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Praise for The Painter’s Daughters


‘It’s beautifully written and I raced through it. Research is filtered through contemporary consciousness and deployed with skill. It’s a polished performance’


Hilary Mantel, Booker Prize-winning author of Wolf Hall


‘Beautifully written, moving and skilfully handled, The Painter’s Daughters is as exquisitely and tenderly rendered as a Gainsborough painting’


Tracy Chevalier, author of Girl with a Pearl Earring


‘A wonderfully powerful and haunting novel about sisterly love, art and betrayal, with a hugely gripping plot. I absolutely loved it’


Deborah Moggach, author of Tulip Fever


‘A feast for the senses and the joy of a story well told – a beautiful debut’


Jo Browning Wroe, author of A Terrible Kindness


‘A beautifully written, impressively researched novel about sisterly love, art and sacrifice, The Painter’s Daughters is historical fiction at its finest. Both entertaining and enlightening, it swept me along in its galloping pace while teaching me about a world I never knew. Howes is a talent to be reckoned with. Wonderful’


Emma Stonex, author of The Lamplighters


‘A deeply touching tale of two sisters that probes the difference between love and self-sacrifice. Fascinating’


Priscilla Morris, author of Black Butterflies


‘Emily Howes is a talented writer who vividly evokes Regency England but doesn’t shy away from exploring how its glittering society could constrain and threaten young women. An engaging and enjoyable mix of historical fact and beautifully imagined fiction’


Joanna Quinn, author of The Whalebone Theatre


‘A marvellous novel, up there with some of my favourite works of historical fiction. Emily Howes’ evocation of the Gainsborough sisters’ relationship is truly remarkable and the novel is a sensory delight, full of evocative descriptions that bring the past to life. I loved it’


Whitney Scharer, author of The Age of Light


‘I loved The Painter’s Daughters – a vivid, sad, beautiful novel about sisters’


Amy Key, author of Arrangements in Blue


‘A mesmerising and at times quietly devastating tale of two sisters, art, shared suffering and love. With The Painter’s Daughters, Emily Howes has pulled off the finest of balancing acts, combining rich and evocative historical detail with a light and contemporary writerly touch’


Chloë Ashby, author of Second Self


‘A fantastic debut … The Painter’s Daughters is a beautiful, heartbreaking, stunningly perceptive read about love and art, hope and expectation. And so gripping too – I devoured it’


Caroline Lea, author of The Glass Woman




For my mother
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‘And as for sweet Peggy Gainsborough, she lived her own unselfish life, and found her full complement of happiness in the love of those so dear to her, and never regretted the position and title which had been, as it were, almost forced upon her.’


Emily Baker, from Peggy Gainsborough: The Famous Painter’s Daughter, 1909


‘If you have no dreams, you will live within them.’


Robert Burton, from An Anatomy of Melancholy, 1628





PART ONE






PEGGY



Patina


First, the canvas.


Not one, but many. Great oblongs carried in and out, wrapped carefully in shrouds. Like bodies, we always thought as we watched them from the window. Like great stiff bodies, short, tall, thin and wide, one for each of them as they came in their carriages and swept away again. And underneath the shroud, stripped back in privacy, the sheer blank expanse of it, the bareness of it, like naked skin.


The tools in his studio are meticulously arranged, like instruments in an orchestra; easel, palette, smudge pan, straining frame, primed cloth, maulstick, pencils as sharp as a pin or as fat as a finger, Dutch quills and swan quills, jewelling pencils and bristle pencils; a brush for every fleck in your eye, to smooth every coarse hair. Devices to conjure life, and then soften it back into perfection.


It is Saturday afternoon. Late August, the air hot and still in the shuttered house. And my father is beginning something, beginning someone.


The door of the studio is ajar. All is quiet. We loiter, Molly and I, hoping to be seen.


He is standing with his back to us, his fingers rubbing his cheek where the afternoon whiskers are beginning to grow. The canvas in front of him, waiting. In one hand he is holding something small and white. He dips it into a shallow bowl and raises it, dripping.


A muffled giggle, a creaking floorboard. He half turns.


‘Now, who might that be?’


We try for silence, but Molly steps on my foot.


‘Reveal yourselves this moment or be tipped into the paste water!’


He knows it is us.


‘Hello,’ I say. My voice is too loud in the afternoon silence.


He sees us in the doorway, and stretches out his hand. He looks hot and weary.


‘Come in, you vagabonds, and let me see you for a moment before I work.’


And then he adds, as we push the door too eagerly and it bangs against the wall, ‘But I have a dreadful head on me, so absolutely no singing, dancing, shrieking, disagreeing, and most particularly, no dangling from my neck.’


Molly is fond of dangling from his neck although she is older than me, and heavier.


‘What are you doing?’ I ask him.


‘He is washing the canvas,’ Molly says. ‘I’ve seen him before.’


‘Not washing it, Moll, but getting it ready. Come here and I will show you.’


The studio smells of paint and soap and stale beer and some other smell I do not know, but that rests on my father’s hands and hair and on the sleeves of his jacket.


‘Now then,’ he says, ‘The Captain first, as she is the smallest. Hold out your hand, Peg.’


I stretch out my upturned palm, and into it he puts a stone, rough and white like bone. And then he wraps his own large hand around it, guiding, dipping the pumice down into the bowl of water, and bringing it out. Together we move it over the canvas, smoothing, working away at the knots and bumps. His hand is red and lined, a working hand, and mine is a shell inside it.


‘That’s it, my Captain,’ he says. ‘Gently now.’


We dip the stone again, and there is no sound but our breathing and the water sloshing gently in the bowl, and then the rasp of the stone against the skin of the canvas.


Molly hangs beside me, watching.


‘When is it my turn?’ she says. ‘When is my turn? Is it my turn now?’


‘Wait a moment, my Molly.’


‘It isn’t your turn, Moll,’ I say. ‘It’s still mine.’


