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PART ONE

Waiting
1939

Present fears

Are less than horrible imaginings.

Macbeth


1

THE ADDRESS HE had been given was a road off Sefton Park, just south of the city. Baines, having taken a tram, had stepped off some distance away, convincing himself he wanted to walk through the park. In truth, he was looking for an excuse to delay his arrival. He was becoming more inclined to dilatoriness these days, as if by huddling in the present he could somehow hold back the incoming tide of the future. It seemed that everybody was waiting, tensed and trembling like divers on a cliff. And yet in much else he had to admit that the spirit of business as usual prevailed. The previous afternoon, while looking for blackout curtains at the Bon Marché, he had noticed a young man trying on a top hat.

It was nearly nine o’clock on a cloudless June morning, and the heat seemed also to be collecting in wait. The grass in the park had a withered, yellowish tinge. He was amazed, and vaguely appalled, that individual days could roll on in their oblivious humdrum way. A woman pushing a pram strolled past. Birds were tuning up in high, discordant keys. Only the distant tap-tap of a hammer caused him to look across at the glinting windows of the Palm House, where a team of workmen were boarding up its fragile shell. At the park’s perimeter two more workmen were painting the kerbstones black and white, a guide to night-time traffic once the street lamps went dark. Here was urgent work, albeit languidly undertaken: could there be such a thing as languid urgency? he wondered. In any case, somebody had looked ahead, assessed the risk, and made a decision. And the decision was to camouflage as much ground as possible.

Baines stood gazing at the painters as they inched their way around the kerb, their glossy trail of black and white snaking far behind them. As an augury he felt that it lacked poetry. If disaster must be presaged there ought to have been an albatross haunting the seafront, or a comet striping the night sky. He dawdled on. The cobbles of this road were as familiar to him as his own footfall. He must have been ten or eleven years old when he first rode a horse right the way around this park; he could recall the exhilaration of feeling its girth strain beneath him, and later his annoyance when its hooves no longer clattered on the stone; straw had been spread along the road to muffle the clopping and thus spare the slumbering residents of the grand houses an unwelcome reveille.

Lacking inspiration for further postponement, he turned at last into the quiet, tree-shaded avenue and made his way towards a row of terraced cottages, built in the middle of the last century and recently abandoned. He saw Jack at the end of the row, leaning against the wall, a cigarette on the go.

‘Give me one of those, would you?’ Baines said. Jack pushed himself off the wall and, without a word, tossed over his pack of Player’s to Baines.

‘Lose your way?’ Jack deadpanned, expelling a plume of smoke through his nose. Baines, fishing out a cigarette, accepted the implicit reproof.

‘Sorry. Just fancied a walk.’

Jack shrugged, as if Baines’s timekeeping were no concern of his. He was a rangy, loose-limbed man in his early forties, with a sallow complexion and fair hair he kept severely cropped; he had the muscular set of a soldier, a profession which he had in fact once pursued.

‘After you,’ said Jack, pushing open the door and tilting his head by way of invitation. ‘The lads have already made a start.’ Baines stepped into a room where several young men in blue serge overalls were stacking odd bits of furniture. Damp had colonised the walls, and the floorboards squeaked underfoot. Net curtains hung leprous with dust and cobwebs. Jack ran an antiques business, and often alerted Baines when he had a clearance job that might involve valuing some architectural treasure before it was carted off to the auctioneers: a Georgian fire-surround, a fancily carved newel post, a marble chimney piece. Baines had an instinct for such unconsidered trifles, but looking about this scene of desolation he couldn’t foresee a great haul.

Jack, as if reading his thoughts, let out a sigh. ‘There might not be much here,’ he said. They walked into the next room, which disclosed roughly the same degree of neglect. An old horsehair sofa lolled in one corner, its belly pocked with broken springs. Baines eyed some dull, heavy tables and a sideboard, a rocking chair, a fireguard blackened with use. He thought of how recently these things had constituted somebody’s home, had perhaps been cherished – and how quickly they would go straight on to the dump. One of the young lads had followed them in and was now talking to Jack in a low, confiding tone. Jack nodded slowly and called over to Baines.

‘We might have found something else,’ he said.

The boy led them through a back entrance into a thistly, unkempt garden, and thence to another door at the opposite end of the building. They went through a narrow passageway and up two flights of stairs thickly carpeted in leaves and grime. At the top was a small landing, with a janitor’s cupboard on one side and a door on the other, its paint blistered. A heavy, rusted lock barred the way.

‘Get Harry up here, and tell him to bring his gear,’ Jack said to the boy, who hurried back down. ‘I talked to the last tenants here,’ he went on, ‘they said the upstairs was empty and had been for years.’ He shook out another cigarette and lit it, the match flaring against the gloom. Jack smoked with the steady devotion of one who would have liked to make his living from it. Soon they heard footsteps; the boy had returned with Harry, a pensionable fellow who had worked with Jack for years. He carried an ancient knapsack clanking with tools.

‘Might have to jemmy this one, Harry,’ Jack said, nodding at the door.

Harry, with his rheumy eyes and stooped frame, looked barely capable of cracking a walnut, let alone a locked door; then Baines noticed the old man’s hands, beaten and nicked and so long in touch with metalled machinery that his fingertips had been worn to hard, blackened discs, as if they were part of his toolkit. Having briefly picked out a couple of brutish-looking files and tossed them back, Harry now selected a short crowbar and got to work on the door’s lock. It took only a few minutes of his cracksmanship before the wood yielded and splintered, a sharp protesting snap announcing that its defence had been breached. Jack completed the job with a brisk shoulder charge, and they were through.

The room, running over the cottages below, was about the length of a tennis court. Long tables, mounted with lathes and punches speckled with rust, revealed it to be a joiner’s workshop. Smaller tools were arranged on benches. Wood shavings and fronds of old paintwork littered the floor, and acrid dust seemed to have displaced the air – dust was the element they breathed. Baines and Jack looked at each other but didn’t say anything. They had been in abandoned rooms before and were accustomed to the odour of decay. This was different: it was an atmosphere which seemed to rise from the incongruous feeling that they had somehow trespassed, as if at any moment men would return and the sound of sawing and planing would resume. A workman’s jacket hung on a peg. A tobacco tin lay on a table next to a sheet of butcher’s paper, on which a series of diagrams had been sketched. They walked about the room, as if wary of disturbing the air. Signs of tenancy kept ambushing them. A tin of biscuits, or what the mice had left of them; a framed photograph, askew on a wall, of a football team, arms folded, faces as blank as dinner plates. Baines read a note, in tiny capitals, pinned just to the side of it: REMEMBER MEDICINE FOR DAD.

