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About the Book

Epping Forest, 1840. Struggling with alcohol, critical neglect and his powerful imagination, the poet John Clare is incarcerated in High Beach Asylum. At the same time, the young Alfred Tennyson moves nearby and becomes entangled in the ill-fated schemes of the charismatic asylum owner, Dr Matthew Allen. Beyond the walls lies nature, Clare’s paradise. For him, a locked door is a kind of death and Clare longs for home, redemption and escape.

Based on real events, brilliantly re-imagined, the closed world of High Beach and Clare’s vertiginous fall into madness are brought vividly to life.


About the Author

Adam Foulds was born in 1974, took a Creative Writing MA at the University of East Anglia and now lives in South London. His first novel, The Truth About These Strange Times, was published in 2007 and his book-length narrative poem, The Broken Word, the following year.

Foulds is the winner of The 2008 Costa Poetry Award, The 2008 Sunday Times Young Writer of the Year Award, The 2008 Somerset Maugham Award, The Southbank Show Award for Literature and The 2007 Betty Trask Award. The Quickening Maze was shortlisted for the 2009 Man Booker Prize.
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The Truth About These Strange Times

POETRY

The Broken Word


‘This is a novel that sees its varied cast of compelling characters, all travelling their separate but interlocking journeys, as it sees the natural world – with a tender and scrupulous eye. What I love most about The Quickening Maze is its quietness, the silence that makes you lean in until you hear its lovely song’

Nadeem Aslam

‘Foulds displays in abundance the same kind of precision of observation and empathy of imagination that he gives to Clare. Whether he is describing Hannah striving to play the piano for Tennyson while acutely aware that her grimace of concentration is spoiling her looks, or briefly entering the mind of Maggie, a patient with religious delusions who experiences the worst that Fairmead House has to offer, he invites readers to give his characters their closest attention. The world he evokes, so different to the landscapes of his other books, is conjured up with remarkable intensity and economy of means. It is impossible to guess where Foulds will travel next in his fiction, but it is safe to assume that the journey with him will be well worth taking’

The Sunday Times

‘Impressive … The key to this success is the concentration of Foulds’ writing, which manages to seem both simultaneously poised and flowing in its urgency. Alan Hollinghurst is one of the few other contemporary novelists to catch this blend of something essentially poetic and something essentially to do with prose. It makes The Quickening Maze look shimmery yet feel resonant, and creates a lush metaphorical life within the shapes of the narrative’

Andrew Motion, Guardian

‘Adam Foulds won the 2008 Costa Poetry Award, and he is a skilful poet. These talents are well displayed in his prose which, while lyrical, never grows fussy or highfalutin. He draws a walk-on character with a few deft strokes’

Lionel Shriver, Daily Telegraph

‘Foulds wisely resists the temptation to turn Clare into an idiot savant, lunacy as the flip side of genius. The horror of a disintegrating mind is also subtly conveyed through fractured internal monologue’

Financial Times

‘A remarkable and passionate book. The worlds it creates, the forest and the asylum, and the characters that inhabit them are drawn with a wonderfully strange poetic intensity. It is a wholly original vision, impossible to forget’

Patrick McGrath

‘A work of strikingly beautiful, unforced writing’

Daily Express

‘Foulds was fast becoming the pin-up boy of contemporary poets … this beautifully described second novel suggests he’s equally a master of prose’

Mariella Frostrup, Radio Times

‘Luminously written tale … Getting lost in the forest Foulds has created is easy; he draws you in with spellbinding images and sympathetic characterisations. Written with imaginative precision, it’s a dream of a book where the imaginative life and impressions of nature carry as much weight as the actual events’

Metro


to my parents


ADAM FOULDS

The Quickening
Maze

[image: image]

Prologue: The World’s End


HE’D BEEN SENT out to pick firewood from the forest, sticks and timbers wrenched loose in the storm. Light met him as he stepped outside, the living day met him with its details, the scuffling blackbird that had its nest in their apple tree.

Walking towards the wood, the heath, beckoning away. Undulations of yellow gorse rasped softly in the breeze. It stretched off into unknown solitudes.

He was a village boy and he knew certain things. He thought that the edge of the world was a day’s walk away, there where the cloud-breeding sky touched the earth at the horizon. He thought that when he got there he would find a deep pit and he would be able to look down into it and see the world’s secrets. Same as he knew he could see heaven in water, a boy on his knees staring into the heavy, flexing surface of the gravel-pit ponds or at a shallow stream flashing over stones.

He set off, down into the wide yellow fragrance. The wood he could collect on his return.

Soon he was further from the village than he had ever been, furthest from the tough, familiar nest of his cottage. He walked quite out of his knowledge, into a world where the birds and flowers did not know him, where his shadow had never been.

It confused him. He started to think that the sun was shining in a new quarter of the sky. He felt no fear yet: the sun lit wonders in a new zone that held him in steady rapt amazement. He did wonder, though, why the old world had not come to an end, why the horizon was no closer.

He walked and walked and before he’d thought the morning passed, the light was thickening. Moths flittered under the bushes. Frogs fidgeted along the rabbit tracks and mice twittered their little splintery cries. Overhead trembled the first damp stars.

It was the hour of waking spirits. Now he was afraid.

He hurried around with a panicking heart and found behind him a splay of paths. By chance he got on the right one. As the darkness grew, gathering first in the bushes and trees, then soaking out from them, he found himself approaching his own village. At least it looked like his own village, but somehow the distance he’d travelled made him uncertain. It looked the same. It definitely was the same, but somehow it didn’t seem right, in place. Even the church, rising over the wood, the church he’d seen every day as soon as he could see at all, looked counterfeit. Frightened, racing, like a lost bird he flung his light body towards what he hoped was home.

His name. He heard his name being called. John! John! Jo-ohn! Village voices. He could put names to them all. He ran now, not answering, to his own cottage, feeling a tumult of relief as he approached. When he stepped through the open doorway his mother yelped at the sight and flew towards him. Her strong arms encircled him, her bosom crushed against his face.

‘We thought you was dead. In the wood. They’re out looking for you. We thought you was struck down by a falling … Oh, but you’re home.’




Autumn


ABIGAIL STARTED NEATLY at a walk as her mother had just smartened her, plucking and smoothing her dress into place. She had run a fingertip down Abigail’s nose as she bent down with a crackle of her own dress and repeated the message to carry. But outside the door and with the sun warm through the trees and the path firm under her tightly laced boots, Abigail couldn’t help it: after a few paces she broke into a run.

She ran across the garden and over into the grounds of Fairmead House, then along its side and past the pond where Simon the idiot was throwing stones; even she knew he’d been told not to do that. He looked round sharply at the sound of her footsteps just after he’d launched one. It couldn’t be stopped: their eyes met at the moment it plopped in and slow circles widened across the green water. It was only the child, though. He smiled naughtily at her, knowing she wouldn’t tell. She ran round the corner past Mr Stockdale the attendant whom she did not like. He was large and strict and when he tried to play with her it was not meant, not meant properly, and his hands were heavy. But there was Margaret sitting on a stool, sewing. She liked Margaret, her thin, sharp-chinned face like a wooden toy, and wide, clear, kind eyes. She was a peaceful lady, mostly, and now Abigail walked over and leaned against her knees to be for a moment inside that calm. Margaret didn’t say anything, stroked once the back of Abigail’s head as the child looked down at her sampler. There were three colours of thread: green for hills, brown for the cross and black for lines coming out of the cross. Abigail put out a finger and felt the bumpy black stitches. ‘God’s love,’ Margaret whispered. ‘Beams.’ Briefly she wound the thread she was working with a couple of times around Abigail’s finger. ‘Wrap you up in it.’

Abigail smiled. ‘Good day,’ she said and set off running again, past some others strolling there, and then when she saw him, with greater speed towards her father.

Matthew Allen swung the axe down onto the upturned log. The blade sunk down into it, but it didn’t split, so he raised the axe and log together and brought them down hard. The log flew apart into two even pieces that rocked on the grass. ‘Nothing to it,’ he remarked. He stooped and added the new pieces with their clean white pith to the barrow and stood another log on the stump.

Seeing Abigail bouncing towards him, he handed the lunatic the axe and grappled her up into his arms. ‘Just go on like that until you’ve filled the barrow, please.’

Abigail could feel the warmth of his body through its compress of clothes. She wriggled at the sensation of his humid whiskers against her as he kissed her cheek.

‘Mother says to come now because they’ll be here pleasantly.’

Allen smiled. ‘Did she say “pleasantly” or “presently”?’

Abigail frowned. ‘Presently,’ she said.

‘Then we’d better set off.’

Abigail leaned her head into his neck, into the smell of him in his cravat, and felt her feet swinging in the air with each of his steps, like riding a pony.

Patients greeted her father with a nod as he passed or with some rearrangement of their posture. Simon the idiot, who definitely was not throwing stones into the pond, waved with his whole arm.

Outside the house Hannah stood waiting, holding her sharp elbows and thoughtfully drawing a line on the path in front of her with the toe of her boot. She looked up at them as they arrived and spoke as if to justify herself.

‘I thought I ought to wait to greet them, given that there was no one else.’