Water trickles down my arm, tracking its way towards the sleeve of my dress, and I want to stop it tickling but I do not want it ever to stop being my turn.


Molly leans in, brown curls falling over her face, and she is reaching out to tap our father’s arm, to ask again, but sharp footsteps cut across the floor. It is our mother, fat beads of sweat on her upper lip, coming at us in a flurry of words.


Lady Astor is coming, she is saying, to see about a portrait and we must leave at once, and Peggy, go and change your dress immediately, it has splashes and drips all down the front of it, and what are we doing in here anyway, tormenting our father who has plenty to do that is not taking care of little girls and dear God, Thomas, must it always smell of beer in here, and out, out and find something else to do. Out, out, out!


And so we are banished, and hurry from the room, my hands still dripping. Together we slip back through the hallway, past the carefully hung portraits that say look what happens here, look who you can be – two small girls vanishing like twin ghosts up the stairs off to find another game, another way to pass the time. We are invited in together, we are conspirators together; welcomed, banished, summoned, always together. And when Molly forgets, I remember for her.


Later, when the canvas is smooth and dry, unmarred and unmarked and ready, he will show us how to paint the first layer, a rich, ochre red, the colour of earth and blood all mixed up together. Because the earth colour will not kill the other colours, he tells us, and we think it is funny, the red letting all the other colours live. Red for justice, virtue and defence, green for hope, carnation for subtlety and deceit, popinjay for wantonness. Hidden messages to warn, to praise, to flatter. Each one blended into the edge of a ribbon or the fall of the light from the sun. It is a form of magic that only he knows.


Ever since those early days I have thought of colours as having their own life, their own agency, as if they are characters in a story, clamouring to be heard. Now I am the kind of green you get in shadows, terre verte, perhaps, the muted underpaint. That is what secrets do. But as a child in our Ipswich days I was pink, the tender pink of flesh, pale and iridescent against the dark Suffolk earth. And Molly too. We were the same colour, then.






Frame


Our house is broad and made of white stone, and it sits right in the middle of Ipswich, on Foundation Street. Inside it is always dark, from winter to summer, with stairs leading down to the hall where the walls are covered in face after face, red-hatted admirals and beady-eyed clergymen who stare back at you from their dusty rectangles. Our mother in her fancy bonnet is there. Our grandfather in his bob-wig. On our father’s side, for we must not mention our mother’s. And there, in the centre, high above our own heads, we, too, hang, twinned, in a vast frame. We aren’t for sale, exactly. We are selling.


Look up and see what my father can make you, for the right price. That is what we are saying. He can stop time. He can hold you inside the knots and flourishes of the gilded wood, caught in movement, caught on an in-breath. The shadowy greens merge and fold over each other in layers of paint: umber, burnt sienna, caledonite. I am reaching out for a butterfly, a cabbage white, the kind we find in the Ipswich hedges. My fingers hover over its creamy wings. It is my hand, I always think, and it is not. The hand in front of me has cat scratches on the back, and something sticky from lunch on the thumb, and dirt under the fingernails. The hand on the wall glows. It is perfect. We step through the shadows, our dresses gleaming lead white and Naples yellow. I look up at my painted self and wonder what happens next. What I would do if I caught it.


We must stay out of sight when customers come, but we watch them looking at our painted faces, safe in our hiding spot behind the banister. Molly puts her arm round my shoulder, and we crouch, as the silk slippers and brown leathers of the Ipswich gentry shuffle in and out like small creatures, wearing away the polish on the floorboards. When a particularly important person comes, a squire perhaps, or his small, stiff, powdered wife, my mother stands in the hallway and fans the door for half an hour beforehand, because when the wind blows the right way, you can smell the warm, sharp scent of the hops from the brewery in our house. This, says my mother, is inelegant. Molly whispers to me that she thinks it is quite inelegant to stand flapping the door about for all that time like a chicken trying to take flight, which I think is the funniest thing I have ever heard. For a while we pretend to be chickens, leaping over the herb beds in the kitchen garden, clucking and beating our wings, until Molly trips and bangs her nose on one of the sticks which divide the plants, and there is blood, and crying, and our mother comes out to tell us off.


In the rest of the house the walls are not covered in faces, not yet. They are a patchwork of countryside views, of brooks and fields and peasants and carts, and of trees that billow out as if the wind is moving the paint. That is what my father loves, and when there are no faces left to finish, he will take his easel and some bread and cheese in a napkin and come back late, red from the sun. Sometimes, if we are lucky, we are given brush boxes and water cans to carry, and trail after him all the way across the fields like the wise men bearing gifts. When his eyes begin to narrow and don’t see us any more, we race off to play, on the hunt for tiny river creatures or broken treasures washed up in the Orwell mud.


And then we hear our mother’s voice, as we always do, fretful, raised. ‘Thomas, I cannot allow it. They are running about Ipswich like wildcats. It will do us no good.’ And our father will say, ‘It is how I grew up, Margaret, and it did me no harm,’ and ‘I will not have my daughters packaged up in silk before their time’ and ‘Let them have their freedom, for now, Margaret.’ And on she will rail, but on this one, single point, she cannot dominate him.


When she is petulant and defeated, he will put his arm round her waist and say, ‘Come now, Margaret,’ and she will say, ‘Do not kiss me, Thomas, for your breath is extremely beery,’ but he will pull her towards him and she will lean back and twist her round, reluctant head to let his lips meet hers.


As well as his yellow fields and his carts in brown rivers, he paints the two of us, over and over again. Our arms wrapped round each other; a closeness so thick you can feel it, our gaze always steady. In brown dresses as gleaners in the field, which we hate, and in our silks, reaching up to fix each other’s hair, which makes our arms ache. But when he calls, ‘Moll! Captain! Come and be daubed,’ then whatever we are doing, even if it is something absorbing and wonderful, we leave it without looking back and run.


