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For my parents, Frances and Joe and for Alexander Caplan




You say to the boy open your eyes

When he opens his eyes and sees the light

You make him cry out. Saying

O Blue come forth

O Blue arise

O Blue ascend

O Blue come in

Derek Jarman




PART I





1

It is late September – and a new term. Don Lamb has spent the afternoon in Jesus College library, reading letters from the eighteenth century. It has been raining – the air is still damp – but as he cycles back to Peterhouse, the sun comes out and catches the world off guard. The paths and trees of Christ’s Pieces look naked in its glare. The houses across the park glow like bronze.

It is one of those moments when summer and autumn creep into one another, each uncertain of its territory. The breeze is mild, like liquid, and the trees – still in full leaf – quiver and bristle. Slowing to a stop, Don screws up his eyes. The sky is breaking. A rush of exhilaration passes over him, mixed with sadness. It’s inexplicable. He knows what the term will bring, his life isn’t chequered by surprises or excitements, and yet – he can’t explain the feeling.

There is a smell of wet nature in the air – a leafy, muddy, mulchy aroma, underscored by something dank. He pedals along the path – slowly, like a man less busy than himself – crossing islands of shadow. Cambridge is still quiet from the long summer break, but students are beginning to return. Two of them are suddenly in his way: young men absorbed in animated talk, walking towards him, their faces enlarged by mirth. Their words reach him as blunt fragments of sound. With a swivel of his handlebars, he veers off the path.

The change of course sends him straight into a stone bird bath, hitting it hard with his knee. Don slides off his bike and grips his leg; the pain subsides and leaves him in a tranquil stupor. Rainwater has risen to the rim of the basin, and the clouds overhead are visible through a debris of leaves, petals and insects – dead and living – on the surface of the little pool. A cigarette butt floats in the confetti. The edge of his face is there too in the water, a slice of brow and cheekbone and one dark eye.

A sign at the end of the park marks the boundary of Christ’s Pieces. It’s a strange name, as if the son of God lay dismembered beneath university land. Steering the bike around a coil of dog shit, he kicks one leg across the saddle and cycles past the bus station, into the benign heart of Cambridge.

The sunlight is retreating as he turns into the gate of Peterhouse. Beyond the porter’s lodge, in the middle of the front court, is something odd – a pile of rubbish on the lawn. It looks as if a skip has been emptied.

Affecting indifference, he asks the porter when it will be cleared away.

‘Not for some time, Professor Lamb.’

The porter’s smile makes Don reluctant to ask more. Amid the latticework of pigeonholes, oak-walled inlets stuffed with envelopes and newspapers, fat wads of paper and stray sheets, his own niche (Professor D. Lamb) is empty.

The pile of rubbish is more than it seemed. The skeleton of a bed lies at the centre of the grass – an iron frame packed with coil springs. It is propped up at one end by a mound of empty liquor bottles, crushed beer cans and snarled-up clothes. On the grass beneath is an industrial lamp that rotates with slow, robotic gyrations. A black cable snakes across the lawn and disappears underneath a door at the perimeter of Old Court.

There is a sign near the path.

Angela Cannon

SICK BED

Don looks back with fascination at the objects. Intermittently, the lamp shines through the wire innards of the bed with a blinding flash and spidery shadows race over the quadrangle.

Someone – the thought comes to him as he stands there – might see him. Colleagues might be watching from the windows of Old Court – watching this very second, squinting to register the verdict of the art historian. And so he assumes a look of cool disdain. The lamp changes angle and blazes through the pile of bottles, illuminating their glass surfaces – green, brown, the electric blue of a spent litre of Bombay Sapphire. The colours induce a fit of blinking.

Walking around the court to the staircase that leads to his rooms, he resists the temptation to look back. But the view from the window of his study allows him another glance at the junk on the grass below, so peculiarly arranged. It’s more contrived than a heap of refuse. More knowing. He tugs the curtains closed, and the thin fabric pulses with an alien glare. Lighting a cigarette, he looks around him, as if to reassure himself that the rest of his surroundings are unchanged – just as they have ever been.

