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Preface to the 2013 Edition





In 1969 when I was working in BBC TV Features Group, I co-produced a documentary about the business side of pop music. Most of the documentaries with which I had previously been concerned had been on troubling subjects such as the impact of mental illness on a whole family, and the dilemmas faced by parents whose other children were adversely affected by living with a Down’s Syndrome sibling. So this new film was very different, to say the least. Among the stars we interviewed were Mick Jagger and Pete Townshend, and we filmed Pink Floyd performing at night in a vast plastic bubble lit from within. It was a weird experience to meet these immensely famous and rich young men, who were my age but seemingly living on another planet – certainly too weird to write about at the time.


There’d been no doubt about the idealism and creative vigour of the early and mid-1960s but by the time I and my colleagues made our film, a wider mood of uncertainty and confusion was creeping in along with ‘flower power’, protest songs, acid rock and psychedelic mysticism. Most groups and promoters seemed to be following existing trends rather than creating new ones. One didn’t need to have a crystal ball to predict that the 1970s would turn out to be more concerned with the manufacture of pop novelty acts rather than with helping the talent that was actually around to find a market.


Thirteen years after the documentary was transmitted  on BBC2, I began to write a novel set in this field. The book owed something to my disappointment with a close Oxford friend who, after graduating with a poor degree, limped off tamely to the City despite being a talented artist, a brilliant orchestrator of unusual entertainments, and a scarily exciting companion – free, moreover, from financial worries since his family owned a merchant bank. Within ten years he would be an alcoholic. My book was partly my way of getting over this. Someone with his unusual talents and wealth surely could have done something remarkable in the world of ‘happenings’ and celebrity.


There had also been a number of peers at Christ Church, one of whom, guitar-strumming Lord Ancram, heir to the Marquess of Lothian, could have provided me with inspiration. But I think I really chose to make my impresario an aristocrat because that class had been made to look especially passé and irrelevant by the new aristocracy of pop and fashion. So I reckoned it would have been particularly gratifying for a young peer to gain a Svengali-like hold over a working-class rock star in an era when the social pyramid had been suddenly inverted.


As it happened aristocrats and pop stars had not been complete strangers in the decade before I wrote my book. The singer Georgie Fame had married the Marchioness of Londonderry, after an affair, and Lord Dundas had written and performed a number-one hit, ‘Jeans On’, that had started life as an advertising jingle – a wheeze which I gratefully appropriated. Nor had there been anything proletarian about the well-connected upper-middle-class Kit Lambert, who began to make a film featuring a group that would become the Who, whose manager he would become.


This, however, had not been in my mind when I decided to involve a middle-class university friend of my peer in the making of a TV documentary about his lordship’s rock star. My own experience of working in television  had counted for more. I had also intended that when the ‘creation’ eventually outgrew his creator and turned on him, my peer’s entire circle of friends, and not just his immediate family, would be sucked into the maelstrom.
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When Eleanor decided to accept Paul Carnforth’s proposal, she found her parents’ opposition infuriating. They had always wanted a ‘brilliant’ marriage for her, and now, on the verge of getting one, they were objecting to a man who was not only a marquess, but one rich enough to have nothing in common with popular mythology’s typical peer, clutching his tin cash box, while coach-loads trailed dripping ice-creams past tables laid for fantasy feasts.


Adoring Paul as she did, Eleanor ridiculed her father’s pessimistic forecast that Paul would always be something of a misfit. The very facts he considered proof of this, in her opinion merely underlined Paul’s adaptability. Disinherited by his father, for openly siding with his mother at the time of their cruelly publicized divorce, Eleanor had thought it greatly to Paul’s credit that he had been spirited enough, while still at Eton, to taunt rich young peers-to-be with jibes about their predictable fates as dreary business lords or obsolete rural buffoons. At Oxford he had gone on making a virtue of necessity – choosing for his closest friends middle class boys with ambitions in fields like journalism and broadcasting, rather than banking or bloodstock. Yet from the way her parents talked, Paul might almost have rejected his own class as a matter of deliberate choice.


At times her parents came close to implying that the heart attack which had unexpectedly removed Paul’s father – making him the direct heir of his octogenarian grandfather – had been at best a mixed blessing. Perhaps it was a little ironic that the family fortune should have come winging back just when Paul had convinced himself he would do very well without it, but Eleanor still thought her father misguided to read so much into the failure of Paul’s new friends to come to terms with his wealth. Seven years into the Sixties, Paul might in any case have been sucked into the maelstrom of London’s à la “Mod” trend-setting community. Plenty of other young peers had been, without Paul’s excuse of reacting to an astonishing change.


Eleanor shared her parents’ incredulity at the amount of publicity recently lavished on models, photographers, and semi-literate singers, but she saw nothing particularly reprehensible about Paul’s name appearing in gossip columns largely devoted to their goings-on. Believing that few reputations were wholly undeserved, her father tended to credit much of what he read about Paul’s ‘womanizing’. Eleanor told him it was absurd to expect any bachelor with Paul’s advantages to turn down all the propositions that were bound to come his way.


But, in the end, the justice or injustice of remarks about his past did not seem crucial. Eleanor had a simple and effective answer to all criticisms. Paul would never have asked her to marry him, unless already determined to change his way of life.


*


On a fine April morning, eight months after her wedding day, Eleanor was at Castle Delvaux discussing with her head gardener how best to regenerate the Jacobean knot garden. Should the gaps between the interlocking bushes be filled with herbs or with brick-dust for greater contrast? Paul’s interest in such matters was less marked, but Eleanor was delighted by his adaptation to country life. Before marrying her, he had spent most of his time in London, apparently considering Delvaux little use to him except as a setting for parties. Now he only left it for three or four days a month when his presence was required by his legal and financial advisers, who were still grappling, five years after his grandfather’s death, with the complicated arrangements framed to ease payment of massive death duties. He was in town today, and as usual Eleanor was impatient for his return.


