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Dedication

For Nicole




Peace

I.

I am as awful as my brother War,

I am the sudden silence after clamour.

I am the face that shows the seamy scar

When blood and frenzy has lost its glamour.

Men in my pause shall know the cost at last

That is not to be paid in triumphs or tears,

Men will begin to judge the thing that’s past

As men will judge it in a hundred years.

Nations! whose ravenous engines must be fed

Endlessly with the father and the son,

My naked light upon your darkness, dread! -

By which ye shall behold what ye have done:

Whereon, more like a vulture than a dove,

Ye set my seal in hatred, not in love.

II.

Let no man call me good. I am not blest.

My single virtue is the end of crimes,

I only am the period of unrest,

The ceasing of horrors of the times;

My good is but the negative of ill,

Such ill as bends the spirit with despair,

Such ill as makes the nations’ soul stand still

And freeze to stone beneath a Gorgon glare.

Be blunt, and say that peace is but a state

Wherein the active soul is free to move,

And nations only show as mean or great

According to the spirit then they prove. -

O which of ye whose battle-cry is Hate

Will first in peace dare shout the name of Love?

Eleanor Farjeon
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I 

Sketches for A Mask, pencil on paper, 1918

Kit had not expected it to be so beautiful. That was her first impression, as she pushed open the portière and set down her suitcase on the paving stones, digging her hand into her aching shoulder: she was taken aback at how beautiful it was. She drew a long breath, looking round. After the hot dust and bare stone of the street, the courtyard was as still and cool as a basin of water. The street she had left was not exactly ugly – Paris could never be that, even after three and a half years of war had left it scarred and grim – but this little garden with its diminutive plane tree and well-swept paths might have been a different world, orderly and serene, the shadows dappled green, the air scented with lavender. There was a cat basking on a window sill, as plump and well-fed as any peacetime pet, and from an open window above she heard the bright strains of a gramophone playing ‘Over There’. There was a burst of male laughter, and two sets of footsteps hurried down an unseen staircase, growing louder as they descended; a moment later two young men in uniform emerged from the tall door that stood open to her left. They sauntered past her without an acknowledgement of her presence, jaunty and able-bodied, one of them offering a cigarette to the other as he pushed the gate open. As they went into the street they were still laughing. 

She stood looking after them for a moment, wondering; but if one of them happened to glance back, and saw her staring … No, it would not be a good start. She stooped for her suitcase – she had not brought very much, but the delayed boat-train and the walk from the Gare du Nord had made her wish she had sent a trunk ahead of her instead – and with a grimace carried it into the building and up the stairs. The first floor, Portia had said. Again, the door stood open, the music louder now, and she hesitated, not sure whether to knock. A handwritten paper label pinned to the doorframe said neatly, in English, Studio For Portrait Masks. Another hand had scrawled, below that, By appointment only please; a third, so cramped it almost went over the bottom edge of the paper, had added, Uniquement sur rendez-vous!! 

There was no bell that Kit could see. She took a deep breath – suddenly her heart was beating as hard as it had the first morning she walked into the Antiques Room at art school, when she had been almost too nervous to hold a pencil – and stepped over the threshold. ‘Bonjour,’ she said, ‘hello … ?’

The room was empty. Empty, that was, of people. There were long benches running perpendicular to the window, scattered here and there with tools; at the far end of one, a china vessel that looked like a chamber pot was connected with clips and rods to some kind of electrical contraption. Shelves ran across one wall, stacked with boxes and equipment. To her left, above the connecting door, hung the Union Flag, the Tricolore and the Stars and Stripes, all equally faded to pale blue and pink. 

She took a curious step towards the bench. But before she could examine the thing with knobs and wires – she guessed it was an electroplating machine – she felt someone’s eyes on her, disapproving. She turned, already smiling and holding out her hand, ready to introduce herself; but her smile froze, and her heart gave another uncomfortable thump. The wall she was now looking at, beside the door she had come in, was covered with plaster faces. There were rows of them, white and blank-eyed, so that it was like turning to discover she was on stage, in front of an audience; the gaze she had sensed was not human, but the blind, lifeless stare of a hundred plaster casts. 

And they were not … not ordinary faces. She drew a breath to steady her heart, and stepped closer. Unpainted, they were more akin to Greek marbles than living men, and she was rather glad. The details that met her eyes were not macabre, as they would have been in life, but melancholy, as if the missing noses and jaws and eyes were the effect not of modern shrapnel but time, and the necessary, unremarkable damage of spades and eager fingers prising up something long buried. Here was one mostly intact, but for a patch of sheared smoothness at the side where an eye should have been; here was one with a mouth that was a ragged hole, as though he had somehow savaged himself with his own teeth; here—

But here her detachment failed. The first test, she thought, and was glad that she had not moved or made a sound. 

Here was a face that had been obliterated almost entirely, until it was hardly more than a pattern of craters and mounds. It had one ear, a charming ear, clinging like a fungus on a bole of rough bark; the rest was— not there. Even in plaster, it commanded pity. And when you remembered that it was a model of real flesh, a real man … She shut her eyes, as if to catch her breath; then she opened them again and made herself look at the thing carefully, with an artist’s gaze, noting the shapes and the way the light fell on it. She had better practise now, on something that could not return her gaze. And after a moment she raised her hand and ran her fingertips over the gnarled valley that might once have been a mouth. 

‘Kit, darling!’

She spun round. It was Portia, of course: Portia pale and without kohl or lipstick, in a shapeless sculptor’s smock, her hair caught back from her face with a makeshift band. She flung out her arms in a dramatic flourish of welcome; and then, without pausing to extinguish her cigarette, gathered Kit into an embrace. She kissed both Kit’s cheeks, à la française, and for a moment as they drew apart their lips brushed together; but there were more footsteps, and she muttered, ‘More later, darling …’ before she turned, with perfect composure, to announce, ‘Eustache, this is Kit. She is enchantée, and so are you.’ 

