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Book IV:VII Diffugere Nives (Horace, Odes)

The snow has vanished, already the grass returns to the fields,

and the leaves to the branches:

earth alters its state, and the steadily lessening rivers

slide quietly past their banks:

The Grace, and the Nymphs, with both of her sisters, is daring enough,

leading her dancers, naked.

The year, and the hour that snatches the kindly day away, warn you:

don’t hope for undying things.

Winter gives way to the westerly winds, spring’s trampled to ruin

by summer, and in its turn

fruitful autumn pours out its harvest, barely a moment before

lifeless winter is back again.

Yet swift moons are always repairing celestial losses:

while, when we have descended

to virtuous Aeneas, to rich Tullus and Ancus, our kings,

we’re only dust and shadow.

Who knows whether the gods above will add tomorrow’s hours

to the total of today?

All those you devote to a friendly spirit will escape from

the grasping hands of your heirs.

When once you’re dead, my Torquatus, and Minos pronounces

his splendid judgement on you,

no family, no eloquence, no righteousness even,

can restore you again:

Persephone never frees Hippolytus, chaste as he is,

from the shadow of darkness,

nor has Theseus, for his dear Pirithous, the power to

shatter those Lethean chains.
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Chapter 1


[image: ]


Blackthorn Manor, August 2016

High summer had arrived at Blackthorn Manor. It was parched and hot, as the poisoned planet writhed uncomfortably under its stuffy carbon blanket. You wouldn’t know, looking at the house, that things had changed much since the last century. You wouldn’t necessarily sense the pesticides leaching out of the soil and into the water, or the lack of birdsong compared to a hundred years ago or mourn those creatures that have ceased to exist on the earth because of human greed. Innocent and wild, green, and gold, the garden looked like Eden. Roses still in bloom arched their throats up to the sun, wood pigeons strutted across the lawn, a lone bumble bee floated around the flower beds. Not many people came here, the property was still under lock and key. But there are ways to invade even secret, hidden places, and those in the know had started to explore. Teenage couples had broken into the gate house and left condoms and beer bottles there, and dog walkers and poachers explored the woods with impunity, ignoring the No Trespassing signs.  

Now there were four young people, laden down with various items, struggling across the lawn. They’d come from Thornby to film in front of the house and utilize the faded glamour of their location to the full. Their lead actress, Lara, was a friend who was studying drama while they were studying film, but her expressive features and luminous skin made her a natural in front of the camera. Everyone was in high spirits although they were hot from the drive and the struggle over the fence and through the woods, where it was a difficult journey through the trees, including the stubborn blackthorns that had given the Manor its name.  

Ethan, who was directing the shoot, carried the heavy cool box full of snacks and drinks, Alex had the suitcase full of props and clothes, Maryam their makeup artist, another friend from college had her own large silver case full of foundation, powders and sparkling glitter and Lara carried Ethan’s camera and kit. Ethan made it as far as the terrace where he put the box down in a shady spot next to the wall. He wiped sweat from his face. The heat was so intense, it was quite fierce. 

“Let’s stop here.” 

“I’m so hot,” moaned Lara, piling her things next to the cool box and collapsing dramatically on the lawn. 

“Isn’t this place amazing? I can’t believe we just have it all to ourselves.” 

Ethan took a few photos on his phone to share online, admiring the way Lara’s limbs were elegantly arranged on the parched grass. He went over the planned shoot in his head. They had some props with them—fake flowers and a vase, a folding table and tablecloth—and he wanted to have Lara pose on the terrace. But their surroundings prompted other ideas as well. 

“Let’s do the terrace scenes first, and then maybe we should try something by the lake and that little boat house. That could look really good.”

“What should I wear?” asked Lara. 

Ethan thought for a while. He wanted Lara to wear something gauzy and floaty, something that summoned up the beautiful and wealthy at play. Ethan wasn’t one of them, he was from a council estate in Thornby, but he was one of those people whose certainty inspired others around them. “The white dress. I want her to look bleached out.” 

Maryam got to work on Lara with her little brushes and pads. Lara waited patiently, perched now on the terrace wall. 

“It looks so sad in there, don’t you think, Maz?”

“I can’t believe they just leave it sitting there empty like this. It’s so wasteful,” said Maryam, tapping gray powder onto Lara’s eyelids. 

“You can see marks where they’ve taken away paintings and everything, it looks very neglected. Imagine what a great place it would be to have a party.”

