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1

My name is Alison Porter and 
I began my life, in 1958, in 
Bridport, Dorset. My parents  
had grown up in Dorset, and 
their parents before them. 
My dad worked in the local 
bank and my mum did repairs 
and alterations for a nearby 
dressmaker. My brother, Michael, 
was four years older than me.  
We were almost friends growing 
up. Almost, but not quite. 

I think we were happy. We 
were certainly ordinary, which 
made us assume that we must be 
happy. Whether we felt it or not.
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2 3

Andrew was twenty when I met him and I 
was seventeen. Andrew. I would say his name 
under my breath before I went to sleep. His 
name was the incantation that summoned 
the rush of intense feelings I so desperately 
craved. I don’t doubt that it was love, but it 
was love for Andrew mixed in with love of 
love. In the early stages it was also a feverish 
obsession. It was madness. I’d wait in the 
park till my hands turned grey-blue so that I 
could catch him on his way home from work. 
I’d pretend to be absorbed in my reading and 
would look up nonchalantly as he passed. I 
saved up my pocket money (rarely doled out 
and meagre when it was) to buy the records 
he talked about. I pushed my own records 
under the bed, I took down my posters, 

incriminating evidence that I had once 
been a thirteen-year-old girl. I changed for 
him, though he never once asked me to.

I left school four months after we met, 
knowing that we would, surely, get married 
within the year. It wasn’t a smart decision 
but no one tried to talk me out of it. My 
parents adored him. He was nice. I was 
fast-tracking my route to an ordinary life. 
It made sense; an ordinary life seemed like 
the right thing to do. 

Three days after I turned eighteen, with 
a paper-hatted birthday party in the back 
garden, we got married, quietly, in a registry 
offi  ce. My mum was furious that we didn’t 
get married in the church but I didn’t care. 
We felt so modern.
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We felt modern but we weren’t, not really, 
and we barely knew each other.  We were  
just kids from the coast who had opted for 
the most straightforward course of action. 
There hadn’t been a point where we’d 
stopped to consider what the alternative 
might be.

We were poor. Not tragically so, but 
enough that every day was built around 
working out how to stretch Andrew’s 
paltry pay-cheque across the whole month. 
He worked for the town council, in an 
administrative role that I could not muster 
the interest to ask about. I took on sewing 
and mending work for the local girls’  
school. Which made me feel like a good 
Victorian wife, and, more worryingly,  
a lot like my mother. 

Our house was 15 miles from the town  
we both grew up in. It felt like making a 
fresh start but it wasn’t. We’d rented it from 
the big estate that owned most of the houses 
along the cliffs. They’d painted them all the 
same shade of pale yellow to try and create 
a sense of local, historical spirit. I thought, 
really, the yellow paint was an attempt to 
hide the weather-beaten dilapidation that 
befell most of the buildings in the area.

Inside it was dark and chilly, and I was  
on my own a lot of the time. The bath was  
in a poorly constructed extension that rattled 
in high winds. Even in summer I struggled 
to find a spot where the light was strong 
enough to sew a cushion cover or read a 
book, and often ended up dragging half  
the living room outdoors to do my work.

Nevertheless, we tried our hardest to  
be happy.
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8 9

The thing about our marriage was that  
there was no one thing about it. No one 
thing that told me why I was there, nor  
why I would ever leave. 

Two years in I realised that my life was  

Andrew could tell that I was struggling, but 
he couldn’t figure out why. He was a good, 
kind man but he was only a few years older 
than me, and he had even less of an idea 
of who I was than I did. He suggested that 
I find a hobby, something to fill my days. I 

no better or worse because of it. I think  
every girl wants better or worse, ideally 
better, I suppose. But sometimes worse  
can be so delicious, so enlivening that we’ll 
take it, simply to have something to do.

didn’t tell him that my days were full already. 
I didn’t want him to know that it took all the 
energy I had just to keep our terrible little 
house running. Instead I went, obediently,  
to the library to research potential outlets for 
my aimlessness.

But I was bored and I was lonely. 
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10 11

Hello there.
Hello?

I’ve been
 watching you.

What? Have you?

I have. Yes. 

You’re quite  
the most 
interesting  
thing in  

this dreary  
little place.

Am I? Absolutely! I’m
 intrigued. What were  

you looking for?

My husband thinks I 
need a hobby. I thought 

maybe pottery? 

Why do you need
to have a hobby?

Because I don’t have
one and he does. 

