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AUTHOR’S NOTE



From her birth in 1882, Virginia Woolf enjoyed the happiest summers of her life at the family holiday home Talland House, St Ives. After the death of her mother Julia in 1895 the family sold the lease of Talland House. Woolf recreates these summers in To the Lighthouse partly fictionalizing her father and mother as Mr. and Mrs. Ramsay, and her sister Vanessa as the painter Lily Briscoe. The sudden death of Mrs. Ramsay in the novel, mentioned only in parentheses, is one of the most shocking deaths in twentieth-century literature. To the Lighthouse means a great deal to me. My mother was forty-nine when she died, and I was thirteen, the same ages as Julia Stephen, and Woolf (then Virginia Stephen) when Julia died. Woolf ’s descriptions of Mrs. Ramsay I found extraordinarily moving when I first read the novel as an adolescent, so I had to discover how Mrs. Ramsay died.
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THE ROYAL ACADEMY, LONDON
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PLUCKING A GLASS OF CHAMPAGNE FROM A PASSING waiter, Lily was desperate for a cigarette, but none of the ladies were smoking.


“Can you see my painting?”


“There it is, Lily,” Eliza said. “Look—they’ve placed it at eye level! Not skied at all.”


“Goodness. I imagined the Royal Academy would hate my colours.”


“You’re a revolutionary,” Eliza said, smiling, as she rearranged the French lace around her shoulders. “Clashing colours are the thing. It’s a new era.”


Lily raised her glass to Eliza. She knew she could paint and Dahlias might change things; she felt this with a brilliant intensity, like holding a nugget of gold. The blooms in the painting were almost alive. But never as much as in Talland House garden, where her beloved Mrs. Ramsay’s favourite flowers stood glorious in front of a purple escallonia hedge.


The gallery was too crowded and hot to think clearly. Painting was the one thing she thought about, and she couldn’t hide the joy she got from it, a sense of completeness, of being herself, of feeling as if she’d taken wing and everything else was insignificant. And it was the one thing she’d ever been good at.


Draining her glass, Lily strode after Eliza to the end of the high-ceilinged room. It was full of men in top hats dressed in black frock coats stretched over fat stomachs, but their clothes weren’t for mourning. They weren’t examining the pictures much at all, looking for their own kind, their own “set,” with flushed red faces, moustaches grown into noses, waistcoats dotted with shiny buttons.


“A new era? So why do men claim they won the Great War,” she said, wondering where the waiters had gone with the champagne, “when they’ve only won it for half the population, and the other half have taken a step backwards?”


“Don’t bother about them,” Eliza said. “Let’s see who else is at eye level.”


During the war, what with the nursing, there’d been a few hours snatched here and there for painting in the small studio close to Father’s study, but the moments after painting were liberating. Those Sunday evenings had made her feel free, walking alone to Victoria and the tram back to the hospital, sometimes as late as midnight. Trees appeared taller in the shadows; houses haunting in the blackout, no glints allowed from windows. With iron railings torn from their sockets to be melted down for guns, the remaining rounded shapes along the perimeters of houses were like animal footprints, making her imagine black leopards prowling the streets of South Kensington. There was beauty and adventure in London’s wartime streets.


In the next gallery, Lily could feel her face becoming shiny. “I’m thirsty,” she said, smiling at Eliza. “Let’s go and have tea.”


The crowd parted, and in front stood two men, one older with a younger companion, declaring a painting’s surface was too flat. It was his rich tenor voice Lily recognized first. Her memories hadn’t faded over the years. Now her whole body felt warm, and, with a stomach twist of embarrassment, she turned to Eliza.


“It’s Louis Grier and Hilary Hunt,” she whispered.


It was the effect of Louis’s smile and the touch of his hand Lily most remembered, and somehow, for a moment, the gallery seemed to be as vibrant as its art. He was well dressed in a three-piece suit rather than the old rough trousers spattered with paint she was used to, but he still wore the same jaunty hat he’d always worn. The hair peeking out was almost completely grey; he wasn’t wearing a wedding ring. Hunt hadn’t aged so well, seemingly settled into a suit like a stout businessman. Lily felt pulled back to St Ives, but she wasn’t an indecisive young girl any longer. If only she’d been braver, more honest then about her feelings for Louis. Was it too late? She stood behind him, scrutinizing the painting. The image was too conventional, not true of her memories of Cornwall’s dramatic seas, and she nodded in silent agreement with him. Both men turned, smiled broadly in recognition, and doffed their hats.


“Miss Briscoe, such a pleasure to see you and Miss Stillman again,” Louis said, and Hunt smiled. “I saw your name in the catalogue. Many congratulations! We hoped you might want to see Cornish scenes in the exhibition, and here you are.”


His eyes were steady, looking intently at her before gesturing at the painting, and she felt her spine prickle under his gaze.


“Is this depiction of St Ives contemporary or too traditional?” he asked. “What do you think?”


He could still make it seem as though her opinion mattered to him.


“It’s too fussy.” The sudden certainty of her view warmed her cheeks. “It lacks the line of your Silver Nights, and it needs more texture.”


“Well, yes, my painting was decently reviewed,” Louis smiled, “but that was many years ago.”


He hadn’t lost his Australian accent. She glanced down at her serge dress, smoothing an imaginary crease in the skirt. Her mother always said her little daughter had Chinese eyes, and she wished she’d risked oriental silk, or at least something more vivid than black, but it was her ideas he’d admired, not her clothes. He’d agreed with her that you couldn’t die from working too hard, only from boredom.


“Your name is not in the catalogue, Mr. Grier. I didn’t think you’d be here.” Had he been in the war? But he’d never been interested in the military and seemed completely unharmed.


