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Love’s Portrait

Newly appointed art curator Molly Goode is committed
to diversifying her museum’s collection. When Georgina Wright, the
museum’s aloof benefactor, asks for Molly’s help in identifying the
provenance of a 19th century portrait of social activist Josephine
Brancaster, Molly welcomes the opportunity, even if it means
spending time with the standoffish financier. But passions soon
flare as the women uncover the heartbreaking story of doomed
lesbian love behind the watercolor painted by Josephine’s lover,
Edith Hewitt.

 


As their love blossoms, Molly is determined to
display Edith’s portrait of Josephine and to tell their story in
the museum, but she needs the influential Georgina to help convince
the board. When an unforeseen twist in the painting’s provenance
forces Georgina to confront her own painful past, will history
repeat itself, or can Molly and Georgina’s love prevail?


What Reviewers Say About Anna Larner’s Work

Highland Fling

 


“[This book] just kept surprising me at every turn! I
had a few moments of ‘Really did I just read that?’ and ‘Did she
just say that?’ I love when a book does this because you feel the
writer is writing outside the box. …All in all, I loved Highland
Fling and think Anna Larner will definitely be an author I’ll
be watching out for.”—Les Rêveur

 


 


“…this is one of those books that breathes ‘good
reading.’ The author Larner has the perfect ear for a certain type
of LGBT space, and weaves a convincing queer & lesbian
psychogeography into the narrative, and her own experiences and
previous work with archiving and creating space for LGBT history to
be shared gives this book an authentic feel, not just in tone,
geography and accent but also the emotional honesty that marks this
book out as such a charming read.”—Gscene Magazine


Love’s Portrait

© 2019 By Anna Larner. All Rights Reserved.

 


ISBN 13: 978-1-63555-058-0

 


This Electronic Book is published by

Bold Strokes Books, Inc.

P.O. Box 249

Valley Falls, New York 12185

 


First Edition: April 2019

 


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places,
and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are
used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or
dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely
coincidental.

 


This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced in
any form without permission.

 


Credits

Editor: Ruth Sternglantz

Production Design: Susan Ramundo

Cover Design By Tammy Seidick


By the Author

Highland Fling

 


Love’s Portrait


Acknowledgments

A heartfelt thank you to the BSB team, in
particular, Len Barot, Sandy Lowe, and Ruth Sternglantz.

To my awesome beta readers, Bridget, Jen, Kay, Lis,
Rita, Sue G, Sue L, thank you from the bottom of my heart for your
continued amazing support.

To my wonderful partner, family, and friends—thank
you, as ever, for your love.

To readers—a huge thank you! For when you support
one author, you support us all, helping lesbian fiction to grow
ever stronger so that our lives can be shared and celebrated with
the turn of each page.


Dedication

For Ang


Chapter One

“Am I very late?” Molly wrestled free of her
coat and squinted at the office clock through the mist of her
steamed-up glasses.

“Well, let’s put it this way, you’re not very on
time. Was it Daisy May again?” Fran asked with a tone that
suggested she already knew the answer.

“It’s not her fault. She’s just not at her best,
first thing.”

“You need to get rid of her.”

Molly took off her glasses and glared at her
colleague. “Fran Godfrey. How can you say that?”

“And how can you own a car that won’t start
in the morning, hates the cold, not to mention the wet, shudders at
the merest suggestion of speed, and stalls at the hint of a
hill?”

“Well, I find your remarks uncalled for and
bordering on disloyal.”

The strip light above their heads fizzed and
flickered. Molly climbed with a wobble onto her chair, took off her
shoe, and banged the end of the light fixture, which gave a last
fizz before returning the room to its headachy ambiance.

She dropped down to the floor with a sigh. “Daisy
May, I feel sure, would speak very highly of you. If she could
speak, obviously.”

“Obviously. The reason that car and I know each
other so well is that I’ve spent more time than is decent pushing
her backside. How long have you worked here?”

“Oh, let me think.” Molly proceeded to silently
count on her fingers. “Seven months. You know, it seems like
longer.”

“Seven months. And how many times have I had to push
your car?”

Molly shrugged. “Once or twice maybe.”

“Four times. And in case it had somehow escaped your
notice, I am not in the first flush of youth and such exertions are
not only ungainly, but they are decidedly inadvisable.”

Molly winced with guilt at the memory of Fran, legs
apart, bracing herself against the rear end of her vintage Mini.
“Of course. And it goes without saying that Daisy May more than
sympathizes and is very grateful for your assistance.” Molly rifled
through the files and folders on her desk. “Don’t suppose you’ve
seen my notes for the funding meeting? I’m certain I left them
right here by my pencil pot.” Her heart sank as a sickening
flashback called to mind the image of the papers resting underneath
a jar of peanut butter on her kitchen table. Bugger.

Fran shook her head. “Sorry, no, and speaking of
grateful, Molly Goode, Daisy May’s not the only one who should be
thanking me. Evelyn was in here ten minutes ago asking for
you.”

“What? Oh no, we were meant to meet before the
meeting. I’ve no time to print my notes out again.”

Molly rummaged in the bin, picking through used
teabags and browning apple cores for the last but one version of
her notes. She flattened out the screwed-up ball of pages and
brushed away the hole-punched paper circles that clung to the
tea-stained sheets. “What did you tell her?”

“I told her”—Fran looked up and smiled
sympathetically—“that you were probably held up by your work in the
storeroom.”

“Storeroom. Excellent. Thank you. I owe you big
time.” Molly took a deep breath. “Right.” She looked at the door
and then at Fran.

“What now?” Fran asked, her eyes raised wearily at
Molly.

“Was she in a good mood by any chance? Or was her
neck all prickly pink?”

“Let’s just say I wouldn’t keep her waiting any
longer.”

“That bad? Right.”

“Go!” Fran pointed to the door. “Oh, and Molly.
Remember to impress upon them that the renovated annex would be the
perfect venue for our community space. It’ll be a real push in the
right direction.”

“Will do. Wish me luck.”

“Good luck.”

