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      ‘They base the importance which they assign to hypothetics upon the fact of their being a preparation for the extraordinary,
         while their study of Unreason rests upon its developing those faculties which are required for the daily conduct of affairs.
         Hence their professorships of Inconsistency and Evasion, in both of which studies the youths are examined … The more earnest
         and conscientious students attain to a proficiency in these subjects which is quite surprising: there is hardly any inconsistency
         so glaring but they soon learn to defend it, or injunction so clear that they cannot find some pretext for disregarding it.’
      

      Samuel Butler, Erewhon
      

      ‘In the lower primates and the mammalia in general, each individual is born completely equipped with both primary and secondary
         sexual direction. They know without the need of any experience or teaching the natural method of satisfying the sexual sense
         … and the behaviour is always identical in all individuals. Man has to be taught all this, and the teaching varies as widely
         as the races of mankind do. Most savage races have initiation ceremonies during which both primary and secondary sexual behaviour
         is taught to both sexes as they reach maturity, and I do not think that there are any two tribes in which the teaching is
         identical.’
      

      Eugene Marais, The Soul of the Ape
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      The sudden acquisition of power does not go to the head, but to the groin. In some, it promotes lust; in others, supplants
         it. Those on whom its effect is purely cerebral may indeed be counted as fortunate.
      

      
      Simon Hart was not a vain man, but he flattered himself that he had a talent for publicity. It was for this, he knew, that
         he had been appointed over the heads of so many distinguished rivals. Lank-haired, bespectacled, and with the choleric complexion
         of a slice of gammon, he was not on first appearances a likely maestro at presenting the silver lining to every cloud. Yet
         so he had proved, and would prove again. Sitting at the breakfast table on the first day of the autumn term, he opened a package
         from an Exeter printing firm with pleasurable anticipation.
      

      
      ‘Dearest, we’ve got it!’

      
      His wife, Poppy, paused in her attempt to push a spoonful of goo into the mouth of one of their twin daughters.

      
      ‘Got what?’

      
      ‘Ugh!’ said the little girl, spattering her parents with glistening green slime.

      
      ‘It.’ Hart dabbed absently at his Next check shirt.

      
      ‘AIDS? The Reader’s Digest Lucky Dip? A recantation of my mother’s will?’
      

      
      Hart said, proudly, ‘The proofs of our new corporate literature.’

      
      ‘Ah. That.’

      
      ‘We have to market ourselves as never before. Target our niche. Position our strategic response to the environmental threat and opportunity profile. This is our shop window, a vital
         tool in the life cycle of our product. A new image for the New Age. Remember, we have gone from baby boom to baby bust. We
         are’, said Hart, ‘in a recession which is hitting even the chattering classes.’
      

      
      ‘Yah!’ said the other twin – Lily, or possibly Daisy. He still found it hard to tell the difference.

      
      ‘Oh. The school brochures.’

      
      ‘I must say, dearest, it’s a great improvement on the old literature. Do look.’

      
      Poppy said, ‘You appear to have changed it from an upper-class borstal to Club 18-30.’

      
      ‘Don’t be facetious, dearest. Listen:

      
      ‘“A FEW WORDS FROM THE HEADMASTER

      
      ‘“The Knotshead tradition has always been to be free of tradition: the individual should mould the School, not the School
         the individual.”’
      

      
      ‘Did you really write that?’ asked Poppy with feigned admiration. Hart held up a finger for silence.

      
      ‘“Central to our approach is the belief that every male and female is capable of excellence in some sphere. We are confident
         that the unique atmosphere of the school ensures that each pupil discovers and develops his or her own individuality.”’
      

      
      ‘I’ve noticed,’ Poppy interrupted, unable to bear his droning voice for long, ‘that whenever institutions claim to be confident
         of anything, it means the precise opposite.’
      

      
      Hart gave her a tolerant smile.

      
      ‘Twenty years in education have taught me that prospective parents read a school prospectus as though it were a holiday brochure,
         not a court summons.
      

      
      ‘“The atmosphere of the school is immediately apparent. By encouraging the process of self-education, self-discipline and
         self-motivation” – you can never go wrong emphasising the self – “individuals and relationships flourish.”’
      

      
      ‘Flourish? Surely that sounds a little … rampant,’ said Poppy.

      
      ‘Well, perhaps. I could substitute “grow”. Thank you, dearest, for that suggestion.’

      
      Hart made a small pencil mark in the margin.

      
      ‘ “THE HAPPIEST DAYS OF THEIR LIVES

      
      ‘“In this, they are encouraged by the informal rapport between staff and pupil. Staff are addressed by their first names,
         uniforms are not worn. Males and females sleep in the main house and the Dower House –”’ Hart made another mark. ‘“Males sleep
         in the main house and females in the Dower House, but every effort is made to break down the artificial distinction between
         the sexes, as it is between different academic years, or ‘blocks’.”’
      

      
      ‘Coo,’ said Lily.

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Poppy.

      
      ‘“The two Houses, with their inevitable differences of tone, interest and cooperation, are happy units within the larger community.”’

      
      ‘Are you sure that is wise, after the scandal?’

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Hart, firmly. ‘What’s happened is in the past. This is a new, classless era. A new decade. We must look forward,
         not back. You, of all people, should know the importance of a fresh start.’
      

      
      Poppy looked at him without expression. Hart continued reading aloud.

      
      ‘“A UNIQUE APPROACH TO EDUCATION

      
      ‘“With its progressive timetable and system of coeducation, Knotshead provides a marvellous opportunity for boys and girls
         of varying levels of ability and from different cultural backgrounds.”’
      