“Yeah, you could really go wild. There’s no one around for miles.” 

“That looks great.” Alex was admiring Lara’s make up. “I’ve set up the table and the other props.” 

Lara had to run across the terrace. They did several takes of this scene. They were using actual film, so every shot had to be right. She was very conscious of Alex’s eyes on her. Classically handsome, Alex was quiet, and she found him hard to read. As a result, she couldn’t resist trying to attract his attention, something she wasn’t used to having to do. 

Ethan discovered the old sundial on the terrace with its inscription Pulvis et Umbra Sumus and decided to add it to the story.

“What’s that even mean?” Maz asked. 

“Sumus is ‘we are’ and I think Umbra is shadows. I’m not sure about Pulvis, maybe dust? ‘We are dust and shadows.’” 

“You understand it? You’re posh.’”

“Not posh, just did Latin GCSE.” Alex flushed. He hated being called posh because he’d got a scholarship to the local private school. 

Ethan asked Lara to read it. The shadow of the gnomon indicated it was one o’clock in the afternoon. 

They did several takes before Ethan was satisfied, and the heat increased. The air felt as though it was vibrating around them. 

“I want to stop,” begged Lara.

“I need to do a few more,” said Ethan. “By the lake, there’s a little boat house. I want to film you walking along the jetty.”

“I’m too hot.”

“It’ll only take another twenty minutes—the light is perfect now. Lara, can you change into that silver evening dress?”

Lara sighed, then lifted the dress she was wearing over her head and waited in the sunshine, almost naked apart from a thong and her high heels. “Go on then, hand it over here,” she said to Alex, who was trying to act nonchalantly and avoid staring at Lara’s exposed flesh. 

Maz, also hot and tired, picked up the makeup bag and trudged behind Lara as she picked her way down to the boathouse by the lake. 

“This looks dangerous,” announced Lara. She thumped on the jetty with her heels. Some of the wood was rotting. 

Ethan wasn’t really listening. He was entranced by the contrast between the beautiful girl and the broken, faded jetty, sunlight glinting on her dark hair and bringing out the sparkle on the evening dress. It would make a wonderful scene. He got the narrowed focus that happened when he was about to do something good. 

“Lara, I want you to start off on the grass and then walk slowly along to the end of the jetty.” 

Lara turned and walked back onto the grass. Alex called, “Action” and she began to walk along the jetty, the sequins on her dress dancing in the light. It was a long shot and Ethan trailed along behind her. A moment later, she stumbled sideways into the water. Ethan continued to film. 

“Do something,” yelled Maz at no one in particular. Alex hesitated for a second, then pulled off his shirt and dived in. She could be hurt or have got caught on something. The water was quite deep here, he realized, but he could see that Lara was swimming up to the surface. She was spluttering something, treading water.  

“There’s a body in the water! Oh, my God, I saw it!” Alex swam with her to the bank, helping her climb out. She’d lost both her shoes and had to cling to him as they made their way back up the lake’s muddy banks. They wrapped her in the picnic blanket and Maz rummaged in the cool box for something sugary. Slowly, color started to return to her face. 

“I went under and although it’s weedy down there, I had my eyes open, and I swear I saw a body—a skeleton, I mean.”

“Right under the jetty?’”

“I’m not sure, I think so.”

‘Are you sure you didn’t imagine it?” asked Ethan, frowning. “It’s just that, you know, you had a shock.” 

‘I know I had a shock, but I’m not an idiot.’ 

“It’s just the light’s so perfect... If we stop now...”

“I think a dead body is a bit more important, don’t you? Plus, I’m covered in mud and fucking pondweed, in case you haven’t noticed.”

“It looks great, with the hair and makeup. It actually really works. Let me do twenty minutes more and then I swear we’ll phone the police.”

“You’re joking, aren’t you, mate?” Alex had dived back in unnoticed to have a look around while the others were crowded around Lara. Now he returned to the group, water running off his body, toweling off his hair with his dry shirt. “I’ve seen it. It’s definitely a human skeleton wrapped in something. It must have drifted under the jetty somehow or it would have been found ages ago.”

Ethan looked at them both. 

“Compromise? I’ll film both of you, just as you are, for ten minutes and we’ll call it a day.”

“No, ring the police first and you can do it while we’re waiting for them. It’s probably aiding and abetting, or something, if you don’t do that.’”

