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  St. John’s

  1945


  CHAPTER 1


  Elsa


  The crack comes a second time. It’s similar to the sound of ice sheaths falling from bare branches, hitting the frosted ground, and breaking open. I imagine hands turning from prayer to supplication. But there is no snow beyond the closed white window blinds, only unseen grass and daisies trembling on the cool spring breeze, and perhaps the cautious twitter of a few small birds. Milder weather has come early for once. Only this inner space is cold and still, a room of white sheets and whiter walls—a place of waiting.


  The chair creaks beneath me as I lean in a little closer to the old man. Short white hairs poke out through his nose. His eyes are closed, and the ravine between his lid-veiled eyeball and forehead is deep, like a treacherous fissure in glacier ice. He exhales again, a slow rising moan. His chest is an ancient machine, all rusting wires and chafed connections. The crevice of his cheek, like that of a mummy under parchment wrapping, deepens as he sucks in another breath. Will he mourn his own passing, or will he merely slide into obsolescence like an anchor chain in the sand?


  Crack crack crack. There it is again and now I’m certain: It’s coming from inside him. Every noise within some undefined periphery of this place has migrated into him. The buzz, rattle, and scrape of the wards beyond the room, every chirp and scurry of wildlife, have become mute in the visible world. These movements reverberate instead within the echoing chamber of his skin. He is descending into death, and just as a sinking ocean liner is said to exert suction upon its surroundings, he too will carry some elements of earth, fire, and water into the depths.


  I listen intently all the same for footsteps or the sudden rush of music that accompanies the opening of the door to the nurses’ staff room. I have come to know the fright of movement during the last few days’ vigil. A crooner’s voice—someone plays Bing Crosby over and over—will ring out melodiously on an unexpected breeze of trumpets and saxo–phones. Bing will remind me to eliminate the negative and not to mess with Mister In-Between, and then I will hear the staccato beat of heel upon tile. The door behind me will swing open and a nurse, usually Peggy, will clatter between me and the patient delivering, perhaps, a cup of ice cubes and a straw like the one on his night table now.


  “Still here, Mrs. Evans?” she will say, looking at her watch and holding his wrist.


  At first I took this to mean it was time for me to leave. But I soon realized the watch was to check the pulse, not to remind me of the time. Peggy always poses the same redundant question because she doesn’t seem able to think of anything else. It’s always a disappointment, this blankness. Her pale, freckled face and red hair carry an echo of my former life and of the wild moment when I came closest to motherhood. Lucy Jenson—her doppelganger, my almost-child—must be twenty-seven or twenty-eight, about Peggy’s age. Peggy always makes me wonder where Lucy might be now.


  My hands tremble as they float towards the cup. I was always a terrible liar, and I know that if I am caught I may as well forget about mouthing the words of an alibi, however plausible. And what could be more natural than to give a dying man a drink, and to falter, spilling ice onto his lips? The fabrication slides so easily into the situation that words would hardly be necessary. The nurse would merely give a sympathetic “tut-tut” and help me pick up the ice and dry off any water that had seeped into the thin bedclothes. It’s a measure of my cowardice that even when every detail conspires to shield my intentions I still fear giving myself away.


  My fingers poke about the ice and scoop out a block. It slips into my palm and I raise myself from the chair.


  Is this your great revenge? a voice teases me. Visions of youthful snow-fights return, the trickle of ice water down my collar, the childish squeal of protest. Suddenly the whole idea seems too absurd. Couldn’t the sword of justice have chosen an avenger fiercer than I, one whose blade would not have been blunted to a child’s game, a mini-torture of ceremonial value only?


  And whose revenge is it? I think fleetingly of Noah and the seventy-seven Newfoundland men left to die on the ice in 1914 and I know my cause is more convoluted and more personal than a levelling of scores—so convoluted and so personal as to be almost meaningless. The thought almost frees me. My elbows pine for me to drop the ice cube; my legs itch to take me outside into the dubious spring. But this may be my last chance. For the moment Kean is trapped inside himself. In a week, a day, an hour, he will be beyond reach, standing upon the prow of the ferry boat, gentle waves lapping at its sides, Hadean moon spilling its serenity all around the new and mysterious world he is entering. He and his kind will have won.


  Held in trembling fingers, my miniature iceberg closes towards his thin blue lips, and then it touches. There is the hint of a twitch, evidence of some discomfort perhaps. Skin and ice meet in a curious, tentative kiss. A droplet runs around his chin, and his dying mouth opens, quite unexpectedly, as though preparing to receive the punishment. My fingertips push the ice block between his gums, and I catch a glimpse of his pink, moist tongue.


  I jump in my chair as his eyes suddenly open, staring upwards, unseeing, I think. The colour of his irises—virgin, crystal blue—evokes visions wildly at odds with the man before me: dolphins cavorting in a glistening Mediterranean summer, windmills rotating against an infinite, cloudless sky. Pin-prick pupils seem to search the ceiling, for a moment retrieving some slender threads of consciousness. I shrink with each hammer-blow from my chest, terrified that his head will turn towards me; that his unmoving limbs will slide into motion under the sheets, hands burrowing into the open; that the torso will curl at the waist and he will rise and take the shape he had cast off forever—the indomitable Kean, he who met enquiry with defiance, curses with indignation, he who turned mothers’ tears to effrontery.


  I watch closely, ready to spring for the door. The eyes do not—cannot, perhaps—move from the ceiling. There’s a gurgling in his throat. A new fear comes upon me. If he chokes and dies, I may be tried as a murderer; I will be a murderer. The small number of days stolen don’t mitigate the crime, nor does the dismal, foolish nature of the act. Part of me wants to lurch forward, plunge my fingers between his gums, and rescue the ice, but I’m held by reluctance to touch him again. The fact he is, after a fashion, awake, holds me back.


  A door, the nurses’ staff room again, comes open, and Bing comes wafting upon the sterilized air. There’s the brief patter of footsteps, then silence save for the music. The women’s chorus has taken over for the moment. Jonah in the whale, Noah in the ark, they sing in close harmony.


  The footsteps come again, and with no other warning the door opens.


  “Still here, Mrs. Evans?” asks Peggy. The tone is exactly the same as usual. She comes between me and her patient. She lifts his wrist and looks at her watch.


  Kean’s eyes are still open. There’s the dribble of melted ice on his chin, and still the odd gurgling sound, but Peggy doesn’t seem to notice. It occurs to me that her playing the same record over and over, her observance of the same dull routine, the same conversations, must all be part of her same extraordinarily over-ritualizing nature. Before I have much of a chance to fear discovery, she has turned, scribbled something on the chart at the foot of his bed, and left.