The man who had followed her into the room was older, grey-haired and weary. He nodded, as if her words had relieved him of the need for pleasantries. ‘Portia showed me your sketches,’ he said, in nearly unaccented English. ‘You have a talent for portraiture. But it is hard work here. I hope you are prepared for it.’

‘I hope so too.’ 

Portia broke in, ‘Don’t be silly, Eustache, I’ve given Kit the dope – you know, the low down – oh dear,’ she added, to Kit, ‘half the soldiers who come to us are American, I’m afraid I’ve picked up all their slang … I mean I’ve told her what it’s like,’ she concluded. 

‘Yes,’ Kit said, ‘Portia has warned me. About the air raids and the strikes and the pain national as well.’ 

‘Not to mention the shorter skirts,’ Portia said, ‘which are frankly shocking …’

Kit bit her lip. It would not do to laugh; she could not tell how much this man Eustache knew about Portia, or indeed about Kit herself. 

But Eustache only shrugged. ‘It is war,’ he said. ‘We do what must be done. Today you follow Portia. She will show you everything.’ 

‘I will – and thank you—’

‘Two rules,’ he said. ‘First, this is a cheerful place. These men are not patients, they are honoured guests. We have laughter, we have music, we have cigarettes and playing cards. We are giving them back their lives, you understand? Their manhood.’

‘Yes – of course—’

‘Second,’ he said, as if he had not heard her, ‘there is one face above all to which you must pay attention. You comprehend? That is, yours. You will wear a mask as complete as any of theirs. If for one instant you show revulsion, horror, pity – then you have failed. It is a paradox, yes? We give them a new face, for they must have one to walk down the boulevards – but we never, never flinch from the one they truly have.’

‘Yes,’ Kit said. ‘I understand.’

‘Very well. It is hard, very hard,’ he said again, shaking his head as if she could not possibly imagine; then he marched out of the room without another word. 

Portia met her eyes, and giggled. ‘He’s awfully solemn,’ she said. ‘You should see him try to guffaw when the men crack jokes. He knows he ought to, but he hasn’t much natural aptitude.’ 

Kit smiled; but she said, ‘Is it as hard as he says?’

‘Well, darling, you’ve read my letters. It isn’t a picnic, how could it be? But that’s not the point. It’s worthwhile. And it’s a wonderful challenge – such good practice for after the war – think how improved your portraits will be.’ She offered her hand to Kit, as if she heard the introductory bar of a waltz. ‘And we’ll be together. So much better than mouldering away at home, doing nothing.’

Kit took the hand she was holding out; but when Portia tugged she resisted, not wanting to embrace when anyone might walk in. ‘I’m glad to be here,’ she said. 

‘Good. Come this way, then. And later I’ll show you our digs. Not Byzantium, I’m afraid, but thank God you’re not a sybarite like me.’ She led Kit to the door. ‘Oh, darling,’ she added, throwing a smile over her shoulder, ‘I am so pleased you came! It will be the making of you, you’ll see.’

‘Yes,’ Kit said, ‘I know it will.’ 

She believed it when she said it. But as she turned to pick up her suitcase she met the gaze of one of the plaster masks, and its wound gave it a crooked sardonic smile, as if it knew better. 

Phoebe climbed the hill in long strides. Already her dress was sticking to her. Sweat trickled down her spine. It was so hot that if she closed her eyes she wouldn’t have known whether the sun was in the sky or at her feet, buried in the chalk. She came to the end of the glaring path and swung herself over the stile without pausing. She was not hurrying, exactly. She only wanted not to be seen, not to be called home. 

When she reached the top field she slowed and glanced over her shoulder. There was no sign of anyone, no face at any of the windows of the vicarage. It sat in its hollow as still as a painting, its flint walls rising over the darker shadows of the garden. Her father was in his study; Mrs Reed was in the kitchen. No one had seen that she had gone. She was invisible, and free. 

She wiped her forehead. The movement brought the sour scent of black dye wafting into her face. When Mama had died, long before the war, she had been too little to understand why she had to wear mourning. She had been bewildered by the kind women who measured her with long tapes and then produced, not the pretty things she wanted, but three frocks in plain black. She had only worn them because she had thought, confusedly, that Mama might come back if she did; at least until old Mrs Bone told her plainly that Mama was dead … But now there were no new clothes. She smelt of cheap dye, like everyone else, and her nicest summer dress was ruined. She was not even in mourning for a brother or a cousin, like the other girls at school. That would have been something. They huddled in groups, murmured to one another, and swapped poems about pale youth and its sacrifices. Once, sitting down for a lesson, she’d found a crumpled draft caught under the leg of her chair, And when our country’s call rang out, / He gave himself for me; but a sharp hand had plucked it out of her grasp before she could read more, and a sharp voice hissed, ‘You wouldn’t understand, Phoebe Manning.’ It was true. She was top of her class in English, but that meant nothing. She was outside that enchanted circle. Mourning for fallen heroes was glamorous, mourning for an old woman was not. She could imagine how they would look at her: as though the death of her grandmother was self-indulgent, in bad taste, when so many young men laid down their lives every day. As though she was a poor relation, claiming kinship with the aristocracy. 

She stared over the shoulder of the hill, narrowing her eyes. Could she hear the guns? There was no breeze to carry the sound. She could not even hear the sea. No, it must be the roar of blood in her ears, or the chalk thrumming in the heat. She stood still, listening, until she heard the hooves and wheels of Old Comfort’s pony trap. A faint blur of dust rose from where the road ran between the trees, out of sight. In a few moments it would roll to a stop outside the vicarage. If she stayed still, straining her ears, she might hear voices, and the bell, and the unloading of baggage.

She swung round and carried on up the hill. It was steep, now. The grass was tough and thin, the bones of the world very close to the surface. Her blood drummed harder. At last, a few steps away, there was a wide length of bare chalk. She tilted her head up to stare at the rest of the pattern. It was the simplest possible face, a face in four lines: brief horizontal eyes, vertical nose, long impassive mouth. It was so familiar she could not remember ever seeing it for the first time, but from where she was standing some trick of perspective gave it a different expression. She sat down on the grass beside it and leant back. Under her skull the ground seemed to vibrate with a thick wasp-bottle hum. She closed her eyes. It was so hot, so hot … The whine in her ears grew. She was as giddy as the time Papa had left his tantalus unlocked and she’d sneaked a glass of brandy. 

