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Ettie

Strange to have somebody in the house again. Strange to have another chair at the table. Another heart beating softly in one of the beds.

Strange, strange, strange, after all this time.

Ettie treads the unlit corridors, trailing her hands along the rough plaster walls. She moves from room to room, tidying away loose paintbrushes, returning stray corks to bottles of wine. She opens the back door and strikes a match. Lights a cigarette.

It is strange to have somebody look at her again.

She is used to slipping in and out like a minnow, barely perceived before she is gone again. She is here one moment, gone the next.

This is how she likes it.

But tonight at dinner Joseph had looked at her, really looked at her. Not at what she was holding or what was behind her. He had looked at her, and he had asked her a question.

She inhales. Exhales. A thin stream of smoke pools into the night.

Ettie has learned to be patient. She has spent her life waiting just out of sight, out of reach. She will wait to see how this tale unfolds, how the pieces fall into place.

She will wait to see what happens.





Ettie

Ettie picks through the papers on Joseph’s desk. He has few possessions but he has arranged them neatly: envelopes in one pile, blank paper in another, written correspondence in a third. He has lined up his pencils along the edge of the desk. There is a pair of notebooks, an India rubber, and a knife for sharpening pencils. In the centre of this arrangement sits a small clunky typewriter. Ettie runs her fingertips over the keys, feeling the indents where Joseph’s fingers fit. He brought one bag, she thinks, and this is what he filled it with.

The page in the typewriter is blank. He has not written anything yet.

She sifts through the papers, careful not to disturb the precise alignment of their corners. There is an official-looking telegram from a man named Harry, and a letter in handwriting so wild she can barely decipher it. It looks like the scribblings of a madman.

There is one book on the desk. The Odyssey by Homer.

Her head twitches to one side, ears alert for any sound in the house. But Tata and Joseph are still in the studio. She is alone. She picks up a soft grey notebook and flicks through it. Joseph’s handwriting is cramped and his pages are slashed with arrows and crossings-out, as if he is continually doubting himself. Not this word, the lines seem to say. This one, no . . . wait . . . this one.

To the left of the typewriter is a note dashed off on a scrap of paper. Talk to Ettie? it says. Ask her questions.

She runs her fingertip over Joseph’s handwriting, dark and spiky as a bramble. She likes the way he has spelled out her name, committing it to paper in sharp black lines. She lets her fingers rest on it for a moment, then leaves the note where it is. She must not linger. She casts her eyes over the desk to confirm everything is as she found it and then slips from the room, easing the door silently into its frame.





Ettie

Paints. Brushes. Flashes of sun. The tang of turpentine in the morning. Ettie has swept the studio, sending crumbs scuttling, and lined tubes of paint along the table just the way Tata likes them. A sense of expectation hangs in the air.

The large canvas Ettie ordered is propped against one wall. It sits like a beached whale in the studio, blank and unassuming. It had to be specially requested from Paris, stretched by two men and delivered by a third. She can just about carry it with her arms stretched wide. She has primed it herself, using the flat brush Tata stipulates, and tested the tautness of its surface with her own fingers. Tata prefers a thick weave for his canvases, so the paint can cling to the texture.

It is early morning and she sits cross-legged on the studio floor looking up at the empty white square. No one is awake yet. A rosy dawn seeps through the open window.

She hears a drumming of footsteps and turns around, but no one is there. She is alone, and the sound is only the echo of all the years she has spent in the studio, doing exactly this. Priming, prepping, cleaning. She sees herself as a little girl, running her fingers along the downy tips of Tata’s paintbrushes. Whenever she picked up a pencil Tata would lift her beneath the armpits, swing her high above his work and put her down outside the studio. ‘Not for you,’ he used to say with a chuckle. He said it again and again over the years whenever Ettie reached for a paintbrush. ‘No, no, that’s not for you.’ It became a mantra. It became a warning.

 

While Tata makes preparations for his new painting, Ettie buries herself in The Inkling. Tata does not allow reading material in the house. She can only read newspapers if she picks one off the ground in the village and discards it before she gets home, but she has sequestered Joseph’s copy of The Inkling and pores over it whenever she can. It is like a signal flare from the outside world, a portal into the bright, radiant lights beyond Saint-Auguste. She finds a review of an exhibition on post-war women artists. An article about someone called Nina Hamnett (the name is strange on her tongue), whose paintings are ‘architectural’ and ‘penetrating’ (penetrating!).

