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About the Book

All My Sisters is a sumptuous novel of love, loss and the turbulence of family life in the lead up to the First World War.

Iris, Marianne, Eva and Clemency are the daughters of Sheffield manufacturer, Joshua Maclise. In the tumultuous years before the First World War, the sisters seek to fulfil their ambitions. Pretty, self-centred Iris dreams of a grand marriage, quiet Marianne meets the love of her life, and passionate Eva longs for independence. Only Clemency, caring for her invalid mother, remains tied to the family home.

Years pass and, her hopes of marriage dashed, Iris becomes a nurse in a London hospital. Marianne, living on a tea estate in Ceylon, finds first her happiness and then her life threatened by a cruel and ruthless man. When Eva falls in love with the Bohemian, Gabriel Bellamy, her dreams of a career as an artist falter. As the clouds darken and war changes the lives of all the sisters, Clemency fights to free herself from the bonds that confine her and to discover love at last.


To my sisters-in-law,

Frances and Sam


Acknowledgements

Grateful thanks are due to my son Ewen, for his help with the medical issues in this book.

Thanks and appreciation also to the many kind people I met in Sri Lanka, who gave their time and shared their memories and expertise so generously. Special thanks to Susantha for making my stay in Sri Lanka so memorable and informative.

And, as always, thanks to my agent, Maggie Hanbury, and my husband, Iain, for their unflagging support.


Prologue

Nights she couldn’t sleep, she soothed herself by making lists. Lists of the counties of Great Britain, her manufacturing cities and the principal exports of the empire. Lists of the kings and queens of England and the works of William Shakespeare. Every now and then something sparked a memory. The Winter’s Tale, Cymbeline, The Tempest, she muttered to herself in the small hours of a hot January night, and she found herself remembering an evening at the theatre. Sitting beside her in the darkness, Arthur took her hand in his. His thumb stroked her palm; she remembered that small, insistent touch, recalled how desire had uncoiled inside her as she listened to the voices on stage. Nothing of him that doth fade, but doth suffer a sea-change …

Yet he had faded. There were gaps, pieces missing. Whole days – weeks, even – whose events she had forgotten. She could not recall, she realized with a pang, the events of ordinary, unremarkable days. Just as she could no longer really remember the precise shade of his eyes, the exact planes and angles of his face.

Her lists became an attempt to seal and solidify the past. She remembered picnics in the hills, holidays by the seaside. Here, in this desert place, she recalled the tang of the sea and the slippery rubberiness of a flail of brown seaweed. She heard the groan and clank of the bathing machine as it descended the beach, and remembered how, in the dim, stuffy interior of the hut, she had held her breath, anticipating the shock of the ice-cold water of the North Sea. She and her sisters had worn bathing costumes of black serge. The heavy material of the costumes, when wet, scratched the skin. On another part of the beach the poorer women bathed in the sea in their summer frocks: she and Eva had watched, had seen how their pale skirts floated and billowed around them, giving them the look of strange, transparent sea creatures. Like jellyfish, Marianne, Eva had cried, her hand shading her narrowed eyes. Like great big jellyfish!

Had they watched them at Filey or at Scarborough, those women who had bobbed, fully dressed, in the surf, their tired faces rapt with delight? It troubled her now that she could not be sure. Waking in the early hours, her head full of nightmares, she was afraid of the future and haunted by the past. On the worst nights a voice echoed. Four in the morning. The devil’s hour.

More memories to drive away the dark. She remembered the city of Sheffield, in which she had been born and brought up. She remembered the great shops and hotels in the centre, and the slur of grey smoke that hung like a shroud over the industrial district. She remembered the roar of the furnaces, the incessant clatter and crash of hammers and machinery. The crush of people, the smell of smoke and rain.

One airless, sleepless night, she recalled the drawing room at Summerleigh, with its four low armchairs upholstered in rust-coloured velvet, and Great-aunt Hannah’s chair by the fire. On top of the piano were framed photographs of Mother and Father in their wedding finery, and a picture of Grandmother Maclise, as monumental as Queen Victoria, with her bun and jowls and steely glare. And a snapshot of the three boys – James was wearing a blazer and boater, Aidan and Philip were in sailor suits.

And a photograph of the four Maclise girls. She and her sisters were wearing their white muslin dresses. In the photograph the silk sashes around their waists had turned to shades of umber. But in Marianne’s memory the sashes were coloured: Iris’s sash was the same bright blue as her eyes, Eva’s was apple green, Clemency’s butter yellow. Her own was the pale pink of Albertine roses. Iris – golden-haired, pink-and-white Iris – leant against the branch of a tree, laughing as she turned towards the camera. Tiny, shapely Eva stared fearlessly ahead. Clemency wore her dress awkwardly, as if ill at ease in muslin and silk. Marianne remembered that she herself had looked away, that the photographer had thought her shy of the lens.

He had been wrong, though. It was not that she was afraid to look, rather that she had always disliked to be looked at. She hated to walk into a crowded room; she never paused, as Iris did as she made her entrance, waiting for men’s glances to turn to her, never managed that artful flick of a heel to reveal an alluring few inches of petticoat frilled with lace. She was both contemptuous of flirtation and incapable of it. Love, she had then believed, should be a meeting of hearts and minds, sealed by a glance, capable of surviving absence, change and death. Love, thought Marianne, came once in a lifetime.

In the distance an engine hooted, jolting her. She started, her eyes wide open in the darkness, her concentration wobbling and splitting, darting down all the familiar nightmarish byways.

The things she had seen, the things she had done. Things she would not then have believed herself capable of. Was anything left of the girl she had once been, the girl who had shied away from a camera lens, the girl who had fled when she felt a man’s gaze on her? Was it possible to mutate into a completely different person?

Tell me about your family, Arthur had said to her the first time they met. Your three brothers and your three sisters. What would she reply if he could ask her the same question now? That she no longer knew them, those people she had once loved most in the world. And that if they had changed as much as she, then they must be unrecognizable to each other.

Or that she missed them so much she sometimes thought that her grief must ooze with the sweat through her pores. Her sisters, all her sisters, whom she must never see again.


Chapter One

Glued to the wall as she made her slow, solitary circuit around the ballroom, Marianne overheard one of the chaperones make the remark to Mrs Catherwood, who had taken the Maclise girls, along with her own daughter, Charlotte, to the ball. The chaperones sat together in a room next to the ballroom, the door open so that they could keep an eye on their charges. The tricoteuses, Iris called them, in that gently sarcastic way of hers. Mrs Palmer said, ‘The second Maclise girl is such a beanpole!’ and kind Mrs Catherwood replied, ‘Marianne will be very striking in a year or two, when she has grown into her looks.’ Yet it was the first sentence that stayed with Marianne as she retreated into the shadow of a heavy purple velvet curtain. Such a beanpole … such a beanpole … The familiar doubts began to creep over her. It was hard not to stoop as some tall girls did to make themselves smaller, hard not to twist the ribbon of her dance programme round its empty pages.

She wished she were at home with Eva and Clemency. Lucky, lucky Eva, to have a cold, and lucky Clemmie, not to be out yet, not to have to endure this horrible ball. She wished she was curled up on the window seat of the bedroom that she shared with Iris, having taken Three Weeks from its hiding place beneath bundles of stockings in her chest of drawers. Reading, Marianne found herself turning the pages in a fever. Sometimes Paul Verdayne, pursuing his mysterious beauty in a Swiss hotel, seemed more real and vivid to her than her home and family.

She longed for mystery and romance, for new sights and faces, for something – someone – to speed the beat of her heart. But what mystery, she thought, as she scornfully surveyed the room, was there to be had in Sheffield? There was Ellen Hutchinson, in a perfectly dreadful pink satin frock, dancing with James. A poor look-out when one’s own brother was the best-looking man at a ball. And there was Iris, being steered clumsily round the floor by Ronnie Catherwood. Marianne sighed. Every face was familiar to her. How could she possibly marry one of these boys she had known since childhood, whose faces sported patchy moustaches or, worse, a scattering of scarlet pimples? There was something unfinished about them, something slightly ridiculous. The thought of leaving her family to spend the rest of her life with one of these awkward, commonplace young men was distasteful.

Yet she must marry because, if she did not, then what would she do? Her life would go on, she supposed, in much the same way as it did now. Because her mother never seemed to keep a maid for more than a year, the house did not run as smoothly as it should. And because her mother’s health was poor, and because Iris had the knack of avoiding such things, she, Marianne, took responsibility for much of the housekeeping. It occurred to her that she might end up like Great-aunt Hannah, a spinster aunt. She would wear enormous stays like Great-aunt Hannah’s and possibly a wig. Imagining herself in black bombazine with whiskers on her chin, Marianne giggled.

And then she became aware that someone was looking at her. Later she could not have said how she knew. You couldn’t feel the direction of a man’s eyes, could you?

He was standing on the far side of the room. As their eyes met, he smiled and inclined his head in a small bow. She was aware of an odd feeling of recognition. She must know him, she thought, she must have met him at some interminable At Home or dull concert. Yet if they had met before, she would surely have remembered him.

His gaze seemed to burn into her; she felt a sudden need to escape. Darting between portly ladies with ostrich feathers in their hair and middle-aged, moustachioed men, who ogled her as she passed, she hurried out of the ballroom. She reached a long, ill-lit passageway, from which rooms led off to either side. She could hear the clank and hiss of the kitchens. Maids bustled along the corridor carrying trays of glasses; in the distance a manservant in shirt sleeves and apron struck a match to light a cigarette.

Opening a door, Marianne found herself in a small room. Inside, there were a couple of chairs, their upholstery worn and sagging, a music stand, and a piano, a battered upright. Marianne unbuttoned her gloves and ran her fingers over the keys. Then she shuffled through the music. Sitting down, she played softly at first, not wanting to be discovered, but then she lost herself in the music, gave herself up to it.

The door opened; she saw the man from the ballroom. She lifted her hands from the piano. They shook, hovering a few inches above the keys.

‘I beg your pardon,’ he said. ‘I didn’t mean to startle you.’

Quickly she closed the music book. ‘I should go back.’

