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For Sam


I’m sorry for breaking our pact.
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It occasionally crossed Alexander, Earl of Greengrass’s mind that his past would come back to haunt him. A perfectly human thought, but one which came in the night and was always dispelled by the first ray of light through the gap in his bedroom curtains. He congratulated himself these days on conquering his demons and never letting his convivial character be dragged down by the silly mistakes any attractive young aristocrat might make.


The radio hummed as the alarm set it off; Radio 3 gently stirring this seventy-five-year-old man from a particularly sound night’s sleep. He stretched out an arm to turn the violin strings down; his ears weren’t ready for a deaf man’s volume quite yet, and long gone were the days where his faithful wife’s leg would give him a nudge to go and make her a cup of tea. Sharing a bed was an occupation they’d mutually given up long ago, and now he was no longer Chairman of the Game Conservancy, other than helping his eldest son learn the ropes of running the estate, Lord Greengrass’s day began with a distinct lack of urgency.


On this particular Sunday morning in November, he rose from his pillow only to be hit by a rush of light-headiness. Something last night must have upset his sugar levels and just as he was going over his movements the cry came along the landing.


‘Alexander! Alexander! What the heavens are you doing. We have to leave right now.’


Maybe it was the effort of travelling the length of the corridor, but Diana, Countess of Greengrass, rarely made the trip to her husband’s bedroom.


He knew there was no need to answer, time wasted in speech would set him back a second or two, something he couldn’t afford when he suddenly remembered today was a commemoration service, church was an hour earlier and his wife’s role as organist demanded her presence.


His Lucozade tablets were on the bedside table, but in a flash of forgetfulness Lord Greengrass, now immaculately dressed in a three-piece tweed suit, forgot to put them in his pocket. An unforgivable mistake if his wife should find out.


She was already in the car pulled up to the door, furious Butler Shepherd was nowhere to be seen; one could tell by the great speed she achieved down the beautiful drive of Beckenstale Manor into the village of Spire. The sky was yet to fully lighten in that dragged-out way only a winter sky can.


Lady Greengrass took little notice of her husband as he followed her into the church. Not a soul to be seen. All those years of rushing assured her a life ahead of time.


‘I’m going to rest in this pew,’ he said, just inside the west door, assuming his wife might wonder where he was if she couldn’t see him in the front row.


He sat down, crossing his legs in that masculine way only the aristocracy can, and his shoulders drooped with the lethargy of missing breakfast. He blamed himself and only hoped the glass of water and everyday vitamin he’d taken at his bathroom sink would tide him over for the next hour of ceremony and a little bit of mingling with the community afterwards.


Spire church was large and austere for such a modest village, but today all that space might actually be needed, thought Lord Greengrass as he saw the villagers file in. Had he been of a less simpatico nature he would have minded that his son and grandchildren weren’t here. As it was, what truly mattered to him was his and his wife’s presence. Not every village boasted an Earl and Countess on their doorstep, and so all enjoyed, whether they liked them or not, seeing this pair in their finery.


Looking up towards the altar, he could see his wife’s shoulders had begun their work-out, rising and falling rather more exaggeratedly than the music. Getting in the spirit was, for Diana, what church was about and Lord Greengrass certainly didn’t use the doctrine as a wager for his morals; attending the Sunday service was a duty instilled early on in his traditional English upbringing. His family had been coming here for several generations and this thought gave him a warm feeling of pride as he slipped a large note into the collection basket.


With the service in full flow, and feeling a pinch in his bladder followed by the resulting desperate need to spend a penny, Lord Greengrass slipped out and headed round the back of the church, down the mossy side where no one went, confident his wife wouldn’t have time to notice in the organ mirror that he had gone to relieve himself.


It was liberating to get a good breath of crisp air and he felt glad of a little space to himself. So glad in fact that he took his time finding a quiet concealed spot between two flanking walls at the back of the church. He fumbled with his flies, old fingers clumsy with the tight buttons and stiff tweed cloth. There it was. And holding it with two hands, Lord Greengrass raised his chin, crunched the back of his neck and gave a wink to the stone sculpture of Christ above him. Immediately he was overcome with wooziness and a sudden caterwaul from the congregation sent the old man toppling to the ground, breaking his fall with a blow to the head.


One cheeky wink and Lord Greengrass was flat out on the ground, deliriously gasping for life, his eyes flickering with a sparkle of hope that the shadow on the wall had come to help.
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Home is an eighteenth-century white weather-boarded cottage under the Downs just west of Lewes. Within thirty minutes on foot from my front door I can be at the height of Ditchling Beacon, looking out over vast swathes of southern England.


