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It would appear that I am to be the first to write a book on Gillespie. Who, if not me, was dealt that hand? Indeed, one might say, who else is left to tell the tale? Ned Gillespie: artist, innovator, and forgotten genius; my dear friend and soul mate. I first became acquainted with Gillespie in the spring of 1888 and during the course of several years thereafter we were connected through the most intimate of friendships. During this time, I learned to understand Ned – not simply through what he said – but also through his merest glance. So profound was our rapport that I was, on occasion, the first to behold his completed paintings, sometimes before his wife Annie had cast her gaze upon them. Ned and I had even agreed to co-author a volume on his life and work; but, unfortunately, that book was never written, due to his tragic and premature death at the age of thirty-six, just as (in my humble opinion) he was about to reach the very zenith of his creative powers.


Reader, if you wonder – as I suspect you may – why you have never heard of Gillespie, this supposed genius, then be aware of one thing: that, before he died, Ned burned almost all of his work, save for a handful of paintings which were in private ownership and thus inaccessible to him. I believe that he attempted to recover some of these canvases, and to my certain knowledge, one moonlit night, would have stolen back a portrait of Mrs Euphemia Urquart of Woodside Terrace, Glasgow, had not he been interrupted in the act of forcing a water-closet window by the Urquarts’ butler, who (apparently cut short in solitary labours of his own) had been sitting in the dark; and who – despite the handicap of having his trousers at his ankles – grasped the intruder’s shoulders as they emerged beneath the sash. A momentary struggle ensued, but soon thereafter Ned wriggled free and bounded away across the back green, chuckling (perhaps in relief at his escape?), and the butler was left holding only a tweed jacket, aromatic with pipe tobacco. A few bills in the pockets revealed Ned’s identity but, happily, the police were not minded to pursue any investigation.


The Urquart portrait therefore survives, along with a few others, but most of the paintings were reduced to ashes. It is to my everlasting regret that amongst those ruined canvases were Gillespie’s most recent and finest – if bleakest – works. I have no doubt that those precious masterpieces marked a new departure for him and would have given us a glimpse – yes! of the future! – and also of Ned’s struggles, both within himself and with his ill-fated wife and family, a group of persons who, sadly, were a burdensome factor in his life as much as they were a source of inspiration to him.


You may also wonder why I have been silent for so long, and why it has taken me all these years to put pen to paper. Perhaps I needed to gain some distance from a sequence of profoundly affecting events, not least of which was that Ned, in addition to wiping out his artistic legacy, also took his own life. By that time, I was thousands of miles away, and powerless to help him. Confident of an eventual reconciliation, I never suspected that we were moving towards such a rapid unravelling, not only of our relationship (what with all that silly white-slavery business and the trial) but also of his entire fate. However, let us not get ahead of ourselves. I will come to all that in due course.


Do you know: there are times when the past is so vivid in my mind that it seems more tangible to me even than my real life? Perhaps the act of committing this narrative to paper will free me of certain recurring dreams and (God willing!) diminish my eternal aching sadness about Ned Gillespie.
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In the spring of 1888, it so happened that I moved from London to Glasgow, following the decease, at Christmas, of my aunt, whom I had nursed all through the autumn and early winter. During those cold, dark months of sickbed vigil, London had become oppressive to me and I grew to associate the place with death and dying. After several months of mourning had elapsed, I began to yearn for a change of scene, and so I decided to undertake a trip of some description, using a portion of the funds conferred upon me by my maternal grandfather, who had died several years previously, leaving me a lump sum and a small annuity.


It was to Scotland that I turned my sights. I had never visited there, but my mother was Scottish, in origin, if not inclination, and my stepfather – also a Scot – resided near Helensburgh. I rather suspect that, in going north, I nurtured some romantic notion of discovering my Caledonian heritage. Perhaps it might be considered callous to undertake such an apparently carefree, touristic trip so soon after one’s close relative has passed away, but please understand that neither my mind nor my heart were carefree. Fresh air was what I craved: fresh air and distraction, to escape the odour of hothouse funeral flowers, and to purge my mind of bad memories.


As you may remember, the first Glasgow International Exhibition was staged in the year ’88. For several months, the newspapers had talked of little else, and it occurred to me that some solace might be found in a sojourn to the magnificent spectacle that was said to bestraddle both banks of the River Kelvin. Thus, in the second week of May, having closed up my aunt’s little house in Clerkenwell, I took the train to Scotland. Travelling alone held no fears for me. I was thirty-five years old, and quite accustomed to making my own way in the world. Of course, in those days, the very idea of going hither and thither, unaccompanied, would have been viewed by many as unbecoming, or as a symptom of lowliness or poverty – which was not, in fact, the case. I was young, independent and modern, and although I was deeply affected by the death of Aunt Miriam, I certainly never saw myself as helpless, which is why I always took advantage of my own vigour. Admittedly, one had to be careful: gazing neither left nor right, and never (Heaven forfend!) looking any man, gentle or otherwise, in the eye.


The journey from the south seemed never ending, and dusk was falling as we approached our destination, the train rattling on through the landscape of hills and fields, with the sound of cinders pelting the roof of the carriage. We passed village after village – some fringed by heaps of waste, others by stagnant pools – then more fields, blanched in the smoke from our engine. Soon, the fields disappeared, swallowed by the night and the lamp-lit suburbs. At last, our speed slackened; the buildings shot up higher on each side, plunging us into darkness, and my travelling companions began to gather their belongings, as the train rumbled, canting from side to side, out onto a bridge. When the gloom lifted, I glimpsed, through silvery girders, a stretch of copper-coloured water: the Clyde. The river teemed with vessels and, all along the quays, lights were blinking, whilst, above us, the reflected glow of countless furnaces turned the clouds sulphurous yellow.


That summer, the Exhibition in Glasgow was to create an influx of visitors from all over the world. By chance, my arrival was well timed: early enough in the year to secure half-decent lodgings, yet just a few days after the brouhaha of the opening ceremony with its crowds (large, enthusiastic) and royal visit (dumpy, indifferent). Once I had settled into my accommodation – two rooms in the attic floor of a terraced house not far from the West End Park – I spent a moderately distracting week strolling around the exhibits: the Fine Art and Sculpture Rooms in the Eastern Palace; the thrilling assault to the senses, both aural and nasal, in the Dynamo Shed; the Queen’s Jubilee gifts (dull but, presumably, for those that need it, terribly reassuring); a reproduction of the Bishop’s Palace which, upon investigation with the tip of my umbrella, revealed itself to be made entirely of painted canvas; and – my favourite, illicit haunt – Howell’s tobacco kiosk with its wondrous international selection of cigarettes: Piccadilly Puffs; Shantung Silks; Dinard Dainties; Tiffy Loos! Oh, how I longed to stretch out on one of those divans up in the lounge and partake of nicotinic delights! However, this was many years ago; the world was a less tolerant place than it is now, and thus I had to content myself with ladylike forays to the front counter ‘on behalf of my father’ to purchase little darlings that I would later enjoy in private.


Not all my time was spent in the park. I found that walking seemed to alleviate my spirits, and so, once the novelty of the Exhibition had begun to fade, I started to explore the centre of Glasgow, to familiarise myself with this Second City of the Empire, this place of many hills – and it was on one of these invigorating excursions that I first encountered two ladies who, as it transpired, turned out to be close relatives of Ned Gillespie.


This would have been, perhaps, in late May. I cannot recall the precise date but do remember that it was an unusually hot day and, feeling too stuffy in my accommodation, I had taken myself for a walk into town. The streets – with their pearly awnings and gay bustle of hats and parasols – were all a-shimmer in the heat, and swarming with ‘foreigners’, with the result that Glasgow had assumed the air of a cosmopolis, resembling, perhaps, Seville, Paris or even Naples, on a fête day. In places, the city appeared to be a building site, with offices, tenements and churches under construction on all sides. The silhouettes of wooden cranes jutted skywards and, on almost every street, there appeared patches of waste-ground, piled high with planks and mounds of stone, or gable ends of half-built tenements, with hearths already provided for persons yet unborn. Whilst walking along the busy thoroughfares, I was delighted to overhear snatches of conversation in a dozen different accents and languages: there were the Scots, of course, and the English, and the Americans, but I also encountered French, German and Dutch, and another tongue, which, at first, I could not identify, until it dawned upon me that what I was hearing was the language of the Gaels, the Highlanders of Scotland and, from across the water, the Irish.


In Buchanan Street, I had paused to inspect a display of table linen in the window of Wylie and Lochhead, when something incongruous came to my attention. The pavement upon which I found myself was in shade, but the opposite side of the street was awash with sunshine and, brightly mirrored in the glass before me, I saw a woman in a black capote bonnet, stretched out on the ground, whilst a girl crouched beside her. At first I took this for some impromptu piece of street entertainment: not at all a far-fetched conclusion, given that, as a result of the Exhibition, the city was bristling with plein-air theatricals of one sort or another. I turned to gain a better view. There, indeed, was a lady, perhaps in her early sixties, lying on the pavement near the entrance to the Argyle Arcade. However, now that I could see clearly, I ascertained that she was not a ‘comedienne’, but that she had suffered some kind of collapse. This was evident from the genuine dismay on the face of the girl at her side, a pretty golden-haired creature in print frock and tall-crowned straw hat. The girl gazed around wildly and then hailed a youth in dusty clothes who happened to be passing. I could not overhear what was said because at that moment a cab sped by, but after a few words were spoken on both sides, the boy turned and dashed up Buchanan Street, no doubt in search of help.


Meanwhile, the scene on the pavement had attracted the attention of passers-by, and a small crowd began to assemble. A bossy-looking dowager swooped in with a vial of smelling salts, but when the application of these beneath the victim’s nose had no effect, our beldam was obliged to fall back, defeated. Thereafter, a tall gentleman bent down and thrust the collapsed matron’s discarded tapestry bag beneath her neck: no doubt a chivalrous act designed to keep her head off the ground, but one that forced her chin towards her chest and tipped the capote bonnet askew. The girl tightened its ribbons and then fastened her companion’s collar, which had come undone.


Evidently, the rougher elements of the throng were treating the emergency as part of the day’s entertainment. They called out to the girl and to each other, and their comments ranged from the well intentioned (‘Pinch her cheeks!’ and ‘Sumdy away and fetch a doactor!’) to the rather less altruistic: ‘Anybody got any sengwiches?’ – a question that seemed, to me, to typify the gallows humour of the Glaswegian.