These pages are filled with words that seem to say: There is life elsewhere.

She keeps returning to Joseph’s article, too. She had been put out at first, on reading his piece. She had hoped to glimpse something of herself in there, to spy herself between the lines. But he has not even mentioned her. He has written ‘Dispatches from the Studio’ without mentioning the person who makes the studio turn on its axis. The person who prepares the paints and cleans the brushes, who sets up canvas and easel, who sweeps and scrubs and arranges and cleans so Tata can work.

She feels stung, in a childish way.

But this resentment perplexes her. For so long, she has been happy to live in the shadows. She has craved neither attention nor recognition. But now there is something inside her reaching towards the light.

 

After her mother left, Ettie tried to find a way of capturing her uncle’s attention. He rarely looked at her. He never played with her. In fact, he seemed to forget about her entirely until food was placed in front of him each night, and then he would give her hair a quick ruffle. His attention was always on his pencils and his paints. Observing this, Ettie drew pictures on spare scraps of paper and left them for Tata to find. She was too shy to ask what he thought of them, but hoped that if he found her drawings he would be impressed enough to comment on them.

At first she sketched what she knew: a lemon, a cracked egg shell, a dead lizard. She made still-life arrangements with her few possessions: hairbrush, button, spoon.

But Tata never said anything. She left drawings in his studio and on the terrace table. She even pinned them to the kitchen cupboards but in the morning they had always disappeared. Tata whisked them away during the night, and she never found out what he did with them.

She set herself bigger challenges. Perhaps she had not been ambitious enough. She attempted vases with patterns. Glasses which distorted her reflection. She experimented with perspective, placing grapes in front of apples to make them look bigger than they were. Tata ignored these too. Ettie could not understand why he wasn’t interested in her creations. She wanted to make art with him. It could bond them together, tying a knot between their lonely, isolated lives in the farmhouse. But Tata was blind to all her efforts.

Was she simply not good enough? Once, on a fresh spring day when she knew he was in a good mood, she asked Tata if she could be sent to art school. Perhaps the same one he went to?

A look of alarm had flashed across Tata’s face, and then one of sadness. ‘Oh Ettie,’ he said. ‘Little Ettie, how innocent your dreams are!’ He tousled her hair, the way one ruffles the ears of a dog. ‘The Académie is not for the likes of you.’

‘No, no,’ she hastened to add. ‘Not now. I mean when I am older. When I am grown up.’

‘It has nothing to do with age, little thing,’ Tata sighed. ‘You see, it is only men who are allowed to study at the Académie. They do not let women in.’

Ettie had an image of women hammering on the great door of a castle. The Académie became an impenetrable fortress in her mind. Barricaded from the inside. A citadel of men who gathered along the ramparts and pulled up the drawbridge. Readied their bows and arrows over the walls.

Neither Tata nor the Académie would teach her, but that did not mean she could not learn. She would just have to teach herself, as she had always done.

But then one day when she was twelve, everything changed.

Still desperate to win Tata’s approval, she had painted a bunch of wiry daisies that grew in the field behind the house. Their roots were tangled like ribbons and the way she had painted their petals made it look as if they had been blown across the page. The painting was less precise than her previous efforts. There was a looseness to her lines, and the final image had some of the freedom of Tata’s technique. She had been studying him closely.

She watched from the safety of the kitchen as Tata unstuck the painting from beneath the honey jar on the terrace. He stared at it for a long time, as if trying to work out whether he had painted it himself and forgotten. Ettie saw him turn the paper over, inspecting the front and back. Perhaps this was the moment. The day when he would realise she was a fellow artist, a kindred spirit with whom he could share his life’s work. Perhaps this was the painting that would grant her access to his secret world.

But then he raised his head and his white eye glowed with something she did not understand but knew to fear. His bottom lip trembled, and he appeared to grow in size on the terrace, swelling like a thunder cloud gathering darkness.

She knew she had done something terribly wrong. Something irreversible. Tata locked eyes with her through the kitchen window, beckoned to her, his finger wrinkling like a worm. She tripped onto the terrace. The storm cloud was deepening, ready to burst. She looked up into Tata’s face. Without a word, he held up the drawing. She did not speak, did not move. And then, very slowly, Tata tore her painting in half. He ripped it into smaller pieces. Smaller and smaller until the paper was nothing but petals in his hand and then he opened his fist and threw them into the wind.