Molly hurried along the first floor corridor that
led from the windowless office she shared with Fran to Evelyn’s
suite of rooms resplendent in oak panelling and bathed in the soft
caress of natural light.

The length of the corridor always seemed to shift,
shrinking and expanding to fit the moment. If Molly was late, like
this morning, it felt like miles. If she had reason to want to drag
out her arrival, she always seemed to arrive at Evelyn’s door with
alarming speed. The polished brass nameplate which read Ms.
Evelyn Fox, Director never ceased to fill her with dread.

“Morning, Molly.” The efficient voice of Evelyn’s
secretary Marianne had a comforting familiarly to it. She was the
first person Molly had met when interviewing for her post as
Curator of Fine Arts. It felt like yesterday that she had stood at
Evelyn’s door mustering the courage to knock.

Molly glanced across to Marianne seated neatly
behind her computer in her immaculate office. “Morning. I’m a
little behind. Is Evelyn in?”

Marianne shook her head. “She’s in the conference
room. The chairman arrived early.”

“He did?” Crap.

Molly stared for a moment at the closed conference
room door. She could just make out the dull hum of discussion and
then Evelyn’s joyless laughter that always, like her smile, seemed
to end too abruptly.

Molly counted to three in her head before knocking
politely and entering on command.

“Molly, wonderful. Please join us.” Evelyn’s words
welcomed Molly, while her piercing eyes held the pointed question,
Molly was sure, of her lateness. “And, of course, you’ve met Mark
before.”

“Yes, indeed. Good morning, Mr. Drew.” Molly held
out her hand and the chairman of the museum’s trustees shook it in
a perfunctory way that spoke of his disinterest in her. Molly
couldn’t decide whether his lack of interest was because she was
not important enough to cause him concern or not glamorous enough
to trigger his arousal. She suspected it might be both.

Evelyn gestured for Molly to take a seat opposite
her at the large oval table.

“Mark, Molly has been bringing together ideas to
develop the museum’s reach.” Evelyn’s focus returned to note
making. “Isn’t that so?”

“Yes, absolutely.” Molly cleared her throat and
tapped her notes together against the table in readiness to read
out her thoughts. At once a flutter of tiny white paper circles
drifted across the table to rest at Evelyn’s pen. One paper dot
caught the air from God knows where and settled on the chairman’s
tie. It would have been a joyful moment had it been a wedding.

Molly quickly flattened her notes against the table.
Oh my God. Keep going. “The Heritage Lottery Fund has been
very supportive of initiatives which promote diversity. In February
each year, for example, museums nationwide participate in LGBT
history month—”

Evelyn raised her pen just slightly in the air. The
signal was clear: she was about to speak and that meant Molly was
not.

Evelyn lifted her glasses away from her face and
fixed her gaze beyond Molly. Molly resisted the urge to turn to
look where she was looking. “Granted, it was organized before your
appointment, but if you remember, Molly, we hosted a most
stimulating talk this last February on the plays of Joe Orton. We
couldn’t be more committed to celebrating L”—she replaced her
glasses and checked her notes—“GBT history month.”

You couldn’t? “That’s wonderful to hear,”
Molly said, not intending to sound so surprised. “And yes, I
remember the talk, it was great.” Why had she been so nervous? For
clearly here they were as one voice, one vision. “So then I would
like to suggest that we place even more emphasis on this special
month and really embrace the opportunity to reach out. I propose
that we apply for funding to delve into our collections and work to
discover—and indeed uncover—forgotten histories. And not
just LGBT histories but all minority histories and give voice to
those voices as yet unheard in our museum. I’m very keen to see us
become a symbol, a flag bearer, if you will, for diversity. A place
where all communities can see themselves reflected—”

Evelyn raised her pen again. “Thank you, Molly.
Leading the way is something this museum takes great pride in.”

The chairman nodded almost as if he was personally
accepting the praise for everyone else’s efforts.

“But, sadly, we often find ourselves bound by
limited resources. Our aspirations clipped. The collections team
are working day and night to meet the accreditation backlogs. At
the end of the day it’s a question of balance.”

Molly’s heart sank. But then what about if she
trimmed her plans? “Of course, I understand. Then perhaps we can
invite the LGBT community, which is very vibrant here in Leicester,
to create an exhibition highlighting their life experiences, their
memories. They could even choose to express themselves through art
or simply talking. Fran, I know, is keen to capture oral histories,
and to hear people’s voices in an exhibition is always so thrilling
and emotive. I would be happy to lead this—”

“I’m glad you brought up the subject of your
time.”

You are? Molly could sense herself being
drawn off track.

“Going forward I need your full attention to return
to the Wright Foundation bequest. There have been developments.”
Evelyn glanced at the chairman whose own attention seemed to have
been drawn by opening the biscuit for his coffee. “Mark, would you
find an update of progress with this particular bequest
helpful?”

The chairman looked up with a start. “Yes.”

Evelyn widened her eyes at Molly. “Would you
mind?”

“Oh, of course.” Molly turned to the page in her
notes headed Benefactors and Funders. “Where shall I—”

“From the beginning.”

“Right. The”—Molly cleared her throat—“Wright
Foundation have been supporting museums and education projects for
many years—”

Evelyn raised a finger and looked at the chairman.
“To be precise, the foundation was established in 1888 by the
philanthropist and social campaigner Josephine Wright with the
express purpose of promoting the endeavours of institutions of art
and learning.” She returned her focus to Molly. “Please remember,
details are always important.”

Molly’s cheeks stung. How did Evelyn always manage
to humiliate her so effortlessly? “Yes, of course.” Molly gripped
her notes. “Sadly, its head for the last thirty-two years, George
Wright, passed away in March of this year. This is of course a
great loss, as George Wright was an unstinting supporter of this
museum.”

Evelyn leaned forward. “George contacted me in
August of last year. He confirmed his intention to transfer his
personal art collection to the Wright Foundation with the express
purpose of also gifting the foundation’s fine art to this museum.”
Evelyn stabbed her finger into her notebook with the words to
this museum.

The chairman released a low, satisfied grumble.