“I chose not to submit. There was too much work in Australia, so I’ve missed all the British exhibitions for a few years. I return to St Ives next month. Australia has claimed me for far too long.”


Everything seemed suspended as she remembered the first time he held her arm steady for the long brushstroke needed for a horizon; her whole body warm despite the chilly sea air; the two of them painting together on St Ives quayside; the drizzle on her eyelashes; their evenings in the Sloop Inn, its upper room always full of cigarette smoke, firelight, student laughter. Somehow, she’d felt at the centre of the world watching Louis grasping a tumbler of whisky, his deep brown eyes smiling endlessly it seemed at her stumbling appreciation of seascapes, her attempts to describe what she saw not as boats. “I see simply colours and mass,” she’d said, trying so hard to impress him, while the peaty smell hung in the air enveloping them both, and his hand was close to hers, speeding up her heart.


Hunt’s voice called her back. He was watching her with raised eyebrows as if about to dispense some superior thought.


“How much our dear friend Mrs. Ramsay would have praised your success, Miss Briscoe,” he said. “You must miss her a good deal.”


“I do,” Lily said. “I haven’t seen her since before the war.”


In her mind was the final meal in Talland House before the guests all returned to London for the winter, the wine-infused stew and the treble-soft birdsong in the garden; Mrs. Ramsay placating her husband at the other end of the table with nods and smiles, her face so familiar Lily could remember every detail when she closed her eyes. With a smile, she turned to Hunt, who was gazing uneasily at Louis.


“I take it you don’t know?” Hunt said to her in a low voice. “Haven’t you heard?”


“Heard what?” Lily asked, feeling both men’s gazes on her face.


“Perhaps we might all step into the alcove,” Louis said, almost in a whisper, as he guided them over. “I regret to say, I’m not sure how to tell you.”


What could it be? Something about the Ramsays?


The dark recess was silent, the drapes at either side partly obscuring their group from the crowded gallery.


“It’s difficult to give the sad news directly,” Louis said, fumbling his words.


“I worked as a nurse. So did Eliza,” Lily said impatiently. “We’ve seen everything. We won’t faint.”


“It’s about Mrs. Ramsay’s death,” Louis said hesitatingly.


It felt as if the gallery throng were closing in on her as she absorbed his words.


“She died over two years ago,” Louis said.


“No!” Eliza said. “That can’t be.” She turned to Lily.


“Dead?” Lily asked, faltering. “How?”


“She was caring for a young man near her Kensington home one week, and dead by the end of the next,” Hunt said. “Rheumatic fever. So sudden and tragic.”


His mouth was moving. Lily could sense the words in the air, but she felt as though she were outside of time, where nothing seemed to matter but everything might. She could hear Hunt murmuring to Eliza about Mrs. Ramsay’s children, about Prue dying in some illness connected with childbirth.


“Andrew, of course, was killed later in the war,” Hunt continued. “A lethal shell. He expired instantly they said. Such a gifted young man! Thank goodness their mother died before them and was spared from knowing her children perished.”


As Lily stood motionless, the memory of Mrs. Ramsay sitting in a glow of candles at the dinner table dimmed, becoming a palimpsest under the news.


As she watched, Hunt gazed around the room and seemed about to continue, but Louis raised his eyebrows. The two men caught eyes for a moment and Hunt paused.


“I understand,” he said, “Mr. Ramsay stood to inherit all the art—her portraits by Watts, Burne-Jones, and Rothenstein.” He looked at Louis before continuing. “Those albumen prints taken by her aunt are quite valuable now, I believe.”


Louis put a hand on Hunt’s arm. Lily stared through Hunt, amazed at how callous and crass he was to talk about the value of Mrs. Ramsay’s art; Lily was somewhere above herself with everything tiny and far away. Her cheeks were wet, and she felt a wave of gratitude as Louis held out a handkerchief with an apologetic wince.


“I do regret our abruptness,” he said. “Her death was so sudden, not the lingering state one would expect with a fever. So it was a shock to us all. I thought the news more generally known. You were once such good friends of the Ramsays. I imagined you would be some of the first to hear. It was unconscionable to speak in public. Please, let me escort you both outside into the tea area. More air there.”


He offered his arm to Lily and she stumbled forward, thinking of the day Mrs. Ramsay first invited her to Talland House. There was something not quite right, something troubling about the Ramsays she’d tried to fathom, tried to counter with her affection for Mrs. Ramsay and painting her portrait, but, as her senses filled with the escallonia scent from the garden high above St Ives on what had been the last warm day of summer, the sweetness was all she could remember.





II


—


1900


ST IVES
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IT WAS AUTUMN, BUT THE PLATFORM ALREADY SPARKLED with frost in the early evening. Shivering from the chilly breeze, Lily stood alone beside her trunk, waiting for the one porter. The long train journey from London and the change to the branch line at St Erth had taken all day, but as the local train crested the sand dunes, she had a glorious view of St Ives’s harbour, the seagulls twisting iridescent in the sun, a lighthouse seemingly close enough to touch. The weeks ahead spread out before her like a freshly washed sheet. Here no one knew her, here there were no family responsibilities, here she could be herself or whatever herself would become. She could paint alone all day, perhaps find student friends, gain a new kind of family. What mattered most was she was in St Ives with the most up-to-date art techniques in England.


Tired, hoping to be met by someone from the studios, the station seemed tiny, and there was a pig’s snout poking around a corner of the waiting room, grubbing up the vestiges of a flower bed. It was such a provincial scene, scarcely a week since she’d left the Gare du Nord’s soaring, magnificent industrial roof and the station’s perpendicular glass, as high as Notre Dame’s west window, but she’d run out of money in Paris. At least the chilly air cooled her cheeks, reddened by sitting for hours in stuffy carriages.


