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Prologue


When Walter painted his family at evening, a towering angel stood at the door with folded wings.


The fire was lit: it just took the chill off. Sarah, at the bedside, with its slippery mounds of quilt and eiderdown, had turned from the window’s starry sky, the winter stretch of fields, and was looking towards the door, very still. And Meredith, perched on the blanket chest, tugging off long woollen stockings, had looked up also, towards the shivery gap in the landing, and seen, startled, the figure in the shadows, the full strong rising curve of wings, the door about to open further.


She shrank, her face illumined.


The painting marked a turning point, for Walter had not known, when he began it, that an angel would descend upon the canvas – no, not descend: would walk, barefooted, along the creaking landing, his presence colder than the winter air, brushing against the torn patch of paper above the dado, and stand, full of severity and power, outside the plain square bedroom, waiting.


‘Like The Light of the World,’ said Meredith’s lover, years later, looking up at the great framed canvas.


They were walking through a London gallery. Around them people came and went, turning the pages of catalogues.


‘You know that isn’t true,’ said Meredith.




I


In Kent and London




1910


An early summer morning: the first liquid light, the first starling and blackbird, out in the orchard round to the side of the cottage, where the geese were sleeping. The sky was milky and soft as the sun rose; the grass in the orchard and garden shone with the dew. On the path up to the back door the flagstones were silvered with the night’s slow progress of snails. A snail was climbing the water butt, up towards the overhanging planks on the top, where thrushes had their vantage point.


Half a mile away, from the farm beyond the hopfields, came the three hoarse notes of the cock. Walter stirred, and woke. He turned, and the bedsprings squeaked beneath him; his brother’s nightshirted back was warm and still. Walter, the youngest, was often the first awake, the first of them all out of bed and down the stairs for breakfast. This morning he did not want to get up. He lay in the warmth, watching the curtains move dreamily at the open window, listening to the birds.


This was the first true morning of summer: Walter sensed it. Days had led up to this day, this daybreak, and the light at the gap in the faded cotton curtains touched everything in the room like a gift, as if to reveal, for now, for ever, the true and lasting shape of every object – this text hanging aslant on the yellowing wall; this stub of candle; this chamber pot; this full round jug in its bowl; the grain on the drawer of the washstand, running from west to east like a river.


Walter lay in the rumpled sheets and blankets, listening to the breathing of his brother and sisters, and the broken cry of the cock. How still and full the room in the tender light. How quiet the cottage, and the lane beyond the gate.


At length, the door of his parents’ bedroom clicked. Footsteps came creaking along the landing; the children’s door was pushed open. Walter closed his eyes, holding fast to the peace and stillness. His mother lifted the jug from the bowl: he could hear how carefully she did this, so as to leave them sleeping.


Down the bare treads of the stairs. The gush of water into the kettle, splashing into the stone sink, then the bang and the hiss on the range. He heard the back door opened, the enquiry from the geese beneath the trees. Clank of a pail. The chain pulled in the spidery privy. Back to the kitchen, the door left open to the fresh cool air. Another gush of water: into the white china jug.


The creaking return up the stairs. His mother came into the room again. Still as a bird on the nest, he watched her through half-closed eyes, tipping the jug on the edge of the bowl and pouring.


All that water, all that light.


Walter lay looking and looking.


She set the jug down: roundness against rim, the chink of china. As she crossed the floorboards dust danced after her. She drew the cotton curtains, and the room stirred.


‘Good morning, children. Time to get up.’


No one answered.


She went quietly out again, down to the kitchen. Walter heard the kettle lifted, the tin taken down off the shelf. Soon she would be up again, with his father’s tea in his mug. Up and down, up and down, starting the day.


Walter looked at the wall as his brother grunted. In the white china bowl on the washstand, the water was moving. The early sun streamed in through the open window and glanced off the surface: on the yellowing wall across the room from his bed, a tiny reflected patch of light was leaping, up and down, up and down, full of life and quickness.


Walter watched it.


The summer morning spread over the fields of Kent, the strings of hops, the deep quiet woods. Walter lay watching the leaping pulse of light, listening to his waking family, suspended between earth and heaven.


This is the story of art. Of Walter’s art, which stretched back and back. Of a corner of English art, in the years between the wars, when waves of European modernism broke upon the shore.


Walter was too young to fight in the First World War, which he and his generation called the Great War, but the brother who shared his bed was killed: Private John William Cox, of the First Battalion of the East Kent Regiment – The Buffs, blown to pieces on the Somme on 16 September 1916, in the Battle of Flers-Courcelette.


When the telegram came on the squeaking bicycle, Walter was helping his father saw up the last of the elm which had come down the previous winter. His mother came out to the field without speaking. Walter had stacked all the logs in a barrow. The air was full of the sweet fresh smell of sawdust. They looked up, and saw her face.


Mr Burridge from Hobbs Farm rang the passing bell that Sunday, though John William’s body never came home for burial.


They were not the only family in the village.


Lengthening shadows: name after name after name.


A corner of England, a grave in France.


In the winter of 1910, Sarah Lewis was taken by her parents to the Grafton Galleries. It was a Sunday afternoon; they walked through St James’s Park and watched the waterbirds. The outlines of the shrubs on the curving islands were soft and dense in the thin grey London light; black railings bordered the reeds. Leaves dropped from an overhanging willow and drifted amongst mallard and mandarin and teal, out on the silvery lake. It began to rain. Sarah’s father put up his great umbrella and they all stood under it, watching the needle-sharp splash of water upon water, and the pleasure of the ducks. The rain fell harder: they hurried across the grass, and into Green Park, where they sheltered beneath the plane trees. All along Piccadilly, black umbrellas were up. When the rain eased off, they made their way across the thoroughfare, and down into Grafton Street.


The gallery blinds were dripping on to the pavement; people came out of doorways, avoiding the puddles. Sarah’s father shook out his umbrella and held open the gallery door. They stepped inside.


All her life, Sarah remembered that afternoon. After the rain, and the winter monochrome of the park, the London streets and buildings she had known all her childhood – here, with the shining drops of water sliding down the window, was a deep rich light, great flat planes of it, spilling from heavy frames. She was too young to call it Mediterranean. She knew where Paris was on the map, but had never been there; nor to Dieppe, or Provence. She had never heard of Tahiti. But she stood in her damp boots in the middle of the murmuring rooms and something in her leapt.


Manet and the Post-Impressionists. She let ochre and umber and amber wash over her. Half-naked women with great dark plaits of hair lay watchful in empty bedrooms. They leaned against doorways as night fell, squatted beneath luxuriant trees; half-wrapped in crimson and emerald cottons, they brushed out their hair by pools and waterfalls.


Sarah saw her mother on one of the button-backed couches, turning the pages of the catalogue. She heard her father, talking to his friends from the New English Art Club, people who came to the house every week, bringing their sketches and canvases, drinking and smoking upstairs in the studio, keeping her awake. Had they seen her looking at the undressed women, with their strange, watchful eyes?


Some of the conversation in the room was growing heated.


‘Have you seen the Van Goghs? As for Cézanne – the man is nothing but an amateur. It’s a disgrace.’


The catalogue was waved about.


‘“The pictures collected together in the present Exhibition are the work of a group of artists who cannot be defined by any single term . . .” If there were no ladies present I am sure I should be able to think of one. What on earth does Fry think he’s up to?’


‘“The Post-Impressionists consider the Impressionists too naturalistic.”’


‘Do they indeed?’


‘“The Post-Impressionists”! Is that what they are? “Too naturalistic”! Have you ever heard such—’


‘Ah, Tonks, my dear fellow. What do you make of all this?’


‘I fear we are at the summit of a very slippery and dangerous slope. What we see here is crude, brash, unfinished—’


‘I fear you are absolutely right.’


‘But think of Whistler,’ Sarah heard her father put in. ‘A picture is an arrangement of line and form and colour – that before anything else.’


‘Forgive me, Lewis, but painting is about more than arrangement. What is to become of the man who abandons nature? The representation of nature?’


‘Well?’ asked her father. ‘What is to become of him?’


‘Lewis, why are you speaking for the defence? What we see here is grotesque!’


‘Have you seen the Picassos?’


‘Fearful, fearful.’


