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Introduction

Armed with intelligence, a fine pair of breasts and aspirations far beyond anything her spartan upbringing might have led her to expect, Clara Maugham is in her final year at university in London, waiting for her life to begin. This is the story of a poor girl who escapes a cruel mother to find love, excitement and riches through a combination of luck, wit and good looks. But Jerusalem the Golden is very much a fairytale of its time – the 1960s – in that the grammar-school system and the Welfare State are name-checked alongside the handsome prince in helping our heroine’s dreams come true. And, of course, there’s no such thing as a completely happy ending.

Clara’s lonely childhood in the suburban Yorkshire town of Northam (which might as well be short for ‘somewhere grim up North’) has bred in her a horror of domesticity, of the ‘small and cramped and heartlessly cosy’, and now she is in search of beauty, richness and complexity – ‘the true thick brew of real passion’. And, sure enough, the much-anticipated thunderbolt soon strikes: ‘Clara would have found it more satisfactory if, upon vision, upon the instant of meeting, a sudden lightening had descended’. But the generator of this first spark is not a man (that is to come), but the altogether electrifying Clelia Denham. The similarity of their names, not unnoticed by both girls, is no coincidence: confident, cultured and unconventional, Clelia is everything Clara longs to be.

Intense female relationships (the sisters in Drabble’s first novel, A Summer Bird Cage; Lucy and Jane in her next novel, The Waterfall) are as much a recurring feature of her fiction as dreadful mothers. Like Clara, the novelist grew up in Yorkshire, and she is the middle of three sisters: her elder is the novelist A. S. Byatt, her younger the art historian Helen Langdon. Though, while she admits that her sisters and her best friend have been models for some of her characters, Clara’s mother, the miserable Mrs Maugham, is based on her maternal grandmother, not her own, whom she describes as a ‘good enough’ mother. Also, for a spell after Cambridge, Drabble was an aspiring actress, and once the understudy to Vanessa Redgrave, so, in many ways, Clara is seen as Clelia’s understudy, adoringly imitating her clothes and style.

Clelia – a painter, naturally – is the key to a glamorous world that Clara has read about, but never dared believe might actually exist. The rest of the Denham family – poet father, writer mother, with their brood of exotically christened, talented siblings: Amelia, Magnus, Gabriel and Annunciata – are everything she has ever hoped for. So, when she finally meets the heavenly Gabriel, she is already helplessly in love with him; she has, after all, been dreaming of him since those dreary Northam days. A television producer (there’s always one in Drabble’s early novels), with dangerously low trousers and dazzling charm, he is quite simply the sexiest man she has ever met. The fact that he is married with three children only adds to his allure, ‘for she had always fancied the idea of a complicated, illicit and disastrous love’. He also bears a strong resemblance to his sister, completing the incestuous-narcissistic love triangle on which the novel rests.

‘Jerusalem the Golden’ (a fondness for Biblical titles – The Millstone and The Needle’s Eye – a remnant, perhaps, of Drabble’s Quaker education) comes from a hymn that, in the chilly unspirituality of her girlhood, would elevate Clara ‘to a state of rapt and ferocious ambition and desire’. But it is not the promise of some celestial realm that so transports her, but rather its allusion to ‘social joys’ and ‘radiancy of glory’, hinting at some ‘truly terrestrial paradise, where beautiful people in beautiful houses spoke of beautiful things.’

Another favourite is the parable The Golden Windows, about the boy who goes in search of the shining windows in the distance, only to find them disappear as he approaches and that, as he looks back, his own home is now lit up by the sunshine. Its sorrowful message is clear to Clara even then, but it is not a lesson she heeds, as she sets out in search of a gilded future among the jeunesse dorée.

Clara’s attraction to shiny surfaces is reflected in the attention Drabble lavishes on decor. As Clara admits to herself on a school trip to Paris, her first real taste of freedom and glamour, she was not content with mere sight-seeing, ‘she wanted interiors’. The bohemian profusion and aristocratic shabbiness of the Denham’s rambling Highgate house, at which Clara so marvels – she ‘wondered why had she ever thought birds on furniture were a bit off’ – is cruelly contrasted with the prissy clutter – linen tablecloths betrayed by plastic place mats, a loathed slop basin – of her mother’s house. The seemingly borderless wilderness of the Highgate garden – the Denhams don’t ‘do’ flowers – is an enchanted paradise after the unloved, but dutifully tended strip back home.

Both parsimony and extravagance belie moral impoverishment in Drabble’s fiction. Her mother’s meanness is symptomatic of her pinched interior life. And we need no further confirmation of the sorry state of Gabriel’s marriage than the squalidness of his home (seen through Clara’s unforgiving eyes); his wife’s fashionable outfits and threadbare carpets tell us as much about her emotional incontinence as her endless weeping (a sympathetic reader might feel that this depressed, spendthrift wife – a recurring figure in Drabble’s fiction – deserves slightly more empathy).

Clara’s first romantic rendevous with Gabriel is in the fittingly exotic – and unreal – Oriental Department in Liberty’s, a setting that strikes our heroine as perfect in every way. Yet striving for sophistication inevitably produces entirely the opposite effect, and it is her ‘voracious simplicity’ that most charms the worldly Gabriel. She is truly an innocent abroad.

