an untipped Woodbine.
         She praised my ‘outstanding enthusiasm’ for medieval literature and suggested we pass over in silence my appalling marks in
         Middle English philology.
      

      
      On Sunday 13 September, 1970, I moved into my attic bedsit in a house on the northern edge of Regent’s Park, a classy, genteel
         district just east of Lord’s Cricket Ground and just south of St John’s Wood, the latter synonymous with discreetly shaded
         villas in which Victorian gents, in Victorian novels at least, kept their mistresses. The week before I had had lunch with
         Ernestine, my prospective landlady, whom I had met through her godson Joss, one of my Oxford acquaintances. I had first seen
         the house, all understated Regency elegance, the previous February, when Ernestine threw a party for Joss’s twenty-first.
         ‘A tall thin slice of wedding-cake’ I called it in my diary: ‘on different tiers one drank champagne, ate salmon, danced,
         and right at the top, talked to a sexy 60-year-old Frenchman who eventually introduced me to his wife and sat and laughed
         as we talked about Simone de Beauvoir.’
      

      
      I felt so nervous at parties, particularly posh ones, that I often drank too much. I smoked Gauloises, as well, in an effort
         to appear cool. On this occasion, after fending off a rugger player who pawed my bosom and suggested that we retire to Ernestine’s
         bedroom, I must have made a not too tipsy impression on Ernestine, because when I rang her up in September she asked me to
         lunch and, over it, invited me to look at a room at the top of the house.
      

      
      Four floors up she took me, above the Regency luxe, pale green fitted carpets all the way, to a tiny room with a sink and
         Baby Belling cooker crammed into a cupboard. Bathroom, phone and fridge were on the landing outside. I peeped out of the window at the tops of trees fronting Regent’s Park and heard a lion roar. The Zoo, Ernestine said. She asked for a rent
         of five and a half guineas a week; almost double what I’d paid for my Oxford flat. It’s not a letting neighbourhood, she explained,
         and the other people resident (she didn’t call them tenants) are the nicest sort.
      

      
      A guinea, originally a gold coin, was worth one pound and one shilling. I felt abashed by Ernestine asking for guineas (not
         coined since 1813): they proved how upper-class she was, with a mind above ordinary vulgar pounds, shillings and pence. Middle-class,
         I both loathed and envied the upper classes. At thirteen, I had devoured Georgette Heyer’s romances, fantasising living in
         a Georgian manor house with a perfect hero. At fifteen I longed to live in Paris, take opium and drink absinthe, write poetry,
         and outdo Baudelaire in perversity. Oxford had shaken me into questioning these romantic desires. Now, I was moving into what
         seemed an upper-class house yet knew only too well that, coming from Edgware, I was an impostor. A rent paid in guineas, a
         sort of fake currency, delicately underlined this. Ernestine was indicating she wasn’t just any common landlady but a gracious
         chatelaine and hostess.
      

      
      Finding somewhere to live had turned out to be very easy, though the place felt rather too respectable to fit my dreams of
         la vie de Bohème. Afterwards I fretted to myself that I should have gone somewhere ‘cheap and busy-shabby like Camden Town instead of a good
         address with cleanliness added to the godliness. I would prefer to live over a restaurant in Charlotte Street or catch a glimpse
         of Bloomsbury Square.’ These fantasies had to be put on hold. I told myself I didn’t feel able to refuse Ernestine’s offer,
         because kind Joss had been preparing the ground for weeks. And I wanted to hear that lion roar again.
      

      
      
      On the Sunday night I moved in. I sat on the single bed under the dormer window and scribbled in my notebook as I had nothing
         to read but the A–Z. All my books were still in boxes at my parents’ house. I put money in the slot and got myself light and a bath. I gazed
         hungrily at the tin of chicken, my mother’s parting gift, for which I had no tin-opener.
      

