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Prologue
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[image: Image]  Kirkcudbright, Scotland, 1901   [image: Image]


Two young girls sit in the green-golden shade of a weeping willow. The buttery late-afternoon sun dapples their arms and lights up their heads, one dark and one copper, bent together over a daisy chain. Their fingers are stained with the juice from the stems and they are whispering, their voices dipping and diving like swallows. They are safe in their secret green chamber where they are weaving their hopes for a life that stretches before them and will take them over the Galloway Hills and beyond. The peculiar, magical light dances on their skin, shimmering and changing colour, iridescent as a trout in a gravel stream. Lily and Jeanie. Lily as pale as the creamy milk that comes from the herd in the pasture below, Jeanie as brown as the hazelnuts gathered by her friends, the tinkers encamped on the sandy beach known as the Doon.


Lily crowns her friend with a daisy garland and sits back on her heels to admire the way the tiny white petals edged with pink sit on Jeanie’s untidy dark curls. ‘When I’m a famous artist, I will paint you every day,’ she says. ‘You’re the queen of the forest.’


Jeanie’s teeth flash in a face smudged with dirt. ‘No, you’re the one that’s more like a queen.’ She edges closer. ‘Tell me again where we’ll live when we are grown women?’


Lily lets her hands rest in her lap and closes her eyes. ‘In my studio in Glasgow.’


‘The city! That would be fine, just fine. We can eat cream cakes off fancy plates with silver forks. And I’ll be a famous dancer. The tinkers have been learning me to tumble and the high-wire lady shows me fancy tricks like pirouettes and the splits. She used to be a dancer and told me there’s a theatre in Glasgow with its own sea for the mermaids, and a waterfall for the horses that come galloping through the water with real-live injuns riding them. I’ll wear a sparkly costume and feathers in my hair and kick higher than all the other dancers. But don’t worry, I’ll be sure to give you a wee wave in the audience.’


‘I’ll have to be quick with my pencil if I’m to sketch all that,’ Lily says.


‘Draw me now, doing this, look!’ Jeanie springs up, lithe as a cat, and cartwheels through a gap in the willow branches and out onto the open hilltop, her ragged skirt riding up to show bare flanks as she lands in the splits.


Lily runs out after her, laughing. ‘You’d better wear drawers when you’re a dancer.’


Jeanie’s thin arms held high in fifth position make a graceful arc, the way she has been taught by the former prima ballerina now reduced to dancing for coppers at country fairs.


A faint call rings out from a stone house in the valley below. ‘That will be Mama.’ Lily shades her eyes to make out the distant figure waving at the garden gate. A flicker of movement makes her turn. A man is watching them, half hidden by a copse of beech trees. He sits hunched on a camping stool under a large white umbrella and works on a canvas. Lily nudges Jeanie so she collapses in a heap of skinny brown legs and arms.


‘What did you do that for, you daftie?’ Jeanie says, pulling her fingers through her tangled hair to remove burrs and twigs.


Lily shades her eyes to get a better look. ‘It’s the artist from the pink house in the High Street. I think he saw your bare bottom.’


Jeanie jumps up and sticks her tongue out at him, hands on hips, skinny legs astride. ‘He shouldn’t have been keeking at my arse, the dirty midden. He still hasn’t paid me the penny he promised for painting me and my wee sisters down by the burn. We sat so long we got pins and needles.’ She tugs at Lily’s sleeve. ‘Never mind him. Race you down the hill. Last one’s a scabby dug!’


Golden light pools over the hills and a ragged black cloud of starlings rises and falls against the summer sky. The two girls run down the steep slope, white specks against the green while the shadows lengthen behind them, purple as a bruise. 











PART 1
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Lily was gazing out of the schoolroom window, chin on hand, watching a pair of wood pigeons duck their heads and kiss their beaks in a courtship dance. Her other hand drew the birds, covering the pages of her jotter in thumbnail sketches. Jeanie nudged her, jolting her back to the clatter and hum of the classroom, but it was too late – the teacher was standing before her.


‘Lily Crawford, how many times do I have to tell you to pay attention? You’re an awful lass for having your head in the clouds.’ 


Lily bent her head. ‘Yes, Miss Clarkson.’


The teacher started to walk away only to turn around and catch Jeanie screwing up her face and crossing her eyes, making Lily snort with laughter behind her hand.


‘Right, that’s it! I’ve had enough of your cheek, Jean Taylor. Hold out your hand.’ Jeanie bit her lips to stop herself crying as the leather tawse stung her palm. 


Lily stood up, colour mounting in her cheeks. ‘That’s not fair, miss. Jeanie was only trying to cheer me up, and it was me who was distracted and being told off, not her.’


‘Don’t you dare talk back to me, young lady. You may be the doctor’s daughter, but I’ll have none of your airs and graces in this schoolroom. Hold out your hand.’ Lily glared at her, stony-faced, while the tawse bit into her palm. ‘Now go on outside, both of you, and sit on the steps for the rest of the class and have a good think to yourselves.’


When the bell rang at the end of the school day, the two girls found themselves surrounded by a circle of jeering boys. 


A farmer’s son, his shoulders already broad, his fists like mallets, sneered at Lily where she sat with Jeanie on the steps. ‘Got what was coming to you, eh, Miss Hoity-Toity, fancy-pants? You think you’re better than us because you speak as if you’ve a mouth full of boules?’ 


A skinny lad with a face like a rat squealed and pointed at Jeanie’s tear-streaked cheeks. ‘Wee cry baby! At least your face is getting a wash for a change, ya dirty cow.’ He kicked at the ragged skirt of her dress. ‘When’s your mammy going to make you a new dress – or is she too busy hoorin’?’