Being sure that Paul would excel in anything he set his hand to, the moment he set his hand to anything, Eleanor was not worried that he seemed no closer to a career. She was still enjoying their protracted honeymoon too much to want to hurry him. Since many of his memories of Castle Delvaux were over-shadowed by his parents’ troubles, he would need time to regain his sense of belonging. By hunting with her, pottering in the gardens, and browsing in the library, he was surely pursuing the course most likely to heal old wounds. Already it seemed wonderfully clear to Eleanor that her father’s warnings had been alarmist nonsense.


As she caught sight of the gatehouse, framed by two of the tallest and most enigmatic yews in the topiary repertoire, Eleanor felt a surge of happiness. As a girl her first glimpse of the stone bridge across the moat had summoned up images of noblemen in feathered hats, riding out with hawks on their wrists, and a crowd of liveried retainers scampering after their richly caparisoned horses. The place still bemused her. How could it contrive to be at once severe, yet homely? How combine palatial size with unassuming domesticity? Yet Delvaux did both with ease; its mellow brickwork softening the starkness of crenellated walls and towers, its gentle Dutch gables and Tudor windows setting a smile on a fortress once mistrustfully closed against the outside world.


Though well aware that snobbish dissatisfaction with her own antecedents had once increased her interest in both house and occupants, Eleanor felt unrepentant. Her father was probably right that the peerage had long ago become a thinly disguised plutocracy, but that, in her view, only set apart a family like Paul’s. Their first titles had been conferred by Henry VII as reparation for sufferings at the hands of Richard III, and Delvaux itself had been bought by the second Earl of Carnforth in 1609. Although no longer dismayed that she had been born ‘her ladyship’ only because, seventy years ago, her great-grandfather had given to Conservative party funds enough of a fortune made in tin to net a peerage, Eleanor had not become so down-to-earth that her new home and title gave her anything less than immense pleasure.


As she left the Topiary Garden and entered the broad Statue Walk, one of many eighteenth century additions to the gardens, Eleanor was suddenly faced with an astonishing sight: Mr Hankin, the butler, hurrying towards her at a speed most unsuited to his years. Since she could not recall him ever coming into the gardens with a message for her (such tasks usually being delegated to one of the housemaids), she was alarmed long before learning that a police officer was waiting to speak to her in the South Parlour.


Standing a little self-consciously beside the powerful torso of a caryatid, bearing half the weight of the marble chimneypiece, Sergeant Andrews was soon regaling her with a description of a brawl that had taken place outside the village hall in nearby Frimpton on the evening of the weekly ‘hop’. Already confused, she could not help laughing, when given gratuitously irrelevant information about the four worst offenders being members of a ‘group’ that had ‘stood in for a local band’.


‘I’m sure this is very interesting, sergeant, but how can it possibly concern me?’


The policeman stopped admiring the array of swords and daggers above the doorway, and explained that one of the young men had given the police an address on the estate. Since Lord Carnforth’s agent had been unable to deny or confirm this, Sergeant Andrews wondered whether Lady Carnforth or his lordship could help him.


About to demand whether it were likely that her husband would rent or lend property to young hoodlums, Eleanor hesitated. Two weeks ago Paul had mentioned, very much en passant, that he intended to allow some musicians the use of one of the half-dozen unoccupied tied-cottages. Since she had then been preoccupied with the logistics of a house party, Eleanor had not thought to enquire what manner of musicians they might be. The cottage in question was tucked away in the remotest corner of the home farm, and she had not anticipated having anything to do with these temporary occupants.


Finding it hard to accept the transformation of people she had vaguely supposed to be serious instrumentalists with cellos and violas, into a quartet of guitar-twanging louts, Eleanor asked edgily, ‘Did you say they were fighting with the band, or playing in it?’


‘They’re members of a pop group. Lady Carnforth.’


Even in her distressed condition Eleanor noticed the emphasis he gave the words ‘pop group’, as though she might never have heard of such a thing. She now recalled Paul letting slip that his ‘musicians’ needed seclusion to prepare themselves for some kind of performance. Could this have been said to stop her asking them to the house? Though shaken that Paul seemed to have been keeping things from her, she managed to sound calm as she asked the sergeant why the young men had been fighting.


‘An argument about a girl. She’d been going steady … regularly involved with a lad in the village. Quite often happens when visiting groups play. The extra glamour, you see.’


‘I don’t come from Mars,’ she remarked tartly. ‘Are you charging them?’


‘I’d like to know if they’re trespassing on your property.’


‘The answer to that,’ she replied, ‘is … I’ll have to let you know.’


Half-an-hour later Eleanor was hurrying into the stable yard to see whether Oliver, her favourite hunter, had been tacked-up. April was normally a time of year she enjoyed, but on this fresh morning neither the swiftly moving clouds, nor the blur of misty green among the branches, caught her eye. Unable to escape the conclusion that Paul had been doing more than meet his lawyers on his monthly visits to London, she still could not bring herself to accept that he could have any serious interest in young men of the kind Sergeant Andrews had described. Possibly they had been homeless and he had taken pity on them. But in that case why keep quiet about generosity which she would have been sure to applaud? Desperate to find some explanation that would excuse Paul’s secrecy, Eleanor rode on towards her destination.