Evelyn sat yet further forward in her seat. “George
was at pains to tell me that the foundation’s collection was small.
I was to understand that the foundation is primarily a monetary
fund and has tended to discourage offers to it of artworks. And not
only that, he said when they have received artworks they have
immediately gifted them on to a museum. I have to admit I wondered
at this point what we were being offered. Can I pour you some more
coffee, Mark?”

The chairman sat up a little in his seat, offering
his cup, which Evelyn filled while she continued, “Nonetheless,
over the generations a select few of the great and the good of
Leicester have slipped through the net, so to speak, and gifted to
the foundation the work of celebrated artists to ease their tax
burdens. Thank God for death duties—they are without question a
museum’s best friend. The foundation has held on to these works,
and they have been loaned out to national institutions. That is,
until now. I will just say this: Auguste Rodin, John Piper, Paul
Nash, and Vanessa Bell. A select but notable collection of
international significance, and to acquire it is quite the
coup.”

As if newly revived, the chairman said, “Yes, this
was excellent news. The trustees were impressed that the museum had
been chosen as the recipient of such a gift.”

“To be truthful,” Evelyn said, “I think George felt
rather let down to discover that those national institutions who
had works loaned to them by the foundation had stored them, as much
as they’d displayed them. I promised to fulfil his express wish to
keep the foundation’s collection together and accessible at all
times to the public. He was of course much relieved. And despite
his failing health and the tiresome paperwork, the necessary
bequest forms to this museum were completed and signed.” Evelyn’s
triumphant glow faded to a look of concern. “Six months have now
passed since George’s death, and we are in possession of nearly all
the foundation’s items, and yet George’s art collection remains in
place in his house. Isn’t that so?” Evelyn looked at Molly.

“Yes, we are just waiting for Rodin’s Little
Eve to come from the Tate.”

“Honestly, they are gripping that poor sculpture so
tightly I would not be surprised if she arrives with fingerprints
on her behind. And talking of gripping—and I do not mean to be
unsympathetic at her time of grief—but George’s daughter seems
intent on dragging her heels with the handover of the bequeathed
pieces from the house. How many are we expecting?”

“In the house there are, let me see…” Molly counted
down the list in her notes with the tip of her pencil. “Four
paintings, one work in pencil, one bust, three pieces of early
Staffordshire porcelain, and two photographs. So that’s…”

Evelyn let out a withering sigh. “Eleven. Out
of?”

“A bequest of fifteen works in total.”

“I even sent a follow-up note after the funeral
repeating my condolences and assuring her of our best intentions
with regard to her father’s bequest in the hope that this might
prompt matters. Nothing.” Evelyn took another sip of coffee.
“However, this brings me to the development in question. I heard
yesterday that grant of probate was completed early last week on
George Wright’s estate, so the work to distribute his assets and
settle matters once and for all can begin. This is excellent news,
as I really feared we might be looking at next year. My earnest
hope is that this stirs Georgina Wright into action, or at least
into visibility. I do not think she has visited Leicester since her
father’s funeral, let alone stepped into this museum. Could you
open a window, Molly, and let some air in?”

Molly opened the window directly behind them and
stood for a moment in the relief of the breeze.

“And that is not all I find unsettling.” Evelyn
rubbed at her brow. “There is a general sense of disquiet with
regard to Georgina taking over as head of the foundation.”

As she returned to her seat Molly heard herself say,
“Why, is she dodgy?”

“What? No. She’s a banker from London who has
made no secret of her disinterest in all things art. It would not
surprise me if George feared her selling his collection to the
highest bidder. And as for her intentions for the foundation itself
and the impact to museums…” Evelyn raised her hands in a Who
knows? gesture.

The chairman intervened, “I understand what you’re
saying, Evelyn. On the odd occasions I’ve met Georgina Wright, I’ve
found her…how shall I put it…non-committal on museum matters.”

Evelyn drained the last of her coffee and rested the
cup with a determined knock against its saucer. “So we need a plan.
A plan that will invest Georgina in the museum so she will think of
us first when it comes to future funding.”

Evelyn drummed her fingertips on the table as the
chairman brushed at his tie.

Molly tentatively suggested, “We could have a
dedicated temporary exhibition of the foundation’s bequest. Fran
could even prepare a short history of the foundation. We could
invite Georgina—”

Pushing her chair back, Evelyn began to pace the
room. “Yes, of course. That’s it. I had thought to disperse the
bequest throughout the museum, but this is better. The key is to
show her that we are ready and waiting to display her father’s
collection and fulfil his last wish. This will flush her out from
London and oblige her to hurry along in handing over the final
pieces. But we need more than a temporary display—we need something
substantial and, ideally, enduring.” Evelyn stood stiff as if a
solution had possessed her like the devil. “We need a dedicated
space, and I can’t think of a more prestigious and forward-thinking
use of the annex. We need a name. The Wright Room has the
authority we are seeking. We need a date for the opening. I’m
thinking the beginning of December. And perhaps most importantly we
need a dedicated individual to bring everything to fruition. And by
fruition, I mean someone who will impress and guide and remind
Georgina Wright that not only are we the foundation’s chosen
museum, but we are also the natural choice for any future
foundation funding.”

Evelyn and the chairman turned in unison to look at
Molly.

“Yes, we are looking to you, Molly. We have every
faith and trust in you. Your assistance with this initiative will
be vital. Vital.” Evelyn glanced at her watch. “More coffee, Mark.
And another biscuit, perhaps?”

You are? It is? “That’s…thank you,” Molly
said. “Just one thing. Did you say the annex?”

Evelyn placed a hand on her flushing neck. “I really
rather hoped you were listening. Yes. The annex.”

“It’s just, well, I don’t think that will be
possible. You see, there is an expectation that the annex is
already reserved for community use. Fran—”

Evelyn shook her head. “Fran, more than anyone,
understands the difficult choices a museum has to make. Thank you
for your time this morning. We won’t keep you any longer. Let’s
meet again in a day or so to take the plan further.”

Evelyn turned away. The discussion was clearly
concluded.

