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‘What curious attitudes he goes into!’


‘Not at all,’ said the King. ‘He’s an Anglo-Saxon Messenger  – and those are Anglo-Saxon attitudes. He only does them when he’s happy.’


Through the Looking-Glass 
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COLUMN IN THE TIMES
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It is now possible to make a tentative statement about the extensive archaeological excavations undertaken this summer in the former kingdom of the East Folk. The work was originally carried out by the East Coast Antiquarian Association under the direction of the well-known antiquary the Rev. Reginald Portway, who is Secretary of the Association. The later stages of the excavation were supervised by Professor Stokesay. Excavations were carried out at many sites on the marshy tracts of land near the coast between Bedbury and Melpham. Apart from traces of a pagan Anglo-Saxon cemetery near Bedbury, the outstanding discovery was the tomb of Bishop Eorpwald in the grounds of Melpham House, five miles outside the village of Melpham. The whereabouts of this tomb have long been an historical mystery. Eorpwald, who died in 695, was buried at Sedwich. In 867, when the Norsemen were approaching, the monks of Sedwich carried away his coffin and buried it elsewhere. Tradition spoke of Melpham or Bedbury. The excavation, of course, reveals this long-hidden secret. The stone coffin has inscriptions and ornaments of great interest to historians of the seventh century. The most remarkable discovery, however, is undoubtedly that of a wooden fertility figure. Similar Saxon figures have been found twice before, preserved in the marshy bogs of Jutland and Friesland. But this discovery is unique in English archaeology. Its presence in the coffin of Bishop Eorpwald has given rise to a number of theories among historians of the period. A satisfactory solution must wait upon the publication of the reports of Professor Stokesay and the Rev. Portway. At a coroner’s inquest the tomb and its contents were found to be the property of the owners of Melpham Hall – the Rev. Portway and his sister-in-law, Mrs T. Portway, well known to the public as Miss Lilian Portway, the actress. It is understood that negotiations are in progress for the sale of the objects between the owners and the Trustees of the British Museum.




 





For further documents relating to the Melpham burial see the Appendix at the end of this book. 
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CHAPTER 1





GERALD MIDDLETON was a man of mildly but persistently depressive temperament. Such men are not at their best at breakfast, nor is the week before Christmas their happiest time. Both Larwood and Mrs Larwood had learned over the years to respect their employer’s melancholy moods by remaining silent. They did so on this morning. The house in Montpelier Square was as noiseless as a tomb. Mrs Middleton had rung up from her house in Marlow as early as eight o’clock to inquire what arrangements her husband had made for his annual Christmas visit to her. Would he, she asked, arrange to bring down their son John? Mrs Larwood had tactfully refused to wake Professor Middleton; she would see that he phoned Mrs Middleton during the morning, she said. The message was placed with the letters and newspapers beside Gerald’s plate.


The prospect of speaking to his wife on the telephone and, even more, of the family Christmas party greatly heightened his depression. He decided not to open his letters until he had read the news or to open The Times until he had softened his spirits with the more popular daily newspaper which always accompanied it. It was an unwise decision: the optimistic presentation of decidedly bad news on the front page turned his passive gloom into active irritation. On the middle page was a lengthy article by his son John. He always swore that he would not read John’s articles, yet he always did so. Their cocksure and sentimental tone at least lent justification to his hearty dislike of his younger son, particularly if he accompanied his reading by a mental image of his wife’s cooing admiration of their son’s talent.


‘Once more,’ he read, ‘John Middleton investigates fearlessly a case of tyranny and injustice in this overgoverned England of ours. In each investigation that he undertakes, John Middleton goes directly to the centre of the ill, exposes the canker, and proposes its remedy. He is at once physician, surgeon, and healer, of the serious illnesses which threaten the freedom and decent living of everyone of us in England today, of you and me and of every ordinary citizen. The Daily Blank does not share John Middleton’s political views. He describes himself as an independent radical. The Daily Blank is not a radical newspaper, but because it believes that any man who is prepared to fight these deadly evils without fear of person, office, or party is a friend of England, it is proud to publish these courageous articles. John Middleton showed himself a friend of freedom as a Labour Member of Parliament: he showed himself even more so when he resigned from the Labour Party and the House of Commons to fight your battle without the restraints of red tape. If you have grievances, if you know of neighbours suffering under the injustice of government tyranny, big or small, send your problems to John Middleton. He will investigate your case without fear or favour.’


Gerald tried to tell himself that he should be fair to John. The purpose surely was a good one, if the manner was necessarily nauseating. He had no right to judge his son’s career by his knowledge of his popularity-seeking character, his histrionic, self-deceiving temperament. Never, after all, had he himself been prepared to face the truth in life, either in his family or in his profession; he had less than no right to judge the manner in which his son did what he had not the courage to do. He settled himself to read this particular case. A Mr Harold Cressett, a market-gardener of outer London, had suffered expropriation of his land by a Ministry which wished to build a government factory on the site. After months of delay, in which Mr Cressett had dismantled his greenhouses, ceased trading, and so on, a curt letter informed him that the land was not needed and that the compensation money must be repaid. The simplicity, the decency, the bewilderment of Mr Cressett and his wife were painted in glowing colours; the tragedy of old Mr Barker, Mrs Cressett’s paralysed father, was dwelt upon. He had, it seemed, been a coachman of the old school – a school long vanished. Only at the end of the article were the villains named. Bureaucratic clerks in all their hideous, inhuman behaviour were charged with the deed; but they were only the instruments of tyranny. The real villain was the head of the department – a highly esteemed administrative civil servant named Pelican. Did Mr Pelican, John asked, know the minutiae of his department as his reputation for thoroughness demanded? If so, he had erred by commission. Was he ignorant of his clerks ‘and executives’ incompetence? Then he had erred by omission. Much play was made with Mr Pelican’s name. While we all loved the pelicans in St James’s Park, it was said: let them suffice. We needed no more pelicans in Whitehall. It was not, it seemed, upon the blood of his own breast that Mr Pelican fed his bureaucratic young, but upon the life-blood of hard-working citizens like Harold Cressett, etc.


Gerald’s first reaction was to decide that Mr Pelican must be a charming man and Mr Cressett a rogue. Then angrily he told himself that he knew nothing of the world around him; he had no right to judge. Who was he to dismiss John’s stories of bureaucratic tyranny? A man with large enough private means to scorn complaints against taxation as vulgar and irresponsible; a family man who had had neither the courage to walk out of the marriage he hated, nor the resolution to sustain the role of father decently. An ex-professor of medieval history who had not even fulfilled the scholarly promise of studies whose general value he now doubted. A sensualist who had never had the courage of his desires; an aesthete who could not even add to his collection of drawings without pangs of conscience about his money or his neglected historical studies. A sixty-year-old failure, in fact, and of that most boring kind, a failure with a conscience.


His heavy, handsome dark face flushed with disgust at the tediously repetitive chain of self-recrimination at which he had once more arrived. Before he opened his letters, he set himself resolutely to refresh his depressed spirits. For all the boredom of this evening’s meeting of the Historical Association, for all the wretched prospect of Christmas at Inge’s, today promised to be really a very pleasing one. The new catalogue of the Gruntvig collection had arrived. There was nothing to prevent him spending all day on it – to vary the pleasure of his own Johns and Daumiers and Cotmans with memories of Leonardos and Raphaels that would never be his. There was the pleasant prospect of trying to persuade old Grantham to part with that Fuseli this evening. But he felt no more cheered. He thought of that girl in Asprey’s who had sold him Inge’s Christmas present yesterday – he dwelt slowly upon the pleasures of her bust, her hips, the easy movement of her thighs. He could remember only that he was sixty-four, could wonder only whether his growing lust was a simple case of enlarged prostate that would ‘have to be dealt with’. His spirits remained depressed.


He turned to the two letters that lay beside his plate. The handwriting of the one he recognized as Sir Edgar’s; the other was unknown. He preferred the unknown.




Dear Sir [he read], I am preparing a Ph.D. thesis for the London University School of English Literature. My subject is ‘The Intellectual Climate of England at the Outbreak of the First World War’. As you may imagine, I am anxious to concentrate on what posterity has shown to be really vital in that age rather than on the conventional aspect – Shaw, Wells, Galsworthy, etc. Whilst, therefore, paying some attention to the foundations of the Bloomsbury school in the Cambridge thought of the early years of the century, I am devoting the major part of my thesis to D. H. Lawrence and Wyndham Lewis. In relation to the latter, I am investigating the careers of such less-known figures as T. E. Hulme and Gilbert Stokesay. I believe that you were a close friend of Stokesay’s, and I should be glad of any personal information you may care to provide me with upon this neglected and important young poet and essayist, whose work in retrospect appears, to my generation at any rate, to reflect a seriousness and a final significance which criticism today teaches us is the only true criterion of literary merit. In particular I would be glad of any light you can throw upon his relations with his father, the historian Lionel Stokesay, and, in particular, upon the part Gilbert Stokesay played in the Anglo-Saxon excavations made at Melpham, East Folk, in 1912. I believe that his practical association with art historians may throw valuable light on his aesthetic themes.


I have already corresponded with his widow, but she is not able to provide me with any information of importance. You may wish to know my qualifications for carrying out this task. I am a graduate of Minnesota University and North-Western University. I have majored in aesthetics, music, and literature, paying special attention to the metaphysical poets. I have attended courses in creative writing given by such eminent poets as …





Gerald laid aside the letter without reading the signature. He had long ago decided that he had nothing to say about Gilbert Stokesay which could interest these many young people who so admired his work. He had never been able to get through any single thing that Gilbert had written.


