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Introduction

When I first read Daniel Martin, some years ago now, it was with an extended shock of recognition. I could not remember any other book that had such relevance to my own experience, in so many ways. I do not suggest that the eponymous hero was like me in every detail, only that much of what he goes through in these pages mirrors my own path in my later, second career of writing for the screen, and there were other echoes, too. I suppose I felt that John Fowles understood me.

Admittedly, I did not come from Yorkshire, as Daniel does, but I know Yorkshire. I was at school there, and my grandmother’s family are still rooted in Yorkshire. My first real girlfriend came from Barnard Castle, made famous years later by Dominic Cummings’s questionable trip during the first Covid-19 lockdown. This was why, when I was asked by ITV to set Downton Abbey in the North, I agreed on the condition it would be in Yorkshire, the only part of the North I felt at all qualified to write about.

During the course of the novel, Daniel is taken over, and in some ways changed, by the film industry in Hollywood. Their values may be at odds with his own deep-felt, and very English, beliefs, but Daniel is not entirely proof against them. There is something compelling and controlling about the film industry that you cannot resist absolutely if you want to progress in it. Whether he likes it or not, Daniel does want to be part of the industry, and so did I. Like me, he strives to live in the present, but cannot: ‘When I was your age, I could only look forward,’ Daniel tells his younger girlfriend, Jenny, at the beginning of the book. Again, over the last twenty years, I have come to find it increasingly hard to remain in the present, and not to compare life now with life before. I often think of episodes, whole passages of life, that I lived through earlier; they feel like rather different lives, in fact, and they are difficult to explain to the young.

For the whole book, Daniel is trying to finish a screenplay about Lord Kitchener, an icon of Empire who fought in the Boer War before governing in Egypt as Sirdar, and later built Kitchener’s Army, which fought in the Great War. Kitchener is woven through the novel, illustrating Daniel’s frustrations with the limits of cinema as well as the falseness of what he has chosen as his main career; Daniel yearns to write books and plays that people, including himself, would value more. This struck a powerful note, as it seems to me inevitable that popular success palls, leaving you wanting something more elevated, more dignified, more praiseworthy, but, in the end, when that is the kingdom you have entered, it is hard to leave. All this was made more resonant by the fact that my own marriage has been very much Kitchener-based. My wife is the last of that branch of the family, and presides now over Kitchener charities and Kitchener scholarships. We have the chair he sat in when he was the Sirdar, and the pith helmet he wore. We have paintings and letters and mementos galore of this curious, enigmatic man and how he lived over a century ago. Whatever the contemporary verdict on his imperial ambitions and achievements, he was a giant and Daniel Martin is trying to capture his essence for a film of a hundred minutes. This presents an impossible challenge, and one with which I am only too familiar: to do justice to a person, an event, or any kind of great work, using a medium that can only ever be approximate and is, usually, shallow.

Actually, this takes me on to one of the great pleasures of this book, and of all of John Fowles’s work, in fact, because Fowles, unlike Daniel Martin, is not writing for the cinema. So many novels today seem to be published with a possible film offer in mind, but that is not true here. In truth, I think the book could be adapted into a good film which I have every ambition of making one day (I’ve already written a script), but the fact that Fowles is apparently free of that ambition means he can dive into the characters’ inner workings, their hesitations, their changes of intention, their muddled emotional longings, without troubling himself as to whether or not the scene in question is cinematic. As it happens, several marvellous films have been made of his other books, but that was clearly not Fowles’s goal when he was writing them. All of his work is a voyage of discovery, an exploration of our emotional faculties.

The mutual punishment of Daniel and his ex-wife, Nell, which they both know is pointless but which neither can completely control, is highlighted by Daniel’s ironic appreciation of Nell’s second husband, the aristocratic Andrew. Andrew represents more or less everything Daniel does not value, and yet he is forced to acknowledge Andrew’s decency. Daniel’s contempt for Barney, his own contemporary and, horrifyingly, his daughter Caro’s chosen lover, he eventually comes to see, is unfair. Moreover, Daniel has another realisation later in the book: that he must know Jane – his ex-wife’s sister – better than he will ever know his new love, Jenny, because he and Jane were once young together; they’ve survived the whole process of life, together but apart, for which no new relationship can be a substitute. All of this is so complicated, so layered, so finely judged, so beautifully written and without a photo-opportunity in sight, at least in Fowles’s conscious choices.

Daniel Martin, like John Fowles, was at Oxford. Daniel is taken from his modest but decorous childhood as the son of a vicar in a Devon farming community and propelled into a new social and intellectual world at university. In large measure, it is at Oxford that he reviews his own background – his dull but honest father, his family’s place in that provincial village – and in this re-examining, he finds himself. Daniel Martin the screenwriter could not have stepped one day out of the vicarage and taken a flight to Hollywood. He needed the repositioning and refashioning of his own personality and values to make that choice possible. His university took him in as a boy and after three years of varied experiences – some romantic, one at least terrible, all shape-changing – he leaves as a graduate, ready for the opportunities that life would present him with. I went to Cambridge, and the lectures and the friendships he writes about, along with the ill-judged love affairs, the hope, the disappointment and the general self-awakening, were all quite recognisable to me. There are moments in the process of growing up where society allows us a legitimate ‘period of adjustment’, as it used to be called, and university, for many of us, is one of these times.

My early years had followed a fairly predictable pattern, with a childhood in London, then boarding prep in Yorkshire, at which point my parents took advantage of being released from the pressures of day school to buy a country house in Sussex. After that, my brothers and I spent term time in the North Riding, as it then was, with holidays in Sussex, as well as a few days in our flat in South Kensington. There we’d buy clothes and supplies, and see the main film of the moment – Ben Hur, El Cid, Cleopatra – before we were put on the train at King’s Cross and taken north for another term.

Like most children, I never really questioned our existence. It was comfortable enough without being, as we thought, especially luxurious. We thought we were not particularly well off, because that is what my parents thought, and compared to many of their friends and family, we definitely weren’t. Now, of course, I know that my youth, with its ponies and birthday parties, and an island my father had bought off the coast of Kerry where we spent our summers, added up to an extremely privileged existence, but we did not know it then. It was at Cambridge that, like Daniel Martin, my eyes were opened to the many lives that were being lived in this country and beyond, that were nothing at all like mine. It was at Cambridge that my lifelong interest in cinema started to morph into a career possibility, an ambition not immediately appreciated by my father, who had wanted me to enlist in the Foreign Office, though my mother, who was much more of an anarchist, was reasonably in favour.