  Alone with the old man again, I scoop up another ice block. This time it slips from my fingers and drops onto the hard floor. Suddenly drained and sagging, I pick up my purse, rise from my seat, and shuffle out into the corridor.


  CHAPTER 2


  A clump of American soldiers emerges from a Duckworth Street restaurant, laughing, lighting up. One of them glances at me—a forlorn figure round-shouldered and solemn in front of the war memorial—then looks away again quickly, guilty perhaps that he has survived, that he awaits only the bureaucracy of demobilization to get him home.


  I stare at the monument’s iron figures—young men with square jaws and fixed, determined attitudes brandishing, in turn, pick, rifle, and baton. Time, I realize, has reduced me even more surely than it has reduced Abram Kean. Many years ago I threw myself in front of a train to rescue a child’s rag doll. This was once the measure of a reckless act. I was ashamed enough of the episode at the time, but now I am in awe. What would that brave young woman think to see her forty-seven-year-old self trying to torture an eighty-nine-year-old man with a block of ice?


  Age changes everything. Would the monument stir the blood if the faces before me were lined, their backs arched, and their joints swollen? It’s curious, this magic of youth that’s supposed to make anything—even wasteful, criminal death— glorious and exciting.


  This place always draws me. But it’s not for my first husband, Jack, or my brothers, Michael and Jimmy, that I’m here. There are better ways to mourn the Newfoundlanders lost at Beaumont-Hamel than staring at metal men with flint-like brows—creatures cast in the very image of the weaponry they have been made to wield. It must be the mystery of it all that draws me, how this all came to be, how soft flesh is over and over again persuaded to charge into the chaos of flying steel, how even the monuments we construct in honour of the dead conspire to reverse the very significance of mourning, to make war seem part of a natural course. The iron men in front of me were designed for war. Jack, Michael, and Jimmy were not. They all seem little more than boys now, cavorting on the far horizon of time. Even the parade, the ceremonial drills, and the cheering on the banks of Quidi Vidi Lake seem like the innocent adventures of childhood.


  Each time I come here I feel like I’m facing an unendurable truth that part of me insists I confront. Was it merely coincidence or some malevolent angel on my shoulder that brought me back on the last day of June in 1924, the very day before this memorial’s inauguration? With little else to do, I attended the event, though something, no more than a slight tingle in my bones, was already warning me off.


  Field Marshal Haig, the architect of the Somme’s infantry disaster, was in town to lay the first wreath. My reaction to this news was amazement. How could he show his face here? How could he show his face anywhere for that matter? But I soon found it wasn’t Haig’s presence that worried me. It was the acceptance of the unacceptable. It was like watching my countrymen walking gleefully into a raging wall of flame. The newspapers greeted his visit as an honour. I felt no itch of dissent in those around me. Something honeyed and mellow dwelt in the voice of Patricia, my cousin—and, I hoped, temporarily, landlady—when she mentioned him. It was more than forgiveness, distinct from acceptance or reconciliation. The outward rush of air that accompanied the name Haig was laced with the fragrance of lipstick and another quality I hesitated to name. But it was yielding and soft, without grudge or briar of any kind. Only as I was en route to the event and it was too late to back out did I identify the emotion in Patricia’s half-whisper: gratitude. He had noticed us. We were on the map of the British High Command. The dead and grieving of Newfoundland were worth a few days’ sea journey for an important man.


  The old me—the one capable of arguing—was afraid of what I might do as we shuffled into place among the waiting crowds. Hundreds, some in ranks and in uniform, stood in the series of horseshoe rings of paving laid into the green below the monument. Those who had served stood at attention. We civilians were almost as solemn, and my eyes surveyed the dignitaries in attendance for a broad, rather proud face that matched the photographs I had seen of Haig. I settled upon one of several in uniform to whom the others—even our mayor and prime minister—seemed to defer in whispers and slight nods.


  When the intelligence buzzed through the multitudes that the moment was upon us, the crowd seemed to hold its collective breath. You could hear the whoosh of fabric against skin as Haig moved towards the monument and bent to lay the first wreath. The bright sun played upon the ribbons and gold on his chest. He stood slowly, saluted, and back-stepped into position. Still, no one spoke or coughed, and I felt not even the mosquito stir of movement at either elbow, just the sense of focus upon the proud iron figures of the monument, the dark wreath, and Haig.


  There was the faint tickle of leaves behind us, and the hope fluttered inside me that the apathy and despair from which I had been running for so long might be on the verge of breaking. Not everyone was like Patricia, after all. The lengthy silence might not spell respect for Haig. The hush might be a dim but growing awareness of some violent effrontery, the steady, noiseless withdrawal of a wave before the crash. But something extra was needed to unleash this force. He is the one! I felt like shouting. It was he who sent them all—your sons, your husbands, your brothers—to their certain deaths!


  But silence hung like a canopy. Save for the faintest ripple of loose skin as his jaw clenched, Haig stood as still as the statues. A bugle played, its notes dipping and rising. A breeze played upon a lady’s feather hat and two men watched from high on a roof overlooking Duckworth Street. I itched for one of them to reach inside his jacket. But they remained erect and respectful, despite their unorthodox vantage point. As the ceremony moved towards its conclusion, I realized that anger, grief, desolation, and pain had been transformed as if by magic into a permanent hushed respect for the very act of war that had brought it all about. Who was I to complain? In the end I had acted like all the others, silent and acquiescent, and to all appearances, admiring of the man who had taken centre stage.


  I left the place in a sea of self-disgust. Despite, or perhaps because of, an aching loneliness that had descended upon my shoulders, I walked arm-in-arm with Patricia. Patricia was at least human. She wasn’t some representation of humanity moulded in iron and set, pick, baton, or rifle in hand, upon a concrete pedestal. I caught the warmth of her arm through the fabric of her blouse, and knew she had also lost a brother at Beaumont-Hamel. How could I criticize when I had no alternative to offer? She had been offered a sweet pill of consolation, an escape from the despairing thoughts of futile, pointless slaughter, and she had taken it.


  I listened to the double-beat of our footsteps, mine echoing Patricia’s, and for a while failed to notice that my cousin had been talking to someone on her left. Patricia half-turned and nudged me with her elbow.


  “Elsa,” she said, and her brown eyes seemed suddenly large, conveying an obligation to be polite. “You remember Fred Evans, Noah’s brother.”