      
      ‘Why don’t you just say, “We don’t care if your kids are thick as long as they’re rich”?’

      
      ‘Because it wouldn’t be true,’ Hart said, annoyed. ‘They aren’t all rich or unacademic – look at your own sister.’

      
      ‘Alice is different.’

      
      ‘You know perfectly well that without my stipendiary benefits she’d never be able to come here. In any case, intelligence
         isn’t only about passing examinations.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, isn’t it?’

      
      ‘No. Developing a child’s personality is equally important.’

      
      ‘Developing its personality!’ Poppy’s voice began to vibrate with rolling Scottish “r”s. ‘And do you also take credit for
         the fact they are all taller at eighteen than they were at thirteen?’
      

      
      ‘“There are fifty pupils to each ‘block’, and great efforts are made to balance the sexes, although competition is stiffer
         where entry of the girls is concerned.”’
      

      
      Poppy snickered.
      

      
      ‘You have a coarse mind, dearest,’ Hart told her, coldly.

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘“NONCOMPETITIVE EXCELLENCE

      
      ‘“Knotshead’s reputation as a centre for excellence in music and craft makes it particularly attractive to the less academically
         oriented, although our GCSE and ‘A’-level results compare well with most other public schools.”’
      

      
      Here Hart paused.

      
      ‘“A-level results are now 80 per cent ABs.”’

      
      ‘Yes: you’ve imported a lot of high-flyers in the last two years.’

      
      ‘That’s only fourteen out of fifty in each block,’ Hart pointed out. ‘Most of those results are from Knotes born and bred.’

      
      ‘From children brought up in traditional middle-class homes. Nurture over nature. And we all know how much easier examinations
         have become over the past ten years.’
      

      
      ‘Would you prefer it if I were the head of an inner-city comprehensive?’

      
      Poppy sighed. ‘I just think you should be more honest about what parents can reasonably expect.’

      
      ‘Parents today have far more conventional aspirations for their children than they have any right to, considering they were
         young in the 1960s,’ Hart said, with some heat. He himself had spent the first decade of his own maturity drudging, as he
         had told Poppy many times, like some early Christian martyr in the bear pit of one comprehensive after another. He had seen
         the disintegration of grammar schools such as his own alma mater with satisfaction. When all but state education had been
         razed to the ground, the youth of Britain could start afresh. So he and many others had believed. But paradise had been, alas,
         postponed. Frustrated, impoverished and ambitious, he had espoused radical Thatcherism and joined the market economy. Promotion
         had followed fast: he became a housemaster at a boys’ public school, then head of Knotshead. The state-school experience had
         counted for much with the board of governors. ‘Of course, we think Knotshead is just another comprehensive,’ one said at his
         interview. Hart had smiled deferentially, and kept quiet about his resolution never, ever, to have anything to do with the
         state system again.
      

      
      Poppy, like so many of the parents he had to deal with, had no idea about the real world outside, thought Hart. Her own career in education had been limited, to say the least. A belated
         attempt to put her life in order had led to a position as housemother at a local girls’ boarding school: the sort which always
         had distressed alcoholic gentlewomen to fill the post, and was not in a position to be too choosy as long as the applicant
         came from the right background. Beautiful, charming, vaguely aristocratic Poppy had been adored by all the girls. But then,
         everybody who met her fell under her spell. He wondered whether, even with the Knotshead offer, he would have had the confidence
         to overcome the memory of his previous disastrous encounters with the opposite sex if she had not told him, that extraordinary
         summer of his courtship, about certain matters. For Poppy, too, had been a rebel.
      

      
      ‘“THE INDIVIDUAL HAS MANY SIDES”,’ Hart resumed.
      

      
      ‘Like a diamond? Or like a lump of coal?’ asked his wife.

      
      ‘One is no less useful, dearest, than another,’ Hart said.

      
      ‘“The emphasis on allowing pupils to work at their own pace rests on the conviction that pupils work better if the teacher
         is discouraged from doing too much of the talking and thinking. A competitive stance in class is gently but firmly discouraged
         as divisive. We have a policy of taking on pupils who have difficulty with more traditional public schools.
      

      
      ‘It is inevitable that a close-knit community such as Knotshead should have its quota of personality problems, but normal
         children will always cooperate in the running and discipline of a school when their individuality is appreciated. With a little
         effort, round pegs can be made to fit into square holes, and vice versa.
      

      
      ‘“THE EBONY TOWER.”’

      
      Poppy smiled. She was a great admirer of John Fowles, and kept an ancient copy of The Aristos by her bedside. Hart always teased her that this was a reversion to her roots when he saw her reading it. He never noticed
         her wincing.
      

      
      ‘“Central to the Founder’s beliefs was the importance of general experience and manual labour in the educative process. Young
         people tend to be excessively self-centred, and the inclusion of agricultural duties in the academic rota encourages them
         to develop a theory of life which stands them in good stead in the complex world for which they are destined. It is essential
         that healthy impulses should not be thwarted by meaningless tradition and culture: for this reason, we do not wish the atmosphere of the school to be disturbed by frequent
         exeats during termtime.
      

      
      ‘“As the great number of Old Knotes, or OKs, returning to the school and sending their own children here indicates, our preparation
         for the modern world is a sound one.”’
      

      
      ‘Mrs Kelly tells me it’s become impossible for local people to afford houses within a thirty-mile radius because of all the
         OKs who want to come back to live in Cornwall.’
      

      
      Lily and Daisy began to wail.

      
      ‘If you had had a taste of paradise, wouldn’t you?’