So Dollie, he reflected with amusement, had been able to provide no information. She was probably drunk when she got the letter. He pushed her image out of his mind. He had long vowed that he would not think of her, and yet every day he did so. She had after all been the one really happy passion of his life, and, through his ineptitude and cowardice, he had ruined that happiness.


This brash young American little knew what sore places he was invading with his clumsy fingers. Dollie and Melpham! The two forbidden subjects of his thoughts, the constant underlying preoccupations of his depressions. If he were to tell what he sometimes believed to be Gilbert’s real part in the Melpham excavations, he would indeed throw light on his dead friend’s aesthetic theories.


He turned to Sir Edgar’s letter in desperation.




Dear Middleton, I should be glad of a word with you before Pforzheim’s lecture tonight. You will find me in the ante-room. It is possible that Association business may come up at the end of the lecture, if Pforzheim doesn’t go on for too long. If it does, we may be sure that the question of the editorship of the History will be raised. While I do not in any way want to force you into a premature decision, I should be glad to have some idea of what you intend. I have already told you how deeply I, and not only I, but the great majority of your colleagues, hope that you will accept the editorial duties, but we cannot for too long postpone our decision. In any case, some intimation of your feelings before the lecture would be a helpful guide to me in my direction of any discussion that may arise.


Yours sincerely, Edgar Iffley.





They already knew his decision, Gerald thought angrily; he had made it as plain as he could that he did not intend to become editor. It was sheer sentimentality their asking him, a refusal to give up the belief of ‘promise’ in a man over sixty. If they did not want Arthur Clun, and he could well understand that they might not, then let them have the courage to say so and appoint some younger man. The trouble was that, through fear of Chun’s appointment, all the younger people – Roberts, Stringwell-Anderson, and the rest – had made him their candidate.


Well, he would not be bullied into it by the affection of old-stagers like Sir Edgar or the fears of his ex-pupils like Roberts. As to ‘intimations of his feelings’ – his feelings were his own affair. If he were to tell them, it would be that he had long felt that detailed scholarship such as Clun favoured was insufficient, disreputable, crossword-puzzle work, and historical generalizations were an equally disreputable pseudo-philosophic moralizing of the kind that old Stokesay had indulged in at the end of his life. All this seeking for the truth of the past should be in abeyance until we had reached some conclusions about the truth of the present. In any case, who was he to dabble in truth-telling when he had evaded the truth, past and present, for most of his life? If they chivvied him, he would raise the red herring of his projected work on England under Edward the Confessor. The long-promised work to succeed his book on Cnut was by now an old enough chestnut to embarrass any of them if he brought it up.


He rose from the table in bitter mood. Weighed down with doubts, struggling with his depression, he made his way to his study to telephone his wife. As he walked through the hall, he caught sight of his handsome, flushed features, his tall erect figure in the long gilt mirror and was disgusted. ‘Good God!’ he thought, ‘what a bloody, shameful waste!’


*


Rose Lorimer, struggling with weighed-down shopping baskets, made her immense way among the marble and mosaic of the Corner House, caught a passing view of herself in a mirror and was pleased. She had always affirmed that women scholars were primarily women and should not disregard the demands of feminine fashion. To advertise learning by disregard of dress was to be odd, and Dr Lorimer disliked oddity more than anything. The vast intellectual excitement of her researches since the war had not left her a lot of time for thinking about clothes, but her mother had always said that with a good fur coat, however old, one could not go wrong; and for her own part, she had added a bold dash of colour to cheer our drab English winter – woman’s contribution to banish gloom. Twenty years ago, of course, she reflected, straw hats with flowers would have been out of place in December, but the dictates of fashion were so much less strict nowadays, it seemed. And then Dr Lorimer had always loved artificial flowers, especially roses.


There was no want of artificial flowers in the Corner House entrance hall. An enormous cardboard turkey and an enormous cardboard goose, owing their inspiration to somewhat vulgarized memories of Walt Disney, held between them the message MERRY XMAS made entirely of white and pink satin roses. As the tableau revolved, the turkey changed to a Christmas pudding and the goose to a mince-pie, each suitably adorned with a wide grin and two little legs; AND A PROSPEROUS NEW YEAR they announced, this time in real chrysanthemums. Dr Lorimer thought amusedly of Christmas, so rich in pagan symbols; the Real Masters of the Church had taken small pains to disguise their victory there. Muffled voices at the back of her mind pressed her to change her tense – take small pains, it said. In two days’ time, she thought, Initiates everywhere – in northern Europe, and farther even than that – will be working their old magical spells of health and renewal over their unsuspecting Christian flocks. In England here, their archbishop – King Fisher – she smiled to think of the significance of the name, would be at the head of them. So old a mystery concealed for so long from so many, but not from her. She shook herself and drove off the voices. Knowledge led one into such strange dreams. It was all over long ago, of course. Nevertheless, the early Christian missionaries bought their pagan converts at high price with the ceremonial adulteration of their Saviour’s birthday.


She tucked her giant legs with difficulty beneath one of the small tables and looked at the menu with a certain puritan alarm at its luxurious array of dishes. Choice was made simpler for one, she reflected, at her usual ‘ordinary’ Lyons or A.B.C. She sighed at the uneasy prospect of sensual choice. Clarissa Crane, however, appeared to be such a distinguished novelist, and novelists, no doubt, were used to living luxuriously. A few years ago she would not have imagined herself introducing a novelist as a guest at the Annual Lecture, but Miss Crane’s letter had sounded so very interested; and if the academical world insisted on its narrow limits, then other means of disseminating the truth must be found.


Clarissa Crane, searching the vast marble tea-room with a certain distaste, suddenly recognized her learned hostess and felt deeply embarrassed. In all this drab collection of matinée-goers and pantomime parties, that only could be her. She had expected somebody dowdy, indeed had worn her old green tweed suit in deference to the academic occasion, but she had not been prepared for someone quite so outrageously odd, so completely a ‘fright’. Dr Lorimer was mountainous, not only up and down, but round and round as well, and then her clothes were so strange – that old, old fur coat, making almost no pretence of the large safety-pins that held it together, and, above the huge, aimlessly smiling grey face, a small toque composed entirely of artificial pink roses and set askew on a bundle of tumbling black coils and escaping hairpins. Clarissa, with a sensitive novelist’s eye, dreaded to think into what strange realm the poor creature’s mind had strayed; with a woman of the world’s tact, however, she cried, ‘Dr Lorimer, this is so awfully kind of you!’


‘Not at all, dear, I was only too glad to be of help. It’s so seldom that Clio can aid the other muses, isn’t it?’ Dr Lorimer’s voice was strangely small coming out of her massive form, like a little girl’s reciting a party piece. Its childish effect was the greater after Clarissa Crane’s sophisticated, strangled contralto: ‘I do hope I can help you,’ Rose said, ‘because your novel sounds so very, very interesting.’ Her mind strayed away over the novels she had read – The Forsyte Saga, The Last Days of Pompeii, a book called Beau Sabreur, and, of course, a number more when she was a girl. They hadn’t been interesting at all, she remembered.


‘Thank you,’ said Clarissa, ‘I’m sure you can. Taking me to this frightfully important lecture in itself, and then, I wanted to know …’


Rose Lorimer interrupted her question, ‘We’d better choose something to eat, dear, first,’ she said, and looked at Clarissa over the top of the menu with a sort of shy leer. She was not normally given to calling people ‘dear’ or to leering at them, but she had somehow arrived at this approach as suitable for so unusual a companion as a smart lady novelist. It was a manner that recalled a poor stage performance of a bawd and suggested a subconscious appraisal of her guest that was hardly complimentary. ‘Will you have an ice, dear?’ she asked, and then, remembering the seasonable cold weather, she added, ‘or there seems to be sundries,’ and she lingered over the wondrous range of dishes in print before her.


‘Oh, no, just some tea,’ Clarissa said, and then, fearing to hurt the poor creature’s feelings, added, ‘and some toast would be nice.’


‘Toast,’ repeated Rose. ‘What with, dear?’


‘Oh, just butter.’ Clarissa feared being involved with sardines.


‘I don’t see toast and butter,’ said Rose, who had in fact got involved with the sardine section, ‘Oh, yes, I do. It’s farther down. Buttered toast,’ she explained.


‘Of course, I’ve no right at all to consider doing a historical novel,’ said Clarissa, her eye trying to avoid the glistening circle of butter-grease that grew ever larger around Dr Lorimer’s lips. ‘But somehow I feel the past speaks for us so much at this moment.’ It was the critics, in fact, who had spoken so determinedly against her knowledge of modern life in her last novel. ‘And then those extraordinary dark centuries, the faint twilight that flickers around the departing Romans and the real Arthur, the strange shapes thrown up by the momentary gleams of our knowledge, and, above all, the enormous sense of its relation to ourselves, its nowness, if I can call it that. The brilliant Romano-British world, the gathering shadows, and then the awful darkness pouring in.’


Rose, who, when the muffled voices of her idées fixes were not working in her, was a very down-to-earth scholar, could make nothing of all this darkness and light business. She contented herself with eating as much of the buttered toast as possible; then, taking out a packet of Woodbines, she lit one and blew a cloud of smoke in Clarissa’s direction, as though she was smoking out a nest of wasps. ‘I’m afraid you won’t find much of all that in Pforzheim’s lecture, dear,’ she said kindly; ‘it’s about trade.’


