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But must not all these new prodigies efface themselves before the most amazing, the most troubling of all: that which at last appears to give man the power to create in his turn, to make solid the unreachable ghost which fades as soon as seen, without leaving a shadow in the looking-glass, a shiver in the water of the pool?
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Part One

Perception becomes a language . . . The far greater part of what is supposed to be perception is only the body of ideas which a perception has awakened.


 


Thomas Wedgwood: Essay on Vision





I




Lancashire, 1819 

Had I not been there, no account, no print, no evidence of witnesses could have made me believe what I saw that day.

I had arrived at the Durwards’ home only the evening before, and on the morrow there was enough uneasiness reported for Mr Durward to feel obliged to go early to his printworks. His elder daughter, Miss Durward, was absent, and as the morning wore on, his younger daughter, Mrs Greenshaw, could no longer disguise her anxiety for her sister. She set ever more stitches awry, and even wondered aloud if she ought to send for her son Tom to be fetched home from his favourite playground in the woods. In such a case I would always have offered my services to find and escort Miss Durward home. But I should mention that Mrs Greenshaw was the young widow whose affections, though we all cloaked the fact in other words, I had come into Lancashire to engage.

My offer was greeted with relief and gratitude, and I received my orders: I must seek Miss Durward in the town, at the house of her old nurse Mrs Heelis, which was in Dickinson Street, hard by St Peter’s Field where the meeting which was the cause  of so much unease was to take place. It was rumoured that the magistrates were even now mustering the militia to disband the meeting. In the town, every shop that I could see was boarded up, every window shuttered, and while we were yet some distance away, my hack was brought to a halt by the absolute solidity of the crowd all about us. I paid it off and made my way on foot through the hot streets, assisted by the movement of the mass, which was almost as steady as I was accustomed to observe in the Peninsula, though rather more motley, and very much more good-tempered. As we arrived on open ground not far from Dickinson Street the crowd became still more tightly packed. I abandoned any notion of making directly for my goal, and began to work my way round the edges of the throng. Shirtsleeves and leather aprons and petticoats and Sunday-best pinafores may not easily be counted by company or regiment, but trumpets and drums there were aplenty, and flags, or rather banners, borne aloft in the heat-hazed air with every bit as much pride as that of a colour-sergeant of Guards. I was astounded too to see blood-red, tin caps of liberty bobbing on poles above my head. True, these iron-workers and cotton-spinners were perhaps not bred of the same stock as my slow-spoken, country people at Kersey, but I could scarcely credit that any Englishman would willingly bear so infamous a sign of revolution and foreign tyranny.

The distance I had already walked, and my slow progress in the crowd, had inevitably made my leg ache, and despite my stick, I stumbled in trying to get between human bodies and iron railings. The roar of cheers and cries and the crash of music in my ears was solid and unwavering, like the haze of sweat and sooty dust through which we all moved. Over the caps and hats and beavers I could  just make out a little group - ladies as well as men - standing on what seemed to be two haycarts lashed together to form a platform. One man appeared to be making a speech, though only a few could possibly have made out his meaning, and the rest began to push and mutter in their impatience.

And then from my left - the south-west - I heard cavalry, charging. On they came, all order lost before ever they reached the open ground, their sabres out, cutting at whatever man, woman or child was within range. Some of the people tried to flee; others stood their ground. I saw a special constable go down to a cavalryman who, through the dust, took his truncheon to be a cudgel. At my elbow a lad fell, blood all over his face, and I caught at the bridle of the militiaman that did it.

‘For shame, sir!’ I cried. ‘Won’t you give them time to get away? Don’t you see them down?’

He looked at me, but I was not in uniform, no longer commissioned, and he wrenched his horse’s head out of my grasp.

‘It’s Billy Kirby!’ cried a girl’s voice. ‘Billy, it’s us! You’ll not hurt ye marrahs!’ But the rider could not or would not rein in, and the girl went down beneath his hoofs.

I started forward, but was knocked aside by a huge man clad as a blacksmith and intent on wrenching the iron railings behind me from the ground. Even after several years I am not as nimble as a man with two legs of his own. I fell heavily, and in the time it took me to right myself the yeoman cavalry had hacked and slashed their way across the field under a hail of stones, bricks and iron bars. At my feet lay a woman, her hands pressed to her breast from where blood oozed between her fingers, her moans feeble from the extremity of her suffering. Even as I looked round to seek help for her in the hurrying, scrambling crowd,  her moans ceased. I knelt down beside her as quickly as I might, but she was as dead as any of my men in the breach at Badajoz.

The crowd was slackening a little. On the far side of the field I could make out a company of the 15th Hussars picking their way among the fallen and using the flat of their sabres to hasten the remains of the great gathering back to the courts and mills and villages whence they had come. The people went, stumbling with fear, or with the dull, hunched walk of prisoners of war, dragging their wounded with them. Only a few foolhardy lads turned to fling a final, defiant stone.

The woman at my feet was beyond all aid, and I looked about me. I was almost level with Dickinson Street; as I tried to recall which of the little houses it was that I sought, one of the front doors opened and a lady ran out and down the steps, crying, ‘Tom? Tom!’

‘Miss Durward?’

She stopped.

‘Forgive me. I am Major Fairhurst. I arrived last night. Your mother asked me to come to escort you home.’

‘Oh - yes - I’ve lost Tom.’

‘You’ve lost him? Tom Greenshaw? He was here, then?’

‘Yes -’ she spoke pantingly ‘- he followed me here, this morning. It seemed safer to keep him with us, but I had no means of sending to tell Hetty, Mrs Greenshaw. When he saw those accurst soldiers he ran out. I didn’t know! He’s lost!’

‘We shall find him,’ I said. ‘He will not have got far, with so tight-packed a crowd.’

Without a word she set off across the field. Most who could move themselves or had friends to carry them away were gone. I saw abandoned clogs, bonnets, a trampled cap of liberty, a  scarlet spinning top. A still form - too big to be that of a lost child - lay beneath a banner carefully spread; stitched in red wool were the words Let us die like men and not be sold like slaves.

Behind us, a lieutenant of the 88th Infantry called, ‘There’s the Riot Act again, for all to hear! Now, men!’ even as I saw the Hussars dragging up two six-pounders. I shouted to warn Miss Durward that she must take cover, but could not reach her in time. But she barely flinched as the guns were fired, then continued treading methodically to and fro across the plain, calling the boy’s name. She reached the hustings and there she found him, lying all but under one of the wheels.

She knelt with a cry. The child lay awkwardly, one arm twisted beneath him and his jacket thick with dirt and dust, but I could see no obvious wounds, barring a bruise on his pale cheek.

‘He breathes,’ she said, and tried to gather him to her. ‘Oh, how will I tell Hetty?’ I tried to prevent her moving him, but she pushed my hand away. ‘Nonsense! He’s not too heavy for me. I’m strong enough.’

‘Perhaps,’ I said. ‘But I think he’s been trampled. We must keep him as still as possible.’ I wrenched a plank from the hustings, and laid it on the ground. ‘We must get him indoors, and I’ll fetch a doctor.’

And so a lame man and a lady carried this broken child through the hot, dust-laden wind that threw lost handkerchiefs and crumpled handbills across his insensate face.

 



By the time I returned with the news that the only doctor I could find would not promise more than to be with us by nightfall, one of the Durward grooms had arrived. In fact it was he who let me into the house again. ‘You’d be Major Fairhurst,  might I make so bold as to ask? I was told off by Mrs Greenshaw to bring word of Master Tom’s running away in case he was here,’ he said. ‘She said as you might be here, and to seek you out. But I had my horse taken by some scum of an agitator trying to get away. Miss Durward is writing a note now.’ I nodded, relieved that at least he had not had to tell me that the worst had happened, and climbed upstairs as fast as I might to tap on the best bedchamber door.

Tom still lay insensate, limp and straight under nothing but a thin sheet, for the room was hard beneath the roof and baked under the August sun. He had his mother’s dark hair, thick with dust, but his face had the absolute pallor of deep stupor. The nurse, Mrs Heelis, her eyes red with weeping but her wrinkled hands quick and quiet, was bathing his brow. Miss Durward was sitting in the window, writing hastily on a sheet of paper that appeared to have been torn from the sketchbook that lay before her. I told them about the doctor. ‘He is not known here - his practice is in Shrewsbury - so he is not so busy. But he appears to be a very experienced man - he was well known to a couple of gentlemen that I ran across.’

