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1928

Parents were so difficult to decipher. On the eve of the most important day of one’s life, one would think a mother would want to wish you well. A heartfelt note arrived in the morning post from her art teacher, and her father gave her a new satchel to carry her notebook and pencils. Not one word from her mother. Eva never could understand why she was regarded as so disagreeable. ‘Selfish’ was the most popular condemnation, when her mother deigned to comment at all. In a moment of weakness, Eva had mused in her sister’s presence about being a disappointment. 

“Disappointment! You are an embarrassment, Eva.” 

An embarrassment. Fifteen years her senior, dark hair cut severely around her long, elegant neck, not a hair out of place, Penelope was tall and imposing. Eva gazed in awe at the whirling blues and spikes of spiteful yellow that surrounded her sister’s body. As Eva fled, she heard her add, maliciously, “Sure to be an old maid.” Her mother’s shadow, Penelope always had the last word.

It was her favourite taunt. Despite knowing that its intention was cruelty, Eva considered it to be a commendation. Mother’s idea of happiness was a new dress or ribbon that Eva begged to exchange for French pastilles. While Penelope married a doctor – a surgeon, no less – and became mother to a little boy, all in the correct order, Eva refused to be a debutant. When it was clear that she would not comply to the instructions handed down from generations of women before her, her mother gave up any semblance of interest, fuming, “I will not have a wanton in my house. If you insist upon leaving your hair down, you will keep it in a braid.” 

Her father, on the other hand, didn’t seem to be bothered that she would never find a husband. Alone, she could watch the colours, shapes and light that made up her world without interference. As a young girl, she had gone to him when all that remained of the crayons in the nursery were tiny scraps of colour and asked him for some coloured pencils. Her mother had scoffed, “Don’t indulge her whims, Henry. Really. Such a waste.” With a cutting glance at her cuticles, she added with some anger, “Look at your fingers, girl! For goodness sake, what are nail brushes for!” 

Ignoring her mother, Papa had responded with kindness. A parcel had arrived the following day with coloured pencils, crayons and reems of large white paper. From that moment onwards, she hid in the safety of her own world. The men of her family seemed to understand. Even her young nephew, Robbie, agreed to pose for her. Yet, when Miss Raynor, her art teacher, had mentioned it, the dream of Art School caused her stomach to churn. 

“You’re good enough, and you already have an extensive portfolio,” she told her on the eve of her final year exhibition.

Her heart had swelled at the prospect of meeting people who spoke her language. Just as quickly, it had deflated at the reality. Her mother would never hear of it.

“Isn’t that for men.” 

“Women go there, too. But you will need your father’s permission. There are fees to be paid, supplies to be bought.”

“I don’t think that will be a problem.” 

After the exhibition at the school, which had been attended by her indifferent mother who did not pass up an opportunity to belittle her talent, repeating her declaration that her ‘silly scribbles’ were ‘a waste of precious time that would be better spent attending to your attire’. And, despite numerous empty walls in the house, she had commanded her portfolio to be burnt as ‘there was no room’. 

A scuffle ensued with the gardener who finally relinquished authority. Having saved it from the incinerator, Eva set up an exhibition in the hallway outside her bedroom. How nervous she had been, fearing she did not have the audacity to ask her father for his permission. She had hardly been aware of Robbie inspecting the drawings of himself in cricket whites, holding a bat ready to strike a ball. 

“Auntie Eva, do you think I’ll make it into the Australian Eleven?” 

“Maybe.” She murmured, distracted by her father who had been strolling along the hallway studying her work. Her whole existence rode on his permission. She couldn’t bear the thought of his refusal. Her eyes followed him as he moved slowly from one picture to the next. 

Pulling the spectacles from his nose, Papa had retrieved the pipe from his mouth. “Very good, Eva. Very good.” 

“I love it so much. So much, I want to go to ...” she trailed off, the last part seemed too much to ask. It would acknowledge his indulgence, and her mother would be horrified. Papa waited, deep maroon colours dancing in a ring of gold. “Art School,” she whispered, aware that he knew already. She looked directly into his eyes. “Art School,” she repeated clearly.

With a little nod, he smiled, patted her back. “If that is what you truly want, I’ll see to it, my dear,” he said, replaced the pipe in his mouth, puffed and sauntered back downstairs, a billow of blue smoke following him.

Dinner on the eve of her first day was, as usual, excruciating. She was a little late, which was noted. After glowering at such a terrible misdemeanour, Mother returned her attention to feeding tiny morsels of meat to Queenie, her irritating Pomeranian who snuffled and whinged under the table. Gingerly, Eva pushed her own slice of pinkish beef to the edge of the plate. Animals had colours, too. If they had colours, she deduced, they had souls. Not that she mentioned that. As a child, she had soon learned that everyone else was blind to them. She had once told Papa about Penelope’s golden tinge, and he had frowned a little and told her it must have been a trick of the light. 

Her desire to not eat meat was also not understood. Mrs K, the housekeeper, had said she understood. “Of course, Miss Eva,” she would reply patiently in her Irish brogue, indicating the greens. “Isn’t it vegetables you’ll be wanting.”

“Yes, thank you. But you have also given me meat.”

“You will be needing protein. Meat is very good protein.”

“I don’t want meat.”

“Where will you be getting your protein?” she had asked, innocently.

Apparently, she never noticed the leftovers. Despite this, Eva resolved to try again after dinner. As she speared several peas, she half-listened to Penelope’s husband, Robert, explaining to Papa in his calm way about a tricky surgical procedure he had attended that day. He was rarely present, so it was novel, if a little graphic.

Coughing, Mother had had enough. “Really, Robert. This is surely not a conversation for the dinner table.”

Penelope echoed the sentiment. “Please, darling.”

Robert was used to it. A little shrug, he caught Eva’s attention. “Are you prepared for your first day tomorrow?” he asked. Robert’s natural disposition was warm, and he was a skilled and gentle doctor. Any woman would have been proud to be his wife. Obviously, with one exception. His soft Scottish lilt was pleasant to the ear, his colours usually a dim blue, subdued around his wife. While in surgery, she imagined they would respond to the passion, flaring brightly. 

“Yes, I think so, thank you,” she said, warily. Silence was the best policy around her mother and sister, especially at the dinner table.

“What classes have you signed up for?” 

It was kindly meant. Her father glanced her way, encouraging her. Lawrence, her older brother, sitting beside her, asked, “Painting, Bud?” 

