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PART ONE

December 1942


Chapter One

A motorcycle made its way down a country road in a winter dawn, through grey mist and between brown hedges. It growled and snorted along the short high street of Aspley Guise – shops and houses still and silent at this hour – then left the village behind. A mile out, surrounded by fields and woods, it turned off down a narrow lane, jolting over a pothole, almost bouncing the rider – a small figure, slender as a child – out of the seat. The machine slowed, turned back the way it had come for a few seconds, and stopped.

Struggling to balance at a standstill – with toes barely touching the ground – the rider rummaged in a haversack and pulled out a map, propping it up on the curve of the petrol tank. The thin beam of light from a pocket torch illuminated clean, logical lines of black on white, which barely seemed to correspond to the surrounding Bedfordshire farmland – fields of ochre and dun, blurred and merged by the early fog, sketched over with haphazard tracks and the smudged tracery of bare copses. The motorcyclist shivered: belting along quiet lanes at top speed was fun, usually, but this landscape was eerie: rather than opening up in front of you, it felt as if it were closing in.

And the destination was a blank. Someone had drawn a red line on the map from Bletchley Park – eight miles away, where the motorcycle dispatch unit was stationed – to the middle of a wood, but there looked to be no building here at all, although was that a narrow track? On the map some sort of pathway led from the lane to the red-ink cross in the middle of vacant space where, apparently, the message had to be delivered. A turning had been missed.

The rider dismounted, kicked down the stand underneath the motorcycle, bracing one foot against it, tugged hard on the handlebars with a grunt of effort so that the machine lifted, rocked and came to rest, and left it there in the middle of the lane, engine running, to walk back, searching. Only on foot would you notice this entrance, partially concealed by a row of laurels allowed to grow high and thick. The drive beyond it was enclosed on either side by hedges; it veered off at a sharp angle to continue parallel to the road. All you would glimpse as you rode along at pace was an impenetrable green wall.

Uncertain as to how far there was left to go, the rider steered the machine slowly up a winding drive. At the end, in a clearing among trees, shrubs and long grass, like an apparition in this isolated spot, stood a villa. Pulling the motorcycle on to its stand again, this time switching off the engine – so loud in the silence – the motorcyclist stood, head tilted back, taking it all in: a substantial Victorian pile with deep bay windows, a steep pitched roof of fancy tiles, and rows of tall brick chimneys in patterns of spirals and diamonds. Above the Gothic point of the front door was an elaborate window of stained glass as tall as a man; this was a house with pretensions, home perhaps to a prosperous country doctor or vicar once upon a time, although with the blackout blinds down and the overgrown garden it had the look of being abandoned, shut up for the duration of the war.

Looking over the map once more to make absolutely sure, the rider felt around in the haversack for the memo. For a second it could not be found and there was panic, but then fingers closed around it. It was sealed in a blank envelope – the instructions had been to memorize the name, Samuel Thayer, and title, Head of Black, and to deliver it to him only. There would be hell to pay at the depot if a mistake were made. A deep breath: there was nothing for it but to knock on the door.

Leather-gloved knuckles on the wood made a soft, thick sound … but no one came. There was an ornate enamel and brass doorbell, but no ringing could be heard when you pressed it; this might be because of the heavy door, but you couldn’t be sure; another push, still no response. Standing back to look at the windows, the motorcyclist saw that all the blinds remained down, but perhaps behind one of them there might be a maid or a cook, already up, readying things for the day?

Holding the blank envelope right out to make the purpose of the visit obvious should anybody appear, the small figure walked round the villa, past dark windows, between the remains of a kitchen garden gone to seed and a row of outbuildings, to the back door. There was no answer there either. Peering through the adjacent window, the rider gave a low whistle – a shiny cooker and refrigerator were the modern, expensive backdrop to an astonishing array of food, laid out on the table ready to be prepared and carried through to an elegant dining room for breakfast, no doubt. There were pots of jam and marmalade gleaming like jewels, a loaf of fine, white bread, a red and silver tin of coffee, a mixing bowl piled full of eggs and a golden pat of butter. Past the table, a larder door was open on to shelves crammed with boxes, packets and bottles. Through another door, you could see a cool room with white tiles, where a fat stack of bacon rested on a butcher’s block; hanging above were loops of dark, blood-coloured dried sausage and a whole ham. All of this abundance here, and breakfast at the depot had been a tin mug of weak tea – there was no sugar – and one dark, gritty crust spread with margarine. Even that was better than at home, where you’d be lucky to get the tea.