Tethering her horse out of sight, she approached the cottage cautiously. The heavy condensation on the windows prevented Eleanor seeing inside, but the front door, which led directly into the main room, was ajar. Deciding it would be wise to glance in before knocking, she did so and recoiled. What she saw rivalled the scenes of debauchery in ‘The Sleep of Reason’ – Hogarth’s famous cautionary series in the library at Castle Delvaux. But the sluggish immobility of everyone present, and their bovine indifference to one another, gave an impression altogether more depressing. Slumped on the floor lay a sturdy girl, wearing nothing but a T-shirt too tight to cover her hips. There was something familiar about her; though it would take Eleanor some time to work out that, minus the heavy make-up around her eyes, this fleshy adolescent would be indistinguishable from Linda Mudge, the postmaster’s daughter. The ill-nourished man resting his head in her groin seemed less interested in her than in a wizened little cigarette that was adding to the foulness of the air. Also on the floor sat a man with painful-looking pimples and a wispy beard. Oblivious to his surroundings he was picking at the label on a clear-glass bottle with his thumbnail. Someone else was sleeping on a campbed, wearing nothing but a pair of striped underpants. The whole room was littered with cigarette-butts and unwashed plates and glasses. Not knowing whether to risk going in, Eleanor flattened herself against the wall just outside the door. A moment later she heard somebody crashing into the room.


‘Wake up jerks. We may have got ourselves a visitor.’


‘The pigs?’ gasped a scared voice.


Realizing she had lost her chance of slipping away, Eleanor steeled herself to knock.


‘Not the pigs,’ said the first speaker irritably. ‘Not the bulls or cows either, just a bird dolled up like something out of the Horse of the Year Show. Saw her from the kitchen; her horse is out the back.’


Relieved laughter; then someone said, ‘Hear that, Linda? No pigs … relax.’


‘Snowpigs,’ agreed a slurred female voice, lapsing into feeble giggles. A crash and loud swearing came from inside. Eleanor guessed that the campbed had collapsed. She verified this hunch before rapping on the door.


The young man who let her in, stood staring at her with a grin that could have been apologetic, but might just as well have been insulting.


‘I’m Roy,’ he announced. ‘Just passing by?’


There was an insolent knowingness about him that she did not care for. It reminded her of the way some young taxi-drivers and hotel doormen looked her up and down. There was a sweet distinctive aroma in the air, which she supposed to be marijuana.


‘No,’ she replied gravely. ‘I wasn’t just passing by.’


‘Pity you couldn’t have chosen another day,’ he muttered, kicking at a greasy sleeping-bag. ‘This isn’t our normal scene.’


In his American combat jacket he might have been an N.C.O. standing up for his defeated men. But Eleanor felt little sympathy; whatever wounds they suffered from were clearly self-inflicted. The man with the bottle thrust it at her.


‘Wansome?’


‘No thank you.’


‘I’ll getcher a glass. No bother.’


Getting up, he tripped over the up-ended campbed and dropped the bottle.


‘Fuckanshitanassoles,’ he shrieked, as his heel came down heavily on a piece of broken glass.


‘One of those days,’ murmured Roy. ‘Nice weather outside … so if you’ve got something you want to say, why don’t we …?’


‘Don’t stand there bleeding on me, man,’ choked the man with the wrinkled cigarette, kicking ineffectively at the one with the beard. The girl shifted her weight on to her left buttock and gasped as she saw blood oozing from the sock.


‘Can’t do nothing, Gary. He’s hurt really bad.’ She rose, casting about for something to use as a bandage. Her gaze rested on Eleanor’s boots, then jerked upwards, via jodphurs and hacking jacket, to a face she seemed to recall. A red flush spread across the girl’s moon face, as Eleanor’s eyes met hers. As a lazy hand stroked her inside thigh, she moaned, ‘You won’t say nothing to my dad, will you. Lady Carnforth?’


‘Watch where you tread,’ suggested Eleanor.


For a few seconds Linda tried to stretch her T-shirt enough to cover her pubic hair, but merely split the seam under her arm, and finally fled into the kitchen. With relief Eleanor noticed that, while she had been involved with Linda Mudge, Roy had found a length of cloth and was binding up his colleague’s heel.


‘Probably needs stitches,’ he said, in a tone implying that an amputation would not surprise him. He smiled. ‘Lady Carnforth are we? So Paul’s yer ’usband.’ He finished knot ting the improvised bandage and rocked back on his haunches. ‘You’re going to tell us to split … right?’


‘If you mean “get out”,’ replied Eleanor, ‘Yes.’


‘Only thing is – your feller said we could stay three weeks.’


‘Well maybe “my feller” didn’t know you’d be getting mixed up with the police,’ said Eleanor, fighting the rush of anger that was making her tremble. Roy scratched his curly hair.


‘You could be wrong there. Like I reckon he knew we’d blow it here. Then he comes in nice and gentle and picks up the pieces.’ He leant against the wall. ‘Me being one of the pieces …’ Eleanor advanced menacingly.


‘Are you aware that the police came to see me this morning?’


‘Now you tell me.’


‘And you’re stupid enough to be using drugs and seducing a girl of fifteen, when at any moment …’


‘Cool it. She didn’t bring ’er birth certificate.’


‘Only ’er cap,’ leered the one with the bandaged heel.


‘He’s not very civilized, but I’m working on him,’ Roy assured Eleanor. He pulled a long face. ‘So when do you want us out by? I’ve had this place up to here.’ He indicated a point near the bridge of his nose.


‘What about noon?’


‘You hear that?’ shouted Roy.