Allen laughed. ‘I’m sure even a poet is capable of pulling a door bell.’ He watched his daughter ignore the comment, staring at the ground. Abigail was twisting in his arms now the ride was over, and he set her down. She ran off a few yards to pick up an interesting stick. The front door opened and Mrs Allen walked out to join them. ‘Fine weather,’ she commented.

‘Are we not too many now?’ Hannah asked. ‘The brother may be a little overwhelmed.’

‘They both might be,’ her father rejoined. ‘But a warm family welcome will do neither of them any harm.’

‘I’ll only wait with you a moment,’ Eliza Allen said. ‘I’ve things to do, only I saw you all standing out here in the sun. Oh, look, there’s Dora seeing us now.’

Hannah turned and saw her sister’s face in the window. She wouldn’t come out, Hannah knew. She didn’t like extraordinary people. She liked ordinary people and was preparing for her wedding, after which she could live almost entirely among them. She retreated out of sight like a fish from the surface of a pond, leaving the glass dark.

‘Abi, put that down,’ her mother instructed. ‘And don’t wipe your hands on your pinafore. Come here.’ Abigail joined them in a mildly shamed, dilatory way and allowed her mother to clean her palms with a handkerchief. ‘Where’s Fulton?’ Eliza asked her husband.

‘He’s occupied, I’m sure. We don’t have to be all arranged here like this. We’re not having our portrait painted.’

This was not how Hannah had arranged this meeting in her imagination. She would not have had the clutter of her family around her, not at first, and she would have happened by at the right moment, or at least could have easily dissembled her preceding vigilance. She could have been a solitary, attractive girl of seventeen, a wood nymph even, discovered in her wandering. She stared along the road as far as she could: it turned sharply to the right a little way ahead and the forest cut off the view down the hill. Through the trees she felt them approaching, an event approaching. Who knew how significant it might prove to be? She should try to expect less; there was little chance it would match her hopes. But it might. Certainly, something was about to happen. People were about to arrive.

And then it was happening. The carriage from Woodford was approaching, trunks strapped to its roof, the horses bowing their way up the hill, the driver dabbing at their broad backs with his whip. Quickly, hoping not to be seen, Hannah pinched colour into her cheeks. Mrs Allen picked up Abigail and held her on her hip. Matthew Allen smoothed his whiskers with both hands, tugged his waistcoat down, and enriched the swell of his cravat.

As the carriage slowed beside them, the driver touching the brim of his hat, Matthew Allen stepped forward and opened the door. ‘Misters Tennyson,’ he said in his deeper, professional voice. ‘Welcome to High Beach.’

A cough and a thank you was heard from the shadowy interior where long limbs were moving.

Hannah stood a little closer to her mother as the two brothers emerged.

The two Tennysons were tall, clean-shaven and darkly similar. They greeted the three females with courteous bows. Hannah felt close to saying something, but didn’t. She heard her mother say, ‘Gentlemen, welcome.’ One Tennyson mumbled a reply as they both stood blinking, shifting on their feet after the confinement of the carriage. Both began lighting pipes.

The trunks were unfastened and brought down by Dr Allen and one of the Tennysons. Both the Tennysons were handsome, one perhaps more sensitive in appearance than the other – would that be the poet or the melancholic? Hannah waited for them to speak some more. She wanted desperately to know which of these two men her interest should fall upon.

John woke up without any feeling down one side. He reached a hand up to his face to feel for the rough crusting of frost and drag it off, but there was none. So either he wasn’t outside or the weather was mild. He felt that the air wasn’t moving over him, wasn’t alive. He was inside, in a shut room.

He kept his eyes closed, floating there in his own inner darkness, wanting to delay the knowledge of which room he was in, although in truth he knew. But it might not be there, it might be the right room, with Patty first up from the bed and busy with the children.

He opened his eyes by fractions and saw a dark grey room. The imagined biting rime on his sky side was the old numbness from sleeping out years ago, not a real touch of the world, and he wasn’t home. There was the window, glowing dimly with wet autumn light. It showed its view of two trees bent by the wavery glass.

Below he could hear other inmates moving and the brisk voice of Mrs Allen. She would collect him shortly to accompany her across the garden to the doctor’s house for breakfast, him having been a good lad.

He lifted the blanket, swung his softening white feet onto the clean wood floor, and stood up, and immediately wanted to lie back down again and not lie back down again and go and not go anywhere and not be there and be home.

John spread butter thickly on his bread and bit. Those considered constitutionally able had cutlets to eat and sawed at their meat, including Charles Seymour, the aristocrat who wasn’t mad at all. He’d condescended to join them this morning. The doctor had listed his pedigree to the new man as though presenting a prize mastiff. There had been polite talk, mostly about Cambridge, that lucky, unknown world, while John said nothing. Now the table was silent. George Laidlaw was talking to himself, almost inaudibly, his lips fluttering with his habitual fantastical calculations of the National Debt. Fulton Allen ate with a lad’s appetite, sweeping up juices with a chunk of bread on his fork. Margaret ate morsels silently. Hannah Allen kept glancing at the new man, Septimus Tennyson, whose head trembled and whose gaze seemed too sensitive to look at anything for long, but shrivelled back from what it hit like a snail’s wizening eyes. Tall and faded he looked. Why didn’t Hannah glance instead at John? He licked silky butter from his teeth and would much rather have been eating her, the prettyish, pale thing. He wondered how she tasted in the nest between her legs. He’d have liked to see her cheeks flush and hear her startled breath. The doctor smiled over his chewing at everyone. ‘Do we all have plenty to do today? George, you’ll be working in the vegetable garden, won’t you?’

* * *

John lay in the warmth of the bath, nursing the whiteness of his belly. He pressed his fingers into it, forming ridges of soft dough. Beneath, his penis had bobbed up out of the water and was capped with ticklish cold air. He lay back, the water slopping up beside his ears, and let his arms float. He lay so still he could feel his heartbeats shunting a little force around his body.

Knuckles beat against the door. ‘Five minutes, Mr Clare.’

Peter Wilkins was an old attendant. His heavy face was pouched and drooping. The lower lids of his watery eyes hung so low that they showed a quarter of an inch of their red lining like a worn-out coat with failing seams. He had had his fill of restrainings, bathings, arguings, and had now taken upon himself the duty of keeping the gate. He never mentioned that this was now what he understood his job to be in case he was contradicted and had his former duties imposed. Instead, each morning he walked purposefully, but not too quickly or obviously, to the gate under its trees and stood there.

His face was so detailed, so full of character, that John always found encountering him to be a small event, like eating something. John thanked Wilkins with a raised hat as he let him go out towards his work.

He walked with the quick skimming steps of a labourer up the hill to the admiral’s garden, getting a little heat and motion into his flesh. He began whistling a tune, ‘Tie a Yellow Handkercher’, one of those he’d transcribed years ago from gypsies and old boys, for a volume that no one would publish, that died on a desk in a cramped London office. Thus the real life of the people goes insulted and ignored. He sang out loud ‘Flash company been the ruin o’ me and the ruin o’ me quite’, then stopped: he was feeling it too strongly and it was more imprisonment to simplify himself like that in other people’s words, not when he had so many of his own. Also, he’d seen two charcoal burners on the road ahead, round-shouldered and dirty, their faces blackened and featureless. He angled his hat down and skulked under it as they passed, then wondered if that would have made them more or less likely to take him for one of the mad.

When they’d gone, he looked up again into the forest. Wet. Not much stirring. A flicker of wings. Mist between the crooked trees.

As he worked the admiral’s garden a robin joined him. It darted forward to needle the earth he’d turned, watching him, waiting, poised on its little thready legs. John saw the throb of a worm by his spade, plucked it up, and threw it at the bird. The robin flew away, flew back, and jabbed at the meal.

Watching this, being there, given time, the world revealed itself again in silence, coming to him. Gently it breathed around him its atmosphere: vulnerable, benign, full of secrets, his. A lost thing returning. How it waited for him in eternity and almost knew him. He’d known and sung it all his life. Perception of it now, amid all his truancy and suffering, made his eyes thicken with warm tears.

Too easily moved – he knew that. Nervous and excitable. He dried himself on his sleeve and went back to working, the easy rhythm and weight through his arms. A painless prescription. And it was light work, nothing compared to lime burning or threshing. He hacked down on a clod of this thick Essex clay and remembered the light flail his father had made him when he was a boy. Standing beside the old man’s effortless fast rhythm of circling whacks he’d tried to keep up, his arm burning, his shirt sweated through, his damp skin furred with itchy grain dust. Weak but willing, his father called him.

‘Good afternoon, John, or morning.’

It was the admiral, standing very dignified and straight. John had always suspected that he stood straighter and with greater dignity now in his retirement than he had on the seas. He looked spick and span, very comprehensively brushed, the remnants of his grey hair all shooting forwards from his crown, his long blue coat as spotless as a horse before a show. A man who’d known Nelson. ‘And how are we today?’

John stood up, his earthen five feet two feeling very shabby and insufficient opposite the admiral. ‘Very good, sir. Fine day.’

‘Indeed.’ The admiral released one hand from behind his back and gestured out at the woods. Like a dog, John looked at the hand, not at the direction indicated. He’d forgotten how twisted and swollen the admiral’s hands were, fingers like lengths of ginger root. John wondered that he didn’t wear gloves, but perhaps he couldn’t get them on. ‘Yes,’ the admiral said, ‘it’s the fine sort of autumn weather. I have an invitation in town,’ he announced. John bowed at the fact. ‘So I’m off to Woodford to entrust my poor person to the train.’ The admiral smiled.

