
[image: cover]

	

Contents

Part 1

Part 2

Part 3

Part 4

Part 5

Part 6

Part 7

Part 8


By the same author

FICTION
Going Back
The Road to Lichfield
Nothing Missing but the Samovar and Other Stories
Treasures of Time
Judgement Day
Next to Nature, Art
Perfect Happiness
Corruption and Other Stories
According to Mark
Pack of Cards: Collected Short Stories 1978–1986
Moon Tiger
Passing On
City of the Mind
Cleopatra’s Sister
Heat Wave
Beyond the Blue Mountains
Spiderweb
The Photograph
Making It Up

NON - FICTION
The Presence of the Past: An Introduction to
Landscape History
Oleander Jacaranda: A Childhood Perceived
A House Unlocked

Consequences

PENELOPE LIVELY

[image: Image]

FIG TREE

an imprint of

PENGUIN BOOKS

FIG TREE

Published by the Penguin Group
Penguin Books Ltd, 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England
Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, USA
Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto, Ontario, Canada M4P 2Y3
(a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.)
Penguin Ireland, 25 St Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, Ireland
(a division of Penguin Books Ltd)
Penguin Group (Australia), 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124, Australia
(a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty Ltd)
Penguin Books India Pvt Ltd, 11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park, New Delhi – 110 017, India
Penguin Group (NZ), 67 Apollo Drive, Rosedale, North Shore 0632, New Zealand
(a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd)
Penguin Books (South Africa)(Pty) Ltd, 24 Sturdee Avenue, Rosebank, Johannesburg 0632, South Africa

Penguin Books Ltd, Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

www.penguin.co.uk

First published 2007
1

Copyright © Penelope Lively, 2007

The moral right of the author has been asserted

All rights reserved
Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book

ISBN: 978–0–141–90299–9

To Jean


Part 1

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

*

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

*

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

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

Mr Lavery told him, and the seeds were sown.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘But why would you have to go there?’

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

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

His father saw expense, and said so.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

*

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

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

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

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

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

Lorna said, ‘This is our bedroom.’

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

‘Have you?’

‘Not quite.’

‘Then maybe it’s time we did.’

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

‘Aha …’ said Matt.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘From time to time.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She ignored Matt; the chicken required all her attention. When she had finished, she slid it into the basin to wash it out, and put the entrails on a sheet of newspaper. The newspaper was a week old – she picked up discarded copies from the village shop – and the black print chattered of far-off things: Hitler, the Rhineland, questions in Parliament. She stared down for a moment, reading, before























































































































































































































































































































































































































OEBPS/html/images/mycoverimage.jpg
Penelope Lively

Consequences






OEBPS/html/images/9780670915835-01.jpg