After knocking once more, the messenger waited, then tried the handle – tempted by a sudden thought of slipping inside and pocketing an egg, a jar, a packet – but the door was locked. Turning away, looking past the straggling fruit bushes and sprout stalks you could see into the garage: within was a most beautiful car, a black Rolls-Royce; the shape was unmistakable even before you saw the silver mascot on the front. The car lured you towards it to have a closer look. Then there was a sound from somewhere at the front of the villa.

Hurrying back round, the motorcyclist found the Gothic door ajar – but there was no one there. Pushing the door wider open you could see into the hall; no lights on, dark paintings in gilt frames, a crowded hatstand, a table with ranks of newspapers neatly arranged – so there was life within. Then a man’s voice came from somewhere: ‘Can I help you?’

‘This is for a … Black,’ the dispatch rider said, just as they had been instructed to at the depot. If there’d been any sort of mix-up and the address proved wrong it would look as if ‘Black’ were merely the surname of an individual, a Mister or Major. The motorcyclist knew that ‘Black’ was not a person, but had no idea of the truth.

‘Black? Yes: Black,’ the man said.

The eyes of the messenger adjusted to the gloom, and the dimly coloured light from the stained-glass window in the hall picked out a tall figure, thin and rangy, wearing spectacles with narrow wire frames: ‘bookish’ was how he would be described later, when the motorcyclist told the story of the war years.

‘Well, don’t look so worried, you’ve come to the right place. Let me take it for you,’ he said, reaching out for the envelope.

‘I need your name.’

‘I see.’ He let his arm drop and looked annoyed, but only for a second, and then his face worked itself back into a pleasant smile. ‘Charles: will that do?’

‘Sorry, no. I’m looking for the Head: this is for no one else.’

‘Of course, of course. But they’re still abed; never up at this hour, and we had rather a late one last night. Top of the stairs, turn right, and then first room on the left. Off you go, then. And … good luck.’ He smiled again at the rider. ‘But perhaps you won’t need it.’


Chapter Two

Sam Thayer surfaced from deep sleep to find his favourite fantasy had come to life: a girl in her late teens, and in uniform, had materialized right by his side of the bed. He opened his eyes further to see long, slender thighs emerging from tight-laced, knee-length leather boots; above that, a grey dispatch rider’s jacket buttoned over a tidy figure; at the top, a fresh, appealing little face and blonde hair set free as a crash helmet was removed. His wife, Vivienne, was already awake, and looking at the girl with a hostile expression. Sam turned away from Vivienne, on to his side, to conceal his growing, rising, strengthening interest in the courier.

The girl stood, unsure as to how to proceed, holding the sealed document out towards Sam, awkwardly. Vivienne huffed and burrowed back down under the covers, until only the top of her head with its dark curls was visible.

Sam reached for his watch and then sat up, straightening the top of his pyjamas, clutching for his cigarettes and lighter. While he arranged himself the courier glanced around, taking in the room: a velvet eiderdown and matching curtains with silk tassels; a gauzy evening dress thrown over a chair, zip undone and skirt crumpled; stockings dropped on the floor as if they were ten a penny; a mirrored dressing table with photographs in frames and an array of scent bottles – more than she had ever seen outside one of those city department stores, some with their stoppers left off; long-stemmed crystal glasses – smeared, with liquid still at the bottom – on the nightstand; an extraordinary display of luxury to her eyes, and treated so casually.

Above the bed were eight framed prints in two rows, of people from the olden days disporting themselves in white wigs, men with breeches around their knees, members erect, launching themselves on to prone women who spilled out of muslin gowns, plump legs open, private parts exposed. As she gazed, fascinated, the motorcyclist became aware that the man in the bed was watching her, lying back on his pillow, one arm behind his head, a cigarette between his fingers. She looked down at the toes of her boots, feeling that perhaps she should pretend to be abashed – it didn’t do to appear too forward – but she found his scrutiny irritating so she looked straight back at him, and spoke.

‘Your name?’

‘Mr Samuel Thayer.’ He said it formally, mocking her attempt to be curt and authoritative. The motorcyclist looked at her boots again – this time she flushed pink.

She handed over the envelope. He put his cigarette between his lips, tore the letter open, and held it with one hand as he smoked and read.

Sam could feel the chill emanating from his wife. Not his fault that they sent such a pretty girl to wake him. But he would make a point of asking for the same courier next time, when, hopefully, Vivienne would not be around.

‘One minute. Ah … Oh. So … Yes. No reply … I said, no reply.’