‘Thank you,’ said Miss Durward. ‘Nurse is doing what she can - there is so little when we do not know the nature of his injuries. We have decided not to use salts or burnt feathers to rouse him, in case he should sneeze or cough.’

‘Have you finished your letter?’ I asked. ‘The streets seem quiet enough; it should be safe, if your man doesn’t delay.’

‘Yes,’ she said, dropping wax on to the paper with a steady hand and pressing a seal into it as neatly as any clerk.

‘Or I could take it back, if you think Mrs Greenshaw - and your parents - would be reassured by my doing so.’

‘No,’ said Nurse, straightening up and wiping her hands on her apron. ‘That James can go. Do you take Miss Durward downstairs, if you wouldn’t mind, sir, and see she drinks some tea.’ Miss Durward rose, walked a pace, then stayed standing helplessly by the foot of the bed. ‘Go on, Miss Lucy, dear. You’ve written to Miss Hetty - Mrs Jack, I should say - and that’s what I couldn’t do, not as you can. The blest lamb’ll be none the better for your hanging about. I’ll call if I need you.’

I followed Miss Durward downstairs into a neat little parlour. On entering the room, she sat down very suddenly on the nearest chair and started to weep, so that it was I who went in search of the maid-of-all-work, and asked for tea in Miss Durward’s name. When I returned she was already calmer, as if such tears did not overwhelm her habitually, or for long. As the tea-tray came into view, she sat up and wiped her eyes but made no effort to smooth her disordered and dusty hair, and still appeared so far from well that I poured out her cup of tea and took it to her where she sat by the door.

‘Thank you,’ she said, in a low tone. ‘I’m sorry. Tom is the apple of Hetty’s eye, and my parents’ too. Since Jack’s death and the loss of her—since her indisposition, she has only him, and if . . .’ She looked up. ‘It’s silly, but I can’t forget that it is his birthday next week. Hetty has planned all sorts of treats. If he should . . . Oh, if only she could be here!’

‘Mrs Greenshaw would not be able to come, of course. But Mrs Durward?’

‘My mother would come if she could. How safe would you judge it to be, out there?’

‘I can’t say.’ I got up and looked out of the window. There were no bodies now lying on the trampled earth, although the  field was still strewn with fallen placards, bricks, bars, walking-sticks and blood-smeared kerchiefs. Faintly I could hear small outbreaks of fighting and musket fire. On the far side of the field a group of burghers and gentlemen in dark coats were hurrying away towards Dean’s Gate, surrounded by a force of what I took to be special constables, twice theirs in number. ‘It may be perfectly safe, though I would not advise a lady to travel. But—’ I shook my head and drank my tea in one gulp, wishing it were brandy or even cold water. Miss Durward continued to look at me. ‘In ten years of soldiering, I have never known anything like this. For soldiers - men such as my own - to charge peaceful civilians, their own countrymen . . .’

‘But you said it was the militia, not the regulars.’

‘Yes, for the most part. They cannot have been properly commanded. But even so . . .’

She did not answer me directly. ‘The people could not get away. Even when they tried. I was sitting in the window upstairs, the better to see. There are so few ways out of St Peter’s Field. Women - boys - children . . . Oh! It makes me so angry to see such things . . . But they cannot be new to one of your profession.’

‘No, in point of blood spilt. But on campaign, if they were not the enemy, they were at least harbouring him. We could—’ My thought was ill-developed, and was in any case interrupted by a brisk rat-tat-tat at the front door, and the shuffle of the little maid along the passage to answer it. A man’s voice requested her assurance, and received it, that this was the house to which Major Fairhurst had bidden the doctor. I hastened out. The doctor himself was being helped out of his carriage, while under the shifting of his considerable weight I saw that a few books tumbled out from where they were stacked by its open door.

Miss Durward greeted him as his footman assisted him up the steps, and led him upstairs as quickly as her good manners and his bulk would allow. I was left to contemplate the cooling teapot and the worn but spotless furniture, the wool-work proverbs and brightly coloured tracts that hung on the walls, and a gaudy print of their Majesties and their royal offspring, made many years ago, it appeared, when it was still possible to show innocence and sobriety in the children, and sanity in their father. Among the pictures with which Mrs Heelis had chosen to ornament her parlour, and more absorbing to the eye that had taken notice of them than any other, were a number of sketches. Peering at a charmingly drawn head of Mrs Greenshaw, I saw writing at the foot: Mrs Jack, for dear Nurse, and the initials L.D. Miss Durward had sketched her sister. In the softening light the silvery pencil lines seemed to conjure life itself from the rough, cream-coloured paper on which they were laid, so that the rosy cheeks in the small portrait in oils of the same subject, which hung nearby, seemed merely colourful. Was it that Miss Durward was a more skilful draughtswoman than she was a painter, I pondered, seeking occupation for a mind troubled by events, but impotent. Was it the deliberate omission of so much descriptive power - in the omission of colour - that demanded the onlooker engage his own sympathies with the subject, and thus breathe life into the image? In following the pencil sweeping over the paper - smudging a shadow here, touching in an eyelash there - one all but saw the hand that had drawn those lines. Very young and very pretty Mrs Greenshaw’s face was, as I had been promised. I had been promised, too, that her health, and her mourning for her dead husband, would mend soon enough, and that the improvement in her circumstances consequent on our  engagement would itself speed her recovery. If that were so, then her only child, the broken little boy who lay upstairs, would become my child.

That the thought of having a child I could, after all, call mine nearly overwhelmed me, I ascribed to the events of the day, and the circumstances in which I found myself. I pulled myself together and looked at the drawing again. In following one sister’s hand, one could see the other sister’s face as immediately as she had. What is real life to us, I wondered, if it can be brought forth by such means? And what can such life have to say to the loss of it?

The door opened, and the doctor entered the room. My thoughts snapped to attention. ‘How is he?’

‘He has regained his senses,’ said the doctor. His voice was very high-pitched for so tall and broad a man, but he spoke with great calm and authority. ‘I never like to discuss things in such a child’s hearing. Miss Durward will be down directly.’

‘I’ll leave you, then,’ I said, but at that moment her step sounded on the stair, and as she came into view she said quickly, ‘Please don’t go, Major Fairhurst. Doctor, what do you think?’

‘Well, anything is possible. He’s badly concussed, but the broken arm is only a greenstick fracture. And he’s hurt internally. But I think you may entertain good hopes of his recovery. I can find no evidence that any of his organs . . .’ He hesitated.

‘Please go on,’ said Miss Durward.

‘I should say, thanks to Major Fairhurst’s good sense - and yours, ma’am - his internal wounds were prevented from being very seriously aggravated. As far as it’s possible to tell, I should say that all the organs are intact. I congratulate you, Major.’

‘I have some experience of injury, sir.’

‘More than just musket-ball and sabre-cut, I’ll warrant.’

‘Battle injuries are the least of it,’ I said.

He nodded and turned again to Miss Durward. ‘So, we may hope for the best. It is unfortunate that your sister cannot come. All boys need their mother . . . But you’re quite right: from what you tell me of your sister’s condition it would be most unwise, and I am sure he’s content to have you. Now, I shall tell you what you must do, and I’ve every confidence that all will be well.’

The partial relief afforded by his diagnosis seemed to allow Miss Durward to recover her composure. ‘Would you like some tea, Doctor? Tom is asleep, and Nurse is watching him.’

The teapot was empty. Miss Durward rang the bell, but the maid did not appear, so I took it from her, and went in search of the kitchen.

When I returned, she was saying, ‘My father and I are much interested in mechanical reproduction of the original too, though his interest is commercial rather than artistic.’