A country full of houses … and pets. Pets their owners adore like children – sometimes more than children and sometimes replacing children. I know a woman in her seventies, chain smoker and gin drinker. Her only child may get a smile of welcome, but no kisses left – these are given in abundance to a small, white, short-legged poppet. This dog replaced the last one, taken too early, run over, damn extendable leads. A reckless invention for beloved pets. There’s another couple I met recently who live in a rambling house in Berkshire. They have five dogs, five children and a parrot. Every morning Mrs Finnes opens the kitchen door to let the dogs race out into the garden. When it’s time for them to come back, she whistles just once, and then Percy the parrot takes up her whistle until Macy, Darcy, Ivy, Benji and Bridget come bounding back in.


Short-legged, long-limbed; stout, minute; smelly, hairy, fluffy; obedient, disgraceful, greedy, neurotic – the British love their pets.


I grew up thinking a house is not a home without a pet. Now just turned thirty-two and with a place of my own, I’ve lost the need of such an outlet of affection. I don’t have it in me to love an animal enough to pander to its needs and routines. However, despite what I may think, ignorant friends and sometimes the odd stranger will come to my house, observe my country living and almost immediately exclaim: ‘You don’t have a dog?’ and on realising this to be true suggest, ‘Well, perhaps a cat is the answer?’


The presumption that currently without boyfriend, husband or child I must be lonely, irritates me. People don’t often think in advance that a pet is a tie, and with it comes the need of routine and long periods of time spent at home; a recipe for loneliness and less of a social life. I am and always have been happy in my own company and relish the peace and quiet of having no one around when I am at home. My job enables me to run to my own routine and go away whenever I want.


I’m an artist, a painter really, and that’s how I’d like to be remembered, but I have a side-line cash-earner drawing people’s pets. It’s not that I intended to be a pet portraitist, but through my own doing, I’m ashamed to say, I fell into it. I had been drawing people’s four-legged friends on the front of my thank-you cards: an acceptable alternative to the conventional two-sided letter, with the bonus that I could write less in thanks.


Soon my cards were scattered across enough mantel-pieces in the south of England that pet portrait requests started rolling in. ‘Oh, the Burlington-Smythes were here for a shooting weekend, simply adored your sketch of Trigger, and are just dying for you to draw Bumble, you know, their naughty black Lab?’


I was quite taken aback by the surge of commissions and very quickly realised that I’d stumbled upon a profitable business.


I tend, particularly in the winter when my deckchair is hung up and watching cricket is over, to spend my weekends with people who have mantelpieces towering above upholstered fire fenders. I entered this social sphere five years ago with my good-looking then boyfriend Geoffrey, and was introduced to the glamour of the rich and dazzling grandees. Geoffrey was dumped within a year, being unsuitable long-term material: ten years older and very much on the wagon. He’s now pitied by friends, drowned in booze and living with his mother on their heathery estate in the north of Scotland.


I, on the other hand, have been kept on by his southern circle, and enjoy many a house party, filling a spot as the single, eccentric artistic friend. The upper-classes love a token misfit at any gathering, someone who makes them feel they are in touch with modern life. It’s either me, or a confirmed bachelor: we each add in our own way a colourful touch to their conventional set-up. It occurred to me early on that these society grandees have a combination of adored pets and money.


Some of you might have come to the macabre conclusion that there is guaranteed repeat business in drawing pets, and that’s why I do it. But the pure truth is that I do it for the money, or at least enough money to subsidise my penchant for expensive underwear. As a single woman there are few things which give me a greater boost of self-confidence than knowing that underneath an outer layer is designer seduction. My lacy, red-hot twinset – and I don’t mean the cashmere sweater and cardigan kind – or my midnight-blue real silk G-string or leopard-print push-up cleavage enhancer, all studded with sparkles, give me that little oomph that a woman on her own needs.


