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Introduction

Treasures of Time, first published in 1979, is a novel of serial excavation. With characteristic subtlety and wit, Penelope Lively explores
intricate themes of appearance and reality, of the power of memory and of the warping and shaping that occurs with the passing
years. In all her fiction Lively shows herself intuitively alert to the influence of the past on the present: in The Road to Lichfield, for instance, in Next to Nature, Art, in Moon Tiger (winner of the 1987 Booker Prize), she pursues the idea of the invisible influence of previous eras, both chronological and
environmental, on human experience.


Treasures of Time deals both figuratively and literally with disinterment. The point of departure for the plot is the arrival at a country
house in Wiltshire of a television team to film a programme on the distinguished archaeologist Hugh Paxton, who died some
years ago. Paxton’s most famous dig, the one that made his name, was on a local site, where he uncovered a fabulously rich
hoard of prehistoric treasure. Now the whole subject is to be unearthed again, this time for BBC television, and the surviving
participants interviewed about their recollections. But inevitably the past has been reinvented, and in this delectable comedy
of manners Lively adroitly uncovers stratum after stratum of delusion and self-deceit. As well as other participants, three
members of Paxton’s family were present at the dig: his wife, his sister-in-law, and his daughter, then only a child; and
with all of them the official version is interestingly at odds with what actually happened.


Hugh Paxton’s widow, Laura, is the most excited about the programme, thrilled by the prospect of taking the starring role.
Chic, snobbish and self-absorbed, Laura’s life these days lacks excitement: money is in short supply and she has been obliged
to share the house, Danehurst, with her sister, Nellie. Now an invalid confined to a wheelchair, Nellie as a young woman had
worked closely with Hugh on his excavations, her admiration for him, painful and unspoken, extending far beyond the purely
professional. Most reluctantly involved in the present enterprise is Laura’s prickly daughter, Kate, down from London for
the weekend with Tom, her boyfriend. Kate is decidedly wary of the prospect of a camera-crew zooming in on her family history,
with all its subterranean cruelties and betrayals. And yet both she and Tom are themselves professionally involved in investigating
the past, Tom writing a thesis on the eighteenth-century antiquarian William Stukeley, and Kate with a career organizing exhibitions
of ancient implements in county museums. (For Tom, now, memories of Kate ‘would be for ever associated with ploughshares and
sickles … the sight of a threshing machine or butter churn would, for the rest of his life, bring an expectant lift of the
heart’.)


Despite Kate’s anxiety, however, when the young man from the BBC arrives he appears to be not threatening at all. Tony Greenway,
if slightly colourless, is agreeable and intelligent, skilfully combining professional expertise with a nice line in courteous
deference. The latter is particularly appreciated by Laura, who loses no time in showing off about her husband’s reputation,
keen to impress on Tony the frightfully important part she herself had played and the utterly fascinating life the two of
them had led. But as Tony listens and probes, looks at photographs and walks up over the downs to examine the site, more,
much more, begins to emerge: uncomfortable memories are revived, awkward situations revisited, and subtly, obliquely, a story
begins to take shape of far greater interest and complexity than that originally designed to be shown on television.


Penelope Lively is an outstandingly accomplished novelist, and one of her greatest skills is a deftness of touch. She can
introduce a matter of vital importance with a brushstroke so light the reader is barely aware of it: somebody pauses a second
too long before answering, perhaps, or the eye is drawn to an apparently minor detail; and yet in that moment everything changes, and almost subliminally we know something significant
has been revealed. Thus we absorb the fact that Laura’s marriage was far from the flawless union that she promotes, and that
there is a crucial but unspoken part in it played by her dowdy sister. Flighty Laura, uninterested in archaeology, had been
amused by Nellie’s willingness to assist Hugh on his digs, and rarely thinks back to her own first meeting with her future
husband; but Nellie remembers it clearly, remembers her ravishing younger sister ‘looking, I thought, a bit bored because
Hugh and I were talking shop … And in the middle of saying something I saw his eyes on her, and how they were, and all of
a sudden the day wasn’t so nice after all’. Similarly, it is these tiny shards of the past working up through layers of buried
memory that gradually reveal how Kate, difficult, defensive Kate, has been irretrievably damaged by what happened between
her parents during her childhood.