Sarah walked into the next room. A dirty domed skylight filtered a watery sun. Pigeons walked up and down on the wet glass. Sarah took herself to yellow stone houses in France, baking on long afternoons. She gazed at the distant mountain, observed the geometry of the terracotta rooftops, square-patched with trees. Bitter cypress reached to a starry sky.


The light above the dome of glass drew dark again: the rain began to fall.


‘Sarah?’


She stood before a different London: a stippled yellow sky and yellow river, racing past the sweep of a pink Embankment. The skyline of churches and factories was a heavenly blue; clouds of steam puffed from tugboats on the water, streamed from a train on the long straight bridge. How bright, how alive!


Colour meant something in 1910.


They took a crowded omnibus to Waterloo, huddled together on top beneath the black umbrellas, mackintoshes over their knees. Sarah shivered, and sneezed.


‘You’ve caught a chill.’ Her mother drew her close; Sarah rested her cheek on damp alpaca.


‘You enjoyed the paintings?’ Her father turned up his collar. Sarah nodded.


‘Why?’


How to begin?


The omnibus rumbled over the river. Lights from barges shone through Whistler’s dusk. They caught the five o’clock train to Wimbledon, walking hand in gloved hand past wet laurels. Sarah was put to bed, and had a fire in her room.


She returned to the life of the suburbs: the schoolroom, the windy Common, old ladies with little dogs on leashes, the clop of the milkman’s horse. She took up the routines of an ordered girlhood: hockey and homework and Sunday lunch. Her father taught and painted, and had his visitors. Occasionally she sat for them, and was made into someone pretty. Her mother ran the house and read. Nothing ever happened.


The suburbs had their own subjects, and poetry. Later, Sarah knew that: growing up, leaving home, looking back.


But by then the war had taken half of London.




1918


Walter, too young to go to France, enlisted with John William’s regiment. He spent the last months of the war marching out beyond Dover, up to Pegwell Bay, marching back to Dungeness. Gunfire sounded from across the Channel. The wind stung the faces of the young recruits and blew over Romney Marsh; they tramped over shingle and long damp sands. Seals barked on the rocks, dark groynes stretched to the edge of the incoming tide, the sky was limitless. When they had time off, Walter made sketches in a flapping notebook: the seals, the fishing smacks, the shrieking gulls; the long clean sweep of the shore, a tanker, far out. Sand blew into the pages, he spat it out of his mouth. He put his sketchpad and pens and pencils back in his kitbag and set off back for the mess. When he thought about John William the emptiness felt like the drop from the edge of a cliff. Back in the mess he sketched the men: playing cards, mending kit, polishing patched boots, snoring on their beds.


Once, given leave, he went home to Asham’s Mill. It was right at the end of the summer: people were talking about the war ending soon. He painted his mother, out in the orchard, mending his shirts, and his father’s shirts, under the apple trees. His father had propped a ladder against the Bramleys, but it would be a couple of months, yet: he just liked to get up there once in a while, and see how they were doing.


Walter stood in the uncut grass and watched his mother, drawing up thread, snipping and patching in the warmth of the late summer sun. He could smell the hops on their bines, the dusty stubble in the cornfields stretching away beyond the hedge to the horizon; he could feel the sun on his back. The geese were sleeping, down at the far end, next to their muddy tin dish; bees sailed in and out of the hives. He stood at the easel he’d borrowed from the school, and framed his mother: deep within the orchard, the sunlit stretch of rough ground leading to her chair, her basket in the grass, the blue and khaki heaps of cotton shirts, the white of a pillow case. The smell of turpentine mingled with the corn, the grass, the lavender along the path behind him. Bees droned as he worked at the patches of light and shade in the leaves of the apple trees, at the sun on his mother’s faded hair, her troubled face, so intent upon her mending. For a long time after John William’s death, she had laid his place at the table, counting the knives and forks, and stopping. She had done it this morning.


All afternoon he painted, as the light deepened and the geese woke, and came honking over the grass towards them.


He finished as much as he could of the picture next day; then he went back to the mess. He left the canvas up on the easel in the empty bedroom, drying in its own home, waiting for the end of the war.


Then he came back, and took a good long look at it.


Now what was going to happen? He didn’t know what to do with himself. He helped his father out on the farms. People were being demobbed: his old headmaster came over, to offer condolences. He didn’t talk much about his own time in the war, just said he was glad to be back. Walter’s mother mentioned the painting: he asked to see it.


He and Walter stood in the little square room. It was mid-morning, a cold December day. Mr Hawthorn stood back, and bumped into the end of the iron bedstead. He crossed over, picked up the canvas, held it up to the cold winter light at the window.


‘This shows a lot of promise.’


‘Do you think so?’ Walter fetched out the sketchbooks.


‘I remember you so well,’ said Mr Hawthorn. ‘You and John William and the girls.’ He sat on the edge of the bed, turning the pages. ‘What are they doing these days?’


‘Annie’s in service. Over near Canterbury. Ellie’s nursing, up at the Hall. You know it’s a Convalescent Home now. For officers.’


‘Yes, of course, I remember. Your mother must miss them.’


‘She does.’


‘Let’s see another sketchbook.’


Walter leaned over his shoulder. Mr Hawthorn ran a finger over the long, pure, pen-and-ink line of the coast; he touched the distant outline of the tanker, the plume of smoke rising, dissolving in the clouds. He looked at the men in the mess, the open mouths against lumpy pillows, the pots and pans and tins of polish, a boot brush left in a corner.


‘We had an artist attached to our regiment,’ he said.


‘Did you, sir?’


‘Yes. A fine man –’ Mr Hawthorn closed the sketchbook abruptly and handed it back to Walter. ‘Well, now.’ He got up from the bedstead: the springs creaked back. ‘What are you going to do with yourself?’


‘That’s what I don’t know, sir. It makes me feel an awful fool.’


‘Helping out your father?’


‘Yes, but . . .’


‘I know, I know.’ Mr Hawthorn took another look at the painting.


‘I borrowed the easel,’ said Walter. ‘I must fetch it back.’


‘I wouldn’t worry too much about that. You must go to classes, that’s the thing. The Technical Institute in Ashford – that’ll start you off. Why don’t you get over there in the New Year? They’ll open up again then, I expect.’ He made for the doorway, bent his head. ‘I’ll give you a letter.’


‘Thank you, sir.’ He followed him down the stairs.


His mother came to see the headmaster out. Leaves blew about at the open door.


‘Come and get the letter tomorrow,’ he said to Walter. ‘I’ll write it with my memory fresh.’ He shook their hands. ‘I’m so sorry,’ he said again.




1919


Walter took the bus to Ashford on Tuesday afternoons and Wednesday evenings. Women clambered on and off with shopping bags, farm boys tramped to the back for a smoke and left bits of straw and muck on the floor. The fields stretched away behind untrimmed hedges: too many men away for too long and too few coming back. In the town, the gas lamps on street corners came on at six, flickering over faded brick, tin plate advertisements for Benger’s Food, Bird’s Custard, Kenilworth cigarettes. The recruitment posters outside the Drill Hall in Newtown Road had been covered over with warnings about influenza; the Union Jack run up for the Armistice was stiff with the cold. Walter got off the bus by the cattle market, and cut across the square to the Technical Institute in Elwick Road.


The college had been closed soon after the outbreak of war. Re-opened now by the Board of Education, it offered new classes in rooms done up with a couple of coats of distemper but the same old desks and tables. The art classes were poorly attended at first. Mr Wicks, the tutor, had studied in Canterbury before the war and served with The Buffs: invalided out with wounds to the shoulder, sent back again, sent home with a medal. He started them off with natural history watercolours: on the first afternoon there was a Kilner jar of hazel and catkins, set on a table between the windows.


The refraction of the twigs, and the way they darkened below the waterline, reminded Walter of hours spent looking down into the stream, when they were all children. He sat next to a girl he hadn’t seen since elementary school, and told her about Mr Hawthorn’s visit. She was shocked to hear about John William. She asked if he’d heard about Eddie Pierce, and that shocked him. He saw her to the bus stop, and they travelled together out as far as Otham. Then she got off, the evening drawing in and the sheep ghostly beneath the trees, and he went on to Asham’s Mill, the bus almost empty and freezing.