‘Rhymes with moon and coon,’ said the one who had been lying next to Linda. ‘Boy, am I spaced out.’ He hummed to himself for a moment, then crooned, ‘Gee I’d like to see you looking swell, baby. Diamond bracelets Woolworth doesn’t sell, baby.’


‘Yeah, they think noon’s all right. Better than her ladyship fetching the fuzz … Right, you finks?’


The youth in the striped underpants made a lunge for Roy’s ankle which he easily evaded. Walking out to where she had left her horse, Eleanor still had not decided what to ask Roy. If she seemed too inquisitive he might simply refuse to talk. Then suddenly he said, ‘We’re breaking up, see. Four years and shazzam.’ He flung out his arms dramatically. ‘Still, I suppose I should be grateful to Exodus Music and your ’ubby.’


‘You don’t sound very grateful,’ she murmured, doing her best to keep the bitterness out of her voice.


Roy smiled and shook his troubadour’s locks. ‘He’s no different from other promoters … likes getting his own way.’


Eleanor’s fingers tightened on her whip. ‘I wouldn’t have thought he had enough time to be a very energetic … promoter.’ The last word stuck in her throat.


‘Couple of days a month, maybe. More of a rich man’s hobby. Leaves most of the work to Gemma or the bods in the office.’ He frowned. ‘Far as I know, I’m just about the only performer he handles personally. Not that anything’s come of it.’


Having thought that Paul no longer saw his step-sister, Roy’s mention of Gemma shook Eleanor badly. Nor was it consoling to be told a little later that it had been through Gemma that Paul had met Roy, and on a suggestion of hers that he had bought a stake in a ‘management company’. Evidently pleased to have won her attention, Roy added helpfully, ‘The way the A and R boys listen to him at Exodus, he must have pumped in plenty.’ Too dazed to ask what ‘A and R boys’ were, Eleanor stared at the grass while Roy told her about the strengths and weaknesses of his group. ‘Our technique’s fine for ballsy rock numbers, but useless for low volume backing. Which means now Paul’s made up his mind to push me as a solo singer, the rest of the lads have got to go.’ Soon Eleanor gleaned that Paul had recently lost patience with the group for failing to master new material he had commissioned for Roy. He had given them a deadline, and shown he meant business by offering a rent-free cottage miles away from any distraction, with rehearsal space in the village hall at Frimpton. Eleanor suspected he had chosen Frimpton, rather than Flixton, because it was further from Delvaux. Unless there had been trouble with the police, she would never have heard anything about Roy and his chums.


When he began telling her in admiring tones about Paul’s energy and powers of persuasion, Eleanor knew she had already heard more than enough. As she hurried across to her horse, and mounted, Roy suggested that Paul had probably sent them to the country to save himself the trouble of disbanding the group. ‘Reckoned if we were cooped up we’d get into arguments.’ As she kneed her horse round, he looked up anxiously. ‘Don’t get the idea I’m complaining. He’s right behind me as a singer.’


‘A word of advice,’ she said sharply, ‘Paul’s enthusiasms rarely seem to last.’ Before he could answer, she had urged her horse into a brisk trot.
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Because Paul Carnforth had seen marriage more in the nature of a pleasant supplement to his life, than as a thorough-going revolution in its fabric, he had never taken any notice of friends who had told him that ‘his whole way of life’ made him wrong for ‘a girl like Eleanor’. She was undoubtedly both younger and more solidly conventional than he would have predicted for his eventual bride a year or two earlier, but he had been attracted by more than her long black hair and dark attentive eyes. He thought her poise remarkable in someone so young, and enjoyed her dive-bombing frankness, even on occasions when he was its target.


After the blasé females at the fashionable discotheques and gaming clubs where he had once spent much of his time, Eleanor’s open admissions of love had bowled him over. Even her polite home counties’ education had its advantages. Classes in cookery and flower arranging rarely seemed to sap natural vitality to the same extent as doubt-inducing degree courses. If a few ‘county’ prejudices were the price to be paid for all that animation and self-confidence, it seemed a small one.


When Paul had started to see her as the perfect addition to the Castle Delvaux side of his life, he had certainly reckoned on spending more time in the country, but he had never had any intention of abandoning interests which he had known she would have no desire to share. A case in point was his friendship with his step-sister, Gemma Lucas. Although only occasional lovers now, they had never lost their enthusiasm for shared schemes and projects.


Even before Paul left Eton, Gemma had been warning him that aloofness from mass obsessions would soon amount to cultural suicide. In a proletarian future, success would only go to those who catered to popular needs. Long before critics compared the Beatles with Beethoven, Paul had appreciated her gifts. But when, shortly before his marriage, she had floated the idea of a joint foray into pop promotion, he had been wary.


As Features Editor of a re-vamped fashion magazine, Gemma might know everything worth knowing about the rapid transformation of today’s slick truths into tomorrow’s platitudes, but it would take more than that to achieve anything genuinely new in a field where novelty itself was commonplace. Her timing also seemed suspect. The music business had slumped a long way from the heights reached in mid-decade. But, as so often in the past, the difficulties had first sparked his interest, and then converted him.


He had needed no prompting to realise that ‘protest’ and spurious mysticism were clapped-out themes. The wonder was that any industry, really about cash and instant fame, could have kidded itself for so long that self-awareness and concern were its real objectives. A clear-cut reaction looked imminent. Within days of their ‘discovery’ of a suitable singer, Paul and Gemma had decided what kind of star they wanted him to be.