Chapter Three

The girl flashed a mutinous look back at Sam as she left: he had dismissed her so abruptly. She’d have to learn: playing dress-up in uniform meant that she could not expect the courtesies due to a lady; all of these young women, rushing out into the real world at the sound of a gun, would soon retreat to the niceties of the drawing room – to doors being held open and bags carried for them – when the war was over.

Sam turned to Vivienne to explain about the message, but she lay on her side, blankets still pulled up around her face, eyes shut: asleep, or pretending to be.

An hour later Vivienne sat up. Sam had been waiting, smoking, needing to talk. As she ran her fingers over her hair, patting it into place, he put the memo on the bed in front of her.

‘Bracken’s on the warpath about money. We’ve to prove ourselves or we’re for it. And this isn’t a ruse to buck us all up: they mean it.’

‘What’ll happen to us?’

‘God alone knows. But I’ll be damned if I let them disband Black before we’ve lost the war. We must carry on till the bitter end, no matter what. We’re their best hope, their only hope; why don’t they realize it? They make such a hoo-ha about Bletchley Park, but it’s useless without us. Chasing codes on its own gets us nowhere, they change ’em as soon as they’re rumbled. What we do with the decrypts makes a much greater impact.’ Sam’s voice was louder now. ‘Psychological warfare, sowing doubt, generating fear – that’s the modern way. No point fiddling around trying to decipher the Nazis’ next move and only then trying to stop ’em, point is to chop ’em off at the root, bring Hitler down once and for all. For that to happen you’ve got to get inside people’s minds, their hearts. And it’s not dirt just for the sake of it, as some of the high-ups seem to think, noses in the air with disgust whenever I appear. People love smut, it’s the spoon of honey with the medicine, and if you give them a taste of what they like they’ll swallow what you want them to without thinking. As if you can win a war playing by the rules: English-fucking-gentlemen will be the death of us all.’

‘Stop shouting, I’m right next to you. You’ll wake everybody,’ said Vivienne.

Sam was at his most vehement in two areas of his life: the pursuit of women, and the defence of Black, the organization he had conceived and created after a youth spent in Germany – he spoke the language like a native – and then success as a foreign correspondent. When hostilities began and Sam was casting about for some way to carry on working in a manner he could enjoy, he had managed to persuade the newly formed Ministry of Information to give his idea a try, to let him hand-pick a small band, and over the intervening years three other men had come to live and work at the villa with Sam and Vivienne. Between them they had the daring, skill and imagination (unhampered by taste or decency) to produce covert propaganda, documents, images and broadcasts designed to undermine the Nazis, to be circulated behind enemy lines to spread mistrust, disloyalty and chaos.

Black’s creations were always mendacious, often cruel and obscene, and the government wanted nothing, officially, to do with them. Most of the material the unit produced simply appeared to surface behind enemy lines; nobody could trace its origins. Only a few men, right at the top, knew about Black, about the villa. Which was unlike the overt face of the Ministry of Information, trumpeting out its wholesome, rousing message from Senate House, a tower in the centre of London, and unlike that other ‘secret’, Bletchley Park, the centre for code-breaking that had become by this third full year of the war almost a new town with a population of many thousands. The Park – a Tudor mansion built by a Victorian tycoon, eight miles from the villa – was now crowded with Nissen huts. Cars, buses, bicycles and motorcycles went to and fro day and night, choking the country roads, carrying a strange cargo of military intelligence officers, librarians, chess masters, mathematicians, linguists, crossword addicts, rare-book dealers, dons and Wrens. After work this motley congregation would gather at the Park’s own social clubs, bridge and chess tournaments, dances and dramatic productions.

Sam turned round on the side of the bed, scratching his head, stubbing out his cigarette. ‘I’m telling you, Vee, compared to the M of I, compared to Bletchley, we’re a model of bloody efficiency. They won’t get rid of Black without a fight. But if they do, and then the Germans win, we’ll be for it, first up against the wall,’ he said grimly. Seeing the look on her face, he relented. ‘Don’t pop a suicide pill just yet. Carry on with your drawing for the Greek campaign: the Hausfrau having a bit on the side while lieber Fritz is away fighting. Greek situation is terribly dicey: unless the enemy loses momentum and the resistance holds we can kiss goodbye to the Med. And the more Black churns out the better, at the moment. We need to be seen to be contributing.’

