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To Jean


Part 1

They met on a bench in St James’s Park; it was the sixth of June 1935. Lorna was crying because she had had a violent argument with her mother; Matt was feeding the wildfowl in order to draw them. He sat with his sketch pad on his lap, one hand in perpetual motion, the other chucking an occasional morsel in order to keep the birds attentive. He drew; the ducks shoved one another and commented; Lorna stopped crying and watched, increasingly entranced. When eventually Matt became aware of her, he looked sideways, and was done for.

Some while later, they went to a tea shop. By now, Lorna had learned that the duck-sketching exercise was in the service of a commission to illustrate a book on estuaries and waterways. Matt was an artist, primarily a wood engraver. He learned – or rather, came to understand, since she spoke of none of this – that Lorna was a girl somehow at odds with her circumstances. They sat for several hours over a pot of tea and a plate of cakes, and then they wandered the streets, impervious to time. By the end of the day, both realized that their lives had altered course. Lorna went home to Brunswick Gardens to a further outburst of disapproval from her mother. Matt knew only that he must see her again, and for ever.

In due course, she brought him to the house and presented him to her parents, who were initially gracious, if a touch cool. When subsequently Lorna’s father discovered that wood engraving was not a hobby but Matt’s livelihood, the condescending interest turned to froideur. He told Lorna that this artist chappie was a nice enough young man but it wouldn’t do to let things go any further, d’you see? Lorna replied that things already had: she and Matt were engaged. She was wearing on her finger a little Victorian ring that they had bought in the Portobello Market the previous week for ten and sixpence. Matt had pawned an easel in order to pay for it.

Gerald Bradley shouted; Lorna sat in mutinous silence. Marian Bradley came in, wrung her hands and joined in the shouting, at a ladylike level. When the scene had run its course, Lorna got on a 73 bus to Islington, where she found that Matt had just taken the first proof print of the duck engraving. There was the swirl of ducks in the foreground, their plumage intricately textured; beyond was the sparkle of water and the patterned fall of willows, leading the eye somehow deep into the picture, so that it became three-dimensional, an intricate and calculated reflection of the backdrop to their meeting; she saw that place, but saw also now this artefact that was the brilliant expression of his hand and eye. And to one side, framed by ducks, was a small distant figure seated on a bench, a girl – dark hair, white curve of a dress. ‘That’s you,’ he said.

They were married at Finsbury Town Hall. The witnesses were Matt’s friend Lucas Talbot, and Lorna’s old school friend Elaine, who was in a lather of excited anxiety and kept repeating, ‘I don’t know what your parents are going to say.’ After the deed was done, the four of them had an awkward lunch at a Lyons Corner House, Elaine still twittering, and clearly not much taken with long, lank Lucas, who ran a small printing press in Fulham. Then Lorna and Matt went to Brunswick Gardens to face up to the Bradleys.

In years to come, they would recount that her father had actually said, ‘Never darken my doors again.’ This was poetic licence, but the message ran along those lines. There was a short, cold exchange in the drawing room, where the two couples sat on sofas, confronting one another across a great bowl of lilies whose scent filled the room. From elsewhere in the house came the loud assertive voices of Lorna’s two older brothers, joshing one another. At one point the parlourmaid knocked to ask if tea would be required. Lorna’s mother replied that it would not. There was no shouting on this occasion: Marian Bradley was aggrieved and petulant; her husband had withdrawn into a mood of disgruntled dismissal. A great gulf opened, into which the lilies sweetly fumed. Everything that might be said hung in the air, until none of them could stand it any longer, and Lorna went up to her room to gather up a suitcase of clothes, while Matt waited in the hall. Upstairs, Gerald had a stiff whisky and Marian rang for the maid: perhaps tea wasn’t such a bad idea after all.

‘What was so appalling about an artist?’ Lorna would wonder, much later. ‘There was art on their walls. They bought pictures. Daddy had William Nicholson paint Mummy’s portrait.’

And Matt would laugh. ‘Exactly. Tradesmen. Not the sort of people you want marrying your daughter. Irregular habits, erratic income. He was quite right.’

Relations were resumed within a few months, of a kind. Letters and Christmas cards were exchanged. By that time, Lorna had become someone else, perhaps the person that she was always meant to be. Her mother wrote breezy little missives about social events and the boys’ sporting fixtures; for Lorna’s birthday she sent a silk purse from Harrods. Opening this at the kitchen table in Somerset, Lorna felt as though she were in receipt of goods from another planet; her previous life seemed now like a myth, somewhere she had dreamed away her early years.

Matt knew only that he was entirely happy, wholly in love, and that years of this rolled ahead, waiting for him.

*

When she was a child, Lorna did not understand that London is a huge city. Oh, it went quite a way, she realized that – she had been on the bus right from Kensington to Piccadilly Circus. And the park was immense, a great green expanse reaching from the homely familiar base of the Round Pond and Kensington Gardens to distant Park Lane. But that was the extent of it. Beyond that … Well, she really had not much idea if there was anything beyond that, except that there were outposts to which she had been taken, like Buckingham Palace, and that other park alongside, and Trafalgar Square with the lions, and the great wide glitter of the river. It was not until much later, years later, in time of war, when the bombs were falling, that she heard of Poplar and Stepney and Lambeth and somewhere called the City of London. But by then she was far away, amid the Somerset hills, alone, a child on her knee, anxiously tuning the wireless for the six o’clock news each evening. The world was in flames, and London with it, both the London she had known and that other London of which she had been entirely ignorant. At those moments, it seemed to her that time and space compacted; she dipped back into that other place, where they knew nothing of what was to come, and felt some strange kind of compassion.

She spent her childhood in Brunswick Gardens, in a big white stucco house flanked by other big white stucco houses from which emerged each day men much like her father, wearing dark suits and bowler hats, carrying furled umbrellas, and women much like her mother, in silks and furs, and children much like herself, who trotted beside nannies pushing high shiny prams. When she was small her day revolved around the afternoon walk to the Round Pond, and drawing-room tea later with her mother, if her mother was at home. This was a timeless period from which there floated up occasional images: the jewel-green feathers of a preening duck, a golden cavern in the coals of the nursery fireplace, the treasure trove of gleaming brown conkers in long wet grass. Later, when she was older, there were morning lessons with other little girls and a governess in a neighbour’s house, and later still she went to the Academy for Young Ladies on the further side of Kensington High Street, where she did French, and piano, and some history and poetry and elocution, until she was seventeen and it was felt, supposedly, that she had learned enough by now.

Her brothers, two years and four years older than she was, had long since been hived off into an exclusive male world; they had vanished into boarding schools, and came back in long trousers, with hoarse voices, talking in code. Then they disappeared again, to Oxford, and returned occasionally to treat her with kindly patronage. She did not much like them, and felt bad about this. They were lords of creation: the Boys. Her father smiled upon them with gruff indulgence; her mother fluttered around them, proudly attentive to their needs. They brought their Oxford friends to the house, who seemed to Lorna like a set of brother-replicas – the same robust confident voices, the same jokes, the same aura of some exclusive fraternity. She was eighteen, and would shortly embark upon the extended initiation ceremony that was obligatory for girls of her class and background. She would have to spend the next couple of years going to cocktail parties and balls and weekend parties, at which she would meet more and more young men. She presumed that most of these would be like her brothers and their friends. If by the end of this period she had not signed up for marriage, she would have deeply disappointed her mother and would be seen as a failure. The whole prospect filled her with gloom.

She knew that she was not like other girls of her kind. She got on well enough with them, she had friends, but she could not share their compliance with the expected routines of shopping excursions, dress fittings, social visits alongside mothers. She did not know what it was that she wanted, only that it should not be this. From time to time she had caught glimpses of alien interesting worlds. She came across paintings, furnishings, clothes that were exotically different from those favoured by her parents and their circle; she became aware of people who lived quite differently, who turned their backs on the mandatory life structure centred upon a good income and a handsome house, who lived in a hand-to-mouth kind of way, like poor people did, in lodgings or cottages and house-boats, who did not have jobs, who painted or wrote books. Such folk were the butt of jokes in the copies of Punch that lay on the drawing-room table at Brunswick Gardens – sandal-wearing vegetarians in smocks – but Lorna did not find Punch particularly funny. She was more interested in this proof that there was another way of living, out there in the grown-up world, a way that did not require shopping in Knightsbridge, and dressmakers, and enrolment in the line-up as wife material. She thought it quite possible that she might want to get married, one day, but she flinched at the idea of a life spent with one of her brothers’ friends.

She heard of girls who went to university, and raised this with her parents, who were aghast. Her mother told her that no man liked a bluestocking; her father said the varsity wasn’t appropriate for a girl, but she could do a domestic science course if she so wished.

She had been quite good at drawing, when she was at the Academy for Young Ladies. She made a bid for art college, and was laughed out of court. Her mother said she would be mixing with the most unsuitable types; her father didn’t say anything, merely raised his eyebrows.

She went underground. She joined Kensington Public Library, and began to read – serendipitously, eclectically. She read novels and poetry and travel books and thus escaped – briefly – from the Brunswick Gardens regime, in which she was soon caught up as a fully-fledged junior adult. She must now help her mother to arrange flowers, she must do local errands, she must walk the dog. In the afternoons she must shop with her mother, or pay visits, or go to the Hurlingham Club and play a game of tennis with old school friends. In the evenings – well, in the evenings there began now the considered process of her display in the marketplace. In the evenings she must wear a pretty frock – smile, dance, be pleasing.

In the books that she read nobody did this kind of thing. She recognized in Jane Austen a mirror world, of a sort, but elsewhere she found conduct and assumptions that were a revelation. She read Ann Veronica and The Constant Nymph, with gathering interest. She read about love, and became increasingly convinced that it was not to be found in drawing rooms and at country house parties. But love, in a sense, was neither here nor there. She was not in any desperate hurry for love; more, she wanted confirmation that the system into which she had been born was not necessarily inevitable, that there were alternatives and that they were fine – they were neither laughable as proposed by those Punch cartoons nor disreputable as implied by her mother’s bland rejection of all practices that did not conform with her own. Her mother – and everyone that her mother knew – operated according to a set of rigid requirements, which dictated how you should dress, down to the precise width of a lapel and set of a hat, which told you how to furnish your home, how to behave in specific social circumstances, how to speak, breathe, live. Those who failed to conform were seen, quite simply, as misfits: they were not one of us.

In her surreptitious, underground explorations, Lorna began to find not just proposals of an alternative world but also of an alternative self. She discovered unsuspected tastes and enthusiasms. She bought bright posters from art galleries, which she stuck up in her bedroom: Matisse, Dufy, Klee. She saved up her allowance and achieved some clothes of her own choice – lighter, brighter, different – and wore them when she dared, in defiance of her mother’s cries of outrage: ‘But it’s such a horrid colour, darling. You look like a gypsy. Go and put on the new tussore silk.’

She and her mother clashed more and more. Lorna was branded difficult. She heard the word through half-closed doors, her mother in complaint to her father: ‘She is being so wretchedly difficult these days.’

Lorna looked at the rest of the family and thought that she was like a changeling in fairy stories. Her brothers were tall, fair, raw-boned. She was small, dark and neat. She sat at her dressing-table and stared at her triangular face, framed in a short dark bob, and could find nothing of her father’s large florid countenance, but there was a little fold of skin at the corner of her eye that was a betrayal – he too had that. And her nose was her mother’s – narrow, slightly uptilted. I am theirs all right, she thought, there was not some unfortunate mistake in that expensive nursing home where I was born. But something got left out, when I was assembled – whatever it is that makes you comfortable with what you have been given.

She knew that she was privileged. She had only to look about her. As a child, she had taken for granted all that visible evidence that there were two kinds of people in England – those who had and those who had not. Or rather, gradations of having, from those like her parents and their friends, who had everything, through others who had perhaps an adequate sufficiency, to those who apparently had nothing much at all, who drove the rag-and-bone cart, hawked matches, begged on street corners, smelled not very nice and should be given a wide berth. She grew up with instinctive awareness of social status, attuned like everyone else to nuances of speech and behaviour, with an eye that could place a person at once by the clothes they wore, by what they were doing. You did not think much about it, you simply knew. Unconsidered, the world just seemed conveniently defined, with different categories of existence, rather like the big nursery jigsaw puzzle, with its horses and cows and sheep and pigs and hens and geese.

But a time came when other responses crept in. Embarrassment, sympathy, curiosity. She saw herself through the eyes of others, and did not much care for what she saw. She looked at the rotted teeth and rickety legs of the old woman who begged at the tube station, and winced.

When they drove out into the country in her father’s Rover, she eyed the street upon street of little houses in which other lives happened, of which she knew nothing, and she wondered. So she was privileged, she was amongst those who were to be envied. But she could not feel enviable or grateful; some part of her protested, was critical and hostile and … difficult. It was as though she had some alter ego who told her she did not belong here. But she had never known anywhere else, and where else could there be?

She began to question the most sacred assumptions. Why must some people be poor? Why do I have to wear stockings, and gloves? Why are men’s and women’s lives different? Why must I go to the Langfords’ dance tonight? Her mother sighed and shook her head. Her father folded his newspaper, stared at her and said he hoped she wasn’t becoming a silly little socialist. Her brothers laughed and patted her on the head and went about their business.

Lorna and her mother were permanently at odds. Lorna sat sullenly in a corner throughout a debutante tea party; her mother said that she was ashamed of her, she had let everyone down. She declined a dinner invitation from a red-faced young man who had pawed her in a taxi, and who talked of nothing but horse-racing; her mother observed that the young man’s father owned a thousand acres in Gloucestershire. She was silent and rebellious at dress fittings; she read a book when cousins were visiting; she went off on her own and did not tell her mother where she was going. There were heated exchanges; doors were slammed.

And thus it was that on an exquisite June morning Lorna sat weeping on a bench in St James’s Park, with the willows cascading into the lake, and a cohort of bright-feathered ducks eddying about at her feet. She became aware that she was not alone on this seat, looked sideways, stopped crying and the rest of her life began.