Three months later, even after his purchase of the controlling interest in a company already handling established performers, Paul was frustrated by how little had been achieved. When he had lent Roy and his dismal backing group a disused cottage on the Castle Delvaux estate, the preliminary process of shaking him free from old ideas and loyalties had still been going on. Paul had never set out to hide what he was doing from Eleanor, but since her interests were different, he had thought it sensible to get a few results before trying to explain the appeal of his hobby. If she happened to find out before he was strictly speaking ready, Paul had not imagined much harm would be done.


*


An hour after his return from London, Eleanor was facing her husband across the oak table in the small dining room known as the Earl’s Cabinet. Under the sardonic gaze of two of his most rapacious Tudor ancestors, Paul, with his frank blue eyes and generous lips, could scarcely have looked less like Holbein’s tight-faced sitters. But already Eleanor could see that nothing was going to be resolved in the manner she had imagined.


Because she had been so certain that, once aware of her distress, Paul would immediately promise to be open with her in future, it had come as a severe shock to find him not only unrepentant, but puzzled by her reproaches. Apparently he simply could not see why she had found her interview with Sergeant Andrews humiliating, nor why she should have been distressed by what she had seen at the cottage. Nobody had threatened or abused her, and, as far as he could gather, Roy and his colleagues had come out of the encounter a poor second.


During dinner Eleanor repeated that she had no desire to cramp his independent interests; but what could he expect her to think if he pursued them so furtively? He ran a hand through his corn-coloured hair.


‘That I’d rather keep them to myself for the time being.’ His relaxed smile took her breath away.


‘But why, Paul?’ she demanded, watching miserably as he peeled a peach with the seriousness he reserved for all practical tasks.


‘I suppose for the same sort of reasons artists keep quiet about what they’re working on till they’ve bashed it into shape.’


‘But you’re not an artist.’


‘Of course not,’ he agreed cheerfully, reaching for the wine-coaster. ‘All the more reason to be cautious.’ He poured, and sipped thoughtfully. ‘If I was a sculptor, the results wouldn’t much matter, so long as I got some fun out of it. But to work on someone like Roy, and get nowhere with him …’ He grinned ruefully. ‘Well, can you think of anything much sillier than pushing a pop singer who never gets popular? Maybe selling balloons full of holes. You hit the jackpot or it’s pointless. So I thought I’d wait a bit, before telling you what I was up to.’


‘That was your only reason?’ She moved the candelabrum obstructing her view of his face.


‘I think I was bothered in case you thought the whole area … trivial?’ His manner was so reassuringly candid that for a moment Eleanor forgot how completely he had refused to see her point of view half-an-hour earlier. He was frowning now, as if scrupulously searching his memory for other information he might inadvertently have omitted.


‘It did occur to me that because this world …’ (He waved a vague hand at the heraldic ceiling-paintings.) ‘… and Roy’s world are fairly different, that you could think my interest in one implied some kind of dissatisfaction with the other, which couldn’t of course be true, simply because both are so totally different.’


‘So why didn’t you try to explain it to me before?’ She picked up a pair of grape-scissors and snipped the air. ‘You didn’t want to, did you?’


‘I thought I’d explained,’ he replied quietly, pushing back his chair. ‘Let’s have coffee.’


As they walked down the Long Gallery on their way to the Cedar Drawing Room, Paul took her arm. Dimly lit, the gigantic room looked more than usually imposing. Shadows threw into relief carvings above the two great fireplaces, and filled each strapwork segment of the ceiling with darkness.


‘Says a lot to me this room,’ he remarked at last. ‘About how you got powerful by building big enough to knock out the right people. They wanted rich supporters in government jobs. You proved you’d got the necessary loot, by living lavish and dressing like Cartier’s window.’ He paused in front of a seventeenth century portrait of the first marquess, magnificent in black and gold Greenwich armour. ‘No rubbish then about inconspicuous consumption.’ He walked on slowly. ‘Must’ve been fun before the Victorians invented “service” and slammed the till.’


‘You think we’d be living here today, if they hadn’t?’ asked Eleanor sharply.


Listening to him she could not help wondering if earlier approving remarks, made in the gardens, or trudging across the home farm, had been ironic. Isolated impressions, dismissed at the time as untypical, now returned to her. Conversations with members of the staff in which he had occasionally reminded her of a television anthropologist, professionally obliged to be charitable about the customs of primitive tribes.


Later that evening, brandy glass in hand, Paul sat back in his wing-chair and drew comparisons between ‘self-made Tudor popinjays’ and their wealth-flaunting modern equivalents. Who, but the richest pop stars, could hold a candle to a modest merchant prince or nabob?


‘It’s not just their clothes and houses. Their whole set-up’s feudal. Heavies and roadies as retainers; P.R. men and journalists as courtiers. Who else has thousands of petitioners grovelling at their gates?’ Paul smiled serenely. ‘No harm in old aristocrats learning from their successors.’


‘No thank you,’ murmured Eleanor.


Paul raised a disbelieving eyebrow. ‘I thought you wanted to be included?’ He laughed apologetically and admitted he was being unfair. But, seriously, if she really did feel excluded, what about bringing that side of his London life to Delvaux now and then?


Eleanor was stupefied. Have Roy and his mates rampaging through the house? Of course not, Paul reassured her. Any music and entertainment would be out in the gardens. They could put up a marquee at the park end of the Statue Walk. Very few of their guests would be entertainers; mostly people they knew: friends, neighbouring landowners, family perhaps. And they wouldn’t be treated to a dreary hunt ball or dinner dance, but the first social occasion worthy of the setting since the last Jacobean masque or Restoration revels. Mummers, minstrels, tableaux vivants … or at any rate their nearest modern equivalents. Suspecting a joke at first, Eleanor had soon realized he was in earnest. Though herself suspicious, his enthusiasm put her in a difficult position. If she turned him down, she would risk cutting herself off entirely from that area of his existence. And since the real reason for her exclusion was Gemma’s influence (or so she suspected), Eleanor decided she would be ill-advised to reject this peculiar olive branch. If the occasion proved a disaster, then she would fight any repetition. But he would never be able to accuse her of timid prejudice or failure to respond.


