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      I wanna die in the same place I was born




      Miles from nowhere




      I used to reach for the stars but now I’m reformed




      She’s out there somewhere




      

        The Only Ones
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  I am running across a field, then scrambling over a gate and stumbling down the road. It dips steeply towards a dry stream-bed that cars normally have to

  ford. I find that words are coming out of my mouth. I am shouting, ‘Jane! Jane! Jane!’ but this is no good. Jane cannot help me. She cannot help herself.




  I smell of smoke. My hand stings and I realize the palm and fingers are burned. Now I see the cottage just ahead. I go on running and shouting. When I reach the pub I start shouting at Shirley

  the barmaid, who slowly puts down her magazine.




  

     

  




  1




  People ask if you’re going to Hay, or Cheltenham, or even Buxton, but those people are generally speaking your novelist friends, for whom festivals involve holding forth

  rather than reading their work. While the public are waiting for the next ex-presidential candidate to show up and fuck their collective brains out with sheer affability, they don’t mind

  hearing a few novelists blathering about politics or the environment, as if it mattered. As long as the sun shines and the catering’s half decent, who cares? The books wait quietly in their

  oddly chilly tent between bouts of anxious acquisition. The bulk of these titles will augment the furniture of holiday homes the summer after next.




  Divott is a different matter. Divott is a poetry festival held in July, where nearly every event involves hearing some poems read by a poet. The exceptions are lectures by critics and

  biographers, but in these, too, poetry is in the foreground. The programme is almost immune to celebrity as that idea is generally understood. The festival originated in, and has so far maintained,

  an interest in the work of Thomas Exton. Exton was the parish priest of Divott from 1660 until his death by fire in 1680. He renounced life in London for a rural parish, using his status as a

  member of the local gentry to find a living as far away as possible from the Babylonish temptations of the capital, where he had gone to study at the Inns of Court after graduating from Cambridge.

  As you can see, nothing could be further from fashionable concerns.




  So at Divott the poetical tastes of that popular broadcaster X, like the Damascene conversion to culture of the ex-Tory minister Y, have had no effect whatever. Strangely, the events are rather

  well attended. The local economy, out of termtime, benefits in a modest way – hotels, bed-and-breakfast places, the handful of restaurants, the pubs that are normally comatose in summer

  except for the exploits of the local youth on Saturday nights. The audiences for the poetry festival are, for the most part, of mature years and know how to behave themselves quietly. So everyone

  is happy.




  Almost everyone is happy. For poetry, like all other human activities, is subject to rivalry, jealousy and malice, though normally the matters in contention at Divott would at first sight mean

  little to anyone not themselves involved. The case of Jane Jarmain was different.




  We live in an age of personalities, and in some sense Jane, or some versions of Jane as allegedly remembered, went on to thrive. Her work began to be written about and familiarly referred to. It

  was republished and became the subject of academic research. At the same time it connected with a readership beyond the core audience of critics and other poets and poetry victims. Poems found

  their way into university courses and, to the surprise of their teachers, me included, literature undergraduates began to view her as their special possession – an exceptional state of

  affairs for a poet at any time.




  It was interesting and slightly eerie to watch talent turning into repute and repute evolving steadily into fame. Jane (after a while she only needed the one name, apparently) was name-checked

  by indie bands and used as a reference point for girly gloom by journalists anxiously surfing the wave of the Zeitgeist but not exercised by the need to read her work. By now

  ‘Jane’ was of course a good deal more famous than anything she had written, and the wider impression of her writing had little to do with the poems themselves. There was talk of the

  need for a biography, with some fairly discreet jostling for permission to gain the estate’s blessing for such an undertaking. But the estate, by which I mean Alex Farren, had always declined

  to appoint a biographer, stating that the time was not yet right and, furthermore, refusing all co-operation to unofficial contenders (though one or two went ahead anyway, producing books

  remarkable for their earnest vacuity). Alex Farren, keeper of the flame and the keys, was far away, in America, enjoying some eternal quasi-academic sinecure that left him largely free to

  concentrate on the parallel course of his own growing celebrity as a cultural scene-maker of a generalizing kind.




  There was also talk of unpublished poems in considerable numbers, of diaries and letters, of suppression. It was all very satisfactory from a contemporary point of view. There was life in the

  death, as it were. Then, as the thirtieth anniversary was noticed approaching, a couple of members of the committee of the Divott Festival came up with the interesting proposal that the remains of

  Jane Jarmain should be reinterred in the churchyard of St Bartholomew in Divott during that year’s festival. It would help to cement – someone actually used that word – the

  tradition inaugurated by Thomas Exton and carried on by a few very minor figures up until the First World War. It was, undoubtedly, a radical proposal. It was also exactly the sort of moronic

  notion I would have expected of some of my colleagues – vulgar, sentimental, ignorant, and so forth: you name it. Had it not been for Molly and me, Divott would have been ruined long since.

