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One



JANE Burden was considered the plainest girl on Holywell Street, and that Oxford slum was home to many worthy contenders for the title. Mary Porter, who was afflicted with a lazy eye and copious freckles, lived there, just across the street from Alice Cunningham, who had crooked, discolored teeth and thinning hair. Number 142 was the residence of Catherine Blair, whose neck and ear had been horribly burned when she was a baby, and whose left leg was somewhat shorter than the right. But even she was considered marginally better looking than Jane.

Though Jane had no discernible deformities, her neighbors had their reasons for attributing to her a surpassing ugliness. First of all, she was tall. There were, perhaps, young women who could carry this height gracefully, but Jane was not one of them. Self-conscious, she stooped. Her limbs were ungainly and she often stumbled, or knocked into tables, or hit her head on something. Her neck was very long, and in spite of her dressmaking skill, her sleeves were always too short and her bumpy, bony wrists stuck out awkwardly.

She was also too skinny. She had no breasts to speak of, though she was already seventeen, and no hips. The old ladies shook their heads and told her mother that she would not have children. When she was reproached with this, she thought to herself that it was terribly unfair to be blamed for something that was not her fault. She couldn’t help it that her father and her brother claimed the largest share of the thin vegetable stews and coarse loaves of bread that were all they had. Of course, somehow her sixteen-year-old sister, Bessie, who had as little to eat as she did, still managed to have rounded cheeks and a respectable bosom.

Jane’s hair was as coarse as a bristle brush and curly. Occasionally she used a hot iron in an attempt to create orderly waves, and she regularly stole from the stable the oil used to shine the horses’ coats, but neither iron nor oil worked as well as she would have liked.

But it was her expression that truly made Jane Burden plain. For she seldom smiled, and her green eyes, which might have been considered striking on another girl, were empty. They weren’t sad; sadness could be fetching. They were not grave and serious or soft and pleading or tearful and melancholy. They were blank. Jane’s eyes told everyone who met her of her misery and her despair. They told of a girl who had ceased to hope for anything, who had gone deep inside herself to withstand her lot. It made the others uneasy.

Jane fretted about her ugliness, of course. A poor girl’s looks were all she had, and without them she could never hope to marry. Without marriage her life would be even worse than it was now. If she was lucky, she could work in the kitchens at one of the big estates. If she wasn’t lucky, she’d be a scullery maid in a household one step above her own.

But brooding only made the situation worse. It put a wrinkle of worry between her thick, dark brows and twisted her bow-shaped lips into a grimace.

On this day, however, her lack of beauty was not foremost among her worries as she descended the vertiginous cellar stairs. Her primary concern was supper. Her mother would expect the meal to be ready when she stumbled home from an afternoon of gin and neighborhood gossip, and Jane wasn’t sure she could fashion a stew out of the little they had. Were there any carrots left at the bottom of the bin? Were there any onions that weren’t rotten, or any potatoes that weren’t black and bitter? Perhaps she could send Bessie out to look for some mushrooms.

It wasn’t until she reached the third step that the stench of fermenting urine and excrement enveloped her. She gasped and nearly fell, gripping the rickety banister for support.

“Bessie!” she shouted back up the stairs. “It’s happened again!”

Their house always stank of waste, of course; it was next to the Holywell Street privy. Jane had grown accustomed to it. But the strength and power of the foul odor was so strong she gagged and retched into her apron. When she was finished she untied it and tossed the soiled garment over the banister. Then she forced herself down the steps and into the cellar. She held her candle high and scanned the walls.

Her shoes slopped in mud. She followed the wretched stream to its origin, a crack in the mortar of the south wall, two feet from the floor. Human feces was oozing through and dripping down the stonework.

Jane heard her sister at the top of the stairs.

“Is it the privy?” Bessie cried.

“Of course it’s the privy,” snapped Jane. “Bring me the mop and bucket.”

“Why does this always happen to us?” Bessie whined. “Why are we so unlucky?”

“Luck has nothing to do with it,” said Jane grimly. “Now, hurry. And bring me a rag, too. We need something to stuff in the crack.”

“We need a new house,” muttered Bessie, but she did as she was told.

Bite your tongue, thought Jane. They had lived in four houses in three years, each more terrible than the last. Though she could not imagine what could be worse than living next to the privy. There was the smell, of course, and the periodic flooding, but what Jane hated the most was the fact that everyone on the street walked by their house to use it, stopping to peer in the windows and make rude comments.

The house was hardly more than a cottage, with one room for eating and cooking and another where the five of them slept on straw pallets. It had been made, as many of the street’s houses had, from river rock that had been broken into brick-size pieces, but it had not been made well. The entire structure listed to the left, and the windows and doors weren’t true. It looked as if it might collapse at any moment. In fact, one of the street’s houses had collapsed a few years before, killing a woman and three children, “and some very good laying hens,” as Jane’s mother had put it.

No, she couldn’t imagine anything worse. Even to live out in the open, in the rain and snow, might be uncomfortable, but at least there would be fresh air.

Bessie appeared at the top of the stairs.

“How did it happen?” she asked, holding out the mop, bucket, and rag.

“The night soil men must not have come,” said Jane. “Or there’s a hole in the container.”

“Well, I’m not going to mop up that filth,” Bessie announced. She sat down on the top step and smoothed her skirt as if she were attending a luncheon party.

“Do you know how furious Mrs. Burden will be if she comes home and finds the cellar flooded with this?” said Jane.

“Mrs. Burden will be too drunk to notice,” said Bessie. To each other, they never called their mother Mum or Mummy, but only Mrs. Burden.

“She’ll notice when there’s no dinner, and all the vegetables are ruined,” said Jane. But Bessie would not be moved.