Unable to see how she could have done anything but agree, Eleanor still found it difficult to understand how she had ended up in this position when Paul had started the evening at such a disadvantage.
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Lord Carnforth’s chauffeur walked round the elderly black Daimler to open one of the rear doors. Instead of his lordship emerging, another young man stepped out, blinking, into the late evening sunlight. He squinted up at the finials and heraldic beasts above the hall, and then allowed his eyes to wander round the Gatehouse Court – an area considerably larger than the main quad of the Oxford college where he and Paul had once been undergraduates. Matthew Nairn had freckles, curly brown hair, and, when he was not frowning (which he did more often than he knew), an agreeable open face.


As a man in a dark suit hurried towards him, apparently intent on relieving him of his case, Matthew’s lips twisted into a grin. What was he? Footman, odd job man, butler? Fantastic, in the late Sixties, that anyone could maintain such a vast establishment. And as for the house – it was ‘real’, of course, in the monumental way of all historic buildings, but improbable too: a period piece, crying out for inhabitants from another century, wearing festive clothes.


Since the others were already dining, Matthew was asked whether he would prefer to go up and change, or wash downstairs and go straight in. Ignoring the way the man was looking at his corduroy jacket, he took the second option. Because he had been committed to a full day’s work in a dubbing theatre, his wife, Bridget, had gone ahead by car, and Matthew had followed by train to the nearest station.


At the foot of the barbarically resplendent Jacobean staircase, he remembered how overawed he had been on his first visit as a prep school friend. Even now, aged twenty-seven, married, and an established documentary director, Matthew felt uneasy about the coming weekend as Paul’s guest. The days when Paul had been the single most important influence on his life had ended with Oxford, but since then, particularly during the past year, Matthew had often felt the need to be on his guard.


The fact that he was at Castle Delvaux at all – ostensibly to witness whatever festivities Paul had in mind for the following day – was in itself a cause for concern since he had been reluctant to come. To say that he had been persuaded by his wife, although true, was no adequate explanation. Unwilling to be truthful about his reservations, he had been reduced to making ineffectual remarks about finding the splendours of Paul’s life unsettling, and being worried that he would have little in common with other guests. This had encouraged Bridget to tell him (not for the first time) that anyone responsible for as many television documentaries as he was, on such subjects as urban blight, child poverty and worldwide pollution, could hardly expect to keep his joie de vivre. He needed a change. If not the light-hearted film project suggested by Paul several months ago, something very similar. As part of his campaign for nudging Matthew into making a film about his pop protégé, Paul had told Bridget that there would be money in it for all of them, as well as plenty of fun during the filming. Since Matthew had kept his opinions to himself, Bridget had remained enthusiastic.


At university Bridget had never held it against Paul that he had made love to her during one of his brief periods of disaffection with Gemma. Matthew was less forgiving. During an earlier rift between Paul and his step-sister, he had fallen for and temporarily secured Gemma, without any warning that his tenure was likely to be short. Afterwards, when Paul had been reinstated, although Matthew had finally drifted back into his orbit, he had never reconciled himself to his friend’s anarchic morality. He still sometimes regretted that Paul had subsequently introduced him to Bridget, and could therefore claim marginal involvement in his choice of a wife.


Matthew’s present difficulties had started at Paul’s wedding reception ten months ago, when he had met Gemma again after an interval of three years. No longer the femme fatale she had been to her Oxford generation, nor possessing, as a workaday journalist, the glamour attaching to the first female editor of one of the university’s best-known magazines, she had impressed Matthew as far more sympathetic than he remembered. He had enjoyed talking to her about the tendency of the media to treat ideas as extensions of fashion, and she had made him laugh with suggestions for a film spoofing this process. He had not believed that she would keep her promise to get in touch again, but she had, and after further meetings, Matthew had found himself stumbling into an affair. Only then had Gemma returned to the subject of a film collaboration; this time in earnest. Would he consider a documentary about the manufacture of a pop star? He had been on the point of commissioning her to do some detailed research, when she had casually let slip that the singer she had in mind was under contract to a company controlled by Paul, and that he would naturally expect to be involved in the filming.


From that moment Matthew strongly suspected that Paul and Gemma would long ago have discussed how best to secure the benefits which television exposure might bring to their pop-promoting partnership. Remembering the misery they had absent-mindedly caused him at university, Matthew had been mortified to find himself still considered such easy meat. He had soon pondered a disarmingly simple question. If Gemma was ready to employ seduction to make him malleable, why not go along with her for a while? Who would the laugh be on when he pulled out several months later and admitted he had never had any intention of obliging her. It was time someone showed them that they could not go on indefinitely using old friends as unwitting recruits in their private theatricals.


In recent months Matthew had gone ahead, and been granted the double luxury of settling old scores while enjoying a rich sexual diet. Since Gemma had always affected to believe that romantic love was a pretty disguise for possessiveness and jealousy, he had not worried over-much about her moral indignation when the balloon finally went up. He had imagined the têtes à têtes she would be having with Paul. ‘Oh yes, he’s coming along nicely. Only a week or two till it’s settled with his bosses.’ Matthew had become expert in spinning things out. The next offers meeting had been postponed. ‘Documentaries’ had finally thrown it out (bloody fools); ‘Features’ were definitely interested. The Controller was on their side, but the departmental head was new, and shouldn’t be pressed till he’d settled in. So hard to get new projects approved.


