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            ‘… we are at Rodmell on the loveliest spring day: soft: a blue veil in the air torn by birds voices. I am glad to be alive & sorry for the dead …’

            Virginia Woolf

         

      

   


   
      
          

         She waited on the step until Josephine was out of sight, then closed the front door behind her. The house seemed unnaturally quiet, and it took her a few moments to accept that she was finally alone. The book – a present she would never read – still lay on the table in the hallway. She unwrapped it and folded the brown paper neatly into a square, then went through to the sitting room to put it on the bookshelf with the others. Out of habit, she straightened the picture above the fireplace, wondering why she had lived for so long with something that she didn’t really like. In a moment of defiance, she lifted the canvas from its hook and put it face down on the floor.

         The pointlessness of her days stared back at her from the tidy room: the vacuumed carpet and dusted shelves, everything pathetically in its place; only the coffee table showed any sign of dissent. She stacked the plates and cups carefully onto a tray and cleared away the remains of a fruit cake made the week before. It was past its best, stale and tasteless in her mouth, but it had served its purpose and the rest could be thrown away. She took it outside and crumbled it onto the low red-brick wall that separated her cottage from the one next door, smiling to herself when she imagined her neighbours’ indignation at the thought of a week’s dried fruit and sugar going to the birds. Already they thought her selfish and unfriendly, but she had been called much worse, and no doubt would be again.4

         April was barely a week old, but the heat could have passed for early June. She sat down on a sun-bleached wooden bench which stood just outside the back door, trying not to disturb the cat who invariably got there before her. It had taken her a long time to get used to such a small garden – just a plain, unimaginative rectangle in a terrace of the same – but she had planted it with all the things she loved most, nurturing a tiny wilderness of flowers and shrubs which had no purpose other than their beauty. A succession of warm days and spring showers had obliged her by bringing everything out before its time, and she was pleased to see the unexpected joy of early tulips. The promise of summer was everywhere, and the knowledge gave her comfort as well as pain; the rose that meant so much to her would be magnificent this year. Distracted by her thoughts, she stroked Percy’s head as he lay stretched out in the sun, thin and arthritic in his old age. He had been with her for years, a handsome white and black hunter who arrived on her doorstep on the day she moved in and stubbornly refused to leave. She had thought him a burden at the time, something else to care for and lose, but his company soon won her over; now, she couldn’t bear the thought of being parted from him.

         In the distance, the clock at St John’s struck the hour with its customary lack of urgency, and she went inside to collect her purse and shopping basket. Her front door opened straight onto the pavement, and she walked out into the narrow, leafy lane and headed for the high street, taking the most direct route to make sure of reaching the butcher’s before he lowered his blinds for the weekend. She obviously wasn’t the only one to be waylaid by a fine afternoon: the last-minute queue for meat stretched out of the shop door and round the 5corner, and she took her place in it, nodding to one or two of the customers. Whenever she found herself in a crowd these days, she was increasingly struck by the emptiness in people’s faces, by a flat, going-through-the-motions air which she had never been conscious of before, not even in the depths of war. It was as if this fragile peace, no matter how longed-for, lacked the exhilaration of wartime, the shared sense of purpose that had helped people forget their fear and their grief. The danger had passed, but gone too was the laughing in the street, the instinctive kindnesses from one neighbour to another – and it was these small, commonplace things that mattered to most people. Now, everyone looked so tired and worn down that she wondered if the world would ever recover.

         Inside, the shop smelled faintly of blood and sawdust. ‘Two ounces of ham, please,’ she said, requesting the full ration when her turn came.

         The butcher nodded, and she watched as he cut thick slices from the bone and weighed them. ‘What else can I get you?’

         ‘Nothing, thank you.’

         He looked at her in surprise. ‘That’s all you want? I’ve got some of that stewing beef you like, fresh in yesterday. It’ll save you queuing again if you take it now.’

         She looked at the meat and the nausea rose in her throat. ‘Just the ham,’ she snapped, feeling the eyes of the queue on her. ‘I really don’t need anything else.’

         He shrugged and took her money, raising his eyes at the woman next in line, and she left the shop without another word. Across the street, a dress in the window of Jones’s caught her eye and she went over to look at it, drawn to the startling shade of green. Its tight-fitting waist and extravagantly flared skirts were so unlike anything she owned that, 6on a whim, she pushed the door open and went inside, conscious of her conservative shoes and the dull, shabby skirt that had seen too many summers. The counter was piled high with the new season’s accessories, a flashback to the time before all the beautiful, feminine things disappeared, and a young girl wearing too much rouge came over to greet her. ‘The dress in the window—’ she began, but was interrupted before she could finish her sentence.

         ‘Ah yes, madam. It’s only just come in, and I think you’ll find the fabric is—’

         ‘I’ll take it.’

         ‘You don’t want to try it on?’

         The girl looked doubtful, and she wondered how many more people that day would question the fact that she knew her own mind; strange, because she had never felt more deliberate or more certain. ‘There’s no need,’ she insisted. ‘I know it will fit.’

         With a shrug, the assistant went over to the window to set about undressing the mannequin, and five minutes later the dress was hers. Rather than retracing her steps, she decided to walk back via the castle. The steep climb through Castle Gate and into the Precincts beyond made her feel every year of her age, and she paused at the top to catch her breath. Beyond the outskirts of Lewes, the soft green downs spread out before her under a Wedgwood sky. It was a view she had always loved, a reminder of both the happiest and saddest times of her life, but today it was too much; she turned her back on it and headed for home.

         She shook out the dress and hung it on her wardrobe door, then went back downstairs to the kitchen. Percy answered her call immediately, apparently oblivious to the strain in her 7voice, and she chopped the ham into a dish while he rubbed round her legs, making the small, familiar noises of appreciation that still seemed so out of place in a cat his size. The meat was as salty as brine and less tasty than it looked, and she felt a sudden surge of anger with herself for buying the wrong thing on this of all days. She picked him up and held him, and his ears flicked with irritation as he felt her tears on his fur. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said softly, choking back a sob. ‘I’m so sorry.’ He wriggled in her arms to be released and she let him have his way, then prepared the last of the milk and put both dishes down in the sunlight just outside the back door, making sure that he had the ham first. His enjoyment was little comfort to her, and, when he turned so innocently to the milk, she had to walk away.

         As a distraction, she tidied the already tidy kitchen. Perhaps it was her mood, but the room seemed cheerless and neglected. When everything was as she wanted it, she found the Vim and scoured the oven until it was spotless, then climbed the stairs to change. She washed at the tiny sink in her bedroom, annoyed by the dripping tap which she had never got round to having fixed, and wondered what else had been left undone. As she took the dress from its hanger and put it on, the unfamiliar fabric felt dangerous against her skin and she smiled to herself. She had been right to trust her instinct: the dress could have been made for her, and for a fleeting moment in the mirror she caught a glimpse of the woman she had once been. The knowledge tormented her and she put it from her mind. ‘How do I look?’ she asked, but the only answer was a heavy, oppressive silence.