In the end, that’s what they did. Ethan continued filming Alex and Lara, both covered in pondweed and dripping wet. He got so engrossed that he wouldn’t stop when the police arrived. The two constables who were first on the scene arrived via the driveway, after having forced access through the main gate, and walked around to the front lawns where they found the four young people on the grass by the jetty, two still in their bedraggled finery. They were not impressed. 

Those scenes ended up being the best footage that Ethan shot that day, though, he decided later when he’d finally been released from the police station and had a chance to work on them. Lara and Alex entwined on the grass in the sunlight, water dripping from their hair, and behind them, death lurking below the murky surface of the water.  

Once the police had established that the call wasn’t a hoax, they called out their new Detective Chief Inspector, Dawn Warren, and started taking statements from the students while the crime scene investigators arrived and erected a tent on the lawn. Dawn was tired and harassed from a day spent in meetings about budgets and clean up rates, but the strange magic of the Manor took hold of her as she crossed the lawn towards the little group assembled by the jetty, their shadows longer now and stretching across the grass.

“Who are these kids?”

“Students,” replied the constable with some scorn. “They were working on a film project. They were still working on it when we arrived.”

“Any chance they could be involved in any way?”

“I don’t think so. This looks like it happened a long time ago.”

“This whole place feels like going back in time.” She shivered suddenly. “Let’s get them down to the station, get their statements, send them home. We’ve got work to do here.” 

They had to use police divers to bring up the body from under the jetty once it had been photographed in situ and everything had been documented. It was now late afternoon, and the blazing heat of earlier in the day was gone. Although the team were serious about their work, there wasn’t the sense of urgency that a recent death might have caused, instead the work proceeded methodically, unfolding in as choreographed a way as a stage play. The sad bundle below the water was carefully hauled up and brought center stage by the divers and then removed to its temporary resting place in the investigators’ white tent. Crime scene tape set out the marks for each performer, and everyone knew their role. Dawn’s role was that of director: she watched carefully, making sure that every aspect of the crime scene from evidence gathering to forensics was proceeding as planned. She was standing by when the pathologist unwrapped the body. It was a skeleton now, all flesh melted away, with some little scraps of material that must once have been blue and red adhering. 

“It’s old. Too recent to be the White Lady though,” he commented.

“The White Lady? What are you on about?”

He looked slightly embarrassed. 

“Just a bit of a joke. I forgot you’re not from around here. It’s a local legend, you see, a girl from the family that owned the Manor drowned herself in the lake hundreds of years ago.”

Dawn frowned. “This is no suicide.”

“I don’t think so either. But it’s female, for certain. Quite young, although I won’t know more until I get her back to the lab, and I think it’s possible she’d given birth, although again I can’t be sure yet.” 

“Cause of death?”

“Not much doubt about that.”

The pathologist indicated the fractured skull. 

“That’s a massive blow. I think it would have caused almost instantaneous death. Of course, it could have happened postmortem, perhaps when the body moved from its original location, but I don’t believe that to be the case. This is a lake, not the sea.”

“Why do you think the body moved?”

“Once your divers have finished searching, I think they will find some weights. The material the body was originally wrapped up in—you can see the remains of it here—must have been weighed down, but when it finally fragmented the body became much lighter and was moved in the water, maybe in a storm or something similar.”

“It would have been found before if it had been there long. Although the Manor hasn’t been inhabited for a couple of years it isn’t completely secure and someone would surely have noticed something before.”

“I think you’re right. But I’ll be able to tell you more once I’ve found out how old she was when she died, and how long she’s been there. It’s possible her dental records will help us, too, although it’s a long shot after all this time.” 

Dawn looked at the lake where the divers were still busy and the CSIs were searching the summer house and jetty and shivered. 

“This place is beautiful, but it gives me the creeps.” 

The pathologist smiled at her. 

“You must have seen a lot worse.” 

Dawn pushed away thoughts of the many gruesome crime scenes she’d attended over the years during her time at the Met. 

“Seen a lot worse, you’re absolutely right. But I don’t know, there’s something really horrible about the way this poor lady’s been hidden here all these years. The killer was probably local, might’ve been living a few miles from her body for all we know. We’ll do our best to find out who she was and who did this to her.”

“Good luck!”

I’ll need it, she thought. 