Each of the main characters is brought into focus in turn, and here again it is due to the extreme sophistication of Lively’s
art that we learn within a few words all we need to know about them; her possession of her characters is so complete that
she can give them to us in little more than a gesture or a glance or a telling pattern of speech.


It is the newcomer, Kate’s boyfriend, through whose eyes much of the story is seen. Tom is a good-natured, scholarly young
man, not particularly ambitious, and he loves Kate and pities her, too, for her angry self-destructiveness. On his first visit
to Danehurst to meet her mother it quickly becomes apparent who is responsible for much of the damage. Laura has developed
to a very high level the art of the crushing put-down, employed with lethal effect on her daughter, and indeed on almost anyone,
however harmless, who comes within range. ‘Are you going to take me for a walk this afternoon,’ Tom cheerfully asks Kate,
soon after arriving at the house. ‘ “Oh dear,” said Laura, “are you that kind of person?” ’


Laura is a gloriously comic creation with her selfishness and snobbery and her insufferable insistence on impressing everyone with her own superiority. And yet, although we laugh at Laura,
we are also made aware of the sadness of her situation, of her gradual realization that she had failed her husband, of the
unpalatable fact that he had married the wrong sister. It is this combining of comedy with a profound compassion for her characters
that is one of the hallmarks of Penelope Lively’s fiction. She is witty and ironic, but her wit and irony are anchored in
a very real sympathy for the human condition. And yet, while sympathetic she is not soft: her characters are never lightly
let off, and she is uncompromising over the realities of their lives. In the love affair between Kate and Tom, she conveys
its strength and sincerity, while not flinching from indicating the inevitability of its failure.


Like the archaeologist at the centre of her story, Lively is acutely aware of the immanence of the long-buried past. Again
and again the eye is drawn to an ancient landscape that is yet an intrinsic part of the modern age. The family house, for
instance, is on the Wiltshire downs, close to Avebury and Stonehenge, but it is also surrounded by a network of motorways
and industrial estates. Heading back to London after their weekend at Danehurst, Kate and Tom ‘drove into the rushing Wiltshire
darkness, where the shafts of light from juggernaut container lorries blazed down the Old Bath road (from which Charles II
made a detour once, to visit Avebury and Silbury Hill in company with John Aubrey) …’. And there is an exquisitely judged
episode in which the two young people drive up the motorway with a load of ancient artefacts (Roman coins, a Viking shield)
for exhibition at an aggressively modern comprehensive in Birmingham.


Penelope Lively manipulates the passage of time as brilliantly as she manipulates the complexities of her fictional characters.
Technically she is flawless: her vocabulary and punctuation are precise, with never an extraneous syllable, and she has a
highly developed visual sense and perfect pitch for dialogue. Yet ultimately the quality that defines Lively as such a superb
novelist is that rare combination of the artist’s necessary detachment with an enormous zest and enjoyment, a powerful personal involvement
in the world around her. Treasures of Time, moving and very funny, is a testament to all this.


Selina Hastings



Chapter One

The alarm went. He resisted it, burrowing against Kate’s warm back. He felt her reach out, bang the clock, lie in disquieting wakefulness. She said, ‘Tom?’ He burrowed again.

She sat up, the sheet slipping from her bare breasts. ‘Do wake up. Listen, I’ve been thinking. I shall have to take you to see my mother.’

‘Mmn?’

‘You’ll have to meet my mother.’

‘Ah. It’s come to that, has it?’

‘She keeps asking about you. I can’t put it off any longer.’

‘Well, fine, then. When do we go? Who wants to put it off, anyway?’

