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Patrick Gale was born on the Isle of Wight. He spent his infancy at Wandsworth Prison, which his father governed, then grew up in Winchester before going to Oxford University. He now lives on a farm near Land’s End. One of this country’s best-loved novelists, his most recent works are A Perfectly Good Man, the Richard and Judy bestseller Notes From An Exhibition, and the bestselling A Place Called Winter.






Praise for Facing the Tank:


‘Gale is intoxicated with words and feeds upon them with a kind of manic relish . . . The sheer funniness of Facing the Tank made me laugh out loud. Its optimism delighted me’ Sunday Times


‘Gale speedily unleashes his merrily black mischief. The uncovering of the sadness behind the doilies and twinsets is in the best tradition of black humour’ Observer


‘A commendably intelligent, entertaining and moving novel’ TLS


‘Original and amusing. An elegant, witty writer with an engagingly bizarre imagination. Patrick Gale writes with great zest. I kept on reading because I was perpetually astonished to find what Mr Gale had thought up next’ Sunday Telegraph


‘The first thing that catches the attention about Patrick Gale is a sardonic eye, an engagingly leery way of looking at life, or the half-life he has chosen as his base in Facing the Tank. It’s as though Cold Comfort Farm had called in the interior decorators’ Guardian


‘Gale has a fondness for his characters and a deep tolerance of their foibles which shines through his writing. Facing the Tank is a potent brew . . . Assured and immensely enjoyable’ Gay Times


‘If you can imagine a cross of Barchester Towers and Rosemary’s Baby as written by Muriel Spark, you may have some idea of what you’ll be facing with Facing the Tank’ Washington Post
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About the Book


American Professor Evan Kirby, moving to Barrowchester to research Paradise after a successful book on hell, expects a very English cathedral society of gentle bishops and church coffee mornings. What he finds instead is a town thrown into chaos by strange, supernatural events, scandalous pregnancies and a Satanic summoning of a young feral girl.


A hilarious exploration of social embarrassments, the burdens and pleasures of faith, and the need to belong, Facing the Tank questions just how much people are able to change when faced with a miracle.




Dedication


For two very dear, long-suffering parents




And I saw a new Heaven and a new Earth, for the first Heaven and the first Earth were passed away; and there was no more sea … And God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes; and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying, neither shall there be any more pain: for the former things are passed away.


Revelations XXI




Blessed are they that do his commandments, that they may have right to the tree of life, and may enter in through the gates into the city. For without are dogs, and sorcerers, and whoremongers, and murderers, and idolaters, and whosoever loveth and maketh a lie.


Revelations XXII






1


Evan was working at seat G16 at one of the long desks that radiated from the heart of the reading room. Before him was a pile of books, to one side a copy of The New Yorker, a packet of Winstons and a sheaf of book demand slips blank save for the boxes already filled with ‘G16’ and ‘Evan J. Kirby’. The J stood for Joseph, his father’s name. He always took G16 because G15 was always taken by a woman with astonishing hair that fell in sheeny black waves to the small of her back. She called herself, ‘Cooper, Prof. C.J.’ and she had spent the past two months reading up on ancient death cults of the Middle East and the Nile Delta. They had never spoken. She did not smoke so it was impossible to follow her to the portico for nicotine breaks and she never seemed to take lunch. Evan arrived minutes before opening time so was always sure of securing G16. Cooper Prof. C.J. arrived at about ten and always stayed on past Evan’s breaking point. Even if she drifted in towards eleven, G15 remained uncannily vacant for her. They would never speak and he rarely saw her face (which, indeed, was less exciting than her hair) but he sensed that if some M.A. upstart or theological harridan were to approach G15 before her arrival he would feel compelled to apologize and say that it was already taken. He might even say it was taken by his wife.


He still wore a wedding ring; a plain band of gold whose inside surface was filled with ‘Evan and Miriam and’ to ghastly perpetuity.


Cooper Prof. C.J. sat in G15 now. When he had returned from his elevenses, which had turned into lunch because of The New Yorker, she had been there poring over a small pigskin-bound volume that looked as though its pages would smell bad, and she had not moved for three and a half hours. Unless, that was, she leaped from her seat whenever he left for a smoke. But no, that thought smacked of the obsessive and he was not the obsessive type.


Without taking his eye from the page, he reached a hand into a jacket pocket and brought out a mint imperial which he slid furtively to his mouth. Mints were meant to take his mind off smoking and cut down the tobacco breaks to once an hour, only he was not sure whether they counted as ‘food’ and were therefore illicit in the reading room. Sometimes they worked wonders. Sometimes they only caused a dull ache in his more receded gums.


He took up his pen now and copied a passage from the book before him, checking the spine for the date and volume number.


‘Psychic Journal 1921,’ he wrote. ‘Vol. 15. Letter from Mrs Vaux of Wilton, Wilts. “In November 1908 I was staying with my cousin the Bishop of Barrowcester. I was sleeping with Miss V. S. when I suddenly saw a tall white figure sweep through the bedroom from the door to the open casement. It was only hazy in outline and was gone in a second or two. I was beside myself with terror and called out at once, ‘Did you see that?’ and at the exact same moment my companion, Miss V. S. exclaimed, ‘Did you hear that?’ Then I declared, ‘I saw an Angel sweeping through the air,’ and she replied, ‘I heard an Angel’s song.’ We were both much afraid but said nothing of this matter to anyone. Miss V. S. has now passed over to the other side to join my late husband.”’