Sam took Vivienne’s hand and pressed it to his lips without looking at her. ‘I’d better be going. Got to dash over to Bletchley and back, and then up to London for a meeting; was going to skip it, but important to be visible. I’ll try to make Bracken see sense.’ He picked up the memo from the bed and dropped it on the dressing table on his way to the bathroom.

Vivienne lay back on her pillows and let herself fall into a halfsleep. Sam came in again; she did not open her eyes or speak. She smelt his Italian cologne – sharp and delicious, lemons and cedar wood. She heard the rattle of coat hangers as he chose a suit from the many in his wardrobe, and then quiet while he selected his customary bright silk handkerchief and tie. The door shut gently behind him. Alone in the bed she found herself smiling, thinking about Frido, her fellow worker in Black and her lover, asleep in the room just across the corridor. Perhaps today, once Sam had gone to London, she could spend some time alone with him.


Chapter Four

Sir Kenneth Clark, Head of the War Artists Advisory Committee at the Ministry of Information, received Minister Bracken’s memo while standing at the window of his marble office on the seventeenth floor of Senate House, Bloomsbury. From this art deco monolith, high above the lean houses and green squares, Clark looked down over a peaceful vista: no flames or smoke rose from the capital, but previous air raids had left here and there a dark crater in a row of buildings, like a missing tooth.

Senate House was supposed to be a beacon of hope and truth in these troubled times. From here the Ministry of Information tried to transmit a message of British pluck and virtue across the nation, to inspire optimism and the bulldog spirit through the paintings and drawings it commissioned and the films, pamphlets and posters it produced. The Ministry wished to dominate the cultural landscape, just as its home, Senate House, in its gleaming vastness, could be seen for miles around. Black Operations, out in Aspley Guise, was, then, the Ministry of Information’s dark other: its shadow, creeping and vaporous, conjuring up the malign elements of human nature – lust, envy, fear and hatred – from the hidden villa in the wood.

Clark read the memo twice. It was as if – out of this quiet morning – a grenade thrown by his own side had landed in his office. He stood frowning, a narrow figure given manly shoulders by his Savile Row tailor. As always when he was thinking, Clark smoothed one hand over his brow, high and wide as that of a baby. He had to find a way to stop them sniffing around WAAC, perhaps even closing the whole thing down. Such a shadow over his achievements brought to mind the scandal that had marred his directorship of the National Gallery. There had been accusations of financial mismanagement, and insinuations that his own talents were for high living and high-handedness, rather than high office. He had survived that onslaught, but he might not do so a second time. Clark moved towards his desk and picked up the telephone to summon his secretary: a blonde, the best kind, yes, but over the hill, thirty if she was a day, and not fragile enough for his taste – he preferred them like snowdrops, pale, slight and uptight, there was more sport in it. He had used to compare his wife to just such a tender flower at the beginning, before she’d gone inexplicably haywire and made their home life such a misery with her rages and her tears. He’d thought she understood about his lady friends, about the horribly bourgeois nature of monogamy, but apparently not. And so the days when she would wait for the man to refill her glass were long past. Little wonder he had been forced to spend so much time at work, and regularly seek out consolation elsewhere. He sighed deeply with the pity of it all and then remembered the receiver in his hand and spoke to his secretary, sending her to fetch an underling.

Ten minutes later there was a knock and she was back, a second figure close behind her.

‘Janet, you’ve found him? Ah, there you are, Smith. Do come in. Now tell me, our Minister, Brendan Bracken … have you met him?’

‘Yes … that is, I mean, no.’

‘Red-haired; finger in every pie. You know the type.’

‘Absolutely.’

‘The thing is, dear Brendan’s got the PM’s ear – his heart, even. The old boy’s completely smitten. Seems it’s purely paternal, perhaps precisely that. You’ve heard the gossip? … Bracken senior away from Ireland, apart from his wife, nine months before her baby – now our esteemed Minister – is born. Meanwhile, a young and vigorous Winston was there and sowing the seeds of accord all over the place, apparently. Not got a clue, of course, Bracken, about the job, and to cover that up he endlessly talks up his big idea – “productivity”; as if he invented the word, as if our artists are busy “producing” turnips, not paintings.’

Smith made an effort to maintain an attentive but cool expression, not to appear too eager, too fascinated by the famous personage in front of him. Sir Kenneth Clark could certainly not be called handsome. Even though he was still a youngish man – not quite forty, perhaps – his hair was sparse, oiled and combed from side to side above his forehead; small, deep-set eyes wandered disconcertingly as he spoke, settling on your lapel, your ear, or some other part. But from a wide, thin-lipped mouth crammed with yellow teeth issued words so perfectly turned, so fluid and silky, that when he gave one of his lectures it sounded as if the wireless, rather than a man, were talking to you. ‘The top of the tar is the seat of Clark’s par,’ the clerks would chant to each other, puffing up and down the many flights of stairs with their memos, the lift being reserved for those too important to use their legs.