  Noah Evans was a thread that ran through to my earliest years, one temporarily unhooked by the war, my widowhood, and my time away. While the name chimed like a once-loved bell, I could recall only the shape of things but not the details. “Noah,” I said decisively, following the thread through to its abrupt and terrible end. I looked across Patricia at a tall, thin man. Adding hair to his shining temples, flesh and colour to his cheek, I recreated the older brother of the childhood friend with whom I had spent happy months in Bonavista.


  He caught my eye.


  “I’m glad to see you again, Miss Walsh,” he said with a touch of nervousness around his mouth. “Another sad day for sure.”


  There was something about the air around the near stranger I recognized, tightness in the face, a vague sense of burden around the shoulders. Our meeting glances seemed to acknowledge this too.


  Another sad day, he had said.


  The words flapped in my ears like the wings of a mournful crow. Sad, not warm or comforting. There was no room for pride or valour in a leaden word like sad. With the single-minded treachery of the lost, my attention changed focus from Patricia to Fred Evans.


  Another, he had said. Another sad day. So this was not an aberration, but part of a pattern.


  In three short words Fred Evans had come closer to giving form to the very essence of my grief and isolation than any person within the last year. Noah had died not in the war but on the ice. But his death was a prelude to the great catastrophe, the thunderclap before a storm. The two events—the disaster of sealers lost on the Newfoundland and the Great War itself— were part of the same desolate pointlessness: men with picks, men with rifles, men with clubs, men cutting through wire making their way into no man’s land, men tramping through snow, jumping from ice pan to ice pan. Men eschewing safety and dry land, turning their backs on their families and communities, turning from real life to reach for imagined glory. In neither case was it a single event, a ship without wireless, a battle plan that didn’t work. It was something more, either a kink in the divine plan or a mistake in evolution. It was something that Fred Evans and I understood. Or so it seemed then.


  Another sad day.


  What a dreadful disservice to a man to lay so much expectation on three words.


  CHAPTER 3


  Blue smoke rises from Fred’s pipe and his heavily veined forearms, exposed by his rolled-up sleeves, ripple in concentration. He doesn’t look up as I enter, but the newspaper crackles, warding off interruption. Heaviness moves in my chest as I go to the sink, fill the kettle at the tap, and place it on the hot plate. A peek over his shoulder reveals that my husband of twenty years is reading the obituaries, and I feel a swift tug of envy for those whose lives have been levelled at last into painless paper and ink.


  Shaking his head, he sighs but still doesn’t look up. “A great man.”


  He continues reading.


  Fred has remained a man of few words, but he has a knack for making them count. His brief statements always stir a hundred questions; they are profound by default.


  The kettle starts to whistle behind me.


  “Who’s died?” I ask at last.


  “The greatest sealer who ever lived.”


  He flaps the paper, folding the page over which the article continues.


  I turn again and attend to the kettle, sloshing hot water into the teapot, swirling it around and pouring it into the sink, and then stretch up to the high shelf for the tea caddy.


  “Kean?” My voice is soft, unnatural, as I start spooning tea into the pot.


  “Who else?”


  It is not a question but a statement of defiance. I think of the times: I left the hospital at three. The newspaper is printed…when? I used to know these things. Patricia’s nephew was a reporter for a time. My hand wavers as the water streams in a hesitant ribbon from the kettle into the pot. Rising steam stings the hairs on the back of my hand, and I replace the pot’s lid with a double clug.


  “When did he die?” I wipe my hands on the tea towel, then turn and lean back against the oven rail.


  “Yesterday.”


  “I imagine you’ll pay your respects.”


  “All decent people will.”


  I know he must have finished Kean’s obituary by now. But his frown remains on the page.


  “Some people didn’t like him.”


  “Ignorant people.”


  I eye the cups hanging from the dresser behind his chair but, for the moment, remain where I am.


  “There was that matter of the Newfoundland.”


  “Don’t I know it?”


  Now he looks up, chestnut eyes catching mine, holding, a buck rabbit in a snare, defying its hunter. The guilt of the survivor is a terrible thing, and I’m loath to prod him further but know I can’t prevent myself. A cargo load of urgency creaks and groans inside me, threatening to crack my ribs. The words escape before I can catch them: “What about Noah?”


  “Noah took his chances.”


  The wounded look rises in his face, subsides, then he lets his eyes descend again upon the paper.


  I circle the table to the cups, unhook them, and return to the teapot. Was it true? By the spring of 1914 I hadn’t seen Noah Evans for a full year. He might have changed during the passage from fifteen years old to sixteen. Wisdom can peel away like layers of skin as a boy grows to the full idiocy of manhood. I lay the cups on the kitchen table like muskets in preparation for a duel, and then collect the teapot and pour the tea first into his cup, then into mine.


  “It must have been hard, being on the Stephano under Kean and then finding out.”


  “Hard on everyone. Hard on Kean.”


  He raises the cup and a bitter look comes over him as he takes his first sip. Does he suspect poison? I raise my own cup. The curling steam, held close, emboldens my lips.


  “But Kean knew about the Newfoundland. He had received word but still stayed out on the ice.”


  “Everyone likes a villain. What was he supposed to do?”


  Again the hunted look; he takes a quick gulp of tea. “It was too late to save anyone.”


  “Would you have carried on sealing if you’d known about Noah?”


  He rises, cup in hand, scraping back his chair. “Never been on the ice, have you?”


  “Neither had Noah, until then.”


  He makes an awkward throwing gesture with his free hand—a stock one these days to mean I’m talking nonsense but I’m not worth an argument—as he turns to head out of the kitchen. But unsettled, needing the last word, he hovers at the doorway, putting the tea on the floor and pulling at his shoelaces.


  “What’s it to you anyway?” he growls. “He was my brother, not yours. You hardly knew him.”


  The thought passes through me that women are robbed of our lives—of our husbands, children, brothers, and friends—and when it comes to the details, some version of “What-is-it-to-do-with-you?” is always the response. This insight cannot be expressed to Fred, and he doesn’t want to hear it anyway, so I hunch over the steaming tea and watch his shoulders tremble in rage as he breaks one lace, curses, then wrenches at the loops to get them even.


  “What would you know of Kean, or Noah, or me for that matter? I wanted to get him a berth on the Stephano. He was the one who wanted to go on the Newfoundland.”


  I hear an edge of desperation in his voice. A fleeting wish passes through me that I could be as adept at conciliatory phrases as I am at the triggers of anger, but it’s no use; this constant battle is part of us, simply the way we come together. It’s nobody’s fault but I married my enemy when I meant to marry my friend.