  We kept the bastards at bay. You will notice the change of tense: Divott, the enlightened, unadulterated Divott, will soon be gone.




  ‘Are there in fact any remains to be reinterred?’ asked the Reverend Peter Langland, blinking in the sharp sunlight of the October dusk as it passed across

  the windows of the committee room.




  ‘Yes, there was a body. Jane died of asphyxia rather than burns,’ I said. I might have said a lot more.




  ‘And where is she currently buried?’




  ‘Her sister arranged it. She’s near her family in Wales.’




  ‘What do they think?’




  ‘Most of them probably don’t,’ I said.




  ‘Oh?’




  I was about to reply when Simon Tunnock chipped in, anxious to keep a handle on his ‘idea’.




  ‘Her parents are long dead now.’




  ‘Of course. The march of time.’ Langland nodded as if agreeing to the proposal.




  ‘And the other relatives – that’s her sister and her brother-in-law – they have no objection.’ This was Ginny Tunnock. ‘We’ve written to them, so

  that’s all right.’




  ‘Have you now?’ I said.




  ‘They may come over from Wales for the event.’ Ginny was never far from the reception class. Gold star for her, please.




  ‘And what about Alex Farren?’




  ‘We’ve sorted that out.’ Simon nodded and raised his eyebrows. It was official, then.




  ‘How?’




  ‘Well.’ Ginny glanced down demurely. ‘He’s decided it’s time.’




  ‘Time for what?’




  ‘He’s looked into his heart, Martin.’




  ‘That can’t have taken long. Did he find anything?’




  ‘It’s always easy to be horrible,’ Ginny said, staring round in appeal.




  ‘Not if you want to do a proper job.’ Ginny and Simon looked patiently at one another. ‘I see. Farren’s finally written a book about it all, hasn’t he? It’s a

  matter of economics rather than mourning, then. Time to cash in.’ It was many years since I had expressed any interest in Alex Farren’s doings.




  ‘If I may say so, that’s a very ungenerous way of regarding the matter,’ Langland said mildly.




  ‘You may say so, Vicar, if it gives you comfort. I know Farren of old.’




  ‘But people change – for the better, we hope, Martin. Is there any need to go raking over the coals of ancient history?’




  ‘With respect, that’s exactly what you’re undertaking to do.’




  I could see the writing on the wall – or, rather, on the tomb. For the rest of the meeting I kept my counsel. In the view of the festival committee, everyone would be a winner. Langland

  was sure that the diocese would raise no objections. The event would draw visitors to the church, as well, surely, as calling greater attention to the festival through media interest in this

  unusual act of literary reconciliation, as he put it.




  ‘So we are in majority agreement,’ said Langland.




  I could have told the committee what they were going to do next. They would invite some twittering BBC arts presenter with a holiday cottage nearby to make the event official by somehow taking

  charge of it, bringing poetry to a wider public while somehow at the same time softening the edges and reducing the amount of poetry the public might actually be asked to encounter at the festival

  rather than vaguely talking about it or taking up space in its proximity. Farren’s book would be everywhere, and so would he. That Man who would see Harm done to what he Loves has but to

  be patient, as Exton put it in his journals. I kept my mouth shut and went to the pub.
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  There have been plenty of dry summers. But that was the blazing sun in splendour among them, an unending season of pitiless bronze. The earth’s waters sank back as far as

  possible into the dark, the streams and aquifers sucking on stones for comfort, far from the blazing daylight.




  We were not so lucky in May Cottage, down Orphy’s Lane, among the hopfields on the edge of the village of Summer Street, at the foot of Summer Hill. We lay on the parched lawn, trying to

  read. We sprawled uncomfortably in shorts on the ancient hairy upholstery in the sitting room. By night we waited restlessly on burning beds for the glimmer of dawn that would simply restart the

  cycle of discomfort.




  At the same time – many who were young in those days will understand this – there were moments of intense happiness about the house. One world was ended and the other not yet born.

  We were all still young; there was time to play with and sufficient funds, more or less, to fuel the play. I see us in the garden, as if with the sound off, carrying our shadows lightly.