*

When Matt was young he did not know where London was. The word was familiar; you heard it on the wireless or in conversation, that thumping sound – London. It meant Big Ben and the Houses of Parliament, and soldiers in red coats and crazy black hats; the King and Queen lived there; its people talked Cockney. His parents had never been to London, nor indeed had anyone he knew. The place was an irrelevance, for those living in a small market town close to the Welsh border. Matt’s father was a local government official; his interests were sternly focused and his horizons parochial. He had been born in the town and had never seen any reason to stray further than Chester, for an annual dinner from which he returned with a sigh of relief. Matt’s mother came from a village three miles from the town, to which she had moved when she was a girl to work at the Town Hall, where David Faraday was a junior functionary. The family joke was that they had courted beside the tea urn, which accounted for Mary’s addiction to tea.

When Matt was sixteen he learned where London was. By the time he was seventeen he knew that he had to go there, not on a visit but for a long time. This knowledge sprang from several years of communion with Mr Lavery, the art master at the grammar school, who was his mentor and friend. The words ‘art college’ fell from Mr Lavery’s lips when the two of them were standing before Matt’s pen-and-wash drawing of a landscape beyond the town, a piece of work that even Matt – a modest lad – could see was pretty good. ‘What is an art college?’ he asked.

Mr Lavery told him, and the seeds were sown.

A year later, he said to Mr Lavery, ‘What is a wood engraving? How is it done?’ He had in his hand a book that he had bought for a shilling in the second-hand bookshop on the high street: Erewhon by Samuel Butler, with wood engravings by Robert Gibbings.

It was not the text that had appealed to him, but the illustrations, at which he had gazed with fascination.

Mr Lavery explained. Matt said that he wished he could have a go himself. Mr Lavery explained further: wood engraving is a sophisticated and highly technical form of graphic art, dependent on an expensive material – boxwood – and, alas, not really appropriate for the curriculum of a school art department. He talked further about art colleges.

Bryony, Matt’s elder sister, was going to be a teacher. She too had achieved grammar school, the girls’ institution on the other side of town, and had excelled. She was the pride of her parents, and was spoken of approvingly amongst the neighbours; education was highly regarded in those parts and at that time. Bryony would go to teacher training college in Chester; her mother worried about the evils of metropolitan life, but felt that Bryony had the strength of character to cope. She was a serious and rather taciturn girl; she and Matt found less and less to say to each other as they grew older, and cohabited in a kind of amiable boredom.

Art had stolen up upon Matt. It fingered him when he was quite young, he later realized, remembering an infant passion for pencils and paper, and later endeavours with sticks and stones and leaves and seeds and berries that could be turned into intricate sculptural arrangements upon the garden path. He had always wanted to make things. Not the mechanical constructions of model aeroplanes or Meccano but things that demanded original materials, flair and ingenuity. He had found a seam of clay in a field beyond the town and made little sculptures, which he tried to fire in his mother’s oven, to her distress. He discovered the possibilities of papier mâché, using glue and newspaper, and created an elaborate bas-relief of Theseus and the Minotaur, inspired by the primary school’s Book of Myths and Legends. He requested crayons and paints for Christmas and birthday presents, and scrounged paper from rubbish bins and local shops. And then when he arrived at the grammar school there was that fertile ground of the art room, and the heady encouragement of Mr Lavery. He borrowed books on art from the town library, and pored over the Italian Renaissance, French classicism, Rembrandt, Turner, Constable, the Impressionists. He was long familiar with the town’s small art gallery, which held the work of several local nineteenth-century painters and not much else; now he was amazed by these revelations of exalted practice. So this was what art could do.

He became Mr Lavery’s especial project, with licence to haunt the art room in free periods and after school. Mr Lavery wore a corduroy jacket with leather-patched elbows, smoked Woodbines and lived alone in a terrace cottage on the edge of town. A small exhibition of his work at the school had caused some consternation amongst parents, who had been anticipating a few peaceable water-colours. Mr Lavery was into Vorticism. The parents toured the exhibition, tight-lipped, and hoped to one another that he was not teaching the boys this sort of thing.

They need not have worried. By and large, their sons were not remotely concerned with art; art periods were regarded as intervals of light relief, when you let off steam. Mr Lavery was prepared for this; he maintained a kind of order by way of laconic wit at the boys’ expense. They recognized him as a maverick form of adult, whose opinions and behaviour hinted at worlds with which they were unfamiliar, and were accordingly wary or contemptuous, depending on temperament. Either way, they did not care to provoke his ironic comments, and tempered their behaviour; mostly, they just made it clear by their half-hearted application that they had better things to do than mess about with this sort of stuff.

Except for Matt. He realized early on that if he was going to persist with his unorthodox commitment he would have to learn to ride out the derision of his peers. The few boys in the school with a serious interest in music had the same problem. The esteemed activities here were cricket, rugby and athletics. Matt was fortunate in that he was robustly built. Those inclined to torment him as an arty-farty came to recognize someone who did not care much about what others said in any case, and who was likely to give as good as he got if it came to a dust-up. In time, Matt was allowed to go his own way, somewhat solitary but not unpopular, seen simply as an eccentric, but a person to be reckoned with.

Mr Lavery was astute enough not to pay too much overt attention to Matt. Matt’s work was in a class of its own; he knew this, and Matt knew that he knew it, and to make too much of that would have done Matt no good. His tutorship of Matt became a personal matter, pursued in the privacy of the art room out of hours. Here, he kept Matt supplied with materials, suggested new directions, criticized and encouraged, and when Matt was seventeen Mr Lavery began to speak of art colleges.

At first, David and Mary Faraday were dubious. They appreciated that Matt had evident talent – were proud, indeed – but the notion of formal training in this area was foreign to them. His father could not see what it would lead to, and wondered about work prospects. His mother shied violently at the notion of London.

‘But why would you have to go there?’

‘Because that’s where the best colleges are. Mr Lavery says so. He says Liverpool or Chester wouldn’t do. Mr Lavery says it’s the Grosvenor School of Modern Art I should aim for, in London.’

The image of London presented itself, as the family sat round the supper table. Bryony saw the King and Queen receiving her brother on the balcony of Buckingham Palace, and was irritated. Matt saw an immense light-filled studio in which students stood before easels, and an elevated version of Mr Lavery cruised among them. His mother saw streets lined with women of ill-repute, and blenched.

His father saw expense, and said so.

‘Mr Lavery says I could get a scholarship. He says he’ll write letters for me. He wants to talk it over with you.’

And thus Mr Lavery’s cautiously floated proposal took shape, blossomed, generated much correspondence, the selection of a portfolio of Matt’s work and, eventually, a trip to London for Matt, his portfolio under his arm and many instructions from his parents and Mr Lavery in an envelope in his pocket.

He was amazed by the place – by its size, its dirt, its streaming impervious crowds of people – but he was too fraught about the task in hand to pay more than superficial attention. He must now expose his work to people who were accustomed only to the best. To do so felt both presumptuous and exhilarating; at one moment he was unbearably diffident, at another excitingly assured. ‘Just be yourself,’ his parents had said, won over at last by Mr Lavery and the contemplation of Matt’s evident promise. But who was he? A schoolboy from the sticks? An aspiring artist? Both. And also a person whom he sensed but still hardly recognized – a maturing self who had conviction and opinions and boundless determination. He would get this scholarship; he would go to London, he would be an artist, come what may.

When the letter from the Grosvenor School came, and he read it out to the family, his mother sat stricken and speechless; the women of ill-repute were right there in the room now, leering. Matt’s father said, ‘Well done, son.’ Bryony, impressed despite herself, looked at her schoolboy brother and decided that this was perhaps a person of some account. She recognized that art has a certain cachet, and realized with private chagrin that those drawings and paintings that Matt had from time to time allowed the family to see must, after all, be the real thing, or, at least, some eerie accessory to the real thing. She gave Matt a kindly cuff on the shoulder, and said she hoped he wasn’t going to get all uppity now. His mother rallied, faced down those lurking women and began to talk anxiously of clothes, equipment and sheltered accommodation.

Matt was by nature buoyant, but he now experienced a wild exhilaration, a sense that he had not before known, soaring above the exigencies of daily life. He could hardly believe his good fortune. And yet at the same time he knew that he had been right in that kernel of self-belief he had always had, that Mr Lavery had been right in his support and that he could join his peers in that imagined studio, knowing that he was as good as they were, and perhaps better than some. But, beyond and above all that, he savoured the knowledge that, miraculously, his life was now on course. He was licensed to do exactly that which he wanted to do, for the next three years at least. After that – well, after that would be up to him, but for the foreseeable future he could spend each and every day doing what he liked best: he could draw, he could paint, he would learn wood engraving.

All this came to pass, not as he had imagined it, partly because reality never conforms to expectations but also because he himself became a subtly different being. The London at which he had gawped in amazement on that first visit became a familiar element through which he moved with ease; he learned how to manipulate the city, how to live cheap, how to use it. And the art college itself, at first a bewildering experience of alien attitudes and assumptions, of astonishing licence, of people who spoke differently, dressed differently, lived differently, became within months a natural habitat, and he a distant older relative of the boy who had arrived there, and had placed himself nervously before an easel on that first morning.

Matt grew up. He shot through several years in each of the first months, or so it seemed. He felt as though he was some hatching insect, the dragonfly bursting free. He had friends, he had a mattress on the floor of a much-occupied attic, above all he had uninhibited access to a studio and to practising artists who encouraged and criticized. He worked in pubs and bars to pay for paints and materials – the art college supplied only a certain amount. He sold some work shown in a student exhibition. And, above all, he became an engraver.

From the moment that he first placed a block on the sandbag and made the initial tentative lines with the graver he knew that that intuition had been right: this was his medium. He could not have said exactly why; it had to do with the complexity of the process, the way in which what you first saw and drew – that image of a real scene – must be passed from one material to another, from the sketch pad to the tracing paper to the block and thence eventually to its final form, the subtle and delicate arrangement of black and white that was the finished print. But it had to do also with the way in which the fortuitous shapes and patterns of the physical world – trees, water, sky, buildings – were transformed by hand and eye into something that reflected what you saw but had now become a creation in its own right: the engraving was a dazzling black and white complement to the world of colour.

Wood engraving thrived right now. He pored over the work of his eminent older contemporaries – Eric Gill, Robert Gibbings, Edward Wadsworth, Gertrude Hermes, Blair Hughes-Stanton – and sat at the feet of his own distinguished teacher, Iain Macnab. He learned the possibilities of the form, the potential; he saw how each artist makes of it something different, something new. He thought: I can do this.

And the time was ripe. There was a demand for the work of a promising engraver. At a party after the college’s annual student show, in his last year there, Matt met Lucas Talbot, a man a few years older than himself who earned a tenuous living as a fine press publisher. The Heron Press operated from Lucas’s dilapidated Victorian house in Fulham; he invited Matt to visit, and acquaintance blossomed into friendship. Lucas was, in a sense, everything that Matt was not; he was awkward, shy, socially inept, alarmed by women. Matt had been at the hub of student activity at the college, talked easily to anyone, was sexually confident. They liked one another immensely. Lucas knew that Matt was already a fine engraver, and that he would soar. Matt admired Lucas’s ferocious dedication to the creation of handsome editions. Within weeks Lucas had commissioned Matt to work on a series that he planned on English topography.

‘W-w-which do you fancy?’ he asked – the stammer always surfacing at moments of diffidence or excitement, ‘Moors and mountains or estuaries and waterways?’

Matt hesitated, unaware that the rest of his life hung in the balance. ‘Um … I don’t really mind, either sounds good … Oh – let’s say estuaries and waterways.’

‘Done,’ said Lucas. ‘Would thirty guineas for the twelve prints be all right? I’m afraid I can’t manage any more.’

Matt, for whom this would be comparative riches, said that this would be fine. Between them, they began to plan the structure of the book and the subject matter of Matt’s engravings.

In the interests of which, on that June morning, he selected a bench in St James’s Park, put his sketch pad on his knee, took some stale bread from his pocket and thus invited the fates to smile upon him.

*

The cottage stood beside a lane. At the front, it looked out over the high hedge bank of its garden, across the lane and the sloping field beyond to a wooded valley that reached up into the Brendon Hills. Behind, fields and copses rolled away down to the Bristol Channel coastline; there was a long, thin slice of pewter sea and, on a clear day, the distant shore of Wales. Square and squat, cob and thatch, dug solid into the red Somerset earth, the small building had seen out generations of farm labourers. People had been born here, died here, had heard rumours of wars, had achieved the vote, had sweated over the same patch of landscape and stared at the same sky. Now, the place stood empty, bar the mice and the black beetles and the spiders. Empty, and two pounds a month.

Matt and Lorna stepped gingerly inside. The place smelled of damp, and two centuries of wood smoke, and a faint suggestion of the dead jackdaw that had fallen down the chimney and lay on the hearth, a brittle carcass. Matt picked it up and carried it out. He threw it into the hedge and stood for a moment, noting the view of the hills. He saw the roof of a house in the valley, with smoke curling up from a chimney; he saw stooked corn in a field; he saw the distant dotted shapes of sheep. He saw pattern and structure; pictures began to form in his head.

He went back into the cottage and joined Lorna on a tour of inspection. There was one main room on the ground floor, into which the front door opened directly; an open fireplace with a blackened kitchen range, a stone sink. Another, smaller room led off this, with a window that looked out onto the long triangular garden. Shaggy grass, gooseberry bushes, apple trees and a plot that remembered vegetable gardening, with some stumps of cabbage and a tangle of long-rotted beans.

‘It’s the Marie Celeste,’ said Matt. ‘Where did everybody go?’ There was a built-in dresser in the main room, empty but for a cracked cup, a child’s rusted tin top, a moth-eaten tea cosy.

A wooden staircase led to the upper floor. Two rooms and a landing. They stood at the window of the largest room and looked down towards the coast. A small ship perched on the silver streak of the sea. The fields were pale bleached stubble, or rich red plough; the hedges and woodland were darkest green.

Lorna said, ‘This is our bedroom.’

‘Are you sure? This place means oil lamps, and candles, and water from the tap outside. You have never lived like that.’

‘Have you?’

‘Not quite.’

‘Then maybe it’s time we did.’

Outside, there were two sheds. The smaller one, at the end of a short path from the back door, housed the privy. The other had a concrete floor, a window, and a long workbench all along one side.

‘Aha …’ said Matt.

There was a standpipe beside the door. Matt tried the tap: water gushed. ‘It’s from the stream, I suppose. We’ll need jugs, basins, a tin bath.’

Beside the larger shed, a lean-to sheltered the remains of a log-pile. Matt picked up chunks of wood, stacked them one upon another. ‘And a saw, and an axe, and a wedge. The village is over a mile away, do you realize?’