Also, during my Cambridge years, I found myself socially, a development that would affect my life greatly from then on. I had spent my teens thus far very much in the shadow of my next brother up (we were four boys, altogether) who was not only much better looking, but also far more attuned to the era of the 1960s than I was. He would travel to India and Nepal, and study under a Maharishi, and dance at the Hundred Club on Oxford Street, or wherever it was, and be completely in step with what was happening for the Me Generation. None of this was true of me, as a trip to South America to visit an aunt in the months before I went up to Cambridge had made me contemplate. I travelled there in a rather slow oil tanker (thanks to my father’s job at Shell), and so I had weeks to ponder my social failure when I was away from my family. At the same time, I realised that my aunt and my cousins had not seen me for many years; I was free to get off the ship as anyone I wanted to be. And so I did. I came down the tanker’s gangplank as a talkative, funny, essentially social being, and when I travelled home, months later, I resolved to hang on to this advantage.

It so happened that not long after I started at Cambridge, I met a rather strange man called Peter Townend, who organised what was still then called the London Season. Actually, Peter was very kind to me, and he decided to add my name to the list of young men he would distribute to anxious mothers looking for more men to ‘make up numbers’ at their daughters’ parties, and so I was on my way. Since the farrago of white tie and black tie and ball dresses and house parties and cocktails located everywhere, from the House of Lords to Battersea Fun Fair, was anathema to my handsome brother, it meant I was my own master, alone, no longer overshadowed. I could at last fly, by myself and without comparison. I know in these egalitarian days, it is correct to denounce the whole experience as snobbish and despicable, but it set me free, and I will always be grateful for that. It gave me the strength and the confidence to embrace a very different future from that of most of the girls with whom I had twisted round the ballroom, or their brothers who were bound mostly for the City or the army. Instead, I graduated from Cambridge and enrolled in drama school. Daniel Martin’s years at Oxford, through the people he meets there, are similarly transformative. He knows he is no longer the son of the vicarage, and he takes steps towards change. Reading it, I felt an absolute sense of recognition.

Of course, nothing in life is simple and, paradoxically, this period of my past (quite a distinct one, belonging spiritually, as it did, to an era before my own) prompted me to question and examine the world I had grown up in. It was the first time, perhaps because of the counteracting influences of university and the debutante season, I had started to question the values of the Establishment of which I was a member by birth. I became conscious of a sense of alienation, an awareness of ridiculousness that made me feel as if I were looking at my own people through binoculars turned the wrong way round, so that they appeared to be a long, long way away from me. I suspect it was this, as much as anything else, that made me choose a career path that was out of step with them and generally considered mad by my contemporaries and their families. In all of which, I am only following in the footsteps of Fowles, who found, by the end of university, he had become not so much a committed left-wing agitator as an anarchist or a nihilist, of which we hear echoes in Daniel Martin’s contempt for the path he has chosen. His young lover, Jenny, allows him to reject his own past for a time, until he is forced, as so many of us are, to recognise the power of the years that formed him, which refuse to be set aside, even for something better.

I love Fowles’s honesty. I don’t know enough about him to be able to judge the extent to which the book is autobiographical, but there are moments when Daniel speaks and it has an authenticity that must surely mean it is a thought, or an emotion, that comes direct from his creator:


It was less anything personal that I had always disliked in Barney, in fact, than that he was a critic. No creator can like critics. There is too much difference between the two activities. One is begetting, the other surgery. However justified the criticism, it is always inflicted by someone who hasn’t, a eunuch, on someone who has, a generator; by someone who takes no real risks on someone who stakes most of his being, economic as well as immortal.



This must be a universal frustration among creatives: the presumption of those who have created nothing spending their lives criticising those who spend their lives creating. And yet it is a feeling that, for the most part, dare not speak its name. Swallowing the insults of (one suspects, often rather jealous) critics is part of the life of any artist. To voice a protest at the system is to forfeit, immediately, all claims to the moral high ground.

There are two important journeys in the novel, both key in understanding Daniel’s contrasting relationships with Jenny and Jane. The journey with Jenny, played out in flashback, is to Tsankawi in New Mexico, a village built by the Pueblo Indians in the fifteenth century. He takes her because he already has a powerful affiliation with the place, and he longs to see it through her eyes, to watch as she has a similar response to his own. But instead of feeling his kind of mystical reverence for the place, she finds some painted shards of what may once have been jewellery, and she determines to take them home and have them mounted in silver, as presents to give away to friends. Daniel is offended, without quite knowing why, but the reader knows why. Jenny is impervious to the spirit of the sacred site and, instead, simply wants to filch some mementos, to steal them, really, and in so doing, to diminish everything it stands for in his mind.

She knows she shouldn’t. She understands that her response to his mystical, perfect place has been disappointing and misguided, but she cannot quite see why. I love this scene because it draws on all of our lives, when we want those we love to love and value the things that we love and value, and we think, because we love these people, that they will. But they don’t. Our favourite old films, the music we loved in adolescence, the books that haunted us when we were young, the places where we spent our most memorable holidays, the restaurants, the paintings, the houses, all these markers of our journey through life that we wanted to share. We thought those we loved would love them all by some kind of osmosis. But all too often they don’t. It is a painful reminder, whenever it happens, that essentially, we are travelling alone. All these places and experiences may retain their significance, but only for us. And when we die, that journey is over, never to be fully understood by another again.

The second trip is when he accompanies his ex-love and ex-sister-in-law, Jane, on a visit to Egypt. This trip is ostensibly to explore possible locations for the Kitchener film, though in a larger sense, the trip is to help Daniel come to terms with the path he has taken since those early Oxford days. He seemingly invites Jane to help her after the death of her husband, Anthony. In reality, however, it is she who is helping him – to find a way to reconcile who he is now with what he does, and to face him squarely with what he is to be, because that is who he still is. He knows he must finally take responsibility for shaping his own life.


For days now he had been split, internally if not outwardly, between a known past and an unknown future. That was where his disturbing feeling of not being his own master, of being a character in someone else’s play, came from. The past wrote him; and hatred of change, of burning boats.



Again, for me, there is something eternal in all this. When you take a person on – through love, through sex, through ambition, whatever your motive – you take on their whole life. Part of your job as their partner, and vice versa, is to help each other learn to deal with the aspects of life you were not quite able to deal with until you came into each other’s lives. This happens to Daniel, to Jane, and, I am convinced, at some point, to more or less all of Fowles’s readers.

