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By Bernie McGill and available from Tinder Press

The Butterfly Cabinet

The Watch House


About the Book

An unforgettable story of two women linked by their roles in a tragedy at the end of the Victorian era.

When Anna, the young woman she cared for as a child, announces her intention to visit the elderly Maddie, Maddie recognises her last chance to unburden herself of a story that has gnawed at her for sixty years. For Maddie, rather like the butterfly cabinet she keeps safely under lock and key, has for too long guarded a secret: that of the day a four-year-old girl died at the big house where she worked as a nanny. Finally, Maddie knows, Anna is ready to hear what happened. As Maddie’s mind drifts back through the years, so too is revealed the story of Charlotte’s mother, Harriet Ormond. A proud, uncompromising woman, Harriet’s great passion is collecting butterflies and pinning them under glass; motherhood comes no easier to her than her role as mistress of her remote Irish estate. When her daughter dies, her community is quick to judge her, and Harriet will not stoop to defend herself. But her journals reveal a more complex truth.
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Cambridgeshire 
12 August 1968

 



Dear Nanny Madd,

I am thinking about you today. Do you remember, nine years past, when Conor and I took you out? July 1959, a day of sparkle and glitter. We went for a dip and left you on a wooden bench on the Cliff Walk, with the sun on your face and the light dancing off the water at Port-na-happle. The crags all shadow, and the sea loud around the rocks and a jet plane, like a white threaded needle sewing its way, straight as old Miss Greenan used to teach us, across a washed-out sky. And then, do you remember, Nanny Madd, what we did?

You had a story for me, you said, and I knew what story it was. There have been enough whispers over the years, enough knowing looks for me to piece some of it together. I wasn’t ready to hear it before but I’ll hear it now. You’re the only one left who can tell it.

We’re coming home, to the yellow house. I’ll see you in September. Keep well.

Love always,

Anna




Maddie MCGlade,

Resident, Oranmore Nursing Home,
 Portstewart, Northern Ireland,
 Sunday 8 September 1968


Anna. You’re the spit of your mother standing there – Florence, God rest her, and you have the light of her sharp wit in your eyes. Give me your hand till I see you better. There’s not much change on you, apart from what we both know. Ah, you needn’t look at me like that. Sure, why else would you be here? I know by the face of you there’s a baby on the way, even if you’re not showing. It’s an odd thing, isn’t it, the way the past has no interest for the young till it comes galloping up on the back of the future. And then they can’t get enough of it, peering after it, asking it where it’s been. I suppose that’s always been the way. I suppose we’re none of us interested in the stories of our people till we have children of our own to tell them to.

You couldn’t have known it, but you’ve come on my birthday, of all days. At least, it’s the day I call my birthday. When I was born, Daddy went to register the birth but not having had much schooling he wasn’t sure of the date. If it’s not the exact day, it’s not far off it. One thing’s certain: within the week I’ll be ninety-two. If you stay for your tea you’ll get a bit of cake.

Sit down, Anna. Can you smell that? Gravel, after the rain. You must have carried it in on your feet. Metallic tasting: like the shock you get when your tongue hits the tine on a tarnished fork. I’ll never forget that smell, that taste in my mouth: it’s as strong as the day, nearly eighty years ago, that I was made to lie down on the avenue with my nose buried in it. Your grandmother was a hard woman, Anna, brittle as yellowman and fond of her ‘apt punishments’. This was to teach me to keep my nose out of the affairs of my betters, she said, and in the dirt where it belonged. Oh, don’t look so shocked: I survived that and many another thing. And, hard as she was, I think I understand her better now. I know something now about what it is to feel trapped and though it’s a strange thing to say, with all the money they had, I think that must have been how she felt. She suffered for what she did. I bear no grudges against the dead. There’s none of us blameless.

She was such a presence about the place, there’s days I half expect to meet her on the landing, standing up, straight as a willow, her thick auburn hair tucked up tight, her face  like a mask, never a smile on it. She went about her business indoors like a wound-up toy: everything to be done on time and any exception put her into bad humour. If the gas wasn’t lit or the table wasn’t set or there was a spot on a napkin, you’d feel the beam of her eyes on you like a grip on your arm. She was like a dark sun and all the rest of us – the servants and the weans and the Master – all turned round her like planets, trying not to annoy or upset her in any way, trying to keep the peace.