Tata lowered his face to hers. A thick pulse throbbed in his neck. ‘Never . . . never do that again, do you understand?’ And then he wrapped his hand around her wrist, jerking her closer so she could see the yellow of his teeth. ‘There is only one artist in this house,’ he whispered. ‘And it will never be you.’

Ettie did not leave any more pictures for her uncle to find after that. She never let him catch her with a pencil in her hand. She made sure not to let him glimpse the longing in her eyes when she looked at his paintings.

She made him believe that he had won.





Ettie

A quick glance around Ettie’s bedroom does not reveal much. A narrow bed. Wooden wardrobe. Well-swept floor. But behind, inside, and underneath what meets the eye, certain items have been hidden.

 

At the back of the wardrobe

Two small canvases

Sketches on brown parcel paper

The July 1920 edition of The Inkling

 

Inside the lining of an old coat

Three paintbrushes, snapped in half by Tata, glued back together by Ettie

A stick of charcoal

 

Beneath the pillow

Joseph’s missing handkerchief

 

Under a loose floor tile

A peach stone taken from the mouth of a man in the garden of a convent which was once, during the war, a hospital

 

Tucked inside an old recipe book, the pages coming loose from their binding, the cover splattered with oil

A handwritten piece of paper. The paper is torn from a notebook, the handwriting is loose and exuberant: that of a child.

It is a list of names.

 

A short while after her mother was consigned to the smallest plot in the village cemetery, Ettie decided it was time she found out who her father was. She was eight and had never asked the question while her mother was alive. She had never given the absence much thought because it did not feel like an absence. But now her mother was dead and there was a hole. She had tried, once or twice, broaching the subject of her paternity with Tata, but he reacted as if she had stung him. He became brusque, and it was a brusqueness which turned to anger if her questions went too far.

She took matters into her own hands.

Wandering the cobbled streets of Saint-Auguste, she scrutinised every man she came across. She peered at the butcher. Perhaps her mother had fallen in love with him? She looked keenly into the milkman’s face, trying to see if there was any resemblance to her own. She stared at the other children in the village. Did she share a parent with any of these clean, rosy-cheeked boys or girls?

She kept a list of suspects hidden between the pages of her mother’s recipe book. At night she took it out and added or removed people according to her deductions.

Jean-Luc the pig farmer

Emile the farm-hand

Monsieur Lafayette who makes Tata’s picture frames

Girard the rat-catcher – no, too ugly. Her mother would never fall in love with a man who had hair sprouting from his ears and nose.

Monsieur Dubonnet the Mayor – no, this did not make sense either, because if the mayor was her father then surely he would send a secret envelope of money each year, to keep her in good dresses and well supplied with madeleines. No such envelope had ever arrived.

Father Le Brun – crossed out when Ettie learned that priests were not allowed to marry or have children. Rewritten when she discovered that the priest had in fact fathered one of the children in the village. Crossed out again when she observed the child’s fiery red hair, matching exactly that of the priest. Ettie’s hair was a dark chestnut.

So went the list of nearly every man in the village, married and unmarried, of siring age and right up to old Père Abélard, the blind man who lived in a cave.

One time Ettie asked the cobbler, ‘Are you my father?’ She had been watching him for a few days and found the evidence most compelling. See how his skin was freckled, just like hers. And the way he had lost a front tooth, just like she had! But he hissed at her and shooed her away with a wave of his hand.

Ettie crouched by her mother’s grave to watch if anyone secretly left flowers on it.

No one ever did.

When the list did not look promising enough, Ettie wondered whether her father had been a traveller, perhaps in a circus or with a band of musicians. If ever she saw a particularly handsome stranger, she added him to the list.

The man with green eyes and a pony, walking through the village on Midsummer’s day – yes, she reasoned, perhaps he had come back to look for her after all these years. She positioned herself prominently in the village square, waiting for him to notice her. She presented her face the way a sunflower tracks the sun, but either he did not recognise her or did not want to. He passed straight by. Did not glance back.

Ettie never found her father. The list of names remains unfinished. Folded and hidden, between the pages of a book.





Ettie

Joseph is studying Tata’s work almost as closely as Ettie is these days. She often finds his head bowed over the palette before she can get to it. His hands sift through the sketches before hers; his eyes linger over the paint-clogged brushes. She finds their movements more tangled than before as they tread an invisible dance across the studio floor. Their trajectories intertwine. When Joseph is not writing he helps her with the cooking, the cleaning, and the day-to-day running of the house. Their bodies orbit each other. Their arms, occasionally, brush.