Finishing, Evan set down his pen, flipped to the next page and cracked his knuckles. He glanced at Cooper Prof. C.J. She was so intent that she had let her hair slip round into a curtain across her forehead. He wondered how she could see to read. Perhaps she was dozing; the library was dotted with people who had acquired the skill of dozing in a studious position. His eyes roamed up to the dome and across to the clock. It was nearly time for his teatime Winston. He watched as a young librarian emerged on to the upper gallery from a door that was disguised as a bookcase. He watched him walk half way round the circle of wall then, with two books under one arm, stretch on a stool to push a third book into a high shelf. He was pushing from too low a point on its spine and Evan was not suprised to see it topple back out of his grip. The librarian looked young enough to forget where he was and swear loudly, but if he did so his voice was swallowed by the dome. The book struck him a glancing blow on the shoulder, bounced off the gallery railing and flew out into the abyss, scattering pages in its wake. The librarian fled blame through another secret door. One reader jumped up to avoid being hit but most continued their work undisturbed. A few then reacted in slow motion, dulled by hours of rustling papers, distant gurney wheels and dully echoed thuds of giant indices. When the book crashed innocently on an empty desk, these stared first in the direction of the noise then peered up at the flock of sheets making a slower descent on the currents of body heat and yawn. Somebody chuckled and was silenced by shushing.


Evan rose, scooping up his cigarettes. The mint imperial had worn off and the room had begun to feel submarinely quiet and slow. He changed his mind five yards from G16 and returned to pick up his books and file. Cooper Prof. C.J. did not look up. Perhaps she was asleep. Perhaps she was dead. Evan waited for the man at the desk for surnames G to M to check that he had handed in everything he had taken out. It had not been a productive day. The bulk of his text was ready but, while waiting for his agent to fix up a trip to some ancient libraries in the Midlands, he was meant to be checking through the bibliography and quotations. The latter tended to be such fun that he kept being sidetracked and would spend half an hour or more dipping into irrelevant correspondence or journalism. An hour after lunch had been squandered on a romance called Wings of Flame by ‘A Member of His Majesty’s Armed Forces’ that was sent to his desk because of a misread catalogue number. It had turned out to be the story of a nurse who fell in love with an RAF pilot after he lost his sight and could not see that she wore a built-up shoe. The thought of disability made Evan queasy and it was only this that had caused him to toss the novel aside in embarrassed disgust rather than relish it to the end.


He strode out via the readers-only Gents, throwing a twinkle to his favourite black security guard whose elaborate coiffure lifted her uniform cap two inches off her forehead. Out in the fresher air he smoked two Winstons in quick succession with the other reading-room refugees then, packet in hand, he left the striped sunshine of the portico and headed after the first of the two buses that would take him back to the Booths’s flat in Notting Hill.


Will Booth was an historian friend from Evan’s doctorate days in Boston who had married a British girl, taken a job at London University and settled off Ladbroke Grove. Evan had given them the keys to his cottage in Vermont in exchange for the use of their flat so that he might spend the spring in England finishing his new book. This was a study of Paradise legends that would provide a companion piece to his surprisingly successful investigation of the concept of Hell. It was also a good excuse to stay away from America, which he was coming to mistrust, and out of the territories of his estranged wife, Miriam, whose influence he was trying to slough off. It was thanks to Miriam that he now had great difficulty in smoking or eating in the street or in putting more than one artificial sweetener in his coffee.


Rocking in the top of a number 12 from Oxford Circus, he lit another Winston then waved his travel pass at the conductor. The photograph was far from flattering. It had been said that his looks faintly echoed Gary Cooper but photo booths made him look more like a tired, cocaine-blasted airline pilot.


As the man beside him rose to leave, Evan had to rise slightly too because he was sitting on the man’s coat, then he felt in his breast pocket for the letter from his lawyers in Boston. He had read the front and the back of the envelope several times since breakfast, he had even begun to open it with a knife in the greasy spoon where he had spent the elevenses that had turned into lunch. Now however he had read The New Yorker from cover to cover and had twenty minutes on a bus with nothing to do but take out the letter and, as the Brits said, face the music.


They met at one of his mother’s interminable bridge evenings when he was thirty-five and Miriam was thirty. He rented a flat on the other side of Boston but six times a month he put on a tie, splashed on whatever after shave Mother had given him that Christmas and rode a bus out to her fat house in Back Bay. Four times out of six this was for Sunday lunch where he would meet his younger sister, smug brother-in-law and brutal nephews and would eat enough to keep him going on Graham crackers and peanut butter for the next six days. The other two times, in part payment for the Sunday lunches, were to put in a welcome bachelor appearance at Mother’s bridge evenings. There was never more than one game in evidence and that was invariably played by Mother, a fourth-generation rag-trade widow from next door, a distinguished but silent man they called the Commander and pallid young Mr Trudeau who did not seem to work and, like Evan, was a bachelor.


‘With Evan,’ Mother would say, ‘it’s just a matter of time. With young Mr Trudeau’ (it had always been young Mr Trudeau – it probably still was) ‘with young Mr Trudeau,’ she would say, ‘I think it’s sort of a confirmed thing.’


Mother thought bridge conferred a gracious status on her evenings but she was forever interrupting the game to yell a greeting at a new arrival or to hiss polite requests to Mona Mae, the coloured maid she hired for the occasions and instructed to act ‘in residence’.


There were usually ten or so guests besides the three bridge players and these quickly learned to fend for themselves without the manipulation of an active hostess. Evan’s sister rarely came. The unspoken understanding was that it was Evan’s duty to do so to ‘keep up his side’ in the struggle to find him a wife. Being thoroughly uninterested, Evan allowed it to be assumed that he was a bachelor of the helpless variety, although he was quite content with Graham crackers, peanut butter and the occasional invitation to dinner from a fellow academic’s wife. He had been known to spread the peanut butter with jam or to scatter it with chopped tomato and once in a while he bought a family-size pizza which would lie conveniently to hand on a bookshelf and be eaten in slow, cold slices. The faculty women were either old enough to play bridge with Mother or, if single, loud and intimidating. There was rarely more temptation on offer at the fat house in Back Bay. Then he met Miriam. She was out on the porch sipping her mint julep (it was heat-hazy July) and being talked at by a woman in huge round tortoiseshell spectacles. He remembered the detail about the spectacles because two years after their marriage she had insisted on buying some like them. He had crept out hoping for a little peace and had forgotten he was still obediently clutching a plate of stuffed eggs.


‘Gee thanks,’ Miriam said and took one.


