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THE MUSEUM,
THREE A.M.

At 0300 hours the guard on patrol duty on the first floor is due to walk through Exhibition Suite One. In his central control room in the basement, with its cameras watching every public gallery, the staff corridors and meeting rooms and potential entry points (though not quite yet the offices), the exits, the delivery yard, the stores, the four streets around the building, John Winterbotham, Head of Security, can survey everything always. Now he turns to the camera covering Exhibition Suite One. He trusts his men, more or less, but Ralph, who is patrolling the ground floor at this moment, is a new boy. At 0300 hours precisely the door to the first room opens and Ralph, small, neat and dark, appears. He looks conscientious but nervous, as though an assailant might emerge from behind a showcase. He knows he’s under surveillance. He looks around the whole room in the approved manner and presses the security button, which records his time-keeping. John Winterbotham is reasonably satisfied, though it’s a pity none of his young recruits has his own military background.

On the morning of Midsummer’s Day of 2001, BRIT is asleep. It was called the Museum of English History until last year, but with the millennium it was felt that a livelier name was needed and that ‘English’ had exclusive connotations, so ‘BRIT’ (sub-titled ‘The Museum of British History’) came in instead. At least, it seems asleep from outside: no passer-by could sense the dim security lights glowing in all the rooms, or the sound of solitary steps along the marble and parquet floors. Anyone glancing at the portico, with its ten enormous columns and monumental staircase, might think it the temple of an abandoned cult. Only a set of cords above the front door, waving in the night breeze, suggests it’s ever inhabited.

Anyone who could enter the closed double bronze doors with their reliefs of Britannia and St George would reach a completely still entrance hall. It is a vast domed room, with screens of columns on four sides and a stone coat-of-arms above each screen. Opposite the entrance a gigantic staircase leads to the upper floor. Each corner of the room is occupied by a massive statue: Art, Industry, Learning and Valour. During the day this is the busiest part of the building, constantly filling and emptying, babbling with a thousand tongues and a dozen languages, with enquiries for the lavatories and the cafeteria and Michelangelo’s David and the Magna Carta, with hordes of near-rioting French schoolchildren and attentive Japanese. At night, empty and lit by pale security lights, its cavernous heights offer no welcome.

The room has perplexed generations of museum directors and designers. ‘So imperialistic,’ they said after the Second World War, ‘so huge, how can we persuade ordinary people it’s a place for them?’ ‘How can we make it look swinging?’ they had cried in the sixties as they tried to disguise the dimensions under false white ceilings and walls. At the beginning of the new century, the management team agonises over its authoritarianism and social élitism.

At the back of the building, Ralph walks slowly into the first exhibition room, apparently surprised at its transformation since the previous night. Though not quite finished, the exhibition, which is to open later that day, is almost in place. It’s the museum’s major event of the year, indeed its biggest exhibition ever, and has kept the place in turmoil for weeks. ELEGANCE, it’s called, ‘The Eighteenth Century Revisited’. What a to-do, thinks Winterbotham. The installation staff were working there until an hour ago under the supervision of Diana, highly professional woman that, and left in an unruly bunch, shouting and giggling as though they’d been drinking – though he kept a close eye on them and spotted no irregularities. The big problem was the arrival of a huge painting by Gainsborough or somebody like that, it’s all over the posters and stuff, came in at ten p.m. in an unmarked van with a police escort, God, what a business, a Mr Marten and a Mr Smiles in attendance with their own crew of technicians, wouldn’t let anyone from the museum near it, took it into the exhibition and hung it themselves. They seem to have had a bit of aggro with that German bloke, head of Conservation, who wanted to inspect it, wouldn’t let him near the thing. He was furious, said it was his duty, but they wouldn’t listen to him. Apparently it’s worth an amazing amount of money, star of the show. Belongs to the Chairman of the Trustees, apparently it’s the absolute prize of his collection; good man, Sir Lewis, knows how to handle authority, unlike some who are always asking your opinion when it’s their job to lead …

Young Ralph seems tempted to linger. He must be spoken to. A good guard concentrates on the job in hand. That job’s about security, not looking at objects. The only reason to look at any specimen on display is to check that it’s in place and undamaged. After a pause or two, Ralph walks through the room at the correct speed and reaches the second exhibition room at 0302, the scheduled time. John glances at the camera covering the ground floor front. His man there is Norman, long-established, no problem, an ex-Welsh Guardsman like John himself.