With a snarl, Jeanie leapt up and on her tormentor like a wildcat clinging to a tree trunk. Startled, the boy fell into the dirt of the playground and screamed as Jeanie pummelled him with her fists. The farm boy went to help his friend, but Lily was too quick for him and stuck out a leg and he fell face first, banging his nose in a starburst of blood. Before he could recover, she pulled Jeanie off the rat-faced boy and they ran out of the playground. They didn’t stop until they’d passed the harbour where the queenie boats were tied up after the day’s fishing and they’d reached the beach.


The two girls hunkered down at the edge of the water and dipped their throbbing hands into the coolness. Jeanie’s back heaved with sobs and Lily put her arms around her, feeling how her spine and shoulder blades stuck out. 


‘Don’t mind them, Jeanie. They’re ignorant boys and you’re the queen of Kirkcudbright.’


Jeanie sniffed and wiped her red eyes. ‘They can go to hell. I hate them all. I hate this place. I don’t want to be the queen of Kirkcudbright, I want to get out of here.’


Lily looked across the estuary at the hills beyond and felt the wind ruffle through her hair and the spring sun warm her face. Above them, seagulls wheeled and mewled like newborn babies. School was a trial, but she bore it by retreating into a daydream. Her jotters were full of sketches and doodles. Jeanie, she knew, was different; she couldn’t sit still in the stuffy classroom and itched to be outdoors, leaping and running and dancing, climbing trees and stretching her brown limbs. Lily knew how to cheer Jeanie up. 


She stood up and pulled off her dress. ‘Come on, last one in’s a hairy egg!’ Lily waded into the estuary and plunged in head first.


Jeanie splashed after her, not bothering to take off her dress. She sank down and let the waves lap over her shoulders and floated on her back. Squinting up at the sky with its scudding clouds, she grinned as the icy water crept through her hair and over her face, washing away the dirt of poverty and the taunts of the school day.
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Lily was shaken awake by a gentle hand. She rubbed her eyes and opened them to see her mother.


‘What time is it, Mama?’


‘I don’t know, darling, but it’s early.’ Lily’s mother drew back the curtains to reveal a dawn sky suffused with pink. She opened the window wide and birdsong filled the room. ‘If we go to the woods now, we’ll have all morning.’


Lily threw back the covers and dressed quickly. They stole out of the sleeping house and into the dew-damp morning. The town was quiet, their footsteps the only sound on the cobbled streets as they made their way past the pastel-coloured houses and through narrow wynds to Barrhill Wood. They climbed the stile and entered the woods, their canvas bags slung across their chests. Bluebells carpeted the ground between the trees. As they walked deeper into the woods, Lily’s mother pointed out the way the quality of the light and shade deepened or brightened the colours. They stopped at a pond and sat with their sketchbooks open to wait and watch. After a while a red squirrel crept down a tree trunk, pausing to sniff the air, before dashing along an overhanging branch to the water’s edge, dipping its acorn-shaped head to drink. Lily’s charcoal flew across the page to capture the movements of its feathery tail, the way the tiny claws curved and gripped the bark. Her mother glanced at her drawing and nodded before returning to her own work. They spent the morning walking and sketching, making careful studies of the minute hanging bells on the wild hyacinths, and of the yellow siskins and scarlet crossbills flitting through the trees to feast on the green budding pine cones.


By the time they returned home with twigs and pine needles in their hair and the hems of their skirts stained with mud and grass, Lily was ravenous and followed her nose and the smell of bacon and coffee to the dining room. She stopped at the door at the sight of her father, glowering behind his newspaper at the head of the table. He folded his newspaper and stood; his expression was thunderous. Lily felt her mother’s hand on her shoulder.


‘I work hard all week tending to the ailments of the good people of this town and I expect to rest on Sunday. How foolish of me! Instead, my morning is interrupted by having to read this note from Lily’s teacher, which you, my dear, seem to have forgotten to bring to me.’ He moved a scrap of paper on his desk and Lily bit her lip. It must have fallen out of her pocket and been picked up by Bridie, the daily. Her father narrowed his eyes. ‘It’s a long and dreary litany of complaints about your behaviour. I nearly nodded off while reading it, but am I to understand that you and that little ragamuffin of a friend were given the belt?’


Lily lifted her chin. ‘Miss Clarkson was picking on Jeanie again, it wasn’t fair.’


Her father removed his spectacles and rubbed the space between his eyebrows. ‘God grant me patience! Instead of coming with us to visit your aunts, you’ll go to your room and stay there.’ He picked up his newspaper again and shook it. Lily took the hint and raced up the stairs. She was delighted with her punishment, which meant she’d have the rest of the day to work up her sketches. Her fingers already itched for the delicious box of pastels her mother had bought her for her last birthday. There was just the right shade of ochre for the red squirrel.
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Jeanie stirred the porridge pot and tried not to breathe in the fumes from the handkerchiefs boiling away on the range. The kitchen stank of the dirty laundry her mother took in for a pittance and the pulley was festooned with undershirts waiting to be starched and ironed. Her little brothers and sisters sat around the kitchen table with their empty bowls. Jeanie thinned the porridge with water from the kettle to make it go further and served it up with a jug of milk.


‘What about you, Jeanie?’ one of her brothers asked, as he scraped up the last spoonful. 


‘I’m no hungry,’ she said. But the familiar hollow feeling in her stomach started to burn. After she’d shooed them outside, she went to help her mother, who was pounding clothes into a lather of grey suds in the wash house. Together, they hauled the wet clothes out of the rinsing water and twisted them, one at each end, before Jeanie fed them through the ringer. Her mother stopped and clutched her lower back and Jeanie brought her a cup of water.