Clark sat down behind his desk, leaving Smith and the secretary standing. ‘You know what it is that we do here at WAAC? I select artists to work for the Ministry, decide who’s worthy of our support. We commission them to make the kind of work the country needs to see: the painter’s eye is so much more sensitive, more truthful, than the camera lens. But that can be tricky, we have to tread carefully, steer some of them away from … the unsuitable. In return we pay them, make sure they survive; nobody’s buying art at the moment, can’t have them wasting their talent making munitions, or worse, volunteering for the front – you know how romantic and reckless artists can be … And if, by some miracle, we do manage to win the war, we need to have some remnants of an art world left. We’re very busy here, as you can imagine, responsible for safeguarding the culture of the entire nation: artists can be demanding at the best of times …’ He paused. ‘Point is, Smith, I need an extra pair of hands for what was a difficult task, and now is a difficult and urgent task.’ He looked down at the memo on his desk and grimaced. ‘I heard that you’d studied art history, thought you’d be just the fellow. We’ve two kinds of artists on our books. There are the big guns, on a decent wage: Henry and Graham – that’s Moore and Sutherland, of course – and so on. They’re all looked after personally by me, no problem there. But then we have a smaller list: our ladies.’

Clark gestured to his secretary without bothering to turn towards her, or to look in her direction, and she handed him a piece of paper.

‘The ladies: a particular challenge for us. We pay them per commission. They’re sent to cover one subject at a time. Don’t think we aren’t generous – we give them money in advance, expenses and so on. But they aren’t salaried like the men. Should have made them keener to please. However, getting anything out of them is a nightmare. On our balance sheet it looks as if we’re paying for nothing; and now …’ He stabbed at Minister Bracken’s memo with a forefinger and pushed it across the desk so that Smith could read it. ‘I will not have the whole of WAAC sent down the tube because of some recalcitrant mares. I’m creating with immediate effect a new post to deal with the problem before it destroys everything, and I’m giving it to you. Co-ordinator of Women Artists, how does that sound?’

‘Yes sir, thank you very much.’

‘Luckily, some days ago I arranged a meeting with the special cases – those who need a strong hand – for this morning: ten thirty. Was going to take it myself, but now it’s your job. My advice?’

‘Sir?’

‘My advice, Smith, is: should you have to swallow more than one toad, down the biggest one first.’

‘Sir?’

‘I’m afraid you’ll be seeing Dame Laura Knight. Ghastly old thing, knows everyone and everyone knows her. Royal Academician. Treat her with kid gloves, but get some paintings out of her! And I’ve called in Faith Farr: lovely to look at; bloody intractable. Rather a character. Find out what the hell’s going on, there’s not been a thing from her for what, six, seven months now? No contact at all. Decorative as she is, we aren’t a charity. We’ve written to her, made ourselves clear. Time’s run out. Either she comes in today with some work we can use, or she’s for the chop. Don’t look downcast, man. Not afraid of hard work, I hope?’

‘Leave it with me,’ said Smith, with a confidence he did not feel in the slightest.

‘One more thing: end on a high note – Cecily Browne, she’s a terribly nice girl, her father’s a friend. I’ve not called her in because she’s a problem: no. I want you to take extra care of her, make sure you pay her on time – actually, now I come to think of it, put her on a regular wage, a modest sum of course, but don’t make her mess around with invoices like the other women, and no rough stuff, give her knitting parties, nurses, that kind of thing. Now, I do hope that I’ve made myself clear? Biggest toad first? Clock, ticking?’

Smith nodded.

‘Good chap: gee ’em up, get ’em going.’ Clark slapped his hand down so hard on the blotter that his fountain pen jumped. ‘The Minister says we’ve not much time: so I’d better catch up with you again soon, say, a couple of weeks, a month? Remember, I’m counting on you to help me to save WAAC. You know what it will mean if we are “terminated”, as Bracken puts it? The death of British Art, no less: the death of British Art.’


Chapter Five

Smith followed the secretary along hundreds of feet of corridor, and the scenery changed from marble on both floor and walls to parquet and wood panelling, to linoleum and dull green paintwork, until – her fair hair shining even in the gloom – she opened a door and ushered him in. Smiling to show all of her pretty white teeth she said, ‘Don’t they make uniforms in your size?’ Her heels tapped briskly away.

