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Merrymounts



September 5th, 1785

Mr Lowther called at the house again. He stayed for an hour & behaved with a Civility I had thought beyond him. When we had first met him at the Rooms he was much distracted — today confessed he seldom enjoyed a large company save when obliged to perform. Pa remarked, ‘But sir, you are always performing’ — which of course he intended as mischief but Mr Lowther took him to mean his Professional life as violinist — So he spoke of his work with the orchestra &c.

Molly & I later prevail’d on him to accompany Ma on the piano forte. On taking his leave Mr Lowther made a deep bow & paid her compliments on the fineness of her playing. Pa has since been pleased to call him ‘old Slyboots’.

September 10th, 1785

Bath appears to be in a permanent state of Commotion. Though I should always chuse to live in a large town the din of carriages & the cries of traders on Milsom-street seem to grow louder by the day. So vexed was I by the Noise that in the forenoon I had to take my book & seek the quiet of the back parlour — Still restless I persuaded Molly to join me for an outing & we rode as far as Bennington Hall. We stopt & watched the swallows all flocking together in the sky ready for their long journey south. They chattered away on high, cajoling one another. How comes about this great Migration? How does this flighty mass of creatures settle upon the question of when to go — or where?

Milsom-street, Bath
September [1785]

My dear Susan — I should have written to you before, but waited till I could finish the little sketch here enclosed. I am afraid it is a poor thing, but since you were so good as to sit those long hours I felt obliged to make an end of it. I know you will be mindful of my feelings, but do give an honest Opinion. Pa as you know has devoted himself to instructing us from an early age in painting & drawing — He means to ensure Molly & I may do something for Bread in case an accident should befall us. He believes this a better way than making fine trumpery of his daughters & enlisting us in the ‘wild goose chace’ — the Pursuit of a Husband.

Molly would be happy as a cicada to find some eligible Gentleman — at the Rooms last week she quite fatigued herself with dancing. I have cautioned her against too bold a display of Spirits, tho’ I see no real harm in it. The unmarried daughters of Bath vastly outnumber the men of fortune & while that remains so she might do as she pleases. You enquired in your last as to the Musician — I had forgot you met Mr John Lowther on your visit — & am pleased to say our acquaintance continues most agreeably. Of his Accomplishments one cannot doubt — maestro of the violin, composer &c — yet I confess myself more charmed by the graciousness of his Manner, & by his pleasant Countenance. Even Pa, who naturally considers talk of Gentlemen a lot of chaff & disdains them for all but one part (that is their Purse) — even he concedes that Mr Lowther is ‘d—m’d clever’ & ‘not a bad Fiddler’.

I should be glad to hear that you have met with a sensible worthy man. You reported an outing to Brighton yet say almost nothing of the gaieties there — I dare say you attended a Ball or a Concert in all that time! Please to tell me when you write & spare no detail of your adventures, for we are very dull here. Pa left yesterday for London on business at the Royal Academy, & the house always is quieter in his absence. Molly & Ma beg to be remembered to their dear cousin, as do I —

Yours truly & affectionately,
Laura

October 15th, 1785

Today a letter from Pa in London. He is returned to his lodgings in Norfolk-street now that the Decorating is finished. He writes that the press of business has thwarted him in completing his commissions & will delay his return. He is troubled in partickular by ‘a Coxcomb’ who has twice failed to meet appointments for sitting — thus has he lost a whole morning in waiting — ‘I would fain kick the fellow’s a—se down the stairs & have done with him, but élas the commission is too valuable to forgo so must I grin & shrug & accept the Gentleman’s compliments’. To the side of this he has drawn a Caricature of a man tumbling down a stair, propelled by a large buckled Shoe.

October 21st, 1785

Newton brought the carriage around & took me to Widcombe Hill with easel & a plan of employment. Here I pass’d the afternoon in trying to draw the scudding clouds overhead & the shimmering movement of the poplar leaves in the wind.

Landskip painting Pa esteems highest of all — he does ‘phizmongering’, that is Faces, solely for Bread — & I endeavour to learn from his example. He has allowed me even to borrow his own paints & Palette, as though his Genius might be extracted from a mere handling of them. Would that it were! — then might I emulate the lightsome touch, the feathery brush-strokes & brilliancies of light for which the Merrymount name is renowned. Alas, cleaving to his lessons does not render the result of any greater consequence than an untutored student’s — mere aping of technique is no guarantee of Beauty or Verisimilitude. On occasion I flatter’d myself that some stroke of chalk could be called an Effect, for it seemed to Conjure a fleeting likeness of Nature — & it pleased my eye. But these felicities owed more to Chance I think than the careful exercise of Skill, for when I attempted to reproduce such Effects my hand failed me. I should like to please him but ’tis folly to suppose I should make a Livelihood. These ruminations have left me low in spirits.

October 26th, 1785

We met Mr Lowther again at the Rooms & enjoyed a half-hour of his good manners. Indeed, I could not conceive a stronger impression of his estimable nature, his knowledge of the world, & his sound judgement. He asked after Ma & Pa with a deference I found very attractive in a man whose own standing in Society is considerable. When Molly was distracted by another friend of hers he took leave to pay me a partickular compliment, viz. he had been hoping to see my face there today & in that very instant — this said with smiles — marked my entrance into the Rooms. I dare to wonder if his addresses betoken more than simple amiability. I can determine nothing at present. If his heart does suffer agitation he makes convincing disguise of it.

October 31st, 1785

Afternoon with Molly on a walk to Bathampton Down. Quite fair when we set out, wearing stout boots & stopping often to marvel at the autumn motley, the maples & beeches with their beautiful golden-russet tinges. We stepped through the little grove where Pa once painted us as girls — I wonder if there was ever an Englishman who painted his Family so often? He holds that his Landskips are his most accomplished work but that his favourites are ‘Portrait of the Painter’s Daughters’ & the earlier ‘The Merrymount Sisters at Night’ — which we all know as ‘Molly & the Captain’. Visitors to the house are apt to comment upon the latter, such is its renown as a Conversation-piece. It was painted in the year of I think 1763, when I was eleven & Molly nine, as we stood in the Drawing room amid the encroaching dark of the evening (Pa still likes to paint at night). Molly’s dress is silver, mine Naples yellow. He was most partickular as to how we should pose — with her right hand Molly reaches towards the candle, a brightness in her gaze, while I, the sensible older sister, hold a restraining arm across, lest the flame should burn her fingers. I remember a Commotion very late one evening when Ma rushed in to scold him & deplore the hour he had kept us till.

He laughed & promised to reward us for our Patience tho’ I cannot now recall what form our reward took. In truth, we already had everything we wanted.