         Back downstairs, she forced herself to go outside. Percy lay in the sunshine; she could have convinced herself that he 8was merely sleeping were it not for the shallowness of his breath. The tears came again, more forceful than ever, and this time she made no effort to stop them. She owed him that, at least. Gently, she picked him up and clutched him to her, then set him down in the chair that he had always made his own, talking all the time to him while she made her preparations. She closed the window on the spring day and laid a wet tea towel carefully along the sill where she knew the draughts came in, then did the same at the back door and the door into the hallway. When everything was ready, she left the note where it couldn’t be missed and sat by her cat while he took his final breath, then picked up the cushion from the other chair and walked over to the cooker. Astonished by how calm she felt, she turned the gas on and set the cushion in place, then put her head inside, as far as she could bear. This time, there must be no mistake.
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         It would be hard to imagine a more beautiful walk to work, Josephine thought, as she left King’s Parade behind and turned into the peaceful eccentricity of St Edward’s Passage, with its old cottages and pretty churchyard. The pavements were cast in shadow by the church tower and nearby Guildhall, but the heat of the September morning was already strong enough to stay pleasantly at her back as she headed for the stage door of the Arts Theatre, tucked discreetly between a cafe and a second-hand bookshop, and easy to miss if you were simply idling the day away.

         The invitation to direct one of her own plays at Cambridge’s newest theatre had come out of the blue, a result of her friendship with Lettice and Ronnie Motley, who had been involved with the Arts since its opening production a couple of years earlier. At first she had hesitated, reluctant to take on a role that was alien to her, but Marta’s encouragement and the opportunity to spend time with her lover in a town that excited her made her forget her reservations, and now – in the final days of rehearsal – she had no reason to regret her decision. She was enjoying every minute of the process, relishing the chance to work with a talented group of actors who wanted nothing more than to get the best out of her text, and as the opening night drew closer, the familiar nerves came with a new optimism. The Laughing Woman – a drama based loosely on the sculptor Gaudier-Brzeska – was the least successful of her 12West End productions but the one closest to her heart. She had always been disappointed by its reception, and frustrated by elements of the director’s staging that were beyond her control; at least this time, if the play failed again, she would only have herself to blame.

         She waited patiently at the stage door while the theatre’s general manager dealt simultaneously with a consignment of French linen for the restaurant and a telephone complaint about the sightlines from the back of the circle. ‘You’re early this morning, Miss Tey,’ he said, when the disgruntled patron had been pacified. ‘I thought the cast was called for midday.’

         ‘Yes, that’s right, but Miss Lopokova wants to talk to me before we start the run-through. I gather she has a new idea for the last scene before the interval.’

         ‘I’m sure she has. She never does anything half-heartedly, that’s for sure.’ Norman Higgins gave a wry smile, but his words were spoken with affection. The play’s leading lady was popular with both cast and staff, and not only because she was married to Maynard Keynes, the theatre’s founder. A former ballerina with the Diaghilev company, Lydia Lopokova had, in her heyday, been worshipped by London audiences for the fiery beauty of her dancing, but her subsequent forays into acting were less successful. In Twelfth Night at the Old Vic, her portrayal of Olivia had been torn to shreds by the press, but she had stuck doggedly at it, encouraged first and foremost by her husband. According to the Motleys, who made it their business to know everything about anyone who had ever stepped onto a London stage, the marriage had been ridiculed by Keynes’s Bloomsbury friends, but it had lasted against the odds. The Arts Theatre – as well as being Keynes’s gift to the town he loved – was a symbol of 13his devotion to his wife and her career. ‘Miss Lopokova is already in her dressing room, if you’d like to go and find her,’ Higgins added. ‘I’ve got some post here for you, and someone from the Express telephoned, wanting a quote from you about the play. I’ve got his number if you want it, but he said he’d try again later.’

         Josephine thanked him and took the small bundle of letters, then went downstairs to the basement. The backstage facilities – still fresh and new by comparison with most London theatres – were unusually comfortable, with a number of good-sized dressing rooms arranged around a central green room, making it easy for the actors to socialise in a jovial, communal atmosphere. She nodded to the young assistant stage manager who was standing by the kettle, making the first round of teas for the crew, then knocked at the door to dressing room one.

         ‘Ah, Josephine, come in – so good of you to give up your morning. I’m sorry to have telephoned you late last night, but I was going over and over in my head the scene we had been working on – how do you say it, wrecking my brain …’

         ‘Racking, although the effect is probably the same.’

         ‘Yes, racking my brain, when it came to me that we could do something different just before the sculpture falls to the floor, and I was so excited that I had to talk to you about it.’ The heavily accented voice which Virginia Woolf had once famously compared to a parakeet was sometimes hard to understand, and Josephine could see why Shakespeare might not have been the ideal vehicle for Lydia’s talents, but with Ingrid Rydman – her character in The Laughing Woman – the broken English simply added to the authenticity of her portrayal. In fact, the first time she had met 14Lydia – or Loppy, as her friends called her – Josephine was struck by the extent to which the actress could have walked straight out of her own stage directions: the wide, finely cut mouth and slightly hollowed cheeks, the dark hair scraped back from a high forehead, the expressive eyes which moved so swiftly between curiosity and apprehension – all were exactly as she had imagined her character to look while she was writing the play. By her own admission, Loppy wasn’t attractive in the conventional way, but her movements were still graceful and full of life, and Josephine loved the sense of nervous energy that she brought so naturally to the part. ‘Here, sit down and let me show you what I mean in the script.’

         The scene in question was the emotional climax to the first half, a passionate argument between Ingrid and her soul mate, René, in which the destruction of a clay model hinted at the tragedy to come. They ran through the lines, engrossed in the intensity of the exchange, until a knock at the door interrupted them. ‘Is this a good time to borrow you for a moment?’ Keynes asked. ‘There’s something I’d like to show you.’

         Loppy gave a squeal of delight. ‘Ah, Maynard darling, you have our wonderful surprise.’ Josephine looked at her curiously and followed the couple upstairs to the stage, where a sack barrow stood waiting in the wings, half covered by a red blanket. Keynes gestured towards it with a flourish, like a magician performing his favourite trick. ‘A little something to bring you all luck,’ he said, his eyes twinkling over half-moon glasses. ‘By all means take a look.’

         Josephine did as she was told, at a loss to guess what the talisman might be. She removed the covering and stared in disbelief at the pale stone sculpture beneath, a bust of a 15woman’s head which glistened brilliantly in the harsh stage lighting. ‘Is this really what I think it is?’ she asked.

         ‘If you mean is it a genuine Gaudier-Brzeska, then yes,’ Keynes said, winking at his wife.

         The economist was a shrewd collector of art – the first time that Josephine visited his office, she had fallen in love with a Cézanne on the wall by his desk – but still the gesture astonished her. She knelt down to be level with the woman’s face and put her hand on the cool stone, feeling the contrast between its rough and polished surfaces. ‘I don’t know what to say. It’s absolutely exquisite.’

         Keynes smiled, pleased by her reaction. ‘Well, we want to do everything we can to make this one a success,’ he said, squeezing Loppy’s hand. ‘I know it’s not exactly like the piece you describe in the play – more abstract, I suspect, than what you had in mind—’

         ‘It’s perfect,’ Josephine said, interrupting him. ‘I don’t know how you managed it, but I couldn’t be more thrilled that you did.’

         ‘A generous donation from the wine cellars at King’s to a friend of mine did the trick. That, and two tickets to the opening night. Apparently, he’s a fan of yours. He tells me he saw Richard of Bordeaux fourteen times.’

         ‘Then he must come as my guest and let me buy him dinner. It’s the least I can do.’

         ‘I’m sure he’ll be delighted.’

         ‘I don’t know – we go to all this trouble to make every scene sparkle and what thanks do we get? Upstaged by a bit of bloody stone. When was the last time you bought us dinner?’

