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HAL 
 
W ill I b e conscious a fter the im pact?  W ill m y b rain still function for a few m om ents 

even thoug h I'm  in b its?  Don't think, d rive.  It'll soon b e over.  I d rive c are fully, I've hurt 
enoug h people.  I im a g ine what I'll look like.  Bone splintere d  into the frontal lob es, cere bral 
tissue oozing  throug h the cra cke d  skull, thora cic c avity a g ape, reve aling  the he art, convulsing  
like the wound e d  a nim al it is.  Fib ulas a nd  fem urs sta b b e d  throug h the flesh.  I d eserve it.   

 
The sun was low.  Low like in Afric a, on that d ay of yet another catastrophic d e cision. 
 
Fra ncesc a.  Franc esc a the b old .  Francesc a the lost. Francesc a the  m ost b e autiful thing  I 

ha d  e ver se en .  Francesc a the gre atest fuck.  Fra ncesc a the gre atest pain in the arse.  Francesc a, 
m y only love.  In another life. 
 

That other life b e g a n in the  mid  sixties, with a lum b e ring  Arg osy, a  m ilitary tra nsport 
aircra ft otherwise known as 'the whistling  tit' b e c ause of its b re ast-shape d  nose and  twin tail 
b oom  which whistle d , land ing  in lashing  rain and  a he avy crosswind .  I a d m ire d  the b lokes 
who d rove these wing e d  e lepha nts in often hair-raising  cond itions.  The pilot of this one, like 
m e, ha d  se en service in Ad e n so knew what it was like to have his hair raise d .  He was a 
natura l flier, sensing  which way the aircra ft was g oing  to b uck and  starting  the correction 
b e fore it d id .  These were aircra ft so d ifferent from  the Kestrel, now known as the Harrier, the 
new jet fig hter which I could  m a ke d uck a nd  d ive in alm ost any situation and  which, if I ha d  
to, I could  la nd  on the b a c k of a truck.  N ot any m ore.  W ould  I m iss it?  The excite m e nt, yes.  
The rest of it?  Oh God .  Oh God , how could  I have d one it?. 

 
 
I d rove into Ca m b rid g e on the bike.  It was hell on a nig ht like this b ut that was part of 

the attraction.  I went into the pub, I've forg otten its na m e, in Benet Stre et, across from  King s 
and  there she was.  A sm ile with the sun in it, sparkling eyes, the loveliest hair, a nd  energ y 
around  her like a rainb ow.  You know who she is.  You m a ke her up.  Blond e, b runette, b ig  
b re asts, sm all b re asts.  If you're a m an, she's all you ever d re a m e d  of.  If you're a wom an,   
she's all you ever wante d  to b e – or perhaps all you ever d re a m e d  of too - and  who could  
b la m e  you? 

Our eyes b um pe d  as I walke d  in.  I took a half pint of ale and  sat with m y b ook away 
from  the stud ent crowd  b ut m y m ind  would n't settle to re a d ing , it could n't te ar itself away 
from  her.  W hat a g e was she, eig hte en, ninete en?  Out of b ound s for a  m a d m a n of thirty six 
with a questiona b le past and  no particular future.  Anyway, I looke d  like hell, in a sod d e n old  
flying  ja cket and  b a g g y pants tucke d  into b oots, m y hair sweaty from  the helm et. 

 
"Hello"  And  there she was.  I stood . 
"Hello"  She needs a light.  She thinks I'm  som eone else.  She sat.  I sat. 



"W hat kind  of b ike d o you have?  I'm  Fra ncesc a Trestrail, b y the way." 
She offere d  her ha nd  on a straig ht arm , her he a d  to one sid e, sm iling . 

"How d o you d o. Hal Sinclair.  It's a Sunb e a m " 
"A Sunb e a m ?"  A chuckle  " 'Jesus wants m e for a sunb e a m '." 
"Is that the b est he c an offer?" 
"W ell, I d id n't say I would  d o it.  Jesus is prob a b ly b oring , d on't you think?" 

"I d on't know, b ut actua lly I think he's d e a d ." 
"Cripes! Should  we send  a c ard  or som ething ?"  
I snorte d  som e b e er d own m y nose. 
"Oh, sorry,  I d id n't m e an to m ake you laug h at the wrong  m om ent." 
"And  'Cripes?'  Did  you re ally say Cripes?" 
"Yes.  W ould  it have b e e n funnier if I'd  said  'Christ!', consid ering  the context?" 
 