‘Me, I suppose.’ She had got out of bed now, and stood at the dressing-table brushing her hair. He watched her bottom, lovingly. Dear Kate. Splendid Kate. Her hair stood up in a dark wiry frizz all round her head; at her waist opposing pink curves nicely echoed the shape of white knobs on the dressing-table; below, her bottom rose and fell in time with the hair-brushing. He said, ‘What?’

‘Do wake up properly, Tom, it’s gone eight. I said we’d better go this weekend.’

‘Fine.’ He yawned, clasped his hands behind his head. ‘Great. I like Wiltshire. Cradle of British archaeology. Stonehenge. Avebury. Stukeley’s stamping ground – right up my street. Immemorial landscapes. And I’d like to know more about your father, anyway. I suppose the house is stuffed with axe-heads and bits of broken pot. Is it very grand?’

‘No, it’s not, in fact it’s a bit seedy.’ She was flinging clothes out of drawers now, quarrying pants and tights and jerseys in a frenzy of irritation.

‘Are you staying there all morning or are you going to the library?’

‘I love you when you’re cross,’ he said. ‘You go red all up your neck, did you know that? I love you anyway, and I daresay I’ll go to the library. Tell me, does your mother know about my humble origins?’

‘She knows we’re getting married, that’s all that’s relevant.’

‘Ah. What a stern girl you are. Straight to the point and no nonsense. Most people’s mums would want things filled in a bit, that’s all. She’d be entitled.’

‘She isn’t like most people’s mums. You’ll see. D’you want tea or coffee?’

He said, ‘She scares you stiff or something, doesn’t she? She’s the one thing that really steams you up. I want to meet her. Coffee, and three slices of toast please – in bed?’

‘No,’ she said. ‘Up, or not at all. And I’m going in fifteen minutes precisely. Some of us have a living to earn.’
[image: image]

His hands, every day, were grimy from books and manuscripts. Seventeenth century grime, some of it, he supposed. He sat in the British Museum Reading Room, picking slivers of dirt from under a fingernail, stared at Stukeley’s neat, distinctive handwriting, and read that on an April day in 1719 he visited an ‘antient’ site where ‘as we sat surveying the corn growing upon the spot I did see the perfect vestigia of a temple, as easily discernible upon the corn as upon paper.’ Crop marks, clever old Stukeley. And later he had ‘met with some excellent Ale.’ Ah. It’s knowing that kind of thing that makes this kind of thing seem slightly less of a fantasy than it does a lot of the time.

William Stukeley and his contemporaries: a study of seventeenth and early eighteenth century antiquarianism. Tom Rider, M.A., D.Phil. T. P. Rider, M.A., D.Phil. Thomas P. Rider, M.A., D.Phil. Or not, as the case may be. The little crescents of dirt lay on the manuscripts. And they call this a white-collar job. Stukeley, of course, got his hands dirty – digging, surveying – and his feet, too, plodding around in the muck.

There was a portrait of Stukeley that cropped up in reproduction in innumerable works: a fattish, jowly face, pointed nose, dark, sharp eyes, grey wig, flowing white cravat, jacket of dark, shiny material. From time to time Tom had scoured this for some kind of insight into this person who must occupy three years of his, Tom’s life. Three rather crucial years, at that. Occasionally the processes of historical research amazed him: we think we know about the past, learned blokes stake their professional reputations on this or that interpretation of the way things have been at this point or that. Here am I, about to contribute some seventy thousand words which will analyse and pronounce upon the way in which antiquarian studies declined from the intellectual vigour of the seventeenth century into the romantic inaccuracies of the early eighteenth, with special reference to the career of William Stukeley. I know a great deal about Stukeley; I probably know more about Stukeley than anybody else in the world; I know where he was on April 4th 1719 and I know who his friends were and in what language he addressed them and I know the broad course of his life from the day he was born till the day he died. The real Stukeley, of course, is effectively concealed by two hundred and fifty years of gathering confusion and conflicting interpretations of how the world may have appeared to other people. The real breathing feeling cock-and-balls prick-me-and-I-bleed Stukeley is just about as inaccessible as Neanderthal man.

