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PROLOGUE

The National Portrait Gallery: 1968

She had invited Alexander, whether on the spur of the moment or with malice aforethought he did not know, to come and hear Flora Robson do Queen Elizabeth at the National Portrait Gallery. He had meant to say no, but had said yes, and now stood outside that building contemplating its sooty designation. She had also, for good measure, invited everyone else present at a very ill-assorted dinner party: only Daniel, beside himself, had accepted. There had been a young painter there who had declared that the words National and Portrait were in themselves enough to put him off, thanks. It was not, this decided person declared, his scene. It was Alexander’s scene, Frederica had firmly said, and Alexander had demurred, although he had always had a fondness for the place. Anyway, he had come.

He considered those words, once powerful, at present defunct, national and portrait. They were both to do with identity: the identity of a culture (place, language and history), the identity of an individual human being as an object for mimetic representation. Both mattered, or had mattered, to Alexander. He found himself, nevertheless, aesthetically amused by his surroundings. There was the black circling curve of railings to which was tied a repeating series of pale reproductions of the Darnley portrait of Elizabeth Tudor, faded coral, gold, white, arrogance, watchfulness, announcing “People, Past and Present”.

On the way he had passed several recruiting posters for the First World War, pointing accusatory fingers at him, and a shop called “I was Lord Kitchener’s Valet”, full of reproduced bric-à-brac of the British Empire, backed not by bugles calling but by the universal clang and moan of amplified electric guitar. On a Shaftesbury Avenue hoarding he had seen a monstrous image of a rear view of a brawny worker, naked to the waist and from there enclosed in tight-buttoned red, white and blue breeches. “I’m Backing Britain” was scrawled across this person’s bulging backside.

Above him, on the steps of the National Gallery were the peripatetic folk with the new ancient faces. Jesus boots, kaftans, sporadic bursts of song or tinkling breaking a tranquillised hush.

Alexander went in. She was not there, as he might have known. The Gallery had changed since his last, not recent, visit. It had lost some of its buff and mahogany Victorian solidity and had acquired a stagey richness, darkly bright alcoves for Tudor icons on the stairway, not, he thought, unpleasing. He went up to look for the Darnley portrait, which had been removed for the performance, so he was left to sit on a bench contemplating an alternative Gloriana, raddled, white-leaded, bestriding the counties of England in thunderstorm and sun, painted an inch thick, horse-hair topped and hennaed, heavy with quilted silk, propped and constricted by whalebone.

The crowd flowed between him and the paintings. It seemed to have overflowed from the steps of the National Gallery, variously uniformed, uniformly various. Grimy thonged feet under, silky, fluffy, matted beards over, sari and saffron robe. Military jackets from Vietnam and the Crimea, barely sprouted moustaches and poultry-thin necks popping out of gilded collars above tarnished epaulettes. Rubber-hard girls in silver tights and silver boots, with silver skirts bouncing on compact rumps. Limp girls in black velvet dangling meshed-metal purses, with paper flowers in the coils and curtains of their artificial hair. Several George Sands, Mesdemoiselles Sacripant, in trousers, frilled shirts, and velvet berets. Shuffling, sexless people in drooping garments made from the ill-printed Indian bedspreads that had gathered dust in the seaside attics of Alexander’s childhood. Some carried brand-new Benares begging bowls. Like cows they clattered new shiny bells round their necks. Alexander had seen these for sale in dozens of street-stalls. The vendors had little placards saying that the bells symbolised inwardness.

Under English macintoshes, English tweed, English cashmere, American tourists edged doggedly forward, wired from plastic knobs in the ears to the inward murmur of the boxed soundguides. It was no doubt whispering about the iconic and yet realistic qualities of these English Renaissance images, barbaric and crude two centuries after the solid and airy glories of the High Renaissance, yet a style that was beginning to know what it was. A secular style, a new beginning after the iconoclastic excesses under young Edward VI, when angels, Mothers and Children had flared and crackled in the streets, immolated to a logical absolute God who disliked images.

Alexander thought, surveying Thomas Cromwell and the mock-soldiers, about the nature of modern parody. It seemed to him who did not understand or like it, undirected and aimless: they imitated anything and everything out of an unmanageable combination of aesthetic curiosity, mocking destructiveness and affectionate nostalgia, the desire to be anything and anywhere other than here and now. Did these soldiers loathe or secretly desire warfare? Or did they not know? Was it all a considered “statement”, as the painter would have said, about accommodated and unaccommodated man? Or was it just a hysterical continuation of childhood dressing-up? Alexander himself had considerable knowledge about the history of clothing, could place a shift of seam or change of cut in relation to tradition and the individual talent almost as well as he could a verse-form or a vocabulary. He watched his own clothes and his own poetry in the light of these delicate shifts of subdued innovation. But he was apprehensive that at this time there was no real life in either.

He was nevertheless, at fifty, in well-cut olive gabardine, cream silk shirt and gold chrysanthemum tie, a handsome man.

He went out again, against his better judgment, to look for Frederica. He leaned over the balcony above the stairwell. Directly below him, in front of a portrait of the late King, his Queen, and two princesses in vermilion lipstick, drooping skirts and sling-back shoes, all dwarfed entirely by the huge canvasful of pale green good taste and glitter of chandeliers and silver teapots in a drawing-room in Windsor, Frederica was engaged in a feinting, weaving dance, round a quilted triangular stool, with an unknown man. This man was large, and, foreshortened from above, consisted of a wide expanse of glossy black PVC raincoat, crisping out round a bulky body, and a heavy mass of straight blond hair, with a sheen like cool butter.

This man reached across the stool and caught her wrist: she reached up, spoke in his ear, kissed him under it, and twisted away. He reached after her as she moved off, and ran the flat of one large hand down her spine, over her tail, cupping it, resting there. It was a gesture of complete, and public, intimacy. He then shouldered his way out through the crowd, not looking back. Frederica laughed, and came on up. Alexander retreated.

“Ah, there you are. Have you seen Daniel? I’m amazed he thought fit to come.”

Alexander did not answer, since he could see Daniel coming along the landing, a fat man in black cords and black turtleneck sweater. He came heavily up to them and nodded.

“Well met,” she said. “We three. Were you given gifts on the way in?”

“No,” said Daniel.

She extended her hands. In one was a greenish square of mirror glass, possibly a tiny bathroom tile. In the other was a crushed strawberry cloakroom ticket with 69 on one side and LOVE stamped on the other in mauve ink.

“Pressed on me by a platinum blonde Pocahontas and a cowboy in a green eyeshade. Is it a joke, or an earnest message?”

“Both,” said Alexander. “All our earnest messages are couched as jokes and we take our jokes deadly seriously. We frame them and cover our gallery walls with them. The great British Sense of Humour, cross-fertilised by American self-consciousness, the Latin absurd and the Oriental finger-snap or educative blow on the ear. Your messages say what they say – and they indicate that what they say is absurd – and they add, moreover, that the absurdity is due to a further profundity. And so ad infinitum.”

“My dear,” said Frederica, “that reminds me. Did you know you are now an established O level set text? Do they have to ask your permission?”

“Don’t,” said Alexander, wincing.

She held out the glass. “What shall I do with it?”

“Carry it. Like a type of vanity. Or a just possible alternative – a type of self-knowledge.”

She held it to one eye. “You can’t see much in it.”

“Put it in your pocket,” said Daniel, “since you took it from them.”

“That was good manners, English good manners.”

“Good manners means you pocket it gracefully.”

“Yes,” said Frederica.

The long gallery, in which they took their seats for the recital was full of a different kind of people. Alexander amused himself by counting powerful women: there was Dame Sybil Thorndike, graciously accepting a throne-like chair from Dr Roy Strong, at that time Director of the Gallery, and an iconographer, possibly even an idolater, of the Virgin Queen. There was Dame Helen Gardner, head up, face benignly severe, Merton Professor of Renaissance Literature in the University of Oxford. There was Lady Longford, biographer of Queen Victoria, and in the background he thought, he hoped, he discerned the large, contemplatively vague figure of Dr Frances Yates, whose writings on the images of Elizabeth Tudor as Virgo-Astraea had, as it turned out, signally changed the whole shape of his own life. There also was Lady Antonia Fraser, accompanied by a dumpy woman in a raincoat, and wearing a St Laurent skirt, a pair of high soft suede boots and a jerkin and hat which were derived remotely and through endless shifts of urban elegance from the buckskins of cowboys, Indians or trappers. She was considering the Darnley portrait, which hung above the dais, with a firmly courteous if critical gaze. Her sympathies were presumably elsewhere, although she had a look, he thought fancifully, of a modern Belphoebe in those garments, sunny hair and the accoutrements of a huntress. If she was Belphoebe, Frederica, in a kind of brief knitted corselet of dark grey wool with a glitter in it, and boots with a metallic sheen, was Britomart, her hair itself cut into a kind of bronze helmet, more space-age, maybe, than Renaissance. He turned his attention to the Darnley portrait, his favourite.