The tautology of his name has always pleased him. Donnish, serious, dignified – that is how his life has been. He came to Cambridge aged seventeen, and over the years his consciousness has fused, like ivy eating into stone, with the town. He turned forty-three this summer. Sometimes the span of time seems like nothing. His memories are entwined with the foliage of Peterhouse, with the gardens and meadows and surreptitious river. His thoughts are the mirror image of Cambridge’s unchanging vistas, his mind sustained by the rituals of academic life.

His rooms are two of the oldest in the college. The larger room, his study, contains his collection of prints and drawings, most of them by masters of the Rococo – a modest collection, modestly arranged. In the centre of the room is a scale model of the Pantheon, carved from cork and mounted on an oak console. Between the windows, resting on two brass hooks, is a small ornamental sword. All around the walls, books fill the shelves. On his desk is a framed photograph of a greyhound, black and white and fading.

In one corner is a column of cardboard boxes, each filled with paper and labelled meticulously in marker pen – Palazzo Sandi, Residenz Würzburg, Santa Maria del Rosario: the divisions of his private archive. From the age of seventeen, Don has collected reproductions of the frescoes of Giambattista Tiepolo – hundreds of postcards, prints and pages from books.

Tiepolo is his enduring love. All this time he has been readying himself to write a book – the book – on that genius of eighteenth-century Venice: the last of the Old Masters, the first of the moderns. Other art historians have described Tiepolo as a painter of sweetness and light, a divine choreographer. Not Don. With every picture he keeps, the ghost of the artist beckons him a little further, demanding the scholarly treatment that only Don can give. ‘No more sweetness and light,’ he hears Tiepolo say. ‘Show them how classical I am.’ The book is still in its earliest stages, a swirling suspension of ideas. The task will be difficult – the most complex yet.

The adjoining room, Don’s bedroom, is bare apart from a single bed, a sink and a cracked mirror.

Changing his leather shoes for slippers, he turns on the radio to hear a succession of pips:

‘And now the news at six o’clock. There is no end in sight to the war in the Balkans – Sarajevo remains under siege. The Prime Minister, John Major, faces fresh allegations of sleaze within his government. Madonna, queen of pop—’

He switches it off. There is nothing of interest in the day’s news.

There is a scent of antique paper on his fingers. Tiepolo’s correspondence from Milan – the cache of letters he was reading earlier – steals back to him. He removes his notes from his briefcase and pores over them at his desk.

Not until he left Venice, his known universe, did life begin.

Milan – Mediolanum to the ancients – saw the blossoming of Tiepolo’s early maturity. It took a classical city to raise him to greatness.

Hours pass and he forgets to go down to dinner. His mind is closed to the distant clatter and drone from the Hall, interrupted just once by the saying of grace; it fizzes with the small quandaries of the 1730s.

Late in the evening, he reads through his script for the Fitzwilliam Lecture. It is an early teaser of his book on Tiepolo. He tries sections out loud. There is one passage, a description of the Allegory of the Power of Eloquence, which he plans to deliver from memory. He will step away from the lectern, relinquish his notes – as if the words have come to him in a rush of inspiration. Standing in front of the bedroom mirror, lit from behind by the glow of his study, he delivers the phrases perfectly, gracing his diction with careful motions of the hands – a single raised finger. He repeats the section, over and over, until half the night has passed.

*

For the Fitzwilliam Lecture, Don wears his best suit of midnight-blue silk, with a white shirt and a blue silk tie.

Passing out of the college at seven o’clock, he is too busy rehearsing his speech in his head to take notice of the rubbish piled on the grass, although the lamp is strafing the dark court with garish light. Nothing matters, tonight, but the lecture. He sweeps down Trumpington Street with a growing sense of occasion, feeling his mental powers enlarge. As he arrives at the Fitzwilliam Museum, crossing from the cold night into the crowded lobby, he is conscious of heads turning – a momentary lull.