‘Sometimes,’ he said to Kate, ‘sometimes I think of going into industry. A rather dubious branch of industry. Armaments. Or the manufacture of pop records.’

‘You don’t really,’ said Kate with tranquillity.

‘You’re happy to condemn me – us – to a lifetime of underpaid academic nitpicking? Anyway, there are no jobs.’

‘You love it. And some people get jobs – quite a lot do.’

‘Oh, you’re all right, I know. All set up with a pension. That’s what I’m marrying you for, I hope you realize.’

She worked in a museum, a civil servant, her responsibility to the past defined by grade and status. For the moment, she was in London, working on some vast new scheme of reclassification and reorganization, which she found tiresome. In the autumn, in their early courting period, she had been based at a provincial town in the process of setting up a refurbished County Museum; for Tom, now, love and lust would be for ever associated with ploughshares and sickles, with the machinery of the early glove industry, with brick moulds and stonemasons’ tools, with hay wains and milk floats and early twentieth century tractors. In this setting, he had waited patiently for her to finish her day’s work; the sight of a threshing machine or butter churn would, for the rest of his life, bring an expectant lift of the heart.

There was something equine about her, he had thought fondly, as she trotted about with her labels and cards, a small, dark, muscular girl, energetic and ferociously scowling. She scowled as she worked, as she walked with him on the woodlands near the town, as she made love. He found this appealing. The happier you are, he said, the more bad-tempered you look, did you know? I like that, it makes you such a splendidly misleading person, only those who know you can have the faintest idea what’s going on, have you always been like that?

She was twenty-four.

Do you want a ring? he said. All that stuff? Proof that my intentions are honourable – fairly honourable? And she had hugged him and glared from under those shaggy eyebrows and said that was the last thing she wanted, she wouldn’t know what to do with it.

They had a weekend in France instead.

Her father had been Hugh Paxton, the archaeologist. It must be odd, Tom sometimes thought, to have been fathered by a man to whom such a label was forever attached – ‘The Hugh Paxton, you mean? The archaeologist.’ How does it feel? he had asked her, early in their courting days, speaking as one whose father is Jim Rider, pure and simple. The corporation bus driver, if anyone. It doesn’t feel anything, she said, it’s just how it is, how it always was.

His was one of those names known even to those who know nothing of their field of work. Woolley, Childe, Piggott, Paxton, Wheeler – the names would have vague connotations where Ur, Mycenae, La Tène or Wessex might not. Hugh Paxton had missed, somehow, the age of the television archaeologist, though he had died only five years ago. Why? Tom asked, and Kate had shrugged and said, oh, he’d have hated it, it wasn’t his kind of thing at all. Ma would have loved it, of course, she had added, a minute or so later.

There was a photo of him on Kate’s dressing-table: a good-looking, slightly swarthy man (it was from him that her dark sturdiness came, her desirable springy body, that faint hairiness…). Tom had examined it with interest, felt mildly embarrassed sometimes at its scrutiny as he dressed and shaved, explained to it, apologetically, that he loved Kate and had the best possible intentions towards her. And Hugh Paxton looked the sort of man who would have known a bit of passion in his time, one way and another.

And now Tom sat beside Kate in the car (her car), headed for Danehurst along roads that soared across the Wiltshire downs, Kate hunched over the wheel in her usual unnerving position, nose too near the windscreen, taking the bends a little too fast.

‘Aunt what?’ he said.

‘Aunt Nellie. Aunt Nellie is my mother’s sister. They live together now because Aunt Nellie had a stroke two years ago and can’t do much for herself.’ She jinked sideways to miss an oncoming lorry.

Tom said, ‘Watch it.’ And then, ‘That’s very charitable of your mother.’

‘Not really. Aunt Nellie has a bit of money of her own and Ma hasn’t because my father left things in a muddle and there were a lot of death duties. It’s a quid pro quo. Aunt Nellie subsidizes Danehurst – it’s expensive to run.’

‘Ah,’ said Tom, adjusting his concept of Mrs Paxton.