Molly left the meeting and stood in the corridor
with her back to the closed conference room door. The low rumble of
the chairman’s voice and Evelyn’s hollow laughter carried on
without her.

“You okay, Molly?” Marianne placed Bourbon biscuits
on a plate. “Here, have a biscuit.”

“No, thank you.” In that moment Molly had completely
lost her appetite. She had surely let Fran down. What’s more, was
she about to let down the entire museum by failing to impress and
persuade the elusive Georgina Wright?

 


* * *

 


Molly returned to her office, dropped her notes back
into the bin where they belonged, and slumped onto Fran’s desk with
a heavy sigh.

“You’re sitting on my sandwich.” Fran pushed at
Molly’s hip, encouraging her to stand.

“I’ve sat on your lunch? Oh my God, could this day
get any worse?” Molly held Fran’s baguette, squishy in her hands.
It was now less buoyant baguette and more flatbread and pretty much
summed up her morning.

Fran stood with a groan. “Want anything from the
cafe?”

Molly looked down, crestfallen, and shook her
head.

“I take it the meeting wasn’t exactly a great
success.” Fran rested a motherly hand on Molly’s
shoulder.

She couldn’t bring herself to mention the annex let
alone that she had prompted the idea of a dedicated exhibition in
the first place. “Honestly it was chilling to hear them.
Everything’s about money or status. I thought museums were for and
about the people.”

“You’re sounding more like a social historian every
day,” Fran said, with an approving nod. “Although isn’t the art
world, your world, all about that—status?”

“Not for me.”

“Good for you.” Fran placed her hands on her hips.
“I think we need cake.”

“Have lunch in the square with me?”

“Sorry, no can do, I’ve a shopping list longer than
David Attenborough’s career. But I’ll see you later. So what will
it be—Victoria sponge or, better still, eclairs?”

Molly mustered a smile. “How about both?”

“Good choice.” Fran turned back at the door. “Do you
remember what I said to you when you first started at the museum?
That you will always feel disheartened if your approach is to work
against them?”

Molly nodded.

“The trick, if there is a trick”—Fran frowned
slightly—“is somehow to find a way to achieve what you believe is
right but that still delivers for the powers that be.”

“So is this how you handle Evelyn?”

“On my good days, yes. On my bad days, lots of rude
words shouted at the top of my lungs in the privacy of the ladies’
loo.”

Molly giggled. “Right. Noted.”

The instant Fran closed the door, Molly was engulfed
by images of the chairman with his expression of vacuous power, his
mane-like hair swept back, his tie tight against his collar moving
with his throat as he spoke. He was confident in a bullish way that
suggested at his heart he was insecure. His insecurity made him
dangerous, and if she was not mistaken, that was likely the source
of his power and influence—not his knowledge, not his experience,
but the fragility of his ego, charming when stroked, ferociously
defensive when challenged.

Evelyn seemed to be a master at managing him,
stroking to calm and cajole. She appealed to his competitive nature
by presenting the museum as a place of excellence. A leading
institution, indeed. She was the consummate manager of people.

Molly closed her eyes at the image of Evelyn with
her pen raised to silence her. Her temper rose. She needed to find
a place to shout rude words.

Leaving the frustrations of her meeting behind, she
headed to her sanctuary, a small public garden next to the museum.
Aptly named Museum Square, the simply designed patch of civic
ground was bordered on two sides by parked cars. A collection of
benches placed around the inside edge of the square separated the
grass from wide borders. A diagonal path, broken up by tree roots,
stretched across, splitting halfway along to encircle a large horse
chestnut tree. This tree marked the seasons, signalling the
changing patterns of the year. In winter, bare and stark against
white skies, the tree seemed to shrink, huddled with those brave or
crazy enough to stop awhile and sit. In spring, tentative buds
relaxed in the welcome return of the first rays of sunshine. In
summer, students rested against its weathered waist reading their
books, cool in the shade of branches laden with the soft flutter of
green leaves. And in autumn, the debris of crushed conkers bashed
free from its branches, littering the ground with evidence of
battles won and lost and of time passing as the empty husks curled
and browned.

She cherished those moments spent sitting on her
favourite bench eating her sandwiches, with her lunchbox at her
side and with the sprawling horse chestnut her faithful
companion.

Basking in the calm stillness of the beautiful
September day, she took off her shoes and let the grass brush
against the soles of her feet. She lifted her chin to the cloudless
sky. The air was changing from the dry sandy notes of summer to the
sweet musk of autumn. The leaves above her were fading, and their
greens had softened to mossy shades from vibrant lime. Even the
midday light beaming through the canopy seemed weaker now, less
luminous, its strongest rays falling on another person sitting on
another bench, in another square, in another land.

 


* * *

 


Georgina Wright stood at the sitting room window of
her father’s house. Her thoughts drifted, tangled in the
trance-like rhythm of the passers-by hurrying up and down the
tree-lined promenade just a few steps from the front door. Her gaze
broke free to settle on the square across the way, taking in the
many shades of green and the glint upon the iron railings of the
changing light of the day.

When she was young she would sit for hours staring
out of the long windows, watching the comings and goings. The
square had a routine all its own then. First the flushed-face
joggers would run along the promenade followed by the pallid
sternness of rushing commuters. Then young mums would sit perched
on the edge of benches staring anxiously into prams, or the elderly
would pause to rest with gnarled hands against the railings, their
shopping bags just that bit too heavy yet again. That was twenty
years ago, and yet everything and nothing had changed. The
promenade was just as busy if not busier.

Standing out distinct from the crowd, a woman caught
her eye. She was sitting on a bench staring up into the tree’s
canopy with her face bright with wonder. Georgina had seen her
before. For she was the beautiful stranger she hadn’t meant to look
out for in those last dark weeks of her father’s life. Noticing her
wasn’t deliberate, at least not at first—she just seemed to have
fallen into the habit of it, as one falls into the habit of many
things.