She was five foot five with a heart-shaped face, honey-blonde hair and the kind of thinness that screamed nerves at anyone within a four-yard radius. A titless rake. She had smiled full in his face and everything had changed. After what in retrospect was an astonishingly naïve courtship, though with little more than the usual diplomatic deceit on the woman’s part and an immoderate element of belated adolescence on the man’s, they had a curt white wedding in the university chapel followed by a fairly delirious fortnight in Paris. Miriam had never been to Europe and Evan had never gone accompanied to bed, hence the measure of delirium. Then they moved into his flat and everything changed again. Miriam had not been to college and grew quickly impatient with the fact that Evan still had not left his at thirty-five. However hard he tried to explain that research with a little teaching could be a profitable end in itself, she persisted in the belief that he had somehow failed his first degree or had been left behind to iron out some minor problems so that he could ‘leave school’ like everybody else. She had moved straight from high school to work in a real estate business which, by the time she took a stuffed egg off Evan, she was almost running single-handed. As she set about trying to tidy Evan’s work into the corner behind the new Regency television one week and the next throwing awesomely engineered dinner parties for faculty members in an effort to help him to ‘get on’, he realized that he did not know why she had married him. He had only found the courage to put her this question ten or fifteen years later, by which time she had set up her own real estate firm using his money, had enjoyed several flagrant affairs and had started hiring a coloured maid for dinner parties.


‘Well, I didn’t take you on to have kids, honey,’ she replied, ‘’cause it didn’t take long to find out you were incapable in that department. I guess it was because you were a pushover. A rich, virgin pushover.’


To the relief of the faculty wives, among whom Miriam had rarely deigned to mix, Evan left her. To their chagrin he also resigned all but his honorary post and left with his books for his cottage in picturesque Nowhere, Vermont. Here he started writing a book about eternal punishment. There was a general store in Nowhere, Vermont which gladly delivered cigarettes, Graham crackers, peanut butter and deep-frozen pizza. There Evan led a pleasant existence, broken pleasantly by trips to New York, where he revived old friendships and then increasingly to London, where he made new ones. With the help of agents in each capital he began to do comfortable, tasteful things like give lecture series and speak on the radio. After keeping blissfully silent for months, with the help of hard work and one Huby Stokes traced by Evan’s mother, Miriam sued for divorce. Ever since the launch of the book on Hell she had been muddying his complacent pool with questions of money and maintenance. His mother had begged him to sue her at the outset of their separation on grounds of infidelities and (Mother being ignorant of her son’s incapacity) her refusal to start a family, however he still bore his wife an ounce or two of misplaced sympathy and ten years of her shrill get-up-and-go dogmatism had brainwashed him into feeling the guilty party. Now she had taken the initiative on grounds of desertion and irreparable breakdown of marriage. She had founded most of her real estate firm in her simple sister’s name, blinding Evan with jabber of tax evasion. Only now, with a lawyer’s help, had he come to see that this had been insurance against the day when one of them chose to bolt.


As the bus lurched towards Notting Hill Gate, Evan clutched the letter and pulled out his glasses so that he could read it without holding it at arm’s length. He forgot to light another Winston and he almost smiled. Everything was settled. Miriam was going to rob him of only half what he thought she thought she could get. As of Tuesday week he would be a free man. Sweet L.I.B.E.R.T.Y. was his. As if carried away by sympathetic excitement, Evan’s lawyer polished off the letter with an unprofessional flourish of news about his wife and family. Marni was well, Sal came tenth in the junior marathon and little Kim had just had the braces taken off her teeth.


‘God bless them all,’ thought Evan, bounding down the stairs as the bus stopped by the Coronet cinema, ‘and I bet Kim looks swell.’


He dived into a cake shop and emerged with a bag of chocolate fudge brownies. Heading down Kensington Park Gardens he bought a Standard and two bunches of anemones. He liked anemones because they looked dead until one gave them something to drink. He liked the deep colours as they revived. Miriam had liked dried flowers, often spraying them with gold or silver paint. She had liked the way they lasted. The flat, and then the house where she had insisted they move, had crackled with their spidery shapes. They would catch on his cardigan sleeves as he passed by and he would relax on a sofa only to have them rustle in his ear.


Two little girls slid past on roller skates, attached by headphones to the same Walkman. A woman who had to jump out of the way with her shopping bags appealed for support in her wrath but he was smiling and eating chocolate fudge brownies in the street so she turned elsewhere, doubly indignant.


The Booths’s flat lay on the first floor of one of the high white terraces that swing out on either side of Ladbroke Grove. It faced south over an attractively undercultivated park that one could reach from a spiral staircase off the living room balcony. Evan threw open the balcony windows as he came in, letting in new-mown grass to fight with last night’s tobacco smoke. He flung himself full length on the sofa – he was very tall, so this involved resting his feet on an adjacent table – and stared up into the sunshot greens of the chestnut trees. He had eaten one brownie too many and was dizzied with sweetness. Euphoria had evaporated with his hunger.


Freedom. As Miriam would have said, whoopee shit. He was in his middling forties and he had never had an affair. He couldn’t drive and tried to avoid air travel. Try as he might he could not grow a paunch and he remained firmly what his English agent, Jeremy called ‘coincé heterosexual’. What price freedom? Evan picked up the Standard to ogle a spread of skinny models flaunting ‘this summer’s look’, but it was hard to read it lying down so he soon let it fall. The telephone rang. It was Jeremy.


Though arguably coincé, Jeremy was no longer heterosexual. Following certain discoveries regarding the frequency of his trips to the family’s vet, his wife had divorced him. She had kept the children. The dog and Jeremy now lived with said vet in a state of seamless domesticity that varied only from his former married bliss in its higher joint income and more fashionable cookery. For all the disparity in their ages, Jeremy contrived to treat Evan as a kind aunt might an eccentric child.


‘Evan, I’ve fixed up Brooster for you.’


‘Where?’


‘Barrowcester to you but it’s pronounced like rooster with a b on the front. The inhabitants are called Barrowers though which you pronounce as spelt.’


‘How do I get there?’


‘Express-ish train from King’s Cross and it takes two hours plus. Now let me check that I’ve got this right. You wanted to use both the cathedral and the school libraries, yes?’


‘That’s right.’