  I keep referring to ‘we’. I mean Susie and myself, and Alex and Jane. Except for Susie we had been at Cambridge together. We had declared ourselves tired of the place and its

  confining self-obsession. We needed somewhere to develop our own. Country life was the answer: we knew this without discussing it. Alex and I had decided to apply to do postgraduate work at the

  small new university in the Welsh Marches. It had formerly been a theological college, based in the ancient market town of Divott. Divott lay a few miles to the west of Summer Street, on the far

  side of Summer Hill. The Academy of the Marches was new, it was old, it was a long way away, it was near a frontier. They snapped us up.




  Alex’s subject was the American ‘Confessional’ poet Robert Lowell, then at the height of his fame; mine was Exton, the unsung poet of Divott and its surroundings. We’d

  got away with it again. We had also decided, without saying much about it, and certainly without informing the institution that had given us scholarships, that there would be something of an

  interregnum. We would be taking the money, yes, and we would not be entirely idle, but the world would officially start a little later, with doctoral theses (somehow) completed, and maybe jobs of

  some kind, if necessary.




  Jane herself had no interest in further formal study, or in employment. She had access to a modest private income, apparently. She would use the time to write. Off we went into the west, our

  possessions crammed into Jane’s Volvo and Susie’s 2CV. Neither Alex nor I could drive; the condition is widespread among poets.




  Susie was the exception in working for a living. She had already arranged to do some teaching at the local art college ten miles away in Willeford. Even then she was beginning to recognize that

  teaching, rather than painting, would be most of her living. She was a good painter but not an outstanding one, and she had the kind of dignity that enabled her to absorb this fact without the

  hysterical despair to which Alex and I would have swiftly given in if, at that stage, we’d had to face the same truth about our writing. We considered ourselves writers already. That

  we’d written little and published less was only a technicality: it was a calling, not a matter of objective proof, at least not so far. It was the world of not yet. Recently, when a

  literary agent came to talk to my MA writing students at the Marches (I’ve never quite escaped the place’s somnolent gravity), I found myself smiling when she remarked encouragingly

  that even if none of them ever published a word (and she and I knew that hardly any of them would), they would still be writers none the less. There was, I swear, a just-audible sigh of collective

  relief. Desperate hope is as moving in the middle-aged as groundless optimism is annoying in the young. And imagine me – a dispenser of hope!




  The world, then, could wait until we gave it our attention. The exception, again, was Susie. I knew that already she wanted a child and hoped we would now take steps to secure its future.

  Ergo I should find an academic job sooner rather than later. After all, it was what I seemed to want. Like so much else in our little nest of singing birds, this hardly needed to be said (or

  perhaps was hardly allowed to be said), but even I was aware of the discreet weight of longing, of pressure not being applied. Being young and stupid and selfish I chose to regard it as an

  eccentricity on Susie’s part. In every other way she was so decent and, well, sensible. No one we knew had begun to have children. There was always time. What could she have seen in me? I see

  her melancholy grey-eyed, straw-blonde beauty now. She was the grown-up. She knew she must accept disappointment.




  There were other things to think about. Poetry, for example. There was my own work, and there was Exton, and there was also the magazine we were editing. Susie had access to the art-college

  printing room and the publication fund. So the Summer Street Review came, very slowly, into existence. If it managed only a single issue, well, that was not without precedent, and a little

  magazine should certainly not outstay its time. I blame society. I blame the drugs. On the idle hill of summer, with the help of a bag of rather stalky grass, Alex and I sneered and guffawed our

  way through the stack of submissions that mysteriously find their way to even the most obscure, or in this case not-yet-existing, magazine. There was a sour, brassy-tasting pleasure in rejecting

  the work of people we’d known at university, who had themselves turned us down for their undergraduate publications.




  ‘Give ’em a sniff of print and they’ll suck your cock till Doomsday,’ Alex liked to say. ‘Hang this man. The law must take its course.’ He would be crouching

  at the table he’d dragged out into the shade of a tree, where he happily spent hours exploring his gift for the uniquely offensive rejection letter. I remember: ‘Dear Mr Tobler, There

  have never been and never will be any poets called Tobler. Here’s your stuff back.’ And ‘Dear Miss Endacott, You really shouldn’t send this kind of material out in public.

  Are you in fact mentally ill? Are you a nymphomaniac? Don’t send poems: send a photo.’ As I remember, Miss Endacott did exactly that, though the topless snapshot soon disappeared into

  what Alex referred to as ‘the archives’. It looked like a sort of normality, out there in the sun, some of the time, in the meantime.