The process of picking what to wear each day, and admiring myself in the mirror before getting dressed, gives such pleasure that the more underwear I can buy the longer the whole decision-making process lasts. As soon as there is any fraying, fade in colour or tethering then the piece is relegated to a painting rag and I begin the major save. When I have enough money to cover the cost of returning to L’Hôtel for a night and indulging in the lingerie boutiques of Saint-Germain-des-Prés and Rue St Honoré, I set off on the Eurostar with an empty holdall and a wodge of cash. Bliss.
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Beckenstale Manor is one of the most beautiful houses in the Purbeck Hills, two miles as the crow flies from the rugged Dorset coastline, nestling in a sheltered coombe. A large Georgian Manor, whose tall, sash windows line up as if to greet you by standing ovation as you gently wind your way towards them, traversing approximately two hundred acres of undulating parkland scattered with old oaks and pin-pricked with hornless Kerry Hill sheep, and bedding a large lake so close to the house it bounces back a magnificent reflection.


I was here for the August bank holiday weekend, staying with the Earl and Countess of Greengrass, and at Monday morning breakfast it was suggested that before leaving for home I must be introduced to the lovely young couple who had just moved in to the Glebe House, in the nearby village of Spire.


Diana, the Countess, began to explain the connection, ‘My dear friend and neighbour in London for years, Lady Penelope, rang two weeks ago to say that her goddaughter and husband had bought the Glebe House in our village, and knowing we live so close suggested we might make our acquaintance with them.’


As I was eating my penultimate mouthful of a dark brown hen’s egg, musing on the fact that Lady Greengrass, as she’s known outside of formal introductions, had a bit unexpectedly felt the need to explain a viable connection, it crossed my mind that this new couple must be about the same age as Viscount Cornfield, the Greengrasses’ eldest and only son, Arthur.


I was spot on.


‘Rather nice to have a couple in their thirties nearby, especially if they are of a similar age and stage as Arthur. Coincidentally they are called Codrington, of Codringtons the private bankers who Arthur would have taken a job with had he not left London so soon after marrying Asquintha.’


Lady Greengrass’s chest rose considerably as she let out a sigh. ‘Arthur only left London to give Asquintha the opportunity of having a home of her own and finding stability in her life. We know she’d struggled on that front, uprooted aged fourteen when her parents divorced.’


With a resigned shake of the head Lady Greengrass, as she often does, blamed Asquintha for any decisions Arthur took that she disagreed with. Asquintha was middle class, without assets of her own and with divorced parents; none of the boxes the Greengrasses had wanted ticked by a future daughter-in-law. In the five years I have known them it is clearly apparent that they have been bound by their upbringing and are thus incapable of treating Asquintha as an equal, as if in some way doing so would lower their social status.


‘There is a lot of responsibility involved with the running of Beckenstale and I do worry that Asquintha, having never grown up in a large house with servants, will not know how to treat them and where to draw the line of respect.’


I attempted to stand up for Arthur’s wife, Lady Cornfield. ‘She seems an astute woman, and so I’m sure she’ll manage.’


But Lady Greengrass had little hope. ‘When she first arrived she asked the servants to call her Asquintha. Fortunately her name is unpronounceable for them so they have in fact stuck with ‘My Lady’. Much to our relief, wouldn’t you say, Alexander?’ She looked down the long table to her husband, the Earl of Greengrass, who was sitting at the other end reading a crisp copy of the Telegraph.


When no reply came she snapped, ‘Alexander!?’


Raising the bridge of his nose above the centrefold of the newspaper Lord Greengrass, as he’s referred to in conversation, stared up the table at his wife and me. After forty-five years of marriage the mild expression on his charming face no longer had the desired effect.


‘Do you ever listen to what I am saying?’ said his wife, in an irritated tone.


‘Of course I do, darling,’ he replied and then smirked at me as he sunk back behind the newspaper.


Aristocrats have a right jumble of different surnames, which makes following family lineages confusing for us common folk.


What you have to be clear on with the Greengrasses, who run and own Beckenstale Manor and its estate, is that the family surname is Russell. At the head of the family are Alexander and Diana, the Earl and Countess of Greengrass. Their eldest son Arthur and his wife, Asquintha, use one of his father’s courtesy titles, Viscount and Viscountess Cornfield, ‘Lord and Lady Cornfield’ in conversation. All sons and daughters of a viscount put ‘The Honourable’ before their names. So Arthur and Asquintha’s sons, so far, are The Honourable Michael Russell and The Honourable James Russell.


I felt the rules of lineage meant the Greengrasses were deluded in thinking that Asquintha would in any way detract from their aristocratic placement in society. Instead, my theory of why Arthur and Asquintha moved out of London with haste upon their marriage differs from that of Lady Greengrass.