‘Bikes,’ she said. ‘And one day, when you’re rich and famous, a little car.’

‘It is not always going to be a sunny afternoon in September. In the winter things will be very different.’

‘I didn’t know you had this pessimistic streak. What else am I going to discover today?’

He put his arm round her shoulders. ‘I don’t want you to be under any illusion about what it may be like here, that’s all. And what will you do all the time?’

‘Do?’ she cried. ‘Do?’ She flung out her hand. ‘When there’s all that out there? Explore. I’ve never seen the countryside except through the windows of Daddy’s car. And dig this garden. And clean up that range and learn how to cook.’

And make a home, she wanted to say, but thought it mawkish. The first home that will be the way I want it, and a million miles from Brunswick Gardens.

‘We might find something in the village with running water and electricity.’

‘Not for two pounds a month. Not with a view of half of Somerset.’

They had arrived here by chance, luck, by a series of unconsidered movements. They had travelled, somehow, from the bench in the park to this implacable little building. Lorna thought: it has been waiting for us. Matt thought about tools, and a spade and a fork, and furniture, and, one day, a printing press.

After the wedding, they had left London. A friend of Matt’s had offered a month’s use of his rooms in Marlborough while he was away in France. There, they had learned one another. They had learned every inch of one another’s bodies; they had learned every look, every tone, every inflection of the voice; they had learned one another’s tastes, thoughts, responses. Lorna had thought that this was the first time in her life that she had known another person, known them as though they were a facet of herself. Matt thought only: so this is love.

They walked for miles in that expansive landscape. They rode country buses to Stonehenge, to Dorchester. Matt sketched and painted. Lorna discovered for the first time in her life what food costs; she scoured the town for the cheapest eggs, for cut-price broken biscuits, for herrings and haddock. The little money that they had must last for as long as possible. Matt had finished the engravings for the book on estuaries and waterways; that payment was their small capital. When that was exhausted he must get another commission, or sell some of his work that was banked now with Lucas Talbot in London. Lorna had a post office savings account in which she had hoarded birthday money from godparents and most of the allowance from her mother that was supposed to be spent on toiletries, gloves, fripperies. She had nearly fifty pounds, and thought that she must always have known, with some secret intuition, that she would one day need this, that it would be a lifeline. Matt refused to let her draw on it: ‘I am not going to become a kept man.’ She laughed, and knew that the money would be there, the ultimate resource.

When the month was up and they had to leave Marlborough, they simply drifted west. It was high summer, languid August days, and the thought of London was abhorrent. Matt had given up his garret room, and they would have to look for somewhere else if they went back, and in both of their minds was the thought: why go back? Why London, any more? They stayed a week or two near Bath, with a farmer’s wife who rented out a caravan, and moved from there to rooms above a grocer’s shop in the little Somerset town of Williton, simply because they had got off a bus there, had been struck by this rich corner of West Somerset – its hills, its deep lanes, its sudden startling vistas – and saw the TO LET notice in a window. And it was there, after a few weeks, that they had heard about the cottage, had hired bicycles, and had come upon it, tucked down beside the lane, on this afternoon of sun-struck red ploughlands fingered by the long shadows of trees.

‘It won’t always be like this,’ Matt repeated. ‘Think of rain. Snow.’ But he was already wandering back to that shed with the inviting workbench. He brushed away cobwebs and opened the window. Light flooded in.

Lorna was beside him. ‘In summer you’d work here. In winter, inside – by the kitchen range.’

They made their way through long grass around the garden. Matt found some raspberry canes. The hedge was covered with brambles, the blackberries ripe.

‘How do you grow things?’ Lorna said. ‘I have no idea. I shall find out.’

‘We are all peasants at heart. In search of Arcadia.’

‘I don’t know what that means. I just want to plant things and see them grow.’

He turned her face towards him, and kissed her. ‘You are the most unexpected girl. Have I ever mentioned that I love you?’

‘From time to time.’

From somewhere out of sight beyond the fields, nearer to the sea, there came a distant whistle. Smoke fumed up beyond a clump of woodland. They remembered the train, the branch line to Minehead.

Lorna said, ‘A train seems all wrong here. Bustling through the place.’

‘This is the twentieth century, and you’re not allowed to forget it.’

‘When it’s the twenty-first there won’t be trains. People will just get onto conveyor belts. I read that somewhere. I’m glad we shan’t be around.’

The train whistled again, further away. The smoke diffused.

They went in search of the farmer who was renting out the cottage. His wife came to the door of the farmhouse in the nearby hamlet and said that he was up on the hill, checking stock. If they walked up the lane they would probably meet him.

He was a small dark man, riding a chunky pony. He stopped, dismounted and they stood talking while the pony clinked the bit and its skin twitched against the flies.

The deal was struck. Ten shillings a week, and he would throw in a supply of firewood. ‘It’s quite a run-down old place. Not much modern comforts. Sure it’s what you want?’

He was puzzled by them, they could see; their youth, their accents, which were not that of people who propose to live in decaying cottages.

They assured him that it would be fine. ‘My husband is an artist,’ said Lorna. ‘He’ll be able to work there.’

The farmer was evidently unimpressed by this news, but appeared gruffly entertained, perhaps at her tone of pride. His wife would give the place a clean-out, he said. When did they want to move their things in?

They explained that they had, as yet, no things. They would need to look for some cheap furniture. Their new landlord made some suggestions about possible sources. Lorna thought of the great cargo of possessions at Brunswick Gardens, the freight of chairs and sofas and tables and mirrors and ornaments, of mahogany and rosewood and oak, of velvet and silk and chintz; the cottage would carry the opposite of that, it would travel light. She saw a scrubbed table, kitchen chairs, a bed. Maybe a couch for visitors to sleep on. Lucas must come – shy, lanky Lucas, Matt’s friend; she liked Lucas. Yes, a couch – and a jug and basin for their bedroom, and a little chest. Crockery for that dresser in the main room – bright, sturdy plates and cups, the antithesis of the ornate porcelain at Brunswick Gardens. Pots and pans. Rugs. She furnished the place in her head, as they stood there, Matt and the farmer now talking about local sites of interest: the slate quarry in the woods across the valley, the ruined Cistercian abbey down the lane, the old railway – the mineral line – that once carried iron ore down from the hills for shipping over to Wales. The farmer’s forebears came from Wales as miners in the last century: that dark, Celtic look was explained.

Matt thought of them going to these places, the two of them. He saw his sketchbook filling; he saw his tools lined up on the bench in that shed, a block on the sandbag waiting for him to start work. The press; a stack of paper. He felt primed with energy, as though the landscape around him – the contours of the hills, the intimacies of tree and leaf and gate – were rushing into his head and re-forming into shapes and lines. He would hone his style; he would sharpen his technique. He would accumulate enough work for an exhibition; he would hunt out more book commissions. There was Lorna to look after now; he no longer had only himself to think of.

They moved into the cottage three weeks later, having spent much of their small capital, and some of Lorna’s nest egg, on essential furnishings and equipment. They had two armchairs with sagging springs, a deal table, kitchen chairs, a bed, a couch, an array of unmatching crockery, some worn floor coverings. A primus stove, a slop pail, a chamber pot. Two packing cases to double as tables and storage areas. Hurricane lamps. They felt rich. Lorna was amazed to discover in herself some proprietorial instinct. She had never cared tuppence about the trappings of her room at Brunswick Gardens; now, she cherished each of these unassuming effects. She loved the rag rugs they had found in a jumble sale, the patchwork bedcover from a flea market, the Victorian jug and basin that had cost a sinful five shillings in an antique shop. She had a chipped brown pitcher which she filled with great sprays of scarlet hips and haws from the hedgerows; she wrestled with the old range, and produced her first triumphant meals; she washed their clothes in the big copper that was in the shed and pinned them to the line. When they pushed their bikes up the hill from the village and she saw the solid little outline of the cottage ahead, she thought: home.

October sank into November, and home showed its claws. Damp stained the walls; the cold must be fought with a paraffin stove and a mountain of firewood; when the wind was the wrong way, the chimney smoked. Matt eyed her thoughtfully, on one mean grey day: ‘When you’ve had enough, say so.’

He was sitting at the kitchen table, the block in front of him. It was too cold now to work in the shed. The tools were laid out in a neat row to his right, the different sizes and shapes – the graver, the square graver, the spit sticker, the oilstone for sharpening. He had just finished tracing a completed drawing onto the block and was ready to engrave – always a heady moment. Soon, the farmyard along the lane would start to bloom from the boxwood, translated into an intricate creation of lines and curves, of light and dark.

Lorna was at the draining board beside the sink, cleaning a chicken. She had already plucked it; now came the tricky part. The farmer’s wife had shown her how, and she was hoping that she would remember which bits of that slippery rainbow interior she must go for. The chicken was a treat, a handsome gift from the farm, where she and Matt seemed to be regarded as slightly feckless children, to be indulged with the occasional bag of potatoes, half a dozen eggs, this fowl. At Brunswick Gardens, she had occasionally gone to the kitchen with some message from her mother and seen the cook doing just this, and had turned away fastidiously. Now, she wanted to say to Brunswick Gardens: look at me, look what I can do, look at the person I have become.

She ignored Matt; the chicken required all her attention. When she had finished, she slid it into the basin to wash it out, and put the entrails on a sheet of newspaper. The newspaper was a week old – she picked up discarded copies from the village shop – and the black print chattered of far-off things: Hitler, the Rhineland, questions in Parliament. She stared down for a moment, reading, before she wrapped the entrails; it was as though for a moment there were some ugly intruder in the room. Then she rinsed her hands along with the chicken, wiped them dry and turned to Matt.

‘I was going to boil it, but if I can get the oven hot enough I think I’ll try roasting. I’ve got some dripping.’

‘I wasn’t talking about the chicken.’

‘I know you weren’t. I was politely ignoring you, because what you said wasn’t worth answering.’

He laughed. ‘So we’re bedding down here, are we?’

‘It looks like it.’ And she smiled at him, that sudden smile that seemed to light up a room, that had other people smiling back, willy-nilly. She had smiled thus on the bench in the park and he was lost.

‘You are a total distraction,’ he said. ‘Don’t look at me like that. Go and do something useful.’

She came round behind him and rested her cheek against his. ‘How long will you work?’

‘Did you have something else in mind?’

Sometimes they made love when the moment seized them, when they couldn’t resist it, going upstairs to the iron bedstead whose springs squeaked and groaned, but what did it matter; there was no one to hear.

‘Well, maybe … But I was thinking of the paintings. I want more.’

They had whitewashed the damp, stained walls of the cottage, top to bottom, and now in spare moments Matt was decorating some of them with frescos. In the small room that led off the kitchen he was creating a frieze of waterfowl, which commemorated their meeting. A troop of mallard, shelduck, greylag geese circled the room, just below the ceiling; in each corner, willows poured down; there was rippling stylized water. This room was grandly termed the parlour by the farmer’s wife. There, Lorna and Matt kept the bed for visitors which doubled as a sofa; there were packing-case tables, and a shelf for books they had picked up from the second-hand bookshop in Minehead. They called it the snug; there was no fireplace but it could be made modestly warm with the oilstove.

‘I’ll do another half hour or so,’ he said. ‘Then I’ll paint, before the light goes. You could get the ladder in, and the paints.’

She smiled. There was something about her, something heightened, charged; he could sense it, with that intimate awareness of her that he now had. He put down the graver and stared at her.

‘What is it? What’s up?’

‘Well …’ She twisted her hands. ‘It’s just that – I’d better tell you. I’ve not had a visitor this month.’

She had not meant to come out with it, not just yet. And now she was blushing – because she hadn’t been able to stop herself using her mother’s coy euphemism.

‘I wondered …’ he said. ‘I’d noticed. Did you think I hadn’t? So …’ And now he felt a sudden rush of euphoria. He had never thought about having a child, children were neither here nor there, but confronted with this, with her standing there with that look on her face, he knew all at once that of course he wanted a child; a child was the natural and obvious outcome. And anyway …

‘Anyway, we can hardly be surprised.’ He grinned at her.

‘That thing …’ she said. ‘That thing was supposed to …’

‘Well, that thing evidently didn’t work.’

Lorna had never thought about happiness in her earlier life, perhaps because she had not previously been conscious of being happy. Oh, she had known the fire of well-being, of exulting in a particular moment – a spring morning, being swirled around in a dance, the exuberance of her own mind and body. But she knew now that there is another condition, of a different quality, a state of being that lifts you above ordinary existence, that pervades every moment, that confers immunity. It turned the discomforts of the cottage into an atmospheric backdrop that would always refer her now to this particular transcendence. It made chapped fingers and frozen feet not so much irrelevant as an accompanying theme song; it sidelined the carrying of buckets from the tap, the scamper to the privy on a cold, wet morning, the scrubbing, and the tussles with the range and the oilstove. All of this was real, and sharp, and she was often cold, often tired, but everything was overlaid with this sublime content: pushing the bike up the hill after a foray to the village shop, in the knowledge that in a few moments she would see Matt; thinking about the night to come as she peeled potatoes or wrung out a shirt, that she would be lying beside him again. And again, and again.

‘So there’ll be three of us,’ he said. ‘What’s that going to be like?’

‘Is a baby a person?’

‘They become people.’

‘It’ll be half you, and half me,’ she said. ‘It won’t entirely feel like someone else.’

She loved his gaiety, his seriousness, his energy, his capacity for concentration; she loved the way he frowned when he was working, and the mole on his left shoulder, and the smell of him and his thick springy brown hair. She had had no idea, none at all, that you could feel thus for another person; it was as though you acquired a sixth sense. She had loved her parents, in some quite other way, when she was a child; she still felt residual stirrings of that affection. But what she knew with Matt was a thing apart – it was like stepping into some other brighter world.

Matt had had few dealings with women before he went to the Grosvenor, beyond the occasional flirtatious exchange with local schoolgirls back home. Plunged into the heady atmosphere of the art rooms, he had at once fallen into various liaisons, mostly transitory and superficial, but occasionally more intense. An episode with one fellow student lasted several months, and was his sexual initiation. The sex had been a revelation at first, and then became a slightly guilty indulgence because he knew that he was not in love with the girl; in due course she detected this, grew indignant and went off with someone else. Matt settled back to passing encounters, with a certain relief, though he missed the regular sex. He had standards of his own, and thought it wrong to try to get every possibly compliant girl into bed, though most in his circle would have thought that entirely understandable behaviour. They were young, they were modern young, they saw themselves as in apposition to the assumptions and attitudes of conventional society.