When you stand in the muted light of his studio, it is the quietest place you will ever be. It is not a clunking, echoing silence, the kind you get in church. It is a contained quiet, a silence so thick that your every move, even the rise of your chest as you breathe, is magnified. It is as if he is casting a spell, and he must take a part of you for his magic to work.


The last time before we grow up, he paints us with a cat. We are rather fond of the cat, who is called Barnstaple, and who slides in through open windows to find the warmth of our bed. He is fat and ginger and cross at being immortalised in oil. He wriggles out of our arms so persistently and furiously that in the end there is only the outline, the shadow of him left, mouth open in complaint, ghostly teeth bared in protest at his captivity.


My father intends to paint the cat in later, but Barnstaple is a prodigious wanderer, and continues his campaign of resistance. Whenever my father has a spare moment, Barnstaple has gone mousing, and will answer to no calls or bowls of herring laid out tantalisingly on the kitchen step. And if my father spies him curled up in the kitchen and creeps in with a pencil to take a rough sketch, the unperturbed Barnstaple will partially open his eyes, leap down from his perch, stretch magnificently, and pad softly out of the door.


When Lady Astor has vanished into the afternoon in her cloud of heavy silks, and my father has emerged from the studio, mopping his brow, and my mother has asked him forty questions about timings and payment, we rest for a little while in the sitting room, just the four of us.


We are lying on the floor building a palace from our old blocks, and my mother is at the table polishing a silver teapot with a pot of something so black that it does not look like it will turn anything silver, even if she scrubbed at it for ever. My father sits, one leg crossed over the other, absorbed in his reading, fanning himself with a pamphlet.


Molly yawns, wrinkling her nose. I can see all her teeth in a neat little line, and her shiny pink and wet gums, and what looks like a piece of lunchtime ham too.


‘What a sight, Molly Gainsborough.’ My mother looks up from the teapot in horror. ‘Close your mouth immediately.’


Molly shuts it with a snap.


‘Like a cod fish,’ my mother says, shaking her head. ‘My goodness.’


She comes and puts her hand on Molly’s forehead, and I wish she would do the same to me, for it is so cool and comforting. ‘It is all your night-time wandering that sets you off yawning in the day.’


She looks at my father, and shakes her head again, as if it is his fault, but he continues to read, unmoved.


‘Thomas. I said it is the wandering at night which sets her off yawning in the day.’


‘Hmm,’ my father says, which is what he often says when he does not want to talk about something.


It is true that Molly walks in the night, slipping from the covers and disappearing so that I wake to find a warm empty space where she is supposed to be, and even though it happens all the time, I am always frightened by it. Now I have started sleeping so lightly that I wake before she begins to move, and can catch her to avoid the fuss that will happen if she gets out and wakes my mother. The arguments, and the worries, and the violet shadows under my mother’s eyes the next day.


Molly is only playing games, that is what I think, but no matter how much I beg her, she pretends not to remember anything about it in the morning. My mother says we should lock the door, but I beg her not to, for it gives me nightmares. I imagine us burning alive in our bedroom, screaming down into the road, or rattling at the doorknob while the flames eat us up.


‘It is not right.’ My mother shakes her head.


‘She will grow out of it,’ my father says, easily. ‘It is common enough for a child.’


‘Not everything is easy, Tom,’ my mother says, rubbing hard at the silver plate as if my father’s good mood can be removed with the tarnish. ‘You walk through life as if everything fixes itself.’


That seems to me to be a very nice way to walk through life, but something about it scrapes at my mother for reasons I cannot understand. They are like a pair of scales, I think. When he goes up, she goes down, and it is very hard to balance them.


‘The girls are healthy. You over-worry, Margaret.’


She chews the inside of her lip. ‘Perhaps.’


‘We should be in a city.’ She puts down the cloth and looks at him, a weary hand on her hip. ‘Where the girls may learn to behave in accordance with their class and lineage. And where you can get on.’


‘The time is not yet.’


‘You cannot stay painting in the backwaters for ever.’


My father only drums his fingers on the table, and stays silent. Why must my mother make everything difficult, I wonder? Why can’t she let life be easy?


And yet sometimes only my mother will do, for all my father’s good humour. The way she knows how to bandage up a cut without it being too tight, or make the right sort of hot milk and whisky to cure an earache just enough so that you forget about it. She is very good at that. Sometimes she tells us stories at bedtime, secret ones that she whispers into the dark. And best of all, when she is feeling merry, or if she has a moment to herself, she lets us open her locked drawer of treasures, and take them all out. We put them one by one on her bed, and hold them up while she sits and watches us.


There is a necklace of green marbled beads, and a hairpiece with silk ribbon shot through it, and a pair of earrings that look like drops of water. There is a looking glass, and a little gold box with the letter F on its lid and a swirling pattern all around it. The box is so tiny that it fits in my palm and disappears when I close my fist. I love to play with it, to look at the tiny hinges and the pattern of red birds and green flowers. It is so beautiful and precious that it makes me feel strange inside. It is also a mystery, for Molly and I do not know anyone beginning with F.


‘It belonged to my mother,’ is all our mother will say. And then, when we press her, ‘It was a gift.’


I try to grasp at the threads she leaves dangling, to find out more, for my mother’s mother is never spoken of, and those particular threads are always pulled again before I can catch them.


‘What was her name?’


Fiona, I think. Fiorentina. Francesca. Florence.


‘Margaret, like yours and mine.’


I must look disappointed, for my mother says, ‘My goodness, Peggy, it is a perfectly pleasant and elegant name.’


Then she says, abruptly, ‘Put that down before you fiddle the hinges off.’ And she tells us, as she always does, that it is time to tidy up and put everything back neatly in its place, or the next time we ask we will not be allowed to play with it. Fun, with my mother, is kept tightly buttoned up in case it escapes and causes mischief. We put the treasures safely back into their drawer and turn the key.