The doctor settled deeper into his chair and accepted a large piece of Nurse’s plum cake, although I observed that Miss Durward ate nothing herself. ‘The key seems to be the knowledge of which substances are affected by the action of light, and how they are thus affected. My brother-in-law Thomas Wedgwood was much taken up with the question. I think he knew more about it than any man.’ He stopped, but went on again after a moment. ‘He died some years ago. But his paper - or, rather, my good friend Davy’s paper on his work - was published by the Royal Institution, I recall. If your father doesn’t have that volume of the Journal - I think it was in the year two - I could let him have a copy. And now I must go. I am putting up at the Crown, if you should need me again, but I don’t at all anticipate it. If I’m absent - I’ve several more of those wretches to see - my man will know where I am.’

‘They were not wretches,’ I said.

‘I speak of the magistrates and their minions. A damn—a dashed ill-managed business they made of it, it seems. But one of their number knew I was in town, rather than safely in Shrewsbury, and so I’m called to several bedsides. Besides, even those who oppose reform may bleed, and I’m bound to help all that I can.’

‘I shall pray for Tom’s recovery,’ said Miss Durward, following him into the passage.

‘Oh, yes, certainly. But carry out my instructions meanwhile.’ And with that he heaved himself into his carriage and was driven away. Faintly we could still hear military tramping, orders, cries of fear and defiance, and the crack of breaking glass.

‘Is there much to do for the boy?’ I asked, as I shut the door.

‘Only that we must give him a draught when he wakes, and not move him at all for some hours. There is nothing left to do but wait . . . I must send another note to Hetty.’

‘If you can write it now I may take it with me,’ I said, as she started upstairs. What agonies of mind Mrs Greenshaw must be suffering I could not imagine, and now that the immediate need for my aid here was past, my chief thought was that such good tidings as there were must reach her as soon as possible.

Miss Durward turned back. ‘Oh - are you leaving?’

‘Yes. It’s getting late.’

‘Could you not stay? Forgive me, but I’d so much rather you were here than a servant, should Tom - should we need help. I’ve no right to ask it of you, but . . .’ She looked very like her sister, with the same dark hair and blue eyes, but taller and much slighter, with a tautness about her that might be bred of her present anxiety. In the dim light of the passage, and lacking Mrs  Greenshaw’s sparkling colour and plump cheeks, which I had so much admired in last night’s candlelight, she also looked thin and ill.

‘Willingly I shall stay, if it would be of any use,’ I said, ‘but I cannot think that your mother would agree.’

‘Nurse is here, and I am not a girl any more. If Mama does not like it she will have to fetch me herself.’

A clatter at the back of the house and a cry of fear from the maid made us whip round to see the cause. I gestured to Miss Durward to run upstairs while I made for the scullery, but she held her ground; and the intruder proved to be no rioter, but the Durwards’ groom.

‘For I’d have got back here earlier, only there’s never a hack nor a horse to be had in the town, miss - Major, sir - and it’s best part of five mile to walk home. Mistress said as I were to stop here, and carry back tidings when you could spare me.’

Miss Durward was right: there was nothing to do but wait. She went upstairs to scribble another note to Mrs Greenshaw telling of the doctor’s visit, and I went back into the parlour. There was a small writing-table in one corner furnished with ink and paper of sorts, and to steady myself, I sat down to write to my bailiff at Kersey of a few matters of no great urgency. Although I could not believe the doom-sayings that I had heard in the town, that the day’s events spelled the beginning of a revolution, still less that if it did it would spread quickly in the prosperous and peaceful fields of Suffolk, I did close by suggesting that he make sure that no legitimate grievance among my tenants or servants went unaddressed, and no radical talk unchallenged.

I sealed the letter, and sat in the weary aftermath of action and anxiety, listening to the quiet outside. As uncounted minutes  passed, my love came to me, so present that my hands all but reached out to grasp hers, my lips felt the shadow of hers, and my arms ached with her absence.

It was growing dark when Nurse insisted on sending in cold meat and bread and cheese. ‘I’m sorry there’s nothing more, sir,’ she said, coming into the room in the wake of the girl, and keeping a sharp eye on the setting out of the dishes, ‘but we dined at midday, and there’s not a bite to eat in the larder beyond this, with all the trouble.’

‘It is more than enough, Mrs Heelis,’ I said, ‘and with all you have to do . . . Has Miss Durward eaten?’

‘She’ll be down. I’m going to sit with the blest lamb. She needs her food.’

‘Mrs Heelis, are you sure that Mrs Durward will be willing for me to stay here?’

She trimmed the oil lamp and replaced the chimney. ‘That’s better. Don’t worry, sir, Mrs Durward knows I’m here, and things being as they are, I’m sure she’ll not object. And what the rest of the world doesn’t know can’t hurt them, that’s what I say. Miss Lucy always did do things her own way, even from a child, and never mind what the busybodies thought. If I called her down from half-way up the big oak in the garden once, I called her down a dozen times, and it made no difference. She’d say she was sorry, but it didn’t stop her. She could see better up there, she said, even with all the leaves. Miss Hetty was a different kettle of fish. You’d not catch her tearing her best gown by climbing over a gate, you needn’t worry about that, Major Fairhurst, sir. She’ll do you proud, bless her. And Master Tom too, if he’s spared. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll go and fetch Miss Lucy to her supper.’

Mrs Heelis’s frankness as to the reason for my coming into Lancashire was the cause of my slight embarrassment at Miss Durward’s entrance, but she looked merely impatient when I rose to hand her to her seat, and although she did not eat a great deal, she fell on her food as briskly - although more elegantly - as any ensign given bread and cheese after three days of raw bullock-meat and handfuls of flour. She looked up, and saw that I smiled.

‘I was thinking of how many evenings we dreamt of a supper like this, on campaign,’ I explained, lest she mistake the cause of my amusement. ‘More often than not, it seemed, we outstripped our commissaries, or they simply lost us.’

‘How I envy you, having seen so much of Europe,’ she said, ‘although - did you have much time to admire the landscape?’

‘Plenty, when we were encamped, and still more so on the move. Even the Light Division marches slowly enough to afford one a good view from horseback, unless the dust rises too high.’

‘Is it true that in battle one can see almost nothing for the gunsmoke?’

‘Well, that depends.’

‘On what?’ she said, cutting herself a scrap of cheese.

‘On the wind, largely: how much there is, and in what quarter it sits. And on the weather, and the lie of the land, and the commander’s dispositions. I have had a view of a battlefield that a general would envy, and I have been where I could not see my hand in front of my face, let alone my men, or the enemy.’

She nodded. ‘I thought so.’

‘You thought so?’

‘Yes. I’m working on a set of prints for my father - Twelve Views of the Rise and Fall of French Tyranny - you know the sort of thing.’

‘Indeed. But not that ladies concern themselves with their production.’

‘And I’m always seeking other subjects for such work. That’s why I came here: to sketch the meeting. Didn’t you know?’

‘Your mother said only that you were visiting your old nurse.’

‘That also, of course.’ She laughed, and her mirth brought colour to her cheeks. ‘She doesn’t speak of it if she can help it, and nor does Hetty. Why, I don’t know. Mama worked with her mother in the dairy and the stillroom, and Hetty cares as much for her needlework as I do for drawing. But for me to be involved in my father’s business affairs is different, it seems. Or perhaps it is the times that have changed. I do try not to lose my temper when they speak of it as young-lady drawing.’

‘Which you also do,’ I said, gesturing to the walls behind her. ‘But better than most young ladies.’

‘Oh, yes,’ she said, without any blushing denials of the truth. ‘But there is a different interest in animating a whole scene, with hundreds of figures, and a crucial moment of history to explain. It must be pleasing to the eye, but be truthful as well. But I don’t know if I shall have the heart to work these sketches up.’ She put down her napkin and got up. ‘I must go. I have wrung a promise from Nurse that she will go and rest as soon as I get upstairs.’ As I held the door for her she said, ‘May I call you, if I need help with him? He must have his next draught at midnight.’

‘Of course.’

‘Thank you.’ She went swiftly upstairs.

I returned to writing my letters. Outside the curfew was rung, and slowly a hot silence fell over the town.

It wanted two minutes to midnight when I tapped on the bedchamber door. ‘I thought you might need help with his draught.’

She nodded, and moved quietly back to the table, where stood a bottle and glass, next to an oil lamp burning very low. ‘Thank you. He must be turned as well, the doctor said.’

