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‘I do not claim to have perfected an art, but to have commenced one, the limits of which it is not possible at present exactly to ascertain.’


 


William Henry Fox Talbot,


British inventor of photography, 1839










For my friends










Prologue


Brighton, 1896


The body comes up with the spring tide, not far from where the gulls smash clams and winkles under the rusting girders of the pier. It lies blunted and bruised on the glistening pebbles as the sea retreats, and in those few moonlit hours before it rises again there is a peace of sorts: crabs scuttle from their whelk shells to feast and fight, a thorn ray lays a pouch of eggs in the green shallow waters, a kittiwake swoops silver across the shingle and calls out a blessing.


A fisherman down on the beach at the first shimmer of dawn with his young son sees it first, and he turns his boy’s head away and tells him to go to school today instead. He is superstitious, he won’t go out on the boat this morning, and then, just as he is deciding what to do, he sees the fellow who’s made a mint from selling ice cream, out for his early morning stroll. They confer in hushed tones as the tide creeps in and more boatmen come, and someone covers the body with a blanket, and a boy is given a penny to fetch a policeman, but he spends it on a bun from Medfords and forgets; and by the time word is received at the station and the constable on duty has reached the seafront, the sun is up and so too is most of Brighton, and a small crowd has gathered, as crowds tend to do in this shoeless, well-heeled town.


Constable Fisher waits a moment before approaching. He’s been in this job for long enough to know when there’s been foul play – it’s there if you look in the set of a person’s shoulders, the shifting dart of an eye. It’s in the air too, you can smell wrongdoing, just as you can goodness: he’s a religious man and he believes in spirits. Heads turn as he walks down the slipway; but he can’t yet see the body. It’s a woman, he expects. It’s almost always a woman.










Chapter One


One year earlier


The band is mid-way through ‘The Sailor’s Hornpipe’ when Ellen Harper first sees the girl. She is sitting alone on a bench, under the shelters, a half-eaten penny ice in one hand, the other pressed to her forehead, in the manner of an old maid who cannot bear the Sunday afternoon rumpus on the pier and is somewhat regretting the tuppence she paid. But the girl is no old maid. Ellen sees this and so does a young man, clean-shaven in a Homburg hat, who stops uninvited, casting her in shadow and saying something that causes the girl to redden. She looks about her, skittish as a new foal; he lays a hand on her arm and she shrinks back – and this last gesture, the audacity of it, is all it takes. Ellen Harper’s feet are ahead of her mind, her boots click-clacking across the wooden boards, the surge of the sea beneath her, and applause for the hornpipe in her wake.


The man eyes her warily. Not brazen enough to brazen it out; a coward in his scuffed boots and cheap waistcoat with its gilt watch chain. He must sense the anger in her, for he mumbles good afternoon and slopes off into the crowd.


‘I hope I wasn’t interrupting.’


The girl looks up. A face like a heart and clear grey eyes that seem to incline more towards melancholy than merriment. Young – seventeen at a guess – with an older person’s weariness about her. A straw hat, bent a little out of shape as if some younger sibling has jumped upon it, a stain or two on her gloves, a pale blue skirt with the colour leached from the hem through laundering. Although clean, her attire borders on shabby; too shabby to be in service in one of the squares, she is perhaps – and now Ellen is hopeful for her – in apprentice as a seamstress, somewhere that over time will pay enough for a hat with trimmings, and lace gloves in the summer.


‘No, miss. I didn’t know him – nor wanted to neither,’ she adds, as much to herself as to Ellen, and she takes a spoonful of the melted chocolate ice, and stares towards the silver horizon, just as the Newhaven steamer passes, with its muffled moan.


‘I’d like to go where that one’s going.’ The girl speaks softly, with the air of someone unused to attention.


‘France, you mean?’


She looks at Ellen with interest. ‘Is that where it’s off to?’


‘It’s the three o’clock from Newhaven, I expect.’ Ellen finds herself sitting then, a handspan away from the girl. ‘It’ll be in Dieppe by teatime.’


‘Dieppe,’ her companion repeats tentatively, as if she has just been served up snails on a plate. And then for Ellen, the smallest of smiles. ‘Have you been there, miss?’


‘In passing. Only at night though.’ Ellen laughs for no obvious reason, and tells herself she really must go now, that this is time wasted, and that the young ladies from the theatre – if one can call them such – will be squawking and twittering on their favourite table in the west-facing window of the Refreshments Room, and she has arrangements to make with them for tomorrow. But still, she lingers.


‘Expect it’s the same as here in the dark, is it?’ And the girl laughs back, and glancing at her, Ellen fears mockery, but there is nothing except shyness temporarily overcome in her pale eyes.


‘I’m Lily,’ the young woman goes on, and a gloved hand is being held out for Ellen to take. ‘Lily March.’


‘Miss Harper.’ For a moment, Lily’s hand sits snug inside Ellen’s own, as if it was fashioned to be there. A baby cries. The band starts up. Ellen’s fingers slip free.


Ellen waits until the band has played three more songs, before she asks. By then she knows Lily works with her mother and sister in a laundry, that she lives in the tenements in Albion Hill, that she has never left Brighton in all her seventeen years, nor taken a dip in the sea. And that her pa – and here Lily’s face flares a sudden angry red – her pa is in lock-up for a year for doing something he shouldn’t, and her Uncle Jack is down from Manchester to keep the house in order. He ain’t much of an uncle, she says, her voice turned flat, no matter what her ma likes to think, and truth is, Lily can’t bear him, and so she has decided.


‘Decided?’ Ellen asks gently.


‘To leave,’ Lily says, with a sniff. For Worthing . . . or Margate, or – brightening a little – up north to Blackpool, for she’s heard of the pleasure pier, all lit up electric, and she’s sure the northerners’ clothes must get just as filthy as theirs down here. She’ll find a job in a laundry like the one she has now, except without her ma taking every last penny she earns.