He shoulders off his overcoat and hands it to an attendant. The girl’s nervous smile makes him aware, for a moment, of his own simmering anticipation. Is it nervousness? Dismissing the thought, he smiles back at her and prepares to scale the stairs. But just then, fingers close around his forearm. He turns.

It is Val – Valentine Black – the Head of Department.

A familiar scent, of cologne mixed with cigarettes, closes in. Val ushers him into an empty gallery.

‘No need for apprehension,’ Val murmurs as they cross the darkened room. ‘You’ll rise to the event. You always do.’

‘I’m not apprehensive. The thesis is the thesis. Haven’t I always said so?’

Val halts and laughs – an easy, elegant, enrapturing laugh. Don watches him. Val is in his sixties, but he could pass for a decade younger – a tall, slender man with a mass of black hair swept off his tanned forehead. His teeth are white and gapless, and they replicate – in the half-light of the gallery – the excited shine of his eyes. He is wearing a dark blue suit similar to Don’s, but in place of a tie, a silver-grey cravat nestles inside the collar of his shirt.

‘Very good, Don. Didn’t I give you that line? Anyway, you’ll be superb. They’ll love you – or hate you – for your brilliance! This way – the back stairs lead straight to the stage.’

The stage is a temporary platform, stapled with a pelmet of maroon linen, erected at one end of the grandest gallery in the museum. At its centre is a lectern, isolated in a pool of light. Beyond, four hundred empty seats extend across the room – two vast banks of green plush, parted by an aisle. A hum of voices is audible through the closed double doors at the far end.

Val shows Don to a seat at the back of the stage, directly beneath Edward Lear’s painting of a Greek ruin in flowery English countryside.

‘We’ll start at eight,’ he says, standing at the lectern and surveying the vacant chairs. ‘I’ll introduce you first, of course.’

‘Nothing too long, I hope.’

Val swings round and gives a conspiratorial grin. ‘Just a few simple words, Don. No introduction is needed, really, but you know the format of these things.’

Just after eight o’clock, with four hundred eminences waiting in their seats, Val ascends the platform, passes into the spotlight and raises his hands. Seated close behind him, Don watches his friend with a controlled expression.

‘We have as our speaker tonight a world-renowned scholar,’ Val begins, skimming the room with eager eyes and bringing his lips close to the microphone that rises like a black poppy from the lectern. ‘A celebrated authority on the art of the Rococo period. And,’ he turns to Don and lowers his voice, ‘a dear friend of mine.’

Val’s cut-glass accent is so clipped and precise, Don thinks, that it suggests a trace of German, perhaps the result of his proficiency in multiple languages. Silence intercedes on his words like a deft blade. Don bows his head.

‘The audience will forgive me if I indulge in a short – how to say it? – a peregrination, yes, through the achievements of Professor Lamb. Don himself will perhaps not forgive me so readily.’

Polite laughter rolls through the room, and Val chuckles into the microphone.

‘Professor Lamb is no ordinary art historian. He is, let me be quite clear, the embodiment of art history in Cambridge. I can barely recollect a time when he wasn’t a shining light in our academic pantheon. And yet, once upon a time, he was my doctoral student – the best I ever had.’ Val flashes another glance in Don’s direction. ‘He arrived in Cambridge at the end of the 1960s – a time of insurrection for some, but for Don a moment of intellectual genesis, a first flowering. Classical forms, not Marxist credos, were his guiding precepts.’

Someone in the audience begins to mutter – the faint, familiar sound of academic dissent. Val draws breath.