As the imposture had become harder to sustain, Matthew’s emotional detachment had started to crack. A couple of bad moments with Bridget had clinched the matter. His decision to come clean had been reached a few days before the arrival of Paul’s invitation.


Believing he had been asked only so Paul could apply the final squeeze of pressure still required after Gemma’s gentle preliminaries, Matthew had not been keen to come. But once aware of Bridget’s determination to accept, he had started to see advantages in taking the game to them, and daring to end it with a knock-out. It might take Gemma years to forgive him, but it would not be her style to say anything to Bridget, and Paul would quickly forget that there had ever been any ill-will.


Armed with such thoughts, Matthew followed the dark-suited functionary across the cavernous Great Chamber towards the smaller room where Lord and Lady Carnforth were dining with their guests. Through an unassuming Tudor arch (ideal for a tracking shot revealing red-robed Wolsey and rising Master Cromwell pondering the king’s ‘great matter’), Matthew came upon his fellow guests: a company blending traditional and contemporary specimens. Gemma in figure-hugging lurex beside a middle-aged man with a face as urbane as a Reynold’s portrait, to his right an elegant female sporting a brace of diamond clips. Eleanor was next to a languid young Orsino in a dinner jacket (strong family resemblance; perhaps her brother?). Bridget sat between Paul and a youth with shoulder length hair and a beige Wild West jacket. The only empty chair was opposite Gemma’s.


From her end of the table Eleanor looked up as Paul rose to greet his friend. The recent spate of articles provoked by Matthew’s television series on the perils of pollution had made her slightly uneasy about meeting such a firebrand. Nor had she been unimpressed to learn that Matthew had been the director of Paul’s most ambitious undergraduate production – a musical review she had seen as a schoolgirl during its brief West End transfer. She was therefore nonplussed that he seemed so like all the other vaguely classless intellectual types she had met: awkward, badly dressed, and reluctant to take part in general conversation. She felt that, like Gemma, he would consider her life a joke but never come straight out with it.


Though sitting next to her cousin, Jonathan, who always amused her – as did her uncle, Bruno Lindsay, further up the table – Eleanor was not happy. Tomorrow’s entertainments, originally dreamed-up to involve her, had soon been reclaimed as Paul’s private preserve. The only ‘involvement’ she looked like getting was acting as nominal hostess on the night. Nor did she care for the emphasis he was putting on ‘spontaneity’ and ‘surprise’. To have spelled out everything in advance, he had insisted, would have been to wreck her appreciation of the effects he was after. Committed to a stance of easy-going tolerance, Eleanor thought it too late in the day to change her tune.


That there would be pop music tomorrow evening was not in doubt, since Roy (of the cottage louts) had been invited down early by Paul, and was even now sitting next to Matthew’s blue-stocking wife. Eleanor thought Paul insensitive to have asked him to stay, since he obviously felt out of place.


In spite of her uneasiness, dinner proceeded amicably until shortly after the main course had been served. Veronica Markham, whose husband owned almost as much of the county as Paul, seemed suddenly to have tumbled to the fact that Roy was in some way indebted to Paul.


‘But how marvellous,’ she cooed, ‘do many rich people buy pop stars these days?’


‘You mean like pictures and racehorses?’ enquired Paul.


‘I don’t see why not,’ replied Veronica mischievously. ‘I’ve met people with half-shares in bull-fighters.’


‘Top half or bottom?’ asked Roy abruptly, surprising Eleanor not so much because he had finally said something, but because of the vitriolic tone he had given his joke.


Affecting not to have heard, Veronica remarked blandly to Paul, ‘Isn’t pop rather a speculative field?’


Paul lowered his fork. ‘One record in twenty-five leaves a few ripples. About the same proportion of those makes a splash.’


‘My God,’ laughed Veronica, ‘it makes betting on the National look a certainty.’


‘Not quite the same game,’ he murmured.


‘For starters the horses can talk,’ commented Roy, hacking at his duck.


Eleanor heard her cousin laugh appreciatively. ‘So you’re smart and the others aren’t?’


‘He’s also got more talent than most singers dream about,’ said Gemma, evidently mistaking Jonathan’s friendly remark for sarcasm.


When Eleanor’s uncle asked a harmless question about the importance of advertising, she was astonished to see the effect on Roy.


‘Think you can tell Paul anything about image and hype?’


‘Heavens no,’ soothed Bruno, glancing at Eleanor with a comical ‘what on earth have I done?’ expression. ‘I’m sure Paul’s a tremendous expert.’


For some unfathomable reason, Roy seemed even angrier, and Eleanor only realized after several acid exchanges that the importance of publicity was a sore subject between Paul and himself. After this skirmish, an awkward silence, until Roy continued, with jaunty ill-humour, ‘Course Paul’s got a great way of putting it over. “You wanna be a minor cult, Roy? Okay; why not join the Methodists or the Bach Choir? Very tasteful. No chicks choking, no nurses running round like it’s World War One, no tits hanging out …”’


Paul arched an eyebrow. ‘I don’t think I ever put it like that.’


To Eleanor’s embarrassment, Roy’s next remarks seemed primarily addressed to her, as if he expected her to act as referee. ‘Pop gets straight to the masses or forget it, he reckons. Says I’ve been suckered by elitist crap … stuff written for art school drop-outs who get their ego-kicks raving about minority bands.’


‘If you don’t agree with him,’ she began shakily, ‘I don’t see why you have to take any notice.’


He looked at her, as if pitying her lack of information. ‘Cos when Gemma told him Exodus was up for grabs, he bought in big enough to call plentya shots.’