While Clara is in love with the idea of ‘involuntary love’, Drabble makes clear the tawdry fatalism of their affair – they are both, frankly, ready to fall for the next available (or, in Clara’s case, unavailable) person. And who are they really in love with anyway? Clelia? Idealized versions of themselves? As Rosamund observes in Drabble’s earlier novel, The Millstone, ‘an incestuous friendship will outlive … any passionate love’. One night in bed, on a trip to Paris, after remarking on how much she looks like Clelia, Gabriel confesses to being more than a little in love with his sister, and that he would have married her if he could. ‘I’ll tell you what, why don’t we all go and live together, you and me and Clelia?’ Clara has finally found the complexity she so craved, ‘the densely forested gloom that she took to be life itself’.

Like Doris Lessing, a friend and significant influence on her work, Drabble argues that she did not set out to write explicitly ‘feminist’ novels, but was merely writing about the world around her, and her own experiences as a young woman during this period. ‘When I started writing,’ she explained in a much later interview, ‘there was no women’s movement […] Feminist criticism was born in 1968 precisely.’ Jerusalem the Golden, her fourth novel, was published a year earlier, in 1967. In many ways it can be read as a riposte to its predecessor, The Millstone, the novel which really made Drabble’s name, and for which she is still, perhaps, best known; the story of a well-heeled young woman, Rosamund Stacey, who has an illegitimate child and chooses not to marry. The heroines and their paths to emotional maturity are mirror images of each other: Rosamund already belongs to the smart, arty London set to which Clara so desperately aspires, but, where Clara yearns for liberty, Rosamund willingly submits to the restrictions of pregnancy and motherhood. Both novels are set just before the sexual revolution is in full swing, but, where Rosamund shies away from sex, Clara is all too keen to exploit her sexuality.

However, Rosamund is the stronger ‘feminist’: she is committed to her PhD studies, determined to make her own way. In contrast, Clara has no clear idea what she wants to do in life, beyond social advancement. In a scene of heavy comic symbolism, where she dumps her first serious boyfriend in a field of buttercups for hesitating in front of a herd of small cows, she realizes ‘this isn’t good enough for me, I shall get further if I’m pulled, I can’t waste time in going first.’

Rosamund may be the more likeable of the two girls, but Drabble’s stringent social realism – and no-nonsense economics – forbids her letting either of them off the hook: it is only her respectable Marylebone address that makes Rosamund’s rebellion possible – for a girl like Clara such a predicament would have been disastrous.

The traditional narrative mechanics of fate and free will, character and chance, are the driving forces of Drabble’s fiction, and she frequently invokes that master of coincidence, Thomas Hardy: the only male Gabriel Clara has encountered was in Tess of the D’Urbervilles (and we know how disastrously that turned out). It is precisely Hardy’s punitive morality that both heroines rail against in opposing ways.

Clara might be, as Joyce Carol Oates describes her, a ‘remorseless survivor’, but she comes to understand that absolute freedom means loss of identity and learns the truth of the cliché that you can never truly escape your past – even if that includes that hideous slop basin. Most importantly, she recognizes the precariousness of her good fortune – things can go terribly wrong, she realizes, for even the luckiest of people.

The moral ambiguity and wisdom of Drabble’s early fiction, along with the wit and elegance of her prose, are all the more remarkable given that the author was still only in her twenties when she wrote them. As with so many novels set in the relatively recent past, it seems slightly dated in certain details, but the story is timeless. There are striking similarities with Hilary Mantel’s bleakly masterful An Experiment in Love, set in 1970 but published in 1995, which also tells of a girl from an equally loveless home in the north, who both finds and loses herself at university in London.

Jerusalem the Golden deserves to be as well read and enjoyed as The Millstone, and its publication as a Penguin Modern Classic will introduce a new generation to this story of a girl who dared to believe she could reach – and enter – the house with the glittering windows.

Lisa Allardice, 2011




1

Clara never failed to be astonished by the extraordinary felicity of her own name. She found it hard to trust herself to the mercy of fate, which had managed over the years to convert her greatest shame into one of her greatest assets, and even after years of comparative security she was still prepared for, still half expecting the old gibes to be revived. But whenever she was introduced, nothing greeted the amazing, all-revealing Clara but cries of, ‘How delightful, how charming, how unusual, how fortunate,’ and she could foresee a time when friends would name their babies after her and refer back to her with pride as the original from which inspiration had first been drawn. Finally her confidence grew to such an extent that she was able to explain that she had been christened not in the vanguard but in the extreme rearguard of fashion, after a Wesleyan great aunt, and that her mother had formed the notion not as an unusual and charming conceit, but as a preconceived penance for her daughter, whose only offences at that tender age were her existence and her sex. For Mrs Maugham did not like the name any more than Clara and her school friends did, and she chose it through a characteristic mixture of duty and malice. When Clara explained this to people, she found that they merely laughed, and the thought of people laughing, however indirectly, at her mother’s intentions, gave her a deep and secret pleasure.

The reversal of fortune was in fact so complete that Clara sometimes found herself wondering whether she had not gone so far as deliberately to seek a world in which her name could be a credit and not a shame. Her social progress had certainly taken her far enough from her starting point. On the other hand, time had converted liabilities other than her name into assets, and things surely more integral to the nature of her progress. Her intelligence, which was considerable, must for instance have played some more significant and guiding role: the name question was merely a piece of luck. Her intelligence, like her name, had been as a child a source of great trouble to her, for it too had singled her out, when her one desire had been to be inconspicuous. It made her an object of ridicule and contempt from the earliest age, and some of her most frightful memories were of her mother, grim-faced, ill concealing her resentment, as she flipped through those predictably shining school reports. She wished at such moments that she could fail examinations as other children did, and her most cherished subject was geometry, in which her marks were sometimes quite comfortably low. And yet at the same time she doubly resented her mother’s resentment, for her mother herself was no fool, she had never herself possessed the lovely blessing of stupidity: she had merely crushed and deformed and dissembled what gifts she had once had, in deference to what? To a way of life perhaps, to a town, to a suburb in a town in the North of England.