‘But first . . .’


‘You need money.’


A nod. A look of both wariness and hope. With a small thrill, Ellen realises she is the first person Lily has spoken to of this; she is a confidante.


‘For my train fare and . . .’


‘Your first week of lodgings and . . .’


‘A case for my things . . .’


‘And a little extra for incidentals.’


‘Incidentals.’ Lily tries out the word and smiles. ‘Yes.’


How delicious, the ripple of this exchange, Ellen thinks, this sharing of thoughts. And how fortunate that she is in a position to help someone who truly needs it.


‘Miss March.’ Ellen lowers her voice and leans in towards her. ‘How would you like to have your photograph taken?’


 


‘If she’s not here soon, the best of the light will be gone.’ Reynold Harper emerges from underneath the camera and claps his hands at the tabby cat, flexing its claws with enthusiasm on the worn velvet nap of the chaise longue. ‘Stop that, Floss, you little pest.’ Scooping the purring cat into his arms, he joins his sister at the window. ‘Remind me where you found this one again?’


‘The pier.’ Ellen tries to keep her voice level, as she scours the terraced street for signs of Lily March. At this hour, soft syrupy sunlight turns the crooked houses of Booth Lane the colour of melted butterscotch, and one might almost turn a blind eye to the peeling paint and rusting windows, the gutters choked with filth. She turns and removes a coil of dark-brown hair from the chaise, and then another, fairer and straight: they’d had the tableaux girls from the Empire in earlier and they were worse than Floss for moulting.


The faintest of taps at the front door draws her back to the window, and yes, there is Lily, in her straw hat with the dent in it, looking anxiously up and down the street, pulling her coat to her as if the day is a cold one – and the burst of happiness Ellen feels startles her and she has to turn away from her brother so he cannot see it in her eyes.


‘She’s jumpy as a box of frogs,’ Reynold grumbles. ‘You did tell her she’ll have to show her face?’


Of course, Ellen calls out, halfway down the narrow staircase to the front door now, smoothing down her hair as she draws back the bolt.


‘Miss March. A pleasure to see you again.’


Ellen believes herself to be smiling, so why is Lily looking back at her as if she is about to have a tooth pulled? She ushers her inside and they stand in the cramped space at the foot of the stairs, Lily’s hands twisting inside her stained blue gloves.


‘How about a drop of something warming, before we start?’ Ellen tries to be brisk as she leads Lily upstairs to the dressing room, feeling somewhat in need of a tot of something herself, as if she too is about to be exposed. She pours a measure of rum, then takes the chipped walnut music box from the sideboard, counting out a handful of coins to a few wheezing bars of ‘Greensleeves’.


‘Three shillings, as agreed.’


She and Reynold are usually strict on this point: no payment until the work is done, but there is nothing like the weight of a few coins in a purse to lift a young lady’s spirits, and sure enough, Lily’s colour seems to return as she takes the money, and screwing up her face, she gamely drinks down the rum.


‘No one will ever know about this, will they?’ she says, taking off her hat and gloves with caution. ‘Not those ladies with the boards?’


‘The vigilants? The prudes on the prowl?!’


But Lily doesn’t smile.


‘Of course not.’ Ellen passes her the scarlet robe from the back of the door. ‘You haven’t told anyone, have you, about today?’


‘No.’


‘Then there’s no need at all to worry. And the photographs themselves will be sent far away to the continent.’


‘To France?’


‘Yes.’


‘So I suppose I will go there after all,’ Lily murmurs, chewing at a ravaged fingernail, and Ellen says that’s one way of thinking about it, and then Lily looks at her and for a brief moment they are back on the pier, under the shelters with the chocolate ice melting and the sun in their eyes. Lily offers up a smile.


‘It’s a strange enough world, ain’t it, Miss Harper?’ She takes the robe and disappears behind the Chinese screen in the corner, a forced bravado in her tone. ‘Everything off, like I was taking a bath?’


‘That’s right.’


And Ellen waits as hooks are unfastened, and buttons fumbled over, until the entire mille-feuille of petticoats and stockings and stays are unpeeled, and Lily re-appears in the robe, which trails on the floor behind her as Ellen asks her to sit at the mirror. Such an elegant neck she has, Ellen thinks, as milky and pale as the poor girl’s hands are rough and red, hands which are trembling slightly in the dip of her lap.


‘Remember,’ Ellen says, teasing strands of hair from the pins, ‘once you’re in front of the camera, you become someone else entirely.’


Lily stares at her. ‘Who?’


‘Whoever you please! Lily March from the laundry stays here – with your skirts and petticoats.’ Ellen waves towards Lily’s pile of clothes, that lie neatly folded on a packing crate. ‘Ready?’


And together, they go into the studio next door.


As Reynold greets her, Lily keeps her eyes planted to the floor, and he looks askance at Ellen, and she knows what he’s thinking – what a waste of plates, and developing fluid, and time spent over the press – the girl’s as wooden as Punch! But then Flossy jumps from the windowsill, wrapping herself around Lily’s legs, as if summoned to do so, and Lily bends to pet her.


‘She’s a sweet little thing.’


‘And she’ll ruin the exposure, given half a chance. Out you go, Floss.’ Reynold shoos the cat from the room. ‘On the chaise, if you will, Miss March. On your side. Turned towards the camera.’


Her brother is too brusque, too businesslike, that is the problem, Ellen thinks, as Lily perches on the chaise and fumbles with the knotted sash of her robe. This is not one of the tableaux girls who stand on a plinth in nothing but a body stocking, night after night, or an artist’s model, so accustomed to shrugging her clothes off that she doesn’t bother with stays.


‘Let me help you.’ Ellen crouches next to Lily, and deftly works the knot loose. ‘Let’s keep the robe on to begin with. Turn on your side and stretch out, that’s right. Lean your head on your hand – and bend your knees a touch.’