That was it.  A 'coup d e foud re'.  I'd  he ard  of it b ut I'd  never b e lieve d  in it. I ha d  to g et 
out of there. This wasn't in the pla n.  A plan?  I ha d  a pla n?  W hatever, it wasn't this.  
 "Tell m e a b out your b ike" 
 "It's a Sunb e a m ." 
 "Yes, you said . Sweet." 
 "I'd  never re ally thoug ht of her as sweet" 
"Oh, of course she's a g irl.  'Sweet Sunb e a m '. Are you g ood  to her?"  
"Fairly, b ut I'll b e even nic er to her now that I know her na m e ." 
I took a final m outhful of m y b e er and  rose. 
 "Do you have to g o?" 
 "Yes." 
 "You haven't finishe d  your b e er." 
"Sweet Sunb e a m  d oesn't like it if I d rink.  It was a ple asure to m e et you Fra ncesc a." 
 "Som eone waiting  for you?" 
 "N o. Bye." 
 "Oh."  She froze for the b link of an eye then sm ile d  b rig htly. "Okay b ye." 
 

I he a d e d  for the d oor b ut b e fore g oing  throug h it I ha d  to look round .  She was sitting  
with m y b e er-m ug  cuppe d  in her ha nd s, staring  into it.  She d id n't look up. 
 

Sunb e a m  was parke d  und er cover in the square.  The stre ets were d eserte d , m y 
footsteps a forlorn sound  in the d a rk and  the d elug e .  W hat an extraordinary, wond erful girl.  But 
there ha d to be som ething am iss, her com ing on to m e so directly.  Then m aybe that's what teenag ers are 
like now, how the hell would I know? 
But she felt so fam iliar....so fam iliar, as though I'd known her all m y life. 

I clim b e d  on and  kicke d  the starter.  As the eng ine fire d  I he ard  a nother noise.  A voice?  
I looke d  in the  mirror a nd  saw Francesc a running  toward s m e, waving .  I kicke d  into g e ar and  
m ove d  off.  I could  se e her waving a nd  c alling  b ut I d rove on.  Better like this.   Another g la nc e 
in the  mirror saw her stand ing , her arm s d own b y her sid es... in the rain.  Oh… hell... bloody...  



Bug g er!  I turne d  the bike around .  W hat?  You'd  have b e e n the big  strong  one and  d riven on, 
would  you?  Oh, sure.  But then you d id n't love her. I d id . I love d  her. Just like that. 

"Sorry."  Her fing ers curle d  over her cuff, she lifte d  her sle eve and  wipe d  a d rip of rain 
off her nose.  It m a d e  m e  g id d y how m uch I wante d  to hold  her. 

"Are you ang ry?" she said . 
"W hy should  I b e a ng ry?" 
"Be c ause I cam e a fter you." 
"It's not yet a c apital offenc e." 
"Then the d e fe nc e rests." 
"Are you re a d ing  law?" 
"N o, I'm  g etting  wet." 

I laug he d  a nd  she sm ile d  her g org e ous sm ile. 
 "I'm  sorry.  You c an g o if you like." 
Fat chanc e and  she knew it. 
 "Are you all rig ht, Francesc a?" 
"O f course."  Then, laying  her fing e rs on the hand le b ars - "So this is Sweet Sunb e a m ." 
"This is she. Isn't she b e autiful?  Thoug h she's a b it wet at the  m om ent." 
"Like m e. Yes, she's lovely.  Can I b uy you a coffe e or som ething ?  Or..or not." She m a d e  a  fa c e 
as thoug h she ha d  com m itte d  a transg ression 
 "Are you hung ry?" 
 "N o, re ally." 
 "You are, aren't you? You're hung ry." 

She crinkle d  her nose. "W ell, a b it." 
"W ill Italia n d o?" 
"My favourite. I haven't g ot m uch m oney thoug h." 
"My tre at." 
"Re ally?"  Her eye brows shot up. 
"Re ally." 