The office was similar in size to a lavatory cubicle, with a small window high up in one corner criss-crossed with tape in case of air raids. On the metal desk sat a pile of files; behind it one chair, three waiting in front. There was an empty bookshelf. But Smith did not immediately notice the meagreness of his new environment: for him it mattered only that he now had a room of his own with a door you could shut. True, there was a square of glass in the door at head height, but this was clouded and blurry: he was almost certain you could not see in unless you stopped and pressed your face up close, although he would have to test this himself. No matter: the office was a magnificent prize in this age of obligatory sharing and ‘all being in it together’.

Smith savoured his moment of triumph. Twenty-one years old and selected from the ranks of Ministry drudges to work directly with Clark – Knight Commander, Director of the National Gallery, Surveyor of the King’s Pictures, head of WAAC; brightest sun in the art universe. Clark’s committee had been considered brilliant at the start of the war, when the strategy had been to signal huge strength by spending a huge budget. Giving money directly to artists was evidently a stroke of genius: they always charged more than you thought they would, submitted extravagant claims for expenses, and complained throughout that they were being exploited. Crucially, Clark had avoided the problem of ‘underspend’, which Smith had assumed must be a good thing when he heard the term bandied about. It was soon made clear to him that if you brought things in below budget, all it meant was cuts the following year. The trick was to ask for much more money than you could ever need and always, always, get rid of the lot. Receipts had to be provided – they were strict about that – but most of the time you could get away with writing ‘essentials’ on the form, as long as the numbers added up. Smith had heard that ‘essentials’ enabled a certain high-up Ministry man to dine at the Ritz every night and furnish his home in Eaton Square with the latest luxuries, from electric mangle to nylon counterpane. Clark – so they said – ate off gold plate with his cronies, and had lived in great splendour in Portland Place before the war forced him to shut the mansion up. Even in these frugal times he dined with lords and ladies, spent every weekend in some castle or other. Perhaps one day, Smith imagined, such a life might be his? But then his eye fell on the row of chairs in front of him in the small, drab office, on the files on his desk.

Pushing aside the work lying in wait, Smith unfolded a newspaper. He could not face the task in hand, not quite yet and, after all, there was no one to report him to a supervisor for idling. He read the headlines: ‘NAZI OUTRAGE! BRITISH SERVICEMEN TORTURED AND SHOT!’ Two RAF gliders and a plane had crashed in Norway and it transpired now that all survivors had been executed, even though they were in battledress – the Germans must be so sure of victory they thought they could do whatever they wanted. Next was November’s final tally of U-boat strikes, the worst of the war so far, and not only in the Atlantic, in the Mediterranean too, off Gibraltar and Morocco; there would be no dates this Christmas, no tangerines. To the east the news of the Soviet counter-offensive was very confused, both sides were fighting to the death in Stalingrad, and there was no reason for optimism, Smith thought, remembering the terrible stories from the summer, when attempts to push the Germans back through northern France had ended with Allied bodies stacked like sandbags on the beaches of Dieppe. Neither did Montgomery’s recent victory at El Alamein alter Smith’s mood – the glorious heat of the desert sun was too far away to warm him. Britain was dark, cold and hungry, at the limit of its endurance – people felt as if they were in the middle of a tunnel with no light visible at its end, and in the blackout they walked around in circles, fell into bomb craters, or blundered off the pavement into the traffic …

And then, further down the page, Smith saw: ‘18 AND RARING TO GO – COME ON, BOYS! DO YOUR DUTY!’ This explained the secretary’s comment: now that the age of conscription had been lowered, to be a young man in civvies you might as well wear a sandwich board with ‘defective’ printed on it in ten-inch letters. He shuddered. Passers-by in the street would examine him, up and down and all over, looking for his imperfections – asthma, nervous debility and severe flat feet. He would stand out uncomfortably again, just as he had at grammar school because of his name – Aubrey; his mother’s choice, in homage to the artist who had provided an escape from a deprived childhood into dreams of sloe-eyed sirens and peacock feathers. The habit among the boys was to use surnames only; they had made an exception in Smith’s case. Although later, when studying for his degree in art history at the Courtauld, being an Aubrey made him blend in happily with the crowd of long-haired boys and short-haired girls, not a Jane or John among them.