There she stood, a clear powerful image, in her airy dress of creamy stiff silk, embroidered with golden fronds, laced with coral tassels, lightly looped with pearls. She stood and stared with the stillness and energy of a young girl. The frozen lassitude of the long white hands exhibited their fineness: they dangled, or gripped, it was hard to tell which, a circular feathery fan whose harsh whirl of darker colours suggested a passion, a fury of movement suppressed in the figure. There were other ambiguities in the portrait, the longer one stared, doublenesses that went beyond the obvious one of woman and ruler. The bright-blanched face was young and arrogant. Or it was chalky, bleak, bony, any age at all, the black eyes under heavy lids knowing and distant.

Her portraits had been treated as icons and as witches’ dolls: men had died for meddling with them in various ways, such as stabbing, burning, piercing with hog’s bristles, embedding in poison.

She herself had been afraid, but had not lost her head.

It was so clear, thought Alexander, that there had been someone real there to be portrayed. But she was like Shakespeare, a figure whose over-abundant energy attracts dubiously mixed emotions, idolatry and iconoclasm, love and fear, and the accompanying need to diminish and reduce their strangeness and ordinariness by reductive myths and pointless “explanations”. Shakespeare did not write Shakespeare: Shakespeare was not Shakespeare: he was Marlowe or Bacon or de Vere or Queen Elizabeth herself. Elizabeth was not Elizabeth the Virgin Queen: she was a whore, of Babylon or London, a clandestine mother, a man, Shakespeare. He had once, with delight, read a book with a laudatory preface by Erle Stanley Gardner that “proved” that Shakespeare’s plays were the secret fruit of the Queen’s marriage to England, the result of a double vow, to celibacy (at 15) and to literature (at 45). Arguments advanced in favour of her authorship of Shakespeare were the likelihood that she might be well enough educated to possess the necessary very large vocabulary (variously estimated at 15,000 or 21,000 words) and the necessary Negative Capability. This Negative Capability was exemplified in her capacity to hold military, marital and economic decisions in endless unresolved suspense. She had, of course, concealed her authorship to ensure fair criticism of her work, and because she feared she might be charged with neglecting her duty as a sovereign.

Alexander smiled secretly. If Shakespeare, like Homer, must be proved to be a woman, people, including many of his own contemporaries, had always found it necessary to prove that Queen Elizabeth was really a man. As a boy he had been excited by that idea. More, much more, than by the secret hustling away of Leicester’s putative bastard. Thews and sinews buckled under whalebone, male muscles, and other things, buried and hidden in rustling silk. Later still he had come to associate this arcane pleasure with Spenser’s Dame Nature, who “hath both kinds in one”, “nor needeth other none”. A satisfactory state of affairs. To imagine.

The actors entered, recited, were applauded. Dame Flora, plain in plain black, recited the Queen’s own lyric


My Care is like my shaddowe in the Sunne

followes one fliinge, flies when I pursue it …



There were rich descriptions of her coronation and generosity to the commonalty. There was the Tilbury speech. Alexander was quietly moved.

Frederica was not. She found Dame Flora’s rendering too softly feminine: she was perhaps predisposed to be critical. The stiff Petrarchan antitheses were delivered with a liquid Victorian painfulness and the rich, plaintive, sincere voice stumbled over the most ferocious and famous assertion: I know I have the body of a weak and feeble woman but I have the heart and stomach of a king. This was all woman, Frederica thought crossly, ordinary woman, like peering into the Royal kitchenette at Buckingham Palace to be reassured that robes and furred gowns hide a wife and housewife. Turn this queen out of her kingdom in her petticoats and handy-dandy, which is the actress, which is the queen? And the grand, fierce cadences of the great prose given human pauses and “natural” flow. “I take no such pleasure in it that I should much wish it, nor conceive such horror in death that I should greatly fear it; and yet I say not, but if the stroke were coming perchance flesh and blood would be moved with it and seek to shun it …” Frederica wondered what they had sounded like, the speeches, whether they had been as sonorously perfect as she imagined them, or more broken, halting, nervous, written up maybe and polished for posterity, of which she herself was part.

Actor and actress recited a poem she, Frederica, had not known, A Song betweene the Queen’s Majestie and Englande.


Come over the born Bessy

Come over the born Bessy

Swete Bessey come over to me;

And I will thee take

And my deare Lady make

Before all other that ever I see …

I am thy lover faire

Hath chose thee to mine heir

And my name is merry Englonde …



Memory tugged. Come over the born, Bessy. Frederica got excited. When the performance was over she tugged in turn at Alexander’s sleeve.

“That poem, that’s Lear. Look, where he stands and glares. Wantest thou eyes at trial, madam? Come o’er the bourn, Bessy. That’s Edgar. And the fool: her boat hath a leak. And she dare not speak, why she cannot come over to thee. My footnotes always said that meant syphilis. Surely that was risky, surely that was sacrilege or something?”

“It was about the end of her reign, when they were afraid the kingdom would be divided, Lear. Decay of powers. And of merry Englonde.”

“She said, when she talked to the archivist in the Tower, she said, I am Richard II, know ye not that?”

“I know,” said Alexander. “I know.”

“So you do, it was in your play, I probably learned it from there.”

“Probably,” said Alexander, possessed by terrible sadness. He wished, he thought, that he had never written that play. To be here, now, with the Darnley Portrait, was like being in a room with a woman you had once been led to assault, unsuccessfully, with whom no other relation was now possible.

“If I had the chance to do that again now, I’d do it quite differently, quite.”

“You always could do it again.”

“Oh no.” Alexander had a strongly linear sense of time. Chances did not come round again, they went, and stayed, past. He had sometimes thought of more modern, more artificial ways of rendering that matter, the virgin and the garden, now and England, without undue sentiment or heavy irony. But he would not try.

“It was good the first time, though,” Frederica was saying. “In the first place. All the singing and dancing. Funny, the fifties. Everybody thinks of it as a kind of no-time, an unreal time, just now. But we were there, it was rather beautiful, the Play, and the Coronation and all that.”

“A false beginning,” said Alexander.

“All the beginning there was,” she said. “My beginning, anyway. That was what did happen.”

“I must go,” said Daniel. “I must go.”

They turned to him in distress. He hadn’t said anything, had he enjoyed it? What did he think?

Nothing, really, said Daniel. To tell the truth, he was so tired, he’d sunk into a kind of peaceful coma, he’d heard almost nothing, he was sorry. He must go now. He had to see someone.

Someone was a woman whose son had been damaged in a smash. He had been a beautiful boy, and still was, a walking unreal figure of a beautiful boy, a wax doll inhabited alternately by a screaming daemon and a primitive organism that ate and bulged and slept, amoeba-like. His father had been unable to bear it and had left. The woman had been a good teacher, and now was not, had had friends, and now did not, had had a pleasant body, and now did not. She was afraid, and angry, and exhausted and would not for a moment leave what was and was not her boy. She wanted Daniel to come with her to Court about the damages: the grounds she gave were that someone might laugh at her boy, and she would go berserk. Daniel had said he would come: it was tiring, waiting in court corridors for the case to be heard. He had come today to hear other voices than her repetitive desperate shrilling and the boy’s occasional snort. But he had not managed to listen. He shook his head, and repeated that he must go.

They walked companionably out together, the three of them. Daniel said with an effort, “I preferred your play”, and Alexander said, “No, no”, still brooding on the irreversibility of art and time. They cut through to Piccadilly Circus, and Eros poised over the hunched and lolling and weaving junkies. Daniel suddenly announced that he was going into the Underground, he had to get somewhere. Frederica said, “Stay and have tea” and Daniel began slowly to descend with heavy steps, into the warm and smelly dark. “Let’s have tea, in Fortnum’s, that would be amusing,” said Frederica to Alexander. He meant to say no, but said yes.