And what’s his?

Model aeroplanes. 
He says he finds  

it relaxing. 
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12 13

I didn’t know what the William Lang was. I sat in the hallway that evening with the phone 
book on my knees, frantically turning the pages.

‘What’s the William Lang?’

‘Shouldn’t that be who?’

‘Oh. I don’t know.’

‘Sounds like a man’s name.’

‘Yes. But … I think it must be a place.’ 

‘A place? Called William? Bit strange. Oh, wait, is 
it the gallery? That funny little place past 

 the accountant’s office?’

‘Is it? Ahh. That makes sense. 
 I think that’s it.’

‘Why d’you want to know?’

‘There’s a class there, I think. 
An art class. I thought I could 

go for … you know … a hobby?’ 

‘Sounds like a good plan,  
love. A bit of watercolour  

and a few cups of tea. 
Sounds perfect.’

‘Yeah … Yeah.’

Gosh. How  
very dull. 

Well, do you have  
a hobby, then? 

Of course not. Hobbies are 
only necessary if your life isn’t 

interesting. And mine is. 

Lucky you.  

And yours isn’t? Wafting your  
lovely way through libraries, catching 
the eye of every man here. Calling 
life to you like a siren.

I don’t think that’s 
what happened. 

That’s exactly
what happened,

as far as  
I see it.

Agree to 
disagree.

I need to get 
home. Nice to, 
um, meet you. 

Patrick.

Nice to meet 
you, Patrick. 

And your name?

Um. Alison. 
Alison Porter. 

Well, Alison Porter. 
It was lovely, in the 

truest sense.

And if you still need a hobby on 
Tuesday, I’m running a little art  
class at the William Lang. An  

evening thing. You’ll have to phone 
them for details as I don’t remember 
the specifics. You’d be welcome. 
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16 17

Patrick didn’t live in Dorset; he lived 
in London. His full name was Patrick 
Kerr and he was a well-known and 
well-respected painter, a member of 
the Royal Academy. He was spending 
a month and a half in Dorset sitting 
the house of his friend Roger Blake-
Kelly, another painter. I hadn’t heard 
of either of them. They called him 
‘the last great painter’. He would roll 
his eyes whenever the phrase came 
up. ‘The last ailing dinosaur in a 
world filled with shiny new humans,’ 
he’d laugh.

He was born in Oxfordshire in 1931, to 
wealthy, educated parents who supported his 
painting from an early age. He studied at the 
Slade and then the Royal College of Art in 
the fifties, encouraged by tutors who doubled 
up as pioneers of British Pop Art and 
abstraction. He began as a jobbing portrait 
painter but quickly became accepted by the 
art world owing, mainly, to his talent but 
also to a convenient mix of good looks, good 
breeding and innate ability to charm. His 
ascent was rapid. Six years after graduating 
from the Royal College his work could be 
seen in galleries across London and then in 
Paris. After ten years he had sold paintings 
to the Tate and the National Portrait Gallery. 
His story was everyone else’s dream. He was 
talented and he was celebrated and rewarded 
for that talent after only a few short years  
of trying.

He valued paint above all things.  
It wasn’t that he disliked the new trends  

in video art and performance but that  
they didn’t register with him at all. They 
weren’t art in the way that he knew it.  
Paint, though – paint was noble and honest 
and the ‘realm of true genius’.

His friends were all glamorous and 
accomplished; writers, photographers and 
people who ‘owned things’, galleries, theatres, 
publishing houses … Most of them were 
men. A fact that I don’t think ever crossed 
his mind. For a long time I didn’t see him 
as part of the problem, though he certainly 
was to some extent. He was fiercely anti-
establishment in the way that only someone 
so deeply adored by the establishment could 
be. They gifted him the money and, thus, the 
freedom to devote his life to painting. He had 
no time for people who didn’t live exactly as 
they chose, as he did; he couldn’t fathom why 
you’d adhere to convention. He didn’t know 
that most people have to; that space to move 
only exists around a select few.
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18 19

I thought I needed Dorset. The air, the 
saltwater and so on, but my God if  

I can’t wait to get back to London now. 
Not least for a decent glass of wine.

Don’t look so wounded! I’m not going to  
leave for another week. Roger would be  

totally livid if I left the garden 
    unattended for even a day.

And I’ve not grown tired of you either. You  
fascinate me, Alison, with your big eyes and  

that wretched jumper. 