  What we really wanted, although like most of the important things it could never actually be said, was a respectable context in which to publish some of our stuff. We hoped (I hoped) it might

  gain lustre, or at least an air of competence, from the company it kept. Careers have been founded on less. We knew the importance of the Little Magazine in the history of twentieth-century poetry.

  Severity, exclusivity, prominence and a refusal ever to apologize or explain would do for us, in our pastoral conspiracy. It had worked for others before us. Of course, as well as being arrogant we

  were criminally solicitous towards the poets we wanted to publish. Your Heaneys and Mahons and Muldoons were very generous: I mean, they had no need of us but still they let us have poems to

  include, their sole reward a free copy of the Summer Street Review, quite possibly mailed to them (supposing it ever was mailed – the records are regrettably incomplete) without

  sufficient postage. I still cringe to think of it. It was as though producing the thing was the point; distribution could take care of itself. To be hard to get was on the way to being a legend

  – and in recent years I’ve read knowing references to the Summer Street Review by people who’ve clearly never seen a copy




  As you may have noticed, the magazine was a boys’ game, though without Susie we couldn’t have produced it. Jane herself took no interest. Writing this, I feel that reticence of hers,

  that oddly dramatic talent for not being there. She’s not in these pages yet, but I need her to come in now. So: Jane had a cloud of dark red hair, and cloud-pale Irish skin. Her finely

  featured face and far-off green eyes combined delicacy with challenge. She most often looked as if she was asking something. People who didn’t know her said she was fey, but there was nothing

  soft or sentimental about Jane. In her frequently silent and wholly unpredictable way, she was very determined. Yet she provoked in me (and probably in others, though not, I think, in Alex) a

  combination of desire and pity, whose result, which I could recognize but never learn from, was shame. You could never live up to expectations that seemed to her quite ordinary. She took a first

  and didn’t care, wouldn’t put it to work, except in her poems.




  In the poems she had a subject from the start, as the best poets usually have. Subject is perhaps not the word: she covered a lot of ground, but she did so within a frame that might be described

  as the view from her window – into the woods and hills, westwards, a landscape haunted by a meaning it could no longer possess in our disenchanted times but that never ceased to lead her

  imagination out and away into its depths, the elsewhere around the corner and over the hill. There was no escapism about it, no nostalgia. The poems travelled towards a defining, sombre,

  unavoidable encounter. There was a faint kinship with Edward Thomas, another haunted taker of walks. As I try to describe Jane’s work, I reduce it. Read it for yourself




  When we were students we were told repeatedly, as though it were not blindingly obvious, that selection of significant detail was one test of the artist’s capacities. In the case of Jane,

  selection is beyond me: it all counts – what she said, what she thought and felt, what she wrote, what she looked like, wore, drank, smoked, whom she loved, the tiniest gesture. Even a room

  she had recently left had its own melancholy-erotic interest. I admit defeat: she was simply more than I can hope to convey. But I have to start somewhere.




  Jane was inclined to avoid the heat. She would go out walking before dawn or at dusk, but during the day she mostly preferred to stay in the bedroom, working by lamplight with the curtains

  drawn, perched on a stool at the dressing-table. Sometimes she lay down and went into a dead sleep for half an hour. I ought not to know this, but I do. I would stand in the doorway and look at her

  for a little while. It was as if she had gone away completely, leaving only the sign of herself, the cloud of hair spread on the pillow, her face empty and safe in the shaded room.




  On waking she went straight back to her papers. She never grasped the notion of idleness, though she never commented on others’ inactivity. She might not even have noticed. All those times

  she was ‘just reading’, which was what Alex said when I asked – no, she was working, putting in the endless time it takes to write a poem, or to begin to write one, or to come

  within hailing distance of beginning. People nowadays – my students, some of them – write poetry as if they think it’s actually possible. Jane could have shown them otherwise. And

  in that endless meantime the boys were downstairs on the scorched lawn, rehearsing their extraordinary powers of procrastination.




  Occasionally Alex would shout up to the bedroom window: ‘Jane, make us a cup of tea.’ It was as if he hadn’t spoken. ‘You lazy cow.’ He would grin affectionately,

  and later I would see him staring up at the window, his expression unreadable. Everyone felt the lack of her presence. Everyone waited for her arrival, even Alex, and longed to extend her stay. But

  most of the time she was elsewhere.