He looked round at Jack, hoping he’d know what to say. There seemed to be too many questions crowding the room, none of which he felt equal to articulating.

‘Like the bloody Mary Celeste,’ said Harry, finally breaking the silence. The room did indeed feel ghostly, but there was no suggestion its one-time occupants had been abducted, atomised or otherwise spirited away. They had intended, evidently, to return. In the meantime Jack had found something at the other end of the room, and as he examined it Baines knew by the set of his lean features that it would be something quite hard to bear.

‘This would explain it,’ he said, handing to Baines, almost in resignation, a yellowing wall calendar. It showed the month of August, 1914.

Baines was back at his flat in Gambier Terrace by late afternoon, having helped Jack and his crew clear the derelict building. Jack sometimes offered to pay him, but Baines always refused, deeming the melancholy investigation of abandoned houses its own reward. The terrace, built high on a slope a hundred years ago for the thriving merchant classes, was no longer the fashionable address it had once been. Its veneer of prosperity had chipped and flaked, the stucco had faded from white to a liverish grey, and most of the window frames were carious. What hadn’t changed was the vantage it offered over the city. His rooms occupied the top two floors of a house, from which he could gaze upon a vista of soot-smudged buildings, begrimed church spires, smoking chimney stacks; beyond them crowded the warehouses and docks along the Mersey, stretching as far as the eye could see. The view never failed to lift his heart. At this window, its glass smeared and warped with age, he could imagine what it might have been like for some mutton-chopped shipping magnate to stand and survey the dirty, magnificent sprawl that was making him rich – or richer. Baines could not afford to feel possessive; but he did feel protective.

Liverpool. ‘Sailortown’, as Melville called it. Baines, who was nearly thirty-seven, had never lived anywhere else. What others teased in him as a lack of adventure he now regarded as the earliest stirrings of civic loyalty. Growing up in the outlying districts to the south, where green fields had yet been spared the hand of ‘improvement’, he first came to know the city as few boys of his age ever had. His mother had died when Baines was three, his father when he was eight; the orphan had been consigned to the care of his father’s brother, George, and his wife, May. The couple lived in the suburb of Mossley Hill, where George ran a stable and would allow his nephew to exercise the horses around the circuit of Sefton Park. He had a memory of one blissful summer, it was 1912 or 1913, when he would hurry over every morning to the stables; having helped with the mucking out and feeding, he would saddle up a stately old hack named Charlemagne and go cantering off to the park.

One morning, chafing at the now familiar loop on which his only company would be the occasional cyclist or carriage-and-pair, he turned the horse and crossed into the adjacent Princes Park. Then, hearing a tram rattling north, he decided to follow it – nobody said not to – and soon was ambling down the wide thoroughfare of Princes Avenue towards the city, his accelerating heartbeat soothed by the complacent steadiness of the horse’s gait. As the streets called him on, the unwonted height and rhythm of the saddle lent an exhilaration he had never known from the inside of a tram. A shawlie selling flowers outside the Philharmonic Hotel; grubby kids playing hopscotch barefoot on the pavement; the crowd thickening as he passed St Luke’s Church and then steered into the narrow funnel of Bold Street, past Lockie’s where May had bought him his first jacket and tie, past the stern pillared facade of the Lyceum, the horse’s flanks sweating now, the rider too, close-packed alongside the quick flurry of wheels on cobbles, the busy crisscrossing of leisured ladies and boatered gents and boys singing the newspaper headlines. At the corner of Church Street and Whitechapel he paused to watch a commotion – a costermonger’s barrow had overturned, its load blocking the way – and then with a mere touch of the stirrup they were heading up Lord Street, choked with trams, past the Victoria Monument overlooking St George’s Crescent and down, down again, towards the majestic plateau of the Pier Head, the overhead railway, the amazing novelty of those two green birds atop the Royal Liver Building, its scaffolding recently shed to reveal the gleaming brickwork beneath. Mounted on the horse, with the dark canyons of the business district looming massively behind him, the boy gazed out beyond the liners to the river and the ocean pathways vectoring north. But what did he care for the ocean? Far better, he thought, to be a prince of the city.

Baines knew that his restlessness was partly due to the confused state into which his work had been sliding. A London publishing house, Plover Books, had invited him to compile a study of Liverpool’s architectural past, as part of an ongoing ‘Buildings of England’ series. It was almost a gift to him, but the high hopes and good intentions he had brought to the project two years before now lay scattered around his study, lost perhaps between the pages of the notebooks and scrapbooks on his desk, or else beneath the tottering ziggurats of books which had risen here and there on the floor. Deadlines had come and gone. His natural tendency to postpone had ensured that the commission, if not entirely sunk, had run into the sand.

One diversion he didn’t foresee had lately assumed a kind of hold. His interest, always liable to wander, had snagged on a compelling but elusive figure lost in the shadows of Liverpool’s mid-Victorian building boom. Peter Eames was a young architect who had briefly flourished in the 1860s when his first commission, an office block named Janus House, shocked the public and provoked damning reviews in the local press. His second building, Magdalen Chambers, was an insurance office of even bolder design and, having suffered a vilification similar to his first, proved to be his last. His proposed plans for a free library, to be built in one of the poorest parts of the city, were eventually abandoned on the grounds of its expense and his already unreliable reputation. After a bitter falling-out with his business partner he appeared to abandon his profession altogether; four years on from the failure of his library scheme he drowned off the shore at Blundell Sands, an alleged suicide. He was thirty-three.

Something about this short life intrigued Baines. For one thing, those buildings for which Eames had been so maligned now looked, seventy years later, very much like the work of a visionary – a man out of time. Their unusual height, combined with their innovative use of curtain-walling and cast iron, anticipated the skyscrapers of Chicago by twenty years. But more than intrigued, Baines was moved, for here was someone who had suffered the slings and arrows of an outrageous press yet heroically refused to back down. Eames had more than mere ambition, he had the unbiddable integrity of a true original. He remembered the words of Delacroix: talent does whatever it wants to do – genius does only what it can. It was sad to think of such a man hounded out of his vocation by people with not the smallest scintilla of his energy and imagination. Baines needed to find out more, and knew just the man who might help him.