      
      ‘All paradises are there to be expelled from.’

      
      ‘Aha! Ha!’ Hart exuded two blasts of breath like old flower water. ‘Very neat. I must remember to tell that to the Tore boy
         if he steps out of line again.
      

      
      ‘“A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE SCHOOL”.’

      
      ‘Is there a lot more of this? The twins aren’t even dressed.’

      
      ‘Only a little. Besides, it’s our USP.’

      
      ‘Our what?’

      
      ‘Our unique selling point. We’re a very distinguished footnote to the history of liberal England.

      
      ‘“Knotshead was founded in 1905 by the thinker and writer Ego Seymour and his wife Minnie, an American heiress. Members of
         the Edwardian ‘Souls’ and, later, the Bloomsbury Group, they decided to turn this remote rural corner of the West Country
         into a retreat for artists and thinkers.’
      

      
      ‘Ah, Seymour,’ murmured Poppy. ‘Redolent of so many ironies, don’t you think? Even without the extraordinary first name. He
         didn’t have a brother called Id, I suppose?’
      

      
      ‘No. Ivo, I believe. It was quite a common name for that stratum of society.’

      
      Hart always talked of social strata: perhaps thinking he could bore his way through like a geologist.

      
      ‘“Seymour’s ideas on coeducation continue to influence independent schools to this day. He considered the educational programmes
         of other public schools, with their emphasis on the classics and muscular Christianity, too narrow. Believing in the equality
         of the sexes, he found it quite natural to introduce female pupils from the first day. A startling feature in the Edwardian
         era, coeducation eventually became one of Knotshead’s most attractive and widely copied features. However, its setting remains unique.
      

      
      ‘“Seymour bought the estate from the seventh viscount, ‘Mad Ben’ Anstey. With the advent of the Great Western Railway from
         London to Knotsmouth in 1880, the river Knot could no longer be maintained as a commercial waterway along the Devon and Cornwall
         border. Inland ports, which had provided considerable prosperity to the Anstey fortunes for 200 years, rapidly silted up,
         returning it to the wild West Country valley now enjoyed by so many pupils. In addition, Lord Anstey was forced to close the
         copper and arsenic mines beneath the estate after a disaster which killed three men in 1891. Finally, his hereditary passion
         for building follies completed the collapse of the Anstey family’s fortunes at the turn of the century. Seymour bought the
         estate after a sale lasting two weeks which stripped the house of all its contents.”’
      

      
      ‘Is all this really necessary?’

      
      ‘The parents – our clients, that is,’ Hart corrected himself, ‘love that sort of thing. The Fall of the House of Anstey. Besides,
         it’s a famous house as well as a school.’
      

      
      ‘Isn’t one of the new governors a descendant? The lady magistrate? Kenwood or Kenward. The one whose daughter ran away from
         home.’
      

      
      ‘Possibly. The English are always enthusiasts for failure.’

      
      ‘Sometimes.’ Poppy was silent, thinking of her own family.

      
      ‘“The Founder’s was a remarkable and, to many, eccentric venture, for the estate had not been properly maintained for some
         fifty years. Famous not only for its great Palladian house, begun by Vanbrugh and completed by J.C. Loudon, Knotshead is exceptionally
         blessed by lovely surroundings. Its grounds provide an inspirational setting for a host of outdoor activities.”’
      

      
      Poppy yawned.

      
      ‘“Situated at the head of the river Knot, the estate was where Charles Bridgeman, forerunner of ‘Capability’ Brown, produced
         one of his earliest examples of the new English style of landscape architecture. After the original house had been rebuilt
         by the first viscount, his son swept away the rigid formality of the parterre designed by Henry Wise with mounts, rises, grottos
         and above all the five temples of Venus, Diana, Minerva, Apollo and Bacchus at the end of each avenue: temples which made
         Knotshead one of the most famous estates in Cornwall.’
      

      
      Here Hart paused again, chewing his bottom lip. Those abominable temples! They might be photogenic, but the dead hand of classical learning lay on every one: precisely the sort of outdated
         nonsense that had made him committed to the progressive school system. Alas, they were Grade One listed. Worse, he was constantly
         nagged by busybodies like the Georgian Group to do something about their crumbling condition. He sighed.
      

      
      ‘“The earliest temples, those of Bacchus and Apollo, were clearly inspired by two paintings by Claude Lorrain, ‘The Embarkation
         of Theseus’ and ‘The Abandonment of Ariadne’, now in the Wallace Collection. Brought back from Italy at the end of his grand
         tour, they fired the second viscount with the fashionable neoclassical vision of nature. Woods were planted, the Knot diverted,
         and the estate laid out in the patte-d’oie pattern of five converging avenues which may be seen today.
      

      
      ‘“Improving the great park of Knotshead became a family obsession which required a constant supply of heiresses. The fifth
         viscount improved the design still further by flooding Anstey village to make way for the lake below the house, and rebuilding
         Anstey outside the park gates. Bankrupted by this last piece of extravagance, both the family and the estate began to decline.”’
      

      
      Poppy yawned again. The twins jiggled about in their high chairs, whingeing to be let down.

      
      ‘“FROM THE MONUMENTAL TO THE MODERN”.’

      
      ‘You really think they’re going to read all that?’

      
      ‘No,’ said Hart, suddenly depressed. ‘I think they’ll just look at the pictures, get an impression.’

      
      ‘In any case,’ said his wife, ‘you’re really preaching to the converted, aren’t you?’

      
      ‘I don’t know. Am I?’