John also smiled. ‘I wish you a safe journey,’ he said.

‘Yes,’ the admiral said slowly. He seemed not to like the concerned sincerity of this response. The thought of his bodily destruction at unnatural speed was not meant actually to be entertained. ‘Yes, indeed. So I shall bid you good day. Please convey my regards to the doctor and Mrs Allen. Oh, yes, there’s someone taking Beech Hill House, a friend of the doctor’s, I believe. Do you by any chance know who?’

‘I’m afraid not, sir.’

‘Ah well. Anon, then.’

The admiral let the gate clap behind him and headed down the hill, his thick hands bunched in the small of his back.

John whistled enviously after him ‘Flash company been the ruin o’ me and the ruin o’ me quite’. An evening in London with the old, wild lads – that was what he needed. He felt his flesh strain towards the thought of beer, wanting drunkenness, wanting the world softened and flowing around him. To be back in his green jacket, the country clown for his friends from The London Magazine with their bristling literary talk, their sharp, rehearsed epigrams scattered like cut stones through the thickness of talk. And later, swaggering, scenes around them changing like backcloths flown up and down in a tatty theatre until he found himself with a plump young something, her nest tickling his nose as he strained the root of his tongue, tasting up into her, then quenching himself inside her, that wonderful release, hugging her as he did so, rubbing the sweat-loosened paint from her cheek onto his own.

He could look up an address or two and find the old gang, balder, plumper, more fitfully employed now that the magazine had folded. But no point: it was gone, and he couldn’t have gone anyway, he reminded himself. He was an inmate, a prisoner. He was due back at Allen’s. At present, it was enough to have got through the day. But the thought of it all made him want to kick. And Nature had taken herself away from his dirty little fury and left him there.

He worked until dusk and walked back. Peter Wilkins opened the gate for him. ‘You’d better hurry,’ he told him, ‘or you’ll be late for evening prayers.’

Charles Seymour sat at his desk and wrote. His valet, with almost nowhere to resort to in this wretched place, lingered behind him, standing like a sentry against the wall.

… You counsel me to console myself with the thought of my freedom. I see how you struggle, my little darling, to smile encouragingly at me through your tears, but do not think I believe your heart is in it. Nevertheless, let me answer to that. First of all, to be stuck in an establishment such as this …

He dipped his pen, stared at the wall.

… seems a very peculiar definition of freedom. I am imprisoned in a madhouse and in my right mind and imprisoned in my desire.

He stopped and looked down at this extravagance, but did not scratch it out.

I was brought to this hellhole by my father to prevent us marrying and still I remain here. I know that you are referring to my freedom from obligation, viz. my freedom from you. I needn’t tell you that to me that is no liberty at all. What is my freedom for, if I cannot have what I desire? It is a useless burden, if it can be said to exist at all …

Was He beyond the trees?

Of course He must be in them, through them, as they were His creation, but Margaret did not feel that. Having known Him in the actual live Spirit, she was no stickler for orthodoxy and knew what she knew. She felt Him infinitely behind the trees, behind matter, and the trees stood up as a guard, a brake. Their limbs reached into each other, preventing her, manufacturing darkness in the heart of the wood. No, not darkness – she must be proportionate, clear-minded to receive Him – but twilight. Their trivial falling leaves coloured the air.

She was a poor creature with sin’s stink on her and must sit and wait on the far side of unbearable distance. That distance was larger than any in the mere world alone. It was absolute. But there was comfort there: the distance was a sign of His mastery and power. The wall that separated them connected them also, joined them by separation. In her inmost nearness that distance touched her and hurt her and was itself a revelation of Him. It was something she could hang on to.

Margaret stretched a fresh piece of muslin across the frame and fixed it there. Several samplers were already piled on the small table of her room. Soon she would give them away. They were weak signals of the Truth, but she was soothed by making them, by the image of the cross forming starkly in front of her and the purring of the thread drawn through the cloth. It was a task that sealed her spirit in contemplation until she couldn’t hear the shouts of the mad or the weather, the branches grinding and clicking in the wind.

But how long would she have to wait? She might die. She might die and never know it again and be forgotten in darkness.

Margaret wondered if she should start to fast once more.

Alfred Tennyson screwed in his monocle, stooped and peered closely at the phrenological bust on top of Matthew Allen’s writing desk. He read a few of the labels on the glossy surface of the head that named the mental organs corresponding with that area. Amativeness. Agreeableness. Ideality. The whole bland, stereotyped human head was speckled with these faculties.

‘Ah, that, well,’ Matthew Allen, who was talking rapidly, changed the course of his speech as he saw his guest examining this medical ornament. ‘I’m increasingly of the opinion that these categories are by and large symbolical. There may be an overall rightness of attribution, but I can’t say that in my clinical work I’ve found watertight correspondences. The map is useful, however, for keeping in mind the panoply of things to be considered.’

‘I had my bumps read once,’ Tennyson said. ‘And was not dazzled by any brilliance of analysis. The fellow rather overestimated my quantity of animal spirits, perhaps because I’m large and was with friends after a lunch where let’s say some wine was consumed.’

‘Indeed. Indeed, there are vulgar practitioners out there, in their hundreds now, but really they aren’t to be thought of. Vauxhall Gardens stuff.’

Matthew Allen looked round, wondering what to draw his guest’s attention to next. He felt excitable at the literary young man’s presence in his private study and was eager to impress upon him the range of his researches. He watched Tennyson relight his pipe, hollowing his clean-shaven cheeks as he plucked the flame upside down into the bowl of scorched tobacco. The head was massive and handsome undeniably, with a dark burnish to the skin. Behind the dome of the forehead, strongly suggestive of intellectual power, very promising poems were being formed. He was very different in appearance to poor little Clare, but the forehead was reminiscent. The poet had been right about himself – he did seem deficient in animal spirits. The case was not nearly so morbid as his brother Septimus’s, but Alfred Tennyson also moved slowly, as though through a viscous medium of thought, of doubt. Being so short-sighted might have exacerbated that, the world dim and untrustworthy around him.

As Matthew Allen stood diagnosing his guest, Tennyson now reached out and picked up a mineral sample. He brought it close to his monocle, saw its many metallic facets. It was a glittering tumble of right angles, little walls and roofs jutting out from each other like a town destroyed by an earthquake.

‘Iron pyrites,’ Allen explained. ‘I’ve many other samples you’ll see ranged around the room. My intention was, is still, to collect samples of every mineral to be found in the British Isles, but I have quite a few more to go. Chemistry was for a while a subject of mine. Here,’ Allen paced quickly across the rug to a shelf, ran a finger across spines until he found five slender identical volumes. He pulled one out. ‘My lectures on chemistry. I gave them in Scotland some years ago. Carlyle – do you know Carlyle? – Thomas Carlyle, he attended, as I recall. I knew him even back then in our Edinburgh days. Perhaps I could take you to Chelsea and introduce you.’

‘I’ve had the pleasure of making his acquaintance, and Jane’s, already.’

‘Oh, very good. Well then, perhaps we should visit together. It really is very straightforward now with the train at Woodford.’

Tennyson opened the volume that Allen handed to him. He read a line or two about the flow of the caloric from heated objects. He knew something of the theories from his own reading in the library at Somersby, shut away from the clamour of family and pets, with nothing to do but continue his education with as much self-discipline as he could muster. But he wouldn’t have dared pronounce on the subject. Evidently the doctor was a man of scope and capacity. And they had friends in common.

‘Caloric flow,’ he murmured as he surfaced from the book.

‘Indeed, indeed,’ the doctor enthused. ‘My contention in this work, as elsewhere, is that there is behind the phenomenon of the caloric, behind all phenomena, a principal cause I nominate The Grand Agent.’

‘The Grand Agent.’

‘Yes. A common cause, a unitary force. There is a union through all things. Heat and light are manifestations, as are living organisms and their animal spirits.’

‘Energy. Thoughts.’

‘Yes, thoughts as well. Their energy – the flow of them.’

‘I see. A Spinozism, of sorts.’ And Tennyson did see: a white fabric, candescent, pure, flowing through itself, surging, charged, unlimited. And in the world the flourishing of forms, their convulsions: upward thrive of trees, sea waves, the mathematical toys of sea shells, the flight of dragonflies. It all changed constantly. ‘All the metamorphoses of living beings,’ Tennyson said, gesturing at the window with his pipe.

‘Precisely,’ Allen said, beaming. ‘The forest is a perfect example.’

The forest died into itself, growing, shapes fading, eaten, lengthening anew. Yes, yes. And thought, the unbreaking wave, constantly changing – colours, shapes, sinuously pouring towards the world, pulsing with language.

‘And unliving things, inorganic things have their energy also.’

‘My philosophical speculations tend to the same view,’ Tennyson went on.

‘Oh, that’s interesting. As a poet, you feel …’

‘As a boy,’ Tennyson began, catching the enthusiasm, feeling released now beyond the polite chatter of acquaintances into the deep, the frictionless element of real thought. ‘As a boy I could put myself into a trance by repeating my name over and over until my sense of identity was quite dissolved. What I was then was a being somehow merging, or sustained, with a greater thing, truly vast. It was abstract, warm, featureless and frightful.’