Ralph is currently patrolling the Gallery of Early English History: from the Stone Age to the Norman Conquest. It was the first gallery created when the museum was founded. A shaky government was persuaded that the museum would kindle patriotic fervour by celebrating England’s political liberty, maritime endeavour, industry and science, literature and the arts, agriculture, trade, warfare. By the beginning of the twenty-first century it is one of the largest and most popular museums in the country, visited by over two million each year.

There’s a great deal to see. Even the building, long derided as pompous, is now admired. On the South Bank of the river behind Lambeth Palace and Waterloo Station, it was paid for in 1902 by an ambitious purveyor of wine and spirits. He hoped the building might turn him an earl but not being a gentleman had to be satisfied with a viscountcy. Viscount Haringey wanted a proper building like the Natural History Museum, but up to date. He commissioned, from the architects Lanchester and Rickards, a palace in the quintessentially English Wrenaissance style. Built in red brick and Portland stone, its twenty-five-bay façade boasts a tower at each end, adorned with balconies at three levels, and unexpected finials on the hipped roof. The huge coat-of-arms of England over the main entrance has been a favourite target for paint-throwing political protesters ever since the museum opened.

The Gallery of Early English History is long. Having walked its eighty yards at a steadily increasing speed and glanced at some of its four thousand exhibits, visitors imagine they’ve seen the whole museum. They don’t realise that beyond its marble doorcase, over three floors, stretch the Gallery of Medieval History, the Gallery of Early Modern History, the Tudor and Stuart galleries (sponsored by a firm of interior decorators), the Georgian and Regency galleries, two Victorian galleries, the Gallery of the Industrial Revolution (sponsored by a Japanese car production company), the Gallery of English Painting and Sculpture (supported by a major American trust), the London Gallery, the Gallery of Empire, the Gallery of World War (no sponsorship available here), the Gallery of Women’s History, the Gallery of Technology and Science, the Discovery Room, and a number more, quite a number. The attendants are used to comforting visitors who, turning the corner and gaining their first view of the apparently eternal Gallery of Medieval History, turn pale, grip their bags convulsively, plead for escape. But there is none. ‘Museum fatigue can be a problem,’ admits the Director.

At three in the morning nobody’s suffering from museum fatigue. Only, perhaps, the security staff, who’ve been patrolling the building since midnight. In the Gallery of Early English History the slowly pacing Norman sees the yards of gallery stretching into a distant penumbra, interrupted only by the security lights glowing every few yards. The axe heads and sherds, the fragments of old shoes and fruit, the busts of Roman emperors, the illuminated manuscripts, slumber like rocks on the ocean bed.

When John arrived at the museum he had a great deal to do: a spot of tyranny was essential. Discipline had gone out of the window: the attendants would lounge around in gabbling groups ignoring the public, morale was rock bottom. One pair of attendants, a man and a woman and both married, were suspected of mistaking night duty for night pleasure. (‘Too right those two like to be on the same floor,’ somebody said in the mess room, and everyone guffawed.) At night some of the men drifted completely out of control. While they were supposed to check the offices of the senior staff, they were not meant to settle down on the furniture or peer at confidential memoranda. The curators hated having their space invaded by unseen strangers at night. It was realised that rules had to be tightened when someone scrawled ‘Old Jenkins likes shagging goats’ in the trustees’ lavatory (Sir Hubert Jenkins, authority and frequent lecturer on Agriculture in Early Medieval England, was director until three years ago). There’s no more nonsense under John’s rule. He keeps a tight grip on everything that goes on.

The control room is the heart of the institution. Unless the plant and the objects are safe, none of the activities the curators are so proud of (which personally he often finds a waste of time) could take place. Few of the staff know how intimately he surveys their activities, and might not like it, but the system is essential for good security. One day he hopes to be able to hear what is being said in all these public and staff spaces, to ensure that there are no breaches of confidence in conversation, but nonsense about civil liberties makes this difficult. He’s mentioned once or twice to the Head of Admin irregularities of conduct he’s noticed on the screen or on his walks around the building but the man’s never seemed receptive.