  “Why do you want to punish people who are only doing their best?” he continues, still fussing at the laces. “You’re so superior to everyone,” he adds, pulling the knot with an exaggerated grunt and picking up his cup from the floor. “Just because you stayed in some fancy house in England.”


  “As a governess,” I add quietly. “And it wasn’t fancy.”


  “Too good to stay here.” He nods his head now, happy to find his target.


  “I just needed time, Fred, after the war.”


  “Time,” he repeats, almost spitting, rising to stand again.


  “That’s a luxury.”


  “I wasn’t in a rest home, Fred. I was working.”


  “Working!” He waves his tea cup as though weaving patterns in the air with a blade. “Whose child were you caring for?”


  His face turns pink. We’ve been here before many times, a cliff edge over which neither of us wishes to tumble. Whose child? Not mine. Not ours. In the panic of anger he’s lit a fuse as dangerous to him as to me. The pinched look about his cheeks tells me he knows this, but he hasn’t the skill to withdraw the question.


  “I’ve told you a hundred times,” I say, calmly, reassuringly, “Sarah and Simon Jenson’s child, Lucy.”


  “Did they know about sealing?” There’s momentary relief in his tone. He’s grateful I didn’t pick up on the incendiary potential of his previous question. But still his frame is trembling with indignation and a dollop of tea spills onto the floor. He looks absurd, knows it, and I feel sorry for him, again wishing that I knew how to bring it all to a close.


  “No, Fred,” I say as mildly as I can. “They didn’t know anything about sealing. And you’re right, neither do I.”


  He’s surprised by this and stands for the moment, afraid to move, suspecting a trick. “What happened to the Newfoundland was bad enough without blame. Captain Kean is loved by everyone.”


  “No, he isn’t,” I say, not with malice for Kean, but regret for my husband. “He died alone.”


  “How would you know?”


  His face twitches slightly, but he’s still triumphant, just frustrated at the glitch before final confirmation of his victory.


  “Because I sat with him in the hospital.”


  “What?”


  His expression alters in waves—disbelief, scorn at such a silly lie, then a deep inquiry, gaining urgency with every passing second.


  “It’s true, Fred. I sat with Kean.”


  The sun intensifies quite unexpectedly through the window, striping the kitchen with bars of gold. Laughter from the neighbours’ children trespasses through the pane.


  “Have you gone mad?”


  The question thins into a whisper and I can sense the nature of his anxiety: He’s afraid that this time it may be no mere turn of phrase.


  “Yes,” I stammer, feeling the kiss of tears on my lower lids for the first time, I think, in many years. “I think that maybe I have.”
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  France

  1916


  CHAPTER 4


  Simon


  I count the wormholes in a cluster—twelve in all. The beam supporting the dugout roof is riddled with them, stoic little buggers. Dank air wheezes in and out of my chest, and my heart pounds against my ribs, wanting to disown me, to batter its way to freedom.


  The machine gun fire is relentless. My brain detects an odd kind of music in the noise, the sort of cacophony that might result were the war god Mars to reinterpret Wagner: cymbals, drums, discordant strings, the boom and drone of inhuman voices. Somewhere in the molten depths of the earth are creatures who might find beauty in the strange disharmony. It’s only soft flesh and warm blood that recoils, and it’s we poor creatures who are at fault. The noise merely tells of the universe as it is; mankind is an aberration of unnatural sensitivity. The war has been sent upon us as a purge, to burn us to a cinder so that creation might forget nature’s latest folly, so that it might return to the sanity of rock, fire, and thunder.


  The beam shakes and dust rises from one of the sandbags. The boom comes on the heels of the vibrations, the sound delay revealing a distance of three or four hundred yards. A little grey cloud of dust spreads itself—a grimy, desperate last hope such as Wordsworth might have envisioned in a deathbed nightmare. The poet would have found no white puffy cumulus here, no celestial rays flooding the daffodils.


  Charles stirs on his bunk beside me. Without turning I can sense that he is coiled. He inhales sharply.


  “It must be close to the time.”


  It’s a statement of fact. I know this, yet a wave of hot anger sweeps through me, prickling the hairs on my neck, burning the skin beneath. Some time ago the lizard of cowardice crawled into my brain and attached itself there. I still can’t shake it free.


  I turn on my bunk to find Charles perched on the end of his own bed like a robin redbreast sitting on a fence. I shoot him a look.


  “Sorry old man. Didn’t know you were still sleeping.”


  His face—cheeks like fresh peaches, blue eyes clear and trusting—takes me into a whole other world.


  “How long have you been out here now, Charles?”


  “A week and two days.”


  “You’re excited by this, aren’t you?”


  “Yes.” He looks down, fingering his bayonet.


  Charles thinks I’m accusing him, but my anger is already gone. Nothing lasts here and, in any case, Charles’s features have merged with those of his sister. Or is it the other way around? Has memory remoulded Sarah’s face into that of her younger brother? Minutes are so lugubriously drawn-out here that it’s impossible to trust either the future or the past. Both are as remote as dinosaurs.


  There’s a crash; everything shakes, dust rising again.


  “Seems so close,” Charles says eagerly, “like we were under bombardment ourselves. How could Jerry survive all that?”


  “Let’s hope he doesn’t,” I answer, urbane and world-weary, but a knot of fear tightens in my stomach. This is an old sensation, last felt in the first weeks in the trenches when my nerves hung like the wire demarcating our territory, when the whistle and boom seemed to comprise a heart-jolting overture to some great explosion. But the cataclysm did not come. Only dribs and drabs, hunger, dirt, and diarrhea, stretchers for a few, darkness and waiting for the rest. And I have grown used to these things. This dugout has been home for so long, I can’t imagine life without its protection.


  “What do you think will happen, Simon?”


  “I don’t know.”


  Surprised at the calmness in my voice, I let my back rest upon the wire mesh bunk and my imagination inhale the cigarette smoke I crave. Tobacco hasn’t arrived at our trench even though we were promised it would before this morning. Is this a good omen? A denied last request surely means reprieve. My bunk trembles and the distant bombardment intensifies—a monster’s belch repeating four times, five times, six times, seven…I glance at the disabled alarm clock on the floor. Its spread-eagled black arms say five past seven.


  Turning, I swing my legs, boots meeting the loose planks. I beat down my uniform. Charles shadows my movements, dropping from his bunk, standing, and checking his rifle one last time.


  “So this is it, old man,” he says, facing me, an odd expression on his face. His cheeks are pinker than usual, and his pale eyes are alive with some emotion I suppose must be fear. Please don’t ask me for comfort.