It was at this point that I decided to see if I could be of any assistance. Over the previous few years, I had attended several lectures run by the St John Ambulance Association, and was very familiar with its textbook, First Aid to the Injured. My interest in the subject was partly that of the casual enthusiast and partly prompted by my poor aunt’s failing health. I will not claim to have been an expert, but I knew enough to see that the fumbling ministrations of those gathered around the victim might do more harm than good.


Without further ado, I hurried across the road, stepping between bystanders until I had reached the figure on the ground, whereupon I crouched down and commenced to inspect her stout person. Her lips were parted; her eyes closed, as though in sleep. Her young companion was fanning the air, uselessly, and weeping. From a distance, this girl had looked to be about fifteen years old, but I saw now, as she glanced up, that she was a young woman, perhaps in her early or middle twenties. When I asked what had happened, she shook her head.


‘I don’t know! She fell down. But she won’t wake up!’


‘Please don’t worry,’ I told her. ‘I’m sure she’ll be quite fine.’


And so saying, I began to feel for a pulse. Perhaps I was looking in the wrong place, or perhaps the matron’s wrist was too plump, but I could detect nothing. The young woman was staring at me with great anxiety. 


‘Are you a nurse, madam?’ she asked.


Not wishing to disappoint her by replying in the negative, I simply ignored her question and addressed the crowd sternly. (They had been leaning in for a better view of proceedings.0)


‘Stand back please! Give us air!’


There was a modicum of rearward shuffling, but I saw at once that it would be impossible to make them retreat to any distance. Therefore, I returned to my examination of the patient. I had already decided the most likely possibility: that she had fainted in the unaccustomed heat. There was, furthermore, a chance that she might have banged her head upon falling, and rendered herself unconscious. However, as I peered down at her face, I saw that matters were graver still, for her lips had turned blue. A bad sign, I knew, but – I will admit now – for the life of me, I could not remember what, exactly, this indicated. Was there something amiss with her heart, perhaps? Or was it the lungs?


The poor fair-haired woman was clearly on the verge of panic and so, rather than appear at a loss, and thereby frighten her, I began to carry out procedures that would have been advisable in any case, trusting that a diagnosis would come to me ere long. Firstly, I unfastened the capote bonnet; this, I passed to the young woman, to give her something to do, other than flap her hands and weep. Next, I unbuttoned the lady’s collar. Then, supporting the back of the skull, I removed the carpet-bag ‘pillow’ from beneath her neck. This prompted some rumbling objections from the gentleman who had so recently thrust it there, but I silenced him with a look.


The matron’s head was clammy. I ran my fingers through her pale, thinning hair, to check for injuries, but could detect no sign of blood or swellings. I pressed my ear to her chest and perceived a faint heartbeat. That, at least, was good news. And yet, those blue lips, still darkening!


As a last resort, I held my hand and ear to her mouth and discovered, to my surprise, that the patient was not breathing. She was alive – but not breathing. How could that be? And then it came to me. Almost certainly, there must be some sort of obstruction in her mouth. I had once witnessed a practical demonstration in which my friend Esther Watson, a lady lecturer from St John, had checked the oral cavity of a supposedly unconscious person (in fact, her husband Henry, who had sportingly volunteered to recline on the carpet). Esther had explained that such a procedure was necessary in case the tongue or vomitus had blocked the throat. Remembering her example, I pressed down on the matron’s chin, thereby causing her jaw to drop and her lips to part. Then I leaned forwards to peer inside her mouth.


Perhaps I should point out that I was not relishing any of these developments. Upon rising that morning, I had hoped to spend the day in quiet contemplation of shop windows, with, perhaps, the addition of a visit to a tea room. It did not occur to me for a second that I might, by mid-afternoon, be considering at close quarters the orifices of an elderly citizen. However, having embarked upon my physical examination, I found myself compelled to proceed. Annie (that is to say, the fair-haired young woman, as I was later to find out her name) had fixed me with a tearful gaze. The crowd had already dubbed me ‘Florence Nightingale’, and were calling out words of encouragement. I felt compelled to live up to my name.


However, peer as I might, I could detect nothing in the lady’s mouth. Why, there was not even a tooth in her head! The recess of her throat was too dark to see, but her tongue lay flat and was not sagging back to block her air passage, and there was no sign of any vomitus. I remembered, then, that, during the St John lecture, Esther had, as a final precaution, inserted a finger and thumb inside her husband’s oral cavity and felt around for obstructions. Could I bring myself to do such a thing? It seemed I could, for my fingertips were already sliding between the woman’s lips, prompting a collective intake of breath from the crowd, and one or two moans of distaste. Admittedly, it was not a pleasant sensation. She was hot inside and sticky. My fingers probed beneath the tongue and behind the gums, edging towards her gullet. Nothing. I was just about to withdraw my hand when one of my fingernails brushed against something right at the very back of her mouth, something slimy, but hard to the touch, and which, unmistakably, did not belong in a person’s throat.


With the utmost caution, I stretched my finger further, perhaps by a quarter of an inch. There! I could feel it now with my fingertip: a solid object, as unyielding to the touch as ebony. No time to consider what this thing might be. I knew only that it must be removed at once, for undoubtedly this was what prevented her from breathing. Her lips were already darker blue: if I did not act quickly, she would soon be dead. I would have to get enough purchase on the obstruction without pushing it further down her throat, which could prove fatal.


Gently, gently, I extended my arm. The crowd moaned once more as my hand disappeared, beyond the knuckles, into the woman’s face. Hidden from view, deep in her gorge, my fingertips investigated the slippery edge of the mysterious item. It was almost impossible to get a grip on it. Then, abruptly, my middle finger slid behind some sort of ridge, and hooked there. I gave a soft tug. The thing shifted, moved upwards slightly, so that I was able to press my thumb against it. Much encouraged, I pulled again, this time with more urgency and – to my great surprise – my fist came flying out of her mouth with the great sucking whoosh of a Kilner jar as the seal is broken. The crowd gasped and lurched backwards, staring with obvious distaste at my hand. I followed their gaze. And there, clutched between my thumb and fingers, was a full upper set of false teeth, in Vulcanite and porcelain! Presumably, the woman had fainted, and the dentures had slipped back to seal her gullet like a stopper. I gazed down and saw – for the first time – the rise and fall of her bosom as she breathed once more. Her eyelids fluttered, then opened. The crowd forgot their disgust and cheered. Laughing through her tears, the pretty young woman cried out: ‘Elspeth! Elspeth! Oh! You’re awake!’


The lady gave me a rather distrustful glance, then turned her head towards her companion and whispered hoarsely: ‘Annie! Where’s my handbag?’


(As if I might have stolen it!)


The young woman picked up the bag to show her. Another ragged cheer went up, but now that the crisis had ended and – alas – nobody was dying, people had begun to drift away. I gazed at the teeth in my hand, wondering what to do with them. Elspeth herself was too confused to take them from me, so I held them out to Annie, who gazed at me blankly for a moment and then, emptying her own bag onto the pavement, began to sift through its contents, finally producing a rather grubby handkerchief, in which she wrapped the denture.


I thanked her, and she nodded. ‘Aye, you’re welcome.’


What a delightful local accent she had! I had imagined that, since she was reasonably well dressed, she might be rather differently spoken. But it was quite charming to hear such a pretty Glaswegian brogue.


From her prone position, Elspeth squinted at me. ‘Have we been introduced, madam?’ she asked, faintly.


‘This lady’s a nurse,’ Annie explained. ‘She made you better.’


At this, I felt shamefaced. The time had come to tell the truth. After all, my intervention had been a success. I had saved a life! I stood up, brushing the dust from my skirts, saying: ‘To be perfectly honest, I’m not exactly a nurse. I simply know a little about how to tend to the injured.’


Annie frowned. ‘Oh?’ she said, examining me afresh, apparently disconcerted. Her reaction caused me to wonder whether she would have been so trusting of me had she known the truth all along.


Elspeth was gazing at me, still befuddled.


‘I’ve seen her before,’ she said.


‘No,’ sighed Annie. ‘This is the lady that made you better. Just rest now.’


At that moment, the dustily clad youth returned, accompanied by a gentleman whose leather bag and general air of imperious, bad-tempered conceit revealed him to be a doctor. In fact, I was relieved to yield authority to him. The strain of the past few minutes had begun to catch up with me, and I felt a little light-headed. I gave him a brief account of what had taken place, and he raised an eyebrow when he heard how long Elspeth had been unconscious, without breathing.


‘Perhaps two minutes, you say?’ He looked me up and down as he tried to get my measure. ‘You are medically trained, madam?’


‘Not exactly. Not medically trained, no, but –’


‘I thought not,’ he said, distinctly unimpressed. ‘None the less, I’d wager you’ve saved this lady’s life.’


Then he knelt down to tend to Elspeth, who submitted, like a child, to his examination. Annie – having gathered up her scattered belongings – had stood up, and was skittishly untying and retying the ribbon strings of her hat. I decided to absent myself quietly and politely.


‘Well, I must go now. I’m so glad to have been of some use to you today.’


‘Och, thanks for your help,’ said Annie, and I was about to take my leave when she added: ‘By the bye, how do you know all those things? Listening for a heartbeat and all the rest?’


I hesitated.


‘Well, you see, I was looking after someone who was ill, and in the interest of being more useful, I attended some lectures by the St John Ambulance Association. The instructors demonstrated all sorts of procedures and techniques –’


‘Oh well, that’s good.’


‘Yes – but sadly, what I learned was not enough to save my poor aunt. She died, just before Christmas.’


‘Och, I’m sorry!’ said Annie. ‘I didn’t realise.’


‘Please – don’t apologise. Sometimes, I do still dress in mourning – except that I had the misfortune, the other day, to be caught in that dreadful thunderstorm without my umbrella. There was not a cab in sight, and – well – I had to walk all the way back to Queen’s Crescent in the pouring rain. Crape is such a difficult fabric, I find: it just shrivels and rusts in the slightest shower.’


Elspeth, who had sat up to accept a glass of water from one of the shopkeepers, croaked: ‘Queen’s Crescent? At George’s Cross?’


I admitted that this was, indeed, where I lodged.


‘That’s just around the corner from us,’ said Annie.


‘Invite her to call,’ whispered Elspeth. ‘Tomorrow.’


‘Perhaps the lady’s too busy.’ Annie turned to me. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t know your name. I’m Annie – Annie Gillespie.’


‘Nonsense,’ came the matron’s husky voice. ‘She’s not too busy.’