      
      Beside him, the sun came out. The words he had written faded to invisibility; and in the laminated depths of the brochure
         cover, he could see only the reflection of his own face.
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      Denis Daniel Viner, commonly known as Grub, lay cocooned in a malodorous maroon duck-down duvet, listening. Clefs of damp

         red hair stuck to his forehead as his fingers played on an invisible piano. He grimaced with pleasure. This expression changed

         abruptly to dismay when the Walkman fell silent. Holding its plug in her hand, his mother demanded:

      


      

      ‘Breakfast?’


      

      ‘Nggah!’


      

      ‘Breakfast?’


      

      ‘Oh, Mum!’


      

      ‘Breakfast?’


      

      ‘Why did you do that?’ Grub demanded, sitting up. His mother tugged at the blinds, and a sharp autumnal light penetrated the

         top of 1 Belsize Park with reluctance. His windows were smeared with grime and cobwebs, but so were the rest below. Grub’s

         parents had bought their home on marriage, when everyone with money had wanted to live in the suburbs.

      


      

      Sam and Ruth had not. They installed an Aga in the kitchen basement, stripped all the floors and, with the sublime self-confidence

         of the unmortgaged middle classes, had taken no notice of anything else. Now the rest of the street was unrecognisable, the

         crumbling stucco smoothed into fondant baroque palaces and divided up into condominiums for professional couples. Only their

         house – vast, shabby, painted dark green beneath its rampant ivy – maintained the same appearance it had had twenty-five years

         before. Many things had changed in the Viner family: children had grown up, pets had died, Sam and Ruth had divorced. But inside and outside, it still

         reflected a consistency of chaos, with furniture scavenged from junk shops or inherited from parents, Chianti bottles turned

         into lamp bases, an escaped boa constrictor in the bathroom and a perennial whiff of cat pee in unexpected places from the

         two Siamese, Leo and Pard. Four times a year, a firm of cleaning ladies would descend to keep the worst at bay (although even

         they could not face the boa constrictor, whose affectionate embraces were increasingly hard to resist), but otherwise the

         house remained an unconscionable blot on gentrification. In and out of its wide stained-glass doors bounced Grub and his two

         brothers, buoyed up by an inner tube of affection, laughter and the syndication of their father’s, ‘Felix’s’, cult strip cartoon

         ‘Dum and Mad’.

      


      

      Grub wondered which disc of complaint would drop from the maternal Wurlitzer. At present, the Top Ten were:


      

      1. Prep (lack of)


      

      2. Cleanliness (lack of)


      

      3. Tidiness (lack of)


      

      4. Noise (superfluity)


      

      5. Pocket Money (superfluity)


      

      6. Practical Jokes (superfluity)


      

      7. Fat (superfluity)


      

      8. Music (superfluity)


      

      9. Energy (lack of)


      

      10. Shaving (lack of)


      

      ‘After shouting up the stairs for the last hour, I thought I might have a brain-damaged son.’


      

      So it was 9, Energy, moving up the charts to number 3. He pushed his wire-rimmed spectacles up on his nose and said, ‘Yes.’


      

      ‘Oh, my God.’


      

      ‘Yes to the breakfast … please.’ She wasn’t bad, as far as mothers went; in fact, he secretly wished she would pay more attention

         to him and less to his aggravating older brothers, but she could be rather scratchy at times. At present, her glorious Manhattan

         squawk was in the clarinet rather than the recorder range, so he judged he was safe.

      


      

      ‘What are you listening to?’


      

      ‘Liszt’s Piano Sonata,’ said Grub, in a lofty and defensive tone. ‘The Richter recording. Some idiot keeps coughing and coughing. He should have been shot. Just think, a single bullet

         to the brain; a moment’s hesitation, and then the divine fingers move on. Nobody would have given a toss.’

      


      

      Ruth snorted. She was a psychotherapist, compact, pragmatic, with a nose that turned up at the end, like a skijump for the

         jokes which poured out of her. It was Ruth’s unwavering belief that people were made to be happy, and that romanticism was

         responsible for most of the miseries she saw in her professional life. Her son had inherited her nose, her colouring and her

         relish for jokes, but not her intellectual tastes.

      


      

      ‘This dreadful nonsense pouring into your head, day and night, all feelings and no thought. Such Technicolor egoists! If you’re

         going to listen to trash, why not Chopin? But that awful Stendhalian creep banging on about his tortured soul – really, Grub!’

      


      

      ‘You don’t listen to him properly. It isn’t about being in control.’


      

      ‘Ha! Musical masturbation.’


      

      ‘More like enjoying being raped,’ said Grub, with a leer.


      

      ‘You! And what do you know about such matters?’


      

      ‘Ho, ho, ho.’


      

      His mother eyed him speculatively. ‘Oh, yes?’


      

      Grub hunched over, like Lon Chaney in The Hunchback of Notre Dame. ‘I lie in wait, and jump out of bushes on to innocent little girls.’ A mortifying recollection surfaced in his mind, and

         he blushed immediately.

      


      

      Ruth laughed. ‘Ho, ho, ho, indeed! When you start dating girls instead of music, this house will become even more like a hotel.

         How your brothers ever manage to do any studying at Oxford I do not know. Now, then. As I expected, complete indolence on

         your last day. You’ll never get packed in time for the school train. Why aren’t you dressed, at least?’

      


      

      ‘No socks.’


      

      ‘It is my belief that your socks get up and crawl out of the house like caterpillars, in desperation to get away from those

         dirty feet.’

      


      

      ‘We have a mutant teenage ninja washing machine. Is Dad going to take me to the station?’