Moray Lennox McQuarrie had always sounded to Baines like a company of shrewd Edinburgh lawyers; that a single man should own the whole name deeply impressed him. An early appointment of Charles Reilly’s at the Liverpool School of Architecture, McQuarrie had been a noted scholar of Victorian Gothic, an expertise of which Baines as a student in the early 1920s had taken only partial advantage. He could only wonder how his old professor might regard this belated petition for help. The venue for their interview, a gentlemen’s club in a side alley off Water Street, might have been regarded as a subtle form of intimidation on McQuarrie’s part, but the ancient porter at the door and the cracked parquet in the entrance hall made Baines feel merely sorry. Directed through an upper room where the potted palms looked only slightly more wilted than that flyblown porter, he found McQuarrie in the library, sitting in a wing-backed chair with a copy of The Times lying like an obedient dog at his feet.

‘Mr Baines,’ he said, offering his hand and gesturing at the chair opposite. Time had not much altered the professor, who had appeared impossibly venerable to Baines on their first meeting eighteen years before. Thick, interrogative eyebrows framed a somewhat wolfish face, the chin and neck sporting tiny outcrops of bristle that his morning shave had missed. His worsted suit was too heavy for a summer’s day, though it would have been a surprise to see him dressed in anything else. It was a fixture, as was his air of close-mouthed, watchful drollery, which his students knew only too well could suddenly darken into displeasure. His nickname, almost certainly known to McQuarrie, was ‘The Flaying Scotsman’. Conscious of paying deference, Baines waited to be spoken to.

‘I read your article in the Engineer the other week,’ said McQuarrie eventually, his basilisk gaze never seeming to flinch. That he declined to elaborate on this declaration was characteristic, so Baines was obliged to fill the void.

‘Yes, that piece is about the only thing I’ve managed to complete all year,’ he replied, though even this self-deprecating sally sounded a little garrulous in present company. McQuarrie had perfected a disconcerting tactic of listening and then, by way of reply, silently leaning back and eyeing his interlocutor as if from a great distance. In those few seconds any hope of conversational intimacy would disappear. He was doing it now, so Baines pressed on, explaining his work on the architectural study and his other recent preoccupation. It occurred to him that the publishers had more than likely been recommended his name by McQuarrie himself.

‘There’s surprisingly little work been done on Peter Eames,’ said McQuarrie. ‘A remarkable man. To have produced those designs before the age of twenty-six – you could almost forgive him his, shall we say, overweening arrogance.’ He articulated the last two words with disgusted relish.

‘I suppose once you become convinced of your own genius, the idea of other people’s requirements seems … irrelevant.’

McQuarrie nodded slowly. ‘I think it was other people’s money that became the problem. The library he wanted to build would have cost a king’s ransom. He admits it himself in his diaries.’

‘Diaries? I didn’t know they’d been published.’

‘They haven’t. They moulder uncatalogued in the Liverpool Record Office. I dare say they’ll let you read them – it’s not as if there’s a waiting list.’

A club underling had sidled over and whispered to the old man, who looked at Baines.

‘You’ll join me in a sherry?’

Baines readily agreed, and in the meantime listened to his former teacher’s laconic update of university news. When the drinks arrived, he sniffed his glass doubtfully.

‘It’s poor stuff from South Africa, I’m afraid,’ said McQuarrie. ‘They can’t get it from Spain because of the war.’

Mention of one war inevitably brought them round to discuss the abysmal prospect of another. Odd to think it was only last September when they were rejoicing in the streets. The crisis had come, but the disaster had been averted. Or, as it seemed, postponed. Now that Hitler had jackbooted his way through the rest of Czechoslovakia it was impossible to think they could escape a second time.

‘Regarding your work on the city,’ said McQuarrie, thoughtfully, ‘I suppose there’s still a great deal to do?’

Baines nodded, and began to describe the multiform nature of the enterprise, how it entailed not merely dating the buildings of note but recording their pedigree and specifying any architectural anomaly or quirk that seemed germane. On top of all that, he was required to make sketches of the major buildings he documented. Baines, the recording angel, had felt his wings begin to droop.

‘Well,’ said McQuarrie, after silent consideration, ‘there’s no getting around the historical research. But you could save yourself some time if you leave off the sketching.’

‘The publishers insist on illustrations.’

‘I’m sure they do. So give them photographs instead – they’re going to become standard for that kind of book soon in any case.’ Baines could see the charm of the idea but worried that his paymasters might baulk at the expense. There was also a practical drawback to consider.

‘I don’t know how to take photographs.’

McQuarrie regarded him pityingly. ‘For God’s sake, man. How difficult do you think it is? You take the cap off the snout, point it in the right direction and make sure nobody walks in front of you.’

Baines fell silent. What he couldn’t explain to McQuarrie – what he could barely explain to himself – was this nagging disposition to delay, to postpone, though he now had an inkling that, with the world on the brink, it was perhaps the futility of action in itself that had mesmerised him. His thoughts turned to the discovery of the joiner’s workshop earlier that week, those men hurrying off to fight for king and country in the summer of 1914. Did they suspect, did even one of them suspect, that they would never come back? It was intolerably sad. And now, twenty-five years later, he would be following them into – what, exactly? Terror incognita. He glanced down at the newspaper, its headlines the writing on the wall.

‘I dare say there’ll soon be more pressing engagements than architectural histories,’ he said, trying to keep the note of bitterness out of his voice.

McQuarrie looked at him appraisingly, and waited before he spoke. ‘That may be so. Which makes your job all the more urgent. A year, two years from now, some of these buildings may not be here. For all we know, “here” may not be here. This could be the last chance to set them down as history. I would advise you not to waste it.’

Baines nodded, his mind’s eye clouded with ashes and rubble. He could go for days, sometimes, without thinking about it. But it was always there, a spectral blur, and once it slouched back into view he could think of nothing else.

Their interview was over. McQuarrie rose from his chair, and allowed himself a thin smile.

‘I’m sure this will strike you as Presbyterian talk, son, but work is the best defence against worry. I’ll search out what I can on Eames, you keep on with this book and, God willing, we’ll get through whatever Mr Hitler decides to throw at us.’

Baines took his proffered hand, and thanked him for his time, touched by a suspicion that his old teacher, as undemonstrative a man as he’d ever known, had been trying to cheer him up. As he walked out on to the street he replayed their conversation in his head, and wondered if he had only misheard McQuarrie calling him, with unlikely tenderness, ‘son’.

* * *

Baines had never sensed the foundations of his life to be secure, for a reason he at first considered obvious: he had not had parents to love. When he thought about his mother all he could retrieve was the image of a young woman sitting on a sofa, tucking a stray lock of hair behind her ear. He had always presumed this was his mother, but he could never be sure. She had died at twenty-eight of TB, and the care of her only child, aged three, devolved upon her much older husband, a dutiful but distant man who seemed at a loss as to what this diminutive stranger might require of him. He was an assistant manager at one of the large city banks, and on his wife’s death had buried his grief in overwork. His brother’s wife, May, looked after the boy during the day, an arrangement that became permanent when Baines’s father died, of a heart attack, five years after his wife.