‘And that’s my mother-in-law, Elspeth – Mrs Gillespie.’


‘How do you do?’ I said. ‘My name’s Harriet – Miss Harriet Baxter. But, as for tea – I couldn’t possibly –’


‘Annie! Tell her!’


The young woman raised an eyebrow, and gazed at me, without enthusiasm. ‘I’m afraid we have no choice in the matter,’ she said.


And so it was that I was invited for tea, the very next day, at Stanley Street.


Momentous occasion!


Or was it? Upon reflection, I believe that I did feel rather pleased, but only in the way that one does when invited to break bread with a Native. Suddenly one feels an entirely new connection to the place where one finds oneself. It no longer feels like such foreign soil. And a world of hitherto unknown possibilities seems to open up.
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On the following day – promptly, at three o’clock – I presented myself at the door of number 11 Stanley Street, and rang the top bell. I had found the address with no difficulty since it was, as Annie had said, just around the corner from my lodgings. Indeed, when she described the location of her residence to me, I realised that I had already walked along Stanley Street a number of times, because it was on one of my routes to the park. Apparently, her mother-in-law occupied a main-door house across the road, but it was to Annie’s home at number 11 that I had been invited.


In contrast to Queen’s Crescent (a well-kept terrace of houses set behind a pretty communal garden) Stanley Street was rather less attractive: a short thoroughfare, flanked by spiked iron railings behind which lay tenements, handsome but much blackened by carbonic deposits, the whole vista made all the more sombre by a lack of open spaces or greenery. These were still respectable dwellings: indeed, it seemed that a well-known composer resided across the landing from the Gillespies. However, most of the inhabitants of Stanley Street were much less affluent than their neighbours in some of the very grand terraces nearby.


Annie herself threw open the door. She looked surprised – and possibly slightly irritated – when she saw me.


‘Miss Baxter – oh dear, you’re on time.’


‘Ah – I do apologise. Shall I come back later?’


‘Oh no – come in, come in. It’s just that we’re not quite ready.’


She shut the door behind me, then turned and began to make her way up the long close towards the stairs. Now that she was hatless, I could see the full glory of her hair, a tangle of golden tresses worn about her shoulders in half-hearted plaits. 


‘It’s the maid’s afternoon off,’ she called out. ‘So we’re fending for ourselves … hope you don’t mind.’


‘Not at all.’


Glancing upwards, I decided to conserve my breath for the ascent. We climbed several flights of stone steps, passing, on each landing, the entrances to other apartments. The stairwell was clean, but the air was stuffy, and redolent of many gravies. Annie bounded ahead of me and, upon reaching the topmost storey, she stepped through an open door on the right, saying: ‘Here we are.’


By the time that I entered the apartment, a few moments later, she had disappeared. The hall in which I found myself was furnished attractively but simply, with a coat stand and a few framed photographs. A narrow flight of stairs at the far end provided access, presumably, to an upper floor. Several doors led off the hallway, but only one – that which faced the little staircase – lay fully open, and so I headed towards it. A glance across the threshold confirmed that here, indeed, was the parlour: a modestly furnished room, with a threadbare carpet.


Annie had already made herself comfortable on a faded sofa by the hearth. The only other occupants of the room were Elspeth – who, apparently fully recovered, was stuffing envelopes at the central table – and two small girls, one of about seven years of age, the other perhaps four years younger. As I stepped across the threshold, these children ran to Annie’s side and clutched at her skirts, staring at me with suspicion. Meanwhile, Elspeth had risen to greet me.


‘Ahh! Come in, dear friend! My Angel of Mercy!’ She came towards me, grinning from ear to ear. This ebullient mood was quite in contrast to her subdued, whispering demeanour of the previous day. (I was relieved to note that she had also put her teeth back in; as far as I am aware, she only ever wore the top set.) ‘How lovely to see you, Miss Bexter. We’re absolutely delighted that you’re here.’


Now that she was no longer hoarse, I realised that she had a rather distinctive accent, which flattened the vowels. This supposedly   Anglified pronunciation was, as I had already noted from my encounters with certain other Glaswegians, an artifice deployed – mainly by ladies – who believed that it made them sound more refained. Although her words themselves were unequivocally welcoming, I have to admit that I felt myself slightly overborne, since Elspeth’s intonation was a mite shrill and jarring. Of course, we cannot all have pleasant voices, and it is certainly not essential in life to speak in mellifluous tones; no doubt, this lady had many redeeming qualities, but Orphean elocution was not one of them.


She guided me towards an easy chair, opposite the sofa.


‘I wasn’t compos mentis yesterday, after fainting. But Annie has told me what happened. My dear friend, I owe my life to you – my very life!’ At this, she chuckled hard – and at such proximity that I feared for the integrity of my eardrum. I took a faltering step backwards (narrowly avoiding a collision with an old whatnot) and sank down onto the chair. ‘You just make yourself at home, Miss Bexter.’


‘Please, do call me Harriet.’


‘Yes indeed. Herriet! And you must call me Elspeth.’ She smiled at the children, who were casting wary glances at me, as though I were the Boneyman. Then her gaze fell upon the heap of papers on the table. ‘Dearie me, look at this guddle.’ She hurried over to tidy the mess. ‘You must excuse us, Herriet. We are just now in the process of sending out the newsletter for my dear church, Free St John’s on George Street. It’s that time of the month again. I must tell you, this edition has a particularly interesting article on the Jewish mission on the south of the river. I don’t know if you’re familiar with the mission?’


‘No, I’m not.’


‘Well – you must read this article. I’m sure you’d find it of interest. You are Jewish, are you not?’


I gazed at her, somewhat taken aback. ‘No,’ I said, after a moment.


‘Ah – do forgive me. I thought for some reason … although now I reflect on it your name isn’t particularly Jewish, is it? Oh well, never mind. It is a most interesting article none the less.’ Learning that I was not, in fact, Jewish seemed, momentarily, to have knocked the wind out of her sails. She paused to draw breath, beaming hard (for some reason) at Annie, who smiled vaguely back at her. I was on the point of saying something myself, but before I could utter a syllable, Elspeth was off again. ‘There’s also an extremely good piece on Reverend Johnson in this edition. You’ll have heard of Jacob Johnson, our wonderful Negro revivalist who arrived last week? What an inspiring sermon he gave us! He and his family were my guests on Wednesday evening, you know. It is quite charming to look around the table and see such an array of happy brown faces: I find them so soothing to look at and attractive. Do you know, Herriet, sometimes I find myself wishing that all Glasgow were filled with Negroes, singing and chuckling in that infectious way they have, rather than miserable peely-wally Scottish folk. Would that not be far superior?’


She chortled merrily and, not wishing to be thought impolite, I joined in the mirth. Annie, I noticed, did not laugh, but there was a glazed smile on her lips as she stared out of the window, apparently lost in thought.


‘Now, Miss Bexter,’ cried Elspeth. ‘If you’ll excuse me, I shall hold my wheesht – as we say here in Scotland – and go and hurry along our tea.’


Elspeth swept out of the room, still chuckling, and then began humming a strident tune, which remained audible until she entered another room and closed the door behind her. For a moment, silence fell. It was broken only when Annie breathed in deeply and then gave vent to an enormous sigh, rather as though oxygen had just flooded back into the parlour. Perhaps Elspeth’s cheerful volubility was a source of some vexation to her daughter-in-law, but when I turned to look at Annie, she was gazing down at the child who lay in her lap: the three-year-old, who had scrambled there whilst Elspeth had been holding forth. The girl was now curled up, like a baby. Annie stroked her hair. 


‘There, Rose, that’s right,’ she murmured and it all made quite a charming picture, until one realised that Annie (having made some adjustment to the bodice of her dress) was quite openly nursing the girl. I believe that, momentarily, I was taken unawares, having never before witnessed this intimate maternal procedure. Perhaps the surprise was evident in my face, because when Annie glanced up, she said: ‘Oh, you don’t mind, do you? Only I can’t get this wee one to leave me alone – you’d think she wanted to crawl inside my skin.’


Just then, the seven-year-old climbed up beside them. This child had fussed and fretted since my arrival. Having failed to force herself onto her mother’s lap, she now stood up and commenced to bang her hip against Annie’s shoulder, until Annie was forced to remonstrate with her, whereupon the child threw herself down upon the sofa and began to wail.


I cannot tell you how fervent was my hope that this display of ill temper was not caused by an impatience to be fed in the same manner as her sister.


‘Shh,’ said Annie. ‘Don’t cry, Sibyl.’


But the girl continued to wail. Since her mother seemed content to ignore me, I was obliged to make conversation, and had to raise my voice over Sibyl’s din.


‘Will anyone be joining us?’ I called out brightly.


‘I don’t expect so,’ said Annie, vaguely. ‘Shhh, Sibyl – please, be quiet.’


‘What about your husband?’ I enquired, in the hope of kindling at least an ember of conversation. ‘I suppose he is out at work?’


However, Annie did not answer, perhaps because she was once again preoccupied with her younger daughter, chatting to her whilst switching her from one side to the other. It was hard to tell whether she was being rude, or not. I glanced away, and my gaze fell upon the older girl who was now merely snivelling. To be honest, even on this first acquaintance, I found Sibyl’s feverish intensity somewhat unnerving. She was a pretty little thing, although her top lip might be considered a shade too thin, and her complexion a shade too sallow. She scrutinised me, sulkily.


‘You’ve got a big nose,’ she said. ‘Like a witch.’


I laughed, gaily. ‘Why yes – I dare say I do.’


‘Si-byl,’ said Annie wearily.


In response, Sibyl leapt off the couch and began to skip noisily around the room, darting between the furnishings in a frantic way that looked most hazardous.


Annie turned to me. ‘I do apologise for Sibyl. She’s awful tired.’


‘Indeed,’ said I, watching the child whirl around the table like an agitated Dervish. ‘Poor mite.’


At that moment, a slender young woman entered the room, bearing a heavily laden tea tray. She wore an elegant lace blouse and slim-fitting skirt and her chestnut-coloured hair was piled on her head. I smiled, ready to greet this newcomer, but she failed to return my gaze. From certain angles, she might have been considered a great beauty. The neck was graceful; the features fine. Her eyes were deep blue, almost violet. But there was a hard quality in her face – and something in the breadth and tilt of her jaw – that (unfortunately) put one in mind of a frying pan. She set the tray on the table, and then flitted across to the window, where she proceeded to fold her arms and frown out at the clouds as though they had offended her. Assuming that this person must be another member of the family, I turned to Annie, expecting some sort of introduction, but Annie gave no sign that she had even noticed the woman’s entrance. Instead, she busied herself by setting Rose on the floor and encouraging her to play with a small wooden horse, just as Elspeth sailed back into the room, bearing a teapot, and a plate of little pastries.