She drank and wiped her mouth. ‘You’re a good lass,’ she said, turning to pick up a petticoat from the heap of dirty laundry. Jeanie knew by the size of the pile that her mother had been up since dawn. The wash house darkened and Jeanie turned around to see her mother’s latest bidie-in standing in the doorway. 


‘Look at the pair of you, hard at work, you’re making me feel tired!’ Calum Mackay laughed and beckoned to Jeanie’s mother. ‘Come and have a rest, it’s Sunday after all.’ Jeanie’s lips tightened as her mother flew to his arms and rested her head on his chest. She was besotted and seemed to lose her senses when Calum was around. He grabbed her around the waist and swung her around and whispered into her ear. She giggled and they headed back to the cottage: no doubt the big brass bed she now shared with him would soon be rattling and squeaking. Jeanie grimaced and turned back to the sink to rinse the petticoat and put it through the ringer. Her mother had been so happy since Calum had stopped at their gate one day, offering to mend the fence and chop firewood. Ma had asked him to stay for supper and her eyes had lit up when he’d pulled out a half-pint bottle of whisky from his waistcoat. The fire was soon roaring with the logs he’d cut, the room transformed with warmth and laughter as Calum told stories of his travels and the sights he’d seen as a salesman, a small child on each knee. When he rose and put on his hat, Ma had said he could stay and sleep in front of the fire. When Jeanie had come down the next morning his shoes were by the grate but there was no sign of him. 


It only took Calum a few days to become the man of the house, shovelling down huge helpings of stovies or mutton stew while the little ones made do with bread and dripping. But at least Ma was singing again and planting wee kisses on the top of his head. He’d pull at her apron strings to tease her, and she’d blush and bat him away. The little children soon took to clambering on his lap and pulling at his sideburns, but Jeanie was wary of this charming stranger; as the eldest, she’d seen a few men come and go from the cottage. Some of them had been rough with her brothers and sisters and had given Ma the odd black eye, but this Calum had a gentle voice and spoke proper, like Lily and her family. It was obvious from his silk handkerchiefs and patched but quality clothes that he was a cut above the sprawling Taylors, who were at the bottom of the pile in Kirkcudbright, and Jeanie wondered why such a fine gentleman was holed up in their damp cottage. Jeanie had asked him one night, when he was picking his teeth, feet up on the hearth, and his answer was smooth and too swift, as if he’d thought it out before. 


‘I had a top job as a clerk for one of the big law firms in Glasgow, but it was too stuffy for me. I wanted the freedom of the open road, an adventure, and look what I found, the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow.’ He’d grabbed Ma by the waist and kissed her until she wriggled and squealed with delight. Jeanie hadn’t believed a word of it.


Now she heaved the basket of wet clothes out to the green and pegged the contents on the line. The sun had burned off the early morning mist and a soft wind carried the briny scent of the sea towards her, and she lifted her face and closed her eyes to breath it in. She’d go down to the Doon on the north side of the estuary, to the tinkers’ camp, and see Tatiana, who always made time for her. She had once danced with the finest Russian ballet companies but left her career behind to marry one of the show people. Jeanie’s stomach rumbled at the thought of Tatiana’s thick meat stews and the bread she baked every morning.


[image: Image]


Tatiana watched Jeanie as she mopped her plate with the last piece of bread. ‘Do you want another dance lesson today?’ Jeanie nodded, her mouth too full to talk, and Tatiana shook her head. ‘You’ll get a cramp dancing on a full stomach.’ She picked up a basket. ‘We’ll walk down to the water’s edge and I’ll show you how to find better food than you can buy in any shop.’ 


On the beach, she taught Jeanie how to dig cockles and spoots out of the sand and prise mussels off the rocks. They gathered dulse, the red, meaty seaweed Tatiana added to her stews, and moved inland to the salt marshes to gather sea aster for its tangy leaves, and further out for wild garlic, nettles and dandelion leaves.


Back at the camp, Jeanie sat on the steps of Tatiana’s wagon and waited for her lesson. She watched a group of children pull a dog around in a cart. Like Jeanie, their faces were streaked with dirt, their knees filthy and their hair tangled. One of the older girls shouted for her to come and play, and Jeanie jumped off the steps and took up one of the ropes as they raced around the camp past broken chairs and sagging sofas with the dog barking encouragement. Jeanie, laughing at the dog with its one blue and one green eye and running with children who didn’t care that she had holes in her dress and no shoes, forgot all about the dark, damp cottage full of other people’s dirty clothes and Calum’s sidelong looks. When the game was over, she ran over to Tatiana, who had come out to watch them play. The dancer smiled and waited for Jeanie to settle. 


‘Stand straight, pulling up, up, up from the belly. Feet in first position and arms in bras bas. Good, let’s begin.’
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Lily’s mother had found her an art tutor, the man she and Jeanie often saw painting outdoors. On her first day, she stood outside the pink house on the High Street and pulled on the bell, wondering what it looked like inside. Lily and Jeanie had often crept up to a window to peek inside, but it had always been too gloomy to see much. Now the housekeeper opened the door and led Lily into a dark and musty library. She waited for what seemed like an age, but just when Lily was beginning to wish she’d never come, the housekeeper returned and led her through the house, hurrying her through a long gallery hung with paintings, and into the artist’s studio. Here, in the vast double-height room, canvases at different stages of completion were propped on easels or against the walls. Lily was intoxicated by the jumble of brushes in jam jars and by the smell of oil paint. The artist stood in front of one of the huge canvases, a palette loaded with paint in one hand and brush in the other, lost in concentration. She stood and watched him work for a while before he turned and noticed her. 