         Josephine turned and smiled at Ronnie as the Motleys struggled in with a pile of costumes. ‘The night before last, 16if my memory serves me correctly,’ she said. ‘But pull something like this out of the bag and I’ll gladly do it again.’

         ‘It is stunning,’ Lettice said, dropping the clothes onto a chair to take a closer look. ‘What a tragedy that he died so young.’

         ‘Let’s just hope that Loppy doesn’t get carried away in the heat of the moment and smash the wrong sculpture,’ Ronnie said. ‘That really would be a show-stopper.’

         Keynes laughed and turned back to Josephine. ‘Do you mind if I stay and watch for a while?’

         ‘Of course not. You can keep an eye on our new prop. I’m already worried about the insurance, or does the wine cellar solve that problem, too?’

         A bell rang in the wings before he could answer, and the stage manager called the company to order. ‘Five minutes, ladies and gentlemen. Opening positions, please.’

         Loppy hurried off to change for her first scene, and Josephine followed Keynes and the Motley sisters into the front stalls. The theatre itself was far more beautiful than anyone might have guessed from the modest entrances – simple and elegant, with rich, unadorned wood and pale paintwork. Already in rehearsals Josephine had come to appreciate the unique intimacy between the stage and auditorium, and she could hardly wait to see it in action with a full house. She chose a seat in the middle of a row halfway back, and watched as two members of the stage crew lifted the sculpture carefully onto a plinth for the opening scene, set in a London gallery. It looked magnificent, and if the seamless first act was anything to go by, Keynes’s lucky charm was beginning to work its magic.

         She had just finished giving notes to the cast when she 17noticed Marta slipping quietly into the back of the stalls. ‘This is a nice surprise,’ she said. ‘You can’t have finished the first draft already?’

         ‘I’ve barely started it. Nothing was going right, so I went out for cigarettes and bought a couple of newspapers.’

         ‘And the next thing you knew it was lunchtime?’

         ‘Something like that, yes, but I’m pleased I went. There’s an article in the Daily Mirror that you really need to see.’

         ‘Can’t it wait until tonight? We’ve only just got underway with the run-through, and I—’

         ‘No, Josephine, it can’t. I wouldn’t disturb you unless it was important. Who is Elizabeth Banks?’

         Josephine stared at her, unsettled by her tone of voice. ‘I’ve no idea,’ she said. ‘Why? Should I know her?’

         ‘Probably. She’s saying you killed her sister. Well – you’re on the list of suspects.’

         ‘What?’ Josephine laughed, then realised that Marta was serious. ‘I don’t understand. What on earth are you talking about? I’ve never met anyone called Banks.’

         ‘Banks is her married name. At the time in question, she was called Norwood. Betty Norwood.’ Josephine sat down, feeling suddenly faint. ‘Her sister was called Dorothy,’ Marta added, ‘and she died at a farmhouse in Surrey during the war.’

         ‘Sussex, not Surrey. The farmhouse was in Sussex.’

         ‘So you were there? She’s not lying?’

         ‘Not about that, no. It was the end of my first term at Anstey and I had a placement at a school called Moira House in Eastbourne. They sent some of their girls to a nearby farmhouse to learn horticulture and help with the war effort, and I was one of the chaperones. It was my job to keep them fit and look after their moral welfare, as the principal put it, 18even though I wasn’t much older than they were.’ She smiled ruefully. ‘As you’ve probably read, it wasn’t exactly a glittering start to my teaching career, but Dorothy’s death was an accident. It was a terrible thing to happen and Betty was devastated by it – we all were – but it was nobody’s fault. Is that what this woman’s saying? That my negligence killed her sister?’

         ‘That’s not exactly what she’s saying …’

         Josephine snatched the newspaper from Marta’s hands and unfolded the double-page spread, which pictured a glamorous blonde woman next to the headline ‘Real Life School for Scandal: A Mirror Exclusive by Faith Hope’. A little further down, tucked among a group of smaller photographs in the bottom right-hand corner, she was horrified to see her own face looking back at her. ‘I don’t understand. This was all so long ago.’

         ‘God knows why she’s waited until now to dredge it up.’ Marta was about to go on, but Josephine stopped her.

         ‘Just be quiet for a minute,’ she said, hating the panic in her own voice but unable to do anything about it. ‘Let me read it first.’

         She turned to fetch her glasses, frustrated by the lack of light in the auditorium, but Marta caught her arm. ‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have sprung this on you here, but I was so surprised that I didn’t really think. Can’t you take a break and we’ll talk about it somewhere more private? I’m sure there’s a simple explanation, but you won’t be able to concentrate on the play until you know what this says.’

         Josephine hesitated, but she knew that Marta was right. ‘I suppose we could stop for lunch now. They’ll have to reset for the next scene, so we might as well combine the two.’19

         ‘Good idea. Go and fix it. I’ll take the paper and meet you outside.’

         By the time Josephine had made the arrangements and refused Lettice’s offer of a bite to eat in the restaurant upstairs, her imagination had created so many terrible scenarios that she was almost relieved to confront the reality of the article. She found Marta on a bench outside the church, and gratefully accepted a cigarette. ‘Sorry I snapped at you,’ she said. ‘It was just such a shock. I haven’t thought back to those days for years, and I never dreamt that anyone would make something of what happened. I suppose that is bad of me – to dismiss a girl’s death so easily, just because she wasn’t someone I was close to or particularly liked.’

         ‘Perhaps, but we all do that. It doesn’t give anyone an excuse to make sensational accusations.’

         ‘Is it really that bad?’ Josephine asked, picking up the paper at the page that Marta had left open for her.

         ‘Oh, it’s cleverly written – all suggestion and implication, and nothing that a very expensive lawyer hasn’t been through with a fine tooth comb, so I doubt you’ll be able to sue the bitch. It’s what people make of it that counts, though, and I’m afraid I have no faith in the intelligence or generosity of the British public – not the ones who buy a rag like that, anyway.’ It would have been churlish to point out the irony of Marta’s last comment, and in any case, Josephine appreciated her loyalty. ‘Read it first, then we’ll talk about what to do.’

         Guessing now that the quote the Express was after had nothing to do with her play, Josephine skimmed the opening paragraph, which was a masterclass in selective reporting:

         ‘When the actress Elizabeth Banks walks on stage each night in Lillian Hellman’s scandalous play of deviant love, 20she carries her own ghosts with her,’ wrote the gossip columnist. ‘Avid theatregoers will remember that The Children’s Hour caused a sensation when it was originally produced on Broadway back in 1934, with its depiction of a young girl who claims that two of her school mistresses are guilty of sharing an abnormal attachment. At the time, no leading lady would touch a role which might justifiably tarnish her career – and there were fears that the police would close the play as soon as the curtain rose.’

         ‘A “scandalous play of deviant love”,’ Marta muttered, looking over Josephine’s shoulder. ‘And no mention of the fact that the young schoolgirl is eventually exposed as a lying little minx. Who the hell does Faith Hope think she is, making moral judgements on the rest of us? Pay her twenty-five pounds a week and suddenly she’s Jesus.’

         Josephine sighed. ‘Call me selfish, but right now I’m far more worried about the rest of the article. I’m sure Lillian Hellman can look after herself.’

         ‘Yes, of course. Sorry. I won’t interrupt again.’