  “Listen,” he stutters, moving forward half a step. I find myself backing off, eyes blinking as though confronted by the sun’s glare. This boy is at odds with everything in the world I now inhabit—the smell of the earth, the damp, and the constant booming. Charles is a flower growing from a grenade.


  “I don’t want to talk out of turn, Simon, but I just know this is it. You’re going to get out of this. This is victory.” His lips break into a timorous smile and his eyes flash, just as Sarah’s used to do. “I can sense it.”


  My hand gropes for the beam and I grip the dry wood. It isn’t fear the boy is feeling. It’s concern, pity even—for me. He supposes it is I who most needs to “get out of this,” not he. What has he seen? How have I betrayed myself?


  I know he has seen my shame because his expression alters. He gives me an encouraging smile.


  “It must have been hell,” he says more softly, “all this time here. I can’t even imagine.”


  “Not at all,” I blurt, eyes stinging. “Let’s get ready, Baxter.”


  Charles holds my gaze for a second before breaking off and stooping towards his bunk. The look he has just given me is one of Sarah’s, an exchange of sympathy that, despite its businesslike swiftness, is as deep and reliable as a fjord. The Baxters—all of them, it seems—are practical, efficient, wise, and well-meaning. Charles, true to form, has taken even my rebuff with understanding.


  He attaches his officer’s kit to his uniform. The tug, rattle, and clip of this procedure bring me back to the preparations before a cricket match. Charles excelled as a batsman at school. I did not, but being two years older and his sister’s suitor, it didn’t diminish me in his eyes. I was always the adult world into which he desired entry. It seems I am still drawing on that account.


  An improbable fragrance—rich and wholesome like leaves in early autumn—wafts into the dugout. So little remains alive above us, just acres of sun-caked mud, but some genius spirit in the breeze has conjured the magical scent as a subtle torture. It brings me back to September before the war when, after years of clinging to the drying twig of my pride, I fell like a seed, spinning into Sarah’s world with my hasty proposal and her acceptance.


  Sarah Baxter and her family inhabit some golden part of nature most of us only glimpse. They are always at play, always teasing, but never unkind. They conjure visions of languorous days and endless green meadows. When I was young I did my best to ignore the ruddy-faced boy and his spindly, vaguely bored older sister with the frizzy red hair as they tramped and hollered their way through the scrub connecting our two homes, yet even then I knew they were the centre of something. Their world was full of games, such as charades or sardines, that seemed both childish and faintly magical. They revelled on the banks of the dank pond that lay within their grounds and were often joined by a cluster of equally innocent cousins. I used to look down at them from the study where I had cloistered myself, wondering at the complexity of the disparagement I felt, the way it tugged at me angrily at the corners, and exerted a dull pressure in the region of my tear ducts. Mrs. Baxter was long a widow and yet she was surrounded by life, while my father, her counterpart in mourning, wanted nothing more than to be left alone. The first few times they asked me to join one of their games I refused, feeling no regret at all at my decision. I can’t remember how many times they asked me, or what it was that made me succumb. Perhaps it was the time when coming home from exams I smirked at their games deliberately, wanting them to see me, and found them smiling back openly in response. I remember the unexpected wave of shame that came over me, the burning on my cheek. Eventually I did join them, and we formed a friendship that remained tentative on my part. For a long time I still didn’t quite believe in them, in this boy and girl to whom sharing was second nature, to whom sarcasm was so alien they didn’t even recognize it. It’s a perpetual surprise to find through Sarah’s letters, and through Charles, that even now they haven’t changed.


  The world has been through a ring of fire. Lush meadows have withered. The heavens have darkened to falling steel. But the Baxters’ innocence is intact, only the slight nibble of worry around a vision of pure virtue. For me their soft decency is unbearable—a grotesque practical joke. I have never felt as foul as during the last nine days during which Charles Baxter has been with the division. I have never felt so mocked by memory. “I can’t even imagine,” Charles said, an infinite kindness in his eyes. But the chief of all horrors is that his words now tug me closer to him; they make me almost believe in those days before the war.


  I pick up my own kit and turn to the dugout wall as I strap it on. My fingers are trembling, not in fear, but in a dreadful hope. You’re going to get out of this. This is victory. Can it be? Are we really going to aim a fatal blow this very day, and come out into the light?


  My sinews tighten. I turn to Charles. “You know the drill. Help the men out. Follow through with the last. As soon as we establish channels through the wire, catch me up.”


  Charles nods. “Everything is ready.” He stands as though to attention.


  A soft breeze teases my earlobe. A sparrow rises into the blue above a smoking crater. It flaps its wings, then circles, panicky in the silence.


  “Going to be a walkover, boys, piece of cake,” the warrant officer beneath me mumbles. My feet tremble on the ladder, but not enough for anyone to notice. It’s the faint whiff of freedom that scares me, the spectre of hope.


  My lips pinch the whistle and I glance to the right, watching for the signal. Far down the line, almost on the horizon, a flag waves. A short piercing blast arrives on the breeze. I blow also—a fractured note from me—and clamber over the ridge, head down, still distrusting the calm. Stooping, I haul up the next man. The dull rumble of boots scoops up the rest of the silence. As far as the eye can see, men crawl out of the trenches like overloaded ants. Ahead, in no man’s land, the advance line is already moving. A dull boom and the rattle of machine guns confirm that our cover fire has commenced on schedule.


  Charles is at the next ladder, giving each soldier a haul then a pat on the back as if encouraging him on his way to face a fast bowler. A private adjusts his heavy gear and starts marching forward.


  I turn and follow the line of soldiers and warrant officers, embarrassed to be behind. I catch up at the wire. Two privates—Jarrot and Smith—lower a plank over the mesh. I try to help but my hands feel alien to myself, silent betrayers, as they touch the wood. The mesh springs back at first but is flattened as Jarrot then Smith march through into no man’s land. A sergeant and more privates follow.


  Silent, unnoticed, I go after—an officer ghost.


  Smoke rises ahead. Farther off, just short of the enemy lines, our mortars explode. Great plumes of earth fly into the air and hang against the horizon like the leaves of some monstrously outsized crop. Machine guns rattle and metal pings against stone. One of the men halts and makes a pantomime gesture with his arms, entreating reply from a non-existent audience. He remains for a moment, a scarecrow silhouetted by the smoke. Then he folds in upon himself, sinking to the earth. Another merely drops to the ground as though tripped. Once fallen, he remains—a kit bag and empty coat.


  The machine guns I took to be ours are theirs. Repeat fire echoes like laughter across the battlefield.