You see, there were originally two Greengrass children: Arthur and his younger sister, Amelia. Tragically Amelia died aged only seven, when there was a mishap and she drowned in the lake. Of course this was a terrible and unforeseen circumstance, although one hears of enough grand houses with lakes and drowned children to be left wondering why these houses have lakes. But they do, and Beckenstale Manor is no exception.


Likely due to this accident precious Arthur has been treasured even more than most eldest sons or only children, although somehow he is remarkably unspoilt. I am sure the Greengrasses have subconsciously warmed to me as a surrogate daughter, and true to his nature, Arthur has never once shown any jealousy of me for this even though I have spent a lot of time at the family pile over the years.


Those who know Arthur pity him for the visible burden he carries, wanting to bring happiness back to his depleted family. It therefore came as no surprise, to me at least, that he returned to live at home so soon after finding a wife.


With a large furnished annex of the main house, a two-thousand acre estate to take on and enough money to run it, anyone can see that it was a tempting proposition. And by moving home early in their marriage Arthur and Asquintha, in their four years of being at Beckenstale Manor, have brought new life and a certain amount of pleasure to Lord and Lady Greengrass.


Their young sons Michael and James will be followed by more grandchildren, I am sure. There’s plenty of room and Asquintha is energetic, young and more than capable of running a large household.


I get on with her very well, and I like that she has a sharp sense of humour, even if at times it is rather too pointed.


It is no secret that Asquintha is longing to take over the running of the whole place, endlessly throwing suggestions on her mother-in-law’s deaf ears. ‘Have you ever considered putting a shower in the house? Far more practical than a bath, I always think.’ ‘I could easily get the gardeners some new wheelbarrows. Plastic ones are so much lighter than tin.’ ‘Shall we have a garden party this summer? Nanny and I can make cupcakes, and there’s no need for cucumber sandwiches nowadays. Far too dated. And as for sponge fingers, I haven’t seen them for years.’ (Lady Greengrass was rather fond of sponge fingers.) Asquintha was robust and without compromising her manners was well able to give as good as she got from her mother-in-law.


Breakfast was drawing to a close and Diana continued with her reasoning for our visit to the new young couple in the Glebe House.


‘I thought it best if you and I go and meet the Codringtons now before I drop you off at the railway station. I will then follow up with an invitation to dinner so that they can meet Arthur and Asquintha here first.’ Justifying the unsaid, she continued, ‘With Mary in our kitchen it’s no trouble.’


‘Are you sure you don’t mind taking me to my train? I can easily get a taxi,’ I said.


I almost always drive to weekends away, however far it is. I like to get there under my own steam and be able to bring my travelling paints and sketchbook, so that if the weekend extends I can always do some work at the same time. I am lucky not to be bound by a nine-to-five office job although it does mean people often try hard to persuade me to stay on Sunday night too.


This particular bank holiday I had come directly to Beckenstale Manor on the train from London. I’d been visiting my parents and if I’d gone back to Sussex to pick up my car I would have never arrived in time for dinner on Friday, and Lady Greengrass does not like her schedule to be put out. ‘If I ask someone for the weekend, I expect them to arrive on Friday with time to change and have a cocktail before dinner, and only leave after we’ve had lunch on Sunday. It does make it difficult catering for the casual younger generation who pick and choose when they arrive and when they leave. People have no manners nowadays. I do hope Asquintha will insist the grandchildren know properly how to spend a weekend away.’


Telling me to get a shuffle on, she got up and walked straight out of the room without giving me a chance to say anything else.


I went down the length of the table to say goodbye to Lord Greengrass.


‘Thank you Alexander, for a lovely weekend. I have so enjoyed spending the bank holiday with you both.’


‘Susie!’ He stood up, opening his arms and placing his hands on my shoulders. ‘Diana and I much enjoy your visits. Please come again soon.’ He kissed me on both cheeks. ‘No need to leave it for a year.’


‘Thank you,’ I smiled and left the room.


‘Coo-eee! Susie! Hang on a minute,’ shouted Alexander, a little too loudly.


I poked my head back round the door. ‘Yes?’


‘Don’t forget to sign the visitors’ book, it’s on the hall table.’


‘Of course.’ I smiled and raised my hand to say goodbye.


The traditional visitors’ book, hardbound in luxurious calf leather, lived on the round table in the centre of the large hall, its gilt-edged pages catching the light of the enormous chandelier dangling above. It would be difficult to leave without signing it anyway, as Diana always opens it the evening before a guest, or ‘visitor’ as she likes to say, departs.