***
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ETHAN’S FRIENDS CAME to watch the ‘rushes’ weeks later—he’d shot all his footage on sixteen millimeter film, which had to be processed. They took their place in the college’s screening room as Ethan made a couple of minute adjustments to the film and then set the projector running. 

First, they saw Maz’s hands as she held the clapperboard up, then the first scenes started playing. Lara ran across the terrace, again and again, in her white dress. Lara frowned as she stood by the sundial, trying to work out the time, tracing the motto chiselled into the stone with her fingertips.

Maz’s fingers appeared with the clapperboard as the scene shifted to the jetty. Lara appeared walking into shot from the right in her silver column dress, which glittered as she moved. 

“Wait a minute,” said Ethan as Lara progressed towards the jetty. 

“That’s not right.”

An area of fog appeared to hang over the jetty area as Lara walked towards it. It was almost the same height as Lara and as Ethan stared at it, it seemed to him to have a human shape, although it appeared to float in the air slightly above the jetty. 

“Double exposure? Something like that?” asked Alex, putting an arm round Lara’s shoulders. She was visibly shivering as she watched herself walk towards the other figure, oblivious to its presence. 

“That should not be there! I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

Lara walked further towards the figure and with a sudden convulsion, it seemed to push her off the jetty. 

“That’s how it felt, as though someone pushed me!”

Ethan’s eyes were fixed on the figure which seemed to grow more substantial momentarily. It seemed like the shape of a woman, in a billowing dress. But as he watched, a distortion crossed its face and the film stopped turning. The image was eroding, in front of their eyes, and a moment later, acrid smoke filled the room as the reel of film on the projector burst into flames.
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Chapter 2
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London, January 2016 

Sara walked towards the big house through the rose garden before walking up the wide steps and pressing the doorbell whose sonorous clang echoed through the hallways like a gong. 

Something felt wrong even before she reached the doorbell. Her breath felt constricted, as though a bag was being tightened over her head. She had a sharp pain in her chest.  The light looked strange, it reminded her of sitting on the rocks by the sea during an eclipse on a holiday long ago, the sunlit scene had warped for a moment as though a pair of black wings had passed over it. 

At first, when the doors opened, she was reassured. This was, after all, her childhood home. She knew every inch of it, from the hidden carvings of two small dogs inside the old stone fireplace which she liked to caress, to the library gallery where she used to sit with a book, undisturbed for hours. 

The front staircase rose in front of her, and she walked towards it. As she went up, she had to move carefully. Some of the treads were soft or broken and felt uncertain below her feet: spindles had left gaps like missing teeth. There was a smell of damp, of decay.

The stairs seemed to get longer and longer. As she climbed, she heard a shuffling sound above her and looked up. Standing on the landing above her, next to the bust of Apollo which always wore a hat, was her father. He was older than she remembered him, and grayer. Robert had always had the nonchalance of an aristocrat or an academic, wearing tweeds or old linen suits and ancient cashmere jumpers flecked with ash. But now his clothes were stained with a kind of black slime. 

“Why are you so dirty?”

“I’ve been in the cellar. Digging.” 

He suddenly seemed much closer to her. One of his strong hands covered her mouth, and she gagged as he forced something between her lips—a wet, foul-tasting clump of earth. 

She pushed him away with the hopeless, flailing energy of dreams, and found herself toppling off the stairs, reached out to try and catch hold of something and then woke up with a sudden jolt. Jon was staring at her. 

“Jesus, did you not take your pills or something? You were shouting.” She tried to reorient herself and slow her breathing. 

“Are you alright?” 

She wanted to scream at him—no, she was not alright, no, not at all. 

“I’m fine. Just a bad dream.”

Jon put an awkward hand on her shoulder—they were going through an extended period of touching each other gingerly, as though they were fragile creatures, those little china animals she had played with as a child perhaps, the hedgehog that had chipped, the badger she had dropped down a drain and cried for days after losing. She smiled tightly at him, in the dark bedroom. 

“I’m going to get a drink.” 

This was something Jon wouldn’t approve of, but after that dream she wanted a real drink. She padded down the stairs, trying to avoid catching glimpses of herself in the windows and the landing mirror, her body unfamiliarly plump in her Victorian nightgown. In the kitchen, hidden in the least favorite vase, were her emergency cigarettes. She got them out and poured herself a big glass of Sauvignon with some ice. It was warm outside, and she pushed the glass doors onto their paved garden open to get some air. She could feel sweat on her forehead. 