I’ll never forget the first time I saw her in evening dress. I wasn’t long started at the Castle, and I came up the back stairs to dampen down the fire in the drawing room because Peig, the housekeeper, said the Master and Mistress were going out to a ball. When I came back out, she was standing at the top of the main staircase, the Master at the foot, and she was in a black satin cape, all covered in black cock feathers, tipped at the ends with green. She looked like a raven about to take flight, half bird, half woman, like she’d sprouted wings from her shoulders. I couldn’t see where her arms ended and the cape began. It was stunning and scaresome all at the same time. I’ve never been so frightened of a person in my life! She stood at the top of the stairs, her arms spread out, waiting for the Master’s opinion, and when she peered down and saw me she looked the way a hawk might look at a sparrow. I wouldn’t have been one bit surprised if she’d raised herself up on her toes and flapped those great feathery black wings and taken off over the banister, swooped down through the  house and picked me up in her beak. I went into the kitchen shivering, and Peig looked at me and asked me what was wrong. I told her I thought the Mistress might eat me, and she laughed till her eyes streamed and she had to wipe them with her apron. When she finally recovered she said there was that many animals had gone into the outfitting of her that I could be forgiven for wondering if there was any portion left of the Mistress that was human!

Don’t look like that, Anna. You needn’t worry: you have nothing of hers that you need fear. Your mother knew the Mistress’s story, for she put me over it a dozen times or more, and she read all the newspaper cuttings that I’d kept and many’s the time she cried sore tears for her sister, Charlotte, that she never knew. She promised to take care of you better than any child was ever taken care of, and she did, for seven short years, for as long as she could. For as long as her lungs allowed her, before the TB took her. She fought hard to stay with you, Anna, she knew what it was to grow up motherless and she didn’t want that for you, but she was no match for it. She said to me, after she got sick, that she’d always felt there was prison air in her lungs, damp and cold, on account of where she’d been born. She was only a wean o’ days old when the Master brought her back here to the Castle: she couldn’t have remembered anything about Grangegorman Prison, but she had that notion in her head. ‘Prison air,’ she said, trapped in her chest, and her body only then trying to cough it up. I’d have  taken over from her, Anna, looked after you myself if I’d been able, and I did try for a while. But your father could see it was a struggle for me and that was when he hit on the idea of the Dominicans, and sent you away to school at Aquinas Hall. I think he was trying to do what your mother would have wanted for you.

You have her sweet nature, Anna. You’ve waited for a child nearly as long as Florence waited for you. You must be, thirty-two? Am I right? Not far off it. September babies, the pair of us. What does that make us? Virgo and Libra: that’d be right. I remember the night you were born, the Big Sunday, September the twenty-seventh 1936. The place was full of day-trippers, pouring into the town from the crack of dawn, taking their last chance at the weather, putting a full stop at the end of the summer. The Parade crammed with stalls selling ice cream and minerals, and the spinning pierrots, and the bay full of dancing boats: green and yellow and blue. Your mother and father were living in the yellow house where you are now, at Victoria Terrace, only yards away from the harbour. The young fellas started as usual to push each other out on to the greasy pole, and every time one of them fell in, there was a splash in the water and a roar went up from the crowd, and poor Florence gave another groan out of her and another cry. Ten hours, she was in labour with you. Poor Mrs Avery, the midwife, was exhausted. And your father, pacing up and down the hall outside, drinking one pot of tea after another, smoking a whole packet of Players, and then going  down to switch on the wireless as if there’d be some news of you on there. The psalm music was coming up from below: the BBC Chorus and then ‘Hallelujah!’, and one last cry, and there you were. Little Anna, with a rosy face and a smile that would melt an unlit candle. You were born into love the like of no other child I’ve known. You’ve heard that story before, Anna, but you never tire of it, do you? Everyone should have a person in their life to tell them stories of their birth.