‘Why did you run away? Do you prefer playing the piano to dancing?’

‘But I wasn’t dancing.’

‘Did you wish that you were?’

She shook her head. ‘I wished I was at home with my sisters.’

His thick, wavy, golden-brown hair was clipped short, and his blue eyes were several shades lighter than her own. His even features and firm jaw gave an impression of solidity and strength. She guessed that he was some years older than her and several inches taller. Beside him she would not have to stoop or bow her head.

He asked her, ‘How many sisters do you have?’

‘Three.’

‘Any brothers?’

‘Three.’

‘Seven of you! I’m an only child. I’ve always found it hard to imagine what it must be like to be part of a large family.’

‘Only children often seem to envy large families.’

‘Do they? I’m afraid I’ve always rather enjoyed my solitary state. In a large family one must fear being overlooked.’ His gaze rested on her. ‘Though I don’t suppose you are ever overlooked.’

‘I wouldn’t mind being overlooked. It’s people looking at me – judging me – that I can’t bear.’ She fell silent, horrified to have spoken so frankly.

‘Perhaps they’re not judging you. Perhaps they’re admiring you.’

The second Maclise girl is such a beanpole. Marianne half-rose from the piano stool. ‘I should go back.’

‘Why? You don’t wish to dance. The company bores you. So why go back? Unless, of course, I bore you more.’

She should return to the ballroom because the proximity of him, enclosed in this small room, unsettled her. But she could not say that. Instead, she sank back into her seat.

‘Well, then, that’s splendid, Miss …?’

‘Maclise,’ she murmured. ‘Marianne Maclise.’

‘Arthur Leighton.’ He took her hand. ‘Tell me about your family. Your three brothers and your three sisters. Where do you fit in?’

‘James is the oldest and then there’s Iris. Iris is here tonight. You must have seen her in the ballroom. She has golden hair and blue eyes. She’s beautiful.’

‘Was she wearing a white gown? Diamonds in her ears and a white gardenia in her hair?’

‘You did notice her.’ She was aware of a stab of envy: Iris was always the favourite.

But he said, ‘I like to observe. There’s often a greater pleasure to be found in observation than in conversation.’

‘Oh, do you think so? So do I. Conversation often seems so … so forced. So false.’ The words rushed out, a gasp of recognition.

‘Though not always,’ he said gently. ‘Our conversation doesn’t feel false, does it?’ He went on, ‘So there’s James and Iris. And then …?’

‘And then me, and then Eva. Eva’s dark, like me. Though she’s not like me at all, really. She’s not nearly so tall, and she’s more … more certain, more sure of herself.’ Marianne pleated the folds of her silk skirt. ‘I seem to see two sides to everything.’

‘Some would say that was an asset – a sign of maturity.’

‘But how do you choose? When you have to decide something important, how do you know?’

‘Sometimes you have to take a chance. That’s what I find, anyway.’

She said bitterly, ‘I expect the decisions you make are a little more important than mine. I seem to spend an age racking my brains as to whether I should wear my pink dress or my white, or whether I should tell the cook to make blancmange or jam roly-poly.’

‘Oh, jam roly-poly,’ he said seriously. ‘Much nicer than blancmange. And you should wear white rather than pink. Leave pink to pretty blondes like your sister Iris. Though I should love to see you in more dramatic shades. Violet, perhaps, like your flowers – they’re just the colour of your eyes.’

Marianne was speechless. No man, neither her father nor her brothers nor her friends’ brothers, had ever commented on her clothing in such a way. She was afraid that there was something improper about it.

He went on, ‘Who’s next? A sister or a brother?’

‘Clemency,’ she said. ‘My sister Clemency’s next. And then there’s Aidan and Philip. Aidan’s thirteen and Phil’s just eleven. I’m not sure I know what they’re really like. They’re just the boys, and they’re there at the end of the family. Only Clemmie seems to have time for them. The rest of us just let them get on.’

‘It must be a very busy household. You must never be lonely.’

She should go back to the ballroom, she thought. An unmarried girl should never be alone with a man, it was an inviolable rule. Yet she stayed where she was, sitting on the piano stool. The hidden, rebellious part of her, the part that she so rarely allowed a voice, told her to throw caution to the wind and ignore convention. Just now she felt alive; she could almost feel the blood coursing through her veins. For once she did not want to be anywhere else, or be with anyone else.

She gave herself a little shake, as if to drive away such unsuitable thoughts, and said, ‘Please tell me about your family, Mr Leighton.’

‘I haven’t much of one, I’m afraid. My mother died when I was an infant and I lost my father when I was in my twenties. I have an uncle and a cousin or two. But you mustn’t feel sorry for me. I have a great many friends.’

‘Here? In Sheffield?’

‘I’ve been staying with the Palmers for the past week. I rather like this city. There are some fine sights.’ The corners of his mouth curled.

If she were Iris, she would simper now and make some remark that pretended to discourage him, yet which inspired him to further compliments. For the first time, it occurred to her that he might merely be flirting with her. Her spirits sank, her disappointment heavier than she would have thought possible after such a brief acquaintance.

Then he said, ‘When I saw you in the ballroom you were laughing. You looked so serious and then suddenly you laughed. And I wondered why you were laughing.’

‘I was imagining,’ she said, ‘that I was a very old, fat spinster.’

His mouth twitched. ‘That doesn’t seem a likely fate for you.’

‘It seems to me perfectly possible.’

‘You can’t really think that.’

‘I know that I disconcert people. They don’t say anything, of course, but I know that I do. I say the wrong things.’ She looked up at him. ‘Our conversation has been full of wrong things, Mr Leighton. We’ve talked about things we shouldn’t have talked about. Things that aren’t quite proper.’

‘What should we have talked about?’

‘Oh … the weather … and how splendid the Hutchinsons’ ballroom looks.’

‘I see—’

‘And how well the band played.’

‘The violinist was out of key. Would it be proper for me to mention that?’

She smiled. ‘Well, he was. Quite dreadfully.’

After a silence, he said, ‘Would it be proper for me to tell you, then, that you were mistaken earlier?’

‘Mistaken?’

‘When you told me that your sister, Iris, was beautiful.’

She repeated, startled, ‘But everyone thinks Iris is beautiful!’

‘Iris is very pretty,’ he said. ‘But she is not beautiful. You, Miss Maclise, are beautiful.’

She had the odd habit, when she was embarrassed, of losing what little colour she had rather than blushing. Now, she felt herself pale, the surface of her skin chilling.

He sat back in his chair, watching her. ‘Well then,’ he said, ‘you should know the truth.’

After the ball, in her bedroom at home, Marianne unpinned the posy of violets she wore at her waist and laid them carefully on her dressing table. Then she unhooked her gown and hung it in the closet and untied her layers of petticoats: they whispered as she shed them, falling to the floor in a pool of silk. She unlaced her stays and peeled off her silk stockings, camisole and knickers. Then she reached up and pulled the pins from her hair. It fell, long and dark, down her back. Naked, she studied her reflection in the mirror. He had told her that she was beautiful and, for the first time in her life, she believed that she was.

She remembered that Arthur Leighton had asked her to play for him and she had played a piece by Rameau. Now, as she hummed the melody under her breath, she recalled how, halfway through the piece, she had reached up to turn the page just as he had reached down to do likewise, and their hands had touched. And with that touch, in that single moment, she had moved through the thicket of disguises that surrounded men and women, and all that confused her, all she had been contemptuous of – the artifice of appearance, the falseness of flirtation, and all the cold marital calculations of wealth and class – had become unimportant. She had desired him, and she had known, though he had not said, that he had desired her.

She put on her nightgown, and then she took out her diary. May 20th, 1909, she wrote. A magical evening. Tonight, my life has truly begun.

Clemency reached the top of the attic stairs and peered into the darkness. ‘Philip?’ she called. ‘Philip, are you in here?’ Shapes loomed in the light of the oil lamp she was gripping in her hand, revealing themselves after a moment as a three-legged chair or a tower of books, spines hanging from their crumbling backs.

‘Philip?’ she called again. Philip had a habit of going into hiding the day before he had to return to boarding school, but the attics had been a long shot: he was unlikely to have hidden there because he was afraid of the dark.

As she went back down the corridor, a flicker of movement beneath a bed in an empty room caught her eye. Clemency knelt down by the bed. ‘Philip?’ she said softly.

No reply. But she could hear his slightly laboured breathing. ‘Philip?’ she said again. ‘Do come out, please. No one’s going to be cross with you, I promise.’

There was a shuffling and then he emerged head first from beneath the bed. There were dust balls in his hair and his clothes were filthy.

She sat down on the bed and took him on her knee. ‘Dear old Phil,’ she said, hugging him, ‘I’m so glad to have found you. I’ve been looking for you since breakfast.’ He was wheezing slightly. ‘You shouldn’t get so dusty. You know it makes you unwell.’

They went downstairs. It was half-term; Philip’s bag lay open in the bedroom he shared with Aidan. Clemency thought: Six weeks, six whole weeks till I see him again. Don’t you dare blub, she scolded herself, and said briskly, ‘Your crayons, Philip. You haven’t packed your crayons.’

He looked round. The crayons were in an old biscuit tin on top of the chest of drawers. Philip’s vague blue gaze turned in their direction, washed over them, moved on.

‘On the drawers,’ she prompted and watched him squint, struggling to focus.

Clemency went to see her mother. Lilian Maclise was sitting at her dressing table. As always, the room was in semi-darkness, the curtains drawn to shut out the sunlight. Though the day was warm, a fire flickered in the grate.

‘Are you feeling better, Mother?’

‘I’m afraid not, Clemency.’ Lilian sat back in the chair, her eyes closed. Her fair hair fell around her face, framing delicate features. Her hands, rearranging the bottles and jars on the dressing table, were small and pale and slender.

Beside her mother, Clemency always felt big-boned and clumsy. She said, ‘I’m worried about Philip, Mother. I think he has trouble with his eyes.’

‘Nonsense,’ said Lilian. ‘No one in the family has poor eyesight.’

Clemency persisted. ‘I don’t think he can see very well at all. I thought perhaps he should wear spectacles.’