      
      For the first time in my life I was on my own. At Somerville I had lived, for the first two years, in college, with friends
         all along the corridor, and, for my third year, in a flat in Leckford Road in north Oxford, near Jericho and Port Meadow,
         shared with my friend Sian. Here in the bedsit I floated above the tall trees like a balloon, only lightly tethered by Ernestine’s
         hand. I was free. Almost.
      

      
      Who was that ‘I’, that young woman of twenty-one? I reconstruct her. I invent a new ‘me’ composed of the girl I was, according
         to my diaries, my memories (and the gaps between them), and the self remembering her. She stands in between the two. A third
         term. She’s a character in my story and she tells it too. She’s like a daughter. Looking back at her, thinking about her,
         I mother myself. I listen hard to her silences, the gaps between her words, the cries battened down underneath the surface
         of her sentences. I sympathise with her ardour, her desperation to read, to learn how to think, to contribute something to
         the world. How tender, amused and exasperated I feel towards her snobbery, shyness, self-consciousness, priggishness, guilt.
         She writes her diary so self-critically, suffers so much, berates herself so harshly for suffering and then for writing about
         it. When she’s not rhapsodising about books and nature she’s fierce, intolerant of adults’ intolerance of youth, enraged when
         she feels patronised. She wants adventures. She has come to London, in the time-honoured way, to have them. Not to make her
         fortune, though. She scorns that. She intends to become a writer, is determined to publish a novel before she is thirty, and she expects to be poor.
      

      
      Yes, I was unrealistic in my would-be bohemianism, she says to me: but at least I had ideals. And in my own muddled way I
         did get involved in radical politics. It’s all right, I shout back at her: I’m not here to judge you.
      

      
      May ’68 had erupted for me at Oxford like a spectacle, a carnival of self-expression. Balliol’s wall fronting the Broad became
         a broadsheet for chalk-scrawled graffiti: ‘deanz meanz finez’; ‘beautify your city – eat a pigeon’. Michael Rosen declaimed
         outside the Bodleian Library to passing women: how can you understand Donne’s poetry if you’ve never had sex? Christopher
         Hitchens made long speeches. Far-left groups picketed and leafleted, agitated at the Cowley Motor Works. Revolutionary committees
         formed ad hoc to challenge university rules and methods of teaching. Some of my friends, such as Sian and her boyfriend Rod,
         were far more committed than I was, going off to demonstrations and getting involved in direct action, for example sitting
         down outside the hairdresser’s in north Oxford which refused to serve black clients. I did join in the demo protesting against
         Enoch (‘rivers of blood’) Powell speaking at the Town Hall. As the crowd of students surged against the lines of police tiny
         Sian tumbled off-balance in the urgent pushing and I held her up. She lost her shoes.
      

      
      I didn’t have a gut understanding of socialism. At home the Tory party ruled. My father was from a London working-class background,
         my mother from a Norman bourgeois one. Both were ardent Conservatives very active in the local branch. They believed in serving
         the community and giving to charity. Dad, an Anglican, was a mason, a member of the local tennis club, and sang in his church
         choir. Mum was involved with the Girl Guides, the Women’s Institute, the flower rota at her church, the school bazaar, and lots of other things. Both of them expressed horror at the idea of women going shouting about the streets.
      

      
      I did have an instinctive-feeling need – fuelled by the authoritarian and misogynistic Catholicism, Pope-led, of my religious
         upbringing in my first convent school, and by my loathing, as a child, of our bullying parish priest – to revolt against those
         in power over me. The huge injustice that directly affected Oxford undergraduates was of course the gender divisions of the
         single-sex colleges: only five for women. The student leaders, all male, did not address this. Matters specifically affecting
         women were dismissed: not important; bourgeois. When directly challenged, they backed the idea of mixed-sex colleges in the
         interests of free sex for men rather than fairer numbers. None of them ever proposed fewer places for men in order to create
         more places for women.
      

