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Methought I saw my late espoused saint


Brought to me like Alcestis from the grave  . . .


 John Milton, Sonnet XIX










1680


She cannot read his face in sleep. Leaning closer, she tastes the sourness of his breath and wonders what colours blaze beneath those lids. His body holds no mystery for her; she is familiar, from shouldering its helpless weight, with the animal his soul is fastened to. But his eyes, when they open, are frosted like windows in winter. She smiles and they are surfaces from which her smile rebounds; a chamber to which she cannot find the key.


‘Father?’


She has broken his sleep like a spider’s web; he sighs to catch the shrinking edges. ‘Oh – Cynthia.’ Dried spittle gums his lips. He breaks the seal with his tongue and makes an effort to sit forward. He will not be considered an old man full of sleep.


‘Have I woken you, Father?’


‘I was resting my eyes. Your mother came to me. She rested in that chair and smiled. She was silent as ever, and the words she did not speak echoed in my mind like music.’


Cynthia has heard this lyric before. She notes the dying fire. It needs more wood from the hall. He is waiting there. ‘Mr Stroud is downstairs, Father.’


‘What hour is it?’


‘Past ten.’


‘In the morning?’


‘In the evening.’


‘So soon? He has come so soon?’


‘Immediately upon receiving your letter.’


The old man fills his lungs as one standing on a promontory takes in the sea air. He smiles, prelude to his only jest. ‘Tell him I cannot see him. Tell him I shall see him now.’


 


He has shed his coat, which made him sweat as soon as he entered the house. The hall is warm and close, smelling familiarly of lavender and buttermilk and that mysterious perfume, like wood smoke and gorse flower, whose origin he has never been able to discover. Pressing his hands together to still them, he sees on the table a plate of Dutch biscuits (which, he knows, Cynthia bakes for her father’s reminiscences) and the pastry coffin of the evening’s meat. He realises, from the ache in his belly, that he has eaten nothing since midday dinner.


Upstairs, a door clears its throat. She is coming. He stares into the empty hearth, at the blackened fire-brick, for a moment not to think of her, of the urgent letter, by her hand, which he has folded in his pocket. It is a year since last he came to the manor: a year since he passed beneath the sprawl of the oaks and swept up their boughs with the wind from his horse. Is it the speed, the haste of his ride which shortens his breath? He hears her footsteps outside and the whisper of her dress as it sweeps the floor. He would look up at her entrance (already the door is creeping open) but he dares not alter his outward pose, meaning to seem ignorant, until she speaks, of her return.


‘Mr Stroud – he will see you now.’


A turn of phrase, he thinks: force of habit. Acknowledging his hostess with a sideways glance, William rises and wipes his gloved hands on his hips. ‘Thank you,’ he says, and on the momentum of his standing finds the courage to meet her eyes. He receives no word from them. Cupping a hand about her taper, she leads him the familiar way.


Ascending the stairs beneath the bell of her dress, William is surprised by a desire to plunge his hands into it, as one bathes one’s face in the petals of a rose, for the cool kiss of its living fabric. He sees, with a pang of redundant tenderness, Cynthia’s pale hand as it grips and then skips along the gleaming banister.


‘It is a strange hour,’ he says, ‘for you to play hostess.’


‘We have become nocturnal creatures.’


‘Then what of rest?’


‘My father sleeps fitfully. As do I.’


William regrets the scolding tone of her voice; he tries to honey his own with a smile. ‘As you must. When we are infants we shape our parents’ world to our demands. When we are grown, the opposite is true.’


‘He is my father. I owe him everything.’


‘It is merely an observation . . .’ Tenderness changes to anger in him; the anger is not at Cynthia. It finds a dark, introspective chord. ‘And yet, you will allow, we do not ask to be born.’


‘Nor do we ask to grow old.’ Cynthia claims the vantage of the uppermost step. ‘Do you rail at the fact of your birth, Mr Stroud?’


‘Only at the conditions of it. Forgive me, madam.’


‘There is nothing to forgive.’