Anyway! Why don’t you show me  
what you did in the class today? 

These are good! A little heavy-handed ... here  

and ... here. You need better paper. You  

can’t work on this shit. I’ll get you some  
when I’m in London. The real students are so much better than me,  

I think. You can tell that they’re ... artists. You know?

You can tell they’re artists because they’ve spent ages curating their wardrobes and the 
books they leave carefully scattered across the table, not because of how they draw. You’re 

raw and unfussy. Truthful, even. I think you could be very good one day. With work.

Do you think?

With hard work, yes. 
And some teaching.

 Oh ... Can I?

Don’t look so scared. You 
can keep your clothes on!

Me?

Yes. 

Paint me?

Well, it’s up to you. In the 
meantime, I’d like you to come  
sit for me this weekend. I 

want to paint you. 

I ... I can’t.

 I can still teach you. You’ll 
have to come to London. You 
won’t learn much around here.

I won’t have a teacher 
after you leave.
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20 21

Sitting is an art. Some people can do it, 
some people can’t. I was a good sitter. I 
was still and quiet. That first day I kept my 
clothes on, as he’d assured me I could. It 
wasn’t long though – days or weeks, I don’t 
remember – before I removed them for him.  
Initially, when I sat for Patrick I felt so self-
conscious. I’d try to hide the parts of myself 
I didn’t like. I’d hold in my little stomach, 
angle my arms so that they weren’t flattened 
wide against my sides. I’d end the day totally 
exhausted, my muscles aching from hours 
of self-conscious tensing. After a while I 
stopped. Patrick didn’t say anything; he 
probably didn’t notice the difference, if there 
even was one. I suppose you can’t really hide 
yourself with no clothes on.

I always knew where he was looking, 
which part of me he was painting, because 
his eyes seemed to draw a physical line 

across my body. It was a powerful feeling.  
I think I was probably giddy on that feeling, 
that totally unbroken attention, for a very 
long time. Longer than I should have been.

Later, when I had sitters of my own, I 
encouraged them to enjoy the silence. To do 
nothing at all. Some would be uncomfortable 
and we’d have to put the radio on but 
most people appreciated it. What a thing 
to be quiet and still in your own body. No 
demands on you but the requirement that 
you simply be there for me to look at. My 
favourite sitter was a woman called Sofie 
who would cry as she sat for me. I asked 
what was making her sad and she said, in 
lilting Norwegian-inflected English, ‘It’s not 
sadness crying. It’s cathartic, to sit for you 
and to be naked and valued, and celebrated, 
I suppose. I cry because … I may as well. It 
feels like a good time to get it out.’

Sorry. 

Now come on.  
You’re just repeating 

what I say.

Oh.

Too old?

How old 
are you, 
Alison?

Twenty.

That’s both older and 
younger than I thought. 

Somehow.

Forty-seven.

How old are you?

Too old?

For you?

Too old 
for me?
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Am I, at the ripe old age of forty- 
seven, too old for you, Alison?

Because I find you utterly hypnotic.

I’m telling you I’d like you 
to leave your husband and 
come to London with me.

You’ve not said no yet ... Alison?

How’s the 
supermodel?

Quite tired, 
actually. 

I think I’ll ... 
go to bed.

I’m telling you that you’re  
beautiful, Alison.
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What do you do with an 
offer like that, when you’re 
twenty years old and have 
never really known the world 
or what you wanted?

You let thoughts of him 
consume you.

You do not consider the 
specifics of your feelings for 
him, only his for you; how 
they outweigh everything 
in your own small life, how 
they come from this great 
man, who is so much bigger 
than you. It must mean 
something. It must make 
you special.

What do you do when 
someone with so much 
seems to offer it all to you, 
who has so little? You let it 
overpower you. You think 
of him all day, for three 
full days, before you find 
yourself at his door.

I loved Patrick Kerr as a 
trapdoor out of my life long 
before I found I could love 
him as a man.
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I left Andrew; of course I did. 
The leaving was slow, drawn out. On 

television people just walk out. In real life there 
was long conversation after long conversation. 
In some of those many conversations I cried, 
and in others he cried. Sometimes we both 
cried, just sobbed and sobbed helplessly at 
each other before climbing silently into bed 
where we failed to sleep, each so conscious  
of the other and the endless whirl of feeling  
in the gap between us.

Patrick returned to London just one month 
after our first encounter in the library but it 
was another three long, sad months until I 
caught up with him.
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