         She lit another cigarette, and Josephine turned back to the story. ‘When Miss Banks welcomed me into her colourful, feminine dressing room at the Gate Theatre Studio to discuss her new role, I had no inkling of the revelation she was about to share – and neither did she. Only when the intense emotions of the drama began to overwhelm her did she admit that they had a highly personal resonance, and one that she could no longer ignore. Twenty-three years ago, almost to the day, her twin sister died at the age of sixteen – JUST HOURS AFTER MAKING A SIMILAR ACCUSATION!

         ‘“We were always so close,” Miss Banks recalled, fighting back her tears. “When she died, a part of me died with her, 21and I never believed it was an accident – Dorothy was always so clever and so careful. But no one took me seriously, and in the end I stopped trying to be heard. I suppose I was afraid that something similar would happen to me.” The actress, who plays the character of Martha Dobie in the London revival of The Children’s Hour which opened last week, went on to confide that she sees her new role as a gift from fate, a second chance to do the right thing. “My opening line in the play is ‘What happened to her?’, and the first time I said them out loud in front of an audience, I felt a shiver down my spine. It was as if Dorothy was standing right next to me, reminding me of my debt to her memory. I owe her the truth, and it’s my intention to prove what really happened all those years ago. Perhaps then we can both find some peace.”

         ‘Miss Banks refuses to be drawn on whether or not she suspects anyone in particular of the crime, saying only that there were a number of people staying in the house at the time, all of whom were present when her sister died; intriguingly, she adds that “some of them obviously had secrets”. The tragedy took place at a farmhouse in East Sussex, which was run as a celebrated horticultural college and smallholding by Georgina Hartford-Wroe and her close friend, Harriet Barker. The two women – who also operated a lodging house on the premises – had recently been entrusted with the charge of schoolgirls keen to study garden design and the management of the land. After Dorothy Norwood’s death, and other accusations of impropriety that remained unproven at the time, Miss Hartford-Wroe and her companion were forced to close their disgraced establishment and move away from the area.

         ‘In more recent years, the farmhouse (which is situated just a few miles outside the pretty and historic town of Lewes) 22has enjoyed a different sort of notoriety as home to a number of prominent artists and members of the Bloomsbury group. But the mystery that surrounds the summer of 1915 grows deeper by the day – and its shadows continue to haunt Miss Banks in all their tragic fascination whenever she speaks those poignant opening lines: “What happened to her? She was perfectly well a few hours ago.”’

         ‘Is it accurate?’ Marta asked, when Josephine had finished reading.

         ‘Broadly speaking, yes. The only thing I could argue with is the sprinkling of melodrama. Dorothy’s death happened days after she made those accusations, not hours. But that’s a minor detail compared to everything else, and I suppose people would think me pedantic to point it out.’

         ‘It’s important, though. It undermines the idea that one was a direct result of the other.’

         ‘Yes, I suppose so.’

         ‘And these dangerous accusations – they were about the women who ran the place, presumably?’

         Josephine nodded. ‘Amongst other things. There was a lot of unpleasantness flying around, and not just inside the house. Farmers didn’t like women playing on the land; their wives didn’t like women playing with the farmers. It was very early in the war, and resentment hadn’t quite been trounced by grief.’

         ‘What happened to the two of them after they were forced to leave? The article doesn’t say.’

         ‘I’ve no idea – we were all hauled back to Eastbourne. There was no way that the principal of Moira House was going to allow its girls or its reputation to be touched by the scandal any more than they had been already.’ She glanced 23down at the newspaper again, looking this time at the photograph of Georgina Hartford-Wroe, a woman she had once admired. She was pictured outside in the garden, giving the day’s orders to one of her students, and there was something in the eagerness on the young girl’s face that brought the sadness of that summer back to Josephine in a way that all the Mirror’s sensationalising never could; it had all been so hopeful, she thought, so new and exciting.

         At the end of the article, there was a collection of photographs, including her own, grouped together under the loaded question ‘Who else was there?’ She scanned the faces, but there was no image of Harriet Barker, and Josephine remembered how she had always shunned the limelight, even though her contribution to the work of the college had been just as great as her friend’s. Someone in the Mirror’s art department had diligently tracked down the Moira House school photograph for 1915, but the newspaper had stopped short of identifying individual pupils and Josephine’s memory couldn’t do any better; the girls were virtually indistinguishable in their school hats and uniforms – and anyway, as she had said to Marta, it was all so long ago. Dorothy Norwood’s photograph was curiously absent from a story which was allegedly about keeping her memory alive; as far as Josephine could recall, the relationship between the two sisters had always been an unsettling mixture of dependence and rivalry, and she wondered if the latter had lingered; now that the limelight was quite literally hers, perhaps the actress in Elizabeth Banks refused to be upstaged by her long-dead twin.

         Her eyes fell on the final picture. Jeanette Sellwood had been a teacher at Moira House and the other chaperone to the girls. Like Josephine – whose recently taken photograph was 24the one she used in theatre programmes and anything else to do with her writing – Jeannie was shown as an older woman, but she had hardly changed at all in the intervening years. Her long, auburn hair was more styled, her face a little fuller, but still she had that wry smile and those dancing eyes that always seemed to want to know more than anyone could tell her. The picture was so familiar that it was easy to imagine her now, poring over the same page at home or at work, floored by this abrupt resurrection of half-buried memories. Suddenly, with an urgency that took her completely by surprise, Josephine longed to know what Jeannie had done with her life.

         ‘I bet the box office at the Gate has never been busier,’ she said, casting the paper aside with a heavy sigh. ‘It’s the best publicity a play could ask for. I wish I’d thought of it.’ She looked at Marta in despair. ‘What on earth am I going to do? Thousands of people will see this, and there’s no opportunity to answer back because it’s all so slyly done. They might have avoided actually using the word “suspects” but that’s exactly what this little collection of photographs is. The whole nation will be playing Poirot over their evening cocoa, and I’ll be odds-on favourite.’

         ‘Josephine, that’s not true.’

         ‘Of course it is. Listen to this.’ She picked up the paper again and read the caption beneath her photograph. ‘“The former teacher was present when Dorothy Norwood died and has since gone on to become one of our best known writers of detective stories, whose most recent novel was filmed by none other than Mr Alfred Hitchcock! Could her flair for fictional crime be inspired by more than just a rich imagination?” And I see I’m the only one with a special footnote. I suppose I should be flattered.’25

         ‘Why not use that to your advantage?’ Marta suggested. ‘Any editor would happily print your side of the story if you wanted to write it.’

         ‘And fan the flames even higher than they are already? That would just make things worse. As it is, I don’t believe for one moment that this will end here. All that nonsense about guests in the house having a secret – that’s just licence to speculate. People are bound to pick it up and start snooping around, and God knows what rubbish they’ll print when that happens. What on earth will my family think, Marta? Or my publisher? Or my neighbours in Inverness?’ She stopped before the list became too horrendous to contemplate. ‘You know I’m right. This is just the Mirror’s opening gambit. They’re fishing for people to come forward and stir up more trouble, and if that happens there’ll be a new revelation in the papers every day.’

         ‘You should talk to Archie about it. You know he’d want to help, and if you’ve got a friend at Scotland Yard, you might as well call on him.’

         Josephine hesitated. Her friendship with Archie Penrose was only now recovering from a crisis the year before, when Archie discovered in the most tragic of ways that he had a child, and that Josephine had – with the best of intentions – kept the secret from him. ‘I don’t want to bother him when he’s in Cornwall,’ she said. ‘This is the first chance he’s had to take Phyllis to meet his family, and he’s waited long enough for some time with his daughter.’