Candles burning on a pewter dish absorb the glow from Cynthia’s taper. William knows the voices in the wood; he has waited many hours, on this dark landing, to hear the imperious summons. Now Cynthia listens at the door. There is a tendon straining in her neck. He watches the shadows dance on her face and notices how, for all her refinement, she continues to breathe, like a child, through her mouth. He reaches impulsively for her hand on the latch, then stubs out his fingers against the door.


‘You are very formal with me, Cynthia.’


She looks at him but says nothing; then she knocks and together they enter her father’s study.


‘Mr Stroud, Father.’


William bows thoughtlessly. He has ridden two miles from the mill in a sort of stupor; then, at the front door, the presence of his hostess distracted him from the coming encounter. Surely, at this instant, he is dreaming at his desk and this active self is his spirit’s emanation? ‘Good evening, Mr Deller.’ And for want of something else to say, he asks foolishly, ‘I hope you are in health.’


‘At my age one is lucky to be breathing. Health is an added luxury.’


The voice sounds the same, with only a faint obstruction to weaken it; but a haze has settled across the old man’s face, a terrible vagueness spreading, it would seem, from his useless eyes. William smirks to acknowledge the quip, then remembers himself and, through his nostrils, forces a sough of merriment. ‘Then I hope I find you in luxury.’


The vacant orbs turn abruptly from his voice. William finds alarming the speed with which they locate Cynthia. ‘Daughter – are there cakes ready?’


‘Yes, Father.’


‘Go to the kitchen. Fetch us sack.’


‘Very good, Father. Mr Stroud.’


William remembers to reverence as Cynthia withdraws. He watches the door close after her. She was to have been his intercessory. Now William looks, in the dim light from a dying fire, at the ancient face raised in expectation of his company. Unwillingly he is reminded of the tortoise he saw once in Dover. A midshipman prodded it with his pipe-stem where it stood, sluggish on papery claws, on a tavern table, and William saw the ancient stubborn face, the beak a patrician overbite glued at the jaws with saliva, and the eyes so dry, so wearily conditioned to obstacle and disaster, that he wished it had not been smuggled to England.


‘Will you not sit, Mr Stroud?’


William frowns to chase the memory. Long ago – four years, is it? – when Mr Deller first spoke of his affliction, he worried that, in his optic blindness, the old man would more readily be able to see into his mind. Knowing the idea to be fanciful, he struggled all the same to keep himself free of base or disrespectful thoughts.


‘Is it very dark in the room?’


‘It is a dark night, Mr Deller. The moon is hidden behind clouds and is dwindled to a sliver.’


‘I have little notion of time these days.’ There follows a silence with no cracking of embers to occupy it. ‘How is your work?’


‘Well enough, sir.’ Mr Deller gasps and appears to settle back in his chair. Is that a smile? William wonders. Is there mockery in his features? ‘Do you mean the work I must or the work I would do?’


‘I should allow no such distinction.’


‘You know it exists.’


‘Any commissions?’


‘Lately I painted Squire Tate’s prize sow. He would not have me paint Mistress Tate – though she railed at him from every window – since she is expected to endure somewhat longer than the pig.’


‘Ah.’ Mr Deller laughs: it is almost a breath. ‘Men have painted baser subjects, Mr Stroud, and been ennobled for their efforts.’


‘On the strength of mine it seems I am to paint a new sign for a tavern.’ What is this anger in him? He has been summoned to the chamber of a dying man – a man who once eclipsed William’s own father in his affections – yet he cannot shift this rancour from his breast.


‘Mr Stroud, as you remember, when I had the use of my eyes, I saw much promise in your work.’


‘And I was most glad of it.’


‘You’ve a fine eye for natural form, an easy commerce between eye and hand, a good mind to work upon all.’


Their first meeting: William but a stripling, who relieved his chores with a stub of charcoal and some pilfered baking paper, and the celebrated painter, newly settled in the parish, more splendid in his doublet of cloth of silver, in billowing sleeves and breeches of black velvet, than ever William’s father on a Sunday; a potent emissary from the world of power, transposing as by magic the mill, the millstream with a horse drinking and the green battlements of oak beyond, to a narrow square of canvas. William remembers the tent of white linen stretched between hawthorns above the painter’s head; a peasant boy holding a quiver of brushes; the pricking of his scalp as the pale bewigged gentleman, murmuring kind encouragement, inspected his timidly offered drawings.