November 9th, 1785

According to his Letter Ma rec’d today Pa returns at the end of the week. We had a jolly coze about a party for his Birthday on the 28th & agreed that the one best capable of arranging such a thing was Pa himself — tho’ rise to the occasion we must. I caught a cold when we were walking & am confined within doors. Molly laughs to hear my voice through a Block’d nose, & she is a lively mimick — ‘O bisery, a code in the Head!’ &c.

November 14th, 1785

When Pa saw my sketches from Widcombe Hill I expected no enthusiastic response — nor did I receive one. He is never much dispos’d to flattery. Yet I did detect a gleam of Curiosity in his eye, more than he has hitherto express’d, as he bent low to examine some bit of cross-hatching. He then said, to my surprize, ‘You have more of the artist than half those that get money by it’ — & explained that with a brisk instruction in colour I had it quite within my power to essay Drapery & Landskip backgrounds. This branch of painting, employed by many portrait painters, is unlikely to bring Fame, he said, but ‘if ’twere well done it may earn a Fortune’.

November [1785]

’Tis melancholy to see the two large oaks stripped bare, their leaves papering the ground. The trees seem to look down at their naked selves, like forlorn lunatic creatures who have cast off their undercloaths.

November 28th, 1785

We had fifty here, perhaps more, for Pa’s birthday. Sally & the two girls had made the House gay with flowers & lighted dozens of candles in every room. Plates of cold ham, duck & chicken were laid out, with wine & sherry to drink. The furniture had been removed from the large Dining room to make way for the dancing. It had been my intention to ask Mr Lowther if his Quartet would provide the music but Molly had already secured his agreement. The parish Curate Mr Gunton seemed eager to engage me — we have a slight acquaintance from Church — but I was careful not to catch his eye. I fear I may have been rude, for when he stepped towards me I turned away to converse with my aunt & uncle Daventry. (I am not certain that Mr G— is quite a gentleman, & his face is so very plain.) I could have wished to speak longer with Mr Lowther but he was for the most part occupied with his fiddling. When finally he did approach he begged my pardon for being so occupied & said that of course we should dance together. He asked me why I was known in the Family as the Captain, & I explained that Pa bestow’d the name when I was a girl on account of my tendency to direct others. (I am no longer so domineering.) Pa has always had a love of such nicknames — his own Wife he calls ‘Queen Mab’ or ‘Mabs’ or ‘Queenie’ (her name is Miranda). I forbore to disclose Pa’s name for him, but Mr Lowther’s thoughts were in any case running on other Business. Knowing Pa’s predilection for Musicians — he prefers their Company & has painted a half-dozen in his time — he asked me whether I thought Pa would look favourably on a request to paint his Portrait. Trying to conceal my surprize I replied that he was busy with Commissions & due to return to London forthwith — but if it pleased him I would mention his petition. He smiled & thanked me. In truth, I am confounded by this forwardness & now inclin’d to wonder if this has been his private Object all along — Not to court me at all but to ingratiate himself with ‘the finest Face painter in England’.

Later when Molly & I talked of the evening (she too had danced with Mr Lowther) I tried to ascertain whether he had repeated any of this Business to her. I could see from her puzzl’d Expression that she was entirely ignorant of it. I retired to bed in miserable spirits.

Norfolk-street, Strand
December 8th [1785]

My dear Susan,

I am now settled at Pa’s lodgings after a journey from Bath that was not more than usually uncomfortable. At my window I hear each day a prodigious rattling & clattering of carriages, carts, horses &c from the Strand — it starts up from dawn & grows louder through the forenoon. The House here is commodious, on four floors, the uppermost one in which Pa works & instructs his students. I count myself among them. He still believes me capable of drapery painting, that is providing the background to the canvases of Portrait painters. Alas I have no great confidence, tho’ I devote a few hours each day to the undertaking. Now that Molly has given up I feel it behoves one of us in the event of misfortune to have, as my naval uncle would say, a shot in the locker. Moreover I have made myself useful in unexpected ways. The other day Pa, requiring leadwhite, porte-crayons &c asked for the footman to be sent off to purchase them; but Cook said the boy was afraid to peep into the street lest he be press’d for Sea service. I heard shouts of D—m’d knave &c but still the boy would not go. So instead I did his errand, & reported to Pa that no press had got me. — ‘Aye,’ he said, ‘& if they had you’d make a braver tar than that blockhead.’

I had kept watch at Milsom-street for a letter from Mr Lowther but none came before I left. His compliments I fear I have mistaken & what I first construed as interest was a mere overflow of charm. Or perhaps I was his go-between — He wants to have his Portrait done, & supposed I might recommend him. When I raised the matter Pa said he had not imagined Musicians to be so ‘well-breeched’. I replied, quietly, that Mr L— might be hoping for it as a Token of friendship. At that he laughed & said that the Gentleman must think very highly of himself. Later he directed me to send a short message to ‘our friend’ the Musician; upon it he had written three lines — 50 guineas for a head — 80 guineas for a half-length — 150 guineas for a full-length. Thus I am placed in what is commonly called a cleft-stick, either to disoblige Pa if I refuse to send it or to offend Mr L— if I do.

Of course it suits my father to be blunt. Such behaviour in Bath I had plentiful opportunity to observe & while it caused us mortification I understood it as a Natural emanation of Character. He has a generous heart but a rough tongue, & in company he is apt to be rowdy, intemperate, thoughtless. He is not one to trim his words. His love of Comedy will outrun his Civility & he would fain play the joker than allow others to be comfortable. He remains in many ways the wild Suffolk lad he once was, unwilling to be tamed, by his Family or anyone else. I hardly need say this entire Business is entre nous. Next week Molly & Ma arrive here for Christmas, so the House will be full. Pa is, as once I overheard a guest at Milsom-street say, ‘vehemently hospitable’, tho’ at present he is agonized by Gout & shouts at the servants. Thus will I relish the more my visit to you at Rye in the New Year, when I may at last hope for some Peace & Quiet. I remain, dear coz, most affectionately yours,

Laura

December 12th, 1785

A very odd encounter this morning. I was in the lower parlour engross’d in a drawing when a knock came at the door. I called for the boy to attend to it but rec’d no answer — perchance still in hiding from the Press — no maidservant about either & Cook too deaf to hear it so I went up to the Hall myself. Opening the door I found there a Lady, not young, well-drest, once beautiful I think, but faded, who asked if Mr Merrymount was at home. Her voice was low & pleasant on the ear. I told her that he was out all day on Business & invited her to leave her card. At that she smiled — as though to say she had no such thing — gave me a Curious look & thanked me for my trouble. She was retreating down the step when I asked her —‘What name should I give?’ — at which she seemed to falter & paused —‘Mrs Vavasor’, she replied, & with a charming bow departed. I wondered if I had heard the name before. Pa’s acquaintance in London is wide, his clients many & various, & the appearance of one unknown to me could scarcely be thought remarkable. But there was about this Lady something that struck me as mysterious, either in her self-possession or in her elegant but careless attire — I could not decide. The impression of her countenance remained with me all day & Pa was hardly through the door before I informed him of Mrs Vavasor’s calling. I marked his Expression as I said the name, but if it caused him discomfort he hid it well, replying with only mild surprize that he didn’t know the Lady was in Town. I asked who she was. ‘Why, you have never heard of Mrs Vavasor?’ he cried. She, he was pleased to tell me, is the greatest Actress of her day, a Notable personage & a friend to the Quality. I can only say her Renown has yet to reach Milsom-street. He enquired as to our converse (briefly told) & seemed rather vexed that he should have been away when she called.