‘Oh, but that’s so fascinating.’ Clarissa felt shy and was unable to stop talking. ‘The furs and amber from the Baltic, the great Volga route. Yes, even in the darkest times, the persistence of trade. Think of Sutton Hoo! the homage of the barbarians to civilization, that great Byzantine dish!’


‘Inferior factory workmanship,’ said Rose, and she did not this time add ‘dear’.


Clarissa collected her poise around her embarrassed shoulders. ‘But what I want from you,’ she said, a simple, intelligent seeker once more, ‘is the whole story of the clash of the pagan and Christian worlds in England.’


‘Oh! that’s a very large request, I’m afraid,’ said Rose. She had suffered too much for her theories not to be suspicious of such a frontal attack. ‘Did you read the articles I sent you?’


‘Oh, yes,’ said Clarissa, ‘and found them fascinating, absolutely fascinating. But it was the background that I wanted: you see, I’m no scholar. I know nothing really, for example, of comparative religion. Of course, I’ve read Frazer and Dr Margaret Murray about the witches …’


She stopped, alarmed at the sudden change in her hostess’s expression. A deep pink had spread over Rose’s rather grubby cheeks, giving them a curious likeness to the soiled flowers in her hat.


‘I’m afraid, dear,’ she said, ‘if you want to talk about witches, you’ve come to the wrong person. I’m a very plain scholar. An historian, you know, is not the same thing as an anthropologist.’ Her little-girl voice took on quite a hard timbre. Frazer, Margaret Murray indeed! She was always being confronted with this awful confusion. Her theory, her knowledge of the nature of the early medieval Church, was not based on folk-lore and fancy and that sort of thing. She was a factual historian, trained by Tout and Stokesay. And then – what she saw so clearly sometimes nowadays – the conspiracy, the strange age-old conspiracy which she alone had guessed at, was something beside which Dr Murray’s Dianic cult and Divine Victims paled into childish insignificance. Clarissa, realizing the magnitude of her blunder, began to extricate herself, but Dr Lorimer was listening now to voices quite other than Clarissa’s cultured tones.


Really! thought Clarissa, if collecting historical material is going to be as tiresome as this, I wish I had accepted the offer of writing a travel book on Angola. Seeing Dr Lorimer’s blank expression, she raised her voice. Heaven knew how deaf the old thing was!


‘Of course, the Melpham excavation seems to me so fascinating,’ she shouted, averting her eyes from a nearby party of goggling schoolchildren.


‘Yes,’ said Dr Lorimer distantly, ‘it is very fascinating.’ She decided not to tell this stupid woman just how fascinating. She would return the conventional judgement, ‘But you must remember that Bishop Eorpwald was a very unusual person. So much we know from Bede alone. We can’t judge everything by Melpham.’


‘Did you take part in the “dig”?’ asked Clarissa in a sporty voice that she somehow felt necessary for the colloquialism.


‘Bishop Eorpwald’s tomb was excavated in 1912, dear,’ said Dr Lorimer sharply. ‘I was only a girl.’


Clarissa poured herself out a cup of cold tea and drank it in her confusion. ‘I’ve always been awful about dates,’ she explained.


‘Well, you must try to get them right in your book, mustn’t you?’ said Dr Lorimer; then, noticing her guest’s embarrassment, she relented, and said, ‘There was no reason why you shouldn’t think I helped at Melpham. Fifty-five must seem as old as the hills to a girl like you.’


Clarissa reflected that the simple, too, had their charms. She almost regretted her Woman’s Hour talks in the ‘Middle Age Looks Back’ series.


‘And anyway,’ Rose added, ‘I look as old as the hills. As a matter of fact, it was a great compliment to pay to a pupil of Professor Stokesay’s. Melpham was the crown of his work, in my opinion. No. Everything he did was wonderful. He taught me all I know. And so vigorous right up to the end, though he rather left his old colleagues behind them. He became a man of affairs, dear,’ she ended, as though this was some sort of physical metamorphosis.


‘Yes, I remember,’ said Clarissa. ‘He was one of the men of Munich, wasn’t he?’ and instantly regretted the contribution. But she need not have been anxious, for Rose smiled vaguely. ‘Yes, bless his heart,’ she said, ‘he’d gone quite beyond my little world.’


‘And you really think that the wooden figure …?’ Clarissa tailed away in query.


‘Oh, a fertility god, dear,’ said Rose. ‘No doubt of it at all. Of course, the carving’s very crude. Much cruder than the few finds they’ve made on the Baltic Coast. Due to native workmanship, no doubt with the Continental tradition almost lost. That accounts for the large size of the member, you know.’ Clarissa felt that she need not have feared to finish her sentence. ‘But it’s an Anglo-Saxon deity all right. A true wig. One of the idola Bede was so shocked about. Or pretended to be, shall we say?’ she added mysteriously.


The significance of the mystery, however, was lost on Clarissa. ‘And is there nobody alive now who was with Stokesay at Melpham?’


‘No,’ said Rose ruminatively. ‘Or wait a bit. I believe Gerald Middleton was there. But he was only a young student, of course, and it’s quite outside his period.’


‘Oh,’ said Clarissa, ‘Middleton’s World of Canute. Of course, I’ve read that, or looked at it, perhaps I should say. It’s rather heavy, isn’t it?’


‘Well, we think Gerald Middleton’s a great stylist,’ said Rose, and added archly, ‘but then we’re not novelists.’


‘Fancy Middleton being alive,’ said Clarissa. ‘Shades of the schoolroom!’


Rose was nettled. ‘Gerald Middleton can’t be more than ten years older than me. He only left off lecturing two years ago. He’s not much over sixty,’ she decided.


‘He hasn’t written for a long time, I think,’ Clarissa sought forgiveness.


‘No, I’m afraid not. He doesn’t thrive any more than I do in this world of increasing specialization. He’ll be there this evening though, I’m sure. All the serious early medievalists will be, you know. You’re quite privileged. I’ll introduce you to him and then you can ask him about Melpham. Not that he can tell you anything that isn’t in Professor Stokesay’s articles.’


Clarissa saw a chance for independence. ‘As a matter of fact I know someone who was a friend of Professor Middleton, a very great friend at one time,’ she added with a coy laugh. ‘Dollie Stokesay. But you probably know her too.’


Dr Lorimer, who was not willing to accept from Clarissa the suggestion of old scandal about a colleague, said, ‘I saw her, of course, once of twice when she kept house for her father-in-law. But she never helped Professor Stokesay with his work, whatever she may have done in the home.’ And then she added, ‘I’d no idea she was still alive.’


‘Oh, indeed, yes. We’re near neighbours,’ Clarissa cried, as though this gave Mrs Stokesay a peculiar claim to life. ‘Darling Dollie! I simply can’t imagine her in the academic world. She’s such a marvellous Philistine.’ She paused, and added reverently, ‘But a wonderfully integral person.’


This was not a concept that claimed Dr Lorimer’s attention. ‘We must be going, dear,’ she said, and she beckoned to the waitress. ‘Pforzheim’s a brilliant lecturer-the greatest medievalist in Germany today. You’re quite privileged, you know. I’m sure you’ll find a lot of inspiration in his talk.’ She picked up her two shopping-bags. ‘But there won’t be any witches, I’m afraid,’ she added with a chuckle.


Clarissa insisted on taking one of the bags from her and instantly regretted her politeness. It seemed incredible that any shopping-bag could be so heavy. She did not know, and Dr Lorimer did not remember, that at the bottom of this bag were many milk-bottles that should have been returned to the dairy, as well as many empty tins intended for the dustbin. A most peculiar smell disturbed Clarissa as they walked out of Lyons’ Dr Lorimer had also forgotten a tin of dog’s meat she had bought for her fox-terrier a month ago.


‘Let’s go by underground, shall we, dear?’ said Dr Lorimer. ‘I love the rush-hour tubes; so full of interesting types. Your raw material, I suppose.’


Clarissa’s heart sank.


*


Mrs Clun’s heart sank as she recognized her husband’s mood. Her thin frame shivered as much with alarm as with the intense cold. She had followed him out on to the porch to ask him about the sherry, and now she had been there over ten minutes listening to his strictures while the east wind whistled into every open crevice of her afternoon frock. Mrs Clun was extremely thin and not very young; also she had never worn enough underclothes since a time many years ago at the college garden party when her husband had reproved her publicly for looking ‘lumpy’. She tried always to tell herself how proud she should be that after so many years he noticed her figure at all.


Professor Clun’s dapper, soldierly little body was well padded. ‘If, of course, you’re going to regard every suggestion I make as a criticism,’ he said, and his hard green eyes glared above his toothbrush moustache, ‘then I must wash my hands of the whole matter.’


Mrs Clun knew that she must listen carefully so that she might interpose a softening word at the right moment, but her mind kept travelling to her blue woolly upstairs in the bedroom. She smiled, a vague watery smile. Professor Clun noticed her red, frostbitten nose and resented it.


‘I’m sure,’ he continued, ‘that I’ve no wish to give my time to these household matters. I have, as you very well know, a great deal of work on my hands. It’s bad enough that I have to go to this lecture. I don’t relish the idea of spending an hour listening to Pforzheim, able though he is, let alone the prospect of hearing Rose Lorimer air her crazy theories afterwards. If Sir Edgar were a better chairman, or even if Middleton had some modicum of the sense of responsibility which his position ought to give him, we should not waste hours of precious time on these pointless generalities. The whole concept of these Stokesay Annual Lectures is entirely out of date. If we want to know what Pforzheim or any other Continental authority has to say, we can perfectly well read it in the journals. Any sensible executors with a little more savoir-faire than Sir Edgar or Middleton would have had the terms of Stokesay’s will annulled long ago. The money could be most conveniently used for research projects or publications. When I think that I shall have to pay my own fare to the Verona conference next summer …’


‘Yes, Arthur,’ said Mrs Clun.