Now, as he approached middle age, without any prospect of a wife or family of his own, Baines wasn’t sure if the fault lay in himself, some hairline flaw in the structure of his personality. It seemed to him he would have been a solitary sort with or without the trauma of orphanhood. It haunted him, when he could bear to think about it, that he had never wept for the loss of his parents. He reasoned that this had been because he had not known his mother, and had barely got to know his father. His only resource had been the unwavering kindliness with which George and May submitted to the role of his guardians. Their first duty in that capacity had been to take him to his father’s funeral. Even from the distance of nearly thirty years he could remember the coldness of the church, the smell of candle wax and furniture polish, the mournful wheedling of the organ while the priest droned mechanically through the exequies. Then, at the graveside, George bending down and whispering to him as the diggers waited discreetly at a remove: it was his moment to pick up a handful of earth and throw it into the neatly excavated rectangle. Its pitter-pattering on the wooden box below sounded a kind of farewell. Years later he learned from George that he and May had argued about bringing him to the funeral at all; May had worried that it might be too upsetting an experience for an eight-year-old, but George had insisted.

Were they surprised to see the boy so self-possessed and dry-eyed before his father’s grave? Perhaps. But it was surely no less surprising when, a few years later, they did see him break down for the first and last time. One afternoon in the autumn of 1914 Baines had called in at the stables on his way home from school, only to find the place deserted. He couldn’t understand it, though the wild heartbeat in his chest as he hurried homewards warned of disaster. May met him at the door, and through his heaving sobs he learned of the horses’ fate. It was not only young men who were being pressed into service on the Western Front. George, distraught on his own account, hadn’t been able to tell his nephew of the calamitous requisition. When he returned that evening and they read the anguish in each other’s face the boy clung to him, and bereft of words to articulate his sorrow he wept – wept out his soul.

The bar of the Imperial Hotel was beginning to hum with a Saturday-evening clientele thirstily catching up with off-duty stewards and deckhands from Cunard – a liner must have recently docked. Through the fug of Woodbines and pipe smoke Baines spotted Jack at one of the back tables; he had evidently just been telling one of his risqué jokes, because the two women he was entertaining had fallen about with shrieks of outraged laughter. One of them was Evie, Jack’s dismayingly pretty girlfriend, the other a woman Baines didn’t recognise, though she was the first to catch his eye as he approached. He knew at that instant he had been set up for the night.

Jack made the introduction. ‘Brenda, this is Tom Baines,’ he said, flicking a glance at Baines that might have contained a request to play along. Brenda extended her hand with a coquettish smirk.

‘Pleased to meet yer.’

She too was pretty and in her mid-twenties, though made up in a coarser way than Evie; dark, eager eyes greeted him from a heart-shaped face whose pale Liverpool-Irish complexion was offset by alarmingly crimsoned lips. Her powder and paint had been so thickly applied that Baines was put in mind of some rare tropical bird – one that expected to be admired, and perhaps adopted as a pet.

‘You’ve arrived just in time to get the next round in,’ Jack said brightly, raising his empty pint glass. Jack was drinking Higsons; the girls, on enquiry, both asked for a gin and French. Baines turned and threaded his way to the bar. While he was waiting to pay, he found Jack leaning conspiratorially against his shoulder.

‘I hope you don’t mind about this,’ he said, nodding back to their table. ‘She’s an old friend of Evie’s, and a really nice lass. Been very lonely since her feller shipped out a few months ago.’

Baines had an intuition, even on their short acquaintance, that Brenda had never been lonely in her life. He didn’t know whether he felt amused or aggrieved that this little get-together had been engineered for his sake rather than hers. Jack, something of a swordsman in his prime, was fascinated by Baines’s habitual monkishness, and would occasionally take it upon himself to play his matchmaker.

‘So, what d’you say?’ said Jack.

‘I’m lost for words.’

‘Come on. we’ll have some laughs. She likes you, anyway – she thinks you look like Joel McCrea.’

Baines laughed, and Jack clapped him on the back, joining in.

Brenda, a secretary at a shipping insurance firm, was talking volubly about the sailors whose arrival in port after months at sea would turn the place into a regular boom town.

‘They’ve got wads of money thick enough to choke a horse,’ she said. ‘But you have to get them quick or else they’ll lose it all at cards in a weekend.’

She looked around the bar, as if she were minded to lasso one of their number right then and there. Her voice was fiercely Liverpudlian, containing something droll in its sing-song intonations but also something querulous: it was an accent that carried even in its simplest declaration a note of complaint.

‘They can be randy beggars, though,’ she continued, giggling. ‘I was out with one feller last week, who’s tippen back the ale like prohibition’s starten tomorrer. We’re just there talken about his last trip and next thing I know he’s, like, all over me!’

Baines wasn’t certain if this should be construed as a warning or an invitation. He thought he must seem very dull to her, despite the professed likeness to Joel McCrea. He looked, covertly, at Evie, who was laughing along with the story of Brenda’s amorous assailant. An uncommon girl, really. Jack, as long as Baines had known him, had made a habit of treating his girlfriends with a cordial remoteness; their pleas for attention seemed to slide off him like mercury from a plate. Baines recalled him joking that he preferred women with long faces, because once you made them miserable you wouldn’t be able to tell the difference. Evie was not the plaintive kind, yet she also seemed quite indifferent to the wiles of ‘keeping a man’: it perhaps explained why she and Jack had been together for three years or more. She worked as an editorial assistant at the Echo. Baines loved her disarming, old-fashioned air of graciousness, and the way it enhanced her expressive, mobile face and lively almond-shaped eyes. He loved the ease with which she talked to people, friendly with everyone yet favouring no one. Indeed, all he could object to in her was the fact of her being Jack’s girlfriend, and there was nothing to be done about that.

Evie was at that moment trying to form a line of communication between him and Brenda.

‘Tom and Jack have been friends since they were at the School of Architecture together. Tom’s a historian – he’s even written a book.’

‘Really?!’ cried Brenda. ‘Must have a look in Smith’s for it.’

‘Please let me save you the trouble,’ said Baines. ‘It was a very small print run, and I’m afraid you’ll never find it in Smith’s.’

‘So what’s it about then, your buke?’

‘Anglo-Norman architecture,’ he said.

