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Mary Grant’s journal, April 8, 1867

 


How does one paint the sweet smell of flowers
on the wind, better than any perfume one can buy?

How does one paint the inside of heartbreak
and sorrow, the truth of its depth and its impact?

We are lone beings trying to find
togetherness in a society full of disparate ideas. We are a
mistaken smudge of black paint on a perfectly vibrant horizon. But
if we try hard enough, we can create something with texture and
life, something far more beautiful. Something that will never be
forgotten.

*

 WANTED—Female
companion to young war veteran. Must be good conversationalist,
well-read, artistic, young. Must not be engaged or married. Room
and board provided; servants always present. Send qualifications to
Markham House, Roehanna Cliffs Overlook, Massachusetts.

*

 The
horse-drawn carriage stopped a short distance from Markham House
with the excuse that, “I can’t see what kinda ground’s under them
grasses. You gotta walk. I could carry your baggage for some extra
coins—that’d be besides a few more coins for my effort, comin’ all
the way out here in the middle of nowhere.” It hadn’t been a treat
for her either. Perhaps it would have been smarter to spend the
extra money for a stagecoach and a smoother ride. And a more polite
driver.

Miss Grant alighted without any help,
dragging her luggage after her and dropping it to the ground. She
paid the small man and added the few coins for his effort but
carried her things, including her bag of art supplies, herself. The
walk would do her good after that rattling journey.

As the carriage pulled away, Miss Grant
turned to face the house and breathed in the cold, hard wind that
met her, whipping the fabric of her dress. The landscape was
perfect for painting. A generous two-story house set back from a
grassy cliff over the ocean, the wind ruffling the grasses
playfully. Next to this cliff, with a great gap in between, was
another cliff with beautiful, full trees that had deep-green
leaves. The closer cliff looked quite bald in comparison to its
neighbor, but both were attractive in their own ways. Miss Grant
smiled at nature’s incredible ways and started for Markham
House.

It was strange to see this immaculately kept
house here; it looked like it was picked up from a well-to-do area
and plopped here. And it was red. Of all the colors they could have
chosen, red? Blue to match the oceanscape, green to honor the
foliage, or even sandy brown to match the scant bit of beach below
the cliff. Perhaps even white for the roiling sea foam. But red? It
seemed deliberately out of place.

Miss Grant took another deep breath of fresh
air and started her walk to the house where, she noticed, all the
windows were closed.

*

 The clock ticked loudly in the parlor as Miss Grant and Mr.
Markham sat oddly silent, having just met. The servants had
accepted her into the house with very little fuss, as if she had
been there many times before and was just visiting
again.

Miss Grant glanced furtively at Mr. Markham.
He was young, as the ad said, but as a war veteran, the only injury
she could see was a long, deeply indented scar that drew from his
left ear straight across his cheek and angled to the bottom of his
chin. When she had responded to veterans’ ads in the past, there
had always been something more than scars. A missing limb,
sometimes two, heart conditions, permanent shock. But a scar? Was
that really all? If so, why had he felt the need to take out an ad
for a companion? Surely he had plenty of friends, especially with
such good looks—a perfectly straight nose, strong chin,
well-balanced lips, and thick brown hair. The wealth she saw in his
house was also in his handsome features. His scar didn’t mar
anything but his skin.

But perhaps the problem was underneath it
all, inside his soul. If that was the case, she could still try to
help.

Pursing her lips, Miss Grant wondered why
the silence felt commanding, thick. Discomfort overwhelmed the idea
of speaking.

After a while, Mr. Markham inhaled audibly
and said, “Would you like some refreshment before you settle in
upstairs?” His voice was scratchy with exhaustion, as if it had
been he who had traveled all this way just to be let down.

Miss Grant nodded in one clear motion. “Yes,
that would be nice.”

Mr. Markham rang a small bell on a little
table next to him. The kindly but quiet maid, Mrs. Jones, who had
received Miss Grant at the front door—“You may call me Jones,
miss,” with an outdated curtsey—discreetly entered the room and
closed the door behind her. She couldn’t have been older than forty
with a pleasant look despite the lack of a smile on her face. She
seemed to approach his chair with caution, bent slightly forward
with her hands clasped in her lap, and she stopped where she could
just barely see him. She leaned forward to look at him from the
right, the side without the scar.

“Tea,” he said with
unnecessary harsh authority.

“Yes, sir.” Jones didn’t
look at Miss Grant. She simply left carefully and
quietly.

What a strange
place, Miss Grant thought. Silence settled
in again with a consistency she could only describe as
pudding-thick.

“Why ‘miss’?” Mr. Markham
asked, the quiet so suddenly pierced that it startled Miss
Grant.

“Excuse me?”

“You have been married
before but you aren’t anymore. I made inquiries about you after you
wrote me.”

“Before or after you
accepted me to come here?” Miss Grant asked quickly.

“Both.”

Miss Grant’s eyebrows rose sharply. Perhaps
this was a big mistake. Perhaps she would get out of it in the
morning.

“Shouldn’t you go by Mrs.
Montgomery?” he pushed. “Why don’t you?”

She thought for a moment. “You still
accepted my application.”

He glanced at her and grunted. “I need the
company.”

“Why?” she asked
immediately, feeling put out for coming here to help a man who, as
far as she could see, didn’t need anything but a way out of his own
insecurities.

He looked at her full-on, and the beauty of
his face, even with a frown and a deep scar, was shocking. Her
expression must have shown it.

“What a
shame, that’s what you’re thinking,” he
spat angrily. “He was so handsome, what a
shame about his face. I don’t need pity. I
need companionship.” He looked away, the frown deepening, and now
all she could see was a miserable man and the scar that held
control over him.

Miss Grant’s left hand tightened into a fist
while her right trembled trying to do so.

“I would prefer that you
avoid putting words in my mouth,” she said softly. After thinking
about what might help for a moment, she continued, “I am a widow,
as I’m sure you know—”

“And your husband survived
the war.” The bitterness was shocking for a man with all his limbs
and a sharp mind, a man with nothing actually wrong with
him.

She was not about to continue. Clearly this
was not someone she could trust by any means. But perhaps…

“Mr. Markham, I would like
to paint you.” The authority in her voice was more of a command
than a request. If he wouldn’t help himself, she would stay and try
to force him out of his ridiculous behavior. What the servants must
have gone through every day was an appalling thought. This man had
to be brought out of his own self-pity.

The stillness that settled over the room was
so painful, Miss Grant was afraid to cross her ankles for fear the
subtle sound of her skirts rustling would be too startling.

“Paint me?” he said with disgust. “I thought you were joking when you
mentioned that in your letter.”

“No, I really would like
to,” she said. The door opened, and Jones carried in a tray of tea.
Miss Grant glanced at the table between her chair and Mr.
Markham’s, then stood and walked over to Jones, taking hold of the
tray. Her right hand struggled to grip it well; her left hand
supported it underneath. “Thank you, Jones, you may go
now.”

Jones looked up at her, seemingly terrified
of not completing her serving duty. “Oh miss, I couldn’t let
you—”

“Go now, Jones, you old
rag,” Mr. Markham said, much to Miss Grant’s unhappiness. “Now that
you’ve got my guest doing your work. Go knit something.”

Miss Grant turned harshly and almost threw
the service from the tray. But Jones’s hand on her arm stopped her
from saying anything. Despite his treatment, when Miss Grant looked
back into Jones’s eyes, she saw softness, and her mouth formed a
tight-lipped smile. She saw an apology and thanks and something
else. Jones was conveying in those worn brown eyes that no matter
what Miss Grant did, it would not end well, but it was nice of her
to try.
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