They wanted to know. She caught a frown on her sister’s face, as she put a tiny piece of meat into her mouth. Gravy dripped. Penelope caught this expertly with her napkin to prevent it spoiling her white silk blouse. A spike of yellow illustrated her irritation. And fear. Did she fear Mother’s reproach? 

“Absolutely. I’m looking forward to it,” she said. “And drawing. I also signed for a ceramics class. And there’s History of Art.”

“You’ll learn all about the masters,” Papa said kindly.

She turned to Lawrence, who was a keen photographer. “They have photography, too. I don’t have time, though.”

“Pity,” he said. “You would learn about light and shade with photography.”

Her brother was a big man and the loud booming laugh that came from deep within. With her focus mostly on colour, the value of working in black and white hadn’t occurred to her quite so succinctly. Mother shuffled and little cough escaped. Eva should have known the conversation would end before it had begun.

“I really don’t think revelations about Eva’s little hobby is worthy of dinner table conversation either. Lawrence, I wish you wouldn’t encourage her.” She looked at Queenie, smiled and handed her a tidbit. “Darling...” she crooned.

Penelope touched each corner of her mouth with her folded napkin, smiled at her plate, then across to her sister. “Not much chance of finding a husband in that institution is there?” 

“I’m not going there to find a husband.” Eva blushed. “I suppose there will be boys,” she said, glaring at her sister. 

“Yes, but what sort of boys. Scholarships. Not really suitable for someone of your station,” she said, smirking. She folded her napkin carefully. “Although, after this little stint, you’ll be left on the shelf, along with all the bluestockings, anyway. You’ll be a spinster for the rest of your life.” She was triumphant, then a little downcast. “Trouble is, it will affect all our reputations.”

Robert sipped his wine. Pleasant conversation between them was sparse. If this was a ‘suitable marriage’. Eva wanted nothing to do with it. She wished that she had the courage to be a bluestocking. Locking chains around themselves in male institutions and calling for the vote was a valuable pastime for these brave women. Women needed to be taken seriously in their own right. Without Mother to mould her opinions, Penelope would be lost. 

“Penelope,” Papa said. “Enough.” He turned to Eva. “I hope you enjoy your first day. We all wish you well.”

Lawrence raised his glass, but before he had a chance to speak, Mother interrupted. “Oh, for goodness sake, Henry.” She laid her cutlery onto the plate, closed her eyes and touched her left temple briefly, before reaching down for Queenie. “It’s giving me a headache. All this foolish talk. I shall retire.”

Cuddling Queenie as she left the room, long skirts swishing, Mother held her righteous head high. After standing for Mother, the men resumed their seats. Eva glanced around the table, everyone intent upon their food. The discordance of colours almost ensured she developed a headache.

Penelope narrowed her eyes. “Look what you’ve done now! Poor Mama.” 

“What can one talk about?” she asked when the silence got to be intolerable. 

Her father looked up from his plate, Lawrence gave a half smile.

“What exactly is acceptable to her? I really would like to know. Perhaps the weather? Is that the extent of our intellectual engagement?”

“Enough, Eva,” Papa said quietly. 

Penelope smirked.

As Eva walked along the hall, the door to her mother’s dressing room was ajar. Raised voices aroused her curiosity. Through the open space, she could see her mother seated at her dressing table, cuddling Queenie. Her hair flowed to her waist in beautiful dark swirls, sprinkled with silver. Eva itched to paint it. 

“You know it will end in tears.”

“According to Miss Raynor, she has talent,” her father said. Pacing a little, he lit his pipe, puffed and spoke with it between his teeth. “Her advice was that art school is the best way to nurture it. It will teach her new techniques. She spoke of a prestigious future, if she studied and worked hard.”

“That woman is dangerous. Too opinionated by half.”

“I’m proud of little Eva, even if you aren’t.”

“We are all very proud of our little Eva,” her mother said with heavy sarcasm, stroking Queenie’s little head. The dog’s tail wagged. Eva envisaged the accompanying look in her eye, that indifferent hurtful gesture. “Why couldn’t she have been the one?” 

“Do not dare speak like that.” 

Eva rarely saw his anger, although the spikes of scarlet subsided as quickly as they arose. There was something else. Sorrow? 

“Leave it.”

Sniffing, her mother buried her face in the dog’s fur, as Papa paced across the room. Turning, he sighed. 

“Beatrice. Why can’t you see? Have you no eyes?”

Mother still lived in the nineteenth century. White lace blouses and silk skirts to her ankles, how could she possibly not understand art. Did she never look at the Australian landscapes that oozed inspiration, hung on various walls in the house? The McCubbin and Glover, hanging in the dining room. Eva doubted that she even knew there was a portrait of her grandfather in Papa’s study that was Eva’s absolute favourite. 

“I wish you would leave her future to me. Do you think a wife and mother has time to paint pictures all day? There’s a reason all the masters are men. The only possible outcome will be disappointment.”

A silent rage arose in Eva. Her mother did nothing at all! And her sister spent her days visiting friends for tea, ordering fashionable clothing, and, on occasion, hosting a charitable luncheon. She had no time for her young son. Eva had always been the one to bestow love on young Robbie. Eva knew not to expect much of anything, let alone love, from her mother. The best policy was to keep out of her way.  

Papa bristled. 

“Taking Penelope to England was the best decision you made for her future. Thank the Lord, we got her away from that dreadful boy. Her behaviour was appalling. God knows how that would have ended up! Love!” She scoffed. “Robert is a most suitable husband for her.”

What on earth... Sometimes eavesdropping was the only way to learn about her family. Eva had known they had gone to England. It was where her sister had met Robert, but she, Eva, had been very young. Left at home with her nanny, Oli, having no memory of that time. 

Having made an impression on her husband, she pursued it. “Art School is certainly not a suitable environment for Eva. Art is all very well, but artists... ghastly people.” 

Through the opening, Eva saw the darkness around them both, edges of colour bleeding and bruising into each other. Neither understood the other. Her father was trying to push through his wife’s opinions with little affect. If she was a son, she reasoned, she would have clout. She would be the master of her own destiny.

“I agree with Penelope. It will only be a frustrating hobby,” her mother added.

“You and Penelope spend far too much time in agreement,” her father murmured. “It’s a mutual-admiration society for two.”

Mother ignored that. Rather, holding to her advantage, she continued her rant. “I’ve said it already and I’ll continue to say it until you listen: we need to put effort into finding her a husband. If she finds someone who will put up with her whims, she can continue to do... art.” 

“She’ll have no trouble on that score,” her father said. “Despite being a talented artist, she’s beautiful and I will always ensure she is well looked after. Why do I get the impression that you are simply jealous.”