‘What do you mean “yes”?’ said her husband sharply. ‘You know nothing at all about it. This affirmation of statements of which you are entirely ignorant is among your most irritating habits, Ada. But, for heaven’s sake, let us stick to the point we’re discussing. If we are to entertain the Graysons this evening – and I’ve already said that it was necessary – we can at least do it competently. Why you should choose this moment to suggest South African Chablis, I cannot conceive. The Graysons will hardly wish to come out to Wimbledon to drink an Empire wine. What sort of story do you want them to carry back to Manchester?’


‘I was only thinking of what you said about economy …’


‘That was on the occasion of the research students’ party. Do have some sense of what is fitting. We’re not rich people, but there is no need for contrivance. We haven’t got large private means like Middleton, but we’re not paupers.’ Indeed, with his own salary and his wife’s private income, they were really very comfortably provided for.


‘I shouldn’t think that Muriel Grayson would know one wine from another,’ said Mrs Clun, stung by the cold into contention. ‘She’s a very nice, homely Lancashire body, but not stylish at all.’


‘That’s hardly a matter for you to judge, Ada,’ said Professor Clun, beginning at last to feel the cold himself. ‘You don’t pretend to style, and I shouldn’t wish you to do so.’ Although, after long years of bullying, his wife had acquired a certain suburban gentility, she had brought him her private income from a distinctly plebeian source. Arthur Clun fully recognized the limits of her achievement and required no more of her. ‘Well,’ he added, ‘I hope that the rest of this evening’s entertainment can be left to your own judgement, unless you wish me to contract pneumonia. You may well feel pleased that you have not to travel in a draughty underground train, as I have.’


‘Do you really need to go, Arthur?’ Mrs Clun asked, hoping that a little cosseting would thaw his mood.


‘Has anything I have said suggested that I am making this journey on a frivolous impulse?’ he snapped. ‘Of course I must be there. You seem to have no sense of my position, Ada. Besides, all sorts of things come up after the lecture. The editorship of the new Medieval History series is on the agenda. Heaven knows what silly suggestions may be made about that. Middleton’s well aware that he’s past that sort of thing, but if some of those disciples of his, some of his bobby-sox fans’ – and he laughed at his little modernism – ‘get going, they may over-persuade him. Roberts and Stringwell-Anderson will try hard for it. They know very well that their contributions will have to be confined to scholarship, not to philosophical generalities, if I’m the editor.’


‘I’m sure you ought to be,’ said his wife with sincere reverence.


‘Yes, yes, dear. The occasion is really too obvious to make the observation gratifying. We don’t wish to indulge in the sort of domestic billing and cooing that fellows like Roberts go in for, with their wives playing university politics. Besides, you’re not a member of the University Press Syndic, so it’s irrelevant. Stick to your last, my dear.’ He turned to go and then stepped back to give her the customary sharp peck on her cheek. Looking at her scarlet nose, he relented for a moment. ‘I dare say you’ll be glad when spring comes,’ he said, as though paying tribute to the peculiarities of the feeble-minded; but he was immediately embarrassed by the implication of sentiment in his remark. ‘Goodbye,’ he said, ‘and whatever you do, don’t fuss this evening.’ He set off to walk briskly across the common.


*


‘Whatever you do this evening, Theo, please don’t get into a fuss,’ said Jasper Stringwell-Anderson. He stretched his long tweed-clad legs across the sofa, reclining on his hip. Then he flicked a piece of fluff from his orange suede strap shoes, as though suggesting the sort of nonchalance he would prescribe.


‘My dear chap, what is the good of telling me not to fuss? I’m always in a fuss.’ Theo jangled the coins in his flannel-trouser pocket, screwed up his face, and ran his other hand through his wiry black hair, as though he, too, would illustrate the sort of acrobatic muddle he claimed to have been born into. ‘Of course, I can be kept under. By a strong hand. Now if only Betty had been able to come this evening, she’d have done it. But, of course, she had to choose this evening to go and see her ruddy mother. The old woman’s got a pain. It’s her habit at such times.’ In his excitement he stuttered more than usual and his Yorkshire accent was almost that which he used when he told funny stories of his home town. ‘Betty’s fonder of her mother than of me, you know,’ he added, by way of explanation.


Jasper never knew what to do with these sudden confidences of Theo’s. He would not have thought of revealing any personal details of his own life – indeed, he had no personal life to reveal. Like Betty Roberts, he was devoted to his mother, but, since he had no feelings deeper than social or intellectual approval for anyone else, he took such filial devotion for granted in anyone he esteemed worthy of his acquaintance.


‘Fussing will only drive Middleton back into his shell. It will annoy Sir Edgar and give Clun every opportunity to shine as the coolheaded administrator.’


Jasper was in something of a ‘state’ himself and he fancied that lecturing Theo would steady his own nerves. He reached a long arm for a cigarette from a small satinwood box inlaid with mother-of-pearl. It was just out of his reach, and Theo, coming to his assistance, knocked over a lamp and a small saucer. The saucer smashed into irreparable fragments.


‘Oh!’ cried Theo, ‘there you are, you see.’


‘Or rather, there was a rather nice piece of Lowestoft,’ said Jasper sharply.


‘I can’t think what you want all this junk for,’ Theo stuttered, his eyes blinking through his thick glasses. ‘You’ll go the same way as Middleton. It’s all this picture-collecting that’s kept him from doing the work he should. Good taste and all that doesn’t marry with serious thinking. I’ve always said it …’


‘You’re working on a false premise if you think that reiteration will persuade me of its truth,’ said Jasper testily. He got up and, in going out of the room, pointed to the sofa with its starched white chintz cover and its gold fringing.’ Sit down,’ he said. In a moment he had returned with a small jade-green dustpan and brush, and hitching up his trouser creases he knelt and carefully brushed up the minutest pieces of china. Then getting tissue paper and a brown cardboard box from a drawer in the desk, he began to sort the fragments into the paper. He gave the occupation a full, careful, and spinsterish consideration.


‘The truth is,’ said Theo, ‘that it’s bad to have money in our job. Surplus wealth may make culture, but it turns scholars into antiquarians. Learning needs decent poverty. They recognized that in the Middle Ages. All this,’ and he waved his hand round the elegant room, ‘is so much paltry distraction.’


‘And wives and children?’ asked Jasper, whose nervous tension had found a new, more satisfactory outlet. ‘Where do they fit into your romantic, Helen Waddell, view of scholarship?’


‘Betty’s a great help,’ Theo protested,’ when her mother hasn’t got a pain.’


Jasper closed the cardboard box and tied it with string, cutting the ends with a small ivory sheathed penknife from his waistcoat pocket. He took out a fountain pen and wrote across the lid ‘Fragments of a Lowestoft saucer, broken by Theo Roberts xxii-xii-liv.’


‘Now, Theo,’ he said, ‘we have other things to discuss than your mother-in-law. How are we going to jockey Middleton into accepting the editorship that will undoubtedly be offered to him?’


‘I imagine I shall tell him bluntly that he owes it to us all to accept it.’


‘And I imagine that his laziness will be proof against the appeal of such sentiment.’


‘Then I shall tell him straight out that if he doesn’t take this on, he may as well pack up. It’ll be Middleton’s “Canute”, it’ll be Middleton the man whose lecture notes and tutorials have inspired two generations; but it won’t be Middleton who saved English medieval studies from the dead hand of Clun. He’ll die a second-rater who left a tidy little fortune and a bloody gallery of drawings that any other fool with money could have collected. And if he thinks his lecture notes will make him another Acton, good though they are, I shall tell him where he can put that idea.’


‘Yes,’ said Jasper, ‘that’s probably the right tone. I think perhaps you had better stick to your Northern bluntness. It has its specious charm for the older generation. I shall use my talents in prolonging the discussion. It’s difficult to think what Pforzheim can possibly say that will allow us to discuss for an hour. With God’s help, however, and the assistance of dear Rose’s idées fixes, we may succeed. Sir Edgar can hardly “pass to other matters” if a good discussion gets going. It would be most impolite to our distinguished visitor, and Sir Edgar’s old-world courtesy never deserts him. Luckily there will be a number of talkers there – with half a word about coin hoards we shall have Praed on his feet, and, if Pforzheim idly mentions Roman town survivals, we shall have Grayson giving us what Manchester thinks for at least half an hour.’


‘Grayson’s a sound man,’ Theo said, in tones of heavy reverence.


‘We are considering tactics, my dear Theo, not estimating abilities. The time for that will come if and when Middleton becomes editor. Your estimate of relative “soundnesses”,’ he spoke the word in inverted commas, ‘will be most valuable when we advise him on contributors. Meanwhile, if we can postpone the discussion on editorship, we shall have almost a month in which to work on Middleton, with Christmas and New Year intervening.’ Jasper went to the corner cupboard with its painting of ample eighteenth-century goddesses undergoing the polite scrutiny of Paris.


‘I wish,’ he said, pouring out two white Cinzanos – he allowed no questioning of the Continental form of apéritifs he offered – ‘I wish that Middleton had some slight share of his ghastly son’s ambition.’