PART I: A FUGITIVE VIRTUE




1. That Far Field

In 1952 history took a grip on the world of Alexander Wedderburn’s imagination. When the King died Alexander’s play was in fact largely finished, although later he had perpetual difficulty in establishing, in other people’s minds, the true chronological order of his own choice of themes and the accident of death. His play was frequently misrepresented as a pageant, commissioned for the Festival which celebrated the handing-over of Long Royston Hall to the still insubstantial new North Yorkshire University. The Festival itself was certainly timed to coincide with the spontaneous outbursts of national cultural fervour in parks and gardens all over the country in celebration of the Coronation. If Alexander’s play had not existed, it would have been necessary to invent it. Fortunately, it was to hand.

In the beginning he had been innocently obsessed with the renovation of the language, and of verse drama in particular. This was in the air. There were Eliot, and Fry. As an undergraduate at Oxford Alexander had decided that the problem was Shakespeare, who had been in one sense so much too much that he had made it almost impossible to write good dramatic verse after him. Either the playwright was distractedly obsessed with innovation for its own sake, or he wrote watery imitation Shakespeare, involuntarily. It had come to Alexander that a thing to do might be to take a run, as it were, at Shakespeare, head on. To write a historical drama, like Shakespeare’s own, but in modern verse, and confront the time, the place, and the man. Later, for some private reasons and some aesthetic reasons, he had come to leave Shakespeare out and to concentrate on the Queen. He was aiming at a vigorous realism, and had great trouble with a natural warp in the work itself towards pastiche and parody. The writing took him several years, on and off, years of loving research, formal experiment, despair, visions. He was at the time Second English Master at Blesford Ride School, in the North Riding, and realised, almost involuntarily, tinkering with his verse whilst invigilating a biology examination, that the thing was finished, it had come to an end. He could do no more. He did not know what to do without the hope, the obsession, the glassy cage of singing rhythms and moving forms inside which he had walked about. He put the text of the play in a drawer, left it a month, during which the King died, and then took it to Matthew Crowe.

Partly because he had finished the play, he felt a great sense of loss and aimlessness when the King died. He took a group of Middle School boys to hear the Crier proclaim the accession on the steps of Calverley Minster. “The King is dead: long live the Queen.” And the trumpet sounded, thin and clear. The boys shuffled solemnly, expecting to feel something. This death marked a period to the first brief part of their existence, that must have seemed eternal: rationing, the end of a war, utility. Alexander remembered the King, prodding bomb rubble, on newsreels. A disembodied voice, on the radio, announcing war. Nervous and pastoral. He imagined a nation, attempting to imagine this known figure, dead alone in his bed, and failing in the attempt. That was what kings were for. His personal grief was both ludicrous and natural.

It was Matthew Crowe who gave Alexander’s play literally a local habitation, and a cultural and financial reality. Crowe owned and lived in Long Royston, architecturally a relation, further north, of Hardwick Hall, though without the spread of glass and the weight of towers: it was a large building made both for living in and for display, but with slightly more emphasis on the living. Alexander was already indebted to Crowe, a natural entrepreneur and patron of the arts. It was Crowe who had engineered a short run at the Arts Theatre for Alexander’s first play, The Buskers, of which Alexander was now slightly ashamed, since his new hopes of bold realism reinforced his belief that plays about plays and plays about actors were one of the signs of general debility in the theatre. It was Crowe who provided the grandest and liveliest part of Alexander’s social life, outside Blesford Ride. He was a strenuous believer in local culture, local loyalties, local talent, and, although he had had a brief career as a West End director as a young man, now spent his time putting on festivals and play-cycles in churches, music-halls, village barns. He was, and said he preferred to be, a huge fish in a reasonably small pond. He was very rich. He rarely went South.

When he had read the play, he invited Alexander to dinner, declared great enthusiasm for the work, and over coffee and brandy by his study fire, told Alexander some political secrets and made some revelations. Crowe enjoyed politics, secrets and revelations. He leaned forward into the firelight out of his high-enfolding leather chair and described briskly and gleefully to Alexander the machinations and inner workings of the powerful bodies who were labouring to devise the New University. There was the very strong Adult Education Movement, which had first proposed the University, the ladies’ teacher training college, St Hilda’s, the theological college, St Chad’s, which were to be incorporated into it, and Cambridge University, the original sponsor of the extension lectures for adults. Crowe spoke intimately to Alexander of the Bishop, the Minister, the man from the Treasury, the graspings and compromises, and Alexander, who had little political sense, failed frequently to admire the true brilliance of some concession or manoeuvre or piece of timing. Crowe spoke of the long business of syllabus-planning; the attempts to make this peculiarly local, peculiarly for adult students, or, like Keele, the only then existing exemplar, founded a few years earlier, to make the students acquire all kinds of knowledge before specialising, to make them become, as the Renaissance ideal had required, complete men. Crowe spoke of his own part in this: the tactical revelation, at the right moment of impasse, of his intention to make over Long Royston, house and grounds, on condition that he had a right to live in his own corner of it in perpetuity.

The point was, Alexander must see, that all this was most timely; the inauguration of an Appeal, the announcement of the Gift, the Royal Charter, in Coronation Year, all could coincide, and be celebrated, amongst other things, by a performance of Alexander’s wholly appropriate play in summer evenings on the terrace of Long Royston itself. It was a play ideally suited to raise the countryside – in the sense of providing work, cultural employ, for armies of local people. There must be a cast of thousands – with a bit of tinkering – and musicians, and scene-builders, and costume-designers and sewing-ladies – all the people of the locality. It was not a pageant, Alexander said. No, said Crowe, it was a work of art, which would with luck have the good fortune to have justice done to it. He would himself be in his element, setting it up. Alexander should see.

The speed of the setting-up left Alexander a little dazed. He was summoned shortly to meet the Festival Committee, again at Long Royston: this consisted of the Bishop’s Chaplain, the man from the Treasury, Miss Mott from the Extension courses, Councillor Barker of Calverley, Crowe, of course, and Benjamin Lodge, the director from London. Alexander’s play had further solidified and proliferated: everyone present had his or her own duplicated script. Everyone present congratulated Alexander on the brilliance and topicality of his work. Crowe presided benignly: the Committee discussed dates, costs, publicity, supporting events, possible casting, sanitary arrangements. Alexander was never sure at what point, or by whom, it had been formally decided that his play would be put on: he was faintly troubled by Lodge, who once or twice spoke of “this pageant” and said it would need cutting. Crowe, clever enough to notice these doubts, held back both Lodge and Alexander to have a drink, elicited compliments from Lodge for Alexander’s verse, and from Alexander for Lodge’s excellently stark production of the Wakefield plays, which he had seen, and had indeed greatly admired. Lodge was a heavy, taciturn man in a monstrous mustard-coloured sweater, whose black hair was thinning, and was compensated for by a huge, bushy-soft beard. Crowe himself, in his sixties, had a crimson cherub-face, something, still, of an unfinished boyish look. He had wide pale blue eyes, a little curled sensual mouth, and a tonsure of finely-floating silver hair. He was a little rounded by age, still this side of portly. Whilst Lodge and Alexander were still glowing, presumably, with fine malt whisky and a sense of achievement, Crowe whisked Alexander away, declaring that he would drive him home to Blesford Ride.

Crowe drove an elderly Bentley, rather fast. He took Alexander across country, between drystone walls and rough fields, the edges of the moor, down into Blesford Vale, up the long school drive, lined with limes. He stopped the car just outside the school’s red Gothic arch.

“You should be pleased with this day’s work. And with yourself.”

“I am. I am. I hope you are. I can never thank …”

“You’re worried by Ben, I can see. Don’t be. He won’t make a pageant out of it. For one thing, I shan’t let him, and for another, he’s no fool. Just likes to be sure he’s doing creative work of his own. Likes to slap your text about a bit, until he feels it’s got his mark on it. You noticed that, of course. But you can trust me to keep an eye. You can. And you must keep your own eye. Will they let you have time off this awful place?”

He cocked his head up at the clumsy, louring archway.

“My ancestor’s godawful Folly. How long d’you mean to stay in this place?”

“Oh I don’t know. I like teaching. I suppose I’d like to think of writing full-time.”

“Well, go and find yourself a first-rate school. With a first-rate Head of Department. That man’s remarkable, but he’s a horror.”

“Oh, I’m easy-going. And he’s a first-rate man in his way. We do very well.”

“You amaze me,” said Crowe. “And what will he say to this enterprise?”

“I dread to think. He’s not keen on verse drama.”

“Or on me,” said Crowe. “Or on me, I assure you. Or, it is said, on the University, at least as it’s projected at present.”

“I’ll talk to him.”

“Brave man.”

“Well, I must, mustn’t I?”