‘Here we are!’ cried Elspeth, then shrieked with laughter, for reasons that I could not, at the time, fathom. (However, I came to realise that Elspeth preferred her entrances and exits to be accompanied by the sound of merriment.)


‘Elspeth, please – shh,’ pleaded Annie, and gestured at the ceiling. 


Still laughing gleefully, Elspeth crossed to the table, narrowly avoiding a collision, as Sibyl darted past her. The child skipped on and, arriving at the battered old piano, threw up its lid and began to bang on the keys. Annie leapt to her feet, saying again: ‘Shh – remember Papa,’ and she closed the parlour door, whilst Elspeth set down the plate and teapot and turned to me.


‘Sibyl is learning a new song,’ she cried. ‘A Negro Spiritual. She’ll play it for the Reverend Johnson once it’s perfected. Wouldn’t it be very fine, Herriet, if she were to sing it for us, as practice?’


Annie wrung her hands together, saying: ‘But perhaps, Elspeth, not until later – please. We don’t want to make too much noise with the piano, do we?’


‘Och now,’ said Elspeth. ‘She’ll play quietly – won’t you, dear?’


Sibyl nodded, and Annie sank back down, with a sigh. ‘Well, I suppose –’


Elspeth beamed at her granddaughter who, in need of no encouragement, had already begun to fumble and peep her way through a rudimentary hymn. I do not claim to know its title, but like most of its kind it expressed, over and over, naught but patience for this life and triumph in the next. From time to time, amongst the wrong notes, Sibyl cast intense glances at us, over her shoulder, to check that we were paying heed. Annie appeared to be listening with her head on one side, as she rebuttoned her bodice. Rose leaned against her mother’s skirts, watching her older sister, wide-eyed, as though she were a specimen. The young woman at the window had taken out a mirror and was rearranging her hair, while Elspeth smiled proudly at her granddaughter and hummed along, here and there, with the melody.


As the hymn progressed, I took the opportunity to glance around the room. This was not exactly a household of paupers, but judging from the shabby, faded look of the furnishings, the Gillespie family was not, by any means, flourishing. The children’s clothes were clean, but ill-fitting, and oft-mended; the oilcloth on the table was worn thin in places; the cups and saucers were chipped and cracked. Atop the piano, next to the stack of sheet music, I noticed, for the first time, a gentleman’s straw boater, with a narrow brim, and the low crown wrapped around with a glossy striped ribbon in shades of blue and green: a rather lovely hat, which, presumably, belonged to Annie’s husband. He had left it there the last time he had been in this room, perhaps. Had he removed it in order to sit down and play? Or had he set it on top of the piano only in passing?


Such were the idle thoughts that occupied my mind until – at last – the hymn came to a faltering conclusion. We applauded, and Sibyl grinned, baring recently acquired little teeth so gap-ridden and misaligned that the effect was somewhat eerie and vampirish.


‘Bravo!’ cried Elspeth. I braced myself against the possibility that she might suggest we hear another but, thankfully, she began to lay out cups and saucers, saying: ‘That’s enough now, Sibyl, Granny’s tea will be stewed.’ The child continued to tinkle at the keys, while Elspeth picked up the teapot and addressed me. ‘Now, dear Herriet! You must tell us all about yourself. I want to know every single detail about the person who saved my life. Milk? Sugar?’


‘Yes, milk please. And sugar.’


‘Ah – a sweet tooth, like myself. But you are so slender, Herriet, so elegant. Do you avoid starchy foods at all? They are my downfall. Rock cake? Shortbread?’


‘Shortbread, if you please. As for starchy foods, I certainly don’t avoid them. If the truth were known, just between ourselves, I practically exist on biscuits.’


Elspeth admonished me with a wag of her finger. ‘That sweet tooth of yours! Now, in that case, I do hope you’ll have a lemon-curd tart. Rose and I baked them especially for your visit.’


Something must have gone amiss in the preparation, because the tarts were so blistered and misshapen that they bore closer resemblance to a cluster of purulent sores than to a selection of pâtisserie. However, since I had no desire to hurt anyone’s feelings, I selected the least alarming tart, and pronounced it ‘delicious’.


Elspeth smiled at the young woman, who had approached the table, and was helping to serve tea. ‘You and Mabel have been introduced, I presume? This is Mabel, my daughter, recently returned from America.’


‘Ah – America,’ I said and – quickly grasping this straw before it could be whisked away in Elspeth’s beak – I turned to Mabel. ‘How fascinating. Do tell me all about it. What was the climate like over there?’


Mabel smiled at me with what seemed like pity and then explained: ‘Well, it can be hot, of course, but if you stay in the shade it doesn’t matter. And I’d rather have the heat than twelve full months of rain, as happens here in Scotland.’


‘Och, shtoosh-shtoosh,’ said Elspeth, with a smile at me, as she sank down into her chair. ‘Not quite twelve months, dear.’


‘Well, practically twelve months!’ cried Mabel – and when Annie motioned her to lower her voice, she continued, in a mutter: ‘I don’t see why you have to contradict every single thing I say.’


Elspeth took a breath, but before she could speak – and in order to forestall what looked like a disagreement – I leapt in with the first question that came to mind: ‘Have you all been enjoying the International Exhibition?’


‘Ah – our wonderful Ex!’ cried Elspeth. ‘We are season-ticket holders, of course, and I’m partial to a real Indian curry, and they do a marvellous one at the General Gordon Buffet. You’ll have been round the Palace yourself, then, Herriet?’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘In fact, that’s one of the reasons I came to Glasgow – to see the Exhibition and take my mind off … well … recent events.’


‘I know, dear,’ said Elspeth, with a sympathetic look. ‘Annie told me you’d lost your aunt. I’m so sorry.’


‘Well, Aunt Miriam was terribly kind – like a mother to me, really. My own mother passed away some years ago.’


Elspeth nodded. ‘I know exactly what you’re going through.’ 


‘You do?’


‘Well, I’m a widow, you see, and Our Heavenly Father took my own dear mother to himself many years ago. And Annie’s mother was taken when she was quite young. We’ve all been through the passing of our mothers, you know.’


‘Not all of us,’ said Mabel. ‘Not yet.’


Elspeth blinked, once, but gave no other sign that she had heard, or been wounded, by this comment. In hindsight, there was a reason for Mabel’s prickly demeanour: I later learned that her fiancé, an American, had recently broken off their engagement, resulting in her unexpected and solitary return to Scotland. Dear Mabel was never one to conceal her moods, and, for the time being, the family was treating her with kid gloves, tolerating her more melodramatic outbursts, and ignoring any bad-tempered remarks.


To dispel this moment of awkwardness, I spoke up again: ‘Mabel, I’ve heard it said that America is a very vibrant country. Did you find it so?’


With a shrug of her shoulders, she sat down at the table.


‘Well, naturally – that goes without saying. Everything is so much better over there than it is here. American coffee, for instance, is wonderful. Do you prefer tea or coffee, Miss Baxter?’


‘Usually, I have tea.’


‘Really?’ Once again, she gave me the look of pity. ‘I prefer coffee. But you can’t get decent coffee in Glasgow. It’s tea rooms, everywhere you look. Tea rooms!’ And she hooted with laughter, at the absurdity of it all.


‘Well they do serve coffee,’ muttered Elspeth, and then, turning to me, with a shriek, she banged the table (making Annie wince). ‘Which reminds me, Herriet, I’ve remembered where I’ve seen you before.’


‘I have indeed walked along this street many times, it’s on my route to the –’


‘No, no – it was outside Assafrey’s, last week. I went in, with my son, but the place was full, so we left, and that was when we bumped into you: you were going in, as we came out.’


‘Goodness, I’ve been to so many tea rooms – I’m afraid I don’t recall seeing you, Elspeth. Although, who knows – if your son joins us, I might recognise him.’


I smiled at Mabel, who had been eyeing the cakes, without taking one. Now, she fixed me with a regretful, pained expression. ‘My brother is working,’ she explained, as though I were a child. ‘I doubt he’ll come down. When I left him he said he didn’t want to be disturbed.’


Upon hearing this, Sibyl suddenly ceased to tinkle at the piano. She arranged her features into a sugary little smile, then sidled up to Mabel and began to stroke her skirts, with fluttery fingers, in an ingratiating fashion.


‘Did you go into Papa’s room?’ she lisped.


‘For a wee while,’ replied Mabel, lightly, but in a way that suggested that she was rather pleased with herself.


As Sibyl cast a wistful glance at the door, Elspeth leaned towards me. ‘My son is an artist. I don’t know if you may have heard of him, down south. Ned Gillespie? He’s quite “weel kent” up here, among the art crowd.’


‘Is he a painter?’ I asked.


‘Yes, indeed – a very fine one too,’ said Elspeth and then there was a pause, as she took a bite from her scone.


I turned to Annie. ‘There’s a picture by a Gillespie in the International Exhibition – a little girl, with some ducks.’


Annie nodded. ‘Aye – that’s his – By the Pond.’


I had seen the painting, a few times. In fact, I was almost certain that I had, albeit briefly, met the man who had painted it.


‘I was forever sketching when I was a girl,’ Elspeth announced, having despatched with her scone. ‘And I often came second in the class for my artwork. Such a marvellous teacher I had – I shall never forget her. What was her name again? Miss Niven! She was so encouraging to my youthful talent. But Ned, you see, has taken after me in every respect: he is a genius.’


Fortunately, it was appropriate to smile. ‘How proud you must be,’ I said, and turned to Annie. ‘Has your husband ever been to London? I did meet a Scottish artist named Gillespie, in the autumn, at the Grosvenor Gallery.’


He and I had spoken only for a few moments and I had, more or less, forgotten about him until my arrival in Glasgow when I noticed a Gillespie listed among the artists in the catalogue of the Exhibition, and wondered, vaguely, whether this could be the same man.


Mabel turned to her sister-in-law. ‘He went down to that exhibition, remember?’


Annie nodded.


‘Ah – the Grosvenor!’ exclaimed Elspeth. ‘The wonderful Grosvenor – such a fine gallery, I believe. They were extremely enthusiastic in London about his paintings – and quite right too.’