‘Well, now, I don’t know about John Middleton,’ said Theo. ‘I think he’s a smart chap, you know. Betty and I see him pretty often on television, and he certainly has personality.’


Jasper thought it underbred to be snobbish about television, so he forbore to mention that he had no set. ‘An odious, smug personality,’ he said.


‘Oh, come now,’ Theo was exaggeratedly Yorkshire. ‘Just because the problems he deals with don’t touch your pampered life. He’s done a great deal to fight the bureaucrats in this country. I like him, he’s against the Cluns.’


Theo was pleased with this application of their professional life to national affairs. He leaned back for Jasper’s comment, but none came. Annoyed, he looked sharply at his host and went on: ‘I thought it was great of him, resigning from the House of Commons like that. Being an M.P.’s no job for an individualist like him, especially a Labour M.P. He’s no planner, he’s a good old Tory Radical like Cobbett.’


Once again he waited for a comment, but that too did not come. Jasper, in fact, rather delighted in the fact that Theo, with his working-class background, should be so staunch a Tory, while he had always voted Labour. He felt it brought him into personal contact with the modern topsy-turvy social order. He often quoted it at dinner parties as an instance of modern English life.


‘Middleton never speaks of his family,’ he said, forgetting that he never spoke of his.


‘No,’ said Theo. ‘Betty met Mrs Middleton once. She and Middleton live apart, you know. She’s a Dane or Norwegian or something, anyway Scandinavian.’


*


‘Scandinavian anyway,’ said Professor Pforzheim, taking the small carved ivory box to the light of the window. ‘Walrus ivory, I suppose. Perhaps Norwegian, no? Of the late ninth century, I may suggest. Perhaps from the Hebrides Islands?’ He turned his tall, distinguished figure towards Sir Edgar, and his clear blue eyes smiled in anticipation of applause.


Sir Edgar’s heavy grey eyebrows drew together in distaste. The fellow’s a mountebank, he thought. We’re not playing parlour games. Nobody asked his opinion. All the Germans are the same, histrionic nonsense! Had Pforzheim been other than a distinguished visitor, he would have answered sharply. As it was, he slumped his already hunched shoulders forward and moved to the door of the lecture-room. ‘Will an hour be enough for you?’ he asked, turning his bald head and looking back over his hump.


With his dwarfish height and his little bent legs he might have been an insect, and Professor Pforzheim, towering above, might have been about to crush him. But the Professor, if not sensitive to the emotions of others, was quickly aware of the response he evoked. Running his long hand through his prematurely grey hair, he laughed, all pearly teeth, a high-spirited, boyish laugh. ‘Oh, my God!’ he cried. ‘I am showing off. That will never do in England.’ It was a spontaneous exhibition that had served its purpose on many different occasions. Sir Edgar, however, disliked it even more than his earlier performance. He fell back on the old English courtesy that he had consciously perfected to combat the increasing irritability that came with old age and arthritis.


‘My dear fellow, you must excuse the abstraction of a very old man. I oughtn’t to be here, you know, no one of eighty should hold any sort of office.’ He gave the small, twinkling glance that always charmed, coming out of a face so severe in repose. ‘You’re perfectly right. It was dug up in Iona in’24. It’s one of the few objects I haven’t given to the museums. I think the president’s room has the right to a little beauty. I’ve left it to the Association. They’ll probably put it in a case, and quite right too. I’ve always been far too inclined to treat important objects as part of my own petty existence. It’s a nice piece though, isn’t it?’


‘Quite marvellous. And to proclaim its history so easily,’ Professor Pforzheim belittled his own performance; ‘that for me is a most excellent quality. I have no love of historical puzzles, pieces that do not fit. Things like this Heligoland burial, for example.’


‘Ah, I’ve been wondering about that. You fellows have kept pretty dark about what you’ve found.’ Sir Edgar glanced with amusement at Pforzheim.


‘I do not care for premature publication, you know, Sir Edgar,’ the visitor said, and his manner, for so charming a man, was quite stiff.


‘Oh, quite right, my dear chap,’ said Sir Edgar. ‘Well, we’ll know when we’re intended to, no doubt. I liked your article on the functions of the Carolingian Chancellery. We’ve got a young chap from Leeds working on the same thing at the moment. He’ll be here this evening. I think he’s got a bone to pick with you. Something to do with your interpretation of the seals. So we’ll give you a bit of a run for your money. By the way, don’t hesitate to carry on beyond the usual hour if you want to. We normally have a short Association business meeting after the discussion, but I wouldn’t be sorry to postpone it. I get very easily tired these days, you know. So use all the time you want.’


Once again Professor Pforzheim ignored his chairman’s references to procedure. ‘Sir Edgar,’ he said, in that abrupt, overloud tone that people so often use when they have made up their mind to speak, ‘will there be Press here this evening?’


‘Oh! I expect so. The Times and the Guardian usually send chaps along. Stokesay was a bit of a national figure, you know. Are you going to say anything about him this evening? It’s usual, of course. But you don’t have to.’


‘But of course,’ said Professor Pforzheim, ‘I shall pay tribute to his great historical work. I do not think it will be exact if I make mention of his political work – as a foreigner.’


‘Oh, no, my dear fellow. Certainly not. Not “exact” at all.’ Sir Edgar was delighted that his question had so quickly elicited what he wished to know. He always faced the Stokesay Lecture more easily if he knew that no reference would be made to the founder’s unfortunate last years. ‘Quite candidly, the old chap made an infernal nuisance of himself with all that …’ His voice tailed away as he realized that ‘pro-German nonsense’ would not be exactly polite to his guest.


‘By the way,’ said Professor Pforzheim, ‘are the Melpham objects on exhibition still?’


‘I don’t know,’ said Sir Edgar. ‘I haven’t looked at ’em for years. I don’t care for these nonesuches, and Eorpwald’s tomb is one of them. Anyway, I never look at anything that isn’t beautiful these days unless duty compels me, and I haven’t touched the seventh century for years. I expect you’ll find them in the gallery, though you never know now; they change things about so much in all these museums. All this display fidde-faddle. Educating the public and so en. We’re back to the Prince Consort. Anyway, Cuspatt’ll produce the things for you, if you want to see them. What’s the interest in Melpham, anyhow? Stokesay said all there was to say about it. How does it go? “We may search all the annals of the English conversion until the end of time before we find a spirit so strange, a character so enigmatic as Eorpwald, the Janus-headed missionary of East Folk. This man, so learned, so credulous …” I forget how it goes on. I had a wonderful memory once. Could recite you hundreds of the old man’s purple passages. But you’ll find it all in his Conversion of England; the serious stuff’s in the E.H. J. for’13, and he wrote it up again in’22.’


‘Yes,’ said Professor Pforzheim, as though in answer to a too-often-repeated story.


‘Ah, Middleton!’ said Sir Edgar with pleasure. He liked Gerald Middleton at all times and especially when he promised relief from a Hun visitor. ‘You know Middleton, Pforzheim, don’t you?’


‘We have not met since before the war,’ said Professor Pforzheim. He was careful not to bow but to shake hands.


‘You were not at Florence in 1950, Professor Middleton, nor again at Vienna last year?’


‘No,’ said Gerald Middleton. ‘I’m too old really for international congresses, and certainly too lazy.’ His voice, though drawling, was warm and deep.


‘Oh, you are quite right, I am sure,’ said Professor Pforzheim, and he smiled sophisticatedly to show his superiority to congresses. ‘One hears only platitudes. Nevertheless,’ he added, ‘there is always a certain stimulus about the interchange of ideas.’


‘Ah, yes, the interchange of ideas.’ Gerald Middleton reiterated the phrase, and his handsome, sensual face with its contour-map of lines and furrows assumed a perfunctory gravity in courtesy to foreign pomposity.’ The trouble is, of course, when, like me, you haven’t any to interchange. However, there’s always the scandal, isn’t there?’


‘Ah!’ said Professor Pforzheim. ‘Alas, we historians have so little scandal. We are not palaeontologists to display our Piltdowns.’ He gave a sly look: ‘Albion perfide, he said in a guttural French accent. There was nothing, he always believed, Englishmen liked so much as a joke against themselves.


Neither Sir Edgar nor Gerald seemed to realize the joke. Gerald said, ‘One should always mistrust amateurs,’ and his heavy eyelids seemed almost to close. Sir Edgar said, ‘Ah, my dear fellow, we pursue humane studies, we’re not technicians. All this spectrographic analysis and fluorine tests and what-not. There’s no place for “sweet-and-light” in all that.’


‘No, no,’ said Professor Pforzheim, shaking his head. ‘The Tyranny of the Tool.’


Gerald Middleton seemed to take this more jocularly. He glanced at Sir Edgar, but the old man would not share the joke.


‘I was told you wanted to see me,’ Gerald said.


‘Ah, yes, my dear boy,’ said Sir Edgar, for so he regarded Gerald’s sixty-two years. ‘This infernal business of the editorship may well come up this afternoon. I do hope you won’t make a fuss about accepting it.’


‘I see no likelihood of fuss,’ said Gerald. ‘But don’t count on my taking it. I can’t say.’


‘You’re very wrong, you know,’ Sir Edgar said gravely. ‘We need a certain breadth of interest, we need imagination, and we need someone who can write at least tolerable English, if the series is to be of any use.’


‘There’s plenty of young fellows with all that,’ Gerald said.


‘The next candidate is Clun,’ Sir Edgar said grimly.


Gerald’s tone became sulky. ‘I can’t say at all,’ he said.