“You know there wasn’t anything down there worth eating, even before it was submerged in filth.” She pulled her needle and thread out of her apron pocket. “I’ve got sewing to do. There’s a tear in my blue tarlatan, and I wanted to wear it to the theater tomorrow night.”

With a sigh Jane went back into the muck of the cellar. The fetid sludge had risen to her ankles. She was concerned that the pressure on the wall might bring the whole thing down. Jane could only pray that stuffing the crack would hold it until someone, her father or the neighborhood mason, could patch it.

Jane filled the bucket and carried it upstairs and out into the street. She didn’t want to dump it back into the leaking privy, so she used the drainage ditch next to the Gibbons’s house. Bessie held her nose daintily each time Jane passed. After fifteen trips the leak in the wall had slowed to a trickle but the dirt floor was still a morass. Jane went to the ash pit and filled her bucket with ashes. She threw them down on the cellar floor. The smell was still horrific, but there was nothing to be done about that.

Jane heard shouting from upstairs. “Why is the fire out? Where’s the supper? Jane? Bessie?”

Their mother was home.

Jane trudged up the stairs. Her shoes and the hem of her skirt were soaked with brown liquid. Her blouse was gray with ash, and her face and hair were streaked with ash and sweat.

Ann Burden stood rather unsteadily in the doorway. She’d been a farm girl once, and had the freckles and the lines around her eyes to prove it. Never a beauty, the years of hard work, first in the fields and then in Oxford’s most squalid neighborhood, had taken their toll. One of her hips was higher than the other and rolled when she walked, or rather, limped. Everything about her was hard: her eyes, her jaw, her sinewy body. Only when she was drunk did her features soften into maudlin self-pity.

When she caught sight of Jane, she screamed with fury. Jane reflected that, in a way, she was lucky because she was too disgusting to be hit. To hit her, her mother would have to touch her.

“What have you done?” Mrs. Burden hissed.

“The privy overflowed again,” said Bessie helpfully.

“So you thought you’d go swimming in it?” her mother said sarcastically.

“I was trying—”

Mrs. Burden cut her off. “Trying to track that filth all over the house? Trying to disgust me more than you already do?”

“I was trying to clean up the mess,” Jane said. She felt like crying, but that would only enrage her mother further.

“Useless girl,” said Mrs. Burden. “What did I ever do to deserve a daughter like you? Ugly as an old shoe, you are, and twice as worthless.”

Jane said nothing to her mother because what was there to say? The only thing to do was to let the tirade run its course.

“I told her we should wait until you got home, but Jane never listens to me,” said Bessie.

“Shut up, Bessie,” said Mrs. Burden, “and start the supper. I want to speak to Jane alone.”

“What will I use for vegetables?” whined Bessie.

“Go down to the cellar, find something that looks usable, bring it up, and wash it off,” said Mrs. Burden, not looking at her. Bessie hesitated.

“But—” she began.

“Go!” shouted Mrs. Burden. With a little squeak Bessie ducked her head, as if to ward off a blow, and was gone.

Mrs. Burden beckoned Jane into the kitchen. She lumbered over to the rocking chair and lowered herself onto it with a groan, but Jane knew better than to sit. She stood in front of her mother and waited.

“I met Mrs. Barnstable tonight,” said Mrs. Burden. “You are to walk with her son Tom this Sunday after church.” She smiled slyly as she waited for Jane’s reaction.

Jane’s throat closed. Her collar was choking her. Tom Barnstable was a tall, gangly youth of twenty with a walleye and a face erupting in pustules. His name was ridiculously appropriate, as he and his father both worked at the stable with her father.

“Think you’re too good for him, don’t you?” said Mrs. Burden, watching her face. “Well, let me tell you something. With your looks you’d be lucky if Tom Barnstable would have you. And believe me, I’m going to do everything I can to make it happen. You’ll not be hanging around here, a millstone around my neck until the day I die, if I can help it.”

“I won’t go,” said Jane faintly. “Tom is a bully. He hits his little sisters; I’ve seen the bruises.”

“An ear boxing or two would do you good,” said Mrs. Burden. “I’ve spoiled you, letting you go to that school, letting that Miss Wheeler lend you books. You’ve gotten above yourself. I have a feeling Tom will keep you in line.”

“Please,” whispered Jane.

“You’re going to walk with Tom on Sunday. You’re going to wear Bessie’s pink bonnet, which doesn’t help much but at least gives your face a little color, and you’re going to be as charming as you can possibly be,” said Mrs. Burden. “Now get out of my sight.”

Jane ran out the door and into the street. It was not yet dark and she hoped that she would not meet anyone. Her clothes were still damp and the wind chilled her. She ran down the street toward town.

Jane sometimes imagined that she lived far away from Oxford. Usually she pretended that she lived in the Balearic Islands, which she had read about in a geography book. It was warm there, she knew. You could live in a raffia hut lapped by the sea and eat lobster stew by the bowlful. This time she tried to imagine that she lived in London, in a brick town house on a fashionable street. She would have a cook who would make lamb stew, piping hot and fragrant with rosemary, and rolls dripping with butter. For dessert, she would eat sponge cake with caramel sauce, and strawberry trifle. Jane would wear goat’s-hair shawls from India and fine silk dresses from China.

Sometimes Jane’s daydreams comforted her, but not today. She could not escape the fact that she was cold and dirty. She couldn’t pretend that she was pretty. She was ugly and she must marry Tom Barnstable or no one.

Jane finally stopped at the end of Holywell Street; she couldn’t go on into town covered in filth. She tried to think of somewhere else to go, but there was nowhere else, so she turned and started back.