One day Ettie comes upon him in the kitchen, reaching for the jug on the highest shelf. He stretches easily and as his shirt lifts she catches the briefest glimpse of skin. The smooth arc of his side. A pebble of his spine. Those soft striations of muscles she ran her fingers over when she washed the blood from his shirt in the stream. Then he grasps the jug and his body is hidden again, shrouded in a thick sweep of cotton. Joseph turns and catches her looking. Their eyes meet for one heartbeat.

She is so aware of his body. As July rolls on she finds herself drawn to the flicker of a pulse in his neck. The slice of his shoulder blades through his shirt. The pool of sweat at the base of his throat – a perfect hollow for her to place her tongue.

She shuts this thought down immediately.

Ettie has not been touched in so long. She exists in a world bereft of physical contact. Sometimes when paying for bread at the market she slips more coins than necessary into the baker’s palm, so he has to return them to her, his hand brushing hers for a second time. Two touches for the price of one. Ettie has not been held, not been squeezed, kissed, or clasped in so long that sometimes she feels like an echo of a person. Insubstantial as air.

Ettie’s was a childhood of having things taken away from her. If Tata saw that something made her happy – a book, a friend, a bird in a cage – he found a way of destroying it. This has been the pattern of her life. And so she must not let Tata know how much pleasure Joseph gives her. How her body untenses when he is near. How the air seems to clear.

Like all her most precious desires, she must keep these feelings secret from Tata. But that does not mean they don’t exist.

When Tata forbade Ettie from painting he thought he had stamped out her hunger. But though he took the pencils from her hand, he could not quell the urge within her.

Ettie was a quiet child, but being quiet did not mean she was not curious, and in her teenage years this quietness gave way to secrecy rather than obedience. After she had gone to bed each night she would slide a chair under the handle of her door. She reached into the back of her wardrobe and extracted the near-empty tubes of paint that Tata had thrown away. Brushes he had snapped in half. For paper she used the backs of his sketches or cut scraps of canvas from the rolls he kept in the attic. She painted under the cover of darkness, ears alert to the tread of his footsteps in the house beyond. If Tata would not teach her, it did not mean she could not learn from him. She studied everything he did.

Her secret paintings had strange colour combinations, born of the necessity of scavenging whatever she could get. Sometimes she would squeeze a raindrop of colour onto a handkerchief and keep it alive with some stolen linseed oil. Her brushes were the odd ones Tata had discarded already. Her palette was a broken china plate.

In time, when she was put in charge of ordering Tata’s paints and equipment, she started to order two of everything. Two canvases. Two fox-hair brushes. Two bottles of turpentine when Tata only needed one. She made sure he did not see her squirrelling these duplicates away. She found hiding places throughout the house.

She did not paint to win anyone’s approval. She had learned by now that she would never get it from Tata. She painted only to satisfy a need within herself. She was trapped in a house with a man who tied her down with invisible ropes. She knew nothing of the outside world or how to get there. She had no money, no knowledge of people or places or customs beyond her limited life. But painting became a kind of freedom. She had found a way of escaping without taking a single step.

Did Tata forbid her to paint because he feared she might be equal to him? Or did he fear a life without Ettie in her place? Would he be able to paint if she was not there to cook and clean for him? To scrub his brushes and wash the stains from his apron?

Ettie knows that Tata fears a life without her. More than anything, Tata fears the life she dreams of.





Ettie

Ettie turns and runs. Cold sickness swirls through her. She hugs her arms about herself, clasping her ribs, her lungs, her hollow heart. No, no, no. She strikes the ground with her feet, pushing it further away from her. No, no, no. She was too late. Too late! It was not meant to be like this. She glances over her shoulder and sees Joseph tangled among the dancers. He is trying to follow, fighting his way towards her.

She runs faster. Cobbled alleys fly past. She turns from the village. Thorns clutch at her white dress, the dress she brought down from her mother’s wardrobe and held against her body in front of the mirror. She claws at the daisy in her hair but it is tangled; the daisy she slid so carefully from the vase in Tata’s studio while he was sleeping.

She can hear Joseph stumbling after her. No, no, no. She runs like a storm towards the house, pounding her feet into the harsh ground, dust sticking to the twin trails of tears on her cheeks. She wishes she could outstrip the wind, outrun the night. She runs and runs and runs.