Lily relaxes a little and Ellen slips the robe from her shoulders. She smells of lye soap and milk; her breasts are fuller, altogether larger, than Ellen had imagined. And with this observation runs a current of shame, and she wishes then that the girls from the theatre were back, joking and fidgeting and asking for more drink.


A plum-coloured bruise at the top of Lily’s left thigh provides an unwelcome distraction, bringing with it unvoiced questions of who and how often; Ellen frowns and reaches for the powder pot.


‘That looks sore.’


Lily flushes the colour of a sunset. ‘I tripped, carrying the coal upstairs.’


‘Won’t be too long before you’re married and in your own home, I expect,’ Ellen says, torturing herself. ‘Somewhere the stairs aren’t so slippery.’


‘Ma says no one will have me,’ the girl says with a humourless laugh.


‘I’m sure she’s wrong about that. May I?’ Ellen reaches for the robe, which is now more off than on, but Lily stiffens; and Ellen hesitates. Ignoring her brother’s laboured sigh, she goes next door to fetch a drape: Reynold will gripe about the photographs fetching less, but it’s that or lose Lily altogether.


‘We’ll use this,’ she tells her, and trying to treat her nakedness with the same dispassionate regard with which she might appraise a statue in the gallery of a fine museum, Ellen arranges the drape so that it falls from the hips, covering Lily’s most intimate parts. ‘Now it won’t feel so strange.’ She scoops up the robe. ‘And when you’re dressed again, we’ll take another photograph just for you, if you like – with Floss.’


‘Thank you, Miss Harper.’ Lily looks down at herself, letting out a sigh which speaks of inevitability, and Reynold instructs her rather tersely to hold still and look at the camera, and to think of her sweetheart if she has one, or a lad she’s soft on if not.


As the first plate is exposed, Ellen returns to the window. In the distance, the sea winks at her, a quivering mass of starlings flitting in and out of view to the beat of her brother’s instructions.


‘Stand up for me, would you? . . . Drop the drape, there’s a dear . . .’ She won’t, Ellen thinks, but oh, she must have, for now he is telling Lily to turn to the side, to clasp her hands behind her back. ‘Just so. All right, lower your head, if you must. And hold for three.’


The plateholder slides from the camera; the cat scratches on the studio door, and bidding Lily a cool good day, Reynold disappears upstairs to the attic.


Lily looks after him with a thoughtful expression as she wraps the drape about her. ‘What happens now?’


‘You get dressed and I’ll set up the camera.’ Ellen opens the door and lets in Flossy. ‘By the window will be best.’


Lily returns, neat in her cotton skirt and shirtwaist. She stares at the array of photographs tiling the wall above the fireplace as if noticing them for the first time, then lets out a little squeal.


‘That’s Harry Smart! Ain’t it?’


‘That’s right.’ If Ellen had her way, there would be no picture of the Empire’s most talked-about performer, twirling her cane in her pinstripe trousers and tailcoat – she doesn’t care for the woman, who, in her opinion, gets quite enough attention already. Reynold, however, insists it’s good for business.


‘Is she a friend of yours, Miss Harper?’ Lily sits in the easy chair by the window, and coaxes Floss onto her lap.


‘An acquaintance, certainly.’


As Ellen stoops under the camera and looks at Lily, now without so much as the nub of a wrist on display, she tries to forget the nakedness that lies underneath. But the dips and curves and puckerings all conspire against her, hammering the image further into her consciousness – the diamond-shaped mole just below Lily’s right nipple; even that awful bruise.


She stifles a sigh and re-emerges. Lily’s face is washed clean with a smile, and even if this must in part be attributed to Harriet Smart, Ellen is glad of it and hopes that the awkwardness from earlier is behind them.


‘I’m sure Miss Smart would sign a photograph for you, if I asked,’ she says, taking the cloth from the lens and Lily beams and the tableau is perfect: a ray of sun splintering the clump of cloud through the window, the dozing cat, the young woman whose beauty is a secret which the world has kept from her. As Ellen removes the plate, it strikes her that she has a better eye than her brother gives her credit for.


‘I’ll develop the photograph this evening.’ Ellen glances at Lily and works very hard to sound casual. ‘Perhaps I could bring it to the pier on Sunday? With the picture of Miss Smart. We could take tea at the Refreshments Room?’


She has gone too far. Lily looks anywhere but at Ellen, scrabbling to put on her coat and gloves, as if she were suddenly in the most tearing hurry.


‘Yes, all right,’ she says, and Ellen tells herself it’s just shyness and tries not to mind.


Once Lily has gone, Ellen returns to the studio. She kneels and buries her face in the musty velvet of the chaise longue, breathing in what Lily has left behind, as, up and down the terraced street, wheeling seagulls caw and mock her.


 


Later, Ellen goes upstairs to the attic, which serves as both a darkroom and a place to sleep, a thin green curtain separating one function from the other. She expects to find Reynold preparing the solutions, but the basins are empty, the bottles of developer untouched. The curtain parts and she catches the smell of hair oil as her brother appears in the navy coat and mustard necktie he wears for outings. He smiles, and holds out her jacket.


‘I have a surprise for you, Ellie.’


‘Don’t you want to get the developing done?’ She glances at the plate holders. ‘They can dry overnight.’


‘The photographs can wait. While I, dear sister –’ Reynold links his arm through hers – ‘cannot.’


‘We can’t afford surprises,’ Ellen sighs. She may only be five minutes the older of the two, yet at times her twin has the knack of making her feel like a punitive parent.


‘I beg to differ.’


And Reynold looks at her with such hope in his green-gold eyes, identical to her own, that Ellen swallows her reservations. It is their birthday next week, it is improbable but not impossible that he has money saved; he may have been listening when she spoke of how much she would like to take to the streets on a Ladies’ Rambler.


She pats his smooth cheek. ‘Then I will fetch my hat.’