‘Spectacles?’ Lilian glanced at her reflection in the mirror and gave her silk shawl a forceful twitch. ‘What an extraordinary idea. If Philip’s eyesight is poor – which I dispute, Clemency – then wearing spectacles would be the worst thing for him. It’s well known that wearing spectacles weakens the eyes.’

A trickle of sweat ran down Clemency’s back and she moved away from the fire. ‘But Mother, he can’t see—’

‘If you could speak a little less loudly, dear. My poor head.’ Lilian closed her eyes.

Alarmed, Clemency said, ‘Mother?’

‘I’m so sorry, darling.’ Lilian pressed her fingertips against her forehead. ‘I feel exhausted. And the pain …’

Clemency’s stomach swooped unpleasantly. Mother’s health had been so much better recently that for the last month she had been able to join the family downstairs at mealtimes. Clemency had begun to hope that her mother was recovering at last. Not that Clemency could remember Mother ever having been really well – she had taken to her bed shortly after Philip had been born, when Clemency herself had been only five. Philip was eleven now, and the mood of the Maclise household rose and fell according to the state of Lilian’s health.

Lilian whispered, ‘Oh dear. This really is too tiresome. You must be so fed up with me, darling. I should think you’ve had just about enough of your hopeless old mother.’

‘Of course not! You mustn’t ever think that, Mother. I only want you to be well. That’s the only thing that matters.’

Lilian smiled bravely. ‘Perhaps you’d ask Marianne to bring me a small glass of port wine. And if you would make sure my letters go by the next post …’

As Clemency took the letters and left the room, she thought with a sudden rush of joy, five days, just five days till the beginning of term. Unlike Philip, she loved school. She bounded down the stairs three at a time, her plait bouncing against her back.

Iris caught her at the bottom of the stairs. ‘Where are you going?’

‘Mother wants a glass of wine and I have to post these.’

Iris, the mean thing, snatched the letters from her. ‘I’ll take them,’ she said and, seizing her hat from the stand, left the house.

Iris’s bicycle had a puncture so she took Clemency’s. One advantage of Mother’s aversion to the telephone, Iris thought, as she pedalled out of the drive, was that it necessitated a great deal of letter writing and consequently a great many excursions to the postbox.

Sometimes, escaping from the house on her bicycle, she glanced in shop windows or just looked at other ladies to get new ideas for trimming hats. Occasionally, breaking the rule that an unmarried girl should never be alone in the company of men, she met the Catherwood brothers for a walk in the park.

In the four years since she had left school, Iris had received more than a dozen proposals of marriage. She had accepted none of them. One or two of her suitors would have been a very good match, the sort of advantageous marriage Iris expected eventually to make, but still she had turned them down. She simply hadn’t wanted to marry any of them. It wasn’t that there was anything wrong with them, just that she didn’t love them. Recently her inability to find a husband had begun to trouble her. She was twenty-two years old and most of her contemporaries were married or engaged. Some had children. She had begun to doubt whether she was capable of falling in love – other girls seemed to do it all the time, but not once had Iris’s heart been touched. Sometimes she found herself staring in the mirror as she brushed out her hair before going to bed and thinking: Perhaps I am losing my touch. She had to look at her reflection to reassure herself, to see how her hair, her greatest beauty, fell almost to her waist like a golden veil. Yet it remained with her, that moth of disquiet, stirring now and then, a small, dry flutter in the back of her mind.

The bicycle began to gather speed as she headed downhill. Houses and trees rushed by; Iris’s hat threatened to fly from its anchorage of pins and her skirts billowed up, showing rather a lot of ankle.

Then, without warning, the front wheel suddenly bit into the tarmac and Iris lost her grip on the handlebars as she was thrown forward. A split second later and she was sprawled face down on the road. She couldn’t move because the bicycle had fallen on top of her. She wailed, ‘My frock!’ and someone scooped the bicycle off her and said anxiously, ‘Are you all right?’

Looking up, she saw that her rescuer was young and not at all bad-looking. He wasn’t wearing a hat and his fair, untidy hair, which was lightened in places by the sun to the colour of straw, curled slightly.

The frill which Iris had sewn onto her dress only the previous day was now a ribbon of pink cloth snaking across the tarmac. She said, furiously this time, ‘My frock. It’s new.’

He offered her his hand to help her up. ‘I think it was the frock that did for you. That bit –’ he pointed to the frill – ‘got caught in the chain. I say, you are hurt.’

Iris’s gloves were ripped and her palms were bleeding from where she had put out her hands to break her fall. ‘It’s nothing much.’

He dug in his pocket and found a handkerchief. ‘If you’d let me help.’

She sat on a low wall while he peeled off her gloves and picked out grit from the deep grazes in her hands. Though he was very careful, she had to bite her lip to stop herself crying out. As he tied a handkerchief round each hand, she said politely, ‘You’ve been most kind, Mr—’

‘Ash,’ he said. ‘Just Ash.’

‘Ash?’

‘Ashleigh Aurelian Wentworth. It’s a bit of a mouthful, isn’t it? I prefer Ash.’

Iris told him her name. Then, looking round, she said, ‘I was supposed to be posting my mother’s letters.’

He found them in the gutter, the envelopes crumpled and smeared with mud. ‘Perhaps you’d better take them home. Your mother may want to re-address them.’

‘Oh dear.’ Iris sighed. ‘I’m afraid there’s going to be a dreadful fuss.’

‘It was an accident. I’m sure your mother will understand.’

‘Clemency won’t,’ said Iris ruefully. ‘It was her bicycle.’

Ash picked up the bicycle. The front wheel was buckled. ‘Where do you live?’

She told him and he said, ‘I’ll push it home for you, then.’

‘I don’t want to put you to any trouble. I’m sure you have things to do.’

‘It’s no trouble. And no, I don’t really have anything to do just now.’

‘Nothing at all? Where were you going?’

‘Nowhere in particular.’ He was unpicking a remnant of pink cloth from the bicycle chain. ‘I like to wander, don’t you?’ He flashed her a smile. ‘You never know who you might run into.’

They were heading up the hill. She said, ‘That’s what I was doing, actually. Just wandering. I’m not supposed to, of course.’

‘Why on earth not?’ She noticed that his eyes were a warm hazel – so much nicer, Iris thought, than the cold blue Maclise eyes. She realized also that he didn’t understand at all. So she explained.

‘Because I should be chaperoned, naturally. I’m not meant to go out on my own. My mother or my aunt or my sisters or one of the maids is supposed to come with me. But all that’s so tiresome.’ She shrugged. ‘And, anyway, I like to break the rules.’ Glancing at him, she asked, ‘Haven’t you any sisters?’

‘Not one, I’m afraid.’

‘And you’re not married?’ It was always best to establish that sort of thing early on.

‘Married? Oh, no.’

‘Do you come from Sheffield?’

He shook his head. ‘Cambridgeshire. I graduated from university a couple of years ago.’

‘And since then?’

‘I suppose I’ve just been wandering. And you, Miss Maclise? What do you do?’

‘Oh, the usual things,’ she said vaguely. ‘Tennis and bridge and dancing …’

He was looking at her as though he expected her to say something more. She racked her brains, trying to think how she passed the time, and added weakly, ‘And I sew …’

‘Do you like to read?’

‘Sometimes. My sister Marianne always has her nose in a book.’

After a short silence he said, ‘Tennis … dancing … Doesn’t all that get rather … rather dull?’

‘Not at all! I love playing tennis – and I adore dancing.’ She felt disconcerted, forced to defend a way of life she had not previously questioned. ‘What do you do, Ash? Apart from wandering, that is.’

‘Oh, this and that. I was in London after I left university.’

‘London. Lucky you.’

‘I was working at a university settlement – that’s an association which brings university students and the poor together. And then I travelled for six months on the Continent. And since then I’ve done various things – some journalism, some photography … and I did a bit of climbing in the Highlands of Scotland. Oh, and I’ve been helping my guardian with his book.’

‘Your guardian’s writing a book? What kind of book? Is it a novel?’

He shook his head. ‘It’s a compendium of all the knowledge there is in the world. History and science and mythology – everything.’

‘Goodness,’ she said faintly.

‘He’ll never finish it, of course.’ Ash grinned. ‘People keep coming up with new discoveries and poor old Emlyn has to rewrite an entire section.’

‘That must be rather depressing.’

‘I don’t think Emlyn finds it so. He always says that it’s the journey that matters, not the destination.’ He glanced at her. ‘You don’t agree with that?’

‘I’d never really thought about it.’ She thought of her so far fruitless efforts to find a husband: she had loved the dancing, the flirtations, the stolen kisses, yet if, heaven forbid, she never married, then what was the point of it all? She said, ‘Journeys must have an end, surely? And it may as well be a nice end.’

‘But then,’ he pointed out, ‘when you reached the end, you’d have to start all over again and think of something else to do.’

‘Dear me, how exhausting you make it all sound!’ But, looking at him, she saw a glint of mischief in his eyes and, piqued, she cried out, ‘You’re teasing me!’

‘Just a little. How are your hands?’

‘Fine,’ she said. ‘Absolutely fine.’

‘You’re very stout-hearted, Miss Maclise.’

No one had ever described her as stout-hearted before. She was afraid that there was something unflattering about it.

They turned the corner of the road. ‘This is where I live,’ Iris said.

Ash looked up to where Summerleigh was scrawled in wrought-iron across the gates. As they headed down the drive, the front door opened and Eva peered out. ‘Iris,’ she called out as she ran down the steps. ‘Mother’s been looking for you for ages.’ She stopped, her eyes wide. ‘Your dress. And your hands!’

Iris turned to Ash. ‘If I were you, I’d go. There’s going to be a bit of a row. But you’ve been so kind and I’m very grateful. And you must promise to call again so that I can introduce you to my family.’