‘Super. Well I’ve spoken to the Dean who says you’ll have the run of the library and can photograph anything you like as long as they get an acknowledgement – we’d send them a signed copy obviously – and I’ve been on to the headmaster of Tatham’s – only they call him the Lord – and he says that’s fine there too only you had better talk to the librarian about photographs. Have I done well?’


‘You have, Jerry.’


‘Now I must hurry but I want to take you out to lunch tomorrow. How about Manzi’s at quarter to?’


‘Great.’


‘Now Deb’s made arrangements for where you can stay so can I hand you over to her?’


‘By all means.’


‘Such a shame she’s not available. We must find you someone else and have you and whoever to supper soon.’


‘See you at Manzi’s, Jerry.’


‘Bye.’


There was a pause as Jeremy pressed buttons then Deborah came on the line. Of his team of beautiful assistants, Deborah was Evan’s favourite because she had wavy raven hair and was extraordinarily capable. She also had the kind of husky telephone manner that could dissolve tiresome contracts and double advances.


As she said ‘Hi,’ Evan could picture the loose cream cotton and the pearls at her throat and forgot about brownie sickness. ‘How’s Notting Hill?’ she asked.


‘Full of rotting fruit skins and old Colonel Sanders boxes. How’s Bloomsbury?’


‘Sticky. Now look.’


‘I love it when you’re masterful.’


‘Don’t be playful, Evan, I’m holding the fort and I haven’t got time.’


‘Sorry.’


‘Not at all.’ She chuckled slowly and he crossed his legs. ‘I’ve found you lovely lodgings in Barrowcester.’


‘Is it really pronounced like that?’


‘Yes.’


‘Why?’


‘This is England. There’s a very motherly landlady who’ll do you a power of good and cook for you and the house is pretty and old. It’s right in the thick of things so you won’t have far to walk.’


‘I think I love you, Deborah.’


‘Do you want to go tomorrow evening or have you still got work at the B.L.?’


‘Sod the B.L. Sorry.’


‘That’s quite all right.’


‘No. I’ve finished there, but I’ve got to do dull things like wait for dry cleaning and hand over keys to the girl who’ll feed the parrot. I’ll catch the train on Sunday afternoon.’


‘Well, make sure you’re at the station on time. I know how unpunctual you are. There’s a train on Sunday at five.’


‘Yes sir.’


‘Ssh. And I’ll give names and addresses to Jeremy to hand over to you at lunch tomorrow.’


‘Good thinking, Batman.’


‘Now I must go. Have a good trip. It’s a beautiful place. Very quiet. Jeremy has a cousin there so you must be sure to ask him for her address.’


‘Will do.’


‘Goodbye.’


‘Bye Debs, and thank you.’


‘Not at all.’


Without leaving the sofa Evan replaced the receiver and stretched up to the bookcase for a copy of English Cathedral Towns. So far Barrowcester had only been a name on library catalogues and bibliographical cross references. He reached behind him to switch on a light and settled down with an ill-advised third brownie to read about the place.
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Emma glanced at her watch. It was twelve-fifteen. The room before her was full of small boys drawing. She had cheated this morning. She had meant to quiz them on the journeys of Saint Paul but one sight of their unscored little faces had changed her mind. They wanted nothing to do with the ceaseless meanderings of that crazed bigot and she had no desire to force him on them.


‘Do you want to hear a really bloodthirsty story?’ she had asked.


‘Yes please, Miss.’


‘Excuse me, Miss?’


‘Yes, James?’


‘I thought we were going to do Saint Paul.’


‘Ssh!’ said one boy.


‘Sneak!’ snapped a second.


‘Do you like Saint Paul, James?’ she asked.


‘Well …’ James looked uncomfortable. ‘Not much.’


There was laughter at which she smiled.


‘You’ll have to know all about him one day,’ she said, ‘but today it’s Saturday and it’s so sunny and the birds are singing and the flowers are out so I thought …’ She paused in her walking to pick up a small boy’s rude drawing, which she frowned at and crumpled in her palm. ‘I thought we should listen to a really bloodthirsty story.’


There was more laughter. Blue eyes shining, cheeks radiating health, Emma sat on the front of her desk and read them the story of Jael, Sisera and the tent-peg. Their delight at the description of supper in a lordly dish and brains spilt on sand was her delight and she capped it by letting them spend the last half of the lesson drawing an illustration to the grisly tale.


‘Right,’ she now said, ‘time for your lunch.’ There was a wild opening and slamming shut of desk-lids and a buzz of released conversation. ‘Wait a minute, wait a minute.’ Loving her, they were still at once. ‘Put your nasty drawings on my desk and I’ll put the best, nastiest ones on the wall for everyone to laugh at.’ They hurried forward and slammed gory picture after gory picture beside her. ‘And next time,’ she shouted over the hubbub, ‘it’ll have to be Saint Paul.’


There were groans and they were gone. She gathered the drawings into a pile which she locked in her desk. As she walked down the battered parquet corridor to the playground and freedom, she could hear the dim murmur of,


‘Oh Lord, the Giver of Bounty, bless this food for ourselves and ourselves for Thy service. Amen,’ and the appalling clatter of benches being clambered over and plates being slung along tables as Junior Lunch started.


The choir school was little, fleshing out its income and classes by taking in a few day boys as well as the twenty-six choristers. The standard of everything except music was cheerfully low, but the cachet of the place as an accepted springboard into Tatham’s was such that parents of unmusical sons continued to fork out inflated sums to send their children there. Emma’s qualification for teaching Divinity was less her history degree than the fact that her late father used to be Dean. The head of English had come there to teach the ‘cello once and had somehow taken over the English department during an epidemic of gastric flu. The French master was distinctly Dutch, although no one but Emma seemed impolite enough to have noticed. Anyone in the area with a Latin degree had been lured away by the house that came, along with better pay, with a job at Tatham’s, so what Classics the little boys gleaned had been gathered in a team effort from the staff’s schoolday memories. A well-thumbed copy of Kennedy’s Latin Primer was kept on a string by the kettle in the common room, the idea being to stay one lesson ahead of one’s class. Emma heard James Rees (Forestry degree) leading a senior class in their declension of an irregular verb as she mounted her bicycle and rode out into the Close. The lawns were covered with families in their Sunday best because the city schools’ confirmation service had just finished.