Halfway home she heard a cat yowling and she quietly stepped into a doorway, hoping not to be seen. A tortoiseshell cat hobbled pathetically by her, dripping blood from its ear. Then she heard pounding footsteps and Tom Barnstable ran by, a stone in his hand, an expression of glee on his face. He did not see her.

My future husband, she thought, and then she did cry, sliding to the hard stone step and burying her face in her stinking skirt.







Two



THE next day Jane tried to forget about her mother, and the cellar, and Tom Barnstable. Instead she focused on the play that she and Bessie were to see. Going to the theater was a rare treat for them. Their tickets had come from a friend of Bessie’s whose mother had taken ill. And it wasn’t a third-rate local troupe either, but the touring company of the Theater Royal Drury Lane, from London.

“What should I wear?” Jane asked Bessie as they scoured the pans.

“The yellow dress is the only one you have that isn’t too short,” Bessie said, “though it does make you look terribly sallow. I’ve repaired the blue tarlatan. It’s sadly faded but Mrs. Burden said I can’t have another dress until spring, no matter how much I grow.”

“Maybe if I wore the black velvet collar,” Jane considered. “At least then the yellow wouldn’t be near my face.”

“Oh, I was going to wear it,” pouted Bessie. “Peter Gourley is going to be there, and you know he’s an apprentice at the haberdasher’s now. He’s very particular about how a girl’s turned out.”

Jane wondered how Tom Barnstable felt about how a girl was dressed.

“You can borrow some of my rosewater, though, if you like,” said Bessie. “Peter gave it to me. It was fearfully expensive, so mind you just use the tiniest bit.”

“Thank you,” sighed Jane. She did not like to admit that she disliked Bessie, not since their older sister, Mary Ann, had died of tuberculosis six years before.

In the evening Mr. Burden came home from the stable and Jane’s brother, Jamey, returned from his job as a messenger. Without a word to anyone, they sat down at the table and waited for their supper. When Jane and Bessie placed a bowl of boiled turnips and a plate of brown bread on the table, their brother grabbed them immediately and emptied them onto his plate.

Bessie shrieked in dismay. “But there’s no more—,” she began.

Jamey mumbled something, but his mouth was full and no one could understand it.

“Something wrong, girl?” asked Mr. Burden, reaching over to take a turnip from Jamey’s plate. He didn’t shout, or thump the table, or raise his arm, but even Bessie knew better than to challenge him when he used that particular tone.

“No, sir,” Bessie said, shaking her head.

They ate the rest of their meal without speaking. The only sound was Mr. Burden’s grunts as he mopped his plate with the bread. Mrs. Burden and Bessie and Jane had only boiled potatoes. As soon as Mr. Burden’s plate was empty, he clapped Jamey on the shoulder and they left the house without a backward glance. They would spend the evening at the pub and return after the women were already in bed.

After washing up, Jane and Bessie went to the bedroom to get ready for the theater. Jane’s yellow dress was made of the cheapest wool available, and had been worn so many times that the once gold-colored fabric was dull and pilled. At least the style suited her figure, thought Jane. Mrs. Burden might be illiterate, but she was widely known to be the best dressmaker on Holywell Street, and she had imparted her only useful skill to her daughter. Jane had altered the one pattern they owned, so that her dress had dolman sleeves and lowered armholes. For the thousandth time she thought how nice it would be to have braided or fringed dress trim and an amber brooch.

Anxiously she studied the hem of her skirt. “I think it is too short,” she said. “Can you see the tops of my boots?”

Bessie had decided that the hair ribbon she had planned to wear wasn’t fit to be seen and tossed it to the floor. Now she turned to look at Jane. “Yes, you can,” she said. “I think you are going to be a giantess, Jane. Isn’t there any way to let it out?”

“There’s no more hem left,” said Jane.

“Look in the fabric bag,” said Bessie. “Maybe you can cut out a quick band and sew it on. How do you like my hair?”

Jane found a piece of cloth that would do for the hem of her skirt. She took off the dress and laid it on her pallet. Then she set to work, clad only in her chemise. She had to hurry if she was going to be ready in time.

The blue cotton she had found was left over from making Bessie’s dress and would look very odd, but it was better than being indecent. In a very short time, the task was done and she put the dress back on.

Jane tied Bessie’s sash so that each loop of the bow was the exact size and shape of the other, and vigorously brushed the lint and dirt from the back of Bessie’s skirt. She straightened Bessie’s velvet collar and curled her front hair with hot tongs. Bessie glanced at her reflection in the window and, with a satisfied toss of her head, pronounced herself ready.

“What about me?” said Jane. Bessie turned and looked at her sister. She clapped her hand to her mouth and tried to stifle her giggles, but couldn’t.

“Oh, Jane, you look terrible!” she said.

“What’s wrong?” asked Jane in alarm.

Bessie showed her the large spot of mud on the front of her dress. “I don’t know how you missed seeing this. Your collar is crooked, your skirt is twisted, and two of your buttons have popped off.”

Just then Mrs. Burden barreled into the room.

“Look at the two of you,” she said. Her eyes were still sleepy with drink but her voice was sharp. “I often wonder where I went wrong,” she continued, “one daughter so ugly as to be deformed, the other as silly as a Punch and Judy show. I suppose it was marrying your father, though he was handsome enough then.”

“I think I look very nice,” said Bessie stoutly.

Mrs. Burden laughed mirthlessly. “Oh, you’ll get a husband, I’m sure. Mind he doesn’t send you back when he finds out how lazy and rude you are. But at least you’ve got proper carriage. Not like this one. Look at how she slouches. Another girl would be walking about with books on her head, but she just stands there with rolled shoulders.”

Jane thought to herself that if there were any books in the house, she would gladly practice, but she said nothing.