  Alex too was writing poems, of course, though it’s hard to see when. And so was I, though it’s equally difficult to establish exactly where and when I did so. (I have the files of

  cancelled drafts to prove it: but what I learn from them is how slender a pretext I had for continuing and hoping.) And though we were friends and colleagues and co-conspirators, he and I rarely

  exchanged work or read it to each other. We just talked, all the time. Or, rather, Alex did. He talks now, in a sense, in these pages, wanting all the air to himself. Jane, on the other hand, is

  always eager to be gone, out into the woods, back to her room.




  Yet we were close, Alex and I, with the tight, exhausting friendship of the young. So I would have said at the time. It is as if I were someone else.




  When I think back now I can’t be precise about where we met or how it happened that we spent the next few years in each other’s company. Alex was simply there, somehow, as though

  fully formed, with the certainty that what the world needed now was him.




  Our first encounter may have been at the welcome party held at the house of our director of studies next door to the college a few weeks into Michaelmas term. I remember sitting on one side of a

  huge punchbowl placed on the kitchen table while Alex sat on the other. We were both drunk and already we were conspiring as if we’d been in conversation since birth. We had chosen to sit

  somewhere that meant we were in the way of everyone passing through the kitchen. To maintain this station until the bowl was dry became a point of honour. Épater les bourgeois, I

  suppose.




  We were still sitting there gone midnight, when the crowd was thinning. It was as if we’d won. I say ‘we’, but it would never have occurred to me to do such a thing had

  it not been for Alex. I was sucking the dregs from a slice of lemon, wearing it like a gumshield while Alex did the same. A sleepy-looking blonde girl had materialized on his lap. I remember she

  was a nurse. In a town as short of women as Cambridge in those days, the alleged nymphomania of nurses was an article of faith, though I never found it borne out in practice. She smiled tolerantly

  while Alex enquired about the details of her uniform. He looked from me to her and back with proprietorial satisfaction: a job well done, as it were.




  We went outside and smoked a joint in the tutor’s front garden. The girl – Karen, Carol, Caroline – didn’t want to come back into college over the JCR roof. In her heels

  and minidress she wasn’t dressed for scrambling about. Alex pressed his cause with his signature blend of charm and insistence but she wouldn’t budge. She was tired and needed to call a

  taxi back to Addenbrooke’s. I hauled myself up the drainpipe on to the flat roof and bade them good night. A minute or two later I reached my room and found I’d left the gas fire on.

  The heat and the smell of a month’s undone laundry turned my stomach. I opened the window in case I needed to throw up. I heard cries from below. When I looked down I saw Alex fucking his

  nurse against the wall of the tutor’s garden. I was sure he knew I was there. ‘Excelsior!’ he cackled. I closed the window.




  The nurse never reappeared in college. I remember my tutor remarking on another occasion that old friends often hate each other intensely. Now I wonder if I felt the same way about Alex when our

  friendship was only beginning. Perhaps in those days it was more important to feel something than to be able to give it a name.




  But surely, I thought, Alex had gone too far in respect of the nurse – though here as at other times I sensed that he could make women conspire to do his will and think themselves lucky.

  More than one tearful note was pushed under his door.




  ‘You shouldn’t have done that,’ I said, next day, at the bar of the Standing Pool. ‘It was a bit, well, a bit cruel. You were sort of humiliating her.’




  ‘Fuck off, man,’ he said, affably. ‘I’m not cruel. That’s not what I am? Is it? Not cruel.’ He might have been discussing left-handedness or the thickness of

  custard. ‘Anyway, sounds as if you must have been looking into the matter rather too closely, eh, you pervert? Takes two to know, eh? She wasn’t complaining, was she? And I got her a

  taxi, as she requested, afterwards.’




  Alex, as you can tell, exhibited a Londoner’s blithe confidence that the world would adapt itself to his requirements – or that it would at least understand when he

  punched holes in it to satisfy some immediate passing necessity. I, on the other hand, came from nowhere and felt that only a misunderstanding had admitted me to the world represented by Cambridge

  and London. I could be recognized and expelled at any moment and when that happened I would have no grounds for complaint. So I was happy to ride on Alex’s coat-tails, to see what he saw and

  say some of what he said, for a while.




  My parents were teachers in a northern city a long way away. We lived in a glum poky house on a dark Victorian avenue. Why would anyone visit my family home? It never occurred to me to suggest

  it, and neither did anyone ask. But we went to Alex’s parents’ house, in a tall, anciently leafy street of dark brick in a getting-on-for-loaded district of West London that I had only

  dimly heard of. There was a lot less information about in those days, unless you already had it, and I hadn’t, and not to have it seemed to mean that you had no business to be wanting it

  anyway. You would be spotted and turned back at the gate – all for accepting a fiction, though the imaginary character of ‘fitting in’ was much of its power.