Eva was painting Great-aunt Hannah. She placed the stoneware vase with the peacock feathers to one side of her, and had the spaniel, Winnie, lie on the rug at her feet. Great-aunt Hannah was wearing a gown of shiny black stuff. The folds and wrinkles of her neck drooped around the high collar of the gown, and the stiffly boned bodice encased her body like armour. Eva had often wondered whether Great-aunt Hannah possessed one shiny black dress or twenty dresses all the same. It seemed to Eva that a great many mysteries surrounded Great-aunt Hannah: how old she was, how she passed the time during the long hours she spent alone in her room, why she always smelt of camphor, and whether she ever released her hair from the tight knot on the back of her head – whether it could be released, in fact, or whether, as Eva suspected, it had been twisted into a knot for so many years that it had long ago adhered into a solid lump.

The portrait was almost finished. Eva put a white highlight on the stoneware vase and a smaller touch of white in Hannah’s eyes. Then she stood back from the easel and thought: There, even if you are a hundred years old and you die tomorrow, now I shall have something to remember you by.

After she had left school the previous summer Eva had continued to have fortnightly lessons with her art teacher, Miss Garnett. Miss Garnett’s lodgings were in Plumpton Street, above a yeast merchant’s. She had chosen the attic rooms, Miss Garnett explained to Eva, because of the light. The sitting room looked out onto the soot-blackened rear of a carriage maker’s. On the window sill, a bowl with an opalescent glaze caught the coral rays of the late afternoon sun. The heavy aromas of linseed oil and paint mingled with the Bovril smell of the yeast. Eva loved Miss Garnett’s studio. One day, she promised herself, she, too, would have a place of her own.

At the end of May Miss Garnett invited Eva to a women’s suffrage meeting. The meeting took place in the overfurnished, overheated drawing room of a house in Fulwood. Their hostess, a buxom matron in electric blue cretonne, peered at Eva through her lorgnette and said in a carrying voice, ‘Sweet little thing, but she has a wilful look. Are you wilful, Miss Maclise?’

Miss Garnett rescued Eva and introduced her to two young women standing in a corner of the room. One of the women, Miss Jackson, wore the purple, green and white ribbon of Mrs Pankhurst’s Women’s Social and Political Union pinned to her loose dress of chequered blue and white cotton. The second woman, Miss Bowen, had straight, shiny black hair cut level with her shoulders and tied at the nape of her neck. Her mouth was a slash of scarlet. She wore a squarenecked dress of mint-green linen and her ankles were bare. Eva bitterly envied Miss Garnett and her friends. A recent attempt to imitate Miss Garnett’s simple clothing had ended with her being banned from the breakfast table by her mother and banished to her room until she was decently dressed. Now she was sweltering in a jacket, blouse and skirt, petticoat, stockings, camisole and stays, her heavy brown hair piled on top of her head, her body wrapped up like a parcel, concealed beneath layers of material, trapped, breathless, gasping for air.

Miss Bowen studied Eva. ‘Is she talented, Rowena?’

‘Talented enough,’ said Miss Garnett, and smiled at Eva.

‘High praise indeed. Rowena isn’t usually so generous with her compliments, Miss Maclise. You must be terribly clever.’

Someone rang a bell, calling the meeting to order. A grey-haired woman stood up and began, in a low monotone, to read the minutes of the previous meeting. Miss Bowen yawned and offered Eva her cigarette case. Miss Garnett whispered, ‘Lydia, I didn’t bring Eva here to corrupt her,’ and Lydia pouted.

‘What did you bring her here for? To galvanize her? To stir her to revolutionary zeal through the eloquence of our oratory?’

Miss Jackson sniggered.

‘I brought Eva here to inform her, perhaps,’ said Miss Garnett mildly. ‘But she must make up her own mind.’

‘Didn’t that school of yours teach her anything, Rowena?’ Miss Jackson accepted one of Miss Bowen’s cigarettes. ‘How old are you, Miss Maclise? Eighteen? I should have thought that you would have come to an opinion on the subject of women’s suffrage by now. There can hardly be a matter of greater importance.’

‘Oh, come now, May.’ Miss Bowen fitted a cigarette into an elegant onyx holder. Her green eyes sparkled. ‘There are dozens of matters of equal importance. Such as what should one wear, and how one should do one’s hair, and whether one can be bothered to attend whichever dreary party one has been invited to.’

Miss Jackson had gone rather pink. ‘Really, Lydia, if you’re going to be flippant—’

‘Don’t take any notice, May,’ said Miss Garnett gently. ‘Lydia’s just teasing you.’

‘Not at all,’ said Miss Bowen. ‘I stand by what I say. It often seems just as much trouble to choose one’s frock as to march through Hyde Park. More, perhaps.’ She smiled at Eva. ‘But then I’m hopelessly lazy, I’m afraid.’

‘Lydia, you’re being ridiculous. You work so hard.’ Miss Garnett explained to Eva, ‘Lydia owns a gallery in London.’

‘In Charlotte Street, actually.’

Miss Jackson gestured wildly with her cigarette, spraying ash over the Aubusson rug. ‘Here we are, independent, responsible women with careers and homes of our own, and yet we have no say in who represents us in parliament or in the laws that bind us. It’s quite outrageous, isn’t it?’

‘Absolutely preposterous,’ said Miss Bowen. ‘And I can’t see anything changing for some considerable time. Women have been fighting for the vote for more than forty years. If we’re good girls and behave ourselves and write nice letters to our MPs, then we’re told that we don’t care strongly enough to be given the vote. So we’ve marched and filled Hyde Park with women demanding the vote, and we’ve thrown eggs at politicians and we’ve been sent to prison for our pains. And what has been the response of our lords and masters? Well, they shake their heads and say tut-tut, we’ve proved that they were right all along, we’re far too silly and hysterical to be allowed to vote.’ She turned to Eva. ‘Will you go to art school, my dear? If you’re as talented as Rowena says you are, then you should study painting. Miss Maclise should go to art school, shouldn’t she, Rowena?’

‘Well,’ said Miss Garnett slowly, ‘since the subject has come up … I’ve been meaning to talk to you, Eva. If you’re to develop as an artist you must broaden your horizons. You could continue to study in Sheffield, of course, or you could try for a college in Manchester. But I’d like you to consider the Slade in London. I studied there, and I know that you’d learn so much. Women students are allowed to draw from life at the Slade. Some of the other colleges are rather old-fashioned about such things.’

‘Art school …’ Eva felt a thrill of excitement.

‘Yes, why not?’

Eva imagined herself escaping the routine of home, a routine which, during the year since she had left school, had settled around her like a smothering blanket. She imagined herself in London, surrounded by daring, fashionable friends.

Miss Garnett said, ‘Or would your father object, do you think?’

Eva’s dreams punctured, fizzed, fell to earth. But she stuck out her chin. ‘I’m sure Father will see that I should go to art school. I’m sure I can make him see.’

‘Bravo, Miss Maclise,’ cried Miss Bowen. ‘Spoken like a trooper.’ She clapped her hands.

A few days later Eva went to see her father.

He was in his study. His desk was covered in paperwork, but he held out his arms. ‘Give me a hug, kitten.’ He smelt of tobacco and sandalwood soap, scents Eva had always associated with security and affection. ‘How’s my girl, then?’

‘I’m very well.’

‘Splendid,’ said Joshua and picked up his pen.

Eva said quickly, ‘When you were young, what were you good at, Father?’

He considered. ‘Arithmetic. I’ve always been good at arithmetic. And I understand machinery, of course. And I was the one to see when we should invest and when we should get rid of a line that wasn’t making money. If I hadn’t had the knack of it, the business wouldn’t have grown.’

Eva said cunningly, ‘And if your father had told you that you must do something else … if he’d told you that you must – oh, go into the Church or become a schoolteacher—’

Joshua snorted. ‘Fine schoolteacher I’d be. Haven’t the patience.’

‘But if he had?’ she persisted. ‘Would you have been happy, do you think?’

He looked at her sharply. ‘This isn’t to do with your painting nonsense, is it?’

His casual dismissal of what she most cared about angered Eva and she cried, ‘Painting isn’t nonsense!’

‘Oh, it’s a nice enough hobby for a girl to have.’ He was sorting through the heap of letters; Eva sensed that his mind was only half on the conversation. ‘It’s refined and ladylike to be able to paint a nice watercolour, I suppose.’

Eva marshalled her thoughts and tried to recall her most persuasive arguments, arguments which, when planning this conversation, she had been certain must sway her father.

‘The Bible tells us we shouldn’t waste our talents. You didn’t waste yours, did you, Father?’

‘It’s different for girls,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t want you mixing with some of the people I’ve had to mix with, Eva, or putting up with the muck and noise I have to work in each day. My grandmother made bone handles for knives. She had a hard life. I’m proud that none of you girls have to live as she did. Everything I’ve done has been so you could have a better start in life.’

‘Painting’s not like working in a cutler’s shop. It’s not noisy or dirty.’ Eva hid her hands in the folds of her skirt so that her father would not see that her fingers were black with charcoal. ‘You can paint sitting in a studio. Or in a field. You can paint anywhere.’

‘If you can paint anywhere, then why do you have to go to London?’

She began to feel cornered. She said desperately, ‘How can I do good work if I’ve not been taught?’

‘You don’t need to work. And that’s the truth of it, Eva. You’re lucky enough to have me to keep you in pretty frocks.’

‘I don’t care about frocks,’ she muttered.

‘You’d care soon enough if you had to earn your daily bread,’ he said sharply. ‘That sort of talk is nonsense. You haven’t seen what I’ve seen – lasses your age with hardly a rag to cover their backs. Kiddies with no shoes on their feet in the middle of winter – and in this city. You should be thankful for what you’ve got.’

She wanted to say to him: I haven’t seen what you’ve seen because you won’t let me see. I long to see the world. Instead, she took a deep breath and said, ‘Please don’t think I’m not grateful for everything you’ve done for me, Father.’

‘You’re very young, Eva. Just a lass. How could I let you go to London on your own? How could I cast you loose in a place like that? Anything could happen to you.’

Anticipating this objection, Eva had come forearmed. ‘Miss Garnett told me that there are boarding houses for ladies in London. Ladies from good families.’