But Clara, try as she might, found it hard to dissemble. And always, at the back of her mind, there was some faint hope that some day it might pay off, that some day she might find herself somewhere where she might win. So she cultivated, stubbornly, discreetly, her inclinations, and in the end it was this same intelligence which in her home town was so sourly disowned, so grudgingly deprecated, that got her out of it and transported her incredibly, mercifully, to London. When she received her first term’s cheque for her State Scholarship Allowance, she stared at it for some time as she contemplated the fact, the printed fact before her, the final vindication of her lonely belief that there was more than one way of life in England. And see, there was, for somebody somewhere had thought that intelligence was worth paying for. Even her mother could not annihilate ninety pounds by mere disapproval: the cash payment spoke to Clara’s industrial heart decisively. Money was there, and in her hand, and moreover money would continue to arrive at settled intervals, being the gift of a settled politic faith, and not a mere whim of authority. At times she felt a certain shame about taking the money, as though she were being paid for displaying or exercising some horrific deformity, like the dwarf in the circus, like the fat lady, like the woman with the hairy chest. And she never learned to take a simple pleasure in her own abilities; they remained for her a means, and not an end, a bargaining power rather than a blessing. Yet nevertheless, as the years rolled by, she grew more bold about the power, for if intelligence were a deformity, then it was certainly not as rare or as disfiguring a one as she had expected, and there were plenty of people who found it acceptable. As with the name, it was simply a question of finding the people to take it; all she had to do was seek a place, a place other than Northam, where her eccentricities might go unmarked, where indeed, more hopefully, they might be greeted with delight.

And as far as people went, she had not done too badly. She had to make do with some unsatisfactory substitutes at times, for it took her some time to learn her way about, and she was in her third year at University before she met the Denhams: but then she had to acknowledge that if she had met them earlier, at the age of eighteen, straight out of Grammar School, raw, uninitiated, desirous, she might not have been capable of seeing them for what they were, for at that age all people who were not from Northam seemed at first sight equally brilliant, surrounded as they were by a confusing blur of bright indistinct charm. Moreover, even if at that age she had recognized their distinctions, her recognition would have been of no use to her: she would have admired, silently, in servile envy. Whereas when she did finally discover them, at the age of twenty-two, she had at least learned words and signs and gestures; she knew at least the outlines of their world. Sometimes she wondered what would have happened if she had missed them, and whether a conjunction so fateful and fruitful could have been, by some accidental obtuseness on her part, avoided: she did not like to think so, she liked to think that inevitability had had her in its grip, but at the same time she uneasily knew that it had, in some ways, been a near thing.

For the truth was that her first sight of Clelia had not impressed her. In the light of future impressions, she found it hard to credit this disturbing historic recollection: it seemed to convict her of such gross insensitivity. Nor did she like the implications of accident that this initial blindness carried; she felt, looking back, like a lover who had met and passed by, indifferently, without recognition, the one love of his life, distracted from his destiny by the need for a drink, or a fixed intention to have an early night. Though it was not as though she had missed her for long; the time lag, between meeting and recognition, had been infinitesimal. Infinitesimal, but sinister. Clara would have found it more satisfactory if, upon vision, upon the instant of meeting, a sudden lightning had descended: if she could have said then, this is the kind of thing I have been looking for, and if this is not it, then it is nowhere else.

But in mercy to herself, to her own perceptions, she had to acknowledge that the circumstances of their meeting had been colourful and confusing enough to excuse a good deal of distraction. For she had first seen Clelia in the dressing room of a theatre, and she had never been in such a room before. She was so amazed by the novelty of finding herself there at all that it took her some time to distinguish its various occupants, though she was solicitously introduced to each in turn by her escort, and introduced, she later assumed, to Clelia too, though she could not remember even a smile or a handshake; that first contact dropped from her memory as though it had never happened and she would look for it sometimes, and sometimes she and Clelia would try to recall it together, sadly, pleasantly, nostalgically, but it had gone for ever. Her main pre-occupation at the time, she remembered, had been a desire to recognize the people whom she had just seen, ten minutes earlier, upon the stage, so that she could say to the right people that she had much enjoyed the evening. Although she was quite ignorant of the etiquette of such occasions, she rightly took this to be her duty; she could tell that she was right by the way that Peter, after introducing her, politely echoed her sentiments, although he had expressed quite other sentiments whilst sitting beside her in the auditorium.

She had confidence in Peter, for he was familiar with such places, and it was under his guidance that she was there; she admired him for being able to conceal his views, but she admired him even more for the sophistication of having them, as she herself had no views whatever about the spectacle which she had just witnessed; an evening’s reading of modern English poetry was not an event that she felt herself competent to judge. She had listened, she had paid attention, but she had no opinions, either about the poems themselves, or about their delivery. She could tell that some of the poems were long and some short, some simple and some obscure; she could even tell which were descriptive, which erotic, and which political, but beyond that she could not go. She was always baffled by that ready phrase, so common in her home town, ‘I don’t know much about it but I know what I like,’ for she herself was so perpetually aware that without knowledge she had no means of liking or of disliking. Of French literature she knew something, and might have ventured, after hesitation, to prefer Zola to Hugo, but of English literature she knew little. She was aware that she might nevertheless, despite this ignorance, have had some attitude towards the readers, but she had not; their skills were as alien to her as the skills of football players, and she would no more have dreamed of preferring the one called Eric Harley to the one called Samuel Wisden than she would have thought of making comments about Danny Blanchflower and Stanley Matthews.