Her father’s house stood on the corner of Dimity and Tatham Streets in an overstocked, walled garden. He had died five years ago leaving a twenty-two-year-old Emma sole heir, but it was still very much his house. He had retired there from the Deanery when Emma was just starting at Tatham’s. An historian who was also a priest, the ex-Dean had brought his history to the fore once more. He dedicated the eight years he spent in the house before his death to writing a double biography of Thomas More and Cardinal Wolsey. The book, Disparate Men, had been a posthumous steady seller, not least in Barrowcester where Dyce-Hamilton’s discovery of an unlikely friendship between Tatham and Wolsey was a matter for some concern.


The late Dean was regarded as having been a fair and noble one, not only in his policy of non-interference but also in his adoption of the baby Emma. He had married late, to general rejoicing and, his wife being well past a safe childbearing age, they filed for adoption and were granted a baby girl. Mrs Dyce-Hamilton died of cancer all too soon after Emma’s arrival, to general despair, and although a nanny had to be found, the care of the child was taken on whenever possible by her late-middle-aged father. As soon as she was old enough to sit still and silent on a grown-up chair, she was led by him to services in the Cathedral – hence her dispassionate but extensive knowledge of the Scriptures. The sight of him walking patiently slowly with her hand in his and, later, of them walking arm in arm, she now patiently slow, was one dear to the hearts of the diocese. She attended a local day school, but it was his careful coaching that had seen her through the Tatham’s entrance exam at thirteen. Once he had retired and begun work in earnest on Disparate Men she repaid the favour by devoting many of her weekends to helping him track down passages and, as the work grew, to typing up finished chapters. Then as now, Emma felt herself marked out by the other Barrowers as A Faithful Daughter Old Before Her Time.


Dyce-Hamilton smoked to jubilant excess and had received several cautions from Dr Morton so the news that he was dying of lung cancer had caused his daughter little shock. Hurrying home from Edinburgh, Emma saw him through the last disgusting stages of his affliction, seeing the good doctor to and from the front door via the occasional glass of sherry, and dodging downstairs to the telephone each evening to receive chatty and irrelevant messages from university friends. She had brought her work home with her and studied at his bedside, sometimes holding one-way conversations on her topics. He was forbidden to talk much, was indeed incapable of doing so without inducing violent coughing fits, but he could scribble on a pad and would insist on interrupting from time to time to correct or expand a point or to direct her to a source she had perhaps ignored.


He died, not peacefully but fast, one morning after breakfast, while she was reading him the morning’s news. It was a characteristically considerate time to die. She returned to Edinburgh to sit her finals in a numb fog, seeing few and speaking to less, then slipped back to Barrowcester so as to be about her father’s posthumous business. She was awarded a respectable two-one in one city and a rush of love and support in the other.


Five years had passed but Emma could not leave. She had tried. She had taken weekends off to visit friends in their unappetizing bedsits in London. Said friends had descended on her or bombarded her with letters, demanding her immediate removal to the capital and even offering to find her somewhere to live. He had not left her badly off, and since new fast trains drawing it into the commuter town bracket had sent Barrowcester’s property prices soaring, she could have bought a two-bedroom flat in Clapham on the proceeds of her father’s house. But she couldn’t leave, and Barrowcester was not going to let her go. In letters to supportive friends she made lists that set the reasons for her leaving against those for her staying put. She was attached to the house. She loved the garden. She liked Barrowcester well enough – certainly more than filthy London – but found it painfully small. Most of the time she wanted to hate the Barrowers, but this was rarely as easy as it sounded. They were civilized, kind, amusing and often intelligent. Her spurts of rage against their frequent narrowness of outlook were extinguished by her depressing realization that they were as incapable of broadening their horizons as she of leaving. Sometimes she would weep, get drunk on sherry, break something beautiful and storm around the house, furious at the futile job she had drifted into, loathing the gardening she had started to enjoy so much, determined not to be branded as yet another Barrower maiden of certain age. Then she would flop exhausted on a sofa and see two thrushes or a chaffinch in the garden, or hear kind laughter from the street, or a splash of harpsichord music from Dr Feltram’s house next door, and she would moan as the sedation of place soothed her pumping thoughts.


Emma paused on her way through the garden to wind some trailing wisteria back into its wire arch, then left her bicycle by the porch. The telephone was ringing as she let herself in. It was Lydia Hart.


‘Lydia. How lovely,’ Emma said. ‘How are you? Were you at the eight o’clock, this morning?’


‘No. I overslept.’


‘I couldn’t make it either. Some days it’s so hard to get up. How’s Clive?’


‘Fine.’


‘And Tobit?’


‘Fine too. Working hard as ever. His dresses are a great success. There was something in the Standard yesterday; you know the sort of thing – models showing them off – this summer’s look. Very good publicity.’


‘Good for him,’ said Emma, who had sat down and was holding the receiver under her chin while she used her hands to pull off her sensible shoes and massage an ache in her feet. ‘When’s he coming home again?’


‘God knows. I try not to ask. Being a mother gets awfully hard when they’ve just left home.’


‘I wouldn’t know.’


Lydia laughed politely at the other end.


‘That reminds me,’ she went on, ‘can you manage supper one night soon?’


‘What fun. Yes. Every night but tonight.’ Emma was doing nothing tonight either, but there was a serial she wanted to watch. Keeping up to date with serials, along with enjoying the garden, was one of the activities whose increasing importance in her life was so abhorred.


‘Do you know Fergus Gibson? I thought I might ask him?’


‘Which is he?’


‘The rather nice Scotsman who lives in the big house at our end of Tracer Lane.’


‘No. I don’t think we’ve met. What’s he do?’


‘You’ve probably seen him around. Awfully handsome. He runs an interiors firm. He’s just redone a manor house out towards Clough – it was in The Barrower last Friday – and he completely redid Mrs Chattock’s flat at the Palace. He prettied up our extension for me, too.’