December [1785]

It being unseasonably mild when Molly arrived yesterday we went for a walk along the Strand & into the Temple, where the Lawyers flap around in their gowns like great black crows. When we pass’d a gathering of them I saw how close they put their heads together while they talked as though they feared to be overheard. Or were they merely deaf? We descended to the River & watched the little tugs & skiffs plying across the water. A mist had descended, & we lost sight of the Southern bank.

Molly said that Bath holds itself in very high esteem & yet has no inkling of its paltriness compar’d with London. —‘The crowds who frequent the Rooms would be shocked to know of what little consequence they are in a single one of the Drawing rooms of St James or Piccadilly.’ But I said that it should be a lesson for everyone that we are a perfect Nothing beyond our own circle — that our concerns are of vanishing interest even to those who live in the neighbouring house. I suppose that such a lesson would take most people a lifetime to absorb.

I enquired with pretended carelessness as to Mr Lowther. Molly said that he had called twice before they left for London, & still made no mention of the Portrait business. I did not send Pa’s list of his fees to Mr L— after all. It seemed ungracious, even if his Vanity merited it.

January 11th, 1786, Rye

Accommodated neath the roof of my Wootton cousins for almost a week I have greatly taken to the Sussex life, the long walks by the sea, the pleasant little harbour, & the strange salt air with its promise of health. This morning a gull perched on my bedroom sill & looked down its great enquiring beak at me as if to ask — Is Breakfast served? The town itself, with its winding, crooked streets & pretty cottages seems to me a happy spot. The welcome from the family has been all I could wish. Uncle Henry is a jolly red-faced country gentleman, shoots nearly every day & drinks flip every evening. Aunt Clara is like Ma, comely, pale-complexion’d, a little severe but good-humoured withal. He dotes upon her.

Susan’s brothers Charles & Frederick are more amiable than they were as schoolboys — The former is in the employ of a building merchant, the latter studies to be a Doctor.

Susan, two years younger than I, seems quite as sanguine as ever tho’ she appears to entertain no significant prospects of Marriage. She is busy with her Charitable work & visiting the local poor, occupies her hours of leisure with sewing, reading &c — never seems to chafe at the lack of Society about her. I cannot pretend such a life would satisfy me, & yet I envy her this contentment with her lot. She is proof that a narrow orbit of acquaintance does not necessarily beget a narrowness of mind. She listened carefully to my account of Mr Lowther’s behaviour. ‘I dare say he has conceived a partiality for you,’ she began. ‘His attentions have been too persistent to argue otherwise. Perhaps he was persuaded to withdraw out of a consciousness of your superiority to him.’ Superiority in what regard? I asked. Susan considered. ‘In temperament, in manners, in social standing, & quite probably in intellect. Many a man would,’ she added. I blushed & laughed at the compliment, tho’ even if all that were true I would never disdain Mr L—’s overtures, for even in his Pride I could not help but admire him.

January 17th, 1786

To Hastings in the carriage with Susan. We arrived wind-whipp’d & frozen. I had brought with me chalks & paper but my hands were blue with cold & could not hold steady to draw. We walked for an hour on the shingle, our bonnets tied firmly beneath as the wind got up an almighty howl & snatch’d our voices away.

We stopt occasionally to gaze out to Sea & watch the breakers thunder towards us. The roar was majestic & terrible. On the horizon, smudg’d with grey, a single tiny fishing boat was tossed about on the swell & I thought once more of our narrow life & its Insignificance. I remarked to Susan on the emptiness of the Scene — we had not passed another soul as we walked. ‘Do you wonder?’ said she. ‘No sensible person would take a constitutional in such weather!’ Then to a tea-room on the Parade, where we took shelter at last from the wild buffeting.

January 30th, 1786

Today arrived back at Milsom-street after nearly two months away. I perceived something amiss from the moment I entered the house, weary & travel-worn — I could not say exactly what, but Sally did not catch my eye on greeting & Ma appeared somewhat distracted as she enquired as to my journey &c. ‘Is Molly ill?’ I said, imagining the worst. Ma shook her head & told me I should rest for the afternoon. I retired to my bed-chamber & was dozing there when Ma came on tip-toe into the room & sat on the bed. She said there was News that might grieve me — I asked her to tell it — & she looked at me with a Face that mingled kindness & pity. ‘Molly is to be married,’ she began (my immediate sensation was of joy) & continued —‘to Mr Lowther.’ I was astonished & for a moment lost the power of speech. How could this be? Ma hurried on with an account of Mr L—’s courtship, apparently conducted in secrecy during the weeks I was away in London, tho’ I think it must have begun at an earlier date, perhaps at the Party in November, I cannot say. He proposed to her two weeks ago, while I was at Rye, & Molly accepted. ‘What did Pa say?’ I asked — my hand trembles as I write this — ‘He believes the fellow a sneaking dissembler,’ she said, ‘but since Molly is determined upon having him there is nothing to be done.’ Old Slyboots — Pa knew his Man. I was quite composed throughout our converse, but once Ma had gone I gave way to tears & much bitter lament. I remained thus in my bed-chamber for the rest of the evening.

January 31st, 1786

Pa came to me this morning & spoke as gently & feelingly as Ma had done, tho’ now I could not refrain from weeping. He said Mr L— was a ‘blackguard’ who had used me very badly, but of course he cannot speak as candidly to the man who is soon to be his Sonin-law. The situation is impossible. Pa looked pained & said he knew not how the fellow had glozed his way into the affections of Molly but that to him the direst calamity of all would be to see his daughters estranged.

‘You have been too dear to one another to be sundered by his ignoble scheming. Molly is wild & headstrong but assuredly she did not purpose to do you ill. You have good understanding; I know you will come to forgive her.’

Will I? I think it will not be soon.