She starte d  to clim b  on the bike b ehind  m e. 
"N o, we can't g o on the bike. You d on't have a helm et." 
"That's all rig ht." 
"N o, it's too d a ng erous in the wet."  The thoug ht took m e by surprise.  I liked d ang er. 
"You d on't have to g o fast." 
"You d on't have to b e  g oing  fast on a b ike to bre ak your he a d .  Anyway, it's only across the 
square. C'm on." 
 During  the next hour a nd  a half in an Italia n restaura nt, I le arne d , a m ong  other thing s, 
that she was re a d ing  French a nd  Italia n.  I le arne d  a b out Bocca c cio, a b out Cesare Pavese and  
Italo Calvino, that she like d  classic al m usic, as d id  I, and  that her parents were he a d ing  
toward s d ivorce b ut that they ha d  never paid  m uch attention to her anyway.  She d id n't tell 
m e that. Perhaps she d id n't even re a lise it.  Her e arly ye ars a nd  school holid a ys were spent in 
East Africa where her father ha d  b e en in the Diplom atic Service.  I also le arne d  that of course 
this wasn't a sexua l attraction for her, she was too young . I was too old.  She wante d  a chum  – or 



the d a d  who never was one.  She was just a precocious young ster who either d id n't know or 
d id n't care that she was living  d a ng e rously.  And  I love d  her.  W hat a sha m e . 
 She le arne d  that I d id n't g o to university b ut to The Royal Air Force flying  school at 
Cra nwell a nd  ha d , until tod ay, flown jet fig hters. 
 "Until tod ay?" 
She could  unexpecte d ly look very serious and  concerne d .  For a brie f m om ent it was as if she 
knew of the horror I'd  re c ently experienc e d .  My g uts fell as the im a g e  a g a in rippe d  into m y 
m ind , b ut m ercifully she d ispelle d  it with her next question. 
"Is that the end  of your whatever you call it, your nationa l service?" 
I sm ile d  at her slend er g rasp of rec ent history. 
"N o, we d on't have national servic e any m ore. I was a c are er offic er. 
"Oh. I hope you weren't cashiere d  or som ething .  My uncle was." 
"Re ally?  W hy? 
"He was caug ht d oing  it to the serg e a nt's wife. Apparently you're m ore likely to g et away with 
fucking  up tha n fucking  d own.  He was a Major." 
She said 'fucking'. W ell, it was 'the sixties', we just d id n't quite know it then. 
"Yes, I suppose that's true.  W hat d oes he d o now?" 
"He's at the Hom e Offic e." 
"Doing  the charla d ies?" 
"Yes, I im a g ine so.  So what happene d  to you?" 

"N othing  so exciting . I quit." 
 "Re ally?  W hy?" 
 "I'd  ha d  enoug h, I suppose. It's tim e for a chang e ." 
 "Did  you ever have to d rop b om b s on people or shoot the m  d own or anything ." 
"N o",  I lie d . 
"Do they m ind  that you've le ft?" 
"I'm  sure that they're he artb roken" 
"W ell I would  b e." 
W hat d id  she m e a n b y that?  Nothing, fool. It was a joke. 
"So what will you d o now?" 
Sm iling  a nd  sha king  m y he a d ,  "Oh God ." 
 "Sorry I d id n't m e an to b e nosy." 
"N o, no, you weren't.  I was just laug hing  b e c ause I haven't a clue.  N o, that's silly. I have. I'll 
prob a b ly find  a nother flying  job  som ewhere." 
I'd  lie d  a g a in.  I d id  have another job , actually in East Afric a, as a pilot to the flying  d octor 
service, b ase d  in N a irob i.  But I wasn't telling a nyone b e c ause I was trying  to esc ape. 
Swilling  the d re gs of her espresso, Italian style, she aske d - "W here d o you live?" 
"For the  m om ent, on the station." 
"The railway station?" 
I sm othere d  another laug h to spare her from  fe eling  silly. 
 "N o, that's what we call the airfield , the airb ase." 
"Oh, sorry."  she chuckle d ,  "I was worrie d  for a  m inute that you m ig ht b e a train spotter or 
som ething ." 



The rid iculously larg e  b ill was paid  and  we le ft. 
 "W hich colle g e are you in?" 
 "N ewnha m .  Do I se em  like a Girton g irl?" 
 "I d on't know.  How d o you tell Girton g irls from  N ewnha m  g irls." 

"They have  m ore teeth." 
"I'll walk you b a ck" 
The rain ha d  stoppe d  and  the cloud  ha d  b roken from  nim b ostratus to cum ulus, 

allowing  m oonlig ht.  W e walke d  d own King 's Para d e and  crosse d  the Ca m  on Silver Stre et.  
As we were approa ching  N e wnha m, 

"W ould  you like to see m y room ?" 
This was aske d  with the brig ht, excite d  sm ile of a young ster proud  of b e ing  a  Ca m b rid g e 
stud ent who wante d  to show off her colle g e  billet.  I g ot the im pression that her parents ha d  
never b e e n here. 
 "Do your parents b ring  you d own at term  tim e?" 
"N o, Hopkinson d oes. He's m y father's d river – well g e nera l fa ctotum  re ally." 
 "I see.  Yes, I'd  love to see your room ." 
 "Then follow m e." 