‘The Grand Agent?’

‘Perhaps, perhaps. Well, certainly actually. I mean to say, if we’re right about this at all, then what else would it be?’

Dr Allen did not say ‘a mental phenomenon’. For a moment they simply smiled at each other. How remarkable and exhilarating to have found their deepest speculations reflected in the other, about the universe, about existence.

‘It would be nice,’ Allen said, ‘if we were able to talk some more. Are you now intending to stay?’

‘Oh, yes. I agreed to take the house yesterday.’

‘Oh, marvellous. Splendid. Well, no doubt you’ll be a great addition to Epping society, such as it is. And of course you’ll be near Septimus and that will be a great benefit to him.’

Tennyson inclined his head at the mention of his suffering brother. The blush of enthusiasm left him, dwindling down painfully to a small heat of embarrassment. That often came after too intense a disclosure of self with somebody; now it was made the more intense by the thought of Septimus. The wide line of his mouth hardened. Allen saw and sought to reassure him.

‘I’ve no doubt that Septimus has very fine prospects of recovery. Melancholy, you know, the English malady, what you will, is really quite tractable, I’ve found. Brightness of company, exercise, a familial atmosphere, an unbosoming of anxieties …’

‘Unbosoming?’

‘Yes, the disclosure of personal fears and unhappinesses. Often I find encouraging patients through a conversational, what shall we call it, memoir is terribly useful.’

Tennyson huffed out a big mouthful of uninhaled smoke. ‘So you’ll be hearing all about my family.’

‘Probably. But I make no certain inferences from the testimony of unhappy individuals. That really isn’t the point. At any rate, families, well …’ He smiled. ‘Nowhere more productive of mental difficulty. I attach no shame to coming from one. It is not a matter in which we generally have a choice.’

‘You’ll see. You’ll be mired in it. The black blood of the Tennysons.’

‘So there is a predisposition – to melancholy, or other disturbances? Very often …’

‘There are quieter barnyards. Somehow we don’t take life easily.’

‘Ah.’ Matthew Allen tilted his head and stood still, waiting to allow Tennyson to go on with what he was saying.

‘I accompanied my brother, you see, because I thought I might be entering your establishment myself. And now I’ve decided to stay in this area, this different atmosphere.’

‘Oh, yes?’

‘Yes. Away. Although these woods are rather gloomy.’

‘Oh, time of year. They blossom, you know, they put out green leaves.’

Tennyson, who had already filled the room with thickly drifting smoke, again relit his pipe.

‘There is no shame in encountering these difficulties. In some sense, quite the reverse. They argue a great mental power that is prone to exhaust itself, in creation, in your case, I would imagine. You know of other cases, I imagine, among poets.’

‘Of course. So. The price to be paid.’

‘But it needn’t be exorbitant.’ Allen smiled. ‘I’m very pleased you’ve come to visit me here and have had a glimpse of my interests. I ought to spend more time on them. I suspect I’ve made the breakthroughs I will make in therapy for the insane. After that is the long work of practice, which tires after a while.’

‘Indeed?’

‘Oh, I’m committed to it, of course. But I feel the need for a new something, to research and create again. And of course, money is never not a concern, with a family, property.’

‘Oh, yes? I’ve no doubt you have the brain to find something.’

‘And to return to what we were saying earlier, I think it is unhelpful to specialise too strictly. One must have a broad range of intellectual activities if one is seeking unifying ideas. Bacon’s the man.’

‘Indeed? I have a Cambridge friend who is editing him. Perhaps I could arrange for you to meet.’

‘Well, that would be wonderful. Thank you,’ Allen said and rather fervently shook the young poet’s hand. ‘Actually, perhaps you will walk with me. I have a patient I must see.’

Seated by the window with their books piled ready, to pass the time Annabella sketched a bust of Hannah. They were waiting for Mademoiselle Leclair, their French tutor, who hardly seemed a mademoiselle. She was a dumpy spinster from somewhere in Picardy with a pale extensive face that ran mostly downhill from a long, white nose. The girls were too old for this tuition, but continued on improving themselves as they prepared for marriage. Mademoiselle Leclair knew that the classes were a genteel diversion and her manner was kind and encouraging, always patient with the girls’ bêtises. Hannah often felt ashamed when she noticed her thick shoulders or the sour warmth of her breath as she read.

Not that Hannah Allen was entirely pleased with her own appearance. On the whole, she passed: she was slender, fair-haired; her bosom was decent. Smaller than her sister Dora’s, it was also lighter, less motherly. Her pallor, however, was just the far side of attractive. Of course, it was from her Scottish ancestry and that gave it welcome, even enviable associations of Byron and Scott, but the whiteness of her face made her lips look a little bloody. Also her teeth, which were really a perfectly normal colour, looked yellowish in contrast. Her eyelashes were blond. Her eyebrows looked like summer wheat.

Hannah felt a tingling at Annabella’s scrutiny, the flicker of her gaze over her as she drew. She watched Annabella’s dark eyes lift from the page and meet her own, then realised their gazes hadn’t quite met: Annabella stared impersonally at some portion of Hannah’s face. Annabella was herself unequivocally beautiful, really exquisite, and to a degree that made Hannah puzzle over precisely what it comprised, what made someone beautiful. Beauty was so fugitive and variable in so many people and among her father’s patients she’d seen many an example of it extinguished, distorted or reversed, but there in Annabella it sat and stayed all day. She was always beautiful. Her complexion was lovely, with just the right susceptibility to blushes. Her eyes were large and dark. her lips were full, particularly the lower one, and they were always like that without any arrangement or pouting on Annabella’s part. If Hannah had been a man, she was sure that she would have wanted to kiss her. It was her neck that decisively elevated her up out of the realm of normal good looks. It was long, slender, and curved gracefully up from her shoulders. Fine curls of her dark hair, escaping from its pins, rested on her nape. The sight of them made Hannah feel tender towards Annabella, as though she were a child, but also sensual. If she’d been anything other than negligent of her appearance, almost oblivious to it, she would have been unbearable. As it was, her great power of beauty was only ever noticeable in her effect on other people, never in her. She was Hannah’s true and best friend, and had been since they were little girls, since the Allens had moved to Epping. Annabella lived in a calm, small house in the forest not far from Hannah’s own. Her father was a magistrate, a respectable man to whom Matthew Allen had paid his respects on arriving. Discovering the pretty, demure child of Hannah’s age, he’d encouraged them together and since then they’d gone on growing upwards, twining together. Hannah had already confided in Annabella the news of Mr Alfred Tennyson’s arrival.

‘Have you seen him again?’ she asked.

‘He’s been to the house, to see my father, but I missed him.’

‘Shame.’ Annabella smiled. ‘Tell me what he’s like again.’

Hannah laughed. ‘Like a poet, I think.’

‘What, little and plump like that Mr Clare?’

‘No,’ Hannah responded vehemently. ‘No. Anyway, Mr Clare was a peasant poet, and Alfred Tennyson,’ Hannah loved unfurling the long banner of his name, ‘isn’t that. I mean to say that he’s pensive, brooding you might say. Tall.’

‘How tall is he?’

‘Tall. Six feet or more.’

‘And handsome?’

‘Annabella.’

‘Well, is he?’

‘Yes, he is. Dark. Strong shoulders. Clean-shaven. He wears a cape and a wide-brimmed hat. He looks rather like a Spaniard.’

‘You’ve never seen a Spaniard.’

‘I’ve read. Everyone is familiar with the colouring of the typical Spaniard.’

‘Everybody’s familiar with the colouring of the typical Spaniard,’ Annabella repeated. The girls were at an age of hectic imitation, mimicking people’s phrases and gestures to each other, mostly satirically, sometimes attempting to carry them off. When no one else was around, they mirrored each other.

‘Now is he married or engaged?’

Hannah shrieked. ‘Annabella!’

‘Do not, please, feign a scandalised tone. We are seventeen. We have to be thinking of these things. What we need to do is plan how to draw his attention to you.’

‘It can be a little difficult to command attention when surrounded by lunatics.’

‘Oh, no, but that’s perfect. There he is with all those people around him and who is that still, pale figure so dignified amidst it all? Why, it’s the doctor’s lovely daughter.’

‘Don’t,’ Hannah blushed. ‘I do need to do something, though. I think he’s short-sighted. He doesn’t seem to notice much and looks very closely at certain things.’

‘Maybe that’s being a poet: the distracted air.’

‘Maybe. I don’t think so, though. Sometimes he wears a monocle.’

‘What we need to do,’ Annabella said brightly, ‘is arrange it so that I can see him, or meet him. I think that will help my assessment.’

Hannah looked at her smiling, excited friend and thought over the alarming idea. But before she could respond, Mademoiselle Leclair bustled in. The drawing – which Annabella briefly held up and which looked disappointingly accurate – was put aside.

‘Bonjour, les filles,’ Mademoiselle Leclair greeted them.

‘Bonjour, Mademoiselle,’ they both replied and opened their grammars.