Florence got shockin’ upset, a month or so before you were born. A baby was got in the river, up at the Cutts in Coleraine. A baby girl, it was, or part of one: she’d been in the river a long time. The coroner couldn’t tell if her lungs had ever drawn a breath, the paper said. Your mother walked about for days after it, cradling her belly, talking to you. She mourned for that baby like it was her own, took it severely to heart that someone could do such a thing to an innocent child. And I was thinking that somewhere up the country, near where the Bann runs fast, there was a girl, standing in a farmhouse kitchen maybe, or behind a counter in a shop, a girl who had been waiting for that news, a girl with the paper in her hands, reading, knowing that was her baby that was got in the fishing gates, a girl with the insides torn out of her.

It’s an odd thing I ended up back here after all these years. You know, it is a kind of home to me, for when you add up the time I was here as a servant and the time I’ve been here as a resident, I’ve lived here longer than I’ve  lived anywhere. The first time I came, Anna, the first time I set foot over the door of this house, I was fourteen years old. I’d never seen anything like the Castle. Oh, I’d seen it from the outside, sure enough, you couldn’t miss it. Grew up in its shadow, you might say, the way it stands on the headland looking down over Bone Row and the Parade and the Harbour and the Green Hill at the far end. On a day like this, you can look out over the sea to the hills of Donegal in the west, Scotland to the east and the Atlantic as far north as you can see. It was never what you would call a pretty building. There’s always been a touch of the fortress about it: grey, nothing heartsome. Ah, but inside: inside it was a palace. Rooms the size of churches, not all divided up like they are now, everything light and airy, full of fine-looking furniture but spacious, you would say, nothing too close to anything else. And smelling of lilies: the Mistress loved lilies. I hated them, still do: those white petals like curled tongues when they open; the choking way they catch at the back of your throat; the rusty pollen that stains your hands for days. Give me a bunch of snowdrops any day, or bluebells: bluebells from Knockancor Wood. But your grandmother loved the lilies, would have filled the house with them if she could. She thought they cloaked the smell of the gas. Better than the smell of the place now, anyway: Jeyes fluid and boiled spuds. Washable surfaces – that’s what’s important now: lino and emulsion; the smell of disinfectant everywhere. Why is it that people come to the sea to  die? Is it the sound they’re after? The first sound? Mistaking the crash and suck of the ocean for the swill of warm blood in their ears? Is it a return?

Do you see that, Anna, that little mark above my wrist? I saw that same mark on my mother’s hand not long before she died. It would put you in mind of a swift in full flight: two dark wings, a divided tail. I know where that little bird is headed: swift by name and swift by nature, straight to the blood. I’ve been hiding it up my sleeve; I don’t want the doctor near me. Let the hare sit, that’s what I say. What’s the point of rising it now? My time’s near as well, but in a different way to yours, thank God. I’m glad you’ve come. Sure, everybody should tell a story when they’re dying – what have they to lose?

There’s Nurse Jenny, Anna. Do you see her, in her lovely white uniform? She can smell death on a person. She’s never said anything, but I’ve seen her face change, one day when she was helping oul’ Mrs Wilson up out of the chair; another day when she was spooning Jimmy’s dinner into him. There’s a grey look comes over her round face; a furrow comes in her brow, and then she’s very gentle, gentler even than before. Oul’ Mrs Wilson was dead within two days; Jimmy that very night. It’ll not be long now, I’m thinking, till she smells it on me.