I feel curiously close to John Fowles, partly because he writes about my own part of the country. I often drive past his beautiful house – Belmont, in Lyme Regis – with its curious little separate tower and its magnificent views of the sea, which I always imagine must have been where he wrote. We have a beach cabin on the Devon coast, not far beyond Lyme, and the house is one of our staging posts on the journey there. In Daniel Martin, Fowles also writes of Jane’s son, Paul, exploring furrowed fields to find traces of lost villages. We have just such a village, wiped out by a plague in the fourteenth century, in front of our house, which various people come to explore and photograph from the air, trying to analyse the lives that were once lived there. He writes of Maiden Castle, near Dorchester, and of Thomas Hardy’s statue, ‘mournful and traffic-disapproving’, in the town which I know well and drive past any number of times a week. He writes of Bridport, where we often stop, and Newton Abbott, where my great-great-grandfather used to live, and I have two watercolours of his house in my dressing room at home. In short, he writes of an England that I know, and because Daniel Martin is a screenwriter, working for Hollywood employers, with an ex-wife who is married to a landowner and whose sister is part of academia, and because his daughter lives with someone in television, and for seemingly a thousand other reasons, I feel I know the life he describes inside out. What is more, I know the authenticity of his vision. His are first-hand, accurate observations, full of complexities and telling details, carefully defined and set down. It isn’t about me, of course, but there are moments when it feels as if it could have been.

I never met John Fowles. I might have done, since he died when I was fifty-six and living in the area. I wish I had known him, although I suspect he would have found me rather less interesting than I would have found him. I certainly cannot see him enthralled by the vicissitudes of life at Downton Abbey. But I would have liked the opportunity to tell him what I most sincerely believe: that he was, and remains, one of the greatest novelists of our own, or any other, era.

Julian Fellowes, 2022





The crisis consists precisely in the fact that the old is dying and the new cannot be born; in this interregnum a great variety of morbid symptoms appears.

Antonio Gramsci, Prison Notebooks






The Harvest


But what’s wrong with that man?
All afternoon (yesterday the day before yesterday and today) he’s been sitting there staring at a flame
he bumped into me at evening as he went downstairs he said to me:
‘The body dies the water clouds the soul
hesitates
and the wind forgets always forgets
but the flame doesn’t change.’
He also said to me:
‘You know I love a woman who’s gone away perhaps to the nether world; that’s not why I seem so deserted
I try to keep myself going with a flame because it doesn’t change.’
Then he told me the story of his life.

GEORGE SEFERIS: ‘Mr Stratis Thalassinos Describes a Man’



Whole sight; or all the rest is desolation.

The last of a hanger ran under the eastern ridge of the combe, where it had always been too steep and stony for the plough. It was now little more than a long spinney, mainly of beech. The field sloped from the wall of trees, westward, a gentle bosom, down to the open gate on to Fishacre Lane. The dark coats lay there in against the hedge, covering the cider-jar and the dinner-bundle, beside the two scythes that had been used to clear the still-dewed hedge swathe much earlier that morning. Now the wheat was half cut. Lewis sat perched behind the faded carmine reaper, craning into the sea of blond stems for stones, his hand on the mower-lever, always ready to lift the blades. Captain hardly needed the reins; so many years of plodding, just so, down the new stubble next to the still-standing ears. Only at the corners did Lewis cry, softly, coaxing the old horse round. Sally, the younger horse, who had helped on the steeper ground, stood tethered beneath a thorn not far from the gate, cropping the hedge, her tail intermittently swishing.

Bindweed ran up the stems of the corn; seeding thistles, red poppies; and lower, the little cornfield violets called heart’s-ease; with blue speedwell eyes and scarlet pimpernel, shepherd’s glass, herb of the second sight. The field’s name was the Old Batch – batch from bake, some ancient farm’s own annual bread was always grown there. The sky’s proleptic name was California; the imperial static blue of August.

There are four figures in the field, besides Lewis on the reaper-binder. Mr Luscombe: red-faced and crooked-grinning, one eye with a cast behind his steel-rimmed spectacles, a collarless shirt with a thin grey stripe, darned, the cuffs worn, cord trousers with peaks at the back for the braces, but held up also by a thick leather belt. Bill, his younger son, nineteen, capped and massive, six inches taller than anyone else on the field, arms like hams, a slow giant, clumsy at all but his work … but see him scythe, dwarf the distort handle and the blade, the swaling drive and unstopping rhythm, pure and princely force of craft. Old Sam in breeches, braces, boots and gaiters, his face forgotten, though not his limp; a collarless shirt also, a straw hat with the crown detached on one side (‘lets in th’ole air a bit, doan’ee see’) and a tuft of wilted heart’s-ease tucked in the black band. And finally a boy in his mid-teens, his clothes unsuited, a mere harvest helper: cotton trousers, an apple-green Aertex shirt, old gym-shoes.

They work in two teams, on opposite sides of the field, one clockwise, the other anti-clockwise, stooking. Clutching a sheaf in the right hand, just above the binder twine, never by the twine itself, then moving on to the next sheaf, picking that up in the same way in the left hand, then walking with the two sheaves to the nearest unfinished stook, a stook being four pairs of sheaves and a single ‘to close the door’ at each end; then standing before the other sheaves propped against each other, lifting the two in each hand, then setting them, shocking down the butts into the stubble and simultaneously dashing the eared heads together. The simplest job in the world, it might seem to Queenie, who stands there in the lane beside her bicycle a moment, back from her morning’s cleaning at the Vicarage, watching in through the open gateway for the idle pleasure of it. The boy waves from the top end of the field and she waves back. When he looks again, a minute later, she is still there, the old beige summer hat with the band of white silk and the tired artificial rose in front, the drab brown dress, the heavy old bicycle with its fret of skirt-protective wires over the back wheel.

The boy sets the first two sheaves, the founders, of a new stook. They stand, then start to topple. He catches them before they fall, lifts them to set them firm again. But old Mr Luscombe shocks his pair down six feet away, safe as houses. His founders never fall. He smiles lopsidedly with his bad teeth, a wink, the cast in his eye, the sun in his glasses. Bronze-red hands and old brown boots. The boy makes a grimace, then brings his sheaves and sets them against the farmer’s pair. The insides of his forearms are sore already, his fingers not being strong enough to carry the sheaves far by grasp. If the stook is some way off, he hoicks them up against his side, under his arms, against the thistles. But he likes the pain – a harvest pain, a part of the ritual; like the tired muscles the next morning, like sleep that night, so drowning, deep and swift to come.

The crackle of the stubble, the shock of the stood sheaves. The rattle of the reaper, the chatter of the mower blades, the windmill arms above them. Lewis’s voice at the corners: hoy then, hoy’ee, Cap’n, back, back, back, whoy, whoy. Then the click of the tongue: jik-jik, the onward rattle and chain and chatter. Thistledown floats southward across the field, in a light air from the north, mounting, a thermal, new stars for the empyrean.