Tom’s splinted arm lay across his chest, rising and falling with each shallow breath. His shirt had been ripped to allow the setting of his arm. Beneath the linen were bruises as dark as ink, spilt to make a picture of the boots and stones that had struck his soft flesh. I raised his shoulders as gently as I might, careful of his arm, feeling him heavy with torpor though thin and childish. He would soon celebrate his sixth birthday, I knew. I wondered that the fate of so small a body, so insignificant a soul, could engage grown men and women.

Miss Durward sat on the other side of him, and held the glass to his lips. Tom blinked, but she slipped the medicine drop by drop into his mouth, and I saw his throat clench and swallow. When he had taken it all, she said, ‘I must put him on his side.’ She picked up some pillows from the heap that had been taken off the bed, and I gently rolled him over, away from me, his injured arm uppermost, while she walked round to my side of the bed, and propped pillows against his back, and another under his arm. She smelt of paint and turpentine, sweat had stuck a curl to her cheek and dried it there, and her plain stuff gown was dusty, and smudged with whitewash on one arm.

She shivered. ‘It’s getting chilly. I must cover him.’

The flap of the coverlet in the still air blew a sheet of paper from the table on to the floor. I stooped to pick it up, and saw that it was a sketch of Tom, lying with closed eyes in the lamplight.

‘I had to do something!’ said Miss Durward. ‘And I thought it might - I thought Hetty might . . .’ She was silent.

‘He looks very peaceful,’ I said, laying it on the table.

‘Nurse hinted that she had plenty of needlework, if I wanted occupation, but hemming kerchiefs doesn’t occupy me.’

‘No, indeed,’ I said. ‘I have never understood how it can be the chief activity of so many of your sex, who have no lack of servants to do it for them.’

‘Oh, because our mothers tell us it is so. For myself, the only needle that can engage my interest is an etching needle,’ she said. ‘But for many, it truly is their delight. Hetty sews exquisitely, she worked the most beautiful linen for . . .’ She did not finish, and I could not comment on such a matter, although I knew of the event for which the linen had been made, and had been told of Mrs Greenshaw’s grief at the loss of this hoped-for child, so soon after the death of her husband. After a moment she said, ‘Won’t you sit down?’

‘Thank you. Yes, I saw some of Mrs Greenshaw’s work last night, and admired it very much.’

‘She has excellent taste, and the skill to match it.’

‘Shall we disturb him?’ I said, as I set a chair for her.

‘Not if we speak quietly. I wish you would tell me something of your travels.’ She picked up her paper and pencil as she spoke, and realising that even drawing was not occupation enough for her anxious mind, I started to speak.

I told of elegant Lisbon where every palácio had its spies, flickering like shadows across the sunshine; I told of Madrid where the brilliant air streamed with Bourbon colours one day and Buonaparte’s the next; of Moorish castles silhouetted against a Spanish sunset; and of the crags and ravines of the Pyrenees, scarfed in mist, and the icy streams that tumble like lace against grey and golden rocks. As if my earlier reverie had made these things too present, I faltered at this last recollection and fell silent.  Miss Durward regarded me for a moment, her pencil stilled in her hand, before she looked back at her drawing, but said nothing.

After a moment she spoke. ‘I had hoped, if it were not too tedious for you, that you might advise me about my drawing of Waterloo. I am not sure that I have it right, though I’ve read all I could.’

‘Certainly I can do that,’ I said, and for a while we were silent, so that the only sounds in the room were Tom’s little breaths and the whisper of Miss Durward’s pencil. At my elbow the lamp burned steadily.

At four, we gave Tom another draught, and turned him again on to his back. His eyes opened, and he seemed more aware of his surroundings. He even choked a little over the medicine, as if he did not like it. When I had lowered him again on to the pillow his eyes followed Miss Durward about the room. Then his brow suddenly creased. ‘I got lost,’ he said.

‘Yes,’ she replied, ‘but we’ve found you now.’

At her words his eyes closed again, and within a moment he was asleep.

As the clocks struck five, Nurse began to move about in the next room, and further away, the shouts of the knockers-up could be heard in the courts and back-streets of the town.
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London, 2006 

I don’t need it in front of me to believe what happened - that I was there - any more than I need my photographs, convincingly young and clumsy though they are. Or even Stephen’s letters. The letters tell the beginning - one of the beginnings - just as  this tells some of the endings. But I don’t need to keep it out on my desk. Besides, it’s too fragile.

It’s an early daguerreotype, more than a hundred and fifty years old. That’s a positive process, I usually explain, the plate exposed directly so each is unique. If the glass got broken, it’d be gone for ever. The case is worn leather, like a jewel box. The catch is a bit stiff with age, but the lid lifts easily. Inside, the glass plate lies tucked into its black velvet pillow. If you tilt it towards the light, the image gleams and shimmers, so exact, so bright and so dark, that the moment of its taking seems to live inside the glass. The sun touches the pillars and chimneys of Kersey Hall and flickers among the dark, late-summer trees. Its light lies on the lawn, strokes the curve of the steps, slips through the half-open door to where a figure in a long dress stands. It was then - that moment - that the shutter opened, and snatched a scatter of the light and dark, throwing it on to this piece of glass, fixing the sun and shadow of those few seconds for ever. And the sun moved on and took the day with it, while the plate held those shadows and kept them, and carried them to other places and to other times before it was found again. One of those times was mine.




Suffolk, 1976 

At first the road through London was the same as the one all the times we went to Southend for our holiday. Summer after summer for years I hoped for Spain, like Mum promised, but we never went. And by the time we were through London and on the dual carriageway I was quite lost. The coach roared along, half empty, miles and hours of hot nothing-time, and when it  pulled up in the coach station it was a moment before I could stand up and deal with the next bit. Uncle Ray was there when I got off. He was sweaty and his breath smelt a bit of drink, like it did when he came to the flat, and his clothes looked as if they’d once been expensive, but hadn’t been washed and mended enough lately.

‘Anna! You got here all right!’

‘Wasn’t difficult, just a coach.’

‘Of course. Let me take your luggage. Nancy - your mother - got off to Spain all right?’

‘Yes.’ I wasn’t going to talk about that, not to an uncle I’d only met twice, and the first time I didn’t remember.

I could feel that he might have said something more, perhaps about how I must miss her, but he didn’t: there was just one of those silences while we walked along with the heat beating up from the tarmac, till he said, ‘There we are.’

It wasn’t a car, it was a dusty old white minibus, like a van, completely empty, so I could see the vinyl seats were split, with the foam pushing out. It must have been baking in the sun for a long time because when I opened the passenger door I was hit in the face by the smell of hot rubber and petrol fumes and feet. Uncle Ray put my cases into the back along with a couple of shopping-bags, and I climbed into the front.

The engine sounded rattly and wheezy - needed a tune and a de-coke, that boyfriend of Mum’s would have said. For a while Uncle Ray was busy squeezing through the traffic and narrow streets and didn’t say anything, which suited me. But I couldn’t help wondering what it was going to be like, Kersey Hall School.

Mum’d tried to make me feel better about dumping me there. Not that I wanted to go to the Costa del Sol with her and Dave,  and have them slobbering all over each other just to make me feel left out. And, like she said, with my colouring, I looked as if I’d had a fortnight in Fuengirola after a sunny weekend, so I didn’t have to actually go there to get a tan. But I should have known that anything she planned I’d be the one losing out. The thing was, she wouldn’t let me stay on in the flat.

‘Anna, I can’t afford the rent,’ she said, ‘and anyone else except Ray I’d have to pay them, more than for your keep,’ but it wasn’t that either. She didn’t say she didn’t trust me, but she went on and on with other words to cover up what we both knew, what was really going on.