On Wednesday it was already dusk, and the rooks settling, when he set out, taking a packet of sandwiches and a flask. Edna, the girl from their schooldays, wasn’t in the class: she’d said she’d only be coming on the Tuesdays, when it was light. This evening Mr Wicks had rearranged the tables and put a still life in the middle: three-quarters of a loaf, with a couple of slices and the breadknife on the board, two apples. He wanted them to draw it, to concentrate on a variety of texture and shading. He’d pinned up yesterday’s jars of twigs on the wall. There were sighs as the class got settled, keeping their coats on. The porter came in, letting in the draught from the corridor, and lit an oil stove, supplementing lukewarm radiators.


‘This is the best I can do with the rations,’ he said, fastening the catch and getting up stiffly. ‘Even paraffin’s still a job to come by.’ He went out, letting the draught in again.


Everyone blew on their fingers and made jokes about it. ‘This is what you need,’ said Mr Wicks, showing them his fingerless knitted gloves. They all agreed they were a good idea. ‘This bread’s making me hungry,’ said Miss Whiteley from the post office, who’d been here yesterday, because it was early closing. In the break, they all huddled round the paraffin stove eating sandwiches, drinking from their flasks. Mr Wicks said the canteen should be opening in the spring. ‘Not much good to us now, then, is it?’ They took a look at each other’s watercolours, pinned up on either side of the map. ‘I like yours,’ someone said to Walter.


‘What do you enjoy painting?’ someone else asked Mr Wicks. He said he feared his painting days were over – the wound had been in the right shoulder, and damaged the nerves to his hand. He was glad of the teaching.


‘Can’t be the same, though.’


He didn’t answer.


After the break, he walked along behind the chairs, and had a look at how everyone was getting on. He stopped behind Walter and made a few suggestions. Walter could see what he meant. Mr Wicks asked him to bring in anything he had at home: he’d seen the letter from Mr Hawthorn.


Walter went back on the bus in the dark and thought about the loaf of bread, the crusty bulk of it beside the smooth apples, the scattering of crumbs, the serrations of the blade of the breadknife, made in Sheffield.


Next week, he took in his sketchbooks. Mr Wicks looked at them during the class. He had set up a new arrangement: a bird’s nest and different kinds of moss.


‘That’s a warbler’s nest,’ said Ernest Deacon. ‘You’re right,’ said Mr Wicks. ‘I know I’m right.’ ‘That’s a star moss,’ said Walter, thinking of the stream in the woods. ‘And that’s a common moss,’ said Edna. ‘We’ve got that on our porch.’


The afternoon was sunny. Mr Wicks asked them to enjoy themselves, to use the watercolour to show the essentials. He indicated the deep soft cup of the nest, the curve of the rim, the lichen here and there on the twigs, the different greens in the different mosses.


‘That nest makes me want to put an egg in it,’ said Phyllis Whiteley.


Chink of the brushes in jars of water, the search for greens in a choice of three.


‘You’ll have to mix them, won’t you?’


The afternoon sun of early spring poured in. Mr Wicks turned the pages of Walter’s sketchbooks. Walter dipped his brush and wiped it. After a while he forgot about the turning pages. The nest was a hollowed sphere: he thought for a moment that you might show it only as that, and tried a little sketch in the corner, with the broken clumps of moss beside it only as squares, or patches. He narrowed his eyes for the effect, then found it meaningless, then saw a pattern you might repeat. He repeated it. He looked back at the nest, so small and dense and beautiful. He set to work. The wall clock ticked, Miss Whiteley went to change her water at the sink.


‘The moment I like best,’ she said, bringing the clean jar back, ‘is when you dip your brush with the paint on it for the first time – when the water goes cloudy.’


Everyone agreed. Children coming out of the school up the street ran past.


‘My goodness, is that the time?’


‘Hasn’t it flown?’


‘I must get Molly to come, it’d do her good.’


They started packing up. Mr Wicks came round. He thought they’d all done very well.


‘Mr Cox? Have you a moment?’


‘Yes, of course.’


Mr Wicks went over to the desk; he picked up the sketchbooks. ‘I should hold on to these,’ he said, giving them back. He crossed to Walter’s place at the table, looked at the watercolour nest, the greys and pinks and browns, the feather; he asked about the little essays at something, up in the corner. Walter explained. He nodded.


He said, ‘You’ll go on to something, after this.’


‘Will I?’


The sun was slipping away with the end of the afternoon.


‘You’re an artist,’ said Mr Wicks. ‘You do realise that.’


Doors swung out in the corridor. People were arriving for the next classes.


‘Well,’ said Walter. ‘Well, I –’ Then something in him which had been restless and uncertain, ever since the war began, ever since the telegram, steadied, and settled, into the right place. ‘Yes.’


But it wasn’t then that I knew, he said, years later, holding his love in his arms. That was when I felt confirmed. I knew long before, really.


– When?


– When I was a boy. Just looking at things. Messing about with a pencil. Everything made sense, then.


– When did it stop making sense?


– When John William died. Nothing felt right for years after that.


– Until?


The curtains stirred at the open window.


He lifted her over, to lie on top of him.


– You know when that was.


‘There’s an exhibition, up at the Royal Academy. War paintings. It ends next week.’


‘In London?’


‘Yes. I was wondering if you’d like to go. There’s some good people – Wyndham Lewis, Christopher Nevinson, Paul Nash, Henry Tonks . . .’


Walter had never heard of any of them.


‘Tonks is the head of the Slade,’ said Mr Wicks, packing paints into a cupboard. ‘Professor of Painting. The Slade School of Art,’ he said, closing the doors. ‘It’s part of University College. That’s where I think you should aim for. You’d need a scholarship, but we can look into that.’ He winced as he got to his feet.


‘Oh. Are you all right, sir?’


‘Fine. Will you come?’


In May 1918, Paul Nash held his first one-man show, Void of War, at the Leicester Galleries, just off Leicester Square. Walter had had no one to tell him about this. Years later, looking at the catalogue of drawings and oils from Nash’s months on the Flanders battlefields, he wished he had gone. In those days he never went up to London.


Now, in the winter of 1919, he sat in a second-class compartment travelling up from Ashford to Victoria. ‘We can take the omnibus from there,’ said Mr Wicks, settling into the opposite corner. ‘Down to Piccadilly.’ The train gave a chuff; they began to move. ‘You comfortable?’


‘Fine, thanks.’


Mr Wicks pulled out the Morning Post. Walter looked out of the window. They gathered speed. He looked out on the familiar fields seen from an unfamiliar place: on the Great Stour, gleaming in the sun of a bright March morning, on the clumps of woodland, the scattering of Romney sheep. People got on and off but they still had the carriage to themselves. They went through a tunnel. They stopped at Tonbridge. Mr Wicks looked at his watch, and put away the paper.


‘Tell me about your family.’


They pulled out of Clapham Junction and approached Victoria. ‘This is where I left for France,’ said Mr Wicks, as the platforms came into view. ‘Came back here, too, on a stretcher—’ He broke off, shaking his head.


‘I’m sorry,’ said Walter. He looked at the crowded platform as the train hissed to a halt.


‘Well. Here we are,’ said Mr Wicks.


‘Yes,’ said Walter, as the doors began to slam. And then, ‘I’m glad you came back.’


Victoria Station was busy and full, and pretty filthy. They came out on to the forecourt, where hansom cabs waited outside the hotel. A man with medals on his chest leaned on crutches and rattled a tin. A woman took delivery of a basket of laundry and heaved it indoors; paper boys shouted, pigeons flew up.


‘This way.’


They walked past a flower-seller and waited for a gap in the traffic, then came out on to Buckingham Palace Road. Omnibuses roared past; they could hear the squeal of trams; the buildings were covered in grime and soot. For the first time, walking beside his tutor as they crossed the road and made their way along the crowded pavement, Walter noticed the effect of the wound to the shoulder: Mr Wicks lurched as he walked – only a little, but it was noticeable. Once he put out his arms to steady himself as a boy ran past.


They caught the omnibus and climbed to the open top, Mr Wicks holding tight to the rail. The morning was windy and bright: Walter looked out on the bare trees in Green Park, and the traffic round Hyde Park Corner.


‘I’ve only seen London in books.’