‘Well, be prepared to discuss it,’ Sir Edgar insisted, then, taking out a gold hunter watch, he said, ‘Two minutes.’


Professor Pforzheim bowed this time, then he said, ‘Professor Clun, always so exact and methodical. How is he?’


‘Always so exact and methodical,’ said Gerald.


Pforzheim raised his eyebrows. ‘And Dr Lorimer?’ he asked.


‘Always so inexact and unmethodical,’ Gerald replied.


‘No, that’s not fair, Middleton,’ said Sir Edgar. ‘She has a fine brain, Pforzheim, but she’s not been well lately.’


Gerald turned almost angrily on Sir Edgar. ‘You don’t understand my praises,’ he said irritably.


Professor Pforzheim intervened tactfully. ‘But, Middleton, I was forgetting. You are exactly the man I wish to talk to. The last survivor of Melpham,’ and he laughed. ‘You were there, were you not?’


‘I was there, but I know nothing about it,’ Gerald said, dismissing the subject.


‘But you can tell me something about the circumstances? We must talk afterwards.’


‘I was simply an undergraduate staying with the family, a friend of Stokesay s son Gilbert, you know. I didn’t arrive until the excavation was practically over….’ He seemed about to say more, then he checked himself.


Sir Edgar led the way through the door on to the platform. Gerald’s dark, flushed face had grown more and more irritable. ‘There’s not a chance in a hundred that I’ll take the editorship,’ he whispered to Sir Edgar; ‘you’d better know that.’
















CHAPTER 2





‘I DO not think,’ said Sir Edgar, and his cracked old voice was additionally broken with emotion, ‘that the Association has been privileged for a very long time to hear a speech at once so learned and so humane as the one we have heard this evening. Professor Pforzheim, in his survey of Dark Age and Early Medieval trade, has taken us on a vast geographical journey from Canton to the shores of the Iberian Peninsula, and from the Baltic to the Upper Nile; but he has taken me, and, I dare say, many of you on an even wider spiritual journey, for he has recalled, to me at any rate, a time when historical studies demanded, as their simple prerequisites, learning worn lightly, high courage of imagination, and strong intellectual discipline.’


Sir Edgar glowered at a number of scholars whom he felt to be pre-eminently lacking in these qualities. Gerald Middleton moved uneasily in his chair. He had strongly approved the speech himself, but he disliked a show of emotion in those whom, like Sir Edgar, he regarded as champions of reserve and decorum. How very unpleasant the effects of old age are, he reflected.


Jasper Stringwell-Anderson crossed his legs elegantly and observed Gerald closely through narrowed eyelids. He guessed that Sir Edgar’s unwonted emotionalism would affect Gerald adversely and feared that it would stiffen his reluctance to become editor. ‘Yes, yes,’ he muttered, ‘we’re delighted to know there is still some heat in the dying embers, but don’t go on for too long.’ Sir Edgar, however, had more to say.


‘The study of history is not a simple amassing of knowledge,’ his voice seemed to gain strength, ‘less still a technique; it is not even an exercise of wise judgement or clever analysis. It is, it must be, a discipline of the spirit, an act of faith in civilization.’


Clarissa Crane, conspicuously chic among the audience, felt that this was all she had hoped for: Professor Pforzheim’s distinguished air and the ‘magical’ names he had mentioned – Damascus, Aleppo, Baghdad, Canton – had quite enchanted her. She was well on the golden road to Samarkand; indeed, had quite forgotten once or twice the annoying prohibition against smoking. And now this famous old man burning with dry fervour. ‘A pocket prophet in short black coat and striped trousers, burning with dry fervour.’ She was delighted with the phrase – it would serve so well to interpret the academic world to her literary friends.


‘It is peculiarly fitting,’ Sir Edgar was saying, ‘that we should have heard this note again at the annual Stokesay Lecture. In his latter days, Stokesay spoke too often in those tones of generality, of popular rhetoric which is not the voice of history but of journalism. I can say this now, because I often said it to him,’ he chuckled grimly.


Theo Roberts whispered to Jasper, ‘I’d like to have heard that.’


‘But,’ Sir Edgar continued, ‘Stokesay was one of the last great historians. At his best, he was very great, at his least, he never fell into that paltry, document-grubbing pedantry that now so often serves us up petty detail, preliminary field work, and supposes that it is giving us history.’


Rose Lorimer’s eyes were shining and the artificial roses bobbed up and down in her excitement; she turned and smiled at random to the company behind her. A young woman lecturer from Sheffield catching one of these smiles was quite disconcerted; but Jasper, practised in the art, received two or three and dexterously returned soothing glances.


‘Above all,’ Sir Edgar ended, ‘it would peculiarly have pleased Lionel Stokesay to know that the best of his memorial lectures – and having heard them all, I can confidently say it was the best – was given to us by a visitor from Germany, for Stokesay loved that country and delighted in its great tradition of scholarship and the breadth of its view of history’s claims and functions.’


Sir Edgar sat down, feeling that perhaps he had gone a little too far, but after all, the fellow had given a fine speech, even if he was a Hun. He shook Professor Pforzheim’s hand. ‘Thank you, my dear fellow,’ he said, ‘a memorable and splendid occasion.’


The audience broke up into little groups. Gerald Middleton started to edge his way out before the discussion began. Professor Clun, however, had other ideas.


‘Well,’ he said, ‘I don’t think we learned anything new from that.’ His protuberant green eyes stared up at Gerald’s great height in intelligent terrier challenge. Gerald looked down at the little withered rosy-apple face. He noticed flecks of spittle on the little, ridiculous moustache. His sensual lips broadened into a contemptuous grin.


‘I’m sure you didn’t, Clun,’ he drawled. ‘You read all the Jahrbücher and Forschungen. But it was all new to me. I’m damnably lazy about reading German. I must say I thought the fellow’s English very good.’


‘I fancy he knows very little Arabic,’ said Professor Clun. ‘He made a curious jumble of that tenth-century North African trade manual. Of course, I don’t profess to know Arabic myself, but then I don’t set up as an authority on Mediterranean trade.’


‘No,’ said Gerald with a smile, ‘I suppose not. I fancy though he was translating from the Latin version current in Western Europe. After all, he was using it to illustrate French and Italian trading customs, and if the only version they had was a jumble of the Arabic, perhaps that was the point. But I dare say I got it wrong.’


Professor Clun saw no possible response but an ambiguous smile. A uniformed attendant brought them sherry and biscuits.


‘Thank you, Norton,’ said Gerald. ‘Merry Christmas to you.’


‘Yes, yes,’ said Professor Clun, taking his sherry, ‘of course.’


‘Thank you, gentlemen, and the same to you,’ said Norton.’ Thank you for the doll for Jessie, sir. We’re not letting her see it till Christmas, of course.’


‘Oh, they sent it, did they?’ said Gerald. ‘You never know with these shops nowadays.’


As Norton moved away, Professor Clun said, ‘They’re all the same, these old soldiers. On the scrounge. They know very well which side their bread’s buttered.’


‘Norton was my batman on the Marne,’ said Gerald, and flushed red at what he felt to be his own priggishness.


‘I hear your son-in-law didn’t get the Sociology lectureship at Exeter,’ Clun said after a pause.


‘No,’ said Gerald.


‘I noticed he didn’t get Oriel or Bristol either,’ Clun added.


‘Thank you for showing such interest,’ Gerald laughed. ‘Donald hasn’t a very good manner at interviews.’


‘All this good-manner business,’ Clun said. ‘They take far too much notice of it now, in my opinion.’


‘I suppose,’ Gerald laughed again, ‘that interviewers have always preferred a good manner to a bad one.’


‘Charm,’ snapped Professor Clun.


‘Ability to get on with people, I should think,’ Gerald suggested.


‘Get on with people,’ Clun held the concept up in the air for inspection, then dropped it heavily. ‘Get on with the work is more important.’


‘I must get on with my own business,’ said Gerald, glancing at the clock. ‘There’s just a chance I may buy a Fuseli drawing this evening, but I’m afraid the dealer’s too knowing. He’ll ask more than I am prepared to give.’


‘I’m surprised,’ said Clun, ‘that you should consider that in pursuit of your hobby.’


Gerald was suddenly very annoyed. ‘Oh my dear fellow, don’t you know,’ he said, ‘cheese-paring’s always the mark of the rich.’


As Gerald began to move away, Professor Clun hesitated; he did not wish to remind Gerald of the coming discussion of the editorship, but his anxiety was too great to allow him to remain silent.


‘The proceedings of the Association,’ he said, ‘the question of the editorship’s sure to come up.’


‘Oh, I don’t suppose there’ll be time for anything after the discussion,’ Gerald said carelessly, ‘and in any case, there are two or three excellent young chaps they ought to consider before they get down to you and me.’ And he moved off.


He was not to be allowed to escape so easily, however, for Theo and Jasper were in wait.


‘Well, didn’t that make you feel grand?’ asked Theo. Even his somewhat obtuse sense of situation had seen in Professor Pforzheim’s lecture an opportunity to rouse Gerald to the need for action. ‘Absit Clun, eh?’ he laughed.


‘Oh, Clun feels doubts about Pforzheim’s proficiency in Arabic,’ Gerald said.


‘I hope he raises that in the discussion,’ said Theo. ‘Pforzheim looks to me a heavyweight. He’ll make rings round our Arthur.’


‘Well, you must let me know if he draws blood.’ Gerald made to move on.