Without preamble, he said: ‘I need you to look at this.’ Lily walked over to the canvas and saw two girls seated among bluebells and poppies. He frowned and pointed with his brush. ‘Is this the right blue?’ Lily thought back to her walks with her mother and of how the sunlight filtering through the trees changed the colour of the wild hyacinths.


‘I think it needs a bit more red, they’re more purple in some lights than blue.’


He nodded and handed her the palette. ‘Mix up the colour for me, and then fetch a palette for yourself and a small canvas and go into the garden. I want you to paint whatever you see there, using as many colours as you can.’


Lily sat on a bench underneath a blossoming cherry tree and looked at the garden, seeing a riot of lush greens with bright splashes of blue, pink, orange and red. She began to dab at her canvas, at first tentatively and then more and more exuberantly, filling the white space with colour. She was so absorbed she didn’t realise the artist was standing behind her until he put a hand on her shoulder. He picked up her canvas and studied it.


‘When your mother asked me to take you on, I wasn’t keen, but she assured me you had talent.’ He narrowed his eyes at the canvas and Lily shifted on the bench. ‘She’s right, but you need to learn to look like an artist does and see what is there and not what you think should be there.’ He pointed out shapes and tones and colours so that Lily began to see the flowers and plants and stones as unfamiliar objects.


Lily spent as much time as she could in the artist’s studio and in his garden. Summer days were best, when she would bring Jeanie, who leapt and danced while Lily and the artist painted her. Over cream teas, he’d tell the two girls about his trip to Japan, about the women in their silk costumes, faces painted chalk white with scarlet lips and coal black eyebrows, and about the samurai with their swords and shaven heads, while they sat wide-eyed.


‘Remember,’ he said to them. ‘Go after what you want and don’t listen to anyone who says you can’t have it. Let nothing and no one stop you.’
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Jeanie was fourteen when the trouble at home started. 


She’d known for some time now what Calum wanted, ever since he’d come into the kitchen and seen her standing in the tin tub, seen her body with its budding breasts and the down starting between her legs. Calum had stopped in his tracks and stared at her until Ma called from outside for him to split some wood. He’d muttered an apology and slunk out with a sheepish grin, as if it had been an accident, but he’d lingered too long. Until then he’d won the family over with his ready laugh and the patience he’d taken with the little children, playing with them endlessly and not seeming to mind them pulling at his mop of blonde curls. Even Jeanie was beginning to get used to him. She had settled down at school under a new teacher, who had noticed how bright she was and lent her books. Calum had noticed her new studiousness and was careful to ask Jeanie about her schoolwork and admire her copperplate as she did her homework at the kitchen table. Jeanie had lowered her guard.


That night at supper, after he’d seen her naked, she couldn’t meet his eyes, but he only smiled at her as if nothing were amiss. Just as Jeanie was beginning to think she must have imagined the greedy expression on his face when he’d caught her bathing, Calum grinned at her mother. 


‘Our wee Jeanie’s growing up, she’s going to be a beauty, like her mammy.’


Ma smiled and laid her hand on Jeanie’s head. ‘Aye, she’ll be winching soon and getting a home of her own, although the lads around here aren’t up to much.’ Mary Taylor was from Glasgow and thought herself a cut above the country folk she lived among, despite having arrived in Kircudbright with a string of children, a baby in her belly and a brass curtain ring on her finger that had fooled nobody. 


Jeanie had become increasingly aware of Calum watching her, and over the next few days began to feel uneasy around him, making sure she was never alone with him. One night as she slept in the big brass bed with some of the little ones, she was woken by the creak of a heavy tread. Before she could gather her wits, a hand was clamped over her mouth and Calum’s whisky breath was in her nostrils. His eyes shone blackly in the darkness and his mouth was twisted into a leer, so he looked like a devil of the night, not the easy-going man who had tricked them all with his laughing ways.


‘Hold still and I won’t hurt you,’ he whispered. 


Jeanie’s eyes widened in the dark and she bit him, hard.


Calum snatched his hand away and cursed and sucked at the bleeding wound. ‘You wee besom. I’ll teach you some manners!’ 


He smacked her across the face and dragged her out of the bed. The young ones she shared the bed with didn’t waken. They were deep in the untroubled sleep of little children and Jeanie thought if she could fight him off without screaming, they wouldn’t waken up and see their big friendly Uncle Calum attacking their sister. She braced her heels against the bare floorboards, ignoring the splinters that pierced her skin, but he was too strong for her. He dragged her by the hair over the floor to a pile of clothes and threw her down as if she were a rag doll. Jeanie, who had seen the beasts in the fields coupling and had grown up hearing noises from her mother’s bedroom, knew fine well what he meant to do to her. Now he was on top of her, pinning her shoulders down and panting in her face. He tried to shove her legs apart with his knee, but she summoned all her strength and fury and managed to bring hers up and catch him a good one in the balls. Calum rolled off her, doubled up in pain and winded, and Jeanie made a tear for the door. She wrenched it open and was down the stairs and outside before he could recover. 


Jeanie didn’t stop running until she reached the tinkers’ encampment. The fairground people came to Kirkcudbright every summer with their painted mechanical wonders, and over the years she’d grown close to Tatiana, who, with no children of her own, doted on Jeanie, giving her the kind of mothering she’d never had. 


Now Jeanie’s bare feet sank into cold sand as she scrabbled along the Doon towards the dull glow of a campfire. It was late and the moon was a bright penny pressed among scudding clouds, but there were still dark figures hunched around the flames. Their heads turned as she ran past them, but she didn’t stop until she reached Tatiana’s wagon. She climbed the steps but hesitated at the closed door until she heard movements. A tentative knock brought Tatiana out. She was in a nightgown and her dark hair was plaited for sleep, but she was alert and after a swift look at the blood on Jeanie’s face, she ushered her inside.