She could see him teetering on the brink of changing his mind. Her heart pounded with excitement. Then he said slowly, ‘It’s only … London. I can’t abide the place myself.’ His face lightened and he said suddenly, ‘What if we split our differences, Eva, you and I? I could pay for you to have lessons with some fancy teacher up here. Someone better than your Miss Garnett. In Sheffield – or Manchester, even.’

‘But I need to go to London!’ she wailed. ‘I need to learn to draw from life!’

‘There’s plenty of life in Sheffield.’

‘I need,’ she explained, ‘to learn to draw from the human body.’

As soon as she had said it, she wanted to bite the words back.

She saw the shock in his eyes. ‘The human body?’ he repeated. ‘You’re not saying what I think you’re saying, are you, Eva?’

She found herself gabbling, ‘There’s nothing wrong in it – it’s not improper – artists have always drawn from life.’

‘That’s as maybe, but no daughter of mine will!’ Joshua’s mood had always been quick to change; now he lurched from conciliation to outrage in the space of a moment. ‘And “not improper”! If that isn’t improper, then I’d like to know what is in your book!’

‘But I have to go to art school, Father!’ she wailed. ‘I have to. Other women do – respectable women—’

‘No, Eva,’ he said sharply. ‘Enough of all this fuss. You’re giving me a sore head. I’ll hear no more of it. Be off with you, I’ve important work to do.’

‘But this is important to me! This is the most important thing to me!’

‘Aye,’ he said. ‘Too important, perhaps.’ His dark blue eyes, the twins of her own, narrowed as he looked at her closely. ‘What’s that?’

He was staring at the ribbon she had pinned to her lapel. ‘It’s the colours of the Women’s Social and Political Union,’ Eva said proudly. ‘Miss Garnett’s friend, Miss Jackson—’

‘Miss Garnett this, Miss Garnett that!’ cried Joshua. ‘That Miss Garnett’s putting ideas into your head. Maybe I should have a word with her, tell her you won’t be taking any more lessons!’

She gasped. ‘Father, you mustn’t—’

‘Mustn’t I? How dare you question me? You’ll do what you’re told, young lady! You’ll forget about this painting nonsense, Eva, and you’ll do your duty at home!’

‘But I hate being at home!’

He had gone crimson. ‘How can you be so stubborn? How can you be so … so … unladylike?’

The words tumbled from her unchecked. ‘And how can you be so narrow-minded – so old-fashioned – so cruel—’

As Joshua rose, he thumped the desk so hard that the cup jumped in the saucer. Alarmed, Eva took a step backwards, and then she turned and ran out of the door.

After the quarrel with her father, Eva cried so much that she felt light-headed and rather sick. Though she went to her art lesson, Miss Garnett, noticing her red eyes and trembling hand, sent her home early. On her way back to Summerleigh she wheeled her bicycle into a small park. Clouds were gathering overhead, blotting out the sun, casting shadows on the lawns and gravel paths. Eva sat down on a bench. She knew that her dream was over before it had even begun. Her father would never change his mind; if there had been a way of persuading him to let her go to art school, then she had not found it. She had lost her temper and had screamed like a fishwife. And how could she have been so foolish as to let slip that she needed to learn to draw from life? Nothing could have been more designed to antagonize him.

Only her father could reduce her to tears and temper, yet her feelings for him were unmixed and always had been. She might never articulate her love for him, but it was there, a golden thread that ran through her life. She admired his energy, his confidence, his strength. Part of her recognized that they quarrelled because they were in some ways the same. They shared the same stubbornness, had the same knack of making up their minds and refusing to change. They neither drifted with the wind like Marianne nor used subtlety to achieve their ends like Iris. They were incapable of manipulativeness – incapable, often, of tact.

They had never quarrelled like this, though. Her father had never before been so angry with her. The memory of what she had said to him made her feel hot with shame. How can you be so narrow-minded, so old-fashioned, so cruel? She had recognized shock in her father’s eyes and, worse, hurt. She knew that she had crossed a line and she longed to put things right.

A church clock chimed. Eva had a sudden inspiration. She would cycle to the works and ask Father to forgive her. Instead of going home to Summerleigh, she headed for the city centre. Cycling past the big hotels and department stores, she made her way to the industrial district. Here flames from the foundry chimneys gouged orange scars through a turbulent sky. She could hear the gasp and crash and roar of the steam engines and hammers; she could taste the soot in the raindrops. The warehouses were reflected in the soupy, discoloured waters of the river; ships unloaded coal and loaded up with steel girders and machine parts. Eva imagined those ships heading out to sea, crossing oceans, making their way to the far distant countries of the empire. Enveloped by noise and crowds, she felt as if she were coming alive, waking after a long sleep, charged as though with electricity.

Looming through the smog, she caught sight of her father’s name, J. Maclise, painted white in letters four foot high across the blackened bricks of a warehouse. Pausing in the gateway, Eva looked round. The buildings – warehouse, foundries, workshops and offices – formed a rough square around a courtyard. Coal and used crucibles from the furnaces lay in heaps in the cobbled yard. Workmen stared at Eva as she walked through the gates, and a girl wearing a brown-paper apron giggled until her neighbour, nudging her in the ribs, muttered to her and she fell silent.

In the office, Mr Foley looked up as Eva came in. Mr Foley was Father’s assistant. Father invited Mr Foley to Summerleigh once a year at Christmas. Iris delighted in mimicking Mr Foley, making fun of his serious expression and his brief, careful phrases. So gloomy, said Iris, so dull. And he isn’t even old. But Eva thought that he had an interesting, almost handsome, face, with strong cheekbones and jaw, and eyes and hair of a matching brown-black.

Now his eyes widened in surprise. ‘Miss Eva,’ he said, standing up. ‘Are you looking for your father? I’m afraid he left early today, about ten minutes ago.’

Eva felt a great wash of disappointment. All the exhilaration of her journey dissolved.

Mr Foley asked, ‘Is there anything I can do?’

Eva shook her head. ‘No, thank you, Mr Foley.’ She had only made things worse by coming here. She would be late home and her father would be angry with her all over again.

As she turned to leave, Mr Foley asked, ‘Did you come here on your own?’ Eva nodded. ‘I’ll see you home, then.’

‘There’s no need. I cycled here.’ She smiled at him. ‘It’s quite all right.’

It began to rain as Eva made her way back through the city. As she headed into the suburbs, the stone villas became larger, their gardens bounded by wrought-iron gates and leathery leaved shrubs. It seemed to Eva that her future was as drearily predictable as the streets which surrounded her. Father would stop her having lessons with Miss Garnett. Soon, stifled by lack of stimulation and aware of her own limitations, she would give up, marry the first passable man who asked her and spend the rest of her life immured in Sheffield.

There was a crack of thunder and the rain turned to hail. Balls of ice gathered in the gutters and in shop doorways. Schoolgirls shrieked and ran through the crowds, delivery boys cursed and cycled faster. The hailstones stung Eva’s face and rattled on the brim of her hat. She had to narrow her eyes to see her way through the traffic.

And then her heart lifted as, hurrying along Ecclesall Road, she caught sight of her father among a sea of black frockcoats and umbrellas. Tall and strongly made, Joshua Maclise towered head and shoulders over most of the other men. Eva called out to him, but her voice was lost in the rattle of the hailstones and the clamour of traffic.

A cart had shed its load, scattering turnips across the street, and she had to jump off her bicycle and weave through the debris. When she looked up, she could no longer see him. Trying to run, she slipped on the swirls of hailstones. Then, as the hail eased, she caught sight of her father again, turning off the main road into a side street.

Following him, she eventually spotted his umbrella propped outside a house. Eva recalled that the house belonged to Mrs Carver, whose husband had died the previous year. Eva had visited the Carvers to offer her condolences. She remembered that the two Carver girls, who were a few years younger than Eva, had been sullen and silent, and that their flame-red hair had sat ill at ease with their black dresses.

Now she stared at the house’s closed doors and lowered blinds, and the house stared unblinkingly back at her. Then she looked down at herself. There were black smuts on her blouse, and at some point on her long cycle ride she had snagged the hem of her skirt so that it drooped unevenly. Her wet hair trailed in a straggling untamed mass around her shoulders. Her father had accused her of being unladylike, and she was, she thought miserably.

She climbed back on her bicycle and headed home. No one noticed that she was late. And her father seemed to have forgotten their quarrel: arriving home an hour later, his mood had altered. He ruffled Eva’s hair, coaxed a smile from Marianne and complimented Iris on her frock. Then he kissed Mother’s cheek and apologized for being late. He had had to stay behind at the works, he explained. They were late with an order.

Eva opened her mouth to speak, thought better of it and folded the lie away. She would forget what she had seen, she decided; she would not think about the way it niggled at her, like a burr caught in a glove.

When, four weeks earlier, Marianne had met Arthur Leighton, she had believed that something magical had taken place, something that happened only once in a lifetime. Yet she had not seen Mr Leighton since then. Recalling that he had told her he was staying with the Palmers, she spoke to sallow, squint-eyed Alice Palmer and discovered that Mr Leighton had left the Palmers’ house the day after the ball. He had given no reason for his sudden departure.

‘Mr Leighton asked Mama about your family,’ Alice said. ‘Mama saw you dancing together. She wondered whether you’d made a conquest. You’d be aiming very high if you were sweet on Mr Leighton, Marianne. He’s quite a catch. He’s related to an earl.’ Alice bit at a hangnail. ‘Or maybe it’s a viscount.’

Marianne’s conviction, so unshakeable in the immediate aftermath of the ball, that something extraordinary had happened, faltered. Perhaps Mr Leighton had asked Mrs Palmer about her family and Mrs Palmer had told him the truth: that Joshua Maclise was a manufacturer of edge tools, and that Marianne’s grandmother had made bone handles for knives. Perhaps Mr Leighton had found her passable enough company to get through a dull evening at a provincial ball, but, realizing that Marianne Maclise was far beneath him socially, had decided not to pursue the acquaintance any further.

Now, when she looked in the mirror, she saw nothing but her faults: her Roman nose, her pallor, her solemnity. She had glimpsed something marvellous, only to have it snatched away from her. Nothing had changed except that she now held herself in greater contempt. How ridiculous, how pathetic, to have set such store on the events of a few hours. A cleverer, more sophisticated woman, she told herself savagely, would have known that he was only flirting with her.