‘Aunt Nellie,’ said Kate, in tones that would have sounded like fury to one unfamiliar with her way of disguising emotional revelation, ‘is very nice.’

‘Why have you never told me all this before?’

‘I probably have, and you weren’t listening. Anyway, you’re marrying me, not my family.’

‘People always say that. It’s a common instance of self-delusion.’
[image: image]

Kate thought: I am wearing jeans and a jersey, so she will be dressed to kill and will say, Kate I do think you might make just a bit of an effort when you come home. She will say it where Tom can hear, and I will go red like I always have when she tells me off. But if I had worn my new dress and my boots she would have had gardening things on and said, oh dear, I’m afraid we can’t live up to you London people, gracious Kate however much did you pay for that frock? Well, anyway, I’m glad you’re earning such a lot now, how nice. And I would have felt quite differently uncomfortable.

I can’t win, she thought angrily, and now already I am in a fuss and snapping at Tom and I love him and it is in no way his fault, no way at all.
[image: image]

They came out of Marlborough and drove beside the Kennet Valley, the trees and marshy gound making a darker green cleft between the wide flanks of the downs. Birds rolled in the wind above pale green fields and the flecked brown and white earth of chalk country. There was heavy traffic on the A4; the empty landscape at either side had an inaccessible serenity, as though behind glass. Kate said, ‘We’re there, all but,’ and swung suddenly onto a side road, without signalling, bringing a yelp of indignation from the car behind.

An Edwardian house, not the beguiling affair of stone and thatch he had imagined. A large, faintly inappropriate house in a pleasant enough setting of hamlet, church, small schoolhouse, village pond. There was a big garden; beyond it, the downs opened up abruptly to a skyline swept by long skeins of cloud. He could see the green blister of a round barrow on the crest of the hill; round the corner, up the road, was Silbury. No wonder Paxton picked the place: his livelihood on the doorstep. He turned to ask Kate when they had bought the house, and saw her sitting at the wheel, knuckles clenched, the expression of rigid obstinacy on her face that indicated extreme anxiety. Thus, he had seen her stand waiting for him once at Green Park Underground station at the reunion after a tiff; she had thought he would not turn up: he had realized, with amused affection, that she minded. After that he had moved into her flat.

He said, ‘Come on, you don’t have to be that ashamed of me.’

She gave him a look that mixed rage and entreaty.
[image: image]

Laura Paxton sat in a faded chintz armchair beside a log fire and handled glasses on a table beside her. She said, ‘Sherry, darling? And Tom? No gin or anything I’m afraid. Vermouth, I think.’ She wore a silk dress that looked too thin for the weather, high-heeled shoes. She filled glasses, handed them, took a sip from her own and said, ‘Well, so here’s the famous fiancé at last.’ She considered Tom, smiling.

He did not see how anyone could have so extraordinary a knack of instantly putting everyone else at a disadvantage. It is amazing, he thought, how is it done? You could go far, with a talent like that. He wanted to say to Kate: I see now, I do absolutely see, you need say no more. No wonder.

She was beautiful, he supposed. Her physical presence held the attention; when she was in the room you kept looking towards her, as towards a handsome piece of furniture, an intriguing picture. Her eyes, in an oval, rather flat face, were large and blue, with only a hint of wrinkling around them; she did not look her age. Her hair, fair and thin like a child’s, worn in a straight schoolgirlish bob, showed no grey. She moved quickly. Her hands were long and thin; she used them in conversation, very deliberately, as though someone, once, had pointed out their charms and she had borne it in mind.

He was transfixed, not so much by her, as by the lurking, distorted Kate he saw in her. It was grotesque – the physical presence of Kate in this stranger. They were quite unalike – yet in that first half hour he was aware of Kate half a dozen times, so keenly that it seemed the recognition must be shared. As though, with incestuous knowledge, Mrs Paxton, pouring the sherry and offering it to him with, for a flash, Kate’s glance, knew him in Kate’s way: at all times, in all circumstances, naked, all reserves gone, all defences down.