‘Is that so? I must try to show you a bit of it.’


They got off in Piccadilly. Mr Wicks pointed out Fortnum & Mason. Women in furs were coming out of the plate-glass doors with parcels; they met men with cigars. Walter looked at them. Not everyone had suffered in the war, it seemed.


‘And here we are,’ said Mr Wicks.


Flags were blowing on the roof of the Royal Academy, but the courtyard was sheltered. People were queuing, reading the papers. Pigeons walked in and out amongst them.


‘It’s a good thing I sent off for tickets,’ said Mr Wicks, reaching into his breast pocket.


Following him, Walter noticed a girl in the queue. He didn’t know quite why she drew his attention, whether it was the wiriness of her hair beneath the little hat, the gloved hand on her father’s arm – yes, it must be her father – as she looked at the paper he was reading, or just that she had an air: poised, unhurried, serious. Perhaps that was it. After the noise of the traffic, the pushing about on the street, here they were, in a quiet courtyard, going to look at paintings, and she was – she was . . .


He stopped, and looked at her. She must have sensed his gaze, for she turned, and looked up from the morning paper, and for a moment her eyes met his: clear, thoughtful, unperturbed. Then her father said something, and she turned back to him, and the moment passed.


But that was you, they said to one another, years – not so many years – later, she spread beneath him, he cradling her head.


– That was you.


‘Coming?’ said Mr Wicks, turning back to look for him.


‘Sorry,’ said Walter.


They climbed the steps.


He hadn’t known what to expect. Outside, in the courtyard, people were talking amongst themselves: in here, once they had climbed the broad staircase and come into the galleries, they fell silent.


He fell silent.


Men sat slumped by the roadside, their heads bowed. They groaned in the trenches, stumbled through the rain with stretchers, fell into abandoned craters; they died without a blanket to cover them, arms outstretched and mouths wide open. Wyndham Lewis, Muirhead Bone, Henry Tonks; Christopher Nevinson, Stanley Spencer, Philip Wilson Steer; Paul Nash. Walter stood before a little drawing, a chalk and ink: Landscape – The Year of Our Lord, 1917. Coils of wire rolled across heavy mud, blackened trees stood beyond endless water. He walked on and in painting after painting the graves stretched away, away.


‘Walter?’


Shells roared, and the animals were screaming.


He could not look at any more of it.


The sun rose, behind a blood-red mountain, striking the tree trunks, hallowing the mud.


We Are Making A New World.


‘Walter –’


‘Do you mind if we go?’


‘I’m sorry,’ said Wicks, over lunch in the basement restaurant. ‘I should have realised.’


‘But you were there,’ said Walter, drinking London water. ‘You were there.’ He put down his glass. He thought of Mr Hawthorn, last December, come to give his condolences, looking at the sketchbooks, in the bare cold bedroom, saying nothing about his time in France. Not really.


‘It makes me feel a fool,’ he said. ‘Not being there, not knowing –’ He knew if he said John William’s name he would make a proper fool of himself. He swallowed. ‘And you were – you must have – I’m glad you came back,’ he said again.


‘So am I.’ Wicks picked up his knife and fork. ‘I know what will make us feel a bit better.’


‘What’s that?’


They walked down to Trafalgar Square, and spent the afternoon at the National Gallery, looking at Constable and Vermeer and the Dutch masters. The Gallery had not long re-opened; some of the rooms were still shut up, with notices. Walter pictured the ghostliness of dust sheets. They went where they could.


Sun slanted in on to chequered floors, young women stood at the virginals, held necklaces up to the light, poured milk, poured water. He thought of the girl in the queue. The stillness of the Dutch interior filled him; he gazed at tranquil courtyards, arches in red brick, women in black and white.


They went to look at the Constables. One had hung on the wall of the schoolroom, in an engraving: he remembered Mr Hawthorn talking about it, one morning after assembly, pointing out the sky, the tumultuousness of the clouds, the glancing sun, the tumbling water, and the boy.


‘We should go, if we want to catch our train.’


They caught it with moments to spare, puffing back through the darkening fields.


Spring came properly, wet and full, the trees moist green, the blossom thick in the orchards then blowing away into heaps in the long grass. Lambs raced over the fields, the cows were let out, the thrush in Walter’s garden at evening sang as if there had never been a war.


He went back to the classes after Easter.


‘I think you should try for the Slade,’ said Wicks once more. ‘For the autumn.’


‘What do I have to do?’


‘Tonks needs to look at your work. I’ll see if I can get you an interview.’


With the spring, there was more to do on the farms, and fewer men to do it. Walter went out with his father every day, except for the Tuesday afternoon of the class. They chopped wood, mended tools and machinery, patched up barns and mucked out piggeries. They drove lambs to market in Wye. He helped out with the milking on Hobbs Farm most mornings, at Mill Farm most evenings, except for the class on Wednesdays. At Mill Farm she’d lost both husband and son: there was a brother, but he wasn’t quite all there. Walter drove the herd in with his father: Friesians and Shorthorns and a couple of Jerseys. One day she’d start a new herd with those two, she told them, bringing their mugs of tea out. When she felt more up to things. They leaned against the muddy warm flanks, listening. The milk hissed into the pails, the sun seeped through gaps in the brick, the cows licked the feed pellets round the metal bowls. When the evenings grew lighter, Walter took his sketchbook down there. He drew the cows chewing the cud, and once his father, milking the last one, his sleeves rolled up and his boots planted square on either side of the stool, sinewy hands beneath soft full udder, fingers on the wet teat. Walter drew the empty stalls when the herd had swayed back to the big field, and his father’s cap on the nail in the door.


His father turned the pages, looking at it all.


They walked back down the lane to the cottage, the sun sinking, the rooks making a racket in the elms.


‘You were always the dreamer,’ said his father, stopping to light his pipe. ‘It was John William wanted to farm.’


The girls came home on Sundays when they could. Annie said she’d had enough of being in service. Ellie said she should come up to the hospital, up at the Hall. They were taking the overspill of wounded and convalescent from London, they always needed more nurses.


‘Mind you, you need a strong stomach.’


Annie said she would think about it.


‘Listen to that thrush.’


‘Time I got back, I suppose.’


A letter came for Walter from the Slade.


‘Where’s that, then?’


‘You don’t want to go and live in London.’


‘Mother? You don’t want him to go and live in London, do you?’


The interview was at the end of May. Wicks travelled up with him, for moral support. They took the omnibus to Piccadilly again, and then the 19 tram up Tottenham Court Road, getting off opposite Heal’s. They cut through to Gower Street, arriving at the university gates with half an hour to spare. They’d planned this journey the previous evening, having a drink after class.


‘Better early than late.’


‘More time to be nervous, I’m afraid.’


‘You’ll be all right.’


The towering façade of the university faced them across the quad.


Walter shifted his portfolio from right hand to left. ‘Where are we going?’


‘Let’s ask at the lodge.’


‘The Slade, sir? That’s it, over there on the left.’


They looked across the quad to the elegance of a pillared portico, railings and shallow steps. The door was open. It was early afternoon, people sitting out on the grass beneath the trees, smoking on the benches. One or two easels were up. Walter began to sweat. They walked round the quad. Grey stone, broad paths, clipped squares of lawn. They walked round again.


‘What’s the time?’


They looked at their watches as the clock on the roof of the lodge struck the half-hour.


‘Come on.’


Up the broad shallow steps. A staircase right in front of them, a beadle in a booth to the left.


‘Yes, sir?’


Walter told him his business. The beadle pointed out the office. Wicks said he’d wait on the steps.


‘Well?’


‘I’m in. I’m pretty sure, anyway. He said there’d be a letter.’ Walter was shaking. He took Wicks’s arm, they walked up and down on the path. ‘Not until January, though. He said he was giving priority to men coming back from the Front – men he knew, who’d been students before the war.’


The lodge clock struck three.


‘I can’t have been in there for half an hour.’


‘But he liked your work?’


‘I think so.’


‘He must have done. What did he say?’


‘I can’t remember.’ It was true. He could hardly remember a word. A dry quiet voice, a long endless body unfolding itself from the chair behind the desk, a beaky nose. Long fingers, going through the portfolio.


Himself so nervous he could hardly think.