February [1786]

The mood at home has been lowering & I fear I am the cause. I keep away from Molly as much as I can but come the hour of dinner we are obliged to face one another. I want to be civil but my countenance betrays the wretched hours I have spent brooding. Pa keeps up a jolly run of talk withal, & Ma looks on nervously as we sit in silence across the table. This evening Molly visited my chamber & across her own drawn features I could read the unhappiness there. She owned that it affected her grievously to see me miserable on her account, to which I replied that it could be little wondered at. I might have borne Mr L—’s throwing me off for anyone else. But that my own sister should have connived at it cut me to the heart — At which she broke out that no such connivance could be laid to her charge, that Mr L—’s addresses to her had come without warning or invitation.

Ought she to have rebuffed him simply because his original preference had been for me? I replied with some haughtiness that I could not vouch for her Conscience, but for myself ’twould be impossible to brook such treatment of my own kin. At that her face crumpled & tears poured down so piteously I was minded to forswear my indignation & pet her as I used to when we were girls.

But I could not, I was too distraught, & we parted in misery. I wish I had never set eyes upon that man.

February 21st, 1786, London

I am now once more settled at Norfolk-street. A relief to us all, I believe. The domestic uproar occasioned by Molly’s engagement became too much to bear & I begged Pa to allow me to resume my residence here. He agreed very willingly. He removes to London more often now that his Commissions have multiplied. At first I felt too sick at heart to be in Company & kept to my chamber, reading & thinking. But today I resolved not to mope & putting on my thick-sol’d boots I walked through the West End & thence into May Fair, where so many of Pa’s clients reside. The grand houses seemed to frown as I peered in their windows.

There was a frost about & once or twice I slipped, but did not fall. The queer pinched faces of London folk much impress’d me. On Bond-street I bought a woollen shawl, which sits about my shoulders as I write these lines. ’Tis odd how a few hours of activity can lift the spirits. A stroll in the City has not the healthful benefits of a Country Walk, but I think surpasses it for interest.

Pa troubled again with Gout but still manages to work.

I rec’d yesterday a letter from Molly but find I have no inclination to answer it.

March 4th, 1786

I was tramping through the morning crowds at Covent Garden when I passed a Lady whose face I thought familiar. In a hurry I retraced my steps & plucked at her arm — a momentary Expression of alarm crossed her features (she perhaps mistook me for a strumpet on the prowl) till of a sudden she recognised me & smiling said — ‘Why, Miss Merrymount, is it not?’ I returned the smile, & blush’d, for I could not recall her name — knew her only as the Lady who had called at the house in December. She must have perceived this, & said, ‘Mrs Vavasor, at your service.’ The thoroughfare on which we stood was busy so I asked her if she would have tea with me at Norfolk-street, & she consented right away. ‘My father told me you are an Actress,’ I said once we were settled, ‘of great Esteem,’ I added quickly. Mrs Vavasor looked at me with laughing eyes & said, ‘Aye, if an Actress can be said to possess such a thing . . . ’Tis not esteemed a nice profession at all.’ As she spoke I took the chance to study her — She is fine-featured, with dark olive eyes & nut-brown hair, not tall, with a neat waist & pretty legs. But more striking to me was her easy & natural Manner, enhanced by a charming laugh. Indeed her laughter has two different registers — the one that sounds like the tinkling of a bell, the other deeper, bawdier — & sounds like a man. I asked her about her acquaintance with Pa, to which she replied they had met at Drury-lane when she was playing in ‘The Way of the World’ —‘My employer, Mr Sheridan, introduced us over a Supper at his rooms, & very civil & humorous I found him — You are fortunate indeed to have such a Father!’ She owned she had been here but a week ago & had hoped to meet me, but Pa had said I was a little indisposed. ‘You are recovered now?’ she continued. I told her I was quite well. We talked for an hour or more. As she was taking her leave I said that Pa would be vexed to have missed her — ‘Then in recompense allow me to invite you both to Drury-lane for an evening, that is, if you should care to see me on a stage?’ I replied, truthfully, that nothing would give me keener pleasure.

When she had gone I dashed up to my chamber & made a quick sketch of Mrs Vavasor’s head while she was still fresh in my Memory.

Norfolk-street, Strand
March 17th, 1786

Dearest Susan —I must tell you of our outing to the Drury-lane Theatre to see ‘Twelfth Night’. Mrs Vavasor, whose acquaintance I lately made, sent around tickets to Norfolk-street as she had promised. Pa seemed bemused that we should share her invitation but did not stand on ceremony & laughed out loud when he saw that sherry & cake had been laid on for us in the Box. ‘Lizzie (as he calls her) has conceived a liking of you, I fancy — I never get so much as the ship’s biscuit when I attend.’ I was stupefied at the size of the Theatre, by the noise & bustle from the pit right up to the gallery, wherefrom a hundred faces at a time seemed to loom in the candlelight. I had seen the play once at Bath & remembered the Plot, but in all other partickulars this was quite different — the vast chandeliers, the gilded ceiling, the luxurious sets, the quality of the music & overtopping them all the Majesty of Mrs Vavasor as Viola. Never did I see such a performance in which humour & lightness were married so cleverly to pathos of expression.

Her voice is all harmony, the delivery so cleverly managed that when she spoke in the guise of ‘Cesario’ she beguiled us entirely. She looked uncommonly pretty in man’s Cloaths. The applause she won at the end of the play rang to all corners & very well deserved it was.

But this was by no means the end to the night’s entertainment, for Mrs V— had sent her maid to invite us to her Dressing-room — such a place I had not visited. Imagine, dear coz, a maze of stairs & gloomy passages that lead to a general Dressing-room where a candle & mirror are assigned to each actor; around them flit stage-hands, hairdressers, lighting men, scene-shifters, assorted helpers, even nursemaids who have tended an actress’s children — like a little household unto itself. Mrs V— had her own room away from this where Pa & I were obliged to watch as she with the aid of her Dresser divested herself of the costume & the paint from her face — Pa not at all embarrassed but of course I blushed to see such a thing, even with a screen betwixt us. When she emerged to receive us she told the maid to lay the Table — & next moment a servant carried in a tray of cold meats, bread, bottles of ale &c from the tavern next door. We took our supper & talked past midnight of Shakespeare, the stage & the ‘devilish’ Business of acting. Mrs V— tho’ tired from her performance was graciousness itself & talked to me as if I were quite as wise as herself about the Theatre, tho’ my ignorance must have been apparent. Such a jolly evening I never had.

Let me have a letter from you soon, & make my best compliments to your family.

Yours most affectionately,
Laura

March 26th, 1786

I tormented myself this week by endeavouring to write a letter to Mr Lowther, in which I asked him, candidly, if he believed his conduct towards me befitted that of a gentleman. It was only with this distance of months that I felt calm enough to address him so. Yet when I read it through I found its tone so plaintive in its grievances & doubts that I saw that it would do more harm than good. The man had already shown himself a blackguard — why should I give him further opportunity to despise me? The letter is now black cinders in the grate.