‘You’ll get a sunstroke,’ a voice said. A shadow fell over her. 

She opened her eyes. She didn’t know how much time had passed. Even with a man blocking the sun she could tell it sat lower in the sky. She sat up. 

The shadow did not move. But in spite of the dazzle she could make out his broad shoulders, his short knotty hair. He smelt peppery with young man’s sweat. ‘Hullo, George,’ she said. 

He stepped aside, grunting. Then he bent and picked up a clanking bucket. He set off up the hill. When he had reached the far eye of the Face he knelt down, his back to her, as if he were scrubbing a floor. He must have known that she was watching, but he didn’t acknowledge her. After a while he reached for his bucket. He went over the eye again, then the other, and the nose. It was only when he came back down the slope to the mouth that she could see what he was doing. First he cut away the turf, neatening the edge of the line; then he crushed pieces of white stone and mixed them into a paste with water. Then he pounded it into the long line of chalk, painstakingly, shuffling along on his knees. When he reached the end he rolled his shoulders and stood up with a groan. He picked up the glass bottle lying on the grass and took a long drink from it, gulping until water ran down into his open collar. Then, at last, he met her eyes. Wordlessly he held out the bottle to her. 

She took it. The mouth of the bottle was rancid from his lips, but she was thirsty. ‘Thank you.’

He dropped to the ground beside her, took the empty bottle and slung it towards the bucket. It missed and rolled to rest against a tussock of grass.

‘Ma made me come up here,’ he said, at last. ‘Before I go tomorrow.’

She nodded. A bird of prey was drifting high above them, a fleck in the blue. 

‘She doesn’t want me to go. Not surprising, I s’pose.’ He plucked a blade of grass from between his legs and ripped it into pieces. His sleeves were rolled up to above his elbow, and his arms were golden-brown, thick with muscle. ‘But I’ve been waiting long enough, haven’t I? And I’ll be glad to get away from her. Since Peter copped it she’s gone about with a face like a puddle of shit.’

‘Aren’t you scared?’

‘Nah.’ He grimaced and flicked the shreds of grass away. A gust of wind caught them and blew them across the nearest patch of newly whitened chalk. 

‘The Face looks better,’ she said, to break the silence. ‘I’m glad.’

‘Huh.’ He snorted. ‘Ma’s got you believing in it, then?’

She did not answer. She did not mind George – he was better than his brothers had been, they had imitated her accent and made ‘stuck-up’ faces at her when Mrs Bone was not looking – but when he sensed a weakness he dug his teeth in like a terrier and would not let go. 

He smirked, amused by her silence. ‘’Course you do,’ he said. ‘Always been fey, you. That’s why Ma likes you so much.’

Fey. Mrs Bone often said that Phoebe knew things without needing to be told, which was the same thing; so she was not sure why George meant it as an insult. 

‘I s’pose girls like that sort of thing. Ghoulies and ghosties … Pity you’re not a Bone, or you could do it for me.’ He put on a high voice which was not at all like his mother’s and squawked, ‘“Keep it awake. Keep it working. It’s our job to keep it in good nick, us Bones. No one else can do it.”’

‘Why are you bothering, if you don’t believe it?’ Phoebe put her hand flat on the ground, as if the earth would feel her touch. 

 He snorted. ‘I’m just keeping her happy. Suppose I should be grateful she doesn’t want me to do it the way her granddad did, in the dead of night with the blood of a virgin.’

She felt her cheeks flush a little at the word virgin. It was not the word itself – it was in the Bible, wasn’t it? – or the fact that she did not entirely know what it meant, except that it was something to do with not being married. It was the way he glanced at her as he said it. If she wanted to know once and for all what it meant, she might ask him now: but somehow she thought she would rather not. Instead she said, ‘But—’

‘Just another way to keep us in our place, isn’t it?’ He uprooted more grass, tearing and tearing. ‘Bugger that. I’m not staying here for ever. When the war’s over I’m going to go to London and be a motorcar mechanic.’

Did you need two hands to work on motorcars? He might not have both his arms, if he came back at all. But they were not supposed to say that kind of thing. When a schoolmistress had mentioned the maimed soldiers a few days ago there had been frowns from the girls, shaking heads, censorious looks. Even after four years of men returning crippled – disfigured, shell-shocked, blind – they pretended that all the sacrifices were glorious. She drew her knees up under her dress and gazed at the saggy, charcoal-coloured fabric. Poor George. He was a young man, not a boy, but suddenly, vertiginously, she felt older than him. She couldn’t help glancing sideways. He was staring down the hill at the vicarage as though he were already seeing France. 

She reached out and grasped his hand. It was meant to be motherly – elder-sisterly, at least – the way Aunt Florence had taken hold of her own hand at the funeral. But from the way George turned to stare at her, she had misjudged it somehow. Abruptly the word virgin rang in her head, striking a warning. He looked her up and down, and there was a sort of surprise in his face, a wondering, amused, gratified sort of expression. Her stomach clenched. She’d meant to console him; not – this.

‘How old are you, now?’

‘Thirteen,’ she said. She tried to draw back her hand, but he was hanging on to it. 

He smiled. His eyes slid back and forth, over her dingy black dress, over her knees and waist and chest. She hunched her shoulders, trying to hide the shape of her body. His grip tightened, his smile widened. ‘And so pretty already,’ he said.

In a polite little voice she said, ‘Thank you.’ She went on trying to pull away, but he met her eyes, so obviously pleased by her discomfort that with an effort she let her arm go limp. 

‘How about a proper goodbye for a departing hero, then, Miss Phoebe?’

‘Goodbye,’ she said, in the same small voice; then, because he snorted and yanked at her arm, she made herself smile at him. 