He did not make love to Lorna until they were married. During their first times together in his garret room after their meeting he had to force himself away from her at moments, when he thought he could bear it no longer. He would go and sit on the single wooden chair while she sat on the bed. He set about painting her, to keep himself six feet away from her, and occupied, while still able to look at her constantly. That portrait hung now in the snug at the cottage.

They ate the chicken for supper that night, with some cider from The Valiant Soldier in the village; it was a feast. A late autumn gale was buffeting the cottage, but it was warm within, with the fire built up and the heat from the range; the room was full of flickering shadows made by the hurricane lamps. Lorna nibbled the flesh off the wishbone and held it out across the table. They hooked fingers around it and pulled; when it broke she held the larger piece.

‘I don’t know what to wish for. I seem to have got everything I want.’

‘We could do with an Austin Seven. Or a couple of brandnew Raleighs, if we’re going to be more modest. Who is it that grants the wishes, anyway?’

‘God?’

‘No, no. Someone pagan and primitive. We’d probably stand more chance there.’

They had agreed their disbelief, early on. Where I grew up, Matt told her, God was a pillar of society – the ultimate pillar of society. He was the squirearchy, and the chief constable, and my headmaster, all rolled into one. He was the final authority and you crossed him at your peril, but at the same time he allowed the world to carry on as it does. I thought: if that’s his line, then no thanks.

Lorna had considered her own religious experience in this light and saw that – yes, the Church as she had known it was a backdrop to Brunswick Gardens’ requirements and practices: weddings and christening parties for which you must be correctly dressed, to the last button and stocking seam, Christmas carol services and her father pushing a crackly note into the collection bag. Did she believe in God – a god? Had she ever done so? Well, no.

‘You shouldn’t wish for things, anyway,’ she said. ‘You wish for abstracts. That you’ll be nicer, or cleverer, or better at something. Or that something will or won’t happen. Maybe I should wish Hitler would drop dead.’

‘I doubt if half a chicken bone is going to sort Hitler out.’

‘Then I wish this baby will be healthy …’

‘… wealthy and wise?’

‘We’ll leave out wealthy. Wise might be quite a good idea.’

‘Unlike her parents.’ He grinned.

‘Her?’

‘I have a hunch.’

Lorna could not imagine this baby. The world is full of babies, but she had never much noticed them. In nine months’ time – no, less – there would be a baby that was of immediate personal relevance. Her baby; their baby. And she could not grasp the fact, she could not conjure up any baby. Her body was in a state of disorder: no monthly bleeding, swollen and tender nipples, she began to feel nausea. It was as though she had been taken over by an alien force, and was now headed in some unimaginable direction, programmed to bring this about, come what may.

And she was perfectly content. So be it. They had not meant this to happen, not just yet, but no matter. Already, her condition was coming to seem just another facet of this new life. She thought: a year ago I would never have dreamed that there could be Matt, that we could be here, like this, that I would feel as I do, that I could have become a new person. And in another year everything will be different yet again. It is always like that, and always will be; you are forever standing on the brink, in a place where you cannot see ahead; there is nothing of which to be certain except what lies behind. This should be terrifying, but somehow it is not.

*

He said, ‘You’re not to come upstairs today. At all. I’m working in the bedroom.’

She stared. ‘Why in the bedroom?’

Matt grinned. ‘You’ll see.’

He was there from morning till dusk. She heard the boards creak as he moved around. In the middle of the day he came down and ate bread and cheese at the kitchen table, hurriedly, looking abstracted.

‘What are you doing up there?’

‘Wait. Patience.’

When the light was draining, outside, he called her. ‘Now you can come.’

The room. Their bedroom. It was peopled, populous; it was full of colour, and life, and action. The walls were dancing, figures spun across them, holding hands, man and woman, naked, vibrant, joyous. They whirled from corner to corner, arms outstretched to one another – this pair, that pair, these, those, the same all around the room, dipping down, flinging up towards the roof, a continuous sinuous wave of movement.

Lorna put her hand to her mouth. ‘Is it us?’ She saw the curves of breasts, of buttocks, graceful heads that had no features. Man and woman. Woman and man.

He shrugged. ‘Maybe. What do you think?’

‘I think it’s lovely. I think it’s us. But …’ She gazed around the room.

‘But what?’

‘What would the farm people say?’

‘They’re not going to see them, are they? And if we leave I’ll put a coat of distemper over it all.’

He walked over to the bed. ‘Come here.’

They undressed, face to face, both smiling, on the edge of laughter. The window was open; beyond, the wind in the oak tree, and tumultuous birds.

Lorna said, ‘I’m cold.’

He pulled her down onto him. ‘You won’t be. Just you wait.’

*

They walked up the hill, the three of them – Matt, Lorna and Lucas – and sat in a field that overlooked the Luxborough valley. Matt had brought a picnic in the rucksack – cheese sandwiches, apples, cider. It was Easter time, and unseasonably warm. The men were in shirtsleeves, Lorna had bare legs and wore a cotton smock that she had made herself, which billowed above her pregnancy. They lay on a grassy ridge, with piled cumulus clouds above and munching sheep all around.

‘Down in there,’ said Matt, pointing into the dark woodland that lined the valley, ‘is something called the Druid’s Grave – except that it is not. A Bronze Age burial site, in fact. And up over to the left, where you can’t see, are the old mine workings – the wheelhouse and so forth. I’ll take you there. You can use Lorna’s bike.’

They knew this landscape intimately now, had walked every lane, track and field within range of the cottage, had cycled miles until Lorna’s condition made this more difficult. And now the winter was packed away and the sun was out and the place had sprung into growth – the trees in leaf, cliffs of primroses at the sides of the deep lanes.

‘Yes, please,’ said Lucas. He was in a state of rich content. He was with the two people he liked better than anyone, pitched into their bright company from the exacting daily routine of the Heron Press – playing hookey in order to see how Matt’s work was getting on, and to bring the good news that three of his prints had sold, placed in an exhibition by Lucas. He had arrived at Washford station with the welcome cash in hand, to be met by Matt and Lorna for the two mile walk up to the cottage. From the moment he got onto the branch line train at Taunton, he had felt as though transported from one element to another, relishing the emphatic divide between city and country. London dissolved behind him as the country train made its way across fields and between steep hills, a shadow-trail of the engine smoke travelling alongside. It stopped frequently, at stations with alluring names: Norton Fitzwarren, Bishops Lydeard, Crowcombe, Stogumber. Schoolchildren got off, and women with shopping baskets. When they reached Washford, he was almost the only passenger – and there were Matt and Lorna on the little platform, waving.

It was good to have Lucas at the cottage, thought Matt, good to be out here in the sunshine, indeed everything was good at this moment. Three prints sold, and he had a book commission from the Curwen Press, and Lucas was talking about a new project – an edition of Lamb’s Tales from Shakespeare, with engravings by Matt. Months of work. And money coming in; not princely sums, but enough to keep them going.

He stared up into a sculptural pile of cumulus, gleaming white against a hard blue sky, and saw a Wedgwood design, or puffy cherubim on a ceiling frieze. The mind is cluttered with images, he thought – everything we see refers us to something else. Perhaps only children see with absolute purity of vision; they see things for what they are and nothing else. The rest of us see signals from elsewhere, and always have done, ever since people began to think. First they see gods and ghosts and symbols and portents. And then they are battered with the images of everywhere and everytime and all that they see is invaded from elsewhere. Eighteenth-century potteries float in the twentieth century spring sky; cherubim are trumpeting Handel high above Somerset.

We don’t see plain any more, he thought. I am an artist, and I don’t see plain. I see what it has been suggested that I see. I look at a tree and I see it as Dürer saw trees, as Samuel Palmer did, as Cézanne did. Who has ever seen plain?

*

Lorna felt the baby move. A flutter; a curious little local independence within your belly. It had only just begun to do this, and the sensation fascinated her. She sat cross-legged, watching blue butterflies on clover heads; the men lay on either side, hands locked behind their heads. Lucas appeared to be asleep. Matt, she saw, had gone into one of those thoughtful trances from which he would surface with a surge of energy.

Her own head was full of seeds; lurking mind-pictures of the different flower and vegetable seeds that she had been sowing these last couple of weeks – seeds that were like fluff, or grains of sand, or tiny balls, or fine brown dust. She saw the potatoes that she had laid out yesterday, each one with its potent sprigs of growth. She sat there feeling the sun on her skin, seeing the mist of green over the woodland down below, the sharp little blades of new grass under her feet – everything growing, rushing into life. And me, she thought. I’m adding to it – we are, Matt and I. Clever us. Except that it isn’t really clever at all, it just happens, and we’re only doing what is always done, seeing to it that things go on, that someone will come after us, that there is a future.

Matt jumped to his feet. ‘I’m ravenous. Time for the grub.’ He delved into the rucksack. ‘Wake up, Lucas. Here – the village shop’s best mousetrap, and the pick of last year’s apple harvest.’

Lucas opened his eyes. ‘I wasn’t asleep. Just relishing happenstance. That I happened to get chatting to Matt that evening at the Grosvenor. That you two happened upon each other.’ He took a bite of sandwich. ‘Very decent mousetrap, if I may say so. You know, you’ve stepped out of a game of Consequences, you two. Matt met Lorna – On a bench in St James’s Park – He said to her: Let me rescue you from your ivory tower – She said to him: There’s a ladder in the basement, and my parents are out this evening – The World Said: They’ll never get away with it – And the Consequence was … Well, we shall have to wait till August to find out what the consequence was.’

Lorna laughed. She turned to Matt. ‘What did you really say? Oh, I know – the ducks. You told me what the ducks were called.’

*

And that afternoon floats into this one, conjured up in their two heads, the London park superimposed upon the Somerset hills. Matt sees her white dress, the little green bag she carried that lay beside her on the bench; he sees again for the first time the shape of her mouth, the set of her nose, her eyes. Lorna sees his hand moving to and fro across his sketch pad; she sees the glint of the sun on his hair, she sees his lips pursed in concentration. Each hears the other’s voice. They hear too the sharp cries of waterfowl, they see the dark green water of the lake that is ribbed and dimpled with light; each cruising bird trails a silvery V-shaped wake.

He turns his head; he notices her.

She smiles, uncertain.

So does he.

Both look away, disconcerted, and focus upon the throng of birds around them.

‘There are so many different kinds,’ Lorna says.

‘That is a tufted duck,’ says Matt, pointing with his pencil. ‘And that’s a pochard. Those fellows are greylag geese. A shelduck there. Mallard, of course. You probably know all that.’

‘No,’ she says. ‘None of them. Except the mallard.’ There are mallard on the Round Pond in Kensington Gardens; she has grown up with mallard. ‘What’s the big brown one?’

‘Ruddy shelduck. And here comes a pelican. I don’t really want him – he’ll bully the others out of the way.’

She becomes bolder. ‘May I look?’

He turns the sketch pad towards her. ‘This is just a preliminary. Note-taking, as it were.’

She says, ‘It’s lovely. Duck portraits.’ She gazes, fascinated. She looks at him, and he at her; both return to the ducks, after rather longer.

He tells her about wood engraving. He tells her about the Grosvenor School of Art, where he was a student under Iain Macnab. She has never heard of Iain Macnab, but she nods wisely. She tells him that she likes Matisse and Braque, that she goes to the Bond Street galleries sometimes but not all that often because … well, because it’s a bit difficult. She does not tell him very much because she feels that this young man would have little time for the life that she must lead.

Later, in days to come, she would do so. When she came to realize that he wanted her for herself, and that it was neither here nor there to him whence she came.

*

‘He made me feel reasonable,’ she told Lucas. ‘He made me feel as though how I wanted to be was perfectly normal. Nobody had ever done that before.’

‘What she means,’ said Matt, ‘is that I had no objection to milk poured straight from the bottle and I didn’t tell her what to wear. The poor girl just needed a spot of licence.’

‘That room of his in Islington seemed like paradise,’ said Lorna.

‘Ah, that room. The original garret – starving artists, for the use of.’

‘He had painted the walls different colours. The bookshelves were made out of planks and upturned flowerpots. The table was an old rabbit hutch. I ate fish and chips for the first time.’

‘Such deprivation,’ said Matt. ‘You poor love. It doesn’t bear thinking of. Never mind, you’ve made up for it since. The cottage is fish and chips on a grand scale. Or rather, bread and dripping and rabbit stew. Do you know, Lucas, she can skin a rabbit?’

‘Congratulations,’ said Lucas. ‘I’m most impressed.’

Lorna beamed at him. ‘I’ll show you how. You never know when it might come in useful.’

‘I’d appreciate that.’ Lucas thought Lorna the most appealing and attractive girl he had ever met. It did not occur to him to envy Matt because patently a girl like Lorna was not for the likes of Lucas – she was destined for some charismatic being, for Matt indeed, and ever had been. It seemed to Lucas entirely inevitable that Lorna and Matt should have found one another, and he felt content – privileged – to have a place at the edges of this charmed alliance. He was a diffident man rather than a humble one, conscious that a gawky body, extreme myopia and a stammer could make him off-putting. Resigned to a degree of social isolation, he compensated for this with tenacious fostering of the Heron Press – his concept, his creation. All he wanted in life was to design and produce superlative examples of the bookmaker’s craft. In the basement of the ramshackle house in Fulham he laboured at the press, setting type, printing, packaging, while in the office upstairs Miss Kelly, a middle-aged lady of stern demeanour but the requisite energy and efficiency, dealt with most of the paperwork and helped out generally when the pressure was on.

Today, on the Somerset hillside, Miss Kelly and the Heron Press were relegated. He felt marvellously conscious of the moment, of here and now, of this day. Of his companions. One will always remember this, he thought. Probably when I’m a hoary old chap in … Christ, in nineteen-eighty-something … I’ll still see today. The valley, and Matt’s blue check shirt, and her in that pink frock. And I’ll hear their voices.

But all he said was, ‘Q-quite a place, this. I’m game for another mousetrap sandwich, if that’s in order.’