And the day will endure like this, under the perfect azure sky, stooking and stooking the wheat. Again and again old Luscombe will shred an ear from its haulm and roll the grains between his heavy palms to husk them; cup his hand and blow the husks away; stare; then take a grain and bite it in half, the germ with its taste of earth and dust, and then spit it out; and finally put the remaining grains in his trouser pocket, for the poultry, that evening. Three or four times the reaper’s noise will stop abruptly. The stookers will stand and see Lewis climb down from his fenestrated iron saddle and know what it is again: the knotter is choked. A spew of unbound wheat behind the machine; the toolbox open. Lewis is brown and shy, much smaller than his younger brother – the family mechanic, and taciturn. The nearest pair of stookers will come up and gather armfuls of the unbound wheat; take three strong stems and rope them, then lead them under the armful and rick the ends where they meet, one twist only, but tight, tucking the ears under the bind to hold it firm; leave Lewis to his labours over the knotter and walk back to where they left their uncompleted rows. In silence, apart, treading the crackling stubble.

At one Mr Luscombe will pull out his old fob, then cry to the field and start rolling a cigarette. They will straggle to the hedge by the gate, sweating, Lewis last, having taken Captain from the shafts and tethered him in the shade beside Sally; stand round the coats. The cider-jar will be unbunged. The boy is offered the first drink, from a tin mug. Bill lifts the whole gallon jar, tips it into his mouth. Old Sam grins. And the boy feels the sour green swill down his gullet, down both gullets; last year’s brew, delicious as orchard shade in the sun and wheat-dust. Lewis sups cold tea from a wire-handled can.

Long and distant, over the uncut serried rods of wheat: the five men walk along the lane hedge to the shade of an ash. Old Sam stops to urinate against the bank. They sit beneath the ash, or sprawl; out of the dish-cloth, white with blue ends, a pile of great cartwheels of bread, the crusts burnt black; deep yellow butter, ham cut thick as a plate, plate of pink meat and white fat, both sides of the bread nearly an inch thick; the yellow butter pearled and marbled with whey, a week’s ration a slice.

Thic for thee, thic for thee, says doling Mr Luscombe, and where’s my plum vidies to?

Ma says to eat up they, says Bill.

Beauty of Bath, crisp and amber-fleshed, with their little edge of piquant acid. Still Primavera’s, thinks the boy; and much better poems than bruised and woolly Pelham Widow. But who cares, teeth deep in white cartwheel, bread and sweet ham, all life to follow.

They talk a little, having eaten; the cider again, and nibbling apples. Lewis smokes Woodbines and stares at the reaper in the sun. The boy lies on his back, the stubble pricking, slightly drunk, bathed in the green pond of Devon voices, his Devon and England, quick and tortuous ancestral voices, debating next year’s function for this field; then other fields. A language so local, so phonetically condensed, permissive of slur that it is inseparable in his mind, and will always remain so, from its peculiar landscapes; its combes and bartons, leats and linhays. He is shy and ashamed of his own educated dialect of the tongue.

Then there comes across the voices, from far off, five or six miles, the faint wail of a siren.

Torquay I reckon, says Bill.

The boy sits up, scanning the sky to the south. They are silent. The wail dies, changing pitch. A cock pheasant bells disyllabically up in the beeches above the field. Bill sharply raises his finger; and before it is fully up, a remote crump. Then another. Then the faint bass roll of a wing-cannon. Three seconds’ silence; then the cannon again. And once more the pheasant bells.

Caught-ey on the hop agen, says Mr Luscombe.

One o’ they hit-and-runners, agrees Bill.

They stand out from the shade of the ash, watching south. But the sky is empty, blue, in peace. They shade their eyes, searching for a speck, a trail, a plume of smoke; nothing. But now an engine, at first very faint, then without warning louder, closer, abruptly welling. The five turn cautiously back beneath the ash. The long combe is flooded with the frantic approach, violent machinery at full stretch, screaming in an agony of vicious fear. The boy, who is already literary, knows he is about to die.

Then for a few world-cleaving seconds it is over them, over the upper half of the field, only two hundred feet or so high, camouflaged dark green and black, blue-bellied, Balkan-crossed, slim, enormous, a two-engined Heinkel, real, the war real, terror and fascination, pigeons breaking from the beeches in a panic, Sally rearing, Captain the same and tearing loose from his tether, a wild whinnying. He canters away, then subsides into a heavy lumbering trot across the field. But the giant botfly is gone, trailing its savage roar. Mr Luscombe runs, almost as heavily as his horse, bawling. Whoy there, Captain. Easy, boy, easy. Then Bill running as well, overtaking his father. The old horse stops at the edge of the uncut wheat, trembling. Another whinny.

The boy turns to Lewis: I saw the pilot!

Was ’er one o’ they or one o’ us’s, asks old Sam.

The boy shouts at him. German! It was German!

Lewis holds up a finger. Somewhere to the north they hear the Heinkel swing west.

Dartmouth, says Lewis quietly. He’ll go out along the river.

As if something about that great sear of machinery, the quickness and inhumanity of it, the power, has impressed him; sweating away with rotten old horses, saved from the Army by the farm … old Celtic softness for metal Romans. In mid-field his father pats Captain and leads him gently back towards the reaper. Bill looks down towards the three by the hedge; then mimes a shotgun, following the Heinkel’s flight, and points up the hill to where he would have had it fall. Even Lewis has a wry grin.

But then, though their ears stay cocked as they walk up into the field, no sound, no more war, no stuttering hammer of wing cannon, no crumps from the direction of Totnes or Dartmouth, no Hurricanes in pursuit. Only, as Lewis flicks the reins to start Captain on again and the stookers stoop to gather their first sheaves, a stertorous sound from the high, azure. The boy looks up. Very high, four black specks, rolling, teasing, caramboling into one another as they fly westwards. Two ravens and their young; the sky’s eternal sleeping voice, mocking man.

Mysteries: how the pheasant heard the bombs before the men. Who sent the ravens and that passage?

Our daily bread: sheaves and stooks, the afternoon wearing on, the light ash-shadow creeping over the stubble. Inexorably the reaper dwindles the wheat. The first rabbit runs, a cry from Lewis. It zigzags among the unstooked sheaves, leaps one like a hare, then takes cover inside a stook. Bill, who is nearest, picks up a stone and creeps close. But the rabbit is away, racing white scut, and the hurled stone flies harmlessly over its head.