‘You’re not getting out of this so easily,’ said Jasper, smiling, and fitting a cigarette into a Dunhill holder. ‘Your place is here and you know it.’


‘My dear chap, I know nothing whatsoever about Dark Age trade, or at any rate no more than befits a gentleman.’


‘Then you must sit patiently like a gentleman,’ said Jasper, ‘until the Association’s business comes up, Gerald.’ Both he and Theo were perhaps a trifle over-jocular in their anxiety. Then he added in mock American, ‘Who do we need for editor? One, two, three – M … I … D … Middleton.’


‘Rah, Rah,’ added Theo.


‘Thank you very much,’ said Gerald, ‘but I’m not staging a comeback. You should get yourselves a job as agents for Mistinguette.’


‘There won’t be another Medieval series for twenty years,’ said Theo; ‘this is a serious matter.’


‘The more reason,’ said Gerald, ‘for not appointing a played-out man. Look, if it’s Clun you’re worrying about, I’ve already told Sir Edgar to appoint one of you younger chaps. If they don’t like either of your two faces, there’s Prescott or Drake, or Hilda Ferguson, not to forget Edinburgh and the fair sex.’


‘You know perfectly well,’ said Jasper, ‘that if it isn’t you, it’ll be Clun. And if by some odd freak one of our generation did get the job, you know very well we wouldn’t have either the prestige or the connexions to make a success of it. Your ex-pupils make you a present of the compliment-you’re the only man who has all that.’


‘In the first place, I haven’t,’ said Gerald, ‘and in the second place, if I were to be active again I should give my energies to England under the Confessor.’ He spoke the title of his work, so long mooted and never realized, in ironic inverted commas.


‘Ah,’ said Theo, knocking his pipe out on the heel of his shoe, ‘if I really thought that, you know …’


But Jasper interrupted, ‘If you don’t take the editorship, Gerald, you’ll never write another thing: if you do, you’ll write The  Confessor and much more.’


Gerald was about to be angry, then he checked himself and said drawlingly, ‘Well, at the moment, anyway, you must excuse me. I have a chance of buying a Fuseli drawing and I don’t intend to miss it.’


Jasper showed his annoyance. ‘Overrated modern chichi,’ he said.


Gerald smiled and began to walk away, when Theo, red in the face, produced his prepared piece. ‘Look here,’ he said, ‘we all know your Cnut was damned good and your lecture notes. But you’re not Acton. It’s not enough. If you don’t help history now, she won’t help you. You’ll be classed as a second-rater.’


Gerald flushed and his heavy jowl trembled slightly. ‘I don’t think you mean to be impertinent, Theo,’ he said, ‘but you are. And what’s worse, you’re being melodramatic,’ and he walked away.


As he got to the doorway, Rose Lorimer bore down upon him, with Clarissa Crane in tow.


‘Hello, Rose,’ he said with an affectionate smile. ‘Good, wasn’t it? I’ve got to run now, my dear, but a Happy Christmas to you.’


‘Oh, Gerald, you’re not going before the discussion; that’s too bad of you.’


‘You do my discussing for me, my dear.’


‘Oh, I’m afraid I shan’t be able to say anything for you.’ Rose took such conventional facetiousness quite seriously.’ I’ve a most important thing to ask Pforzheim myself about trade and the Christian mission, and about St Boniface….’


Rose’s breathless excitement was interrupted by Clarissa’s strangulated sophistication. ‘Since Dr Lorimer’s so excited, I’ll have to introduce myself. I’m Clarissa Crane,’ she announced in the simple, direct voice she used to take the celebrity off her name.


Gerald did not recognize the note or the name, but his sensual eye took in her slim feminine figure. He smiled.


‘I know a novelist has no place here,’ said Clarissa to repair the ignorance that her practised eye had recognized, ‘but I’m foolhardy enough to be writing about the seventh century, and Dr Lorimer kindly brought me along. I wanted particularly to meet you, because you can tell me something about Melpham.’


This second mention that evening of Melpham finally removed any glamour that Clarissa might have had for Gerald. His professional eye had already detected a shop-soiled frigidity beneath her chic. ‘I know nothing whatsoever about Melpham,’ he said curtly.’ If I remember rightly, Bishop Eorpwald died in 698; my interests begin roughly at 950.’


‘Oh, but you knew the Stokesays frightfully well. Dollie’s told me a lot about you. She’s a great friend of mine.’


At the mention of Dollie Stokesay’s name, Gerald’s face softened again. ‘How is she?’ he asked eagerly.


‘Oh! wonderful, as usual,’ said Clarissa.


It seemed a curious description to Gerald of chronic dipsomania, but he let it pass. ‘I haven’t seen her since before the war,’ he said. ‘I wish I could help you about Melpham, but there’s nothing to tell. I was simply a friend of Gilbert’s and I knew even less then than I do now of the seventh century.’


‘Gilbert Stokesay? Oh, that’s terribly interesting. Everyone talks about his work now, except, of course, Dollie. It seems so incredible to think of her in connexion with Futurist manifestos and so on. I don’t suppose she’s ever read a line. Gilbert Stokesay! Oh, I shall certainly ring you up,’ Clarissa said. Melpham might just help with the novel, Gerald Middleton was rich and distinguished, but Gilbert Stokesay was a smart name; there was no doubt of Clarissa’s determination to keep in touch. Gerald had refused to see innumerable Americans who were writing theses on his dead friend’s work, but they could not bring him news of Gilbert’s widow. It would tax his ingenuity to avoid saying anything about Gilbert or Melpham for half an hour, but it was an ordeal he was prepared to undergo if he could hear from Clarissa a first-hand account of Dollie. Anything to get news of her, without actually seeing her. ‘That will be delightful,’ he said, and disappeared through the doorway.


Clarissa said loudly to Rose, ‘I’d no idea he was such a charmer.’


Sir Edgar was piloting Professor Pforzheim round the room. He advanced towards a tall, military-looking man wearing orange suede shoes. ‘Professor Pforzheim, you must meet Colonel Brankscombe,’ he said; ‘he’s the fellow who’s going to bear witness against you in The Times tomorrow.’


‘Fascinating lecture,’ said Colonel Brankscombe. ‘Afraid I can’t hope to do you justice, but I’ve got the salient points, I think.’


‘Are none of your colleagues here?’ asked Sir Edgar.


‘No, Ottery doesn’t seem to have made it.’ The Colonel turned to Professor Pforzheim as if in apology. ‘If you’ll let me know where you’re stopping, I’ll let you see what I’ve written tonight, if you like.’


‘Oh,’ said Professor Pforzheim in chuckling delight, ‘this is quite wonderful. The Times is willing to be checked. I don’t think any foreigner would believe it. Thank you very much, but I am sure that it is quite unnecessary,’ he added, with a little bow; ‘the accuracy of The Times is proverbial, you know.’


Once again Sir Edgar was forced to avoid catching a compatriot’s eye. That was the trouble with foreigners, the unnecessary embarrassing things they said.


‘But where is Middleton?’ cried Pforzheim, as they watched Colonel Brankscombe leaving. ‘I wished so much to speak to him.’


‘I’m afraid he’s left,’ said Professor Clun, seizing an excellent opportunity.


‘What?’ said Sir Edgar with annoyance, ‘Middleton gone?’


‘He had some rare drawing to see,’ said Professor Clun, suggesting almost that it might be pornographic. ‘The rich can never resist a bargain.’ And he laughed, not so much at the observation, as at the pleasure in turning Gerald’s words against him. Sir Edgar, however, was not favourable to malice.


‘I suppose we can none of us do that, Clun,’ he said shortly.


Professor Clun’s dislike of Sir Edgar was very great, but he was anxious to avoid any overt disagreement. He turned to Pforzheim. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘you gave us just the thing for the occasion. I only wish there was an opportunity to talk a bit on the more scholarly level.’


Sir Edgar frowned, but Professor Pforzheim only smiled. He estimated Professor Clun’s abilities more highly perhaps than his English colleagues, and suffered less than they did from his deficiencies.


‘Oh, but you are quite right, my dear man,’ he said. ‘My lecture was a Denkschrift. You, of course, want something more solid. Well, the discussion is yours.’


Poor Professor Clun was perplexed. It was gratifying to have his point of view taken seriously, but then, of course, it was only to be expected; Pforzheim was a good Continental scholar, and it was only in England that serious scholarship was underrated. On the other hand, the last thing he wanted was to prolong the ‘discussion’. ‘I hardly think Sir Edgar would care for a discussion of technicalities this evening,’ he said with a confiding smile.


Sir Edgar’s reply was lost, however, in another of Clarissa’s gestures.  ‘I’m Clarissa Crane, Sir Edgar,’ she said. ‘I’ve really no right here….’


Sir Edgar did not exactly recognize the character of her intervention, but he could see at once from her appearance that it was a time-wasting one. ‘Not at all,’ he said. ‘Delighted. Well, I’m afraid we must cut our conversation short. The discussion’s four minutes overdue. Fire any questions you like at Pforzheim. He’s told me to give you all carte blanche,’ and he led the way back to the dais.


The discussion, to Professor Clun’s discomfort and to Jasper’s delight, went with a bang. Praed was deeply interested in Professor Pforzheim’s view about the Kharkov hoard, didn’t he perhaps lay a little too much emphasis on the presence of Bactrian coins? Naturally the greatest interest attached to anything from that area, but, after all … Grayson was interested in the Carolingian decrees to Marseilles merchants, but surely this was only another instance of brilliant imperial propaganda, to talk of Roman survival seemed to ignore … Prescott gave other instances of the restrictive decrees of the Cordova Caliphate … Drake questioned the relevance of St Gregory’s attitude to the slave trade.