While we had been speaking, I could not help but notice that Sibyl had edged, silently, towards the closed door, and now, she put her hand to the door knob, and turned it slowly. At the creak of the latch, Mabel swivelled in her seat.


‘Sibyl? Where are you going?’


The girl tittered, guiltily. ‘Nowhere,’ she piped, sidling out of the room.


‘You see?’ Mabel admonished Annie. ‘Yesterday I had to bring her down about six times. She simply won’t leave him alone.’


With a sigh, Annie rose to her feet. One of her plaits had come undone, and she had fastened up her bodice wrongly, leaving a spare button at the top. She trailed out of the room, calling wearily: ‘Sibyl – please come back!’


But Sibyl, it seemed, had no intention of returning. Footsteps thudded up the stairs; there was the sound of a brief scuffle, and then the child began to scream. The screaming grew louder – and more disturbed – until one might have thought that she was being murdered. Moments later, Annie reappeared, dragging her daughter by the hand. The child scrabbled and clutched at the door jamb, but she lost her grip when Annie prised her fingers free. We all leapt to our feet, and Mabel slammed the door shut, then tried to help Annie restrain the girl, who was still wriggling and writhing. As they crossed the room, supporting her between them, Sibyl tried to hang onto a chair, and then, before anyone could stop her, she reached out and grabbed at the oilcloth, with the unfortunate result that it came flying off the table. Down came the cups and saucers, the tarts and cakes, the dull teaspoons, the tarnished tray, the teapot, an old lamp (which, thankfully, since it was daylight, was not lit), a dish of dented wax fruit, a water-stained sewing box, various odds and ends, and all the church newsletters and envelopes. Everything fell to the floor with a sudden, startling crash – which made Rose take fright, and then she too burst into tears. Annie immediately hurried over to comfort her younger daughter, leaving Sibyl to sink to the floor, scarlet-cheeked, and screaming, with Mabel chiding her to behave herself and stop bothering Ned, and Elspeth, in between apologetic glances at me, trying to soothe one and all, whilst – up, up – from the pile of cloths and debris on the carpet went a great rolling cloud of dust.


Just audible, over this bedlam, were some noises from the floor above. I heard a few impatient footsteps, and then, after a pause, a rhythmic banging, as though – in protest at the racket from the parlour – somebody was rapping the floorboards sharply with a cane or stick. The artist – in his garret! Six or seven times the floor was struck and then, it seemed, he gave up, for there was a clatter and then a rattling sound, as though he had flung down the cane and let it roll across the floorboards.


Meanwhile, Sibyl stretched herself out on the carpet, stiffly, her little arms rigid at her sides, wailing for her ‘Papa-aa!’ until, at length, her fit of temper became so prolonged and unbearable that Annie relented, and told her that she could go upstairs to the studio and see her father, after all. At once, the child’s shrieks subsided to shuddering little sobs. Then, she picked herself up and stalked, slowly, out of the room, casting dark, accusing looks at one and all.


I listened to her footsteps as they faltered on the first few stairs, and then increased in speed as she ascended, until she could be heard positively skipping along the upper floor, her misery forgotten. Moments later, there was the sound of a door opening and closing – presumably the door to the studio, wherein worked the girl’s father – the artist, Ned Gillespie.


Ah yes: Ned Gillespie. You may be wondering, dear Reader, when he is going to make an actual appearance in this overwhelmingly feminine account. On this occasion, I must disappoint you, because once Sibyl had disappeared inside the studio, the door remained closed: Ned did not come down to tea, at all, that day; he showed the parlour not so much as a whisker.




*





Personally speaking, I suppose that I was now quite curious to meet Elspeth’s son, to see if he was, indeed, the young artist whom I had encountered in London. Life is full of strange coincidences. In fact, it was sheer chance that I had even gone to that exhibition at the Grosvenor back in the autumn: left to my own devices, I would never have left Aunt Miriam’s side. As I have already mentioned, she was ill and, by late September, my duties as nurse had caused me to be virtually housebound, for several weeks. A few concerned friends, who had noted my pallor and exhaustion, eventually suggested that I relinquish the sickroom for one night, and accompany them, first to the Grosvenor, and then on to supper. Opening nights of exhibitions always attract a large and fashionable throng and – right up until the very last minute – I was in two minds about whether to go. Not only was I loath to leave my aunt, but I also dreaded the prospect of spending several hours, forced to make conversation, in noisy rooms. However, in the end, my friends persuaded me.


Just as I had feared, the gallery was so crammed that even the large West Room felt overcrowded. My friends formed a merry party, having come from a late luncheon; my own mood, by contrast, was sombre, and such was my state of mind that I soon tired of their jollity, and so contrived to drift away from them, and wander about, alone, gazing at the various artworks. 


At one point, I found myself in a relatively tranquil corner of the East Gallery, lingering in front of a small canvas, a domestic interior, entitled The Studio. The colours of this picture were particularly striking against the scarlet damask of the wall. The painting depicted an elegant lady in a black frock. She was standing in what appeared to be an attic room, an easel in the background the only suggestion that this loft belonged to an artist. A shaft of light fell from a skylight window, illuminating the woman’s figure. Her hat was trimmed with a short, diaphanous veil. In one hand, she held a little bag of seed, which she was feeding to a canary in a cage. Although she seemed to be a guest in the house, one formed the impression – simply from the way that she fed the bird – that she was a frequent visitor. The expression on her face was intriguing: she looked so placid and content, lost in thought, perhaps – even – in love.


Of course, I would like to be able to say that, upon first viewing, I was seized by the genius in the conception and execution of this painting, The Studio. However, knowing little about art, I did not, at the time, single it out as exceptional. Indeed, I lingered in front of it – in what the Scots might call a ‘dwam’ – primarily because that corner of the room happened, just at that moment, to be less crowded.


My reverie was suddenly interrupted when a pair of hands grasped me by the shoulders and began to draw me away from the painting. For a second, I assumed that my friends had found me, and were dragging me off to Romano’s but, as I turned, I realised that I was simply being moved to one side by a complete stranger: a bearded gentleman, in evening dress.


‘Madam, if you would,’ he said, and deposited me a few feet away, next to a gilded table. Then he turned to his companions, a group of important-looking gentlemen. ‘Now, as I said, this picture may be of interest. Note if you will …’


As he went on speaking, I continued to stand where I had been placed, somewhat stunned at having been shoved aside as though I were no more than an irksome piece of furniture. The bearded fellow, I deduced, was a guide, or curator of the exhibition; his companions – a group of be-whiskered gents – were, presumably, potential buyers of the work.


One man, younger than the rest, stood at the back of the group. In comparison to the others, his evening dress was not quite so impeccable, and he was clean shaven, except for a small moustache. While the other men followed the curator’s every word, this young fellow stared, rather crossly, at the floor. His face was flushed, and I wondered, at first, whether he had taken too much sherry.


At that moment, the curator beckoned to him, calling out: ‘Sir – would you care to add a few words – perhaps about your intentions in painting this work?’


The young man frowned at him. ‘No, sir, I would not,’ he said, in a rich, Scottish brogue. ‘First of all, a picture should speak for itself –’


‘Indeed,’ said the bearded guide, with a smile, and then he nodded, indulgently, at the other men. ‘So say many of our young artists.’


The painter stepped forward. ‘But that’s beside the point,’ he said, and then he extended his arm, to indicate me. ‘I think you should apologise to this lady here.’


The curator gave a short laugh. ‘What?’


‘Right enough, her hat is tall,’ the painter continued, ‘and it obscured our view, but that’s no excuse. We could have waited, or you could simply have asked her to step aside – instead of acting like a damn brute.’


The gentlemen in the group exchanged shocked glances. I looked at the curator: the smile on his face had vanished.


‘Oh, please,’ I said, hoping to forestall an argument. ‘It doesn’t matter.’


Ignoring me, the curator addressed the artist, hotly: ‘I beg your pardon?’


‘It’s not my pardon you should be begging,’ said the painter. ‘Now will you please apologise to the lady?’ 


Wide eyed with outrage, the curator turned to me. ‘Madam,’ he snarled and, with a click of his heels, he gave me a sharp bow. Then, he marched off into the crowd, saying: ‘This way, gentlemen. Follow me – I believe there’s something more interesting in the next room.’


Some of the group scurried off in his wake, whilst others turned away more hesitantly, offering me the odd apologetic smile or nod as they departed. In the interim, the young artist had come to my side.


‘I do beg your pardon,’ he said. ‘That fellow is insufferably rude. Allow me to apologise properly on his behalf.’


‘Oh, please – I don’t mind.’


The young Scot scowled after the departing curator, who was guiding his charges towards the doorway. ‘That wasn’t a real apology, not by any means. But don’t you worry – I’ll drag him back here and get him to say he’s sorry.’


‘No, don’t,’ I begged him, before he could charge off across the room. ‘Please don’t make a scene on my account. You mustn’t cause a fuss. After all, you could have sold your painting to one of those men, if you hadn’t spoken out.’


‘Ach, no – they wouldnae have bought it.’


I barely remember what remarks we exchanged thereafter – simple pleasantries, no doubt. We spoke for no more than a few moments. Reading between the lines, I gained the impression that the young man was slightly overwhelmed by the grandeur of the occasion. While we talked, he kept pulling at his collar, as though he was unaccustomed to wearing one so high, and he fiddled so much with one of his brass collar-studs that it fell to the floor, bounced out of sight, and was lost. We both bent down to search for it, but before it could be found, a different curator appeared and ushered the artist away, into the next room, in order to present him to another group of gentlemen; and soon, thereafter, my friends descended upon me, and persuaded me to join them for supper.


That, in brief, was my encounter with the Scottish artist named Gillespie. Upon reflection, it seemed very possible that he and Annie’s husband were one and the same person. An interesting coincidence, I thought to myself – and there it might have rested, had not Elspeth invited me to meet the family again, the following Saturday, outside the quaint Cocoa House in the park.



















[image: ]







3





On the appointed day, finding that I had arrived at the park a little early, I decided to while away some time in the Fine Art Section. This would have been, I dare say, the last Saturday in May and, due to a spell of fine weather (before those terrible rains at the end of the month), the entire Exhibition was teeming with crowds. As I battled my way through the British and Foreign Loan Collections, I was, as ever, reminded that galleries do attract a disproportionate number of wiseacres: those persons who like to show off to their companions, and give anyone within earshot the benefit of their wisdom about the pictures on display. At one point, I even witnessed a man crouching down in order to sniff a canvas, before declaring to his companions that it was ‘most definitely, wi’oot a doot, an oil painting’.