The sky was lit with the usual sullen London glow, and she felt the familiar pang for the stars. She inhaled deeply, wondering how something that was so bad for you, was not on the face of it pleasurable in any way, could feel so good, and took a sip of her wine. A peculiar sound rose in the night. It sounded like a howl of distress from something that had been very badly hurt. She imagined a fox injured by a car, perhaps, or perhaps it was just a mating cry. She told herself that it was too late for that many cars to be about. It was the sort of sound that made you listen out for another, something to resolve the story, but that was it. She smoked the cigarette down to the filter and finished the wine in a couple of gulps. She would have to brush her teeth before she went back to bed. 

Jon had gone back to sleep by the time she made it back into bed. She lay rigid on her back staring at the ceiling. Tears poured out of her eyes, dripping into the pillows, but she made no effort to wipe them away and made no sound. 

***
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THE NEXT MORNING, AS sometimes happened, she felt slightly better. Jon went off to work in his pinstripe suit—she could usually tell if he was meeting a start-up, banker, or CIO by which suit he had on and whether he was wearing a tie. Today was clearly a banker day. Sara wondered, once again as she watched him go, whether she could face looking for another job. As at the moment, getting out of bed was a challenge, it seemed the answer was no. 

Jon had made her some coffee, and she sat up in bed and sipped it. Their home was a tall, thin town house overlooking a park in East London. She looked at a cobweb draped over one of the window frames. It had been there for months. Even the vivid colors of the walls she’d chosen herself seemed muted, as if she was looking at them through dirty glass. 

The doorbell rang. Sara ignored it. It rang again, and then again, insistently. Finally, she gave up and clambered out of bed. Going down the stairs reminded her of the staircase in her dream—it was unusual for her to dream about Robert. She hardly ever dreamed about him, only Jane, although she found it hard to remember her mother’s face when she was awake. 

Looking through the peephole, she saw her older sister, instantly recognizable with her white-blonde hair. Sara opened the door.

“I wasn’t expecting visitors.”

“I can see that.” Lucia’s impatient expression seemed to take in Sara’s nightwear and find it wanting. “I really need to talk to you, and you never answer your phone.”

Lucia marched off to the kitchen with Sara following her and stuck the kettle on. 

“Where’s your teapot again?”

Wordlessly, Sara pointed at one of the cupboards. Lucia clanged about making a pot of tea and then finally turned to face her. 

“I’ve got some bad news.”

“What! What is it?”

“I know you’re not in great shape at the moment. Izzy wasn’t sure if I should tell you yet. But I figured you’d want to know, in spite of...you know.”

Lucia’s arm waved through the air, encompassing the house, Sara in her nightgown, Sara’s lost baby. 

“Jesus, Lucia. Tell me.”

“It’s Pa. He’s had an accident. We think we’re going to have to go and see him.” 

“An accident?”

“He’d been in the studio, working on a new painting. Mary was coming to see him at midday.” 

Mary, his housekeeper, was able to ignore Robert’s ranting and seemed to be impervious to the mess he created. Robert’s productivity was unaffected by his habits—the studio was full of paintings, often turned to the wall while the latest waited on an easel—but everything else had been in wild disorder last time Sara had seen it. Mary was able to keep the kitchen and the main reception rooms functioning, Robert had retreated to the studio and his bedroom opposite for most of the time. 

“Perhaps he’d been drinking, they don’t know yet. He fell down the stairs, they said, and they think he was concussed. The paramedics said to me he could have been there for hours. Anyway, they’ve had to keep him in for observation, he’s at the hospital in Anglesham. He’s not at all well.” 

Sara felt her feet and hands grow cold and felt unsteady on her feet. Lucia must have noticed because a flash of concern crossed her face. 

“You look pale. Look, here, have your tea.” 

She poured it into a mug and added some sugar. I don’t take sugar, Sara wanted to say, but instead she accepted the mug and allowed Lucia to steer her into a chair. 

“It’s not—it’s just...”

“Look. I know how you feel about him, and God knows I agree with you, but he’s still our father. Do you think you’ll be up to paying a visit?”

“Will Izzy go?” 

“Yes. We’re going to take the train down tomorrow.”

“I’ll come with you.” Sara took a sip from her tea. The unaccustomed sweetness flooded her mouth. 

***
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SARA AND LUCIA HAD already found themselves seats on the train at King’s Cross when they saw Isabella running along the platform, a small gold suitcase bumping along behind her like an obedient dog. 