A small lamp cast enough light to show they were alone in the wagon. Tatiana must have guessed what Jeanie was thinking. ‘My husband is with the other men and he won’t be back for a while. Show me where you’re hurt.’


Jeanie lifted her dress to show the scratches on her inner thighs. The bruises would start to show soon but for now they were red marks.


‘Did he hurt you, inside?’


Jeanie shook her head. ‘I got away, before— I …’


Tatiana stroked her hair. ‘You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to, but I think I know who did this to you. Your stepfather?’


Jeanie glanced at the floor, too ashamed to meet her eyes, and nodded mutely.


Tatiana grimaced. ‘Calum Mackay is well known around here – he comes sniffing around the young girls, sweet-talking them. The men have had to chase him away a few times. Do you want me to come home with you so you can tell your mother?’


Jeanie looked up, terrified. ‘No! She won’t believe me. He’s got her wrapped around his finger. I can’t go back there! Please don’t make me go back, he’ll be at me again! Can’t I stay with you?’ She threw her arms around Tatiana and at last the tears came.


‘All right, don’t fret, little darling, you can come with us. We’re moving out in a few days. You can send a note to your mother, tell her you’ve gone to find work, and meanwhile lay low. From what I know about Mary Taylor, she won’t care as long as you send her money. And I can’t imagine Calum telling her what really happened.’


Jeanie tightened her grip and nodded into Tatiana’s neck. The older woman patted her back and rocked her, crooning a lullaby in a language Jeanie didn’t understand, and soon she was asleep. 


For the next few days she stayed close to Tatiana’s wagon, only ducking out to relieve herself. When she woke one morning, the wagon was on the move. She drew back the curtain and watched as they left Kirkcudbright behind.
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After a week of neither sight nor sound of Jeanie, Lily could bear it no longer, and went down to her cottage. Her mother, a worn-out woman with a toddler on her hip, answered the door. 


‘She’s run away from home with them tinkers, and good riddance!’ Mary Taylor said, and shut the door in her face.


Lily couldn’t understand why Jeanie had left without saying goodbye to her. They were from different worlds – Lily was the doctor’s daughter, an only child who lived in a big stone house, while Jeanie lived in a damp cottage with thirteen noisy brothers and sisters who never seemed to get enough to eat – but it had never mattered, they had always been inseparable, from their first day at school. Now, without warning, Jeanie had disappeared. One day they had been whispering about their changing bodies and beginning to notice boys they liked, the next she was gone. 


[image: Image]


Lily threw herself into painting but never stopped wondering what had happened to her friend. The years passed and she left school, spending more time than ever at her tutor’s house. As she approached her twentieth birthday, he began to talk to her about art school.


‘Do you really think I could go? Do they let women in? I know some of the universities are beginning to let women study medicine and law, but I’m not sure about art schools.’


‘Glasgow School of Art is one of the few, along with the Slade, that has women students. The director insists half the students are female. Fra Newbery’s a good friend of mine, and I can write to him about you, if you like.’


Lily took a deep breath. She had never thought of turning what had always been considered a hobby for girls like her into a profession, and, besides, she knew no women artists. Now the prospect tantalised her until she could think of nothing else. The image of her father, his expression stern and immutable as a statue, rose up before her and she closed her eyes in despair.


‘Papa will never allow it.’


The artist frowned. ‘So, you’re going to give up, just like that, because your father doesn’t approve? If you want this, you must fight for it. I can talk to him if you like, but you must do your bit.’


Lily looked around the studio and imagined what it would be like to be able to paint every day, be surrounded by other artists, and to leave behind the daily chores and at-homes she was forced to endure as a member of a prominent Kirkcudbright family. For some time now, the townswomen had been sending their sons round to ask her out for walks, hoping that marrying into the Crawford family would give them a leg up the social ladder. Lily thought of her mother, and knew she would help her. While her father had always been a distant figure, closeted in his study when he wasn’t tending patients in the surgery, Victoria Crawford was a gentle, loving creature who had always been ready to scoop Lily into her lap when she was little and seemed to get as much fun out of her games and imaginary worlds as she did. She had illustrated Lily’s bedtime stories with clever little sketches and had spotted her daughter’s talent at an early age, encouraging her to draw and showing her what she called ‘tricks of the trade’. As Lily grew, she had let her spend hours drawing rather than forcing her to learn more practical skills such as sewing or running a household.


When Lily asked to go to art school, her mother clapped her hands.


‘Of course, you must go! You can’t waste this gift you have. You’re more of an artist than I could ever have been.’ She lowered her eyes to hide her regret, but it was too late. 


‘Nonsense, Ma, you taught me everything, you’re far more talented than me.’


Her mother looked up and smiled. ‘I never had any formal training. If your tutor thinks it’s time for you to go further, then so be it.’


Lily felt as if a tight bandage had loosened from around her ribcage. The dreams of becoming an artist that had sustained her through the tedium of social visits and small-town mores were about to become a reality. Then a thought occurred to her like a splash of cold water: in her excitement she’d forgotten about her father.


‘What about Papa?’ She already knew the answer. Her father was an old-fashioned Victorian who believed his daughter’s place was in the home – her own if she were to marry and if not then with her parents to look after them in their old age. He had taken to rattling the newspaper furiously every morning as he read about the campaign to give women the vote, and only tolerated Lily’s devotion to art because he believed it to be a harmless distraction.


Her mother frowned. ‘You leave your father to me. Let me talk to him tonight after dinner. I’ll get Cook to make his favourite roast.’


That evening, after the door to the study had closed behind her parents, Lily stood in the corridor listening. At first she heard her mother’s gentle murmur, followed by a silence, and then her father’s raised voice. He yanked the door open and glared at her. 