Weary of the crowds, I headed for the British Sale Room, which was always a little quieter, although, as usual, it had attracted that other unfortunate breed of citizen: those who possess no real interest in Art, but who hurtle around in groups, barely glancing at the paintings, in their search for that with the heftiest price tag:


‘There’s one at forty-two pound!’


‘Never mind that, Archie, here’s a six-hundred-pounder!’


Eight pounds and ten shillings was the price of By the Pond, the only one of Ned Gillespie’s works to be included in the Exhibition. Now that I had become acquainted with the artist’s family, I paused to examine it with fresh eyes. By the Pond was a large canvas, in the plein-air style of Ned’s contemporaries: a rural, naturalistic scene of a little girl chasing ducks. I realised, now, that he had used his older daughter as a model. However, the child in the picture wore an angelic expression: either Sibyl had stopped glowering for a few minutes, or Ned had used his imagination. The painting had an undeniable charm and was fashionable at the time, which would explain its inclusion in the Exhibition. I cannot pretend to be an expert in Art but, in my opinion, the subject matter was too slight to merit its imposing scale: Sibyl and her ducks would have been far better reduced to half the size. None the less, the composition and use of colour were pleasing, and I believed that I would be able to compliment Annie’s husband on his exhibit, should we happen to meet.


Regrettably, it was impossible to ignore that By the Pond had been terribly badly hung, in the worst spot in all the Fine Art Section: an ill-lit, lofty position, above a doorway, at the eastern end of the British Sale Room, and at unfortunate proximity to an oft-blocked and malodorous drain. This situation gave rise to much hilarity on the part of visitors, who were wont to hasten beneath Ned’s painting whilst wafting their hands in front of their faces and uttering various ribald comments. I myself was aware of the jokes regarding the picture’s aromatic location – albeit vaguely, as an outsider. The general consensus was that the pond in question must have been a ‘right stinky stank’ (stank being a Scots word for a pool of stagnant water or drain). For a time, there was a danger that this phrase might even become a nickname for the artist himself, when a certain satirical drawing, which caricatured Ned unkindly, and appeared above the name ‘Stinky Stank’, would doubtless – if published, as planned, in an issue of The Thistle – have stoked the flames of mockery. Fortunately, the caricaturist withdrew it at the last moment and thereafter the nickname fell into disuse.


But I am getting ahead of myself.


Towards four o’clock, the hour appointed for our meeting, I made my way outside, into the sunshine, and strolled over towards Van Houten’s Cocoa House. The exterior tables were all fully occupied, and so I found a place on the grass, from which vantage point to watch for the approach of Annie and Elspeth.


From where I stood, I could see Kelvingrove Mansion, and the stream of visitors, emerging – benumbed and replete – having just gorged themselves on the sight of Her Majesty’s many gifts: the silver caskets, battleaxes, bejewelled slippers, and so on; an array of useless, opulent articles which (to my mind) struck a vulgar note when contrasted with the poverty evident elsewhere in Glasgow, a city that teemed with beggars, many of whom were children – an inequity to which these day-trippers seemed oblivious. Is it only me who is tempted, in such circumstances, to shout insults, such as ‘Imbeciles! Fools! Pudding-heads!’? Of course, one resists these urges, and tries not to feel too much in common with the ragged, drunken little men who often seem to crop up in public places, shaking grubby fists at the throng, and uttering oaths and imprecations; I do sometimes wonder whether I myself – by sheer force of will and dint of imagination – have not conjured up these little fellows to berate the multitude on my own behalf: the very daemons of my psyche.


My daydreams were interrupted by the hoot of the little steam launch on the Kelvin. So lost had I become in my thoughts, as I stood there on the grass, that I had failed to notice the passing of time. Now, glancing at my watch, I saw with surprise that it was half past four o’clock, long after the hour that Elspeth had proposed that we meet; of course, I had no idea, then, that the Gillespies were always late, for every occasion. I hurried into Van Houten’s and peered into each salon, but my new friends were nowhere to be seen. Thereafter, feeling disappointed, I gave up, and decided to return to my rooms, by way of the lake and the Hillhead exit.


Beyond the Mansion, I took the path towards a crossroads where several routes converged, just south of the lake. It was at this point that I heard a strange yelping sound. Thinking that perhaps some poor dog was in pain, I glanced in the direction of the noise, only to see Elspeth Gillespie bearing down upon me. The high-pitched cry that I had mistaken for a canine yap was, in fact, emanating from her throat, apparently as a means of attracting my attention. ‘Youp!’ she cried. ‘Youp! Miss Bexter! Youp! Youp! Herriet!’ 


In her wake came Mabel, walking closely with a gentleman in a straw boater (he had, at that moment, bent his head to light his pipe); and, behind them, Annie and the children, trailing along with a younger man, who was staring off, towards the river. Just then, the gentleman in the boater looked up, exhaling a mouthful of smoke. He was a broad-shouldered individual of about the middle height, with even, handsome features, his eyes perhaps a little sad. I recognised him, at once, as the artist whom I had met those several months previously in London.


Here, then, was Ned Gillespie: the man himself, walking towards me. Of course, I feel a thrill now in describing this moment but, at the time, I cannot think that it meant terribly much to me to see him there in the park, especially since I was obliged to direct my attention to his mother, who already had me in her clutches.


‘Miss Bexter! Lovely to see you! We are a little late, but it took some time to get organised. Allow me to introduce you to …’ – she peered over her left shoulder; Mabel and Ned had just drawn abreast of us, behind her, and Annie had paused to admonish Sibyl for some misdemeanour, so that Elspeth’s gaze fell instead upon the young man, who was fast approaching – ‘… to my son, Kenneth. Kenny, dear, this is Miss Herriet Bexter, the lady I told you about, who saved my life!’


The young man greeted me, briefly. I judged him to be about twenty-four years of age, and handsome enough, notwithstanding a slight puggish cast to his nose, and his hair, which one might, in all politeness, describe as ‘auburn’. He was dressed in checked trousers, cutaway coat, and fob watch and, despite the studied nonchalance with which his bowler was perched upon his head, he emanated mild discomfort and impatience. This, I interpreted (perhaps wrongly, as later events might suggest) as youthful shame at having to be seen passeggiare with his mama. We exchanged a few pleasantries, and then he turned to Elspeth, saying: ‘I’m away to the refreshment bar, mother’, and, without further ado, he strode off down the path. 


‘Don’t stay out too late, dear!’


Elspeth frowned anxiously after his retreating figure, leaving me to exchange greetings with her daughter-in-law. Compared with the last time that we had met, Annie’s face appeared a little tired and pale. Diplomacy was required and, since she had clearly made an effort to dress smartly – in a narrow-skirted plaid frock, and jade velvet tam o’ shanter – I paid her a compliment. ‘What a delightful costume, Annie!’


She looked surprised. ‘Thank you, Harriet. Did we keep you waiting?’


‘Oh, on such a day as this, one doesn’t mind a little wait.’


I turned to her girls, whom good manners required that I also acknowledge. With their shining cheeks and stiff, short dresses, Sibyl and Rose had the scrubbed, chastened look of children who have been soundly bathed and fastened into their finest clothes. ‘What a pretty dress, Rose! How smart you look, Sibyl!’


The younger girl grew bashful, and attempted to hide her face, while Sibyl raised a coy shoulder and gave me an affected grin across it, displaying her little fangs. Seconds later, however, the smile vanished, and I found myself, once more, unsettled by her dull-eyed, unflinching gaze: it was not malicious, exactly, yet neither was it pleasant.


Meanwhile, Mabel had linked arms with Ned and – somewhat impolitely, I felt – steered him off down the path, rather than stopping to say good afternoon. It was of no consequence, but I daresay that I was mildly curious to be reacquainted with the artist. However, Mabel was possessive of her brother to a degree that might almost be regarded as – one hesitates to say unnatural – but all her actions concerning him were coloured by an anomalous proprietary instinct. I noticed that Kenneth caught up with them and appeared to borrow money from his brother before hurrying off, and then Ned and Mabel paused to converse with some acquaintances.


Our little group, consisting of Elspeth, Annie, the children and myself, began to move in their direction. Unfortunately, Elspeth hampered our progress somewhat by stopping in her tracks, every so often, the better to speak. She began to tell me about a person that an acquaintance of hers had once encountered; somebody whom I was never likely to meet, and whom, moreover, Elspeth herself had never met – but apparently none of these particulars prevented her from expounding at length on the subject of this complete stranger.


I could have wished for some moral support under this torrent of verbiage, but Annie, exhibiting no fellow feeling, soon wandered off the path to pick up a leaf, and then became lost in contemplation of its form, thereby falling behind. Sibyl and Rose skipped on ahead. As Elspeth continued to chatter, my gaze drifted over to where Ned stood with the others. He had turned away from his companions in order to gaze across the park at the Waterbury Watches balloon, which was just visible above the trees, over by the Machinery Section. His arm was half raised, and he appeared to be fiddling with something at his wrist – a cufflink, perhaps, or a timepiece. I found myself wondering whether or not he would remember our previous encounter in London.


Just at that moment, he happened to glance in our direction and, almost without thinking, I waved to him, as one might to an old friend. To my surprise, he instantly broke away from Mabel and the others, and hurried towards us, tapping his pipe to dispose of the cinders. I felt sure that he must have recognised me. At the very least, his approach interrupted Elspeth’s monologue.


‘Come and meet Miss Bexter, Ned dear! Herriet, this is Ned, my other son.’


The artist doffed his hat and then, turning to his mother, said simply: ‘Well?’


‘No sign yet, dear,’ replied Elspeth. ‘But we must wait until we get to the Palace. That’s where we’re most likely to see him.’


‘Aye,’ said Ned, and gazed off towards Annie, who was still standing on the grass, some distance away, examining the leaf that she had found. As he considered his wife, his expression softened, and he smiled.


Clearly, he had not recognised me – not at all – but why should he have? A professional artist might well be introduced to dozens of strangers during an opening at a gallery like the Grosvenor, and if his work appears in several other shows over the course of a year, the number of new faces that he encounters must mount into the hundreds. I would have been extremely silly to be hurt that he had not remembered me.


‘What’s she doing?’ said Ned – fondly, to himself – and then he called out: ‘Annie, dearest! Keep up!’