She had, however, found plenty to watch. Being in a theatre at all was in itself a rare amusement, and she had stared with curiosity at the four readers, who were all real poets in their own right, though they did not all read their own poems; for some reason more subtle, she assumed, than mere perversity, they had shuffled their works amongst themselves, with a few quite extraneous additions. Margarita Cassell’s written works were, she noticed, sparsely represented, though she had more than her fair share of the declamation; the reasons for this were fairly evident, as her talents clearly lay more in the spoken than in the written word. Clara liked watching Margarita Cassell, because she was beautiful, and because she wore a nice dress, and because she was wholly audible, and yet she had a lurking suspicion that she was the soft option, that she was there expressly to amuse such people as her own uninitiated self, and this suspicion effectively undermined her pleasure. She liked to like things, if at all, for the right reason. And all in all, she was glad that she had Peter and his views to back her up, in the desert wastes of her own interested indifference. She even found that his views did in some way give some slight shape to her own vestigial parched buds of inclination, for when he had whispered to her that he thought Denham was superb and Harley awful, she noticed in herself a slight but unmistakable flutter of surprise; for was not Eric Harley so well-articulated, so clear, so strong, and Denham so monotonously even and undramatic? Though that in itself was, she saw, quite possibly the point.

Peter, unlike Clara, had the advantage of being upon home ground, for he himself wrote poetry, and he also claimed the honour of being acquainted with Samuel Wisden. It was this acquaintance that had drawn him to take Clara to the poetry reading in the first place; he liked the idea of appearing by her side as an intimate of published writers. And he knew that Clara, unlike some of his other girls, was susceptible to such impressions, and that she would be suitably affected by his claims to a foothold in the poetic world. And she had been impressed: she had even gone so far as to look up some of Samuel Wisden’s works before attending the reading. They were shy, lyrical, lower-middle-class pieces about young men in cheap suits in parks and on railway stations; she had pictured some plain and sensitive man, given to riding bicycles, and was agreeably surprised when she found that a motorbike was more the image that he evoked, for he was flamboyant, leather-jacketed, and he had a fancy hair cut. She liked such floutings of expectation. Eric Harley, whose poems were highly sophisticated, obscure and ambitious, turned out to look far more like the Samuel Wisden of her imagination; he had an accent which she recognized as northern, though well overlaid by American, and he was wearing a very old suit. Margarita Cassell, the only one whose fame had filtered through to the regions where Clara lived, looked just as a poetic actress ought to look; she was middle aged and beautiful, flippant and intense, strident and informal. Her dress was of pale shining embroidered silk, and she read with great emotion, and when Peter said, finally, in Clara’s ear, that she was not good, Clara knew that she had known it, for how could anything so pleasant be good; and yet she was nevertheless grateful, for such colourful badness, for the drab empty stage, with its bleak abstract backcloth, and its ill-rehearsed lighting changes, demanded such relief.

Of the four performers, Sebastian Denham was the only one to exude real authenticity. He was, for one thing, the oldest; the programme said that he was in his early fifties. He was also the most famous, though Clara could not have known this had she not looked him up in various works of reference, because before she had been invited to the poetry reading she had not so much as heard of him. As she looked through the list of his published works in the library catalogue, and read the comments on him in the Penguin Guides, and inspected his career in the programme notes, she felt ashamed that someone of such evident distinction could have eluded her consciousness so entirely. His reputation was clearly as firm as a rock; adjectives such as ‘classic’ and ‘masterly’ abounded in the vicinity of his name. And when she stopped to consider that she could name, offhand, no living English poets other than T. S. Eliot and Robert Graves (and was not Eliot dead?) she had to concede that there was room in the literary world for other fixed stars. She noted that he was the only poet (apart from Miss Cassell, whose virtues were non-poetic) to be represented on other evenings of the national Poetry Week, and that he had top billing. His very appearance was a kind of guarantee, because if he was not a real poet, in such a place, he was nothing, for he clearly had not been selected on decorative grounds like the embroidered Margarita. He was not ugly: he was dull. No ulterior motives, no ephemeral yearnings, nothing more than the gift itself could have placed him there, upon that wooden platform. He wore a suit and glasses, and the programme said that he was a lawyer in his non-creative life. He looked so unlike a poet that Clara felt that he could be nothing else, that he was unmistakably the real thing, and she found in his solid, impassive cultured countenance a guarantee of worth. His poetry she could not understand. It was about subjects of which she knew nothing, and the scansion of it was regular, and it rhymed. She could not have said more about it, and luckily nobody asked her to do so.

And when she came face to face with Mr Denham, in the large and shabby dressing room, she found it surprisingly simple to shake his hand and to say that she had so much enjoyed the evening. He replied, unremarkably, that he was glad; clearly he expected and hoped for no more original a salutation. He stood quietly, with his back to the wide dusty mirror, smiling affably, mild, adult, dissociated. Margarita Cassell, on the other hand, though her age might have equalled his, seemed genuinely anxious for opinions: when Samuel Wisden introduced Peter and Clara to her, and when she had made polite inquiries about Peter’s mother, with whom she had once been at school, she turned about the subject of the past evening with an eager greed. ‘Well then, what about it?’ she said to them, and the rest of the assembled company. ‘Whatever did you think of it? Was there anybody there? I just kept my eyes shut and didn’t look, I was so afraid there wasn’t going to be anybody there at all.’