         Marta didn’t argue, but seemed deep in thought. ‘Don’t bite my head off,’ she said after a while, ‘but do you think this Banks woman could be right in one respect? Could it have been murder?’26

         ‘Of course not. This is all about boosting her career. As you said, if there was any truth in her story, why would she wait twenty-three years to bring it up? Shouldn’t she have been shouting from the rooftops to get justice for her sister?’

         Marta shrugged. ‘You’d think so, but sometimes things resurface when you least expect them to.’

         ‘All those emotions miraculously triggered by one brief line in a play?’

         ‘So you’re sure there was nothing strange about it at the time?’

         Josephine shook her head in exasperation. ‘I really don’t remember. So much has happened since then – it’s like trying to make out a faded photograph.’ The church clock began to whirr into life and she glanced at her watch. ‘I’ve got to go, or they’ll be starting the second act without a director. We’ll talk about this later.’

         ‘All right, but try not to let it get to you. No one in his right mind would believe you capable of murder just because you write books about it. People don’t kill to make themselves famous.’

         ‘Don’t you think so? That doesn’t say much for my last novel.’ She tried to smile, but failed miserably. ‘Anyway, it’s not just the girl’s death, is it? Let’s not forget the deviant love. What if people start looking more closely at my life? At you and me? They don’t have to tie me to a murder to destroy my reputation.’

         ‘But it’s the murder they’re interested in, not your private life.’

         It was unlike Marta to say something she didn’t believe simply to be kind, and somehow it made Josephine even more fearful. ‘Really?’ she demanded. ‘There were two men 27staying in that house at the time, but I don’t see their pictures in the rogues’ gallery. It’s obvious what the real crime is here. Lillian Hellman was spot-on about that.’ She was on the verge of tears but managed to force them back, angry with herself for feeling so vulnerable. ‘You have no idea what it was like for those two women once the rumours started, and it absolutely destroyed them. It wasn’t just one girl who couldn’t keep her mouth shut. It was the village, the farmers, the local papers. I can still feel it now – all the hate and the suspicion, the violence that was always just below the surface. No one even felt the need to hide it. On the contrary, they wore it like a badge of honour. I couldn’t live through that shame the way they did.’

         ‘I thought you said you couldn’t remember?’ Marta said gently, taking her hand. ‘It sounds to me like everyone suffered that summer.’ She didn’t press the point, and Josephine was grateful to her. ‘And scandal fades, you know. Trust me on that. It’s just a question of holding your nerve.’ Marta was such a strong, confident presence in her life that Josephine occasionally forgot how much grief and shame of her own she had lived through. ‘And do you know what really helped me to hold my head up again? Other than you, of course. It was facing it – going back to all the places that had caused the pain in the first place. People used to whisper about me in these streets and I thought I’d never be able to come back here, but I was wrong. They’re just streets.’

         ‘What are you saying?’

         ‘I assume the farmhouse they’re talking about is Charleston?’ Josephine nodded. ‘Well, let’s go there. Loppy can get you an invitation – she and Maynard are friends with the Bloomsbury lot, and they’ve got a house just down the 28road. In fact, didn’t she invite you last week and you were funny about it?’

         ‘I wasn’t funny about it,’ Josephine said defensively. ‘I just hate that sort of party. And why would I want to go back there now, with all this going on?’

         ‘Because it’s just a house, Josephine. A house where an accident happened nearly twenty-five years ago. You need to remind yourself of that and move on.’ Josephine hesitated, and Marta looked curiously at her. ‘Unless there’s something you haven’t told me. You’re not sure it was an accident, are you?’

         ‘I’ve never doubted it before.’

         ‘But?’

         ‘But now I’ve got over the shock, it doesn’t seem impossible. That’s all. I can’t explain why, but it doesn’t.’

         ‘Then all the more reason to go back. You have nothing to fear from the truth of what happened to Dorothy Norwood, we both know that – so why not try and find out? Play the Mirror at its own game and get to the bottom of it. If I wanted to be cynical, I’d say that’s exactly the way to get people on your side and deflect them from what you really don’t want them to know about. Sleight of hand – it works every time.’ She grinned and gave Josephine a kiss. ‘I’ve got to get back to my script. See you later, and don’t come home without an invitation to Sussex.’

         Josephine watched her go, then walked back to the theatre, deep in thought. In the green room she found the post she had been too busy to read earlier, knowing now why the handwriting on one of the letters looked familiar. She opened the small, blue envelope, forwarded from her London club. The note was brief and oddly polite, but it helped her make 29up her mind. ‘Loppy!’ she called, as the actress passed by on her way to the stage. ‘I never thanked you properly for the invitation. If the offer’s still open, Marta and I would love to come to Sussex at the weekend.’

         The actress smiled at her. ‘You change your mind about parties, Josephine? You surprise me.’

         ‘Am I that transparent? No, I haven’t changed my mind. I didn’t tell you before, but I spent some time at Charleston when I was younger, and I’d like to see it again.’

         ‘You were there before Vanessa and Duncan? When the house was even colder?’

         Josephine laughed. ‘It was summer when I stayed there, but now you mention it, home comforts were few and far between.’

         ‘How wonderful! Then you must come and look round. They will all be so pleased to meet you and hear about the old house, and I can introduce you to Grace.’

         ‘Grace?’

         ‘She is the housekeeper, and we are the best of friends. You will love her, I promise. Now, shall we go and smash some clay?’
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         The house was less forbidding than she remembered it. As soon as they left the Lewes to Eastbourne road, Josephine was struck anew by the utter peace of the place, by a gentleness that the soft colours of a fading summer only served to enhance. Despite the intervening years, the setting felt every bit as remote as it always had. The dusty old farm track was still just that, and several times Marta had to swerve to avoid cracks and potholes in the parched earth. For a while the track skirted a scruff of woodland, but then they were out into open farmland, with barns and other outbuildings visible across the fields. Finally, the house gave itself up to their search, its distinctive rectangular chimneys standing tall through the trees.

         Several cars were parked behind the orchard, where the shepherds’ huts once stood, and Marta pulled up alongside them. ‘I thought we’d never get here,’ she said. ‘You didn’t tell me it was in the middle of nowhere.’

         ‘It’s a farmhouse. Surely you weren’t expecting to find it just off Lewes high street?’

         Marta laughed. ‘No, I suppose not, but how on earth did you get around? Presumably you didn’t have a car.’

         ‘Miss H had a battered old van for deliveries and we were allowed to borrow it occasionally, but mostly we just walked across the fields to the village.’ It was the first time that Josephine had used the familiar term by which Georgina Hartford-Wroe had been known among the girls, and it brought back those 31days as vividly as seeing her photograph in the newspaper had. ‘It’s a lot quicker as the crow flies.’

         ‘And you were all so sickeningly fit, of course. I keep forgetting that.’

         ‘Fitter, and much younger.’ She got out of the car and looked round, pleased that the countryside could still stir in her the strange mixture of sadness and delight that was her customary response to places she loved. The scene in front of her hadn’t changed, but then how could it, subject to the cycle of the seasons and nothing more? Firle Beacon, the highest point of the downs, rose suddenly out of an otherwise flat landscape, and the dark ribbon of hills formed an austere backdrop to the house, making the green of the trees more brilliant.

         ‘Ready to go in?’ Marta asked.

