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I have perused with interest the Histories of Mr William Hogarth, Mr Thomas Gainsborough, and Sir Joshua Reynolds, those famous Portraitists of the Eighteenth Century. It is my belief that another History should be told also, and I present it here.

 



The Author




PART ONE

1735




ONE

Unfortunately that summer was cold in Wiltshire. There was a blizzard in June, and the Church blamed Sin.

 



The new bride, entering the huge old country house with her father (her groom already gone ahead of her and pouring himself a large glass of rum), was complaining in a not unquiet voice.

‘Pray, Father, where are the Jewels and the fine China Plates? And why is it so dark? And look! The curtains are so faded and so old! Am I to live here now?’

‘Ssshh, girl.’

‘And I am so cold, and they have great slobbering dogs everywhere about the place! And his Mother looks as if she has swallowed a Pin-Cushion. Alas for me, you promised me there would be Jewels, Father, but I cannot see even one Pearl!’

‘Sssh, girl.’

‘You promised me, Father! I shan’t stay, I swear I shall not! This is not what you promised me if I married him!’

Her father, the local Squire, carried his portly stomach before him like a pudding and shussshed his foolish daughter. ‘You are now inside a Stately Mansion as of right, Miss! You will be called “Lady Betty” by the servants and treated with all manner of  civilities. It is an Honour. We are accepting an Honour.’ And he and his over-ventilating wife urged the newly-conjoined bride forward. Portraits of older generations looked down in disapproval from dark walls: the disapproval had perhaps a slightly raffish air (or it may have been the peeling paint) and the big room grew colder and darker as the wedding day wore on and the bride looked in vain for jewels. A maiden aunt in a dark gown and a white cap, who was so self-effacing as to be almost invisible, finally closed the last shutters as the grey light faded. The candle-lit room was full of shadows now; the groom was greatly inebriated, as was his father, so their shadows weaved and stumbled; but the Squire beamed, infatuated by his own importance (he had managed a respectable dowry). He was particularly infatuated by his own importance today because of his triumph: this day his family was finally conjoined - he had hardly dared hope - with the Wiltshire Marshalls.

The Wiltshire Marshalls were an old, once slightly noble, foolish family of languishing landowners who had tried to inject new money into their ranks by being so utterly vulgar as to buy some of the first plantations in the West Indies. But there was something inherently reckless and wild about the Wiltshire Marshalls which seemed to pass down the generations: some darkness: something in their inheritance that was unable to stop the decline. Attractive,  louche, beautiful dark eyes, irresponsible: their new money, like their old money, was frittered and gambled away.

Therefore the Wiltshire Marshalls had - reluctantly - supervised this day the marriage of their youngest, feckless, dark-eyed son Marmaduke to the local Squire’s fair daughter, hoping that the young lady might at least bring new energy, new blood, to a fading family - not to mention a large purse of dowry-money to stave off immediate disaster.

The Squire’s family departed - minus a daughter - still beaming.

Late in the night one of the maids finally, wearily, walking about the great, draughty house with a candle snuffer, put out the lights; her own shadow walked with her, fading as the candles were extinguished one by one. In the ancient baronial hall bones lay strewn, and dogs and humans snored. Upon one chair the maid passed the bridegroom, sprawled asleep with rum spilt upon his trousers. The groom’s father had stumbled over a chamberpot so that the room  stank more than usual. From the nuptial bedroom weeping emerged.

It was not an auspicious beginning to the marriage.

 



The Wiltshire Marshalls hoped that the pretty fair-haired bride would be economical with Marmaduke’s small and fast-vanishing fortune. Unfortunately this young lady, Betty (who was to become the mother of Philip and Grace Marshall, whose history we are beginning) had only one attribute of note: she was extremely, eloquently, pretty. She was furious when she found she was not to be addressed as Lady Betty (or indeed anything regal at all: her father had been wrong) and she was not in the least interested in the domestic concerns of country life. Betty harboured Social Ambition: the innocuous old maiden aunt (who had been named so hopefully forty years ago, Joy) could supervise; Betty herself refused to dirty her hands in the household, tossed her pretty head. Betty yearned for cities and social niceties, but did not understand that Bath and its spas, not Bristol and its trading ships, was beginning to attract the gentry. Weak, good-looking, lazy Marmaduke had never thought of moving anywhere at all, he was quite happy misspending his time over gambling and imported rum. He played cards for money and the rest of the time indulged his one artistic hobby: he liked to draw or paint the high-stepping, beautiful horses that had been bred in his family’s diminishing fields.

‘Painting?’ scoffed pretty, scornful Betty. ‘What use is painting to raise us high in Society?’ She kept nagging her husband that they must live in Bristol where this High Society, she was sure, reigned. Pretty and sulky and manipulative, Betty insisted on Bristol as the price for other favours.

So Marmaduke and his growing family (five pregnancies in four years, only two still-births: this was considered a good record) moved to a Bristol house in fashionable Queen’s Square (unfortunately the less fashionable end). The house was ill-ventilated and narrow and high, hardly big enough for a gentleman and his children, not to mention servants and the maiden aunt and family heirlooms and the new mahogany furniture that Betty insisted upon. There was a tiny formal garden at the rear, containing one over-elaborate statue of a dubious Grecian goddess, to remind them of the nobler environment from whence the once illustrious  Wiltshire Marshalls had come. The neighbours, they soon found, were all vulgar tradesmen. Marmaduke continued his gambling. Betty, to comfort herself, acquired a white poodle and called it Beloved, and consumed much Madeira wine.

Children would keep being born, dead or alive: altogether five of the children lived, of whom Philip Marshall - a personage of whom we shall be hearing a great deal more - was the eldest. He was named after his paternal grandfather in the hope of largesse: alas none was forthcoming. He acquired two pretty, sulky sisters, Juno and Venus (named when Betty was briefly enamoured of Greek goddesses like the one in the garden) and later, two younger brothers, Ezekiel and Tobias (named when Betty was going through a brief religious phase).

To be the oldest of five children in a languishing family of extremely faded nobility was not an easy inheritance: always Philip Marshall had to look for the main chance. From a very early age he found that he had the kind of smile that made people look twice, notice him: what a pretty boy they said. He had learned to be charming before he knew the meaning of the word; by the time he was five he knew the meaning of the word and he was an expert in charm: roguish and cherubic simultaneously with dark hair and black smiling eyes: in short, Philip was delectably beautiful. He was the only child in the family to receive some sort of education: soon education was low in the priorities of this particular family.

Time passed, wealth diminished further. Over and over pleas were made to the Wiltshire Marshalls for financial assistance. In one spectacular row which used up more energy than the Wiltshire Marshalls had displayed for years, Marmaduke was cut off for ever from what remained of the family fortune and the almost invisible Aunt Joy understood she would never see the rolling Wiltshire hills again. She became a pale, grey ghost as she endeavoured to keep the Bristol household running, unnoticed by everyone unless something was needed: Aunt Joy! little children called imperiously then, Aunt Joy! Very occasionally, thwarted, the eldest child, Philip, he of the beautiful face and the dark eyes and the hint of education, erupted suddenly into terrible spectacular rages and screamed at Aunt Joy. Otherwise he continued to be immensely charming but had, as he grew older, no other obvious skills that could save the family.

Bristol was a filthy, flourishing port; trade and finance ruled everywhere: credit was easily obtained as coal and guns and cotton and nails were shipped out, sugar and silks and spices and rum were shipped in, and not too much attention paid to the other element of trade that gave the Bristolians their wealth: slaves. In the streets people hurried by: money, money, money: there for the making if you knew how. Stories abounded of fortunes made on foreign shores, of new continents and new wealth, of jewels and cruelty and sugar: Bristol became richer and richer as goods from across the seas poured in and occasionally black men in chains were auctioned on the docks. Naughty children were rebuked with threats of black Mohammetmen who would cut their throats and drain their blood. Occasionally a black man appeared in the town in footman’s clothes and was stared at: bought at an auction on the docks, or brought back as a servant from the sugar plantations in Jamaica perhaps, or from the coast of Africa; nothing caused so much mirth and the pointing of fingers as a black man in a powdered white wig.