      
      I had enjoyed attending a women’s college. I liked being part of a community of women who took each other seriously as equals.
         Women formed the centre of this world. Our Somerville dons had all been tough-minded and amiable; committed and scrupulous
         scholars; often pleasingly eccentric. As our moral tutors they were sympathetic, in their bracingly cool way, about pregnancies,
         abortions, depression, freak-outs, anxiety-induced overeating, admissions to Warneford (the local mental hospital). Nobody
         thought of these as feminist subjects because we hadn’t begun using those words. We had problems which we felt were personal
         and that was that. We were not obviously repressed: we had a college doctor willing to prescribe the Pill, and we signed for
         gate keys so that we could come in late, and, though men weren’t supposed to spend the night in college, they often did. The
         bedders (the college servants who cleaned our rooms) turned a blind eye. Nobody was agitating to improve the bedders’ pay and conditions, as I remember.
      

      
      What oppressed me personally, hurt me continually, was the privately educated male undergraduates’ crass attitude towards
         intelligent women: they feared us, and mocked us as ugly sexless spinsters. You bumped into these men everywhere; their views
         dominated. There weren’t enough women to go round, and we were a waste, sexually, in their eyes, because we were not solely
         decorative: we liked reading, thinking and talking as well as dancing and drinking, and didn’t always fall easily into their
         beds. Women meant notches on men’s bedposts. They laid bets about who’d fuck us first, called us frigid, fucked-up and lesbian
         if we declined. They went out with girls from the secretarial colleges whom they could then despise as stupid because pretty.
         (If the boys from public school were braying and gross, some of the upper-class women I encountered could act pretty repulsively
         too.)
      

      
      Though I wrote and dreamed about sex, I couldn’t imagine actually going to bed with anyone, and was very impressed when my
         friends did. It hurt, Sian reported after her first time. I remained sternly virginal, armoured in the Catholicism I thought
         I’d discarded. I fell in love with remote, unattainable gods, and chose men friends who’d been to state schools, or were alternative
         in some way, or gay. Jamie, who boiled suet puddings over the fire in his rooms. Derek, who taught me to cook Viennese food.
         Tony, who declaimed poems to me in graveyards and longed to live on the Rive Gauche, specifically on the Boul’ Mich. Pete,
         who played me the Doors and said sweetly: don’t it make y’go all funny inside?
      

      
      Groping my way towards feminism, I hovered on the edges of organised leftist politics. I observed from a distance. On the
         night of Joss’s party I had stayed, with several other Somervillians, at the house in Stoke Newington, north London, of our friend Elana, the daughter of Tony Cliff who ran the International Socialists.
         We got to bed at 3 a.m. on top of scattered heaps of leaflets and posters advertising meetings, demos, discussions. Next morning
         comrades rang up continually. Elana’s little brother and sister rushed around screaming: don’t give them any information,
         they’re spies. Then they demonstrated their skill on the trampoline in their bedroom. We sat in the kitchen for hours, getting
         through bacon and eggs, the two children reciting their favourite dirty jokes, Elana’s dad reading the paper, Sian cleaning
         the gas stove, Elana putting on makeup in front of the only mirror in the house. How chaotic and untidy these busy ultra-leftists
         were. Just like a student household. Sian and I had taken over our Oxford flat from some upper-class Somervillians who’d thought
         it amusing to test whether spaghetti was cooked by throwing it at the walls, where it stuck. When we moved in we hacked off
         their spaghetti fresco, cleaned and whitewashed (though we could do nothing about the mould growths and running damp). They
         thought us hopelessly petit-bourgeois.
      

      
      I think the mess and turbulence of the Cliffs’ house scared me. Deep down inside me boiled mess and turbulence that I didn’t
         want to face. No wonder I opted for going to live with a landlady with an impeccable house: elegant furniture gleaming with
         polish, carpets regularly hoovered. Mrs Cliff had sat in her wildly untidy kitchen, the sink piled high with crockery, and
         talked enthusiastically about women’s liberation. First adult woman I’d met who was explicitly for it. But you couldn’t see
         Tony Cliff deciding to tackle the washing-up.
      