When John left the Army he doubted any civilian job (outside the police force) was worth doing and was sceptical about the museum. But when he realised that though the staff numbered only three hundred, there were over a million objects with a total value of £400 million for which he’d be responsible, his interest quickened. Now in his newly modernised control room, known to his staff as the Pentagon, he can survey his banks of cameras, the line of computers recording the action, the electronically guarded record files, the constant presence of a uniformed man, and feel that here at least, in this disordered muddle they call England’s capital city, discipline and order rule.

He’ll be going home shortly for some kip before returning for one of the busiest days in the museum’s year. No family now that June’s moved to Lichfield and the children have left home, so no need to spend time with them. His new girlfriend’s pretty understanding about his irregular hours (though she was a bit too eager to be invited to the dinner that night, which of course was not possible, really went on about it). He looks at the day schedule for 24 June 2001, shaking his head.

0800	Final exhibition installation begins – technical staff and exhibition staff arrive

Great Hall closed to public all day

1030	Press view begins (NB beige press cards)

1130	Press conference in Lecture Theatre

1200	Royalty Protection Group Security Advance Party arrives

1230	Trustees’ meeting in Board Room

1300	Trustees’ lunch in Board Room

1430	Rehearsal for Grand Pageant: actors arrive via Entrance for Groups

1600	Industrial Revolution, Early Georgian, Regency closed for caterers Caterers arrive to set up Great Hall for dinner

1700	Entrance Hall set up for drinks reception

1815	Guests arrive for reception – NB no glasses outside Entrance Hall

1930	Exhibition closes for guests

(RPG Security Advance Party check exhibition rooms)

1940	HRH arrives at main entrance. Attends reception

(Personal Protection Officer RJH; Close Protection Officers POC and JF)

1945	HRH leaves Entrance Hall for exhibition galleries – main lift. Meets further group

2002	HRH arrives in exhibition

2015	Dinner guests commence move to Great Hall

2030	HRH leaves exhibition

2040	HRH arrives in Great Hall

Painting moved from exhibition gallery to Great Hall – to arrive after Duke is seated

2045	Dinner served

2215	Speeches

2230	Performance of Grand Pageant

2245	Grand Pageant ends

2300	HRH departs (north entrance)

2345	Final guest departure scheduled

0200	Caterers depart

Museum closes

 

All OK, at least in principle. The thing I’m most worried about is the Grand Pageant, which involves large numbers of extras, children from nearby schools (what are they doing there anyway, still up at eleven?), complicated lighting effects and some tiresome actors and actresses. I won’t be able to go home again until three the following morning, at the earliest. No problem about that. But I really must leave now – I should have left at midnight.

Ian Burgess, his deputy, comes into the room and looks at him enquiringly as though wondering why he hasn’t left. Secretly, John’s never happy leaving Ian to play boss at night and is sure he’ll make a bad mistake one day, but he can’t be on duty all the time. Ian just isn’t tough enough, too soft with the staff – and the public, too, for that matter: you have to keep them in order, especially the types you get in south London. ‘Keep an eye on the new boy,’ John tells him, ‘and watch the screens for the exhibition galleries, especially the room where that new picture is hanging – belongs to the Chairman, absolutely vital no one goes near it.’ Then he leaves.

Ian rolls his eyes at the other guard in the control room (also non-military, and his ally) and looks at the screens. Ralph has moved into the Gallery of Women’s History, still on time. If he does look at one or two objects as he passes, and even stops for a moment, it does no harm, Ian considers. He and the boss disagree on that point, as on many. It’s time for Ian to settle into the supervisor’s office next door, although he’ll be off himself at four; it never seems his territory when John’s around. Ian’s hoping for promotion to another institution soon, and will be glad to be number one, free to introduce a human working-with-the-public approach. It will be good never to have to see John again.

John passes through the entrance hall on his way to the staff entrance. He likes the hall at night, quiet, grand, powerful, its majesty undisturbed by crowds, the lights subdued, everything in order. If only, he sometimes thinks, it could always be like this. This evening, during the royal visit, the entrance hall and the Great Hall next door will look as they should look. Then indeed, with the highest in the land visiting the museum, the men in their black and white according to the code, the ladies richly dressed and jewelled, the movements of guests and staff prearranged, every action planned in detail and carried out by trained professionals – then this mighty building will be used as it should be. He’s developed a proprietorial affection for the place; it appeals to something deep inside him. Lingering for a moment, he savours the sense of responsibility the great empty space gives him. He shivers a little at the thought of the day ahead. Could anything go wrong? No, of course not. He must get some rest.
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GLOUCESTER STREET, PIMLICO,
SEVEN A.M.