  Knowing where people lived, and how, was part of it. Closely related was the mystery of why, if Alex’s parents had money, as they appeared to, he was about as broke as I was, though my

  parents made every effort to keep me afloat with beer money. Perhaps it was about self-reliance. Perhaps his parents were simply mean in some middle-class way I wasn’t entitled to know about.

  I didn’t mention these garbled anxieties to Alex. No doubt he was perfectly aware of them. He had a talent for putting you at ease if he wanted to, and of suggesting that this considerate

  approach was a better index of his true nature than any that previous events might have seemed to indicate.




  We turned up for a party given by his parents. It was the eighteenth birthday of his sister, Lucy. I remember she was planning to read law. The father, Jeffrey, was a lawyer and his mother

  – ‘I’m Helena’ – clearly a beauty not so long ago, was some sort of writer, or had been, or was about to be again. There was an unspoken ‘if’ attached to

  the unfinished sentence, and a lot of nodding and thoughtful breathing. There didn’t seem to be any of her books on the shelves.




  That evening the big, bright house was full of the parents’ friends, affable, frightened, complacent people who felt themselves sliding out of contact with their children but weren’t

  sure if they were that bothered. The women seemed to be on the point of screaming and the men to wish they were at work. All of them appeared to be drunk. Someone kept trying to play a Stooges

  record and it kept being taken off.




  Alex and I found ourselves a space in the chilly summer-house at the end of the garden. At the height of the revelry, Helena, wearing a creased, slightly grubby pale blue dress, her thin blonde

  hair slipping from its combs, came and joined us. She smoked a joint while clutching a bottle of wine that she then carried away, unshared, back into the house.




  We stayed put all night, sitting on damp cushions on wicker chairs, smoking and talking with Lucy and her untouchably well-groomed friends from St Paul’s in their velvety miniskirts and

  broderie-anglaise tops. They’d grown up with Alex and were all too aware that he was a bit of a lad, so they resolutely professed to find him sweet. That description, of course, is usually

  fatal, but he accepted it with good grace, perhaps because he was on home ground. Eventually the girls left and we sat on, braving the autumn chill, smoking, talking, smoking.




  When the pair of us went back into the house, hung-over and in search of breakfast, Helena was sitting at the bottom of the stairs in her nightdress, drinking sherry and smoking Capstan Full

  Strength. It was seven a.m. Her husband passed her without speaking, on his way out to play squash. He affected not to notice me or Alex. I made Helena a cup of tea, which she very politely

  didn’t drink. I was sweet too, according to her, and apparently Alex could learn a thing or two about life from me. While I found some bacon, grilled it and made toast in the vast neglected

  kitchen, he smoked Rothmans from the box on the unopened piano, watching his mother in silence.




  ‘Alex is a poet,’ said Helena. ‘Aren’t you, my lovely?’ Alex looked at the floor. ‘It’s a hard life, I think.’ She paused to remove a thread of

  tobacco from her tongue. ‘It’s a vocation. Many are called but few are chosen. That’s what they say. Good luck to him, I say. Pass me the sherry, Martin. No, darling, don’t

  look at Alex. Look at me. Alex can’t advise you. He thinks I’m a bad mother. I dare say he’s right.’ I shrugged and poured sherry into her glass, cold with shame.




  ‘Are you a poet, too?’ Helena asked after a pause. ‘It would be lovely for Alex to have a friend. Well, are you a poet?’




  ‘I don’t know, Mrs Farren.’




  ‘I think you would know if you were. I think they always know in these cases. Alex knows, certainly.’




  After a while, Lucy came downstairs, dressed to go out, and started shouting at her mother, who stuck calmly to her fatal task, occasionally looking up to smile forgivingly and sweep her lank

  hair out of her eyes. Lucy searched around, dug out her mother’s purse and took twenty pounds, which I thought was a fortune. She brandished the notes before Helena’s indifferent gaze,

  like a sort of fine, to be spent in Biba rather than the off-licence.