The summer stays hot, so hot that in the kitchen the butter melts into greasy pools, and flies fuss stupidly around the meat. Molly and I creep in, shoeless, to try to cool our bare soles on the tiles, but our mother dispatches us with a single word without looking up from the puff of dough on the table.


‘Out.’


‘But it’s so hot I’m going to die,’ Molly says.


My mother gives a deft flick of her cloth, knocking a bluebottle to the ground so that it lies stunned, its little black legs wiggling. Then she lifts the cloth as if she will flick us too.


‘Out,’ she says again, and we dart away through the kitchen door.


I can still easily squeeze through the hole in the fence which runs along the back of the garden, but Molly is getting too big, and the edges scrape her arms, leaving chalky marks across her skin.


We are too hot to talk, and for a while we wander aimlessly in the fields behind our house. And then Molly finds something, and calls out, crouching down in the long grass. At first, I think it is a poppy, a splotch of black and red in the sea of green, but when I go up close, I can see that it is a butterfly twitching on the ground. One wing is torn across, so it flutters in helpless circles on the summer grass. I cup my fingers and carry it back across two fields, its broken wing brushing so gently against my skin that I want to laugh and let go. But I keep it safe all the way to the kitchen door, where my father has come for a bite to eat, as he likes to call it, sitting at the rough table with flour falling onto his waistcoat as he chews on a bun.


He peers down at the butterfly and its ragged wing.


‘A Red Admiral. An owl got at it, perhaps, or some other bird.’


I imagine it with a tiny red admiral’s hat, wounded in a naval battle with another military butterfly and left for dead.


My father fetches an old tin from his studio and empties it out, puts a hole in the top, and gives it to us. We carry it upstairs to the secrecy of our bedroom, hiding it behind our backs from our mother, who will say that insects belong outside. Once safe, we close the bedroom door, remove the lid and stand in silence watching the butterfly’s panicked flapping.


It is not white like the butterfly from the painting. Beneath two dots of red, its wings are a smooth, velvety black. Lamp Black. My father sometimes tells us the stories of where paint comes from. Ivory Black, from burnt bones. Vine Black, from the charred stems of grapes. Indigo and Madder from plants and flowers. Sienna and Umber from the earth. And Lamp Black, from the soot of the lamps that burn themselves out across cities. Molly does not listen, because she is not interested in that sort of thing, but I learn them all, and say them to myself in the dark.


‘We must mend it,’ Molly says, decidedly.


‘How?’


‘We must sew it up, like physicians.’


‘How?’ I say again, because I am not very good yet at sewing cloth, never mind butterflies, but I like the sound of this game.


She sends me to fetch her embroidery, and I trot faithfully downstairs like a dog to get it. When I return, I bark and stick my tongue out to pant.


‘Good dog,’ she says, taking the needle and thread and snapping it from her work so that it hangs loose. ‘Now you must stop playing games, Peg, for this is a real surgery.’


I crane my neck to watch as she threads the eye with a lick, then pushes the needle into the delicate wing. The butterfly struggles, its good wing beating frantically against the metal box, and Molly starts to draw the needle across it with a trembling hand.


‘Lie still and stop wriggling,’ she says, in our mother’s voice, bending low over it, her brow furrowed. ‘Don’t make a fuss, for it will not help you at all.’


I stand with my arms folded in the sticky heat. When you are the smallest you often watch, instead of doing, and I like it that way. My fingers are clumsier than Molly’s, and I always prick my finger just as the thimble falls off and anyway I like to watch her cleverness. But my heart aches for the butterfly, trying so hard to escape while the needle pierces its papery wing.


‘We are hurting it.’


‘We are saving it,’ Molly says, ‘and when you are saving something you have to make it feel worse before it feels better. The patient does not know what is good for it.’


She looks at me, and then pauses the surgery, her needle poised.


‘Remember when Papa had the toothache?’


I do remember it, very well, his furious row with the physician about the plan to yank it out with a metal instrument, and my mother intervening, flapping at him and telling him not to be a coward and how the pain will be worth the suffering. And then the silence after, and how relieved I felt when he lay in his armchair clutching the bloodied cloth to his cheek, breathing in and out as though he had run a race.


I nod, and Molly nods back, and carries on her work. But as the needle pushes the thread back and forth, the struggling grows weaker. I chew on my nails, hoping and hoping, but the painted wing begins to beat less rapidly. Then it stills. Molly puts down the needle with a click on the table.


‘Poor butterfly,’ she says. ‘It was no good.’


Hot tears bubble up from somewhere inside, and even though I know Molly will say that crying does not help, I cannot stop them. I am sad that the butterfly has died, but I am even sadder because I thought that we could save it.


‘It is the shock, it is the shock, Peggy,’ Molly says, as if we have lost a relative. ‘Don’t cry about it. We tried to make it better, that’s all.’ She puts her arms around me, warm and damp with the heat of the day, and I let myself be comforted, my tears soaking her neck. All the time the butterfly lies limp in its tin, and I think about how strange it is that something dead can be so much stiller than something that was never alive in the first place.


When I have wiped my nose, and Molly has fussed over me, and kissed the top of my head although she cannot quite reach it, I am sent back downstairs again to steal a spoon from the kitchen so we can dig a hole to bury it in the garden. We carry the tin out to the elm tree, and in its shade, we scoop out the dry soil to make a hole. Then we tip the butterfly in, and cover it over so that an animal can’t dig it up and eat it, which, Molly says, is a very real concern.


We crouch barefooted over the tiny grave and recite a poem about a butterfly that my father showed us in a book, but Molly gets lost halfway through so I do the rest on my own. Molly is better at knowing what to do, and at making me feel less worried about things, and at sewing, but words have a habit of skidding out of her mind.