Some talk about the war, the Professor’s own service, his medical background. Pages turned. A murmur of, ‘Yes . . . yes, I think so –’


A handshake at the door.


‘I’m sure he said yes.’


‘Did you ask about a scholarship?’


Walter was crestfallen. ‘I’m such a fool.’


‘Do you want to go back?’


‘I’d look a worse fool.’


‘You do want to come here?’


‘Oh, yes.’ It was true.


They went for a drink.


The letter of acceptance came in the following week. Walter took it into the class. Everyone cheered. He showed it to his parents that evening. The garden was full of birdsong and the hum of bees. His mother got up and kissed him, hard. Then she went out to the orchard, where the washing was strung beneath the trees. The geese came over: she took no notice. She unpegged the sheets one by one, her back to them, working slowly.


‘Mother?’


‘Best to leave her for now.’ His father tapped out his pipe. ‘Time I was off for the milking.’


‘I’ll come with you.’


‘I’ll manage.’


He wrote back to the Slade, accepting the offer. He asked, with great diffidence, about the possibility of a scholarship. He spent the summer working and saving. People were selling off land where they could, cutting back on the livestock. There wasn’t as much work as there had been. He heard from the Slade again. Yes, there would be some financial assistance. He was talented; he had served, albeit briefly, in the Army.


‘All that money, just to be a student,’ said Annie.


‘It’s got to last.’


‘I should think so.’


He helped out on Hobbs Farm with the ploughing. When the evenings drew in, Wicks lent him books. He spent hours with the oil lamp at the kitchen table, looking at engravings of the Old Masters, reading articles in Studio and reviews in The Times of English painters he’d never heard of. The New English Art Club. Roger Fry, Duncan Grant, the Omega Workshops. Wyndham Lewis, and the Rebel Art Centre. Sickert and the Fitzroy Street Group, the Camden Town Group, the London Group. Gilman and Ginner and Gore. Every time he turned a page, he found something else he didn’t know.


Winter came. Men were still missing. No swinging of the lantern across the yard, no tugging off boots at the back door. No click of the latch.


At Mill Farm she hanged herself, out in the barn, from the crossbeam, kicking the chair away. It was the brother who found her. It took them a long time to understand what he was on about.


Everything was overshadowed by this.


Walter left home in the first week of January. He didn’t want anyone to come to see him off: he knew what would happen. He took the bus to Ashford, and he went to say goodbye to David Wicks. Even that was difficult.


Then he caught the train, leaving it until the last moment on purpose. Waiting around was no good. He found a seat by the window – that was a piece of good luck. The whistle blew, the train gave a couple of chuffs, then they were off.


Kent on a winter afternoon. The second winter after the end of the war. In November they’d held the first Two Minutes’ Silence. The girls came over. They all stood in the parlour, listening to the tick of the clock. The bells rang out from the church. Then the silence began.


He couldn’t bear to think of it.


He couldn’t bear to think of John William, dying without any of them. He couldn’t bear to think of his mother’s face, in the silence. His father’s. He thought, as the train gathered speed, of saying goodbye to them all at the door, walking out with his bag and portfolio, not looking back. He thought of her, up at Mill Farm, her husband and son still missing, her climbing up on to the chair in the dark.


Kent in winter. The fields of his childhood stretched away, frosty, speckled with Romney sheep, bordered by clumps of bare trees. He saw a man lead a horse down a lane, he saw the empty strings of the hops, he saw smoke here and there from farms near and distant, a crow flapping over ploughed land.


The telegraph wires rose and fell along the track. This was the fast train. They came to the tunnel, the whistle blew. For a few moments they were plunged into darkness, the carriage swaying, steam everywhere. Then they were out again, picking up speed, the wheels in a rhythm he held deep inside him, making words he was hardly conscious of: far-away-far-away-far-away-far-away.


Clots of soot streamed back and hit the window. The landscape of his childhood flew past him, on either side of the track. Then it was gone.




II


In London




1920


January, mid-afternoon in a cold city. The hour before the lamps were lit: a sinking sun, a smoky sky.


In Flanders and in northern France, rain splashed off pools in abandoned shell-holes. It dripped from white crosses. The mud had frozen.


The men had come back from the Front: war artists without a war; soldiers without battalions.


In the wake of the war, an evil influenza.


Walter took lodgings in Camden Town. Soot from the unswept chimney fell into the fireplace every time he crossed the room. He paced out the distance between iron bedstead and washstand. Between them, at the rattling casement, was just enough room for an easel.


‘I don’t want any mess,’ said his landlady. ‘Nor visitors.’


‘I wonder if you would ever sit for me?’ ventured Walter.


‘Sit? I haven’t got time to sit.’


Walter stood at the window and looked out on Sickert’s streets. Unswept leaves blew along the pavement; pigeons beat through a melancholy sky, over slate rooftops and broken chimney pots. He could hear the squeal of a tram from the High Street, the clank of goods trains. He had walked from the station, past men in doorways, leaning on crutches, holding out their hands.


‘Anything for an old soldier?’


He gave one a threepenny bit, then hurried away.


Now he unpacked, and hung up his clothes in the towering wardrobe. He pushed his bag under the iron bed, and the buckles chinked against the chamber pot; he hung his jacket on the back of the door and piled his loose change on the empty mantelpiece. The room held not a single picture, nor ornament. He laid his portfolio flat on the bed and opened it carefully. The smoky city light made everything different. He picked up the small canvas of his mother, sewing out in the orchard in Asham’s Mill beneath the apple trees, and propped it on the mantelpiece, next to the photograph of John William, in his uniform, taken in 1916. He stepped back on the worn green rug before the hearth; soot pattered into the grate, where last week’s Daily Graphic had been crumpled and laid with a little heap of kindling. The London sky was darkening: he gazed at the dappled orchard grass of Kent and at his mother, so intent upon her mending.


Doors banged out in the street. People were coming home from work. The room was freezing. Walter put his hand to his mother’s face, and bent to the box of coal.


Dusk settled over the parks and squares and gardens. Gaslight hissed in the streets. In her rented room in Fitzroy Square, Nina Frith lit oil lamps and stood before her mirror. She held up crumpled velvet, unpressed silk; chiffon drifted over her bobbed fair hair; she stepped out of lace and taffeta. All these pretty things, spilling out of her open suitcase. Was she really going to wear them again?


The room was vast and chilly. A faded paper of yellowing ferns and parakeets lined the walls; the heat of the fire was lost in the cavernous ceiling. Nina shivered, smoothing a beaded black dress to her little pale breasts. Jet and silver, the beads flashed in the firelight.


Someone in the house was playing the gramophone: After you’ve gone, so fast, so sorrowful, filtered through the floorboards.


Nina frowned, rubbed her bare arms, and flung the dress over a screen. She pulled on her dressing gown, made tea, lit a Turkish cigarette. Mr Schnecburger had given her the cigarettes, pressing a small wrapped packet into her hands on her return to the house.


‘My favourite tenant. Happy New Year.’


‘Happy New Year,’ said Nina, stepping back as he stepped forward. The door stood ajar to his own apartment, down at the end of the hall. She could hear the canary.


‘You will come and have a glass of sherry?’


‘Another time, thank you.’


‘I can help with your suitcase.’ He stretched out a little fat hand.


‘No, it’s quite light. I can manage perfectly.’ She heaved it up the staircase.


‘But you have not been well.’ His voice followed mournfully; he hung on the balustrade.


‘I’m quite recovered, thank you.’


‘People have died from this influenza.’


‘But I have not,’ said Nina crisply, and set down her suitcase with a thump. The odours of the lodging house hung along the landing: cheap scent, stale smoke, the unwashed plate and unwashed glass of gin. She took out her key, unlocked her door.


Well. Here she was again.


Nina sipped her tea, and drew on her cigarette. She caught sight of herself in the long mottled glass, a hollow-eyed convalescent in a dressing gown, and turned away; she sat at the table by the balcony window, looking through worn muslin curtains across the square at evening.


Numbers 34 and 35 held the Swiss House for Foreign Governesses: two young women were hurrying home in the cold. The square was full of hostels and hospitals, of single people in dim rooms and studios. On her arrival last year, Nina had walked round examining the doorplates of milliners, dressmakers, artists’ colourmen. At number 25 was a Japanese flower-maker; in the basement of number 30, Miss Rose Millauro made artificial eyes.