“You made it,” said Lucia, as Izzy slammed the carriage door behind her. 

Izzy was still catching her breath and nodded. “Sorry, the school run was a bitch this morning.” 

Izzy was perhaps the most conventional of the three sisters, having achieved the trifecta of kids, partner and career. You would not be able to tell this by looking at her, Sara thought. Izzy had taken after her mother far more than Lucia had. People always stared at her and couldn’t look away. 

“How is he?” Izzy asked. “Do they think he’ll recover? Has he said anything yet?”

“He’s still under observation. He seems very confused, they say, and they’re worried that it’s concussion or possibly something else.” Lucia took a sip of coffee from her takeaway cup as the train jerked out of the station. 

“I haven’t visited him in over a year,” said Sara. She was dealing with a wave of private misery, imagining Izzy on her school run with her two children by her side, busy and content. She couldn’t blame Izzy for that. But it was difficult not to at times. 

“Don’t feel bad about it. He’s infinitely more bearable in small, controlled doses. Do you remember that time we all sat for him?” said Izzy. 

“Yes, what was that all about?” said Sara. 

“Artistic temperament.” Lucia was an art conservator by trade and no longer approved of artists, Sara knew. They were foolish with their choices of materials (often prone to decay or color change), their storage techniques (too much light, too much damp, too cold), their financial choices (often leading to poor storage of art works) and general lifestyle. 

Their father, whose paintings were crammed in piles, faces to the wall, in a messy, smoke-filled studio (a potential fire hazard), was a case in point. Every now and again, Lucia would team up with their father’s agent, extract a few paintings, and remove them to air-conditioned, light-controlled safety. As a result, she saw Robert more frequently than her sisters. Lucia also collected art—usually photographs. She had explained to Sara that these were her retirement plan, although Sara suspected it was for more complex reasons.

“He flipped out because he made us look so fucking dreadful. No wait, what am I saying? He wouldn’t care,” said Izzy, whose pale skin was always rendered in a slightly greenish, sickly cast in her father’s work. 

“I suppose we could ask him. If he recovers enough to be able to speak,” said Sara.

“Perhaps he won’t.” Izzy’s voice had a note of finality. 

The train continued through the suburbs and out of London. Lucia opened her laptop and seemed to be writing emails. Izzy flicked through a script. Sara had brought a book with her, but lacked the energy to read it, instead staring out of the window. As they left Cambridge, Sara watched the familiar landscape assemble itself, flattening out, expanding into marshland, dykes, and drains glimmering under the wintry, lowering sky. Sometimes they’d pass a solitary house perched in one of those endless, flat fields, or see a herd of cows, but most of the time, it was winter crops growing there—winter wheat, rye, turnips, and beets, or just ploughed earth where the fields lay fallow. This time of year, it could feel as though winter, and the darkness would never end. Sara shivered, thinking of the damp, freezing soil, the chill of it entering her bones.  

“Cold?”

Lucia was watching her.

“A little.”

“We’ll be there soon.”
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Chapter 3
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Blackthorn Manor, 2000

Inventory: 

Painting by Robert Landimor, 2000, “Three Women”

Executed in oils on a stretched canvas 8 feet x 6 feet. Unframed. The portrait is not entirely finished, as the brushwork in some places, particularly on the left-hand figure, is looser than on the rest of the painting. However, it is still an impressive example of Landimor’s later works.

The painting, unusually, depicts Landimor’s three daughters together, Lucia Landimor (b. 1970) and her younger sister Isabella Jackson (b. 1976), both from his first marriage to model and actress Gloria Potter in 1968 and their half-sister Sara Landimor, (b. 1985) from his second marriage to Jane Vaughan in 1984. 

The three young women are depicted in the drawing room at Blackthorn Manor, on the first floor. Isabella stands in the foreground to the left, looking directly towards the viewer, wearing a dark dress. 

Her two sisters are seated on a purple sofa behind her. The family dog, a wolfhound named Leonardo, sits between them. Lucia gazes to the right towards a window, Sara is reading a book.

The painting is executed in a muted palette apart from the colors of the girls’ hair and the bright lipstick worn by Isabella. Some art critics have commented on the flesh tones used, particularly on the figure of Isabella: an actress familiar for her stage and film roles, the green tones in her skin have been emphasized making her look almost unearthly. 

Estimated value at auction: £300,000-£500,000
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