And then, one evening, when Joshua had taken Iris and Marianne to a dinner at a house in Fulwood, and Marianne was contemplating with utter lack of enthusiasm the hors d’œuvres Russes on her plate, she looked up to the end of the long table and saw Arthur Leighton. Her heart jumped into her throat. She was afraid that she might faint in front of all thirty other guests and the ranks of servants. Ostrich feathers swayed, diamonds caught the light. She breathed deeply, took a hold of herself and looked along the table once more. It was Mr Leighton. When he turned in her direction, Marianne looked quickly away. She wasn’t going to embarrass either of them by staring doe-eyed at him, like some silly schoolgirl.

White-gloved footmen served the food. Candles and crystal glittered. Even the simplest things seemed beyond her: the glass trembled in her grasp so that she was afraid of breaking it; she dropped her napkin. Conversation rose and fell around her, dreamlike and unreal. She noticed the impatience in her neighbour’s eyes at her lack of response, and was angry at herself. You are a fool, Marianne Maclise, she thought, a clumsy, cowardly fool. Pride made her draw herself erect, paste a smile on her face and begin to talk. Tell me what sort of steel you use, Mr Hawthorne. How fascinating. And your padlocks are shipped to America! I should love to travel to America … As she talked, she became aware of a power she had hardly known she possessed. She sparkled.

The meal ended and the ladies left the men to their port and cigars. Sitting in the drawing room, the fleeting elation left her and she felt chilled and tremulous. No one seemed to notice her discomfort.

Then the men came to join them. When Marianne saw that Arthur Leighton was crossing the room to her, her heart lurched.

‘Miss Maclise. I hoped you might be here.’

She murmured, ‘I thought you had abandoned Sheffield, Mr Leighton.’

‘The evening we met – I was called back to Town unexpectedly the next day.’ He made a quick, impatient gesture. ‘Business, I’m afraid.’

‘Your hostesses must despair of you, Mr Leighton,’ Marianne said, with sudden sharpness. ‘Such an uncertain guest. The Palmers were disappointed at your departure.’

‘Only the Palmers?’

Marianne felt a stab of despair – she would leave, and they would have said nothing important, and she might never see him again.

Then he said, ‘I’m in Sheffield for the next few days. I wondered whether I might call on you.’ When she did not speak, he said more insistently, ‘May I?’

She knew, suddenly, how much depended on her reply. ‘Yes, Mr Leighton, please do,’ she said calmly.

But by the following morning her confidence had deserted her once more. Stubbornly convinced that he would not come, she took no special care over her dress or hair. When he called, she was in her old dark blue dress and her head full of grocer’s orders and Mother’s prescriptions still to be fetched. She felt disadvantaged. Alice Palmer’s voice echoed, sly and disparaging, coldly estimating her worth. You’d be aiming very high if you were sweet on Mr Leighton, Marianne.

On her way to the drawing room she swept up her sisters: Iris, Eva, even Clemency, off sick from school with a summer cold. ‘I need you,’ she hissed, and they rose and followed her.

Whenever she was in the same room as him, she seemed to notice things more. The green of the fern, the gold leaf on the plates. The sweet, beguiling scent of the honeysuckle, wafting through the open window.

Her sisters’ voices and Mr Leighton’s plaited together in the hot, heavy air. Talk drifted to the weather. Such a glorious June … almost too warm …

Iris nudged Marianne. She made herself speak. ‘The heat makes one long for the countryside. Cities can be so – so –’ She couldn’t think of the word: her gaze darted from one sister to another, seeking assistance.

‘Muggy?’ said Eva.

‘Close?’ suggested Clemency.

‘Enervating,’ said Mr Leighton, and Marianne gave a relieved outward breath, and said, ‘Yes, of course. Enervating. Don’t you find it so?’

‘I lived in India for three years. This seems delightfully cool in comparison.’

‘India!’ exclaimed Marianne and had a sudden, jolting view of a different Arthur Leighton, in tropical whites and a pith hat, standing by a verandaed house on a hill top. She knew nothing about him, she thought wildly. Why, he might have been married and widowed. He might have travelled the world, a mistress in every port.

Yet when he looked at her she was aware of that feeling once more, the feeling she had almost forgotten or had almost persuaded herself to forget. Inside her something seemed to uncurl, to flower. She pressed the tips of her fingers against her palms, astonished by the ease with which she, cool, serious Marianne Maclise, seemed to be losing control.

The quarter of an hour passed and he left. Marianne had to fold back the edge of the curtain to watch him walk out of the drive. When he was out of sight, the day seemed duller.

‘He’s in love with you,’ said Iris at her shoulder.

Marianne pressed her palms against her face and shook her head.

‘It’s true.’ For once, Iris did not sound flippant. ‘He’s in love with you.’


Chapter Two

In church, Eva studied the Carvers. The Carver daughters were white and freckled and they wore their ginger hair in long, springy plaits. Mrs Carver’s hair was a shiny tawny-brown like a fox’s coat; it escaped at several points from beneath the confines of her hat, as though it had a life of its own. Eva took a stub of pencil from her pocket and began to draw in the back of her prayer book. She was halfway through the complicated arrangement of ribbons on Mrs Carver’s hat when the service ended.

The congregation trailed from the church in twos and threes. Eva lingered, pencil and prayer book in hand. The ginger-headed Carver girls pushed past her. Hidden in the shadowy porch, Eva looked back. There were only two people left inside the church, Mrs Carver and her father. As Eva raised her pencil to finish the hat, her father’s fingers coiled through Mrs Carver’s. Then he pressed her hand to his lips. Eva’s pencil stabbed, tearing a hole in the prayer book’s thin paper. Black and white, Eva saw them with relentless clarity. Mrs Carver’s black gloves, her father’s paler hand. She saw how her father closed his eyes as he kissed Mrs Carver’s fingers. A muttered word or two, then a falling apart. Eva ran out of the church.

She couldn’t get the image out of her head, though. The church, the kiss. It preyed on her, coming into her mind when she was sitting at the dinner table, or when she was taking Great-aunt Hannah to the shops. Though the shops were only a short distance from Summerleigh, the trip required the preparation and forethought of a Polar expedition. There was always a bonnet to be righted or a dog collar for Hannah’s spaniel, Winnie, to be extracted from the heaps of shawls and prayer books in Great-aunt Hannah’s bedroom. Pushing the heavy, cumbersome bathchair up the hill took all Eva’s strength.

Great-aunt Hannah’s purchases never varied: lavender-scented soap and lozenges in Gimpson’s, stockings or handkerchieves in the draper’s, writing paper and envelopes at the stationer’s. Last of all, Great-aunt Hannah always gave Eva tuppence to buy macaroons at the baker’s. They ate them in a nearby park, where nannies pushed perambulators between clumps of lilac and laurel.

Eva let Winnie off the leash and offered the last macaroon to Great-aunt Hannah.

‘No, Eva dear, you must have it.’

She shook her head. ‘I’m not very hungry.’

‘I expect it’s the heat,’ said Great-aunt Hannah kindly. She patted Eva’s hand. ‘You do look rather peaky. So selfish of me, dragging you out in such weather.’

‘It’s not that. I like going shopping with you.’

‘What is it then, dear?’ Crumbs dotted Hannah’s shiny black front and clung to the whiskers on her chin. She brushed at them ineffectually. ‘Are you worried about your mother?’

‘Not especially.’

‘Perhaps you’re still disappointed that your father won’t let you go to art school.’

‘Yes,’ said Eva. It was the easiest thing to say.

 ‘Your father’s a good man, Eva, one of the best. I’ve been most fortunate. Joshua could not have been a more generous nephew.’

Eva wanted to say: Good men don’t tell lies. Good men don’t lecture you about propriety one day and kiss that horrible woman’s hand in church on another.

‘Joshua dislikes change,’ Hannah added. ‘It takes him time to accustom himself to a new idea. You must try to be patient. He may yet change his mind.’

‘He’ll never change his mind!’ said Eva vehemently. ‘He doesn’t think art college is proper.’ Her lip curled.

 ‘Please try not to despair, Eva. God works in mysterious ways.’ Hannah glanced from beneath the black peak of her bonnet at Eva. ‘We should go home. This heat …’

Eva wheeled the bathchair down the steep path. She let the heavy chair gather speed as she ran, keeping hold of the handles. The ribbons of her hat streamed out behind her and the folds of Great-aunt Hannah’s dress billowed like a black-sailed yacht. Winnie ran alongside, yapping, and a smile of delight spread across Hannah Maclise’s lined face.

Eva wondered whether, if she ran fast enough, she might forget all the things that troubled her. An umbrella outside a door, a pointless lie. And her father’s closed eyes – closed in ecstasy, it seemed to Eva – as he kissed a black-gloved hand.

Ash had become a frequent visitor to Summerleigh. He visited at any time of day and always stayed longer than the unspoken but mandatory limit of a quarter of an hour. When Ash called, the sisters never seemed to sit in the drawing room as they were supposed to, but drifted into the garden or, when the weather was bad, sat in other, less formal, rooms. Within a short time they were calling each other by their Christian names – far too long-winded, Ash said practically, to specify continually which Miss Maclise he was addressing. No one halted these transgressions. Mother was still poorly and Father was late home from work most days, so there was every opportunity to break the rules. Ash taught Iris how to use his camera, a hefty thing of mahogany and brass. One, two, three, four, five: there was a flash, and the sisters in their white muslin dresses, sitting in the orchard, were frozen in time forever.

Ash’s parents were both dead. Since the age of eight he had spent the school holidays with his guardian in Grantchester, near Cambridge. He was currently staying with an old university friend in Sheffield and was engaged, Iris registered uninterestedly, in some sort of good works. It always surprised Iris that she enjoyed Ash’s company. They weren’t in the least alike. They didn’t share any of the same interests or tastes. And he dressed appallingly – Iris suspected that in the mornings he put on the first clothes that came to hand. He would turn up at Summerleigh in an old Norfolk jacket with cricket whites, or in some dreadful musty tweed thing that was going through at the elbows. When Iris, who took great care over her appearance, pointed out to him his errors, he nodded vaguely.