I then wrote a short letter to Mrs Vavasor thanking her for the hospitality we rec’d at Drury-lane, expecting no prompt reply — yet to my surprize she wrote to ask if I would oblige her with my company this afternoon for a walk in the Green Park. She greeted me warmly & we commenced a stroll. ’Twas a day we felt the spring slowly advance, the wind a little brisk & yet amber rays of sunshine peeped through the mass of clouds. Mrs V— said I should call her Lizzie, as Pa does, & told me of her Life — Born in Bristol of Irish stock, raised in a theatrical family & from an early age toured the North country — York, Sheffield, Hull, Newcastle, Edinburgh &c — before moving to London aged two & twenty. I asked her if her husband still lived. ‘I never had a husband,’ she replied — The ‘Mrs’ she was advised to put before her name by her Mother, who perceived the dangers attending an Actress without protection. She did once have a child, she said — but the father abandoned her & the child died in infancy. Though she did not say so I knew from Pa her performances at Covent Garden had won many friends & admirers —Would she take the chance if Marriage offered? She was thoughtful for a moment.— ‘Aye, but such a prospect recedes by the year. I am seven & thirty, close to an age when men’s interest quickly wanes.’ I am three & thirty, I replied, & cannot pretend myself to have many pretensions in that regard. She looked at me, with some astonishment, said she would not have guessed my age above thirty. ‘But your sister is soon to be married, I believe?’ As we talked of this I could not remain quite composed & she behaved with great sympathy on hearing the story of Molly & Mr L—. She urged that however disgraceful the latter’s conduct I ought not to throw off a beloved sister on his account. ‘To forgive demands humility,’ said she, ‘the hardest of all virtues to master — but also the sweetest.’ I thought this wise, & privately resolved to make Mrs V— my friend and, if she would allow it, my confidante.

April 9th, 1786

Ma has written to me in distress. It seems there has been a sad revival of Molly’s old troubles — as a girl she was subject to delirious fits of a severity that obliged her to keep within doors. Afterwards she would have only a vague notion of these nervous disorders, & she soon returned to the lively & good-hearted girl we knew. As she passed into Womanhood the fits receded in frequency & finally ceased altogether, so we believed. But these last weeks our Molly has been laid low by the Distemper once more. Ma called in the Doctor who following an examination advised her to rest, since when a little calm has been restored — but the fear persists that her Affliction has not been cured, only allayed. I talked over the matter with Pa, also much distressed. He conjectures that the sudden onset of her illness may be traced to the coming Event of her nuptials — ‘There is nothing like Marriage to play havoc with a woman’s humours,’ he says. I asked him if Mr L— had been apprised of Molly’s condition — I mean its true Nature— & he thought not. Perhaps this would give him cause to reconsider their union, I ventured. ‘In that case let him be informed of it immediately,’ Pa muttered.

In her letter Ma begs me to return home, which I am reluctant to do. But if Molly really is ill I fear I must.

April 22nd, 1786, Bath

Since Pa & I returned to Milsom-street ten days ago we have been greatly relieved to find an improvement in Molly’s Health & spirits. Her appearance on first entering her bed-chamber startled me — Her face feverish & pale against the pillow & a trembling agitation in her limbs recalled every aspect of the old Distemper. The Doctor believed it to be an Ague — Pa thought not, & directed Sally to administer cooling draughts & a dose of James’s Powder to settle Molly’s fits. By degrees we saw a slow improvement, she began to take a little broth while sitting up in bed & talked to us quite calmly again. I think she was pleased to see me, my frowns reserved only for her well-being.

This evening Mr Lowther came to the house & I heard him conferring privately with Pa in the Library — Later he went up to see Molly. All seems to be well. If he did not know of Molly’s volatile condition before he surely does now. I had it from Ma that Pa suggested putting off their Marriage till later in the year but Mr L— would not hear of it.

Friday, June 9th, 1786

On this day my sister Molly was married to Mr Lowther at the Abbey Church of Bath. May God bless her & keep her.

[First section of Laura Merrymount’s journal ends here]

October 1787, Cavendish-square

Lizzie came again in the forenoon to sit for me. I keep Pa’s precepts foremost in mind — viz. to be well aware of the different Effects which one part of a Picture has upon another, & how the Eye may be fooled as to the appearance of size &c if ever the Painter is tempted to overlay his own ‘bundle of trumpery’ —

It is not the Painter’s business to invent, says Pa, only to tell the Truth.

While I worked away Lizzie talked about the trials of her recent Northern tour. The playhouses in Scotland, Yorkshire &c had been most of them full when she performed, yet the manager of the Company had taken a dislike to her — she knew not why — & had bilked her of £100, money she has calculated to be at least half of her earnings.

She has engaged a lawyer to pursue the payment but thus far has rec’d no word. This in itself is a troublesome expence she said & would be entirely unnecessary if Mr S— had paid her what was owed. Then she burst out —‘I am sick of everything under the sun.’ I was startled, never having seen her in such a vexed mood. We were silent for some moments until I said that if money was short I would most willingly help release her from any debts. — At that she looked at me strangely & said, ‘You think I have told you this as a way to appeal to your Charity?’ A heat had come to her Face & I quickly replied that I wished only to be of assistance, but she cut me short — ‘I have not grovelled for a thing in my life, & never will,’ she said with great haughtiness — & at that she rose & without bothering to change swept out of the room.

Again I was most astonished, so unlike her did this behaviour seem. Some hours later she returned here & earnestly begged my pardon — ‘I am out of sorts, my dear girl, & ought not to have spoken so roughly.’ I said that I had not meant to give offence — that I merely wished to be of service — at which she became tearful & said that I was the kindest person she knew & please to forget her churlishness. I asked her what the matter was, but she shook her head & claimed an indisposition — Her Sleep has been lately disturbed & made her low-spirited.

We talked a little more, but she was still distracted & soon left the house, this time at least with a civil Farewell.

October 22nd, 1787

Still alarmed by Lizzie’s outburst I consulted Pa. He has met the gentleman with whom she shares a house — ’tis said they are married, but Pa believes not. The ‘husband’ is one Mr Boyce, a lawyer from Bristol, who is known to have ambitions for Parliament. — And that is why the fellow will never marry her, says Pa — Lizzie may be the font of all happiness to a man, but one gift she can never bestow is Respectability.

I am minded to enquire about her domestic arrangements — Could they be related to her anxieties about Money? I suppose such curiosity might be thought impertinent, & I fear to provoke Lizzie again.