*

After Molly’s birth, Lorna lay on her side and gazed at the baby, and Molly stared back with wide-open eyes and the strange unearthly look of the newborn, as though, Lorna thought, she had arrived from some mysterious place. But when Lorna got out of bed and crept over to the chest to get a glass of water she glanced at herself in the mirror and saw that she too had that look, she was not the person that she had been yesterday, she had changed her skin. The district nurse clattered up the stairs and scolded her for moving about. Lorna got back into bed and resumed her silent communion with this small being who was no longer a part of her but a wonderful extension. The preceding hours fell away, that timeless tunnel of pain, and she simply lay there, sore, exhausted, and heard the cadenced exchanges of wood pigeons outside and the voice of the district nurse downstairs talking to Matt. She lay still, and around her on the walls the figures of Matt’s fresco danced – in celebration, it seemed. Presently Matt came up with a cup of tea and said, ‘I have this feeling that she is called Molly.’ He put his finger on the baby’s cheek: ‘Molly?’ Then he went over to the window, opened it, and more bird sounds floated in, with the smell of grass after a shower, and the faraway whistle of the train. Lorna said, ‘Molly will do nicely.’ And then she went to sleep, plunging at once into blissful unconsciousness, while Matt sat on the bed holding her hand.

*

By that second winter at the cottage, they were hardened, braced for the tussles with the oilstove, the icy trips to the privy, Matt’s labour of log-splitting, Lorna’s daily servitude at the washing copper. In wet weather, Molly’s nappies fumed alongside the kitchen range. On one dark January day, she developed croup; this awful harsh barking noise came from her crib, and Matt in a panic cycled down to the farm to ask them to telephone for help. The district nurse came, brisk and reassuring, summing up the situation at once; she was used to very young mothers, and croupy babies were two a penny. She sat on the couch in the snug, Molly propped over one shoulder, and gave instructions. ‘You’re learning all the time, with your first,’ she said kindly to Lorna. ‘Most girls have their mum breathing down their neck, telling them what to do.’

Lorna doubted that her mother had ever confronted a nappy, let alone croup. She said, ‘My mother’s rather a long way away,’ and the nurse nodded tactfully, scenting some dark disorder, some unspoken drama. They were not your run-of-the-mill young couple, this pair.

She said, ‘I used to come here to the Turners. Four children – bit of a madhouse, it was. You’ve perked the place up no end.’ Her eye fell on Matt’s frescos. ‘The duck paintings are nice. More to my taste than those you’ve got up in the bedroom, I have to say.’

In the interests of salvaging his reputation, Matt displayed the engraving of a local farmyard scene. ‘Now that I like,’ said the nurse. ‘Never mind it being a rather modern style – you can still see what’s what. You carry on with that kind of thing.’ She got up, and gave Molly to Lorna. ‘There you are, dear. She’ll be fine. Steam inhalations if she has another bout, like I said.’

‘Thank you. I feel so relieved.’

‘All in the day’s work.’

They stood at the door and watched the nurse wheel her bicycle out into the lane. Matt said, ‘Someone like that – someone useful – gives me a crisis of confidence. Art is of no use to anyone.’

‘You don’t really believe that.’

Molly whimpered. They went inside.

*

He was working steadily. The book commission from the Curwen Press had been followed by another; there was Lucas’s Shakespeare project. From time to time he would return to the series of original engravings inspired by local places which would form the core of an exhibition one day: the old wheelhouse of the mineral line, the quarry in the woods, a churchyard. Some days he was out in the landscape with his sketch pad. Mostly he was in the shed, or at one end of the kitchen table, the block in front of him, the tools lined up alongside, while Lorna fed Molly at the other end, or prepared vegetables, or simply watched for a few minutes.

Today, he was at the last stage of an engraving of a scene nearby – a cottage with geese in the foreground, trees, a wall, a figure against the curve of the lane. Lorna could see the ghost of his drawing now on the block, lurking on the black surface that turned silver as it was tilted. There were roughly gouged areas where the ginger-brown boxwood showed – the shapes of the geese, of the cottage – and silver planes of meticulous fret and pattern. Sky was a shower of black and silver lines, the solidity of a wall was a pile of little silver brick boxes. There were tiny scraped lines of thatch, silver scribbles that were leaves, the sharp stitching of grass fronds, the curve of a tree trunk – silver-black on one side, an intricate medley of lines on the other. The light changed each time the block was shifted, from black to silver, and you saw that somehow Matt’s drawing had floated onto the wood, and out of the block shone this new transformation of that scene: it was that place, but it was now something else entirely – it was an artefact, a flight of fancy, an interpretation.

Lorna said, ‘Those geese hiss at me when I go past on the way to the village.’

‘Of course. You’re on their territory. Take a stick with you.’

‘I know how to say boo to a goose.’ She came round and stood behind him. ‘This is going to be one of your best. How many have you done now since we came here?’

‘No idea. A fortune in boxwood, that’s all I know. I should be getting back to Shakespeare – Lucas is chivvying. You may have to pose for Titania, in your nightie.’

‘I saw her once, at the open-air theatre in Regent’s Park. About a hundred years ago, it seems. Puck came leaping out of bushes.’

Matt put down the graver in surprise. ‘Really? I saw that. You could stand at the back for one and six. You’d have been the toffs with deck chairs. Maybe we were there at the same time. Titania takes on a new significance.’

‘Maybe we walked past each other. Not knowing.’

‘Oh, no,’ he said. ‘I’d have known.’

She hugged him. ‘I’m disturbing you.’ She sat down again, picked up a letter. ‘My mother says they want to come and see us. In the spring. And to meet Molly.’

‘Of course.’ He looked across at her. ‘We can cope with this, can’t we?’

Matt’s parents had visited not long after Molly’s birth, with Bryony, making the ponderous journey by road from the Welsh borders in the Austin 7. They had contained their dismay at the primitive condition of the cottage with much determined comment about what a lovely spot this was, and had been rapturous over Molly – even Bryony, who was now established in her first job, and every inch the career teacher. She held the baby in a gingerly grasp, as though she might attempt to escape, and said to Matt, ‘Well done, you.’ The three of them stayed at a local bed and breakfast; they explored the area, walked on the moor, and made long daily calls at the cottage. Lorna cooked rabbit stew, a chicken from the farm, and baked cakes. Matt’s mother took him aside to tell him that she was a lovely girl: ‘We thought it was all a bit hasty, at the time. We felt you’d rushed into it, both of you. Now I know her, I can understand, more.’

Lorna had felt awkward with them at first, and then, gradually, had relaxed. Removed from the requirements and expectations of her own parents’ world, she had discovered that she was now more capable than she had ever realized of being at ease with people – with any sort of person. She no longer felt herself so glaringly defined, an unwilling specimen of a particular world.

Now, she said to Matt, ‘We’ll manage. It won’t be like your parents, but we’ll manage.’

*

Matt went to London. He had finished the set of engravings for Lucas’s edition of Lamb’s Tales; the blocks had to be safely delivered to Fulham. It was the first time that he and Lorna had been apart in nearly two years.

‘You’ll be all right? Sure?’

‘Of course. Go. Enjoy it. See friends. You’ve been cooped up here long enough.’

‘So have you.’

‘I’ve never been less cooped. I do what I want, every day, don’t I?’

All the way to London, in the train, she was in his head. He saw her face, riding above the fields and hills, the little towns, the station platforms. Arriving at Paddington, he felt battered by the crowds, by this accelerated world. In his student days, he had found the perpetual movement of the city stimulating, challenging; now, as he made his way to Fulham, he wondered if he could ever feel like that again.

‘I seem to be a country bumpkin,’ he told Lucas. ‘Take me to some rowdy pub, so that I can find my feet.’

Over a pint, he acclimatized. Places like this had been his habitat, time was. ‘That’s better. I’m learning the language again.’

Lucas was distressed. He had just heard that an acquaintance of his had been badly wounded in Spain, fighting with the International Brigade. ‘They’d never let me loose with a gun, not with my bloody eyesight, but there must be something I could do. One should go.’ He pulled himself up. ‘N-not you. Me.’

‘Why not me?’

‘Because you’ve got Lorna. And Molly. It’s different.’

‘Whereas you’re expendable?’

Lucas shrugged.

‘Don’t be so idiotic,’ said Matt. ‘No one’s expendable, wife and baggage or not. But I know what you mean. Trouble is, I simply can’t imagine myself shooting people, however strongly I felt. Can you?’

‘If the Fascists aren’t stopped in Spain, it’ll be France next, eventually us. Spain is the confrontation. How can one stand back?’

‘You’re not answering my question. Maybe you’re lucky that your glasses let you off the hook, in the last resort.’

Lucas looked away. ‘All right, we’re not soldier material. True enough. But when push comes to shove …’

Matt said, ‘That is something we may find out in due course, if the pessimists are to be believed.’

They fell silent. Matt got up to go to the bar. ‘Enough of that. I’m under instructions to enjoy myself. Let’s celebrate this book. Pint?’

Some while later, slightly drunk, Lucas reverted to his mood of gloom. ‘All I want is to make books. That’s all I think about. You’re an artist … We’re private people. But there’s the world snarling away, Hammond getting his leg blown off in Spain, and you can’t stay private. It’s … it’s intolerable.’

‘People have had to put up with it since for ever. Nobody’s exempt from history. If our turn comes – well, it was ever thus. Anyway, it may not. Hitler’s a loudmouth. I prefer to think he’ll back off, like some people are saying.’

The pub was a warm convivial haven, full of talk, bursts of laughter, hazy with cigarette smoke. Do I miss this sort of thing? thought Matt. But right now it was Lorna he missed. He imagined her in the cottage, lighting the lamps, getting something for supper. A couple of days, and he’d be back there.

*

Lorna’s parents visited, in early summer, when Molly was going on for two years old. Marian Bradley picked her way cautiously over the threshold of the cottage and stared around. ‘Oh, my dear …’ she said, after a few moments. Lorna and Matt saw her gaze drift across the open range, the dresser with its assorted crockery, the scrubbed table, the stone sink. They all moved through into the next room, which seemed at once a size smaller, overwhelmed by Gerald Bradley’s bulk and his wife’s forcefield of unease. Marian sat on the sagging couch, and looked around some more. ‘Well, it’s cosy,’ she said gamely. ‘Quite original, painting pictures on the walls like that, I must say.’ She noticed the window, and the green reach of Somerset beyond: ‘Lovely view, anyway.’

They accepted cups of tea, and slices of cake. Molly was displayed, and worked a certain magic. Marian took her jacket off and lit a cigarette. Gerald spoke at some length about a man he’d been at school with who lived now at Something Manor, a couple of miles away. Had Matt and Lorna come across him? They had not.

During the next couple of hours Lorna knew that she had travelled a long way since last she saw her parents. She was reborn, it seemed, and while they were not strangers – by no means – they had acquired a strangeness. She felt sad about this, but also quite accepting. Her childhood seemed to be shut away behind glass, filled with these familiar figures, her mother and father and brothers, who were now distanced – known, and yet also unreachable. Her parents sat there in the cottage, talking hectically; she felt as though they were acquaintances. She wondered if they felt the same.

Her father talked about the boys. Roddy had finished at Sandhurst, with flying colours. Martin was in chambers with a leading barrister: ‘One of the very top men, I understand.’ And Roddy was engaged to someone called Sally.

‘Such a sweet girl,’ said Marian. ‘One of the Nesbits. You went to dancing class with them, Lorna.’

Matt was quiet, courteous, attentive. He listened, with apparent interest, as the names of friends and relatives he did not know were paraded by the Bradleys. From time to time Marian would remember his ignorance and offer some quick benign enlightenment. Later, Matt realized that they had never once asked him a personal question, that in fact they knew little or nothing of his own background.

‘I suppose we should meet his people,’ Marian had said, with stiff resignation. This was on the last occasion that Lorna had seen her alone, a few days after she and Matt were married, when she returned for the last time to Brunswick Gardens to collect the rest of her things.

‘I don’t think there’s really any point,’ Lorna had replied.

She could not imagine the conjunction of those two sets of parents. She had visited Matt’s family soon after they were married; the Faradays had been surprised but welcoming. In her mind’s eye, she saw her mother and father receiving the Faradays in the Brunswick Gardens drawing room, and shuddered.

The small room in the cottage began to feel more and more constricted, as the visit progressed. Lorna suggested a stroll along the lane. Her father looked relieved, and rose with alacrity. Outside, they moved in a cohort between the hedge banks, Marian quick-stepping on high heels, Matt with Molly astride his hip. Lorna pointed out wild flowers, and recited names. ‘I never knew anything about all this,’ she said. ‘Now I can’t stop hunting for things I haven’t yet found. I’ve got a book.’

Marian peered at toadflax, bush vetch, red campion. ‘So pretty …’ She was a townsperson to the hilt; the country, to her, was a pleasing backdrop seen from a train or through car windows. Family holidays had been spent at Biarritz or Torquay or some southern French resort.

Gerald had been on shooting parties and could put up a passable show of rural interest. He wondered which hunt operated in these parts. Matt and Lorna did not know. Gerald talked knowledgeably about pheasant drives. ‘Do you shoot at all?’ he asked Matt.

Matt laughed. It was the first spontaneous and assertive sound that had come from him that afternoon, and the Bradleys both looked startled. They were gathered in a gateway at that moment, contemplating the sweep of landscape before them – the fields tipping down to the distant grey sea, which reached away to the coastline of Wales, with the darker smears of Steep Holm and Flat Holm perched on the horizon.

‘I’m afraid I can’t imagine myself with a gun in my hand,’ said Matt.

Gerald appeared perplexed. ‘Really?’

‘You know, it’s beginning to feel a tiny bit chilly,’ said Marian. ‘Perhaps we should go back.’ A thought struck her. ‘And we haven’t seen any of Matt’s drawings.’

They returned to the cottage. ‘You needn’t, you know,’ Lorna said to Matt, quietly, as they went in. ‘We can make an excuse.’

He shrugged, and squeezed her arm. ‘Don’t worry – it’s all right.’

Marian clapped her hands. ‘Do let’s see, Matt.’

He brought out some recent work from the series of engravings inspired by local scenes, and spread the prints on the kitchen table.

‘Awfully good,’ said Gerald. He seemed genuinely surprised.

Marian inspected, with little exclamations. ‘So clever … the way you’ve done the roof of that barn.’