      

      ‘I don’t know. We haven’t talked today. I’ll drive you if he can’t get away from the office, don’t worry. Unless the Deux

         Chevaux packs up again. I took it to the garage, and they told me I’ve been floating around on a flake of rust, and the surface

         tension could go at any moment. But then, they always say that when they see an old car.’

      


      

      Grub began to feel the familiar tension swarming all over his skin, and swallowed. ‘Did you tell Dad it was my last day?’


      

      ‘Yes,’ his mother said briskly. ‘But he’s in the middle of a deadline, so I wouldn’t expect much.’


      

      ‘He’s probably with that bimbo Bambi,’ said Grub, under his breath.


      

      It was well known in the Viner household that he had a mistress called Fiona Bamber in Lamb’s Conduit Street who was a journalist

         on a tabloid newspaper. She was known to all the Viners as Bambi, although Ruth did not seem to bear her any ill will for

         breaking up her marriage. Grub had taken a photograph of her and used it as a dartboard.

      


      

      ‘Do you really need all this stuff? What’s this, here?’


      

      Ruth dived beneath a putrefying mound of dirty clothes, ash, empty crisp packets, old chocolate wrappers, crusted mugs of

         coffee with cigarette stubs floating in them, used Kleenex and unused Durex. Uneasily, Grub wondered whether he had remembered

         to hide his copy of Playboy. However unshockable his mother might be, he still felt there was something shameful about his susceptibility to pornography.

         But Ruth pounced on a pair of moulded plastic handles attached to each other by a short piece of coiled wire.

      


      

      ‘My bullworker. When you can stretch it all the way out, it means you’ve become like Arnold Schwartzenegger.’


      

      His mother stretched it, experimentally, all the way out.


      

      ‘Um, well, the spring goes after a few times, so you think you’re getting stronger. But pretty soon, I’ll be able to tear

         the telephone directory in half.’

      


      

      ‘I can do that any day,’ said Ruth. ‘Want to bet?’


      

      Two pairs of green eyes regarded each other with calculation. ‘How much?’


      

      ‘You have to tidy your room if I succeed.’


      

      ‘OK,’ said Grub. His mother picked up a telephone directory from the floor, and tore it down the spine.


      

      ‘That’s cheating!’


      

      ‘No, it’s brain over brawn. Now, you must keep your word. I’ll keep the frying pan out for another twenty minutes, and then you’ll have to fend for yourself. You could do with losing some weight anyway.’

      


      

      Grub looked at her with love and fury, and she laughed as she went down the stairs. Then he poked a stubby finger vigorously

         in and out of his left ear, inspecting the orange crumb that emerged with deep interest: enough wax to make candles, he thought,

         yawning. Life at present seemed a continual series of movements to escape – sleeping from waking, waking from dreaming. He

         felt tired almost all the time, both before and after sleep. Something to do with getting taller, his mother said; she should

         know, having been a doctor before turning to psychotherapy. He could remember when he had been compact and energetic, before

         the tub of blubber that now encased him barrelled out, but it seemed like eons ago. The only time he ever felt really awake,

         or even alive, was when he was inside a piece of music, or performing in some way.

      


      

      People accused him of saying things for effect, and it was true, he liked to make them laugh. It was good to play the fool;

         people liked fools, and Grub liked to be liked. What was wrong with that? Sometimes at Knotshead he spoke for another kind

         of effect, as a bat whistles in order to make out the contours of the objects around it by means of the returning echo. Yet

         this, too, evoked only laughter.

      


      

      It was often observed that the Harts’ house, with its low, humped roofs and curving beige walls, resembled a giant concrete

         fungus. How it had got planning permission so near a Grade One building was a mystery: it wasn’t even designed, like the James

         Stirling Tower of Babel Language Centre, by a famous architect. But there it squatted, just across the river by the school

         walls. Often, when the streams poured off Dartmoor, the Knot would rise, and a fungal damp penetrated every coat of creosote.

         The first joke every junior pupil learnt when he or she came to Knotshead was:

      


      

      Q: What is the definition of a mushroom?


      

      A: A place where you keep the headmaster.


      

      To Alice its smell of mildew was synonymous with unhappiness, as that of the Edinburgh house – bleach, fresh paint, her mother’s

         Arpège – had been that of rational serenity. At times, she wondered whether Poppy had moved there deliberately, so vehement

         was her dislike for their mother, even after death. ‘Neat’ was to Poppy a term of contempt. It was unfortunate, thought Alice, that she herself could at best be summed up by

         this adjective.

      


      

      They had the same short, high-bridged nose, but there any similarity ended. Sisters define each other by opposites, if not

         by opposition. Poppy was small, blonde, kittenish in bright Benetton clothes and flashing crystal jewellery: ‘the thinking

         man’s Julie Christie’, as one bedazzled parent (male) had dubbed her. She had made the transition from beautiful little girl

         into beautiful young woman with no apparent effort, and was generally thought able to charm the birds out of trees provided

         she put her mind to it. Alice was tall and thin, with perfectly straight dark hair cut in a precise but amateurish bob, and

         the sallow Celtic skin which looks almost jaundiced in winter. She dressed only in black: a black made dusty by fastidious

         washing and ironing. Her manners veered between awkwardness and aggression, and when she laughed, it was not at the things

         other people found amusing. She was much addicted to speaking the truth and had no gift for anything but examinations. At

         Knotshead, these were not admirable attributes.