The alarm rings punctually at seven a.m. It always rings at seven, winter or summer, weekday or Sunday, workday or funday. Occasionally Auberon wonders if waking at seven on a foggy Sunday morning is necessary, especially after a gruelling night out. But the habit’s strong and since he’s talked about it more than once in profile interviews, he is strict with himself. He sometimes wonders if the idea of a form of monastic discipline subconsciously appeals to him. Tanya hates waking up early, of course, and can be cross, but then her crossness can lead to exciting physical contact just at the moment when his energy’s at its peak, so that their limbs, more or less toned, surge under and over the luxuriant duvet … Tanya’s not there this morning, but in her own home a mile away preparatory to dashing out of bed and throwing on her clothes so as not to be late to deliver her nine a.m. History of Western Philosophy lecture at Queen Mary’s College (she’s taught there for a while). She’ll stay over this coming evening, probably, if they’re not too exhausted. So nice they have the choice, the variety … He’s very fond of her, he thinks, though actually he’s found her rather snappy lately: she keeps complaining that they always do what he wants to do, always see his friends not hers, always go to his type of difficult history seminar rather than her type of difficult philosophical forum, and attend pretentious house parties at weekends (lately she’s completely refused to co-operate on that one, says it might be part of his job but it certainly isn’t part of hers). Is he selfish? Hard to know – he finds it hard to assess himself, he often wonders what he’s doing with his life … And it’s hard to know about Tanya, too. Maybe it’s time for a … Ah, well, that can take its time, there’s too much to think about now …

‘Big day,’ he says to himself, caressing the sheets. ‘Big, big day.’ He can spend ten minutes in bed, collecting himself, doing his stretching routine before the morning’s regular workout. Well, almost regular anyway, it really is such hell doing those dreary exercises. Ten minutes in bed is much more pleasant: he can shape out the day, decide which events require concentration and which he can coast through. When he wakes up he always knows what’s in his diary: usually six or eight engagements plus lunch (always) and dinner (almost always), and three or four private views or receptions from which it’s nice to make a selection. He loves his glamorous life nowadays, so different from teaching or his quiet youth in Bradford … but should he be resisting this glamour, is it superficial and ultimately worthless?

Anyway, since he’s chosen glamour of a sort, he may as well do it properly. These early-morning minutes allow him to choose clothes for the day and the evening. He always changes in the evening, never keeps on his suit. Often he has to change up, into a tux, or sometimes down – although his casual clothes are carefully chosen too. Once an adventurous dandy, he’s become less experimental recently, finding the people he deals with now are uncharmed by the crocodile-skin waistcoats and baggy scarlet silk trousers that made such an impact at High Table and provided his fusty colleagues with regular scandalised gossip. No more sartorial extravagances. On the other hand the chalkstripe suits he wore in the early nineties, with their red or yellow linings and waisted look, redolent he’d liked to think of old money subtly flavoured with new vigour, now embarrass him. How could he have worn them? he sometimes asks himself, looking at the one or two he’s kept (they were extremely expensive). They look so absurdly posh – what a frump he must have been. Now he has a New Look, a New Labour but at the same time Cool Academic Look. Dark suit, usually Italian, though there are one or two nice English suits around (he likes them understated, in very beautiful wool). Of course, he needs to dress just a little English for the job – a passing self-deprecating reference to his suit label to the right journalist shows he’s in touch with contemporary design. One of those updated Savile Row-look suits, perhaps the dark grey, is probably right for today’s business. White shirt – successful political figures always wear white shirts these days, but it’s OK to sport good ones. A strongly coloured tie – care’s needed here, the tie should be striking but not obtrusive, though clearly expensive to the initiate. He cherishes his ties and owns around two hundred, which are arranged by colour and fabric. (‘It’s the museum man in you,’ Tanya tells him.)