William Stockdale the attendant was a taller man than the doctor, but he had to walk quickly to keep up with his master as they headed towards Leopard’s Hill Lodge and the severe cases. Fulton Allen, the doctor’s son, occasionally had to run to keep up. This was a general condition for Fulton, only just sixteen. His triumph, unknown to him, was not many months away. Before long he would be running the whole establishment alone. Presently he felt himself struggling, as always, in the turbulent wake of his father’s surging energy. He strove to keep pace, to gain his father’s mastery, to know what he knew, which, unfortunately for Fulton, was always expanding. This determination to match his father’s stride and certainty felt particularly urgent when visiting the Lodge because it terrified him. Fairmead House was full of gentle disorder, idiocy and convalescence, even some, like Charles Seymour, who were not ill at all. Leopard’s Hill Lodge was full of real madness, of agony, people lost to themselves. They were fierce and unpredictable. They smelled rank. They were obscene. They made sudden noises. Their suffering was bottomless. It was an abyss of contorted humanity, a circle of hell. All of Fulton’s nightmares were set there as were his sexual dreams, which he also classified as nightmares no matter what the evidence of his sheets. Even the building looked mad: plain, square and tight, with regular small barred windows that emitted shrieks.

They marched towards it now, the forest a corridor of flickering light and shade.

Stockdale explained the case. ‘He hasn’t evacuated for three weeks now, I believe.’

‘Suppression of evacuation will only render his mania worse. It’s a cause. And the delusion hasn’t left him?’

‘What is his delusion?’ Fulton asked.

Stockdale laughed. ‘That if he does evacuate, he will poison the water, destroy the forest, and that it will permeate down and everyone in London will be killed.’

‘Let’s hope he’s mistaken,’ Fulton joked.

‘Fulton,’ Allen reproved. ‘You cannot be facetious, certainly not with the patient. Madness has no sense of humour. How many people are there now? We’ll need four at least to restrain him while I administer the clyster.’

‘I can help,’ Fulton offered meekly, angry at his father’s humourless reproof.

‘You can hold his head, maybe an arm. If you try to take a leg he’ll kick you across the room. Unfortunately, he’s a powerful and large man.’

That smell was there when they went through the door, just as Fulton had remembered, but always stronger, more shocking than he could anticipate. There were noises, but only two patients were in the large central space overlooked by the balcony and other rooms. The others were shut away. One of the loose ones stood still and rubbed a patch of scalp already rubbed bald. The other, a woman, ran towards them, staring at Stockdale, and began lifting her soiled dress. Fulton stared, horrified, but unable to look away. Before she’d revealed more than her dirty, folded knees, Stockdale took her arms firmly and tugged down her dress. ‘She shouldn’t be allowed to mix with men if she’s subject to this …’ Allen said.

Saunders, the attendant who’d opened the door to them, apologised. ‘She hasn’t behaved that poorly. I think it’s you, doctor, or you, William. Perhaps she expects an examination.’

The woman writhed, growing quieter in Stockdale’s grasp. ‘Don’t want to do that,’ she muttered. ‘Don’t want to do that.’

‘That’s quite right,’ Allen told her. ‘You don’t.’

‘Just let her go,’ Saunders said. ‘She’ll be fine now, little outburst over.’

Saunders was short and strong and cheerful with blunt, capable hands that Fulton stared at. His fingertips were wide, the nails thick and yellow; his thumbs were jointed at two right angles, turning parallel to the palms. His eyes were bright among pleats of aged skin. Beneath one eyebrow hung two small growths, smaller than berries. He seemed to take his work easily. He smiled and hummed as he handled his charges, who were frantic with fear and pain. ‘At eleven-thirty,’ Saunders said, ‘we’ll let a few more out to exercise. These two have had bad nights is why they’re out having a breather. But we’ll address Mr Francombe first. I’ve two lads up by his door, plucking up courage.’

‘Very good. Shall we go up?’

Saunders led the way up the stairs to the cells behind the balcony. From there Fulton looked down on the two freed patients, shuffling, drowsy as smoked bees.

‘Morning, gentlemen,’ Allen greeted the waiting attendants.

They replied and stepped away from the door. Allen looked through the grille at the big man sat leaning against a wall, grey-faced, holding his hard belly.

‘Good morning, Mr Francombe,’ Allen shouted through the door.

Dull eyes looked back at him, looked away.

Matthew Allen turned to his men. ‘Very good. You four, I want you to get in, seize hold of him, and get him out of there. It will be best if he’s in a bath, or on one of the tables, when I force the evacuation. Fulton, you stay here. Stockdale, Saunders, you take the legs. You other two, grab his arms. Do we all know what we’re doing?’

‘Yes, doctor,’ Saunders answered. The others nodded.

‘Very good. In you go.’

Saunders unlocked the door, lifted the latch. ‘Ready?’ he asked, and then the four of them strode in.

Fulton stood behind his father’s shoulder and watched the struggle. Mr Francombe, after a volley of oaths, began roaring and bleating as he fought. His effort of violence was extraordinary. Saunders and Stockdale were flung back and forth as he kicked. The other two twisted and wrestled with his arms. He raised himself up off the ground between them, then sank down pulling his four limbs together so that the attendants bumped each other. From his face hung wisps of drool. He tried biting one of the men holding his arms. The attendant had to release the other arm and push back on Mr Francombe’s forehead as hard as he could.

‘Fulton, if you want to take part,’ Allen said, in a surprisingly weary voice, ‘you might usefully go in now. Go in behind him and get hold of his head. Get hold of his ears.’

‘Really?’

‘Fine. Hold this.’ Allen handed his son his bag and went in himself. Fulton, shamed, followed him in.

Allen did as he’d instructed Fulton, circled quickly behind the five panting men, squatted down and tried to get a firm grip of Francombe’s head. He thrashed so hard, though, and greasy hair covered his ears. Allen tried just pushing it down against the floor for a moment and saw the throat curdling with rage, the reddened knob of his Adam’s apple and thick veins. He placed his knee on Francombe’s forehead, pressed down with his body weight, scraped the hair away and got hold of the slimy gristle of his ears.

Slowly Francombe began to relent, throbbing, but as they lifted him to carry him out, he began to thrash again, and the five of them staggered as on a stormy deck.

When finally they had him tethered to a table, Francombe was whimpering with rage and humiliation. His trousers and underthings had been removed. Matthew Allen, with trembling hands, wiped the sweat from his face.

‘Now, Mr Francombe. You know that what you fear is not rational, is not true. We each of us must void our waste. We each of us do void our wastes, and forests do not die. Cities are not poisoned.’

‘Oh, aren’t they?’ Francombe snapped back. ‘Aren’t they?’

‘Your waste is no more noxious than anyone else’s. It is not sin, you know. It isn’t. It’s nothing you’ve done. It is the by-product of alimentation. Do you understand? It is waste food.’

Francombe was quiet, then strained all at once at his straps. They creaked as he pulled, exhaling slowly through his widely spaced teeth. Fulton wondered if they would definitely hold.

‘Oh, let’s just get on with it,’ Allen muttered. He had the clyster ready, in one hand the pipe, in the other the bag full of warm salted water. ‘Fulton, you don’t have to watch, you know. It won’t be pleasant.’

Fulton vacillated only briefly. ‘I hadn’t been expecting pleasantness,’ he said. ‘And one day I’ll have to face these procedures.’

‘Very good. If you are to stay, perhaps you could massage the abdomen for me.’

Allen then bent and inserted the nozzle into the dark, crimped entrance of Mr Francombe’s rectum. He pushed it several inches in, apparently oblivious to the manhood that flopped from side to side within a foot of his face as he did so.

Allen started squeezing in the fluid. ‘Now, pressure from the top of the abdomen down, please. And hard.’

Fulton did as he was told, pushing against what he took to be the compacted shit inside Mr Francombe. The attendants stood apart, arms folded, and chatted.

Warm clear liquid washed out of Mr Francombe. ‘Harder, please,’ Allen called over the man’s moans. ‘And you too, Mr Francombe. You can push.’

Mr Francombe struggled to resist, but the warm water, the pushing on his belly, the pain, all made it very difficult not to let go. Before too long Dr Allen was rewarded with numerous stuttering farts followed by the emergence of a tiny hard stool, folded like a sea shell. ‘Very good.’ He squeezed in more water.

‘Whore,’ Mr Francombe said. ‘Bugger. Dirty bugger. Shit licker.’

Another small turd emerged, then a massive fart, then another. They were getting larger, almost the size of sheep’s droppings. ‘Good, Fulton.’

‘Dirty bugger! Ow!’

Francombe now wept with disappointment as an astonishing quantity of shit bloomed from him across the table. Allen stayed there, squeezing still on the clyster, despite the spoiling of his shoes by falling clumps.

‘Hoo, hoo,’ exclaimed Saunders, flapping at the air in front of his face. ‘And you call us dirty buggers.’

‘Thank you, Mr Saunders,’ Allen chastised. ‘I expect Mr Francombe will be very upset by this experience. Mr Stockdale, I suggest you take him out to the clearing in the forest afterwards and let him vent a while. Perhaps, Mr Saunders, you could go with him.’

‘Certainly, doctor.’

‘I’ll apply leeches to his feet later when you get back and we can all look forward to a less sanguine, restored Mr Francombe.’

‘Very good, doctor.’