She could even remember the first time she saw her.
It was a Friday lunchtime in mid-February. It had started to snow
and soft flakes drifting past the window had called her attention
to outside. She remembered how she had pressed her hand against the
cold glass as if to catch the flakes that were dissolving against
the windowpane, melting in the grey-white light of the winter day.
She had looked out to the square across the way, empty but for one
woman who stood with her arms out wide, her face tipped to the sky.
She had watched, entranced, as the stranger proceeded to brush a
bench free of snow and then sat eating her lunch, as if the hazy
winter sun had mustered in that moment the strength of summer.

Georgina looked away. That was the same day she’d
arrived to find her father’s doctor at his bedside. How sorry the
pale-faced clinician was to tell her that it was only a matter of
weeks before she would likely lose her father. Never had a day felt
bleaker and never had a person seemed so out of place.

Her heart ached. How long would the memory of him
hurt so much? It had already seemed too long. But she would be
brave, as always. Routine had definitely helped. Visiting her
father most weekends following his diagnosis, arriving from London
on a Friday lunchtime to help with matters that required weekday
hours had worked, hadn’t it? She’d even sought a familiar comfort
by sleeping in her childhood bedroom as if she’d never been away.
And now while she settled her father’s estate, she would repeat a
similar routine. She would start by taking this coming week off
work and basing herself here to kick-start matters. That was her
plan, if she had a plan at all, other than to make it through her
grief somehow.

Looking back, it felt like the beautiful woman was
there just for Georgina, sitting on the same bench in the square
eating her sandwiches. She had been her light in the darkness,
constant and reassuring with her presence.

And today, on the brink of autumn, nearly six months
on after her father’s death, there she was again. Georgina stared
at the imprint of daisies on the woman’s sundress, watching as they
seemed to glow in the last rays of the year’s sunshine. The woman’s
bare feet had slipped from sandals and the curls of her auburn hair
fell onto her shoulders, setting off the cream of her pale skin.
Georgina’s gaze fell absently to the woman’s neck, her throat
tilted to the sky…

The woman suddenly glanced across to where Georgina
stood at the window. Georgina stepped quickly back to stand shaded,
unnoticed in the centre of her father’s sitting room. Her heart
pounded. She felt exposed. It was not like Georgina to stare. At
least not usually. People rarely held her attention. She would try
to engage in polite conversation should the situation demand it but
they would lose her not much beyond their first brag of achievement
or their grumble about that day’s irritation.

Did people find her cold? Did they wonder at how
different she was to her father, who always seemed so graceful and
composed? Without effort he would find the right words to say at
the perfect moment. There was warmth and an energy behind his eyes
that flickered like a smile as he spoke.

Tears threatened and stung. She sought out her
father’s armchair and brushed at the faded arms, the leather
softened and worn to a light shade of brown where sleeve and hand
had rubbed. She gazed at the seat cushion, flattened where her
father had sat. It was as if he had just left the room, and if she
pressed her hand against the cushion she would feel it warm.

Was that his voice, his feet against the tiled
floor? She glanced across at the door that led from the sitting
room to the hall, holding her breath, imagining in that instant
that she would see his frame appear in the doorway, tall, slender,
imposing.

A hot tear gathered at the corner of her mouth.
Georgina brushed it away. She would not cry. What use were tears,
after all? They never seemed to help.

She willed herself to focus on something.

The faint rings of tea stain on the coaster on the
side table caught her attention. When she visited from London, they
would drink tea and talk for hours. He would ask her about her
work, keen to hear about the latest economic tool to revive the
weary fortunes of UK companies. What else had they talked about?
Their conversation rarely strayed from work. They both enjoyed what
they did, for work was not just their job but their purpose and
focus. The law for him was not just his profession, not just empty
rules, but structure, definition, the very politics and agency of
life. Neither she nor her father dwelled on the fact that their
work had become their world to the exclusion of everything and
everyone. It was their choice, wasn’t it? Feelings were incidental,
passing, and superficial. Work was substance, material, tangible,
and real.

Georgina turned back to the window and risked a
final look to the woman bathing in the sun. She had struck up
conversation with a homeless man, or he had struck up conversation
with her, either way she was pouring him a drink from her flask and
offering her sandwich. Georgina was taken with her generosity, this
act of compassion. Beautiful and kind then. The woman then
packed up her things and walked away in the direction of the
museum.

Georgina was surprised to feel the pinch of loss at
her leaving. How could you miss a stranger? And how long could she
ignore the echoes of emptiness in her busy life?


Chapter Two

Beams of sunlight broke and flickered against the
walls of the sitting room as a cyclist swept past, startling
Georgina out of her thoughts. Enough. She was sick of sadness and
of memories cloying at her, dragging her down. This happened
without fail every time she came back to this house. And every time
she couldn’t wait to leave.

With the grant of probate, things were on their way
to being concluded, weren’t they? The solicitors were following her
father’s instructions as directed in his will and methodically
tying up each loose end. Her role was to oversee the sale of the
house and the safe storage or sale of his belongings. Georgina
glanced across again at her father’s chair. Father. There
was no way she could bear to pack up his personal belongings and to
see his life shipped out in boxes. Not yet. Not ever. She bit at
her lip, fighting tears. She had time surely to do this while
everything else was being settled?

She took a deep breath, her gaze falling on the
beautiful blue ware vase that rested on the sideboard, so delicate
and in blissful ignorance of its fate. Her stomach tightened at the
thought of handing over her father’s beloved fine and decorative
art, so loved in this house for so long, to the grasp of the
museum. It might have been his wish and the museum entirely within
their right, but something still felt distasteful about it. Was it
the polite yet feverous clamour of the museum to get their hands on
his collection? It made her want to resist their every advance. For
their director had been pestering the moment her father had died.
Could we make a time to meet? Had Georgina found a moment to
think about how she would like the task best done? Please be
assured of our best intentions. And it felt like every time she
spoke with the foundation’s solicitors, they ended each call with
and then there’s the museum bequest to fulfil.

The foundation. Nausea gripped her. Every Wright
family member since the foundation’s beginnings had known that one
day the responsibility to lead the foundation would fall to them.
And now it was her turn. She knew people were looking to her and
waiting to hear the tone of her compassion and to understand the
focus of her concern, and to feel the impact of her decisions. She
would no doubt be compared with her father and measured only by
their differences and judged by what she lacked.