Craquelure


When the summer heat fades, it is time to pick blackberries, which grow every year in a lane so narrow and scratchy it can hardly be called a lane at all. The September wind blusters across the fields, flapping at our dresses as though an invisible dog has got hold of the hem. We are wading through the slimy puddles, laughing and shivering as our feet sink into the muck. Bracing, Papa calls it.


‘It’s too cold,’ Molly says, pretending to chatter her teeth, which are still stained with purple.


‘It is bracing.’


Mud pushes its way up between my toes, squelchy and lovely, as we skirt along the edges of the lane, gripping the stone wall and trying not to slip.


‘Where are they again?’


‘By the white gate.’


We have left our slippers and balled-up stockings under a bush. When the mud got too deep, Molly said we should turn back, but the blackberries are turning and will be gone soon, shrivelled up or pecked away by birds. And I want them. So I nagged and pulled at her dress and called her boring and begged until she came too. It is always me who pulls us into trouble, one way or another.


I turn and see her behind me, ankle-deep in mud, her tin jug dangling at her side. The wind pushes her hair back so that she looks like a man without his wig on. I tell her, and she pulls a face. I do not know why I always want to say mean things to Molly, and sometimes I promise myself I will not do it any more. But it always comes back like an itch and when she is being quiet like this I can’t help it.


‘You look like Samuel Kilderbee of Ipswich,’ I say, and a bubble of mirth rises up inside me, delicious. Samuel Kilderbee of Ipswich is one of the portraits in our hall of people I always think my father secretly did not like, but had to paint as if he did. There are two paintings on top of each other, the one that Samuel Kilderbee sees, in which he looks very dignified, and the one containing my father’s real feelings, in which he does not. In both, however, he has very funny hair.


I wait for Molly to pull another face, or tell me to shut up, or that my own hair is silly too, or that it is me who looks like Samuel Kilderbee of Ipswich. Instead, she only says, ‘I am too cold.’ Her voice is faint, and not her own.


‘Come on, stupid, let’s race to the gate,’ I say.


But she doesn’t move.


‘Moll. Molly.’


She just stands, looking up at the white sky, the wind buffeting her blank face.


‘Molly, stop it,’ I say again, and my voice comes out small.


Her eyes flick onto mine, but she is not there. She is not in her face. It is like when the shutters have been left open at night, exposing the squares of black window behind.


‘Molly.’ My breath is shallow in my chest. ‘Why won’t you answer me?’


Panic claws at me like a cat. I wonder suddenly if it is like the time I pretended to be dead. I lay on the bedroom floor and kept on pretending to be dead, until Molly stopped saying that she knew I was joking, and started to be afraid.


She is doing that, I tell myself. She is doing a trick, to make me frightened, although it is not like her, but perhaps I deserve it and she is teaching me a lesson.


‘Molly, stop pretending.’ My voice is wobbly. I reach out and take her by the arms, which are icy, and I shake her, gently at first, then harder. ‘Stop it.’


But she only looks at me with the same nothingness in her eyes, her slack mouth still stained with purple.


‘Molly.’


I have never felt so small, as if I am far away at the end of a tunnel. Tears are forming in my eyes and they sting against the bite of the wind.


And then, somewhere in the distance, carrying over the fields, I hear another voice. ‘Where are your shoes?’ the voice is saying. ‘Where are your shoes?’ I look up, and there is our mother, beating her way across the wind-rattled lane, and the lean figure of my father somewhere behind, and relief at the sight of them floods through me so fast that I think I will fall over.


‘You naughty, naughty little wretches!’ she is calling. ‘Where are your shoes and stockings? Where are they?’


‘In the hedge,’ I say.


And my mother’s face, red and blotchy with fury and exertion, blanches as she comes close enough to hear.


‘They are where?’


‘In the hedge,’ I say again, and I start to laugh in spite of myself. Molly looks at me, and I see that she is coming back into her face again, confused, unsure. Relief hits me again in a great wave.


‘What is wrong with them?’ My mother looks back to my father. ‘What is wrong?’


But he only says, ‘It is cold, Margaret, and we must get them home. Molly is blue with it.’ He takes his coat and wraps it around Moll. ‘An adventure gone wrong, am I correct, Peg?’


I nod and rub my goose-bumped arms, and lean into his side, happy to be rescued. It is an adventure gone wrong, that is all. It is only naughtiness, and everything is easy, as my father wishes it. Things will fix themselves. But my mother rattles on and on, the wind tugging at her shawl, and although I try to shut it out, I cannot help it. For the first time her worries sink into me, right into the bottom of my stomach, and sit there like a stone.


‘How are you to work,’ my mother is saying, ‘how are you to make a living if you must go roaming the countryside to sort out your wild children? This is what I feared when I – it will not do, Thomas.’


My father walks on, an arm around me, and one hand in his pocket, as if he cannot hear her.


‘They cannot be left to roam like this across the fields,’ she continues, breathless. ‘Shoeless! Shoeless and – and shivering like urchins. It is not normal, Thomas. This is not what young girls should be doing who wish to grow up well, who wish to have success and avoid – difficulty. This is why we must move to a city, to nip this in the bud, this – this wild behaviour.’


‘Now, where exactly did you leave these shoes?’ my father says to me, and my mother tightens her shawl around her in exasperation.


But when we get to the white gate, our slippers and stockings are nowhere to be seen. We search everywhere, until our hands are criss-crossed with thin red scratches from poking inside the hedge that runs the whole length of the lane, but they have gone. Perhaps they have been pinched, or hidden for a joke, but it is no use. They cannot be found, and we trudge home barefoot to sit on the wall while Sarah comes out from the kitchen with pails of freezing water to slosh the mud off.


The argument rages downstairs long after we are sent to bed. Molly sits next to me, silent, knees hunched up against her chest. My mother says things she does not know we can hear. About how this is what she feared when she married my father. About the mistake she made, although I do not know what the mistake is, and about her father, God rest his soul, and our blood, all the words that tangle up and come out when the adults think no one is listening.