  Inside me something coils. Men are falling all around me, stringless puppets in the drifting smoke. Ahead, clumps of soldiers gather at the enemy wire, like a congregation on the church steps, awaiting entry. I notice some are hanging, attached to the wire. Is Charles Baxter one of these? My pace, already slow, slackens. It isn’t working, says the part of me that still thinks like a soldier, but you can’t retreat. You must push forward.


  Go back comes another, more intimate voice. Thick smoke spirals, bitter ashes creeping up my nostrils. Retreat and crawl inside your tunnel, muffle your ears, and shelter your eyes.


  I shrug off the lizard of cowardice and fix my bayonet, my heart drumming an overture to battle. There will be a counter-attack; it is certain. The silence was a trap and our men are exposed. I have hung back disgracefully, but enemy blood upon my bayonet will wash away the shame.


  Something stirs through the smoke, edging this way—I catch the dome of a helmet. The counter has started. I fall to my knees, ready to leap forward. My ankles are like springs, feet sinking into the earth for greater thrust. The man looms before me and I jump into him blade-first.


  Standing now, I take his weight, twist, and pull back my weapon. He gasps, a hand groping my shoulder, then squeezing the joint till it hurts. The first thing I notice is the size of his eyes, whites enlarged like those of a hard-boiled egg.


  Does this mitigate my mistake? The question darts like a swallow through my thoughts. At this moment Charles does not really look like Charles. Like me, he is altered by the war. Will Sarah take this into account when she gets to hear that I have killed her brother?


  “Sorry,” I find myself whispering.


  Don’t talk, a rasping thought tries to correct me. Don’t say anything that will weave this moment deeper into reality. It hasn’t happened. It hasn’t really happened.


  “I was coming to fetch you,” croaks Charles. “I thought you were hurt.”


  His face screws up into a ball of agony, moist eyes still bulging, brow furrows deeper than anything such a young face should allow.


  He dies. I feel the life leave him, as easy as that. The hand that grips my shoulder is merely a hand, and nothing more. The arms, the neck, the head that I now ease to the ground are all part of a carcass like any from a butcher’s shop—spine, limbs, joints all within a sack of skin; I can smell fresh blood and offal. A moment’s panic as the hand will not cease holding, then I stumble back free, gasping for breath.


  Charles lies contorted at the neck and shoulder, eyes gazing off into blue. Gunfire cackles and I spin around, first towards the enemy lines, the rising smoke and the wire-pinioned bodies, then towards our own trenches, where a smaller number of corpses lie strewn over the pockmarked earth. Smoke drifts and circles and I see one of them, the closest to me, move—an arm rising, index finger stretched as though testing the wind. His trouser legs twist upon themselves as though empty. It’s Smith, one of the privates who crossed the wire before me. I recognize him from those sunken cheeks, like those of a consumptive, I heard one of the officers say. I pull my gun and bayonet close to my chest, aware suddenly of the sticky blood on my fingers. Smith’s forefinger hovers, seems to point in my direction, then his arm falls back into his coat. The hint of a smile plays upon his thin lips.


  My heart pounds like sledgehammer against rock. Did Smith see? Turning again, my fingers tremble and I shield the weapon with my body. My head shakes like that of a dog besieged by fleas, and suddenly I’m off, bounding hard towards the enemy lines, a deafening rush in my ears.


  A tumult of gunfire rises to my embrace.


  CHAPTER 5


  It was the scream they all remembered—a mythic, warrior howl from the avenger whose blade dripped with Hunnish blood. I remembered it too once the fog of dreams began to lift. I had screamed when I reached the enemy trenches. All the terror and fury of suicide was in that desperate release. And, immediately after, I was thrown by an irresistible force. There was a sharp pain in my head, a wrench in my ankles, and I was scooped as though by some gravitational force into a well of darkness. I tried to recall—because they were so certain of my heroism—what I could possibly have accomplished in the second between that yell and my descent. But no one helped me with that. Just a careful pat on my shoulder, as if they feared too firm a touch would shatter my bones, and, “There, there old man. You’ve done everything that could be expected of you. You’re an inspiration.”


  It was the glare of the electric light high above my bed that first hauled me up through many layers of nightmare and dream. Voices came and went like trams. The narrow aisles of the ward were streets, sometimes empty, sometimes bustling with life. I could not at first tell a human voice from the screech of brake or the rattle of rail. I merely had some odd notion that I lay upon an island the traffic avoided.


  Voices faded into the murk. The light blurred, swelled, and spilled into blackness. Then, after some indeterminate time, it returned a little sharper than before. Pain was all around, pain so thick, so searing, I couldn’t understand how the white-clad men and women could move so easily, how they could walk, bend, and wrap and unwrap bandages like those around my feet and forehead, how they could concentrate on anything but the pain. Then I realized the pain was inside me; I had been wrong to assume that it flooded the corridors and reached with endless wings into the world beyond the hospital.


  Once, quite soon after this revelation, I opened my eyes to see a tall, gaunt man with a moustache looking down at me. I thought I recognized him.


  “Hello, old man,” he said gently, so gently in fact, that I had to wonder for a moment whether this was perhaps my father, whether I was still a child and this was a school sanatorium, not a hospital, whether I had dreamed the war and the years leading up to it. I tried to answer, but my tongue seemed asleep.


  “It’s all right, don’t speak,” he said quickly, colouring around the collar. “I didn’t mean to wake you. I’m Major Pickard from further up the line. You might remember me.” His grey eyes became evasive and moist. He stopped for a moment. “So many lost,” he said quietly. “I’m sure you must have heard.” He took a breath and straightened himself, taking off his gloves. Through the disinfectant that permeated the ward, I caught the faint scent of leather. “I just wanted to say on behalf of the lads in my platoon, and yours,” he said quietly, as though an aura of sadness or disgrace hung about our outfit. I thought of Charles, smelled his blood again. He knows I killed Charles, I thought. It did not occur to me that his gentleness was at odds with this and that he would not have been speaking so softly had he been aware that I had skewered the life out of a fellow lieutenant. But nothing was obvious to me in those days after my first awakening. The world and everything in it was being sewn together afresh. Had I looked out of a window I would not have been surprised to see the blue of sky upon the ground or a rich loam of grass around the sun. “It was a terrific show,” he continued, “a terrific show.”


  His colour became deeper still and he seemed overcome. Is this what happened in wartime? I wondered. Was there some mechanism in the politics of battle that turned things inside out, making soldiers honour actions they might otherwise admonish? I thought of Smith on the ground, his finger trying to point, his lips attempting a smile. Had Smith known something of this inversion?