Betty (less pretty now) lived in Bristol almost entirely on credit and Madeira wine. But credit does not last for ever, even when you come from finer stock. Marmaduke placed larger and more dangerous bets. Betty bemoaned her fate upon the chaise longue  with her poodle, Beloved, in her arms. She and Juno and Venus spoke more and more desperately of ‘Nobility’ and ‘Marriage’ and ‘Fortune’. In the meantime the two wild, uneducated younger boys, Tobias and Ezekiel, having little else to entertain them, viciously stoned to death a piglet belonging to one of their tradesmen neighbours; they laughed and squealed (imitating the expiring small animal).

Into this household a last child, the sixth living child, had been, unexpectedly, born. Her mother called her, in her hearing, a ‘trial’. (They named her Grace, as if that would help.)

Grace did not know the meaning of the word ‘trial’.

‘What is a Trial, that I am?’ she asked her father, her three-year-old dark eyes wide with curiosity, but he hardly heard her: the smell of tobacco and rum and a half-smile from his louche, world-weary, alcohol-blurred eyes: that was all her answer.

Grace grew up a city girl, learning to avoid the drains and the pickpockets. Her mother half-heartedly tried to impose elegance  and gloves but Grace was more likely to wave her hands about than put gloves upon them. To speak truthfully she generally ran wild about Bristol in a most unsuitable manner: as well as the Wiltshire Marshalls’ dark hair and big dark eyes she had small strong chubby legs and seemingly infinite energy. Grace was tough, much nosier about matters than was acceptable, and avid for everything: as soon as she could walk she looked in cupboards, down drains, round corners, under her sisters’ skirts until they slapped her.

‘She waves her hands about her like a Foreigner and looks like her Father - does she imagine herself to be an Italian?’ said her mother sourly (for she did not love Grace: Juno and Venus had inherited at least some of their mother’s fair prettiness). But Grace could not help her inheritance or her enthusiasms: words and questions and observations poured from her, almost from the time she could speak.

And Grace had a kind of gladness about her: she enjoyed everything that went on around her, wide dark eyes full of laughter and questions. She had a most unacceptable habit of grabbing people by both their arms and talking loudly, to get their attention: utterly unladylike, and no one caring enough to do anything about it. If her eldest brother Philip Marshall had not been so bored, if he had been permitted by his loving, clinging mother to join His Majesty’s Navy, then Grace Marshall would never ever have learned to read, would no doubt eventually have acquired the air of the un-literate Juno and Venus, her older sisters: petulance (which is what they thought of as sophistication). But because Grace was so curious and so bright, Philip, when she was only six years old, had a bet with his friends which he easily won: within six months he had taught Grace to read; within a year she stumblingly read aloud to anyone who would listen from the newspaper, the Bristol Postboy, including hard words like WEST INDIES and PROFIT. Philip taught her to write: the very first word she penned was GRACE, and by the time she was eight she had learned by heart a sonnet by a gentleman called Mr Shakespeare (for a few old volumes languished in dusty corners in the house in Bristol, a sign of Culture). The child had only a hazy understanding of that which she was emoting (the subject of Aging and Time not usually part of the experience of an eight-year-old), but she rattled out the words with gusto: 
When I do count the clock that tells the Time  
And see the brave day sunk in hideous night;  
When I behold the Violet past prime,  
And sable curls, all silver’d o’er with white . . .



and then she would forget a bit, look confused, and then she remembered some more words and would start again loudly with even more gusto and enthusiasm:
... Then of thy Beauty I do question make,  
That thou amongst the wastes of Time must go,  
Since sweets and beauties do themselves forsake  
And die as fast as they see others grow;  
And nothing ’gainst Time’s Scythe can make defence  
Save breed, to brave him when he takes thee hence.





‘Breed!’ cried Betty in outrage. ‘Breed? What rude Rubbish are you filling the Child’s head with, darling boy? I shan’t allow it! What does a Poet know? Let him come to Queen’s Square whoever he is, and I shall educate him!’ But Philip was going through a disconsolate phase and would not be criticised and Grace performed heroically if erratically when instructed, although in truth she would rather have been singing Three Blind Mice, See how they Run, a popular round that was all the rage; or playing in the back garden with Tobias and Ezekiel, who pinched their little sister’s chubby arms for their own amusement. She squealed like the piglet as she pinched them back and yelled ‘TimesScythe!’ at them without any idea of its meaning, and then they all three played noisy hopscotch beside the fake Greek statue, hopping and cheating and laughing.

 



Betty (who may have despised painting but considered herself an expert on the Etiquettes of Society) insisted that, as with all noble families, it was absolutely imperative that they be memorialised for posterity: that is, a Family Portrait must be acquired as a record of the Wiltshire Marshalls in Bristol, which would be passed down from generation to generation, ‘Until the World ends,’ said Betty. ‘That we shall always be remembered, and spoke of.’

What was required was a group portrait, known as a Conversation Piece, and nothing would satisfy Betty but that it  was painted by a Frenchman she had heard of, ‘For Foreign Painters are descended from the Old Masters themselves,’ said Betty. (She had heard another lady say this, was not absolutely certain whom the Old Masters might be, but for once Marmaduke nodded sagely and co-operated.)

Somehow the Frenchman got the group of eight people posed (Aunt Joy was not included): Marmaduke and Betty were sitting upright and elegant on the remains of the Wiltshire Marshalls’ old family furniture; Juno and Venus leaned languorously behind; Philip to the side, tall and handsome; and the three younger children sitting at their parents’ feet in the foreground, with Beloved the poodle.

‘This Painting,’ said Marmaduke to his children, conscious for once of his heritage, ‘will be seen by your Children, and your Children’s Children, down through Time,’ and Grace declared loudly: And nothing ’gainst Time’s Scythe can make defence, save breed, to brave him when he takes thee hence and Marmaduke, smelling strongly of West Indian rum, nodded morosely. Unfortunately he then fell asleep; Beloved bit Ezekiel; Grace laughed at this (in an unladylike manner); Venus got pins and needles from leaning languorously. Only Philip remained completely still. All the Marshalls watched the Frenchman: how he looked at them and drew, looked at them and drew. Grace observed his eyes and his pencil and his portable easel that he had set up in the small drawing-room; she fidgeted with interest, wanting all the time to see what he had done.

After some hot hours had passed the Artist announced himself content with the first sitting; the Marshall family crowded the easel and then professed disappointment: who were those stick-people? Where were the colours? The Frenchman explained that this was a preliminary sketch only, and that more sittings would be required.

Painting a picture of eight members of this family would have tried the patience of a saint; the Frenchman persevered, finally delivered a rather odd and stiff assemblage of faces and bodies, and a dog: Marmaduke and Philip both immediately stated that they could have done better. This acquisition was hung upon the wall of the drawing-room above Betty’s chaise longue and looked at with some confusion by various family members. ‘Which is me?’ said Ezekiel, and Venus pointed to the poodle: as she had never been  known to make a joke in her life she may, indeed, have confused them. To be frank, it was a mediocre work.

It was when the fee was required (nine guineas) that difficulties began. The Artist sent several bills and then appeared in person requiring his money. Betty, with her best hauteur, replied it would be sent ‘in due course’. He went away empty-handed that time, but not the next: he arrived in a fine French rage and wrenched the painting from the wall saying, ‘It is fortuitous that I can scrape this ignoble Family off, and use the board again, Madame!’ and he walked out into Queen’s Square with the mediocre picture under his arm and nobody saw the Conversation Piece of the Bristol Marshalls ever again.

 



Time’s Scythe scythed; days passed, and months, and years. Marmaduke gambled away what money remained; Juno and Venus sighed and sulked and talked of Nobility and dreamed of Love; Ezekiel and Tobias stole from neighbouring houses; Betty’s cheeks became permanently Madeira-red.

Half-educated, bored with teaching a child, nowhere to use his energy, Philip would stroll the Bristol streets in a supercilious manner as the sons of gentlemen were wont to do, thinking of himself as a fashionable flâneur in the manner of the French (pretending his clothes were not becoming slightly shabby), and then suddenly, urgently, Grace would appear from nowhere, reminding him of a spinning top in her flurried hooped skirt, and then she would just as quickly settle to his pace and stroll beside him, chattering upwards.

‘Why?’ said Grace.

‘What is that?’ said Grace.