Jasper’s purring was almost audible, Clun’s terrier-barking could even be heard once or twice – ‘Perhaps I may say, Mr Chairman …’ But Sir Edgar seemed deaf to such interruptions. Professor Pforzheim’s survey had been broad, his replies were as rich in depth. It was not Sir Edgar’s intention that such a remarkable performance should be curtailed for a lot of tiresome Association business. He equally ignored all Rose Lorimer’s flustered bobs, becks, and smiles. He was convinced that the growing oddness of Rose’s views was only a temporary aberration in a fine scholar due to overwork. His whole aim was to protect her from herself until he could persuade her to have a long holiday. As to Clarissa’s occasional attempts to rise from her chair, he had already marked her down as a time-waster and he was not quick to change such judgements.


Now little Hilda Ferguson, fiercely Scots with her flaming red hair and shrill soap-box voice, rose to express her agreement with the lecturer’s very clear exposition of the Ethiopic position, but at the risk of being theological she would like to stress the very deep mark on the whole social order of that area left by the Monophysites….


Professor Pforzheim dealt with this point also very aptly, but the introduction of religion into the discussion was too much for Rose Lorimer. She was on her feet. Clutching her old fur coat around her and smiling benignly from beneath her roses, she spoke, her childish voice almost cooing the carefully enunciated syllables.


‘Those of us who worked most closely with Professor Stokesay, and to whom his memory is not only most dear but always alive, have experienced this evening a quite remarkable pleasure in listening to Professor Pforzheim’s wonderful lecture.’


She paused and, throwing back her fur coat from her shoulders to reveal a purple crochet jumper, she smiled vaguely round the room as a signal that she had much to say. Professor Pforzheim bowed from his chair at the compliment and smiled as to an old friend, but Rose seemed oblivious to individuals.


‘I am among those who owe all that they know to Lionel Stokesay, and not only all that I know, but all that I have dreamed of what the past can yield up to us if we approach it with reverence and dedication. And not only the past but the past that lies in the present.’ Here she smiled mysteriously. Sir Edgar began to look uneasy, but Jasper sat back with a smile of delight. ‘I was one of those, common in my girlhood, for whom the study of history was a very dry discipline, and I well remember how, in that old hall at Manchester – now, I understand, pulled down – I went, with a certain reluctant scepticism, to hear the famous Lionel Stokesay lecture. That scepticism was soon washed away through the floodgates which his discourse opened for me.’


Jasper could not forbear giving a special smile at Professor Clun, as though including him in a bond of peculiar pleasure at Rose’s reminiscences. It was more than the little man could bear, and he muttered audibly, ‘It’s a pity a lot of other things weren’t washed away.’ Theo, who was as disgusted at Clun’s lack of chivalry as he was delighted at the likely length of Rose’s contribution, said,’ Shame!’ in his broadest Yorkshire. Rose noticed no interruptions.


‘Sir Edgar has criticized Professor Stokesay’s last years, he has called the writings of those last years journalism. Well, I have crossed friendly swords with our President before now and I do not hesitate to do so again.’ She smiled archly at Sir Edgar, who slumped into his chair until he seemed to be no more than a black hump.’ I saw a lot of Lionel Stokesay at the end of his life, and I know how deeply, how seriously, he felt that it was his duty to bring his great historical knowledge  to bear upon the troubled events of those years. Nobody, of course, likes the Nazis. ‘She said this as though referring to the usual antipathies to spiders or muddy boots in the house. On political matters her mind was as naïve as her voice. The embarrassment of the audience was perhaps greater than that of Professor Pforzheim, who had blushed scarlet.’ But Lionel Stokesay felt above everything that he must do all in his power to preserve peace. In his efforts to do so, I believe, he showed himself a great statesman as well as a great historian, and his sadness when all his efforts proved unavailing was tragic to see. It killed him.’


Rose was unable to continue for a moment, and then, pulling her fur coat around her, she leaned forward and, smiling through her tears, she said: ‘But these are now only memories. What is important is that we have heard this evening a lecture which can, if we follow its lead, take us out of the petty lanes and alleys along which students of medieval history tend nowadays too easily to stray, to that broad road with its glorious ideal prospect upon which Lionel Stokesay trod all his life. So commanding is the scene which our lecturer laid before us this evening that it may seem churlish to ask that it should have been even wider. All the same, there is one aspect of that strange, important watershed period of the past, which has been given the foolish label of the Dark Ages, that I would like to mention. Professor Pforzheim has told us something of the continuous trade of the Northern pagan world and something of the spread of trade which went with the preaching of the Gospel, but does he not think that the division between these two worlds – the pagan and the Christian – is really rather artificial? Was there so much that finally separated them? Once there had been compromise, that is. It has always seemed to me, and I fear I have laboured the point more than once in print’ – she smiled in childish glee round the room – ‘that in their eagerness to keep the saving of souls for themselves, to destroy the Church of Iona, the Roman missionaries made so many compromises.’ She seemed now to be listening to two voices and her utterance became increasingly confused. ‘Is there not, or perhaps I should say, was there not, a filling of the holy vessels with blood that came from more ancient sacrifices than that which we remember on Good Friday? And I would ask, perhaps, if the older force which conquered then in the realm of spirit may not also have overflowed and transformed even the material life of the time, even the trade?’


She paused, looking strangely at Professor Pforzheim. The Professor stood up deeply embarrassed.


‘I’m not sure I have truly understood the meaning of Dr Lorimer’s question. The interchange between the pagan and the Christian world, of course …’


‘I’m afraid, I don’t speak at all well,’ said Rose simply. ‘I’m so familiar perhaps with these ideas, live with them so much, that …’ her voice tailed away. ‘Well,’ she said more brightly, ‘I could give to you many examples. But to take our east coast of England, surely from the fifth century onwards an essential part of the trading world. What do you make of King Redwald’s idols? What do you make of the implications of Bishop Eorp wald’s tomb? These, I would remind you all, were the results of Rome’s mission….’


Before Professor Pforzheim could answer, Arthur Clun was on his feet. ‘Mr Chairman, I really must protest. The Association has business to do. I cannot conceive how the circumstances of Eorpwald’s burial can possibly …’


Rose Lorimer turned a bewildered, worried stare upon him. ‘Perhaps. Professor Clun thinks that we should not allow ourselves an imaginative leap beyond the strict barriers of fact?’


‘I think,’ said Professor Clun, ‘that some people have made one imaginative leap too many and show little sign of being able to return to the realm of reason.’


Sir Edgar was about to protest, when Professor Pforzheim, whom years of courageous opposition to Nazi rule had made peculiarly susceptible to any sign of bullying, rose to his feet.


‘I should like to speak something about this.’ He looked down at the lectern and his long body pivoted uneasily from foot to foot. ‘What I am going to say is an indiscretion. I had not intended to speak anything about it this evening. Indeed, I should perhaps correct that – I had intended most definitely not to speak anything about it. But Professor Clun’s belittling of the importance of the Melpham tomb makes me feel that I should speak and, as the gentleman from the Press is no longer here, I hope that I can trust this great body of historians to allow my confidences to go no farther. As you know, we have been making excavations along the North Sea shores of Heligoland, an important centre of Saxon life and the scene of the conversion of King Eltheof by St Boniface’s disciple Aldwin. Well, we have discovered Aldwin’s tomb. The material is in very bad condition and anything I say must be regarded as very tentative. Nevertheless, there seems reason for us to think that the conditions of Aldwin’s burial were the same as those of Eorpwald nearly one century earlier. There are fragments that suggest the same wooden pagan deity. I fear that most of what Dr Lorimer is saying goes beyond what I would call historical fact, but I think we should be careful before we dismiss the Melpham discovery so easily as an exceptional event.’


He sat down, with folded arms, his head buried in his waistcoat.


If for some of the audience it was Pforzheim’s manner rather than what he said that was rousing, the many specialists were clearly in a state of great excitement. There was silence for some seconds, then a small clerical figure at the back of the hall rose to speak. Father Lavenham, the great Benedictine scholar, had a distinguished ascetic face which was yet strangely goat-like, his bleating voice equally had an unexpectedly diplomatic, soothing note.


‘Mr Chairman,’ he said, ‘since Professor Pforzheim has been so good as to honour us with this remarkable confidence, I think we should repay him by refraining from discussion of it until greater certainty allows him and his distinguished colleagues to make public their more definite conclusions.’


He sat down with the air of having nipped some potentially insidious nonsense in the bud.


Once again there was silence. Rose Lorimer had the air of a martyr vindicated by a sign from Heaven which she did not quite understand; it was Professor Clun who now smiled vaguely as though there were no end to the childish folly of his colleagues. Clarissa alone had failed to realize the importance of Professor Pforzheim’s statement. Holding her bag, her gloves, and her small felt cap in one hand, she rose to her feet.


‘Mr Chairman,’ she said, ‘I don’t know whether a mere visitor has any right …’


But her question remained unspoken. Sir Edgar had decided that the moment had come to put an end to the proceedings.


‘I fear we have no more time for questions, and,’ he added with a chuckle, for he had conceived a great dislike for Clarissa, ‘little inclination to hear them, with all we have to think about.’ He turned to Professor Pforzheim. ‘Once again, thank you,’ he said, and led the way through the door at the back of the dais to the accompaniment of the Association’s applause.
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