‘It’ll be great,’ she was babbling on. ‘Big house in the country, it sounds like. There might even be girls to be friends with. Ray said sometimes some stay on into the holidays. And some of the teachers, and a matron. And he’ll be there. He lives in a flat at the top of the school. You remember Ray, he came that time, when you were - I don’t know - five? Six? Uncle Ray Holman - I changed my name when I had you, you see. But Ray’s all right, and . . . and she won’t be there. He said she’s never - she lives somewhere else. Miles away, the other side of England. She . . . I wouldn’t send you if she was there. Your grandmother. I’ve met up with him a few times now, and it’s time you knew him - he is your uncle. He’s even younger than me. Only thirty,’ she’d said, but he didn’t look it, kind of creased, and with that sort of blond hair that looks as if it’s going sour instead of grey. ‘I’ve asked him for a drink tomorrow,’ Mum’d gone on in a hurry, and I could tell it was because she knew she hadn’t found out about it all properly, just grabbed at the first place she could dump me without too much trouble. ‘I’ve booked your coach ticket - next Tuesday, straight after we go. You can have a nice holiday, and  soon as Dave and I’ve found the right hotel to buy, one that’ll really do well, I’ll send you the money for your fare.’

Ray was saying something about how the new bypass made it much quicker, and after a while the houses each side of the road began to trickle away to nothing, and then we turned on to a fast dual carriageway, the kind made of slabs of concrete with tar squidging out between them in ribs, so you go thud, thud, thud, like an uncomfortable sort of heartbeat.

‘One piece of news,’ said Uncle Ray suddenly, in sort of a gasp as if he’d been trying to say it for a while. ‘One thing - not important, really - but your grandmother’s here. She arrived yesterday.’

‘Oh,’ was all I could think of to say. My grandmother was the one thing Mum had never, ever said anything about. Except that one time. She lives somewhere else. Miles away, the other side of England. She



. . . I wouldn’t send you if she was there. Your grandmother. Never before then. I must have asked some time, mustn’t I? But I didn’t remember. It was like her not-saying was as solid as a brick wall that I couldn’t hope to climb. I hadn’t even tried to ask what her name was.

‘She . . . It’s unexpected. But I’m sure . . . She’s much better. I’m sure you’ll get on. I’m sure it’ll be fine.’ Then he looked away from the road, away from me, and pointed into the middle of a great hedge of trees, and said, ‘There it is - Kersey Hall School,’ as if I should be impressed or something.

I just turned my head and said, ‘Sorry, I missed it.’

‘I’ve told her you’re coming. She’s looking forward to seeing you.’

Perhaps it would be like something in a film, a kids’ film like  The Railway Children, when Roberta runs up the platform to her  . . . No. It wasn’t going to be like that. I wasn’t going to hope that it might be. Nothing ever is.

We went on for a bit, and then turned off into little sunk lanes, and at last we turned up a drive among some more great big dark trees, and after a while there was the school. I mean house.

It was very big for a house but small for a school. It was a sort of dirty-looking stone, pale, with greenish patches running like beards down from the gutters, and rows of dark windows, which were too smeary to shine, and chimneys at each end and all along the roof, like a giant’s dolls’ house dumped in an attic and all grubby because no one wants it any more. The minibus stopped at the back and when I got out it was totally quiet, except for the dual-carriageway noises on the other side of the house, behind the trees. The grass was sort of stringy-looking. I hadn’t seen properly green grass for weeks, the way the weather was.

Uncle Ray took both my cases out of the boot. ‘It’s this way,’ he said, and it was a moment before I saw where he was going, towards a little door I hadn’t noticed among the dustbins and falling-down sheds and things. He looked over his shoulder and smiled as I caught up with him. ‘I’m afraid it may be a little confusing at first. This passage leads to the kitchen. It’s quicker than the front door, to get to the hall and the stairs.’ The kitchen was big, a school kitchen all right, steel and machines, and there was another passage and a swing door with green-felt padding all torn, and then the hall.

But it wasn’t a school hall for assembly and stuff, it was a hall like a house has, but huge, huge, huge. I stood at the bottom of the stairs and thought suddenly that I knew how you’d feel if you’d been pushed out of a plane before it crashed. Tiny, and  lost, and all round you the sky and sea cold and grey, and the emptiness - everything you couldn’t see - pressing against you.

Ray stopped in the middle of the black-and-white floor and turned to me, a bit awkwardly because of my cases, which he was carrying. ‘Welcome to Kersey Hall, Anna. It’s very good to have you here at last.’

‘Where is everybody?’ I said, because I wasn’t going to let it show, how I felt. I wasn’t going to look like I’d been hoping for anything different.

‘They’ve gone home. The staff as well as the children. The school has closed.’

‘Already?’

‘The bank . . . Well, I’ve closed down for good. I’m afraid I didn’t have a chance to warn Nancy. It’s been a bit complicated. And then I had to go down to Devon to collect your grandmother. But I’m sure it’ll be fine. I - we really are very pleased to have you here. Come on, I’ll show you to your room. I hope you like it.’

We went up hundreds of noisy lino stairs and along corridors with numbers on the doors. My room was really a dormitory like something in a boarding-school film, Daddy Long Legs or  Goodbye Mr Chips. Ten metal beds lined up in two rows and with naked stripy mattresses. Curtains on the windows, long and droopy and so faded you couldn’t see if there’d been a pattern. On one bed there was a neat little pile of sheets and blankets and a bald-looking towel. The bottoms of all the windows were bubbly glass like a bathroom, so you couldn’t see out.

‘Here you are,’ said Uncle Ray. ‘Make yourself at home.’ Since home’s always been some shitty council flat or other, it would have been kind of hard to do that. ‘I - we usually help ourselves  to lunch at about one. There’s always food in the kitchen. But if there’s anything you particularly like to eat, do let me know. I can pick it up next time I go into town.’

I’m not that bothered about what I eat, as long as there’s enough of it, which there always has been, just about. ‘Thanks,’ I said.

‘Well, I’ll leave you to get unpacked. If you need anything, I’ll be somewhere downstairs. Just give me a shout.’ He sounded as if he meant it, I couldn’t help thinking. Then he gave me another smelly smile and went out.

I looked at my watch, which I hate because Dave gave it me in one of his winning-Anna-round campaigns. An hour to food, and I don’t do the not-eating thing.

I don’t have a cuddly animal either or any of that stuff, so the only thing I wanted to unpack was my clock radio. I found an electric socket and plugged it in, and seeing it sitting there made me feel a bit more like I was at home. I turned the radio on, because with a radio station you know they’re there at the same time you’re here. It’s real. But I couldn’t get a London station, just hissing like space going on for ever, and the clock said 00.00. The journey had wiped out the time.

I twisted the dial and did get a newsreader, going on about the hijackers at Entebbe, and Northern Ireland, and the drought. Then the traffic, but the names were just words; they didn’t feel like a place I could go, a place that was real. It was like somewhere you were lost, and all the faces and the names were strange and you wouldn’t find anyone to help you.

I chose my bed, the one in the corner with windows on two sides, and the sun coming in in squares all over it. When I looked away from the windows the - what had sarky old moron Moran  called it in Art? The after-image - yes, the after-image was bright black with white bars, fizzing away inside my eyes.

I started to unpack my big case. Then I heard footsteps on the lino. I turned round. It was a woman, not young but not really old either, just sort of teacherish. She came down the room. ‘Are you Anna?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’m Belle,’ she said, as if it should mean something to me. ‘Your grandmother.’

My grandmother. She didn’t come and try to give me a hug or anything, thank goodness. She didn’t look as if she was specially pleased to see me.

She was wearing a saggy tweed skirt and thick, mud-coloured stockings even in the heat, and worn-away flat court shoes like boats. Her hair was mousy-brown and straight, not grey a bit but greasy-looking, done up in a bun. Mum’s would be the same, I thought, only I can never remember what colour hers is because you can never see the roots long enough to be sure. I get mine and my black eyes from my dad, whoever he was, and the waviness too, Mum says when she’s doing a let’s-be-like-sisters, so that’s another thing not to thank him for, because I wish it was dead straight and silky and blonde. She never says more about him than that, but she’ll hold my hair on top of my head and try out different styles or put clips or whatever in it. Sometimes I wish I could get it straightened but she says it’d make me look like something in the Addams Family, and I’m about to argue when the doorbell goes and she gives me a great big messy kiss and grabs her bag and runs to the door, and I might not see her again that night.

‘Welcome to Kersey Hall. Have you got everything you need?’ my grandmother was saying.