Chapter Two


 


Brother and sister walk along the promenade, past the attendant line of carriages that run all the way from the pier. The street lamps are just lit and the tide froths across the shingle, slowly clearing the beach of the oyster sellers and the ice-cream carts, the pierrots who juggle and tumble and perform dumb show, and Dr Esposito who will run his hands across your scalp for sixpence and tell you what the future holds. The smell of fried potatoes and onions rises from the braziers, and the wild-haired Scot who plays the tin whistle on the slipway counts out the pennies from his upturned cap and nods to the pair as they pass. The Harpers are known, by sight at least, by most who ply their trade on this long, crowded stretch of pebbled beach, but as to who they are exactly and where they come from, no one can truly say. They are photographers from Paris, some will tell you, yet they sound as English as the next person, and the sister is still unmarried, which is curious for she is handsome enough, if a little severe, and they can’t be living in luxury in those poky rooms in Booth Lane, with not even a charwoman to do for them.


They cross the road to the Metropole Hotel, dodging the hansoms, and walk a little further. Ellen glances at her brother. He is humming to himself, but whether through nervousness or good humour, she cannot be sure, and her feeling of unease returns. A short distance ahead, she sees two men standing outside a shop front – the stouter of the pair raises a hand.


Ellen frowns. ‘Is that Wally Clarke?’


‘Indeed!’ Reynold waves back with enthusiasm, as they approach. ‘Well met, Mr Clarke!’


‘Mr Harper.’ Wally shakes Reynold’s hand, then turns to Ellen, his strawberry-ice complexion reddening. ‘Miss Harper. Always a pleasure.’


She has nothing against the man, in principle, Ellen supposes, returning his greeting; indeed, it would be hard to find a more affable individual than Wally Clarke, ‘Ice King’ – so named for his small empire of ice-cream kiosks and parlours – he’d been one of the first to come for a portrait when they’d set up in business at Booth Lane. Yet there is something expectant in the way he looks at her, the hopeful incline of an eyebrow, that makes Ellen want to run.


His companion, introduced as Mr Black, is unlocking the door of what Ellen now realises to be a photographic studio, but one that is as far removed from Booth Lane as a symphony is distant from an organ grinder’s tune. She finds herself ushered into a spacious reception room, with the lingering scent of attar of roses, unfurnished save for a large kidney-shaped couch.


‘Electric light, naturally.’


Mr Black flicks a copper switch, and a dim light seeps from the tulip-shaped bulbs of the chandelier. Ellen sighs as Mr Black proceeds to outline the merits of this receiving room for the ‘clientele’, before taking them upstairs – with more flicking of switches and lights to marvel over – while Wally Clarke murmurs that call him old-fashioned, but he prefers gas.


‘And so to the beating heart of the operation,’ Mr Black intones and they are led into a substantial drawing room, furnished sparsely but with taste, with a carved wooden settee and leather armchair, and a small piano flanking the marble fireplace. Three windows, as imposing as a trio of lady dowagers, rise from floor to ceiling, overlooking the sea.


‘The southerly aspect renders the perfect conditions for the photographer’s art,’ Mr Black goes on. ‘A westerly light on one side – and on the other, a studio for the morning.’


‘Isn’t it wonderful?’ Reynold bounds to the middle window. ‘Enough light to brighten the shabbiest of days.’


Ellen ignores him, her irritation growing. ‘And if this is the beating heart of the establishment, Mr Black, are we to see the other organs which it services?’


‘This way, Miss Harper.’


Wally chuckles, as they follow the property agent down a corridor to the darkroom, fitted with multiple basins and rows of shelves, adjoined by a separate annex for printing.


‘No more moving like chess pieces in that tiny attic.’ Reynold squeezes her hand. ‘What do you say, Ellie?’


‘I say I have the most foolish brother in the world,’ she hisses. She turns to the agent. ‘I do apologise for having squandered your time, Mr Black. But this studio, charming as it is, is completely beyond our means.’


The agent glances nervously at Reynold. ‘The deposit has already been paid, Miss Harper,’ he says.


‘Paid! By whom?’ But really she means how and with what.


‘By your brother, miss.’


‘It was a surprise, Ellen. I told you.’ Reynold looks at her pleadingly and gestures towards Wally. ‘And Mr Clarke is most interested in photography, isn’t that right, Walter, and may perhaps see a way to collaborate in the future?’


‘It’s certainly possible, young man,’ Wally says, with a benevolent nod, but it is Ellen whose attention he is seeking and there goes the eyebrow again. The reason Walter Clarke, ice-cream magnate and widower, is here is her, Ellen realises sickly, it has nothing to do with her deluded brother. And in vindication of her point, Wally draws out his watch. ‘Isn’t it about time for that supper we spoke of, Mr Harper? Your poor sister looks in need of a glass of port.’


Ellen glares at her twin. So, she has been ambushed – she is to sit between them at The Ship like the catch of the day, and be glad about it. She turns to Wally with an apologetic smile.


‘My brother forgets that I have work to do this evening, Mr Clarke. I am sorry.’


Reynold is about to protest when a crackling sound comes from the ceiling rose. The lights flicker and then go out with a quiet pop. As Mr Black commences a litany of excuses on behalf of the electric lighting, Ellen slips downstairs and out into the busy street.


 


‘Evening, Miss Harper.’


There is an hour to go before curtain-up at the Empire, and the Jolly Players is stuffed to the gills. Ellen asks the landlord for a measure of brandy – damn the expense: she will treat it as supper. The Harpers are going up in the world after all, she thinks bitterly, her head throbbing as she thinks of the money that Reynold must have paid for a deposit on that ostentatious studio – and to what purpose? They’ll not afford to heat and light it, much less anything else, and what kind of business will they do in such a place, far too grand for families in search of donkey rides and ices, and not exclusive enough for the ‘clientele’ who stay at the Metropole and the like. And what of the models? One couldn’t find premises more public than the King’s Road; they’d have the police on the doorstep before their first week was through.


‘Well, if it isn’t the Governess.’