There is talk again of leaving Ipswich, leaving our fields and our house. But all I can think about is where Molly went. And what I will do if it happens again. Perhaps it was because I teased her. Perhaps it was because I told her we should take our shoes and socks off and leave them by the hedge. I cannot help it. I am always having ideas, and itches of things I cannot resist. But then perhaps Molly was pretending all along. Playing a game to scare me. I wish my mother would come up and tell us one of her stories, drawing me onto her lap and tucking her arm around my waist so that I feel as if she is tying herself to me. But she is too cross.


I climb silently from my bed into Molly’s, and tuck myself up around her and breathe in her warm hair smell, and try not to think about the spidery fear that has found its way inside me. Of my mother’s words. ‘It is not normal, Thomas.’ Of the shutter coming down over Molly’s eyes. Of how small and alone I felt in the lane. Of the way she vanished from her own face, and how nobody saw it but me.


The next day we are brought downstairs and told that we are not to go roaming on our own again. I do not tell anyone that I do not want to. That I suddenly feel frightened of it, and would rather stay in the house. But the sun has come out and turned the fields golden, and by the evening we look longingly out of the window to where the swallows are playing their wild funny games in the last of the light.


‘We could go,’ Molly says, hesitantly. ‘Just for a little bit, while no one is here.’


‘No,’ I say. ‘I don’t like it when they are angry with each other.’


Molly leans her forehead against the window. ‘Well, that’s all the time.’


‘No, it isn’t.’


Molly rolls her eyes. ‘I suppose you’re going to do another one of your romantic drawings.’


I like to draw my mother and father together, happy, dancing or getting married, although it doesn’t look exactly like them, and it is not fair of Molly to tease me about it.


‘Why didn’t you answer me in the lane?’ I ask suddenly.


‘What?’


‘I called and called you but you kept playing your stupid game.’


‘Whatever are you talking about?’ she says. I look into her eyes, right into them, to see if I can look hard enough to find out whether she is pretending not to know, but they are wide and shiny and if they have any secrets, I cannot see them there. We look at each other for a second, and then she runs out of the room, kicking her heels up behind her and slamming the door with a bang.


I think about going after her and telling her that I know she is lying. But then I think perhaps, after all, it is best if we do not to talk about it. Perhaps, if we don’t say it out loud, we can pretend that it never happened at all.


For three whole weeks, we are perfectly behaved. I begin to almost believe that it has worked, like one of my father’s magic spells. That we have painted ourselves good. And then I find Molly in the hallway, in the dead of night, leaning down over the banister, and a few nights later I find her again, in the kitchen this time, walking round and round the table and rubbing her hands on her nightgown, up and down, up and down.


‘Molly, come back to bed,’ I whisper into the dark. ‘Wake up.’


She keeps moving about the room, as if I haven’t spoken, up and down, past the clothed cheese and the skinned rabbits strung up in a line along the wall.


‘Molly, you will wake Mama.’


When I finally get her back into bed, tugging her, our hands sticky with sweat, up the stairs and drawing the cover clumsily over her, I climb in next to her, and stare at the ceiling. Then worries creep into my mind like the shadows that creep across the wall.


I turn over to where Molly lies curled on her side, her mouth open and her eyes flickering as if she can see things even while she is sleeping. I pick a strand of her tangled brown hair as thick as my finger and wrap it tightly round the thin bar of the bedpost, again and again. Then I take another strand and hold it in my hand while I fall asleep.


In the normal, uncomplicated light of the morning, I look up at the painting of us, each doing the other’s hair, on the landing. How pretty we look, I think to myself, and how good.


We are getting under everybody’s feet in the house since the blackberries, and even Sarah has had enough. Then I get my hair caught in Molly’s buttonhole, and the kitchen scissors have to be sent for, brown curls falling like feathers on the table.


‘Now then,’ my father says, and I see laughter tickling at his mouth as he fetches himself a cup of water. ‘Can they not be occupied at home a little more, to avoid such unfortunate goings on?’


‘You can mind them, then, Thomas,’ my mother replies, snipping furiously, ‘if it is so very easy to occupy them as all that.’ And my heart bounces at the thought of it, so hard that it almost makes up for my hair.


The easel is set up on the sloping bank of the Orwell in the last of the sun, so that he can paint the forest that fringes the field, and he stands over it, his eyes narrowed, moving back and forward as if weighing up the view.


Molly is making a town from things she finds washed up on the muddy shoreline, and I am up in the field by my father gathering a few tall prickly weeds to make flags.


When my hands are full, I make for the riverbank where Molly is waiting, her skirts hitched up around her knees. I hear my father’s voice behind me.


‘Wait, Peg.’


I turn, surprised.


‘Sit with me a moment.’


I flop uncertainly to the ground, still clutching my straggly weeds.


‘How is my Peggy?’


‘Very well,’ I say, cautiously. ‘A bit hungry.’


I see Molly glance up, wondering why I am being so slow.


‘You have eaten me quite out of bread and cheese, so you will have to wait until we are home for dinner.’


‘That’s all right.’ I cross my legs and look at him expectantly. My father does not usually stop painting once he starts, not unless something important happens.


He watches Moll down on the bank, hunting for something where the water pools in flat puddles.


‘And Molly? Has Molly been – quite herself recently?’


He says it carefully, as if he is asking something dangerous. My heart begins suddenly to jump about. He is supposed to be an adult who knows everything, I think, and I am supposed to be a child who does not.


‘Yes,’ I say.


It is a lie. The first lie I have ever told him, that I can remember. But I cannot help the feeling that as soon as I say out loud that Molly is not herself sometimes, that something is wrong with her, it will be true.


‘Yes,’ I say again. ‘She has.’


He shifts position and picks a piece of grass and fiddles with it.


‘And her – her walking in the night?’