Soon after three the field begins to fill with people, as if they had been secretly watching all the time and knew exactly when to appear. Two or three old men, a fat young woman with a pram, a tall gipsy with a lurcher at his heels: the saturnine ‘Babe’ with his lantern jaw, man of darkness, constable’s horror, distiller, or so rumoured, of applejack in Thorncombe Woods. Then the Fishacre hamlet children dribbling back from school, seven or eight of them, five small boys and two little girls and an older one. The open gate is like a mouth; it sucks in all who pass. Queenie and old Mrs Hellyer, though they must have walked up especially; and others, adults and children. Then little Mrs Luscombe of the dark eyebrows, humping the tea-baskets. Beside her, a gentle-faced woman in a grey and white dress, severe and even for then old-fashioned, with an incongruous Eton crop … the stooking boy’s aunt. And still more.

Now the wheat is six or seven swathes in breadth and some fifty yards long. Lewis cries at a corner to the nearest male bystanders.

Crawlin’ with the buggers!

They all gather round the last piece: stookers, children, old men, Babe and his lurcher: a black-and-liver dog with a cowed, much-beaten look, always crouched, neurotic, hyper-alert and Argus-eyed, never a yard from his master’s heels. The young woman walks up on swollen ankles, carrying her baby son in her arms, the pram left by the gate. Some have sticks, others pile stones. A ring of excited faces, scrutinizing each tremor in the rectangle of corn: commands, the older men knowing, sternly cautious. Doan’ee fuss, lad, keep back. In the rectangle’s heart a stirring of ears, a ripple of shaken stems, like a trout-wave in a stream. A hen pheasant explodes with a rattling whir, brown-speckled jack-in-the-box, down the hill and over Fishacre Lane. Laughter. A small girl screams. A tiny rabbit, not eight inches long, runs out from the upper border, stops bemused, then runs again. The boy who helped stook stands ten yards away, grinning as a wild band of children sprawl and tumble after the tiny animal, which doubles, stops, spurts, and finally runs back into the wheat.

Doan’ee ’ee dreadle the corn, bellows Mr Luscombe at the eagerest boy. Young devil. Now Lewis whistles shrilly on the other side of the patch, pointing. This time it is a big rabbit, racing for the lane hedge, the lurcher’s side. The rabbit is through the human ring, jinking through the stones and sticks and stooks. The gipsy gives a low whistle, long-dying. The dog streaks away, using all its greyhound blood, its lethal dexterity. The rabbit escapes once by a last-second change of course. The lurcher flashes past, a little spurt of red dust from among the stubble as it twists back. It has everyone’s eyes; even Lewis has reined in. This time the dog makes no mistake. It has the rabbit by the neck, shakes it violently. Another whistle from the gipsy, and it runs swiftly to its master, bent low, the still-kicking animal locked in its long jaws. The gipsy takes the rabbit by its hind legs, lifts it away and up and chops down with his free hand, just once, on the neck. Everyone there knows how Babe came by the lurcher; it is a village joke, like his nickname. The Devil came to Thorncombe Woods one night to thank him for selling so much rotgut to all they Yanks back over the Camp; and brought him the lurcher as a present. But as they watch man and dog, they know he isn’t there because he needs the rabbits; he has every moonlit night and field for miles round for rabbits. But his is an ancient presence, and quasi-divine, of a time when men were hunters, not planters; he honours fields at cutting time.

Lewis starts the reaper off again. Now a rabbit springs every few yards, small and large; some terrified, others determined. Old men pounce, flail with their sticks, stumble, fall on their faces; and the children too. Guffaws, screams, curses, cries of triumph; the silent lurcher racing, twisting, snapping, merciless. The last swathe. Then a scream of pain, like a tiny child’s, from the hidden blades. Without stopping, Lewis points back. A rabbit drags away, its hind legs sliced off. The boy who stooked runs and lifts it: the red stumps. Little green balls of excrement fall from the anal fur. Convulsive jerking, another scream. He chops, then chops again; a third time; then casually turns and throws the corpse towards a pile of others. Doe-eyes glazing, whiskers, soft ears, snowy scuts. He moves closer and stares down at the pile, a good twenty now. And his heart turns, some strange premonitory turn, a day when in an empty field he shall weep for this.

He looks up and sees his aunt and Mrs Luscombe, the only two people in the field who have not joined in the massacre. They stand by a tablecloth spread on the stubble beneath the ash-tree, talking and watching. Beside them there curls up a twist of blue smoke; an old black kettle perched on stones. The final rabbit, the one most certain, hemmed with hunters, runs straight between myopic old Sam’s legs and outpaces all the boys who chase it. The lurcher tries to streak through them, loses balance and sight, at last permits himself a frustrated yelp, looks desperately round, so many shouting, pointing, urging bipeds; then sees the bobbing scut and sets off again. But the rabbit reaches the hedge a good few yards clear. The gipsy whistles. The dog lopes back, its tail down.

Then the prize-giving. Old Mr Luscombe stands by the assembled kill; a little embarrassed, unused to playing Solomon. One here, one there, a small one to a child, a fat brace to Babe, another to Old Sam. Then six to the boy who stooked.

Take ’en down to the ash-tree, Danny.

And ‘Danny’, whose preferred name is Dan, walks down the field, three pairs of hind legs in each hand, Nimrod, to the spread tea.

Little Mrs Luscombe, with her eyebrows like commas, stands hands on hips by her twig fire, grinning at him.

You caught all they then, Danny?

I got two. One didn’t count actually. It was caught in the blades.

Poor thing, says his aunt.

Mrs Luscombe is politely but firmly scornful.

You didden have a stone wall round your garden, m’ dear, you woulden feel sorry for they.

And his aunt smiles at him, maternally, as Mrs Luscombe takes the rabbits, weighs them, approves, palping their haunches; picks a good couple.

There’s your supper, Danny.

Oh I say. Really? Thanks awfully, Mrs Luscombe.

Are you absolutely sure? asks his aunt. Then: I don’t know what we’d do without you.

Where’s father? asks the boy.

It seems the Rural Dean has called. About the porch.

He nods: nursing his solitude, his terrible Oedipal secret; already at the crossroads every son must pass.

He says, We’ll just finish the stooking.

And he walks back to where they have gone back to work, but there are many more hands now, as in a Brueghel. The children vying to lug the furthest sheaves closer for the men; even Babe sets to for that last twenty minutes.