Her mother smacked her on the side of the head. “I know what you’re thinking,” she said. “Ungrateful girl.” Then she collapsed onto the pallet she shared with Mr. Burden and began to sob.

“Why did I lose my boys?” she wept. “Mrs. Allen has four strapping sons, all a credit to her. I’ve only got Jamey, now that John and Francis and Michael…”

Jane stood quietly, thinking of her dead brothers while Bessie sewed her buttons on with trembling fingers. They had only been babies, all killed by cholera. She supposed that was why their mother hated them, because they should have been the ones to die.

Bessie blotted the stain on Jane’s skirt with vinegar water, and most of it came out. Jane pinched Bessie’s cheeks to make them pink, and they shared a spritz of the rosewater. Then, having no mirror, they examined each other from top to bottom to make sure everything was in order. Having satisfied themselves that it was, they left Mrs. Burden weeping on the straw mattress. Soon she would suspend her tears long enough to lumber into the kitchen and pour herself more rotgut gin. By the time they got home from the theater, she would most likely be asleep.

Jane and Bessie set off down Holywell Street, toward town.

On the way they passed Tom Barnstable. Suddenly he was everywhere, thought Jane. Why couldn’t he join the army or fall down a well? He wore a sullen expression as he kicked a pebble down the street, but when he saw them he nodded and smiled, revealing a mouthful of gray, dead teeth. It seemed to Jane that he looked particularly at her. When they had passed, Bessie nudged Jane in the side.

“Don’t say anything,” said Jane, her jaw clenched.

It was a short walk to Oriel Street. A throng was gathered at the entrance to the modest auditorium where the colleges held their debating competitions and less popular musical concerts.

Bessie gripped Jane’s arm. “Everyone’s so well dressed,” she whispered.

“Yes,” agreed Jane, trying not to notice that several people had stared pityingly at her skirt. “I see Dr. Holman and his wife. She looks very pleased with her fox tippet.”

They joined the line waiting to pick up tickets.

“Do you see Peter?” Bessie asked. “He promised me he would be here.”

Jane scanned the crowd of theatergoers, so different from the people she usually saw. “There he is,” she announced when she caught sight of a freckled young man waving frantically at her sister from the back of the line.

“Save my place,” said Bessie, and was gone.

A man was selling lemonade at a booth across the lobby, and Jane was just wishing she had money to buy some when she felt that someone was staring at her. She looked around and her gaze locked with that of a young man slouched against the wall next to the lemonade booth, sipping a glass of beer. He had large, expressive eyes, dark as coal oil, deeply set in a face as smooth and chiseled as honey-colored Italian marble. A small, sardonic smile played across his full lips when his eyes met hers. He turned to whisper something to his companion, who squinted in Jane’s direction. Quickly she turned around. Her heart was pounding but she told herself that the young man must be ridiculing her poor dress or laughing at her ugliness. What other reason could he have for staring?

When she turned back to look, they had gone, and Bessie was beside her again, holding the playbill Peter Gourley had bought her. Jane said nothing to her sister, knowing that even if she could explain what she had felt when the dark young man stared at her, Bessie would tell her she was imagining things.

 

Their seats were all the way in front and on the extreme left side of the theater, so that they could see into the orchestra pit and the wings. It was excruciating to stare at the musicians pulling their instruments out of their cases and not be able to turn around and look for the young man and his friend. Jane tried to pay attention to the things Bessie read to her from the playbill, but the cushion on her seat was ripped and as she fidgeted she fervently hoped that the springs poking her uncomfortably did not tear her skirt.

“Did you see two young men in the crowd?” asked Jane finally, despite herself. “One tall with gold whiskers, the other dark?”

“Where?” said Bessie, swiveling around.

Jane grabbed her by the sleeve. “Don’t,” she hissed.

“Were they handsome?” inquired Bessie. “Why didn’t you mention it before? Now they’re putting out the lanterns and I can’t see.”

“Shh,” Jane said as the curtain was cranked open. “The play is starting.”

The play was the musical comedy Ben Bolt, and there was lots of tripping over chairs and mistaken identity. Jane tried to follow the plot, but she was distracted. She kept thinking about the dark gentleman. She was surprised she had never seen him before. He was too old to be a student, so she supposed he must be a tutor at one of the colleges.

“Let’s go and stand by the lemonade booth,” she said to Bessie at intermission.

“Why?” asked Bessie. “We can’t buy any. Though maybe if we find Peter, he will buy me one and we can share it.”

“Just come,” said Jane. She pulled her sister to the place where the two young men had stood, and waited.

“Are you hoping to see the gentlemen you were talking about? Because I don’t think—” She broke off with a squeal of fright when she saw that the gentlemen in question were right in front of them.

“Good evening.” The one with the dark hair bowed. Bessie squeezed Jane’s hand, evidently expecting her to handle the situation. Jane nodded her head. She reflected that though this was an extraordinary event and she should be alarmed, she was not.

“My name is Dante Gabriel Rossetti,” the young man continued. “You may have heard of me.” Jane shook her head uncomprehendingly. She tried to think how she might have heard that name. Was he an actor or a circus performer? Had he committed some spectacular crime?

“This is my friend Edward Burne-Jones. We’ve come to paint the new Debating Hall of the Oxford Union.” Burne-Jones was very young, almost as young as Jane, and his silly handlebar mustache did nothing to hide the fact. He flushed pink when his friend said his name, and nodded at Jane without meeting her eyes.

“I had not heard that the Debating Hall was being painted,” said Jane. Though Burne-Jones was modestly dressed in a suit that Jane knew would later draw scathing condemnation from Bessie, Rossetti’s clothes were obviously very expensive. Though why a painter would be attired so sumptuously she could not imagine. She was uncomfortably aware that he might be looking at her dress, with its patched hem and worn fabric.