“I wouldn’t,” said Crowe. “I’d quit. But I know you won’t. Have a good talk.”

The Bentley swung away in a spurt of gravel. Alexander wandered, still dazed, into the school.

The school cloisters, across a lawn under the arch, were thick and red, with Perpendicular arches somehow made squat. They were peopled by rough neo-Gothic stone figures, impartially selected from some universal Pantheon: Apollo and Dionysos and Pallas Athene, Isis and Osiris, Baldur and Thor, horned Moses, Arthur of Britain, St Cuthbert, Amidha Buddha and William Shakespeare.

Blesford Ride School was public, progressive and non-discriminatory. It had been founded in 1880 by Matthew Crowe, the present Crowe’s great-grandfather, who had made a fortune in linsey-woolsey and was a distinguished amateur comparative mythologist. He had built the school largely to ensure that his six sons should be educated neither at home nor in any contact with believed Christianity. Agnosticism was laid down in the Founder’s Charter which expressly forbade the building of any “chapel, retreat, quiet Room or other apology for ecclesiastical institution”. The cloisters and Pantheon did not count, since they were Art. During this Crowe’s lifetime the school had flared briefly with pure eccentricity, which possibly explained why two of the six sons had become itinerant preachers and one a prison governor. Of the other three, one inherited the wool business, one taught classics in the school, and became an archivist, President of the Blesford Historical and Topographical Society. One died young. Matthew Crowe, who had been sent to Eton and Oxford, was descended from the archivist, whose eldest brother had died without issue.

Blesford Ride was never more than moderately successful. Geographically it was somewhat desolate, up in the Yorkshire Moors miles from anywhere except the minor Minster town of Calverley, which was neither as civilised as York nor as grandly self-contained as Durham, and dwarfed by both. Historically, it had been tactless. Eccentric when conformity was a powerful force, the school had grown more conformist and cautious, owing to financial difficulty and milder leadership, at a time when its original oddity might have given it a certain cachet. Now it was recommended to parents who did not want their sons to have to join an Officers’ Training Corps; who were against fagging; who had been frightened in sensitive childhood by roasting boys’ flesh in Tom Brown’s Schooldays; who were not above gentle mockery of Flag and Empire; who lived locally. It was equally recommended to parents who disliked dirt, sandals, cigarettes, alcohol, sexual licence or vehement sexual instruction, do as you please, learn as you go, and intellectualism. It was inhabited largely by middle class children whose frugal and conscientious parents had hoped and believed they might pass the II+ and had felt unable, in the event, to expose them to the howling hordes in the local Secondary Modern. There were Founder’s Bursaries for non-ecclesiastical minority groups: Jews, epileptics, orphans, woollen-workers’ children, bright boys from overgrown families. The school was theoretically run by a Parliament of boys and teachers selected by a complex system of proportional representation devised by a recent headmaster. The staff were of three kinds: bright young men who came in search of academic and moral freedom, stayed briefly, and left for Dartington, Charterhouse or journalism; bright young men who came, somehow never went away, and grew imperceptibly older; and Bill Potter, who had been there for nearly twenty years. The school was a reasonably usual liberal school: all things to all men, middle of the road, minor.

Bill Potter was Alexander’s Head of Department. He was generally agreed to be a first-rate teacher, inspired, dogged and ferocious. He was respected by University Selection boards, and feared by the headmaster. Although he had been offered a House, he refused to do anything but teach, and lived still in the red-brick semi he had brought his wife to – one of an isolated line of small houses put up for married teachers at the edge of the furthest rugger field, the Far Field. This was called Masters’ Row. Alexander now set out to call on Bill Potter, not without misgiving.

Bill was in many ways a reincarnation of the original spirit of Blesford Ride. He proclaimed the weighty agnostic morals of Sidgwick, George Eliot and the first Matthew Crowe. He worked ferociously at his own version of Ruskin’s and Morris’s popular culture, with a dour respect for real workers and their lives and interests more akin to Tawney’s work in the Potteries. The vigour behind what local cultural life existed in 1953 was in large part his. He gave University Extension lectures to which people travelled miles in all weathers, in vans and country buses, from moorland villages, seaside resorts, wool towns and steelworks. He ran a Settlement in Blesford Church Hall, and was a power behind the continuation of the Literary and Philosophical Society in Calverley. He could make people do things, themselves, that were durable and worth doing. The Settlement dramatised, and put on a series of Lawrence’s Tales with a grimly manic perfectionism recognisably his. The Lit. and Phil. had accumulated and catalogued its own series of “papers” on local literature and culture, from a study of rhyming games by a singing teacher, through a study of the symbolism of the drawings of the patients in Mount Pleasant Mental Home done by a menopausal amateur painter who had spent time there, to scholarly essays on the sources used by Mrs Gaskell in Sylvia’s Lovers. There were informed amateur studies of speech patterns, and researched interviews with writers who lived and worked in the North, done by shopkeepers, teachers, business men’s wives. Bill’s distinction was to stamp the work not as pupil-work but as Work worth doing, and to give the collection, and the community that collected it, a sense of identity. He was a slave-driver, but also a listener: he could give an inarticulate woman the right hints about the direction in which her clumsy sentences might be twisted to make a pleasantly idiosyncratic style. All this without neglecting the Blesford Ride boys, whom he drove through exams, harassed, taunted and stretched.

He had made a not very vigorous attempt, when Alexander first arrived, to draw him into all this local work. But Alexander, reasonably good with boys, had less touch with adults. And even then he considered himself an embryonic metropolitan professional writer, and recognised with a mixture of arrogance and humility that he was unable to add anything to the energies of this communal, provincial, amateur striving. If he had wanted to, he would have had trouble, since his literary priorities bore little relation to Bill’s. Bill accepted his lack of apparent enthusiasm surprisingly equably. Bill was bad at delegating power or authority, and Alexander, who saw himself as poet first and schoolteacher second, wanted neither. Bill inspired fanatical devotion in most good pupils and some bad ones. Alexander, despite his spectacular good looks and enthusiasm for the subject, did not. He was genuinely shy and unassuming, and perhaps finally for this reason Bill seemed to like him.

Nevertheless, he was not sanguine about Bill’s probable reactions to play and festival. Bill would be particularly displeased by Crowe’s initiatives in the matter. Crowe, an easy charmer, had tried to draw Bill, whose energies he had recognised, into his circle, not without one startling success. They had collaborated on the Lit. and Phil.’s 1951 Beggar’s Opera, where both had seen that their talents were complementary, and Crowe had added gloss, pace, colour and lavish music to Bill’s social fury, textual accuracy and skill with actors. All the same, Alexander had sensed at the time, Bill would in some ways rather have done a tinnier, clumsier, more personal version in the Blesford Church Hall. He was in good and bad ways a purist, and beyond that had a basic, almost animal objection to Matthew himself which Alexander only slowly recognised. Crowe’s upbringing, Crowe’s money, the whisky and leather which attracted Alexander himself, excluded Crowe as automatically from serious consideration in Bill’s world as a black skin or a thick accent would have excluded other men in others’. Bill would not take kindly to Crowe’s cultural uprising.

Nevertheless, as Alexander crossed the school grounds in the dusk, the solitary joy that had been waiting all day invaded him. Across the gardens in front of the school, behind long glass-houses, later to be full of economic and delicious tomatoes, was a heavy, studded door onto a long mossy path between high walls. This ran down to a footbridge over the mainline railway; over this was the Far Field. Behind the wall on the left was the Masters’ Garden, protected by a band of glittering triangles of glass set in cement, watery, bottle-green, glacial. Inside, this forbidden place was tidy, square and dull, with a rather small cedar tree and a paved hump at one end, supporting a sundial. It was reminiscent of those war memorial sunning-places for the elderly. Here, last summer, Alexander had played the lead in the staff production of The Lady’s Not for Burning, a mildly bacchanalian occasion. That seemed very long ago.

He came out of the mouth of the lane onto the cast-iron bridge. Under it, behind high embankments, the railway wound its way along the edge of the Field, providing in a long loop, also, the curve of the horizon. Along the edge of the embankment ran a heavy steel mesh fence behind which trains rushed north and south, showering billowing steam onto the field and the few rhododendrons on the embankment, and clouds of fine, hot, pricking grit onto the boys in the jumping-pits at the edge of the path, leaving black smears on leaves and skin.