‘My daughter used to anticipate your visits with great pleasure. Did you know that?’


William says nothing. As of old, he feels exposed without the language of gestures.


‘You have maintained an acquaintance with her?’


‘In all honour, sir.’


Mr Deller seems to grow, to inflate with sudden energy. ‘Mr Stroud,’ he says, and William, like a schoolboy caught dreaming by his master, straightens in his chair. ‘The country is no place for a young artist. There is no challenge – neither rivalry nor comradeship. I fear your talent may be going to waste here in Kent.’


William stares at the ravaged face, at the lines of mirth and grief about the sightless eyes. ‘What do you mean, sir?’


‘Why, that tavern signs are useful things and good salary for journeymen. But you are no journeyman. I would not have tutored you else.’


William feels his heart constrict. Has the old man a position for him? An opening with a patron? ‘There is my father’s mill,’ he says, ‘which as you know I am bound to inherit. So the duties of a son keep me from my favoured profession.’


Mr Deller seems not to hear. ‘When I have spoken, I would ask you not to be too hasty in your response.’ Again silence, while a mechanism obeys its imperative, the cogs of a long-held resolution turning. ‘I have, among my possessions, an unfinished portrait. Of my late beloved wife. I have called you here . . . in the hope that you will complete the painting for me.’


Disappointment masters William’s breast. It is supplanted by trepidation. ‘This portrait, sir. Is it the background you would have me finish?’


‘It is the foreground. It is the subject.’


Mr Deller’s wife? William cannot recall her name. Never, in all his years of tutoring, did the old man speak of her. ‘You do me great honour, Mr Deller. But I fear what you ask of me is not possible.’


‘What do you know of possibility?’


‘Sir, I know that a portrait, if it is to be a faithful likeness, cannot be made without the sitter. Or at least, a representation of the same.’


‘The representation is exact and perfect in my mind.’


‘And how would I go there to fetch it? With all the will in the world, both yours to give and mine to receive, I cannot be privy to your memories.’


‘The canvas is not blank. The ghost of an outline, at least  . . .’


‘I cannot.’ William clenches his jaw until his mouth fills with bitter water. He regards his calloused hands in the embering light. ‘Mr Deller – sir – I would not be able to give the mark of life to those lines.’


‘She has been dead for twenty years. The woman I studied and cherished, whose every line and blemish was my landscape . . .’ The painter is agitated, leaning forward on his chair. Does he see through those frosted spheres? Only active eyes, surely, could so penetrate a man? ‘Do not tell me, Mr Stroud, that this portrait cannot be completed. It must be.’


‘In which case  . . .’


‘Sir?’


‘You must seek out other eyes and hands than mine. I am sorry.’


‘Then give me your help!’


‘I may not.’


‘There shall be fit reward, Mr Stroud.’


A gust of wind snores in the chimney. Both men sit listening to the night, to the sound of each other breathing like wrestlers after a struggle. William needs to hear it said. Though the old man cannot see him, he adopts a look of innocence. ‘I would that I followed you, sir.’


‘I have little time remaining. I must make provision for a future other than my own . . .’ Mr Deller leans against the back of his chair: it is the studied opposite of a conspiratorial crouch. ‘If you assist me in restoring the mother, you shall earn all rights to the daughter.’










1660


He is in the shallows of sleep when a dream disturbs him. His father is standing above him in the hayloft, a small cloud, a wisp of turbulence, cupped in his hands. He cannot see, in his dream, what the cloud consists of but clearly his father is weeping. With a cry the boy wakes, bitterly grieving his mother, three years dead, whose face he is beginning to forget. Poor Jem, he tells himself, caressing his brow. Sleep, Jem, hush-a-bye. And he turns his back to the stable door, whence a faint breeze tugs at his shirt: the breath of a storm brewing, which means to keep him in cold, unmothered wakefulness. No: he is mistaken; the rain has begun already to fall. He hears it on the roof, like a cloth being dragged across a floor, while beyond the trees and grasses softly whisper.