“There are several of us, up from London, but Rossetti here is our leader. He’s a very famous painter,” said Burne-Jones. He spoke very softly and Jane had to strain to hear him over the crowd in the hall.

“I suppose I’m well-known in some circles,” said Rossetti modestly.

Jane thought this was very strange. “You’ve come all the way from London?” she asked. “Could they not hire local men to do it?”

“I think you misunderstand what kind of painting we do,” said Rossetti. “We’re artists.” He waited for the light of recognition. “Picture painters.”

Jane felt very foolish. Beside her, Bessie shook with nervous laughter, which she tried to disguise as a coughing fit. The blond young man handed her a handkerchief.

“I’m sorry,” Jane said. “It’s just that I’ve never met any picture painters.”

“I suppose you must be very rich,” giggled Bessie.

Rossetti ignored this and turned to Jane. “May I ask your name?”

“I’m Jane Burden and this is my sister, Bessie,” she said. “Why do you want to know?”

“I was wondering if you would be interested in being an artist’s model.”

Jane stared at him, incredulous.

“A fine gentleman like you, from London, has to come all the way to Oxford to make sport of a poor girl like me?” Jane was very angry.

Rossetti turned pale and his face looked more like a marble bust than before. “I assure you that is the furthest thing from my mind. Forgive my freedom in speaking to you, but I never stand on ceremony where beauty is concerned.”

“Beauty?” Jane thought that she must have misheard him. Or misunderstood in some way.

“You must know that you are very beautiful,” Rossetti said. Jane glared at him but could not detect any sarcasm in his tone.

“I do not enjoy being teased or ridiculed,” she said, and turned away.

“It’s completely proper and ladylike,” continued Rossetti to Bessie, who was nearly in hysterics now. “Young ladies in London, young ladies of good family, sit for me all the time. I’m looking for someone to pose as Guinevere, you see. You know the tale of King Arthur and Launcelot?”

“I have read it,” said Jane, turning back to him despite herself at the mention of one of her favorite stories. Her school had quite a good copy, and Jane had read it many times and pored over the engravings. Jane was sure, though, that Guinevere had golden hair and pink cheeks.

“I apologize again for my boldness,” said Rossetti, “but I must tell you that you’re the most beautiful girl in Oxford. Maybe in all of England. I have to put you in my painting.”

Now Jane began to wonder if instead of playing a joke, he was completely mad. She looked at Burne-Jones to gauge his expression. He was nodding vigorously and with apparent sincerity.

“We all think Jane quite ugly,” said Bessie, collecting herself.

“You are wrong,” said Rossetti, looking at her so sternly that she shrank, frightened, into the velvet curtain behind her. “You are as wrong as it is possible to be.”

“We must go,” lied Jane. “Our friends are waiting for us.”

“Will you come to the studio?” Rossetti begged. “I can’t finish my painting without you.”

“I have a lot of chores to do,” Jane said. She had still not made up her mind as to whether or not he was to be taken seriously.

“I’ll come,” Bessie said. She had recovered from Rossetti’s earlier rebuff.

“But it’s your sister I want!” said Rossetti callously. “Can’t you convince her to sit for me?” He stepped close to Bessie and it seemed for a moment he was going kneel before her. She drew back pettishly.

“You can’t convince Jane of anything she doesn’t want to do. She’s like an old mule,” Bessie replied.

“A mule!” said Rossetti. “More like a Greek goddess, or a Byzantine princess, or a Roman empress. A pagan queen. I could paint you as all of those things, and more. A biblical heroine! Judith, or Sarah, or Mary Magdalene!”

Rossetti was practically shouting. Jane thought that the people filing past them to return to their seats must be staring in horror.

“I will find you after the play is over,” said Rossetti, “and I will persuade you!”

 

He must be mad. The most beautiful girl in England! Jane gave up trying to follow the play and mulled over Rossetti’s words. It was, of course, a ridiculous thing to say. I suppose he could be a poor artist, she thought. But the one called Burne-Jones said he was very famous in London. Perhaps he specialized in painting ugly or deformed individuals. But was there any chance, even the smallest chance, that he knew something the people of Oxford didn’t? Did she dare to hope that he was right?

Of course not. She was the ugliest girl in Holywell Street. But still she could not get his words out of her mind.

After the performance she found him waiting in the same place. He was so handsome and so beseeching, she almost smiled.

“All right,” she said. “I’ll model for you.”

He laughed and she saw that his teeth were straight and white. She did not see him reach for her hand until it was enveloped in his.

Time froze. She couldn’t hear the crowd, her sister’s voice, or her own heart, which seemed to have stopped. She couldn’t see Mr. Burne-Jones or Mr. Rossetti. She couldn’t feel her own body in space. All she could feel was the paralyzing lightning strike of Rossetti’s skin against her own.

The instant he removed his hand from hers, her reason was restored and she stepped back, aghast. She glanced furtively around to make sure no one had seen. Theatergoers were rushing by, hurrying home, not paying the least bit of attention. Her heart was thundering, as if to make up for the beats it had lost, and she thought Rossetti must be able to hear it. She stared into his dark eyes and tried to think what to do. Should she rebuke him for taking such a liberty? Or pretend that it had not happened?

Burne-Jones was handing her a card. Without thinking she reached out and took it with her left hand, as if the one Rossetti had held was injured.

“Don’t dress up, don’t change your hair, don’t do anything to yourself,” said Rossetti, bowing. “Just come.”

After the two men had walked away, Jane looked at the card. It had a university address, the next day’s date, and eleven o’clock written on it. She showed it to Bessie.