Her mother gave a little cry. It seemed that the only power at hand for a woman in marriage was the ability to manipulate a man to their wiles. If... if she ever married, it would be for love. A love that would be long and lasting. A marriage of souls. 

There was another spike of red. One lone spike. Her father’s eyes narrowed. “She will remain at Art School,” her father said with finality. “Look for a suitable husband, if that is your wish, but I will not thwart Eva’s dreams. In fact, I will do all I can to support her.”

Irritated, Eva crept back to her bedroom before she was discovered. She certainly didn’t want, or need a husband or, come to it, for society to dictate her behaviour. Falling in line was the only way to ensure her mother’s happiness, yet she simply did not know how to set herself aside to do that. It was a mystery how she had ever been born into the family.
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Papa parked and turned the engine off as she gazed out of the window at the myriad of ochres that was the sandstone façade. Waiting for her to gather enough courage to take the first step into her future, he lit his pipe, puffed and blew smoke out of the window. Eva needed to remember this moment for the rest of her life. All the emotions jumbled together into a maelstrom of butterflies. Exhileration. Fear. But mostly joy. All that ever mattered was drawing and painting. There were never enough hours in the day to guide her hand in the fashioning of colours, light and shapes into a world only she could see. All leading to this moment. Art School. Dreams do come true.

“Darling girl,” her father said. Pulling the pipe from the corner of his mouth, he took in her paralysis. “You will be alright.”

Reflected in the glass of his spectacles in front of his kind, blue eyes, Eva reevaluated her desire. She had wanted this ever since Miss Raynor had suggested it. Wanted it so much, her heart would burst. Her fear was that she wasn’t good enough. She couldn’t bear it if she wasn’t good enough. Despite her mother’s opposition, her dear Papa understood.

“Can I do this, Papa?” she asked him as they watched the groups of young artists enter the building.

“Of course, you can.” He was amused at her apprehension. “Do you need tuppence for a tram ticket home?”

“No, Papa. I have enough.” 

“Telephone the office if you need anything.” He patted her leg, urging her out of the car. The soft orange hues surrounding him, shifted gently. A golden glow. “Off you go. Show them what Miss Eva Maxwell can do.” He kissed her cheek. He smelled of soap and tobacco. Astute businessman, in command of very important men, he rummaged in his pocket for a large handkerchief and wiped his eyes.

“Thank you, Papa. Thank you.” She squeezed his hand, opened the car door.

Excitement accompanied her as she joined the other students strolling towards the entrance. Wary of the little cliques of confident young people, milling and chatting together, she approached a young woman standing alone and bolstered courage. 

“Shall we be pioneers together?” she asked. 

With swathes of fair auburn curls hanging to her shoulders and framing her oval face, Molly had a look of a freckled lioness. There was no point in trying to tame that mane. The pins would break. Warm hazel eyes suggested a determined soul. Eva felt akin. They could be alone together.

From the beginning, there were rumours of female students running from the room in tears. Some returned, most didn’t. Outnumbered as they were, she, Molly and Stella, another young woman they befriended, refused to be intimidated by the masculine atmosphere, making a pact to continue to the end, no matter what. Eva soon realised that one had to push through disparaging remarks about her appearance or, worse, her lack of talent. The painting teacher, a tall man, hunched over from inspecting work on easels, regarded the lack of female masters as evidence that women could not paint. Yet it was beyond Eva how having breasts and a womb affected talent. More likely to do with prejudice. She refrained from speaking the thought out loud for fear of being deemed hysterical. As it was, certainly in her sister’s eyes, she was fringing on that description already.  

Although, it was disconcerting to be ignored. She listened avidly to whatever was said to others, no matter how much of a tidbit it might be. Irritated by ineptitude, it extremely rare to hear a positive comment from the teacher. She supposed this was designed to inspire. She was losing confidence, questioning whether her work did, indeed, warrant serious consideration. When she called for assistance, his narrowing eyes behind wire spectacles were not lost on Eva. After two years, she was used to it.

“The class is over, Miss Maxwell.” 

“Perhaps in the morning?”

“I doubt it. I have much more productive ways to use my time.”

“Mr Gamble,” she began, gathering temerity. “I spend more time in here than most students, I regularly practice techniques, I listen, I implore you for your well-intended criticism, as you give the male students. I am still here. Surely it is obvious that I am serious. My father pays as much in fees as everyone else, yet I am expected to accept this lack of tutoring as a matter of course. Why is that?”

“It is very simple. You do not have the talent, Miss Maxwell. And if you did, you will, no doubt, soon marry and all this effort would be for nought.”

She had the audacity to add as he turned his back. “How would you know if I have talent or not? You never look at my work?”

“Class is finished.” He hesitated, turning back to Eva who hadn’t moved. “Don’t waste your father’s money any longer.”

She was furious, about to speak and he cut her off. 

“Find yourself a husband, like any other virtuous young woman.” He narrowed his eyes, then added, viciously, under his breath, “Unless you aren’t.”

Habitual bullying from her sister had taught her not to be fazed. Or, at least, not to show it. Searching for the words to retaliate, tears gathered behind her eyes. It was imperative not to cry. She bit her tongue, rather than react to the provocation. When most students had left, she heard a snigger from another student. 

“You should be putting your creative efforts into babies.” He laughed as he picked up his satchel. It was an easy dig at her, said to impress his friends waiting at the door. 

She glared at him. 

“I’ll give you a hand if you like.”

“Must have a father with never-ending pockets. Needed to get her out of that Toorak mansion,” said one of his mates in agreement.

They all laughed uproariously. At the back of the room, she glanced at Molly whose head was down, hair hiding her flushed face. 

“This really is getting beyond tedious.” A gentle male voice commanded. “You do know Eva has more talent in her little finger than you lot combined.”

Behind his easel, Paul was cleaning brushes. Cautiously, she turned to catch his kind smile. It was a shock to realise that she’d not involved herself in his world. The men had appeared off-limits. He was beautiful, auburn hair and beard, with green eyes that gleamed. She wanted him to smile more. She wanted to paint him. Despite his calm demeanour, his colours were dancing. 

“Ah, I see.” One of the men winked at his friends. “It’s like that, is it?”

“Oh, do shut up!” Eva cried, finally having reached the limit of her tolerance. “Why are you all so threatened?” She glanced at Molly. “Leave us in peace. All we want to do is paint, just like you. Why do you think we’re any different?”

Paul came over to see what she had painted. 