W e cut off Sid g wick Stre et and  he a d e d  around  the b a c k of the colle g e. 
 "Franc esc a, where are we g oing ?"  
 "W e c an't g o throug h the porter's lod g e.  Chaps aren't allowe d  in at nig ht." 

"Oh no, wait a  minute –" 
 "N o, it's fine, re ally.  There's a b e nt railing  b e hind  the la b .  W e c an sque eze throug h." 
 "N o, Francesc a, this is b lood y crazy.  W e'll b e in the N ews of the World .  'Diplom at's 
d a ug hter sent d own in Ca m b rid g e sc and a l.  Group Captain soug ht.'" 
 "N o, silly, we all d o it.  If they care d  a ll that m uch, they would  have fixe d  the fenc e." 
 W hy was I d oing  this?  I ha d  no sexual intentions so why take risks?  I suppose d  b e c ause 
I knew that I would  never se e her a g a in, there fore wante d  to b e with her a little long er. 
 W e were in.  As we walke d  along  the path, hid d e n b y tre es and  shrub s, she linke d  her 
arm  to m ine.  So fa m iliar.  I'd  known her forever. 
 "Se e?  It was fine." 
 "Yes, b ut we're not in yet." 
 The next m ove was alarm ing  a nd  la ug ha b le.  It rese m b le d  a com m and o assault.  Our 
ob jective was Sid g wick, in the  mid d le b lock.  Fra ncesca was le g itim ately in the ground s b ut I 
was an alien.  W hen we broke cover from  the tre es, she would  walk forward , che ck for the 
enem y, then b e c kon m e.  I would  d ash for the ne arest cover.  Fortunately there were lots of 
little he d g es a nd  b ushes.  By this m e ans we re a che d  the d oor, which, as Francesc a knew, was 
locke d . 
 "N ow what?" 
 She raise d  an eye brow and , hold ing  m y eyes with hers, b roug ht her ha nd s to her m outh – 
and  m a d e the sound  of an owl.  Oh God , how I love d  her. 
 "W hat's the response," I aske d , "A cuckoo?" 
 "At this tim e of nig ht?  Hard ly." 



 The response c am e a few m om ents later when the crashb ar was pushe d  and  the d oor 
opene d .  W e scuttle d  in. 
 "Thanks Jill.  This is Hal." 
 W e how d 'ye d o'd .  Jill was hold ing  a  towel around  her. 
 "Sorry.  Are you with Tom ?" 
 "Yes.  N o, it's okay.  Bye." 
 As she spe d  b a ck along  the corrid or, the towel slippe d  a nd  we were tre ate d  to her 
b ottom . 
 "Oops!" said  Fra ncesc a, "Rather nice, actua lly." 
 W e clim b e d  the stairs a nd  tiptoe'd  along  the corrid or to Room  224.  It m ust have b e e n one 
of the b est room s in colle g e, sm all, in the e aves b ut with a b e a utiful wind ow and  little b a lcony. 
It was tid y, d espite piles of b ooks, photog raphs a nd  posters on the walls - one of which re a d  
som ething  like -'Colle g e  g irls d o it stand ing  up.'  I d id n't com m ent. 
 "This is lovely.  I envy you b e ing  here." 
"It's all rig ht.  It's a bit b oring  re ally.  W ell, no, it's not.  That was silly, it's not b oring at all, it's 
wond erful b ut you're not suppose d  to a d m it that.  W ould  you like a coffe e?" 
"N o thanks." 
There was a picture of her b y the Pitti Pala c e, on the hill overlooking  Florenc e. She was sitting  
on a wall, a b oy in front of her, her le gs over his should ers. 
"W hen were you in Florence?" 
"I was there for the sum m er." 
"Is that your b oyfriend ?" 
"N o. W ell.. he was sort of m y b oyfriend  there." 
"I see."  A breath.  "Franc esc a, it was a d elig ht to m e et you." 
"Oh.  Thank you.  You too.  And  thank you for supper"  
"A ple asure.  Good  luck.  Enjoy your tim e here." 
"Are you around  tom orrow?" 
Tom orrow.  W as I around  tom orrow?  N o, I was g oing  up to Lond on tom orrow.  Get out the 
d oor. 
 Tom orrow?  Yes I suppose so.  W hy?"  W im p! 
"W ell, I just thoug ht m ayb e  we could  g o to a recital or som ething .  I m e an if you like." 
"Yes, I like.  W hat tim e?" 
"They usua lly start a b out seven thirty" 
"Se e you at seven, where I parke d  Sunb e a m ? 
"Gre at.  I'll se e you b a ck to the outsid e world ." 
"N o, I'll b e fine.  And  if I'm  c aug ht I won't b re ak und er torture and  reve a l your na m e .  Is there 
anyone here you d on't like?" 
"Yes, Marg o Cald icott." 
"Okay, I'll say I was with her.  Good  nig ht Fra ncesc a." 
"Good  nig ht, Hal." 