‘I think so,’ I said, and added, a bit late, ‘thank you,’ though I wasn’t really sure what for: it wasn’t like Ray had had to arrange a bed or a room specially for me, and it wasn’t like she’d done anything at all.

She sat down on the bed I’d decided was mine. ‘Are you unpacking, then?’

‘Yeah,’ I said, thinking, What does it look like I’m doing?

‘Call me Belle,’ she said. I couldn’t think of anything to say. She went on, ‘And how’s . . . how’s Nancy?’

‘Mum? She’s okay. She’s gone to Spain.’

‘So Ray said.’ She looked round. She was very thin, sort of restless, even when she was sitting down. She smelt older than she looked, with some perfume over it. ‘Your mother . . . she would have been welcome here too, you know. Ray says he told her. To get you settled in.’

Mum hadn’t said anything about coming with me, or that Ray had suggested it. Did she not want to help me? If it meant coming here? ‘She hasn’t had much time. They had things to arrange, passports and flights and money things.’

‘She always did rush about. Ray’s the reliable one.’ I didn’t know what to say, so I went on putting things in the drawers. It wasn’t like I could say, ‘You’re not supposed to be here.’ Besides, I couldn’t see what was so bad about her, not really. Maybe Mum was just doing one of her usual over-the-top things, true love or broken heart, everyone’s either wonderful or terrible. And it was all a long time ago. Maybe my grandma - Belle - maybe she was all right. She was family, after all.

She got off my bed and looked round sort of peeringly like she was short-sighted. ‘Well, I must get on . . .’ I wondered what at. She started again. ‘I hope you have everything you need. Ray said he had  everything the children needed. They couldn’t fault him on that, at least.’ She started to walk away from me. Half-way down the room she stopped and turned round. She had to raise her voice so it sounded a bit croaky. ‘Did Nancy . . .’ She stopped. Then she went on, ‘Well, we’re glad you’re here now. If you’re writing to her, do give her our best wishes,’ and turned round and went out.

That was my grandmother. The bank . . . Ray said. I had to go down to Devon to collect your grandmother. Where she’d been? Had it cost money he didn’t have any more?

Somehow, it felt like something I didn’t really want to think about. But, even so, I knew the wondering would hang around underneath everything, wondering what was wrong, why the school closed, why Belle’d been . . . wherever.

I spread my stuff around but it looked like it didn’t belong, as if the room couldn’t be bothered to listen or change its face for me. Not the red cases that Mum said would be easy to spot at the airport, not the scarves and beads I draped round the mirror. I found some Sellotape and put up some pictures and they helped a bit: Tanya’s card saying, Good Luck In Your New Home, and the ones I tore out of Cosmo - Paul Newman and John Curry, and one of a polar bear in the Arctic because he looked so cold and nice. Mum said she’d send a card from Spain, of course, but it would take a week, even ten days. I could put that up and then maybe the room would look as if it wanted me.

When I went downstairs Ray and Belle were sitting at a tiny table in one corner of the kitchen. There were plates and a few smears and breadcrumbs on it, and she had a glass of water in front of her. The sun was coming in and the room felt hot and dead with the big extractor fans in the windows not moving. There was a normal-sized electric kettle and toaster kind of  swimming around on one of the counters, but everything else was huge - stoves and mixing machines and fridges with handles like big bolts, all looking grubby and dead in the heat.

‘Oh, Anna. Yes, of course. Lunch. There’s the fridge. Help yourself.’

I found some bread and some cheese and made a sandwich with some rather manky lettuce.

‘I hope you have everything you need,’ Belle said, like before.

‘Yeah, I think so.’ There wasn’t anywhere to sit.

Ray saw me looking round and got up. ‘Have the table, Anna. I’ve finished.’ A fly landed on the crumbs. When Belle reached out to brush it away he flinched, but that was all she did and after a moment he picked up both their plates, went over to one of the big sinks and turned on a tap. I sat down and took a bite of my sandwich.

‘So, you’ve left school?’ Belle said.

My mouthful was difficult to get rid of. At last I said, ‘Yeah.’

‘I didn’t know you were sixteen.’

‘I’m not. It wasn’t worth finding another school just for the extra bit.’

‘When’s your birthday?’

Suddenly I thought, She should know that. Okay, she and Mum don’t talk, but she is my grandmother. She should know. ‘December. The tenth.’

‘What GCEs did you take? Or did you only do CSEs?’

‘I didn’t do any. They don’t do them till next year.’

‘Well, really!’ Belle got up and filled her glass from the cold tap. Ray ducked and moved aside with a sort of stumble to make room for her. ‘Not that it’s your fault. I suppose I might have guessed how it would be.’

‘I’ll - excuse me, Belle, Anna - I’ve got things to do,’ said Ray, and went out. Then he put his head back round the door. ‘Belle, were you going to give me a hand with those files?’

‘In a moment, Ray,’ she said, as his head disappeared. She looked back at me. ‘No, it’s obviously not your fault. It’s Nancy. She never could get anything right. Luckily Ray saw her mistakes, and learnt from them.’

Did she mean I was a mistake? If she did, it was only what Mum never really said, but I knew she thought it often enough, every time she couldn’t go somewhere or do something because of me or because of what I cost to feed and clothe.

I finished my sandwich. The last bite didn’t taste any nicer than the first. Belle was still standing at the sink, not drinking her water. After a bit she said, ‘There’s coffee somewhere if you’d like some.’ I looked round. There were a lot of cupboards. ‘I don’t know where, I’m afraid. I’ve only just moved here myself.’

‘Yes, Ray said,’ I said, and managed to sound not very interested. Though I couldn’t help being curious, in a way.

‘I’ve been . . . living in the West Country for the last few years. For my health. A - a nursing-home. But with the school closed Ray couldn’t . . . we could be together again. And, of course, it’s not so far from where I brought him and your mother up. But maybe - maybe your mother told you that.’

‘No.’ My voice sounded not just uninterested but flat and rude, and I added, ‘Not really.’

‘And now you’re here, which is good too.’

‘Yes,’ I said, and realised I even sort of meant it, at least while I had my back to her and was opening cupboards. Mostly they were empty but in the third there was a big tub of coffee marked ‘catering size’.

I was making myself one when this incredibly dirty little boy came wandering in from the garden. He was about the age they start school, I supposed, but he wore a mucky pair of shorts and nothing else. His body was patchy with dirt and his hair would’ve been blond if anyone’d washed it and both of his knees had those scabbing-over grazes. He didn’t look at me, just sideways at Belle. She didn’t even move, and after a moment he went to the fridge, and tugged it open and took out a half-empty packet of ham. He pulled out all the slices at once, so the slimy stuff made the dust on his hands go dark like mud, and then he stuffed the ham into his mouth.

In the end I said, ‘Hello,’ but he just looked at me sideways.

‘Answer her,’ said Belle, and he flinched. ‘She’s your cousin.’

He mumbled something, which sounded like ‘hello’, and bits of chewed ham splatted on to the floor.

‘Really!’ she said. ‘Pick that up at once,’ but he just sort of shrank inside his skin as if he wanted to be invisible. Then he turned and slipped out of the garden door again.

‘Wow! I didn’t know I had a cousin,’ I said. ‘What’s his name?’

‘Cecil.’ And the way she said it made it sound even sillier, like ‘sissy’. ‘Actually, he isn’t your cousin, it’s just that his mother was a friend of Ray’s. Goodness knows who the father is. And I’ve always suspected she was quite unstable, or why would she not have him? Ray’s too good-natured for his own good. She talked him into looking after the boy for a while, and then she just vanished. He treats Cecil as one of the family,’ she said, sort of scornfully. ‘But now you’re here. Real family. I hope you have everything you need?’ That was three times she’d said it.

‘I think so. Only, where are the shops?’

‘There’s one in Kersey village, I don’t know how long it would  take to walk. I think your uncle drives into Hadleigh sometimes. You could ask him for a lift.’ She pushed herself away from the sink. ‘Well, I’d better go and help Ray. There’s a lot of sorting out to do, he says. He needs my help.’