  “I know it’s not the moment,” said the major, straightening, mouth tight as though preparing to speak before an audience, “but I want you to know, it will not be forgotten.”


  Not…forgotten. Something seeped from my skull and stung the wound beneath my bandage. What could this mean? That I’d be praised now, but that later, at some appointed time, I’d be excluded from the society of men? Dull recollections of ritualized ostracism—white feathers, black billiard balls—came into my mind. Immediately a single anxiety—more vivid by far than anything that had so far emerged from the tangles of my thoughts—formed itself: Does Sarah know I killed Charles?


  I pushed myself up onto my elbows and the question gathered on my breath.


  “No, old man, don’t try to talk yet.”


  “Sarah…” I managed to say. “Charles…” The thought was ready in my brain, coherent with subject, object, and verb in the right places, but the clarity had gone astray as it travelled the connections towards my mouth. I could only manage one word at a time.


  “I know, old man, I know,” he said, laying his warm hand on my shoulder. His manner had reverted to the infinite gentleness of before, hardly a trace of officer about him, save for the uniform and the neat leather gloves folded in one hand. “Young Baxter is gone. I’m terribly sorry.”


  I stuttered, hot blood rushing towards my head. We were further along—much further along—in understanding than this. We both knew I killed him; I wanted to know what Sarah knew already, and what she would know in future. If the words had only formed in time I could have shown him my frustration. I know he’s gone, I would have told him. I know he’s gone, you fool, because I killed him!


  But it was hopeless. He gave me a last kind, encouraging smile and backed away. A nurse took his place and Major Pickard strode away, head held meditatively to one side, a mannerism I had seen in priests and other men of vocation.


  “Now, you must rest,” said the nurse, pulling the thin blankets tight around my shoulders. “You can do nothing more until you are well again.”


  This was the first time I had come across myself, the hero. Just as the electric light hanging far above my bed had sharpened to a constant shape before my eyes, so did Major Pickard’s story—his “terrific show”—clarify itself in all its essentials. Over and over, and with little variation, my gallantry came to my ears until they burned not only with shame but also, perversely, with a sense of pride for the man they all believed me to be. In the shuffling chaos of the ward, a hero took shape and became real. It wasn’t me, but I was his devoted representative.


  From officers, sergeants, and even nurses, I heard how my lion-hearted roar shattered the smoky air, how with glistening bayonet I charged into the German lines. The blind self-sacrifice was branded, it seemed, on the hearts of tired and weary men of our platoon. Even though the mortar struck me down—or perhaps because it struck me down—the sight of me inspired the few bloodied souls of our outfit, reinforced by some of Pickard’s men, to fight over a section of German trench, a small gain made all the more golden because the cost had been so high and outright victory remained so far from reach.


  The story had hungry roots and fast-growing branches. In succeeding days I learned how I had shouted oaths at the Hun, dared him to come at me, even baring my chest—this last variation from an impressionable young nurse who hadn’t stopped to weigh the many impracticalities of such an action from an officer burdened with rifle, pack, and buckled uniform.


  What about the blood on my bayonet? Apparently it had come from one of the German snipers who had been hiding in the craters of no man’s land before the day had dawned, or else runners sent out by the enemy command to view and report back on the state of the battle. Luckily no one asked the rank or the dress of the foe I had slain, an omission that fed a lingering suspicion that, beneath the talk of heroes, they knew it was dangerous to question events too closely.


  I heard one startling elaboration from Flo, an insomniac nurse older than the rest. When she was off-duty, Flo liked to sit on the ward knitting, “keeping guard,” she used to say, over the sleeping soldiers. This night she had taken up a position in the aisle, quite close to my bed. When I awoke after a short sleep I could hear the rustle of wool and the rhythmic click of the needles. The noise, comforting to some, made me restless. I turned in the dim bluish haze to see her gazing at me, furrows on her brow, an odd concern in her heavy eyes. I stared back through the fuzzy half-light.


  Flo had something of Sarah’s mother about her, something of the same shape as she sat slightly round-shouldered, fingers working, a face that was at once aged, yet softened by age.


  These were the lines of concern, not of anger. Where men became stern and thin-lipped over years, some women, it seemed, mellowed into a wistful, worried version of who they had once been. But Flo’s wistfulness merely alarmed me. Why was she staring?


  A dozen anxieties sprang to life. Had I talked in my sleep? Had she overheard the story of how I had murdered the son of a woman like herself? Or had she heard something from one of the other patients, something that brought everything else into question, made her realize I was not really a hero at all? I was a coward and a murderer.


  I must have seemed startled because she rose, laid her knitting on her chair, and came towards me. Her hand reached for my head and I shrank violently into the bed.


  “It’s all right, all right,” she said softly. Her cold palm touched down upon my damp forehead, and I moaned like a child. I couldn’t help it. “Do you know who I am? Simon, do you know me?”


  Her use of my Christian name terrified me, as did her question. Nobody here called me Simon. Her eyes, already edged by grief and worry, seemed to take on another emotion. Mrs. Baxter’s spirit had possessed her and she was accusing me. I moaned again and stretched away from her hand, twisting my neck until part of my face sank into the pillow. “It’s all right, Simon, you’re only dreaming.”


  These words calmed me a little. I knew I wasn’t dreaming. I could pinpoint every aspect of the moment I was in—the mild, soap-like scent of the motherly nurse, the prickle of coarse linen against my cheek as I pushed myself as deep into the bed as I could. But the question brought me back to how fear and guilt had almost undone me with Major Pickard. Guilt had a life of its own, I remembered. No conclusion could be trusted that was reached under its influence.


  Nurse Flo’s hand began to stroke my forehead, and when I had courage to look her full in the face, she was smiling her gently anxious smile. The expression was one I had seen in Mrs. Baxter’s face, but Nurse Flo no longer looked so much like Mrs. Baxter; she was much thinner, her eyes small and dark while Mrs. Baxter’s were large and pale.


  She leaned over me for some time, softly whispering “only a dream.” The cadence of the words soothed me like an ancient prayer, more profound and more comforting than a thousand Our Fathers. “Only a dream” was the grandparent of all prayers, extending beyond circumstance. Pain, anxiety, guilt, retribution—only a dream. Blood, prison, gallows, disgrace— only a dream. Those three words held the wisdom of the ages. In the blue light of the ward, with the coughs and moans of the sick around me, it seemed the one comforting truth to hold onto: everything passes in the end, everything was a dream.