With his shoes scraped roughly clean, the ordure worked from under his fingernails with the blade of a penknife, Matthew Allen walked out of Leopard’s Hill Lodge. Fulton carried his bag for him. They returned to the gentle distresses and confusions of Fairmead House. Allen was happy to return, but only relatively. He was tired, very tired of the mad and their squalor, and the stubborn resistance to cure of the majority. His mind strained for an idea of something else to do, some expansion.

Crossing the lawn where George Laidlaw stood in a fever of mental arithmetic, where one idiot chased another but stopped at the sight of the approaching doctor, and the patients with the axe were again filling the barrow, John Clare approached.

‘John, John, how are you feeling today?’

‘Perfectly well, doctor, perfectly well. And that’s just it, you see.’

‘Is it now?’

‘I was wondering, you see, given how trustworthy I have been and so forth, if I might be allowed to join those who have a pass key.’

‘To ramble and rhyme?’ Of course, John Clare. There was a thought.

John winced at that, then nodded. ‘To walk. To botanise and so forth.’

‘You are still writing poems, aren’t you?’ Allen asked. ‘Those I read a little while ago I thought effusions of great beauty. And your reputation is surely not sunk to oblivion. When did you last seek publication?’

‘Such effusions, as you call them, rural effusions, are no longer to the public’s taste.’

‘Perhaps you would allow me to assay for you? I’d be happy to write to a few literary connections of mine for magazine publication.’

‘I wouldn’t expect anything to come of it,’ said Clare, wary of the painful heat of hope that could flare inside him.

‘I’ll take it upon myself. It won’t be a trouble to you.’

‘I suppose there’s no harm …’

‘Excellent. Why not? Productions such as yours should not be confined to a dusty drawer in a hospital. I shall get you that key, if you’ll follow me.’

‘Thank you, doctor.’

John set off immediately with the key in his hand. Peter Wilkins smiled at John with his watery eyes and reached for his own key, but John lifted up his. Peter Wilkins straightened. ‘Oh,’ he said. ‘You’ve a key. Good to see, John, good to see.’

John was embarrassed at this congratulation, but warmed at it anyway. He tried to mask its effect, responding with a bluff, countryish, ‘And the weather’s fair.’

‘You have a good walk, now,’ the old man said after him. ‘It lifts me up to see it.’

John raised a hand in farewell as he struck out along the path, past the familiar forms of the nearby trees, out to the strangers that grew hidden for miles around. Ferns, dying back with the season, stood frazzled between them. There was no song, just a few notes seeping from overhead as he passed and the quiet birds warned each other. A blackbird, frisking through the fallen leaves, bounced up away from his feet, settled on a low branch and twittered alarm, staring fiercely back at him.

John studied the bird’s daffodil-yellow beak, sharp as tweezers, its neat handsome black head, and absorbed the stare from its glinting round eye. Doing so he heard a human shout. He walked on, away from the noise, but was deceived by the forest’s maze of echoes and came right upon one of the patients barefoot on moss and leaves, his shoes discarded, sweating and gesticulating. When he saw John he started towards him, his face raw with rage, but two attendants were with him. One sprang up from a log on which they were playing with a pack of old, bent cards, and raised his arms. The lunatic pretended not to see him, but stopped where he was.

‘Move on there,’ the attendant told John. It was Stockdale. ‘Move on. No harm done. Had a bit of a morning, that one. Don’t fret yourself.’ The other attendant, whom John didn’t quite recognise, smiled through his pipe smoke.

John hurried on, removing his hat, wiping out the brim dampened by sudden fear, and setting it firmly back on his head.

After some yards, he lifted his gaze from the loosely matted leaves, the prickly star-shapes of beech-nut shells, and the roots that ribbed the path. He looked up again and saw the glaring, hooked darkness of holly bushes, the long whips and shabby leaves of brambles beneath them. He picked a blackberry and ate it: so tart it made his palate itch.

He walked on. He found a rotting trunk covered in fungus, rippling lines of livid yellow Jew’s ears eating away at the softened wood. Listening to what? He looked at them closely, their whorls, the wash of colour across them that went in waves or rings, pinkish towards the outer edge.

And there at one end of the log was scattered evidence that it was used as a thrush’s anvil. On the flattest part of the trunk a bird had brought snails and with them in its beak, whipping its neck back and forth, had smashed them open. Smithereens of spiral shell, some with a frail foam of mucus still on them, made a constellation that John swirled with his fingertip.

But he couldn’t touch Mary, he remembered – the sweetest of his two wives, the lost child who loved him, so near in his thoughts he could reach out and touch her. ‘Mary,’ he crooned to himself. Time’s walls were the strangest prison. He couldn’t touch them or bloody his head against them, but they surrounded him without a gap, and kept him from his loves, from home, lost in a wood miles away from them. He stood up. ‘Mary,’ he said. ‘O Mary. O Mary. O Mary sing thy songs to me.’ He dug in his pockets: his pipe, a pebble, a square of paper and bit of old pencil. He sat down again, removed his hat, flattened the paper over its crown and wrote,

O Mary sing thy songs to me

Of love & beauty’s melody

My sorrows sink beneath distress …

After a spell there he had a new poem written on both sides of the paper, and then across for lack of room. He sat feeling whole for a moment, his mind serene and extensive, running through the poem, humming it. The wood surrounded him, its arms upraised, meeting the light. A fine rain had started to stutter onto branches and leaves.

Another poem, among thousands. It was comfortable to have them come singly, not streaming out in a fever. His flash company that had been the ruin of him quite. He remembered with a clench of his bowels his friends in the village avoiding him so as not to find themselves in a poem they couldn’t read and that brought the visiting strangers. Is it true, as I have heard, that you rustics perform the conjugal act in your pig sties? Still, it would please Dr Allen, he reflected. Another ornament to his thoroughly respectable establishment of lunatics.

John walked on, passing charcoal burners sitting inside their huts, ancient things of poles walled with cut turf, old as any dwelling probably. They had to spend days out there, making sure the fires didn’t catch, but slowly ate down to coal the wood piled under covers. The smoke that rose was sweet, much sweeter than at the lime kilns where John had worked off and on. He saw them look up and stare out of their darkness and risked a doffing of his hat, but they didn’t move.

Then, half a mile away, in a clearing there were vardas, painted caravans, tethered horses, and children, and a smoking fire. A little terrier caught the scent of John and stood with its four feet planted, leaning towards him, as if in italics, to bark. An old woman seated near the fire, a blanket around her shoulders, looked up. John didn’t move or say anything.

‘Good day to you,’ she said.

‘Good day,’ John answered, and then to let her know he knew them, was a friend, said, ‘Cushti hatchintan.’

She raised her eyebrows at that. ‘It is. It is a good spot. You rokkers Romany then, do you?’

‘Somewhat, I do. I was often with the gypsies near my hatchintan, in Northamptonshire. We had many long nights. They taught me to fiddle their tunes and such. Abraham Smith, and Phoebe. You know them?’

‘We’re Smiths here, but I don’t know your crew. I haven’t been into that county, or had them here. This is a good spot,’ she raised an arm to gesture at it. ‘Plenty of land and no one pushing you off it. And the forest creatures, lots of hotchiwitchis to eat in winter. This is one commons that don’t seem to be getting ate up.’

John shook his head and answered as one weary elder to another. ‘It’s criminal what is nominated law now. Theft only, taking the common land from the people. I remember when they came to our village with their telescopes to measure and fence and parcel out. The gypsies then were driven out. The poor also.’

One of the children ran over to the old lady and whispered in her ear, watching John. The others stood apart like cats, eyes among the branches. The terrier that had warned of John’s coming now jogged over to join the children’s conspiracy.

The old woman spoke. ‘He thinks you might be a forest constable or a gamekeeper who might not be keen on us here.’

Wanting very much to stay in this comfortable loose nest of a place, with the free people, John declared himself. ‘I’m homeless myself, sleeping nearby. And often I’ve been arrested by gamekeepers.’ This was true: he’d often been mistaken for a poacher as he skulked and wrote his poems, a man with no reason to be in that place but being there.

‘What’s your name?’

‘John. John Clare.’

‘Well, I’m Judith Smith. I take you as an acceptable man, John Clare, pale and lorn, albeit well fed, whoever you are. I smell the wrong in men, crosswise intentions, and I don’t smell that in you, with your foolish open face. I’m known for my duckering, and my predictions have proved most accurate, most accurate.’

‘I know many ballads. I can sing, if you like.’

Judith Smith laughed and pulled a twig from the fire to light her pipe. ‘Later, if you like when the others get back. Quick at making friends, ain’t I? The chavvies are fearful, but they’ll simmer down.’

John looked round at the children, four or five of them keeping their distance, as the one who’d whispered to her sprinted back to them.

‘Chavvies ought to be fearful,’ John said. ‘It might save them now and again.’

‘It’s possible. Will you sit, then? You can keep the yog going till we’ve something to cook. That’s why they’s worrying. Fellers have gone off to get something to eat, you see, and they don’t want it ruined.’

‘Quite right,’ John said.