Trouble was, what on earth was I going to do with myself? I hadn’t even seen a telly. Time was when if you’d told me I’d have eight weeks with nothing I had to do beyond keeping a few T-shirts clean, I’d have felt that the universe had decided to give me a break for the first time ever. I suppose I might have guessed it wouldn’t be like that in real life. For a start, I was a hundred miles from the nearest Woolies - even more, probably, from Boots and Our Price - and thousands of miles from Tanya and Holly.

I know what girls get up to, left to themselves, Mum was thinking, but if she thinks I’m going to turn out like her, she’s wrong. It’s not because anything bad’s ever happened, just boyfriends. I don’t know why she doesn’t think I can be left on my own. It’s not me that needs telling that men are only after one thing and they leave you once they’ve got it. I know that sex is just sex. Full stop. I’ve always known it, right from the first time.  I know there’s no point in letting yourself hope for anything else - you just have to enjoy it while he still really really wants you, because he won’t for long. It’s Mum who needs telling, every bloody time. Because it’s not love she falls into, it’s amnesia, and it’s me that hears her crying all night through the wall every time some bastard man makes her memory come back by dumping her. At least her amnesia doesn’t extend to contraception. Not after me, anyway, and I don’t know what happened then because, except about how I got my Mediterranean colouring, she never talks about him. So that’s all right: I’ve never fancied having a  little brother or sister. I don’t do the children thing, like I don’t do the falling-in-love thing. Living with Mum would put anyone off either. Sometimes I think she does it on purpose, makes a terrible fuss about how dreadful it all is, in case I end up like her.

But thinking like that doesn’t help. Better go and find that shop, I thought. There was a map on the wall in the hall and I found a bit of paper and drew how to get to the village so I wouldn’t get lost.

It was very, very hot, but we’d all got used to it by then that summer. And it was nice to get away from the Hall and know I wasn’t going to bump into Ray or Belle and have to deal with . . . what? I didn’t know really. But it was there, whatever it was.

For a while the road was shaded by the big trees, and I saw the little boy Cecil among them, digging in the pine needles. Then suddenly I could see much further and there were fields of crops bleached like crushed bones all around me and the sky hanging over them darker than the land. Shouldn’t there be birds singing, if this was the country? The sun beat on my head and back and baked the road so that it burned up through the thin leather of my Indian sandals. It was like it could get you both ways.

Kersey village turned out to be about six incredibly old houses on each side of the only street, falling down the hill to a mucky-looking stream that wasn’t even there because of the drought. And the shop was about the size of the sitting room in our smallest-ever flat, with just bread and tins and milk like a corner-shop. My period had finished the week before so I didn’t have to worry about that yet. I couldn’t see anything about buses. They probably made it as difficult as possible to get anywhere. They usually do.

It was stuffy in the shop but not as hot as outside, so I hung around until the man behind the counter started giving me  funny looks and then I took a Coke off the shelf - though I didn’t really want to spend the money - and paid for it. They didn’t have a cold one, he said, not grumpy, but as if I’d asked for the moon and then a carrier-bag to put it in.

The Coke was sticky and fizzy and didn’t feel like it was quenching my thirst, though I supposed it was. I walked and walked, and when at last I stepped into the shade of the trees and leant against a propped-open gate it was like someone had dipped me into cool, dark water.

A voice behind me, on the other side of the gate, said, ‘Are you all right?’ Oldish, posh-ish, a bit foreign, a woman’s voice.

I jumped away. Of course I was. And I was right about her: the face went with the voice, kind of bony and bright and dark all at once. She came nearer. She had a curl of hair that had sprung out from the rest and stuck to her cheek. ‘It is hot, isn’t it? Please go on resting if you would like to.’

‘No, it’s fine. I haven’t got much further to go.’

‘Do you stay with Ray up at Kersey Hall? I saw you coming out of the drive.’

‘He’s my uncle.’

‘Oh, I understand. It is certainly better to be in the country in this heat. And now your grandmother is there.’

‘Yeah. I suppose. London’s pretty horrible when it’s like this . . . I must go,’ I said, though I didn’t want to.

‘I should introduce myself. We are your neighbours. We live over there, through the trees. It was once the stable block of the Hall, though now it is separate. My name is Eva Peres.’

‘I’m Anna. Anna Ware.’

‘Please drop in some time if you would like to, Anna, and have coffee with us. Our house is just up this path, and we are  always here. We would be delighted to see you, my partner and I.’

I wondered if she meant it. ‘You’ve got a business?’

‘No, no. That is, yes, we both work from home. But Theo and I live together.’

‘Oh, I see. Um - thank you.’

‘We shall look forward to it. Well, goodbye for now.’ She turned and went back into the woods, while I trudged on to the Hall.

There was a big school clock in the kitchen, the kind where the second hand moves in slow jerks and you stare and stare at it and can’t believe that a stupid little minute can take sixty of those jerks, because it feels like it’s an hour and Geography is never, ever, ever going to end. It’s almost as bad as looking at the alarm clock ticking beyond a boy’s shoulder, and wondering when he’s going to finish, so that you can breathe properly again, and mop up, and tell him no, really, it was great. Sometimes it is, otherwise you wouldn’t do it and, anyway, you always hope.

It was three o’clock. I felt like I’d been walking for hours, all sweaty and grubby. So I thought I’d go and have a wash. Or even a bath - I had nothing else to do. In the hall the door by the bottom of the stairs was open - it looked like an office or a study or something. Belle was in there: I saw her opening and shutting a filing cabinet, and again, and again, the same scrunch, clunk, like a child kicking a chair leg. For a minute I wished I could go in and just say hello. You should be able to do that. But perhaps she wouldn’t be interested, not really.

The bathroom was weird - flimsy-looking cubicles with huge great baths all green round the plug-hole and kind of scratchy inside, and the taps spotty and green too and scaly-looking round their mouths like monsters. The toilets were old-fashioned, like old public ones only not smelly, and with paper. The mirrors  had gone spotty too. I saw that my makeup had smeared with the heat, making my face look all blurred, as if I wasn’t quite there. And behind me the doors and walls looked sort of blurred too, wavery, as if they weren’t solid either, as if whatever was behind them was pressing inwards all the time, until one day you’d be able to see it, if you just kept quiet enough.

The water came out of the taps in great pale steamy green dollops, and the bath was so deep it was like getting into a swimming-pool. In the sun I’d thought I’d like a cold bath, but the hot was lovely, because it was right to be like that when it was water. I closed my eyes so the light was warm and pink from the high-up windows, and felt the water lapping up my knees, thighs, belly, breasts, collar-bone, until only the back of my head was anchoring me to cold hardness, and all the rest of me - arms, legs, body - drifted to and fro.

The drops of hot water felt cold like pearls on my skin as I was lying on my bed, sleepy because the air was still so warm and quiet. Sleep was all round me like the water had been, only somewhere there was a child crying, a little child not a baby. All flats come with a baby just through the wall but this wasn’t a flat and it wasn’t a baby. It was a child, a child who’d been given something to cry about, crying, crying, even when I sank towards sleep. Even in my dreams.

And the crying wasn’t here but the dream was, I knew suddenly, the way you do in dreams, a chunk of certainty. It was an old dream, bringing the crying with it from somewhere else. Aeons, my mind said in its sleepiness, like it had words hidden away to use when mine weren’t good enough. Aeons ago, but here.

The rats’ll get you, Stephen, if you bawl, that’s what Mother Malpas said to me. She says rats like eating dirty little boys who shit their breeches. She took my breeches and my boots and put me in here. It’s cold. She shut the door.

She wants the rats to get me. I didn’t mean to, I didn’t, I’m sorry. The latch sticked and she was asleep. She be cross if I wake her. I tried to wait.

My ears hurt - she boxed them again. I’m a dirty little boy, she said, but she’ll beat me till I’m good. I mustn’t tell Vicar and Doctor not ever or they’ll know I’m bad and throw me on the Parish where they give dirty little boys what they deserve.

I can hear the dark but I can’t see. Will I hear the rats before they get me? If I don’t bawl at all? I’ll be very quiet. Then I might hear them before they get me.

Wat Bailey says there’s secret ways the rats use, from when the witches sent their fetch to do spells on people. Making children lost, and falling-sick spells and plagues and curses. He says when they burned a witch she’d scream, but her fetch couldn’t help. Wat Bailey says Mother Malpas is a witch.