‘Can we read?’ said Grace.

‘Look, look, there is a Clock: When I do count the clock that tells the Time,’ said Grace.

Philip was aggravated by the girl’s persistence, again and again sent her home, obviously no stylish flâneur recognised a young child as a companion: she should stay in the house in Queen’s Square with her sisters and their mother. But over and over again, Grace spun out into the square in her little hooped gown, her bodice cut low - exactly like her mother ’s - and neatly laced over her embroidered stomacher: an exact replica of an adult, only small,  and dragging her shawl behind her impatiently as if it slowed her down, as her lace cap bobbed above her dark, dark hair. Perhaps sometimes there was something endearing about a shadow, whose dark eyes were so large and bright, and some days Philip would point out the new houses on the Clifton hills, or the ships from far-off lands.

‘Look, Grace, look!’ he would say. ‘Listen, Grace, listen to me! These ships,’ and they would gaze at all the graceful, shabby vessels that came and went from another world, the tall masts like thin bare trees in lines along the quay-side, ‘these ships travel the World, they carry Diamonds and Rubies and Rum - and real Gold,’ and unexpectedly he smashed his swordstick violently against a wall in that raging way he sometimes had, ‘Where is my Gold!’ and Grace knew well to lag behind now, so that he would not take out his anger upon her. But she knew what gold was: she could picture the colour of gold in her head, her father’s old crystal decanters contained liquid made of dark gold, the colour caught the candlelight in the dark family house, where nothing much else shone. While Philip brooded Grace stared, wrapt, fascinated, at the ships with their furled white sails, all the bustle and calling and unloading and loading; she smelled the tar and the filthy river port and, somewhere there - beside them, behind them - exotic spices on the air. She saw how the light changed as it fell across the water: observed an old sailor and a young one, their heads together as they talked. The grey Bristol light caught the bones of the old sailor so that his shadowed face looked to her like a skull, a skull that was smoking a pipe.

‘Look, Philip, look!’ she called, and she caught up with him again. ‘Look at the sailors!’ There was no breeze, the smoke from the pipe rose straight up, a cloud of blue mist rising above the heads of the two men, there beside the coils of rope and the big heavy boxes and a seagull, black and white, crying at the lowering sky, and Grace wondered if her father could paint such a picture instead of horses: the blue smoke and the grey sky and the bird and the eerie weather-beaten old face. The old sailor spat and somehow the seagull was looking the other way and the gob fell upon its folded wings, it squawked in outrage and shook its feathers and flew away screeching. And young Grace Marshall could be seen in her hooped skirt and her tight bodice and her shawl laughing  uncontrollably at the bird’s indignation along the wharfside in the city of Bristol; her dark eyes sparkled up at her beautiful brother who could not help laughing either, as much at his sister ’s merriment as at the affront of the bird from the sea.

Philip Marshall was so bored with life in general that once he even took his sister to the Bristol Library in King Street. There, up an old oak staircase, they found the librarian in a room full of books with a startling, wonderful picture on the wall: a picture of a fine, elegant gentleman in a beautiful coloured robe. The librarian however was neither elegant nor fine; he was a vicar in a somewhat shabby waistcoat: Grace and Philip observed he had red veins on his cheeks which gave him the look rather of a cross person but he was not cross at all, simply bored and rum-soaked. They understood at once that the rum was hidden behind the books - well, they were used to all that. Philip charmed the vicar as he charmed all others, and the vicar showed them, as requested, the library’s copy of Wm Shakespeare’s Collected Works.

‘Not at all to today’s Taste,’ said the vicar, ‘nobody has asked for this Volume for many a moon. You will see that a large number of the pages are stained, for our previous premises leaked badly. We thought not to keep this, as it is so damaged and hardly anybody ever asks for it, but my Father was fond of Mr Shakespeare.’

Philip leafed through the delicate pages, found part of Henry the Fifth, unstained, and suddenly cried out heroically, holding the volume aloft:

 



Cry ‘God for Harry! England and St George!’

 



But although Grace and the vicar applauded appreciatively, the words quite took away Philip’s good humour and he longed again to be fighting the French, to be serving in His Majesty’s Navy in a bright blue uniform, not languishing around Bristol with an eight-year-old, and he dragged his little sister back out to King Street, marched into one of the new coffee houses where he would find other bored young men like himself, and Grace was brusquely sent home. It was dusk, pink clouds drifted there above the cobbled streets and the lines of masts. And unhappy Queen’s Square with its dreams of fading glory. And a lone child, dragging a shawl.

It was her brother Tobias who first noticed how Grace instinctively copied the looks on other people’s faces around her as she watched them.

‘Be Venus, Gracie!’ he would encourage her, ‘Be Venus!’ Venus was the most haughty of the Marshall family; she emitted little sighs of exasperation at the vulgarity that surrounded her even in her own home. Grace would sigh very softly in unison as she watched her sister, hardly knowing she did so, and then encouraged by her naughty brothers she would wrinkle her nose in a disdainful manner as Venus did, and her brothers Tobias and Ezekiel would snigger behind their hands as Venus, oblivious, suffered nobly from the vulgar trials of her Bristolian life.

Grace learned something important from Tobias. Ezekiel shouted and banged but Tobias could move without making a sound. Grace learned this skill from Tobias. He could be in a dim corner of a room and nobody would know, for nobody ever cared enough about him to say Where is Tobias? The family was too fractured to notice where small boys might be; he could be under a table, hidden by a long tablecloth, for hours, listening to the women talk of Nobility and Tribulation and Marriage. Why he should want to listen to such things was not known, but in broken families perhaps children try to belong when they can: often he would be there in the shadows. His mother was quite disconcerted if she suddenly understood he was near: ‘It is like having a French spy in the Family!’ she would cry, but Tobias had already disappeared.

 



Marmaduke’s wilder and wilder card-playing became a real danger: money was owed, perilous shame loomed in the shadows of the dark, damp Bristol streets where honourable men paid on the nail (gold exchanged on the huge tables shaped like nails outside the Corn Exchange). It became urgently imperative for the older children to make successful marriages before disgrace destroyed them all: already there had been whispers about dishonest antecedents and financial difficulties.


Quickly, O Lord, quickly, whispered Betty to herself as she poured sweet wine, Marriage, dear Lord, before we are entirely Doomed, as she took very large and urgent gulps. But there was no dowry, their good name was long gone: who would have them? Finally through Betty’s more and more desperate machinations Juno became  betrothed to the short-statured son of an iron exporter, and Venus to a vintner: it was, alas, not what was hoped for but it was something at least. Betty then put all her energies into looking for a rich wife in Bristol society (‘Such as it is,’ she was heard to say bitterly, her expectations not having been reached) for her son and heir, the charming, dark-eyed Philip Marshall. But Marriage, not the Navy, she whispered to herself: he would be away too long, the Navy could not make him rich enough despite the rumoured prize money that some received. He must be rich now: he must find a rich Wife now and support us all. So Betty, a squire’s daughter, was to be seen looking over the vulgar daughters of Bristolian ship-owners in a now panic-stricken manner - and what young Grace Marshall was doing now nobody knew or cared.

What Grace Marshall was doing now, aged eight, was following her father Marmaduke around Bristol, for she loved him and she thought to save him when he became too inebriated to play wisely at cards. By now Grace knew the streets of Bristol better than almost anyone. But following her father, sometimes a little behind him so that he would not order her home, was tinged with real danger: the Bristol gentlemen’s clubs were now banned to him. The sort of card-room Marmaduke was allowed into these days was a dark den inside a tradesmen’s club, or (the less salubrious and more violent ones) down dark Bristol alleys where small girls should never, ever go. But Grace had learned well from Tobias, she was scheming and clever as a cat, an ever-present nuisance in the hazy, smoke-filled rooms; no other little girl was ever seen in such places and when she somehow turned up in a dim corner or was half-glimpsed behind a chair it was never understood how she had obtained admission. As they seemed not able to shake her loose, as she seemed to be always, stoically, there, they finally ignored her.