         ‘No, but we might as well get it over with.’ She led the way, memory taking her easily to the narrow path that ran alongside the walled garden. The house ambushed you suddenly; she had forgotten that. Even with a generous autumn sun to bring colour to its walls, the facade remained a sober, unfussy mixture of brick and flint, and the only adornment was a gabled porch jutting out onto the gravel. The Virginia creeper that once ran wild across the front had been stripped away, exposing six wide sash windows, all thrown open to the air, and Josephine glanced up at the room which had once been hers – east-facing, so that she woke each morning to a haze of sunlight filtering through the silver branches of the willow tree by the pond.

         ‘It doesn’t look like a house of scandal,’ Marta said, looking appreciatively at its solid, simple form. ‘That must be a great disappointment to the Daily Mirror.’32

         She was right, Josephine thought; there was a dignity about its lack of pretension. ‘Perhaps they’ll dig up an old picture,’ she said. ‘It looks much friendlier now than it used to.’ The front door stood open and the contrast continued inside. From the hallway, she could see that the house’s rambling interior remained essentially unchanged since her last visit, but the atmosphere in the downstairs rooms had been utterly transformed. The old, overbearing wallpaper was replaced now by a soft grey distemper, which soaked up the light and emphasised the colours of the paintings on the walls. A gramophone record was playing deeper in the house, something by Haydn or Mozart, and Josephine was relieved to find that the party was a more relaxed affair than she had imagined – a handful of guests who all seemed very much at home, talking in small groups and drinking tea.

         Loppy waved as soon as she saw them and ushered them into the dining room, where a round table – hand painted in delicate pastel shades – was laden with sandwiches and freshly baked cakes. ‘Ah, Josephine, Marta – you are here at last. Come, have some tea and let Grace get you something to eat.’ She beckoned the housekeeper over from the other side of the room, an attractive woman with stylish, well-cut brown hair whom Josephine would have assumed to be one of the guests had she not been working so hard. ‘Grace, these are my friends from Cambridge. Josephine, she has created the wonderful play you are coming to see next week, and Marta, she writes scripts for the movies and works with all the best directors.’

         The housekeeper nodded and smiled at Josephine. ‘Mrs Keynes was telling me you stayed here during the war.’ 33Her voice was light and disarmingly girlish, with the faintest hint of a Norfolk accent. ‘Is it nice to be back?’

         ‘Very nice, if a little strange after all this time.’ She looked round, noticing that the old fire grate and its surrounds had been removed to reveal a large open hearth, big enough for an armchair on either side of the chimney breast. The room was comfortable and welcoming now, with windows on two sides, floral chintz curtains and an array of brightly coloured plates on the mantelshelf, but still she found it hard to shake off the tension she associated with this part of the house in the old days, when angry words across the breakfast table had made the space seem tense and claustrophobic. ‘I was only here for a summer,’ she added, conscious that both Grace and Loppy were hoping to hear more from her, ‘but it was my first time in this part of the world and I’ve loved it ever since. I suppose it’s because I associate it with my first real taste of freedom.’

         Grace looked at her with interest. ‘That’s strange,’ she said, ‘but someone else said that to me recently.’

         ‘Really? Who?’

         ‘A woman turned up out of the blue last week. Tuesday or Wednesday, it must have been, because Mrs Bell and Mr Grant were still away. She said she’d lived here once, like you, and asked if she could have a look round for old times’ sake. I let her see the garden but not the house – told her she’d have to write and make a proper appointment if she wanted to come in.’

         ‘Did she give a name?’ Marta asked, and then, when Grace shook her head: ‘Can you remember what she looked like?’

         The housekeeper thought for a moment, absentmindedly playing with one of her round, blue earrings. ‘Fair hair, slim, 34and about my height. Nice clothes, but nothing out of the ordinary.’

         ‘Could it have been this woman?’ Josephine took the newspaper article out of her bag and showed Grace the photograph of Elizabeth Banks. ‘She was here with me that summer, and she’s been talking about it in the papers recently.’

         ‘Is that right? We had a couple of people snooping round with cameras yesterday, but I didn’t know why.’ Grace scanned the article with obvious scepticism. ‘Not a bad way to get yourself noticed,’ she said. ‘I suppose it could have been her, but the woman I spoke to was wearing dark glasses so I can’t say for sure. She wore her hair differently, too, but no doubt this one’s done herself up for the press.’

         Josephine smiled in agreement. ‘She certainly wasn’t blonde the last time I met her.’

         ‘I dare say.’ Grace handed the article to Loppy, who had been trying to read it over her shoulder. ‘As far as I know, the woman I met hasn’t bothered writing here like I told her to, but if I hear anything else I’ll tell Mrs Keynes and she can pass it on. Now – what can I get you to eat?’

         She filled their plates, then headed back to the kitchen to make more tea and Josephine retrieved her newspaper. ‘Are Ronnie and Lettice here yet?’ she asked, changing the subject.

         ‘Oh yes. Vanessa took them through to the sitting room. Come, I will show you – it is just across the hall.’

         ‘I can’t believe I’m about to meet Virginia Woolf’s sister,’ Marta whispered as they followed Loppy into the next room.

         ‘Hasn’t it crossed your mind that Virginia Woolf herself might actually be here?’

         ‘Of course it has. I lay awake all last night, terrified you might let slip what you think of her work.’35

         Josephine laughed out loud. ‘I promise not to embarrass you – not unless I’m really provoked. And anyway, it’s only the novels I can’t stand. When you gave me The Years to try, I thought it was a title, not an estimate of how much time I should put aside to read it.’

         As it turned out, there was no need for Marta to worry. Except for Maynard and another man, who were deep in conversation by the window, the Motley sisters were alone in the room. ‘You’re a sight for sore eyes,’ Ronnie said, looking approvingly at Josephine’s black and white dress. ‘All this colour is giving me a headache.’ The house’s unconventional decorative scheme was certainly more in evidence here than it had been in the dining room. A row of wooden panels below the window was painted with flowers which mirrored those in a vase on the table, and the top half of the door had been embellished with a similar design in stronger colours. In theory, it was a strangely modern vision to impose on an old Sussex farmhouse, but the miracle for Josephine was that it didn’t seem more alien. Ronnie looked pointedly at the fireplace surround, which boasted a striking combination of circles and crosshatching. ‘Those repeating patterns don’t exactly repeat, do they?’ she said. ‘And as for the lampshade …’

         Lettice glared at her sister and put her empty plate down on one of the bookshelves. ‘Have you found anything out about the murder yet?’ she asked eagerly.

         Josephine looked sharply at Marta, who held up her hands in a protestation of innocence. ‘Don’t look at me. I haven’t said a word.’

         ‘She didn’t have to. We do read the papers, you know.’

         ‘Then you’ll know the whole thing is four parts gossip 36and one part speculation,’ Josephine said firmly. ‘And I don’t think we should make too much of it while we’re here. They don’t seem to know anything about it at the moment and I’d rather keep it that way.’

         Lettice looked disappointed. ‘All right, but if you want us to dig anything up, you know where we are. It wouldn’t be the first time you’d sent us in undercover. I seem to remember we were quite good at it.’

         ‘Who do you think Grace’s visitor was?’ Marta interrupted, ignoring Josephine’s stipulation. ‘It was before the newspaper came out, so she obviously wasn’t just someone who’d read the article and fancied a look at the crime scene.’

         ‘I wish you’d stop calling it a crime scene,’ Josephine said, as Lettice and Ronnie drifted off in search of more tea. ‘We don’t know that, and coming back here hasn’t made me change my mind. But my money would be on Faith Hope, having a look round before she wrote her article. That, or Betty herself.’