‘Susie, please sign the book, no comments,’ instructed Diana, whose size was diminished by the looming figure of Butler Shepherd standing behind her, all ready and waiting to hold open one half of the enormous front door.


As I wrote the date ‘29th September – 1st August’ and signed my name ‘Susie Mahl’ with a certain amount of pressure applied to ensure a legible signature on the thick, woven cream paper, I couldn’t help but notice that the last person to stay at Beckenstale Manor was Robert Hatch back in February. This visit must have coincided with Alexander’s retirement as Chairman of the Game Conservancy, and Hatch’s appointment.


It surprised me that two elderly people living in a big house furnished with servants had not had more visitors over the summer. But then again I had rarely met anyone other than immediate family in all the times I’d stayed here, and as a small party is far more relaxing than a houseful I had never questioned it. But now, confronted with this almost empty page, various theories ran through my mind, then, before I got carried away as I am wont to do, I purposely stopped myself nosying into other people’s business.


I have a knack of paying a little more attention to detail than is needed at times. It’s not malicious, but I just enjoy matching things up and making sense of situations.


Avoiding the faux pas of closing the book and smudging the wet ink, I laid down the fountain pen and put my right hand into my skirt pocket, ruffling around to find a bank note for Butler Shepherd.


Tipping is a custom in a grand house that you as a visitor should abide by. Servants rely on tips. Their basic wage is the minimum and it is only through the accumulation of houseguests’ tips that they can afford treats, whether that be a present for a loved one or a holiday away from the estate. The general form is to leave money for each night under the lamp on your bedside table, an equivalent amount on your dressing table in an envelope labelled ‘For the Kitchen’, and a sum of your choice slipped into the butler’s hand on departure.


The front door was opened and sunlight cast a golden triangle onto the porch and, as I passed Butler Shepherd, in a smooth transaction I slipped the note from the cup of my hand into his.


‘Thank you Ma’am,’ he said bowing his large head. ‘Your luggage is in the boot.’


There’s something about Shepherd that disconcerts me. I think it’s his eyes, which stare without the slightest flicker. He’s been with the Greengrasses a long time and on one occasion I’ve witnessed him hovering in a bedroom doorway as Mary, his wife and also the housekeeper, unpacked a visitor’s suitcases. Unpacking is not unusual; all guests on arrival have an opportunity to request their belongings not be touched, but if they don’t, Mary hangs up pressed clothes and neatly folds the others into a chest, leaving the drawers ajar for the visitor to see where everything has been put.


There is ample opportunity for servants to frequent bedrooms throughout their daily routine as rooms are tidied in the morning, and after six in the evening shutters and curtains are closed and beds turned down. If Shepherd had a tendency for light-fingeredness I am sure he would no longer be here, but it’s well known that rich people can be careless with their loose change.


I stepped down from the porch onto the gravel of the yard and within moments Diana and I were gliding in her Volvo estate down the drive, through the parkland and past the ornamental sheep, headed for the village.


Spire is half a mile west from the end of the Greengrasses’ drive. The small village is stretched out along one big bend in the country lane. We flew through it, and just before the last house on the left Diana turned right and bumped down a private drive running alongside the low flint wall of the graveyard.


I was sure that she had been longing for an excuse to call in on this new couple, and I was a little concerned that introducing me was a rather feeble one. I was nobody to the Codringtons, and by the size of their house they were clearly somebody. With the wheels of the car crunching the gravel we drew up adjacent to their front door.


The Codringtons were clearly very much still getting settled after moving in; the garden was half mapped out with twine, a concrete mixer was almost secured to the patio with its own residue and the windows were curtainless.


Lady Greengrass stretched an arm behind her seat and reached for a clematis in a small pot. Before we were fully out of the car the front door edged open and there stood a real stunner: elegantly thin, snappy short hair and compelling female attractiveness. At moments like these I think I should be wearing my underwear on the outside. Back at you, Keira Knightley. Lady Greengrass thrust the clematis towards her hopefully soon-to-be new friend.


‘I’m Lady Greengrass – Diana – from Beckenstale Manor and this is Susie Mahl, an artist friend we have staying for the weekend.’


‘Antonia Codrington, pleased to meet you.’ After which, handed the clematis, came a genuine thank-you and then there was a fraction of a pause before coffee was offered.


Following in line, through the cold porch and tiptoeing over piles of outdoor kit we soon found ourselves in a remarkably tidy and rather jazzy kitchen. A door opened, through which came an unsurprisingly attractive, very tall man. ‘I’m Ben, Antonia’s husband,’ he said, as Diana and I both received a firm handshake.