At number 33, on the corner of Conway Street, a peeling hand-painted signboard, a blue arum lily, announced the Omega Workshops. Duncan Grant had painted that once-radiant lily: Nina had read all about the Omega, and seen their designs in magazines. Such fabrics! Such painted plates and high-backed chairs! And the houses all round the square, so tall and well proportioned, held such a sense of Edwardian elegance: of maids, and parties, and chandeliers, cabs rolling up to the iron railings, deep rooms filled with candlelight, the rustle of an evening dress, the scent of a cigar . . .


Oh, how I used to love parties and dancing, thought Nina, smoking her Turkish cigarette.


Now, the houses were all run down by the long neglect of the war, the stucco flaking and the railings chipped with rust; the beautiful deep rooms were rented, one by one. Nina had rung the doorbell of the Omega Workshops and had no answer. She peered through the letterbox on to closed studio doors and a heap of envelopes: the war had stopped everything.


But now the war was over!


Now illness and misery were behind her, and her life could start again. It will start again, thought Nina, setting down her teacup with a decisive little chink.


After You’ve Gone had ended. There was a pause, and then a dance band, light and quick and tuneful, struck up Havanola. Nina’s feet began to tap. She stubbed out her cigarette, took down the beaded black dress, and held it against her narrow hips. She did a little two-step, all round the room, brushing past the screens round her bed, and round her makeshift kitchen.


The record from another room wound down, and started up again. Nina, breathing fast, and feeling a fever rising, danced it all through, and sank into the chair by the fire. Gaslight burned through the darkening square. Tomorrow the term began.


The morning was bitter. Sun filtered through heavy cloud and the rooftops glistened; shreds of fog hung in Walter’s street and the worn stone steps were dark with moisture. He caught his breath as he came out, feeling the raw air go straight to the windpipe, and he pulled up his scarf as he set off, past greying lace curtains and grimy doors.


At the junction with King Street an old horse clopped over the cobbles, pulling a milk cart; outside the Victoria, a waiting charwoman moved from foot to foot. A boy was stacking shelves at the back of West’s General Stores; across the street in the bakery, girls in turbans were setting out trays. Walter walked up to Camden High Street and waited for the tram.


The man in front of him lit up a Woodbine and coughed; Walter ventured a remark about the weather and was ignored. He didn’t know if this was because he had not been heard or because, slight and muffled up and hesitant, he was not worth noticing. He stood looking at the patched tones of brickwork, as errand boys rode past: at the muddy pinks and browns and greys, the shabby paint and worn lettering on the shopfronts. Then the rails hummed and he saw the lights of the tram.


Inside, on the upper deck, he leaned against the unwashed window pane, looking out on to the endless streets of Camden and Mornington Crescent, a fog-grey impression lit here and there by a shining rail, moisture on a dark coat, the dull gleam of pawnbrokers’ gold.


The tram slowed; a woman in a dressing gown drew back bedroom curtains: he caught a glimpse of tired face, bare arm, a vase, a mirror on a mantelpiece. Sickert’s streets and Sickert’s bleak interiors – he felt himself move through lives he knew only through paintings: ennui in shuttered rooms, the tick of a clock through a silent marriage, violation on an iron bedstead. The tram whined, and picked up speed again: the woman and that moment in her life were gone. And as he travelled, watching the patches of fog roll away in the headlights, Walter had a dreamy but intense sensation of the hour, the fleeting moment: of himself living on in a present which should have belonged to his brother, too, and which, even as he lived it, was becoming his past, his children’s past. The time before they were born: that all was this morning would one day be to them.


And then they swung out into the busy Euston Road and his throat tightened. Someone had rung the bell, the tram squealed to a halt and Walter climbed down the curving stair, his portfolio bumping against the rail. People were pushing on to the boarding platform; he squeezed through them, and was out, making his way along the crowded pavement, turning into Gower Street.


He walked a few yards and stopped, hollow with nerves. The sun was rising, watery and pale, above the buildings of University College. The fog was drifting in and out through the railings and the branches of the soot-blackened trees, away up the length of the street. The clock in the tower above the porter’s lodge was striking nine; a rush of starlings dipped and rose around it. Other students were arriving, walking in ones and twos through the gates; a boy went whistling past on a bicycle.


Walter stood on the London pavement, shifting his portfolio from hand to hand, his life before him and his life behind him, an arc between that time and this time: a winter morning and a winter city light, which he noted, stepping off the broken flagstone, crossing the street to the open gates.


The patchy grass and the paths and the broad shallow steps were swept and empty, the stone glittering in the cold. He walked up to the high double doors beneath the portico, and turned the handle.


He was early. He realised this as soon as he stepped inside, wiped his feet and then heard his footsteps loud on the tiled floor. He looked about him: he heard a cough.


‘Classes begin at nine-thirty, sir.’


A large man in top hat and wine-coloured uniform came walking with measured tread towards a booth by the door.


‘Oh, yes,’ said Walter. ‘Yes, of course.’


The beadle entered his booth.


‘If you would like to sign yourself in, sir.’


Walter was handed a heavy foolscap ledger, bound in green leather. He felt in his inside pocket.


The beadle opened the covers. The end-papers were marbled, the colour of flame. There were columns of pre-war signatures: page after page after page. Some of the names he recognised, from all the reading he had done at home last year: Augustus John, Wyndham Lewis, Gwen John, Dora Carrington, Stanley Spencer, David Bomberg . . . And he was following this company. He turned the pages. The columns grew shorter. 1914, 1915 – they shrank to half a page, a dozen lines. 1916. Conscription. Then most of the men were gone and the columns of women signing in grew longer; the surnames adorned with Lilian, Laura, Daphne and Winifred and Marjorie. Beatrice. Walter’s eye ran over the turning pages.


‘Here we are, sir.’


1919. The men were coming back from the Front: name after name. Few he had heard of, here.


He unscrewed the fountain pen his father had given him, a handsome Osmoroid.


Walter Cox. Blue-black ink, and a neat hand. Others above it flowed and flourished.


‘Thank you, sir.’ The beadle drew the book towards him, and blotted it. ‘Classes begin at nine-thirty.’ He nodded towards a door to the right of the entrance. ‘Professor Tonks will receive new students in his office.’


‘Thank you. I wonder, could you tell me where the lavatories are?’


‘The door at the far end of the hall, sir.’


Walter gazed at the cuts he had made while shaving, and washed with gritty soap. The hall was filling by the time he came out, and two or three women were leaning against the radiators, taking off hats and gloves. Walter walked past them, as casually as he could, and took his place amongst a knot of others waiting outside the office with its gilt-painted board: Professor Henry Tonks.


If the war had broken down barriers, and made conversation easier, he did not feel it, searching with sudden anxiety for his cheque book, waiting for the door to open.


‘As you know, you will begin your studies in the Antique Room, and proceed to the Life Class only when you are considered to be satisfactorily advanced. You will attend weekly lectures on Anatomy and the History of Art.’


Tonks placed Walter’s papers beneath a blotter, leaned back in his chair and put his hands together, as if in prayer. His gaze across the desk was level and cool and appraising.


‘Yes, sir.’ Walter forced himself to return the gaze, and was almost imperceptibly acknowledged.


‘I recall your work. You show some promise – if this were not so, I should not have admitted you, nor granted you a scholarship, despite our circumstances. We are reassembling ourselves . . .’


Tonks paused, rubbing his thin lips and great hooked nose. He pushed back his chair, and strode to the window.


‘I fear we have lost a great many men, both on the staff and amongst our students. The School, like the University, has been half-empty.’


Walter watched him, gazing out over the quad. Long-backed, long-legged, grey-suited, he was a waterbird, a wader, a priest upon the shores of the lake, surveying his territory.


‘I myself have recently been engaged in critically important work. You recall, I am sure, that I am originally a medical man – a surgeon. My training has enabled me to be of some service, in drawings of the wounded – to help in the plastic reconstruction of faces. It is a chamber of horrors, but I am quite content to draw them. It is excellent practice, though I fear we shall see for a long time to come dreadful cases of ruined minds. Far more difficult to treat than wounds.’


There was a silence. He turned to Walter. ‘You are of course too young, thankfully. You have been spared such suffering.’