There’s something I want to show you, up in my room, behind the door. Do you know what it is? It’s your grandmother’s butterfly cabinet: I’ve had it these years. The keeper of secrets, the Mistress’s treasure. Ebony, I think it  is, very solid: four big balled feet on it. The darkest wood I’ve ever seen. There was never any warmth in it, not even when the light from the fire fell on it. Twelve tiny drawers, every one with its own small wooden knob. None of us was allowed to go near it: it was the one thing in the house that the Mistress saw to herself. I’ll never solve the problem of her: what’s the point of keeping a dead thing? No luck could ever come of it. Mammy used to say that a white butterfly was the soul of a child and that you daren’t harm it or the soul would never find rest. The cabinet ended up in Peig’s house, and when I opened it all those years ago and looked inside there was nothing left but dust and mould and rusted pins where the butterflies would have been. It was one of the saddest things I’d ever seen and for the first time ever – I don’t know why – I felt sorry for the Mistress and I cried for her. I cried for her loss of Charlotte and her loss of the boys and her loss of the Master, and for the days she spent in prison and for the misery of her sad lonely life. And most of all I cried that she didn’t know what she had and what she’d lost. Every drawer was the same: dust and mould and the dried-up bodies of carpet beetles and spiders, a waste of small lives. But when I went to close it up again, one of the drawers wouldn’t slide back in: I could tell there was something behind it. I slid the drawer out and reached in and felt a book and when I pulled it out, I thought it was a missal, bound in black leather with a metal trim. I opened it and saw the date in pencil on the first page and then I knew straight away what  it was: the diary the Mistress had kept in prison. Her writing was very neat always, small and careful, but here and there, there’d be a stumble forward to the loop of an ‘l’ or an ‘f’, like the pencil was trying to get away from her and start some jig of its own.

I read three lines, and I closed it up again and put it back. You might find that hard to believe, Anna, but it wasn’t meant for me. Maybe she put it there that first visit back to the house. Maybe she meant to come back. Maybe she intended to destroy it. Maybe it was for your mother. Who’s to say? But, I think, it was her chance to speak, and she must have wanted someone to listen and she wouldn’t have wanted it to be me. After Peig died, the cabinet and the diary passed into my hands. I decided I’d give them both to Florence some day, when you’d grown up a bit, when she’d proved to herself that there was no curse, that she was deserving of the name of ‘mother’. But I waited too long. And now I’m giving them to you. You may say there’s no blood between us, Anna: old Nanny Madd, everyone’s nanny with no child to call her own. But you are the true heir to the story, and to the butterfly cabinet. You’re to have them both. You’re the diary’s only reader, Anna. Who better than you?

I’m tired, daughter. You’ll come back? I could tell you more, maybe, another day. There’s more to tell. But the story runs away from me, the like of a woollen sleeve caught on a barbed wire fence. It unravels before my eyes. I am trying with my words to gather it up but it’s a useless  shape at times and doesn’t resemble at all the thing that it was. It’s hard to do, to tell one story, when there are so many stories to tell.




Harriet Ormond,

Inmate, Grangegorman Prison, Dublin,
 Saturday 16 April 1892


There is someone who looks just like me, who wears my clothes and brushes my hair, who rises when I am lying on this mattress in the early morning and goes about her business as if she were me.

The cell is eight by five. I have walked its length and its breadth. The damp of the flags creeps up my legs despite my woollen stockings. There is a small barred window of ground glass above the height of my head. I have a view of a square of sky the size of a handkerchief. On a good night, when blessed sleep comes, I dream that I am stretching towards it, the silken square, and that when I am about to grasp it, it flaps its wings, a chalkhill blue, and all that dusty colour falls down around my face. The irony of the situation has not escaped me. To be locked in a room like  the room into which I put Charlotte, appears indeed to be an apt punishment.

I have learnt to be thankful for small mercies. They have permitted me to wear my own clothes. I must wear mourning, of course, and I am mocked for doing so since, as I was told by the papers, I myself am the cause of having to wear it. I am sick at the sight of black crape. I had only just left off wearing it after Father died, and then Mother, and now here I am sheathed in it again. As if there were not misery enough to be had, without looking down on it every day.

I confess that I was unaware of the subtleties of degrees of punishment. I was a believer in absolutes. If one were dying, there was no comfort to be had. It was all the same, I thought, to die in a ditch, or to die in a soft bed. What difference did it make? The choice of location did not alter the outcome. And if one were incarcerated, then there was nothing to be added or taken away. Nothing, I believed, could ease or exacerbate the truth that one’s freedom was gone. Now, though, I can see that to have one silken square of sky is everything. To be able to see a glimpse of the world that is outside the horror of the place where one is confined, to see the sky change, to observe clouds pass overhead (once, I am sure of it, I glimpsed the flutter of a tortoiseshell): that means everything.