“Miss, there’s a horse and trap in front of the entrance,” the porter said, walking up. “I was told the boy will take you to your lodgings.”


As she climbed onto the trap, the lad pushed her trunk under his seat with a casual swing, scratching the top, and she held on tight to her artist’s satchel. The narrow road began its ascent, climbing high into the town, curving left and then right, the sea blazing red behind her. Directly ahead, a church steeple was baked gold by the last rays with the town’s low buildings, sinking into their stupefied sleep, clustered around its base for shelter. The beauty of it all struck her with its extravagance.


She glanced at the boy, loving the way in which evening light made faces such a warm deep pink. She thought he might be older than his scrawny size suggested, and shy, as he spoke without looking at her.


“I’ve been instructed to take you to Mrs. Trevelyan’s cottage in Fore Street, Miss.”


“Quite right, thank you. That’s where I’m staying.”


At the next turn, the trap braked, and she dug into her purse for a coin sufficient for the ride, gazing up at the lodging house. A pig squealed from the cottage yard alongside, a tang of smoked fish coming from barrels near the steps was almost bearable, and the door, set into the cottage’s slate and granite façade, was glossy with a polished brass knocker. In front of the doorway, Mrs. Trevelyan stood, smiling. She was short and rounded by layers of skirts resembling Mother’s favourite maid, and she looked a kind woman with her broad, dimpled face. Lily smiled back.


Pleased her new landlady carried the trunk upstairs, Lily gazed around her bedroom, shining in the raking beams from an attic window. A blackened grate was squared by a mantelpiece close to an iron bed with its own gas bracket. The wardrobe was narrow but with a shelf large enough for her two hats. A low chest of drawers had been covered with a strip of oil cloth matching the linoleum pattern on the floor, and the homemade bedside rug, a kaleidoscope with pieces of thick cotton cloth—reds, yellows, umber, and gentian tessellated like a Roman mural. Perhaps Mrs. Trevelyan had an eye for design. Lily imagined winter evenings, when the storms freed the fisherwomen from endless net repairs, all the women together round some cottage table, cutting and pressing fragments of old clothes through tough hessian mesh, in a cabal of gossip. There was room for an easel under the sloping roof, where she could easily stand upright close to the window.


This was her new home, and she had a sense of something beginning, of a weight dislodged, the mourning for her mother, and she was moving in a new kind of direction. She wouldn’t feel any homesickness. Lily unpacked her favourite brushes, planning to lay out paints on a cut of canvas if Mrs. Trevelyan didn’t object. Through the window the sky had the unchanging gold of a late summer evening, and she pushed the window open and leaned out. A salty breeze streamed into the room. The attic faced away from the sea, but the briny smell was piquant, and the cries of seagulls calling to each other all over the town filled the air like a seashell held to her ear. The street below was a pandemonium of fish sellers’ shouts, pigs’ grunts, horses’ hooves ringing out on the cobbles, and foreign Cornish tongues she’d need to understand. She pictured the zigzag roofs of the grander houses higher up the town at the top of her window as the border of a sampler, with embroidered edges and a space in the middle as if she could sew her age with the date: “Twenty. 1900.”


The jug’s water was warm with a new bar of soap in a dish on the basin. Washing her face and neck, drying drops from her forehead, she read her acceptance letter for the hundredth time. “You will be taught in Porthmeor Studios, which overlook the beach near the harbour.” Painting every day by the water would have made the few months of study into a sea-side holiday if she’d been able to come in early summer instead of the beginning of autumn. Paris had also once felt daunting; it had taken her a long time to make friends, but she’d spoken French like a native by the end of the year. She heard a gentle knock, and Mrs. Trevelyan poked her head round the door.


“Will you be having hot chocolate with some buttered toast, Miss?”
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Lily slept well, but the room was colder in the morning air and the house silent. Outside on the landing was a tray holding a pot of tea and two rolls on a flowery plate with jam and butter. Should she tell Mrs. Trevelyan she’d developed a Parisian taste for coffee with breakfast? No. It would be best to fit in—at least for the first few weeks. She was already late.


Leaving the house, she rushed breathlessly down Fore Street’s steep slope to the harbour. The streets were narrow and crooked, almost medieval, and St Ives resembled a Mediterranean fishing village, like one of those French paintings in Cork Street galleries. Salted fish dangled in windows, and several cottages had hogsheads marked “pilchards” inside their open doors—a grand version of the doll’s fish shop she loved to play with in the afternoons while her mother sewed. Lily smiled. Everything was so quaint and vibrant. Surveying the scene, trying to fix it in her mind, she felt drawn towards the brightness of the sand, exposed by the low tide, shining precious silver with boats dotted here and there, and she was struck with a sudden contentment at the picture.


Porthmeor Studios were ahead at last, hard on the beach, and she felt inside her bag to check the letter was safe and her brushes ready. Climbing up the external staircase, she hesitated for a moment at the entrance. So much depended on these three months: her meager savings, Father’s matching gift, the urgency to learn more, to exhibit, to be admired, to do something her mother would have been proud of. She cleared her throat and pushed down the butterflies in her stomach. Anxious to make a good impression, thinking Paris and London were far away, and she couldn’t live forever with Father, she took a deep breath and grasped the door handle.


Behind her, the shut door shuddered under her hand, echoing around the empty room. The easels were all vacant. Where were the students?


“You’re late!” a tall man shouted from the other end of the long studio. “I don’t tolerate students who can’t keep to time.”


He seemed a giant under the ceiling’s low beams. The broad face, ruddy cheeks, a tieless shirt with sleeves pushed up over the elbows—all signaled activity—he looked like a farmer or an outdoor workman, not an artist. Parisian artists were short and thin and wore black velvet jackets with knotted silk cravats. They called her “Mademoiselle” and never shouted.