“Come on,” the ringleader murmured, losing courage. “Leave Paul and Eva to their courting.” They feigned coolness and left the room, chuckling inanely.

She glanced Paul’s way and said, “Thank you, but I can fight my own battles.”

“I’m sure you can. It was getting beyond childish, though.”

Molly slid her arm around Eva’s shoulders. “Boys are so stupid!”

“They are jealous.” Paul said, inspecting her work. “Understandable. How long have you been painting, Eva?” 

“As long as I can remember.” 

He was impressed. “You absolutely got that shadow. Beautiful. How did you do it? And I love your use of colour.” Pointing to an area of shape where red blended into a deep purple, he suggested, “I’d add a little more marine blue to that. It’ll give the reds more guts.”

Aside from her female friends, not one of her fellow classmates had studied her work so closely. Eva squinted at the painting, before following his advice. All three were soon in discussion, taking her work seriously. Soaking up the feedback like a sponge, her anger and disappointment vanished. New eyes brought new ideas. It was intoxicating. She could never go back. 
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It was a game of hide-and-seek, of sorts. Or maybe chasings through the trees. Every time she came close, at least, what she thought was close considering she never did see him, he’d escape, taking off in another direction. Usually, it was in the house, opening doors to empty rooms, where she was sure to have cornered him. He was gone, his rainbow-like colours lingering. This night, however, the dream had taken her to the bushland behind the orchard at Lorne. Scrubby coastal eucalypts that he hid behind, tall grass to crouch in. What was most annoying was just before she woke, she sensed him right beside her. She felt his warmth, his joy at being with her. It was the same every time.

Eva kept her eyes closed, wanting to see more of those colours. She needed to paint them, so enticing. Drawing one back into ... heaven. The word came as her eyes popped open, both without volition, as if she’d transgressed some lore. 

The clock beside her bed told her the reality. She’d be late. Without further contemplation, she pulled back the covers, flinching from the cold. Having missed the first tram, she waited for the next, watching cockatoos squabbling high in the sycamore tree opposite the shelter. Squawking like banshees, bright golden lines encircled them, extending around the tree to its tips in the crisp, winter sky. She wondered, not the first time, if there was anyone else who could see such things. 

It had to be her crabbiest teacher, Mr Blair. She blundered in, apologised and found a place beside Molly. They were drawing a still life. She hated them. The name said it all – no life. No colours. Death. And, he had a thing about negative space, which added to her frustration. It did give her an opportunity to work a little harder to achieve what was required. A stuffed pheasant, a bottle of claret, a couple of pears and a pipe, lying on its side. She fumbled nervously when she opened her pastilles, spilling them over the table.

“Oh, for goodness sake, Miss Maxwell,” the teacher said. “If you insist upon being in this class, have some respect for your fellow students. The least you can do is arrive on time and be quiet when you do deign to turn up.”

“Sorry, Mr Blair,” she mumbled, gathering them together and securing a large piece of white paper to her drawing board. 

Molly touched her hand for reassurance, helping her retrieving a couple of sticks of yellow. The tips of her fingers were covered in charcoal. “Don’t mind him, Evie.”

She settled herself, the cockatoos still in her mind’s eye. She imagined the pheasant alive, a dark eye watching her. Once she’d outlined the image on her page, she picked up a pastille. The bird was beautiful with its metallic golden teal chest. The colour of its feathers was dull, the bird was broken, empty of life. Reluctant to be a participant in such a parody, she changed the tawny brown pastille for red, and her hand flew across the page. Around the bird, bright colours extended outwards.

“What on earth ...” Mr Blair was standing behind her. She looked at what she had drawn. The colours made her heart beat with exhilaration. She was sure he could hear it. Maybe not. 

“I fail to see this...”

“I wanted to bring the bird to life,” she said in the meekest tone she could muster, curious to see what he would say. 

“Is there a live bird on the table?” he asked with raised eyebrows. “This class is specifically for you to draw what you see. No more. No less.” He shook his head and moved on. “Start again, Miss Maxwell.”

I saw. 

Life-drawing was her favourite class, despite the taunts: ‘This must be more to your taste’. Paul would roll his eyes, giving her permission to laugh. The model was a young woman Paul had known since childhood, who became part of their group. When Felicity first joined them for coffee after class, Eva was a little envious of how confident she was in the presence of the men, seeming to understand more about life than Eva ever would. As Paul casually draped his arm across the back of her chair and gave her an intimate, encouraging smile, the familiarity was shocking somehow, reminding Eva of how Felicity had been naked before them less than an hour before. 

Drawing her, on the other hand, evoked a completely different emotion. It was more to her taste. There was life! Light, shade, colours streaming around the subject. In her final year when a new teacher joined the school, she got real feedback. Mr Tomas organised the model with great care on a platform in the middle of the room and the students arranged themselves around her. The teacher was careful, precise, polite to the model, including Felicity in the experience. As the students picked up charcoal or graphite pencil, he strolled the room, stopping behind each easel to inspect the works in progress.

“Leonardo risked prison to exhume bodies. Do you know why? He did it for you! Make it worth his while.” Using a pencil to point out a tiny error in line, he poked at a student’s attempt. “It’s not just skin and flesh. It’s bones deep inside, the muscle that brings the curves. It’s hard and soft. The curve of her buttock caused by her hip bone.” Stopping to praise another student, he wandered on, speaking as we went. “See the lines of her thigh, the bones of her knee, the muscle in her calf drawing the foot into an angle. All connected.” 

Standing behind Eva, he was silent watching her for several minutes. Softly, he said, “Become the line, Miss Maxwell. Loosen your arms. Loosen. Loosen.” Gently, he jiggled her right arm. “Your line is good. Always good, but it is tight. You are tight. You worry too much. If the model was angry, we would see tight lines. She is not. Miss Wallace is relaxed, soft.” He glanced at her. “You are tense, I think. Your jaw is tight. Relax as the model is.” 

Erasing the line she had made, she loosened her arm, redrew it. 

“Good. Good,” he said. “Do you see the difference? Not only the line, but you must become the bones, the muscles, the flesh.” He pointed to the head on the paper. “What is going on in there?” He moved on, not waiting for an answer.

The model’s hair was a long, tangled knot of mahogany cascading down her back. From Eva’s angle, she had little vision of her face, simply the shape of her forehead and nose, even her cheek in shadow. Eva wished she had chosen pastels to work with. Later, she decided, she would work it again in colour to take advantage of the image in her mind. 

On the next round of the room, Mr Tomas returned. “Yes. Much better, Miss Maxwell. The shading down the back of her thigh is almost perfect. One thing you can’t become, Miss Maxwell, is light. You have to be the darkness so everyone else can see the light. The artist is the vehicle for the light.”