Smith put the newspaper aside; he would rather make a start. The top file on his desk belonged to Faith Farr, the one who had apparently stopped painting. Someone had written ‘just married, check new surname’ on the front; perhaps that was the reason for her lack of work? And below that file: Dame Laura Knight’s. He knew of Knight, of course, had watched her in the newsreels, seen her in the newspapers showing off at the Royal Academy or one of her exhibitions, a dreadful figure in jangling beads and peculiar ‘arty’ fabrics, two coiled plaits clamped over her ears like wireless headphones, relics of her youth but now grey as the mooring ropes of Bankside barges. She had made her name painting backstage at the ballet, at the circus; pictures of solid, muscled women in dingy dressing rooms struggling into thick stage tights, their faces daubed with pancake and rouge. Why did she always insist on showing you the sordid, lumpen truth behind the scene, Smith wondered, when what you wanted was the ethereal vision, the nymph or undine, tantalizing, glittering and weightless? He had attempted to read her autobiography, a tedious rags-to-riches tale the width of a house brick, but he’d given up three chapters in, couldn’t think for the life of him why it had been a bestseller.

The difficulty of dealing with the women artists would not lower Smith’s spirits now that he was in the orbit of Sir Kenneth Clark. Some of Clark’s glamour, his authority, would be sure to rub off – and now that he’d seen him close up Smith realized, with a great surge of hope, that it was not physical charm at all but pure power that kept women hovering around Clark at Ministry functions. Some were known to offer him additional services outside of work hours. The rumour was that Clark’s wife, racked by his indiscretions, spent her days trying to drink her pain away with whatever was in the nearest bottle, that Clark used the air-raid shelters beneath the National Gallery for his trysts. And now to be in the proximity of such a distinguished figure! Smith looked at his watch: 10.20. The women artists would arrive very soon, he must make plans: he would need a sign for his door, headed writing paper, perhaps a card with his new title upon it? He stretched his legs out under the desk. His future dazzled with possibility.



Chapter Six

The knock on the door startled Smith: although he was expecting the three women he had been lost in visions of his own potential. But only one figure moved into the room and sat down before he could stand up or speak. In fact he could not think of what to say: her appearance captivated him absolutely. She was older than him, twenty-five, twenty-six? But that was of no consequence because she was so very beautiful, with a pale oval face and heavy chestnut hair falling to her shoulders like a Pre-Raphaelite Madonna, a mermaid, a Lady of Shalott – wistful and wan, too fragile for this world. That was the thing about the Brotherhood: frightful painters, to a man, but excellent taste in women. They could definitely pick a stunner, and would have gone for this one, although, looking more closely, Smith noticed that she had obviously fallen on hard times – the toll of the loss of a loved one, perhaps? Not unusual these days, of course, but the effect on this woman had surely been severe. She had made no effort with her appearance – her hair was unbrushed, no lipstick – and her battered hat did not show her wonderful features off to their best advantage; neither did her expression, which pinched the corners of her mouth down and scratched lines on her brow. Under a patched, green coat her dress drooped from her skinny frame and was not as clean as it could have been. There should be some kind of budget to stop a girl as good-looking as this from having to wear cast-offs. You could justify the expense by categorizing it as a morale-booster, keeping the pretty women at their best to lift the spirits.

‘Mr Smith? I’m Faith Farr. I was asked … rather, I was ordered by Sir Kenneth to bring in my most recent work this morning, without fail. But they’ve told me I’m to see you instead.’ Her expression was one of insubordination, her voice definitely below-stairs, the sound of the near-slum two-up two-down, a world away from his own suburban semi-detached.

‘Come in, come in,’ he said, and then wondered why he had said it. ‘Lovely to meet you.’

After a pause, he added, ‘Before we begin, Miss Farr – I do apologize, you’re now Mrs … ?’

‘No, Mr Smith. I’m not.’

He glanced down at his list and then back up at her, in confusion, but she did not return his look, and gave him no helpful sign as to how he should proceed while she placed her portfolio on his desk and opened it. He fidgeted in his chair, then stood up and began to examine the sheets of paper.

Only sketches. And although well observed, the subjects were all wrong: women in a café, a Lyons Corner House or some such place, sitting at small round tables, talking, eating, lifting cups to their lips. One fat lady toyed with an éclair. Another was a cruel caricature of a type all too visible in the city these days, in costume jewellery and heavy make-up – in the turmoil dropping her standards and welcoming every opportunity that came her way. There were crowds of people sleeping in the underground. This might be acceptable if Henry Moore had not already taken over the subject, his sketches showing platforms and tunnels filled with his signature monumental figures, whereas, unfortunately, in Farr’s drawings the shelterers looked hungry and unwashed, like refugees in their own land. Worst of all were her drawings of seedy men loitering in the street, hat brims down, lapels turned up, and of couples stumbling out of public houses, waiting in line outside dance halls, kissing in the cinema queue.