‘By the age of twenty-five he was a fellow of Peterhouse. At thirty he was a professor. His first book, Classical Allusion in the Venetian Seicento, was a path-breaking feat – a divine marriage of classical philology and aesthetic acumen.’ Val adjusts the microphone on its stalk, sending out a loud bolt. ‘There followed a succession of masterly publications, each book a dazzling opus. The villas of Andrea Palladio, the origins of the northern Italian Baroque, the minor works of Nicolas Lancret – a brief Francophile detour, shall we say?’ Val’s hands spray the audience with invisible confetti; his eyes are alight. ‘Many of you will remember his radio programme, A Venetian Odyssey – how he sailed through Venice on a gondola, pronouncing on the churches and palazzi with bone-dry wit!’

Another vibration of laughter, stronger than the last.

‘Here is a man for whom scholarship is a compulsion and a duty’ – Val slaps the lectern, causing it to wobble – ‘but a duty he loves. He has ennobled the role of the art historian in Cambridge – and quite possibly beyond.’

The applause is tentative at first, then vigorous, urgent, filling the room. Val raises one hand like a conductor marking a significant rest.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, I give you Professor Donald Lamb.’

With a balletic sideways movement, Val vacates the stage. Don rises amid another explosion of claps and walks the few steps to the lectern.

Before him is his script, sprinkled with last night’s annotations. The microphone casts an elongated shadow across the page. He raises his eyes, smiles at the sea of dimmed faces, and fixes his attention on the opening line.

‘I wish to dwell’ – his voice swells through the room – ‘on the immensity of Tiepolo’s skies. The depth of field.’

He lifts the remote control for the projector – a sliver of black Bakelite – and ratchets the first slide into view. A screen hanging diagonally behind him beams out the image of two deities – a beautiful goddess and an old bearded god, embracing in front of a luminous sky.

The speech proceeds just as he planned. In phrases that build and redouble like music, he explains the arrangement of gods and men in Tiepolo’s frescoes – the complex spatial hierarchies that underlie those apparently carefree scatterings of figures. He explains how each arrangement was exquisitely planned – mapped and measured according to the Golden Ratio – how every cloud and pocket of sky has its place in the classically proportioned system …

From time to time, he scans the audience and sees his colleagues from the department, clustered in a single row. Many other faces are familiar.

Twenty minutes into the lecture, just as he begins a digression on Euclidean geometry, he senses motion at the back of the room. He glances up, motoring along on memory, and sees that a woman has arrived late. She is moving along the back row, past a line of seated figures, to an empty chair. The light in that quarter of the room is stronger; it seems to pick her out. She is black, an uncommon sight in Cambridge, and probably in her early forties. She wears a sleeveless top of mottled gold.

Don’s eyes return to the woman as he guides his audience through the ethereal spaces of the frescoes. By some reflex, he seeks her out each time he looks up. Her face is solemn and handsome. With a pang of alarm, he finds that she is looking straight back at him with a quizzical, questioning expression – not quite a smile, although her lips are curling in that direction.

He reaches a minor climax – wryly reminding his audience that man has always had the gift of flight, at least in Rococo art – and he raises his eyes to see the same look of bemusement, stronger now than before. She watches him with concentrated intensity. Just where his points are strongest, his propositions boldest, she appears – by a contraction of the brows – to debate, to disagree.

He crunches the slide carousel into its next sequence, carried on a tide of adrenaline, and wills himself to ignore the worm of doubt that has entered him. An image of shimmering sky flashes up behind him – the cosmos painted over the span of a ceiling, peopled by mythic characters, receding into a whirlpool of golden light. The Allegory of the Power of Eloquence. The moment has arrived.

He steps away from the lectern and raises one hand in a leisurely fashion.

‘This marvellous scene,’ he hears himself say, ‘graces the Palazzo Sandi in Venice. You will observe how Cupid flies blindfolded over the heads of the doomed lovers, Orpheus and Eurydice.’ He listens to the cadence of his voice. From within his own head, he admires its tone, its resonance. With his non-gesticulating hand, he tries to find his jacket pocket.

Then his eyes betray him. They fly across to the face of silent dissent, to see that dissent is mixed, now, with open amusement. His heart beats hard.