He beckoned to her, but she simply waved back, smiling very prettily: I suspect that she was too far away to hear him. Ned laughed, and blew her a kiss, and then he gave a happy sigh, and set off down the path, swinging his cane. Elspeth and I fell into step with him, and the children began to dart amongst and between the three of us, singing a nursery rhyme, something about bluebells. A passer-by might have taken us for a family, on a day out, with myself as the mother figure: the thought of it rather amused me.


‘So, Herriet!’ cried Elspeth. ‘You don’t mind if we make haste, do you? Only we’re looking for Mr Hamilton, of the Fine Art Committee. We’re hoping to get Ned’s picture moved and we’ve had an idea of how it might be achieved.’


She went on to explain that the poor location of By the Pond had been a source of concern since the start of the Exhibition. Indeed, in the opening week, Ned had taken the measure of writing to Horatio Hamilton, politely requesting that the painting be moved. Hamilton (now long forgotten) was then a well-established painter of the old-fashioned ‘gluepot school’: artists so called because of the dark, sticky nature of their preferred medium, megilp, and also, perhaps, because of their subject matter, which was often gooey, mawkish, and overly moralistic. As such, Hamilton was probably not one of Ned’s natural allies, but he was a leading light of the Fine Art Committee for the Exhibition, he ran a well-respected gallery in Bath Street and, crucially, he had been one of Ned’s tutors at the Art School. Without Hamilton’s support, Ned felt that he would have little chance of persuading the organisers to shift his painting. Thus, according to Elspeth, he had sent the man a letter, but received no reply. A second letter had also been ignored.


This was all fascinating information, and I was flattered to be taken into their confidence, although I noticed that Ned did not join in the telling of the story. Indeed, in the beginning, he tried to dissuade his mother from divulging too much, but he might as well have been a newborn kitten in the path of a runaway bull. He soon gave up attempting to change the subject and concentrated on beseeching his mother to walk while she talked. Meanwhile, the little girls continued to run rings around us. Sibyl, in particular, seemed to barge into us almost every time that she hurtled past and, once or twice, I did wonder whether she had jostled me deliberately.


‘It’s a well-known fact’, Elspeth was saying, ‘that Hamilton always takes a wee tour round the park between five and six o’clock. Now, Herriet, our plan is that we bump into him, as though by chance, and then, in the course of conversation, we can talk him into making sure that Ned’s painting is shifted. We won’t let him leave the park until he’s agreed to do what we want. I shall sit on him, if necessary!’ Although this did not strike me as an advisable course of action, it would have been impolite to suggest as much, and so I simply looked thoughtful, as though giving full consideration to what she had outlined. ‘If all else fails,’ cried Elspeth, to her son, ‘you must put the man in his place. Tell him he’s an old fool. Tell him he’s a pompous over-rated fat bald-pated snobbish old nincompoop!’


‘Yes,’ said Ned, with a smile. ‘That would certainly win him over.’


‘And while you’re at it, dear, should you not insist that your pond picture be displayed somewhere that everyone will see it? Why not move it out of that gallery altogether? Hardly anybody goes in there.’ 


‘That is the British Sale Gallery,’ said Ned, kindly. ‘The painting has to be in there, Mother, since it’s on sale, not on loan, and it’s classified as British.’


Elspeth dismissed these trifling details with a wave of her arm. ‘But it hasn’t sold, dear, because it’s in such a terrible location. They should put it next to that picture of Balaclava! Everybody stops to look at that one. If your pond painting were beside it, then all the visitors queuing to see Balaclava would be forced to stare at your picture while they waited in line!’


‘How gratifying,’ said Ned, evenly, ‘to think of them being forced.’


‘Or – what about the main hall? It could be hung there. Then it would be the very first thing that visitors saw as they entered the building.’


‘Now, Mother dear, that would be neither feasible, nor permitted.’


His words made excellent sense, and yet Elspeth persisted. Her cheerful loyalty to her son was to be admired, even if her suggestions were impractical.


‘Could they not construct another gallery,’ she continued, ‘to display just a few of the best paintings? And your work could be given a prominent position.’


Ned appeared to consider this.


‘Perhaps they could call it “The Gillespie Wing”,’ he said, drily.


‘Ebbsolutely!’ squawked Elspeth, having failed to note the twinkle in his eye. She clapped her hands together. ‘What a brilliant, brilliant idea.’


Suddenly, just to my right, Sibyl tripped and tumbled to the ground, landing on her hands and knees. There was a hiatus, for a few seconds, while she took in what had happened, and then, unsurprisingly, she began to wail. Elspeth swooped in to the rescue, and Annie hurried over to comfort her daughter, and thus it was that – by a quirk of fate – the artist and I ended up walking ahead together, just the two of us, alone. Ned was clearly preoccupied: he kept looking this way and that, scanning the groups of visitors, presumably in search of Hamilton. Hoping to distract him from his anxiety, I broke the silence.


‘Your mother has recovered very well, it seems.’


He gave me a puzzled smile. ‘Recovered?’ he said. ‘Forgive me, but – recovered from what?’


I stared at him, surprised. Surely they had told him what had happened? ‘From her accident, last week, in town – when she fainted.’


‘Oh aye – that. Aye, yes, she has indeed. You’re quite right.’


Another moment passed. Ned scrutinised the queue outside Kelvingrove Mansion as we approached. Presently, since he said nothing further, I spoke again: ‘Thank goodness I happened to be passing, in town that day, and saw her.’


He peered at me through narrowed eyes. ‘Oh, so you’re the lady. I do beg your pardon. Yes, thank you. Thank you very much. We’re most grateful for what you did.’ He smiled at me, warmly. ‘It’s turned out a lovely day, has it not?’


It was, indeed, a beautiful afternoon. There was not a cloud in the sky but, thanks to a light breeze, the air was not too hot. The trees were in their best and freshest garniture, and all around us the grass grew, lush and green. We might almost have been two figures promenading in a verdant landscape painting. The Blue Hungarians were playing at the bandstand, and the boisterous sound of their music floated across the park. I felt, suddenly, elated. Perhaps it was this jubilation that caused me to be rather impertinent in my next remarks. I felt carefree and bold: what did it matter if I showed an interest?


‘I believe you’re an artist, sir. Pray tell what you’ve been working on of late.’


Ned gestured, rather bashfully, at the landscape. ‘Well – this,’ he said. ‘The Exhibition, artisans. That sort of thing.’


‘Artisans – how fascinating,’ I said, and then added (a little mischievously perhaps): ‘Quite a departure from your painting The Studio – the lady in the black frock and veil, with the birdcage?’ 


He turned to look at me, in surprise. ‘But – what? You’ve seen that, then?’


‘Oh yes.’


‘But – that picture was shown only the once.’


‘I know – I was there, at the Grosvenor. Did someone buy it, then?’


‘Yes – an anonymous collector, no less.’


I clapped my hands together. ‘Anonymous? How thrilling!’


However, Ned had stopped in his tracks. ‘Excuse me – I’ve just realised, I’ve been terribly rude. I remember your face now, from that night. I beg your pardon.’


‘Oh, not at all – you’ve no reason to remember me.’


‘Ah, but I do remember,’ he insisted. ‘You were wearing an elaborate hat – a very tall, nice hat – and a – a very striking blue dress. Yes, I remember now – there was that dreadful curator – your hat annoyed him, it was in the way – and then I lost a collar-stud. Forgive me for not recognising you at first. You see, when my mother introduced us, I just assumed you were one of the ladies from her church.’


‘Ah – not I! To tell the truth, I’m what you might call a freethinker.’


Ned glanced over his shoulder, and then gave me a light-hearted, conspiratorial look. ‘Aye, well, just between ourselves,’ he said, in a low voice, ‘I’m not a great one for the Kirk either.’


I laughed, and he smiled at me. ‘Sorry, miss, but what was your name again? Those openings are such a trial to the nerves: I never remember what anybody says.’


‘No need to apologise – we weren’t actually introduced. My name is Harriet Baxter. But – please – call me Harriet.’


‘Harriet, it is. How d’you do?’


He shook my hand. Such a lovely moment: the first time that I had ever heard my name upon his lips, and then, that shy, endearing smile that he gave me, after he had spoken. His eyes, although sad, were of a rare and startling blue: at that instant, I could not have named the colour, but with the hindsight of years, I would describe their shade, that afternoon, as ultramarine.


I glanced down as he released my hand, noticing first the muscular span of his wrist, and then I saw, scribbled all across the back of his cuff, a pencil sketch of the hot-air balloon, which must have been what he was doing earlier, when I had assumed that he was winding his watch or fiddling with a shirt fastener. It may sound silly, but I found this quite thrilling: that he would spoil his cuffs by drawing on them showed a refreshing lack of vanity, not to mention an appealing, devil-may-care attitude to convention.


We fell back into step and, moments later, came into view of the multitudes swarming in front of the main building. The place was busy, even for a Saturday. Ned’s glance darted here and there as we headed towards the Eastern Palace.


‘I’m interested to hear you’re sketching the Exhibition,’ I told him. ‘Such an inspiring subject. The urban landscape! The smoke! The city dweller! The crowds!’


‘Aye,’ he said, doubtfully. ‘But nobody wants to buy paintings of the city. They’d far rather hang haystacks and cottar’s gardens on their walls. And a man has to make a living, Miss Baxter, especially with a family to support.’


I recalled the little scene that I had witnessed earlier: Ned’s brother, borrowing money. Was that a regular occurrence, I wondered? Certainly, to judge from his clothing, Kenneth Gillespie had expensive tastes to maintain. And how many of the others did Ned have to provide for? His mother was a widow, it seemed; Mabel remained unmarried; and there were also Annie and the children to feed and clothe.


‘I expect there are many demands on your purse,’ I remarked.


When Ned made no reply, I glanced at him and found that he was staring at a gentleman who was seated behind an easel, on the grass near Van Houten’s, in the very same spot where I had, only recently, been standing. The artist – a squat, balding character – appeared to be sketching the crowds as they milled about in front of the Palace. A white umbrella shaded him from the sun. Several people stood at a respectful distance on either side, admiring his work.


Ned glared at him, as though thunderstruck.


‘Would that be Mr Hamilton?’ I ventured.


‘Not at all,’ muttered Ned. ‘It’s Lavery – confound him!’


And, so saying, he charged across the concourse with great fierceness of purpose. I half suspected that he was about to attack the artist, or overturn and stamp upon his easel and, fearing something of the sort, I hurried after him; but, in the event, Ned did neither of these things (of course not – violence was not in his nature). He simply stared coolly at the man as he strode past, and bade him a stiff and pointed: ‘Afternoon, John.’