Iris had been aware of her power over men since her mid-teens. She never doubted that, if she chose to, she could make almost any man fall in love with her. Only the dullest, stuffiest men were immune to her considerable charms – and Ash was certainly neither dull nor stuffy. Yet the unease she had felt recently at her continuing lack of a husband had deepened. For as long as she could remember she had been accustomed to being the centre of attention. The second oldest in the family, and the oldest – and prettiest – girl, she had long experience of being made a fuss of by friends and relatives. Yet, though she enjoyed Ash’s company – found, if she was honest with herself, that the days seemed long when he didn’t call – he never made a special fuss of her. If anything, he was nicer to her sisters. Every now and then he would say something to her that made her suspect he was making fun of her. It wasn’t as though she never teased him about his various obsessions – politics and poverty and his dreary university settlement – and it was refreshing, in a way, to talk to a man who didn’t choose his words to please her. But it troubled her that he didn’t make any overt attempt to win her favour. He rarely complimented her, had never tried to kiss her.

That summer they played tennis together and went on long cycle rides. Sometimes they just wandered, discovering parts of the city Iris had never seen before. Often they argued. He had a way of provoking her, a way of querying long-held assumptions that she had never before questioned.

One day, they were walking when there was a sudden rain shower. ‘My hat,’ said Iris crossly. The straw brim was rapidly wilting. ‘Why does seeing you so often seem to involve ruining a hat, Ash?’

He grinned. ‘My guardian, Emlyn, doesn’t believe in wearing hats. He thinks they overheat the head and are bad for the brain.’

Iris snorted. ‘My mother thinks loud noises, fresh air and the company of more than one person at once is bad for her. Oh,’ she cried, exasperated. ‘This weather!’

She had not taken a jacket, and was wearing only a muslin blouse and cotton skirt. Ash said, ‘Here. So you don’t drown,’ and took off his jacket and wrapped it round her. He asked, ‘Has your mother been unwell for a long time?’

‘Decades,’ said Iris.

He gave her a questioning glance. She said, ‘I’m sorry if I sound unsympathetic. I don’t mean to be. But it’s very wearing.’ She wondered how to make someone who had no family understand the shifts of power between parents, brothers, sisters. ‘I used to try to cheer Mother up,’ she explained. ‘I’d go to her room and talk to her, tell her what I’d done that day, perhaps. But I could tell she wasn’t interested and that it made no difference, so I stopped. And now Mother is the same as she always was, but I’m happier because I’m not sitting in a dark room, struggling to think of cheerful conversation to make to someone who hardly answers.’

The rain fell harder, bouncing on the pavement. Ash drew Iris beneath the shelter of a tree. Motor cars and carts passed them, their wheels sending up curls of water. Iris was aware of the rain trickling down the back of her neck and Ash, standing beside her, his hand resting lightly on her shoulder. Glancing up at him, she said, ‘You think I’m selfish, don’t you, begrudging the time I spend with my sick mother?’

‘I didn’t say that.’

‘I’m only being practical. My mother’s been ill for eleven years. The doctors have never agreed on what’s wrong with her – one tells us she has an inflammation of the spine, another says she has a weak heart, another is convinced that something’s wrong with her blood. And so on. This morning Mother got out of bed, came down to breakfast and announced that we were to give a summer party. It was as though she’d never been ill at all. But it won’t last, Ash. It never does. Nothing I did made her any better. Nothing Marianne or Clemency does makes her any better, either, but they can’t see that.’

‘Perhaps simply having her daughters near her is a comfort to your mother, even if you can’t make her well again.’

‘Perhaps. But one of us will be trapped, I’m sure of it. One of us won’t marry, but will stay at home for the rest of her life looking after Mother. And I’m determined that won’t be me.’

He looked at her sharply. ‘I hadn’t realized that was a possibility.’

‘Why should you? You’re a man. James, Aidan and Philip won’t have to give up their lives to look after Mother. Men may do as they please.’

The rain had eased a little. He said, ‘Come on. Let’s run for it.’

‘Run? I can’t run. My shoes—’

But he seized her hand and they dashed up the street. Iris’s hat flew off; ruined anyway, she let it fly. Reaching Summerleigh, she collapsed against him, laughing, gasping for breath. And as they went into the house, she said, ‘You see, Ash, I won’t be the spinster daughter, running errands for Mother.’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘I’d do anything rather than that. Anything at all.’

During his stay in Sheffield Ash had befriended two families, the Maclises and the Browns. The contrast between the families could not have been more glaring. The Browns lived in a grim single-room dwelling in High Street Lane in the Park district of the city, the family of six – mother, father, a ten-year-old girl, Lizzie, and Lizzie’s three younger brothers – all eating and sleeping in the same room.

The summer that Ash had spent working for the university settlement in Whitechapel had changed him. He, who had never wanted for food, had seen children suffering from malnutrition; he, who had always had warm clothes to wear and a roof over his head, discovered that there were a great many people who had neither. He had been unable to forget what he had seen. The squalor and misery and, most of all, the unfairness of it all had outraged him. He had left Whitechapel knowing that he must do something.

Though many slum-dwellers had far too much pride to let him into their houses – they pasted brown paper to their window panes so that passers-by could not see the degradation inside – the Browns had eventually given him permission. They had reached such a level of destitution, he concluded, that they were forced to sell even their pride. Over the summer he had taken a series of photographs showing how the Browns lived; he had come to know the family quite well. Recently he had become concerned about the youngest child, a baby of a few months old. Surely babies should cry? Surely babies should not be so pale, so unresponsive?

Often, after visiting the Browns, he went to see Iris, needing to shake off the hopelessness and lack of spirit that hung over the slums like a dark cloud. Iris’s bright liveliness almost made him forget what he had seen. Almost. Increasingly the contrast between the two families troubled him. He couldn’t help thinking that the wealth of the one was in some way dependent on the poverty of the other.

In July he went with the Maclises and their friends for a picnic in the Peak District. Leaving Sheffield, the motor cars and charabancs climbed steadily into the clearer air of the hills. Huge boulders littered the high escarpment and the hillside curved sharply down. On the far side of the valley the crags brooded, making a stark silhouette against a shimmering sky. In twos and threes they dispersed across the rocky plateau. The midday heat gathered, warming the stones.

After the picnic Ash wandered away towards the clutter of gigantic stones that lay, like a vast cairn, on the highest land. Hearing footsteps, he turned and saw Iris hurrying to catch up with him.

‘Where are you going?’

‘Somewhere,’ he said. ‘Anywhere.’

He began to climb the heap of boulders. Iris followed him. He gave her his hand to help her scramble up the stones. From the top of the cairn, the picnickers below them were small, colourful insects, the ladies’ parasols like thistledown.

Iris sat beside him on the highest boulder. ‘Aren’t you enjoying yourself, Ash?’

‘I was too hot.’

‘You didn’t have any strawberries.’ She produced a tied handkerchief. Strawberries nestled like rubies in the folds of fabric; she offered them to him. Then she said, ‘What’s wrong?’

He threw a pebble down the incline and watched it bounce from stone to stone. ‘Does it ever worry you that you’ll never work out quite what to do with your life?’

‘Not at all.’ She ate a strawberry. ‘I know exactly what I’m going to do. I’m going to marry a very rich man and live in a lovely house with lots of servants and have simply masses of new dresses and hats.’

He lay back on the flat stone, watching her. ‘And you think that’ll make you happy?’

‘Of course. Perfectly happy.’

‘Rot,’ he said. ‘You’d be bored stiff in a week.’

Her eyebrows raised. ‘Such nonsense. Why should I be bored?’

‘Because it wouldn’t be enough for you. What would you do all day, Iris? Arrange the flowers?’

‘Why not? And why do I have to do anything at all?’

He said calmly, ‘You like to break the rules. You said so yourself. You wouldn’t be content.’

She glared at him. ‘You may be terribly clever, Ash, much cleverer than me, but you don’t really understand, do you? Girls like me aren’t supposed to use their brains or to bother about things. We’re supposed to look pretty and marry well. That’s what we’re for.’

Sometimes she infuriated him. Her lack of awareness of the outside world; her lack of self-knowledge. He said, ‘And you just … accept that? You accept a lifetime of – of uselessness?’

He saw her flush. ‘You could say that I was doing my duty. That I’m being a good daughter.’

‘So you’ll settle for being purely decorative – when in reality you’re as tough as old boots?’

‘As tough as old boots!’ Iris looked outraged. ‘Ash! That’s not true – what a dreadful thing to say!’

‘Just look at the way you scrambled up these rocks. And that time you fell off your bicycle—’

‘What of it?’

‘You let me pick the grit out of your hands, but you didn’t cry out once. Not once. And it must have hurt like hell. I noticed that.’

She looked away. After a silence, she said, ‘All this … the way I look, the way I behave … that’s how I’m supposed to be. Don’t you understand, Ash, that’s how I’m supposed to be.’

He said flatly, ‘But it’s not how you are.’

‘Maybe not. It’s rather … rather ungentlemanly of you to notice.’

He realized he had upset her and felt ashamed of himself. He touched her arm. ‘I’m sorry, Iris. Let’s not quarrel.’

She turned to him. ‘“Tough as old boots”!’ she repeated. ‘No man’s ever said that to me before.’

‘Then no man has ever appreciated your finer qualities as I have.’ He saw her smile reluctantly. He ate another strawberry. ‘And besides,’ he went on, ‘times are changing, surely. There are women doctors, and women read for the law and study at the universities. And just look at the suffragettes—’

‘If you think I’m going to wear a hideous purple, white and green hat and march through the streets carrying a banner, then you’re quite wrong!’

They glared at each other. ‘There, we’re quarrelling again!’ she cried. ‘Why do you delight in making me cross?’

Rising to his feet, he looked out over the valley. ‘Wear whatever colour hat you wish, Iris, but let’s not argue any more.’ He sighed. ‘It’s two years since I left university and I still haven’t settled to anything. I need to make up my mind. I feel I’m just … treading water.’