Walter gazed at the panelling behind the heavy desk. ‘I am afraid my brother –’ he said at length.


‘Ah.’ Tonks crossed the room again, and put a hand on Walter’s shoulder. ‘You are hardly alone, of course. However – my condolences. I am very sorry.’ There was a pat, a moment’s rest of the hand, and then he was walking up and down again.


‘But you have a gift, you must concentrate on that. So far it seems but a small one, but we shall see how you develop. You must cultivate this gift, you must be unswerving – I say this to all my young artists. And as to whether or not you have served your country, there are a great number of men to whom I have had to say quite bluntly, “Just because you’ve been through the war, don’t think you have a place at the Slade.” Our standards now must be higher than ever. And you are following a great generation.’ He stopped by the door, gesturing to Walter to rise. ‘So. There we are.’ He held out his hand. ‘Welcome to the Slade, Mr Cox. You may go straight to your class.’


‘Yes, sir. Thank you.’


He was out in the hall again, now crowded and full of conversation.


‘Excuse me.’ He approached the beadle in his booth once more. ‘Could you direct me to the Antique Room?’


‘Straight up the stairs and turn left, sir.’


‘I’ll take you, if you like,’ said a voice behind him.


Walter turned. A slight girl, in a long straight jacket, held out her hand. ‘Frith,’ she said coolly. ‘Nina Frith.’ The jacket was the colour of milky coffee, the fair hair cut in a bob.


‘Walter Cox.’ He cleared his throat.


‘How do you do?’ Her gaze and her skin were as clear as water. She led him towards the staircase. People were setting up easels, all along the balcony. ‘You’re on the first floor. You’re new,’ she said, as they climbed the stairs.


‘Yes. And you?’


‘Oh, I’ve been here for ever. They’ve only just let me into the Life Class – I was ill last term, and missed lectures.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that.’


‘Oh, it was nothing serious.’ Her hand was on the banister, slender and white. ‘Just a terrible bore.’ Walter followed her quick light steps, as they reached the crowded balcony and went down a narrow high-ceilinged corridor. She stopped outside a panelled door. ‘Here you are. Prepare for months of boredom.’


He hesitated. ‘Where is your class?’


She nodded towards the other end of the corridor. ‘In the women’s Life Room – that’s a bore, too, there’s only one, so we have to use it on alternate days.’


‘I don’t quite understand.’


‘Men and women – we couldn’t be in there together, could we? Tonks would have a fit.’


‘Is he very –’


‘He and I don’t get on,’ said Nina lightly. ‘Well, I’m late, I must go.’ She turned, and in the narrow corridor brushed past him, just a touch.


‘Miss Frith –’


‘No need to be so stuffy. Frith will do.’


‘Thank you so much for –’


‘It’s nothing to make a fuss about.’ And she was walking quickly away, narrow feet clicking along the floorboards, right to the far end. She did not look back.


The Antique Room was large and crowded. It smelled of plaster and dust and pencil shavings and, in the close warmth from monumental radiators, of the human body. Casts stood on plinths amongst the easels, potted palms were in corners, drawings pinned up all along the walls.


No one looked up as Walter entered. He hung his jacket on a row of pegs and stood wondering what to do.


‘Ah, good morning, you’re new to us, I think.’ A thin, faded man approached him with a notebook. He held out a hand from a fraying cuff. ‘Bevan-Petman. Assistant Lecturer in Drawing. And you are?’


‘Cox,’ said Walter. ‘I have a registration card.’ He pulled it out of his pocket.


‘Ah, yes, very good. You will need your ticket of admission to the class . . .’


Formalities were completed. ‘Now, then, let’s find you a place.’ They squeezed amongst donkey-stools and easels; dust tickled the back of Walter’s throat. ‘Here,’ said Petman, finding a gap before a limbless torso. ‘I’ll leave you to get on.’


Walter, amidst the murmur of voices, drew a deep breath and sat down. He unfastened his canvas bag and took out the box of pencils the girls had given him for Christmas; he tried them out, down in the corner of the cartridge paper roughly pinned to the easel; he set them carefully on the ledge, with his eraser. He looked up at the limbless torso. It was chipped here and there; dust lay in the creases of the muscles. Pectoral and abdominal: weekly Anatomy lectures were to come. ‘Drawing is the foundation of art.’ He could hear Tonks’s dry, insistent tones as he took up a pencil, and as he looked again at the dusty torso he was filled with nerves. What did he know of Anatomy? How had he thought he could draw?


Around him was muted conversation, the sound of pencils being sharpened, pencils on the page. Now and then the door was opened, to admit another new arrival; now and then someone walked across the room, and pinned up a drawing. The sky had brightened.


Walter steadied himself. He looked with half-closed eyes at the object before him, and back at the paper. And again, and again, beginning to map out the space, the place which neck and chest and belly might occupy, and fill. As in Ashford, he set his pencil in different places, measuring, considering. Take your time, said Wicks. He made a mark, rubbed it out, and made another. He sketched out the whole in a sudden rapid motion, looking quickly from cast to paper, up and down, up and down, absorbed now only in these two things: a plaster cast of a part of the human body; a rectangle of white. How to translate – how to represent – the one upon the other.


It was mid-morning. The room was full of a calm unclouded light.


Days passed. Tonks came stalking round. Walter grew to recognise the particular click of the door, followed by the entrance of the tall grey figure, the quiet ‘May I?’ to the lecturer. Most of the Professor’s time was spent in the painting classes, but he looked in on everyone once or twice a week, and the atmosphere in the Antique Room changed as soon as he entered.


‘May I?’ He came and stood by a chosen student, who struggled to remain oblivious. Most of those in the Antique Room were women. On his first day, Walter had been so anxious that he was barely aware of this: now he was beginning to notice individuals. Sometimes Tonks passed on without speaking, and this could leave people devastated: was their work unworthy of a single remark? The first time it happened to him, Walter was forced to deduce this, and spent the rest of the class in an almost blind anxiety. He had completed preliminary drawings of the torso – his torso, as he had begun to think of it – and had been invited by Bevan-Petman to pin them up, with largely encouraging remarks. But if Tonks did not like them . . .


He sat before the easel, turning his worn ball of rubber in his hands. Beside him, a pencil fell to the floor and rolled along the boards. He bent to retrieve and return it.


‘Thanks.’ The fellow next to him glanced towards the long grey-suited body, now bent over the work of a girl in glasses, and gave Walter a wink. Walter winked back, feeling the first glimmer of friendship.


Generally, Tonks drew up a stool. This was done without preliminaries. He took a pencil from his pocket, he leaned towards the work. ‘Now, then.’ With rapid glances from cast to paper he made a little sketch alongside the student’s drawing: a detail of a limb, a fold of drapery. The sketches were detailed and exquisite.


‘Now, then.’ The stool was drawn up alongside Walter, scraping the boards. The endless body folded itself downwards. ‘Mmm.’ He was thoughtful, taking in the whole of Walter’s new model: the angle of the head on the slender neck, the dreamy face, the eyes cast downwards, the missing arm, the long straight fall of the robe from the shoulder, except where, with a lift of the hand, a swathe of fabric was lifted to reveal a narrow foot.


‘When I was at school,’ said Tonks, taking out his pencil, ‘I was continually learning from books. As a medical student at the London Hospital I began to observe. This is the heart of it all, is it not?


‘Now, then.’ He pointed to the hand, lifting the swathe of fabric. ‘Observe the curve of the finger here . . . and here. Think of the joints, the tendons. Perhaps you do not yet see how with every articulation, each muscle of this young woman’s hand will articulate another. This is not a hand at rest, Mr Cox, this is a hand grasping something, holding up heavy drapery, is it not?’ Long graceful fingers appeared on a corner of Walter’s drawing, the shading as fine as Dürer. There was the merest indication of linen, held and falling away.


‘You see?’ Walter nodded. ‘You must look, and look, and think of the bones beneath the skin. Without drawing – real drawing, real understanding of the body, the artist has no depth. He has no soul. How can you understand what this young woman is thinking, if you do not even understand how she uses her hands?’ He pulled out a handkerchief and blew his nose violently. ‘Carry on.’ He pushed back the stool, and stood up.