I push down the memory. Molly in the kitchen, her eyes wide and blank. The pink, glistening skin of the rabbits on the wall.


‘No,’ I say. ‘It is all quite well.’


‘It has not happened again?’


I look at Molly, her head bowed, mouthing something to herself, a stone in each hand.


‘She is only a bit dreamy, that’s all, isn’t she?’


He laughs, throwing his head back so that I can see the straggly hairs under his chin where he has forgotten to shave.


‘Yes. Always a dreamer, Moll. And nothing wrong with that, Captain. Long live the dreamers.’ I feel his relief like a breeze over me.


‘I’m not a dreamer,’ I say, although I have only just decided it this moment.


‘What are you then?’


‘I don’t know yet.’ And then, trying the words out to see how they will sound, I add, ‘Perhaps a painter.’


‘A painter, eh?’ He looks at me, his head tilted.


‘Yes.’ I feel suddenly raw, like an onion with a layer peeled away. But somehow the way my father says ‘A painter, eh?’ makes me feel less silly. The way he is amused but also listening, fixing his eyes on me so that I know I am important. Perhaps I will ask him to teach me now, here, and I am opening my mouth to form the words, but down on the bank Molly lets out a shrill cry.


I spring up and bound down over the sludge and pebbles, but when I reach the edge of the river, I see that she is only crying with disappointment, because her town has collapsed under its own weight. She stands with her arms folded, biting back tears, and won’t look at me, as if it is my fault. I put my hand on her hot shoulder and tell her we will build another one, but she only slumps and says it will not be the same. My father puts down his brush and rolls up his britches and comes down to join us, his ankles shocking white against the mud.


‘All empires must fall, Moll,’ he says, when he sees the mess of sticks and broken bits of pot, and sweeps her up half laughing, half crying to the bank nearby. We lie all three of us in the grass, and I breathe in the dank smell of the river, and of the faint tang of whisky on my father’s breath. He points up at the clouds moving fast across the sky, his fingers mottled green and brown with paint, and he tells us about the winds, and where they come from, and how the sailors use them to navigate the water.


‘The Romans called them the Venti, the four winds, from which we get the word “to vent”. Do you know what that means? To vent? It is when one’s feelings come pouring out. Whether one is very angry, or sad, perhaps, Molly, at the destruction of one’s labours, out it comes with great force.’


‘To vent,’ I say, and blow softly into the warm air.


He tells us the old names of the sailing winds, the easterlies and westerlies and trade winds and the doldrums, and about how he once saw a man talk in London who had sailed so far he had almost never come home again, and then after a little while, he picks himself up and brushes the wet grass off his trousers.


‘I must get on,’ he says. I want to leap after him and grab his shirt and pull him back and make him stay with us, make him not want to pick up his brush again, not for the whole day, but he is gone, back to his easel.


Molly sits up.


‘Let’s look for river creatures, I suppose,’ she says.


I watch my father, brow furrowed, dipping his brush into the pot he has brought and wiping it on the rag. The small canvas in front of him with its oily slicks of brown and yellow.


‘Peg,’ Molly says again. ‘What shall we play now, then?’


But I scramble up, leaving her sitting in the grass, and follow my father to his easel, and then hang back, watching his thin hands. The cleverness of them. If I don’t ask him now, I think, my mother will always be there, banishing, shooing, lamenting our naughtiness.


‘Can I learn?’


He looks down at me as if startled to find me by his side.


‘Later, Peg,’ he says, and turns back to his canvas. ‘I am behind now, and there are not many days left of this sort of light. Go and play, and I will find a moment to teach you another day.’


I wonder why my father’s love must come in doses, and why we can only be welcome until it runs out.


‘Go along now and play,’ he says, again, although this time his voice is not as soft.


I do not understand how grown-ups think that play can be turned on and off like a tap, instead of being something that curls up from inside you unbidden. I move away, obediently. My father pats me on the head as I go, and says, ‘I am glad all is well with the two of you, my dear old favourites,’ but his eyes don’t see me any more.


For the rest of the afternoon, we play one of our favourite games, catching flies in our cupped fingers and trapping them in the webs that stretch across the gorse. We watch them twisting and buzzing in their shrill panic, and the spiders waiting, silently, with bulging jet black eyes, to come forward and bind their prey. And then, when the last of the light dies, we walk home, crossing the broad, flat fields together hand in hand.






Sold


When I open my eyes, the first thing I see is the strand of chestnut hair still attached to the bedframe. It is early, blueish autumn light bleeding weakly through the shutters. I am groggy from sleep, and for a moment I cannot understand what has happened. I sit up, my breath clouding. The thick strand of hair is still tied at one end to the bedpost, but the other end lies limp across the pillow. Molly is gone.


My heart thumps like a drum. Quickly, I swing my legs out of bed and move like a ghost through the sleeping house. The door to the garden stands open, letting a strip of cold light into the kitchen.


Molly is lying flat on her back in the chicken coop, her nightgown scrunched up around the top of her legs. She is filthy with droppings and straw, whiteish stains with smears of black spattered in her hair like paint. On the side of her head, where I had taken a clump and tied it carefully to the bedframe, as I always do, there is a bald patch of scalp where she has ripped herself away from it while I slept, and tiny red bubbles oozing up from it. There are chickens everywhere, released from their box, more chickens than I ever thought we had, as if they have multiplied overnight, their scratchy feet wandering over Molly’s hair and past her bare feet. I have never seen so many chickens. The cock struts past, oblivious, stopping to peck at a stray grain.


Dread swells up inside me again like a creature under the bed. It is the same terror as in the lane, but stronger, as if somebody has fed it. There is something wrong with her, I know it. I try to swallow but my tongue is as dry as parchment.


I press my hand to my mouth, hard, as if I can make my feelings go back down. I want to run away, as fast as I can, but I can’t move at all. She is only pretending. She is only playing a game. Suddenly she sits bolt upright, pulling her legs around in front of her, and looks straight at me.