And she would now have to endure the fawning and the
flattery of those seeking funding and reassurance that their future
was secure with her. They’d all attended her father’s funeral
dressed in black like sharp-beaked crows, hunched, plotting,
waiting for the moment to swoop. Even the director of the local
museum across the way had been there, twitchy, triumphant, and
making a point of shaking her hand.

Her head throbbed with a headache that had been
threatening to overwhelm her for days. She caught her reflection in
the gilded oval mirror which hung above the fireplace. Grief was
unbecoming. She looked so tired. She tucked her hair behind her
ear, away from her face. That’s so weird. Without intending,
she’d positioned herself in the mirror so her face was at the same
height as the row of faces in the family portraits that stared back
at her from the opposite wall. She touched her cheek, noticing that
her skin had a pale luminosity that peculiarly matched the pallor
of those who’d gone before her.

There was no escaping she was the sole direct heir
to the Wright line, and she couldn’t have felt less deserving or
less equipped to carry forward the hopes of generations before her.
For she couldn’t continue a line all alone, could she? You needed
love to do that. That one person by your side. She had no one. It
wasn’t that she was gay or she hadn’t met Miss Right, so to speak.
No. You had to trust to love, and there was nothing about love she
trusted.

It struck her in that moment that there would likely
be no more portraits. No more stiff necks holding the pose,
wondering when the painter would finish. Had any one of those
painted imagined they would be the last? Had any one felt the
burden of the responsibility of being a Wright as heavily as she
did now?

She turned and moved towards the portraits. She
slowly walked the length of the wall, absently counting the
portraits one by one. There were four paintings in total, three
oils and one watercolour, each hanging on a brass chain from the
picture rail. For how long they had hung in that spot was the
subject as much of folklore as fact, for her father rarely spoke
about them and Georgina had only ever known them hanging there,
staring out, inscrutable.

At the beginning of the row hung a painting
depicting the marriage of her distant relatives William and
Josephine Wright. The ornate gilt frame matched the formal
composition of the piece. The porch of St. Martin’s Church formed
the backdrop. To the right of William, at his feet, his spaniel
loyally looked up at his master. Georgina loved that dog. How she
had begged her father for a spaniel just like
great-great-great-great-grandfather William’s. She shook her head.
She’d forgotten that.

William Wright looked so proud, standing tall in his
boots and breeches, his chest puffed out in his high collared coat
with its long tail, and his square jaw jutting out from his white
cravat circled at his neck. He was handsome and sincere if the
affectionate way he looked at his bride, as he held her gloved hand
gently in his, was anything to go by. Or was this just the
painter’s imagination? Josephine in contrast was looking ahead, her
face serious, almost reverent. Her expression had the quality of
devotion and service about it. Had marriage meant sacrifice somehow
to her? She was dressed in a modest gown of what appeared to be
white muslin. And were they satin flowers embroidered at the wide
scoop of her collar? A rose-coloured ribbon pinched the material
under her chest and matched the small bouquet of soft pink
carnations held tight against her.

The painting always left Georgina in a reflective
mood rather than one of celebration. Was that intended? She leaned
in to read the scrawl of the painter’s signature: W. Brown.
On a small nameplate in block writing were the words St.
Martin’s, Leicester. In celebration of the marriage of William
Henry George Wright and Josephine Catherine Wright (née
Brancaster), 26th December 1833.

Next to this hung a similarly sober work to mark the
christening of William and Josephine’s second child, James Ambrose.
The painting captured the Wright family huddled with the priest
around the font. Coloured droplets of light fell upon them from the
stained glass windows above. All eyes were on the baby wrapped in a
shawl in Josephine’s arms. As if forgotten, a small child was all
but hidden in the billowing skirt of the priest’s cassock. “I see
you Adelaide,” Georgina said. It seemed at any moment she would run
and hide behind the looming stone columns supporting the sweeping
arches above their heads. How many times had she been missed? The
little girl faced outwards with her innocent eyes as if pleading
with the viewer not to overlook her.

Georgina pressed her finger against the little
girl’s name listed in the words that spread the length of the maple
frame. “Was your brother hogging the limelight, Adelaide Jane? Did
you cause a scene?” The inscription was matter of fact and gave
nothing away. 6th June 1838, St. Martin’s. Baptism of James
Ambrose Wright, son of William and Josephine and brother to
Adelaide Jane, aged three years. Oil on canvas by W. Brown,
1838.

Why so serious again, Josephine? Even proud William
wore an expression shaded in something troubled. Were they sad on
this special day? Was that what the painter saw?

The third painting along couldn’t have been more
different. Georgina stood staring at it, just as she had stood
staring, looking up at it, as a child. It was everything the other
paintings weren’t. It was life in all its informal joyful vibrancy,
caught in the lightness of watercolour.

It was the face of a beautiful young woman painted
close up, in profile. It was smaller than the other works, and yet
so much more affecting. Only the woman’s face and neck were
depicted, with the pink and ivory of her skin set off against a
background wash of dark blue. Ruby lips were parted as if the
artist had captured the sitter just as words had left her lips.

For so many years Georgina had loved this painting
and, moreover, the enchanting woman captured within its frame. It
was her comfort as a child, her familiar solace as a teenager, and
now a sense of certainty amongst the chaos. Everything about it was
precious. And everything about this woman was so different to the
woman in the other portraits. Could this really be Josephine? In
small engraved type the name Miss Josephine Brancaster, 1832
erased as ever all doubt.

Had love caught her off guard? Changed her? But
then, how could anyone not fall in love with her? Georgina cast a
fleeting glance at the final painting of William Wright as an old
man. Had he loved Josephine well? William sat, silent, in a simple
wooden chair, the fireplace lit by his side, with the background
beyond a dark murk of oil paint, focusing the viewer upon the
foreground details of his face. His furrowed forehead was set as if
in thought, pressing forward his silver eyebrows to shade his eyes,
still bright and alive in his old age. A book rested in his lap and
round spectacles marked the page he was reading. A brass plate read
William Wright, LL.B. 1868. A. Scott.