There is no time to make these sounds comforting. A noise detaches itself from the rain, of horses running. Of one horse, rather, coming from the road. Jem fumbles for the lantern. He fails to light it with his brother’s flint and runs out to the yard. The sky is turbulent as in a dream; and indeed he is not yet fully awake as the foaming horse careers into view from behind the hawthorn. Where does this strange light come from? Is it the moon glowing through the clouds?


The rider sees Jem – the stables – the master’s house. He pulls violently, too violently from the horse’s shudder, on the reins and slows. Jem has heard his father greeting strangers. He shapes his voice in his throat before he calls. ‘What news on the road?’


The rider is darkly cloaked, his hat pressed tightly on his head. ‘Nothing good. I’ve not dismounted since Dover.’


The horse’s eyes bulge in the storm light; thick cream drips from its mouth. Jem reaches tentatively for the bridle. The steaming presence of the horse and the unknown, brooding man upon it are stark intrusions on his fancy. The world has come to him, smelling of action. Young though he may be – a fool, his brother says – yet he knows what today is. ‘Has the King landed?’


The stranger dismounts on Jem’s side and stands, bow legged, pushing his fists into the small of his back. ‘I saw him myself. There were crowds to greet him. They lifted their arms and cheered. I thought I’d be sick from the smell. Such a frenzy for a peruke suggests we deserve to be ruled by one.’


Jem looks, uncomprehending, at the bitter cast of the stranger’s mouth. He would have liked to have been there, in the festive streets. He imagines the nearness of the sea; the fret of sailing masts above the rooftops; cries of gulls and cries of welcome. ‘What is your name, sir?’


‘Thomas Digby.’ The man’s face, shadowed by his rainswept hat, seems to arrange itself to an uneasy softness. Jem hears kindness, wilfully inflected, in his voice. ‘And you, friend?’


‘James, sir.’


‘Be as familiar with me as with yourself, James. I’ll brook no deference, do you hear?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Not sir.’


Jem thinks he has angered him. The rain grows heavy; it drums on the boy’s skull, making him feel more stupid than he knows himself to be. He pulls the wet bridle and gingerly strokes the horse’s cheek. He wants to soothe it after its too-hurried race. Keeping his eyes on the animal – which will follow him meekly to the stable – he finds the courage to question its rider. ‘Was he handsome, sir? I should like to set my eyes on a king. See what all the fuss is about.’


Damnable rain: Digby must shout to be heard above it. ‘Believe me, the sight is not worth the expense of its maintenance. Cherish instead the smiles of your children.’


‘I’m only a boy, sir.’


‘Then cherish your freedom while it lasts.’


Jem points, needlessly, the way to the house. It is grander than Thomas Digby imagined: the ground floor of Maidstone flint, the upper walls handsomely beamed with gabled windows, and five chimneys feebly smoking against the deluge.


‘He is in, I take it?’


‘I saw him in the garden this afternoon, sir.’


Digby gropes in his coat pocket for a coin and presses it into the boy’s hand. He watches as his horse is led to its rest. He sounds the depth of his hunger, his trepidation, and strides resolutely towards the door.


The path sucks at his boots as he enters the gaze of the house. There are trees, obscurely gathered, buffeted by the storm. Digby glimpses the brick of a walled garden behind dark topiary. There is a lake – is it? – to the side of the house; hence the music of rain on water. He pauses with his hand on the door knocker. There is no question of escape now, of seizing his exhausted horse and riding back at once to Lambeth. The pelting of the storm dictates his action; and from this Digby takes courage, for Providence seems to mean him to stay.


His knocking sounds feeble: a damp exclamation against the deaf and impassive house. A grille opens and a man asks him his business. Digby answers briefly, squinting to see who the man might be. Of course, he would not answer the door himself.


‘We expect no visitors,’ says the servant.


‘I have made no appointment,’ shouts Digby, ‘but come on urgent business. He will be glad to see me.’ Candlelight obscures the servant’s face. Digby despairs of the black aperture. ‘Let me in, man, I am soaked to the bone.’


‘Wait,’ says the mouth, and the grille closes.