‘These are all very interesting, Miss Farr. But … how can I put it? What we need is something that gives people a sense that the right kind of thing is going on – and that the wrong kind of thing isn’t.’

‘I’m not sure that I understand.’

He picked up her file and nodded as he flicked through it, as if reminding himself of what he already knew. ‘Well, you see’ – he scanned the papers quickly for some titles of her previous work – ‘um, last year, the oil paintings you did for us – Concert at the Albert Hall, for instance – they made people feel better, and what I think we would really like is for you to concentrate on that kind of thing.’

She looked at him but did not speak. He felt obliged to keep talking. ‘These are technically excellent, really very nice; the economy of line … But – cafés, dances? These ladies – rather unpleasant, aren’t they, gobbling up cake when so many are making do on rations? These unsavoury individuals, and couples, you see, doing … whatever it is they’re doing, with so many men away.’

‘It just seems to be what’s happening, that’s all. I can’t bring myself to paint people being happy in a concert hall any more – it feels naive, foolish, given what the world is really like, the wickedness that men are capable of. And, anyway, I thought I was supposed to look around me, to observe.’

‘Well, yes, yes you are, but it’s what you choose to observe that’s important.’

‘Surely, Mr Smith, my job is to record what’s there. I mean, look at Dickens – his characters aren’t all attractive, or doing good. Actually, Little Nell and Oliver Twist are the least interesting of his inventions.’

‘I quite agree,’ Smith said, smiling, implacable. ‘But what’s so important about you and the other lady artists, Miss Farr – is that you’re so terribly clever at finding the good in all of this: strength, beauty, the things that give men hope. I’m afraid I do need to see something acceptable, something more substantial, from you, and very soon, otherwise …’

He stopped talking as she had shut her eyes and leant back in the chair with a look of absolute defeat – white face, unhappy mouth. This was the moment in which he could take charge. He continued more gently.

‘If it were up to those above me, I’m afraid we’d be letting you go, today. However, it’s not up to them, it’s up to me, and I say that you deserve one more chance. I’m prepared to tell them you’re working well. But in return you must play your part.’

Faith Farr opened her eyes and looked at Smith, her expression closed. She did not reply. This was too much; she might show some gratitude at least.

He persisted: ‘You don’t seem to realize the gravity of your situation, Miss Farr. Unless I see evidence of your willingness to turn over a new leaf I’ll be forced to act immediately. No further commissions: how on earth will you live? No more expenses: you know how dear decent paper and paint are these days. And I shall have to take back the sketching permit you’ve been given: an end to wandering about where you will in pursuit of your art. So I’ll ask once again: will you, Miss Farr … play your part, I mean?’

‘Yes, yes … Thank you.’ She smiled, briefly, warily, but still … And then there was an awkward moment when they both sat motionless on either side of the desk, not looking at each other.

The sound of footsteps nearing the office, stopping outside, meant that Smith, glancing towards the door in anticipation, did not see Faith Farr’s expression as she began to shuffle her drawings together. Without first knocking someone flung the door open.

‘Mr Smith? This is the right office? Are you ready for us?’ He recognized Laura Knight immediately. She was followed in by a young woman with mousy hair and a snub nose whose wide-apart grey-brown eyes matched her well-cut, sensible tweed suit, and who carried in pink-gloved hands a large rectangular parcel wrapped in paper. She was pretty, in a quiet, undemanding way, her face was soft in colour and contour and her expression timid. She gave the impression of being childlike, unformed.

Smith was unexpectedly delighted to see the two other women. Faith Farr’s truculence had unnerved him, and he was happy to have a distraction. And Knight was quite something, dressed in some appalling cheesecloth blouse covered in crude peasant embroidery – gaudy little men leading horses, or was it camels? Augustus John and his gaggle of well-heeled art-school gypsies had a lot to answer for: it was distasteful for an old lady to draw attention to herself when decorous tones of pearl and lavender would have been so much more fitting.

‘Haven’t brought anything with me, couldn’t carry it all, back isn’t what it used to be. Next time! Thought instead I’d tell you all about it. Oh, I am sorry, my dear,’ Laura Knight said, smiling at Faith
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