‘Oh. I remember something … yes.’


‘And I’m feeling rather sorry for him because his business partner died last year, which must mean an awful lot more work and, as if that wasn’t enough, his elderly mother has become bedridden and he refuses to let anyone …’ Here Lydia’s voice trailed off slightly. ‘Help him with her.’


‘Maybe I can persuade him to redecorate here,’ said Emma, helping her out.


‘What a marvellous idea! Not that it needs it exactly but, well … You must suggest it when you both meet,’ Lydia enthused. ‘Now I must dash up and see how the girls are getting on. There are two new Saturday ones in the shop and they’re little more than children.’


‘Oh dear,’ said Emma, trying to put back on a shoe and dropping it. ‘About supper; when shall I come?’


‘Oh!’ Lydia laughed. ‘Silly me. Yes. How about next Friday?’


‘That would be fine. Eightish?’


‘Perfect.’


‘How nice. Bye Lydia.’


‘Bye.’


Emma hung up the receiver, scribbled ‘Harts, supper’ in her diary on Friday next then stood, shoes in hand. She wandered in stockinged feet across the hall and into the sitting room. She stood on the threshold and gazed about her. The ceiling had been white once, but was yellowed like most of them with her father’s tobacco smoke. The walls were painted a toneless caramel and the curtains were drab old things that had come from many years’ service at the Deanery. There were a few good rugs, but the carpet was stained and threadbare. She suspected there were boards underneath that could be cleaned and polished. It would do no harm to try. She had no idea how much such services cost but, if she were ever to sell the house it would raise the value considerably if it could be advertised as an ‘interior designed’ one.


She sat down in the hall again and took up the telephone directory. She turned to G for Gibson and found several which looked like private people then saw,


‘GIBSON, Drinkwater &, Dsgn Cnsltnts, 3 Tracer Lane, Bwstr.’


She dialled the number given, waited and got an answering machine. This panicked her so she replaced the receiver, scribbled her message on a notepad then rang back. To her surprise someone picked up the receiver at the other end half way through the machine’s recital and a soft Scots voice said,


‘Good morning?’


‘Oh. Is that …’ Emma glanced towards the phone book but it had slipped shut.


‘Drinkwater and Gibson Consultants?’ There was a chuckle in his voice.


‘Er. Yes.’


‘Tis they speaking. How can I help?’


‘My name’s Emma Hamilton. I was wondering about doing up my house. What normally happens? Do you come round for a look or do I come round to you?’


‘I come round for a look.’


‘Sorry. Is that Mr Gibson?’


‘Yes.’


‘Ah. I think we’ve been invited to the same dinner party on Friday.’


‘So you’re Emma Dyce-Hamilton.’


‘That’s right. As opposed to Nelson’s bit of fluff.’


He laughed.


‘Well Friday’s some way off. Shall I come round this afternoon?’


‘No. Better not. I’ve got to go out.’ She had to do some housework.


‘How about Monday. After lunch?’


‘Two-thirty?’


‘Lovely.’


‘I’ll see you then, then.’


‘Yes.’


‘Goodbye, Miss Hamilton.’


‘Bye.’


She replaced the receiver. Dr Feltram was playing the harpsichord next door. Emma slid the directory back into the hall bookcase and walked, whistling, to the cupboard under the stairs to find the Hoover. She would start at the bottom and work up.
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They had left his trunk and strong box by the mountain of luggage that the porters were slowly dismantling, then they had taken a quick, discouraging glance at his dormitory and a slightly more cheering tour of the sitting room that was to be his burrow. A cup of stewed tea and a fondant fancy had followed with the Lord, the Master of Scholars and two keen, unmotherly wives. Crispin was the only new scholar this term. The others who had passed the fiendish entrance exam that spring would not arrive until September. Crispin’s mother had told him that Tatham’s wanted him earlier because he was so clever, but he had recently taken to sitting on the stairs when his parents thought he was in bed and so knew otherwise. The Governing Body were making an exception in his case because his father used to be a Tathamite (a fee-paying one) and because he could no longer afford to keep Crispin at his nearly-local day school, Drummond Lodge.


Crispin’s mother hated farewells and was keen to have this one over with as soon as possible.


‘Now darling, I must get back before the rush hour starts,’ she said, opening the car door. She stopped to fiddle with her purse and pull out a bank note. ‘Get yourself that book on dog breeding we saw,’ she said and pecked him briskly on the cheek. She had overpowdered and some of it fell off on to his shoulder. She giggled and brushed it off him then sat behind the wheel and shut the door. She looked a frump. He felt people watching. Crispin moved a little closer as she wound down the window. ‘Oh don’t look so glum, Crisp!’ she exclaimed, trying to cheer herself up. ‘Remember what Dad said last night. He was miserable for about a day and a half, then had the best five years of his whole life. Not very flattering for those who came later, hmm?’


He wouldn’t smile. He would not.


‘Say hello to him for me,’ he said, ‘and thank Sarah for the cake.’


‘I will.’ She started the engine but was forced to stay put by an enormous Jaguar which was reversing across her path.


‘She’s wishing she’d given the car a wash,’ thought Crispin.


‘Now we aren’t allowed to have you home for a Sunday for three weeks.’


‘It’s called an exeat,’ said Crispin. ‘Dad told me.’


‘Yes. But your godmother Emma lives just around the corner and I’m sure she’ll be allowed to smuggle you out for tea now and then. Ah. We’re off.’ Her relief was such that she had to bite on a smile.


‘You won’t forget, will you?’


‘No. I won’t,’ she called, wheeling out over the cobbles. ‘As soon as the puppies are born, I’ll let you know. Bye.’ She waved.


‘See you,’ he said, not waving back. Hers was the only old car in sight. Not vintage old, just fifteen years, dented-door old. The carpet was covered with torn maps and toffee wrappers and there were always empty fertilizer bags on the back seat in case she passed a good spot for firewood. The aerial had been snapped off and replaced with an unwound coathanger.