On a bad day, a sound like a hornet’s wings shoots past my ear and I raise my hand and swipe at the air, at nothing. Tiny specks flit about at the corners of my vision. When I  move my eyes towards them, they dart away, a silverbacked shoal of light, always just on the edge of what I can see. They herald the pain and when it comes, it is directly behind the eye like a splinter of light, like something that has been left behind from too much seeing. I feel that if I could reach in and touch it I would find it lodged there, jagged and solid. Then nausea, a heaving, emptying stomach, and each time I put my head down to find the pail, the jag of pain stabs forward again and again. I should recognise the signs by now. Yesterday, I bent my head over the copper basin, scooped the chill water into my hands and over my face, threw up my head to prevent the water dripping on my dress, then felt myself flung backwards against the door of the cell, a sound like the beating of small wings in my ear. I found myself seated on the stone floor, staring back towards the window, and it seemed to me that the wall before me had tapered in, had narrowed a good three or four inches towards the ground. When I picked myself up my face and dress were dry. Afterwards, in the yard, it was as if I had been blinkered, as if I were seeing everything down the barrel of a telescope. As I walked, the flagged ground, the wall, the inmates, the warders, the scraps of moss the crows had picked off the roof and dropped, the entire scene jolted up and down to the rhythm of my steps.

And all the time, I am lying here, eyes open, not moving, watching the square of barred light creep down the wall and cross the floor and vanish into darkness. A new  skeleton has formed inside the old: it is she who walks about and mouths the words, and I, the split skin, am left discarded here, opened at the seams. There is nothing the prison doctor can prescribe for the headaches, he says, for fear of damage to my unborn baby. My ninth child: what will it be?

I consider my roll call of children: Harry, the eldest, who is honourable, who will always do the right thing, who takes after Edward in character, who resembles my father in looks. Thomas, whose eyes are green as marram grass and who bends with every breeze; who cannot settle at a task for more than a minute at a time, who in this, as in other things, takes after Edward’s father, Lord Ormond. James, I think, a little like my mother, stern-mouthed, somewhat self-indulgent. If he continues to favour her in looks he will never be tall but fine-framed and pale, much like my sister, Julia. Gabriel and Morris remind me of Edward’s maternal grandfather, or at least of what I know of him: bluff, red-faced, matter-of-fact chaps, hands-on, curious, practical. Freddie and George, too young, too early to say, though Freddie shows signs of Morris’s temper when his teeth are coming through – as if firing his rattle against the wall will make them come any sooner or easier. They are none of them alike, my children: dark, fair, red-haired; grey-eyed, blue-eyed, brown; tall, heavy-framed, fine. I see nothing of myself in any of them. They have come through me from Edward, from his ancestors and mine, but they seem little to do with me. And that is especially true of  Charlotte, my sixth, my only girl. What can I say about her?

She had a gesture that was all Edward’s: a way of tilting her head when she was listening carefully, a strange fully-grown tic that seemed entirely at odds with her small frame. It did not seem copied: it appeared that she had inherited it, as surely as those serious grey eyes, those blond curls that had been his too as an infant. And she was wise, like a child, as they say here, that had been before; would be again.

She could never take an object by its handle. When she was given a cup she immediately wrapped her fingers around the bowl. She was contrary to the bone and entirely comfortable in her own skin. She had no interest in mounting a horse but would have fed carrots to my grey, Caesar, the whole day long. And she did not like the sea. It was loud, she said, a monster. She was plagued with dreams. Once, she woke up crying and I went to her and said, ‘It has gone away now. Go back to sleep,’ and she said, ‘That is why I am crying.’ She dreamt she could fly, she said. She had sprouted strong white feathered wings on her shoulder blades – she could feel them – and she was soaring high up in the blue looking down on the house and the strand, wheeling through the air, turning and gliding, being borne up on the warm currents that rise off Inishowen and Binevenagh, and she did not want to come down.