On the wall next to each painting was a coloured
paper dot tucked against the frame so as to be only just visible
from close up. Had this been the method to single out the works to
be included in the museum bequest? If so, where was the dot for the
watercolour? She checked the floor. Nothing. She reached for her
iPad and sought out the email marked City Museum bequest and
downloaded the scanned copy of the inventory attached to the
completed bequest form. She scrolled down the list. Twice.
Nothing.

Surely this was a mistake? Her father couldn’t have
intended for the watercolour just to be left unlisted with the
items of house contents for Georgina to deal with? If he’d wanted
her to keep the watercolour, then why didn’t he say?

Something wasn’t right. She would check with the
solicitors and with the museum. In fact she would do everything in
her power to correct what could only be a terrible error.

“Josephine.” Georgina rested her fingers lightly on
the frame. “I won’t let you be forgotten. I promise.”


Chapter Three

Molly was always late, or at least that’s how it
always felt. So much so she had taken to rushing as her default
speed of travel. Hurry, hurry. As she all but ran down the
stairs, sparks of excitement tingled on her skin at the thought
that someone had brought a painting to the museum. She liked to try
to imagine what the work could be and the story it would tell and
to anticipate who might be waiting for her.

As she reached the final few steps, she could see a
tall elegant woman holding a bubble wrapped painting at her side
striding confidently across the foyer towards the reception.
Whatever Molly had expected, it wasn’t her. The woman glanced over
at her, and if she was not mistaken, she saw a glimpse of
recognition in the woman’s eyes. Had they met before?

Molly skidded to a stop in front of the reception
desk.

“Hi, Fred.” Molly dumped a pile of folders onto the
reception desk before resting her palm on her chest to catch her
breath. “Can you give these to Fran? She’ll be down a little later
for them. And hello there.” Molly turned to the visitor. “How can
I…help?” She hadn’t meant to stare. She just found she couldn’t
look away.

The woman was somewhere in her late twenties, early
thirties perhaps. Her chestnut hair was shaped into a loose bob.
One ear was exposed, and she’d tucked a loop of hair behind it in a
manner that was informal and yet precise. Her long face with
balanced, refined features had a noble quality to it that suggested
a hereditary ease to her beauty. Her tailored dark grey suit hugged
every inch of her perfectly toned body. Everything was in exquisite
order. Was she real? It was almost impossible not to reach out and
touch her.

Molly quickly closed her mouth. What must this woman
think of her? Staring and all but drooling like a fool. She needed
to say something. Quickly.

Molly stumbled over her words to continue, “I have
had one of those days. I was late, for starters.” Molly shook her
head. “I don’t know about you, but I find that starts the day all
wrong. And then I had an awful meeting. Oh my God. Oh, and
to top it all, I sat on Fran, my colleague’s, sandwich.” Fred
laughed. “It’s not funny. Well, okay, it’s a little bit funny. And
I’d woken up to birds singing, and it had been such a beautiful
morning. And the church across the way from me seemed to glow.
Really, it was in every way a daybreak to match Monet’s Rouen
Cathedral captured in the morning light.”

The woman visibly tensed. She stared intently at
Molly without betraying a flicker of expression. “I’m not familiar
with the work.” In an instant the coldness of the woman’s reply
frosted their chat to brittle fragments.

“Oh, I’m sure you’d like it,” Molly said. “He was
such a wonderful painter—”

“I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be rude, but will this
take long?” The woman directed this question at Fred. “It’s just I
was hoping that someone at the museum could take a look at my
painting today.”

Molly said, “Well, that someone would be me. I’m the
fine art curator here.” Molly thought it best to try and manage a
smile of sorts.

The woman looked down at the painting by her side
before returning a concerned look at Molly. She couldn’t have
gripped the painting any tighter.

Stifling a rising sense of offence, Molly explained,
“We don’t, as a rule, I’m afraid, simply take objects from the
public.” The woman’s cheeks flushed at the phrase the
public. “You will need to complete an object entry form. This
is standard procedure across all museums to help us to properly
assess your offer or request—”

The woman shook her head. “I’m not offering you
anything. I just need someone who knows what they’re looking at to
assist with ascertaining the provenance of this work.”

Someone who knows what they’re looking at? Well,
frosty knickers, how about someone with a masters in art history
and curating. How about top of their class. How about you stick
that up…“Oh no, of course, I’m not presuming that you’re
offering this work to the museum. It’s just the object entry form
is the first stage for all inquiries of this type.” Molly looked at
Fred for support. Fred looked at her blankly, prompting her to ask,
“Could I have an object entry form, please, Fred?”

Fred rummaged around and then Molly joined in,
leaning over the reception desk, her bottom in the air, her feet
just touching the floor.

Molly tried to focus on finding the form rather than
on her awareness that the woman was once again staring at her. What
was it about her that the woman was finding so curious? The
scrutiny was unnerving. Maybe her summer dress looked out of place
in September. Oh my God. Had she remembered to shave her
legs?

“I’m sorry, we appear to have run out of forms.”
Slightly breathless, Molly leaned yet further forward. “I’ll ask
Fred to pop upstairs and photocopy some.”

“Look, please don’t bother,” the woman said, with
unguarded frustration. “Is Evelyn Fox available? A little later
today perhaps?”

“Evelyn?” Molly quickly slipped down from the desk
and turned to face the woman once again. “I’ll need to check with
her secretary, but Evelyn doesn’t tend to get involved at this
stage—”

“On balance I think it’s best I make an appointment
with Evelyn myself. Thank you for your time.”

Utterly confused, Molly simply nodded in reply. She
watched the upright figure of the most baffling woman in the world
walk towards the sliding doors that led outside. How could someone
so beautiful be so cold?

“Georgina!”

Molly turned at Evelyn’s voice to see her quickly
walking towards the door, her arms wide in a gesture of evident
surprise and welcome.

Georgina—where had she heard that name? Molly
watched as Evelyn air-kissed Georgina’s cheeks. Was that…? “You
don’t suppose that’s Georgina Wright, do you, Fred?”