Odd, isn’t it, how much time one has to devote to self-presentation these days in a museum? Not what I was brought up to expect. But this style business is essential if one’s to make any impact on the media … Do try not to think about the interview next week for the Bloomsbury Museum. I doubt I’ll get the job – too young, too inexperienced, they’ll say. And not all the Bloomsbury trustees (cultivated derelicts, some of them) will like my style of directing a museum, which is … well, what is it? Lively? Straightforward? Modern? Caring? Socially inclusive? God knows what it is, opportunistic and vacillating it often seems to me, trying to keep the waters from pouring in, maintaining some academic standards when the trend is to discard them as briskly as possible. But, then, I’ve had my successes and, of course, if ELEGANCE stuns the press (as it’s already beginning to do), I’ll go into the interview room with garlands of roses round my head and cannons firing in my wake. Tonight’s so important – the opening and the dinner (the Bloomsbury Museum’s trustees are mostly coming) matter in all sorts of ways. The other candidates for the job, according to the papers and gossip (I’ve tried not to listen to it, but no success there), are a mixed bag, if gossip can be relied on. At least I’ll be given a good reference by my chairman, who’ll certainly not miss me.

Yes, a lot depends on today.

He turns and stretches another way. He tries not to worry but hardly succeeds. Do I truly want Bloomsbury or am I just impelled by feeling it’s my duty to be ambitious? I think I want it, such a wonderful place, and after five years I could go on to a major job in the United States or a university chair, probably, if I keep up the publishing …

God, how pleased Dad would have been to see me in this job – from semi-detached house in Bradford to national museum directorship, and it would never have happened without all that support they gave me. I might have been running a local supermarket, and proud of it too. Pity Mum is so vague now but she’s pleased when she grasps what I’m on about – loves the pictures of me in the papers …

Four more minutes till he has to leave his crisp white bed, with its three linen-encased pillows to the left and three to the right. Linen sheet beneath, finest linen duvet above. Never did do the stretching exercises in bed, oh, well, he can make up for that at the weekend, probably, possibly, or whatever. He loves his bed, the source of such pleasure, and often in the evening after a day crammed with activity lies contemplating the soothing sheets, and the ivory paint and pale wood of a room in which every detail gives visual and tactile pleasure. It is a place of repose, of which there’s too little in his life except when he’s with Tanya and they’re getting on well.

The room has a united colour scheme, no strong accents, only whites, ivories and creams, pale browns and beiges, and an occasional touch of pink and green. The vase of flowers, which always adorns the window-sill in front of the translucent blind, obliquely marks the seasons, reflecting nature in this cool elegance. No untidiness here: he dresses and undresses next door, in a little room where the clothes racks slide out of the cupboard at the touch of a switch, and where forty or fifty pairs of shoes lie in suppliant rows on a miniature conveyor belt designed by one of the museum’s technicians. He smiles. Very silly, really, all this dandyishness …

Who’ll get my job if I do move on? From odd dropped remarks, it might be none of them – the Chairman may have in mind one of my staff. Don’t know which. Diana, could it be, beautiful Diana, though she’s hardly senior enough? Jane? Too close to retirement. Lucian? … It could well be Lucian. Lucian – that would explain why he’s recently started appearing (he never used to) at functions whenever the chairman’s there and is obviously establishing a humorous deferential relationship with that important individual …

Not a nice thought, being succeeded by Lucian …

Usually this early-morning half-hour is the time when he reads, not duty things like business reports on the museum and deconstructions of nationhood, but books he never speaks about to his colleagues or friends, and scarcely to Tanya. He’s reading Pascal’s Pensées, just at the moment. The world – which takes a great interest in him – thinks of him as a sunflower, its head turning constantly towards the sun. Auberon does indeed enjoy the media, just as they enjoy him, but people who think him superficial do him an injustice: the sunflower has no interior life. But he can’t read this morning, too many teasing thoughts interrupt him. Has the big Gainsborough arrived safely? he wonders. And all this business of the loan of the Gainsborough to Japan, for example, that worries him too. Can that idea be sound, should he be taking more of an interest in the whole idea, is it wise to let the Chairman get on with it and not find out what’s really going on? Lewis clearly doesn’t want him to meddle, but all the same … God, Lewis is difficult …

He thinks the exhibition will be OK – better than OK, pretty splendid – and intellectually coherent, and attractive to a wide public. They’ve had quite a lot of trouble with it, the Chairman would insist on including lots of his own pictures, very hard it was to argue with him, especially when he said he wanted his Gainsborough to be the centrepiece. What really annoyed all of them was when they had to include a not very interesting picture belonging to that man Denzil Marten, the art dealer – Jane Vaughan said no art dealer’s stock should be included in an exhibition, and certainly not when it was of doubtful quality, but Lewis began to look so furious when this objection was delicately mooted that they abandoned the subject …