So John sat beside her and poked the fire, turning its sticks to keep it burning while the chavvies gradually lost their fear and ran over to sprinkle dry leaves on, waiting for the ones that caught and lifted on wandering, pirouetting flights that drifted at times excitingly towards them. The old woman offered John a wooden pipe to smoke, its stem dented with yellow tooth marks, but he showed her his own. He drew whistling sour air through it to check it would draw, then filled it from a twist of tobacco she had. That wrapper of old newspaper was probably the only bit of printed matter in the place and John smiled to see it put to good use, its smudged words unread, its sharp voices sounding in nobody’s mind. He lit his pipe with a burning twig. They talked about the weather and the plants. Long silences between thoughts were filled with the sound of the fire and the ceaseless sound of wind through the branches, bird flights, scurryings.

Younger women emerged from the caravans – they must have been hiding there the whole time – and John made himself known to them. They seemed less certain of his presence than Judith Smith, offering the bare bones of greetings as they went about their business, rinsing pots, gathering more wood for the fire, smacking dirt from the chavvies’ clothes. John liked the brisk, free, tumbled life around him and watched it affectionately as the fire grew ruddier against the weakening light.

The men’s voices returned a few minutes before they did. By then the fire had been enlarged and pots arranged. As the voices approached, the children stopped burying each other in leaves and even pushed their hair back out of their faces. The dog, frantic, barked and ran in tight circles to bark again. It ran off to meet the men and returned ahead of the party with a few rangy lurchers and a blurring number of other terriers.

When John saw the men and the deer slung between two of them, covered in a blanket but still obvious, he knew what all the caginess had been about. He stood up immediately to introduce himself. ‘I’m John Clare, a traveller, and always a friend of the gypsies. I bring cordial greetings from Abraham and Phoebe Smith of Northamptonshire.’

‘He’s a good fellow,’ Judith attested. ‘Knows the plants and cures as well as we do. He must’ve been long with those Smiths because he knows all our names for them.’

The foremost man made a decision as quick as Judith’s had been. He answered with the formality of a man speaking for his tribe. ‘S’long as you are no friend of the gamekeepers and don’t fall to talking with them you’re welcome among us, John Clare. My name is Ezekiel.’

So John was let stay and watched the men, who didn’t seem in any way encumbered by thoughts of transportation and a life of whippings at Botany Bay as they dismantled the deer.

He watched with great pleasure the skill of the men, their knives quick as fish. They said nothing, only the work made noises, knockings on joints, wet peelings, the twisting crunch of a part disconnected.

First, a trench was dug to receive and hide the blood and the deer was hung from a branch upside down above it. With sharpened knives they slit it quickly down the middle and found the first stomach. Very carefully one man cut either side of it, and knotted the slippery tubes to keep the gut acid from the meat. This made something like a straw-stuffed cushion, filled with undigested herbage.

Then the forelimbs were cut through to the precise white joints and removed. After loosening work with a knife, the skin was pulled from the deer. It peeled away cleanly with a moist sucking sound, leaving dark meat and bones beneath a sheeny blue underskin. As they did all this, the men had to kick at the dogs that were crowding round the trench to lap at the blood.

The gullet was separated and the weasand was drawn from the windpipe. They cleared the chest of its entrails. The heart and lungs were snicked out and placed in a bowl, then the long rippled ropes of the intestines were hauled out and dropped into the trench. Working from the back, the chuck, saddle and loin portions were removed from the ribcage and spine in one piece, both sides together like a bloody book the size of a church Bible. They were then cut into pieces, some of which were sliced and spitted immediately over the fire. Other parts were taken away by the women. Then the neck was stripped of meat. The deer looked odd now with its whole furred head and antlers hanging down, its skeleton neck and body, and its breeches of flesh still on. Those too were now removed, divided, and packed. The ribs were sawn through, and all of them were split and set over the fire. The deer now was clean. Its skeleton faintly glowed in the dusk, its sorrowful head merged with the shadows. Another pit was dug and the skeleton was placed inside it, curled around like a foetus. The earth was replaced, leaves and twigs dragged over to hide the spot.

The dogs jostled round the other trench in a cloud of flies. John could hear the knocking of their empty jaws and short huffing breaths. With the smell of the venison rising in the smoke, John’s own hunger became acute and his guts let out a long crooning grumble like a pigeon’s note. Beer was poured and drunk and soon the air was splashy with talk and voices. John didn’t join in very much, but listened to the flow and switch of it, hearing Romany words he’d almost forgotten he knew.

Handed his first rib, John was told, ‘Blood on your hands, my friend. You’re our accomplice now.’ The meat was delicious, charred muscle to tear at and smooth soft fat. There was no harm in eating the deer, to John’s mind: they kept themselves; there were many in the forest. They flowed unnumbered through the shadows.

Afterwards there was more drink and music while bats, in their last flights of the year, flickered overhead. John proved his claim to know their music when he accepted a fiddle from them. He played Northamptonshire tunes and gypsy tunes. He played one that circled like a merry-go-round and lifted them all smiling on its refrain. He played a tune that reached out and up, branching into the trees. He played a tune that was flat and lonely as the fens, cold as winter mist. He played one for Mary. After he’d played, there was singing, John listened to the strong joined voices, adding his own notes of harmony, and his mind’s eye swept back to see them all in the middle of the darkened forest, in the circle of firelight, the bloody-muzzled dogs lying outstretched beside their hard-packed bellies. The people made a well of song; it surged up from eternity into that moment, a source. He lay back, really overwhelmed, and saw stars through the almost bare branches. He closed his eyes and lay there in the middle of the world, denied his wives, his home, but accompanied and peaceful.

Eventually the singing stopped and a little while after that he felt a blanket placed over him. He opened his eyes to see the rosy fire still breathing at the heart of white sticks. An owl cried its dry, hoarse cry and the bats still scattered their tiny beads of sound around him. He loved lying in its lap, the continuing forest, the way the roots ate the rot of leaves, and it circled on. To please himself, to decorate his path into sleep, he passed through his mind an inventory of its creatures. He saw the trees, beech, oak, hornbeam, lime, holly, hazel, and the berries, the different mushrooms, ferns, moss, lichens. He saw the rapid, low foxes, the tremulous deer, lone wild cats, tough, trundling badgers, the different mice, the bats, the day animals and night animals. He saw the snails, the frogs, the moths that looked like bark and the large, ghost-winged moths, the butterflies: orange tips, whites, fritillaries, the ragged-winged commas. He recounted the bees, the wasps. He thought of all the birds, the drumming woodpeckers and laughing green woodpeckers, the stripe of the nuthatch, the hook-faced sparrowhawks, the blackbirds and the tree creeper flinching up the trunks of trees. He saw the blue tits flicking between branches, the white flash of the jay’s rump as it flew away, the pigeons sitting calmly separate, together in a tree. He saw the fierce, sweet-voiced robin. He saw the sparrows.

And just before he fell asleep, he saw himself, his head whole, his body stripped down to a damp skeleton, placed gently, curled around, in a hole in the earth.

John woke with one side of his face tingling. He opened his eyes and found that it wasn’t the numbness, but a light rain pattering down onto him; with almost inaudible thumps it fell also into the soft ashes of the exhausted fire. Beyond that, wet trees gleamed.

He pulled the blanket up over his face and soon his breath made a warm, sleepy pocket under the coarse wool.

John woke again to people moving, dogs stretching. Judith, puffing with bellows into a new fire, smiled.

‘I have to go,’ he said.

‘To that place away up the road?’ she asked. He nodded. He had suspected that she would have guessed. ‘Don’t see why you have to be there myself,’ she said. ‘Anyone who plays the fiddle like that.’

‘Thank you.’ He stood, shook out and folded his blanket, then, not wanting to give her anything to do by handing it to her, placed it back on the ground where he’d slept.

‘We’ll be here the winter most likely, so if you want to come back …’

‘Thank you,’ he said again. ‘I will, if I can.’ He raised his voice to address anyone near. ‘Thank you. I have to go now.’

‘After a bit of food,’ Judith suggested.

‘Thanks, I’m full enough for a while.’

John hurried away or tried to. First he had to shake hands with all the children who’d run to make a ring around him.

The sun was still low and he reckoned it to be early, perhaps early enough to slip back in unnoticed. The charcoal burners weren’t at their hut. He passed a bird-catcher with two cages swinging from his pole, on his way to London where song was needed. The morning’s catch of finches flew against the narrow bars. The catcher tilted his hat. John did the same and when he’d passed him shook his head at the gross symbol, refusing the easy poem he was offered.

He was back at the gate before Peter Wilkins. With his own key, he let himself back in. He trudged up the path to Fairmead House and was almost in when Matthew Allen stepped out.

He saw John – he couldn’t not, they were barely three feet apart – and looked disappointed.

‘John, this is very bad,’ he began and John felt anger suddenly buckle inside him, with no possible release. He had done wrong and he knew it and had now to submit to being reprimanded like a child. He tried answering like a child.

‘I got lost.’

‘Did you?’

‘In the dark. I walked too far.’

Matthew Allen looked at him, sucked at his moustache. John looked back, then down. There was a moment of stalemate before Allen said, ‘It absolutely must not happen again. Can you assure me of that?’

‘I won’t walk that far, doctor. And I’ll pay more mind to where I am. I was composing was maybe part of the trouble.’

‘Ah, yes, John. After our conversation I collected a few poems from your room. To send to editors.’ Matthew Allen blinked a few times, perhaps not quite sure of the decency of this invasion.