‘Call that a goodbye? I might die out there. What about a kiss?’

He was bending towards her, his lips wet. His collar was gaping, showing the damp curls of hair on his chest. She thought, stupidly, of the girls at school. He gave himself for me … Would they tell her to kiss him? Wasn’t it their job, the girls, to send the men off to war happy? 

‘Come on, sweetheart. Just a little kiss. Something to keep me warm when I’m in knee-deep in mud.’

She swallowed. Her mouth was drier than it was when she climbed the hill. If she kissed him, would he let go of her? 

She tried to lean backwards, imperceptibly; but he leant with her, so that now she was off-balance, and his face was still too close to hers. She drew in her breath. She looked past him at the summer sky, the furthest hills, and put her lips to his cheek. She did not let herself think about what she was doing. Soon he would be gone. She would never have to tell anyone. 

There, it was over. His skin was moist; it left a slick of sweat on her mouth. She wanted to wipe it away, but it would have been bad manners. She said, as if it were an etiquette lesson, ‘Goodbye, George. I wish you the very best—’ 

But he did not let her finish. He jerked her into his arms, pressing his lips over hers as if he wanted to consume her. She recoiled, but he moved with her, his body pinning her to the ground. She couldn’t breathe. Panic swept through her: another moment and she would be swallowed whole, trapped—

She rolled frantically from side to side, trying to shake him off. He laughed, his mouth sliding wetly down her chin, and loosened his grasp. ‘Don’t be like that,’ he said, but in the instant it took him to speak the words she had flung herself sideways. She struggled to her feet, but before she could take another step he had got hold of her ankle. He wrenched it and she fell. The ground was like stone, but she did not feel any pain. Only the impossibility of breathing, the impossibility of defending herself. The world shrank to blazing white chalk an inch from her face and the weight of hot hands on her waist, holding her down. She tried to crawl out from under him. She could feel him laughing. 

Something thudded into the small of her back. It smashed her flat, her chin bouncing on the chalk. She might have been able to fight him if the rest of his body had not been on her leg, grinding her knee into the hard earth. His other hand slid up under her dress, grabbing for the skin above her stocking-top. He gripped a fistful of her flesh and squeezed, huffed with satisfaction into her ear. His breath was damp. ‘You won’t forget me while I’m away,’ he gasped, hoarse, pleased. His fingers released, only to creep upwards. He chuckled.

She stopped moving. In front of her face the white chalk made an alien landscape: bare as a desert, pale as bones. 

George grunted. He pushed himself up on one elbow, so that cool air reached her cheek. He fumbled with something, nudged her buttock with his knuckles. A drop of his sweat fell on to the back of her neck. She saw a hand on the chalk beside her head, and for a moment she did not realise it belonged to her. It was a pale hand, small, with the last softness of childhood. It lay limply, as though it was waiting for someone to take hold of it. But no one did. It was sympathy for that hand, that other child, that forced her to move. 

Now. Now, while he was bearing his own weight – while he was tugging at his trousers, hissing through his teeth …

She flipped herself over, pushing so hard against the ground that it felt as if it pushed back, helping her. Her head hit something – George’s elbow – and for an instant he reared up, caught off-guard. His shirt was untucked, his hand still at his groin. She jerked her knee up with all her strength and then, as he yowled and toppled, scrabbled out from underneath his fall. He curled into a ball, whimpering. She staggered down the hill, the slope steeper than she was expecting, as though the earth had tilted away from its ordinary axis. Now she was far enough away. He would never touch her again. She came to a halt: not because she wanted to linger, but because she had started to shake. She did not trust her legs to hold her up. She crouched before her knees could betray her, and watched George’s sobbing breaths slow. 

At last he sat up, and bared his teeth at her. ‘Bitch,’ he said. ‘Bloody bitch.’

She had only ever heard the word used by Major Fenlow, about Taffy and her pups. But she understood, at least, George’s contempt. She had stolen something from him. Dirtied the floor, soiled a priceless rug … But the shame washing over her met something else, something that would not let it in. She slid her hands forward through the short grass. She could feel the hum of the stone under the thin earth, and the prickle of heat under her skin. In her ears the deep chalk-song rose again, that hornet-whine of latent power. He was sitting right across the mouth of the Face, the renewed line beneath him as clear as a wound. There was a smear of white dust down the side of his head, a vertical half-mask. 

‘You’ll die out there,’ she said, with a deep, unexpected certainty. 

‘What?’

But there was no need to repeat herself. He had heard the words, he could still hear them, he would go on hearing them. He would die hearing them, knowing that at last they had come true. And they would come true. She got to her feet. She was completely steady now: the shuddering had gone, poured out into the Sussex ground through her fingertips. She looked at him, and he flinched. 

The graze on her chin began to sting. Her dress was streaked with pale dust. 

‘Goodbye, George,’ she said. And somehow it was easy to turn her back on him and walk down the hill towards the gate of the vicarage garden, leaving him glaring after her, nothing but a temporary blemish on the face of the hill. 

Florence sat down upon the sagging bed and bowed her head. Her suitcase sat empty upon the threadbare rug at her feet. She had never noticed before how warped and stained it was. Not that it had mattered, while it sat unused in the box room of their old house; not that it mattered now, when she had unpacked it and had no prospect of travelling anywhere else. She flipped it shut with a stockinged foot, kicked it backwards, out of sight under the bed, and looked around the room. 