  When Alex and I left shortly afterwards, he did not visit Helena’s purse. As soon as we were out of the front door he returned to normal, gleeful, satirical, seeking objects for his

  energy. We walked to Shepherds Bush to wake up, then got the tube over to Notting Hill to score. After managing to do this in the terrifyingly blatant setting of Finch’s, which seemed to me

  to be crawling with drugs-squad officers in Afghan coats, we spent lunchtime in another pub, then ended up at someone’s flat (more nurses, Irish ones this time) where I watched Mrs

  Miniver on television with two of them telling me I’d lovely hair, wasted on a boy, while Alex was in another room with a third. We returned to Cambridge on the last train, drunk and

  exhausted. It seemed to me that although this might not be War and Peace it was definitely experience, and that I should try to gather more of it in order to be able to live up to the

  contents of my bookshelves. Mrs Farren, though, was difficult to think about properly. She might still be sitting there on the stairs, making her way down another bottle while her family got on

  with hating her. It was a strange form of privilege to kill yourself like that, I thought.




  ‘There’s nothing to be said about it,’ said Alex, reading my thoughts. ‘You don’t have to try, and I’d rather you didn’t.’




  At least, I remember thinking, the unhappiness of Alex’s parents had a certain swagger. My parents were unhappy on principle, it seemed: all that happiness business was a long time ago (my

  mother occasionally referred to a holiday in Belgium, apparently taken without or before my father) and, besides, there was work to do and there were people to help, endlessly. At the same time, in

  the teeth of their gruelling Labour principles, my mother and father paupered themselves to send me to a private school, because they had no intention of allowing me to enter the proximity of those

  in need of the help, still less risking my becoming one of them.




  I had lived a long way away from life, it seemed to me, in a place where love was so absolute and everyday and joyless a medium as to be both unrecognizable and intolerable. It was clear to me

  that I could not deserve better: I must take what I was given. I wondered why Alex befriended me. I had nothing to offer, no experience, no access to anything he needed or wanted. Perhaps it was

  quite simple: with me at his side it might seem to the world of nurses and other necessary females that he could not in fact be the bastard he so obviously was, not given the kind heart that let me

  come along for the ride. I was camouflage and diversion. And while I’ve been saying this, Jane has escaped once more, simply by being herself. She will not compete, does not recognize that

  there is a competition. That should be in the past tense, of course.
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  I remember it was a Monday lunchtime. In the garden at May Cottage we’d stopped pretending to work on the incoming submissions to the magazine and were sitting under the

  tree smoking a joint, when Jane appeared in the back doorway, wearing a short cotton nightdress. She was holding some sheets of paper, and seemed to be half offering them in our direction.

  ‘Alex,’ she said.




  He looked at her with a negligent smile. ‘Thought you were asleep. Have a draw on this.’




  ‘I was working.’ She shaded her eyes with one hand, took a couple of steps forward and held up the sheaf of papers in the other. ‘Alex, what have you done?’




  ‘It’s very good gack. Isn’t it, Martin?’




  Susie had also now emerged from the doorway. She leaned against the kitchen windowsill with her arms folded. Her face told me she had known something like this – but what was this? –

  would happen.




  ‘Why have you done it?’ said Jane. She was standing on the edge of the lawn now.




  ‘Don’t you like it?’




  ‘It wasn’t yours to decide what to do with.’




  ‘I take it the proofs have arrived. Susie’s shown you, has she?’




  ‘No, I came downstairs to get a drink. Susie was looking at them on the table.’




  ‘Curiosity killed the cat.’




  Jane went on in her tone of slightly baffled and anxious reasonableness. ‘I wrote the poem.’




  ‘Yes. You did.’




  ‘So I should decide whether I want it to be published or not.’




  ‘Published?’




  ‘In this magazine.’ She offered the pages again. In my stoned state I was struck that the parties to this exchange were still about ten feet apart.




  ‘I suppose you might call it publishing, if you like.’




  ‘What do you call it?’




  ‘It’s just a little magazine, Jane.’




  ‘You didn’t ask if I wanted the poem to be included.’




  ‘Well. The editor normally decides that. In this case me. And Martin.’




  ‘Did you know about this, Martin?’ asked Susie.




  ‘First I’ve heard.’




  ‘Division of labour, you see,’ said Alex. ‘Right hand, left hand.’




  ‘Shut up, please,’ said Jane.




  ‘As you wish. I was only trying to explain. Make your mind up, eh?’




  ‘What are you doing?’ asked Jane.




  ‘I wonder sometimes, I really do.’ At this point Alex stood up.




  ‘Stop being an arsehole, Alex,’ said Susie.




  ‘You’ve changed it. You’ve changed a line, line six, look.’ Jane held out the sheaf of pages.




  ‘I could just see what needed doing.’




  ‘You bastard,’ said Susie. ‘I can’t believe anyone would do such a thing.’