There is only one person who greets her with this unauthorised nom de la rue and sure enough, there she is, Miss Harriet Smart, short hair oiled back, dressed for her stage turn in top hat and frock coat, and calling to Mr Hobbs to bring a quart of beer for her girls.


‘Do-gooders have put the wind up ’em,’ Miss Smart tells Ellen, nodding towards a corner table where the tableaux girls – Jemima, Sal and Corazón – better known to audiences as the living statues, and to Ellen as three of Booth Lane’s more impudent models, are settling themselves. Corazón spots Ellen and murmurs something to her companions, and the trio convulse with giggles.


‘Comes to something when you can’t even go to work in peace.’ Miss Smart looks with exasperation towards the windows, where a forest of placards bobs up and down above the frosted glass. She starts to sing, her eyes glinting with mischief.


‘We’re the prudes on the prowl, and we wear a scowl. Heigh ho, the lifelong day!’


She winks and cups Ellen’s elbow. ‘I see you are without your sweetheart this evening, so come and take a drink with us.’


She means Reynold. The joke – if one might call it such – is long established – and honestly, Ellen thinks, she has never met an actress who believes herself to be so very amusing. But as she coolly declines the offer, she remembers Lily.


‘I have a friend,’ Ellen says, ‘who would very much appreciate a signed photograph.’ She pauses, made awkward by the sly look in her companion’s eye. ‘But if it’s too much trouble . . .’


‘A friend, eh!’ Miss Smart’s fingers perform a drum roll on the counter. ‘No need to look so bashful, Miss Harper. I’ll drop one around tomorrow. Booth Lane, isn’t it?’


She will have to pretend to be out and ask Reynold to answer the door. Ellen thanks her and makes her excuses, elbowing her way outside with some relief. It suddenly occurs to her that Harriet Smart may have thought she wanted the photograph for herself; the thought makes her want to bury herself deep in her bedclothes.


Ellen lingers for a moment, on the busy street, watching the small but determined group of women attached to the placards.


 


STOP THE INDECENCY IN OUR THEATRES!


TABLEAUX OUTRAGE – OFF OUR STAGE!


 


An unwelcome memory arises of her grandmother, her deceptively soft face, fuzzy with down. Had her life extended into this most irreverent of decades, she might well have found a natural home among this bunch of po-faced Mrs Grundys. Faces like shovels, some of them, Ellen thinks uncharitably, an opinion which appears to be shared by a couple of rough types, outside the theatre door, who heckle and jeer. Then, her eyes are drawn to a younger woman, a little apart from the others, bearing a board that exhorts all who lay eyes upon it to ‘END THIS PLAGUE OF FILTH!’ but whose features bear no resemblance to a gardening implement of any kind. She has high cheekbones and wide blue eyes set in a face that has the luminous quality of a flower in bloom, and Ellen imagines that if the woman were to smile, the effect would equal that of sunlight dappled on water. But she isn’t smiling, she is – as if attesting to Harriet Smart’s impromptu ditty – scowling somewhat, as she dumps the placard on the ground and says something to a younger girl, next to her. The girl shakes her head and turns her back, and Ellen guesses that for such familiarity to be tolerated, they must be related, sisters perhaps, although they look nothing alike.


The woman frowns, adjusts the angle of her rather fine hat and makes to leave. But as she does so, a missile – soft and red – flies through the crowd, splattering its innards across her companion’s placard, swiftly followed by another and then another which hits the woman’s right cheek.


‘We’ll set the police on you for insolence!’ one of the vigilants cries out, and in the ensuing commotion Ellen loses sight of the lady. But somehow her path through the surging crowd is such that, a moment later, the two of them are face to face, pressed together like books on a shelf, and close up Ellen sees that her eyes are the delicate blue of Delft china and that her hair bears the reddish-gold tones of autumn and has a kink to it. She smells of scent, richly spiced.


‘Do let me pass, would you?’ the woman says, wearily but without malice, bringing a gloved hand to her cheek. Her accent is unfamiliar, American perhaps. ‘Do I still have that muck on my face?’


‘A little.’ Ellen delves into her bag and wordlessly offers up her handkerchief.


The woman hesitates, then takes it with a smile. ‘Thank you.’ She dabs at her cheek. ‘The lengths one goes to, to provoke one’s husband!’ And the intimacy of her tone, the confessional nature of it, sucks any response from Ellen into thin air and all she can do is stare, as the vigilant, her face open and full of trust, tries to hand back the handkerchief. Does she believe them to be equals, does she take Ellen herself for a lady?


‘Please – keep it,’ Ellen says, and the woman smiles again, revealing a row of small white teeth, perfect save for a gap in their centre.


‘You’re very kind.’


And then she is gone, just two green feathers in a grey hat, heading with intent towards North Street.


Behind Ellen, someone laughs low and familiar in her ear. ‘You’ll be handing out the smelling salts next, Miss Harper.’


Harriet Smart again. She tips her hat to Ellen, all twinkle, as she strides to the stage door with the tableaux girls in her wake, their shoulders heaving as if they too are in on the joke.


Damned woman has to poke her nose in everywhere! Ellen is surprised at how close to tears she finds herself – it must be the brandy and then the business with Reynold. And don’t forget Lily, a nasty niggling voice murmurs inside her head; she bolted from you like a rabbit out of a trap.


As the theatre bell rings and the street begins to clear, Ellen is hit by a wave of loneliness. All people can do is make fun of her; she knows what they say. She is ‘the Governess’, buttoned up from her boots to her collar, but who still shares a bedroom with her brother: they are ‘the sweethearts’, and she is supposed to laugh along and find it jolly when really she wants to seize Harriet Smart by those ridiculous lapels and ask if she has an inkling of what it’s like to be tethered to a person you long to be freed from, yet cannot imagine being without.


The theatre doors are closed now, the crowd dispersed. She has no one to see, nowhere to go but back. Picking her way through the tomato pulp, Ellen heads towards Booth Lane, and home.