Her things looked even more meagre than they had before she unpacked them. The clothes she had brought with her fitted easily in the chest of drawers and wardrobe; the rest would follow in a few days in her trunk, and be carried up to the attic to await the colder weather. And there was very little else – little enough to show for nearly twenty-six years of existence. Perhaps, if she had begged to be allowed to keep Mother’s treasures, Dr Manning would have humoured her, against his better judgement. But what good would it have been? For a moment she saw this small room crammed to its sloping ceiling with dinner services, silk flowers, jelly moulds, bed linen, candlesticks and silly little vases too diminutive for anything but snowdrops. No, it was better to let it be given away or sold, and be left with nearly nothing. She had her work basket, and letter case, and a dozen or so books. And on the mantelpiece, at a cramped, drunken angle, sat Alexandra Euphemia, her old doll, her dress dingy and her ringlets a little lopsided. Florence remembered unwrapping her one birthday – had she been five, or six? – casting aside the bright paper as Imogen suggested foolish names to make her giggle: ‘I do think Candelabra is a lovely name – or Encyclopaedia – or Effluent …’ No, that detail could not be right, she would not have known what effluent meant. But the memory was so vivid she could close her eyes now and see Imogen laughing, in a pale lacy gown, her hair up; and Mother and Father, too, smiling. For once she, Florence, had been the centre of attention. That must have been before she became awkward and mulish, overshadowed by Imogen’s easy loveliness. And the doll – Effie for short, unless she had been naughty – had slept beside her for years, and then, when Florence was too old for toys, sat beside her mirror, never quite cast aside. 

She was quite a big doll, too big for the mean little mantelpiece; she might slide off into the hearth and break. Florence replaced her in the suitcase and slid it back under the bed, out of sight. That was better; although now the shallow mantel looked very bare. Never mind. There was nothing she could do to improve it. She already guessed that any fire in the grate below would be too small to give proper heat, if it drew at all; and no doubt it would be as cold in December as it was oppressively hot now. Yes, it was a shabby, cramped, uncomfortable room, a maid’s room. She should not resent that, when she would be living on Dr Manning’s charity – but she did, naturally she did, she would not have been human if she didn’t. Imogen’s bedroom was below, empty and pristine, as if Imogen might return; and even if Imogen had been alive, she would have given Florence the day nursery, instead of making her sleep up here … But Dr Manning had not thought of it, or cared.

She strode to the window. For a desperate moment she thought it had been painted shut. Then, at last, it gave, and she staggered as the sash jerked up. The exertion had brought out a sweat on her forehead, but the air outside was so still that even with the window wide there was no breeze to dry it. She leant out over the hot tiles, and at last a sweet soft eddy touched her face and neck. The deep green of the treetops and the garden below calmed her; she drew a long, conscious breath, and caught the scents of dust and jasmine. A woodpigeon was calling in the tree overhanging the road, the notes repeating with an incessant yearning monotony. It brought back a flash of summer childhood afternoons, spent reading or making paper bonnets for Effie in the shade of a chestnut tree; and all of a sudden her eyes were hot and her throat aching. Those afternoons on the lawn of the Eastbourne villa, while Mother cut ribbons beside her, or helped to spell out the hardest words, or rang for lemonade and seedcake … In spite of Mother’s faults – and a kind daughter would forgive her those without even counting them – she had loved her children. It was only after Father died, leaving her disconsolate and bewildered, that her love took on a sour, possessive note; and only after Imogen escaped that Florence had felt the full force of that love concentrated on herself. Poor Mother. If her sons had lived … But if her sons had lived, they might still be dead now; and it must be worse to lose a son in manhood than to give him up early, before he was really a person. Florence had said as much once to Mother, and they had quarrelled terribly over it. But it stood to reason. She did not miss her brothers, never having known them; why should it have been so different for Mother? Dead infants were better than dead boys – a mercy, a silver lining …

Suddenly she bent her head, unable to hold back her tears. She was crying for Mother, poor Mother, heartsick and lonely; and for herself, too, bereft, unable to make amends for all the unkind things she’d said, all the times she’d felt Mother’s affection pinch like an outgrown shoe, and let it show … She cried out of shame for her own thoughts, despairing of her own character, because she was bitter and ungrateful and selfish, and because now she had no one to love. And then, because once she began to cry it was hard to stop, she cried for the world and the last years, when somehow it had become mere pragmatism to be glad that little boys had died early.

At last the church clock struck a lazy three-quarters, and she found that she had run dry. She wiped her face with her palms and took one, two, three steadier breaths. Better. She hoped, belatedly, that Dr Manning had not heard her through his open study window. How loudly had she been sobbing? She should not have let herself go like that. Mother would have— no, if she thought of Mother she would set herself off again. Resolutely she raised her chin and gazed out at the garden. Beyond the trees rose the church tower and a few scattered roofs. On her right was the village; on her left, if she craned sideways, was the thinner, drabber green of the down, rising to meet the flat hot sky. A figure – a young man, one of the farmer boys, she guessed – was making his way down the slope, his head lowered. Above him, cut into the chalk, was a pattern of lines – a pattern so spare and brief that it was astonishing how clearly it was a face. 

The Haltington Face, of course. She remembered how proudly Imogen had pointed it out to them when they visited, adding, ‘But you must ask Horace. He is the expert on it. It has a whole chapter in his book.’ The ten-year-old Florence had tried not to giggle, distracted by the absurdity of Dr Manning’s name being Horace; and Mother had swept on past the window, being more concerned with the plumbing and ventilation. But two years later, when Florence was sitting beside Imogen in the day nursery, gazing out into the spring sunshine, Imogen had said in a different tone, ‘Are you looking at the Face? It is friendly, isn’t it? At first I didn’t like it, I thought it was watching me. But now I think it looks after us. When I was waiting for Baby to come, I would lie on the chalk and watch the clouds and dream, and I knew it would keep us both safe … And when she did come – well, I won’t tell you all about it, darling, it was horrid – but I could see it from the bedroom window, and I was in such a state I almost prayed to it. And then when the nasty bit was over, at dawn, I think it must have been the first face Baby ever saw. Before mine, anyway.’ She laughed softly. ‘Don’t tell Mother or Horace, will you? Horace says it is a leftover of pagan rites, and it would be sinful to let our curiosity cross over into reverence. But I am glad it is there. It keeps us company, Baby and me.’ She drew Phoebe closer to her breast, and smiled down at her: a shining gold-and-ivory icon, Madonna and Child. 