Walter sat before his drawing, and before the hand which Tonks had left him. He opened out his own hand, and examined its likeness to his father’s: square, practical, with blunted nails. He thought of Nina Frith, her pale fingers on the polished banister. He had not seen her since.


‘And what, pray, is this supposed to represent?’


Walter looked up. Tonks was across the room, towering over a girl in a smock. He had not raised his voice but each syllable cut the air. ‘You have before you the head of a fine young man. I believe he is possessed of the full complement of features?’ The girl was silent. Tonks leaned over her drawing. ‘This is a nose? This has some relationship to the cheek? The brow? The sockets of the eyes on either side of it?’ The girl gazed at her work, and even at this distance Walter could see her flushing scarlet.


‘How long have you been in this class?’ The room was hushed. She shook her head, and tears fell on to the smock. ‘Quite some considerable time, I believe,’ Tonks continued relentlessly. ‘Quite some time. I find it hard to account for this lazy drawing, this uncomprehending –’ He strode towards the door.


The room, when he had gone, was shocked and silent. Walter found he was sweating profusely: he wiped his hands on his trousers. Someone said quickly, getting up from her work, ‘Don’t cry, he doesn’t mean it,’ but the girl had risen, tipping her stool back, and fled, sobbing, out into the corridor.


‘Bastard,’ muttered the young man next to Walter.


Tonks was the Slade and the Slade was Tonks. It was his predecessor, Frederick Brown, and it was his contemporaries, photographed in charabancs, on picnics in the summers before the war. It had been briefly Sickert, who left to work for Whistler, and then went to live in Dieppe. It was Philip Wilson Steer, the heir to Constable, master of English Impressionism, a man who had managed to spend two years of his youth in Paris and return without a word of French, who taught alongside Tonks for almost forty years, and who, like Tonks, never married.


The Slade was the starry generation of pre-war students: Augustus John, whom Tonks revered; his sister Gwen John, who became Rodin’s lover, was cast aside and died in a street in Dieppe; it was Wyndham Lewis, who blasted Roger Fry and founded the Rebel Art Centre; it was Carrington, who shot herself when Strachey died, and Gertler, her ex-husband, the Jew from Whitechapel who also killed himself. It was Stanley Spencer and, briefly and uncomfortably, Paul Nash; it was Nash’s friend Ben Nicholson, who lasted at the Slade for just one term; it was David Bomberg, briefly fêted, enduring long post-war years of neglect.


But above all it was Henry Tonks, Professor from 1918–30, the atheist who saw painting as a holy craft, who was loved and feared and, in the end, left a long, long way behind; the surgeon turned artist who had never been trained in France, who admired Proust, and Eliot, but who mocked Cézanne and implored his students to turn their backs on Post-Impressionism, Cubism, Futurism – on everything that was new, and unsettling, and bold – and return to the study of nature.


And, for a while, it was Walter Cox, who met all the important people in his adult life there, one of a generation of young men whose lives were lived beneath the war’s long shadow: all those who had been bereaved; all those who had gone, and come back, and were trying to recover.


Walter came down the stairs at lunchtime and saw Nina, crossing the hall with a friend. He stopped and watched them, walking past the beadle and round to the basement stairs. He hesitated. The basement held the women’s retreat – a tea room, the ladies’ lavatory, the models’ washroom: this much he had gathered from overhearing conversation amongst the women in the class. He would have liked to lean casually over the banister, and call to Nina, to address her as plenty of the other men seemed able to address the women – ‘Frith! I say, Frith!’ – but he knew he couldn’t, and so he went on down with everyone else and followed her, giving a cough, which was, amongst all the coming and going, quite unnoticed. She reached the top of the basement stairs, and he stopped, for surely it would be indelicate to approach her there. He turned away and banged straight into someone else, a woman from the class whom he liked: Sarah Lewis. He’d had lunch with her once or twice, in a group, although they’d hardly spoken beyond the pleasantries. She now looked quite taken aback.


‘I say, I’m terribly sorry.’ He was overcome with embarrassment. Following someone, hanging about near the top of the women’s stairs, crashing into people. ‘Are you all right?’


‘Yes, yes, of course.’ She was recovering from their collision, putting a hand to her hair. Looking down at the floor, he saw a wavy hairpin. He bent to retrieve it, just as she did.


‘Sorry.’


‘Please –’ She rose with a half-smile, blew dust off the pin and was gone, away down the stairs and greeting a friend and laughing.


Walter was mortified. He made his way back through the throng, and out of the front door. People were hurrying across the quad in the cold, and he followed them, making for the College refectory.


The refectory was cheap and crowded. He stood in the queue amongst law students in suits, and white-coated medics, as clouds of steam rose above the counter and the girls in turbans wiped their faces with the backs of their hands and ladled out varieties of unrationed cubed soup, mutton stew with boiled potatoes, corned beef and pale blancmange.


‘Next! Yes, sir?’


Walter stood behind a man with a beard, whose fingers trembled. He wore overalls flecked with plaster, and his hands, too, were spattered with white. When he felt in his pocket for change he took time to get it out, and count it. The girl on the till sighed impatiently.


Walter followed him away from the counter, looking for someone he knew. Amongst the University population the students from the Slade stood out. They were scruffy, or stylish: they had an air. Today he saw no one he recognised, and the tables were filling up fast. Ahead, the man in overalls was looking about him. He was tall and well made; his tray shook dangerously.


They took two of the last places left, beneath an oil painting of an elderly Professor of Mathematics. Walter set his own tray down and felt in his pocket. No book – no Hardy, for solace amongst strangers. They sat down. Across the table, the man in overalls struggled to break a roll, and crumbs flew everywhere. Walter drank thin pea soup and left his own roll untouched. Across the room, the door banged open and shut; amongst the clatter of tin lids from the counter, the hiss of the tea urn, and the rise and fall of voices, they made a little pool of silence: two men whose lives were to intertwine for decades but who, at their first encounter, barely spoke.


Walter cut the gristle off his meat. Everyone seemed to have someone to talk to. He looked at his watch, calculating the time before his next class. He thought of his ineptness with women; he tried not to observe the sight of a tall, well-made man having difficulty eating his lunch.


It was the beginning of February, and very cold. People were going down with flu again: it was said to be serious. The papers carried advertisements for Kruschen salts, Formamint tablets, phenatecin; Walter’s landlady believed in Navy rum, last thing at night in a basin of gruel. His mother sent a thick blue jersey, wrapped in layers of newspaper and brown paper; pinned to the sleeve was an envelope with a postal order for 2/6d for extra coal.


He was wearing the jersey on the filthy wet morning he walked into the Antique Room and found Sarah Lewis leaning on the brown-painted radiator, gloved hands outstretched, her unlaced ankle boots perched upon it, drying out at either end.


‘Oh. Hello. You’re early.’


‘So are you.’ She shifted in her stockinged feet, putting them up in turn against the bars. Behind her, the high windows were streaming.


Walter hung up his jacket and cap. He had left his greatcoat in the cloakroom downstairs. In the warmth of the room, after the cold and wet outside, both their cheeks were burning.


‘Do you have far to come?’ asked Sarah, taking her gloves off.


‘Just Camden Town. I’ve taken a room there. And you?’


‘Just Wimbledon.’ She smiled, and turned to lay her gloves beside her boots. The room was filling with the smell of wet leather; the floorboards where she had been standing bore the imprint of her stockinged feet. ‘I’m hoping to move into Hall in the spring, but my parents wanted to keep me at home for the first term.’


‘I expect that’s best.’ Walter stood looking at her for a moment, only half-aware that he was doing so. There was something about her which had always felt familiar, as if he’d known her a long time ago, but he couldn’t place when.


‘What?’ she asked him. ‘What are you thinking about?’


‘Sorry.’ He pulled himself together, went across to his easel, pinning up fresh paper.


‘Oh tell me, please.’


He stood looking at his blank paper. ‘Have you ever had that feeling about someone – you dream about them, and see them soon afterwards, and they look like someone you know very well, and you can’t remember why.’ He stopped, feeling himself sounding far too familiar.


‘How strange,’ said Sarah. ‘Does that mean you’ve been dreaming about me?’


He blushed. ‘I don’t know.’ He went over to look at the drawings, pinned up on the wall.
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