Downstairs he hears the splattering of mail through his letterbox, twenty or thirty envelopes usually. He’s only recently stopped counting, more from pressure of time than any loss of curiosity. He has to admit to himself that he enjoys the public recognition asserted by a groaning mailbag. Ever-increasing numbers want him to attend private views and dinner parties and book launches and conferences, and make speeches and give lectures all over the country and indeed the world. His private address is not especially private, since he is a generous communicator and at parties dispenses his card widely to strangers, only realising when they ring that he never wants to speak to them again. As the book jacket of his much-admired recent biography of the Earl of Strafford (his doctoral thesis) puts it, ‘Dr Auberon Booth was educated at Cambridge and Harvard Universities and has taught at St Peter’s College, Oxford, and Princeton University. After a spell in the Department of Modern Antiquities at the Bloomsbury Museum, he became Director of the Museum of English History in 1997. He is thirty-five. Rooted academically in the study of English history, he regards himself as a citizen of the world. He has published many academic articles and a study of the cult of luxury at the Early Stuart Court.’

It’s definitely time to move. As his naked body rises from the bed he glances at his six-foot-two expanse of mildly bronzed flesh. It looks OK, but it should be better: his shoulders don’t look firm enough. At least there’s hardly any fat on him; his thighs are as firm as ever. Thirty-six is middle age by some definitions (though he prefers to think middle age begins at forty) but he’s not really concerned about that. It’s time to think about acquiring some gravitas – puckish youth can’t be protracted. The full-length mirror at the end of his bed reveals his fine health and hair but also forces him to look at his face. He wishes he liked his face better: it always disappoints him. Regular features. Thick brown hair, shorter than it was: long hair’s so unfashionable these days. Sensitive yet powerful mouth, that’s the line. Strong chin. Tanya likes the chin. The problem is the eyes, which are brown (a dull colour) and set too close together. When he was a child he overheard his mother say to his father, ‘He’s good-looking, our boy, it’s a pity his eyes are so close together.’ To which his father replied that excessive good looks never helped a man. Well, they probably didn’t in Bradford in the 1970s, but they certainly do in modern London. Always the romantic, she was – typically, she chose his name, not at all the sort of name his dad liked, said it would give the boy a lot of trouble at school, and he was quite right, of course, though at King’s it fitted in nicely.

Not good-looking enough, really. He wishes he were … Well, he wishes he were better at everything. He wishes success weren’t such hard work, and often so disappointing once achieved. There are so many things he wishes … ‘Stop being discontented, Auberon,’ he says to himself.

He pulls his exercise mat from under the bed and unrolls it. Tanya finds his exercise sessions infuriating. He runs a little on the spot. Then he stops. He finds the idea of all this morning training boring and unattractive. He’s supposed (according to his brutal and highly expensive personal trainer) to do two sets of thirty press-ups and sixty stomach crunches and fifty repetitions with the dumb bells every morning. He really doesn’t want to, today. He decides that since this will be such a testing day he ought to give himself an easy start. He smiles a little at his own lack of resolution.

It’s seven thirty. Time to be getting on. He goes into his bathroom and closes the door.
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HAY HILL, LONDON W1,
SEVEN A.M.

Sir Lewis and Lady Burslem are asleep, and the world’s quieter for it. Their flat on Hay Hill is large for a London flat, but it’s not their home. Home is a rambling house in Suffolk, which they bought twenty years ago when they were first beginning to be seriously rich, and which they’ve handsomely remodelled and redecorated. Hay Hill is just a pied-à-terre, they like to say, a pied-à-terre with a dining room and drawing room, a library (for him) and a little study (for her). They still share a bedroom and a bed, after thirty-five years of marriage. He has a dressing room and they each have a bathroom, very distinct in character. They discussed the designs together with a specialist, who proposed for him an ebony and silver room, and for her a softly lit lilac and gold boudoir, which she loves to show her women friends after dinner. There is a spare room where nobody is encouraged to stay since staying with the Burslems happens at Herring Green.