‘Of course there were people there,’ said Samuel Wisden. ‘There are always people at these things. God knows why they go to them, but they do. The poetry lovers of England, you know.’

‘It was quite a good house, actually,’ said Peter. ‘The front stalls were a bit thin, but the rest was almost full.’

Clara listened to this and to the ensuing discussion with pleasure: she liked to hear people use phrases like ‘quite a good house’. She knew them all, all the right phrases, but some deeply excluded modesty prevented her from using them. And she liked the way they talked about poetry and about poetry readings, and audiences, and whether people understood it or not, and whether people liked it or not, and whether people who went to poetry readings liked whatever they heard anyway, simply because they were the kind of people who liked going to poetry readings and hearing poetry: and she could tell from the tone and the pattern of the talk that everyone there had expressed similar views in similar conversations a dozen times before, but was nonetheless ready to express them yet once more, for all that: and it was this sense of trivial, gossipy familiarity and repetition that most pleased her, for it convinced her that she was listening to real professionals. Even Peter, who could be intense and zealous enough when on his own, was managing to affect a finely nonchalant contempt about the problems of communication; she liked the cosy way they all seemed to assume that the evening was a wash-out, inevitably, and that the whole job of writing and reading poetry was somehow fundamentally ill-conceived. And yet, at the same time, they wanted to think they had done it well. The mixture of general cynicism and personal vanity was peculiarly appealing; Margarita at one point, perched most delicately and leggily upon Sebastian Denham’s dressing table, said, ‘Of course the most depressing thing is the way they all grow instantly silent for the worst possible poems, like that one I did of Reggie’s, and no offence to poor darling Reggie, but it really is nothing but a bit of sophisticated jingle, and yet it always goes down marvellously at readings, haven’t you noticed?’ Clara, who was often depressed by her own observations, found herself merely enchanted by such emphatic indulgent transparency.

And while they talked, Clara found time to watch, and to check up on who was there. Apart from herself and Peter and the four performers, there was a man from the BBC called Lionel, who was connected in some way with the show – director, she thought, or producer, or possibly both. There was another man whose name she had not caught, but who might have been Margarita Cassell’s husband. There was also an astonishingly pretty boy, who was quite clearly an actor; she worked this out for herself and felt clever, and then reflected that in the circumstances the deduction was not truly brilliant. He too seemed to be connected with Margarita Cassell. He was so pretty that Clara could hardly take her eyes off him, although it would clearly have been more profitable to pay her attentions to Samuel Wisden, who was handsome enough, without being excessively, exclusively so. And then there was Sebastian Denham’s daughter. In view of all the other men in the room, Clara paid no attention at all to Sebastian Denham’s daughter, apart from wondering whether she had heard her name aright, for she seemed to be called Clelia: the name, at first hearing, was so uncannily like Clara that Clara dispensed with the notion that she might have misheard the initial consonant, and that the girl might be supposed to be called Dahlia. Clelia was a name with which she had no acquaintance. She did not think it likely that she would ever need to use it, so she was not unduly uneasy about her ignorance.

On the other hand, as time wore on, she did begin to feel mildly uneasy about her claims to existence in that dressing room. She wondered, in short, if she and Peter ought to go. Nobody else seemed to be going, and Peter’s friendship with his poet seemed to be, fortunately, at least as intimate as he had claimed, but she did feel that they ought not to spend the evening there. She wondered if anyone might want to put the room to its true purpose, and undress in it. She did not see why anyone should want to undress, as everyone was quite respectably clothed; nobody was wearing anything outlandish and embarrassing, like a dinner jacket. The only person who might have been thought to be uncomfortably or unsuitably dressed was Miss Cassell, whose dress was even more amazing off stage than on, but then it was not even her dressing room; her dressing room was next door. Moreover, she showed no inclination to change her dress; she clearly enjoyed its extravagance, and leaned right forward from time to time to make sure that no one missed the magnificence of her bosom. And Clara, whenever she managed to wrench her gaze away from the beautiful young man, found it resting itself inevitably upon those two tight pale mounds, and the deep powdery yawning cave between them. She had never before seen such a dress upon anyone with a right to wear one, and the combination of natural and unnatural gifts was quite startling; she suddenly saw what all those other women had been aiming at in their strapless gowns and their deep cleavages with their large chests and their thin collar bones. And she understood the other women, because it was an effect worth taking a few risks for.

She did not want to go. She wanted to stay there, and hear them talk about poetry and money, and about how Eric Harley got more for being on ‘The Spoken Word’ series on ITV than he’d made out of a year’s writing. After a few minutes, somebody suggested opening a bottle of champagne, and then somebody else said that it might be better to go down to the pub before closing time, and she hoped that they would go to the pub, because she did not feel that she could stay and drink their champagne, even if it was offered to her. Although it would have been nice to have been obliged to drink a glass of champagne in a dressing room. She could not recollect that she had ever tasted champagne, and she liked the thought of its spiritual flavour. However, as so often happened, the gathering, threatened with action, started to show signs of breaking up; Margarita Cassell said that she had to go to the pub anyway as she had to meet a friend there, Eric Harley also claimed a friend in the pub, and the Lionel man said he had to go home, and put on his coat and went. Then Clelia Denham, who had hitherto spoken not a word, rose to her feet and said, ‘I’ll be off too.’ Clara began to feel slightly alarmed, not because she had any interest in Clelia, but because she did not like this desertion of the evening and she was afraid that if enough people went Peter would decide to go too. She thought she could rely on Samuel’s inclinations, but then on the other hand he might have other fish to fry. So she was quite relieved when Clelia’s father said, ‘Don’t go, Clelia, come and have a drink. I’ll give you a lift home if you hang on for half an hour. And I promised to have a word with Maurice. Not more than half an hour.’