Why had she been so late?

Tata had known. From the moment he saw the white dress he had known where she was going. The sight of his sister’s old clothes had struck something wild across his face. Something furious. Something almost like fear.

‘Ettie . . . just one thing,’ he had said. ‘Help me with this.’ The task he had concocted involved traipsing down to the studio. The light was fading and he had fumbled about with matches, rootling around for candles, asking Ettie to run back to the house to fetch more. ‘I need to rearrange these,’ he had said, sifting through the plates on the table. ‘Come here, hold this.’ Plate after plate had been piled into her arms, stinking food stacking up on top of each other. ‘Just one more,’ he had said, shifting more and more plates into her arms, weighing her down. If she let them go they would smash.

‘Now give me this one – no, that one. Switch these, take this. One more.’

It was only when she had set down the final plate with a slam that he had cracked a smile at her. A glint had come into his blue eye and he had laughed, ever so softly.

She is wearing silly, impractical shoes and she stops and rips them off her feet. Her name is being called across the wind and she runs faster, her bare soles battering the ground. She runs past the house, down the field, through the long grass, stopping only when she comes to the soft fold of the trees. Darkness embraces her. There is the stream. The moon a glistening oil slick on the water.

She doubles over. Clasps her knees and gasps, pressing air into the feeble paper packets of her lungs.

‘Ettie!’ a voice calls out.

She straightens up. Turns.

Joseph is standing beneath the fronds of the willow tree. His hair is plastered to his face and his eyes are dark and bruised. His shirt is open, sweat pooling at his collarbone, his chest heaving. He looks incandescent with despair. He shoves the hair from his face. ‘Don’t run from me,’ he pleads. ‘Don’t run.’

Ettie does not move. She remains still as a deer in a field. Joseph takes a shaky step towards her. Not too close, but closing the gap between them until she can see the thump of his heart in his throat. His breath comes fast. His voice is broken. ‘Why didn’t you come?’

‘Why didn’t you wait?’

There are no answers. Only words, and it seems that words are not answers. Not tonight. Nothing is an answer except the space between them, the silence pooling into an ocean at their feet.

Joseph takes another shaky step towards her. ‘I am so, so sorry,’ he says. Each word falls like a stone on the ground. ‘I am so very sorry.’ He takes another step, closing the distance by just one pace. Still she says nothing.

She could reach out an arm and touch him if she wanted.

She does. Her fingertips find the damp cotton of his shirt. He closes his eyes and when he opens them again she has taken a step towards him. She lifts her hand and runs her fingertip along the hollow of his jaw. She wants to grip the front of his shirt, to clutch him to her, to press her salty lips against his.

And so she does.





Ettie

All Ettie knows is Joseph. His arms around her. His mouth pressed against hers. The heat of his hands through the thin cotton of her dress.

She lifts herself onto her toes. She has his collar in her fists and she pulls him closer, squeezing tight the seam of their bodies until there is nothing between them. No air, no breath.

Kissing him is like finding land after a shipwreck.

Joseph’s hands are trailing up her back, cupping her neck, threading into her hair. She does not want to burst this moment. She does not want to think about what it means. The night is endless with possibilities, thick with the hum of cicadas and the soft trickle of the stream. She wants this moment to go on and on.

They break apart. Somewhere in the distance, fireworks. Low, rhythmic booms shudder across the hills. She clasps Joseph to her and kisses him again. Again and again. She can feel his pulse through his skin. It is his pulse. It is hers.

Joseph pulls back a fraction, looks down at her. His face is silver in the moonlight. He takes her hand in his and raises it above her head, turning her in a small, careful circle. There is no music, only the faint crackle of fireworks, but they are dancing. Amber light showers through the sky like arrows.

Ettie’s hand fits warmly into Joseph’s; so soft, so strong. He does not take his eyes from her. She is aware that she has lost her shoes, and sinks her toes into the damp earth. Joseph is looking at her as if she is the most astonishing thing in the world. He slides the daisy from behind her ear. Presses it to his lips. Tucks it into the pocket of his shirt.

Ettie touches the warm hollow at the base of his throat. And suddenly the smell of the stone hospital fills her nose. The awful tang of carbolic soap. Blood. Paraffin wax. The scent of death close at hand. She scrunches shut her eyes, wills herself back to the present. Joseph’s body steadies her. She can feel the heat of him, the slick sheen of his skin and she grips the front of his shirt again. He is so alive. Very gently, he brings a hand to cup her face. His thumb smooths her cheek. ‘Ettie . . .’ he whispers.