Digby longs to pound the door with his fist. He buries a fingernail into his palm until his mouth waters at the pain. At length there are two voices within. He recognises the deeper voice and wonders whether he ought to take a step back, not to seem presumptuous when the door opens.


Two latches are lifted – a bolt slides aside. There is a shaft of light, of candles expiring, and a thickset figure fills the doorway. Thomas Digby removes his hat.


‘Bless me.’


‘Nathaniel.’ He looks at the householder. The years have been good to him. A country squire, he is fat, almost jowly, with the ruddiness of good meat in his cheeks. How pale a figure must Digby make by comparison, bedraggled like a tomcat in the rain? Digby tries to smile, and something resembling a reverence possesses his limbs. When he looks up, the shadowed face has absorbed some of its surprise.


‘Well – good God – what brings you here?’


‘I was in Dover when I heard men speak your name. They said you’d inherited the manor in this parish. Gentrified yourself.’


Rainwater falls in pulses from the eaves: spasmodic bursts, as if from the manor’s arteries. Digby looks, under wet-beaded eyelids, at his portly host, whose amazement will keep him out in this storm. He knows that he is a spectre, the past’s emanation, lacking as yet the substance, deserving hospitality, of one living. For remedy he feigns a sneeze and Nathaniel seems to remember his manners. ‘Come in, Thomas,’ he says, making a lordly sweep of his hand. ‘These are foul times to be travelling.’


The despot’s son – fledgling despot himself, with his French fripperies – back on English soil. Everything blasted, befouled; God’s will confounded. ‘Foul indeed,’ says Digby.


‘I mean, of course, the rain.’


Digby enters, averting his gaze from the ancient servant who kept him in the storm. He sees panels of burnished oak; the ruffled flames of candles; a great chest covered by a Persian rug. Tapestries resettle, expelling the wind he brought with him. There is a smell of wood burning, of thyme and sweet basil. This is a refuge, Digby thinks, where a man may believe the world to be good.


‘Frederick, bring our guest a cup of hot wine. And tell Lizzie to prepare the table.’


The servant withdraws, dragging his withered legs. His master looks distracted; with what may be nerves, he brushes his palms together. Digby glimpses the fine and tapering fingers, the cuticles stained a dirty yellow.


‘You had a hard ride of it,’ Nathaniel says.


‘I thought I would outspeed the storm.’


‘At your back, was it?’


Digby nods and, for want of words, pulls as it were a mask of water from his face.


‘You must be cold, Thomas. Come through and dry yourself. We have a fire blazing in the hall.’ Nathaniel clears his throat, without satisfaction, for he continues to rake at phlegm as he leads Digby down the corridor. Before the door a man rises to greet them. Digby recognises himself reflected in a large gilt-framed mirror. He notes with a kind of satisfaction the gloss of rain on his coat and the rider’s glow of his cheeks. There is an angry welt on his forehead from the rim of his hat, too tightly forced.


‘Uh – let me offer you a change of clothes.’


‘No need,’ says Digby. ‘A good fire and your company shall warm me enough.’


In the hall a servant girl, dusty-aproned, with smallpox scars on her cheeks, rises and curtsies, leaving her bellows to sip from the hearth. Thomas Digby fights his dismay to acknowledge her; he fails to ignore her full rump as she returns to her stoking.


‘The fire looks well,’ says Nathaniel. ‘Attend to our guest’s supper, Lizzie.’


‘Please,’ says Digby, ‘I am not in the least hungry.’


‘You must be.’


Digby, lying, shakes his head.


‘Are you certain you will eat nothing?’


‘Thank you, Nathaniel, no.’ He sees the open face of the girl as, hovering, she awaits instructions. ‘A little bread, perhaps.’


‘And cheese,’ says Nathaniel, ‘and the roast ham from the still room.’ Digby’s host coughs into his fist – successfully this time, for something is dislodged which he swallows with a grimace. Then, smiling feebly, he motions to a chair.


The hall is richly furnished, a haven of polished wood, with cherubim carved in walnut and a fireplace depicting sweet rural dancing, an easy harvest, swains at rest under spreading oaks. Digby does not sit down. He paces the room, humming to appreciate objects barely seen, achingly aware of Nathaniel’s presence.
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