Clelia looked at her watch. She appeared to be slightly, very slightly annoyed. ‘Oh, all right,’ she said. ‘I’ll see you down there.’ And she went.

Clara was also relieved by the universal assumption that there was only one pub to be visited; she had always had a horror of ending up, by some misunderstanding, in the wrong and empty and unfashionable place. She could not quite see why the pub, relentlessly nameless, should be so clearly recognized by everyone there as an obvious destination, as she had not yet grasped the principle that nearly every theatre has its own pub. There was no reason why she should have grasped it. She had no experience of such things. But when she and Peter and Samuel and Eric made their way down the wooden, broken staircase, and through the dark warren of small rooms full of light switches, and out through the stage door, she could see that it would have been difficult to miss the correct pub. Because it was part of the theatre: the other half of the theatre. And it was full of the theatre audience, and the stage management, and of unmistakable actors and actresses; even the Lionel man, who had departed so resolutely, was there having a quick whisky. And Clelia was there, leaning on the bar, snapping her fingers at the barman. She ordered herself a drink. Clara was impressed; she had never in her life dared to buy herself a drink. Somewhere, in the depths of her heart, she feared that if she were to ask a man in a public house for a gin and tonic, he would spit in her eye or call the police or laugh at her or rape her on the spot. She could not overcome this fear, and it was too shameful to confess. She did not mind drinking, and accepted Samuel Wisden’s offer of a drink with pleasure, but she looked at Clelia Denham’s back with initial stirrings of respect.

Eric’s friend, after a few moments, turned up; he was a high-powered school teacher, and he provoked a new and somewhat repetitive discussion of the poetry reading. Clara listened, but she spent more of her time watching. She noted, with satisfaction, the lovely entrance of Margarita Cassell, who arrived with one arm through her husband’s and the other through the arm of the pretty young man; in the sombre Victorian gloom her dress and her wide cold neck shone with a pale and striking colour. And her voice preceded her and welled out from her, deep and vibrant and delightful: an instrument of sound rather than of communication. She and her entourage established themselves within speaking distance of Samuel’s group; they talked, and from time to time a remark was flung across the gap between the two parties. Clara could not help noticing that although Margarita relinquished her husband’s arm fairly promptly (as soon, in fact, as he had been dispatched to order drinks) she instantly took hold of the boy’s hand, and kept a firm though flippant grasp upon it, almost as though she did not dare to let him roam loose upon the pub floor. Clara found this sight cheering, disturbing, and exciting. She wondered if in such circles such an act meant something or nothing, and then concluded that nothing, anywhere, in any circle, meant nothing.

After a while, it occurred to her to wonder what had happened to Clelia Denham and her independent drink. She looked round for her, and there she was, talking to a completely disconnected man, and looking, from time to time, at her watch. There was still no sign of her father. Clara looked at her more closely, and wondered, as soon as she did so, why she had not bothered to look at her before, because she repaid inspection. She still looked rather restless and annoyed – sullen, almost, Clara might have thought, if the word had not implied a heaviness that was not there. She was listening very intently to the disconnected man, with her head on one side; from time to time she would nod, or speak, but not at length. Her face, though not noticeably beautiful, had a hard, fine outline, and a shape very much its own; wedge-shaped, one might have called it, though it would have been hard to say which part composed a wedge. And her hair fell in a solid heavy piece, straight-edged, stopping sharply midway between chin and shoulder; it was dark, and it had a weight that made it look as though it were well cut, though it was not. It looked, as the hair of Japanese children looks, as though it might be composed of wood and not of hair, so distinct were its outlines, so uniform and massy its swing. She seemed to be wearing no make-up, and her clothes were bizarre, though in no way ostentatious; her skirt was very short, and made of black velvet, and over it she wore a long maroon jacket with brass buttons and epaulettes. They were not fashionable garments, but they spoke of confidence; Clara felt, suddenly, that her own outfit, though quite becoming and unexceptionable, lacked nerve. She was in truth so unsure of her own taste that she restricted herself to wearing the most negative, unassertively simple things that she could find; the principle was, she knew, sound in itself, and her face quite good enough to appear to advantage above a grey wool jersey, but nevertheless, watching Clelia Denham, she felt that there were fashionable flights quite within her style that she had never yet had the courage or the knowledge to attempt.

When Clelia abandoned her stranger and joined Clara’s own conversational cluster, Clara was pleased, and would have liked to have spoken to her, but could not think of anything to say. So she listened. Samuel Wisden seemed to know her quite well, for when she arrived he embarked upon some complicated discussion of some third party called Robert, who had, it emerged, recently pulled off some coup of some deeply obscure nature. The point was whether this would be bad or good for Robert. Samuel seemed to think that it would be bad for him, but Clelia took the line that without this unexpected stroke of success poor Robert would merely have gone from bad to worse. ‘Look,’ she said from time to time, ‘don’t think I’m saying he deserves it, God knows he’s the last person to deserve anything, I know quite well what ought to happen to him, I really think he’s quite shocking, and quite, quite indefensible, but I really can’t help liking him, I keep telling myself how awful he is, and then every time I see him I can feel this stupid great smile spreading all over my face. Because he’s so nice, he really is nice, you can’t deny it. And now this has happened he’s even nicer. And since all he is is nice, then he might as well be it, don’t you think?’