Chapter Three


 


Clementine Williams née Brouwer lies underneath her husband of six months’ standing, eyes half closed, waiting for the moment when his panting will be replaced by the high-pitched wheeze which indicates that very soon Herbert will grunt like a farmyard animal and empty himself inside her. This morning it’s a rather half-hearted grunt, and she guesses with no little satisfaction that her husband is still sore about that business outside the Empire on Friday evening. Herbert rolls off her, and squeezes her hand.


‘Which train are you taking?’ Clem wriggles free and goes behind the screen to wash, wetting a cloth and dipping it inside her, just as Minnie, her maid in New York, had advised. It was the only way to have any chance of avoiding a child, Minnie had said, if a man didn’t pull out before he’d spent himself – that and staying upright for at least an hour afterwards.


Herbert yawns and mumbles something about the 12.10 and lunch with his money man at the club. He reaches for his long johns.


‘Now, Clemmy,’ he says, and Clem winces – there is nothing worse than a pet name when the pet barely tolerates its owner. ‘No more breast beating while I’m away. It sets a bad example to Ottilie. And do try and keep out of the path of flying vegetables!’


Clem lathers the soap and repeats the process with the cloth one more time. ‘As I recall, Herbert, not three weeks ago, you explicitly said I should stop moping around the house and wishing myself back in America, and occupy myself with some charity work instead.’ She smiles to herself. ‘Take a leaf out of your sister’s book, you said.’


‘I meant go to a few committee meetings, not take to the streets, with my niece in tow, and holler outside the theatre like a couple of cockle sellers!’


Pulling down her nightdress, Clem comes out from behind the screen. ‘It was a silent protest, Herbert,’ she says. ‘And committee meetings don’t always yield results.’


‘Is that so?’ He lolls back on the bed and regards her with deep scepticism.


‘Yes.’ Clem puts on her dressing gown. ‘And as for Ottilie, I suppose you’d rather she was inside the theatre, would you, witnessing that –’ she tries to remember the words her sister-in-law, Caroline, had used at the last meeting – ‘that “grotesque display of naked bodies, masquerading as art”?’


‘Now you’re being ridiculous.’


Herbert throws himself into the easy chair, his florid features, weathered by wind and wine, preoccupied. ‘We’ll have to get her shipshape for Switzerland, or she’ll be a laughing stock. Her French isn’t up to much, and she needs to stop drooping and lift her head up.’


‘She’s ashamed of her skin,’ Clem says quietly.


‘Then lend her some of your potions.’ He nods towards the small citadel of pots and bottles on Clem’s dressing table. ‘Get an advertisement out to The Lady today, would you? We could have a tutor in place by the time I’m back from London.’


Clem sits before the mirror and starts to brush out her hair. She suspects it will take more than a teacher of etiquette to convince Ottilie of the benefits of being sent to be finished in Switzerland, when all the girl really seems to want is to keep house for her uncle, and attend meetings with a group of puritans who appear set on returning the country to the time of Oliver Cromwell.


‘I’ll see what I can do,’ she says.


‘Good girl.’ Herbert plants a kiss on her cheek, his hand slipping down the front of her nightgown. ‘How about another go? One for luck?’


His eyes meet hers, hopeful in the looking glass, but the act has been done once, and now she has the respectable woman’s right to refuse. Clem extracts herself from his grip. ‘I was about to call for Milly,’ she says, reaching for the cold cream. ‘You’ve quite worn me out.’


 


It is past lunchtime before Herbert eventually leaves. He had been vague as to when he might return, mentioning a possible detour via the estate at Feathers to check on a few things, which Clem had interpreted as passing a few days putting bullets into defenceless birds and feeling clever about it. Upon her arrival in England, she had spent months enduring mud, sub-standard plumbing and afternoon tea with the vicar, before she’d sat Herbert down and insisted on a change. If not for me, for the baby, she said, for she may not have had many cards to play, but his future heir was surely one of them, and her husband’s eyes had lit up.


‘The baby that will arrive in good time, if its mama is contented,’ she added, sincerely hoping that this theory would be disproved; and Herbert had hemmed and hawed, and outright refused to consider London, claiming it was too dirty and dangerous and not at all suitable for Ottilie. And so he had sent instruction for the house in Brighton to be made ready again, and the three of them had arrived here at the tail end of summer, just over a month ago, and taken up residency in a crescent of gleaming white townhouses in the east of the town.


Now, as another long afternoon yawns before her, Clem goes to her husband’s study to draft an advertisement for the new tutor. The shelves of dusty books and the papers strewn every which way across the escritoire tell their own story – Herbert is not a man for ledgers and accounts, nor can he spend more than fifteen minutes in the company of a book; his pleasures, he has confessed, come principally on horseback. Yet, there is little to hunt in London, Clem thinks as she fills a pen from the inkwell, and he is there once a week, often for several days.


She taps her fingers on the polished wood, her gaze drawn reluctantly to the wedding photograph on top of the bureau. It had been taken on their honeymoon in a glass-roofed studio in Rome – it had been hot and bright, and there had been much fussing with screens. Herbert stands behind her, like a big hulking bear dressed up in tweeds, pinning her to her seat with his paw. Her dress, a gold silk affair, which he had paid for as he had paid for everything, swarms with pearls. On the eve of their wedding, her mother had called her into the parlour and delivered a pep talk, over a glass of rum punch. He may be a little older than you, Clementine, but you’ll reap the benefits in other ways, you’ll see. There really is no point in making a fuss.


Clem turns the photograph towards the wall. Well, she has done her duty and her family are saved. Her stepfather is back at the shipping offices, giving orders, not sitting desperate in his study with a hand gun in an unlocked drawer; her mother can make calls again on the Upper East Side in her new ermine jacket and ostrich-feathered hat. She has a daughter in England, married to a man worth at least £6,000 a year, with a country estate and a handsome residence by the sea. It is a curious sensation to be sold, Clem muses, making one feel both of value and without worth at the same time.