Alexander stopped and put his hands on the rail of the bridge. He felt flatly happy. He felt complete. He had the strange thought that he was as intelligent as he needed to be: he could take in whatever came. This was something to do with the fact that the play was now one thing and he himself another, deprived, but at liberty. He had habitually seen these fenced fields and the school itself as imprisoning. When he first came he wrote to old Oxford friends mocking its ugliness, northernness, narrowness. Then he stopped mocking, afraid that to talk at all was to admit that the place constrained him, too. Occasionally he had said to people at Blesford Ride itself: I am writing a play: and they had said: oh yes: or, what about?: but it had felt at such moments thin and hectic, a fever of the mind. Now it was being carried around, reproduced, read. And now he was separate from his work, he was separate also from Blesford Ride. And separate, could take a benign, curious interest in it. He stared down at the grimy field with arrogant pleasure in the fact that it was as it was and he saw it.

The failing evening light thickened shadows and outlines, blackened the mesh of the fence, extinguished the remnants of colour in the muddy grass. He felt under him the tremble and hum of the bridge which heralded a passing train. He stared with gleeful curiosity. It came black and sinuous, then thundering and plunging towards and under him, working pistons, hammering wheels, enveloping him in spat sparks and acrid steam, banging away into the real distance. He came down: the earth was still shuddering, as though the thing had a wake in soil like vessels in water. Long strips of vapour spread raggedly, vanishing, at the edges, into the grey coming of dark. Someone was standing beside the Bilge Pond.

The Biology Pond had always been known as the Bilge Pond. It had been dug out when the school was founded, and was now untended and decayed. It was a circular pond, stone-rimmed, set into the grass under the embankment. There were one or two water lilies and some duckweed, a rickety flagstone for newly transmuted frogs to sit on. The surface was silky black and the depth was difficult to determine, since the bottom was covered with a sediment of fine black mud. Boys had earlier cultivated water-life there, but now used the school’s well-endowed Field Research Station higher in the moors. There was an unsubstantiated rumour that the Bilge Pond was full of leeches which had propagated there since its beginning. No one put his feet in, in case these possibly mythical creatures should fasten to his ankles.

The figure beside the pond was bent awkwardly over it, stirring with a long stick. As Alexander came nearer, he saw that this figure was Marcus Potter.

Marcus was Bill’s youngest child and his only son. He had a free place at the school, and was officially due to take A levels in two years’ time. Nobody knew much about him. There was a general desire to treat him “normally”, which meant in practice never singling him out, and leaving him as far as possible to his own devices. Alexander occasionally heard himself addressing the boy in an unnaturally colourless tone, and knew he was not the only one to do so. But this was possibly because Marcus, unlike Bill, was an unnaturally colourless person.

Bill could be seen to believe that Marcus was uncommonly gifted. There was little conventional evidence for this: he was working at Geography, History and Economics, and his work was described as satisfactory and uninspired. “Satisfactory” covers a wide range of performances, between the excellent and the almost inadequate. In Alexander’s classes, for instance, Potter habitually left sentences unfinished and was surprised when this was pointed out to him. In class he seemed silent and strained, and Alexander had entertained the idea that he was one of those who put so much initial effort into the process of attention that they fail in practice to hear anything, frozen into an attitude of concentration.

As a small boy, however, he had had the uncanny gift of being able to do instant mathematics. He had also been discovered to have perfect pitch. When he was fourteen the mathematical ability had mysteriously left him. The perfect pitch remained, but the boy showed no great interest in music. He sang in the choir and played the viola in an accurate expressionless way. Bill’s colleagues were aware that he himself, almost entirely unmusical, was touchingly proud of his son’s gifts, which he persisted in regarding as evidence of a capacity, in due course, for an even more phenomenal academic success than those already achieved, more conventionally, by his two elder sisters.

Alexander had had a brief period of intense interest in Marcus. A year ago he had produced a school Hamlet in which Marcus had been a chilling and extraordinary Ophelia. The boy’s acting had something of the same quality as his maths and his music: something simply transmitted, like mediumship. His Ophelia was docile, remote, almost automatically graceful: the songs and mad speech were a hesitant, disintegrating parody of these qualities. He had not made a sexually attractive girl, although he had made a vulnerable one, and a bodily credible one. He had given the flirtation and the bawdy the gawkiness of extreme uncertainty about how these forms of talk should be conducted, which was exactly how Alexander thought the part should, or anyway could, be played. He had produced these moods and manners from Alexander’s smallest hints, though he had always waited for direction of some kind, never adding anything of his own volition except an apparently faultless instinct for the rhythm of the language, the fall of the lines. Boys before the age of self-consciousness are lovely to direct and could give, as Alexander well knew, depths they were unconscious of to lines they didn’t understand. But Marcus had achieved something extraordinary that had moved Alexander, and indeed frightened him, though apparently no one else. No other performance of Ophelia had ever made it so clear that the play’s events simply cracked and smashed the innocent consciousness.

Bill had sat through that production, for all its three nights, grinning with pride and a sense of achievement. Alexander hoped to be allowed to use Marcus in the new play – he had an idea for him – and hoped further that if this came off he would be able to catch Bill’s interest for the play in general.

As Alexander crossed the grass, Marcus dropped on all fours and laid his face on the paved margin of the Bilge Pond. Alexander veered away and made noises, coughing, shuffling, to indicate his presence. The boy sprang up and stood shaking. There was mud on his face.

He adjusted his spectacles, moony National Health, which had been driven to one side by his extravagant manoeuvre. He was an undergrown boy, thin, with a long pale face and a lot of fine falling, colourless, dusky blond hair. He wore flannels and a faded blue tweed jacket, too small for him.

“Are you all right?” said Alexander.

Marcus stared.

“I was going to see your father. Are you going home? Are you all right?”

“No.”

Alexander could not think of a further question.

“Everything shook. The earth.”

“That was the train. It always happens.”

“Not like that. It doesn’t matter. I’m O.K. now.”

There was something unattractive about Marcus Potter. Alexander knew he should probe further, and did not wish to.

“I’m O.K.,” the boy repeated, in one of his more dutiful, robotic tones. Alexander was quite clever enough to know that the boy wanted this statement setting aside. But he said only, “May I walk home with you?”

Marcus nodded. They set off in silence for the little row of lights in the houses at the edge of the field.

Marcus Potter had grown up on these playing fields. During holidays he was often their only inhabitant. They lay about him in his infancy and he lay in their mud and tussocks, making them Passchendaele and Ypres and the Somme, trenches, dugouts, No-Man’s land.

He had played a game called spreading himself. This began with a deliberate extension of his field of vision, until by some sleight of perception he was looking out at once from the four field-corners, the high ends of the goal-posts, the running wire top of the fence. It was not any sense of containing the things he saw. Rather, he surveyed them, from no vantage point, or all at once. He located with impossible simultaneity a berberis stenophylla low on the left, the muddy centre of the field, the Bilge Pond away on the right.

He was quite little when he became good at this game, and quite little when it went beyond his control. Sometimes, for immeasurable instants he lost any sense of where he really was, of where the spread mind had its origin. He had to teach himself to find his body by fixing the mind to precise things, by shrinking the attention until it was momentarily located in one solid object, a half-moon of white paint gripping blanched grass, the softly bright chained cricket rectangle, the soft black pond-water. From such points he could in some spyglass way search out the crouching cold body, and with luck leap the mind across to it.

He learned early to be grateful for geometry, which afforded grip and passage where knots of turves and cakes of mud did not. Broken chalk lines, the demarcation of winter games crossing summer ones, circles, parallel tramlines, fixed points, mapping out the surging, swimming mud, held it under, were lines to creep along, a network of salvation.

There had been some years when he had neither played the game nor thought about it. Lately he had started again with a new compulsiveness, although he did not like it. It was like masturbation, something that came on him suddenly, all the more urgently because he had just decided not to do it, and had therefore relaxed. And then he would think he would do it, just do it, quickly, and start life again immediately after.

This time he had thought he would get across the field without it. He would walk on the lines and get across that way, on them. The sudden train had shaken him out of himself with none of the preliminary visual and bodily manoeuvres that were necessary to comfort and maybe survival.

He was now bitterly cold. He could not remember with any exactitude what had happened. It always left him bitterly cold.

He dragged his feet along the grass, still trying to pursue the safe white lines.

They went under the tall white rugger posts which as a tiny boy he had believed to be a high jump for superior beings. They opened the wicket gate and went up the garden path.


2. In the Lion’s Den

Alexander had been frequently told he had a standing invitation to walk into the Potters’ house. They would, they said, turn him out unscrupulously if he wasn’t wanted. They never had turned him out, and he had never felt quite wanted, but always as though he was interrupting some closed and peremptory family process. He was afraid of homes and families, and treated them with exaggerated respect. His own parents kept a small hotel in Weymouth in and out of which he, an only child, had wandered at his own times, never at least accused of treating his home as a hotel, since that was what it was.