‘Tom often keeps us entertained with readings from it,’ said Jack, winking at Baines.

‘It sounds very … important,’ Brenda said, gamely, and sensing an end to this topic raised her glass. ‘Cheers, everyone!’

They clinked glasses, and discussion turned to their immediate plans for the evening. Evie and Brenda wanted to go to the pictures, and were trying to decide between Confessions of a Nazi Spy or The Hound of the Baskervilles. Baines wasn’t keen on either, but since he had read the Conan Doyle stories he steered the vote in favour of the latter. They finished their drinks, and walked out on to St George’s Place, their faces illuminated in the dark by the huge neon sign above the Imperial advertising Guinness. Lime Street was thronged with Saturday-night crowds almost feverish in their quest for entertainment. A gang of sailors, rowdy with drink, passed by and wolf-whistled Brenda and Evie, who smiled complacently.

They entered the packed auditorium and edged their way along the row to their seats. A newsreel was playing, over which a voice fluted with stiff patrician cheeriness. Mr and Mrs Chamberlain were walking in the park; the Duchess of Kent was inspecting something or other; a ship was being launched amid a hysterical outbreak of flag-waving and hat-throwing. The emollient triviality of these non-events seemed to Baines almost wilful, another instance of a collective determination to ignore the one thing staring everybody in the face.

Eventually the picture started, and he found himself lulled by its genteel sense of Edwardian intrigue: Holmes discussing his plan of action while the hansom cab bowls along Baker Street. He could have wished, however, that an actor other than Basil Rathbone had been cast in the lead role: his impersonation felt too brisk, too blithe; it missed the deep-set melancholy of the great detective. Watson was merely a buffoon. Baines cast a glance to his right and watched Jack light up two cigarettes and pass one of them to Evie; their plumes of smoke curled romantically across the projector’s tapering beam of light. He shifted in his seat, aware of the rapt stillness around him. Even Brenda’s irrepressible tongue had been silenced by the ceaseless sprockety whirr of the reels.

He considered her from the corner of his eye. Well, she wasn’t so bad, he thought. Evie certainly liked her – she was disposed to like just about everyone – but he couldn’t for the life imagine why she judged Brenda a good match for him. Of course she had a pleasing look, firmly buttressed by a confidence in her own attractiveness. Too firmly. Baines didn’t consider himself shy, but his demeanour was sufficiently quiet and inward-looking to be mistaken for shyness. His natural tendency when confronted by a personality as bumptious as Brenda’s was to withdraw, to efface himself while louder voices insisted upon their claim to attention. He had a horror of those drinks parties where raucous strangers would dragoon him into talk of ‘the international situation’ and then gabble their own opinion rather than wait around for his. He had learned to recognise the type very quickly, and would make particular efforts to avoid wandering into their eyeline.

After the film they had called in at the Vines, but finding it even more crowded than the Imperial they took a cab back to Jack’s flat in Falkner Square, and on the way sorted out their views on Holmes and Watson. Evie was confused about the reference, in the final moments, to ‘the needle’ – did Holmes have some kind of illness?

‘Not exactly,’ said Jack. ‘Unless you judge constitutional boredom an illness. He was injecting opium.’

‘So you mean … drugs?’ asked Brenda, uncertainly.

‘When the mood took him, yes. And spending that much time in Watson’s company I expect the mood would have taken him quite often.’

Baines felt an enlivening sense of vindication: Jack had also been irked by Watson’s oafishness. He paid off the cab and followed the others into the house. Jack’s flat – his ‘bachelor rooms’, as he called them – comprised a rather poky kitchen and bedroom at the back, and a large, high-ceilinged living room at the front with French windows overlooking the square. Its air of studied informality reminded Baines of a stage set. He examined the spotted glass of the mirror above the fireplace.

‘Ooh, look at this one, admiren himself,’ cawed Brenda to Evie, nodding at Baines with a pert moue.

‘No, not myself,’ Baines replied quickly. ‘I was admiring this lovely old mirror. It’s one I told Jack about a few months ago – part of a job lot from some derelict house we looked at in Ullet Road. See the leaf-patterning on the gilt here, that’s called lamb’s tongue.’

Brenda peered at the frame, and looked round at Baines. ‘This the sort of thing you write about?’

‘Something like,’ he said.

Jack had come in from the kitchen bearing a tray of bottles and squinting through his own cigarette smoke. He mixed gin and French for the girls, Scotch and soda for himself and Baines.

‘It’s a bit stuffy in here,’ he announced, and Baines endured a secret pang of mortification that he’d been overheard explaining the gilt moulding to Brenda. The remark in fact proved quite innocent, as Jack strode across to the French windows and flung them wide. They moved over to the open doors and gazed out at the velvety black of the night, its enveloping softness now and then pierced by the distant rumble of a tram, or a drinker’s voice raised in indecipherable protest. June had a few more nights left to decant. Baines shook out a Player’s, lit it and blew inexpert smoke rings into the dark. He would gladly have stayed there, silently smoking and gazing, with nothing to interrupt his peace for – for the rest of his life. Save our skins and damn the Czechs.

‘Here’s how,’ said Jack eventually, clinking his glass against Evie’s.

He sauntered over to the piano at the far corner of the room, sat down and began playing snatches of different songs. Brenda and Evie collapsed on to the sofa, while Baines riffled through a disorderly pile of sheet music. Jack had been a pianist since his army days, and what his untutored playing lacked in finesse was amply redressed by its feeling. His taste generally dallied at the popular end of the musical spectrum, and tonight he was giving it full rein. He followed ‘If You Were the Only Girl in the World’ with ‘That Old Feeling’, and Evie, sensing a cue, joined him at the piano to sing ‘I’ll String Along With You’. Brenda, not to be outdone, got up and astounded Baines with a beautifully modulated rendering of ‘Smoke Gets in Your Eyes’, then she and Evie performed what was evidently a party-piece duet of ‘Miss Otis Regrets’, meeting one another’s eyes fondly as they sang the lines,

And the moment before she died

She lifted up her lovely head and cried, madam …

Miss Otis regrets, she’s unable to lunch today.

Baines, vulnerable to these maudlin tunes, was moved to applaud them.

‘What lovely voices you have,’ he said, blushing at his own sincerity.

‘Oh yeah – bring a tear to a glass eye, that would,’ laughed Brenda. ‘We were both in Sister Gerard’s choir at Holy Child. Remember, Evie?’

‘I’ll say,’ said Evie, smiling. ‘There’s not a hymn in the book we haven’t sung.’