‘Benji, will you make coffee, please? Come, Diana and Susie, have a seat.’


Antonia perched on the arm of a chair at the head of the disconcerting glass-topped table, which cut a transparent dash across the centre of the kitchen. Diana and I sat on either side of her.


This was the very first posh house I’d been inside that had a modern, individual style. The lights hung from the ceiling on retractable strings, the sink was one curved continuation of the surface into which it sank, and little details such as a see-through toaster and revolving fridge caught my eye. But there was something undeniably comfy to the kitchen that made me think there wasn’t a whiff of interior designer or lighting consultant. Antonia, or perhaps Ben, had enviable taste. There was evidence of a child but no noise to be heard, and a dogless basket in the corner.


Ben brought mugs of hot coffee to the table and, while the Aga took the chill out of the air, we listened to Diana’s run-down of the village. She knew virtually everything, helped in no small part by being the organist of the flint-spired church that could be seen through the kitchen window.


As I listened, a snide comment of Asquintha’s echoed in my ear: ‘She’s the first and only organist I’ve ever met with one deaf ear and a bum too big for a piano stool’.


As Diana went on at great length the poor Codringtons soon began to deduce what they were in for. Here was a woman who once a week would be at the end of their garden, peering over the yew hedge desperate to be asked in with a ‘Oh, why thank you, just a glass of sherry and I’ll be on my way.’


With my train to catch, there was just enough time for the Codringtons to have learnt more than enough about us from Diana, and for us to know no more than meets the eye about them.
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As these things tend to come about, no sooner had my thank-you card arrived at the Greengrasses than Diana was off to drop in on the Codringtons, suggesting that if they ever wanted their dog or horses drawn then they really should consider contacting me. ‘Such a pleasure to have around, and really rather a good artist’ was how Diana put it, apparently.


Five months later, on the bright end of a November lunchtime, my home telephone rang unexpectedly. I crossed the kitchen into the studio and grabbed the receiver.


‘Hello.’


‘Susie?’


‘Yes.’


‘It’s Antonia Codrington. Sorry to call out of the blue but I got your number from Lady Greengrass who has been encouraging us to have a drawing done of our dog, Situp.’


‘Oh, that is nice of her to have suggested it.’


‘We’ve often thought of having him drawn but we’ve held out until we got a recommendation from a reliable source. There are many average artists dashing out pet portraits but when we saw your drawing of the Greengrasses’ Harriet we really did think you had a style unlike anything we’d seen before, and we love it.’


‘That’s very kind of you.’


‘I mean it, your drawing not only shows the character of the dog but to choose such a humorous pose without ridicule is very talented. Would you come and draw our dog?’


Not yet knowing Antonia nearly well enough for chit-chat, the conversation didn’t diverge in any way from the subject of commission. I was delighted to agree, and followed on with the usual questions, beginning with the inevitable, ‘What breed of dog is Situp?’


‘He’s a Deerhound. Big chap, about four and a half feet long, two feet high when standing and three and a half feet tall when sitting upright. Ash-grey, fit and lean.’


It is such a help when I get a client who predicts and answers several questions at once without using any infantile pet terms, either to me or the animal in the background – ‘oochy coochey’ being a particular favourite with some of my clients.


I continued talking Antonia through the process: ‘I will carry out the final drawing at home in my studio but to begin with it would be ideal if I could come and spend two days with Situp in order to get to know him. During this time, I’d like to do a handful of preliminary drawings and take several photographs.’


‘Yes, I thought you’d be wanting to visit. I could tell from the life in your drawing of Harriet that you didn’t just copy her from a photograph.’


I find it impossible to get atmosphere in my work if I have not sat in front of the subject, and I was encouraged that Antonia had liked the pose I had chosen for Harriet. No matter what it is, a living being or an inert object, I have the need to spend time in the same place as my subject before I can fully understand and engage. For me painting and drawing is half heart, half hand and eye; and without one, I can’t use the other.


I asked Antonia if she could email me some pictures of her dog. ‘They would be very useful in helping me have an image of him in my head. Quick snaps would do fine. I don’t want to take up your time.’


‘Of course I will. There are plenty already on my iPad. Just ignore the hideous orange ball he almost always has in his mouth.’


There was a small pause.


‘Now, I suppose we ought to discuss price,’ said Antonia with her pleasantly straightforward approach.