The back door opened into the kitchen, where Winifred stood at the sink. She held out her arms to Marcus, who avoided them, and invited Alexander to supper, which they were just, she said, going to have. It would easily stretch to one more. Alexander would find them all in the sitting room.

She rose rigid and uncurving through layers of lisle stocking, grey skirt, limp flowered overall, to a heavy crown of greying blonde plaited hair, its severity mitigated by a fuzz of flying split ends which gathered a haze of light about it. She looked like a Victorian image of an exhausted Scandinavian goddess, and had the straight Danish nose and close eyes of many indigenous North Yorkshire people. She had, too, a judging expression, but Alexander could not remember her saying anything that was not primarily conciliatory. She said, in fact, very little. Her accent was pronouncedly Yorkshire. Alexander had known her for at least a year before he had discovered she had a Leeds degree, in English.

Bill and his daughters sat in silence. Their sitting room was the kind of room in which Alexander imagined most Englishmen lived, although he had been into very few like it. It was small and contained too much furniture: a three-piece suite upholstered in rust, uncut moquette, a large curvilinear radiogram, a fireplace with liverish tiles and rounded square corners, a walnut bureau with griping animal claws, very vaguely Directoire, two pouffes, two standard lamps, two nests of little tables. French windows opened onto the back garden plot, between linen curtains with a Jacobean design in tones of rust and sage and blood. The carpet, a little threadbare, had some oriental tree on it, with vague birdshapes roosting in curling branches, obscured by age.

Silver-framed on the radiogram were photographs of all the children, aged more or less five. The two girls held hands, in velvet dresses with lace collars, and frowned. Marcus was alone in space, dwarfed by a huge, unrelated, beady-eyed teddy-bear.

“Alexander,” said Bill. “A surprise. Take a chair.”

“Have half the sofa,” said Frederica, who was extended on it. She was clothed in crumpled school uniform, maroon and white, Blesford Girls’ Grammar. Her fingers were ink-stained to the knuckles. Her ankle-socks were not clean.

Alexander took a chair.

Bill said to his son, “How did you come out in your History Test?”

“Fifty-two.”

“Where were you?”

“I don’t know. Eighth or ninth.”

“It’s not your main subject, of course.”

“No.”

“Show Alexander the cats,” said Frederica to Stephanie, sharp.

Stephanie was crouched over a small table with a pile of exercise books. She uncurled herself and stretched. She was a mild, soft, blonde girl with large breasts, elegant legs, and a rather too tightly rolled pageboy hairstyle. She had just taken a double First at Cambridge and was now teaching at her old school, Blesford Grammar.

“My daughter Stephanie,” said Bill, “has a Samaritan compulsion. We could all be said to suffer for it. She likes to salvage things. Living, half-dead, preferably against odds. Very much against odds in this case, I’d say. Are they dead yet, Stephanie?”

“No. If they get through tonight, they’ve got a reasonable chance.”

“You propose to sit up all night.”

“I suppose so.”

“May I see?” said Alexander, very politely. He would much rather not see. Stephanie pushed the large packing-case beside her chair a few inches in his direction. He leaned over, rapidly, his hair brushing hers, which smelled clean and lively. She was always the same, it seemed, wholesome, moving and speaking economically, creating an atmosphere of slight bodily and mental laziness, alternately comforting and exasperating to others.

In the case were three premature kittens, whose bulging heads feebly bumped and nuzzled each other. Their eyes were seamed with dark yellow crusts. Now and then one opened a pink mouth, showing fishbone fine teeth. They were slick, damp, reptilian, trailing tiny hairless feet.

Stephanie scooped one up; it lay curled in her hand like a foetus.

“I rub them with a flannel, for warmth,” she said, soft. “And feed them very often, with a dropper.”

She reached for the dropper from a saucer in the hearth, pushed back the soft skin from the helpless jaw with a little finger that looked almost brutal, inserted the dropper, squeezed.

“It’s easy to choke them this way, that’s the trouble.” The creature spluttered, gave a miniature heave, flopped into inertia. “That went down, anyway.”

“Where did you get them?”

“From the Vicarage. The cat there died. It was appalling really.” Her voice didn’t change but went on softly stating. “I was having tea with Miss Wells and the curate banged on the door and said the char’s little girl was screaming and screaming in the kitchen. So I went down, and there was the cat … there wasn’t anything to do … she just kept gasping and twisting and gasping and twisting and died.”

“Must you?” said Bill.

Marcus, as far from the kittens as he could be, put his hands between his knees and began to work out a kind of mathematical pattern using knuckles and fingertips.

“There were these, and three born dead. The little girl was in a bad state. I suspect she started it off – picked the poor beast up wrongly. She was quite hysterical. So I said I’d save these, if I could. Getting up all night is a bore.”

The thing in her hand produced a shrill whispering sound, without the force to be a shriek.

Frederica said in her harsh voice, “I didn’t know cats died in childbed. I thought they just popped out. I thought it was only heroines of novels.”

“Something got twisted inside the cat.”

“Poor old thing. What will you do with these?”

“Find them homes, I suppose. If they live.”

“Homes,” said Frederica, making the word thick with irony. “Homes. If they survive.”

“If they do,” Stephanie agreed calmly.

Alexander stood up, slightly sickened by all this brooding and birth-smell, and opened his mouth to explain why he had come. Bill, who had been gathering his forces for speech, started to talk at the same moment. It was a habit of his. Alexander, nevertheless put out, as he always was, closed his mouth and studied Bill. He was a small, thin man, with the lengthy face, hands and feet of someone designed to be taller. He wore flannels, a blue and white checked shirt, open at the neck, a gingery Harris Tweed jacket with leather elbow-patches. His thinning hair had once, presumably, been the same horse-chestnut as Frederica’s and was now fading, with silver flakes like ash on a dying fire. Several long strands floated over a bald crown. His nose was sharp and his eyes a very pale blue: in childhood both Potter girls had given the angry Pied Piper their father’s face, the eyes glittering “like a candle flame where salt is sprinkled”. There was usually an atmosphere of smothered conflagration about Bill – not visible flame, but the uneasy smouldering in the heart of a straw stack, the cracking at the base of a bonfire which might suddenly flare, flare and fall in.

“You can tell me,” he said, driving over Alexander’s conversational opening, jerking his abrupt head in the direction of his son. “How’s he thought to be getting on?”

“Quite well.” Alexander was embarrassed. “That is, as far as I know. He works hard, you know.”

“I know. I know. No, I don’t know. Nobody tells me anything. Nobody says anything to me. Least of all him.”

Alexander looked covertly at Marcus, who seemed simply not to be listening. He decided that this appearance was genuine, however unlikely.

“If I ask,” said Bill. “If I ask, as, being his father, I’m likely to do, I meet – general evasiveness. Nobody will swear to it he’s doing as well as he should. Nobody will offer any useful criticism. Nothing. You’d think the boy didn’t exist. You’d think he was invisible.”

“I only teach his subsidiary English, and I’m quite satisfied …” Alexander began, wondering, as he spoke, what “quite satisfied” in this context meant. The awful thing was that the boy partly was – voluntarily Alexander was sure – invisible.

“Satisfied. Quite satisfied. Now tell me, as a teacher, as an English specialist, as a man of letters, what exactly you take ‘quite satisfied’ to mean …”

“Supper,” said Winifred magisterially in the doorway, as though electrically summoned to their common rescue. The girls rose. Marcus slipped out.

The dining room was both tiny and imitation baronial. It was almost filled by oak and leather: gate-legged table with ponderous, gouty, bulging legs, leather-backed chairs studded with brassy knobs. The walls were papered with imitation raw plasterwork. Over the head of the table hung a very small framed print of Uccello’s Hunt at Night. The very scale of this print led Frederica to suppose until middle life that the thing itself was huge, spanning a whole wall: its real modesty somehow outraged and enchanted her.

The table was spread with a plastic cloth which imitated, with unnatural cunning, white rosy damask on one side and pink-spotted gingham on the other. Winifred belonged to that generation of wartime housewives to whom plastic, any plastic, was a labour saving miracle, and colour, any colour, indisputably liberating and cheering. Today the damask side was laid with the Potters’ heavy ornate wedding-silver, with plastic mats imitating woven rushes, with limp seersucker napkins, obscurely tartan, pulled through silver rings far too wide for them, relics of the ceremony of a solid way of life, weddings, christenings, that the Potters had left partially behind without aspiring to anything more graceful. In the middle of the table were jars: piccallili, H.P. Sauce, mustard pickle, chutney, ketchup.