It was the first tim e she'd  said  m y na m e .  I was surprise d  she'd  even re m e m b e re d  it.  
Ag a in she offere d  her straig ht arm , firm  ha nd sha ke and  I le ft, praying  that I would n't he ar 'Oi, 
you there!' on m y way a cross the g ard e ns. 



 I m ounte d  Sweet Sunb e a m . 'Sweet Sunb e a m '.  Once I ha d  a  m otor cycle, now I ha d  'Sweet 
Sunb e a m '.  It was all I could  d o not to say hello. 
 Despite so m any ye ars in the RAF, it re m a ine d  a thrill d riving  past the g uard  a nd  und er 
the re d  a nd  white pole on to an a erod rom e.  W orld  W ar II m ovies a nd  David  N iven were to 
b la m e  for that.  The re ality of what I'd  b e en d oing  these last few ye ars d id  no long er fit the 
rom anc e however, so these were  my fina l two nig hts as a serving  offic er.  Then off to Lond on 
and  re al life, one I'd  never known, having b e e n sheltere d  b y the Air Force – and  Ca d e ll's outfit. 

Ca d ell.  The voice which onc e c ause d  m y senses to thrill and  tig hten was now the voice 
which I d re a d e d  he aring , from  which I was now running . 
 'Hello Hal, Ca d ell here. How a b out coffe e tom orrow at a b out eleven at Rob ert's.'  This 
translate d  as 'Be in Lond on tom orrow for a brie fing  at the sa fe house in the unlikely na m e d  
'Fifth Avenue', off the Harrow Roa d .'  It d id n't m atter where I was, I'd  have to b e in Lond on 
the following  d a y. 
   Ag a in, the nig htm ares.  N ot even the im a g e of Francesc a as I d roppe d  off, could  frustrate 
the m.   
 
 The recital the following evening , was hysterical.  A stud ent piano trio.  The piano and  
the c ello were fine, b ut the girl who playe d  the fid d le ha d  wild  hair, wild  enthusiasm  and  a 
wild , anarchic notion of tonal a c cura cy.  The first few clinkers we ig nore d , then d uring a presto 
passa g e when she a c curately hit only one in every seven notes, I felt Francesc a turn.  I looke d  
at her.  She was sm iling at m e with her eyes crosse d  and  we g ot the gig g les – b ut well 
controlle d , so as not to upset those around  us who were surely d e ficient in either he aring  or 
hum our, or b oth.  W e suffere d  until the interval then sc arpere d . 
 "W e could  have om elette and  sala d  in m y room  if you like?" 
 "Fine, if you ca n b e  b othere d . Sha ll we g et a b ottle of wine?" 

"Oh yes, shall we?" 
Ag a in we succ essfully ra n the g auntlet throug h the g ard e ns.  There was som ething even 

a b out the way Francesc a ate that was attractive, an enthusiasm , a concentration.  I suppose she 
ate like an Italia n.  Ag a in, the evening  passe d  in e asy conversation.  A few prob es, 'was I ever 
m arrie d ?'  Enthusiastic questions a b out m y g irlfriend  which confirm e d  to m e that this was, in 
her eyes, a platonic friend ship – as it should  b e.  I d id n't have a girlfriend , well, not a ste a d y 
one. 

As I m a d e sig ns of le aving , – 
 "You should  stay som e nig ht and  we could  have bre a kfast in hall.  It's lovely." 

'Stay som e night?'  She's so innocent, it doesn't occur to her that som eone of m y a g e m ight 
m ake a pass at her.  And  I d id n't - and  m e a hopeless cuntaholic.  Cripes!  A social kiss on the 
che ek a nd  I d rove hom e on Sweet Sunb e a m .  W e felt virtuous, Sunb e a m  a nd  I. 
 The next nig ht, her knickers were off. 