The bedroom faces on to a light well, faced in white ceramic tiles. The interior decoration compensates for the lack of natural light. The walls are pale yellow, dragged a few years ago in a way their daughter (who works for a laddish magazine) tells them is completely out of date. ‘Terribly Colefax and Fowler, Mum,’ she says, ‘we’re all going minimalist these days,’ but Lady Burslem likes it. The Regency-style curtains are so ample that closing them is a labour. They are made of glazed chintz (‘Not really an 1830s material,’ said Mirabel Thuillier, the rather marvellous head of Historic Interiors who has done so much work for them and has become a friend, ‘but we’ll allow it’), its faintly menacing pink roses crowding together on a gold and cream background. The chintz gleams stiffly and nobody ever dares touch it.

In the lit à la polonaise, also by Historic Interiors, the owners of this comely apartment are lying. Sir Lewis is sleeping efficiently, on his side, an arm flung towards his wife. Above the sheets only a thick silver head can be seen. He wears dark blue silk pyjamas with white piping round the collar. Even in sleep, it is clear that he is a man of determination, accustomed to command. The bulk under the sheets suggests a firm, compact body, rather less than six feet long. On his bedside table are an adjustable light for reading (he refuses to use Historic Interiors’ clever obelisk lamp), steel-rimmed glasses, and a recent academic study of the career of Benito Mussolini. He reads at least a chapter every night: however late it may be, this is a man of intellectual curiosity and self-control, who has little time to waste on sleep.

Elizabeth Burslem does not read the books her husband likes. Before they were married she did a course at Lucie Clayton and worked as a secretary while going to parties every night, but it was a brief period of her life since they married very young. On her bedside table (plain Regency mahogany, like her husband’s) lie Vogue, Country Life and the most recent set of official instructions for magistrates. She wears a coffee-coloured silk nightdress with lace around the neck, Italian and expensive-looking. She lies more or less on her back in sound sleep with only an occasional twitching, and snores faintly now and again. Lady Burslem’s face is soft and pink when she is asleep; it is a face that has been expensively looked after for many years: although not always rich, she has always been aware of the importance of appearance. Her curling hair invites a stroking hand; her lips are parted in a little smile. She faces her husband, secure in her marriage, her wealth, her surroundings. She comes from a much better family than he does, as she sometimes reminds herself when he is trying her patience, but she cannot complain about the material and mental comforts he has brought her.

Each morning when he wakes Sir Lewis’s eyes encounter a landscape painting on the wall opposite his bed. Just now it’s his favourite possession, partly because it’s his most recent acquisition. It suggests a yearning for the simplicity of Nature. He must be fond of the countryside, owning twelve and a half thousand acres of it in England and a further two thousand in Portugal. The picture shows a country river between pale green and grey banks lined with willows. A prominent gold label announces that the painting is by Renoir. The other pictures in the room are more modest: a little Degas pastel, a sketch by Toulouse-Lautrec, a Seago depiction of a boat on a breezy sea, a presentation drawing by John Ward (commissioned by one of his boards) showing Sir Lewis sitting at an official-looking table. The Renoir is the prize, but only the prize in this room: it does not compare so favourably with the much bigger, more important paintings in the drawing room.

Sir Lewis is a passionate collector. He’s been buying art ever since, at twenty-four when he had very little money, he bought three works at Agnew’s annual watercolour sale from the allowance his father gave him. Those watercolours are now consigned to a minor spare room in the country, but even the dubious Copley Fielding has been kept, out of sentiment. His houses bulge with paintings and he’s recently acquired a villa in Portugal – primarily, his wife says, for pictures. At the private views he ceaselessly attends, gliding in his chauffeur-driven car to two or three chattering picture-rooms in an evening, he is one of the rare guests more interested in art than gossip or champagne. Every morning in the car, he spends a moment or two arranging the day’s new invitation cards, by date and priority of interest, and talking to Denzil Marten, the art dealer in St James’s who has given him so much advice over the years. And just occasionally he likes to sell – especially if he can make a big big profit. It gives him a thrill.