Bessie tossed her hair. “I wouldn’t go if I were you. That Italian one isn’t right in the head.”

As they walked home Jane could still feel the place on her hand where Rossetti had touched it. What kind of man would take a strange girl’s hand? What kind of girl would allow him to do it? What was she getting herself into?

Their mother had fallen asleep at the kitchen table but woke up when they opened the door. Neither Jamey nor their father was home yet, which was to be expected. Sometime the following morning they were likely to stumble in, bruised, perhaps bleeding, covered with mud. In a foul temper and with a violent headache, Mr. Burden would yell at each of them, choose one to whip, and then sleep through his one day off from the stable.

“How’suh theeter?” Mrs. Burden said sleepily.

“Jane met a gentleman,” said Bessie. Jane immediately wished that she had sworn Bessie to secrecy. She had thought her sister would show more discretion, or at least more common sense.

“What?” said Mrs. Burden, fully awake in an instant.

“He wants to paint her. He says she’s beautiful.”

In a single stride Mrs. Burden was in front of Jane, and slapped her hard.

“Foolish girl, he wants to make a whore of you,” she said.

Jane tried not to cry, but the blow made her eyes water. “It’s for the university,” she choked. “I’m to be Guinevere.” She held out the card to her mother, who took it and ripped it in two without looking at it.

“You’ll be nobody, which is who you are,” said Mrs. Burden. “You’ll not go to meet this gentleman, whoever he is.”

“He’s an Italian,” said Bessie helpfully.

“An Italian!” her mother roared. “Stupid, stupid child. Flattered you, did he? And why’d you believe him?”

 

The next day Jane woke up at dawn and crept into the kitchen. Her mother was asleep on the floor by the fire. She found a stub of pencil and a scrap of paper in the kitchen and scribbled a note of apology to Rossetti.

Dear Sir, she wrote. She tried to remember the most elegant forms she had been taught in school.


I regret to inform you that I have been unavoidably detained. I send you my most heartfelt apologies for any inconvenience I may have caused you.

Your humble servant,

Jane Burden



When she was finished she looked it over and sighed. It looked poor and shoddy, not at all what she wished it could be. Still, her handwriting was very good and she thought it sounded well. She folded it carefully and placed it at the bottom of her brother’s messenger bag. She could only hope that he wouldn’t notice it until it had been mixed in with his mail for the day. She doubted he would abet her in sending a note to a man if he knew. Quietly she stole back into the bedroom. Bessie had not stirred.

Jane went to the window and stared out at the gray dawn. As she caught her own reflection, she saw the swollen mark on her face. I couldn’t model even if I was allowed to, she thought sadly.

She went about her day’s chores and tried not to think about it. When the appointed time came, she hoped to be able to slip out to the chicken coop and comfort herself by petting the birds, but her mother evidently thought she might try to sneak away, and made her sit close beside her and shell beans for two hours.

Well, she could think about Rossetti. Her mother could not take that away, at least. She recalled his amused expression when his eyes had met hers across the theater lobby. Amused, but not mocking. She felt that he had taken her measure, that in some way he knew her. But how was that possible? She was barely educated, she had never left Oxford, she had nothing, while he was a sophisticated and cultured London artist. Yet she could not shake the feeling that in his eyes she saw sympathy and understanding, and an invitation to join him in his wry detachment. It was an offer she burned to accept.

She wondered if she might run into Rossetti and Burne-Jones on the street and if she did what they might say to her. She was excruciatingly aware of having disappointed them. Even if her note was delivered, even if their day of work wasn’t ruined, as she feared, it would not change the fact that she had given her word and then broken it.

That night she dreamed about him. He pointed a brush at her and talked to her very seriously in what she supposed was Italian, but she couldn’t understand any of it. Then he dipped his brush in mud and painted the front of her house in thick, black strokes. Jane tried to stop him, but she was frozen in place. She shouted, but no sound came out. Then, exhausted with the effort, she woke up.

On Sunday, just as Bessie had predicted, Tom Barnstable found her after church and asked if he could walk her home. And though she wanted to say no, her mother’s eyes on her made her say, “That would be very nice,” instead.

As they walked she waited for him to begin a conversation, but he said nothing. After a few awkward moments, she pretended to look in the shop windows.

“The cowslips are pretty,” he finally said.

Since they were on High Street and there were never any cowslips there, even in the spring, she did not quite know what to say. “Yes,” she said. And then, “But I prefer roses. Though neither will bloom for several months yet.”

Tom had evidently exhausted all of his knowledge of flowers with his cowslip comment, and seemed stumped by the idea of roses. He began to tell Jane about a horse at the stable that had a peculiar boil on his forelock. Though she wasn’t especially fond of horses, Jane thought with relief that at least when Tom was talking, it wasn’t so uncomfortable. She could nod and smile intermittently, her mind far away with Rossetti, and all was well.

At her doorstep he paused in his story, and began to squirm. Jane thought with dread that he was going to ask to see her again.

“My parents,” he said, “would like to call on your parents. Would that be all right with you?”

“Of course,” said Jane with difficulty. “I shall enjoy meeting them.”

“Would Tuesday next be all right?”

“That would be fine. They can come for tea.”

“Then it’s settled,” he said, and smiled, horribly, Jane thought.

“Yes,” she said. She watched him saunter away and, when she was sure he was gone, ran as fast as she could toward the woods where she and Bessie liked to go and gather walnuts. She could not face her family just yet. Her mother would be sure to make suggestive comments and Jane did not think she could stand to listen to her.

She returned in late afternoon with three mushrooms, which mollified her mother somewhat. Still, all through dinner Mrs. Burden made references to “Jane’s beau” until Jane wanted to run to the well and drown herself in it.