She reaches for the blotter and puts the advertisement to one side. Idly, she slides the bureau compartments open and shut. Envelopes. Bills. Heavens, but her husband is dull! And then she comes upon an oval tortoiseshell snuffbox. Less dull, perhaps she will try some – she flicks open the catch, before her hand flies to her mouth. On the underside of the lid is a photograph of the type that the vigilants would describe as filth, and that Clem can find no words for, for she has never seen anything of the sort. A woman, slim but shapely, kneeling on a chair, with her back to the camera, in a state of total undress. Her legs are crossed nonchalantly at the ankle, the crease underneath the cheeks of her buttocks seeming to mock Clem in the way the girl’s smile would, if she could only see her face. Clem snaps the box shut, hesitates, then opens it again. She wonders how Herbert came by it, she looks at the girl and imagines her husband looking too, and it makes her feel peculiar. And there is no snuff, she notices now, only a tiny key, which lies in the shadow of the model’s posterior, like the beginning of a rather unorthodox fairy tale.


Clem tries the locks of every drawer in the bureau. But they are either open and jammed with papers or the key doesn’t fit. She studies the mahogany frieze which runs along the centre of the desk. There is a section which is more worn than the rest, and as she slides her fingernail across the seam, the facade comes away to reveal a small compartment with a lock. Her heart thuds. She takes the key and the drawer opens without resistance.


She had expected more photographs, but there are just a bundle of papers and a drawstring pouch. Inside Clem finds a photograph of another woman, but one who is framed in silver and fully attired this time, in a riding dress and hat, her fingers curled around a crop, while a docile spaniel slumps at her feet. There is an imperious tilt to her thickening chin, her eyes are small and her figure imposing. Clem studies the inscription – ‘Bibi’, Lady Arabella Hawes-Montague. Bibi, she notes, can be no younger than her own mother. She smells a rat, a whole sewer of rats, and she starts to rifle through the papers.


First a receipt from a London jeweller’s for a jet-and-pearl necklace. A calling card from Bibi herself, with a Mayfair address, and several letters, all headed with a school crest, bearing the name of Eton College. The fees for this school could pay the rent on her mother’s Manhattan apartment for a year, and her husband has paid them – she flicks through the pages – for the last four years. Then come the school reports – an atrocious Arithmetic result, a lack of application to the study of Classics. Barnaby Hawes-Montague is of a ‘boisterous temperament’, one master observes, ‘which has nonetheless found some application on the rugby field’.


At the back of the drawer, Clem discovers another picture – of the reprobate himself, trussed up in his Eton tails and hat, sturdy and broad, leaning forward as if he might at any moment launch himself into a scrum. It is the same way Herbert sits, Clem realises, Barnaby’s hair thick and fair, just as her husband’s would have been in his youth.


Clem takes out the freshly laundered handkerchief that the tall stern woman outside the Empire theatre had given her, before realising she has no inclination to cry. She looks at Bibi’s photograph with distaste. So, she, Clementine, is to be the dupe, is she, the American whose stepfather lost his fortune in the Panic two years ago, her main duty to lift up her nightgown until her belly starts to swell with legitimacy, while her husband does whatever he pleases?


‘I don’t think so, Mr Williams,’ she says. She puts everything back in the drawer, and returns the key to the snuffbox, wondering if the item was a gift from his mistress and, if that were the case, where one would even come by such a thing? She knows little more of the world than Ottilie, she realises, a state of shadowed innocence in which her husband undoubtedly intends her to remain. Deep in thought, Clem draws back her chair and pulls the bell rope for tea.










Chapter Four


 


Ellen unpegs the last of the prints which hang across the attic like bunting and arranges them in orderly piles alongside a stack of stamps, envelopes and white tissue paper. Church bells releasing the faithful from their pews sound out across the rooftops, a wasp dips and hovers by the open window. Ellen begins to work, swiftly and methodically, packaging up the prints in white tissue, five apiece, addressing envelopes, ticking names off a list.


They had started the mail order business just before last Christmas, motivated in part by her ambivalence towards their weaselly middleman Mr Meed, who went to London once a month with a battered attaché case, returning with protracted tales of exhaustive haggling in the back rooms of bookshops. Ellen has long suspected that Mr Meed couldn’t negotiate his way out of a paper bag, besides which how does one take seriously a man with scuffed boots, whose trouser hems run loose? They were putting all their eggs in one basket, she’d told Reynold, they needed to add more threads to the loom. And so they had set up a postal box address and put out an advertisement, and business since has been brisk, accruing a number of loyal customers, including schoolboys from some of England’s most illustrious institutions.


Ellen picks up a print of the tableaux girls. Bent over the chaise in black stockings, petticoats flung over their heads like parasols blown inside out, the effect is as dramatic as she’d hoped. How they had giggled and snorted in the execution, such a contrast to Lily’s quiet composure, her picture all shadows, as she stands with her head dropped modestly, the curves of her body caught in silhouette. Glancing at the order forms, Ellen isn’t at all sure that she wants the likes of Mr R. Pritchard Esq. of Wolverhampton putting his greasy fingers all over it, and she slips Lily’s print to the bottom of the set, hoping that the tableaux girls might prove distraction enough.


She glances at the clock, wondering where Reynold has got to and when he will be back; they haven’t spoken since the ambush at the studio, but she refuses to let this spoil her Sunday. In no less than four hours, she will be sitting in the Refreshments Room, on the sunny corner table behind the potted palm, treating Lily to an ice, a proper one this time, in a glass that is clean. She will arrive early to stake her claim on the table, she will set down Harriet Smart’s photograph (slipped through the letter box yesterday evening), ready for Lily’s arrival, along with the other of her and Floss. Ellen frowns. Is it perhaps wiser to wait until Lily has come and tea is served, before presenting the gift? A distressing scenario presents itself in which Lily arrives, snatches up the photographs, and in a flurry of excuses leaves immediately.