‘There must have been lots of other people you could go to,’ she objected, exasperated with herself for not having pressed Paul to be specific about his investment in the company Roy kept rabbiting on about. Roy was grinning sadly.


‘Two disaster discs … a coupla years still to go on me old contract. You think I could afford to say stuff it, when Gemma tells me she’s in deep with a rich swinger who’s just gobbled a hunk of big-time management?’


Paul clapped ironically. ‘Obviously it’s flattering to think one’s the victim of a conspiracy.’


Roy jerked his head in Gemma’s direction. ‘The way you two tied me up, it’s a sodding miracle I can walk.’


‘You still seem fairly lively,’ laughed Paul. What alarmed Eleanor more than the extent of his involvement with Roy was the role Gemma was playing.


In answer to a remark of Bruno’s about pop music seeming an odd field for aristocratic patronage, Paul said it was too late in the day to start commissioning murals or asking hermits to sit in grottoes. Then Roy started mimicking again.


‘You see culturally speaking, Roy old fig, the baby’s gone with the bathwater, so unless one likes pretending nothing’s happened, one might as well have some fun with the sludge round the rim.’


Irritated by approving laughter from Gemma, Eleanor said to her husband, ‘I can’t believe you ever said anything that cynical.’


Paul looked hurt. ‘Then tell me what a poet or a pianist would have to do to grab half the column-inches a middling pop star gets when he chucks his girl friend. Shoot the Prime Minister?’


‘I’m sure poets don’t want that kind of publicity,’ Eleanor replied curtly.


‘Don’t you believe it,’ laughed Gemma. ‘Course they haven’t a hope. People don’t want to be different any more; they want to be part of things; shared thoughts, shared looks. Mods, rockers, hippies …’


‘Totally pathetic,’ remarked Eleanor, determined to remove Gemma’s knowing smile. ‘All that tripe about “doing their own thing”, which is supposed to mean being wonderfully original, but really means fooling around like all the other hippies.’


Gemma nodded enthusiastically. ‘That’s what the poor old poets are up against.’


Sure she was being made fun of, Eleanor could not think of a suitable answer. Roy was grinning at her. ‘I’ll tellya what Gemma reckons. You can forget originality if you want to get things across these days. Gotta pick the right popular cliché and turn it inside out.’ He appealed to Gemma meekly, ‘Got that right, did I?’


Delighted to see Gemma’s smile fade, Eleanor also enjoyed the way Roy was gnawing at a bone, using a pose of loutishness to ridicule the argument he had just repeated. His face, which had struck Eleanor as weaselish to start with, now seemed more striking – intelligent, but tough too (this perhaps due to a slightly crooked nose, superimposed on otherwise delicate features).


‘So what is the right cliché?’ asked Matthew, suddenly coming to life.


‘Progressive pop,’ moaned Roy, as if it was too obvious to need stating. ‘In fact any kinda music that isn’t out to rip-off the broiler-chicks.’


Paul smiled bravely. ‘And I’m cynical.’ He tut-tutted sadly. ‘Millions of young girls growing up, and what are they? Broiler-chicks, band-aids. Not enough for Roy to colour all their emotional experiences.’ He shook his head. ‘Nope, he wants to be one of rock’s philosophers. Preaching love, equality, and getting together with Biafra; then blasting off in his little ole jet, in time to make-out with a few starlets before dinner with his tax lawyer.’


‘Protest wasn’t just a rip-off,’ Roy insisted, looking flushed and angry.


Paul said, with a calmness, which would have made Eleanor scream in Roy’s position, ‘It still grossed more in two years than all the aid to India in twenty.’ He turned to Matthew. ‘That’s just one of the paradoxes your film can look at.’


Roy choked on a mouthful of wine. ‘You never said nothing about a film …’


Paul gazed at him steadily. ‘That was rather absent-minded of me.’


‘Like hell,’ spluttered Roy, still coughing. He appealed to Matthew, ‘Is this straight up? Are you a TV director?’ Matthew nodded. Roy rounded on Paul. ‘Big joke, never telling me a fucking thing.’


An embarrassed stirring in the silence that followed. Veronica said icily, ‘I’m not surprised, if that’s how you react.’


A moment later Eleanor realized that Roy was not the only angry person at the table. Bridget looked accusingly at Matthew. ‘When I said you ought to go ahead with Paul’s idea, you told me you’d never dream of …’


Matthew coughed uneasily. ‘I’m afraid Paul and Gemma did, uh, rather jump to conclusions.’


This time Gemma reacted as extravagantly as Roy moments earlier. ‘You said it was a formality,’ she cried, ‘only three days ago.’


Matthew studied his plate. ‘I’m afraid I’ve changed my mind.’


‘Do we get to know why?’ hissed Gemma, leaning towards him like a silver snake.


‘I think later might be better.’


‘Thank God someone’s got some sense,’ declared Veronica.


‘Is it because of his dismal performance?’ demanded Gemma, stabbing her fork in Roy’s direction.


Matthew shook his head emphatically. ‘Not in the least … I found everything he said very interesting. No. I think I went off it some time ago.’ His placid delivery left Eleanor unprepared for Gemma’s sudden torrent of nursery abuse; Matthew was sly, deceitful, a pig, and several other things she could not quite catch. As Roy started to snicker, Gemma flung down her napkin and left the room.


With Bridget looking at her husband as though she would like to dismember him; Paul speechless for the first time Eleanor could remember; and Roy’s laughter at last erupting, Eleanor found herself laughing too, though she could not imagine why. Most of what she had heard had been far from reassuring.
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