Why so many children? Too indelicate a question for anyone to ask, but it was on their minds, I am sure of it. I  saw the looks they gave me in church each time my condition became apparent. Why not lock the door against Edward? Surely I had provided him with heirs enough. Surely my duty was done. How can I describe the way I am with him, when we are alone together? It has something to do with touch, and something to do with ache, and something to do with living, and something to do with freedom, and something to do with loss, and something to do with a return to oneself, and something to do with fear, and something to do with relief, and with colour, startling colour, and with harmony, and with rhythm, and with abandon. A thrumming of parts, a butterflying, a dancing. And at the end of it, often, there is a child. It is a price to pay.

I loved Charlotte – that could not be helped – but she was a difficult child to like. She was wilful, disobedient; nothing particular in that, but her misbehaviour had a quality that I could not fathom. She was so unlike the boys. Their mischief was impulsive, uncalculated, soon ended by a punishment that befitted it. I once caught Harry emptying his morning porridge into his napkin. He loathed the taste, complained it was like swallowing warm frogspawn. I had him sit at the table at every meal for two days without a morsel on his plate. He ate his porridge on the third day, and every day thereafter. I caught Morris unpicking the wallpaper in the dining room, trying to set fire to it with a lucifer, the room adrift with black floating ash, an experiment, he said, to discover if a wall would  burn. I held his hands on the hot-water pipes until he cried and never once did he venture near a flame again. But with Charlotte nothing was ever simple. She repeated the same offence time and again, and nothing I did appeared to have any impact. She was not unintelligent – precisely the opposite in fact – but she would not see the consequences of her actions, she would not be turned. She was entirely stubborn, would not bend her will to anyone, and in the matter of her toileting, I was utterly defeated. I have found myself, since she began to walk and talk, remembering moments I had forgotten from my own childhood with my sister, Julia – the sudden hatreds, the mind games, the jealousies. There have been times when I have felt Charlotte to be my senior. She had something over me the way Julia always had.

There was nothing straightforward, direct with Charlotte. If she wanted more bread she would ask if everyone else had had enough; if she wanted to feed Caesar she would ask if he was likely to be hungry; if she wanted to draw with Julia she would ask if she were busy. Every question was leading somewhere, nothing to the point. She seemed to want to consider any given matter from every angle available, to examine the reverberations on the entire household. She knew what she wanted but she would not ask for it outright. No one else seemed troubled by this, but while her circumnavigation drove me to distraction, Julia found it charming. I often felt with Charlotte that an interpreter was needed: someone who could sift through  the emotional entanglement of her language, translate to me a clear intention. Julia, on the other hand, appeared to understand her perfectly.

Charlotte loved Julia, and Julia loved her, and why would they not? Julia does not discipline the children; never speaks a cross word. She is in the privileged position of the indulgent aunt who can spoil them at will and then leave them since they are not her responsibility. It is not to her they come with stomach cramps in the night for having overindulged in ice cream, it is not at her they snap in the mornings for having been put to bed too late. Julia is soft-hearted. She would not outwardly cross me, not any more, not since we exchanged words on the matter. She feels her position in my household keenly. But if she could find a way to soften a punishment, without appearing to go against me, she would do it. She has grown predictable: can be depended upon to bring bread and water to the children when I have said they were to have no supper, to slip in and read to them when they have been put to bed early for some misdemeanour. I have never acknowledged this subtle interference and she has never referred to it. And this, our unvoiced agreement, worked well enough for a time. I feigned ignorance of her temperance, never sanctioned it, and her discretion was complete, she did nothing outwardly to flout my authority. That I came to rely on it was my mistake.

My see-through sister, Julia, pale-faced, light-haired, fine, nothing dark, nothing hidden, nothing deep. It was  always made clear to us that she was the one to be educated, I was to be married. Neither of us questioned our father’s will. She went to Girton, not long after it opened, where she read the Classics and came back full of talk about the equality of the sexes, and how there was no reason on God’s earth (she did not use the phrase in front of Father) why she should not be awarded a degree the same as her male counterparts. She was going to be an artist; had had two of her paintings accepted by the Royal Academy. I wanted to view them, but was told they were ‘accepted but not hung’, which meant they were in line for a place. I never heard of them being exhibited, as I am sure I would have done, had they been.