Waiting in the gloom of dangerous rooms, always aware of her father, she became fascinated by something else: all the faces: the faces of the men as they watched their cards and watched each other. She saw on their shadowed, candle-lit faces the sly looks and the triumphant looks and the looks of fear - for they played for large sums of money: life almost, and death. Watching the gamblers she unknowingly copied their faces: a gambling man paused before making a wager, his face creased, he frowned, deciding, risking: the face of the eight-year-old girl creased up in anxiety also; he bit his  lip in indecision, the girl bit her own lip over and over. And she saw also now the menacing looks that were cast often at the dishonourable Marmaduke, felt the danger in the air. When even his befuddled brain warned him that it would be politic to leave in the meantime, he would stumble home along to Queen’s Square guided by his watchful youngest daughter.

And then, unwilling to confront his shrewish wife, he would often repair to a room at the bottom of the tall, narrow house. There, he stumbled and mumbled and sat in front of an old family easel and once more painted his elegant country horses on a piece of board. He had an old book of pictures of horses, Grace would see how he looked at them and then drew, first with charcoal. Looked and then drew. Looked and then drew, still mumbling incoherently to himself. Later he painted the colours: he took the paint from little packets of colour which he mixed with some kind of oil and then applied it to his horses with a long, thin brush.

The only time Grace was completely still was when she was watching her father in this small downstairs room. She stared - immobile, beguiled - as, smelling of rum like the vicar in the library, her father bent over the small packets and stirred and mixed the colours, his long white wig occasionally decorated with unlikely bright blue spots as he patted the paints on to the board with his brush, and sometimes with his thumb. And just sometimes he might even sing: some song from his past. When I laid on Greenland’s coast, and in my arms embraced my lass, he would sing. And if some portion of a bottle of rum from the West Indies had found its way to the room at the bottom of the house, he would take a gulp and then his voice always rose to a crescendo when it reached the chorus, as if some memory of another time gave him strength.


And I would love you all the Day  
Ev’ry Night would kiss and play  
If with me you’d fondly stray -  
Over the hills and far away . . .



Sometimes Tobias would appear from nowhere, and laugh slyly, and run away again. Philip might pass by, tossing a piece of charcoal himself and humming, as if he too might draw if he had the  energy; he would observe his father for a while and then disappear again, humming still. Perhaps he drew other pictures in other rooms, perhaps Tobias did the same: who would know what anybody did in that disordered house?

 



Grace became so fascinated by her father’s colours that she began ‘painting’ also, with anything she could find. Her father would not allow her to touch his colours so she found her own. She found she could draw with coal; she started with laborious, rather strange-shaped horses, trying to copy her father, had more success when she turned to drawing her father himself, caught something of him as he bent to his easel. Then she found she could make an orange colour by squashing marigold petals from the garden with her small fingers, so she gave him an orange waistcoat. She could make marks with clay; her mother’s cheek-rouge gave her pretty pink; strong dregs of the new coffee from Africa gave her brown; even butter gave a hint of yellow before it melted - whatever she could lay her hands on: she was a menace and butter even got in her hair and her hands were slapped often. Her energy and her interests were most unladylike, her curiosity was insatiable - in short she was, quite simply, unsuitable.

‘I do not understand where her tiresome energy comes from,’ said her mother pettishly, ‘for it is surely not from her Father; and I would not be so frantic for all the World.’ But her thin, scrawny brother Tobias, ten years old, would sometimes follow her around: ‘Gracie!’ he would call, carrying a few green beans stolen from the kitchen, ‘Here’s a colour,’ and once he came to her proudly with a large, juicy hyacinth he had stolen, so that she could mix blue.

 



One hot summer afternoon when the sky was clear and the children were particularly vexatious in the stuffy Bristol house, her father (the cards had gone well that week and Grace turned nine years old that sunny day) gave Grace the greatest present ever given: some paper, some coloured chalks and some charcoal.

‘I beg you to draw me some pretty Flowers, Grace, and to be very quiet about it, like a good Girl.’ He sat in the back garden, in his once elegant waistcoat, on a fading chair. In the shadow of the tall, narrow house he seemed to sleep, his wig hung over his chair:  his wife could hardly bear to look at him, so vulgar and troublesome did he now appear to her.

In the corner of the garden an ungainly pink delphinium drooped in the hot sunshine. Grace, trembling slightly with delight at the unexpected, wonderful gift, looked at the delphinium very carefully and then drew it exactly as she saw it, its pink, drooping despair. Most unusually, the family were all together in the garden, it being too hot to think of being anywhere else. (Except of course for Aunt Joy, who scraped together what she could in the stifling kitchen basement.) In the garden, escaping - frankly - the stink of the hot, un-aired house, the mouth-down-turned mother sat in an extremely large straw hat, clutching Beloved; Juno and Venus languished in tight corsets, dreaming of gentlemen and carrying parasols to shield them from the sun. Juno was to be married in the autumn to the short tradesman but the engagement of the vintner to Miss Venus Marshall had been most shamefully called off by the vintner’s father. Venus’s red-rimmed eyes told her rage and grief. Philip preened boredly by the marble statue; Tobias and Ezekiel fought angrily over a small cart they had no doubt stolen from somewhere. Grace’s delphinium was shadowed, odd: not at all pretty like flowers should be.

‘I shall be obliged to take all your chalks away’, said her mother sharply, fanning herself with the large hat (which was decorated with wax strawberries) ‘if you do not draw pretty Flowers.’ Immediately Grace drew an immaculate, oddly-green daisy. ‘But look, this is red!’ said her father, observing from half-closed eyes, pointing to the flowers in the garden.

‘There are green Daisies, Father,’ said Grace. ‘This is a green Daisy.’

‘That Daisy’, said Philip in a bored, patronising voice, ‘is Insane.’

And although her mother and her father and Philip would have much preferred pretty peonies or sweet roses to the drooping, rather spiky delphinium or the perverse green daisy, with those they had to be content.

Grace kept drawing, absolutely concentrated. The small boys fought on, laughing viciously, the older sisters sighed viciously, Venus flirted sentimentally with suicide (then the vintner’s cruel son would be sorry). Philip still leaned against the statue, watching idly: France was always there to be fought against if he joined the Navy, but he was prevented by his own lack of energy and by his  adoring mother who gave him what coins she could while still she endeavoured to manoeuvre a financially-endowed young girl in his direction. So here he languished: no money, no prospects, no rich heiress, and life was passing him by.

Overcome then by a wild, angry burst of energy, Philip suddenly seized all nine-year-old Grace’s drawing materials from her and - quick as lightning - drew her outraged face.

‘My Heavens!’ cried his mother with more spirit than she had shown for a month. ‘Look at this! Look at this! Remember the dreadful Frenchman? My Boy has Talent!’ Marmaduke opened his eyes just a little.

Philip drew his parents, his sisters, his brothers: easily, catching their look. ‘I was good at Art at my School,’ he announced airily. ‘I draw in my room sometimes.’

‘Neater, Philip,’ said his parents, ‘prettier perhaps?’ Now everyone was alerted: all the siblings gathered round, the heat and the hot sunshine forgotten just for a moment.

Philip drew more neatly and more prettily with his sister’s birthday present.



Three Blind Mice, he sang as he drew.  
See how they run.




Grace grabbed some of the chalk back. ‘I would have been good at Art also if I had gone to School!’ she cried with great spirit. She drew her parents too, but there was something uneasy, or wrong, about her quick portraits: her mother had a look of discontent, her father looked dark, uneasy. There was no more interest in Grace’s portraits than in her uncomfortable delphiniums.

‘Girls do not draw Persons!’ said her father. ‘Girls draw Flowers. And if they do not draw pretty Flowers, they will not be given Chalks another time.’

Philip drew his mother again in quick, clever strokes, making her look young. They all ran after the farmer’s wife, he sang, and Tobias and Ezekiel joined in gleefully and noisily, He cut off their tails with a carving knife, and the little girl suddenly grabbed hold of both Philip’s arms to get his attention.

‘These are my Chalks!’ said Grace Marshall very loudly, today aged nine, but nobody took any notice.

For Philip Marshall had discovered his vocation.

The next day, however, young Tobias came to Grace with another flower. Tobias was so thin: sometimes Grace thought he looked like a black-eyed beanstalk, that is an eleven-year-old black-eyed beanstalk. He stood there with a red, red rose.