He stamped over, his boots echoing on the wooden floor.


“Mr. Olsson?’ she asked with an apologetic half-smile. “I’m Miss Lily Briscoe. There was no precise arrival time in my letter. It simply said Monday morning, with your name and details about the studio.” Scrabbling in her satchel for the document, she continued, “I assumed nine o’clock would be …”


“Never assume.” He stared hard at her. “We start promptly at eight every day except for Sundays. They’re all painting on the quayside, you should be there.”


Adjusting the cuffs on her wrists, she could hear a pulse in her ears and took another deep breath to speak calmly. “I’m certainly not afraid of hard work. I studied at Heatherley’s and in Paris.”


She had a sudden compulsion to look down and shine her shoes, as if gleaming shoes would impress him. She’d had this kind of impulse all her life, telling herself to do odd things, pretending to herself—she could do this, do that—but Olsson steered her to the door and walked her towards the harbour at such a fast pace she barely managed to stay alongside, holding down her skirt, with the brisk sea air cooling her hot face. A dozen students were spaced unevenly along the quayside, falling silent with Olsson’s sudden appearance. Three women wore aprons over their dresses, and the men, jacketless and with sleeves pushed above their elbows in imitation of their master, braved the grey clouds sweeping low.


“Emily, you look after Miss Briscoe. I told you about her,” Olsson said.


Lily smiled at Emily, whose clothes were invisible under a heavy plain serge overall.


“Happy to meet you, Miss Briscoe,” Emily said without much of a glance, focusing on a canvas. Lily, noticing a mongrel dog asleep by her easel, its nose under a paw, thought Emily might be kindly, at least to animals.


“Is that an American accent?” Lily asked, smiling at her.


“I’m Canadian,” Emily replied curtly, but before Lily could speak, Olsson interrupted.


“Gentlemen and ladies, there’s barely an hour left before the rain, I fear, but we won’t be deterred.”


From their expressions, the students didn’t seem convinced, but they kept working. It must have been a familiar instruction. Emily was painting highlights, dragging tints over the canvas, with swift, strong sweeps of the brush. Her hands were square, almost mannish, with bluntly cut nails.


“This morning’s exercise is particularly difficult,” she whispered to Lily. “We’re to paint the white boat with its white sails docked below the Sloop Inn, and the whitewashed buildings above, but make all the tints completely distinct from each other.”


“I’ve never tried so many whites,” Lily replied, remembering her training at Heatherley’s.


“Well,” Emily said, “Olsson does favour sea scenes, but I’m not even sure which brush to use. Anything’s better than pretty English pictures.”


Glad Emily had confided in her, Lily gave a quick laugh, wanting to know more about this older woman who sounded so certain about art. Before she could speak, Emily put an arm over her canvas to protect it from the raindrops.


“The rain’s too heavy even for us. Anyway, it’s time now for lunch in the studio.” Olsson’s voice echoed against the harbour wall. Fisherwomen, mending nets below them on the beach, stared up startled.


Emily neatly folded her easel, glancing at Lily’s thin satchel. “We often bring our own food, so we can keep painting through the day. If you haven’t any, you can share mine. My landlady always gives me far too much.”


“Thank you. I’ll bring enough for us both tomorrow, Emily,” Lily smiled, “now I know the rituals.”


Lily was only to spend three months in St Ives, but Olsson was such a famous artist, she knew she’d be on her way to becoming a professional artist at last.
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Later, gazing out of her attic window, Lily tried to hold onto the day. The vivacious talk, Emily’s generosity, the mixture of accents from all over the world, the silver sand of the beach, the white tips of the waves—it all milled around in her mind, and she didn’t want to contain it. It would grow and grow; her life would be as expansive as she could make it. As she stared up at the grand houses, the line of uneven gables at the top of the town became the set of an exciting silent film rather than the Victorian sampler she’d imagined yesterday, and she leaned as far as possible out of the open window while raindrops sprinkled her hair.
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The heavy rain lasted into the next day.


“Worst summer I’ve ever seen,” Mrs. Trevelyan said with a sniffle, handing her the breakfast tray.


When Lily reached the studio on time, students were gathered in a semicircle, with raindrops from open windows skittering along the windowsills and dripping in sharp notes onto the polished floor. Gazing along a wall whose white-washed background gave the students’ paintings a grey, almost dingy appearance, she wanted to tell them how different Paris was, how their colours were out of date, but she pursed her lips, stepping over to join a silent Emily as Olsson explained they needed to plan their submissions to the next Royal Academy Summer Exhibition.


His back was straight and his head seemed even larger than before with its halo of fair bristly hair. As he spoke, the door handle banged hard against the back wall, and a short, dark-haired man entered. His shiny black waders reminded her of highwaymen. Nodding at Olsson, he gazed around. His was a handsome face with smooth skin and large brown eyes, his beard sleek and neatly trimmed. No longer quite herself, Lily felt her mouth curve upwards. She glanced over at Emily to see her reaction, but Emily was expressionless.


“So here you all are,” he said. “No quayside painting today?”


The atmosphere in the room lifted, like the minutes immediately after a storm when ions rush into the air, as the man flicked back his plaid cape and took off his hat, twirling it high on a finger before tossing it at some hooks. He sauntered straight towards her, his brow furrowed as if thinking of clever remarks.


“And our newcomer? Who is this young woman, Olsson?” he asked, surprising Lily with his directness.


“Grier, this is our latest student—Miss Lily Briscoe, who joins us from Paris.”


They all stared at her. For a moment she was stunned, feeling awkwardly pinned on the wall like a photograph: Paris 1900. She wanted to keep the new French ideas and techniques all to herself for a while, and the pressure of what she wouldn’t say stopped her breath.