‘I don’t agree with your basic premise,’ said Samuel. ‘I don’t think he’s nice.’

‘Oh well then,’ said Clelia, spreading her hands in eloquent yet modest emphasis, ‘in that case I can’t see why you even bother to think about him.’

‘Well, one can’t help thinking about him,’ said Samuel. ‘Especially in view of this new thing …’

And so they went on. Clara was highly impressed by the way in which the plight of Robert was gradually turned into a public discussion; Peter, Eric Harley and his friend, and finally she herself were all drawn into the debate, and found themselves talking at some length about the psychological and philosophical basis of the plight, which Clelia had somehow managed to convey to them in a classic structural sense, as a case far removed from the contaminations of the inconveniently unknown personality upon which it rested. Clara thought such transpositions implied a high intelligence, as well as a hopeful generosity of communication, and she watched with increasing attention. She began to realize that she was in the presence of the kind of thing for which she had been searching for years, some nameless class or quality, some element which she had glimpsed often enough, but which she had rarely at such close quarters encountered. A kind of excitement filled her, not unlike the excitement more frequently experienced, of love. And rarer than love. Because Clara had always supposed that such people as Clelia, so strange, so lovely, so clever, so undismaying, must somewhere exist, but she had never yet seen quite such a promising, hopeful example: and she had begun to think that she had created herself, through her own imagination, the whole genre. She had wanted such people to exist, so dressed, so independent, so involved; she had needed them, so she had presupposed them. And here, as she slowly realized, was a woman who was the thing that she had presupposed. She stood, and watched the felicity of her own invention, and experienced the satisfaction of her recognition.

Sebastian Denham did not turn up. When closing time was announced, Clelia broke off in mid-sentence, looked at her watch, and said, ‘Oh hell, what about my father, he’s forgotten me.’

She said it very crossly, but to herself. And as though she had expected to be forgotten.

‘I’ll drive you home,’ said Samuel.

‘I thought you lived in Dulwich,’ said Clelia.

‘Yes, I suppose I do,’ said Samuel.

‘What’s the point of saying you’ll drive me home then?’ she said.

‘Well, I would,’ said Samuel.

‘You know you wouldn’t,’ said Clelia. ‘Anyway, I’ll go on the bus. As a matter of fact I’m rather glad he forgot me, he gets horribly depressed by these readings. And since he’s forgotten me, I can call in on Colin on the way back.’

‘How is Colin?’ said Samuel, eagerly, implying heaven knows how many possible afflictions; Clara thought they were in for another elaborate dissection, but Clelia seemed not to be interested in Colin, for she said very absent-mindedly, ‘Oh, he’s fine, thanks. More or less fine.’ Clara was disappointed. But Clelia immediately made up for this reticence by a far more enticing comment; she started to tie her black head square on, and said, ‘Well, I must go, I must get back to the baby. They simply have no idea about that baby, I’ve got into such a state that I hardly dare leave the house.’

‘How is the baby?’ said Samuel, with an eagerness only slightly less marked than that with which he had greeted the names of Robert and Colin.

‘Oh it’s all right,’ said Clelia. ‘But it’s teething. And nobody else wakes up for it in the night. So I never like to stay out after they’ve gone to bed. And Mama’s taken to going to bed at nine o’clock these days, she hates Martin so violently. It’s pathetic, really. Excuse me, I must go to the Ladies’.’

‘I’ll go to the Ladies’ too,’ said Clara. She had been wondering where it was for the last hour, and had been unable to see it; she was as diffident about asking for Ladies’ Rooms as she was about ordering drinks. So she followed Clelia into the varnished depths of the pub, her mind full of a host of suppositions about Robert, Colin, Martin and the inexplicable baby; she was aware of an emotional situation of unparalleled density and complexity, of some dark morass of intrigue. And she had been, over the last few years, rejecting simplification after simplification solely in the hope of discovering just such a spirit of confusion. She was surprised by some of the elements of the confusion: she had never suspected that a mention of a vague baby could cast such a strange light upon a person. Nor had she expected that mothers and fathers would feature in any profitable way. Babies, mothers and fathers had hitherto been for her the very symbols of dull simplicity. She saw that she had been wrong about them, and possibly therefore about other relations of life.

The Ladies’ Room was through two doors, down half a flight of stairs, through a yard, and up another half flight of stairs. She would never have managed to find it alone, as it was inadequately sign-posted. She envied Clelia her certainty, and wondered whether knowledge or instinct had led her directly there. There were two water closets; Clara hurried, because she did not want Clelia to leave before her, but when she emerged Clelia was still there, dragging a comb somewhat roughly through her thick hair. The comb was encountering some resistance. Clara combed her own hair, and powdered her nose. She wanted to speak, but could not think what to say. Clelia did not speak. Finally, seeing the moment evade her, in some misery, Clara said, ‘And do you write poetry too?’ because it seemed an interesting question, and one that must at least be answered. And it was answered. Clelia, staring at herself with some dislike in the mirror, said, ‘I certainly do not.’ And her tone, as she said this, could only have been called, and in quite simple, inescapable terms, rude. She spoke rudely.

Clara was taken aback. Rudeness was somehow not what she had expected. Flippancy perhaps, coolness more possibly, disinterest almost certainly, but not rudeness. She was dismayed: half of her, more than half of her wished to withdraw quietly and quickly away from such offence. But at the same time, she was saying to herself, really, I did not deserve it, there was nothing wrong with my question, there is no reason why I should not ask her a question, she does not know me, I am younger than she is, she has no right to be rude. And she heard herself saying, to her own surprise:

‘Why did you speak to me in that way?’