He waited for her comment. She indicated the ray of light raining across the model’s shoulder, her right breast afire. “The light is cascading over her shoulder, her breast. We see it.”

“Yet nothing is there. You cannot use charcoal or graphite to draw it. Use your eraser to rub out what you can’t see.” He smiled as he caught her eye. “To emphasise the light, you have to leave it out. Draw the darkness surrounding it. That’s what you’ve done. Without the shadow, we are blind to the light.”

Mr Tomas proceeded to her neighbour, a young man who had been particularly scathing of Eva’s work a year earlier. There was a cocky lift to the model’s chin, nipples that didn’t seem at all real. There was no spirit, no light. 

“Dream on, Mr Miller,” Mr Tomas said with one raised eyebrow. “Such nipples are the stuff of fantasy. She is not here for your pleasure.” He appraised it. “This does nothing for art. Open your eyes. Your mind. All you have done is confirm you are not able to see the truth of beauty. Are you here for titillation or art? Start again, Mr Miller.”

Hardly daring to gain eye contact with Felicity, Eva glanced across to Molly instead, who blushed and gave her a little grin. Mr Tomas turned to the class. 

“This courageous young woman is here so you can see a real female body.” He glanced at Eva, Stella and Molly apologetically, before adding, “She is bones, muscles, light and dark. Did you not hear?”

Eva studied her own drawing. She couldn’t see the belly from her view, but she also could not see the model’s head held at any sort of provocative angle. It was fascinating to recognise that each viewer had a different angle, not only physically, but also spiritually. 

As she was leaving the building, she saw Paul ahead. Eager to discuss the class, she was about to call out, before noticing that Felicity was waiting for him on a bench nearby. As he approached, Felicity stood and kissed him casually on his cheek. They linked arms and strolled off together. Eva didn’t think it prudent to join them. Clearly, she had been thinking of Paul a little too much. He was a friend. A fellow artist. She would focus on her art. That’s all that mattered.

She was working on her final painting portfolio, when Mr Tomas strolled up to her easel, standing very close behind her right shoulder.

“Good morning, Miss Maxwell,” he said. “I wanted to see how you use colour.”

She tried to continue, but every stroke was self-conscious. 

“What do you think of colour?” Before she could answer, he added with a grin, “Now you are colour.”

“I understand that light is what is not. Yet, I think you can create light as an image. You are right, we can’t draw light with pencils or charcoal. However, with paint and crayon, we can.”

He raised an eyebrow. “How so?”

“Colour is light split into fragments. I paint the fragments.” 

He liked that. “Our secret, Miss Maxwell. Our secret.”

She watched him leave the room, suddenly exhilarated. If we are colour, we must be light!

Eva preferred to eat in the kitchen with Mrs K and Mother’s maid, Sally, where there was an absence of snide remarks. If she was late, Mrs K made up a plate and she sat down alone. Some nights, Lawrence would join her, sipping on a brandy while she ate. The first memory she had of her elder brother was when he walked into the house in uniform at the end of the war. At nine-years-old, she had heard her parents speak of him, she had seen photos, but it was a revelation to meet him face to face. 

“Hello, Bud,” he said softly, from a great height. Hazel brown eyes flecked with gold, like her mother. Yet, his were full of fun. “You’ve grown.”

From that moment, when he had hugged her and tucked her firmly into bed with a story and a kiss on the forehead, he secured a place in her heart. To her delight, Lawrie moved back into his own rooms in the big house. He smiled a great deal and his laugh bounced off the walls. In a room filled with men, eyes gravitated to him. She would never forget driving with him when a rainbow came into sight. She adored rainbows, saw them in the dust swirling in the sunrays layering into the house, in the spring drizzle as it speckled the rose petals and oak leaves in the garden. Best of all, the glow of dawn reflected in the dewy webs suspended like lacey hammocks between the grass stems behind their holiday house at Lorne. 

That day, he had driven right through the rainbow, so it surrounded her, absorbed into her. Squealing with the joy, she had felt his deep tender love, knowing that he would understand. 

“I think the rainbow in the sky is the mother rainbow to all the little ones in the air.” 

“And now, little Bud, we are part of the rainbow,” Lawrence had added, accomplices forever. 

As they chatted in the kitchen, she watched his colours mingle around him. He used a little tool to scrape the bowl of his pipe thoroughly, then pointed at her plate with the pipe. “I see you managed to avoid the meat,” he whispered, when Mrs K was busy in the pantry out of earshot.

“I asked Mrs K to give it to the dog.”

“It was a little tough. With any luck it will take the God forsaken dog out.”

Eva laughed, covering a forkful of potato with white sauce. 

Filling the pipe with tobacco, he added, “Sauce was delicious, though.”

The end of the year was drawing close. Graduation. 

“I’m going to miss my friends,” she confessed. 

“Ask them down to Lorne in the New Year,” he suggested. “I’ll have a word with Father.” To get away from the stifling heat of the city, the family enjoyed every summer at Lorne. 

“Mother wouldn’t possibly let me.” 

He shook his head. “No problem. We’ll work something out. A week. Would that do it? I’ll try for a fortnight if you like.”

“If you think... Oh, Lawrie.” Could it be possible? She’d happily accept a week of drawing, painting in the bush, on the beach with her friends. It would consolidate the easy friendships she had established. “It would be perfect. Thank you.”

After a moment, she asked him, “Do you know what happened to Penelope?” It had been playing on her mind. Her sister had been very out of sorts lately, and Robert was practically living at the hospital. 

“What do you mean?” Lawrence frowned, his voice dropped seriously. “Don’t worry yourself with that, Bud.” He was uneasy, colours agitated, then smiled with relief when Robbie sauntered into the kitchen, hands deep in his pockets. Patting his saviour’s back in welcome, Lawrence added, “It’s not simple.” 

“What’s not simple, Uncle Lawrence?” Robbie asked innocently. 

“Nothing important, lad.”

“Neither simple nor important.” He considered, pushing dark curls away from his eyes. 

“You’ve been doing that in school, I take it?” Eva asked. 

Robbie grinned, but made no comment. A dimple appeared in his left cheek. “Where’s Mrs K? Wondered if there was some rice pudding left.”

“You can have mine, darling,” Eva said.