‘I can’t be doing with this abstract stuff you see around nowadays,’ said Gerald. ‘You steer clear of that, Matt.’

Marian took his arm. She looked at him, eager. ‘Darling, I’ve had a thought. I want us to buy one!’ She turned to Matt. ‘May we?’

‘Good idea,’ said Gerald.

Matt smiled. ‘Which one would you like? But it’s a present. My pleasure.’

‘Oh, but how sweet of you. Really, you shouldn’t … I can’t decide …’ Marian’s hand hovered. ‘This one, I think. I can just see it in the small spare bedroom by the window.’ She had chosen the study of the farmyard by the lane, with the geese.

I don’t want that in the spare room at Brunswick Gardens, thought Lorna. Like an extra bit of wallpaper. None of this has any place there – here, where I live now, and the way we live, and Matt’s work. None of it has anything to do with Brunswick Gardens or that world. Molly began to grumble; Lorna gave her a rusk and stood by, trying to look pleased while the engraving was packaged and her mother gave more little cries of satisfaction.

And then began the process of departure, oiled by the sense of relief all round. Much was made of Molly: ‘I’m going to send some little smocks from Woollands,’ said Marian. Gerald busied himself with the car, checking oil and water. He pecked Lorna on both cheeks, shook Matt by the hand. Marian embraced Lorna: ‘You must bring Molly to see us in London.’ They got into the car; Marian settled a rug over her knees. As the car turned into the lane her hand fluttered at the window. In spirit, she would now be back at Brunswick Gardens, Lorna knew, a task completed, an awkward day now shelved. She wondered if her mother still loved her, or if her dereliction had effectively stemmed what mothers are supposed to feel. ‘You have been an utter disappointment,’ Marian had said, during that last disastrous confrontation. Lorna thought that nothing that Molly did could ever change what she felt about her, nothing.

She said to Matt, ‘You didn’t have to give them the engraving. You should have let them pay for it.’

‘Even penniless artists are entitled to the occasional lavish gesture. I enjoyed it. Momentary sense of power.’

‘I love you.’

‘God knows why.’

The sun had come out; light chased across the hills. A buzzard floated straight ahead, high above. They stood at the garden gate and watched. ‘Look,’ Lorna said to Molly. ‘Look up there.’ The baby stared at her, and broke into a seraphic smile. There was a smell of crushed grass, and wood smoke.

From somewhere, there came a rumble. It rose to a low roar, died away; like distant thunder, like gunfire. Lorna found herself shuddering. ‘What on earth was that?’

‘They must be blasting, in the quarry.’ He put his arm round her shoulders. ‘Could there be a cup of tea, do you think?’

They went inside, restored to privacy, to intimacy.

*

Matt was acquiring a reputation – some capricious process whereby his name travelled, and left ripples in the arcane world of those concerned with wood engraving: the galleries, the presses, the collectors. Lucas had placed the rest of the prints left with him in exhibitions, and all were sold. He began to talk of a one-man show, up in London. Finish your Somerset series, he urged, this could be a big thing, this could put you in the front rank. Evangelical fervour smoked up from his letters – that eager commitment to Matt’s talent. Matt wrote back, teasing Lucas for being an entrepreneur, but was secretly touched, and worked harder than ever, putting in long hours, day after day.

And thus, in due course, Lorna found herself on the train to London, heading for Lucas’s house, and the opening view of the exhibition. Matt had gone ahead with the engravings, to supervise framing and hanging. When she arrived at Paddington, with Molly in the pushchair, he was there to meet her – exuberant, excited by the effect of the exhibition: ‘The room is perfect – white walls, bare floor. It sets them off. I still can’t quite believe it. When we’d finished the hang I just looked, and thought: crikey, did I really do all that?’

Lorna hugged him.

She was bemused by the opening view: all those strangers, chatting in groups, cruising the room, scrutinizing the engravings. People came up and told her how proud of Matt she must be. She overheard snatches of comment: ‘… really a remarkable style, quite individual, extraordinary sense of volume’, ‘… look at that use of white’, ‘… his silvery greys are most effective’. Red stickers appeared all over the place. Matt was wanted everywhere; she watched him across the room, and glowed with pleasure. She was wearing a dress from Brunswick Gardens days, blue chiffon, that had lain in the chest at the cottage for three years. She disliked resurrecting it, but had nothing else suitable for the occasion. Each time she caught sight of herself, reflected in a mirrored door, she was startled, as though at a glimpse of the past itself: but that’s not me, that person is gone.

They stayed several days at Lucas’s house. Lorna took Molly to see her parents, determinedly. Her brother and his wife now had a baby, a boy. ‘We’re all so thrilled,’ said Marian Bradley. ‘Daddy is pleased as punch. What he wanted, of course.’

They went to art exhibitions; Matt met up with old friends. Lorna said, ‘Shouldn’t you have more of this? Maybe we should leave the cottage.’

‘Is that what you want?’

She shook her head.

‘Well, then. Me neither.’

*

Molly ceased to be a baby and became a child. She ran about; she spoke. Matt looked at her and saw this amazing fusion of Lorna and himself, who was also someone entirely unique and unpredictable. Lorna thought that she could no longer conceive of a time when Molly had not been there; oh, she could remember a world without Molly, but it was also an impossibility, an anachronism. Molly was so emphatically present, so undisputedly there – how could she ever not have been? She ran in and out of the cottage; she brought small offerings from the garden – a twig, a berry; she pointed – ‘Bird!’; she listened – ‘Train!’ Her discovery of the physical world became a rediscovery for Matt and Lorna; they too gazed at spiderwebs, at the tapestry of a butterfly wing, at the red spires of lords and ladies in the hedgerow. Matt, seeing suddenly with Molly’s intimate close-up attention, began a new series of engravings in which small things became intimate structures, studies in form and pattern: shells, leaves, the firework display of dried cow-parsley heads.

*

Mrs Mason in the village shop said, ‘I don’t care to look at the papers any more, myself. All this war talk. It just depresses me. Sure you want The Times, dear? I just stick to the Western Gazette these days. Local news is good enough for me. Sugar, flour, bread, marg., tea, a quarter pound of bacon – is that all? My brother’s joined the ARP in Williton. Trust him – he always did enjoy bossing people about. I told him: you’re going to be really disappointed if it all comes to nothing, aren’t you? No swanning around in a fancy helmet. Well, we’ll see. Personally, I don’t want to think about it.’

*

Lucas wrote: ‘Matt’s star remains in the ascendant. Three of the exhibition engravings sold out the entire edition; high demand for the rest. I am the complacent middleman, stashing away the shekels. How do I remit to you? Cheque? Or are you still keeping money in an old sock? There has been a run on Lamb’s Tales, too – much packaging and posting. It has been a question of all hands to the mill, Miss Kelly and I shoulder to shoulder. I am wondering about an Arabian Nights. Does that attract you, Matt? Or are you committing further infidelities with the Curwen lot – or, heaven forbid, Golden Cockerel? Now that you are the man of the hour, I must become a humble supplicant. Well, think about it. Or, if the oriental theme doesn’t inspire you, what about Gilbert White of Selborne? Or The Compleat Angler? More appropriate, perhaps, given your back-to-nature way of life.

‘Have gas masks reached deepest Somerset? I received mine without enthusiasm. Pictures in the paper of responsible citizens filling sandbags for the protection of key points, with much jollity. It is all surreal, is it not?

‘How does your garden grow? And Molly? Lorna, I have not yet skinned a rabbit, but I have my eye on the deer in Richmond Park, if the worst happens.’

*

‘Now that this wretched war scare is over, we are off to Menton for a fortnight,’ wrote Marian Bradley. ‘Heaven. The Med should still be warm enough for swimming, and Daddy will get some golf. Roddy and Sally join us there, leaving little Peter with Nanny.’

*

Whenever a parcel arrived from Lawrence’s in London, with fresh blocks, Molly was allowed the brown paper wrapping as drawing material. Lorna would cut the sheets up into small pieces, and the little girl would sit at the kitchen table, the tip of her tongue stuck out in concentration, and scribble with her crayons. She was being Matt, Lorna knew, and her creations must be treated with respect, given cardboard frames, placed in a cardboard portfolio and tied with tape.

That fourth winter in the cottage, they were veterans – not impervious to cold and damp, but resourceful. Lorna had the measure of recalcitrant oil lamps and the sullen kitchen range; Matt kept the log-pile stacked high from the wood dumped periodically at their gate by the farmer. They were established local figures now, in a sparsely occupied landscape where everyone was known to everyone else within a radius of several miles, where information travelled as though on the wind, where every chance encounter required a ritual exchange. Matt, out sketching, would be greeted and sized up by farm labourers, by boys out rabbiting, by landowners, by postmen, by the driver of the milk lorry.

‘I am the local oddity,’ he said to Laura. ‘Fiddling away while others work. Grasshopper and the ants. Sitting around drawing things is pure self-indulgence – that’s the view, though people are too polite to say so.’

‘How do they think you earn a living?’

‘I’m a man of substance, presumably.’

‘But living here, like this?’ She laughed.

Time was, she had not thought much about how people earn a living. At Brunswick Gardens, you did not talk about money – that was vulgar. Patently, money underpinned the life that was lived in that house; her father’s departure every morning to the place known vaguely as The Office had some eerie connection with money, but that was not a matter for discussion. Occasionally, others were referred to as ‘not well off’, in lowered tones, as though perhaps they suffered from some chronic ailment.

Nowadays, she knew all about money. She knew the price of everything in the village shop, she knew how to budget, calculate, scrimp, save. She was a connoisseur of jumble sales and thrift stalls. She enjoyed the triumphant discovery of a pair of old curtains that could be cut up and made into a skirt for herself, a dress for Molly. Money had become interesting: a challenge. In these parts, people talked much about money; vulgarity was not an issue. They talked about the price of hay, of rents and rates, of wages and leaseholds. The local paper was full of fatstock prices over which Lorna pored in fascination, and could then see the populated fields as money on the hoof. This fractured vision became intriguing – a flock of sheep as part and parcel of the landscape, its living expression, white shapes against the green slope of a hillside, but also a sober statement of rural economy – someone’s income, someone else’s meal.

The farmer’s wife had given her an old chicken coop and some pullets which, in the fullness of time, began to lay. Now, they had a few eggs. There was a daily hunt in the hedge, which the hens preferred as a nest site. They had their own vegetables too, in season. Lorna found all of this intensely satisfying.

‘Before, I had never in my life done anything useful,’ she told Matt. ‘Now there is a point to everything.’

*

‘Spring at last,’ wrote Lucas. ‘I suppose you have primroses and lambs and all that. Here, we have our urban version, but it’s hard to feel uplifted, isn’t it, with all the papers all gloom and doom. I heard Herr Hitler on the wireless, last September, ranting. A beastly sound – it keeps coming back to me now. And we thought we were spared. Oh, well – one feels oddly resigned, this time round. On a happier note, sales of Lamb’s Tales continue on their steady way. And I hear the gallery is just about sold out of engravings now. I saw the Curwen Press book, and I have to admit – through gritted teeth – that it is pretty nice. I was much taken with the new Spiderweb print, Matt. Marvellous. One of a series, you say – nature studies. Basis of a new exhibition, maybe, in a year or two? If the world holds still.’

*

‘If there’s a war,’ Matt said, ‘I shall have to go.’

‘I know.’

‘You couldn’t stay here alone.’

‘I could,’ she said. ‘If I have to. And I’m not alone. There’s Molly.’

‘Your parents … or mine.’

‘No. Don’t talk about it. Not till we have to. If we have to.’

*

On Molly’s third birthday, they cycled down to the coast, the little girl in the pillion seat that Matt had made. On the beach, she pottered among the rock pools while they sat and watched. She came to them with small trophies – a ribbon of seaweed, a brightly banded pebble. She was intent, serious, busy – bustling to and fro, wearing cotton knickers and a sunbonnet.

‘I want to know what she will be like when she’s twenty,’ said Matt. ‘I want a sudden quick glimpse into the future.’

‘I don’t.’

‘Why not?’

‘It would be appalling to know the future. You couldn’t live, knowing the future.’

‘I don’t want the entire narrative. Just a few interesting snapshots. Molly in some other incarnation. What will she be? What will she do?’

‘We’ll find out, won’t we? We’ll be watching.’

‘Middle-aged fogies,’ said Matt. ‘Making noises of disapproval, just like our own parents.’

‘Only if she wants to live in Kensington, and play bridge. Which she won’t.’

‘Perhaps that will be her form of rebellion. Each generation kicks out at the one before. Artists always do that. It’s obligatory.’

‘Do you?’

‘Engravers are a law unto themselves. We all think we’re innovators. Doing it differently.’

The tide was out. The sea seemed to be retreating to the distant coast of Wales, leaving a great expanse of glittering Bristol Channel muddy sand, fingered by long slicks of water. Behind them, the cliffs were veined with pink and grey; rockfalls had brought down chunks of the alabaster. Matt picked up a large pink piece. ‘This is going to be a Henry Moore maquette – one of those earth mother figures.’

Lorna had brought a cake, and three candles. They found a flat rock at the foot of the cliff, and she set out the birthday tea. The candles guttered in the breeze, and had to be relit before at last Molly blew them out. Then she became intent once more upon beachcombing, while Matt and Lorna sat looking out at the far-off sea, at the white glimmer of the Welsh coast, at a skittering dog, at a row of gulls lining the rock pools. There were scarves of cirrus cloud against a clear blue sky; the late afternoon sun was warm on their faces.

‘Actually,’ said Lorna ‘I am not remotely interested in the future at this moment. I want to stay here, like this, as we are, for ever. I want it to be now, always.’

Molly comes staggering over the pebbles towards them, holding a shell. ‘More cake?’ she enquires. ‘Blow the candles again?’

*

Marjorie Sanders, from Roadwater, leaned her bike against the wall of the cottage, and stepped inside. ‘Thank you, Lorna – cup of tea would be nice, after the hill. In fact, I’m not me today, I’m the billeting officer. Ever so important, I am. Power of life and death. If I say so, you get an East End mother and four children. In your case, I doubt it. Now, you’ve got just the two rooms up and this – is that right? And you’ve not got running water or electric? I’m going to be putting you on the reserve list. We know how many billets we’ve got to find, for Williton rural district, and we won’t need to scrape the barrel, far as I can see. I’m not being rude, you’ve made this place a nice home, but you’d be hard put to it to squeeze any extra in. So I’ll just tick you off, and be on my way, when that kettle’s boiled. Heaven knows how they’re going to settle in, when they come. If they come. I mean, town people are different, aren’t they?’