         ‘If it was Betty, that remark about the house being her first taste of freedom is interesting.’

         ‘Why? I’m sure that was true for most of us.’

         ‘Yes, but she could have meant that it was her sister’s death that set her free.’

         Josephine was about to argue with Marta’s stretch of the imagination, but now she thought about it, Betty had always walked in her sister’s shadow. If both girls had lived, it would be Dorothy, surely, who was the more likely to find success as an actress. Before she could answer, Loppy came back into the room with another woman, obviously their host. ‘Josephine, Marta – this is Nessa. She has been very keen to meet you.’

         Vanessa Bell must have been in her late fifties but she was still a strikingly beautiful woman – tall, with strong features 37and long fair hair, and a natural grace to every movement that she made. ‘Welcome to Charleston,’ she said warmly. ‘It was good of you to make the trip from Cambridge. Maynard was telling me how busy you’ve been with the play.’

         Whether consciously or not, a single sentence had effectively marginalised Loppy from the conversation, and Josephine began to understand how difficult it must have been for the new Mrs Keynes to break into her husband’s close-knit group of friends. No wonder she seemed to spend most of her time gossiping in the kitchen with Grace; they were natural allies, intimates and outsiders at the same time. ‘Yes, it’s been hard work to get everything together in a couple of weeks,’ she said, ‘but we’re blessed with a very fine cast and the theatre itself is beautiful.’

         ‘And we had a mutual friend in Cambridge, too, I understand. Bridget Foley? What a terrible thing to happen.’

         Josephine hesitated, caught off guard by the mention of Archie’s lover, who had died the year before. Her own relationship with Bridget had been fraught with complications, dogged by buried secrets and their respective attachments to Archie; she would never have described them as friends, but it seemed churlish to say so now. ‘Yes, although we didn’t have very long to get to know each other. I only met her when she and Archie grew close again.’

         ‘She often used to come here with Carrington in the early days,’ Vanessa said. ‘We’ve got one of her paintings upstairs, and I’ve always loved it. Her death was such a shock, but then last year was nothing but sadness.’

         It was impossible to ask what she meant when they were obviously expected to know, and Josephine’s curiosity had to wait until Vanessa moved on to greet other guests. ‘Her son 38died in the Spanish war,’ Loppy explained. ‘Grace says it is the only bad thing she has ever known to happen here. Nessa was devastated. There was nothing anyone could do to help, not even Virginia.’

         ‘No one can touch you when you’ve lost a child,’ Marta said, and Loppy looked at her, sensing the strength of feeling behind the comment but too discreet to probe further.

         ‘Was he Vanessa’s only son?’ Josephine asked.

         ‘No, there’s Quentin – he’s an artist – and she has a daughter with Duncan called Angelica. You must meet Duncan. He’s such a sweet boy, and Grace is devoted to him. He and Maynard were once so in love.’

         The comment was made without any of the complications or resentment it implied, and Josephine looked at Marta, who simply shrugged. ‘You’ve got to give them credit for their understanding,’ she said, as they wandered out into the walled garden for some time to themselves. ‘I used to think our love life was complicated.’

         ‘That’s because it was.’ Josephine smiled and briefly took Marta’s hand. ‘Worth it, though. Shall we have a look round?’

         They set off down the nearest path, lined with roses on both sides. It was still early afternoon, but the air had been quick to acquire the chill of an autumn day and Josephine shivered, wishing she had thought to bring her coat in from the car. The old elm trees which used to shield the garden on two sides from northerly winds had either been felled or had succumbed to disease, leaving the garden more exposed, and the extra light seemed to have drawn every ounce of drama from the soil in an explosion of colour and growth. ‘This is stunning,’ Marta said, admiring a blaze of dahlias and hollyhocks that jostled for position in the same patch of earth. ‘You can tell it’s 39been designed by an artist. It’s all about colour and form, and very little to do with gardening.’

         It did seem as if the decoration on the walls inside had forced its way out through the windows, and Josephine wondered what Miss H would have had to say about the beautiful disorder that now blurred her strict lines and carefully contained borders; how little time it had taken to obliterate something that had once seemed so functional and productive. She left Marta in her element by the flower beds, and headed for the wooden gate that led out through the crumbling red-brick wall to the paddocks beyond. The paint was the same pale grey colour that it had always been, sun-scorched and peeling away from the wood, and as she pushed it open she heard the familiar rising squeal of rusty hinges that no amount of oil had ever silenced. Back then, it had been a useful way to monitor the girls’ comings and goings; she had always known how many were passing through by the time it took the gate to slam shut.

         With a mixture of relief and disappointment, she saw instantly that there was nothing left of the old greenhouse. In its place was a compost heap, overrun with nettles, and a few newly planted fruit trees with clusters of lords-and-ladies around the trunks. The potting shed was still there, filled with damaged garden furniture and things discarded from the house over several years. Josephine peered through the window at the miscellany of boxes, filled with broken crockery and coloured glass, all presumably waiting to be made into mosaics like those she had seen dotted around the walled garden. Everything was covered by a silver labyrinth of spiders’ webs, miraculously strong enough to hold the past in place.40

         A path to her left took her the long way round to the front door, down by the side of the house and past the old dairy and kitchens. She paused by the gate that separated the gardens from the farm and looked back at what had once been the college office, very much Miss H’s domain. If her visit had been designed to bring those people back to life, it had not disappointed: standing here, with the solid walls at her back and the sound of voices through the open window, it was easy to conjure up an image of the girls at work in the gardens or to relive the conversations over supper. But that still didn’t answer any of Marta’s questions, or satisfy her own niggling doubts about Dorothy Norwood’s death. Had the barely suppressed hostility in that community really ended in violence? Would two women – women she had liked and admired – stop at nothing to protect their reputation? Or was that simply a convenient smokescreen to hide a different motive altogether? There was only one way to find out, and she knew now that she would have to try to track them down and speak to them.

         She shivered again and went back to find Marta, half wishing that she hadn’t come. A sadness had taken hold of her as soon as she crossed the threshold, partly because of memories which she would rather not revisit, partly because of the way the house felt now – grieving, in spite of its colour and its laughter; talking constantly to keep the despair at bay. There was no sign of Marta in the garden so she went back inside to look for her, but on her way through the downstairs rooms curiosity about the rest of the house got the better of her. The steps to the first floor were steep and narrow, but she took them boldly, prepared to ask for the bathroom if anyone challenged her. As she had hoped, the bedrooms were quiet and obviously empty, so she followed the dimly lit landing 41round to the front, surprised to see that the ceramic number plates which had been above the doors when Charleston was a guest house were still there.

         The door to her room was closed and her nerve stopped short of trying the handle, but Jeannie’s old bedroom – number five, a little further down – was more obliging. The hinges creaked as she pushed at the half-open door, and she presumed that the room must now be used for guests because there was a suitcase on one of the twin beds, its contents strewn hurriedly across the bedspread. She looked round at the motley furnishings and walked over to the window, catching the scent from a pot of lavender which was drying on the sill. The view to the west was disappointing, but if the maze of outbuilding rooftops lacked beauty, they made up for it by offering an alternative means of entry and escape that she had often taken advantage of. Immediately below, the noises from the kitchen were familiar, and she remembered the early morning sound of Harriet Barker’s footsteps on the attic stairs, which ran immediately behind the bedroom wall, a warning that the household was about to come to life.