Molly leaned against the balustrade of the veranda gazing through the trees to the sea. Her thick hair was so inviting; Eva began brushing out the knots. It was stiflingly hot, sweat beaded on her forehead, but she hardly noticed. Almost every day, she woke with a smile on her face. They packed sandwiches and, taking easels and paints, ventured to the beach, the rocks, or into the bushland behind the house. The days she loved best were when they simply lounged on the veranda enjoying each other’s company. 

Brushing through the rich colours of Molly’s fair auburn hair mesmerised her, bringing to mind her friend’s self-portrait lying in a flower-strewn meadow. To Eva’s mind it was a never-ending conundrum if the viewer had more authority than the artist. She often thought the magic was the connection of the unconscious of both. Across the veranda, leaning against the back of a sofa, was a fascinated ten-year-old Robbie, hiding behind dark eyes, watching Stella bring to life the image of his aunt braiding Molly’s hair.

“My mother never brushed my hair,” Molly said, drawing Eva’s attention back. “My oldest brother was killed at Gallipoli in Turkey, and then my younger brother was lost in France. When my mother got the second telegram, my sister believed she closed down.”

Heart beating rapidly, Eva paused in her brushing. She wondered if mothers were supposed to brush hair. It was certainly a kindness she couldn’t recall. “War is senseless,” she murmured.

Stung by the sad memory, Stella paused in her sketching and wiped her hands on her trousers. “Have to agree with that!” she declared solemnly. “More senseless I would have thought to jump to the bidding of our lords and masters in England, regardless of how we feel. Was it our war? Are we English or Australian?”

Eva had never heard anyone voice such a thought, and it never entered her mind to question her country’s involvement. 

“That’s rather treasonous, Stel,” Paul said, sketching the women in his own notebook, although he appeared more amused than censorious. He glanced up. “Good question, though.”

“Australia will be expected to help if things set off again,” Bill commented, brushing ash off his notebook. A tall, nearly bald young man, Bill came from a working-class family and held down two jobs to pay his tuition. Chain-smoking and articulate, he wore overalls like a labourer in contrast to the other men, who invariably wore corduroy pants and jackets. You would never know Bill was an artist. Eva wondered if his family even knew. “As far as I can work out nothing’s been solved, despite our contribution.”

“Pray it won’t come to that,” said Paul, quietly. Felicity lay back dozing in a swing seat that Paul lazily pushed with a foot. He set his sketch aside to roll a cigarette. 

“What is modelling like?” Eva asked Felicity, wanting to change the subject. Feeling the blush creep up her neck to her cheeks, she tried to be nonchalant.

“I rarely look at the drawings. I know it’s for a higher cause. As Mr Tomas said, ‘it is for art’.” She mimicked him with a laugh. “I distract myself. I write poetry, so it’s a good time to think.”

Eva nodded her understanding. As a child, when Penelope bullied her, she had looked out into the garden for distraction. Enamoured by the million hues colour fragmented into, they turned the pain into secrets. 

“I’d like to have a male model,” Molly declared. The sort to quietly get on with it, her colours bounced. Courageously, she was declaring herself.

Felicity rolled her eyes. “Impossible, darling. No one would show up to model! Can’t have men ogling male bits. Imagine the uproar!”

Paul laughed. “Woman have much more courage.”

It was odd to consider drawing a naked man. “As if we would be allowed in a male class,” Eva said, glancing to check on Robbie’s indifference to the conversation. “It’s simply a human body. Why are we so fascinated with women’s bodies and not men’s? Do men look at women like this all the time?”

Bill shrugged while Paul shook his head thoughtfully. “Apart from their mothers and sisters, I think they might. Afterall, women are there for men’s enjoyment...” 

He had to be teasing. She couldn’t imagine Paul thinking like that.

“Titillation, Paul?” Felicity said. 

“I’m not a spokesman for the males of the species.” He held up his hand to bat away the objections about to be voiced. “I can only think that’s what men think. Generally, speaking.” He glanced at Bill for support. None of the other men offered an opinion.

“I hope you don’t agree,” said Felicity frowning. 

“My mother was a suffragette, so she taught me a different view.” 

“It’s a wonder anyone married her,” Stella commented. “My aunt was a suffragette, and she was ostracised from the family.”

Bill changed the subject. “I want to paint a portrait of you, Stella,” he declared, watching her with a squint. He scratched his head with thick fingers, leaving charcoal marks across his forehead. “Would you sit for me?”

“What does that mean?” Robbie asked, moving around to find a seat near Paul.

“Sitting still for some time so the artist can draw you,” Paul explained.

“Of course.” Stella frowned a little. “If you wish.” She was thoughtful. “I tell you what, I’ll do a swap. I’ll sit for you, if you’ll sit for me.”

Bill looked askance, not quite sure what she required. “Clothing?” he asked for clarification.

She laughed. A typical redhead, her blue eyes shone amid the freckles. “Let’s work on that, shall we?”

Felicity sat up. “I’m not sitting for anyone,” she declared. “I’m going for a swim.”

Eva felt Paul’s eyes. “Why don’t we pair up and do portraits of each other?” he suggested.

“What a good idea,” Benjamin was smoking lazily. A dark-bearded Jew, Ben was studying economics at night school. Even at this stage, he knew he wasn’t an artist the others were but understood the value of creativity for society and wanted to champion art. And there was Ian. The diplomat of the group, curling blond hair fell around his warm, pleasant face. He had a good word for everyone and was always alert to finding one when required. 

“How about it, Ian?”

Ian nodded. “Of course.”

“Eva?” Paul asked. “Would you do me the honour?”

She glanced over, smiling.

“Well, if Felicity is out of the picture, who’s for me,” said Molly, her eyes alighting on the boy. “Robbie, are you game? I’d adore to paint you.”

“Oh, yes! I’m jealous,” said Stella, and Bill scoffed playfully.

Robbie regarded the group, gauging if he was being mocked. Deciding not, he shrugged. “I suppose.”

The screen door squeaked and Lawrence came out onto the veranda carrying his gramophone. “Thought you could do with some music, Bud,” he said. He placed it on a table, then returned inside for a small stack of records. “I don’t have much choice. I have opera and a few other tunes.” He often graced the house with his deep baritone as he sang along with his beloved operas. 

Molly pulled out of Eva’s grasp, her plait completed. Stella put down her sketchbook and joined Molly and Felicity in the record inspection. 

“The Mikado! Great!” Felicity said. “Do you have the Pirates of Penzance?”

Lawrence found the record for her to inspect. He turned to the young boy. “Robbie, lad, why don’t you come with me down the coast. Leave these folk in peace. We can do a spot of photography.”

“After Molly’s drawn me, though. I promised.”