‘I want a word with you, Lily.’


Her heart sank. She should have known it wouldn’t be easy. ‘Yes, Father.’


He paced up and down in front of the fireplace, ranting, for a full half hour – Lily kept an eye on the clock on the mantel to keep the tears at bay – before she could speak.


‘If you do this,’ he shouted, ‘you’ll never make a decent marriage. No respectable man will look at you. You’ll end up an old maid.’ He stopped pacing and pointed at her. ‘And the type of people you’ll be mixing with! If you fall, you’ll ruin our family’s good name.’ Lily stood up. She found, to her surprise, that she was calm and unafraid.


‘Am I to be an old maid and a fallen woman? Can one be both?’ She waited for the explosion but instead saw the corners of his mouth twitch. Donald Crawford was a logical man, a scientist, and she knew she had to appeal to his reason. ‘Father, you know me, I’ve never given you the slightest cause for concern when it comes to young men – unlike the lawyer’s daughter, who had a saintly reputation until she ran off with the grocer’s boy and got herself in the family way.’ 


He flinched. The affair had scandalised the polite layer of Kirkcudbright society and delighted the tradespeople, who barely took the trouble to hide their sniggers when the girl’s mother finally dared to show her face in their shops. 


‘You and Mama have brought me up well, and I have you to thank for the sensible head on my shoulders.’ She crossed her arms. ‘Papa, you know if you don’t let me go I shall be miserable. I’m like you, I need an occupation. I can’t stay at home tatting rugs and waiting for some local boy to come courting. Surely you can see that?’ Lily could tell he was about to give way. Despite all his bluster, he admired spirit. She laid a conciliatory hand on his. ‘I promise to make you proud. This isn’t a whim.’


Her mother joined them and looked up at her husband. ‘Donald, please. You know I would never suggest anything that would put Lily in harm’s way.’


He sighed. ‘I have my reservations, but if your heart is truly set on it, you may go to art school.’ 


Lily whooped and flung her arms around his neck, ignoring her father’s discomfort as he tried to disentangle himself. She picked up her skirts and ran from the room before he could change his mind.


She had won the first skirmish, but her father continued to raise objections. At night she heard her parents arguing, her mother raising her voice uncharacteristically, and during the next day they were coolly polite with each other when their paths crossed. Lily’s father clearly blamed his wife for spoiling her. 


She’d often wondered how two such different people as her parents had ended up together, and if her mother was happy. Her suspicions about her parents’ marriage were borne out the night before she left for Glasgow. While the two women were packing her trunk, her mother stopped and held her hands.


‘Darling girl, you’re about to have an opportunity that I could only dream about – don’t waste it. Promise me that you’ll put your work as an artist above everything. Children are a blessing, but marriage and motherhood are not easy. They crushed any hopes I had of becoming an artist, and there’s not a day goes by that I don’t struggle with the urge to walk out the door and never come back. I don’t want you to end up like me, living a half-life. Whatever you do, fight to be your own person.’
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Lily climbed the stone stairs and stopped in front of the black double doors, her portfolio under her arm. It was her first day at Glasgow School of Art and she had never been so unsure of herself. The building loomed over her, unlike anything she’d seen before, its sandstone facade trussed by ironwork like bindweed. She looked up at the mullioned windows that blindly reflected the sky and used a hand to steady herself against the brass plaque that was engraved with the word IN. From below the steep hill where the school perched, the wind carried the sounds of the River Clyde: the clatter of the shipyards and the whistles of vessels of every size, from tiny puffers and tugs to merchants’ ships loaded with bounty from all over the Empire.


Lily’s throat, more used to the country air, ached from the soot that belched from the factories to choke the city. Sweat trickled down her back, her scalp itched under her cartwheel hat and her breath came in shallow gasps from the tight corset. It had been a mistake born of vanity to wear her new dress with its fashionably cinched-in waist on her first day. A swell of voices and footsteps rose from inside the building; she tried to move aside just as the door swung open and a stream of students pushed past, turning Lily into a helpless spinning top. The portfolio slipped from under her arm and slid down the steps, spilling paper from between the broken ties. She shrank into the corner and closed her eyes, wishing herself back in Kirkcudbright where the skies were high and wide and blue, and a body could stand alone rather than be shoved out of the way by an unseeing crowd. When she opened her eyes, a young man was sitting at the foot of the steps looking through her sketches.


Lily ran down the steps and held out her hand. ‘What do you think you’re doing? Give those back at once!’


The stranger handed her the drawings and smiled so broadly her anger drained away. ‘Sorry, couldn’t resist. I wanted to see what the competition was like this year. I was hoping they’d be rubbish but unfortunately you seem to be a fine draughtswoman.’ 


He stood up and brushed the seat of his tweed trousers, giving Lily the chance to study him. He was a full head taller than her, which made her warm to him even more. In Glasgow, where the city-bred folk seemed to grow poorly in the dull light and dank air, she stood out like the milk-and-butter-fed country girl she was.


They walked up the stairs together and this time the door swung open without mishap. The man stretched his arm above her to hold the door open.


‘I’m John Petrie, but everyone calls me Jack. What do they call you?’


‘Lily Crawford.’


‘Like the tall flower with its pale petals; it suits you. Your parents chose well. Just imagine how awkward it would be if you’d grown up short and dark with a less pleasing countenance.’ 


Lily knew she ought to think him impertinent but couldn’t help smiling at the compliment. 


Jack followed her through the door. ‘Well, Miss Crawford, I hope you’ll be happy here.’ He tipped his hat and she realised he was about to leave her.