Florence smiled too, but she was glad to have an excuse to turn back to the window, hiding the sting of exclusion. The sparse chalk marks stared back at her. The eyes were flat ovals, the mouth a horizontal line. Was it a friendly face? She would not have said so. Nor was it exactly unfriendly. It had no expression at all, really – or every expression at once, like one of those illusions that flickered between contradictory images, reflecting back to you whatever you were looking for. She preferred the White Horse at Hind­over: that, at least, you could understand. 

‘It is marvellous by moonlight,’ Imogen had murmured, resting her cheek on Phoebe’s downy head, ‘when no one else is awake but Baby and me …’

‘Doesn’t the nursemaid get up at night?’

‘I don’t wake her.’ Imogen made an impish moue, as though she were admitting to a peccadillo. ‘Baby is so very sweet when she is feeding. We sit here alone, and everything is so silent, and nothing can harm us. I think she will be a lucky child, living here, just under the hill.’

Florence did not answer. She did not especially care for the chalk pattern – pagan rites sounded almost as dull as Dr Manning’s sermons – but she felt an odd ache in her chest. What was it like to be Imogen, watching the darkness with the weight of her baby in her arms, happy in spite of her pallor and violet-touched eyes? She opened her mouth to ask if she might hold Phoebe, and shut it again. Phoebe was not hers. It would not be the same.

‘Dear old Florrie,’ Imogen said, absently kissing Phoebe’s tiny fist. ‘I am sorry, you know, that you’re stuck with Mother all on your own. But it won’t be for long. And when you’re married – when you have your own baby …’

‘Suppose I never do?’ In sudden panic Florence thought of Miss Parks, who gave her piano lessons: poor Miss Parks, to whom Mother said one must be kind. ‘Suppose no one wants me— ?’

‘Don’t be silly.’ Imogen began to stretch out a hand, but the movement woke Phoebe, who began to wail. ‘Ah, darling, is the naughty sun in your eyes? Shall I draw the curtain, then? Hush, sweet one, hush, diddle-dumpling …’ And just like that, Florence knew herself forgotten, rele­gated without malice to the second rank of Imogen’s affections. 

But after all she had not been silly. If Imogen had foreseen the future, she could never have spoken so easily, with that Victorian, unthinking certainty that all would continue as it should. But Imogen had never admitted defeat, or even disappointment. She had been gallant to the end. As her health failed she clung more and more to her hopes for the future. A few days before she died, too weak to sit up, she had propped herself on an elbow to dictate a menu for the picnic she had promised Phoebe when the fine weather came; and when Mother left the room she whispered to Florence that she hoped the next children might be boys, so that she could name them after their little lost brothers. Florence had believed that it was not so very serious after all, and Mother was only fussing. Then, the next week, the telegram came. That was before the War, when it was still unusual to see the telegraph boy on his bicycle; Florence had taken the envelope from the maid with curiosity instead of dread, turning it over in her hands as she ran upstairs to Mother. 

She took a long breath. She would not start to cry again. Hadn’t they all learnt, in the last four years, that the only thing was to carry on with as much dignity as possible? She was not the only woman who was left alone in the world, without prospects. She was lucky to have a brother-in-law who was prepared to take her in. And it could be worse: the smallest room in the vicarage must be better than digs in Eastbourne or Seaford. Here there were fields and space, trees, the chime of the church clock. She stared at the empty sweep of the down and the lines of the Face, brighter than she remembered, and told herself that it was beautiful. 

Time to bathe her eyes, and … and then? Should she enquire of Mrs Reed if there was anything she might do to help her? Or should she sit in the drawing room with a book, ready to leap up as soon as Dr Manning looked in? She quailed, suddenly, at the thought of all the days ahead of her, which she would have to fill. But there were men in France being shot at – shot to bits; she had no right to fear anything, let alone too much time, too long a life. Yes, she must go downstairs - since the jug on the washstand held nothing but a fine layer of dust - and wash her face. That was the first thing. And then, minute by minute, she would learn how to live. 

She stepped out onto the landing, and down the stairs. Footsteps crossed the hall, echoing on the tiles, and came up the stairs towards her. A moment later she rounded the corner and came face to face with Phoebe.

She had been thinking so vividly of Phoebe as a babe in arms that it was a shock to see her now: slender, with the look of fragility that marked the beginning of adolescence, her gaze almost on a level with Florence’s own. She did not have Imogen’s classic prettiness; instead she was plain, her face too wide at the temples and too narrow at the chin. Her hair was so pale it was almost white, although her eyes were hazel and her eyebrows strongly marked. Her expression was stony. She stopped, but she did not move aside to let Florence pass. 

‘Phoebe,’ Florence said, and then did not know what else to say. They had not seen each other since Mother’s funeral. She had taken the child’s hand as the coffin was carried forward; she hadn’t known whether she hoped to comfort or be comforted, but Phoebe’s fingers had twitched and lain limply in hers, and after a second she had let go. Now it would hardly be appropriate to offer condolences, as though they were strangers. If only Phoebe had been here for her arrival, when Dr Manning had rung for tea and they had murmured about the weather, smoothing over the awkwardness! She told herself it was thoughtlessness, not contempt; but it was hard to believe, when Phoebe stared at her like that. ‘Where have you been?’ she said. She had not meant to speak so sharply. 

‘I went for a walk.’

‘It’s very hot. You must be careful not to be ill.’

‘I won’t be.’

‘Good.’ Now was the moment for Phoebe to say that she was glad to see her – to call her Aunt Florence – or to smile, at least. Nothing came. Florence hesitated; but instead of stepping back to let Phoebe past, she said, persevering, ‘Where did you go? Did you stay in the shade?’

‘I went up to the Face.’

‘Oh! I was just looking at it from my window,’ she said, too cheerfully, as though they had discovered a mutual friend. ‘It is picturesque, isn’t it? I must ask your father about it at dinner.’ She paused, still hoping for some sign of friendliness. Phoebe was only a child, and her grandmother had just died. Did she feel it more deeply, after losing her mother so young? Perhaps what seemed like stoniness was grief – so much grief that she was dazed by it, hardly knowing what to say or do. Florence exhaled slowly. ‘I suppose you wanted to be alone,’ she said, ‘I understand …’ But as she spoke she remembered the young man she had seen striding down the slope below the Face, and she broke off. 