The front door slams, and Reynold’s voice carries up the stairs. A tap on the door jamb – he is waving a white handkerchief and wearing a sheepish smile.


‘Truce! Please, Ellie!’ he says, as she turns back to her work. ‘Curse and damn me for being the most feckless of brothers – but enough of the silence, I beg you. It’s upsetting the cat.’


And Floss, darting out from underneath the table to greet him, purrs in agreement as he pets her.


‘You should have consulted me.’ Ellen gives Reynold a sharp look as she seals another envelope. ‘And getting the Ice King involved in your idiocy. Luring him there. Poor man’s a widower, it’s not fair.’


‘He enjoys your company! What’s so wrong with that?’


She closes her eyes. ‘Marry him yourself, if you want his money so badly.’


Yesterday’s silence fills the room, and when Reynold next speaks, his voice has a crack in it. ‘I want so much more for us than just this.’


Ellen looks up. ‘We get by.’


‘I want to do more than get by! I’m tired of hiding away in this miserable street, scratching around for business. If it weren’t for the girls, we’d be destitute by now.’ Frowning, Reynold picks up one of Lily’s prints. ‘But I hardly think a portfolio of living statues and laundry girls is going to gain me admission to the Society.’


‘Oh, Reynold.’ Ellen shakes her head. ‘The Photographic Society isn’t for people like us.’


‘It could be!’ He starts to pace the attic. ‘That’s what I’m trying to explain. But not if our customers begin and end with families from Bermondsey, down for a bracer on the prom.’ He pauses. ‘We could advertise as Paris-trained, you know.’


Ellen’s snort of laughter sends Floss scampering behind the curtain. ‘Just as long as no one asks for the specifics.’


Her brother ignores her. ‘The Season’s just beginning, it’s the perfect time. The studio could be up and running within a fortnight.’


She stares at him. He is serious. ‘How much is the rent on that place?’


Reynold tells her a figure which makes her eyes smart. ‘I want to do this properly,’ he goes on. ‘Wally’s even recommended an accountant he uses.’


‘And what of the girls, Reynold?’ Ellen says, gesturing towards the pile of stuffed envelopes. ‘I’d like to see what Wally’s man makes of those accounts!’


‘We’ll keep that side of the business separate. Discreet, here at Booth Lane.’ Reynold puts an arm around her. ‘Come downstairs a moment. I have something for you.’


With some reluctance, Ellen follows him down to the studio. But there propped against the chaise longue is a bicycle, with a glossy brown saddle, golden spokes gleaming in the light.


‘It’s the one you wanted,’ Reynold says with pride. ‘The Ladies’ Rambler.’


‘I won’t be bought off, Reynold.’ Yet Ellen can’t resist running her hand across the curve of the handlebars, which are painted the deep lustrous black of park railings. She imagines herself weaving through the hordes on Marine Drive, on a sunny Sunday, before disappearing into the hills. A blanket, a picnic, the shadow of a companion eclipsing the sun on her face. She turns to him. ‘If this means more debt, you can return it right away.’


He assures her that it is paid for, that he has been saving for it ever since they started doing the mail order, and that he isn’t such a cloth-eared fool of a brother as not to know what will make her happy.


‘I’m sorry about Wally,’ Reynold says soberly. ‘You’re right – it was madness. How could I ever let anyone take you from me!’


And as he smiles, Ellen sees their reflection captured in the windowpane, and even though the quarrel is over, her heart sinks just a little.


‘Mr Clarke has proved himself to be most generous, regardless.’ Reynold brightens. ‘I have a signwriter booked for Wednesday, and the cards are at the printers – we could be in business by Monday fortnight.’


‘We?’


‘Of course, we.’ He takes her hand. ‘I don’t want to do this without you.’


Ellen looks at her brother. Her heart hurts at his capacity for hope. It doesn’t matter how many baronets might patronise their establishment or Photographic Societies Reynold aspires to join, no parent will ever congratulate him, no doting father will ever look at their family name above the door and tell Reynold he’s made him proud.


‘Take the bicycle back from wherever you got it.’ She shakes herself free of his grasp. ‘I’m going out.’


‘Out? Let me come with you.’


‘I’d prefer to be alone.’ Ignoring the injured look on her twin’s face, Ellen marches up to the attic to fetch her things, trying her best to calm herself. Why – today of all days – must Reynold be so intent on ruining things, on making her cross, when all she wants is to arrive at the tearooms serene as a lily pad on a motionless pond, stirred only by the gaze of the girl in the dented straw hat.


 


Lily had waited until everyone was safely out of the house to take her Sunday bath and now as she crouches, naked in the enamel tub in the half-light of the kitchen, it crosses her mind that she should perhaps have bathed in her drawers and bodice just in case. She has bolted the door to the street and pushed a chair against the other, in case anyone should come in the back way – her uncle has a habit of creeping up on her when she least expects it, even at times like this afternoon when he’s usually settling into the pub down the road with her mother. The first Sunday after he arrived, she had looked up from her bath to see his stupid, grinning, yellow-toothed face peering through the sagging veil of net curtain at the half-open kitchen window. She’d rushed to cover herself, but standing up had just made it worse and he hadn’t moved on, like any decent person would, but stayed there, studying her as if she were a picture in a book.


‘You’re riper than I thought, lass,’ he’d said, with a smile, before eventually carrying on down the street, and that had been the start of it, his hand on her arm, then her waist, then her thigh, his breath in her ear, pressing her against the wall, the stove, the table, whenever her mother had her back turned. And how Lily wished at those moments that she was plain like her sister Susan, with a chest as flat as a ten-year-old’s and a body like a trunk, for all her looks had brought her was pestering from horrible men. She wasn’t so green she didn’t know what would happen if her uncle was set upon it, and there was no one who would take her side, least of all her ma.
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