Crispin turned away from the gatehouse and crossed the cobbled quadrangle to his burrow. His trunk had been carried up to the dormitory, he saw. It would take hours to unpack. He had spent bad-tempered hours touring seedy ‘gentlemen’s outfitters’ in Leeds with his eldest sister Sarah in search of awkward items on the clothes list like galoshes and navy blue cotton-drill football shorts. Most of the football shorts were in brightly coloured imitation satin and they had to explain to several shop assistants what exactly galoshes were. Overtried tempers had frayed further at list-ticking time this morning when it was seen that they had failed to buy garters (‘two pairs – charcoal grey’). Crispin’s mother had hastily run up two rather messy pairs with white knicker elastic.


‘And if they tell you they’re the wrong colour they can bloody well dye them for you,’ she had snarled, chafing his calves as she tried one on him for size.


Third Burrow was a broad, oak-ceilinged room with windows on to the cobbles at one side and a dank walled garden on the other. There were a grafitti-trimmed fireplace, several tired and unclean sofas, ten desks ranged around the walls and a bookcase with half the longer Oxford dictionary and a London telephone directory for S to Z. A note, evidently the work of a pupil, was pinned to one shelf. ‘The other half of this dictionary is in Fourth Burrow because there weren’t enough to go round. Remember we are grateful recipients of charity.’ Someone had added a comment after this in Greek which Crispin failed to understand. He had only been studying Greek a year and wanted to give it up in favour of more maths.


‘Is there a “Clay, Crispin of Runnymede Farm, Totley-St-Martha” in here?’ A boy with lank black hair and dark glasses was advancing, a thin white plastic walking stick in his hand.


‘Yes.’


‘I’m David Speake. I’m your magister and you’re my oik. Hello.’ He smiled the too-sharp smile of the blind and they shook hands.


‘Hello,’ said Crispin.


‘If we’re still speaking after your Lingua exam you can call me David or Speake but till then it’s magister from you and oik from me, I’m afraid. Actually it’s quite smart to pronounce it meister and to leave the k off the oik but I leave that up to your taste and discretion. Have you sacked your womb?’


‘Sorry?’


‘Has your mother left?’


‘Oh. Yes.’


‘Very good-looking in a distraite sort of way, I gather. Jermyn quite fancied her. Is there a small, thin girl sitting cross legged, intent on a book?’


‘Yes.’


‘That’ll be her. Jermyn’s having a brief crisis about her sexuality. She’s the only girl – sorry, Jermyn, woman – in this burrow. But next door there are eight to be reckoned with. You’ve got desk four.’ He tapped rapidly along the desks, counting. ‘That’s this one, and this’ – he tapped the shelf above – ‘is your shelf and no one’s allowed to touch either on pain of severe rejection. Sorry I’m talking so much so fast, but I’ve got to go and play the organ for a bit.’


‘That’s all right,’ said Crispin.


‘Glad you approve. Now this,’ said David, producing a battered, pink-bound notebook, ‘is the key to our relationship. It’s the Lingua – well it’s a sort of Reader’s Digest version for beginners – and you’ve got to learn it all in three weeks. You’ll pick up quite a lot by necessity because everyone’ll be speaking it at you, but some of the rare stuff’s a bit harder. The house rules are in there too. Scholars have different ones from everyone else because we’re so special. If you fail the exam I don’t get let out on the first exeat and if you pass – when you pass, rather – you can buy me a box of after-dinner mints. Now I must fly. Have I forgotten anything?’


‘Gowns,’ said Jermyn, nose still in her book.


‘God yes. Thanks, Jermyn dear. Gowns. There’s a gown parade in the piggery – that’s the dining hall – at six. As you’re new you just stand to one side. An old sweetie called Dr Feltran inspects all our gowns for wear and tear and then he’ll notice you and issue you with yours. It’s on the house but you pay for repairs and you give it back when you leave. There’s a dinky little eighteenth-century waistcoat too, but that’s only for the winter months. I’ll be back before six to make sure you don’t get lost. Bye.’


‘Goodbye.’


His magister left in a wild flap of braille organ scores and Crispin noticed that his strong box had materialized by some unseen agency. It felt odd having grown men doing things for one. As the munificence of his scholarship had been explained to him in strictly historical terms using phrases like ‘sons of the indigent worthy’ and ‘episcopal patronage’ he had visualized his new life at Tatham’s as that of some put-upon waif or poor relation. Perhaps Tatham’s would prove to be like Drummond Lodge where hordes of servants appeared only hours before any massed parental occasion and vanished, pay packets in hand, in the wake of the last departing Volvo.


Crispin sat at his desk and opened the little pink book. ‘LINGUA’ it said over the school crest and a Latin motto which seemed to mean power through stealth, which couldn’t be right, ‘Being the Language and Principle Customs of Tatham’s School, Barrowcester (Revised 1946).’ He turned a page and read,


‘Never run when you could walk.


Never hum when you could talk.


Never talk when you could read.’


Someone had scribbled below this, ‘Never read when you could run’ and someone else below that,


‘Any man who runs when he could be eating is an idiot and a fresh-air prude.’


Crispin turned another page and found list upon list of seemingly pointless alternative vocabulary. A few words with bracketed references to dots on a small map of the school and surrounding streets were clearly proper nouns and excusable, but the bulk seemed to be childish, snide or nonsensical replacements of everyday words such as water, chair or blotting paper. Blotting paper was parch and water was hoo. For chair there were specifics:


‘Straight-backed dining chair – sedan


Upholstered armchair – bulldog’


The generic term seemed to be bench. He turned more pages. There was a great deal to memorize in three weeks. He had been well trained in blind obedience. It was the one subject Drummond Lodge could be said to have taught thoroughly, being a preparatory school that compensated for the brevity of its history with disciplinary and power structures that provided a striking object lesson in the feudal system.


‘You can stick pictures up if you like,’ said Jermyn, who had finished her book. ‘I always do.’ She tossed her book on to her desk and left the room.