I could call for help. I could call my father. I hover over the choice like a fly, my mind buzzing, waiting to settle on the safest thing to do.


And then there is a tiny noise, like the sound of a creature being hurt. I turn, and there is my mother, dumbstruck, in the grey morning light. At the sight of her, the lie finds its way onto my tongue, and slips out, trembling, into the air.


‘It is a game,’ I say.


‘A game?’ my mother says.


‘I dared her.’ My voice shakes but I hold her gaze.


‘You did what?’


My mother marches without saying another word into the muck of the chicken coop and pulls Molly out, bleary and soiled and pale as paper.


I hear a noise behind me, and there is my father standing outside the kitchen door, his arms folded tightly across his chest.


‘This is the end of it, Thomas,’ my mother says, her breath a furious little puff of steam. She catches me by the arm with her other hand so hard that she leaves a row of little bruises, which I will discover later, locked in our room while Molly sleeps, with only a long observation of my own body to amuse me.


‘A game,’ she says. ‘A game. They will send me to Bedlam, these girls, they will! They will drive me past endurance.’ She stands before him, one hand clutching Molly and one hand clutching me, as if she is giving him a demonstration of our wickedness.


My body is shaking. I do not think she will whip us like the cook at the inn whips his son. But I am so frightened of upsetting her, of how she looks when she is angry. Of how my father is looking at us now.


He purses his lips and then, without saying a word, he turns sharply on his heel and goes back into the house. I know, then, that that will be that. He will not tell my mother that it is only an adventure-gone-wrong any more. He will not call it childhood mischief, and say that it is harmless, and that we do not have to grow up just yet.


This time there is not even an argument, only the murmur of hushed voices.


My mother has won. Everything will change, and Molly has made it so with her stupid, stupid games.


Late that night, long after we have been bundled up with hot bricks from the oven and sent to bed, there are voices in the drawing room, raucous, muffled. My father’s friend Mr Thicknesse is here, and some musicians, and there has been what my mother calls a racket. Now my father is playing the violin, his quick fingers sliding up and down the strings, while the others beat time with what sounds like the best cutlery on what sounds like the best table.


Our mother has retired, wrapped in so many layers that it is as if she is trying to disappear entirely, which perhaps she is, so as to avoid the sound of her furniture being ruined.


I slide my legs, one at a time, out of the warmth of the bed. Molly is curled into a small, white ball, only the top of her tousled head visible. I do not want to wake or disturb her, in case she grows funny again. But I want to know what is going to happen to us, so I creep across the bedroom floor, and then down through the freezing house until I can perch alone on the bottom stair.


Through the door, I can hear the reedy voice of Thicknesse, drunk and in mid-flow. Something about taking rooms near an abbey, and then about living near a river.


‘Come on, now, Tom, you know Margaret will be happy, and that is rare enough.’


‘Damned right it is.’


That is my father’s voice, which sounds the way it does when he has taken too much beer. The words make me jump, and I do not like them.


‘Your girls will be the finest ladies of Bath,’ Thicknesse says, and begins to sing a snatch of a song about a lady, but I cannot make out the words, and my father cuts across him.


‘I do not want the girls growing up in such a city.’


‘Better than them growing up in an Ipswich chicken coop.’


The scrape of a chair. He has gone too far. Angry voices, a scuffle, somebody losing balance. Then calm again.


‘I won’t have it, Tom. You’re too good for Ipswich and you know it. And …’ There is a thud, as if Thicknesse has slapped my father on his back. ‘It will be good for you, to have daughters who can advance you. Accomplished, handsome, fashionable daughters are useful to a man.’


‘They can be accomplished without being fashionable. The devil take fashion.’


‘Fashion, and fashionable society, is your bread and butter, Tom. How else are you to keep all afloat? For God’s sake, why do you delay and delay and always delay?’


‘I owe too many people money, Philip,’ my father is saying.


‘Then sell up and pay them off and get out of this hellhole.’


‘Shut up, Thicknesse, and let us play again,’ shouts a voice I don’t know, one of the musicians perhaps, but he is ignored.


‘And how to survive in Bath without a penny to my name?’


‘You have Margaret’s money.’


‘We have bitten into that too often.’


‘My God, but you are under the thumb, Tom. What is the point in having a wife with two hundred pounds a year from dubious means if you are too terrified to make use of it?’


What are dubious means, I wonder? I have never heard of them before. Or perhaps he is a person? I try to remember if my father has mentioned somebody of that name.


Thicknesse begins to sing again, a song about a man who is sat upon by his wife. The others take it up with a great muffled thumping. I crane my neck leaning forward, straining to make sense of it.


Bath. What a stupid name for a place, I think.


I pad softly back up the stairs and push the door to our bedroom open, and there is Molly, perched on the windowsill, white and quiet in the moonlight.


‘It is all your fault,’ I say. Tears burn at my eyes which I try to blink away. ‘All of it. And now we have to go away from our house, and live in a city with the stupidest name I ever heard.’ I hate her, I think, so much that I could blow the clouds, fast and furious across the sky, all the way out to sea and further, and further, so that they never come back.


‘I couldn’t help it. I can’t help it – when I – I can’t …’


Her eyes are frightened. And all the anger goes out of me with a puff. I have no breath left in me then, no clouds to blow, and no sea, so I just sit on the floor instead and pick away at a bit of white paint on the skirting board, and don’t talk, while she climbs back into bed and pretends to fall asleep.


And then, before another week has passed, the house is full of people wandering about, even in the very private rooms. Dismantling us. Their hands rub over our furniture, over my father’s chair, over the wardrobe in our bedroom with our things still in it. They examine it, hesitating over flaws in the woodwork, taking down my father’s paintings, eyeing them with approbation, discussing this thicket or that ploughman, until I want to wrestle each small frame out of their hands and smash it on the ground.
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