Frederica and Stephanie, who were both in love with Alexander, were worried about the impression he would have formed of all this. Alexander was informal with a difference, cavalry twill, hacking jacket, suede boots, gold Viyella shirt. His beauty was casual – long soft brown hair falling slightly across a thoughtful brow, everything long and fine and clean-cut and groomed, but delicately so, with no hint of the hearty or plummy. They were afraid he must almost certainly think them vulgar. They would have liked to appear differently before him. Their embarrassment was, however, complicated by the moral certainty that it would be vulgar and wrong in Alexander to hold any views at all about the Potters’ external circumstances. It would equally be vulgar and wrong in the Potters to care at all what views he might form. Finally, the inner life and rectitude were all-important, and not to know that was most vulgar of all – they thought – an anomaly of views that ran right through the Potter character, uniting them all.

Bill, his shirtsleeves rolled up on his pale-veined arms, carved cold mutton, dispensed hot cauliflower and boiled potatoes, and continued to quiz and hector Alexander on his son’s intellectual habits. Obsessive single-mindedness was another strain in the Potter character. According to Bill, Marcus had read no books except Biggles. He demanded to know how unnatural this was. At Marcus’s age Bill had read everything: Kipling, Dickens, Scott, Morris, Macaulay, Carlyle, the lot. Indeed, the Congregational minister had taken Jude the Obscure from Bill at just Marcus’s age and invited Bill’s family and friends to watch him make a burnt-offering of it.

“In the chapel boiler. Opened the little round door into the burning fiery furnace and poked in poor Jude, with tongs. At arms’ length. Sermon on evil thoughts and the arrogance of the half-educated. Meaning me.”

“What did you do?”

“Retaliated in kind. Holocaust. Swept up every missionary pamphlet, Johnny’s pennies bringing eternal joy to the miserable starving heathen, gratitude of lepers for the Word of God and all that rot, when real rot was their problem, not a need for trousers and monogamy and blessed are the meek, who are not blessed. I hadn’t the guts to say a sermon, but I wrote one, God help me, in my best handwriting, and pinned it on the noticeboard, saying auto da fé meant act of faith, which although half-educated I knew, and this was mine, and in my book they were damned for false logic, false values and soppy prose. And for burning Jude before I’d even got to the end.”

Alexander laughed uneasily. “I’m surprised your parents didn’t cast you off.”

“Oh, they did, they did. Of course they did. I walked out of there with a black tin trunk of books and a few clothes the next day, and I’ve never seen ’em since. Win took the girls, once, but I’d not be let darken their doorstep, even if I’d go, which I won’t. No, I took to commercial travelling. Men’s Surgical and Supportive Underwear. Got into Cambridge from Working Men’s Institutes and night schools. Finished Jude. Learned my lesson. What you’ve scraped for and fought for, you value.”

Alexander was impressed by this and was about to say so when Frederica said:

“It’s funny then that you burn our books.”

“I do not burn books.”

“Literature you don’t like, you do. You censor what we read.”

Bill made a gobbling noise.

“Censor. Who wrote to that dried-up old virgin when you were fool enough to get Lady Chatterley confiscated at school? And told her for good measure that it was wicked not to stock The Rainbow and Women in Love in your school library?”

“I didn’t ask you to. In fact, I wish you wouldn’t.”

“The moronic woman replied, I believe, that she had purchased six copies of a work called The Glorious Moment or How a Baby is Born. She seemed to consider this some countervailing proof of liberal-mindedness.”

“She’s shy,” said Stephanie. “She means well.”

Frederica appeared to be enraged. She glared wildly from side to side, apparently in some uncertainty about whether to attack Bill or How a Baby is Born.

“All right, it’s a pretty useless book. Full of diagrams you can get out of any Tampax box anyway. And a lot of stuff about supreme bliss and deep loving trust, and opening the virgin treasure – honestly, what a daft metaphor, there’s nothing in there. And I don’t like her little religious talks on it either, I don’t want my biology contaminating with her religious rhapsodising, no thank you. She doesn’t know anything.”

“But you object when I complain that she sees fit to deprive you of real books and real experience.”

Frederica turned on him.

“You sent us to the horrible Grammar School and then you won’t leave us to deal with it in our own way. You make my life impossible, if you want to know, by always writing letters to the Wells about sex and freedom and literature and all that. If you want to know what I really think, I really think Women in Love is just as corrupting and damaging to all our tender young blossomings as The Glorious Moment or How a Baby is Born. If I thought I’d really got to live the sort of life that book holds up for my admiration I’d drown myself in the Bilge Pond now. I don’t want the immemorial magnificence of mystic palpable real otherness, you can keep it. If you’ve got it. I hope to God Lawrence is lying, tho’ I don’t know how you expect me to tell, tho’ you do make me read him. And you do burn books.”

“I do not burn books.”

“You do. You burned all my Girls’ Crystals and all those Georgette Heyers I borrowed from that almost-friend I once had, and those weren’t even mine.”

“Ah, yes,” said Bill, with sharp retrospective delight. “So I did. Those weren’t books.”

“They were harmless. I liked them.”

“They were prurient fantasy. And vulgar. And untruthful, if that word means anything.”

“I think you could trust me to recognise fantasy when I meet it. A little fantasy never hurt anyone. And it gave me something to talk to other girls about.”

Bill began to speak about literary truth. Alexander looked at his watch, surreptitiously. Winifred wondered, as she often wondered, why Bill found it compulsively necessary to quarrel so disastrously, to argue, for him so crudely, with the one child who had inherited his indiscriminate and gleefully analytic greed for the printed word.

She remembered the episode of the Girls’ Crystals. Bill – it was never known by what inspiration he had been guided to snoop – had found them stowed away in a box under Frederica’s bed. He had carried them out, blazing with wrath and delight, and had incinerated them in the pierced dustbin in which he burned garden rubbish. Crystal after Crystal disintegrated and darkened; ragged scraps of crisping black tissue and pale flames rose and danced on the summer sky. Bill stirred with an iron rod, as though officiating at a rite. Frederica danced round him on the grass, tossing her arms and screaming with highly articulate fury.

Winifred was alarmed by this one of her children. Frederica seemed sometimes possessed by a demon; her end of term reports characterised her style and even handwriting as “aggressive”. Winifred believed it. Stephanie, milder and lazier, was said to be cleverer. Marcus was, Winifred trusted, peaceful and self-contained. These two she admired for meeting wrath with her own stoic patience. Frederica was always so embattled.

Over coffee, Alexander at last managed to introduce the topic of his play. He began roundabout, with a preamble on Crowe and his plans for the new University, to which Bill took instant exception. Bill knew very well, he told Alexander, about the negotiations that had been going on. He had been in at the beginning when there’d been a real hope for something new, something that really had grown straight out of the grass-roots of adult education where it had begun. But he’d lost patience, what with Vice-Chancellors mucking up his syllabus till it was no different from any existing universities’ courses, what with Crowe sticking his nose in where it wasn’t wanted, and what with the Bishop adding redundant frills and furbelows and theological colleges. All they were going to get was a prettified imitation Oxbridge, with pastiche ceremonial and the older local houses done up with brass knockers and horrible sky-blue Festival of Britain paint for patronising dons. No thank you, he said. His work would have to go on outside all that fuss and flutter as it had always gone on. As for Crowe he was like an old spider, he’d sit in towers casting out webs for cultural flies and get made Vice-Chancellor, let Alexander mark his words. And the new Renaissance man wasn’t needed thank you – literacy, numeracy, experience at first-hand and articulacy would do fine.

Alexander said there was to be a Festival, and that he himself had actually written a play and would like Bill’s opinion of it. It was to be put on at the Festival. He was lucky. He mentioned Crowe’s plans for the cultural enlivening of the whole locality. He said, dubiously, that he knew Bill would be needed. He said he hoped to be able to give some time, in the summer term, to working on the play, but that this would depend on Bill. By now the euphoria and independence he had felt with Crowe, and on the railway bridge, had left him. He spoke soberly, even apologetically. Bill heard him out, rolling a home-made cigarette in a rubber-and-metal machine, fiddling with raw wisps of gummy dark tobacco, licking his lips, and the fine edge of the cigarette paper, with precision.

“What is it then? A sort of cultural pageant?”

“No no.”