Julia’s offer to stay at Oranmore and take care of the baby when it comes has shocked me. I had not thought she was interested in growing up. She has been the petted child for so long I had believed her incapable of taking responsibility for herself. Her brief sojourn as nurse to Mother and Father must have terrified her: I could see her relief when we invited her to live with us. I wonder how she will fare when the novelty of Oranmore has worn off, when she grows tired of playing at mistress of the house, when the tedium of those hours in the kitchen with Peig, managing the household, become apparent: the perennial dilemma between mutton and lamb; the controversial question of whose job it is to break the sugar, or order the coal. She must be excited at the prospect of having free rein in the house without me in it, but I doubt  that that will be enough to sustain her for very long. Her enthusiasm over new projects is generally short-lived.

She will not have much time for her newest interest. Aptly, she has decided to become a photographer, a thief of time and light. She has no idea how ridiculous she looks. She insisted on photographing the family, of course, returned from a visit to London with her apparatus in tow, boxes and baskets of mysterious chemicals and bewildering equipment. Explained the whole process to Edward over dinner. How glass-plate negatives have revolutionised photography, made it possible for her to traipse about the countryside photographing out of doors. She might as well have been speaking Greek for all the sense she made to me. She planned to visit Dunluce Castle and the Giant’s Causeway, to capture them for posterity, she said. And people, too – she wanted every face in the house. Edward humoured her. He had a soft spot for my dark-lashed half-suffragist sister.

‘With every new preoccupation of Julia’s I thank God it was her sister I married,’ he used to say.

I wonder if he still feels that way. She had me sit for her. She wanted me with my hair loose, in a silk dressing gown of hers, under the tulip tree in the garden. I came down in my Busvine, red and green herringbone, dressed for the hunt, my hair pinned tight under my riding hat. ‘Oh, Harriet!’ she cried when she saw me. ‘If you must wear a hat, why not the hummingbird? Put it on, dearest, do. It would be perfection!’

I ignored her, took up position behind the green leather  chair in the library. She has made her views on my jewel of a hat perfectly clear – a real hummingbird, ruby-throated, quick-eyed, every feather a surprise of beaten metal, green and silver and blue. It is mounted, as if still hovering above a head of wild columbine. I have never seen anything so lifelike. Edward brought it back from Paris. When I showed it to her first, expecting admiration, she said, ‘How exquisite, Harriet, did you stuff it yourself?’ She will grant me no pleasure. I will not defend it, and I will not be guilted out of wearing it by Julia, but I will not wear it in her company.

She positioned herself to my right-hand side, asked me to look to my left. In the photograph, one can clearly see the dusty old boar’s head on the wall behind me. She had the likeness hand-coloured to her own instructions but the studio assistant made a poor job of it. My colour is too high, and the shade of my costume a dull red. I look a fool in it, dressed for the hunt, leaning over the back of the library chair, the boar leering behind me. Julia made Edward a gift of it. She said every man should have a ‘revealing’ portrait of his wife. Honestly, ‘revealing’! Buttoned up to my throat. How is it possible to make one look a fool in a photograph?

Pretty Julia with her kitten’s teeth. And she is pretty, when her face is at rest, which is infrequent now. She is slight and pale: was the type of child that adults patted on the head; the type of woman men wish to protect, I believe. Her nose is a little wide, however, and her mouth  somewhat too expressive and her head, I always think, seems a little too big for her body. We are nothing alike: me, with my dark features and long limbs, a jawbone too strong for a woman’s, large hands; one would never take us for sisters. Mother was beside herself when her lovely Julia showed signs of developing eczema. It is not serious, but when the light catches the side of her face, little raised sores are sometimes visible just under the skin that occasionally become infected. When she came to us, I recommended American syrup of blood-root, advised her to pull her hair forward to hide the marks, but she said a doctor friend had prescribed exposure to the sun in order to energise the skin. I commented that she had no eczema on her chest and that she ought, at least, to cover that. She gave me that peculiar look of hers, said, ‘Harriet, you were born a century too late,’ and flounced off to walk in the garden.