“Of course, lad. Of course.” 

As the chatter from the group receded into the darkness of the beach across the road, Eva rocked in the swing seat and tried not to think why Paul, who relaxed in a cane chair opposite, had chosen to be alone with her. She was painfully aware of the small table littered with the debris of the evening, in the space between them. She reminded herself that Lawrence and Papa were inside the house listening to the late news on the radio. Robbie was fast asleep. Noises emanated from the kitchen where Sarah, a local girl hired to help in the kitchen, was finishing the dishes. They were not alone.

“You’re not joining Felicity?” she asked.

“No,” said Paul with a half-smile. No explanation was offered. He dragged on his cigarette instead.

She was a little apprehensive. As the moon’s glow strengthened, its silver sheen fell over the side of his face and body. 

Paul asked, “What is the story with your mother?”

She was startled that he had noticed. Eva had been particularly happy that her mother and Penelope had stayed in the city, yet no one was supposed to see the reality. As far back as Eva could remember, when any company left, her mother disappeared upstairs complaining of a headache. Pretending seemed to be part and parcel of her family. She had always told school friends that her mother was ‘unwell’. For all intents and purposes, she had a loving mother. Paul had seen otherwise.

She attempted nonchalance, “I’m not to her liking.”

He wasn’t having that. “Everyone needs and deserves a loving mother.” He said it gently, never taking his eyes from hers.

She laughed. ‘Loving’ was the last word she would choose to describe her mother. Briefly, Eva felt a defensive stab. You didn’t talk about these things. They were hidden away to fester. Until when? 

“I was an afterthought,” she explained, hoping it would suffice. “My sister was 15, my brother, 20. Like Molly’s, she must have forgotten how to be a mother.” 

He shrugged, as if to say, ‘no excuse’.

She had never met someone who demanded truth, not a surface banality. 

“I had a nanny for a while. When the family returned from England, my sister looked after me.” 

He nodded, smoking lazily. “Loved you?”

Paul asked some very uncomfortable questions. There was a family story that Eva knew by heart. While in Edinburgh, Penelope had become betrothed to Robert, a handsome Scottish lad from ‘a good family’. It was agreed that ‘her young man’ would complete his medical training before moving to Melbourne where they would marry. However, on their return journey to Australia, the announcement of hostilities was overshadowed by news that Robert would enlist as a medic after graduating. The war took control of their future. Eva had no memory of her sister being kind to her or touching her with anything other than spite. 

Loved me? “I wouldn’t say that, no. Probably more irritated,” Eva admitted. “My father and brother love me.” As she said the word ‘love’, so novel on her tongue, she felt the warmth fill her. It was a revelation to use the word. She had never had such a conversation. And certainly not with a young man, who engendered such ease. 

“Yes, I can see that. Your father is a generous man.” He hesitated. “Did you have to fight to convince him of art school?”

“On the contrary, he’s always been totally supportive of my ‘scribbles’.” She hastened to explain. “My mother’s word.” 

“Anything but,” he said dryly. 

“I am extremely fortunate. He built me a studio in the garden at Toorak this year and he and Lawrie are building one here this summer. Money has never been a problem, for which I am forever grateful. I had grandfather with the Midas touch.” Am I rambling.

Paul was smiling, as if reading her mind. 

“Mine trade in household goods, which was quite lucrative after the war.”

“All those suburban houses need furniture, I suppose,” Eva mused, lying back and watching the stars. Relax.

“It has paid my fees, for which I am forever grateful.” He mused, adding, “It must be very difficult to settle in a new house and create a family after living through a war. Imagine losing both of your sons. It would be terrible to feel that sort of pain. It would remain with you forever,” he said, clearly touched by Molly’s story. “I do wonder if we are living in the calm in between the storms.”

“The eye of the cyclone?” Eva asked, aware of how Paul’s art was beginning to reflect some anguish. As far as she had learned from the newsreels, Europe had never really settled after the war and flu pandemic. “Do you think Europe will erupt again?”

“Seems like unfinished business. There will always be scapegoats for bullies to blame for the ills of society. Jews, artists... you know Ben’s stories.”

Some of Ben’s family lived in Europe and he had told them how Jews are often blamed for society’s ills, as were homosexuals and gypsies. He had said that anyone who doesn’t conform to the accepted image of normal is liable to be persecuted by fascist governments. 

“There are gangs that attack people in the street. I fear it is becoming lawless. Can you imagine?” Paul continued. “Even artists are beginning to create propaganda to protect themselves.” 

“Surely, when people get jobs, they will relax and focus on living again.” 

“Ben says it’s getting worse,” Paul added with a frown. “It doesn’t take much to whip up anger when people are frightened. If you are angry, it might be easy to join a group that glorifies your point of view and gives you permission to be violent. We live in an ivory tower over here at the other side of the world.”

His passion was exhilarating, but she feared the consequences of his opinion. It bothered Eva that she couldn’t feel as strongly as the boys did. Yet, she supposed, as men they may be asked to ‘do their bit’ if it went awry. 

“My struggle with male teachers pales into insignificance.”

“Even so, I don’t believe it’s fair at all.” He paused. “You know, my mother tells me there are some people who won’t let women into clubs due to the lack of facilities.” 

“You mean ‘men’,” she pulled him up. 

He frowned trying to catch what she was getting at. 

“You said ‘people’. I’m saying what you mean is ‘men won’t let women’.” 

From her perspective, there were many ridiculous reasons that men used to stop women doing what they wanted. The most often used, protection, was an excuse that held no water, as far as Eva was concerned. Women were not weak. It was ludicrous. Men seemed to regard them as vessels to produce babies and little else. Every accepted opinion was from a male point of view. Just like life drawing.

He was shocked at his own ignorance. “You have to meet my mother. She’ll love you.”

“Do you think men and women will ever feel akin?”

“I feel akin with you. So, I believe it’s very possible.”

She was utterly content to be with him. “Yes.”

They exchanged a long look, before he asked, “How would you like me to paint you? In the sun, so the colours of your hair – the copper, russet, mahogany with twists of gold...” 

A painful stirring washed through her body. 

“Or I could paint you in the moonlight, when the silver light kisses the top of your lips. I’m not sure which is more beautiful.”

She wasn’t sure how to respond. Aside from whatever was going on with Felicity, she wasn’t quite sure why it bothered her to feel so close to another being. She heard the chatter of the returning group gathering momentum as they came closer through the darkness. “I want to paint you first. Then you can decide.”