With discomfort, he took the sherry and, in response to a question, began to talk about his work, his aspirations, in a tone and with a manner that were not his at all: brittle, self-conscious. It was as though his language were bewitched, like the girl in the fairy story, spewed forth as toads or diamonds, willy nilly. Laura Paxton laughed appreciatively; he suited her well enough, like that, it seemed. He saw Kate looking at him bleakly, as though to say: you too, one might have known. She sat hunched on a footstool, chewing a fingernail; the thought crossed his mind – surprising him – that he wished she would bother a bit more about what she wore. Not treat herself with such disregard; those jeans looked awful.

He thought this, and took a gulp of sherry that made him choke, and heard himself tell Laura Paxton in language that he did not recognize of opinions that he did not acknowledge. He was filled with self-disgust, as though tricked into laughter at a joke that did not amuse. He did not know if she was very stupid or very clever.

Laura thought, he is better looking than Kate, really – they will look a bit odd, going up the aisle, if it gets that far. I shall splurge on something really good, and a hat – a Jaeger dress and coat, maybe. Nellie will be a problem, she will have to be there, Mrs Lucas can come and help. It will be a bit boring in the end, anyway, Kate will want to ask her friends I suppose and they are all too young to be interesting and Tom obviously doesn’t have the kind of family who know people. And it will be very expensive, let’s hope Nellie offers to help. ‘What, darling?’

Kate said, ‘Where is Aunt Nellie?’

‘Oh, coming through for lunch, you can go and give her a hand in a few minutes. We’ve made the old dining room into a room for her now, you know, so much easier all on the ground floor.’ She sighed. ‘The outlook isn’t very good, I’m afraid, things aren’t getting much better, it’s quite a problem, I can tell you. Though she’s talking more easily now. Poor darling, she does sound a bit pickled all the time – which is specially hard when she’s always been rather averse to drink. Oh, it’s a wretched business.’ She spread long thin hands to the fire, thought: I am bored, I have been bored for weeks, I must go up to London for a day or two, have lunch with someone, buy some things… There was a bumping sound in the passage outside the door. Laura said, ‘Oh, here’s Nellie making her own way. Open the door for her, one of you, could you?’

Tom, embarrassedly holding the door for the wheelchair, thought: well, she doesn’t have anything of Kate, thank God, two of them making you feel creepily as though you might have been in bed with them would have been too much, and she’s years older too. Christ, are people who’ve had a stroke deaf? I’ve no idea, is she compos mentis or not, how ignorant one is, it’s appalling.

Nellie Peters gave the wheel an extra shove with her good hand to help it over the edge of the carpet where it always stuck. She looked across the room at her niece, with love, and thought: she has been having a frightful half-hour, she is just about at the end of her tether, poor dear, and it never gets any better for her, there is nothing to be done, there never was much, even when she was a child. Well, let’s have a look at him, will he do? Is he going to help her, be the best thing that has ever happened for her, is there any hope of that? She began to say, in that slow, slurred voice that gave her a shock of detached indignation every time she heard it, ‘It’s lovely to see you, Kate, I…’

Laura chopped her off in mid-word. ‘Nellie I told you not to struggle through on your own, absolutely no need for that, there’s always someone to give you a hand.’ She manoeuvred the wheelchair sharply into position beside the sofa, where it was awkwardly placed a little apart from the rest of them. ‘All right? Yell if there’s anything you want, darling. No sherry, I imagine.’ She turned to Tom, ‘Sorry – I’m being so rude. My sister Eleanor, of course – poor Nellie has had the most beastly luck, as I was saying, but there is a faint chance that things may improve with time’ – this last in tones just very slightly lowered.

In the hall, a clock chimed and struck; a cat, hitherto unseen, strolled into the middle of the room, and stood swishing its tail before slumping down in a bar of sunlight on the carpet. Kate and her aunt kissed with the ineptitude of people who find it an embarrassment, but necessary.

And Tom, for whom the weekend stretched oppressively ahead, thought with sudden resolution that he was going to have to cope with this, not just now but for always, given Kate and the state of his feelings and also, dammit, that a woman like that cannot be allowed to do what she clearly does do.