October 27th, 1787

To Covent Garden where Pa procured a Family Box to see Lizzie in ‘The Double-Dealer’. She played Lady Touchwood, a dissolute, jealous Woman, with admirable skill, tho’ coloured with an arrogance I did not like — I would fain not see her play a heartless schemer. Yet there was something else in her that gave me pause — a certain hesitancy in her Comportment, an unsteadiness as might afflict someone under the influence of drink, or an opiate. Was she ill? At the interval Molly took me aside & whispered — ‘Is Mrs V— with child?’ I said I thought not, tho’ during the next Act I observed Lizzie in the light of this conjecture & was inclined to think Molly right —a faint roundness seemed to shadow that graceful figure & gave me to wonder if this might be the cause of her fatigue.

Afterwards at Supper we were gay & talked of Lizzie very fondly, but Molly kept silent on the Subject & so did I.

November 1st, 1787

Lizzie here for the Portrait — I asked her if I might paint in the spectacles she wears for reading — ‘To put them on my Face?’ she asked. No, this idea did not please her, for wearing the spectacles ‘was not in her regular Fashion’. I considered that carrying a Child was hardly in her regular Fashion either, but said nothing. We agreed that she would hold the spectacles in her lap, at the foot of the picture. We had been together two hours or more when I asked her, innocently, if she had been indisposed when she took to the stage last Saturday.— No, she replied, seeming puzzl’d, & I was obliged to own to her what Molly had conjectured. Lizzie returned a look I had oft seen on stage — knowing, with a touch of rue — & confirmed that we had guessed aright. She is content, for she had always hoped to be a Mother, & she laughed as I clapp’d my hands — ‘Pray tell no-one,’ she said, ‘for the Announcement shall not be soon.’ I ventured to ask if the news had pleased Mr Boyce? — ‘He will be informed in due course.’ I was astounded by this — That she had not yet told him! Pa had guessed their Marriage (if indeed it be) was an eccentric one, but this exceeds the measure.

November 4th, 1787

The revelations of recent days have led me to ponder the knotty business of Marriage —As a girl it seemed to me an enviable state & one I would rejoice to attain for myself; yet it seems impossible now to ignore the burden of unhappiness & disappointment that Marriage so often brings in its train. One surely cannot exist in a state of constant intimacy without ever wishing oneself alone. My own Father & Mother have been wed six & thirty years & have loved us as truly as any parents did — but do they reflect with satisfaction on their time as man & wife? I cannot pretend they have been well-suited. Pa is of a hearty gregarious temperament, his humours too quick & unruly for one as shy & placid as Ma — She would prefer a life away from the ‘madding crowd’ — she dislikes London — while Pa regards Company as his lifeblood & seeks out diversion the year round. Perhaps Lizzie’s seeming indifference to Mr Boyce springs from natural wariness — her own parents were grievously unhappy together & she confessed herself relieved when the father abandoned them (she has two sisters). Only Uncle Henry & Aunt Clara to my mind have found true contentment together —& that might be explained by the former’s frequent absences from the house.

November 19th, 1787

Pa’s patient tutelage notwithstanding, I have made little progress in my career as drapery painter. The agent Mr Goodall on first inspecting the work was certain of attracting clients. I duly took heart from his confidence —Pa himself echoed the encouragement, & all looked set fair. But now Mr G— reports that his expectations of ‘immediate employment’ were misplaced. It seems that his clients are less inclined to hire a woman for such work, even when the rates proposed are more favourable than a man’s. I asked him why this should be — He shrugged. I would have thought my father’s Name alone might have secured a commission, but the agent replied that the Principle — the Prejudice, I might say — held firm. ‘If the business were offered in the name of Merrymount & son the prospect would be bright — “& daughter” I fear is not an affinity likely to open purses.’

December 13th, 1787

Lizzie has removed from Queen-street where she had lodgings with Mr Boyce. Relations between them finally broke down once the news of her pregnancy became known. It seems that Mr B— is not the father at all but a certain Lord Rothwell, a favourite of the Prince. Now scandal pursues her & her Character is mocked in the windows of the Print-shops — Mr Gillray makes great sport of her in his latest drawings. When Pa & I saw her this week at the Haymarket in Cibber’s comedy (‘She Would and She Would Not’) the audience was hostile — shouts & curses from the pit. Lizzie, playing Hippolita, gave as good as she got.

She would always make a bow towards them when in male costume — now she turned her back & bowed the other way, as if to say Kiss my a—e! Pa gave a loud laugh & cried ‘Bravo!’ I laughed too, tho’ I doubted the prudence of her saucy gesture —the Public is a beast to bait at your peril.

December 15th, 1787

I visited her at her new lodgings at Clerkenwell-close — a small cottage, smoky, somewhat cold. I thought she would be mortified to read her name bandied in the Press but she seems indifferent to it — something almost regal in her equanimity. She regards these scurrilous attacks on her as mere ‘teazing’, says she has known much worse. (Of course, this coolness of temper may be a show.) I asked her about her new protector Lord R— to which she replied — ‘If the press were to be believed I have bestowed my favours on half the aristocracy of London.’ With some apprehension I referred to her anxieties about money — the scoundrel manager has yet to pay her —but she assured me that Lord R— had taken her finances in hand & her debts were discharged. ‘I am more grateful to him than I can say,’ she said later.

How I admire Lizzie’s courage — cast out by her lover, harassed by creditors, ridiculed by pamphleteers, without a husband for the child that is to come — yet nothing will defeat her. Would that I had as much vigour in meeting adversity, ‘To take arms against a sea of troubles’ — alas, when troubles come I am apt to shrink away, to hide my face from the world. To think Pa used to call me ‘Captain’ — his imperious daughter!

Cavendish-sq, London
December 20th, 1787

My dear Susan — I rec’d yours & am glad to know all is well with you & the family. Today marks a twelve-month since we removed from Bath to London — I think we are here permanently settled, tho’ the house is not beloved by all. Ma finds it too large to manage & quarrels with the servants —she believes them idle & dishonest, ‘like all London folk’ — & lives in constant fear of house-breakers. Pa’s assurances that we are safe —‘safe as a mouse in a cheese’—bring her no comfort. The light & airy rooms suit him very well, however. He has never found a more congenial place in which to paint or to show, & used the garden to advantage in the Summer. I have been endeavouring to help him. So numerous are his Commissions that he requires on occasion a Landskip painter, & who might do that job better than the very Person he taught himself? It went slow at first, for I dread to furnish him with inferior work, but indeed he seems very satisfied — He has more confidence in me than I have in myself.

Last week we dined at Mr & Mrs Lowther’s, in Soho. They keep a very grand house — servants, a cook, a Carriage — which indicates either that Mr L— has a head for business or else there is a deal more money in Music than I ever supposed. I thought the partridge at dinner a little tough. I would scruple to say that Mr L— has improved with acquaintance —he behaves as though the unpleasantness of last year was but a minor inconvenience — tho’ at least with Molly I am reconciled. Ma is very tender towards both; Pa keeps his own Counsel. I have watched him gaze across the table at his son-in-law & wonder what he might be thinking. Later Molly showed us the Harp which Pa had given them on their Wedding — she was briefly persuaded to twang upon it.