That evening they were surprised by a knock at the door. Jane thought perhaps Tom Barnstable had come back, and her heart began to beat wildly. She did not allow herself to hope that it could be Rossetti. She looked at Bessie in a panic, hoping she would see her alarm and answer it, but Bessie was very nearsighted and her lap was full of mending. She made no move to get up. Mrs. Burden looked at Jane.

“You expecting a guest?” she asked.

Jane shook her head.

“Must be someone selling something. Not a very smart salesperson, to come here. I’ll get rid of them. Knowing you, you’d feel sorry for him and take out every penny of the egg money for his books or his shoe polish or his cutlery.” With a groan Mrs. Burden rose and went to the door.

“Pardon me,” said a voice Jane thought she recognized. “Might I speak with Mrs. Burden?”

Jane leaped from her seat and went to the door, but Mrs. Burden was blocking it with her body. Over her mother’s shoulder Jane could see Burne-Jones, looking gangly and uncomfortable.

“I’m Mrs. Burden,” her mother said, keeping the door open just a crack. “What’s this about?”

“It’s about your daughter Jane,” he said, giving Jane, or at least the part of her that was not blocked by Mrs. Burden, a small smile. Mrs. Burden’s tone became belligerent.

“Are you the Italian? She’s not a prostitute, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Mrs. Burden said. “She may be ugly, she may be the laziest girl in Oxford, and the most disrespectful, but she won’t sell herself for money, not while I have anything to say about it.”

Burne-Jones blushed. His expression was pained, and even Mrs. Burden could tell that she had greatly embarrassed him.

“No, Mrs. Burden, I’m not”—he choked on the words a little—“the Italian. I’m Edward Burne-Jones, lately of Oxford. I had the pleasure of making Miss Burden’s acquaintance at the theater the other night, along with my friend Mr. Rossetti.”

“Rossetti!” shrieked Mrs. Burden. “I don’t want to hear any more about him. Treacherous people, the Italians.”

“Mr. Rossetti is as English as you or I,” said Burne-Jones emphatically. “He was born and has lived his whole life in London, where his father is a respected professor of languages.”

“I don’t care who his father is. It’s obvious he’s a libertine and a rogue. You look well enough, but the fact that you’re associating with him and conversing with my daughter without an introduction—well, I’d say your morals are suspect as well.”

Burne-Jones withstood this quietly.

“If you speak with a Professor Lowell at the college, you will find that Mr. Rossetti and I are exactly whom we purport to be: artists from London who are in Oxford to paint the Debating Hall.”

“If you are an artist, you must be a bad one, to want to paint her,” said Mrs. Burden, echoing Jane’s thoughts of the night before. She jerked her shoulder back toward Jane. “I never saw an uglier girl.”

Burne-Jones was too polite to contradict her directly. “Nevertheless,” he said. Then he brought out his best argument. He pulled several shillings out of his pocket and handed them to Jane’s mother. “This is how much she’ll make for a day of sitting. I’ll see to it that she’s paid at the end of every day, if you let her come.”

Mrs. Burden seized the money and Jane knew Burne-Jones was about to triumph. “Are you sure it’s Jane you want?” said Mrs. Burden curiously after she had counted the coins carefully and put them in her pocket. “Are you sure it’s not Bessie?”

“Mr. Rossetti was quite clear,” Burne-Jones said.

“Well, there’s no accounting for taste,” said Mrs. Burden. She opened the door all the way and allowed him to come in.

There were particulars to be worked out. “She can only come two days a week,” said Mrs. Burden. “I can’t spare her more than that. And her brother will come pick her up. There’ll be no standing around and flirting. I know about artists. My uncle was a sign painter. You can’t imagine how many women he had.”

Burne-Jones kept a straight face with great effort. “Of course,” he said.







Three



JANE hurried through her morning chores as fast as she could. The moment they were finished, she skipped out the door, ignoring her mother’s shouts to mind herself. For a glorious moment she forgot that she was ugly and poor, and thought only of Rossetti. He was everywhere and in everything. The bright sun was the blinding flash of his smile, the limpid eyes of an adorable urchin were his eyes. The soaring college spires reminded her of his graceful carriage. Passing the tailor she recalled his lovely clothes, and crossing the steps of the Bodleian Library made her think of his poetic speech.

Despite living in Oxford all of her life, Jane had never been inside any of the colleges. She had never been invited before. It was a world that had always been closed to her, as a girl, and a poor one. Even her brother was stopped just inside the gates. He had seen the open courtyards with their flowering trees, but he had never seen the private chapels, or the classrooms, or the living quarters. Still, Jamey’s limited access was more than she could ever hope for. Until now.

Jane knew the guard at the gate to the Oxford Union. He gazed at her curiously and asked what her business was in a suggestive tone Jane disliked, but when she gave Rossetti’s name, he let her through.

The Oxford Union was a debating society open to all Oxford students. It had been established more than thirty years before, but only now had the money been found to build a hall. Jane followed a brick path planted on either side with very young oak trees that one day would provide majesty and shade but that looked a little bit pathetic now with their spindly trunks and leafless branches. The redbrick building with sandstone mullions and cornices was similar in design to many of the other buildings in town but, unmarked by moss or soot or time, it seemed callow and garish.

The courtyard was full of young men in billowing college robes. They nodded to her as they passed and she saw in face after face an unmarked beauty, the softness of an easier life, an innocence and obliviousness that touched her and angered her at the same time. The young men were glamorous, and beautiful, and utterly stupid in their privilege. She hated them, all of them, all except Rossetti. Somehow he was different. Every now and then a tutor would pass, gray haired and stern looking. She thought they glared at her, wondering what a girl was doing here. Any minute one was going to stop and question her. She would try to explain, but they wouldn’t listen to her and would throw her out. Rossetti would be disappointed again, and angry. He would wash his hands of the stupid local girl who could not manage to appear at the appointed time.