      
      My early writing experiments contained many caricatures. Mocking a left-wing family let me stay away from involvement. Yet
         that overnight stay in Stoke Newington, after Joss’s party, had given me rapturous glimpses of a London I did not yet know and longed to explore. I sketched it in my diary: ‘We went to the Rodin exhibition at the Hayward. Driving through London
         on Sunday morning – empty streets, an old man comes out of a corner shop with a bottle of Corona, a line of hoardings gives
         way to a fence made of brightly painted blue wooden doors, mountains of earth have been dumped until Monday, drizzle over
         the Thames from the top of all the concrete at the Festival Hall. Beautiful place in this weather: lucky people who can wander
         there in the empty silence every Sunday, pass across the far horizon in Hyde Park, look at paintings as far as Notting Hill,
         walk round the deserted City, find a café for lunch.’
      

      
      Now I was about to begin doing just that. The day after moving into my bedsit chez Ernestine I took up my post as Library
         Scholar in the Department of Printed Books at the British Museum, and discovered the bliss of walking across Regent’s Park
         every morning before plunging into Bloomsbury.
      

      
      I had decided on a two-year postgraduate librarianship training in order to have a day job and finance myself while I got
         going as a writer. What would that entail? I had no idea.
      

      
      I had written all my life: stories and poems at primary school, a diary since the age of nine, secret poems about sex, in
         adolescence, pastiches of eighteenth-century verse to amuse my girlfriends at secondary school. In the sixth form I’d co-founded
         a literary society and magazine. I wrote my first real poem, that’s to say first honest and passionate poem, at the age of
         sixteen when I fell in love with James, a sweet Irish boy from the council estate beyond the newly built Catholic church in
         our suburb. I fancied him so much I was terrified. When he asked me to dance, at a youth-club hop, I turned my back on him,
         unable to believe I could actually dance with a boy I liked. Back home, I sat on the lav to have some privacy, wrote ten lines
         in free verse about erotic yearning. At Oxford I’d joined the Poetry Society and felt patronised by the other poets, all male.
         To convince Rosemary Woolf that I was capable of doing the medieval option for my degree, I’d translated The Tale of Mr Jeremy Fisher into Old English. I’d worked on Isis (the student magazine owned by Robert Maxwell whose mansion at the top of Headington Hill featured drinks cabinets hidden
         behind fake bookshelves apparently laden with antiquarian books) and written bits of journalism. I remember one piece: sourly
         angry, would-be amusing portraits of types of Oxford males (who could avoid mocking Gyles Brandreth, pixie-like in his duffel
         coat, walking into the river spouting Zuleika Dobson and appearing in a TV film as the new Kenneth Tynan?). I’d won a prize,
         in the poetry competition run by Honey (the groovy glossy magazine for 1960s chicks), for a satirical female-student version of ‘Come Live with Me and Be My Love’,
         and been contacted, on the strength of it, by a literary agent at Peters, Fraser & Dunlop in John Islip Street (he advised
         me to stick to comedy as it sold well). I realised that all this might constitute the start of an apprenticeship but didn’t
         know how to continue. In any case, writing felt secret, still. A secret activity. A safe house of art in which my illegal
         emotions might hide. I did think that becoming a librarian, temporarily, would enable me to go on reading. Books mattered
         more than anything. I’d applied for the Library Scholarship at the British Museum and won it. Next year I would go on to Library
         School.
      

      
      On the evening of Monday 14 September I wrote notes about my first day as Library Scholar. Regent’s Park with its low-bending
         foliage had seemed exotic, and full of noises even at 8 a.m.: those lions; ducks; dogs being walked. Squirrels and pigeons
         rippled and swayed just in front of me. I went down the Broad Walk, a little way along the Euston Road, down Gower Street. I arrived at the British Museum, found the Reading Room, at the back of the vast entrance hall, got past the
         warders and entered an astonishing new country. Oxford had boasted fine libraries, but this one seemed somehow more serious.
         More urban. More worldly. Certainly more democratic: anyone, not just members of a university, could apply for a reader’s
         ticket. And indeed Karl Marx had done so.
      