*

‘It’s going to happen, isn’t it?’ said Lorna. ‘The war.’

‘I suppose so.’

They were in the shed. Matt was taking the first print from a newly engraved block. He eased the back of a spoon to and fro over the paper, back and forth, across and across, picked the paper off and there was the proof print: an intimate scrutiny of dandelion clocks, which made them into something startling, unique.

He stared at the print: ‘It makes me wonder what the hell I’m doing, fossicking away.’

‘Don’t,’ she said. ‘Don’t wonder. You wouldn’t have, before. It’s just that everything’s gone wrong. Look – I found the first ripe blackberries.’

*

When it came, it came in the form of tea urns, the train and crying children. They cycled down to Roadwater, alerted to the need for helpers at the village hall, leaving Molly with the farmer’s wife. Eight hundred women and children from London were anticipated at Washford, who would have been waiting, and travelling, for many hours, all of whom must be allocated billets before nightfall. Matt joined those helping to escort and identify the evacuees; Lorna was put onto the distribution of tea and sandwiches. First, there was the bustle of expectation, instructions, queries, the assembling of trestle tables, chairs – an almost festive atmosphere. Then suddenly they were here, and the place was full, lines of people spilling out into the road, ranks of drab, tired women clutching babies, toddlers. The hall became hot, smoky, ripe with the smell of sweat and children. Lorna gave tea to a richly pregnant girl, and found her a chair. The voices all around were those of strangers, alien, not the soft Somerset voices to which she had grown accustomed; these people came from a London that she never knew existed. ‘I’m a Londoner too,’ she said, trying to make contact, and the women stared at her with scepticism. There were so many of them, and the rumour was that there would be more trainloads tomorrow and Monday. Suddenly, the cruel black print of newspapers, from which you shied away, was turned into an awful reality, in which the certainties of the world that you knew were swept aside; it was like being plunged into the irrationalities of dream, of nightmare. This bemused mass of women and children, who should not be here, who did not want to be here. What was it that was expected? What annihilation? What Armageddon?

*

There were many blackberries that year, wortleberries up on the hill, mushrooms, hazelnuts. The hedges glowed with hips and haws. The sunshine reached far into October, the leaves turned, the first frosts came, and an autumn gale or two. The oak tree beside the cottage rattled acorns onto the roof, and shed a small branch.

Everything had happened, but also nothing. London was not burning; nor Liverpool, nor Birmingham, nor Manchester. Things went on as they had before, except that they were different. You must obey remote, draconian regulations: comply with the blackout requirements, stick sheets of cardboard over the cottage windows, eat what you were told to eat, go to Williton to register for a ration book. People grumbled and complied, laughed and negotiated. In a trickle, then a stream, the London women got on the trains and went back; they were homesick, they couldn’t be doing with the food, the quiet, this foreign land.

You stood at the gate and watched for the postman, holding Molly’s hand. What did he have in his bag today? He had taken on a new significance, and he knew it – now he was half apologetic, half portentous. ‘Just a letter for you – nothing for him. Young Ted Moult had his papers, though. They’re taking the boys first. They always do that, don’t they? Your husband’ll be in the clear for a while. Maybe they won’t want him at all, the way things are going.’

When the winter arrived, it bit sharp. On New Year’s Day the frost was deep into the ground, the ploughlands ice hard, the trees stiffly white. The tap had to be unwrapped from a cocoon of sacking each morning, before they could get water. The privy was a test of endurance. It was February when at last the thaw came, and then the spring was one of tranquil beauty; days as warm as summer, everything rushing into growth, birds nesting in March.

At first, this time seemed simply like an extension of life before, though infected by all the dictates of the day – the restrictions, the regulations. Matt bought a wireless; it crouched on the kitchen dresser, an alien presence which became insistent each night, as they turned on the nine o’clock news and that clipped voice filled the room. And Matt himself began to change; he was often silent, he found it hard to work, his state of unrest was grimly apparent. When March came, he offered himself to the farmer, and helped out with lambing and other jobs. ‘I have to be up and about,’ he told Lorna. ‘If I sit here, working, I feel … pent up.’ Many of the local young men were now gone, those not in reserved occupations, and Lorna knew what was in his mind, though they did not talk of it – that he would volunteer before his call-up papers came.

When at last Germany moved, and the wireless talked every night of Norway, she knew that it was only a matter of time. In the event, his papers came on the day that German forces invaded Belgium, and she realized when she saw him holding the brown envelope that he was relieved.

He said, ‘Well, this is it. I’m to go for a soldier.’

‘Right away?’

‘Yes.’

‘Oh …’

‘We knew.’ He put his arms round her. ‘It’ll be all right. It’s you I’m worried for. It’ll be hard here. I think you should …’

‘No,’ she said. ‘I’m staying. If it’s too hard – well, I’ll think of something.’

It was high spring. The hedges and woods were full of warblers; there were creamy rivers of may blossom. That night, he made love to her with a kind of desperate passion.

*

‘We are being broken in,’ Matt wrote. ‘It is a tedious process. Much marching about and being shouted at. I hold a gun, for the first time in my life, and believe I understand how the thing works. Then we march about some more, and do physical jerks, and different men shout at us. Initially, we are culled. I had not realized that there are so many people in this country unable to read or write. An illiterate soldier is no good to the army. They whipped them out and took them away; apparently they will come back in due course, miraculously enlightened. I am told that I should apply to be an officer. I don’t see myself as a leader of men, but they say the food is better.

‘Oh, my darling – if I could tell you how I miss you. It has been forty-seven days, and it feels like a thousand years.’

*

Every night, she listened to the news, alone, Molly upstairs asleep, and the catalogue of distress and disaster was spelled out in those crisp tones – unemphatic, unemotional. She found herself going more and more into the village, to sit on a bench in the recreation ground, while Molly played with other children, and to be with other women whose men had gone. In early June, two boys who had been at Dunkirk came home to the village on leave, and their stories ran like wildfire from mouth to mouth. She saw that what you heard each night, that measured account, bleached of everything except facts and figures, was a hollow mockery of what was really happening. Once, she went with the farmer’s wife to Minehead and saw a newsreel: long lines of exhausted, unshaven men, some with bandaged limbs or heads. ‘And you can be sure they’re not showing us the half of it,’ said her companion.

In August, she watched the skies, as did everyone. From time to time, planes went over, high above, anonymous, and people wondered if they were theirs or ours. But the daily fights of which they heard each night, this terrible maelstrom up above, were far away, over Hampshire and Sussex and the Channel. Except, she thought, that that is not so very far away, not far away at all. And then, in September, everything changed again, and now it was London of which they heard, night after night. The London women and children were back, hundreds of them, scattered all over the landscape, their voices always startling in shops, or on buses, or in school playgrounds.

*

Lorna puts the leaflet on the dresser, behind the cherished Victorian teapot from a bring-and-buy sale. STAY WHERE YOU ARE, it says. The government is instructing her what to do in the event of invasion. She must not take flight, as people had done in France, Holland and Belgium, thus preventing soldiers from getting at the enemy, and inviting use as a human shield. If she does this, the enemy may machine-gun her from the air. Her and Molly. She looks out into the lane, and sees it filled with people from the village, from the farms around, people she knows, carrying suitcases, pulling carts with mattresses and blankets, and from somewhere above Croydon Hill the enemy planes are coming, swooping down across the fields, their guns primed.

So she must stay put. She must stay where she is. And, anyway, where would I go? she wonders. They will ring the church bells if the invasion comes. People are quite brisk and matter-of-fact about it; the Invasion Committees have everything in hand, they say. There is a deal of defiant talk. But she suspects that there are others who have that knot of fear in the stomach.

*

She walked the lanes and the fields, in the late summer heat. Everything seemed sharper than ever before, more arresting, as though she saw with heightened vision. The hedgerows hinted at autumn: there were tawny hips and haws, red and green blackberries. But there was growth still: the sharp green of young ferns springing up in the wake of the hedge-trimmer, canary-yellow flights of toadflax and the pink flush of young oak leaves – reminders of spring, as though time now and time to come coincided, coexisted, as though the future were subsumed into the present.

*

The news came from the farmer, stopping by on his pony, his usually dour face lit up: ‘Telephone message for you. He’s got three days’ leave. Washford station at half-past two tomorrow.’

She rode down on the bike, Molly in the seat behind her. Standing on the platform, you could hear the train coming, minutes before, the warning whistle, then you saw a plume of steam, then at last there was the busy sound of its approach, and she thought it the most thrilling thing she had ever known, the most exquisite anticipation. And then it was there, hissing alongside the platform, and a door opened and he got out, this khaki-clad figure, infinitely familiar but now also oddly strange.

They had been apart for nearly four months. All the way back to the cottage they talked, as though each day of separation must be charted. When Molly got tired, Matt carried her on his shoulders, her legs hooked around his neck. Back home, they talked on, wandering the garden path, between the vegetable beds, while Molly ran to and fro.

Lorna said, ‘I can’t believe you’re here.’ She had to keep touching him, looking at him.

‘Nor me. I’ve lain awake at night, imagining this.’

‘Before, we just took everything for granted.’

‘Yes. One won’t make that mistake again.’

He had changed out of uniform into his own clothes. ‘That’s better,’ she said. ‘You looked somehow – older – before. Different, anyway.’

‘The army is a determined leveller. That’s what uniforms are for. Except that of course some are more level than others.’

‘Is it awful?’

‘Some of it. The worst is being away from you. But another side surprises me – the sense of purpose, expectation. The feeling that a great machine is grinding into action, and you are part of it.’

He was about to go on an officers’ training course. She heard this with relief. ‘That means you won’t be sent overseas then – not yet?’

‘Not yet. Eventually, I suppose.’

The hours leaked away. Matt hauled logs from the deposit at the gate, and chopped a great mound of firewood.

‘I do that now, you know,’ she said. ‘I’ve got quite good at it.’

‘Not while I’m here, you don’t.’ He fixed a broken windowlatch, dug a trench and emptied the privy, trimmed the oil lamps.

She found him reading the STAY WHERE YOU ARE leaflet. ‘Christ,’ he said. ‘They don’t believe in looking on the bright side, do they?’

Lorna said, ‘People make jokes about it. Mrs Mason says she’s going to defend the post office with her father’s Boer War blunderbuss.’ She looked at him. ‘Will it happen?’

‘If it does, that’s why I’m in the army, me and all the other blokes.’

He read a goodnight story to Molly. ‘Which one do you want? Red Riding Hood? Goldilocks?’

Molly turned the pages, pointed. ‘That one? The Three Little Pigs?’ said Matt.

Lorna went downstairs. From the kitchen she could hear his voice: ‘“I’ll huff and I’ll puff and I’ll blow your house down …”’ She did not like that story, tried to steer Molly away from it, which was perhaps why it had been chosen.

The nights were an ecstasy, as though they were the first, as though they had never made love before. They did not want to sleep, to lose a moment of this rationed time.

Lorna said, ‘After the war, shall we have another baby?’

‘Half a dozen, if you like.’

‘We’ll have to find a bigger place.’

‘That could be done. I’ll have plenty of work. People will be crying out for art, and the good things of life. Wait and see.’

‘Do you miss it – work?’

‘Don’t have time to, on the whole. I do some sketching, when I get a chance. Try to bank a few images. You’d be surprised what you can do to a machine gun. Let alone tanks on Salisbury Plain. A far cry from spiderwebs and chestnut leaves. My post-war exhibition will have a rather different flavour.’

They walked up the hill. There was a concrete pillbox up there now, squat and stern, staring down towards the Bristol Channel. Molly was entranced: ‘A little house!’ She went inside, and reported empty cigarette packets and a beer bottle. Matt and Lorna sat outside it; the harvested fields were bleached golden, tractors crept to and fro, unfurling the red Somerset earth.

Matt said, ‘My parents want you to go to them, if it gets too difficult here.’

‘It’s kind, but I’d rather stay.’

The Bradleys had fled Brunswick Gardens, and were living in a hotel in Cheltenham. Marian had sent a card: ‘We are quite comfortable, but I miss my own things desperately. One can only pray the house does not get hit.’ Matt had smiled. ‘I don’t see your parents as evacuees, but no doubt it is being done in style.’

‘Actually,’ said Lorna, ‘I sometimes imagine staying here for ever.’

‘That’s fine by me. For ever has a good sound to it, right now.’

Time ran out. Suddenly he was putting his uniform on again. He had been offered a lift to the station in the farm truck. They waited at the gate, Molly now bewildered. ‘Why does he come, and then go away again? Why doesn’t he stay here?’

And then he was gone. The truck rattled away down the lane and everything became very quiet, and still. And empty.

*

Lucas wrote: ‘Well, I am in action at last, if you can call it that. The bombers turned their attention to our patch of London last week – we have had incendiaries, several direct hits, and a couple of UXBs – unexploded bomb to you. We wardens are rushed off our feet, and I am thankful for it. I can’t exactly look the armed forces in the eye, but at least I am doing something, and thank goodness that myopia and astigmatism don’t keep you out of the ARP. Any old crock can be a warden, and plenty are. There’s one chap at my post who’s only got one arm; he copped it last time round, in Flanders. The posts are a melting pot – you meet all sorts; it’s an eye-opener, frankly. Classy girls, and old lags – all in it together. If this war does nothing else, it’s given us a good shake-up. Makes you pull out all your own stops too. As you’ll be aware, I’m not exactly a figure of authority, but there are points when you damn well have to pull rank: put out that light! Get into that shelter! You’d be surprised at me. But by and large it’s a question of running hither and thither, and taking each crisis as it comes. A girl started to have a baby in one of my shelters last week – we got an ambulance just in time, but it was a near thing. I’m a dab hand with incendiaries now, if they’re on the ground. It’s the roofs that scare me – they can be smouldering away and you can’t see. And I don’t like landmines; they float down like great black coffins, and you can’t hear them, but you’ve got to see where they fall, and dash to get people into action. I go through bike tyres like nobody’s business, and spend half my time off mending punctures.

‘Has Matt finished learning how to be an officer yet? I’ve had a couple of laconic postcards – he seems to be absorbing the style. And you? It must be rough on your own, Lorna. I think of you.’