‘Those Catholic girls,’ sighed Jack, rising from his seat and refilling their glasses. Evie took his place at the piano, and tried out a few uncertain chords of her own. Brenda, recognising the melody, began in her pleading contralto,

Faith of our Fathers, living still,

In spite of dungeon, fire and sword …

Jack raised his eyes heavenwards. ‘I think we should leave them to it,’ he said, backing away from the hymnal ardour as if from the concerted force of dungeon, fire and sword. Baines, born a Catholic, had years ago lost whatever faith he had inherited, though he still felt obscurely stirred by the folk memory of these ancient hymns. Jack, the Protestant among them, treated what he called Evie’s ‘popery’ with steady bemusement.

While the girls continued singing, Baines sank on to the sofa and closed his eyes, humming along with ‘Faith of Our Fathers’. Eventually, he said, ‘How much do you know about photography?’

‘Not a great deal,’ Jack shrugged. ‘I’ve got an old box camera that I’ve not used in ages. Why?’

Baines explained the new direction the Liverpool book might be taking. He had corresponded with Plover Books about the time-saving possibilities of switching from sketches to photographs, and they had been agreeable, with the proviso that expenses should be kept to a minimum. And, as usual, he had been putting off the moment when he would actually have to do something about it. For one thing, he enjoyed sketching, and the idea of abandoning it for the sake of mere convenience pained him: a photograph to him was something fixed and mechanical, whereas a sketch was fluid and individual. But he knew that if the project were ever to be completed it was a compromise he would have to make. ‘There’s a photography studio down on Slater Street,’ said Jack. ‘I think they deal mainly in portraits, but you might try them.’

Baines nodded, and sighed.

Jack looked at him. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘I don’t know. I just … wonder what I’m doing. If what we think is going to happen does happen, what’s the point of writing about buildings that might not be here tomorrow?’

Jack considered. ‘Well, they’re still history, whether they survive or not – you’re preserving a record of them. But I see why it might have a lowering effect.’

‘Does it ever bother you that people seem to behave as if … nothing’s happening? I mean, they take the tram, they buy their stockings and marmalade, they go to the pictures, and all the while a country not very far away is planning to … bomb us into oblivion.’

‘It’s not a happy thought,’ agreed Jack, mildly. ‘But what do you expect them to do? It’s just human nature that people get on with things – and they’ll still want stockings and marmalade even during a war.’

They were silent for a while. ‘What are you going to do – I mean, if it comes to it?’ said Jack.

‘Enlist, I suppose. I haven’t any reason not to.’ He was aware as he said this that Jack did have a reason not to. He was four years older than Baines, and had served in France as a lance corporal during the last eighteen months of the Great War. He had been wounded at Amiens, though it was not an experience he talked of much, and Baines was cautious about asking him.

‘Word of advice, Thomas – try to avoid the infantry,’ said Jack.

The evening was winding down. Baines, slightly nauseous from all the cigarettes, appalled himself by lighting one more. There always seemed to be room for one more. Evie swayed over to him and flopped on to the sofa. Her eyes were blurred from the gin, and perhaps from the spiritual transport of the hymn singing. She dipped her head to his and said quietly, ‘You wouldn’t mind walking Brenda to the tram, would you?’

‘No, that’s fine,’ he replied, used to performing small gallantries. Evie leaned over and hugged him fondly. As she did so Baines couldn’t avoid glimpsing the lightly freckled skin that sloped down from her collarbone and disappeared at the V of her thin cotton dress. He looked away, and coughed unnecessarily; he brushed a speck of ash from his trouser leg.

‘You’re a lovely feller,’ Evie said, laughing. Baines returned an embarrassed smile, and stood up. Her friendliness was almost too much to bear. He briefly imagined reaching out to touch her face, and just as quickly dismissed the idea. Brenda had collected her handbag and fixed him with a look of bright expectation.

‘Tanqueray – like the gin,’ said Jack, as he was letting them out. ‘I mean the name of the photographer on Slater Street.’

‘Thanks,’ said Baines.

They had said their goodnights. Brenda, somewhat unsteady, shouldered up to Baines as they walked through the darkened streets and put her arm through his. He flinched, and Brenda felt it.

‘Don’t worry, I’m not gonna bite yer!’ she laughed, lightly punching his arm. ‘I think I might be a bit tipsy.’

‘Sorry,’ said Baines, and meant it: he didn’t want to seem unfriendly. Indeed, he had rather come round to Brenda in the course of the evening, and felt that a woman who sang that sweetly could be forgiven an excess of boisterousness. It should have been the easiest thing in the world to turn his little flinch into a joke. But much as he wished it otherwise, he had no suavity in the company of women. Brenda was chatting on about a party she and some friends were throwing at their place – she lived in Aigburth Vale – and Baines realised he was being invited to attend.

‘That’s very kind of you,’ he said. ‘I’m not sure, though, with work and everything. I’m quite …’ He let the thought peter out.

‘Oh well,’ she said lightly, ‘I suppose the archaeology keeps you busy. Evie’s got the address, anyway, if you change yer mind.’

A tram was trundling out of the gloom towards them. Baines turned to her, and extended his hand.

‘It was nice to meet you, Brenda.’

She smiled at him, and put her hand in his. ‘You’re quite old-fashioned, aren’t yer?’

Now it was his turn to smile. ‘I sometimes think I was born old-fashioned.’

She nodded, and dropped a little curtsy in reply. ‘Ta-ra, then,’ she said, stepping on to the tram, and as she waved to him Baines felt suddenly wistful. His company this evening had been, as he thought, reliably unscintillating, and yet this young woman had liked him well enough to extend a friendly invitation – which he could quite easily have accepted. But he had become so used to declining such overtures that to behave otherwise would have required a complete sea change in his own fugitive instincts.

Rain had begun to pimple the pavement as he walked home. He sometimes felt the necessity of simply being himself an insupportable burden. Why was it that whenever the prospect of intimacy loomed he would always refuse? And why, having refused, would he then feel racked by regret? He knew what it was, knew it too well, and whenever the currents of memory tried to drag him under he fought wildly against them, for if he went down he might never come back. It was the silhouette of a woman on a balcony, glimpsed, then gone. He could not look that night in the eye. He would not.