And she was surprised because for once she had said exactly what she had been thinking. She did not usually do anything of the sort. She waited to see what would happen.

Clelia turned round from the mirror, and looked at her, and said, ‘What?’

Clara repeated her question.

Clelia said, ‘I don’t know what you mean, how did I speak to you? What was wrong with it?’

Clara, thinking that she had after all nothing to lose and everything to gain, said, ‘You were rude.’

Clelia stared. She looked amazed, but no longer annoyed.

‘Oh hell, was I really?’ she said.

‘Yes, you were,’ said Clara. ‘I asked you a perfectly ordinarily stupid question, and you were rude. And anyway, it wasn’t such a dreadfully stupid question. I mean, why shouldn’t you write poetry? A lot of people do. Your father does. It might run in the family. Why shouldn’t I ask you if you write poetry?’

Clelia began to look rather upset. She even began to comb her hair again, fretfully, at a loss. And then she said,

‘Well, really no reason at all. No reason at all why you shouldn’t ask me. But no reason why I shouldn’t be rude, either, was there?’

‘I thought you ought not to be rude to me,’ said Clara, deciding it was worth taking a risk, deciding, in fact, that a risk was bound to pay off, ‘because I was at a disadvantage. And I don’t think people should be rude to people who aren’t in a strong position.’

Clelia thought this over.

‘I quite agree with you, in principle,’ she said. ‘But why do you imagine yourself to be at a disadvantage? What was it about you that I should have noticed, and shown mercy to? Why shouldn’t you instead have been merciful to me, and not asked me such a bloody silly question?’

‘You’re older than me,’ said Clara.

‘Not much,’ said Clelia.

‘And you belonged here and I didn’t,’ said Clara.

‘What did they say your name was?’ said Clelia.

‘Clara,’ said Clara. ‘Clara Maugham.’

‘Clara,’ said Clelia, ‘what a pretty name. Almost as nice as mine. Rather like mine, in fact.’

‘I used not to like it,’ said Clara.

‘I can’t see that my coming with my father means that I had any right to be here, that I belonged here, in any spectacular way,’ said Clelia. ‘And why shouldn’t you belong here even more than me? I never come to this theatre, I hate this theatre, I hate experimental plays.’

‘Does it do experimental plays?’ asked Clara.

‘Of course it does,’ said Clelia. ‘How ever did you manage not to know that? You must have known it.’

‘I didn’t know it,’ said Clara. ‘And now you see that I can substantiate my disadvantage.’

‘I should call such ignorance a positive blessing,’ said Clelia. ‘But I take your point. Wherever can you come from?’

‘I come from Northam,’ said Clara. ‘It’s a town in Yorkshire. But at the moment I’m at the University. At Queen’s College.’

‘Ah,’ said Clelia. ‘I see. You’re reading English.’

‘No, I’m not,’ said Clara.

‘Then whyever, if I may ask without being rude, did you come to this thing? I can never understand why anyone comes to these things.’

‘I came with Peter. Peter de Salis.’

‘Oh, I see,’ said Clelia.

‘I don’t suppose you do,’ said Clara, feeling that she should make her relationship with Peter clear, and not quite liking the tone which Clelia adopted towards her escort.

‘Oh,’ said Clelia, correcting herself, delicately correcting her intonation, ‘Oh yes, I see.’

‘He just thought I would be interested,’ said Clara.

‘And were you?’

‘Yes, I was interested. I was interested to meet you,’ said Clara. Clelia put her comb back in her bag and pulled her skirt straight, but not disinterestedly, on the contrary, as though something had been settled between them.

‘I must be going,’ she said. ‘The buses take so long. And the baby really does wake. Though I was lying when I said Martin doesn’t hear it, he always hears it, but he can’t kind of do anything with it when it wakes.’

‘It isn’t your baby?’ said Clara, following her back through the corridors towards the bar.

‘No, it’s not really,’ said Clelia, ‘but I feel kind of responsible for it. Sometimes I pretend it’s mine. But if it were, I wouldn’t call it it, would I? Poor little thing. It’s a he, really.’

‘How old is he?’ said Clara.

‘I’m not exactly sure,’ said Clelia. ‘Somewhere in the nine-month range, I imagine. Look,’ she added, ‘if you give me your address when we get back there, I’ll give you a ring, and you must come and see me and I’ll tell you about it.’

And when they got back to the bar, Clara did indeed inscribe her name and address and Common Room telephone number upon a page of Clelia’s unbelievably occupied diary; they had no time to exchange further intimacies, as Sebastian Denham was there and waiting to drive his daughter home, and ready to be annoyed by the delay that she had caused him.

‘I haven’t got your number,’ said Clara, as she departed. ‘Oh, mine,’ said Clelia, ‘it’s in the book.’

And Clara, living as she did, in the floating insubstantial bed-sitter student world, had not so much as thought of the book. It seemed very wonderful to her, that people could live in London, and live there long enough to have a number in the book.

And as she went home that night she knew that she was sure that Clelia would at some point ring her. She knew, moreover, that she had found something that she had been looking for, and that events would prove the significance of her discovery: she wondered only at the means of her recognition. The fact of it never ceased to astound her, and she would return over the ground constantly, searching for marks, for tracks and breaths and sighs and trodden grass and names and cloudy indications, because she could not forget that she had not recognized it at once, that it had required on her part some keenness of perception, some chancy courage, to see it: and she breathed perpetually an air of terror, a cold air of chance, an air in which she might for the whole of her life have missed it, marginally perhaps, but missed it and for ever.
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