Then back under the ash-tree, as ritual as Holy Communion, the old pink-and-white check cloth, the bread, the quart bowl of cream, the pots of raspberry and blackcurrant jam, the chipped white mugs, the two tea-pots, a browny-black with yellow bands, the same brown as the cake with all its hoarded sultanas and currants. Best the illicit scalded cream, its deep yellow crust folded into the voluptuous white. No cream since time began could equal it; the harvest hunger, sun, the circle of watching children, the smell of sweat. Byre and meadow and breath of Red Devons. Ambrosia, death, sweet raspberry jam.

Did ’ee see ’un, ma? Did ’ee see ’un, Miz Martin? Us-all coulda touched ’un, coulden us, Danny?

Later.

He is alone among the highest beeches, over the stooked and now empty field, the marly combe; where he comes each spring to find the first moschatel, strange little transient four-faces, smelling of musk. Another mystery, his current flower and emblem, for reasons he cannot say. The sun in the extreme west, as he likes it best. Its slanting rays reveal the lands in a pasture-field on the other side of the valley, the parallel waves where an ox-plough once went many centuries before; and where he must pay a visit soon, childish, but another of his secret flowers, the little honeycomb-scented orchid Spiranthes spiralis, blooms on the old meadow there about now. He clings to his knowledges; signs of birds, locations of plants, fragments of Latin and folklore, since he lacks so much else. The leaves of the beeches are translucent in the westering sun. A wood-pigeon coos, a nuthatch whistles somewhere close above.

He sits with his back to a beech-trunk, staring down through foliage at the field. Without past or future, purged of tenses; collecting this day, pregnant with being. Unharvested, yet one with this land; and that was why he had been so afraid. It wasn’t death, the agony in the mower’s blades, the scream and red stumps … but dying, dying before the other wheat was ripe.

Inscrutable innocent, already in exile.

Down, half masked by leaves. Point of view of the hidden bird.

I feel in his pocket and bring out a clasp-knife; plunge the blade in the red earth to clean it of the filth from the two rabbits he has gutted; slit; liver, intestines, stench. He stands and turns and begins to carve his initials on the beech-tree. Deep incisions in the bark, peeling the grey skin away to the sappy green of the living stem. Adieu, my boyhood and my dream.

Close shot.

D.H.M.
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Games

‘You do.’

‘No.’

‘But you must do.’

He smiles in the darkness.

‘Jenny, in writing there aren’t any musts.’

‘Then can.’

He says parentally, ‘You ought to be asleep.’

But he stands unmoving, staring out of the window into the night; out of the dark room, over the palms and poinsettias and castor-oil plants in the garden, beyond the garden. Downtown, the endless plain of trivial jewelled light. He closes his eyes a long moment, shutting it out.

‘All the ghosts here. They get you in the end.’

‘Now you’re being phoney romantic.’

‘You mean I haven’t yet been seen sitting dead drunk in a corner of the commissary.’

‘Oh Daniel. Come on.’

He says nothing. A silence. A flicker of lighter flame. On the glass of the window he catches her momentary face, the long hair, the amber shadows of the couch. A whiteness where the indigo kimono, unsashed, lies open. A nice angle; nicest because no lens, no stock, could ever get it. Mirrors. The dark room. Leaving the red point and sign of rebellion in the glass, one with the distant blue, diamond and garnet lake of sky-signs.

She murmurs, ‘Give a little.’

It is terrible, like a nausea at times like this, but an unkilled adolescent in him still prizes the thousand-times-seen view; remains excited, smug, achieved; mocks all he has known, learnt, rationally valued.

He turns and crosses the room to a fake Biedermeier table by the door.

‘Do you want anything?’

‘Only you. And neat. Just for once.’

He adds water to his whisky, tastes it, adds some more; turns.

‘I really ought to tuck you in. It’s so late.’

‘For Christ’s sake come and sit down.’ Her head twists, staring at him over the back of the couch. She says, ‘You’re making me act.’

‘Sorry.’

‘I have enough of that during the day. If you remember.’ He goes and sits beside her; then leans forward and sips his whisky. ‘When did it begin?’

He divides conversation into two categories: when you speak, and when you listen to yourself speak. Of late, his has been too much the second. Narcissism: when one grows too old to believe in one’s uniqueness, one falls in love with one’s complexity – as if layers of lies could replace the green illusion; or the sophistries of failure, the stench of success.

‘This afternoon. When you ran over. I went out and wandered round the lot. All those empty stages. Just a feeling of … wasted time. Effort. Something.’

‘And having to wait for me.’

‘It wasn’t your fault.’

‘But it was that?’ He shakes his head. ‘The star and her stud.’

‘That’s just the old dialect. The myth.’

‘But they still believe in it.’

‘One must pay the natives something, Jenny.’

She sits with an arm crooked on the back of the couch, observing his face in profile.

‘That’s what I hate about the Prick. He thinks he’s so cool, so this year, baby. Every time he sees you he gives me one of those looks. Those little old way-back looks. One day I’m going to ask him why he wears French letters in his eyes.’

‘That should add zing to your scenes.’

She stands and wanders across to the window, stubs out her cigarette – yes, she is acting – in a pottery dish by the telephone; then stares out, as he had, at the infamous city’s artificial night.

‘It’s the one thing I’ll never understand about this creepy town. How they’ve so totally managed to ban naturalness from it.’ She turns and comes back, stands with folded arms, looking down at him. ‘I mean, why are they all so frightened of it? Why can’t they just accept we have our own private little English … oh Dan.’ She sits, and makes him put his arm round her; takes the hand and kisses its back, then leads it to a bare breast and holds it there. ‘All right. So you walked round the lot. That doesn’t explain why … come on.’

He stares across the room.

‘I suppose it was about reality. Failures to capture it. Those stages, the flats still standing there. Movies no one even remembers any more. How all the king’s plays and all the king’s scripts … and nothing in your present can ever put you together again.’

‘Tell me when to touch the tears from my eyes.’

There is a little rush of air down his nostrils; he gives the bare breast a gentle squeeze, then removes his arm.

‘Proves my point.’

‘Well someone’s fishing.’

‘Not the smallest hook.’

‘You don’t even … and you know it.’

‘Only by local standards.’

‘Balls.’

‘Darling, when you’re –’

‘Oh Gawd, here we go again.’

He is silent a moment. ‘When I was your age I could only look forward. At mine you …’

‘Then you need your eyesight tested.’

‘Not really. If you want to know what the shored fragments are worth, ask the ruin.’

‘“Why then I’ll fit you. Hieronymo’s mad again.”’ She sits away and grins at him in the night, raises a reproving finger. ‘You’d forgotten that was the next line. Right? You shouldn’t get literary with actresses. We may be cows, but we can always cap you.’

‘Stage point. Not a real one.’

She looks down. ‘You’re such a lousy casting.’