My friend Mrs Vavasor has been infamously abused in the periodicals. The scandal of her pregnancy & ejection from the house she had shared with her husband have made a Feast of gossip on which London continues to graze. We have lately seen her twice on stage. The first time she was subjected to the provocations of the Pit — jeering & shouts of ‘gamester’ &c — against which she defended herself with great wit & vigour. Some in the audience admired her for it, & the next time we saw her she was cheered to the echo. Such are the whims of the Public. It would please me to introduce you to Mrs V— when you visit us — I have good hopes you will like her as much as I do.

I enclose a little Drawing of the Garden here along with Compliments of this happy season to you & the family — I am, dear coz, most affectionately yours,

Laura

January 14th, 1788

An argument has arisen over a painting — one might say The Painting — of Molly & myself, viz ‘The Merrymount Sisters at Night’. It presently hangs in the Hallway, just as it did at Milsomstreet for twenty years or more. Perhaps it is the most famous Portrait Pa has ever done — it is certainly the most beloved. Now reports come from Goodall his agent that a Gentleman wishes to purchase it — I know not who, or how he came to see it, for the thing was only twice exhibited in our lifetime, years ago. Pa has never put it up for sale — & would never — but the offer for it is exceptional — 350 guineas. Goodall urges him to sell, & to our amazement so does Ma, for the sum is prodigious. Pa has dismissed the matter out of hand — his attachment to the Portrait is so strong it seems unlikely he will yield.

Today Goodall returns to the house & brings a new offer — 400 guineas. When Ma heard of this she again remonstrated with Pa, saying only a mad man would refuse it. She added that they are already in possession of two other Portraits of ‘the girls’, both of them as fine as ‘Molly & the Captain’. He disagreed — the Painting was strictly not for sale, at any price, & so the dispute rages on, with Ma & Goodall making common cause against Pa’s intransigence. Later, when we spoke in private, I asked him why he so determinedly refuses the sale — if the 400 guineas were offered for some other painting he would surely accept it. Pa replied, ‘Perhaps so. But this Painting is part of your inheritance. Were I even inclined to I could not in all conscience sell the thing —for I regard it as yours & Molly’s.’ I thanked him, with all my heart, & silently prayed that we would be worthy trustees of it.

January 27th, 1788

I have returned to the Portrait of Lizzie that I set aside last year, & must now endeavour to finish it —her figure softens more each day that passes, & she herself complains that her Cloaths begin to strain at the seams. I assure her that she is beautiful still, only ’tis beauty of a different order —riper, like a Rubens. Yesterday Pa happened to come into the room where we sat & looked most amused by our cozy companionship — Much joking & teazing. He said, ‘I wonder if there lives another Actress in the country who can claim the Honour of being painted by a father & his daughter.’ I was much embarrass’d by this & after he had gone I begged Lizzie’s pardon — said that the high company with whom Pa associates is apt to make him conceited. He did not mean to speak amiss.

Lizzie seemed not to understand his offence & I was obliged to continue — The Honour of which he boasted did not pertain to the Actress, I said, but to the father & daughter who had been allowed to paint her. But Lizzie laughed this off in her familiar way & said what a ‘singular girl’ I was.

February 10th, 1788

Yesterday I was with her in her Dressing-room at Drury-lane when there came a knock at the door & a smart well-mannered gentleman entered — Lizzie introduced him as Lord Rothwell. He spoke to her quietly & with respect (I had imagined such a fellow would boom), enquired as to Lizzie’s health & expressed a hope that she would agree to dine with him soon. Before he left she explained to Lord R— that I was the daughter of the ‘famous’ Wm Merrymount, at which he owned to being an admirer & would I be so kind as to convey his compliments &c to my father. I thanked him, & he left. Now if this is really the same Lord whose name has been intimately associated with Lizzie’s I confess my astonishment, for while there was graciousness on his part I discerned no history between them above a friendly acquaintance. But Lizzie assured me that this man is her protector & the father of her child. Perhaps then it is my mistake to have believed that Passion should be the ruling principle in chusing one’s mate; instead, one should look to the virtues of good sense, reliability & an open hand when entering the marriage market. I remember Cousin Susan telling me as much years ago, but I was headstrong then & thought I knew better.

February 29th, 1788

I felt great apprehension before revealing to Pa the finished Portrait of Lizzie, & not merely because I consider the thing so deeply inferior to his own. I dreaded to hear him find fault in a hand that he himself has tutored — if ’twere so then my venture into Face-painting is gone to smash, for who is more able to teach this branch of Art than Wm Merrymount? But show him I must. His countenance is wont to reveal nothing at first, & I waited in an agony of doubt. Then he nodded several times —smiled, as though to signal his approbation, & asked me how many pictures in total I had finished. I replied that there were nineteen or twenty sketches, four oils of Heads & five Landskips. He said that if all the work was of this calibre (pointing to Lizzie’s Portrait) it would incline him to show it in a gallery —He would speak with Goodall about it. I thanked him, tho’ felt alarmed. I have not yet self-esteem sufficient to face the Public gaze —the only Arbiter I hoped to please was Pa.

March 4th, 1788

Now he announces that, having consulted with Goodall, an exhibition of my Paintings is to be held —not in a gallery but here, at Cavendish-sq. I felt bound to object to the presumption of this. I protested that only my Name — that is, my kinship with him — could justify such a thing. My work is not yet worthy of exhibition —I should be laugh’d at at every Tea Table in London. But he was not persuaded, believes this to be mere pusillanimity on my part — ‘If your work were only in the common Fan-mount stile I own it would not be worth the candle. But there is accomplishment here & much else to delight the eye. Besides, this happens to be my Show-room, & I am d—md if I mayn’t show what I please!’

I cannot think Goodall (if indeed he was consulted) would approve this. He would not be swayed, as Pa is, by the sentiments of family. But I fear that once my father has fastened upon a scheme he will not easily let it go.

Cavendish-sq, London
March 12th, 1788

Dearest Susan — I take this spare moment to dash off a line to you. The grand plan to show my work proceeds apace, & I am helplessly swept along in its wake. The house is full from noon to night of Canvas-stretchers, Frame-makers, Picture-hangers, Nail-bangers & sundry other jobbers preparing the large & small Show-rooms in readiness for the exh. At night I can barely sleep for worry of the Disaster that may follow. As you know, I was quite content to paint on in obscurity, to be that flower ‘born to blush unseen’ — for I never have conceived a desire for Fame. But Pa is determined to thrust my pictures before the Public gaze. He at least believes in them, & I am thankful that the Merrymount name will attract a crowd, even tho’ all the interest be in his name rather than mine.