“You’ve survived Paris and chosen St Ives!” Grier’s voice seemed to take control of the studio and the students and the whole of the morning. He beamed, looking squarely at Lily, as if willing her to hold his gaze, with a smile ending in two dimples on tanned cheeks. His eyes travelled down to the blouse edging her neck and her tight-waisted blue serge pinafore, and she straightened her collar, flustered. The room smelled fresh with sea air.


“I’m Louis Grier, the other tutor, Miss Briscoe,” he said, smiling. “I paint by the mile and cut off by the yard. It’s what they say about me.”


Taking her hand, he bent over and gently kissed the back. His skin was dry from paints and turpentine, but the gesture was so French, so charming.


“I’m glad you’ve joined our cheery group,” he said, “we happy few on St. Crispin’s Eve.”


It wasn’t St. Crispin’s Eve, or even St. Crispin’s Day, but his theatrical voice—Australian perhaps—was warm, matching his eyes, with the promise of a livelier time beyond Olsson’s stern face.


“Oh, I’m so delighted to be here, Mr. Grier.”


Her voice sounded too high-pitched, and she glanced down for a second at his hand, now by her side. There seemed to be no space between her hand and his.


As quickly as he’d lavished attention on her, he was wandering over to other students who welcomed him with smiles as they filled up mugs with tea from a high steaming urn near the door. Standing next to Emily, Lily listened to their small talk, wondering what all the new terms could mean.


“Surely Olsson will praise a little first, before criticising?” she whispered to Emily.


“It’s Mr. Grier who usually praises.”


A short, tight-jacketed man and a slim woman with glossy red hair watched Olsson layering thick daubs of paint with a hog-hair brush. Not sure if she was meant to join them, Lily felt a hum of connection, drawn to the little group, and walked over. The two students smiled as if pleased she’d joined their world and they were all part of something significant.


“I’m Richard,” the short man said. “Tell us about Paris.”


But as she puzzled over something to say which wouldn’t sound too clever, a louder conversation in a corner of the studio had turned into a lecture by Louis, whose rich voice was telling them about French modern painting, and the whole room hushed.


“One day in late summer while climbing Mont Sainte-Victoire, Cézanne said to Zola, ‘Treat nature in terms of the cylinder, the sphere, the cone.’” Louis dramatized the moment as if he were right alongside the great artist and his writer friend in some lavender field in the south of France. “Think of your shapes, ladies and gentlemen, in relation to your textures.”


As Lily stood at her canvas, Louis seemed to her in a light of his own, distinct from the day, as if he’d strung brilliant bons mots on a line in the air across the room and his words touched the students as they walked back and forth. Why did Cézanne ignore triangles and pyramids? Lily wondered, before pushing the thought away. For now she felt too nervous, too inexperienced to think of questioning such a gifted artist, but she hoped to by the end of the months ahead.


At the same time, she was mulling over how to answer Richard about Paris. Would she seem too conceited praising Paris? It was best to work hard first so they’d admire her commitment, and gradually, as she sketched on throughout the afternoon, she felt the conversations, their brushstrokes across their canvases, all became tied to her like a stretched piece of elastic.


At the end of the day Emily smoothed down her overall, packed away her brushes, and turned to Lily.


“You will come to Mr. Grier’s studio this coming Saturday evening?” Emily asked. “It’s a relief after a week of work, although sometimes the students are too raucous. I could call at Mrs. Trevelyan’s at nine o’clock if that suits you?”


“Perfect,” Lily said. It was astonishing to her that with the simplest of gestures she was launched into another artistic group with no passwords, simply the shared joy of painting. Glancing around, she felt glad to be in St Ives and to be friends with Emily, whose mannish outfit and intent expression didn’t hide her kindness, her willingness to confide.


“What should I wear, and what exactly happens at Mr. Grier’s?”


“Oh, I never worry about clothes,” Emily said. “There are more important things in life.”


Lily was going to say Parisian ladies always wore silk at evening soirées, but she held back and, reluctantly, agreed.
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“Place your easels in a line,” Olsson called out, “so I can examine your work quickly.”


The students’ weekly critique took priority on Fridays, Emily had said, as they entered the studio together. Richard had pushed his sleeves up and swooshed a brush over his painting, hurriedly remedying a poor outline, and one or two others stood cleaning their frames next to an open window, but the raw breeze made Lily’s hands stiff, so she placed her easel far away from where Olsson would start inspecting.


She’d painted one of his favourite sea scenes without straying too far from Parisian techniques. The absence of boats and the traditional picturesque moonlight might irritate him. Surely, he’d see the waves called out for a swimmer, asking a spectator to be the first beach visitor of the year. At least he’d praise her bright colours—fresh from Paris. Unable to think clearly, she went back to her old habit of picking at loose threads in her overall. Her back was tired with the strain of standing as tall as possible, hoping Louis would take over the crit.


Olsson was close by and tapped Richard firmly on his arm, stopping his last-minute brushstrokes. “This isn’t Varnishing Day at the Academy!” he said. “All your work should be finished before the crit.”


Richard tried to grin, but his smile was too fixed over his teeth. Olsson nodded next at the redheaded woman. At least he wasn’t stern to every student, Lily thought, and smoothed down her dress, feeling a slippage of relief, her anxiety easing. A student nearby immediately stood more erect, but Olsson patted his shoulder, nodding approvingly at his picture, saying, “Your figures contrast well with the sky.”


Lily stared. The technique wasn’t subtle; it could have been painted in the 1880s, and it looked like a hundred she’d seen before, making her wonder if Olsson would be a good teacher. Then he was right in front of her, his face as large as the clock on the opposite wall, his eyebrows meeting like two thick black hands. He towered over her with narrowed eyes, his big hands flat on his hips.