      
      A spinning-top of reading whirled me up into itself. A vast, circular space surrounded by bookshelves twirled under Panozzi’s
         high dome. Nothing but books in every direction.
      

      
      I was assigned to join the team at the Enquiry Desk, to help answer the queries that came in by letter. This way I’d find
         my feet. I was relieved not to have to deal directly with the forbidding-looking scholars hunched at their desks, heads down
         over heaped volumes. I had time to consider in which reference book to look up which bibliography. The Reading Room was walled
         with these. One long shelf bore the red volumes of the Subject Index. Nothing was computerised at that point. Other libraries
         had raced ahead in this respect. The following year, at Library School, I delightedly learned computer-applicable theories
         of classification; they seemed like poetry or algebra. I learned that library could communicate with library by machine. Amazing.
         Here, in the Department of Printed Books, we used paper, ink and pens, and, sometimes, the telephone.
      

      
      Far below the high point of the domed ceiling coiled the Catalogue. Placed precisely at the centre of the Reading Room, it
         formed the latter’s heart. Concentric open shelves, laden with cloth-bound folio volumes arranged A–Z by author, enticed you
         into their little labyrinth. The letters of the alphabet no longer marched in a line but danced in a circle. You walked around
         the relevant curve of the ring, peering at the spines of the clumped volumes embodying each letter, pulled out, with both
         hands, the particular heavy volume you wanted, placed it on the desk-like top of the shelf, manoeuvred it open. Entries, printed, and
         sometimes hand-corrected, were pasted in on paper slips. Each entry represented a particular state of a book; a particular
         issue of a particular edition. Books were not merely containers of words; they were created objects, each with a distinct
         provenance and history, a precise personality, that could be pinned down and expressed; described by the cataloguer in exact,
         scholarly terms. Searching for what you thought you wanted could take some time: you weren’t hunting down just any old edition
         of a text. Spreading my hands over the thick paper of the pages, I knew that knowledge was physical. To gloss really did mean
         to stroke. Books were material; like beloved bodies; provided not only intellectual but also sensual delight. I could touch
         them, open them, caress them, feed from them. Books were mothers and lovers who would give me as much as I wanted, whenever
         I wanted. All I had to do was ask. Paradise regained.
      

      
      We, as librarians, had privileged access to the books and the bookstacks. Rules and regulations existed, of course, for the
         ordinary readers. Not quite as draconian as at the Bodleian, where you had to swear not to bring in swords or pistols, not
         to make smoke or fire. You couldn’t order up too many books at once. You had to re-deposit them at the end of the day, indicating
         which ones you wished to retain for consultation on the morrow. You wouldn’t dream of bringing in bottled water and taking
         regular sips. Mobile phones, of course, did not exist. Above all, you had to keep quiet. Not disturb the thick hush.
      

      
      The Catalogue shelves housed a resident deity. At the centre of the web of bibliographical knowledge woven by the Catalogue,
         in a glass-walled box, sat the Superintendent, a large black figure, like a benevolent but strict spider. A tall, burly man,
         Mr Bancroft always wore a dark suit, white shirt, and a tie. As his title indicated, he kept an eye on the goings-on all around him (plenty of flirting and propositioning). When,
         standing leaning against the Catalogue shelf, turning over the pages of your selected volume, you decided you wanted to order
         up a book, you wrote out your order slip and dropped it into a wooden tray under the Superintendent’s nose. Porters scuttled
         off to fetch books from the distant bookstacks, out of sight in the shell of the dome, and delivered them, an hour or so later,
         to the place where you sat.
      

      
      Readers had their own allotted space: they occupied the long desks which radiated out like the spokes of a wheel from the
         circular shelves of the Catalogue. The desks, covered in blue leather, came furnished with pen-rests and blotting paper. If
         not the ardours of scholarship, then the comfortable blue leather chairs, with padded wooden arms, induced somnolence. On
         winter afternoons, the weak light and the muggy, airless atmosphere sent people off to sleep. Scholars slumped face-down over
         their books and snored quietly.
      