The empty hall still seemed to echo with footsteps and chatter. Lily had only been here once before, when the director, Fra Newbery, had interviewed her. He’d been sitting at a simple wooden desk tucked into an arched window, benign but with an unmistakable air of authority. The director had steepled his hands and told her of his policy of women making up half the students. 


‘I’ve worked hard to banish the stereotype of the amateur lady artist – the dilettante young lady who decorates milking stools with impossible sunflowers has been entirely weeded out from the School, I’m glad to say. So, you’re not to dismiss your talents through false modesty – you’re a professional artist now.’


Lily had felt herself grow in stature as Newbery talked on, outlining the courses she would take. ‘You’re a painter, I believe, and should flourish under our exacting tutors. But you’ll also learn crafts – embroidery, metalwork or repoussé, bookbinding and illustrating.’ He caught Lily’s frown; she’d stubbornly refused to learn needlework at home and much preferred to wield a sable brush than sit hunched over an embroidery frame. Newbery stood to pace the Turkish rug and continue his lecture. ‘There’s no need to be sniffy. Here we value the crafts and the principles of design that have made this city’s industries stand head and shoulders above those of the rest of the country.’


Lily had followed Newbery out to the exhibition hall where he had shown her some of the works made by these craftswomen. She had been impressed by the intricacy of the designs and the richness of imagination: there was a pewter box decorated with amethysts and garnets; a pair of Christening mittens covered with tiny silk stitches; a fairy book tooled in gold leaf that was open at exquisitely detailed pen-and ink illustrations. 


She had had to tear herself away from these treasures to catch her train, and hadn’t been able to take up Newbery’s offer to show her around the rest of the Mackintosh Building. Now, here at last, Lily stood frozen in the hall with corridors stretching to either side of her and stairs in front of her, unsure of which way to turn. Jack must have seen her panic because he turned back and offered her his elbow.


‘I don’t have anywhere pressing to be just now, so shall I give you the grand tour? It’s a bit of a warren, but you’ll soon get used to it.’


She took his arm gratefully and he began to question her about artistic influences as they walked.


‘Are you a fan of the Belgians? I find their art nouveau rather too flamboyant, but then I prefer our more austere Glasgow style.


Lily hesitated, aware of her ignorance, and wary of being laughed at. She straightened her shoulders; she wouldn’t be intimidated. Jack would have to take her as he found her, as her mother said. Besides, something told her that he would not be cruel enough to mock her, despite his air of urbanity. 


She kept her voice casual. ‘I’m afraid I don’t know much about modern art.’ 


Jack spread his hands as if to show he meant no offence. ‘But that’s splendid! You’re in for a real treat. I’ll explain as we go along, but seeing is the best way for us artists to understand, don’t you find, Miss Crawford?’ He stopped and disarmed her once again with a smile. ‘What say we throw caution to the wind and call each other by our Christian names?’ He lowered his head to hers. ‘So much less stuffy, and I could tell the minute I laid eyes on you that we were destined to be friends.’ 


Lily smiled back, relieved he hadn’t sneered at her ignorance and gratified to be treated as an equal, not like a child to be petted and patronised as so many other men did back home: her father, the minister, even the spotty butcher’s boy wasn’t above the odd condescending smirk. Kirkcudbright with its twitching curtains and small-town gossip, where you couldn’t chap a male friend’s door without attracting curious glances and whispers, was a world away from big, sprawling Glasgow, its streets crowded with people too busy with their own business to mind yours. What would the good townsfolk make of her now, walking unchaperoned with a strange man? Lily suppressed a bubble of laughter, thrilled at the newness of everything, and at the realisation she was free to do much as she pleased. But she was also eager to make new friends with people who shared her love of art and thirst for new ideas. Jack, friendly and engaging, was a start. Her fingers curled more tightly around his arm. 


As they walked through the wide corridors, Jack talked about the emerging style of art centred around the school. ‘There are a lot of naysayers; of course, there always are when artists try to shake things up. You should have seen what the critics have been saying about this building, that it looks more like a house of correction or a poorhouse than a place of learning. But we love it, so much so that some of us have given it a nickname, as you would a friend.’


‘What’s that?’


‘The Mack.’


Lily smiled. ‘The Mack, I like it.’ She was already enchanted with the school and knew that she would come to know and love every inch of it. ‘The critics are idiots – how could anyone not see how impressive, how utterly extraordinary and different it is? It makes me feel more of an artist, that this is a place where art is taken seriously.’


Jack was delighted. ‘Exactly so! I knew we were going to hit it off.’


They climbed the stairs and reached a glassed-in corridor. The September sun had turned the space as warm as a greenhouse and the city rooftops stretched out below. 


‘Impressive, isn’t it?’ Jack said. ‘The men students have already come up with a name for it: the Hen Run.’


‘Why do they call it that?’


Jack cleared his throat. ‘Well, the women’s studios are at one end and the – er – conveniences are at the other. There’s not much time between classes, so there’s a bit of a dash sometimes.’


Lily laughed. ‘Why, Jack, I do believe you are blushing. Most becoming!’ She looked down the length of the corridor and couldn’t resist an impulse to run as she had done as a child down her favourite hill back home. ‘Shall I see if the Hen Run lives up to its nickname?’ Without waiting for a reply, she lifted her skirts and raced along the corridor, skidding towards the end and nearly running into the wall, before turning on her heels and dashing back. Her lungs ached with the effort of running in a corset and she had a stitch, but she didn’t care. 


Jack grinned. ‘I do believe you are going to fit right in here.’ He held out his elbow again. ‘Come on, we’d better get you matriculated and into your first class.’ 