“Miss Briscoe, you have learned nothing from my lectures this week,” he said, staring at her canvas. “No nocturnal effect. No moonlight. Not even fisherfolk on your beach. I cannot hang the work on the wall with the others.” He continued, scarcely pausing for breath, “Why are you in my studio if not to learn?”


He turned briskly to the next in line, his bright blue eyes searching for another victim. Lily held her breath, feeling two-dimensional, as though she were flatter as well as shorter, less there for being so severely scolded, and the faces of the other students seemed far away. Not knowing where to look, she stood silent, glancing away from her painting, in case Olsson’s words were somehow branded across its surface.


She wanted to say, “Nocturnes were Mr. Whistler’s style, not what artists in Paris paint now,” but the words felt too big for her throat, and all she could do was to hold back the tears. She wouldn’t cry; she wouldn’t give him any satisfaction. Why had she come to St Ives at all to suffer such rudeness?


Glancing up, she noticed some students in a corner smirking at her, seemingly relishing the spectacle. They’d evaded Olsson’s anger while his giant fingers had picked her up and deposited her on the outskirts of the group. A sense of failure threatened to overwhelm her anger, and she could feel hot tears on her cheeks. He was intently inspecting the last of the students, so she saw her opportunity to escape. With a huge effort, Lily glided behind the row of easels to the door, trying not to be noticed, never wanting to see her painting ever again.


Slipping out of the building without a sound, she breathed in the sea air, leaning for a moment against the doorframe. Then she stepped slowly down the stairs as at the end of a normal day, but she felt made up of different pieces badly fitted together. She couldn’t face another bad critique, her Parisian techniques ignored; being laughed at by men who called attention to themselves with outdated work; trying to be someone she didn’t yet fully understand, afraid the distress of rejection would haunt her nights. It was all impossible. She had an odd sense of having asked too much from life, of needing to get away, to go home to Father, but the last London train must have left the connection at St Erth.


The sky was darkening and seagulls screeched, sweeping close to her head, and she watched the waves crashing onto the rocks, the ocean folding over and over as she walked to the telegraph office by the station. The telegram said she was travelling home tomorrow; she couldn’t tell him why right now. It wasn’t running from one bad critique. She was stronger than that. St Ives was meant to be the culmination of her student life. Now she’d be a student forever.


Reaching her lodgings at last, with a surge of self-pity, she felt the room was out of focus, changed from daytime into a strange blurred gloom with a confused sadness, and the furniture seemed misshapen, in shadow as she packed her trunk.


“I’m going to be away for a few days to see Father in London,” she told Mrs. Trevelyan, too upset to give a full explanation. “I’d be grateful if you would take this letter to Miss Emily Carr.”


In bed, Lily was tired by the weight of everything she didn’t understand and pulled the bedclothes tight up to her chin.
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The next morning, sitting in the ladies’ waiting room at the station, she stared at the door’s beveled glass with the station’s initials in fanciful letters, thinking of her painting and Olsson’s question: “Why are you in my studio?” It seemed impossible to answer. Her eyes welled while sadness clung—an invisible, chilly slip—close to her skin. The course had promised so much: women and men studying everything together, even the naked human body, not like in some London schools, and students listed as arriving from America as well as Europe suggested a heady mixture of styles, but all she’d had was Olsson’s criticism.


Should she have run away? Sighing, she tenderly stroked her mother’s ruby bracelet on her wrist as if it were part of her mother. It always made Lily feel warm inside, but not today. Feeling so abandoned the day her mother died, she’d long mourned her thirteen-year-old self and life alone with Father. Bereft after Mother’s death, words had stuck between her tongue and lips—hard seeds she could neither spit out nor chew. It was seven years ago but still impossibly vivid, and sometimes the pain of it swept up inside her as if it were yesterday. The waiting room door creaked, and she bent over for her bag. The train must be leaving soon.


“Oh, my dear girl.”


Louis stood in the doorway with a smile as broad as the first time she’d seen him. Tucking his hat under his arm, he walked over and clasped her free hand. Hoping that Emily might come once she got the letter, she’d never imagined Louis might care, and the strength of his hands flooded her with happiness.


“My dear, don’t pay any heed to Olsson’s brusqueness. He does want all the students to succeed. Sometimes he expects far too much. We can’t all be miniature Olssons! I thought you’d painted the tips of the waves rather well.”


Smiling back at Louis’s wide beam, thinking even a miniature Olsson would be much taller than she, Lily was hugely relieved her painting hadn’t gone unnoticed. Wondering if she should return, feeling embarrassed by her reaction to the crit, she had to speak, perhaps apologize for running away.


“I’ve been a bit hasty,” she said, fighting back the tears, trying to accept things might never be the same as she’d hoped or thought they might. Even if she’d never paint as well as Cézanne, Paris wasn’t the centre of the whole world. Louis liked her waves, and she suddenly felt something good was about to happen. How did he know she was at the station?


“Emily told me about your letter, and I rushed here. Allow me to escort you back to your lodgings. You can rest before coming to my soirée. The first week is difficult for everybody. You must stay in St Ives at least to Studio Day. I insist. I promise to rein in our Lord and Master.”


Some people she couldn’t perceive, and at first Louis had been an outline, but now she could see all the colours, the flush on his cheeks from running to the station, his eyes more dark hazel than brown. Blissful, she was afraid to say more, reluctant to break the intimacy of the moment. She looked down at her hand in his, without moving her fingers in case any gesture might end his touch. It was in Louis’s cushioned grasp when they reached Mrs. Trevelyan’s. Had he noticed?
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By the time Emily and Lily arrived, Louis’s studio, already thick with tobacco smoke, was full of students sharing chipped cups and mismatched glasses. Two men wearing wigs and dresses ballooning out in layers like eighteenth-century courtesans were putting rouge on their cheeks, and Lily wished she’d known it was a fancy-dress party. Smoothing down her skirt, she thought the crushed red silk flowers seemed less Parisian, wishing she had some pieces of cloth to hang about her to change into a character. She remembered her favourite childhood game of dressing up, trying to turn into the famous people in the leather-bound history books in Father’s study, usually pretending to be Queen Elizabeth I or Boudicca.