John saw this, but didn’t mind; he welcomed the chance to even the advantage. ‘Oh, did you?’ he said casually to heat any embarrassment there might be in the doctor. ‘As I was saying,’ John went on, ‘I was composing yesterday. A poem to my wife, Mary. It’s fine I think. I can write it up for you fair to go with the others you took.’

Matthew Allen shook his head. ‘John, we’ve talked about this. You know that Mary is not your wife. She was your childhood sweetheart. A child, John, a girl of what nine or ten? Patty is your wife, and I know she finds this fixed idea of yours most distressing.’

‘No,’ John said. ‘No, I am well acquainted with the truth.’ He knew also that what was law and what was natural were not the same thing. ‘Mary is my wife. And so’s Patty. Just because a thing hasn’t happened before doesn’t mean it can’t. And anyway it has occurred, in the Bible.’

Hannah had offered to take Abigail for a walk. As they’d set out, she’d confused the child by turning her from the usual route, on this occasion, towards Beach Hill House.

Abigail preferred walking with her mother, who took more of an interest in what she picked up, pretty stones or feathers. Hannah’s attention was elsewhere, across and away somewhere, not down with Abigail, and she walked too quickly. Abigail caught her sleeve and leaned her whole weight back over her heels to slow her sister, but she was pulled forward into a trot.

‘I hope you’re planning to behave,’ Hannah said, ‘or I shall take you straight back.’

Hannah’s angrily swishing legs marched ahead. Abigail chased after, then her sister suddenly stopped.

‘Why have we stopped?’ she asked. ‘Stopped the wrong way?’

‘Shh, Abi. I’m thinking.’

‘But what are you thinking?’

‘Shh.’

Hannah stood and looked at the house where he was living, set behind its own large pond and lawn. Formerly of no significance, this place was now charged and thrilling as a beehive. She stood up on her tiptoes to see more. Taking a few paces up like a ballet dancer to bring a hidden corner of the garden into view, she saw him. It must have been him. Such a tall man, his back turned to her, standing still, in a thick cloud of his own manufacture, wearing that cape. She stood as still as she could, her heartbeats strong enough to unsteady her, absolutely at the edge of her life. Something had to happen soon. It had to.

Abigail, bored and frustrated, ran into her with both arms outsretched and shoved at her bottom.

‘Don’t,’ Hannah span round and hissed. She caught hold of Abigail’s hand and tugged the child towards her. Abigail saw her sister’s face, bright with a flush of anger, swooping towards her. Her lips were trembling. She looked very ugly like that. Abigail tried to free herself from Hannah’s grasp, but Hannah shook her arm hard, standing up and looking away again.

Uncertainly postured between cringing out of sight and standing up tall to see, Hannah tried to ascertain whether Alfred Tennyson had heard the commotion. As she did so she felt the warm wetness of Abigail’s small mouth close around her wrist and her little cat’s teeth bite in. She couldn’t help it, she cried out and definitely now Tennyson had heard. She bobbed up and saw his large shape turning. She ducked and ran, dragging a wailing Abigail after her. When they returned and had calmed down she could bribe the child with a chip of sugar not to tell.

Alfred Tennyson did not try to comfort or even make contact with his brother, Septimus, sitting beside him. When he had tried, the little hits of familial concern seemed to hurt him, and he’d shrink away, raising a hand and trying, horribly, to smile. Instead, Tennyson stretched his long legs in front of him in a casual manner he permitted himself while the patients were still arriving but would be corrected when the evening prayers began.

He looked vaguely towards Mrs Allen who played the organ, actually rather well. Her pale daughter, so thin and restless she flickered in his field of blurred vision, turned the pages. He closed his eyes and listened to the sound. It rose in regular crests of force as the treadle pump cycled air through the pipes and Tennyson saw the ridged sound abstractly, thought of the sea, of Mablethorpe, the heavy, low waves and hardened undulations of the sand after the tide had withdrawn. Words began. Waves. Rocks. Lashed. Or felt. Waters that feel the scraping rocks, scourging rocks. Waters that feel the scourging rocks as they rush. That feel the sharp rocks as they rush.

Margaret watched the other poor souls take their seats to pray and again did not know what to think. She suspected that nothing there could be real, that when the doctor preached his watery sermons the Presence would swerve away, offended. She would. But then she lacked compassion, hating human weakness, so when they prayed was she the only one cut off, bogged down in sin, while the others prayed purely and were heard? God pitied them. And why pity her who was pitiless? She’d never liked the complications of joined prayer, all the human interference and distraction. She could only find her way alone. And in that solitude a part of her suspected she was lost, cut off, adrift.

They all started singing now, all upright. John Clare stood and added his voice to the compound of mad voices without much fervour. Seated beside the fire, he was distracted by its blustering heat. The attendants sang evenly, watchfully. One of the idiots sang very loudly but Simon beside him sang without noise, just opening and closing his lips while he rubbed at his left eye. Clara, the witch, never sang. She stared around and tried, when people looked back at her, to laugh to herself.

After they’d all stumbled down the short step of the two notes for ‘Amen’, Dr Allen patted them back into their seats with gently flapping hands and began this evening’s sermon.

This was the seventh of his addresses on the Beatitudes and he cleared his throat before pronouncing, ‘Blessed are the peacemakers for they shall be called the children of God.’ He felt splendidly paternal and sincere when he gave his sermons, looking out over his flock of patients, their stricken eyes latched onto him. He sensed his wife seated behind him at the organ, saw three of his children seated before him. Fulton had his hair combed differently, somehow, perhaps in the opposite direction to usual, and this made him seem independently attentive, his own man, making his own decisions, and voluntarily there, voluntarily following his father into medicine. Dora, the quietest of his children, well matched with her betrothed, appeared to be trying to stop Abigail kicking her legs under the seat. Among the others, George Laidlaw’s gaze was particularly direct. He waited each day for the evening prayers; they brought him his only short hours of relief from the terrors of the National Debt for which his mind told him he was solely responsible.

Dr Allen enumerated several categories of peacemakers, among them those who bring an end to wars and discord. But there were other kinds of peacemakers, those who bring an end to the bitter strife of internal discord. Margaret knew that he meant himself and scorned his weakness for saying it. She almost pitied him the affliction of his vanity. Friends are such peacemakers, he went on, who bring peace through calm and the nourishing atmosphere of affection. It is not only those we know as peacemakers – curates, ambassadors, doctors – who bring these resolutions, then, but all of us, in our fellowship.

John knew what would bring him peace: his wives, Mary and Patty. Peace would have been lying beneath an oak with them on either side in a sweet, heavy smell of grass, the sun warm on them, thick curds of summer cloud moving slowly over. He turned from the sight of Matthew Allen rocking up onto his toes with each commonplace preacher’s phrase that pleased him, and stared into the fire. His thoughts began picking up uncomfortable speed as he looked and realised that those were particular logs being consumed, logs from particular trees burning with particular flames in that exact place at that specific hour and it would only ever occur once in the history of the world and that was now. Birds had landed on them, particular birds, and creatures had crawled across them, light had revolved around them, winds swayed them, unique clouds passed over them, and they would be ashes in the morning. There was so little time. He needed to be free with his wives in each living day, not consuming them here. Forked or foliate, the flames themselves were as singular as the trees, eternal and vanishing in quick snaps.

Hannah ignored her father’s words, looked past the tails of his coat, his hands floating from the sides of the lectern to pat his pages square, to where the Tennysons were sitting. Alfred Tennyson’s face was pensive, brooding – how else would it be? – but she couldn’t keep her eyes on him. To his right, his brother’s face seemed as set as a death mask, his eyes lightly closed, but down his cheeks ran tears. Eventually she saw him part his sore lips to inhale. Without opening his eyes he dried his cheeks with a handkerchief. As he then wavered to his feet with the rest, Hannah realised it was time to sing again.

Tennyson stood and sang as all of the afflicted opened their valves to God. The sermon had been decent, in his estimation, clearer and more clearly delivered than those of his own deceased father, more generously and compassionately addressed to his congregation. Afterwards, as the patients handed their hymnals to the attendants and began to leave, and Septimus hobbled away, Tennyson approached the doctor to offer his compliments. Hannah saw him do this and hurried to her father’s side.

Tennyson took Allen’s hand and shook it. ‘I thought that sermon fine,’ he said.

‘I’m pleased at that,’ Allen replied.

‘It was excellent,’ Hannah chipped in.

Allen turned with some surprise at this interjection from his unusually interested daughter, smiled indulgently and grasped her shoulder. Hannah stiffened at this contact and looked down, feeling painfully thwarted by only being able to appear as a child to them. But instantly she decided that to take the part of a pretty and devoted daughter was her most winning option, so again she surprised Allen by patting the back of his hand in response.

As this family interchange was happening, Tennyson was distracted by the approach of another man. He smiled, Tennyson saw as he neared, and his head lightly trembled. He took the doctor’s hand in both of his own and shook it. ‘Thank you,’ he said, ‘thank you again.’ After he had turned away, Allen explained to Tennyson who he was, how he suffered from the National Debt, and how these prayers were his only respite. Tennyson watched the man’s retreating back, his gait tightening the further away he was from this remarkably effective doctor.
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