By way of greeting, Lavery waved a stick of charcoal in mid-air, and carried on sketching, apparently oblivious to Ned’s barbed tone. No introductions were made; Ned marched on, without pause, until we reached the bridges, then he came to a halt, and began scowling around him at the passing crowds. It was easy to guess the reason for this change of humour: he was simply annoyed to find another artist recording the Exhibition. Indeed, as I later learned, Ned had been busy, a few weeks earlier, making studies of Muratti’s tobacco girls, rolling their Turkish cigarettes, when Lavery – who, heretofore, had not been seen in the park with so much as a pencil in his hand – happened to wander past and, spying Ned, had paused to comment upon his sketches. It was from this encounter (or so Ned suspected), that Lavery borrowed the idea to draw some Exhibition scenes of his own.


Sad to see my new friend downcast, I ventured to suggest a distraction. ‘Perhaps we could go inside the Palace, Mr Gillespie. I’d be most interested to hear your opinions on the exhibits. And you could show me the location to which you wish your painting to be moved.’


He glanced at his watch and then looked disappointed. ‘I’m afraid that won’t be possible today,’ he said. ‘I must, as you know, locate Hamilton – and after that I’m obliged to meet a friend. Some other time, perhaps. It would be a pleasure.’ 


Just then, amongst the scattered hordes outside the Women’s Industries Section, I spotted Mabel’s wraith-like figure bearing down upon us, followed, at some little distance, by the rest of the family. Inevitable though this intrusion was, I had enjoyed my private time with the artist, and was most disappointed that it was now drawing to a close. However, an excellent idea had just occurred to me: perhaps I could help out the family purse by buying one of Ned’s paintings. I wondered how to broach the subject, and said, at last: ‘As it happens, I should very much like to own a painting by an up-and-coming Scottish artist – perhaps even more than one.’


Ned nodded, thoughtfully. ‘Well, if I can be of any help,’ he said. ‘I do know Lavery – he’s not a bad chap, really. Of course, there’s Guthrie and MacGregor; and some of my friends are making quite a name for themselves: Walter Peden, for instance. But MacGregor or Guthrie might be the ones to approach first. I could certainly get you the introductions, if you like.’


‘Oh – but I’m afraid you misunderstand me. What I mean is that, to begin with, I should like to buy some of your work.’


Ned swept off his boater and dragged his fingers through his hair, his outstretched arm exposing, once again, the scribbled drawing on his cuff. ‘Good Heavens!’ he said. ‘Well, I’m – extremely flattered.’


And so it was agreed that I would call upon him at his studio, later that week. We were just finalising the details of my visit when Mabel arrived and linked arms with her brother. She whispered something in his ear and then turned to me.


‘Afternoon, Harriet. Are you having a frightfully spiffing time?’


‘Yes, thank you.’


‘I think people should have spiffing times, don’t you, Ned?’ Mabel jogged his elbow. ‘What d’you think, brother mine? Eh, what?’


She was making some kind of joke, I gathered, and possibly at my expense. I felt awkward, since there was nothing, really, that could be said, under the circumstances. Ned laughed, of course; no doubt, he would have missed Mabel’s mocking undertones, oblivious, as ever, to her bad manners: dear Ned always saw the best in people, and he was often completely blind to their faults.


In extremis, I fell back upon that old friend, flattery. ‘Why, Mabel, that’s a lovely frock you’re wearing.’


‘Thank you,’ she trilled, mechanically, and – although she looked me up and down – failed to return any compliment. All at once, the others descended upon us, and Elspeth began, immediately, to screech in my ear. Glancing down, I was unnerved to see Sibyl glowering at me and at my parasol. The sight of a child’s face transformed by such a baleful stare was most disquieting. I was beginning to realise that being cornered by Elspeth made one feel rather like a fly, trapped in the web of a spider: an irrepressibly cheerful and loquacious spider, but a spider nonetheless. Hypnotised by the movements of her mouth as she chattered on, I had almost convinced myself that I would soon be bound in silken threads and left – dangling – to be devoured later, when Annie bustled over, interrupting her mother-in-law with the words: ‘Where’s Rose?’


‘I don’t know,’ said Elspeth. ‘Was she not with Sibyl?’


We all looked down at the child. The baleful stare had gone, only to be replaced by a look of injured innocence.


‘Where’s your sister?’ Annie asked.


Sibyl widened her eyes, as though she had been insulted. ‘I don’t know.’


I glanced over towards the main building. Outside the entrance, Ned and Mabel had just accosted a prosperous-looking gentleman, perhaps the person that they sought to meet. Elspeth had followed my gaze and, as though to confirm my thoughts, exclaimed: ‘Hamilton!’, and sailed off to join ranks with her son and daughter. I watched on, in the hope that Ned might be successful in his mission to have his canvas relocated. The gallery owner gave every appearance of listening intently to his former student. Unfortunately, Mabel had not had the sense to absent herself. Instead, she had adopted a rather superior stance, her eyes half closed, her chin upturned, a condescending and confrontational pose, which I hoped that the man would not find too off-putting. Beside me, Annie was scolding Sibyl.


‘How many times do I have to tell you not to let her out your sight?’


The girl pouted, and kicked at the ground.


At that moment, from the vicinity of the stone bridge, the disembodied wail of a small child could be heard. Annie spun around with a loud cry:


‘Rose? Where are you?’


She hurried off in the direction of the river. I glanced back towards the entrance. Having heard Annie’s yell, Ned broke off from his conversation with Hamilton, and stared, with some concern, towards his wife. As I watched, he muttered something to Elspeth, who had just joined their little group, and then, leaving her with Hamilton and Mabel, he ran across the concourse, darting between the crowds, yelling as he went.


‘Annie! What’s the matter?’


‘It’s Rose!’ I heard her shout in reply. ‘Rose, dear – where are you?’


And then the littlest Gillespie came into view. She was sitting on a path, near the Fire Engine, bawling, her fat apple cheeks dirty and tear-stained. As soon as she saw her mother and father approaching, she ceased to cry, realising that she was no longer lost. Annie descended upon the child, and swept her up.


‘There you are, my wee poppet.’


Elspeth, Mabel and the gallery owner were all staring over at the little scene by the river, but as soon as it became clear that Rose was in no danger, the two women turned back to Hamilton and both of them began to harangue him, at once. Elspeth’s lips moved, nineteen to the dozen, and although I was unable to distinguish any individual words from where I stood, I could hear her shrill, overbearing tones. Meanwhile, apparently oblivious to the ruination of his plans, Ned had joined Annie and both of them were fussing over Rose. I stole a glance at Sibyl, who was staring across the concourse at her sister and parents. The expression on her face was downcast, perhaps more miserable than sullen. Annie, in particular, appeared to dote on her youngest child: it seemed clear to me, even then, that Rose was her favourite. I wondered whether Sibyl ever felt excluded.


In an effort to cheer her up, I said: ‘It must be hard being the eldest, looking after your sister all the time.’


No doubt, I was also attempting to endear myself to the child, having, thus far, struggled to befriend her, but Sibyl was unimpressed. She flicked her eyes at me, askance – another strange look that seemed, somehow, too mature for her years.


‘Rose is always getting lost,’ she lisped, and then she turned and skipped away, in the direction of the Doulton Fountain.


When I think of that moment now, I shiver.




*





By the time that Ned rejoined his mother and sister at the entrance, Horatio Hamilton of the Fine Art Committee had endured enough of the two women and, having made his excuses, he had disappeared into some private office within the main building, not to be seen again, that day. Nobody could be sure of exactly what had passed between Elspeth, Mabel, and the gallery owner, but according to them, despite their most charming and persuasive efforts, he had assured them that he was unable to help Ned with the relocation of his picture. It seemed that the Committee had drawn up careful plans, several weeks previously; paintings could not just be moved about the place at the whim of artists and their relatives. Thus, By the Pond remained where it was, for the duration of the Exhibition, with the result that Ned’s public profile was not what it might have been.




*





Perhaps a picture is beginning to emerge: a picture of an artist, a man of indisputable talent, but a man hampered by circumstance and responsibility. Poor Ned! Is it any wonder that he was struggling to make his name? It would not have surprised me in the least to learn that he envied his peers, especially those without domestic entanglements. Moreover, he was forced to contend with the inequities of an artistic establishment that was (then, as now) notoriously prone to snobbism, and nowhere more cliquish than Scotland, wherein most established artists were possessed of wealth, an Edinburgh heritage, and a first-rate education. Even the avant-garde of the ‘new school’ – that loose alliance of painters who became known, eventually, as ‘The Glasgow Boys’ – were, in the main, sons of the manse, of merchants, or of shipping magnates, who, with financial support from their families and patrons, were not obliged to sell pictures in order to live. Some of these men were so established, by then, that not only had their work been included in the Exhibition, but they had also been asked to paint various decorative frescos in the Exhibition buildings. Ned Gillespie, on the other hand, was not part of this charmed inner circle, and had not been asked to contribute so much as a scribble.


Strictly speaking, the Gillespies were respectable enough, but despite Elspeth’s valiant attempts to sound well bred, there was neither wealth nor noblesse on her side. And yet, here Ned was, striving to create works of art, despite his unfavourable circumstances and background. I was prompted to wonder how many others there were, like him: gifted young men, whose talents were left to rot for want of money and opportunity. I also could not help but reflect on others of my acquaintance who, despite wealth and every advantage, had accomplished nothing meaningful. Ned, at least, was creating something of worth with his talent. My heart went out to him and, that evening, as I sat alone in my rooms, I found myself reflecting on the terrible unfairness of the world.







OEBPS/9780571271993_cover_epub.jpg
[

i
SE ,'

I
_E_I ]
T

L on, .

NN

7/

The Observations

\ Orange Prize-shortlisted author of
N
\Q\\ i






OEBPS/faber_logo_online.jpg
fi

faber and faber





OEBPS/map_1_online.jpg
PLAN

CENTRAL GLASGOW
I [re——
| THE OFFICIAL GUIDE

0 T

| GLasGow ExHIBITION. | |
oA COMTAIIE

BLE. Prmie 0 i oty






OEBPS/map_2_online.jpg
881 ‘MODSV1D ‘NOLLISIHXE TYNOLLYNNILNI
o o uEld






OEBPS/inline_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/title_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a0xi_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/inline_2_online.jpg





