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She was leaning on the parapet of Magdalen Bridge, looking down at the river, both hands deep 
in the pockets of a greatcoat too big for her. He had been walking in the Botanic Gardens, for 
want of anything better to do on a Saturday morning, but there are only so many hours you can 
kill in a garden in winter. A woman wearing trousers was - slightly - more interesting. 

'I heard the war had changed women's habits, but I didn't know it went as far as trousers.' 
He reached out and fingered the stone, crumbly with lichen. 

'And did it change your manners,' she retorted, 'or are you always impertinent to 
strangers?'  

'I beg your pardon. I don't suppose it did me any good, no. But if that's your brother's 
greatcoat, you look charming in it.' 

'It was my cousin's. And I've cut lunch with a tutor to go to his funeral, if you must 
know.' She seemed to shrink inside the coat. 'This bloody influenza.' 

There was nothing he could think of to say: he tilted his head slightly, trying to see her 
face beyond the curve of dark hair. 'I'm sorry. Very sorry.' 

'It only takes the strongest. The best. It's not fair.' She turned and began to walk away 
towards the High Street. 

'Doesn't it always? Why else would I still be here... don't go,' he said, and was surprised 
to see her stop and turn back. 

'Why not?' she asked.  
'You'll be in trouble, to start with. Out unchaperoned.' He took a few steps towards her.  
She began to laugh, a low, bitter noise hardly to be heard above the noise of wheels. 'I 

was in the base hospital at Rouen when they bombed it, I've washed parts of men my maiden 
aunts hardly dared think of, and I'm supposed to be in danger on the streets of Oxford!' 

'I know; ridiculous,' he said. 'I've run messages back of the trenches hoping like hell that 
the star shells don't show me up, and I have to be back in college by ten past nine.' 

'You too?' They stopped and looked at each other, face to face for the first time. 
'Béthune,' she said. 'You were after Béthune. And... ' she giggled. 'You had measles!' 

'Yes. My mighty war.' He smiled. 'The perils of being billeted on a family.' He took off 
his hat. 'I thought it was you, when... when you spoke. The tall nurse who brought in rabbits for 
the pot. We used to wonder who shot them.' 

'I did, as it happens. I'm a good shot. Some of us were brought up in the country.' She 
brushed her hair out of her eyes in a gesture he had last seen when she was down on her knees 
scrubbing the floor by Captain Carrow's bed. 

'Despite the maiden aunts,' he said. 
'By the maiden aunts. I used to escape when I could.' She looked at him, laughter glinting 

in her eyes. 'Am I going to be in worse trouble if I go back alone, or if you come with me?' 
He held out his hat. 'Put that on. It should pass muster as far as...?' 
'The Woodstock Road, or until someone notices my heels. Thank you.' She crammed it 

on to her head, and tucked the ends of her hair up under it.  
'Don't tell me you're a Home Student.'  
'Do I look like one?' She looked at him again. She was tall; her eyes were almost at a 

level with his. 
'No. You don't.' He adjusted the hat to the correct angle. 'That's better.' 
'Then the honour of my college is safe, at least.' 