A little while later, duly enrolled at the front office, Jack led her back up the stairs. ‘You haven’t seen the lecture theatre or the library yet. You’re in for a treat with the library – it’s like a magical forest – but you haven’t time now, your first class has already started, and Nellie Grayson is a stickler for timekeeping. All the tutors are, and I’d try to be early if I were you.’ When he saw the worried look on Lily’s face he said, ‘Don’t worry, I’ll introduce you; Nellie can be rather aloof and cool, but she has a bit of a soft spot for me, if I say so myself.’ 


Lily was amused by this tiny display of vanity. Jack was clearly aware of his good looks, but rather than making him insufferable, somehow it only added to his charm. They pushed through another set of double doors into a cavernous studio with enormous windows that flooded the room with light. Breathing in the scents of her new world – of charcoal, turpentine and oil paint – Lily was daunted. She’d been used to her private classes with the artist and had never shown her work. Now she was in a room full of students, many of them no doubt more experienced and talented. She looked around to assess the competition: serious-faced men and women in smocks stood in front of easels, too absorbed in their work to look up. Only the model, dressed as Britannia, turned her head to stare at Lily, but resumed the pose when a murmur of protest arose from the students.


‘Why are there so many women and so few men?’ Lily whispered to Jack.


‘Most of the men come to the evening classes from their day jobs so the women mostly have the place to themselves during the day, apart from a few lucky chaps like me who don’t need to be shackled to a place of work.’


Lily looked more closely at Jack, taking in the subtle signs of wealth: the faded but well-cut tweed suit, the gold cufflinks and watch and fob. But most telling of all had been the way he had shown her around the Mack as if he owned the place. His easy charm betrayed his class: Jack had been born at the top of the heap and had no reason to feel threatened by others.


He bowed his head and murmured. ‘Look lively, here comes your painting tutor.’ The tutor walked slowly between the easels, pausing here and there to make a remark. She wore a cream coat, its wide lapels cut away to show off a coral dress, and an embroidered band held back her hair to show off a handsome face. The effect was bohemian but elegant.


Noticing Lily, the tutor walked over and frowned at the ledger she was carrying. ‘I take it you’re Miss Crawford?’


Lily took a breath to steady her nerves. ‘Yes, that’s right.’


‘Nice of you to join us.’ Her tone was arch. ‘I abhor tardiness, so unprofessional.’


Lily’s face burned. In an instant she was transported back to the schoolroom, being barked at by a teacher. Well, she was no longer a schoolgirl. She drew back her shoulders but before she could deliver a sharp reply, Jack stepped forward.


‘My deepest apologies, entirely my fault: I’ve been showing Miss Crawford around and simply lost track of time.’ He turned to Lily. ‘Allow me to present the best tutor and finest portrait painter in Scotland: Nellie Grayson.’


The tutor’s expression softened. ‘I can see Jack has already been using his charms on you, but you mustn’t allow yourself to be distracted from your work, Miss Crawford. The work always comes first, understood?’ Lily nodded. ‘Good. In future, I will expect you to arrive a quarter of an hour early for class to give you time to set up.’ Nellie Grayson looked over at an easel leaning against the far wall. Lily took the hint and hurried off, turning to wave to Jack. When he had left, it was as if some of the air had gone out of the room with him. Lily’s shoulders drooped, but her spirits lifted when she saw the door pushed open a crack and Jack’s head reappear. The tutor’s back was turned so she went over to him.


‘What is it? You’re going to get me into trouble again,’ she whispered.


‘I don’t suppose I could see you again, after your last class? Embroidery, I believe. I took the liberty of having a squint at your timetable while you were enrolling.’ 


Lily tried not to show her delight. ‘Thank you, that would be agreeable.’


Jack’s face broke into a broad smile. ‘Agreeable! Marvellous! You are a cool one. Cheerio, then. I’ll meet you on the front steps.’


Still grinning, Lily strode across the room to pry her easel from the stack against the wall. She had some trouble with the butterfly screw and another student came to her aid.


‘They’re terribly stiff these easels, but there’s a knack to it. Here, let me. Father’s an engineer, wanted a boy and got me instead, so I was brought up to be handy.’ Her helper pushed a springy curl of hair behind her ear and straightened up. ‘There!’ She had grey eyes fringed with dark lashes that slanted like a cat’s, high cheekbones and a wide mouth made for smiling. Lily’s shoulders relaxed and her courage returned. This girl was so friendly and open, not at all intimidating. ‘I’m Katharine Mackenzie, but everyone calls me Kit. It’s your first day, isn’t it? I remember being so nervous when I started last year.’ She squeezed Lily’s arm. ‘Don’t worry, we’re a friendly bunch and you’ll soon feel at home.’ She kept her voice low and glanced at the tutor, who was looking their way. Kit picked up her easel. ‘Come on, let’s find you a good spot; Purple Patch isn’t so bad, but she likes a quiet studio.’


Nellie Grayson was now frowning at them, so Lily didn’t dare answer, but once her easel was set up and unjammed by Kit’s nimble fingers, she whispered: ‘Purple Patch?’


‘That’s what we call her because she’s always telling us to look for the colour in shadows. Right, that’s you sorted. See you at needlework and we can have a proper chat: the embroidery tutor is more easy-oasy and lets us talk while we work.’


Alone and in front of her easel, Lily picked up a piece of charcoal. Her fingers felt stiff and she was seized with a sudden uncertainty faced with the blank sheet of paper. Back home, drawing had come naturally, her pencil seemed to have a mind of its own. Now she was frozen. She closed her eyes and recalled a comforting memory of home: a green bower, a flash of brown legs, two heads pressed together over a daisy chain. Jeanie. As the sun cast squares of light on the studio floor, Lily began to sketch the model, her hand moving quickly across the paper, and wondered, as she had done so many times over the years, where her old friend was now. 
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