‘The sanctity,’ he declares, and flings out his hands, before realising that his voice has stopped like a recording suddenly cut off. What sanctity? His brain is a brilliant white void. Before him lies an army of expectant faces – just a few of them beginning to detect an unintended pause, and one of them wearing its irony openly.

‘The sanctity—’ he blurts, clutching the last words he remembers. Then he repeats them more quietly, almost to himself, his voice stifled by horror.

They know he is lost. Frantically stroking his jacket, he bows slightly and feels a sharp, hot prickling across his forehead. He clasps his hands together. They are soaking wet.

‘Prompt!’ comes a shout from the audience. It is Gene Caskill – of course. Don sees the man’s teeth framed by his bushy beard. A ruffle of laughter spreads among his other colleagues from the department. He fights to regain himself. With willed dignity he steps back to the lectern, brings a shaking finger to his notes, and finds his place. The seconds are long and torturous.

‘Yes, indeed, the sanctity of the upper air,’ he begins, and takes a deep, vitalising breath.

In a moment, he has recovered his momentum. He tells them of the allegoric connections between mythic episodes, the zones of the heavens, the paradoxical effects of sunlight – how it sharpens and dissolves! He is back on track. The sweat grows cold on his face and around his chest. He stays at the lectern and his eyes stay faithful. They avoid the back of the room.

It is close to nine o’clock when Don delivers his final sentence.

‘The flat adornment conceals an orderly firmament.’

He stands back from the lectern and allows a smile to spread across his lips. A smile of closure that sings out with wordless significance: The End.

Silence reigns for several seconds, before the audience breaks into grateful applause. He allows himself to look across the room and sees that the woman in the back row has gone – her seat is an empty green space.

An attendant strides up to the lectern, bearing an oversize bouquet. The flowers glide towards Don, obscuring their bearer from view – all he sees is a rainstorm of ivory petals and greens. The misery that has been lurking inside him subsides. He will repent again later – tomorrow, for weeks after. But for now, shielded by petals, he is safe from regret.

As the bouquet sways and bounces into his arms, sheathed in cellophane, the scent hits him; it wraps around him and drowns him. The sound of clapping is like a downpour on the roof.

As he walks back to Peterhouse, shortly before eleven, he thinks over Val’s extraordinary hymn of praise. None of it was untrue, and yet, in recollection, the praise seems excessive. It somehow presaged that devastating embarrassment onstage.

In Old Court, the lamp beneath the bedframe overtakes him on its lurching course, spins around the quadrangle and catches up with him again as he turns onto his staircase.

Sitting at his desk, he remembers how his colleagues from the department crept up to him at the drinks reception with qualified words of acclaim, and how Val then appeared as if from nowhere, arms stretched wide, overflowing with sparkling energy.

‘Wonderful, Don, just scintillating. The Venetian sky – not a screen but a threshold! A triumph of reasoning. And you recovered superbly from that little pause.’

The words made him feel desolate in what should have been – what so nearly had been – his moment of triumph.

He crosses to the window and pushes aside the curtain. Old Court is dark and deserted – the flashing light of SICK BED has now ceased. By standing at the edge of the window, he is able to eliminate the pile of metal and glass from view. From this angle, the court is the same as it was in the 1960s – and for a long time before. The chessboard pattern of the grass is powdery grey in the moonlight, sombre as a mezzotint. Time seems to disappear from the courts and walkways of Cambridge at night. Just now, Old Court seems as old as the universe.

The static scene transforms his mood, stills his rueful thoughts. A rallying voice takes their place: the lecture was a success, a triumph, just as Val said. Never mind those seconds of forgetfulness. He recalls how Roman generals, on their victory parades, were accompanied by a slave who whispered to them in the blaze of their success: remember, you are mortal. Memento mori.

He withdraws to his bedroom, passing from room to room with the refined, measured gait of a successful man. As he climbs into bed, he realises how tired he is – so tired that thought and regret have disappeared, leaving behind a monumental peace. As he sleeps, he feels elevated. His simple iron bed is like a plinth.