Hearing a high tenor and a chorus coming from the other side of the room, she searched for Louis, peering through the smoke and the crowd. He was sitting at a piano, students clustered around him, a black velvet evening cape hanging low down his back, playing a music hall song and singing louder than anyone else. Focused on the music sheets, he hadn’t seen her arrive. The oil lamps gave out a soft light reflected on the singers’ bodies as they moved from side to side in syncopation with Louis, stamping hard on the pedals. He barely seemed to notice the piano keys, one of those people whose expertise seemed easy, facile, a gift. He possessed that uncanny skill of making people like him without, seemingly, having done anything at all. In a pool of shimmering whiteness, he encouraged more raucous singing. With “Yes, You Are,” students were slapping their hands on the piano top during each chorus. Gazing at the bright group, she wanted to join in, but her last singing was with her mother, and could she remember all the words?


Louis sung as powerfully as he spoke, but she couldn’t say anything positive about him to Emily. While walking together to the soirée, she’d told Emily about Louis’s kindness in collecting her from the station and protecting her from Olsson, and Emily had snorted, saying Louis had a reputation and drank heavily, even adding all he wanted were her fees with fewer students arriving now in early autumn. But Emily had a tendency to be sharp and upset other students. Lily wouldn’t tell Emily Louis had held her hand all along Fore Street to Mrs. Trevelyan’s, or that the warmth of his fingers lingered.


“What are you thinking about?” Emily asked.


“Just how wonderful the music is,” Lily said. She was thinking, of course, about Louis, imagining him asking her to dance, feeling his arms around her, treasuring his touch.


“I don’t care for the songs,” Emily said.


Emily mustn’t have gone to theatre in Canada, Lily imagined. “Well, Walter Sickert performed music hall songs in St Ives’s theatre, when he was painting in the town,” Lily said, “so perhaps low life isn’t so low after all?”


Emily sat calm and self-possessed, and Lily stared around the studio. In a corner the German student who’d laughed at her crit was gazing down a stereoscope with two men, flushed and crowding over his shoulder.


Emily caught her glance and frowned. “He’s a confirmed bachelor,” she said. “It’s probably an erotic scene. He must have been abroad and brought back some stereo cards.”


Emily was older, Lily decided, not just in years but in understanding life. Her sturdy mass of dark curly hair, freed from its day cap, was tamed tonight with several slides. She seemed equally certain about morality and men, although it was refreshing in a way, and Lily clicked her glass against Emily’s and gazed at the singers now disbanded, clutching teacups of whisky. The scene resembled an Academy “problem” picture—the decadence of modern youth—yet the music was intoxicating, and the soft light shone on Louis.


Across the studio he bowed to them, and, not knowing what to do, she smiled her awareness, a feeling of contentment secure in her body. Their looks met as if sealed safe behind glass from the murmur of the students and the tinkling of piano keys. Everything seemed to clarify for Lily, then, as she felt herself swept up in the warmth that she might be falling in love. She thought him the handsomest man she’d ever seen, but she worried Emily might somehow see all this in her face, and the studio was more beautiful even than a Parisian bar.


Louis was playing “What the Curate Saw,” the risqué humour perfect for the theatricals. One of the men wore a reversed collar and mimed to his lady friend, with Louis conducting with one hand, amplifying the rowdiness.


“Bicycle Built for Two!” someone called out from the back of the room.


There was laughter and clapping, but the possibility of speeding accurately through all the syllables, after so much drinking, was beyond them. Next to Louis stood the redheaded woman whose seascape Olsson had approved, wearing a tight-fitting satin black bodice and skirt and looking radiant now without the usual overall. Lily leaned forward, trying hard to overhear their subdued conversation. She could tell from his little laughs Louis was delighted. Dragging a long bench towards the piano, he kicked the stool away with one foot, and the woman curtsied, laughing, too, and sat close beside him on the bench. Was this the usual Saturday entertainment? The woman’s fingers were slim and long with jewelled rings, three on each hand, and his hands zigzagged above hers as the couple took different parts without looking at the music sheets on the piano, their heads nodding together as if they were in tune with hidden feelings, as well as the music.


Lily bit her lip and stopped tapping her foot, uncertain what to do with herself or where to look. The woman was gazing up at Louis, and the sight was too disturbing to watch any more. Lily couldn’t sit still, so she swiftly drank down the rest of her wine and stepped to the open door, where Emily stood, leaning against the doorframe in the fresh air.


“My head aches a little,” Emily said. “I can breathe more easily here. If you care to stay, I can always return alone to my lodging.”


“I’m tired too,” Lily said, feeling unaccountably angry.


“Tomorrow promises an end to these windy, wet days,” Emily added. “I often take walks along the clifftops on Sundays with my paints and sketchbook. My landlady makes sandwiches for me, and I’m sure Mrs. Trevelyan would, too, for a small sum. Will you join me?”


“Yes, I will,” Lily said, thinking a long walk might be the perfect antidote to all this confusion.
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The next day, sunlight flooded the streets. Emily was striding along, her satchel strapped across her chest, and Lily strode to keep up, thinking about Louis, imagining him asleep after the late soirée, hoping he’d be alone. Their laced-up leather boots snapped on the cobbles as they made their way in step along the quayside and up to the top of the hill, past its disused chapel, in the north of the town. An empty church meant there couldn’t be any angry worshippers to disturb their sketching. “Don’t work on Sundays,” Olsson had said. Gazing ahead, she was impatient to paint.