It was a bsolutely not m y intention.  Even thoug h we ha d  now spent three conse cutive 
evening s in e a ch other's com pany, I still re fuse d  to se e it as anything  other than platonic.  As I 
m ove d  to g ive her another social g ood nig ht kiss, she slid  insid e m y arm s a nd  offere d  her 
m outh.  W ell, Your Honour, I d id n't want to se em  rud e, so.... 



I should n't joke, it wasn't one bit funny.  It wasn't a m a zing  sex, either - then.  She was 
very e a g er and  energ etic, prob a b ly to ind ic ate how sexua lly experienc e d  a nd  e m a ncipate d  she 
was.  W hat was a m a zing  was how I felt as I held  her, how I felt knowing  that she wante d  m e.  
She was so soft, so sm ooth and  when she wasn't b e ing e nerg etic, so tend er.  And  there was a 
fra g ra nc e from  her upper lip which was, well.. it was a 'fuck m e' sm ell.  W e fell asle ep 
entwine d . 

And  so d awne d  the d ay I b e c a m e a civilia n.  The squa d ron lent m e a Land  Rover in 
which to m ove  my m od est g ood s to Lond on.  Som e b ooks, som e clothes, hi fi, that was it.  
Until I le ft for Afric a, I would  stay with a chum , Harry, one of m y crew when I flew Canb erras 
in the e arly d a ys.  He, now a Captain of The Que en's Flig ht, live d  with his wife Gwen and  their 
child ren in a g ig a ntic flat in Chiswick.  N ot too convenient for N ortholt, where the Flig ht was 
b ase d  b ut Gwen taug ht painting  for b ug g e r all m oney at a loc al Arts Centre and  could n't b e ar 
to g ive it up.  Quite rig ht. 

Lond on was a  mystery to m e.  Apart from  a few d ays now and  a g a in a nd  the brie fing s 
b y Ca d ell I'd  spent no tim e there and  knew no one. 

I d id n't se e Francesc a for the next few d ays.  W hen I d id  se e her, I g ot m y first warning  
sig n.  It was a Saturd ay a fternoon.  I was an hour late and  there was no way to contact her.  
This tim e I entere d  at the porter's lod g e and  announce d  that I'd  com e to visit m y niec e.   

The porter appe are d  alm ost to stand  to attention. 
"Oh yes, Group Captain, you're expecte d ." 
W hat a d evil Fra ncesca was. 
"Thank you.  You were in the service?" 
"Yessir.  617 Squa d ron." 
"Good  lord , The Da m b usters." 
"That's it, sir." 
"Delig hte d  to m e et you,"  I said , offering  m y hand . As he shook it, I felt a tap on m y 

other arm . 
"Hello."  
It was Jill, who let us in at nig ht.  
"Have you com e for Francesc a?" 
"Yes, I have." 
"I'll show you up." 
"Bye for now." to m y new friend  the porter. 
Jill took m e along  a n end less corrid or to the stairc ase. 
"Know where you are now?" 
"Yes, tha nk you." 
"Have a nic e a fternoon." 
"Thank you."  How long , I m use d , would  it b e b e fore we were fe ature d  in the colle g e        
m a g . 
Fra ncesca was not alone, and  the floor was covere d  in tiny piec es of torn paper. 
"Hello, I'm  so sorry I'm  late." 
"This is M e g." 
"Hello M e g." 



"Hello.  I'd  b etter g et b a ck.  N ice to m e et you.  Bye Francesc a." 
"Bye." says Fra ncesc a, sm iling . 
"Bye." say I, also sm iling .  She le ft.  Francesc a picke d  up a b ook, plonke d  herself he avily 

into the arm  chair and  starte d  re a d ing .  Or pretend e d  to.  I was astonishe d . 
"W hat happene d  here?"  Ind ic ating  the paper on the floor. 
W ithout looking  up - "N othing ." 
"N othing ?  W hat, no wed d ing ?" 
"W hat are you talking  a b out?" 
"The confetti on the floor." 
"That's not confetti." 
"N o, I know that, so..." 
She was chewing  her lip.  "I was ang ry, all rig ht?" 
"Looks like you still are." 
"Yes, well..?" 
"Be c ause I was late?" 
"So there was som eone m uch m ore im porta nt than m e." 

Get out now.   This is ba d news.  If she's this unreasonable when she hard ly knows you, what's it going 
to be like in a m onth?  Just say "yes, m uch m ore im portant" and g o. 