She leans against him. Usually she is aware of every second ticking by, every grain of sand falling through the hourglass of her life, but tonight time is suspended. Seconds, minutes, hours mean nothing. The cascades of light have ceased to tumble through the sky, leaving only stars behind. The moon hovers like a scythe. The wind is warm on her skin.

She does not know how long they stay there, but the night lingers just for them. Ettie lifts her face to Joseph again, and her mind is sweet oblivion.





Ettie

Watch your step.

Ettie slips out of the side door.

Careful there.

She steps over a chicken, skirts around a rusty wheelbarrow.

This way danger lies.

She strides along the donkey track, fists bunched in the pocket of her apron. It had been such sweet relief to let her guard down last night but now in the cold light of morning she feels a chill of trepidation. As if she has been peeled open. Exposed.

A mistake.

She does not know where she is going, she just needs to walk. She needs to move.

What a stupid thing to do.

She needs to shut out the voices in her head.

You cannot let him get too close.

But Joseph . . . Joseph. She feels hot and then cold when she thinks of him. A warm flare of desire fills her body before a flash of memory numbs her to the bone. She speeds up, tripping into a run along the donkey track.

You know what will happen.

She stops to catch her breath, her hand on the gatepost.

You know how this will end.

She sits down by the side of the road and rests her head on her knees. Ettie wants to be good, but she has dark thoughts. Terrible thoughts, the like of which she knows Joseph could never imagine. Would he still want to be near her if he knew the darkest recesses of her mind? If she cracked open her chest and showed him the ghosts that haunt the chambers of her heart?

She stuffs her apron into her mouth and bites it.

Ettie has violent dreams. In one she is walking among the pews of a church. She walks aimlessly, without design or thought to where she is going. She constructs her own labyrinth through the wooden benches until she comes across a child, crying. Always, a child crying. The wails echo up to the vaulted ceiling, resounding against the stained-glass windows. Ettie crouches down to the child – a little girl with a plait down her back, tears streaming down her flushed cheeks – and Ettie reaches out with her hands. She wraps them around the girl’s throat. She strangles her.

In another dream Ettie is aware she has stepped on something. She lifts her foot and sees that she has trodden on a mouse. It is dead and fleshy under her heel. She tries to run but with every step there is another dead thing under her. Frogs, worms, a quivering bird, a snake. She leaves a trail of destruction wherever she goes.

And then there is the hospital. The familiar high ceilings, the stone floors. Ettie stands in a room of dying soldiers. Their organs spill out, their jaws hang off, their limbs are blackened and burned. Blood seeps into her shoes, and her ears are filled with the cries of men calling out in a multitude of languages for her, for God, for death. This is not a dream but a memory.

Whenever the hospital forces its way into Ettie’s mind she wakes up in a cold sweat. Acid rolls through her stomach and she retches over the side of her bed, but nothing comes up. The darkness is entirely inside her. She drags herself to her bedroom window, trying to stop her teeth from chattering. She looks out towards the distant hills and her mind flashes with images of what lies beyond: the white stone building. Nuns in blood-stained uniforms. A man with one ear.

Ettie grips her stomach and returns to her bed. She never wants to think about the hospital or what went on there but the images infect her mind like a disease. She wants to cough everything up, to pool her organs on the floor and scrape the past from her body.

She knows what happens when she lets someone get too close. Her memories are buried beneath those distant hills. The memory of a man, and a life she almost had.





Ettie

Why won’t he come in?

Ettie is lying prostrate on her bed, fully clothed under the covers, her skin sweating. She listens to the pad of Joseph’s footsteps on the stairs. She had been so sure he was about to knock.

She has been listening to Joseph and Tata’s conversation. After so many years of silence even muffled voices in the house sound loud, and she could hear every word. She had been waiting for them to go to bed, waiting for the house to fall silent, for the night to be hers again. And then there were footsteps, hurried at first and then slow, and she felt Joseph’s presence on the other side of her door. She listened to his steady breathing, willing him to knock. But then he turned away. Each of Joseph’s treads on the stairs takes him further from her.

Ettie rolls over and presses her face into her pillow.