Phoebe turned her head towards the window, as though she had heard something: but there had been no sound except the soft calling of the pigeons. Now Florence saw that there was a red raw patch over her chin, and a hank of hair had come out of her plait. White dust streaked her dress. What on earth had she been doing?

‘Was there someone else up there?’ Florence said, and now she did not care whether she spoke sharply or not.

Phoebe looked at her, and then back to the window. ‘I saw George Bone,’ she said, in a cool, distant voice. ‘He is going away tomorrow. His mother told him to make sure the Face was working before he went.’ 

‘Working?’

‘He cut the grass away and whitened the chalk. It’s the Bones’s job to look after it.’

Florence stared at her. Phoebe had seemed quite self-possessed; but under Florence’s gaze a flush began to spread up over her cheeks, and she pressed her lips together. 

Florence said, levelly, ‘Did you help him?’

‘No.’

‘Then how did you end up in that state?’ 

Phoebe met her eyes. There was a strange stillness in her gaze, as though she were thinking very quickly and trying to hide it. It was wrong for a child to look like that. Florence felt her own face change in response, although she could not have described her expression. 

‘I fell over,’ Phoebe said. 

Florence would have known it wasn’t true, even if she had not seen Phoebe decide to lie. And Phoebe knew that she knew. Which meant, she thought, with a cold clarity, that the real answer was worse than a lie. What was worse than being a liar? ‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ she said. ‘You must have fallen more than once, to get chalk on the back as well as the front of your dress.’

Phoebe turned her head again to the window. ‘Yes,’ she said, in the same bloodless voice. She did not even bother to defend herself. 

Florence clenched her fists. Was it possible that Phoebe – a child, this child, Imogen’s child! – had been in the arms of a young man, rolling over and over on the chalk, letting him kiss her face raw? No – it was mad, impossible, it could not be – but there she stood, shameless and silent, as if it was not worth trying to convince Florence otherwise … 

A wave of anger went through her, so strong she began to tremble. Mother was dead, and Imogen, and the whole world was wrong, and Phoebe had been lying in the sun with a man – it was obscene—

‘Can I go now?’ Phoebe said. Her face was still stony. How foolish Florence had been, to imagine that it was grief. 

Florence stepped aside, drawing her skirt in as though the stains on Phoebe’s dress would brush off on her. She could not help it; she felt sick. 

Phoebe saw it. For a split second she paused, and something passed over her face – something that might, after all, have been childish, and hurt. But it was too brief to be sure. Then she was gone, her feet pattering away down the passage, leaving Florence alone. 

She put her hands over her eyes. Already the anger had died, extinguished by regret. Should she turn and call Phoebe back? What would Imogen have done? But she was not Imogen. Mother would have said something worse – something that would have festered like a splinter; at least she had not done that. But it was small comfort, remembering Phoebe’s expression as she pushed past. 

Her skin was hot and tight around the temples, and when she blinked she felt crusts of salt clinging to her eyelashes. It seemed like hours ago that she had decided to wash her face. She drew in her breath, rather shakily, and let her hands fall. If she paused, she knew she would feel so lonely that she might drown; so she would simply not pause. She hurried down the stairs, straightening her shoulders and raising her chin, and as she rounded the corner she fixed a smile on her face in case she ran into Dr Manning. 




II 

‘Midwinter’: Study in Black, charcoal over pencil on paper, 1919

Aggie heard the door open and the creep of quiet feet, so bloody tactful that you’d know you were dying just from the sound. The vicar’s sister-in-law, again. Aggie said, without turning round, ‘Oh, it’s you.’ 

A sigh. ‘Mrs Bone—’

‘I don’t want you. Go home.’ 

Silence. Aggie knew the girl wanted to obey; of course she did, it was late and freezing cold and this was the last of today’s errands, the last and least important. No doubt she’d been scuttling about all day from sickbed to sickbed, the Levett boy and the Sharrard brothers and the vicar himself – although they said that he, at least, was on the mend. No doubt after all that she resented the prospect of sitting by an old woman’s side through the longest, darkest night of the year. But you had to give her credit: she came steadily into the room and set the basket down on the table as if the only thing on her mind was Aggie. 

‘The range has gone out. Shall I— ?’

‘No.’ 

‘Then you must go back to bed. I’ll bring you up some hot— some warm soup.’ 

‘No need.’

The girl – oh, if only her mind were better at hanging on to names! Frances, was it, or – no, Florence, that was it, Florence, a name ill at ease in an English winter – surveyed her through the treacherous lamplight, biting her lip. ‘Mrs Bone,’ she said, not ungently, ‘you cannot sit here all night in the cold. If you go upstairs I can light a fire in your bedroom—’

‘Light a fire if you want. Then go home. I’ll go upstairs when I’m ready.’

Florence sighed. She had the long-suffering, insufferable look of a ministering angel. Aggie could have slapped her. If only the younger one had come instead, the sprite-slip of a moon-girl that Georgie had had his eye on. Phoebe. She knew what she was doing; she would be good company at your deathbed, curious, pitiless. You could tell her what you really wanted, and she would help you. Not like this one. 

‘Why are you in your coat, Mrs Bone?’

‘I’m going out.’

‘Now? Where on earth— ?’ She hesitated. Then she drew out a chair and sat down opposite Aggie, leaning into the circle of light. ‘Mrs Bone,’ she repeated, very softly, ‘you’re at home. You’re safe. You’ve been ill, and perhaps you are confused—’

Aggie cackled. She didn’t mean to, but there was a certain satisfaction in seeing Florence flinch. ‘Oho,’ she said, ‘I’m not mad yet, girlie. I know where I am, and all my sons are dead and gone, and it’s the middle of winter, and I’m dying. Have I missed anything?’

Florence said, ‘Not that I can think of.’