2

THE FRONT WALLS of the Record Office on William Brown Street were fatly buttressed with sandbags, though inside the somnolent atmosphere of a library still prevailed. A clerk directed him to the relevant department, and after a long wait another assistant emerged bearing three slim quarto notebooks, which expelled a fine cloud of dust as they thunked on to the desk. Baines guessed that they had lain undisturbed for years, which surmise the assistant immediately confirmed. He settled himself at a corner desk, where melancholy sunshine was falling through the tall windows in slanting bands of brightness, and slowly began to scrutinise the venerable relics. The dark green boards of each book were stiff and bowed, their edges worn and blunted by the years; one of them was in a worse condition than its companions, its cover drastically bleached by sunlight and some of its pages loosened from the spine. But on examination they proved perfectly legible.

The musty, deadened scent of old paper rose to his nostrils. The journals began in 1860, when Peter Eames turned twenty-one, and stopped, abruptly, in 1869, four years before his death. The entries were fitful, and of varying lengths; sometimes whole weeks and months would elapse without comment, then, as if refreshed from the hiatus, they would start up again with an urgent new rhythm. Breaking up the text at irregular intervals would be a drawing, sometimes nothing more than a doodle, sometimes a precise little diagram or illustration, usually of an architectural nature. The compositional style indicated a fierce and possibly unstoppable energy, an impression amplified by the flowing, confident hand. If the emphatic upward strokes and elegant loops looked to have been the result of careful practice – there were inky hints of experiment in the early pages – they also betokened a very decisive cast of mind. Only in the third and last book did Baines notice a change: the handwriting in the late 1860s lost something of its flamboyance, became more compressed and lean, and the fluency of previous entries was now clogged with his amendments and crossings-out.

Yet just to hold these dowdy-looking books, to read in brown ink the marks that Eames’s steel-nibbed pen had scored upon its pages, lent them a kind of reverence for Baines. This was the same hand, the same mind, that had gone against the grain of prevailing certitudes in Victorian architecture and conjured a set of designs that were both of their time and dramatically ahead of it. More than this, however, he hoped the journals would help prise open the enigma of Eames himself. Why did this talented young architect, who could have earned himself a fortune from designing commercial buildings, suddenly change tack and stake his career on the philanthropic but potentially ruinous enterprise of a free library? What had happened in the last years of his life that prompted him to break from his business partner and apparently abort the library scheme? And was it madness or despair that led to the tragic denouement of his self-destruction? Somewhere in these foxed and faded pages he felt sure that a key to the inner sanctum of Eames’s life might be found. Returning to the first journal he carefully smoothed down the opening page and began to read.

3rd September 1860

Today I am one-&-twenty. Rode out to Ditton with Chiltern & sat sketching for an afternoon. Weather fine; a continuous armada of fleecy clouds sailing over the horizon – ‘as lifelike as Mr Constable’s’, says Chiltern. His own talents as a draughtsman are of the first order – an excellent line, an accurate & steady hand – but unconscionably slow! In the hours he devoted to catching Ditton Mill, with all his shading, cross-hatching &c., I could have designed such an edifice for myself inside & out, & tell him so. He replies that we are sketching, not competing, & that I only betray my youthful ignorance of human capability – ‘You would, without a moment’s forethought, take command of the Channel Fleet if called upon.’ Indeed I would, I replied, & nothing in my manner or address should betray the smallest doubt of my fitness for the office. He laughed, & agreed that it would be so, even as the Fleet were being knocked into atoms.

I fancy there is about me a bud of something more remarkable than the generality of mankind, but what it is I cannot yet discern. I have done nothing yet for immortality – two years of study in Cambridge, with no degree, & a few guineas earned from the sale of this or that drawing. The difficulty is settling to anything; my brain hums around like a bee flitting from flower to flower. Alas! – to bee is not to do.

In the evening Chiltern & later Dalby to Abercromby-sq. for dinner; Ma & Pa in very jolly spirits, & so were we all. Claret to drink. From Cassie & Georgy a gift of a beautiful slender fruit knife, to pare my apples as I sketch. From Will a book of Browning’s poems (which he claims to have bought with his own money). After dinner songs at the piano, & convivial merriments.

Only Frank of all the family not present.

14th November 1860

A pleasingly mild & bright morning, so I thought I would walk down to the river. I continued north for three miles or more, marvelling at the immense warehouses & docks that have risen even in the last few years – when I was a boy only a paltry jumble of buildings broke up this shoreline. Ma says that she remembers the town as a seaside resort, with long lines of bathing machines ready to accommodate visitors, who would come hither from miles around to enjoy the briny waters. All gone – even the beach at Kirkdale is swallowed into the giant maw of Commerce. The golden age is never now. But why in Heaven’s name should sea-bathing be thought a superior activity to the unloading of the world’s cargoes at Prince’s Dock? I would sooner look upon that tall forest of masts & spars, & take my constitutional around the Goree Piazzas, than idle away an afternoon up to my knees in water. Liverpool is a changing place – has become a busy seat of trade & prosperity – & much the better for it.

27th November 1860

Stopped this morning at the fish market on James-street; prodigious clamour (& a more prodigious stink) rising up from the stalls, close-packed together & slippery with all the creatures of the sea. I stood there entranced by the scene until one of the stall-holders, a withered but bright-eyed crone, broke upon my reverie. Caught off guard I pointed at some cod, & enquired as to whether it was quite fresh. The woman looked sharply at me (I suppose I must have appeared an impertinent youth), & asserted that if her fish were any fresher they should answer that query themselves.

25th December 1860

Another Christmas without Frank. I pray to God that he keeps safe.

30th January 1861

Having patiently awaited messages from Providence that would summon me to a vocation (or simply to assure himself some peace & quiet at home) Pa has secured through a cousin a position for me at Messrs Arbuthnot & Sandham, a company of Architects and Civil Engineers on South Castle-street. I have begun as an apprentice draughtsman, in which capacity I may look forward to preferment of some kind ‘after three years’. Three years! In the meantime it seems I must apply myself to the most stultifying sort of hackwork, getting up designs for warehouses, breweries & whatnot, that offer in aspect not the faintest trace of beauty to the eye nor the least particle of credit to the profession.

Sandham, by whose office I have been vouchsafed the favour of a desk, is a deaf & somewhat querulous old cove, but benign withal. His particular genius is for church-building, a demand which has multiplied through the mighty influx of Irish Catholics since the Famine. Droll stories circulate the office about his confusion in regard to these commissions, such a number does he take up at once. It is said that he has visited a church in the course of erection & advised on its various faults to the clerk of works, who then redirects him to the right church, some distance along the same road. Another time he has glimpsed a church through the window of a cab & expressed his sincere admiration of it – only to be told that it is his own!