*

Don wakes refreshed by sleep. Too refreshed. It is already seven o’clock.

He rushes out of his room, down the staircase to the bathroom, and twists on the taps. The pipes screech and water explodes into the tub. Behind the frosted glass window, the light is harsh – Cambridge light.

Afterwards, before dressing, he examines himself in the bedroom mirror. His face looks etiolated, older than it is. His skin is pale and lustreless, and his dark hair – still thick, at least – is threaded with grey. Shadows hang about his eyes. Stray black hairs spread erratically across his chest. The crack in the mirror slices diagonally from his left nipple to his right shoulder, making a pale bust of his upper body. He takes a step back and notices a bruise on his knee, a crescent of bright purple and blue where he hit the bird bath. His stomach is flat, and a spindly column of hair leads from his navel to the thicket above his penis, which rests meekly against the slung weights of his testicles; unlike the rest of him, it seems hardly to have aged.

Occasionally, when he surveys himself in the nude, he sees the lithe body of his younger self, and as he catches sight of the lost youth in the older man, that soft sagging pendulum twitches into sly wakefulness.

His lecture for the morning is on Tintoretto’s depictions of Roman ruins. He reviews the topic as he walks through Old Court. SICK BED is hideous in the autumn light – the tangle of rusty springs, the mound of bottles and cans and clothes, that dronelike swivelling light.

As the chapel bell chimes, Bruce Day plods through the college gate, filling the stone portal with his giant frame. Bruce is a scholar of medieval history for whom academic life has been a steady descent into lethargy. He has been at Peterhouse for forty years. Rumour has it that he was handsome once, and imaginative – but then the college lives on myths of past greatness.

Following Bruce through the gate, pacing on one side of him and then the other like an agitated flunky, is a boy in his late teens – an undergraduate, asking about the Treaty of Brétigny. Bruce ignores him. The boy gives up and drifts away, just as Bruce sees Don and indicates by a tilt of the head the assemblage on the lawn.

‘Contemporary art comes to Peterhouse!’ he shouts with a grin that is meant, perhaps, to be ironic. His eyes bulge in their fleshy sockets, beneath the wild flicks of his eyebrows.

Don doesn’t reply. He maintains an expression of cool dignity as he turns onto Trumpington Street.

The monstrosity on the lawn plays on his mind, though, as the day passes.

Val will know the meaning of it, he says to himself. Val will be able to explain.

Val is the figurehead of a group of fellows who virtually rule the college, wielding as much power as the Master. ‘Not a sparrow can fall to the ground within Peterhouse,’ Val likes to say, ‘without my knowing it.’ His moods, his whims, his worship of tradition and disdain for new trends, his meticulous manners and occasional lack of manners – all express the character of the college. He refers to himself as the Queen of Peterhouse. 

‘What is this disfigurement, this act of vandalism on the lawn?’ Don demands, taking Val aside in the Senior Common Room in the late afternoon. ‘How did it happen?’

‘It’s the new Master,’ says Val with airy resignation. ‘The new Master commissioned it.’

‘It’s a disgrace.’

‘It’s contemporary art. And it’s staying for a year – possibly longer. Believe me, Don, I’m as sorry as you are.’

‘It’s an intolerable insult,’ Don bursts out. ‘An affront to our intellects, to our knowledge – to my knowledge.’

‘A monumental edifice.’ Val smiles a mordant smile. Taking Don by the arm, he guides him towards a pair of sagging leather armchairs.

‘Why weren’t you consulted? Why wasn’t I consulted? As an art historian, I mean. I could have advised – we could have stopped—’

‘As an expert on contemporary art?’ Val starts to laugh. ‘Come on, Don. The Master knew what your reaction would be. And he knows a thing or two about new art.’

‘Is it some kind of joke?’