  Alex ignored her and continued, levelly, ‘I didn’t realize, Jane. I mean, I didn’t realize that you didn’t think the poem was good enough for the magazine. Honestly, I

  didn’t realize that perhaps you weren’t taking it as seriously as other people.’




  ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ said Jane. Susie came forward and took her arm. ‘You asked me for the poem. I told you I didn’t want it to be included. I said you

  could pick something else.’




  ‘Yes, this is what I was afraid of,’ said Alex. He picked up his jacket from the back of the chair.




  ‘Just fuck right off, Alex, OK?’ said Susie.




  ‘Fair enough, Susan. I shall do exactly that. I’m going to take myself to the Hop Pole while everyone sorts their heads out. I confess I’m baffled. Perhaps the foaming ale will

  clarify matters.’




  The women had to stand aside to let him pass. He put out his hand and Jane, by now utterly bewildered, handed him the sheaf of proofs. He went away round the side of the cottage. I waited for

  Susie to return my gaze, but she wouldn’t. We heard the front gate shut.




  ‘Thing is, Martin,’ Susie said, still not looking at me, ‘you know what to say – you always know what ought to be said, and how to say it, and you know you ought to think

  it too, and perhaps you actually try to think it. But you don’t know how to do what ought to be done, do you?’ Only then did she meet my eye. ‘Now you can piss off as well.

  Go on. Go after him. I’ll see to Jane.’ The two women turned and went back into the house and Susie closed the kitchen door behind them.




  ‘Superstition’ was playing on the jukebox. It always was, either that or ‘Voodoo Chile’. In those days if you could find a jukebox with a couple of

  listenable tracks you were in luck. A group of older farmworkers stood in silence, drinking their mild in the brown gloom of the bar, while Shirley the barmaid sat in platinum-haired splendour on a

  stool by the hatch, reading a tattered copy of Cosmopolitan and smoking her long blue menthol cigarettes. At the dartboard four local lads played a game of cricket with bored intensity.




  They took us for granted now. There’d nearly been trouble with them when we first started using the pub. Alex was so obviously instantly at home there that it stood to reason he must be

  asking for a good hiding. It wasn’t the first time he’d provoked such a reaction among working-class boys who could imagine how this smart college cunt might look to their bored

  womenfolk; but luckily we’d been befriended by Gareth Pritchard, a local painter, and his younger brother Luke, an amiable layabout. Ten years older than the village malcontents, Gareth was

  apparently held to understand the ways of foreigners on the grounds of having gone to art school in Shrewsbury. Now we could play darts and bar billiards with impunity. What the girls thought was

  not recorded. They seemed to have little to say for themselves. They absorbed their crisps and lagers and occasionally exchanged nods and whispers. I could quite imagine finding the clientele in

  the same seats fifty years later, their lives resolutely unlived. That was the kind of ignorance I used to go in for.




  ‘Yes, yes, yes,’ Alex said. ‘But can we change the subject? The woollybacks must be bored with it by now.’




  ‘Stop talking so loudly,’ I said. ‘It’s rude. It was wrong to include Jane’s poem in the magazine.’




  ‘Fuck, yes. Wrong.’




  ‘You must see that.’




  ‘I must, I must,’ Alex said, tolerantly, spreading his arms in cartoon amazement. ‘Everyone says I must. Here I am now, seeing it. What a fool and a Jasper I was.’




  ‘It’s not a joke, man. And you altered the poem too.’




  ‘I quite see that. Believe me. Am I laughing?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘I can take a point when it’s made to me in simple terms.’




  ‘It was bloody arrogant. It was unkind.’




  ‘Fair enough. But listen, man: was it cruel?’




  ‘Why did you do it? Jane asked you that and you never answered.’




  ‘It’s a good poem. I exercised judgement. The Common Pursuit. Isn’t that what we’re supposed to be for? The Great Tradition and so forth. Scrutiny, man –

  that’s what we’re about. I should fuckin’ coco.’




  ‘I’m surprised you didn’t just go ahead and write the fucking thing in its entirety as well. Or say you had.’




  ‘Even I have my limits, probably.’ He filled his mouth with cheese and onion crisps.




  ‘And then there’s the fact you did it without telling me.’ This sounded mad and pompous. Alex spluttered crisp fragments into the ashtray. Shirley tutted behind the bar. It was

  hard not to laugh in the end. In any argument Alex kept moving the furniture around. He called it Taking the Opportunity the Language Provided. At the same time, he would never quite admit to

  agency, just as he could never be directly accused of doing anything as reprehensibly banal as walking down a street or entering a room.
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