25th February 1861

This morning old man Sandham called me into his rooms and set about explaining a commission that would bring a ‘considerable emolument’ to the company & be of significant practical value to myself. A gentleman, recently arrived with his family at a large manor house near Blundell Sands, requires a portfolio of drawings of the house in all its aspects, both within & without. The engagement entails that two days a week I should betake myself to his estate & devote as many hours as daylight allows to the task, the particulars of each drawing to be settled between myself & the master of the house. The old man paused, & I chose this moment to venture that I would be very amenable to such an engagement. He looked sternly over his spectacles at me & said, ‘Your amenability, sir, is not at issue – I raise this as an item of business to be transacted, not as a topic for consultation with an underling.’ This is not, alas, the first occasion on which I have been reminded of my ‘place’ (though my own estimation of its whereabouts would perhaps astound my elders & betters). In any event, one of the clerks later owned to me that such a commission is seldom entrusted to the care of a novice, & speaks well of the regard in which I am already held by Sandham &c. As I departed the office this evening I cut a brief caper on the street.

4th March 1861

‘Beware of all enterprises that require new clothes,’ wrote Mr Thoreau, but Ma said that it behoves a gentleman to dress in appropriate fashion when visiting the house of a knighted worthy. Thus I went down to Lockie’s, on Bold-street, to order a suit of clothes. I was accompanied by Dalby, who took leave to offer his advice on my chosen attire. The Lord alone knows why – Dalby is barely qualified to judge as to the rightness of a button – but I suffered his assistance with a show of gaiety. I am to return for a fitting next week.

12th March 1861

I am greatly pleased at the tailor’s handiwork, & strut up & down the upper room at Lockie’s like a turkeycock. (Today I came without Dalby.) The green velvet frock coat with silk facings is exceedingly fine, & with the checked trousers & waistcoat I look the very picture of a swell. On returning home and exhibiting this finery I am greeted first with rippling ecstasies of laughter by Georgy & Cassie, & then with a look of painful bemusement by Pa, who likens me to ‘a magsman on his way to Aintree races’. Only Ma is kind, & says I look decidedly the gentleman – though even she owned that the waistcoat might be deemed a little ‘flash’.

Thursday, Twenty-first March, 1861

Of a sudden I feel emboldened & eager to get on. Our span upon this Earth is but ‘the summer of a dormouse’, as Byron says – there is no excuse for loafing.

Today I walked the few miles up to Blundell Sands & introduced myself at Torrington Hall. Its owner is one Sir William Rocksavage, a merchant who made his name (I am told) in the cotton trade. He lived in America for many years, amassed a fortune & a family (four daughters, two sons), then returned to this country some time ago. His manager, Mr Bowcher, conducted me around the estate, which comprises about three hundred acres & includes a lake, an orchard, summer house & stables. The Hall itself is Jacobean, with later additions, the plan E-shaped with four symmetrical bay windows at the ends of the four wings & two towers in the centre. The building is of red brick with stone dressings & ends in an ornamental balustrade. It is quite austere & angular, commodious rather than luxurious – a house that one might admire but not love. I was surprised to learn that the master was absent, despite this being the day appointed for my engagement to begin. I am bidden to return tomorrow – such are the whims of the aristocracy. As I retraced my steps down the long drive, I passed a gardener of such ancient & weathered appearance I fancied he might be a relic of the Jacobean period himself.

Saturday, Twenty-third March, 1861

All yesterday spent at Torrington Hall. Had my first audience with Rocksavage, who neither explained his absence on Thursday nor deigned to make apology for it. He is a tall, silver-haired, severely handsome fellow, with a strong square chin on which he wears neatly trimmed whiskers. His eyes are his most distinctive feature, as watchful as a hawk’s even while his expression remains a model of indifference. It is far from a genial countenance, seeming to warn that this man does not suffer fools gladly; one imagines he does not suffer friends much more willingly. ‘Mr Sandham tells me he has sent one of his ablest draughtsmen,’ he said, with a penetrating look. ‘It appears he has also sent me one of his youngest.’ In reply I expressed a hope that my age would not prevent my giving full satisfaction. He only nodded, & then, paying out his words as carefully as a usurer would his coin, showed me around the house & marked which rooms were to be my subjects.

The hall is two-storeyed, placed at right angles to front & back, & runs right across the building. Above it on the second floor, reached by a wondrously carved staircase, is the saloon, notable for an original plaster ceiling & a grand marble fireplace. Another huge fireplace, this one of stone, stands in the drawing-room, itself dominated by a busy classical frieze. A long gallery, occupying the whole north wing, is hung with gilt-framed portraits – perhaps of Rocksavage’s forebears. On the ground floor more Jacobean fireplaces in library & drawing-room – whatever its owner may lack in warmth, the house will not want for a good blaze. Rocksavage has advised me to start with the summer house, built from a design (he informed me with lofty satisfaction) by Inigo Jones. I doubted the attribution, but knew better than to bandy words with Sir.

19th April 1861

Constant occupation has prevented me setting down a record of my progress at Torrington Hall. The drawings pour forth from my pen so prodigiously that even Sir looks taken aback: I have completed work on the summer house (inside & out), the chapel, & the house itself from south & east perspectives. They are – why should I cloak myself in the false apparel of modesty? – the subtlest & finest things I have ever done.

26th April 1861

A sudden squall drove me inside the Hall this morning, & as I was lounging in the kitchen (whither Mr Bowcher had directed me) a boy of about fourteen sidled in to stare at me. Shyly he asked ‘wot I was doin’ here’ – the accent, I think, is from Yorkshire – & I showed him the drawing of an orchard wall I had recently completed. He looked from the drawing at me, & then back at the drawing, as if in wonder that such a facsimile could be the work of the fellow before him. Indeed, so round-eyed was his gaze – it had something of Will’s intensity – I could not help myself from laughing, & the young shaver began to laugh too.

His name is Charley, the younger son of the family, & I confess I found him a good deal more agreeable than his sire. Our talk was interrupted some minutes later by a young lady, perhaps of nineteen or twenty, who scolded Charley for bothering ‘the gentleman’ & begged my pardon for this intrusion. I replied that her brother – for such I surmised was their relation – had improved the hour very pleasantly, & we talked for some while about the drawings. Her name is Emily, second daughter of Sir Wm, & presently she too was examining the case of sketches I laid out before her. While her attention was so rapt I made a study of her – a tall, very finely made girl, with a beautiful firmness of expression, a pale, scholarly brow, chestnut-coloured hair & eyes of a grey-green hue, the shape of the head decidedly architectural. I asked if she would do me the honour of sitting for a portrait – it did not seem a bold request – but she only blushed, & stuttered
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