But I said  – 
"They were im porta nt.  Two child ren." 
Her eyes cam e up from  pretend ing  to re a d    She no long er looke d  a g g ressive, b ut 

d e fensive and  frig htene d . 
"You've g ot child ren?" 
I re m a ine d  friend ly and  re asoning  - 
"N o not m ine.  Harry a nd  Gwen's, the people I'm  staying  with.   Harry was working  

and  I a gre e d  to stay with the m until Gwen g ot b a ck from  her d octor.  There was som e d ra m a  
in the surg ery a nd  she was kept waiting ." 

Fra ncesca could n't just le ave it b ut she was sim m ering  d own - 
"Did n't she phone you or a nything ?" 
"Yes, b ut I could n't very well say that I ha d  to le ave the child ren alone b e c ause I ha d  a 

d ate.  If you ha d  a  phone, I'd  have phone d  you, Fra ncesc a." 
She rose and  rushe d  at m e, hug g ing  m e. 
"I'm  sorry.  I'm  sorry.  Ple ase d on't b e a ng ry. O f course you ha d  to stay with the 

child ren." 
I wasn't just ang ry, I was furious - a nd  troub le d .. The girl I so love d  was d a m a g e d . 
"It's all rig ht.  I'm  not ang ry, Fra ncesc a." 
Her m outh b roke into a wid e sm ile and  she kisse d  all over m y fa c e. Then she pulle d  up 

her top exposing  her b re asts a nd  pressing  the m a g a inst m e.  I wond ere d  was it just m e she 
wante d  or would  anyone d o? 
"I've m a d e  a  pasta sauce, is that all rig ht?" 
"Very all rig ht.  Thank you.  How was tod ay?" 
It was okay.  I ha d  an Italia n tutorial.  I think he's a b it of a lech." 
"You m e a n like m e?" 



"'Yes, just like you except I d on't fancy him . You're a nice le ch." 
A vision of m y tom bstone 'HAL SINCLAIR, A NICE LECH'. 
She's unb uttoning  m y shirt and  rub b ing  her b re asts a g a inst m y chest. 
"Som e of the stud ents let him  fuck the m." 
'N o, re ally?" 
"Yes, a lot of the tutors d o it." 
"Do the girls d o it for hig her m a rks or just for the kud os of pulling  the prof?" 
"Both, prob a b ly.  You know, until rec ently, if you ha d e a m ale visitor in your room , the b e d  
ha d  to b e m ove d  into the corrid or." 
"W hat, they were so a c a d e m ic that they d id n't know you could  use the floor?  Have you ever 
d one it?" 
"N ot here, no." 
"N ot here?"   I laug h.   "So where?" 
"At school." 
"N o." 
"Yes." 
"You d id  it with a te a cher?" 
"Yes, the French m aster." 
"My God !  Did  you want him  to?" 
Her b row furrowe d  - "O f course.  I would n't have let him  if I ha d n't." 
"W here d id  you d o it? 
"In the chem istry la b .  On the floor, naturally." 
"How old  were you?" 
"Fourte en." 

My expectation was to b e in N a irob i within a few weeks of le aving  the RAF b ut the 
pilot I was g oing  to repla c e ha d  staye d  on b e c ause the job  he was m oving  to ha d  fa llen 
throug h.  It was like b eing  c aug ht in a property chain. 
 I ha d  to g et out of Harry's flat. Apart from  im posing  upon the m, I could  e asily have b e e n 
found  b y Ca d e ll if he'd  ne e d e d  m e.   

Harry ha d  b e e n rib b ing  m e a b out where I was g oing  on the nig hts when I went to 
Ca m b rid g e so I told  him .  He said  that I was a lucky b astard  a nd  that I should  fe el fre e to b ring  
her to Lond on for the occ asional week-end , so I d id .  Francesca was sweetly d elig hte d  to b e 
includ e d .  Harry a nd  Gwen like d  her on sig ht.  She was wond erful with the child ren.  She was 
always wond erful with child ren, she d id n't ever consid er the m a nuisa nce, she g ave the m her 
full attention and  they love d  her.  I re m e m b e re d  the nig ht of the torn paper a nd  how her a ng er 
ha d  d issipate d  when I m entione d  the child ren.  Anyway, the evening  was a gre at succ ess, 
then.. there was a prob le m . 