      


      

      She looked now at the vertiginous hills above. Three tors, the last brown billows of Dartmoor, emptied their streams into

         the Knot as it rose in the mines behind her. Their steep sides, with the diverted stream that, below the lake, became a river

         meandering across the valley, effectively cut the Knotshead valley off from the rest of the West Country on a peninsula of

         land. Across the water, to the south, was Minedale, puffed by the railway to the size of a small town. Three miles down was

         Knotsmouth, and the nacreous slab of the Sound.

      


      

      A dense confusion of boulder and bog, bracken and branch lay beneath, between the river and where Alice sat. The woods were

         pathless apart from a maze of deer tracks. Everything was tumbled about, great oaks and beech trees snaking out of the red

         earth, or crashed down in lizardly lengths, whole forests of new saplings sprouting from the old trunks. Dissolution sent

         waves of fungus rippling out from dead stumps, strangled by claws of ivy and the netted clouds of clematis. The ground crackled

         with unseen twigs, as if charged with static electricity. Intermittently, the prints of Alice’s Wellington boots would fill

         with transparent, putrescent water, where she had followed the stream trickling beneath the decades of clotted, rotting leaves

         to the narrow shelf of turf before the ruin of the old copper mine.

      


      

      Even on orienteering games, Knotes did not like going near the abandoned mine. Much of the hillside across the ha-ha was supposed

         to be out of bounds, riddled with shafts and pocked with adits which could collapse under an unwary foot. All along the river

         bank, as far as Minedale, there were milestones and other traces of the industry that had been discontinued a hundred years

         before, but nobody except Alice cared to get closer. At night, its crumbling lime kilns echoed with the hollow laughter of

         owls, and by day its entrance looked too much like a black mouth.

      


      

      In any case, the stream was the only reliable way up. It had once been the original path of the Knot, until the construction

         of the main house and its lake below had caused Vanbrugh to fear floods. The stream was blocked and diverted to the east;

         then, with the development of the copper mines, straightened and used as an ore shoot. Now that the mines had been abandoned

         for nearly a century, this, too, had been abandoned. Often impassable after rain, the ore shoot was a sunken track, prodigiously

         overgrown, but navigable following the summer drought. After some forty feet, it became a small waterfall like a broken stair

         slippery with black slime; then a tiny stream, running straight and noiseless across turf out of the mine entrance, which

         now resembled a cave.

      


      

      Alice went there to cry. She did this violently, silently, and with a sensation of shame, for all displays of emotion were

         wrong, and she considered self-pity more ludicrous than masturbation. Once begun, however, her tears were as uncontrollable

         as vomiting. She would cry until her face was tight and swollen and there did not seem to be a drop of water left in her body;

         after which, greatly to her relief, neurasthenia would pass into anaesthesia and her depression reduced to tolerable levels.

      


      

      Often, she longed to ask Poppy, ‘Why him? Why Simon? You had dozens of others, why choose this little toad of a man? How can

         you bear to listen to his pomposity, his venality, to have his flabby hands paddling your flesh?’ But she was too polite,

         too painfully aware of all she owed Poppy even to think of saying this. Besides, her brother-in-law was a very small part

         of the problem.

      


      

      Her mother had said, ‘Don’t you believe that balderdash about love being free. It’s the most expensive thing there is, as

         your sister has discovered to her cost.’

      


      

      If Mrs Godwin had been confounded by her daughter’s marriage to the future headmaster of Knotshead, she was given no time

         to comment. The day of Poppy’s wedding in the Exeter register office she had been run over by a drunk driver on Prince’s Street,

         a particularly unfortunate ending since Mrs Godwin had been a trenchant teetotaller. She had left a will insisting that in

         the event of her death, Poppy’s share of the estate came on condition that she take care of her sibling until Alice was eighteen.

      


      

      Alice had shown no emotion. To thoughtful natures, events are like depth charges: the surface is calm, but the shock spreads

         further. Her stiff, adult manner repelled sympathy. For two weeks, while solicitors tried to trace her sister, she had chosen

         to live alone, refusing the leave the Royal Circus flat. Ringed by order, by gleaming black lampposts, by burnished brass

         kick-plates and stony proportion, she had waited for Poppy to take her away. Then, to the cruel, bosomy south she had come.

      


      

      The Godwin girls knew very little of each other. Twenty years, differing temperaments and several hundred miles separated

         them. Poppy had been born at the beginning of her mother’s marriage; Alice at the end. Poppy, for all her ebullience, was

         unable to give affection, and Alice, for all her self-possession, was unable to ask for it.

      


      

      Their parents had been much the same. They had met each other at two or three houseparties in the Highlands; it was thought

         a fine thing for a Lockhart and a Godwin to marry, so marry they did. The fact that they had hardly a single taste in common

         was not discovered until too late.

      


      

      Each had misunderstood the other from the start. Mr Godwin had been a landowner with a farm in Ayrshire, a flat in the Royal

         Circus and one in Kensington. He spent most of his time at the last, regarding Scotland as a tedious source of income. Mrs

         Godwin had grown up in Edinburgh, the youngest daughter of an advocate, and a proud descendant of the Lockhart who had vilified

         Keats in Blackwood’s. She despised the English almost as much as she came to despise men. Neither parent had been prepared to accommodate the other’s

         tastes.

      


      

      ‘Scots divide into two kinds: those who go to Fettes, then spend the rest of their lives counting sheep; and those who believe

         the only good thing about Scotland is, to paraphrase Dr Johnson, the express train to London. My wife and I encompass the gamut,’ Mr Godwin would say, with a charming laugh. As he

         became more hedonistic, Mrs Godwin became increasingly puritanical. She ran the farm, which her husband visited only during

         the grouse season, and refused to come to London on the grounds that the water was undrinkable. Eventually the marriage, though

         never formally dissolved, broke down completely, and the couple were separated.