‘I took it from a garden, Gracie,’ he said gruffly, ‘so you could make some red paint to paint red Daisies like they said,’ and he had run off at once before she had thanked her brother, who had remembered their parents’ complaints about her unlikely green daisy, and had sought to assist her, and neither Grace nor Tobias had any notion that red roses stood for love.

 



Philip Marshall began earning money, the first of the languishing Wiltshire Marshalls ever to do so: he could draw people’s faces and he began to be paid for his portraits. But their father borrowed even more money for the card-table from the Jew money-lender at very high interest, in a kind of last defiance.

Then one afternoon the invisible Aunt Joy, in her dark gown and her white cap, expired. Had she not drawn her last breath in the dining-room it is unlikely her absence would have been noted. Betty complained bitterly about the expense of a funeral and Grace stared at the coffin as it lay in a hole in the churchyard and wondered if Aunt Joy, whom she had hardly noticed, lay in the box in the dark gown and the white cap, just as usual.

Aunt Joy was missed, however, after all; the household ran amok, it might be said, from the time of her demise: often now there was not food on the table, and voices shouted all over the house as it seemed to dis-integrate.

 



Slowly Philip’s portraits started to be praised in the city: he began painting the newly-rich, those successful tradesmen who sold the iron and the black men. Rough paintings yet perhaps, but the tradesmen had never been painted by anyone at all before and paid him well; he painted a cloth-merchant, the cloth-merchant’s wife, an alderman, a minister of the church, and - to his mother’s delight - several daughters of real gentlemen.

‘At last, my darling boy!’ cried Betty, ‘You will find a Wife worthy of your Ancestors, and we will all be saved!’ But it was not the Bristolian gentry who would save Philip. The rough, hard-working  Bristol traders aimed to be real gentlemen themselves, or their sons at least, and their portraits already made them feel like gentlemen. They encouraged Philip’s talent, were soon suggesting he travel to see the Great Old Masters, that he journey to Florence and Rome and Venice and Amsterdam with their own sons: add to his Artistic Education.

‘I will come! I must come!’ cried Grace, ‘for my Artistic Education.’ But nobody heard.

Philip for the first time in his life worked hard, experimented with colours, painted day and night: powerful businessmen and young ladies and gentlemen from the town. He too now talked of his Grand Tour but the financial and domestic situation of the family had become so embarrassing that, to his wild frustration, the money he was earning for his portraits had to be used simply to hold off the creditors, for Marmaduke had finally used the Queen’s Square house as collateral in the gambling dens in the dark Bristol alleys.

 



And then the plague came.

It came particularly to Bristol: the ships perhaps, or the sewers, or the black men. The sun shone on, the pestilence flew over the land; whole families died in a city so crowded, so wedded to trade and ships (in the night rats ran from the ships, burrowed into the dark corners of the city). The plague was no respecter of class, made no special dispensation for the Marshall family, people were dying all over Bristol, whole families in some areas: hundreds and hundreds of people died. Juno, the oldest girl who nearly married the son of an iron exporter, succumbed early; at her funeral the mother wept loudly and sang ‘How Great Thou Art’ in a trembling soprano. Then Ezekiel died. Then Venus got her wish and died, to her own surprise, and the vintner’s son did, after all, pay his respects. Finally the life ended of Betty, the fair-haired pretty young bride, who had wanted nobility and whose idea it had been to move to the filthy, stinking city that she thought had held such promise of fashion and of future.

Philip and Grace and Tobias huddled in disbelief with their father as hurried, smaller funerals were arranged and as more and more creditors called. Betty’s mahogany furniture was taken away. Beloved the poodle disappeared and was never seen again. ‘I hope  somebody boiled it up for stew,’ said Philip blankly, and Marmaduke almost smiled. But within a week Marmaduke stared listlessly at his paints and lay upon his bed: his lips took on the faint blue colour that was the sign, the sign that death was near. After only three more days Philip and Grace and Tobias were the only members of the Marshall family in Bristol still alive and they clung together, shocked, dis-oriented, as their father was taken away in a cart piled with bodies and Grace’s tears fell upon her shabby skirt as she sat on the roadway, like any street child, long after the cart had disappeared.

 



Bristol’s population was shockingly lessened. One of the newly-rich young men of the city, a trader’s son, decided to leave Bristol at once: for Italy, for his Artistic Education, and would take Philip with him.

‘What about the Children?’ said the powerful Bristol businessmen, pulling at their white powdered wigs and looking at the thin boy and the odd, dark-eyed girl. For they were responsible fellows and the elder brother had painted them handsomely. The Wiltshire Marshalls were unbending, did not reply to an urgent enquiry for assistance for the orphaned children of their scandalous son.

Solving Tobias was easy. ‘The boy to the docks!’ they cried. ‘We will place him on one of our Ships!’ And Tobias’s scrawny face lit up: he would see the World, he would travel the high seas, he would fight Pirates, he would become a Pirate!

‘I shall be a Pirate, Gracie!’ he called.

‘Indeed I do hope not,’ murmured one of the kind businessmen.

‘Goodbye, Gracie, I’ll bring you Gold and Colours!’ cried Tobias, and he waved to his brother Philip, and he was gone: a jaunty, thin thirteen-year-old boy with a small bundle on his shoulder (Grace had found him an old jacket and a bowl and one of their father’s worn, once elegant, waistcoats). It was only when it was too late, the ship disappearing down the channel, that one kind businessman saw that his empty watch-chain flowed free from his waistcoat.

Grace stared wordlessly at the powerful Bristol men, refused to cry, clung to her beloved brother Philip, but he could not help her: the journey to Italy was his chance of survival and he must take it. Realistic tradesmen had realistic solutions: Grace should be put to  a milliner. She would learn a trade after all, for was not this a city of traders? She would learn to make pretty hats that Bristol ladies wore (those straw hats with the rather large wax strawberries that Betty had worn, although Betty would have turned in her grave at the thought that her daughter might in any way be involved in their manufacture). In other circumstances Philip might have at least protested that Grace was a daughter of the gentry, but his own position - a son of the gentry but with no financial support of any kind - was too precarious: their father had owed money all over Bristol. By now not only the Wiltshire Marshalls but members of the Bristol nobility (such as they were) refused to have anything to do with this family, murmured of wildness and dishonesty.

But Philip made his sister a promise: ‘I will come back for you,’ he said.

 



The ship taking her brother Philip on his adventures sailed at first light; they forbad the girl to be there: she must begin her new life.

The premises of Mrs Falls, the milliner, to whence the responsible businessmen led Grace, were tucked into a small corner behind the old Christmas Steps on the hill: a tiny, narrow house with the hat-making workroom in the basement. Rickety wooden steps, lit by candles in holders that flickered dangerously, led upwards from narrow floor to narrow floor, to the attic where Grace was to sleep with four other assistants in the tiny room with the low ceiling. The floorboards of the staircase creaked loudly. On the first landing, in the candlelight, could be ascertained two prints hanging on the wall: Gin Lane she spelled out (all the people looking terrible, deathly: one woman so inebriated that her baby fell from her bosom - because Gin was Evil) and Beer Street (all the people looking happy and well-fed, and children smiling - because Beer was Good). And at the top of the house five mattresses in a row, so close that they touched, and one tiny window: Grace’s new home. Grace was outraged beyond reason, stared out all night long at the noisy darkness from the small attic window while the other assistants slept: Philip was to go to study art in Rome, and she was to live in an attic and make horrible hats?

I will not stay here.

It was still dark when she drew her hooped petticoats about her with one hand and carried her small shoes in the other. She crept in  her stockinged feet down and down the wooden staircase, past the dark candleholders, past the Gin Lane and Beer Street prints on the walls. Somewhere in the house somebody snored violently: she heard the sound gladly, hoping it would cover the sound of the stairboards creaking. The front door of the house of Mrs Falls locked with a long thin iron key; Grace had quickly observed that the key was then placed in a drawer of a narrow chest in the small hallway. She felt for the long key, put it into the keyhole softly, it rattled as it turned, she pulled the door gently behind her, it creaked as it closed. Most of the night couples who had come together in the dark on Christmas Steps had gone now although one gentleman was still engaged noisily near the ironmonger’s house. Grace cared nothing for night couples and night noises, she had heard them all many times as she had followed her father, or led him home. Her flimsy shoes scuffed over the cobbles as the first light rose around her, she ran down and down the streets to the river. She would board the ship in the half-light: she would go with Philip.