‘Far from it. It’s by an artist called Andrea somebody. Or Angela. Ah yes, Angela Cannon. Very modish, apparently. Very edgy. A star of Goldsmiths College, I’m told.’

It’s the new Master. Don hears the words every day, despite the fact that the Master and his wife Briony arrived five years ago. Frank Davis was previously the Director of Channel 4 Television. He is the first Master of Peterhouse, in seven hundred years, from outside of academia – and the change has not gone down well. Frank’s appointment was an experiment by the ruling group of fellows, only vaguely conscious of the content of Channel 4 and hopeful of moulding this easy-going man in their own image. But Frank and Briony are political, and they don’t share the politics of the Peterhouse elite.

Don skirts on the edges of that elite, relying on Val for his knowledge of college power struggles. Politics in general hold little interest. Why should he care about the European parliament elections any more than Napoleon’s invasion of Venice? Politicians, he likes to say, are creatures of a day. Ideology has become passé, Soviet Russia has crumbled, the old polarities are turning into poses. He senses a shift among his students away from the fierce principles of earlier times towards a hollower rhetoric. The twentieth century is in its decadent phase, without long to run. What is there left to say?

As for religion, it interests him only inasmuch as it has produced great works of art.

His mind circles back to Val, who is now leaning back in his chair, pointing a lit cigarette towards the ceiling, professing with sarcasm on the current state of British art. Val pronounces the words conceptualism and abjection as if they were sticky, unhygienic specimens between his fingers. His eyes sparkle as they register Don’s renewed attention. He holds out his cigarette pack and waits for Don to take one.

‘The will to shock transcends any other impulse,’ he is saying. ‘As for questions of iconography, or form, or even representation …’

Don settles back and floats on the unstoppable tide of Val’s words. He feels some of his outrage subsiding into fatigue. Val, he reflects, is his only friend. Don has always struggled to relate to people, to create those easy cordial bonds (inflections of the voice, quick empathic glances) that friendships demand – except with Val, who took him up before his professional carapace existed.

‘Theory has no place in the lexicon, any longer,’ Val continues. ‘Decorum is out. Playing dumb, shouting arse, has become an attractive critical position.’

Don feels his eyes widen in a reflex. He can’t repress a smile. He has always been in thrall to Val’s wit. At a deeper level, he has always been gratified by Val’s affection. Val is a man of restless mind, alert and energetic, sometimes irritable and sardonic, but unwavering in his loyalty to Don. Even so, they are different. Val has charm and sociability, and an ability to quench inhibition at will. In matters of sex, he is fearless. I’m just an old poof, he likes to say, when people ask – however obliquely – about his private life.

‘But who am I to talk?’ Val says with a sigh, and he leans towards Don. ‘The new Master’s ideas – his beliefs – are going to change this place beyond recognition. Wait and see.’

‘We can’t allow it,’ Don says, with a desperate sigh.

Val smiles ruefully and shrugs. Don reflects that his friend has a strange gift for unconcern. Perhaps Val has no need to fight. He is twenty years older than Don and his reputation was sealed long ago. His first book, The Neoclassical Pose, was published in 1960. Concise but brilliant, it was already a classic by the time Don became his student – a vigorous defence of classical aesthetics, expressed in stripped, staccato prose. Pretenders, revisionists, detractors have all come along – challenging Val’s principles, dismissing his tranquil certainties. And yet those certainties have endured, like monuments.

‘And do you know what else?’ Val says. ‘The Master has appointed a poet in residence. No, a poetess.’ He looks out of the window at the Fellows’ Garden, at the russet leaves and the cropped lawns – vacant apart from a darting squirrel.

Don’s thoughts have returned to SICK BED – unhappily, involuntarily. The bedsprings, the bottles, the paranoid flashing.

‘Erica Jay is her name,’ Val continues. ‘The Master has sent me a copy of her collected verse. Never heard of her. But what do I know?’ He speaks with levity but also bitterness. ‘I’m just an old fossil who happened to be friends with Auden.’
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