Eighteen months ago this sleeping knight was disappointed to be offered the chairmanship, not of the National Gallery (as he’d hoped) but of the Museum of English History (as it then was). He’d have liked to shape the art-acquisition policy of a great national collection. But he told himself that the museum was much admired, received £8 million grant-in-aid from government, had a large staff and a celebrated young Director, and included a fine collection of English paintings and sculpture. He finds its affairs more interesting than he’d expected. It’s disappointing not to be more closely involved in choosing exhibitions and acquisitions, and he finds the Director headstrong and full of his own ideas. But at least ELEGANCE was Sir Lewis’s own proposal, and for once was enthusiastically received by Auberon. The exhibition’s allowed him to contribute to the museum as he’s eager to do, through creative ideas, sponsorship, loans from his collection. It’s his exhibition, he likes to think, and will show the world that he’s not only a man who takes but one who gives. And, of course, he has another major concept, which is very much his own. Today’s the day not only to gain formal approval from the board of trustees but to announce his new scheme to the world. He’s confident the world will be impressed.

Altogether, today will be a great day for the museum and its chairman, who will be revealed as a leader of London’s artistic and academic life. He’s never before shown anything from his collection in public, except as a discreet loan from ‘Private Collection’. Now, triumphantly, he is lending eight works, each identified in the catalogue as the property of ‘Sir Lewis Burslem CBE’. He loves them all: the startlingly fresh Paul Sandby watercolours, the Samuel Scott view of the Thames, the Joseph Wright of Derby depiction of a forge, the portrait of a chambermaid by Ramsay. But one work will be a sensation: his spectacular Gainsborough of Lady St John as Puck, the picture he acquired from the excellent Denzil Marten ten years ago and which hasn’t been publicly exhibited since 1910. It’s going to give so much pleasure when it travels to Japan after the exhibition here, and not just pleasure, either … marvellous how pictures can work for one. He’s confident that the painting and the exhibition will impress not just the artistic classes but, much more importantly, the royal personage who’s attending tonight’s dinner. Sir Lewis would not at all object to becoming a peer. In fact, he has been working on the possibility quite hard.

Denzil Marten and Ronnie Smiles, the restorer who works on all his pictures, were very keen that the Gainsborough should not go to the museum until the last possible moment, which was last night – apparently Ronnie had some last-minute work to do on it in the studio, but nothing serious, he said. Longing to see it in situ, should transform the exhibition …

As the light filters through a crack in the curtains, his head shakes a little, his shoulders move, his forehead contracts, his eyes open. He’s fully awake at once, as active and energetic in the morning as in the evening. It’s a brilliant day, the sky suffused already with sunshine, a true Midsummer’s Day. He surveys his Renoir and for once does not remind himself how much it cost. Today will be busy: he will hardly leave the museum; it will be a day crammed with achievement. Many people will want to congratulate him – and it will be such a pleasure for him, to offer congratulations where they are owed, to one person in particular …

And there’s his other project, announced today. ‘The Nowness of Now …’ he murmurs proudly, and his chest expands.

Gently he presses his wife’s shoulders, as he’s done on so many mornings in the past thirty-five years, and murmurs, ‘Elizabeth.’ She opens her eyes and at once says, ‘Darling, it’s the big day, isn’t it?’ as with her left hand she switches on the kettle for their early-morning tea.
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TRADESCANT ROAD, SOUTH LAMBETH,
SEVEN A.M.

Jane Vaughan is at her desk. She is wearing a dark blue woollen dressing-gown, once her father’s, over her striped pyjamas. The dressing-gown has cording round the hem and might have belonged to an old-fashioned schoolboy. In the days of Hamish she wore silk in bed, but since he left for Vancouver she’s reverted to the nightclothes of her youth.

Not getting dressed when she wakes up is part of her morning ritual: two early hours in her study before breakfast, dressing and bicycling to BRIT (God, how she hates that idiotic name), where she’s Chief Curator and Curator of Art. These two hours are disturbed by nothing: even the cat has to wait for breakfast. Every morning, she slips out of her single bed and goes into the study where her papers and books lie where she left them the night before. Her books remind her that she has a place in the world. They are trusty friends, even on days when waking is bleak.

This morning being this morning, she can’t concentrate, as she usually does, on the book she’s writing (this is her sixth). In spite of the delicious smiling morning outside, anxieties crowd upon her. What she can do (being perennially anxious about appearing ill-informed) is to study the catalogue for ELEGANCE, to arm herself fully against questions. It is an enormous catalogue, so large it can hardly be held, so heavy it begs to be put down.
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