The wind had picked up in the last hour and the captain, waiting on the deck, had felt it: the Charity was already in half-sail and pulling away from the dock as the small girl ran towards it.

‘Philip!’ she cried out in great desperation, ‘Philip!’ But the noise of the wind in the sails flapped and roared.

Philip Marshall looked back at Bristol to say farewell to his home, looked again, saw the small, indistinct figure beside the bargemen and the ship’s clerk and the coiled ropes: knew it was Grace.

‘I will come back for you!’ he called but the wind whipped at his words. He raised his hand as a salute and a promise as the day lightened and brightened and his new life began and to Grace he seemed to cry, ‘God for Harry! England and St George!’ and she was not included.




TWO

Grace Marshall, left on the quayside, was not quite eleven years old.

 



She haunted the Bristol docks for many months, like a small, hoop-skirted ghost. Grey stones of grief and abandonment and rage sat on the small thin shoulders, and colours gone, as she stared at the arriving and departing sailing ships, looking always for her brothers. If she was once a laughing girl who bowled through the Bristol streets like a spinning top, who cared for drawing, who made paint from golden marigolds or African coffee or from the red rose the boy had found - well, there was nobody else to remember.

Mrs Falls’ assistants did not like Grace. She was smaller than they, and did not join in their whispers. They did not like the way she was so silent. At first they would trip her on the rickety wooden stairs but she scratched at them instantly, wildly, like an animal so they did not do that again, whispered about her instead, made her sleep on the end mattress, the smallest and the lumpiest. Mrs Falls’ assistants fell asleep to the sound of cries and shouts and footsteps: boots and shoes coming down Christmas Steps and on to the steep cobbled path that led down to the Bristol port, lovers or street-girls huddling in the dark corners. But when the other apprentices were asleep Grace stared out: to the shape of the old chapel at the top of  Christmas Steps, to the same old cries and shadows in the streets in the night; or drunken voices would sing out everybody’s song, singing as a round, joining in, losing the tune and the words and then picking them up again amid raucous laughter:
Three blind mice  
See how they run  
They all run after the farmer’s wife  
She cut off their tails with a carving knife.



and Grace thought if she had a carving knife she would plunge it into the nearest person, to assuage her anger and her loneliness and her pain.

Mrs Falls felt sorry for the girl, knew perfectly well the Bristol docks were no place for a wild young girl like Grace, but Mrs Falls had troubles of her own, what with her dropsy and her bunions and the water on her knee and her general protuberances. ‘I cannot be expected’, she would say, huffing and puffing to anyone who might be listening, ‘to run after my Girls and lock them up so that they won’t get In The Pits,’ (her odd turn of phrase was understood) ‘she looks for her Brothers, poor jade, as if they will ever return for her!’

There was, if truth be told, something vulgar about Mrs Falls’ hats - the strawberries were a little hefty, the ribbons were a little bright, there were upon some of them many large, multi-coloured butterflies or even small feathered birds. Mrs Falls’ hats were made for the Bristol ladies, wives of trade, who loved them and paid well, and Mrs Falls, nightly, bent over her financial affairs, often counting on her fat fingers as her girls worked late, late into the night, bending over their sewing in the candlelight.

Mrs Falls, however, was not an early riser, owing to her dropsy, and her gout, and her chest, and was never known to be ready before nine of the clock so her young ladies took their freedom when they could; at least one of them often nipped into the basement workroom in the mornings smelling of nights and flaunting money easily earned, but Mrs Falls never noticed. Grace would often let herself out of the old, snoring house before first light, that time when the ships sometimes left and the ships sometimes came home, and the girl waiting there beside the quays.

Just once she drew a face with some charcoal she had bought with her first earned pennies and a piece of card she had found. She drew the remembered face of Tobias: a thin face, she saw that the eyes she had drawn from inside her head were evasive, looked away slightly. Yet it looked like him. She took the piece of card with her down to the quays and sometimes she asked other sailors if they knew this sailor. But they shook their heads.

There were no letters, no messages from across the sea. As night followed night, Grace Marshall, milliner’s assistant, staring out at the darkness from the attic window, or lying in bed hearing the night sounds and staring at the wooden beams of the ceiling, understood herself an orphan, alone in all the world. Tobias was surely a pirate by now - I could have been a Pirate too! - and Philip -  who stole my own coloured chalks and my charcoal - was studying to be an artist in exciting foreign parts, and Grace making hats in Bristol. Sometimes that old voracious energy would be sighted, briefly, but then it was gone, a poor thing, as if the world had wrought too much damage upon it. However that was not exactly the situation: the energy had only gone underground, her chin only lifted just that little bit higher.

‘Goddam!’ she heard the sailors muttering, down on the wharfs as the ship-owners shouted.

‘Goddam!’ Grace Marshall muttered to herself.

She was lonely, but she was also furious, and her fury sustained her.

 



It went on then, this early morning haunting of the quays, month after month after year, though perhaps even Grace Marshall no longer really expected to find her brothers. She might have seemed to be a street girl but she was not exactly a street girl, except that she knew the streets. One of the other milliner’s assistants who also haunted the streets, but for different reasons, found she was with child: she drank much gin and fell down the creaking stairs, blood everywhere. Mrs Falls discharged her immediately with no pay. Mrs Falls’ contribution to her girls’ welfare was to remind them of the prints on the first floor landing that a famous artist had made as a warning: Gin could only lead to destruction, it was Beer that would make them strong and hearty and she provided beer on Saturdays (water of course would kill them). Occasionally Grace  too might be accosted by men down by the quays, or up by the Customs House, but the bargemen and the ship’s clerks and the sailors and the tradesmen knew her, protected her in their indifferent way, for there was something about her resolute twelve-year-old stride, thirteen-year-old stride, fourteen-year-old stride: something about the determined little chin. She was part of the morning, always there and, besides, she looked as if she might bite.

The milliner girls were lucky: not only did someone care for their welfare and give them beer on Saturdays, they also had one half-day free a week. If Grace wasn’t wandering down by the docks she sometimes would go to the Bristol Public Library and see the rum-drinking vicar with the red face. Her brother had taught her to read but he had never told her of one person who wrote a book except Mr Shakespeare, so (not knowing what else to look for) she would ask the red-veined but kindly gentleman if she might look again at the fragile, water-stained book. The library was so ill-used he was pleased to have a customer, even a rather untidy young girl. Some of the plays and sonnets, he thought, might be somewhat unsuitable. But he found for her the play of  Twelfth Night thinking, with great breadth of mind for an inebriated vicar in Bristol, that it might interest her, as it was about young people, shipwrecks and love and there was much laughter also.

He sat and helped her with the more difficult words. The reading began auspiciously with the short first words: If music be the food of love, play on, and she thought of her father painting and singing,  If with me you’d fondly stray, over the hills and far away, and she even smiled. It was more difficult when they came to the second scene.

VIOLA: What country, friends, is this? 
SEA CAPTAIN: This is Illyria, lady. 
VIOLA: And what should I do in Illyria? 
My brother he is in Elysium.


Grace shed a small, angry tear which she brushed away rudely, and asked the vicar where Elysium was, and he had not the heart to speak of death, and just said ‘far away’. Then they found that the next pages were so damaged by water stains that they were not to be read: the kind vicar told Grace the story of love and  misunderstanding as best he could and assured her that the brother and the sister were re-united in the end. She bit her lip very hard, she never cried, she stared up at the picture of the fine gentleman with the beautiful clothes, on the wall.

‘Who is that?’ she asked crossly.

‘That is a copy of a very great Painting,’ said the vicar. ‘The man in the picture is an Italian Duke, and he was painted by a great Venetian Artist called Mr Titian.’

She looked more carefully. ‘How did Mr Titian paint those beautiful colours?’

‘I expect he had beautiful paints, young lady.’ She stared upwards, fascinated.

‘What is Venetian, that Mr Titian is?’ The kind vicar heaved down an old atlas, and showed her the world, and Venice, and she wondered if Philip and Tobias were sailing to such places and peered in astonishment at all the countries and all the sea.