*

‘I am still not convinced that leadership is my calling,’ wrote Matt, ‘but I’m damn sure I can do it as well as the public school types here, and better than many. The company is not to my taste, on the whole – indeed, I think of my time in the ranks with nostalgia, at points – but I’ve found a few kindred spirits. One thing about war, it brings you face to face with other people in a new way. I have a hunch that this is going to do funny things to the world as we know it. I don’t think that after the war – and there’ll be an after, I’m sure of that – people will put up with the way things have been. Men aren’t going to go home, eventually, after what they’ll have been through, and knuckle down again to doing without, while others are doing nicely, thank you. I’m on the side of the masses, of course, and rubbing shoulders here with the ruling class has made me even more so, but at the same time I feel rather semi-detached – artists are a class unto themselves, I suppose, and confused about their own role. No wonder they’re a bolshie lot, by tradition.

‘Rumour has it that there will be Christmas leave. And also that we’ll go back to our units, and be posted elsewhere soon after. Kiss Molly for me, many times. I love you. Take care of yourself – take care of both of you.’

*

At night, she heard the planes. She would lie and listen to that purposeful drone, right overhead, a throbbing sound, menacing because you had been told what it was. Once, she got up, went down and outside into the darkness, and looked up, but there was nothing to be seen, just black sky full of sound. They were heading for the Welsh coast, for Swansea and the steelworks further east, and when they had dropped their bombs they would head back, and you would hear them again. There were local incidents: a stick of incendiaries on some farm buildings not far away, bombs that fell on the moor. Load-shedding, people said, or maybe the pilot saw a light.

*

Christmas dinner was a pheasant, slipped to Lorna in the village shop, with a nod and a wink. Matt had forty-eight hours only. He was shortly to rejoin his regiment. After that … well, after that was anyone’s guess.

‘I don’t relish the idea of the Far East. That is on the cards, they say.’

‘Nor do I,’ said Lorna. ‘I don’t relish that at all.’ The map of the world hung in her head: great oceans, unthinkable distances.

‘I’ve always felt untravelled. Abroad is a closed book. A couple of student sprees to Paris, and that’s about it. I’ve rather hankered after seeing more of the world. Now that it’s about to be on offer, free, courtesy of His Majesty’s Government, one feels a bit differently. All the same …’

She looked at him, across the ruins of the pheasant, the sprouts and potatoes from the vegetable patch. ‘All the same … You’re up for it?’

‘Given that there’s no choice, one had better be.’

The next day, he left again, and the place fell silent once more, and empty. Except for Molly’s chatter, her pattering steps. Except for the postman’s knock, the sound of the farmer’s tractor, his brisk greeting, his wife’s more expansive exchanges, the women who gathered by the swings on the village recreation ground, Mrs Mason in the post office, all those you met in the lanes … Oh, there were people on every side; the void was within, not without.

*

She bought a map of the world, and hung it against the kitchen wall. Now those great seas and spaces were a reality, as well as in her head. The wireless cited places of which she had never heard: Tobruk, Benghazi, Salonika, Rangoon. She located them on the map, and realized that she knew nothing, nothing. What were those countries? Who lived there? Why must they be fought over? Geography lessons at the Academy in Kensington had been volcanoes and deserts and icebergs: history was the six wives of Henry VIII. But Matt knew about all sorts of things. She had wondered at this, in those months when they were first together, had been amazed to realize that much of what he knew came from his schooldays. She saw that there is another kind of education, which had passed her by.

But she had always liked to read. At the cottage, she read: books that they found in the Minehead second-hand shop, books from the mobile library that stopped at the gate on the second Monday of each month. Even now, the library continued to come, and she scoured the shelves in search of enlightenment. She read books about art, for Matt, and history, for herself, and books about travel, and biographies of famous people. Sometimes she returned these after a cursory nibble, feeling guilty, but at least now she had heard of Cromwell, or Gladstone, or Samuel Johnson. But none of this was of any help when she confronted the enormity of the map, with its myriad names and places, its proposal of mysterious diversity. And there was England, up at the top, an insignificant little place.

*

In the village shop, you learned much; you heard that the evacuee family with the Sproxtons had upped and gone, that there was measles at Park Farm, that there would be a delivery of corned beef on Thursday. You heard who had been fingered by the map: ‘Charlie Sanders has been posted overseas,’ says Mrs Mason. ‘He can’t say where, but his dad thinks it’s Malaya. And Bob Lake’s in the Middle East somewhere.’

*

The next time, the embarkation leave time, he did not manage to telephone the farm. He simply appeared. The cottage door opened, and in he walked. Lorna turned round from the sink and thought for an instant that she would faint. The whole room rocked; she gasped. Molly said, ‘Daddy’s come!’ in an astonished voice. And then he had his arms round her, round them both, the room steadied, he was here, truly here, and she was wild with joy. And with foreboding.

It was February. Catkins, snowdrops, the first flush of green. Later, she would reach back for that time, and it was a blur, out of which floated a few concrete moments.

She wakes to find herself tucked against his body, his breath on her neck, his hand on her breast; she lies there, at peace.

He sits at the kitchen table, his face puckered. He is drawing a picture for Molly. She wants a cat. ‘I can’t remember how cats go,’ he says. ‘How many whiskers do they have?’

He is bringing in an armful of firewood. He pauses outside the door and stamps his feet to get the dirt off his boots – one, two. The latch clicks, the door opens, he pitches the wood into the basket. A sequence of sounds that she has heard for the last five years, and will hear for ever: stamp, stamp; click; thump.

He says, ‘I’ve told the gallery to send you the money, if they sell any engravings.’

He says, ‘If we had not met, that day, I think I would have imagined you, somehow.’

He says, ‘Molly has your eyes.’

He says, ‘I’ve got all these ideas in my head, for work. When I get back.’

He says, ‘Yes. We embark on Thursday.’

They went together to the station. She propped the bike against the fence alongside the platform, and they stood there until the train came.

And then she stood again as it left, holding Molly’s hand. She watched the train get smaller and smaller and then vanish, leaving only a trail of smoke. That night, when she heard the familiar whistle, the sound was different: menacing, inexorable.

*

In March there were gales; a branch fell and blocked the lane. Old Mr Timms died, up at Croydon. A fox got one of the hens. Molly had whooping cough. The wireless talked of Yugoslavia now; Lorna stared at the map.

*

‘We are at sea,’ Matt wrote, ‘and that is about as much as I can say, or the censor will adorn this with black splodges. Apparently, we call in somewhere before long, and mail will be taken off. I have seen dolphins, and I am playing a lot of whist – an activity new to me – and there is even the chance to sketch a bit. If I were more famous and had more clout, maybe I could have been one of these war artists – now there’s a thought. As it is, I get the pad out, and am considered an eccentric, but harmless – it is rather like being back at school. You must look forward to my post-war studies of lifeboats, rope coils and capstans.

‘Write, my darling. Letters reach us eventually, and are a salvation.’

*

Lucas had sprained his ankle while on ARP duty: ‘Casualty of the blackout – my war wound, in a very small way.’ Marian Bradley was finding Cheltenham a little tedious: ‘One does miss one’s friends, and there is nothing by way of theatres, and of course the shops so empty.’ Lorna’s brothers were both in London, with desk jobs at the War Office: ‘Nice and safe, thank God.’ The Faradays were concerned about how Lorna was managing on her own, and pressed her to come to them whenever she wanted to. Bryony was now a senior mistress at her own old school, and sent her love.

These snatches of information seemed like messages from another time. Lorna could hardly remember what her brothers looked like. Moving from day to day, from task to task, she felt as though she had never known anywhere but these familiar hills, as though this were the only reality, and everything beyond a construct of the imagination, some old fantasy of hers.

She sought out proofs of Matt’s engravings – prints not good enough for sale – and put them on the walls. She began to teach Molly to read.

*

In April there was a late snowstorm; she built Molly a snowman, and put Matt’s scarf round his neck. The farmer’s daughter had twins, up at Wheddon Cross. The frost got the apple blossom. Molly gashed her leg on a gatepost; the nurse did three stitches. It was all Greece now on the wireless, the Germans in Greece.

*

People talked of the war as though it were a condition: a chronic condition. There was before the war, that other era, and there was after the war, the promised land. And for now there was just an interminable present. The word had its own resonance, as though it had lifted clear of meaning, had become simply a sound. It infiltrated the language of children. ‘It is because of the war?’ asked Molly, when the hens got fowl pest.

But the primroses came, and spring sunshine that flowed across the hills. Lorna planted seeds; she dug a trench for the potatoes. For her twenty-seventh birthday, her mother sent some handkerchiefs and a bottle of cologne; she wondered if Lorna would like to bring Molly to see them at Cheltenham: ‘We could put you up at the hotel for a few days.’ In the village hall, the women gathered to make jam and to knit things for sailors. There was a searchlight battery at Luxborough; the darkness hummed and was striped with light, when the planes went over.

When Matt’s letters arrived, they were already several weeks old. Lorna read of yesterday, and wondered about today. And she too wrote into the future; it was as though they existed now in different dimensions of time.

*

In May, the ferns in the hedge banks were tongues of green flame; swallows nested in the eaves of the cottage. Lorna took Molly down to the coast to play on the fossil beach; there were concrete blocks, rolls of barbed wire, a pillbox on the cliff top. She told Molly: ‘We came here once for your birthday. Do you remember?’

The little girl nodded: ‘There were pink candles. That was a long time ago.’

‘Yes,’ said Lorna. ‘It was a very long time ago.’

Lucas came. He had written: ‘I need a breath of air. May I impose myself?’ He was hours late, having missed the connection in Taunton. Trains were packed, he said – delayed, infrequent, the whole country seemed to be on the move. ‘And if you’re not in uniform, you get those looks. Not quite the same as a white feather, but not far off.’

‘You can’t help it,’ she said.

‘No, but try telling that to gimlet-eyed matrons from the home counties.’

There was an awkwardness; Matt’s absence hung over them as though they both kept looking for the third person who should be there.

‘When Himself comes back,’ said Lucas, ‘will you go on living here, do you imagine?’

She shrugged. ‘Maybe. I can’t … look ahead.’

‘He’s getting quite a name as an engraver, you know. He’s in the top flight now.’

She smiled, delighted.

‘I hope he won’t get too grand for the Heron Press.’

‘Don’t be an idiot, Lucas.’

Suddenly, they were at ease. Lucas told stories of his Blitz experiences; he played snap with Molly, read her a story. When she had been put to bed, Lorna turned the wireless on. The news was all about Crete; German parachute landings. She looked up at the map, and then flushed.

‘I didn’t know where any of these places are. I felt a fool.’

‘A crash course in geography,’ said Lucas. ‘Good idea. Do you know where he is?’

‘Egypt – the last letter. He could say as much as that, apparently. Not where, exactly.’

‘Well, it’s one way to see the world. Very inspirational – no doubt he’ll make good use of it.’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Yes, of course he will.’

*

In June, the start of June, she is outside the door, filling the bucket from the tap, when she hears the gate whine on its hinges. She turns, and there is the postman, so she smiles, and waves.

But the postman is neither smiling nor waving. He has a new look on his face, a look she does not recognize.

The man is beyond apology; he is felled by what he has to do, made speechless. He simply holds out the telegram, avoiding Lorna’s eye. He has seen these before. He knows. And his knowledge leaps to Lorna. She knows too, at once. She stands there in the sunshine, knowing, and takes the envelope, and the postman gives a sort of shake of the head, and turns away, and goes. A thrush sings piercingly, nearby.

*

The farmer’s wife came, alerted by the postman. She put her arms round Lorna, a thing unheard of, and her eyes were red. ‘My dear,’ she kept saying. ‘My dear.’ She was there, and then others were there, stepping diffidently into the cottage, and Molly stood wide-eyed, and Lorna sat at the kitchen table, a cup of tea in front of her that someone filled and refilled, and the day seemed to go on for ever, the hours stalking by, while she waited for this to have been a mistake, some monstrous error, a dream.

And then night came, and the people went, and everything was still the same. She gave Molly her supper, and put her to bed, and read her a story, and then she came down and sat in the armchair, and she began to cry. She cried in a way that she had never known, would not have thought possible, so that she was gasping; she shook, her tears were relentless, she felt that grief was scouring her, draining her empty. She sat there hour by hour, sometimes rigid, staring at the walls, at the ducks and the willows, sometimes crying, unstoppably crying. And then at last she crept up the stairs and into bed, and lay there, wide-eyed, as dawn came into the room.

*

After a few days, a week, she did not know how long, she went to the farm, and told them she had to go. She asked to use the telephone. Then she returned to the cottage and began to dismantle it. She packed away Matt’s tools, and his blocks, and any prints and sketches that were left. She took his clothes to the village hall, and asked them to give them to the Red Cross. She packed up the china from the dresser, the teapot, the Victorian jug and basin, the patchwork bedcover, the books, Matt’s portrait of her and her own clothes and Molly’s. Everything else she left, including an old box under some sacking in the shed, which she had not noticed, and a chunk of pink alabaster from the beach, carved into a figure, that had rolled under the bench.

She wrote to Lucas: ‘Matt was killed in action in Crete, perhaps on the day that you visited. I do not seem able to stay here. I am going to Matt’s parents.’

She took a brush and a tin of distemper up to the bedroom and painted over the dancing nudes. The other frescos she left untouched – the ducks and the willows. On the last night, she sat gazing at these, looking and looking.

*

And thus they went, she and Molly, and the cottage sat empty, but filled with the legacies of their occupancy: the painted walls, and the table and chairs and bed and couch, the pots and pans, the axe, the oil lamps. The farmer’s wife came and took what she could use, as requested, and presently another family moved in, a man who worked on the farm, with his wife and children, and they made their own adjustments, left their own mark, as did others, year by year, decade by decade, passing through. The only permanence was the building itself, the cob of the walls, the slate of the roof. From time to time, some remedial work was done – a coat of limewash, a roof repair. Piped water arrived, within, and electricity. The frescos downstairs flaked and faded, but were left as they were, because people quite liked them, the place was a tenancy anyway and it was said that the farm wouldn’t want them done away with, for some reason. The shed became a depository for animal feed, fertilizer, bikes, garden tools, discarded children’s toys. The oak tree grew a few more feet, an ash sprang up from nowhere, someone planted a quince. The century moved on, taking the cottage with it.
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