‘Inverted vanity. Looking back at my immortal oeuvre.’

‘Oy veh. So we aren’t Shakespeare.’

He murmurs, ‘I think I’d better go.’

But she makes him sit back, once more put an arm round her, and lies with her face against his shoulder.

‘I’m being flip.’

‘With reason.’

She kisses his skin through his shirt; then buries her forehead against him. ‘I know you’re in ruins somewhere. It’s just I hate having to feel I’m making them worse.’

He holds her a little tighter. ‘You’re one of the very few fragments that make sense.’

‘If only I …’

‘We’ve settled all that.’

She takes one of his hands. ‘Tell me about this afternoon. What really happened.’

‘It was on the old Camelot set. It suddenly hit me. How well I matched it. The betrayal of myths. As if I was totally in exile from what I ought to have been.’ He added, ‘Done.’

‘And what’s that?’

‘Good question.’

‘Try.’

‘Something to do with the artifice of the medium.’

‘And?’

‘That if I could ever hope to describe it, it would have to be beyond staging or filming. They’d just … betray the real thing again.’

‘What’s “it”?’

‘God knows, Jenny. The real history of what I am? This is all disgustingly solipsistic.’

‘As you once convinced me all art was.’

He waits, staring across the room.

‘I’ve spent most of my adult life learning how to use the least possible words, how to get scenes crisp. How you pack your meaning in between the lines. How you create other people. Always other people.’ He pauses again. ‘As if I’d been taken over by someone else. Years ago.’

‘What kind of someone else?’

‘Some kind of fink.’

‘Rubbish. But go on.’

He strokes the side of her hair. ‘It’s such a soft option. You write, Interior, medium shot, girl and man on a couch, night. Then you walk out. Let someone else be Jenny and Dan. Someone else tell them what to do. Photograph them. You never really stake yourself. Let it be no one else. Just you.’ He stops stroking, pats her hair. ‘That’s all, Jenny. I don’t really want to start a new career. Just a way of saying I’m sick of screenplays.’

‘And Hollywood. And me.’

‘Not you.’

‘But you wish you could go home.’

‘Not literally. Metaphorically.’

‘Then where we began. Memoirs.’

‘I’ve invented quite enough paper people without adding myself to the list.’ He added, ‘Anyway, libel. I couldn’t make reality honest.’

‘Then write a novel.’ He sniffs. ‘Why not?’

‘I wouldn’t know where to begin.’

‘Here.’

‘Idiot.’

She sits away on her knees, contemplating him.

‘Seriously.’

He smiles. ‘With the ravings of the male menopause and a naked film-star in Harold Robbins Land?’

She closes her kimono. ‘That’s a filthy thing to say. About both of us.’

‘Sated with sex and trying to remember his Aristotle, he outlined his theory of –’

‘I’m not a film-star. I’m your Jenny.’

‘Who’s being much too indulgent.’

‘You’ve got the money, you could make the time.’

‘Too many dead fish on my conscience.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘That I’ve gutted too many of the damn things to create a living one.’

‘Then you know the traps. I don’t see what you’ve got to lose.’

‘My last.’

‘Your last what?’

‘The thing cobblers are meant to stick to.’

She is silent, scrutinizing.

‘Is all this to do with the new script?’

He shakes his head. ‘It bores me into the ground, but I can do scenario in my sleep. Like a computer.’ He stands and goes to the window again. She twists round on the couch and watches his back. After a moment, he goes on, but in a quieter voice. ‘If you run away, Jenny, you can’t find your way back. That’s all I meant. Trying to … it’s only a pipe-dream. Trying to crawl back inside the womb. Turn the clock back.’ He turns and smiles across at her. ‘Late-night maundering.’

‘You’re so defeatist. All you have to do is put down exactly what we’ve just said.’

‘That’s the last chapter. What I’ve become.’

She looks down, a little pause; a ‘beat’, in the jargon.

‘Bill was on about you the other day. Why you’ve never directed.’

‘And?’

‘I told him what you told me.’

‘And what did he say?’

‘Something rather perceptive. How being a perfectionist and being scared are often the same thing.’

‘That was sweet of him.’

‘And right of him?’

He smiles through the darkness at her accusing face. ‘Calling me yellow will get you nowhere.’

She waits a moment, then stands and walks to him, and kisses him quickly on the mouth; pushes him back so that he has to sit in an armchair by the picture window; kneels on the carpet and rests her forearms on his knees. A faint light from the city sky outside.

‘Positive thinking.’

‘Yes, Jenny.’

‘My Highland great-grandmother had the second sight.’

‘As you told me.’

‘This is the first chapter.’

‘And the next?’

‘Something will happen. Like a window opening. No, a door. Like a door in a wall.’ She kneels back, arms folded over her breasts, biting her lips, playing sibyl.

‘And through it?’

‘Your story. Your real history of you.’

He has a tired grin. ‘When?’

‘Before you have your way and we … go our separate ones.’ His grin dies. ‘You can reconstitute this conversation? It’s very important. You must remember it.’

‘I only want out because I’m in love with you. You realize that?’

‘Answer my question.’

‘I shouldn’t think so.’

‘Then I’ll try and write some of it down for you. Tomorrow. Between takes. Just the gist.’

‘And my question?’

‘Or a version of it, anyway.’

And they stare at each other. In the end he says quietly, ‘God, how I loathe your generation.’

And she smiles up at him, like a praised child, so overcome that in the end she has to bow her head. He reaches forward and ruffles her hair, then makes to stand. But she stops him.

‘Wait a minute. I haven’t finished with you yet.’

‘This is mad. You must get your sleep.’

She turns to the telephone table behind her; kneels there, switches on the lamp; pulls the Los Angeles directory out on the carpet, stares at its cover a moment, then gives him a little speculating look back. He sits perched forward, ready to go.

‘Jenny.’

She stares down again. ‘Something solitary. Devious.’ Then she opens the directory, crouches to read its small print. ‘Oh God, there aren’t any English names.’

‘Tell me what you’re doing.’

But she says nothing. Suddenly she turns towards the back, riffs pages quickly; halts, cranes, finds something; flashes a grin back at him.

‘Eureka. Wolfe.’

‘Wolf?’

‘As in lone. But with an e.’ She is back to running her finger down a list of names. ‘That’s it. S. You can’t get more wriggly than that. Altadena Drive, wherever that is.’

‘Behind Pasadena. And if you –’

‘Shut up. Stanley J. That’s no good.’ She closes the directory, examines him like a coper before a doubtful horse, then suddenly points. ‘Simon.’ She folds her arms. ‘Since you’re so simple, too. You may drop the J.’