      


      

      Poppy was her father’s daughter. At the end of the 1960s, she had run off to the bright lights as a dizzy sixteen-year-old.

         By the time Alice, a starchy, solitary little girl knew herself fatherless, Poppy had been in Chelsea for five years. Embittered,

         the widow had leased the farm, sold the Kensington flat and taken good care to ensure that Alice’s upbringing was of a very

         different nature. A prodigy would replace the prodigal. Alice would be a true product of the Athens of the north, inspired

         by the noble names of Hume, Fleming and Lockhart.

      


      

      Her material was ductile, almost docile. Alice and Mrs Godwin seemed more like two elderly companions than mother and child.

         Their social life was minimal.

      


      

      ‘The only thing that really matters for women is education and career,’ Mrs Godwin had told her daughter, over and over. ‘If

         I had had the opportunities presented to your generation, I would never have accepted marriage. Men make women first into

         fools and then into slaves. Emancipate yourself from the craven need for love, and you will set yourself free.’

      


      

      If only, thought Alice, it were really so simple.


      

      She went back down the hill, feeling swollen and tired. At the bottom was the upper bridge which crossed the Knot at its narrowest

         point. A track led from this along the river to the Librarian’s cottage. He had been away in Tuscany all summer, but was now

         presumably back, since a battered blue Volkswagen was parked in front of the cottage door.

      


      

      Alice cast it a nervous, hopeful glance. He was to teach her Latin for the next two years. The last classics teacher had taken

         the few Catullus poems on the Cambridge course as an invitation to descant on how many times he could bring his wife to orgasm.

         This was thought to be really cool by all the other Knotes, most of whom were boys who had learnt Latin at more traditional

         prep schools. The thirteen-year-old Alice’s silent distaste had led him to accuse her of being frigid and intellectually narcissistic about Edinburgh. Had he not been sacked by Simon, she doubted whether her freakish passion for the subject would

         have sustained her to A level.

      


      

      Letting herself in through the sliding picture window by the kitchen, Alice hoped she had missed Simon, and lunch. Although

         the house was open-plan, it was easy to avoid her sister and brother-in-law at breakfast because they always took such a long

         time to get up. In her eagerness to get away, she had packed her trunk the night before. She looked cautiously into the living

         room.

      


      

      Poppy was lying on the brown corduroy sofa, reading. The twins were absorbed in drawing felt-tip doodles on the walls. In

         the kitchen, dirty crockery was piled high; Poppy hated handling greasy plates, but considered wearing rubber gloves the stigma

         of the housewife. She had a vague idea that if everything was rinsed in cold water, it would somehow sort itself out.

      


      

      Alice went to her room. She had made no attempt to stamp her personality on it. The trunk was just inside the door. It was

         ribbed, like the lung of a giant, and creaked as she pulled it through the living room by its leather strap. Poppy started,

         and looked up.

      


      

      ‘Can you manage?’


      

      ‘Yes,’ said Alice.


      

      ‘I was only asking,’ said Poppy. They always went through this pantomime, but nevertheless Alice said, ‘I thought you wouldn’t

         want to be bothered – ’

      


      

      ‘How do you know what I do or don’t want?’


      

      ‘You tell people.’


      

      ‘You remind me of all the reasons why I left Edinburgh,’ said Poppy. ‘All right, piss off, then. You only use this place like

         a hotel anyway.’

      


      

      ‘How else am I to use it?’


      

      ‘As your home.’


      

      Alice said nothing.


      

      Poppy sighed. ‘I don’t know why I bother.’


      

      ‘You are too kind,’ said Alice, without inflection. Neither met the other’s glance. ‘Can I borrow the luggage trolley from

         the garage?’

      


      

      ‘If you want. Say bye-bye, twins.’


      

      Lily and Daisy waddled over and hugged Alice round the knees. She knelt down and stroked their perfect peony cheeks. She longed to put her arms round them, but was too stiff and shy to know how to do this.

      


      

      ‘Are you coming back?’


      

      ‘Not until Christmas.’


      

      ‘Why not?’ asked Lily.


      

      ‘It’s the rules.’


      

      The twins proffered cold, soft kisses like frozen petals, and she returned them. She did not kiss Poppy, and Poppy made no

         attempt to help her. This was as it always was. She tied the trunk to the trolley and walked down the drive without a backward

         glance. The new year had begun.

      


      

      The car he sat in was of burnished chrome, and burnt down the highway. Winthrop T. Sheen had wasted the last 450SL convertible

         Daddy had given him (‘Fifty-five and stay alive! You’re so full of shit!’) but he had no difficulty in persuading the chauffeur

         to go over the speed limit.

      


      

      ‘Man, I’ll be roasted alive by the big white chief if I arrive late for the new semester,’ he had said.


      

      The goon obviously knew even less about British public schools than Winthrop because he increased the speed of the stretch

         so much that at this rate, they’d soon be in the Channel.

      


      

      Winthrop dropped his copy of Hello! magazine and peered through his Ray-Bans in deep disgust. It was a small-screen culture, this; everything kept changing all

         the time. It really chilled him out. Just when he thought the scenery had settled down, and there was nothing but cows and

         stuff, it began humping around like a quarterback and two cheerleaders in a sleeping bag. No wonder Mummy had chosen not to

         accompany him. At least this new place was in the south, and had girls. Mummy had been very insistent on this.

      


      

      ‘Poor Winkie, he’s just too full of testosterone,’ she had murmured to Bunny, her second husband. ‘In another era, he would

         have been off drilling oil wells or something. Darling, I do think Knotshead would be preferable to Switzerland. He’d only

         turn into a ski bum and impregnate half our friend’s daughters. The English are so much more … civilised.’