Being paired with Paul meant she spent days alone with him, without worrying about treading on Felicity’s toes. Although Felicity disappeared to the beach most days, and there were the odd moments when Eva looked up from her drawing to see Felicity watching from afar. She drew Paul in the dappled shade of the bush behind the house, standing next to a eucalypt shedding its bark to reveal a new pink skin. Ochre tints reflected the colour of his beard. The question in his green eyes puzzled Eva and drew soft murmurs from the group. Paul chose to paint Eva in the sunlight. She sat in one of the cane chairs on the veranda, a large straw hat shading her face. With a touch of a smile playing on the edges of her mouth, her hair flowed freely over her shoulder. Eva did not quite understand what they had painted. The only clue was how Felicity didn’t seem to be able to look at each of them for very long.
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Restless as the eucalypts across from the house, Eva stared through them to the sea. From all the jumbled emotions, the most pressing was the desire to paint the universe that existed in Paul’s beautiful eyes. It had been an idyllic fortnight with her artist friends, and now they had left, it was all she could think about. It was how Robbie found her. 

“Mother and Grandma are coming down today,” he informed her with a scowl. 

“Are they?” She put her cup down on the little table next to her chair. “Pity.” Their sanctuary would be destroyed. The delight in being alone with Lawrence, Robbie and her father would come to an end. At least they had finished building her studio, so she would have a refuge. Robbie was fussing, wanting attention.

“And Charlotte,” he added.

“Be kind to Lottie.”

“She’s not very nice to me.”

“She’s your cousin. And she’s had a pretty difficult time of it. She needs to feel welcome.”

He gave a half-hearted nod. “Pa wants me to go with him to collect them from the train.”

“Good idea. If it means you will leave me in peace.” 

All she wanted was to sit in silence. It had been unsettling how Paul had looked at her. She ought to forget it. His comment returned about not having a mother who cared. Robbie was in the same boat.

“Sorry,” she said and reached over to stroke his face, so like his father’s. 

When tall, handsome Robert Campbell had arrived from Scotland to marry her sister, Eva had seen how their conflicting colours struggled. It made no sense when Papa had explained that all women looked forward to marriage to secure their futures. To Eva’s mind the way the couple smiled at each other was in total contrast to the story their colours told. After the wedding, Robert had moved into the house at Toorak to be with his bride, just as Lawrence’s wife, Marianne, had done a year earlier. Old enough to be left alone, Eva had roamed the house, observing the grownups. As they sat in groups conversing, sipping tea and listening to the radio or playing cards in the lounge room in the evenings, colours swirled and clashed, colluded and merged. She saw the pain in her mother’s mind and knew to keep away. She saw how overwhelming her brother’s joy was when his wife walked into the room. The adult family around her was so confusing, she preferred to create her own worlds. 

Soon after her tenth birthday, a dark pall was cast over the family when Lawrence’s beloved Marianne had died giving birth to their daughter, Charlotte. Lawrence was at such a loss, it was deemed wiser for Marianne’s parents to raise his daughter and so she was whisked away. Aside from rare visits from Charlotte in the summer, the tragedy was rarely mentioned. 

The mourning had barely passed when Penelope gave birth to Robbie. The minute she sighted her baby nephew, a snug bundle asleep in his bassinet, Eva had fallen in love. Dark-eyed, a ‘bonnie wee bairn’, Robert was besotted, while Penelope remained in bed, sourly determined not to get over the birth. Papa installed a nanny immediately. On her daily return from school, Eva would visit the nursery to share in the bathing and feeding of her small nephew. As he grew, Robbie gurgled and smiled, little fists pumping in excitement to be alive. As the months passed, she played with him as he scrambled across the floor of the nursery, held his little hand as he toddled around in the garden on unsteady feet, showing him flowers, pointing out bees and other insects. 

At the dinner table, when Eva shared stories of Robbie’s investigations of the world around him, Penelope was as unmoved as if they were discussing a distant acquaintance. Over the years, Eva had been a witness to numerous comments thrown from one to the other. Usually garnered through eavesdropping, Penelope often accused her husband of being cold and distant; Robert of her not being a ‘natural mother’. When discussing their son, he had said, “He’s a bonny lad, Penelope.” Eva had heard his voice soften. “Why is this impossible for you? He needs his mother’s love.”

This unsuccessful appeal had been followed by a furious debate about respect, along with accusations of abandonment. It was when Eva chose to move on. As a consequence of her sister’s inadequacies as a mother, she and Robert had become allies in caring for the well-being of Robbie, despite Eva’s tender years.

Robbie was hovering around the chairs, waiting on her decision. His eye alighted on a piece of toast she had set aside on her plate. She barely nodded. Grinning, he picked it up and bit into it.

“What about Claude,” she asked, squinting at him as the warm sun bathed her face. All too soon, their calm world would be spoilt by her sister and mother. She needed to savour what was left of it. 

“He’s boring,” Robbie said, dropping onto the swing seat, chewing. Claude Henshaw, who lived in the holiday home next door, was seven, a little too quiet and young for an active eleven-year-old. Legs swinging, he waited for his aunt to suggest another activity. 

“She calls me a sissy.”

“Lottie? Why on earth would she say that?”

“My hair’s too curly.” 

“And long.” She could barely see his eyes. 

He pushed it aside. “Would you cut it? But promise not to snip my ear like you did last time.”

She stifled a giggle. “I’m so sorry about that, darling. I’ll try hard, I promise. Maybe afterwards we can go for a bathe. What about that?” 

He was enthusiastic. “Yes, please.”

“If we’re lucky...” Her voice lowered, “we can disappear before Papa leaves for the station.”

He grinned.

She went to find the scissors and cape to put around his shoulders. On her return, she began combing through the knots.

“Mrs Henshaw is having a baby,” Robbie said.

“Is she now?” Eva focused on the scissors safely cropping the curls from around his ears and neck.

“Claude says she wants a girl.”

“I’m sure she does.” Apart from Claude, she had a three-year-old boy, Edward. Margaret Henshaw was more of an age with her sister, and in the summer, she attempted invitations for tea. The rest of the year, she lived in Kew. A natural snob, Penelope avoided her at all costs.

After a moment, Robbie asked curiously, “How do babies get inside, Auntie Eva?”

Eva was more curious as to how they got out. Rather than admit her own ignorance, she prevaricated. “It happens after you’re married.”

“Are you getting married?”

“No.” She lined up for a cut, but Robbie shifted in his seat. “Sit still,” she said sternly, and snipped. She watched a black curl drop to the floor.

“Never, ever?”

“Never, ever,” she said, and something inside felt that this could very well be true.
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