Helpfully I have a flat fee for pet drawings, which removes any awkwardness of discussing amount or timescale, particularly as people rarely realise quite how long it takes to create a work of art. Almost the better it is, the easier it looks to do but the longer it may take to achieve this.


I talked Antonia through my terms of business. ‘Extra costs include travel and framing, if you’d like me to organise that.’


Antonia, faultless in her decision-making, answered, ‘Don’t worry about a frame. Ben shall sort that.’


I explained that I like to be left alone to decide the pose of the pet and composition of the drawing, on the agreement that the client only pays if they like the final picture.


‘That sounds good to me, but how does it work with those who want a particular pose?’


‘Interesting question,’ I said. ‘In those cases I think I’m probably not the right choice for them. I can’t draw something truthfully unless I have composed it in my head, and therefore it is important for me not to be bound by preconceived poses or input from the owner.’


Although I was possibly going into too much detail, I wanted to try and explain what spurs me on as an artist. It is difficult to express this without sounding pretentious but I tried. ‘I have to look and look until I am captured by a subject. It could be anything from a pose to a shaft of light falling on the pet, but I need to allow something to grasp my attention before I am given a way in to recording what I see on paper. I don’t mean to sound inflexible but it frustrates me when people ask me to draw something and then they tell me how to do it.’


‘I completely understand. Ben is the creative one in our family and I’ve found it is never a good idea to question his judgment as it just throws him in to a total spin. You’ve put it so clearly.’


Understandably Antonia wanted to be at home when I come to visit Situp so we had to find a mutually suitable weekend. This wasn’t that easy. Her high-powered job as a ‘contract risk and security consultant’ – no, I’m not one hundred percent sure what that is either – required her to be in Switzerland every three weeks. How much consulting can a consultant do?


But, after a bit of discussion, and her kind offer to stay, we settled on the forthcoming weekend.


‘We,’ said Antonia, and quickly tagged on, ‘and Situp of course, look forward to seeing you. Why not arrive around 6pm on Friday? I’ll send you that email with photographs now. Thanks, Susie.’


I put the receiver straight down on the desk, slightly hoping I’d forget about it and the battery would run flat. I hate telephones; haunted by those silent moments during adolescent calls to the opposite sex, I still get nervous.


Even my best friends know not to call me.


Talking of which, I remembered I owed Nancy a letter particularly, since she’s pregnant again and in need of distraction.




Kemps Cottage
6th November


Dear Nanc,


I hope you, Peggy and Adam are well. Not long to go till the next one arrives. How do you feel? Still eating lots of canned sausages? I hadn’t heard of that craving before but then again you’ve always been slightly dated in your guilty treats. Remember when you were still eating Cremola Foam in powder form long after dip-dabs came out?


Life in Sussex is as happy as ever. I really do enjoy the fact I can come home, spend days in the studio, walk for miles on the Downs and rarely get interrupted. You must come and visit again soon. I know it’s not ideal sleeping arrangements but my neighbour Cecilia continues to say she will happily put my friends up.


I’m currently painting very large seascapes from the small oil sketches I did in the summer. Do you remember that day we picnicked at Cuckmere Haven and I painted the cliffs? Well, that one is almost finished. Peggy could walk in to it, it’s so big!


I’m off to the West Country this weekend to draw a dog. Not the usual, as this one is a Deerhound. Staying with a posh young couple so will give you the full run down of a weekend in luxury when I am back home.


Lots of love Nanc and to the other two,


Xxx Susie







[image: image]


Friday morning arrived. It was early but I wanted to finish my still life of a tangerine before I headed off to the Codringtons. If I left it until Monday morning, the delicate green leaf I’m struggling with will be all dry and crispy by the time I’m back in the studio. I got out of bed and only woke up fully under the gush of the shower as I pondered what underwear I was going to put on. A twinset would give a little bit of confidence for a weekend with new acquaintances.


The stairs creaked as I tiptoed on wet feet back up to my bedroom, which slopes with the gentle slump of the cottage. I went straight for the chest of drawers which sits at a jaunty angle to the right of my bed. That’s where I keep carefully folded and delicately layered brassieres and bottoms. I am not half as prescriptively tidy with the rest of the house but these scented-paper lined drawers deserve extra special care. I chose a bright pink, lacy twinset to slip into.


I was pleased to have another commission. I needed more pennies in my Rue Saint Honoré pot, and I was all too aware of Christmas drawing near and the presents to be gathered.