Crispin was alone. In the days that followed he was to discover what a rare luxury solitude could be. Although the general underpopulation of the school was a kind of privilege, it only served to accentuate the fact that one was hardly ever alone. After three or four minutes of peace, someone always walked in. They might ignore one and sit silently on the other side of the room but they were there. Only the girls, who lived with teacher’s families and in lodgings around town, had their own bedrooms. Boys slept twelve to a room and even had to use a vast Seventeenth-Century communal bath house called jugs. Crispin came to see the faintly Roman enjoyment that could be had from chatting and washing at the same time but he often longed for a small bathroom all to himself instead of jugs’s great arched chambers with their sluices and steam.


‘If you want to be alone,’ David would advise him the next morning, ‘you have to take a good book and lock yourself in the loo. It’s either that or take up the organ. Have you thought of the alto viol?’


Alone briefly on this first evening as a boarder, Crispin started to unpack his strong box. He put paper and pencil case in the desk and ranged his new dictionaries and battered Bible on his shelf. The only novels he had brought with him were Call of the Wild, a favourite he was rereading with deliberate nostalgia, and Barchester Towers. This looked dull but it was a present from his other sister, Polly.


‘It might help you understand where they’re sending you to live for the next five years,’ she had said darkly. ‘Forewarned is forearmed.’


He would have liked to stick up pictures as Jermyn had suggested, but he had brought none with him. Perhaps on his first exeat he could pull a poster off his bedroom wall and bring that. He had brought one picture but it wasn’t one he would care to hang. He opened the crisp front cover of Barchester Towers to check that it was still there. Then felt a familiar prickling in his stomach and wished he hadn’t.


It was a photograph of Lottie, his dog. She was an extremely pretty mongrel. She was white with a brown splash on her back, fluffy ears and a tail like a squirrel’s. Crispin had been allowed to choose her from a litter born in a neighbouring farm a few days before his eleventh birthday. As she had grown his mother had said she looked like a Cavalier King Charles ‘gone wrong’. She was called Lottie after the assistant matron at Drummond Lodge with whom Crispin was madly in love at the time. The photograph was not an expert one, being ill-lit and lopsided, but it was typical in that Lottie had her head quizzically to one side and had been interrupted in dancing on Crispin’s bed. Looking at it, the gnawing sick worry of the past weeks – the melancholia his mother had mistaken for impending homesickness – came seeping back. The business of getting packed and saying goodbye to everyone had chased it briefly away but now he was alone, a naked prey.


Crispin had only recently started to masturbate. A friend had taught him as a kind of leaving present at Drummond Lodge. He kept up the practice religiously, not out of any great enjoyment, for he had scant material and insufficient knowledge for a vigorous fantasy life, but from a firm belief that it was not like riding a bicycle; that if he stopped for long he would forget how it was done. One evening several weeks back he had only just finished a strictly medicinal session before his bath when Lottie came pounding in through the door, leaped on the bed and licked him with wild excitement and not on the nose. He had suppressed the memory of this little incident, not least because of the guilty pleasure it had given him. When however his mother announced more recently that Lottie was unquestionably pregnant it came back to him and a terrible connection was made. He had sat at one end of the table while his mother teased Lottie at the other, saying,


‘Yes you are. You are! And you’re going to have babies. Yes! Lots and lots. And I wonder who the father is.’


As has been said, Drummond Lodge was weak on most subjects other than discipline. Human biology was to be dealt with this term and Crispin was having to miss it to spare his father’s bank balance. In any event this was probably too specialized a case to be dealt with in the parameters of a Common Entrance paper. At every opportunity since hearing the news, he had taken Lottie for walks past local houses in the hope that her mate would run out with a friendly yap and make himself known. He had made her jump back and forth over ditches, made her climb stiles, even, when left alone one afternoon, exhausted himself running her up and down stairs. He had sat her down in pride of place on his quilt and begged her, in their secret whispered language, to show that he was blameless in this affair, but she had only gazed devotedly back and raised a reassuring paw which made the outlook blacker still. His imagination, which proved so feeble at conjuring up shades of fantasy lovers, tortured him now with nightmare scenes of his mother shrieking as puppy after glistening puppy emerged with the family nose, or human hands instead of paws or maybe just one baby would be born, nearly human, marred only by a squirrel tail and a tendency to yap at the postman. Yet again Crispin stared hard at the dog’s image and thought, ‘Please no.’


A boy came silently in, then two, then a whole gang. Boxes were opened, old friends greeted, books and insults hurled. Crispin slipped the photograph back inside Trollope and sat on his desk facing the room and shyly answered the exaggeratedly grown-up questions that were occasionally put to him. After a few minutes, Jermyn came back in. She sat on the desk beside his in a faintly protective way and together they watched the burrow come to life.
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In the bedroom of number five, Bross Gardens, her alarm clock woke Dawn Harper at ten to midnight. Dawn stretched out an arm and silenced it. Without even a frown, she threw off her duvet, walked to the bathroom and brushed her teeth. She took a hairbrush and ran it several times through her hair, which was shoulder-length and straw-coloured. Then she crossed her arms and pulled her nightdress over her head. The bedroom window was open and a breeze from off the Bross caused the gingham curtains to stir slightly. Dawn walked down the stairs of her cottage in the dark. Everything was in a familiar place, their order remaining unchanged since she lived alone and received no guests, so she had no need of light. In the kitchen she opened the drawer of the table and took out a black candle in a dark wooden candlestick and an atomizer. She sprayed herself all over with the latter and the night air was touched with citronella. Then she lit the candle with a lighter from the drawer before opening the kitchen door into her back garden.


Bross Gardens was a row of Victorian labourers’ cottages, so called because their gardens ran down to the River Bross at the foot of Barrowcester Hill. The cottages were cheap because poky, damp and awkwardly situated. To reach them by car, one had to take a lengthy route around the entire hill. There was a long flight of steps up the bank behind the cottages which led to an unmade-up lane off Station Approach. Dawn went everywhere on foot and used this route for her daily trips into town. Dawn was no beauty – her late mother nicknamed her Old Father Time – but through the ceaseless exercise she received up and down the hill, she was as lean as a gazelle. Had anyone ever been in a position to see them, they would have found that she was possessed of exquisite legs.
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