“A blue print for a new Renaissance.”

“No. A play. An historical play. A verse drama. About the queen.” He hesitated. “I wanted to call it A Lady Time Surprised. After that portrait. But we decided on Astraea, because it’s easy to say. And I took a lot of the machinery from Frances Yates on Queen Elizabeth as Virgo-Astraea.”

He could see Bill thinking all this was pretentious and academic in the wrong way.

“Well,” said Bill, “you’d better let me read this work. Is there a spare copy?”

Alexander produced one of Crowe’s cyclostyled scripts. He realised, with a slight shock, that it had simply never crossed Bill’s mind that he might have written a good play. Bill’s tone was that of the schoolmaster, encouraging hard work, but honourably withholding the enthusiasm he was ultimately not going to be able to offer.

Frederica said, “Are we going to be able to act in it? Are we local culture ourselves? I am going to be an actress.”

“Oh,” said Alexander. “There will of course be auditions. A great many. For everyone. Including the schools. Although I did myself want to suggest that Marcus – if he were willing – should be specially considered for a part. I wanted to know what he – and you – thought.”

“I thought he showed real talent in Hamlet,” said Bill.

“So did I,” said Alexander. “So did I. And there is an ideal part for him.”

“Edward VI, I bet,” said the irrepressible Frederica. “He could do that. Lucky old so and so.”

“No,” said Marcus. “Thank you.”

“I really think,” said Bill, “you could manage, even with your work …”

“No.”

“At least give us a reason.”

“I can’t blunder about without specs.”

“You did in Ophelia.”

“I can’t act. I won’t, I don’t want to act. I can’t.”

“We could discuss it later,” said Alexander, meaning, away from Bill.

“No,” said Marcus firmly, but on a rising note.

The door bell rang. Frederica bounded to it, and came back to announce portentously:

“A curate has come to call. He wants to see Stephanie.”

She made the announcement seem an absurd anachronism, a strayed episode from mocking Charlotte Brontë, Elizabeth Gaskell or Mrs Humphrey Ward. Curates did not call on the Potters. Nobody called, exactly. And curates, who might still call elsewhere, certainly never came there.

“Don’t leave him standing, it’s rude,” said Winifred. “Let him in.”

The curate came in, and stood in the doorway. He was a large man, tall, fat, hirsute, with coarse springing black hair, dense brows, and a heavy chin shaded by the stubble of an energetic beard. His black garments hung loosely from powerful shoulders; his neck was heavy and muscular above the dog-collar.

Stephanie introduced him, nervously. Daniel Orton, Mr Ellenby’s curate, from St Bartholomew’s at Blesford. Daniel Orton took in the assembled company and asked, in a rotund voice which might just possibly have been a routine clerical attempt to set them at their ease, if he might sit down. His voice was strongly Yorkshire – a southern industrial Yorkshire, less inflected and singing than Winifred’s northern one.

“If this is a pastoral visit,” said Bill, “I should say immediately you’re in the wrong house. No churchgoers here.”

The curate did not react to this. He stated simply that he had come for a few moments’ speech with Stephanie, with Miss Potter. If he might. He had promised little Julie at the Vicarage that he’d drop in and see how the kittens were doing. He sat down, on the other half of Frederica’s sofa, seeming by instinct already to have located the box. He looked in.

“They’re not doing badly,” said Stephanie. “It’s early to tell.”

“It’s clear that child blames herself,” said Daniel Orton. “I hope you rear them.”

“Please don’t raise her hopes – please don’t rely too much on me. They’re not only motherless, they’re premature. It’s a lunatic task, really.”

“No, quite right, always tell th’ truth. I wanted to come here – I didn’t have time to say to you, on my own account – you did a marvellous job wi’ that child. I wanted to tell you so.”

A curious trace of clerical unction flickered amongst the flat Yorkshire sounds. Bill said, rapid and repressive, “We’ve already heard quite a lot about the cat episode. Thank you.”

Daniel’s big dark head turned slightly in the direction of this interjection, assessing it apparently. He turned back to Stephanie.

“I wondered if I could interest you in a bit of my work. You were kind enough to express an interest in the way I run my work. I have to be pushy in my job or I get nowhere at all, and there’s something I’ve got a feeling you’re the right person to help with. Just an inkling. I wondered …”

“Another time, perhaps,” said Stephanie, crimson, looking at her knees, almost inaudible.

“Maybe I interrupted something,” said Daniel. “If so, I’m sorry.”

Alexander looked at his watch, at the Potters, at the curate.

“You have some very fine wall-paintings in your church, Mr Orton. I’ve seen nothing to equal them in England. The Mouth of Hell over the nave – and that very English laily worm – are particularly fine. Even faded, a real burning fiery furnace. Very lovely. Pity you’ve not got a more informative guidebook and a bit less rhapsodic. Wife of a previous vicar was the author, I believe.”

“I don’t know. I’ve not read the Guide Book. And I’ve no judgment of what’s particularly fine. No doubt you’re right.”

“You’ve come to the wrong place,” said Bill, “if you want anyone in this house to help with your work. As far as I’m concerned, the institution you represent purveys lies and false values and I wish to have nothing to do with it.”

“Well, that’s clear,” said Daniel.

“I live in a culture whose institutions and unconsidered moral responses are constructed in terms of an ideology based on a historical story for whose accuracy there is no respectable evidence, and the preachments of a life-denying bigot, St Paul. But we all put up with it. We are all Polite to the church. We never ask, if we swept it right away, what truths might we discover.” Bill glowered. He was saying what he said often, but did not often have the chance to say to clergymen.

“I’m not asking you to come to Church. I came to ask Miss Potter to help wi’ a project I’ve got on.”

“You ought to be asking me to come to Church, that’s the point. If you’ve got any beliefs. The thing’s not only dead, it’s flabby.”

“I have my beliefs,” said Daniel Orton, gripping his large knees with his heavy hands.

“Oh I know. One God, maker of heaven and earth and so on. Up to the communion of saints, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the dead and the life everlasting. Do you really? In Heaven and Hell? What we believe matters.”

“I believe in Heaven and Hell.”

“Cities of gold, cherubim and seraphim, trumpets sounding, rivers of pearl, fiery pit, claws and leather wings, the primrose path to the everlasting bonfire and all that? Or what? Some clever modern version in which your own character is your own hell in perpetuity? I’m very interested in modern churchmen.”

“More than I am, it seems,” said Daniel. “Why?”

“Because our communal life is a lie because it is haunted, tho’ most of those haunted are unconscious of it, by the sick and rotten images you purvey. A corpse on two planks. Some exciting untrue images of fire and apple trees.”

“Why are you attacking me?”

“There is more truth in King Lear as far as I know than in all the gospels put together. I want people to have life and have it abundantly, Mr Orton. You’re in the way.”

“I see,” said Daniel. “I’ve not read King Lear. It wasn’t set for Higher when I did it. I’ll repair the omission. Now I’ll go home, if you don’t mind. I’m not the debating kind of churchman, nor yet the preacher. And you are making me a bit cross.”

“You can’t say that, Daddy,” said Stephanie suddenly. “He practises what you preach. I’ve seen what he does – in hospitals and places – where for all your talk – about experience – you don’t go. He knows King Lear, even if he hasn’t read it.”

“I bet I know my Bible better.”

“I bet you do,” said Stephanie. “But whether that’s a point in your favour or his, I’ll leave him to say. Please forgive us, Mr Orton.”

“So you’ll talk to me at some more sensible time,” said Daniel to Stephanie. He, like the Potters, was obsessively single-minded.

“I promise nothing.”

“But you’ll talk.”

“I admire your work very much, Mr Orton,” stiffly.

“Right. Now I’ll go.”

Alexander looked at his watch again and announced that he was going too. They came out together onto the bare street and stood for a moment in a more or less companionable silence.

“The man must be mad,” said Daniel Orton. “I hadn’t done anything.”

“The irony is that he’s a believer and popular preacher born out of his time. In revolt against his upbringing.”

“Ay. Well, so am I, the other way. I ought to sympathise. I can’t say I do. It’s not of much importance. I’m not much of a preacher myself. Words, words.”

“Words are his work.”

“Let him stick to it, then. He lacks grace.” There was no clue in his tone as to whether he meant this criticism to be theological, aesthetic, or in some quite different area. He offered Alexander a large hand and walked away, by no means gracefully, sturdy and rolling towards the town. Alexander set off in a great hurry in the other direction. Like all people over-anxious to keep an appointment without the terrors of being early, he had made himself late. He began to run.
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