At last Emily stopped at a bench near the cliff edge. As Lily sat with her sketchbook open, the sea was in clear bands of blue and green from this height, the air shimmering above the waves like fine gauze.


“I’m glad I brought watercolours,” Lily said, bringing out a tiny white box. “They’re perfect for today’s hazy light.”


“I agree. In my dream last night,” Emily said, “I saw a wooded hillside—no particular pattern or design to catch an artist’s eye. The hillside turned livid, burning green in every leaf. Only watercolours can capture the colour.”


Emily was so extreme sometimes. In the studio Lily had seen her refuse to join in casual banter. Emily said women mirror back to men an image of themselves at twice their size, boosting their vanity, but Lily did appreciate hearing her strange ideas. The hill above the sea was viridian in her sketchbook. As the sun climbed higher, the day became summery.


“The midday sunlight is making everything appear too flat and even,” Lily said, wiping her brow. “Let’s stop and walk on a little.”


Washing their brushes in a clear brook, they stepped carefully along a narrow strip of coastal path between dense gorse shrubs scratching at their long skirts. Lily felt part of an immense world, with all the sea and land, and seagulls and cormorants dipping in and out of the waves for fish. It cut her away from her bewilderment about Louis. At least she could say the image of him and the young woman had faded today into shadowy silhouettes, and nothing mattered but the sun, the glittering waves, and the yellow gorse.


At a stile ahead, the two women clambered over it and jumped down together giggling. A lanky man with a bristling beard almost to his eyes and a Windsor cap crammed over his equally wiry hair walked towards them. The knickerbockers and thick socks pulled up to his knees, combined with his knotted Alpine walking stick swishing between the encroaching bushes, suggested a serious walker. He towered over a boy taking two strides to every one of his, so as not to lag behind. As they came alongside, the boy opened a large clasp knife and began slashing at the delicate yellow flowers, waving the knife back and forth, stabbing in the air, moving closer and closer to them.


“Sir!” Emily called out, taking a step backwards and reaching for Lily’s hand.


As the man looked up, he yelled at the boy. “Andrew, stop!” He didn’t seem too worried about the boy’s actions, though, and turned abruptly. “Mr. Ramsay, at your service.”


Lily didn’t speak. Both father and son shared an intimidating air, a masculine forcefulness that made her uncomfortable. Mr. Ramsay raised his cap and swept the peak in front of the boy, keeping him away from the gorse and the women. The boy looked grumpy for being corrected, and Mr. Ramsay took the knife.


“It’s a Swiss knife, which I gave my son from one of my climbing expeditions up Mont Blanc,” Mr. Ramsay said, holding the knife even closer. “It’s used by their soldiers,” he added as he took out further blades.


The boy was silent, staring down at his dirty boots.


“I abhor violence of any kind, sir,” Emily said, not mentioning their names in return.


Lily nodded. There was a kind of contained energy in Mr. Ramsay’s movements that seemed at any moment in danger of pouring out.


“We shouldn’t attack flowers, Andrew,” Mr. Ramsay said, turning back to his son, as if oblivious to their concern. He was waving the knife around. “Plants have much to teach us. I think this is common gorse rather than dwarf because common gorse flowers more profusely in autumn.”


Mr. Ramsay didn’t seem to know what was right to say. The knife’s blades caught the sun as he at last pushed them into the handle. Was he trying to placate them with his little parcel of expertise?


“Good day, sir,” Emily said, pulling at Lily’s hand, and the two women stalked off down the coastal path with the echoes of Mr. Ramsay’s “Swiss knife” hanging in the sea fret blowing against their backs.


“Did you find him alarming?” Lily asked.


“Some men are like that,” Emily said. “Nature will make us feel better,” she added, and pointed to petrels floating near the shore. The sight of all the birds bobbing their heads under the waves made Lily smile, but she felt confused—somehow between two worlds, not entirely free to criticise like Emily, but neither wanting to give gentlemen false sympathy. Mr. Ramsay had the superiority men carry with them, too proud to leave their self-created bubbles.


“Have you read Emerson’s Self-Reliance?” Emily asked.


“It’s all there. Exactly how we should behave to each other. Emerson’s writings are what we need to follow a good life, as well as Whitman’s, of course. I don’t go to church any more. I was glad to leave the New Testament behind in Canada. Leaves of Grass is my bible now.”


Emily’s readings seemed more than an ocean away from the Studio and the Woman’s Signal she sometimes read when Father was out of the house. Bewildered by Mr. Ramsay’s intimidating look and his son’s violence, Lily sighed, but she was filled with the relief of having an interesting friend. In step together again, they ran back down into St Ives as Godrevy Lighthouse was switching on its evening beam.
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It was nearly the end of another week already. “Your paintings must be ready to display on Saturday’s Studio Day,” Olsson said in his customary loud voice. “Each will be framed, given titles, and little information cards placed alongside.”


Lily flinched from the booming echo, anxious about what he’d say to her. Would he think her work worthy of a card or even selection? Her new watercolour was different, though, with its contemporary colours. Her stomach tightened, and she distracted herself with Louis’s painting on the opposite wall. His was so clever with hues multiplying across the canvas, doubling the intensity, and distant sailboats outlined as dark silhouettes, with the sky a bright, golden sunset. The glow flooded into her, and she ran her fingers over the cold frame of her work, feeling her eyes smarting and the faults in her little painting immediately visible. As she looked down at her feet waiting for Olsson’s inevitable sarcasm, it was Louis magically at her side.
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