He looks down at the carpet. ‘How long is it since you were spanked?’

‘But you can’t use your own name in a novel. Anyway, it’s so square. Who’d ever go for a character called Daniel Martin?’

He says, since they are used to back-references, sudden conversational jumps in either direction, but gently, ‘I really do, sometimes.’

She folds her hands on her lap, playing demure innocence now. ‘She’s only trying to make sure she gets the dedication.’

He stands. ‘If she isn’t in bed in one minute, she’s going to get what she really deserves. A massive flea in the ear for coming on set with bags under her eyes.’

Stridently, making them both start, the telephone on the table just behind her rings. Jenny grins, still on her knees, delighted.

‘Shall I speak to Mr Wolfe, or will you?’

He turns to go. ‘I should leave it. Probably some nut.’

But she says his name, not teasing; a tiny trace of fear at his suggestion. He stops, stands half-turned, looking at her indigo back as she twists and lifts the ivory receiver. He waits, then hears her say in her cool public voice, ‘Yes, he’s here. I’ll get him.’ And she holds out the receiver, biting her lips again.

‘Long-distance. From home. They transferred the call.’

‘Who is it?’

‘The operator didn’t say.’

He draws a breath and walks back to where she now stands; almost snatches the receiver from her hand. She turns away to the window. He confirms his name, and is asked to hold the line. He eyes the girl’s profiled face. She raises her hands and shakes her hair loose, knowing he is watching; as if she has just woken from sleep. She cannot press the smile out of her lips.

‘I shouldn’t get excited. A hundred to one it’s just some moronic Fleet Street tattle-monger short of a paragraph.’

‘Or my Highland great-grandmother.’

And she contemplates the midnight infinities of Los Angeles, insufferably English and amused. He reaches out, catches her arm, pulls her brutally towards him; and tries to kiss her with anger, but she is laughing too much.

In his ear, distances.

Then a voice; and unbelievably, as in a fiction, the door in the wall opens.




The Woman in the Reeds

The wind blows the indolent arms of the willows sideways and ruffles the water of the long reach. The distant wooded hills to the west and the intervening meadowlands are stained with summery cloud-shadow. On the far side of the Cherwell a young man, an undergraduate, poles a punt upstream. In the bow seat, facing him, a girl wearing sun-glasses reclines. She trails the fingers of her right hand through the water. He is twenty-three years old, and reading English; she is two years younger, and reading French. He wears army-surplus denim trousers and a navy-blue polo-necked jumper; she is in a dirndl peasant skirt, a dark green busily embroidered white and red; a white blouse and red Paisley headscarf. By her bare feet lie a rush basket, sandals and a strew of books.

The young man would pass, even today; all except his short hair would pass. But even then her full and folksy mid-calf skirt, the puffs in the short sleeves of the blouse, are dated; the colours too bravura, too eager to escape the accusation of blue-stocking … and faintly irritating, because such a plea is unnecessary. She is, to use a student cliché of the time, very nubile; has both a sexuality and a distinction, a kind of warm elegance and consciousness of it that is almost an indifference. Her younger sister, for instance, dresses much better; wouldn’t be seen dead in a tatty old peasant skirt. But the girl in the punt takes greater risks, perhaps because she is engaged (though not to today’s gondolier), perhaps because she knows her standing, her reputation, is safely beyond the odd gaucheness, showiness, affectation. Only that previous winter, in fishnet tights and a long auburn wig and a student’s gown, she had brought the house down in an ETC revue sketch. If Rita read Greats … the Rita’s other name being Hayworth. And it hadn’t been all the clever cracks about Aspasia and heteirai or the climactic song (composed by the young man poling): Symposia were cosier when I wore my negligée; but the decided and visible oomph of the mimesis.

She has fine pronounced eyebrows, very clear, direct brown eyes complementing a hair that is almost black in certain lights; a classical nose, a wide and always faintly smiling mouth, even in repose; even now, as she watches her own fingers in the water; as if she is always remembering something amusing told her an hour before. She and her sister have a nickname all through the mens’ colleges. They are known as the Heavenly Twins, although they are not twins, but a year, both in age and study, and in many other things, apart. In their respective second and first years they sometimes dressed alike, and so a false parallel was drawn. Now their mark is made, and they have decided to be themselves.

They descended on Oxford with one other slight difference. They had lived abroad a lot, for their father had been an ambassador. He had died the year the war started; and their mother had remarried a year later – to yet another diplomat, though this time he was an American. The two girls had spent the war in the United States, and an aura of that culture still clung about them – a frankness, a trace of the accent (then, it later disappeared), a certain freedom other English girl students of their age, brought up amid rationing cards and the wail of sirens, lacked. They also had, though they were not ostentatious in that way, wealth. Their English parents had not been poor; and their American stepfather, though he too had children from a previous marriage, was reputedly far from poor. They were privileged in so many ways; and to have good brains and good looks on top of everything else seemed almost unfair. Neither had close female friends at the university.

The girl looks up to the young man at work.

‘My offer’s still open.’

‘I enjoy it. Honestly. I need the exercise. Revising like a maniac these last three days.’ He pushes on the pole, recovers it, stabs it forward till he feels the soundless thump on the river-bottom, waits till the onward motion of the punt brings it vertical, thrusts down, makes a little adjustment to the direction by using the trailing pole as a rudder. He grimaces down at the girl.

‘I’m going to plough. I feel it in my bones.’

‘Sez you. I bet you get a first.’

‘I’m leaving that for Anthony.’

‘He’s worried about ancient history. He thinks he may only get an alpha minus.’ She lowers her glasses professorially, guys gloom. ‘I’m vulnerable on Thucydides.’

He grins. She turns and watches the river ahead. Another punt comes downstream, with four other students in it, sophomores, a girl and three men. They look across at the pair in the upstream punt. One of the young men turns and says something to the girl; and all four look again, idly, casually, as would-be sophisticated passers glance again at local celebrities, Zuleikas and princes of the senior year. The cynosures make no comment; they are used to this.

A few hundred yards later the young man lets the pole trail longer than usual and wipes his forehead with the back of his hand.

‘I say, Jane, I’m getting hellish shagged. And starving. I don’t think the Victoria’s on.’

The girl sits up, solicitous.

‘Well let’s tie up here. I don’t mind.’

‘There’s a cut just ahead. We could go up there a bit. Be out of the wind.’

‘Fine.’

In a minute they come in sight of the cut, an old drainage dyke at right angles east from the river and running between two willow-hedged leys. The public footpath is on the other bank. At the mouth of the cut is an old peeling notice-board: Private. Landing forbidden. By order. But, as they discover
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