At last she was at the door. Too intimidated at first to push the door open and step inside, she rapped on it lightly. There was no answer. She waited a few moments and then knocked again. Nothing happened. She had just about decided that she must be brave and push her way in, when the door opened.

It was Rossetti. He wore the look of amusement she remembered. Jane found that she was overcome with self-consciousness and could hardly look him in the face. He was so beautiful she had trouble catching her breath.

“My lovely,” he said. “I heard a scratching at the door but I thought it was a cat. Come in.”

He led her into an enormous, high-ceilinged room that she realized was suddenly, unnaturally quiet. She counted seven other young men in the room. They were all staring at her.

“Eyes on your work!” Rossetti commanded. “Let Miss Burden become accustomed to our environment. You’ll scare her half to death.” Someone threw a pencil in their direction but the young men obeyed Rossetti. Now the only eyes on her were his.

“Thank you for your note,” he said. “I felt as if I was in a fairy story, receiving a missive from a captive princess.”

“I’m so very sorry—,” she began, but he raised his hand.

“Nonsense,” he said. “It is I who should apologize. I had no idea that my innocent invitation would cause you so much trouble. But now everything is arranged and you are here! Let me take your coat. You wander around. See what you think.”

The Debating Hall was composed of one great room, oval in shape. It was quite bare except for the scaffolding on the walls and the artists’ equipment. Each young man had his own easel and his own table for supplies. At first she stood still and watched the young men timidly, but they had obeyed Rossetti and were hard at work again, paying no attention to her. When she was sure they would not notice, she walked quietly around the room and peeked over the shoulder of each one to see what he was working on. They all seemed to be doing something different. One was copying a bust, another a still life of apples on a silver tray. One seemed to be working entirely from memory. Two of the young men were dressed in doublet and hose and stood stiff and frozen while Burne-Jones sketched them.

“That expression is nothing like noble thoughtfulness, Morris,” complained Burne-Jones. “You look like you just sucked on a lemon.”

“My neck is stiff,” growled the model named Morris, a plump, curly-haired young man holding a sword straight out in front of him. “And my arms are tired. How long does it take you to make a sketch?”

He looked so ridiculous in his costume and so awkward in his pose that Jane felt a little less uncomfortable.

“Poor Topsy,” said the other model, as slight and blond as Morris was solid and dark. “Should Ned give you some chocolate to sweeten your temper?”

Morris dropped the sword with a loud crash and Jane nearly jumped out of her skin. “Find someone else for your Launcelot, I’m through.” Jane couldn’t tell if he was really angry or not. He grabbed the other model by his collar and attempted to wrestle him to the ground.

“Morris,” cried Burne-Jones, “I’m nearly finished. Ten more minutes.”

“I was only teasing,” cried the pummeled model.

“Serves you right, Faulkner,” said Rossetti. The models returned to their places, red faced and breathless. Burne-Jones returned to his drawing.

“The artistic temperament,” Rossetti said, smiling at Jane. “We can’t do anything with either of them. But they’re harmless.”

Jane knew that she should say something, but when Rossetti was near, her mind was a blank.

“So many gentlemen,” she finally said, and immediately cursed herself for being stupid.

“Don’t worry,” said Rossetti. “Miss Lipscombe is coming to sit a little bit later, so you won’t be completely outnumbered.” He smiled sympathetically, as if he knew how she felt.

As she surveyed the room, she finally thought of something to say.

“Why is the scaffolding still here?” she asked. “I thought this building was completed months ago.”

“Look up, Miss Burden,” Rossetti said, and she obediently lifted her head. Above her was a walkway that ran all the way around the hall. The walls were divided by arches into ten bays. Above that was a brick dome.

“That is where we are to do our work,” he said. “Each of those ten spaces has to be filled. I’m to do three of them.”

She still wasn’t sure how this would be accomplished. Would she be asked to model up there? Jane was afraid of heights and hoped this would not be the case. But she smiled and nodded in what she hoped was a confident way. Rossetti immediately understood that it was all a mystery to her and very kindly explained what they were doing.

They were to paint murals on the walls. It had been Rossetti’s idea to make it a series illustrating the tales of King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table. The legends had nothing whatever to do with debating, but that was what Rossetti wanted to paint, and he had used his powers of persuasion to convince the architect to let him do it, and to choose the other artists who were to join him. They were only being paid housing and expenses, but Morris and Burne-Jones were young and inexperienced and saw it as a great opportunity to have their work on display.

Rossetti carried his well-worn copy of Malory’s Le Morte D’Arthur with him everywhere and knew the story by heart, and his favorite part was the quest for the Holy Grail. He knew what scenes he wanted to paint—Launcelot’s vision of the Holy Grail, the knights Galahad, Bors, and Percival receiving the Holy Grail, and Sir Launcelot in the queen’s chamber. He had begun to sketch the first two already, but it was the third scene for which he needed Jane.

“I wish I could paint Launcelot and Guinevere in the chamber bed together,” said Rossetti, “but of course that’s impossible. The union would never allow it and it would be a horrible scandal.” Jane blushed when she thought of modeling for such a picture, and was glad that Rossetti had thought better of it.

“So it is to be afterward, when Launcelot and Guinevere were besieged by Mordred and his men. Launcelot of course has been caught unawares and has no armor, and they are both sure that they are going to be slain, that this is the end. What an anguished moment! The difficulty is how to portray all of the emotion, especially of the queen.”
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