She has been lying in bed thinking about Raimondi. He will be back in another week to pick up Tata’s study of a lobster. She is counting down the days, a metallic anxiety curdling in her stomach. She dreads Raimondi’s visits. She can already feel his eyes on her. His hairy, bronzed hand creeping towards her under the table. His wet lips curling into a smirk.

She remembers showing Raimondi into her bedroom. She must have been fifteen. Tall and filled-out enough to be a woman, jaded enough to know what that meant.

Tata was asleep on the terrace, snoozing after a bottle of wine at lunch. Ettie and Raimondi had put down their cutlery at the same time and looked at each other, and as the first snore rose from Tata’s chest they both stood up, as if knowing what the other was thinking.

They moved silently through the house. Slick as a fish he slid into her bedroom: her haven, the only place she could ever be alone. The door closed behind them. Raimondi already had a smile on his face, had already sat himself on the edge of her bed. Her hands trembled at the thought of what she was about to do, and she clasped them behind her back. She had never done this before. ‘I have a favour to ask,’ she said.

‘Oh yes?’ Raimondi leaned back, his eyes darting up and down her body. ‘What is it you want from me?’

Ettie took a breath, and then opened her wardrobe. She scraped aside the hangers of cotton dresses, pushed away a mouldering shoe box, and from the depths of the wardrobe she brought out a small painted canvas. It was flimsy in her hands but the colours were intense: lake green, the colour of algae in the night. Black shadows. An underbelly of blue.

Raimondi looked at the painting, his fingers halfway to undoing his cravat. ‘What is this?’ he asked.

‘A painting.’

‘By Tata?’

‘No.’ Ettie took a deep breath. ‘By me.’

Raimondi’s fingers retreated, curling into a fist at his side. He brought his face to the canvas. Ettie could hear his every breath in the hot, still air. Eventually he flicked his eyes up at her. ‘What?’ was all he said.

‘I painted it. It is . . . it is a painting of a feeling,’ Ettie said carefully. ‘It is the feeling of holding your breath underwater and not knowing how long you have been under. It is screaming with your mouth closed. It is trying to wake from a dream but not being able to move. It is the feeling of being trapped.’

Over years of painting in the dead of night, Ettie had developed her art beyond the simple daisies and lemons of her youth. She had invented her own technique. It was nebulous. More wild even than Tata’s. She painted moods rather than images. She channelled her dreams and desires, her thoughts and longings, her pain and desperation, through her brush and onto the canvas. Her paintings were as free as she could only dream of being.

Raimondi stood up and took a step back from the painting. She held it in her outstretched arms like a saint proffering her heart. He looked at her as if he had never seen her before.

‘What is this?’ he indicated a dark streak at the bottom of the canvas.

‘It is . . . this,’ Ettie touched a hand to her breast. ‘I have painted what is in me. What I feel.’ And then she asked the question that had been burning inside her since she first touched brush to canvas. ‘Do you think it’s good?’

Raimondi looked as if she had asked him to eat his own hand. He was shaking his head, not necessarily in rejection, but disbelief. All pretence of charm and glitz was gone from his eyes as he whispered, very deliberately, ‘No. No, I do not.’

‘Wait,’ Ettie said, tears choking her voice. Maybe this had been the wrong painting to show him. ‘I have another.’ She turned back to the wardrobe and pulled out a different canvas, this one even smaller than the first, the dusty blue of a winter plum. Cloudy like a bruise. A ripening storm. ‘This is a painting of a nightmare,’ she said. ‘And this one’ – another canvas, sickly yellow this time – ‘this is longing.’

Raimondi took the blue canvas from her.

‘You have a nerve . . .’ he said in a low voice, ‘to call this art.’ With a flash he tossed the canvas onto the bed. ‘What are you trying to do?’ he hissed. ‘Do you think that just because you are Tata’s niece the world owes you something?’

‘No!’ Ettie protested. ‘No, that’s not what—’

‘That you can ride on your uncle’s coattails?’

‘No!’

‘And me?’ Raimondi continued, advancing towards her. ‘You think you can use my good name, my connections, my reputation, for these . . . attempts.’ The word dripped out of his mouth. ‘A monkey could do better than this,’ he spat. Tears came to Ettie’s eyes as the barrage continued. ‘Where is the skill? Where is your understanding of composition? Of line? Of tone? This is laughable,’ he said, though he was not laughing. His eyes betrayed only a chilling contempt.