He said to Kate, cutting suddenly into her reluctant answers to some probing by her mother, ‘Are you going to take me for a walk this afternoon – I’m feeling energetic – a nice long instructive windy walk, how about that?’

‘Oh dear,’ said Laura, ‘are you that kind of person? Outdoor and long walks and so forth. Hugh was, of course. It does rather run in the family.’

Kate said, ‘Well, he could hardly have been an archaeologist and not been, could he, Ma?’

Laura turned to Tom. ‘And by the way, do say Laura, won’t you, not Mrs Paxton. I wish Kate would do the same but not a hope – she dropped Mummy for reasons best known to herself and now it’s this horrid “Ma”, I must say I do think that at this point in time Laura would be nicer, but there it is. She’s a stubborn girl, my Kate.’

‘Isn’t calling parents by their Christian names rather out of date?’ said Tom. ‘I thought it was a thirties sort of thing. Like vegetarianism and progressive schools.’

Laura gave a him a look of dislike. ‘Oh, I daresay one is very out of touch,’ she said. ‘It’s just a matter of what one personally prefers. Is something wrong, Nellie?’

She was laughing, Tom realised, the aunt. You could be forgiven for thinking that odd strangled sound was one of distress, not pleasure. And Kate was grinning at her, a different, normal, relaxed Kate; his Kate, come to that.

‘Well,’ said Laura, ‘let’s eat. I’ve spent a lot of time making something rather nice. Kate, will you see to Aunt Nellie while I pop through to the kitchen – Tom my dear, perhaps you’d give me a hand with plates and whatnot.’
[image: image]

‘Oh,’ she said, at lunch, ‘I quite forgot to tell you. I had a letter from some television man, a producer of something, Tony someone – they want to do a programme about Hugh. Film it here, and at some of his old digs. Isn’t that fun?’

Kate put her knife and fork down with a clatter. ‘You never told me.’

‘That’s what I’m saying,’ said Laura impatiently. ‘It went out of my head – God knows why, it’s not as though that much ever happens these days.’

‘What did you say to him?’

‘I said yes, of course. I’d help as much as I can and so forth. P’raps we’ll all be in it, that would be amusing.’

Kate said nothing; her neck glowed. Tom said to Laura, ‘What’s the programme?’

‘Oh, some cultural thing. It’s a series they’re doing on kind of intellectual people of the recent past – people who influenced the way different subjects are thought about. There’s one on that economist person – what’s his name?’

‘Keynes?’

‘I think so,’ said Laura vaguely. ‘And a poet – Auden, is it? Someone like that. And Hugh, and what’s that person who taught English at Cambridge that nobody liked? Those kind of people.’

‘Well, I wish they wouldn’t,’ said Kate with violence. ‘Dad would have loathed it, anyway.’

Nellie had been silent for a lot of the meal, excluded often by the pace of conversation, though both Kate and Tom had made efforts to bring her in. Now she said, ‘One wonders what it is they are trying to show – something about the man or something about the subject. Quite different things, possibly.’

There was a silence. Laura said, ‘Oh well, anyway it’s not that important but it will be a diversion, I daresay. Do you want coffee?’
[image: image]

It was a warm afternoon of late spring. Out of the house, with the great blowy bowl of the landscape around him, Tom felt exhilarated. He took Kate’s hand and said, ‘Where are we going, can you walk to Avebury from here? Let’s go miles, I feel cooped up.’ And then a look at her clamped, dejected face reminded him that this might be less than tactful, and he put an arm round her and hugged her. ‘I don’t mean lunch, and your mum, though I do see what you’re on about now, love – I truly do. I just mean I want air – I’ve got deposits of B.M. grime in my lungs.’ She thawed, and smiled, and they walked away up over the fields with arms round each other.

Avebury ran with school children, larking among the stones like puppies, chivvied by fretting teachers. Tom, standing beside a sarsen, picked idly at the skin of lichen, and
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