‘But I’ve got something to do first. So go along home, and let me get on with it.’

‘I told Dr Manning that I would see you to bed. He was worried about you.’

‘The parson? Ha! Us Bones are a thorn in his side.’ She said it with too much venom, and began to cough. At least Florence did not leap up to help her. But when she regained her breath her head was spinning. She did not have enough air, enough time left to waste. ‘If you want to be helpful,’ she managed to say, at last, ‘go and get the other girl. Phoebe.’

‘Phoebe? What for?’

‘She can walk me up the hill. She knows what’s what.’ She added, ‘Brought her into the world myself, when the doctor didn’t get there in time.’ Yes, that had been a good day’s work – a good night’s work, rather – and at the end of it she’d held up the baby to the Face, showing the young one to the old one, before she put it on its mother’s breast.

‘She’s with her father, Mrs Bone, you know he is only just recovering—’

Aggie coughed again, and spat a wad of phlegm into the sink. Florence flinched. ‘Then leave me alone. This is my house. Get out.’

A pause. Another breath, gone. 

‘Mrs Bone—’

‘Leave me alone, stupid girl.’

‘I’m twenty-seven. I’m not a girl.’

‘Never be a wife,’ Aggie spat, ‘never be a mother. What are you, then? Not a woman. Not in my book. Don’t care how old you are. You’re a girl.’

Florence lowered her eyes. For the first time Aggie felt something other than contempt for her: the girl had a kind of strength, after all, even if she only used it to quell her own impulses. At last she stood up. ‘If you insist, then. Good night. I’ll come and see you in the morning.’ 

Aggie shrugged. If she was still alive in the morning she might welcome someone to light the range, and make her a hot cup of tea. She stared straight ahead as Florence moved past her and to the door. She did not move until she heard the door close. 

Now there was no one to interfere, no one to raise the alarm, no one to follow her. She felt the familiar pulse of loneliness that came from being the one in charge. She was too tired for this. It should have been Peter, or Tommy, or George … No use crying about that. Spilt milk. Think about tonight. 

With an effort she got up. Her joints ached, her skin was raw and tender. Her head swam. She must not fall. She clung to the chair, reached out for the table, navigated her way to the corner of the room hand over hand like an infant, bent for the bucket and lifted it with a groan. It was already heavy, empty. Now the knife.

Five steps – ten – and she was at the door. The night outside was fierce and clear, the stars still and wild overhead. A waning sliver of moon hung over the dark mass of the hill. The thin, pale lines of the Face were just visible, as if they were suspended in space. She shuffled to the pump and drew a splash of water into the bucket. 

It was so heavy. Her hands were so cold. Midwinter. Last year had not been so bad: mild and wet, miserable but only something to be numbly endured; and midsummer had been easy. It had never occurred to her that she could be too old to carry a bucket of water up the hill, or too ill to move without shaking. This was her task. It must be done, it must be.

She took up the bucket, and set off towards the gate in the wall. It seemed so far away that she thought she had got lost somewhere on the short garden path. Surely it could not take so many steps, so many burning breaths? An eternity of stumbling. Now – ah, here. The freezing metal latch, the squeak of hinges. Then the short down-grass underfoot, the hard chalk. Don’t think. Foot after foot. The earth rising under her. 

Next time, or the time after that, she would be dead. Who would do it then? It was all wrong, with the young ones gone. No Bones left. There was no order now. All the old ways were broken. Someone had to do it. 

She looked up. She was nowhere near the Face. She would never get there, not before dawn. But she must. If she did not …

She was so small. She could feel the hum, the power of it, the wintry song calling in notes too deep for human ears. What would she hear, if she were not human? If she were made of darkness, hungry and thirsty … ? Whatever passed between the Face and its prey, she could not hear it, it was not meant for her; but it filled her skull, drew her closer. 

Foot after foot. The ground seemed to move under her, arching and flexing. There was nothing to hold on to. The bucket clanked in her shaking hand. Keep going. She must. The Face must be served, must be renewed. If not—

Surely she was nearly there. She had all night to cut away the turf and re-mark the lines. It did not matter, as long as it was done by dawn. If she only kept breathing, kept moving … 

The world swayed one way and then the other. The ground came up to meet her knees. The bucket tipped out of her hand and rolled into the darkness. 

Damn it. She was too old for this, too sick. This was George’s job. Why wasn’t George here? And Peter, where was Peter? Or Tommy? Why were none of them here? How could they leave her like this, alone on a freezing hillside? Why didn’t they come to help? She knew, distantly, that there was a reason; but she could not remember exactly what it was. 

She found that the sky and the ground had reversed. Now she was looking down into infinite light-filled depths, while she hung weightless above the void. The stars were dancing. She watched them unravel, trailing streamers of white fire, and dissolve into black. 




III 

Deletions, pencil, ink and paint on paper, ragged margins, absent pages, 1920

Phoebe lay upon the bed in what had been her mother’s room, her stockinged feet neatly together, her hands by her sides. There was a particular stillness in this room, a stillness that was not explained by its position at the back of the house, or the green shelter of the down rising outside the window. Neither was it entirely explained by the fact that it had remained untouched and unchanged for years, with Mama’s jewellery box upon the dressing table, her sketchbook and pens neatly stashed in the writing desk, her sunhat hanging upon the back of the door, trailing its faded ribbons. It was as though the air itself, through not being breathed, had thickened and settled on the dustless surfaces and the soft drapes, muffling everything. It was like a Sunday afternoon; and the stifling, somnolent silence of a Sunday afternoon was only slightly less absolute, she thought, than the silence of death.

In fact she did not know whether Mama had died here, in this bed. All she remembered from that time were fragments: the crowd of murmuring, sombre grown-ups, a white lily she stole from a vase, her new clothes all black, Papa telling her there would be no picnic. In her memory Mama was a golden shimmer, a bee-sting followed by a kiss, the taste of barley sugar that she must not tell Papa about. Phoebe could not conjure her face or her voice; she could not quite comprehend that Mama had
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