Then suddenly he softened. He seemed to deflate, and he ran his hands through his hair leaving deep furrows in the oiled strands. ‘Is it recognition you want?’ he asked. ‘Do you want me to put in a good word for you in the salons of Paris? Maybe hang these paintings in my gallery?’

Ettie nodded. Yes, yes, that was all she wanted.

‘Ah, but my dear . . .’ Raimondi said sadly. ‘Young men are already begging for an hour of my time just to show me their latest landscape, their idea for a still life . . . I have no inches of wall to spare. Everyone wants a piece of Raimondi, but does no one think of what poor Raimondi wants?’

His hand, so softly she could barely feel it, began to lift the skirt on her thigh. His breath was at her cheek, and a lithe fingertip found a curl at the nape of her neck. ‘Perhaps if you were to . . . persuade me.’

She shoved him, hard against his chest. There was a ripping sound as her skirt tore in his hand. ‘You monster!’ she cried. Hot rage flashed through her. ‘You . . . are . . . disgusting!’

Raimondi stumbled backwards, and the moment she hated him most











































Author’s Note

I have taken some liberties. 

This is a work of fiction, but it brushes against the real world and there are moments where I have blurred the line between the two.

Paul Cézanne was one of the most influential painters of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and he is known for his paintings of the south of France where he spent much of his life. His depiction in this novel is entirely fictional.

Vincent van Gogh, briefly referenced in this novel, was another painter drawn to the south of France and his collected letters informed much of my thinking.

Dr Yealland, the doctor who treats Rupert after the First World War, was a real person. Lewis Yealland practised his experimental electro-shock therapies on patients at the National Hospital for the Paralysed and Epileptic between 1915 and 1919. The patients were largely soldiers with ‘shell shock’, which we would now call PTSD. In 1918 Yealland published a book called Hysterical Disorders of Warfare, which I found genuinely disturbing to read. Yealland’s methods included electrocution, placing lit cigarettes on patients’ tongues, and putting hot plates at the back of their throats. It is an account that is stunning in its egotism and haunting in its cruelty. For further fictional portrayals of Dr Yealland, I recommend Regeneration by Pat Barker.

Ernest Hemingway was not in Paris in 1920, and so would not have been in a position to fall out with my fictional troupe of artists. Hemingway spent the final years of the First World War in Paris and Milan but was back in the United States during the summer of 1920, the period that this novel covers. He would return to Paris the following year and remain there for most of the 1920s.

Peggy Guggenheim arrived in Paris in 1920, aged twenty-one. Reputedly determined to buy a painting a day, she wrote that ‘I soon knew where every painting in Europe could be found, and I managed to get there, even if I had to spend hours going to a little country town to see only one’ (Out of this Century: Confessions of an Art Addict). Over the subsequent decades she became a patron of some of the greatest artists of the twentieth century and amassed one of the boldest collections of modern art in the world.

Women were first admitted to the Académie des Beaux-Arts in 1897. They were admitted to the Slade School of Fine Art from its inception in 1871, and the Slade was unusual in being ‘open to male and female students on precisely the same terms’ (The Magazine of Art, vol. IV, 1883). Joseph’s point that there were more men than women at the Slade and that women had to leave the room when they did life drawing reflects the more widespread practice of barring women from life classes altogether, or of only allowing them to work from draped, rather than fully nude, models. I added this detail to reflect the structural disadvantages women faced, rather than the specifics of Joseph’s school at the time. 

The quotation from The Odyssey that Joseph sends to Rupert is from Robert Fagles’s 1996 translation. In reality, Joseph would most likely have read Samuel Butler’s 1900 translation, but for these particular lines from Book XX, Fagles’s translation is my favourite and so this is the one I gave to Rupert and Joseph.

The hospital in the convent where Ettie meets Amir is modelled on the makeshift ‘base hospitals’ established throughout France during WWI. The detail about writing diagnoses on the patients’ skin in indelible ink comes from the records of Base Hospital No.28 in Limoges.

The abandoned asylum mentioned towards the end of the novel is based on the one in Långbro, Sweden, as described by Sven Lindqvist in his book The Myth of Wu Tao-tzu. Lindqvist writes, ‘The old exercise yard at Långbro mental hospital was shown. The walls had been pulled down. But the inmates still don’t go out. They stay inside the wall that once existed.’ I found this a very useful metaphor for a controlling relationship.

Lastly: the only place either Ettie or Edouard Tartuffe’s paintings can be found is between the pages of this book.
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