It’s cold. I’m cold. Smells like the cellar, cold things growing, rotten but growing. I mustn’t go to sleep, the rats might come and I wouldn’t know. They’ll eat me away to nothing, eat the flesh off my bones, my belly and throat, eat my ears and eyes, and I won’t know. I won’t know at all, just wake up in Hell.

I mustn’t go to sleep. Please, God, don’t let me go to sleep.




II

I could by no means lay claim to a broken heart consequent on my withdrawing my suit to Mrs Greenshaw, but my return to Suffolk also returned me to the conditions that had prompted me to contemplate matrimony in the first place. Darkness drew in earlier each day, and behind it stalked true night.

It was some two weeks after Peterloo before we were certain enough of Tom’s being out of danger that I felt it proper to overcome a natural reticence, and offer my hand and my acres to Mrs Greenshaw. There had been no coquetry, no intended cruelty, in Mrs Greenshaw’s scarlet-faced, stumbling request that I say no more. I felt for her even as I expressed my regret, for she and I were fellow creatures in embarrassment at our faded hopes. We stared out of the morning-room window most determinedly, seeing the plum trees of her father’s garden heavy with fruit, and the great brick chimneys soaring behind them.

‘I - I’m sorry, Major,’ she said. ‘You see - I had not thought, when the rector of Kersey wrote to Papa . . . And then you were so good about Tom. But - that is - your - the war . . . And it would not be right to - to subject you to Tom’s naughtiness.’

‘Please, Mrs Greenshaw, you must not feel obliged to explain. You cannot be more conscious of my deficiencies as a suitor  than I am myself. If you have determined that we should not suit, then there is no more to be said. But would you prefer to tell your father, or would it spare you embarrassment if I were to do so?’

Having been absent from Kersey for some weeks at the height of the summer, on my return I found work enough awaiting me to keep any man from brooding, once I had dispatched the letter of thanks to Mrs Durward that good manners demand. I was surprised, therefore, to receive a letter from Lancashire almost by return, and took the first opportunity of a heavy shower halting work to return to the Hall and reply.


My dear Miss Durward,

I was so very delighted to receive your letter, & very glad to know that Mstr. Tom continues to mend. Pray tell him that marching is the best possible work for the 1st Battalion of the Birthday Regiment, even when they have been carved by so indifferent a toymaker as myself, & that their fitness will be better ensured by military exercises on the coverlet than by any postings further afield.

Please be assured that the only feelings that I cherish towards Mrs. Greenshaw are those of the warmest admiration for her countenance, & gratitude for her honesty. Certainly a disability such as mine is not a negligible matter for a young lady seeking the guidance & protection of a husband; nor am I so convinced of the value of the rest of my circumstances as to consider that they outweigh my damaged person. If your mother regards this correspondence with complaisance, then I trust that your sister will feel no embarrassment at it.

I should be delighted to set down those descriptions &  anecdotes of the late wars that you were unable to hear because of your attendance on your nephew. I should not like you to think that I did not take great pleasure in the company of your sister and your parents, but there were many occasions during those days when I felt that my tales would have been better told for being drawn out by the incisiveness of your questions and the breadth of your knowledge. While I hesitate to make any claim for the historical completeness or literary merit of my tales, if the pen of an eye-witness can assist you in your work, or merely amuse you or your family’s leisure hours, then it will have served its purpose. I shall look forward to hearing as soon as you have leisure to set it down, of what you would like to know, & what tales would best entertain your family. Ladies, I have found, do not take kindly to long descriptions of military strategies & troop movements. Knowing that in general the fair sex is more interested in those small matters which yet make life happy or miserable, it is not my intention to set down in these letters long passages of military history, lest they prove of interest only in serving your maidservant in lighting the fire or curling her hair. When your work requires information of a more technical nature, I propose to add it on a separate sheet, & hope that it will prove worth the extra sixpences that the Post Office will demand of you.

You observed most justly that a great many of my anecdotes concern food or the absence of it. I should think that not the least of the military wisdom of our late opponent Buonaparte was contained in his assertion that an army marches on its stomach, although I might add that one of my fellows, Lieut. Barry, who found in military history the recreation that I prefer to seek in Virgil or Mr.  Wordsworth, maintained that Buonaparte had adopted this maxim from Frederick the Gt. If this is so, it is merely proof that even the greatest commanders gain by studying their predecessors.

We were generally in particular want of bread, since meat can be found on the hoof at the cost of no more than a moment’s work with a knife, but corn only becomes bread by way of milling, baking & sundry other processes. However, on occasion the demands of strategy & the demands of the stomach coincide, as when, just before the battle of Sabugal, we came upon the French rearguard grinding corn in a windmill . . .

. . . I must end here for the present, so that I may be certain of these pages’ safe dispatch towards their destination from the hand of your obedient servant

Stephen Fairhurst



From hay-making to nut harvest there was not a soul in the county who had time for anything but work and sleep. If I looked heavenwards it was to judge the chance of rain on the morrow; if I thought of Spain it was only to bless the weakened, hazy slant of this Anglo-Saxon sun. The harvest was said by my bailiff to be a poor one. It was all the more important, therefore, to gather every grain. Steadily the stiff stalks of wheat and barley fell to the advancing blades, and rose again as a village of stooks, standing proud on the razed ground. The great horses dozed in the sun, their ears flicking at the flies while they waited to draw the sheaves of pale corn to the threshing floor and the barn. The thatchers knelt at work high on the stacks, nimble figures against the sky, and in the cottage gardens the last carrots and turnips and potatoes were lifted and stored carefully away.

Cabbages were pickled, cheeses washed and turned, marjoram, pennyroyal and lemon balm cut and hung to dry. Small fingers were set to pick peas and beans and store them away. The river gave up its reeds to the scythe, and fish to the traps for salting. Old trees were culled; stacks of logs and kindling grew at every door. Clutches of giggling girls in the lanes caught hands and pinafores on the brambles, their mouths and fingers stained with fruit, and little boys hunted through the orchard grass for the last stray-laid eggs, lest any escape embalming in a jar of isinglass. Hogs rooted urgently among the wasps and the windfalls: perhaps they knew their end was near. And one after another each raddled ewe received the mark of her reprieve.

Thus we cut and carted and stored away the first fruits of our efforts to rescue the land from the neglect and impoverishment into which it had fallen in my cousin’s later years. But as the golden days cooled and shortened, such tasks as might work my body and mind into a peaceful exhaustion grew fewer, and the consequences of Mrs Greenshaw’s most reasonable decision once more became apparent to me.

Not that I had the least desire for an unwilling wife, and I told myself so yet again, as I stood in the library at Kersey on All Hallows’ Eve with a glass of brandy in my hand, watching the village lads tramping up one of the rides towards the kitchen door, and swinging their devil-faced turnip lanterns. It was a year since I had first come to Kersey, and now the Hall lay about me again, smoky and dim in the autumn quiet, for it was that hour when the light is dying but the lamps are not yet lit. A further thought came to me. Perhaps it was better that this air, so thick with all the memories that I had brought with me from Spain, would not be stirred by the rustle of a lady’s petticoats in  parlours that now were shrouded in holland covers, or by her clear, high voice speaking of servants and linen, or by her scented, dutiful presence in my bed.

Although this conviction released me from the necessity of taking action in the matter, it was nonetheless a most agreeable diversion, to be able to turn to the necessity of reading and answering Miss Durward’s letters, which arrived with a celerity that argued a great press of business at her father’s works.


My dear Miss Durward,

I trust you & your family will forgive me for the delay in replying to your last. Had I only my own wishes to consult I would have replied by return, but I had not. However, now that the harvest is in, & the evenings grow long, it is a pleasure to be able to write more fully than nature & agriculture have lately allowed.

You ask how I came to join the Army. Certainly, I have long thought it to be to a man’s profit to follow some profession, but I am afraid that my choice was governed neither, as you suggest, by a boyhood passion such as that which animates your nephew, nor by a tradition such as that you speak of in relation to families of painters or musicians. In short, I had very little choice in the matter.
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