Fred blurted out, “Georgina Wright—that’s it. Yes, I
thought I recognized her face.”

“You’ve met her before?” Molly asked, intrigued.

“Not exactly. There was a drinks reception about a
year ago. She accompanied her father. I remember now, she seemed
uncomfortable, like she wanted to leave before she got here.”

Molly stared at Georgina, watching as the striking
woman stiffened with Evelyn’s embrace. Georgina seemed to be
explaining something to Evelyn.

“Have you ever wanted to be able to lip read?” Molly
strained to hear what Georgina and Evelyn were discussing.

“Never had the need. I can hear my wife’s dulcet
tones from two streets away.”

“Right.” Molly nodded, half listening to Fred, half
not.

Her heart began to race as Georgina and Evelyn were
both looking at the painting. Should she have made an exception and
just taken the painting for assessment, as it was Georgina Wright?
But then, how was she to know it was her? The woman hadn’t given
her name. Although, was that because she hadn’t introduced
herself? She should have introduced herself. She should have shaken
her hand. But then there was nothing about the woman’s demeanour
that invited a handshake or, for that matter, conversation at
all.

Evelyn cast Molly a look. It wasn’t a good look.

Molly looked away, pretending not to notice as
Evelyn led Georgina past reception up the stairs, no doubt to her
office with the fresh air and the light and the cultural oeuvre she
was certain would impress Georgina Wright.

“You okay, Molly?” Fred asked. “It’s just, you’ve
gone quite pale.”

“What? Yes, I’m fine. Absolutely. I’ll ask Fran to
bring you some forms when she collects the files.”

Molly lingered in reception, giving them plenty of
time to have reached Evelyn’s office. Ten minutes later she climbed
the stairs, still consumed in thought as to why Evelyn seemed so
cross with her. As she rounded the corner into the corridor, she
collided straight into a hurrying Georgina Wright. Their bodies met
with a bump. Molly’s soft curves pressed momentarily against
Georgina’s firm frame.

“I’m sorry,” Molly said, breathing heavily. “My
fault. I wasn’t watching where I was going.” She then moved in the
same direction at the same time as Georgina. “Oops.” Molly giggled.
She risked a glance at Georgina’s face. She thought she saw her
smile, but then it had passed so quickly she couldn’t be sure.

“After you,” Georgina said, without emotion or
expression.

“Thanks.”

Molly stepped aside, and then without another word,
Georgina Wright was gone.

 


* * *

 


“First impressions, Molly. We only have one chance
to make a first impression.” Evelyn was standing with her back to
Molly looking out the window. Her corner office commanded views of
both the square and the front of the museum, enabling her to survey
all around her like a captain at the helm of an ocean liner.

Evelyn had called Molly in to her office just as she
was leaving for home. Molly had only just put on her coat and was
endeavouring to slip an arm out but every time Evelyn turned around
Molly froze in her seat. She felt in every way trapped.

Molly glanced at the painting resting on Evelyn’s
desk. She recognized it as the painting Georgina Wright had brought
to the museum. It had been partially unwrapped. She could just make
out the features of a woman—her red lips, the gentle brush of
watercolour defining cheek and chin and neck.

“The painter is unknown.” Evelyn’s voice startled
Molly.

“Oh, I see.”

“As you know, Georgina Wright, of the Wright
Foundation, visited the museum this afternoon. If you recall we
spoke about Georgina this morning.” Molly nodded. “She wants to
find out more about this work, in particular who painted it, for
what occasion—the usual sort of thing. It belongs to her father.
Well, belonged to her father, I should say. She was surprised to
find that it wasn’t included in the bequest. I don’t know whether
it’s a value question or a sentimental question—either way, we need
to find an answer for her.” Evelyn took her seat opposite Molly.
“This is just the opportunity we have been waiting for, even better
than I hoped, because it gives us a natural way in to broach the
subject of the Wright room. I did not mention our plans. I didn’t
even remind her of the awaited bequeathed works. No. This is
something I want you to do. Here is your chance to bond with
Georgina and to build new alliances with the Wright Foundation
going forward.” Evelyn paused. “I’m just going to say this once.
Where Georgina Wright is concerned there are no forms, no
procedures, no…barriers between her and us. Is that
understood?”

Molly’s cheeks burned and her chest tightened. She
nodded. “Absolutely. No barriers. Understood.” In an attempt to
move their conversation away from how useless she clearly was,
Molly asked, “Does she know who the sitter is or when it was
painted?”

“The sitter, she is certain, is her distant relative
Josephine Wright, or Brancaster as was her maiden name, and this is
confirmed by the engraving on the frame.” Evelyn leaned forward,
slipped her glasses on, and carefully teased back some more of the
painting’s wrapping. “Yes, just there on the bottom right, which
also records the date 1832. Certainly I would hazard the frame
dates from that time.”

“Okay, great. I’ll see what I can find out.” Molly
moved to stand.

“Please sit.” Evelyn leaned back in her chair and
tilted her head, as if to study Molly. “Georgina and I didn’t
really talk that much about the painting. As it happened our brief
conversation turned to you.”

“Me?”

“Yes. You see, I suggested that I would be asking
you to work with her on this particular research, and I got the
sense that, well, she seemed to hesitate at my suggestion, almost
as if she was uncomfortable with the idea.”

“Uncomfortable?”

“Yes.” Evelyn’s eyes drifted up and down taking her
in. It felt like she was being read, like a book. “Have you any
idea why?”

“No. We’ve never met before. I mean, she doesn’t
know me—”

“And there’s the point. We only get one chance to
make a good first impression.” Molly opened her mouth to speak.
Evelyn raised her hand. “I want you to learn from your encounter
with Georgina Wright. I want you to practice exuding confidence,
oozing capableness, embodying professionalism.”

What the chuff? “I was trying to help
her.”

“When people come to a museum, they are not looking
for help—one can get that anywhere. They are seeking
authority.” Evelyn fixed both her stare and her next
question with a pointed aim. “How old are you?”

“How old? I’m twenty-six.” Molly had no idea where
their conversation was headed but it was certainly a destination
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