      


      

      Winthrop had pleaded on bended knees (metaphorically, of course) to be allowed one last chance, even at a military academy,

         but in the end, his stepfather had provided the clincher.

      


      

      ‘We could send him to Buxton or the New Lincoln, and he’d be leaving with the same chances – maybe Ivy League, maybe a Montana

         car-repair joint. After two expulsions, no traditional school is going to believe that all he needs is a little discipline.

         But if he blossoms in the less repressive atmosphere at Knotshead, you can always buy some Oxford college a new professor,’

         Bunny had pointed out. ‘Those places are real hard up, but they still have class. If Win has a British education, he’ll get

         a broader perspective on life.’

      


      

      ‘His perspective has been nothing but broad,’ said Winthrop’s mother bitterly, but she had taken his point. Besides, Bunny

         had known someone who knew one of the governors, so this meant it was acceptable. Underneath the flaky exterior and the show-biz

         parents, Bunny’s informant had told him, it was really a happy compromise between the Walden and Putney, with an element of

         Brideshead thrown in.

      


      

      The big black car slid between a pair of granite gateposts.


      

      ‘Hell,’ Winthrop muttered, ‘I’m going to be like a fucking prisoner of war here.’


      

      Over his head, an iron shield announced: Et In Arcadia Ego.
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      Noise, noise, noise. The banging of trunks up stairs, the slipping and pounding of heavy feet along polished wooden floors,
         the yowling of radios and record players, the grunting of burdened males licensed to glimpse forbidden territories in return
         for carrying trunks, the high-pitched squealing of friends separated or reunited, the revving of cars departing or arriving.
      

      
      Alice had found her year’s lodgings on the lists pinned up in the hall, dragged her trunk up two flights of stairs unassisted,
         and was sitting on her bed. This, like every other bed in the Dower House, was covered with a pink candlewick material, which
         impressed a wavy mark on a sitter’s buttocks. Sometimes she thought that the mark of the bedspread had franked her flesh as
         though it were an envelope, for all time: Knotshead, Cornwall, 1990s.
      

      
      She felt overpowered already by confusion, loneliness, the necessity to remain constantly on guard. It was a relief to find
         herself the first to arrive.
      

      
      The new dormitory was at the top of the Dower House, in what must once have been a servant’s room, facing southeast towards
         the tennis courts and the Sound. It turned its back to the main house, including the converted stables and the 1960s prefabs
         (known as Flottage) curving along the Knot, and for this Alice was grateful. The classrooms were not on the whole an attractive
         sight; every year, the replacement of the prefabs was mooted, and every year, it was decided that although they leaked and
         looked phenomenally ugly, it was too expensive to replace them.
      

      
      Across the river, the Temple of Minerva was still horrid with scaffolding, though no work appeared to have been done on its
         crumbling ochre stone since anyone could remember. Every time attempts were made to rebuild it, some objection was raised:
         the new stone was wrongly cut with modern instruments; the original designs had been misinterpreted by the builders; an inadequate
         number of experts had been consulted, and so on. So there it stood, year after year, crumbling away in the salt sea winds.
         Some people were standing on the bridge, taking photographs of the goats grazing. New parents, no doubt. For an instant, she
         saw Knotshead as they must see it: the embodiment of harmony between man and nature for ever suspended in the still, chill
         air.
      

      
      The dormitories varied in size. Many rooms in the Dower House had once been beautiful, with elaborate cornicing that, because
         of the infrequency with which it was repainted, had kept its delicacy. Nearly a century as an educational establishment had
         overlaid proportions, fireplaces and functions but garlands of fruit, flowers and dancing cherubs still rioted overhead on
         the first and second floors, fossils of dead delights veiled, decade after decade, by distemper.
      

      
      The girls countered institutional living according to ingenuity, income and inclination. It was remarkable how quickly each
         dormitory assumed a distinct character every year: the same room could, within a matter of hours, become a place of frilly
         femininity, slick chic or exotic ethnicity purely as a result of a few judiciously arranged props. Lockertops and windowsills
         acquired a floating assortment of potted plants, family photographs, rejects from craft classes and other knick-knacks. Stereos
         revolved ceaselessly with the records that each particular dorm became obsessed by for a term; this was believed to lend atmosphere,
         as in a boutique or restaurant. Posters and even Indian bedspreads were Blu-Tacked side by side to conceal the garish vinyl
         wallpaper, which rampaged in such violent violet efflorescence that it gave sensitive girls headaches if left uncovered.
      

      
      The wallpaper was the choice of the housekeeper, nicknamed Shit Horder after her manner of signing her illegible first name
         on ferociously petty announcements. Shit Horder thought her wallpaper charming (though she did not dare to impose it on the males) and would inspect every dormitory in the Dower House to ensure that the blobs of Blu-Tack used to cover it up were
         not too big; if they were, she would rip every poster off with vicious satisfaction. Equally, if she thought a lockertop was
         too crowded with private effects, she would sweep the whole lot off to the floor, saying that the maids couldn’t clean it.
      

      
      The lockers were a plywood chest of six drawers, veneered to resemble a light mahogany, which had one small drawer on the
         left for valuables which could be padlocked. Pupils were told to provide their own padlocks, and to carry the key with them
         at all times. It was when Alice had understood that this drawer, measuring twelve square inches, was to be the sole repository
         of privacy for the next five years that the surface of her world had cracked, and she had fallen into a place of despair.
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