W hen we g ot into the b e d room , her m ood  chang e d . From  b eing  g ood  com pany all 
evening , with everyone ob viously liking  her, the m om ent we were alone she fell silent.  W e'd  
ha d  a  few 'scenes' over the last weeks so I recog nise d  when one was com ing .  Som etim es, in 
fa ct usua lly, I knew what it was g oing  to b e a b out and  could  avert it, b ut there were occ asions  
when it se em e d  that she ne e d e d  to expel her ra g e, and  then there was nothing  that you or I or 



the Gre at Psychotic in the Sky could  d o a b out it.  I trie d  b ut this tim e I ha d  no id e a what it was 
a b out. 

"You're a hit, Francesc a, everyone instantly like d  you." 
"N ot everyone." 
"W ell, no, I d on't like you b e c ause you've g ot b uck te eth and  a  m oustache." 

She d id n't laug h. 
"Are you fucking  her?" 

I could  never have g uesse d  that this would  b e it - 
"You know m e fairly well now Francesc a, so d o you honestly think that?" 
"She wants you to fuck her." 
"Is this wom en's intuition?" 
"She d id n't take her eyes off you all evening ." 
"You know, when I was in the kitchen with Gwen, she said  of you 'she never takes her 

eyes off you'.  N ow, if you were watching  m e all evening , how could  you have se en that she 
was watching  m e all evening ?" 

"Oh, you're so clever, aren't you?"  She pulle d  her shoes off and  threw the m on the floor. 
I let rip -  

"Yes, and  so are you Fra ncesc a -"  her eyes flare d  in alarm  for an instant at m y raise d  
voice b ut it ha d  to b e said   " - so why d on't you eng a g e  your fine  mind  a nd  und erstand  that 
even if Gwen d id  wa nt m e to fuck her - a nd  people are entitle d  to want, perhaps not always to 
g et, b ut certainly to want - that's no re ason to take it out on m e.  And  since there's no cha nc e 
that I a m g oing  to fuck her, why d on't you fe el a little sisterly sym pathy inste a d  of upsetting  
yourself over nothing .  N ow will you ple ase g et on your kne es, take your knickers d own and  
le a n your elb ows on the b e d  so that I can fuck you. 

She d id  a nd  I d id , thoug h we d id n't stay that way for long .  W ell, love m a king  ne e d s 
eyes, d oesn't it?  W e fell asle ep at pea c e. 

 
My happiness thoug h, was a d um b rate d  b y the knowle d g e that one of m y g e neration 

ha d  no rig ht to Francesc a, that she ha d  b e e n only lent to m e and  that it was incum b e nt upon 
m e to g ive her b a ck, re-attach her to her true life and  watch it spin her away, knowing  that I 
would  never love or know her like a g a in.   

Fra ncesc a d id n't se e the a g e d ifferenc e as a prob le m .  She would  when I was ne arly fifty 
and  she was thirty.  Still hung ry for everything a nd  re a lising  how m any of her child -b e aring  
ye ars she ha d  waste d  on m e.  It ha d  to end  – soon, b e fore she b e c a m e too d epend a nt and  it 
hurt her m ore.  That was why I d id n't ever tell her that I love d  her. 

I ha d  to find  som ething  to d o until I went to N a irob i.  W hat I knew b est, ob viously, was 
flying .  I could  have b e e n contracte d  b a ck to the RAF as an instructor, b ut then Ca d e ll would  
e asily have found  m e, so I phone d  round  the flig ht schools looking  for a post. The only one 
availa b le was in Scotland .  W ell, that would  precipitate the bre ak with Fra ncesc a.  

Telling  her was awful.  This was her g re atest fe ar, b e ing  a b a nd one d .  W e were in b e d , in 
Ca m b rid g e.  She d id n't ra g e, or protest.  There was a long  silenc e then she said ,   

"But I love you, d id n't you know that?"  
And  she turne d  her b a ck a nd  curle d  into a b a ll.  I trie d  to hold  her b ut she pulle d  away. 



 "N o, it's all rig ht"  she said . 
The next week was g rim .  I went to Ca m b rid g e a couple of tim es, b ut ea ch tim e I 

re grette d  it.  It was too sore.  Francesca wasn't unple asa nt, just d istant.  On the second  visit, 
her b e d  was unm a d e and  the room  ha d  a n od d  od our.  Sex.  The sm ell of sex.  There was a 
ting ling  at the sid es of m y throat and  a rush of saliva as thoug h I was g oing  to vom it.  I said  
nothing , it wasn't m y rig ht.  I could n't tell her that all I wante d  was her, that there could  b e 
nothing  in m y life, now or ever, as im portant or b e autiful in every way, as she. 
 
 