      
      I remember four immediate colleagues. Mavis and Jenny, two librarians in their late twenties, ran the Enquiry Desk itself,
         which held prime position near the Library entrance. Oval-shaped, accessed via a couple of steps, it reared up like a turret
         from which Mavis and Jenny peered down, preparing to repel the enemy with scornful glances. It seemed to me that they had
         not been given lessons in kindness to readers (they certainly did not see them as clients or customers). They guarded the
         Desk as a castle under siege by barbarian invaders. They despised the enquirers who trotted up so innocently, unaware of the
         boiling oil of sarcasm about to be poured over their heads, fired off cutting remarks about their stupidity, gave as little
         help as possible. Dragons protecting treasures, they preferred the readers not to get their hands on the books.
      

      
      
      An older woman, Mary Pearce, also took her turn. She was kind to me, invited me out to her cottage at Iver and gave me lunch.
         We were supervised by Terry, a pleasant-looking, tweed-jacketed Londoner of about fifty; charming and very knowledgeable.
         He did believe in talking to people. He was from a working-class background and did not act aloof. He got me my big bunch
         of keys, so that I could move freely about the Department, through all its locked doors, explained how the Library worked,
         gave me a desk near his own to work at, a pile of enquiries to answer. The first came from a woman asking us to identify the
         particular Bible translation whence this Numbers quotation came: ‘and God descended in a cloud of od’. She added: ‘this seems
         so much nearer the truth than any of our versions.’ She apologised for the fact that despite being a disciple of Extra Sensory
         Perception she had to conduct her researches by post.
      

      
      The Reading Room, and the North Library just beyond it, in which you consulted early printed books and early newspapers, formed
         the visible part of the Library. Invisible, behind them, curving around them, clustered the layered bookstacks, separated
         by lace-like ironwork floors, connected by similarly see-through iron staircases. In the absence of electricity the daylight
         could filter down from the aperture at the top of the domed roof. Plunging into these dark tunnels of books, via invisible
         doors, I felt enchanted. Opening a section of bookcase with my key, stepping through it and swinging it shut behind me, I
         was Alice passing into another, magical world.
      

      
      Scholars dwelt in their own hidey-holes. George Painter, the biographer of Gide and Proust, worked above the North Library.
         Mr Nixon, the world-renowned Renaissance bindings expert, had a secret cubby-hole behind the public gallery and its glass
         cases. They concealed themselves behind the walls of ordinary activities. They led a secret life in the Library’s unconscious mind. They loved the darkness and hiddenness. I could
         walk through the walls and join them. They seemed benevolent gnomes, hammering away, like goldsmiths, digging out jewels from
         the depths of the mountain of books, and teaching me their skills. Bookbindings were indeed golden treasures; stamped with
         gold leaf. Later that year, when I worked with him, kindly, courteous Mr Nixon taught me how to date bindings, to understand
         how they were made. I pored over his collections of journals, including the Proceedings of the Society of Lady Book-Binders from the 1890s. I read everything I could about the history of printing.
      

      
      One colleague, a short, plump woman with a plain face and beautiful legs, who wore chic black frocks, told me about her sex
         life. She recounted, in her matter-of-fact way, that she could come five or six times before her lover did. Another colleague,
         over beer in the Museum Tavern, confided that going rowing every weekend made her all the keener for sex afterwards. I drank
         in this information. I’d had sex for the first time the previous summer, with an underground playwright whom I’d met at an
         Oxford party, in his flat on the Cromwell Road, but, anaesthetised by Catholicism, hadn’t felt any pleasure. The playwright
         had been writing me love letters for weeks. Accordingly, when I decided (spurred on by my cousin getting married) that the
         moment had come, I turned up chez lui, marched into his room, took off my sprigged Laura Ashley frock, lay down on his bed. When I’d danced at the party I’d been
         flowing and supple. Now I waited, still and stiff. The poor playwright, noting my immobility, said incredulously: do you mean
         to say you’ve never done this before? I nodded. Gamely he got on with the job. In the morning he pecked me on the cheek and
         packed me off, making it clear that I was not to seek him out again. I felt snubbed but relieved: at least I’d got rid of my virginity. Colette, in Le Blé en Herbe, describes two adolescents making love for the first time. In the morning the girl whistles as she waters her geraniums,
         apparently quite unconcerned about the momentous event of the night before, and the boy, watching her, is shocked. I felt
         like that girl did.
      