I hurt her hand once in a wardrobe door. We were children at the time, nine and five: she was standing beside me, prattling as usual, and I closed the door with her hand in it. A blue line appeared, running below the knuckle on her little finger to the edge of her hand. The finger turned white beside the pink of the others: it looked quite dead. When I looked at her face, her mouth was open wide, soundless.

‘Ssshhh,’ I said, ‘it will be all right. Ssshhh, Julia, do not cry.’

Her face grew redder and redder, and still there was no sound. The silence was terrifying.

‘Ssshhh, Julia,’ I said, even though she wasn’t making any noise, ‘I will fix it. I will make it better. I will get some water.’

Then came the cry, one long, loud howl. Good God, one would have thought she was being mauled by wild animals.

I was still trying to soothe her when Father came into the room, his first words: ‘What have you done to her, Harriet?’

‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘It was an accident. She put her hand in the door.’

He was looking at Julia’s hand, then scrutinising my face. ‘You could have taken her finger off, Harriet, do you understand? You could have really hurt her.’

‘I did not see her put her finger in. I did not know it was there.’

He picked Julia up, carried her to the basin, called Lily to bring water. He sat on the end of my bed with her on his knee, pouring cold water on her hand, massaging colour back into it, speaking softly to her, rocking her gently. I do not think either of them noticed me leave.

I have been photographed since, my first day here. I was made to sit in front of an oval-shaped board with my name and admission date chalked upon it. Afterwards, the warder commanded me to cross my hands on my breast, palms in, she said, thumbs pointing up. I looked at her blankly, momentarily unable to translate the instructions into actions. ‘Like a bird’s wings,’ she explained, not unkindly. They were on the look-out, it seems, for any  identifying marks. A square mirror hung on a chain on the wall behind me and cast my image in profile. It was an odd gesture to be asked to make, to sit, with hands butterflied, left under right. I wonder what Julia would make of that portrait.

Julia insisted on capturing the entire household, caused havoc carting that three-legged wooden beast of a camera about from the kitchen to the stables. She was preparing to exhibit, she declared, and she wanted the pulse of an Irish house, the servants and the farm workers, all human life. There was sudden mayhem when an itinerant tailor arrived in the stable yard and all had to be dismantled and taken outdoors so he too could be captured au naturel. If she had been able to mesmerise the dogs I believe she would have photographed them as well. I saw those images later: Peig, the housekeeper, her face like a skull, looking out from the paper with her deep-set eyes, a century of misery creased on her brow; the tailor, tousle-headed and wide-eyed, in fear of his life but immobilised by the glass eye that held him, and Maddie. Maddie with her pale face and straight brows, a hair escaping from her cap, a shadow under her mouth. She looks morose, as ever, and severely young. She stands in her white apron and cuffs, with one hand closed over the other and her look says that she does not know why she has been asked to do this, why she has been summoned and made to stand in such a way, but that it is not an ordeal, and for that reason, she will do it. She is a strange girl, hard-working it is true, but unfathomable. I  look at those pale eyes of hers and I cannot tell whether or not she is speaking the truth.

In the picture Julia took of Charlotte, the child is seated beside her dolls’ house, intent on her play, not looking at the camera at all. Her profile is as it was when she was a baby. What is it about an infant’s face that captivates one so? An arrangement of curves and dips to stir the heart, to make one love it.

Today the chaplain paid a visit. He is young and perhaps has ideas of reforming me. He reminds me a little of Harry, our eldest: his narrow frame; his eyes that are dark and serious, well-intentioned; his hair that does not behave.

‘God be with you,’ he said. God be with me indeed. God be with all of us. When he was leaving he stood up and put a book down on the mattress.

‘I have no need for a missal,’ I said, but he simply nodded and left. When I opened it, the book was empty: pages of lined paper, and the stub of a pencil. Perhaps he thought I would make my confession. Perhaps I will. The warders do not know I have it, or if they do, they choose to ignore it. I have worked a hole in the mattress with the lead and pushed the book inside. When I lie down at night I feel the lump it makes under my head. The princess and the pea.




Maddie

15 September 1968
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