         The curtains billowed in the breeze, bringing Josephine back to the present. She heard someone coming and hurried to the door, only to find herself face to face with a man on the landing. ‘Hello there,’ he said, apparently unsurprised to see her. He probably assumed that she was staying the night in the guest room, so she returned the greeting as casually as possible and introduced herself. ‘Ah, you’re Loppy’s friend – the playwright? Very nice to meet you. I’m Duncan Grant.’

         His words were muffled a little by the cigarette hanging from his lips, but his voice was warm and surprisingly gentle. Josephine looked at Loppy’s ‘sweet boy’ and knew exactly 42what she meant: even as a middle-aged man Grant was exceptionally attractive, with thick, dark hair parted at the side and piercing blue eyes; in his youth, he must have been beautiful. She was about to say something complimentary about the house when she noticed a picture hanging on the landing wall opposite; she hadn’t seen it coming up in the gloom, but the light from the spare room behind her dispelled the shadows on the canvas and she stared in surprise. Grant looked at her curiously. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘but I suddenly recognised that painting. I don’t know if Loppy told you, but I stayed here during the war and the man who painted it was one of the other lodgers. I watched him working on it, but I’ve never seen it finished.’

         ‘Then be my guest.’ He threw open the other bedroom doors to allow more light onto the landing, then came to stand beside her. ‘Good, isn’t it?’

         The image was certainly very powerful. A soldier stood in the foreground, looking gravely into the distance as he prepared to put on his gas mask. Behind him, other members of his platoon wrestled with their kit, helping each other with straps and buckles in a simple but touching gesture of friendship. The painting was a sombre palette of browns and khaki, lifted here and there by a metal object picked out in gold metallic paint. In the darker shadows on the left-hand side, a soldier stood apart from the rest, distant and impersonal with his mask already on, and Josephine was struck by the picture’s quiet but eloquent statement on the dehumanising effects of war. ‘Do you know Peter Whittaker?’ she asked, wondering if the artist was now one of the many regular visitors to the house.

         ‘No, we never met him. This was hanging in the hall downstairs when we moved in, and it seemed wrong to get rid of 43it. Nessa’s not so keen, but she’ll just about tolerate it up here in the dark.’

         ‘So Whittaker was killed in the war?’ Josephine asked, picking up on his use of the past tense. ‘He was convalescing when I knew him, and waiting to be recalled.’

         ‘To be honest, I don’t know for certain, but I’ve always assumed he was killed. So many of them died, and with a talent like that, I think we would have heard about it if he were still painting.’ He hitched his trousers up, and Josephine noticed that they were held up with a red tie rather than a belt. ‘We’ve got some sketches of his downstairs that might interest you. At least I think they’re his – they’re not signed, but the style is quite distinctive. We found them in an old portfolio when we were building the studio – they must have been lying around in that shed for years. Would you like to take a look if I can lay my hands on them?’

         ‘Yes, I’d love to.’

         ‘Come on then.’

         He ran down the stairs like a boy on Christmas morning and Josephine followed – through the old dairy, which was now a garden room, and into a light, open space whose high vaulted ceiling was completely in contrast to the proportions of the rest of the house. ‘This used to be the chicken run,’ she said with a smile.

         ‘Yes. We converted it about ten years ago, when the lease was extended, although I suppose you could say we’re still scratching around in it.’ He grinned at her, and began to rummage through a cupboard piled high with prints, sketchbooks and gallery catalogues. ‘They’re here somewhere, but I haven’t had them out for years.’

         Josephine looked round in fascination as he began to throw 44more and more paper down onto the floor. Despite its inevitable clutter, the studio was a peaceful room, filled with a cool, still light that was fading now as the afternoon went on. The gunpowder walls were hung with canvases which she assumed were Duncan’s and Vanessa’s, and everything that had contributed to their creation was scattered like shrapnel about the room: easels and paint boxes; brushes in jam jars and bottles of linseed oil; palettes and tubes of paint; plaster busts, photographs and a collection of curious objets d’art that lived in unlikely harmony on the mantelpiece. Ashtrays overflowed on every surface, and the air was heavy with the smell of tobacco mixed with turpentine. A vase of flowers and a gramophone struck a more homely note, the latter decorated with a painted nymph, and an armchair stood on either side of a large black stove. The easels, too, stood in companionable proximity, and Josephine tried to imagine herself and Marta working together like that and sharing a table to write. It would be a battleground, she realised: arguments over music or silence, with Marta constantly irritated by the noise of a typewriter and she by the scratching of a pen or the fug of cigarette smoke. Neither their careers nor their relationship would last the month, and she began to understand the respect and tolerance that must exist between the two artists. ‘When exactly were you here?’ Duncan called over his shoulder, as the pile of sorted papers began to dwarf what was left in the cupboard.

         ‘The summer of 1915. It was a horticultural college for girls, part of the war effort.’

         ‘Ah, that explains why the grounds were nothing but a sea of mud and potatoes. It took us ages to get the garden round, but thinking about it, we should have left it as it was. We’ll all be growing our own food again soon.’45

         ‘Was it really that bad when you arrived?’

         ‘Yes, although that wasn’t until the autumn of the following year and I think there must have been other tenants in between. They’d kept animals in all the downstairs rooms and that doesn’t sound like a ladies’ college.’ He smiled again and scratched his head, ruffling hair that was already unruly. ‘The place was going to wrack and ruin, with damp everywhere and the most awful wallpaper you’ve ever seen. Just as well it was falling off the walls, and we certainly helped it on its way.’

         ‘How did you find the house? Were you living round here already?’

         ‘No, but Nessa’s sister was. She and Leonard were down at Asheham, and she saw Charleston one day when she was out walking. We were in Suffolk at the time, but Bunny and I were conscientious objectors and growing raspberries in Wissett wasn’t arduous enough to constitute essential work, so we took farm work here instead and rented the house. It was that or prison.’ Josephine had no idea who Bunny was, but there was a triumphant cry from the cupboard before she could ask. ‘Here it is. I knew I’d kept them.’

         He took the old leather portfolio over to a table and, without ceremony, dumped a sheaf of his own sketches onto the floor. The first drawings that he pulled out were single studies, some for the painting on the landing and others for work she didn’t recognise. Duncan passed them over to her, occasionally commenting on some small quirk or detail, and she noticed how the pictures came to life in his hand. He possessed that unselfconscious charm of someone who had always known what he wanted to do in life and now had the luxury of doing it, and Josephine could easily understand 46why people fell so easily under his spell. ‘These are so different,’ she observed suddenly, shocked by the next series of sketchbooks that came out of the folder. ‘They’re so …’

         ‘Accurate?’ Duncan suggested wryly, as she searched for the right word.

         ‘Yes, I suppose that’s exactly it.’ She turned the pages slowly, trying to come to terms with their anger. All the violence that had been so carefully suppressed in the finished painting upstairs was here given a free rein, and she stared down at images of dead bodies on the battlefield and war-torn landscapes, of men’s faces filled with hate. Somehow, the carefully controlled beauty of the draughtsmanship only served to emphasise the horror. She looked at Duncan but he was staring fixedly down, his jaw set, and she wondered if the drawings were a rebuke to his conscience for the safety of his own war, or simply a confirmation that he had been right all along. ‘You never know what people are feeling, do you?’ she said quietly, remembering the young man who had sat across the breakfast table from her, white-faced whenever a letter was delivered that might recall him to the Front, but stoically accepting its inevitability. Occasionally, there had been outbursts of temper, which she had put down to fear or frustration, but nothing to suggest the darkness that had found its outlet on these pages.
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