      
      Terry also contributed to my éducation sentimentale: he took me to visit the room of a Keeper called Mr Wood, to look up some pornography. This was kept in a secret section
         called the Private Case. Permission had to be sought to unlock it. I noted in my diary that most of what we looked at was
         ‘soi-disant memoirs from the eighteenth century, with indicative titles, e.g. Lèvres de Velours, par la Comtesse de Lesbos’. Terry lent me The Other Victorians so that I could read extracts from My Secret Life: ‘all the bits you suddenly realise are there, ambiguously described, in Dickens, told with immediacy and interest and little
         of usual male self-glorification. Prick is a good word.’ I read Fanny Hill: a turn-on until about halfway through, when I grew bored. I read The Story of O. Again, I was hooked for a while, then bored. Pornography was repetitive; that was its point; but I wanted stories too. So
         alongside the porn I read Nabokov’s Ada: ‘mighty, tender, passionate, original work; one long glorious sexual pun’.
      

      
      Just as interesting to me was the 1813 copy of the Morning Chronicle a reader sent in to the Enquiry Desk. After a gossip column about Prinny’s levee being cut scandalously short, came a news
         item: ‘on Monday morning, a young woman … about twenty-two years of age called a coach from the stand in Bloomsbury square
         and ordered the coachman to drive to Sloane Street, Chelsea. On arriving at Hyde Park corner, the coachman stopped the horses,
         and the turnpike-keeper going to the coach to demand the toll, discovered the young woman weltering in her blood. She was immediately conveyed to St George’s Hospital, quite dead.’
      

      
      Perhaps she had had a bungled abortion. Later that year, when I was set to cataloguing seventeenth- and eighteenth-century
         material, I came across ballad sheets, decorated with coloured woodcuts, commemorating young women hanged on the gallows.
         My supervisor, Julian Roberts, the Keeper of Printed Books, explained that these were desperate mothers who had killed their
         illegitimate babies and were then themselves killed by the state. I never forgot his compassion for these unfortunates. He
         was the first man I’d met who expressed explicit political sympathy for women.
      

      
      I celebrated my first day at work by going out to supper with Somervillian friends now living in Stoke Newington. Dope, food
         and wine, chat. Safe and familiar. On the tube back from the Angel I noticed two advertisements. One said: ‘unwind on a Sunday’,
         and suggested a day’s retreat in a convent. The other, immediately next to it, was an advert for Smirnoff vodka, and showed
         a naked man and woman thigh-deep in a reedy lake, above the legend: ‘We never used to know what to do on Sundays …’ The
         two adverts indicated the contradictions of my life, perhaps. On the tube platform at King’s Cross a small Frenchman, a Parisian
         journalist, tried to pick me up, asking me to suggest a cheap hotel. His name was Hafid. I declined to accompany him. We chatted.
         He gave me a box of matches, with a woman in Provençal costume on the cover, as a parting present.
      