Mrs Vavasor, her ‘bulge’ now quite visible, delighted us again this week at Covent Garden in an old comedy, ‘The Wonder: A Woman Keeps a Secret’. (It is by Susanna Centlivre — her play ‘The Busie Body’ we have also seen.) The great house was full & warmly applauded her on first appearing, & again at the end. The scandal of her broken marriage still lingers, & the papers continue to abuse her in the vilest language, but Mrs V— carries on in spite of them. I shall endeavour to introduce you to our remarkable friend, dear coz — I beg you to attend this little show of mine, or should I say of Pa’s, since it is all his doing. The opening is set for a day in April. I will write again once it is settled.

Remember me to your mother & father, & believe me affectionately yours,

Laura

April 4th, 1788

Susan arrived here yesterday & very glad I was of her company in my agitation. I never had a better confidante, so patient & wise in counsel. When I owned to her my terror of the coming exh. she argued that on the contrary it ought to be an occasion of delight—‘We are so little noticed in general that when attention comes our way ’tis an obligation as much as a pleasure to savour it.’ I saw the good sense in this. We went for diversion to Mr Mendham’s in Bond-street where I bought two pairs of satin gloves, one for each of us. Then we walked in the Green Park — saw the horse-chestnuts budding & listened to the larks singing.

For a full two hours I quite forgot the forthcoming Event.

April 5th, 1788

Strange it is how an evening awaited so long & with such dread may come to seem almost a Mirage the next day. Visitors began to arrive after noon & were most of them greeted personally by Pa. In the evening carriages came to the door, the lamps were lit & the guests were served punch & port wine. The house had seldom been so full — the ground floor so crowded that we had to open Pa’s Painting-room to accommodate the numbers. I rec’d some compliments on the pictures. Lizzie came straight from the theatre with a company of friends & made a gracious toast to me —I introduced her to Susan & was pleased to watch them talk in a convivial way together. I thought Pa would give an address but he did not, & I was relieved. The agent Goodall lurked about the rooms all evening, occupying guests with his glozing talk. I was desirous to know what had been sold but did not engage him.

April 9th, 1788

I am fortunate to have my cousin here —Without her gentle & philosophical counsel I should have collapsed under the strain of nervous fatigue. The day after the exh. Pa departed on Business to Bath, so I wrote to Goodall enquiring as to the sale of my work. I rec’d no immediate reply & leaving Susan to occupy herself I went to his office in the Strand. His Face was all surprize & he affected not to know why I had presented myself. I asked him directly how many of the Paintings had sold — When he hesitated I had my answer, & waiting only to hear it confirmed I left. I walked back in a trance of mortification, repeating under my breath — Not one! Not one! And I silently reproved myself for the debacle. My first instinct had been to decline the scheme, but Vanity got the better of me. I also think ill of Pa for insisting upon it —of course he meant well & thought only to use his influence to my advantage, but I would have been much happier to plough my lonely furrow & maintain the illusion (at least) that I had ability. Pa could not understand this reluctance. But there is the difference between us — He has Genius, and paints because he must. I paint because I have no facility for anything else.

A satiric article in ‘The Enquirer’ revels in the disgust of those who attended the exh. last week believing it to be of William Merrymount’s work, not his daughter’s — thus now I know for certain that my work is thought commonplace & derivative. I have traded obscurity for ridicule.

April [1788]

I might have brooded on my woes had not grievous news overtaken them. A Silversmith of Regent-street sent his man here yesterday with an urgent message for Pa. He went off immediately, returning some hours later with a story as pathetic as it is alarming. It seems that Molly had visited the shop on Thursday & was noticed behaving oddly — the Manager of the shop engaged her & there followed an altercation, the burden being that the fellow had discovered her attempting to ‘lift’ a bit of Jewellery. I exclaimed in shock as Pa continued — Molly was seized & under duress owned that she had absently pocketed a silver brooch but had not meant to steal it. She was within an ace of being carried off to Bow-street when a colleague of the Manager observed that Molly was too genteel to be a common prigger & questioned her. Once it was established that Wm Merrymount was her Father, a calm was restored & a messenger dispatch’d to Cavendish-sq. —‘Why her husband was not summoned I cannot fathom,’ said Pa, though of course he smoothed the ruffled feathers & asked the Silversmith to take into account his daughter’s occasional nervous disorders — such thieving was wildly out of Character & he would make all necessary recompense for their trouble. The matter was dropt.

Pa then conducted Molly back to Soho & waited for Mr Lowther. On his appearance they had some converse about Molly — I know not what — & an agreement was made that she must not for the present be allowed to go out unaccompanied. Pa looked weary & vexed on his return. I thought I should attend on Molly but he advised me to wait for a day or two —doubtless she needs rest. Susan still resides here, & I could not help give way as I related the history of poor Molly’s Distemper, hitherto concealed from the cousins.

April 17th, 1788

I visited Molly at Rupert-street & was relieved to find her in a quiet & subdued temper. It seems that the delirium of old has recurred & she is now under the care of the Doctor. He has prescribed James’s Powder. I asked her about the incident at the Silversmith’s & she replied in a broken way that pierced me to the heart — She has no recollection of her larceny & felt deep remorse on hearing the account of her behaviour under accusation. The matter is extraordinary, but I think she speaks truly — ’tis not in her character to be treacherous or dishonest. She has submitted to keep within doors for the present. I gather that Mr L— has been little at home these last months owing to professional obligations. (I hope that is the reason.) Ma has been fretting over the Business in a way that helps no-one; she is not the least suited to bearing up.

I write this late, the candle guttering, & feel dreary & disturbed as I prepare for bed. I pray God grant us deliverance from these miseries.

April 22nd, 1788

A letter from the office of Goodall — Two of my paintings have been sold, one of them a small portrait of Ma & Pa, the other a Landskip. I am astonished & write immediately to ask the name of the buyer. Goodall in reply said that the buyer wished to remain anonymous. I conceived then a strong suspicion of who it might be & felt a renewal of that first disappointment — the purchase reflecting not upon my worth but on the promptings of sentiment. In the evening I found Pa in his library & put it to the test — I said that I would be always grateful to him for the first Lessons in drawing he had bestowed on me & for his great encouragement thereafter — likewise that the exh. he had mounted was generous on his part tho’ somewhat premature, since my work was not yet of a standard to merit a public display. Pa was about to speak when I came to the point — Hurt though my pride was he should not have endeavoured to salve the wound by secretly purchasing two of the paintings. It was kindly meant, I owned, but it served only to rob me of what remained of my dignity. Pa now
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