‘What’s wrong with treading water? What’s wrong with enjoying yourself?’

‘I want to make a difference, you see. And you can’t do that if you’re constantly flitting from one thing to another.’

When she did not reply, he looked back at her and said, ‘You don’t approve of me wanting to make a difference? Perhaps you think me arrogant. Or naive.’

‘It always seems to me that it’s impossible to change other people’s lives. People can only change their own. And very often, they can’t even do that.’

‘But we should try, surely.’

She stood up. ‘Tell me what you’re thinking of, Ash, and I’ll choose for you.’

‘Medicine … or journalism. Or the law, perhaps.’

She had begun to saunter back down the slope towards the other picnickers. ‘Oh, that’s easy,’ she said. ‘The law, obviously.’

‘Why?’

She was some way below him; she looked up. She was smiling mischievously. ‘Because then you could argue to your heart’s content, couldn’t you?’

She disappeared out of sight, behind a boulder. Standing above, he waited for her to reappear, and then he watched her, a flicker of white muslin and golden hair, as she ran back to her friends.

Marianne had looked forward to the picnic, had expected that away from the house and the constant possibility of Arthur Leighton calling she would feel calmer. Instead, she felt restless and out of sorts. Knowing that she would not see him, the day had no spark.

She went for a walk, heading away from the rest of the party, back towards the road. Around her, the landscape seemed to glitter, blue-black shadows gathering in the hollows, the sunlight flashing on the rocks, as though there were diamonds embedded in the gritstone.

In the distance a motor car followed the curve of the road. Stabs of silver refracted off the glass and metal. As it approached the bridge, the motor car slowed, then came to a halt. The driver climbed out. Recognizing Arthur Leighton, Marianne’s heart began to thud. She saw him pause, look in her direction, pinpoint her and walk towards her.

He said, ‘I have to speak to you alone.’

‘Mr Leighton—’

‘I don’t doubt your sisters are scattered like lizards among the rocks, but nevertheless you’ll allow me to speak to you.’

He led her down the narrow path to the stream, where ferns gleamed emerald in the dark crevices between the stones and the water arched and spat.

He said, ‘The first time I saw you, at the ball, I was struck by your beauty. I couldn’t stop looking at you. And then, when we talked, it seemed to me that there was a meeting of minds as well.’ He raised her chin, making her look at him. ‘Speak to me, Marianne.’ His voice was low and urgent. ‘Tell me what you’re thinking.’

‘I don’t know,’ she whispered.

 ‘You don’t know what?’

‘I don’t know what you want of me.’

‘It’s quite simple. I want you.’

She gave a little gasp. He pressed his lips against the back of her hand. She closed her eyes and felt herself sway slightly. She heard him whisper, ‘Poor thing, your skin will burn in this sun. Such white, white skin.’

When he kissed the hollow of her elbow, she shivered. He drew her to him, and through her thin summer blouse and skirt she was aware of the warmth and strength of his body. His mouth brushed against the curve of her neck. When, at last, their lips touched, she felt as though she were drowning, dissolving, as though she, Marianne Maclise, who always seemed so separate, so apart from everyone else, had begun to blur, to melt into him. The chatter of the stream magnified to a roar, the sun beat down, and she was burning, on fire.

Something made Marianne open her eyes and look up. She became a part of the world again; she heard the clatter of shoes on rock and glimpsed a green-and-white striped parasol dancing against a blue sky.

She pulled away. ‘There’s Mrs Catherwood,’ she hissed.

Mrs Catherwood, red-faced in the heat, was trotting along the path towards them. ‘Marianne, dear, we couldn’t find you anywhere. We’re serving tea.’ A beady eye alighted on Mr Leighton, paused, then glared. ‘Will you join us, sir?’

‘Thank you, no.’

He would go again, Marianne thought, he would leave her alone again. It was unbearable. ‘Please—’ she whispered.

‘You will excuse me, Marianne. I endured this ritual years ago, when I was younger, and I would prefer not to repeat it now.’ He seized her hands. ‘But, my love, I must know—’

Mrs Catherwood was watching them. It was intolerable, thought Marianne, that her most private emotions emotions should be so publicly paraded. She said quickly, ‘My mother has decided to give a summer party. You will come, won’t you, Mr Leighton?’

Marianne watched him walk back to his motor car. As she followed Mrs Catherwood back along the path, she noticed that one of her buttons was undone. With shaking hands she refastened it. She remembered the heat of his skin on her skin, the pressure of his tongue on the inside of her lip, the way his hands had discovered the contours of her body. And she had not tried to stop him. An hour ago she would not have believed it possible that she would permit a man to touch her in such a way. An hour ago she would not have believed that she would long for Arthur Leighton to touch her like that again and again.

Iris wasn’t enjoying the picnic as much as she had expected to. The food had dried out in the heat, the champagne was warm, and the conversation flat and aimless, spiked with the occasional barb of malice.

Alice Palmer drew Iris aside. ‘Mrs Catherwood found Marianne and Mr Leighton together,’ she whispered. ‘They were kissing!’ Alice had a squint; her wandering eye struggled to focus on Iris. ‘What a surprise it would be if Marianne were to be married before you. I remember when you came out everyone thought you’d be snapped up in your first season. I should hate Louisa to be married before me. Imagine having to be your younger sister’s bridesmaid! How I should detest it.’ She tapped Iris’s arm playfully with her fan. ‘We all thought you’d be the first Maclise sister to marry. Better not leave it too late, Iris.’

Remembering how Mr Leighton had looked at Marianne, Iris realized with a sinking heart that it was all too probable that one of her sisters might marry before her. Previously she had always discounted the possibility – Marianne was too quiet, too solemn, Eva was too uninterested and Clemency too young. And, besides, she herself was the eldest and also the prettiest. It would be quite ridiculous – and utterly, utterly humiliating – for any of her sisters to marry first. It couldn’t – it must not – happen.

After tea, Charlotte Catherwood, Iris’s best friend, led her away from the crowd. ‘I need to talk to you, Iris. I need to tell you something.’ Charlotte took a deep breath. ‘I’ve decided to become a nurse.’

Iris stared at her. If Charlotte had said: I’ve decided to become an African explorer, or, I’ve decided to become a nun, she could not have been more shocked.

‘A nurse?’ she repeated. ‘Lottie, don’t be ridiculous!’

‘I mean to begin my training at the end of the year.’

‘Lottie, you can’t.’ Seeing that Charlotte was serious, Iris cried out, ‘But why?’

‘Because I don’t think I’ll ever marry,’ said Charlotte calmly. ‘I’m twenty-two, Iris. I’ve been out for four years. No one fell in love with me when I was eighteen, so why should they fall in love with me now? Especially as younger, prettier girls are coming out all the time.’

‘But … nursing. So tiring … so dreadful …’

‘Nurses can travel. Nurses can see the world. I’ll have independence and money of my own. I won’t have to stay here, getting older, everything always the same. That would be truly dreadful.’ Charlotte looked round. ‘Mother’s woken up. I’d better go and see if she needs help with the tea things.’ Before she walked away, she said, ‘You should think about nursing too.’

‘Me?’

‘Why not? Think what fun we could have, the two of us.’

When Charlotte had gone, Iris picked up her parasol and headed away from the rest of the party. Inside she had begun to feel something close to panic. To reassure herself, she ran through the list of her male acquaintances. Surely one of them would do as a husband? They were all kind, pleasant boys from well-off, respectable families. Every few months, Gerald Catherwood asked her to marry him and even Ronnie had once stammered out a proposal. But she realized with a sudden jolt that it must be six months since Gerald had last proposed to her. Perhaps he had given up. Perhaps he didn’t love her any more.

Well, then, she told herself, what about the Hutchinson girls’ brother, Oswald? She dismissed the idea immediately; Oswald was nice enough, but he was dull, dull, dull. Or Alfred Palmer. Ridiculous, thought Iris, appalled at the thought of herself walking down the aisle beside stout, pompous Alfred Palmer.

Or Ash, she thought suddenly. What would it be like to be married to Ash? It would be impossible. They would argue all the time. But it would not be dull, and it would not be ridiculous.

She paused and looked back. She saw that Ash was heading down the cairn back to the picnickers. She watched him, her eyes narrowed, noting his height and the easy grace of his movements. Ash, she thought again. Why shouldn’t she marry Ash? Because she must marry someone, and soon. Or she ran the risk of leaving it too late and ending up an old maid.

She had always had the knack of making any man she chose fall in love with her. Iris found herself smiling and, for the first time, she began to look forward to the Maclises’ summer party with a sense of lively anticipation.

Eva waited in the narrow alleyway opposite J. Maclise & Sons, her bicycle propped against the wall. At one end of the street was a boy selling baskets and horsewhips; a hansom cab, its curtains closed, stood at the far end.

Rain slid down the waxed cloth of Eva’s mackintosh and made glassy puddles on the cobbles. Father’s employees had begun to pour out through the iron gates. Eva watched for a top hat, an umbrella. She would follow her father, she decided, and if he walked to Mrs Carver’s house, then she would hail him before he started down the front path. She would tell him that she had taken a wrong turning cycling home from her art lesson and had got lost. She had seen him in the street and, relieved, had caught up with him at Mrs Carver’s house.

She couldn’t decide what she should say next. I didn’t know that Mrs Carver was a particular friend of yours, Father. Or, Poor Mrs Carver, she must be terribly lonely. How kind of you to keep her company. Everything seemed too intrusive or too vague. The right words would come to her, she told herself. From the expression on her father’s face and the look in his eye, she would know whether her suspicions had any foundation.

Shortly after the last of Maclise’s workers went out of sight her father came out through the gates. He paused on the pavement, looking to left and right. Then, instead of turning towards the city centre, he walked to the parked hansom cab. There was a flurry of movement, the horse shifted in the traces and the curtain fell open. Eva caught a glimpse of the woman waiting inside the cab and saw how her father leaned across to kiss her as he stepped into the dark interior. There was a gleam of coiled hair, red-brown like a fox’s coat, and then a black-gloved hand reached up and drew the curtain.
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