‘Show me Elysium?’ she asked again, but the vicar (although he was one of God’s servants) said he did not know, exactly, the whereabouts of Elysium.

She would come back to the library and look at the maps and the vicar would find a bit more un-water-stained Shakespeare and read to her, explaining words that she did not understand. She was always glad when he told her - the story cut short again by damaged pages - that nevertheless everybody lived happily ever after.

‘Does everybody always live happily ever after?’ she once asked him, and because he saw the longing in the small face he did not think of his own life.

‘Yes,’ he said gravely, and he added, although it was against every experience of his existence, ‘Life always ends Happily Ever After,’ and her smile lit up the cold library afternoon.

However they did graduate, after many months, to Romeo and Juliet, and Grace put her hand over her mouth in horror when the warring families went too far, thought of herself as Juliet, of course, but had no contender for Romeo. She perfectly understood that Mr Shakespeare was writing about the thing called love that the other apprentice girls sometimes giggled over in the night. She made up her own Romeo in her mind: a little like one of the bright-eyed laughing sailors she had noticed without perhaps exactly meaning to, down by the docks, and, perhaps, a little like  the older, handsome brother who had deserted her. One afternoon, the vicar read:
Come, gentle night, come, loving black-brow’d night,  
Give me my Romeo; and, when he shall die,  
Take him and cut him out in little stars,  
And he will make the face of heaven so fine  
That all the world will be in love with night.





‘Have him Dead, and Cut him out?’ she said in amazement, for that was not how the milliner girls talked. ‘Is that what Love is?’ and the vicar explained that Mr Shakespeare was making word-pictures.

‘Do you mean that words can make a Picture, just like painting can?’

‘Yes,’ said the vicar.

She looked up at the colours of Mr Titian on the wall. ‘I would much rather make a Picture with paint,’ said Grace finally and firmly.

But that night the word-picture of Mr Shakespeare stayed inside her head and from the attic window she stared for a long time at the stars in the Bristol sky with an angry tenderness and a strange longing that she hardly understood.

Next morning, down by the docks, scanning the horizon as was now her ingrained habit, she saw the sailor of her Romeo imagination waving goodbye to a young girl with a baby as his ship set sail. Tears poured down the girl’s cheeks; Grace was near enough to see that the tears fell on the baby’s hair in the pale red dawn. She turned away from the docks with a tiny, inaudible sigh. She did not go straight back to the workrooms, walked further along the road, found herself beside a big Bristol church, the Church of St Mary’s Redcliffe, that had big stained-glass windows. Usually the door was locked, but this morning it was wide open, like a black yawn. She stepped cautiously inside. It was summer and the early morning light soon began to insinuate through tall windows, and then - suddenly - caught the coloured glass spectacularly, making the blues and golds and red shine and glow in an unimaginable way. She stared up, like a hungry person.

She drifted further into the church. The daylight shone now on  to a long curtain with a faded painting upon it, above the altar-place; dust caught in the shafts of sunlight, and an angel looked rather shabbily downwards from one of the high walls.

As the morning grew brighter, Grace became aware that the church was not after all empty. A small stocky gentleman sat there also, to the side, contemplating the altar with a fierce, concentrated expression: Grace thought that perhaps he was praying with his eyes open.

The open eyes had already taken in the girl: the huge, dark, curious, rather sad eyes, the delicate bones, the determined little chin. Feeling her eyes upon him now, the gentleman turned again to her.

‘Good morning,’ he said.

‘Good morning,’ answered Grace Marshall.

‘See that Altar?’

‘Yes.’

Their voices rose above them, echoing eerily in the empty building like disembodied bells, a deep sound and a high sound.

‘Tell me, young Lady, what would you like to see hanging up there behind it? What Miracle would please you?’

‘My Brothers,’ she said at once. ‘My Brothers returned for me from across the World.’

He did not seem in the least surprised by her answer, was staring again at the painted curtain above the altar.

‘How would you have them look?’

‘They would be shining,’ said Grace. ‘Like this light, like this light now - I mean the sun shining through that beautiful coloured glass, it would be shining all around them.’ She saw now he had a crayon or a pencil, was writing something quickly. ‘And my Brother who will be an Artist and I, who will also be an Artist, would have a painting Studio, like a Church -’ he turned his head quickly, stared at her. ‘The Light, I mean,’ she said, thinking she may somehow have been blasphemous, ‘I mean the way the Light shines in through these high windows so early in the morning and the way the Light from the candles moves and flickers and I would draw . . .’ She thought for a moment, remembered the Frenchman and the Conversation Piece. ‘. . . I would draw my Father and my Mother and my sisters and my brothers.’

‘Would they sit to you, your Family?’

‘What does that mean?’

‘It means: if you draw a person it is best if they are there, in front of you. Would they all sit quietly, for as long as it took you to draw them?’

‘They are quiet. They are in my head.’

‘What is it that you mean, that they are in your head?’

‘They died with the Fever.’

His pencil stopped. ‘All of them?’

‘Except my two Brothers, who will come back for me. The other one is a Pirate.’

The pencil started again. ‘Shining, as you described.’ He was smiling slightly, perhaps he was laughing at her. She saw the way the light was changing: it was time for her to go back to Christmas Steps.

‘They will be shining,’ she said obstinately. And then she stood quickly.

‘What is your name?’ he asked, detaining her.

‘Grace. I have to go to my Work.’

‘How old are you, Grace?’

‘Fourteen years.’

He stood also. To her surprise he was shorter than she. ‘I hope you will draw in your Studio with your brother, Grace,’ he said. Maybe he saw something bleak in her face. ‘Let me tell you something. If I see a face I would like to paint and I cannot keep it in front of me, I sometimes make a quick sketch of it on my thumbnail. ’ Startled, she actually laughed in the empty church: the childish, uncertain laugh echoed upwards as she looked at her own very small nail and back at the short man. ‘But of course you can also draw that which you remember, that can be a way of drawing too.’ And he moved towards her with his hand outstretched, to give her a paper. ‘I am going to make a very large Painting for this Altar, Grace. And there will, I promise you, be Shining.’ And then the short man was gone to the front of the church where the small candles flickered and made shadows, and then he disappeared through the side door.

Grace stared after him in surprise, is he an Artist? is that what real Artists look like? he seems rather short for an Artist, although I am sure it is allowable for short people to be Artists. In the summer morning light, shining even more brightly now from the high windows, she looked down at his paper. A sudden gasp of surprise echoed. It was  an exact drawing of herself as she looked up at the altar. She saw her own black eyes in her thin face. Her own chin. As if she looked in a mirror. Underneath, rather untidily, it said Grace. Bristol. Fourteen years. And underneath that the signature was clear: Wm Hogarth.

Hooped petticoats had never been a hindrance to the running of Grace Marshall. She ran along the cobbled paths and winding alleys, up the hill towards the milliner’s house, she did not stop as she got to the bottom of Christmas Steps but ran up, holding her skirts before her, she burst into the house and ran up the stairs even as Mrs Falls’ voice admonished her for her unusual tardiness, and on the stairs she looked again at Gin Lane and Beer Street.

There was the same signature underneath.


Wm Hogarth.

 



It was as if a magic key had been turned in her.

With the drawing he had made beside her, as a talisman perhaps, she began to draw her memories: she began to draw her life.

She acquired some proper paper, she acquired some more charcoal. In the attic room while the other girls slept she sat on her small lumpy mattress and heard mice scurrying and drew, by candlelight, the faces of all the people she had lost from her life, all the people who had gone. She drew them as she remembered them: her mother’s petulance and disappointment; her father’s rum-soaked eyes - she surprised herself as she caught a slightly shifty look in his face, the eyes slid away, did not look openly, just like Tobias. Her own lip turned down sulkily as she drew her two sisters, their petulance echoing their mother’s; she drew her brother Philip’s seductive smile: all that charm and good fellowship, the eyes that laughed and charmed, and laughed again. She drew her two younger brothers fighting: quick strokes. She saw at once that that drawing was bad - her brothers looked more like animals than little boys, she was unable to catch their bodies and their fierce, remembered battles, she rubbed at the charcoal marks and - suddenly - she was weeping. Big silent tears fell down her face, on and on, Tobias disappeared for ever and Ezekiel dead before he was twelve; once long ago, thin, dark Tobias, a black-eyed beanstalk, had carefully brought her the red rose he had acquired from somebody else’s garden for her to make a colour. Tears fell upon the  paper and she did not understand from whence they might have come, she had not properly cried for many years and she saw her Father, and the cart of bodies clattering away from her.