I always spend Christmas with my parents in London in the home I grew up in, south of the river. Rare book-shops, blue-and-white-awninged butchers, furniture restorers and friendly neighbours, Cleaver Square and its environs has a gentrification of its own.


My parents, Joseph and Marion, are old and crabbity. In the two years I’ve lived here they’ve hardly ever visited me in Sussex as it’s too big a step from train to platform apparently. Most of their good friends have passed away, partly their fault for not mixing with their own generation, instead preferring the company of older people; while I, their only child, have so far failed to produce any offspring.


I have often wondered why parents crave grandchildren. Is it because they can have a second shot at being Mummy and Daddy, cleaning their conscience on the next generation? Or maybe it provides compatible conversation with their contemporaries for years to come, now that their own children have learnt to walk, speak, go to the loo alone, been educated, are in full-time employment and (hopefully) married to the one person out there for them.


To be fair, my parents are more broadminded than most and have always supported and encouraged me whichever way I have wanted to go. We are fortunate to have brains. Proper brains, I don’t think I am boasting to claim. Interests growing up lay in sustainable hobbies, like reading and classical music, and we were surrounded by quality from door knocker to washing-up brush. Not often the most effective, but always tasteful. My father took the second half of William Morris’s mantra: ‘Have nothing in your house that you do not know to be useful, or believe to be beautiful’ to such an extreme there was no leeway to fulfil the first.


I love my parents for the enlightenment they brought me and the sophistication ingrained in their make-up. I’ve always wanted to spoil them and this Christmas I had in mind to give them what they have been on the hunt for for over several years now: an inlayed maple and rosewood antique chessboard.


As I mused on this I packed my bag for the weekend so that I would be all ready to go as soon as I’d conquered the two-tone green leaf conundrum. As the day progressed and the painting didn’t, I sacrificed lunch for more time at the easel. Finally, minutes before I had to leave, I cracked the perfect combination of greens for topside and underside of the tangerine leaf. I was filled with the great feeling of joy in getting the interaction of colour just right.


Colour theory is an area of painting that fascinates me and something which I am pretty sure will preoccupy my mind and be the drive of my artistic practice forever. For me the fact that any single colour changes in our perception depending upon which colours are next to it, is simply magic.


To get the combination of greens for the topside and underside of the leaf correct it was important that I held up the colour I’d mixed to the orange of the tangerine skin. Had I looked at it against the blue of my shirt or the white of my palette I would have seen it as a different green. You may have never realised before that none of us ever see a single colour. They are all in continuous flux, determined by their neighbours.


I rarely ever buy a pre-mixed colour of paint which is why the trolley in my studio basically only has tubes of warm or cool blues, reds and yellows. From these primary colours I know that, with trial and error, I can make almost any other colour. The problem with pre-mixed tubes of paint is not knowing the exact combination of primary colours within them, and therefore making modifying the hue very difficult.


To get the colour of the tangerine leaf just right I mixed varying amounts of lemon-yellow, cobalt-blue and cadmium-red to make dark green, a little of which I held up on my pallet knife to the orange of the skin. Only then could I see that I’d mixed too vivid a green and needed to add a lot more cadmium-red to tone it down.


There are various different threads of colour theory. The Impressionists applied small dots of yellow and blue paint, which become mixed in our perception giving an impression of green. This technique gives a rough texture to the surface of their paintings which, like eating the skin of a kiwi before the delicious fruit, doesn’t appeal to my taste.


Hardly even glancing at my finally finished painting I hurriedly cleaned my brushes in vegetable oil and popped my palette into the fridge to keep the leftover oil paint from drying out over the weekend.


My mobile started to buzz on the floor of the studio. ‘Mum’ was flashing on the screen. I picked it up without bending my knees.


‘Hello.’


‘Susie, everything okay?’


This was my mother’s way of indicating she wanted a quick conversation.


‘Yes everything’s good. I’m about to set off to Dorset for the weekend.’


‘How lovely. With friends?’ She tried to be casual but I knew her too well and could picture the hope in her expression that a suitor was in tow.


‘A dog commission for a couple called Codrington. I don’t know them well.’


‘Well done, sweetie, you’re really taking off with these. It’s so clever of you.’


Mum is a great support but she doesn’t like to spend too much time on the telephone, and so she quickly got in her latest technological problem she wanted my help with.


‘I can’t do it now,’ I replied, ‘I have to leave but will do it as soon as I’m back next week.’


‘Thank you sweetie, I don’t know why my computer plays up so often. It infuriates me.’
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