      
      If you walked around London alone, as I did all the time, presumably looking rather naïve and wide-eyed at the splendour of
         it all, men accosted you frequently. They assumed you were lonely, all by yourself, and in need of their company. They were
         certainly in need of sex. They were starving: you were supposed to feel compassionate and give them what they wanted. Some of them were irritating, padding after you going on and on about
         your breasts, or grabbing you, pinning you against walls and trying to kiss you. Then you had to shove and run. The older
         men who approached me in cafés or pubs or in the street were practised and polite and could be shrugged off. When they asked
         you how much you charged, or cried: hey, why don’t you show me London? you could get rid of them fairly quickly. Some of the
         younger ones were quite sweet. One, called John, driving a Mini-Moke (a souped-up Mini), screeched to a halt beside me in
         Theobald’s Road one Saturday afternoon, and suggested a cup of tea. I liked the look of him, so off we went. We sat on a sooty
         rooftop above Portobello Road, having climbed out of his flat window, and smoked dope. I saw him once more, when we drove
         over to Hackney to return some borrowed stereo equipment, on the way passing a procession of elephants from the local circus.
         With a Norwegian student, I remember, I scrambled over the fence into Regent’s Park late one night and surveyed the sleeping
         ducks. One small South African pursued me around Soho, finally cornered me, offered me two bananas, lunged at me, and then,
         when I ducked, exclaimed: English girls are so sensitive! These casually met strangers tended to drift off once they realised
         I wasn’t going to fuck them. The same thing used to happen all the time in Oxford. I had liked to wander alone in the nearby
         countryside, to sit alone in meadows reading. Not for long. Men would dart out from clumps of trees, from behind bushes, and
         start bothering me. I gave up, with inner rage, walking alone in the countryside, but I did not give up walking alone in the
         city. I refused.
      

      
      When the men left me alone I could become simply an observer; the one who gazed. One Friday afternoon, for example, after
         leaving the Museum at five or so, I sat in St Giles’s churchyard, on the patch of grass under the sycamore trees, pretending to read R.D. Laing’s work of radical psychiatry, The Politics of Experience, in order to watch a group of Italian children playing on the swings there. Railed flowerbeds had yellow-painted litter-bins
         at the corners. The Italian mothers sat on benches in groups, talking. They wore blue and grey cotton dresses, thin black
         jackets, scarlet mules. Then three boys came in, carrying guitars, and perched in the alcoves of the churchyard wall, and
         strummed gently. A girl wandered up and started singing with them. Afterwards I walked down Drury Lane, got into St Martin’s
         Lane, met Sian in the Salisbury for a drink and went to the theatre.
      

      
      As often as I could afford it, I went to the cinema, plays, concerts, exhibitions, poetry readings. Godard films, black farces
         by Joe Orton, lots of Bach. Sometimes Joss dropped by chez Ernestine, in his Lotus, and roared me off to the Haverstock Arms
         in Hampstead where we drank beer and listened to poems read by candlelight. I remember a small Israeli poet passionately declaiming
         a poem about male circumcision. Brave man. A taboo subject in those times. I spent all my spare money on books. Clothes had
         to be cheap. On Saturdays, after paying the rent, rejoicing in the crisp, smoky autumn weather, I walked over to Church Street
         market in Paddington, appreciated the stall called ‘Doreens Veg’s’, dived down into the cellars serving as second-hand clothes
         shops, and bought treats: a black lace evening dress, a black, bias-cut tea-gown with flowered crêpe sleeves, a Victorian
         brocade dressing-gown I wore as a coat, a red 1940s frock with red-embroidered yoke and elbow-length sleeves. For special
         occasions I put on my prized Biba outfit: black tunic with tight, long, buttoned sleeves, black trousers with buttoned fly.
         The buttons were big and cloth-covered. My one pair of shoes had holes in the soles from all the walking I did, but of course I didn’t care. Winter had not yet arrived.
      

      
      I went out a lot with my women friends: Sian, and others. Various men drifted in and out of my life, occasionally making passes.
         I still yearned for the underground playwright, but he had got together with a new woman, apparently, a tall, thin beauty
         who was the live-in hostess for a businessman based in Mayfair. I’d lost him. I knew, crossly, I was far too gauche to be
         able to compete with such sophistication. With one friend, Desmond, who was still trying, despite the head-shakings of his
         bishop, to become a clergyman, I went to the Zoo, where he pranced camply in front of the gnus: oh, look at their sweet little
         nipples! With Graham, the boy-next-door from my parents’ village, who’d been impressed by my scones one vacation teatime and
         pursued me to London as wife material, I sat in the French pub in Dean Street and listened to his views on women: say what
         you like about careers but you were made to have babies. I took him to see a sad Polish film called Wanda, which I thought
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