She rubbed away the tears, she rubbed away the charcoal, she found another paper, she started again at the boys’ faces, caught something then in their expressions as they fought: vicious: half-fun, half-anger: Tobias and Ezekiel Marshall, her brothers. Long into the night she opened her heart and drew, and re-drew the remembered contents, and outside drunken voices laughed and sang:
Three blind mice  
See how they run  
They all ran after the farmer’s wife  
Who cut off their tails with a carving knife.



and she wished she had a carving knife herself: she would wear it at her waist - like a pirate.

 



Grace Marshall became herself again, and therefore infinitely more of a tribulation to Mrs Falls the milliner. With a charcoal or a chalk in her hand Grace remembered at last who she was. She drew half the night away. She used up all the paper she could find. She stole paper from shops. One day she found a marker in the sewing basement and tried surreptitiously to capture Mrs Falls’ rather fat eyes on her own small thumbnail and began to laugh, biting her lip and looking demure when Mrs Falls looked at her rather severely. She then drew the face of Mrs Falls on the underneath of the table in the attic room and it was only because the walls of the attic sloped so sharply that she was not able to draw Mrs Falls there as well. She even, with a kind of unstoppable wild energy, began to draw faces of gamblers on the blank walls at the back of the milliner’s house that adjoined a baker: she would ignore the nearby cesspit and smell the fresh bread and remember the faces as the sun rose, if the sun rose, and then she drew the vintner’s son and Venus, smiling together. Mrs Falls at first expostulated but there was something unstoppable now about her assistant: she drew as if she was half-mad.

‘That Scrape-grace!’ Mrs Falls would say, laughing slightly at her own humour.

Grace drew on.

She stopped haunting the quays.

‘I should prefer it if she drew Flowers,’ said Mrs Falls, sniffing, but she left the girl alone, she was the best assistant she had, and what was it to her if charcoal faces lay upon the back wall of the house where nobody saw?

One early morning Grace drew someone she did not know: it seemed to be a girl of about her own age who just came into her head. The girl was quite clearly there, in charcoal, on the wall of the back of the house. It was still early: Grace sat beside the girl she had drawn as the early sun appeared between the tight buildings.

‘Do you smell the bread from the Bakery?’ said Grace, ignoring as usual the smell from the cesspit.

She half-thought she heard the girl drawn on the wall say Yes.

Next morning when Grace returned to the yard the girl was still there.

‘I’m glad you are here,’ said Grace and again, as the sun appeared at the corner of the building, the smell of fresh bread rose from the bakery and Grace sat beside the charcoal girl and felt content: a tiny oasis of real happiness. I have a friend.

‘What is your name?’ she asked on the third day.

Did the girl say Mary-Ann?

Grace hummed slightly as she sewed hats in the basement of the milliner that day: she had a friend, a friend called Mary-Ann.

On the fourth day it rained and rained and rained. Grace ducked out into the yard, tried to see through the rain if Mary-Ann was still there. She lay awake that night listening to the heavy water cascading. When next morning the rain had stopped she rushed out to the stinking, overflowing muddy yard. The girl who may have been called Mary-Ann was gone, black wet smudges of charcoal were all that was left. And no matter how hard Grace tried, how insistently she drew on the wall, Mary-Ann did not return to the yard by the bakery.

Grace slowly began to draw the children in the streets, the old sailors down by the quays and finally, quick sketches, the other assistants. Mr Wm Hogarth had indeed been correct: it was easier to have the face there. She would draw, and then rub out her charcoal and draw over again, trying to get faces right. The assistants stared over her shoulder in amazement as they saw themselves;  one of them gave Grace an apple. After some time Grace also began to draw the women who came to try on the elaborate fruit-decorated straw hats over their lace caps, and haggle at the prices. One day she even tried to draw Romeo and Juliet. Shakespeare made word-pictures, the vicar had said; this is my word-picture, but I have drawn it. Juliet looked perhaps a little like her imaginary friend Mary-Anne, but she could not draw a Romeo that she would cut out in stars in the sky: she could not see him properly. She thought of the sailor she had noticed and the girl on the quay weeping with the tears falling on the baby’s hair; she drew them instead and one of the assistants said in awe, ‘Is that the Holy Family?’ Mrs Falls, despite her strangely decorated backyard walls, continued to find Grace a good worker, although possessed now (Mrs Falls sometimes thought) of some demon. Some kindness for the strange orphan girl meant she once or twice provided proper drawing paper, for this scribbling, surely, was better than the haunting of the docks and the ships as if Grace Marshall was a street-girl. The precious, precious drawings of her family Grace kept under her small mattress: her only treasures. She would take them out in the night and smooth the faces very carefully, very gently under her hands, as if they were gold.

And all the time, Grace Marshall drew and drew all the faces around her, trying to catch them, hold them, as if her very life depended on it, as perhaps indeed it did.




THREE

One early morning there was a loud, brisk knock at the door of Mrs Falls’ premises, at the top of Christmas Steps.

Mrs Falls, huffing up from the basement, complained bitterly on every stair: customers only called in the afternoon. ‘In faith, I suppose it will be one of those hopeless street-girls with no References, thinking she could make my Hats!’

Breathing heavily she opened the door.

‘Buongiorno, Signora.’

There a foreign gentleman stood. She looked at him most suspiciously, but found herself somewhat overcome by the exquisite smile and the wonderful eyes of a man who wore a fashionable wig, had a long embroidered waistcoat of impeccable worth and the latest wide turn-back cuffs on his jacket. There was much expensive lace at his throat, and he kissed her fat hand, and made a deep and elegant bow.

‘Buongiorno, Signora,’ he said again.


The suspicions of Mrs Falls the milliner intensified when she heard his request: that he would like to see Miss Grace Marshall. Grace, now fifteen, was reluctantly called for from the workroom.

‘Goddam!’ she said, seeing the visitor, shocking both the visitor and Mrs Falls.

‘Buongiorno, Signorina Marshall,’ said the foreign gentleman.

Of course she recognised him at once but something in his eyes and his manner gave her absolute warning: say nothing. But why-ever was he talking in that manner and waving his arms about? She was so completely stunned that she did, indeed, remain silent. ‘Signorina bella, I am Filipo di Vecellio, il amigo - that is - a friend of your Brother, who ’as sadly - I am so sorry - passed away.’ Grace Marshall looked at her brother standing there perfectly alive, in total incomprehension. Philip was wearing a wonderfully curled short wig that Bristol men were not yet seen in, and elegant clothes, and had shining buckles on his shoes. Under his arm, with impeccable, fashionable insouciance, he carried a fine, gorgeous hat.

‘I have ’ere, Signorina’ (she wanted to laugh aloud at his ridiculous manner of speaking) ‘a letter from your Brother asking me to take you to London where, as you of course know, you ’ave a respectable Aunt to whom you shall become a Companion, una compadre . It was your late Brother’s wish assolutamente.’ As he brought forth papers with a flourish his sister stared on in astonishment.

Mrs Falls looked most indignant. She had never heard of a respectable aunt, indeed there was a complete lack of respectable aunts in the girl’s family. ‘She is indentured to me!’ she said angrily. She did not want to lose her best hatter.

‘Acquire your bagalio - that is your belongings, Signorina Marshall - for we leave at once.’ And while Grace scampered up to the attic the foreigner turned again to the milliner. ‘Mi dispace, Senora. The signorina was indentured for three years only, and you ’ave ’ad ’er for almost five! I ’ave ’er Brother’s Signature, and your own. She is to come with me pronto, multo pronto, assolutamente.’

‘There will be no payment for a broken Contract with no Notice!’ Mrs Falls was frantic.

‘I think there is no need of your Money, Signora Falls, and I think you ’ave ’ad a good Bargain.’

Grace, like the wind, passed Gin Lane and Beer Street for the last time, clutching all she had in her world which included her one treasure: her drawings of their family.

‘Goodbye, Mrs Falls!’

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/barb_9780748114924_oeb_001_r1.jpg