  At last Flo went back to her chair and repositioned it so she might sit and whisper to me at the same time. “I know about your story, Simon. I know what you’ve been through.” Small impulses of horror regrouped in my chest, forming a battalion of denial and shame. But then, quite unexpectedly and one by one, rifles dropped onto the earth. My heart became lighter, and everything slid into a kind of acceptance, a kind of relief. It was bound to happen. She knew my story—the real one, it seemed, from her tone and from the worried furrows on her brow as she watched me. She was sympathetic, warm, and kind. She would understand and not judge me, and the guilt that had been hammering inside my chest would escape at last.


  My vision blurred and a warm tear spilled, running from the corner of my eye, along my temple, seeping into my bandage. Another rose to take its place and I could feel a torrent about to break. I began shaking; I couldn’t help it. “I know about Lieutenant Charles Baxter, your friend,” she continued, touching my forehead again. “Another soldier saw you…” I had begun to shake harder, but I needed her to go on. I needed her sweet absolution, and I sensed she knew this. “He saw you take your friend in your arms and gently, very gently, lay him down upon the ground.”


  Her words had missed something vital for my unburdening. I searched for a way to bring her back, to make her relate the story again, but with the details I most needed to hear.


  “No, it’s not right,” I sobbed.


  But she ignored me, gently shaking her head, leaning in closer and clasping the hand she had eased from under my bedclothes. “So, despite that brave soldier’s heart of yours,” she continued, “despite that lion-hearted courage, you were as tender as a lamb on the battlefield. Simon, such sensitivity and courage together is so rare in a man. Your girl back home will be proud of you. You mustn’t worry about that.”


  I said nothing for a while. My tears subsided, as did my shaking. Nurse Flo gave me one last adoring, motherly look, then took her chair to its previous position and continued to knit. The guilt that had been battering my chest for release was suddenly still, lodged into a new and permanent position. I could almost hear the crunch of a foundation stone being laid.


  Who was the witness, I wondered? Was it Smith, with his grin, his pointed finger, and his shattered legs? I had assumed him dead, and he hadn’t turned up here. But I had seen no other. How had Nurse Flo come to misunderstand so badly?


  An image rose in my brain of Smith, fevered, dying perhaps, relaying the image of one soldier laying a comrade upon the bomb-encrusted ground carefully, reverentially. He would find a sardonic humour, no doubt, that he would expect his deathbed listener—Nurse Flo, or perhaps another nurse—to appreciate. But in his fever he would fail to pass on that one prescient detail. His words would fade out, or the phrase would be too muddled to make out: the reverential officer had killed the comrade himself.


  For the next little while I was sullen rather than agitated. The medics who saw me talked vaguely of “various phases,” and “what was to be expected.” My body was healing against my will. They moved me to a ward where some of the soldiers were up and about and where there was daily talk of who might be shipped back to England to convalesce. Each week a bunch of the healthiest men were taken by van to a train bound for the coast. I recoiled at the idea that one day I would be one of them. This strange purgatory was home to me now. I wanted no other.


  But my condition would not cease improving. The bandages around my head became lighter. Finally, they were removed. I was taught to use a wheelchair, then crutches. Like an automaton, I obeyed directives, believing that somehow I could avoid returning to England, that the war, still raging to the east, might engulf us in the night and burn us all to ashes as we slept. Where were the Zeppelins when you needed them?


  Then it came, a moment I had been dreading, a premonition of that which was to come. A tight little bundle of letters, bound in yellowed string, landed on my bunk.


  CHAPTER 6


  Aware of the hush in the ward—the static of envy—I pick up the three-letter bundle. I flip it one way, then the other, taking in the details of the three envelopes: the first violet with looping, blue script, the second pale pink, and the third thick, white, and wedged between the other two. A shiver runs through me. They have each been opened and read, of course.


  An apologetic strip of tape re-closes each letter.


  As I am one of the few to receive mail today, many sets of yearning eyes remain on me, so I slip the bundle into the pocket of my dressing gown and, with the same hand, draw forth my Woodbine and matches. I strike a flame at the second attempt; my hands are just beginning to tremble.


  As the cloud of blue smoke rises from my bunk, a cough from the ward’s opposite corner echoes under the high ceiling. I sense that interest is sliding from me at last, finding refuge in other comforts either vicarious or postdated. Some patients begin flicking through the magazines that litter the beds. Some light up their own pipes and cigarettes. Others reread last week’s, or last month’s, letters. I turn to the wall—mine is thankfully the last bed in the row—and blindly finger the letters in my pocket.


  I already know the authors.


  The violet envelope is from Charles’s mother. Although her blue reservoir pen has spelled out my regiment, rank, and name in a hand shakier than I recall from her cheerful party invitations, the handwriting is clearly hers. The noose of each l, the curve of each s, plays upon my heart like a fencer’s sword. The more wavering the stroke, the more drawn-out the torture; the less expert the punishment, the greater the suspense. What I crave is the coup de grâce. I’m terrified now of the changes that have come upon Mrs. Baxter since I last saw her. I know it is my own handiwork.


  The thick white letter tucked in the middle is from my father. Basildon Bond always makes the shortest of missives seem more substantial, and that’s why he uses it. Some men distrust words, some sentiment. My father distrusts both. I realize the message in my pocket must have been monumentally difficult for him to write. I wonder how few or how many sentences he has trusted to his pen.


  The pale pink letter is from Sarah. Quite a number of these kept my candle flickering through the endless nights in the dugout. Something tumultuous moves in my chest as I think of those days. The lantern of her compassion was my guide then, my promise of a future dawn. Now a glimpse of that light would scald my eyes to blindness; a whisper of encouragement would damn me to the pit.


  With my hand still in my pocket, I ease the string from the bundle. My heart pounds, but blindly I tug the first letter free. Like picking a scab from an itching wound, I can’t help it. I have to dig it out. I have to see the words whose phantom premonitions already burn in my imagination.


  I shift on my left elbow and bring the envelope close to my eyes. The strip of tape falls on the blanket like a piece of dead skin. I take out the letter and snap it open—an action of unexpected vigour, a necessary falsehood to hoodwink my terror:

  



  My dear Simon,

  



  How can I express the mix of emotions, the tumult of loss and gratitude we feel over our beloved Charles, and for you, his dear friend from whom he sought, and found, such kindness, such valour, and such wisdom?


  How much we have asked from our young men, and how readily, how selflessly, have they given. To lose Charles, our jolly, silly, but oh-so-thoroughly good-natured boy, is a pain almost beyond endurance.


  I say “almost,” dear Simon, because there is one lasting image passed down to us by a kind friend of yours and ours, Major Pickard, which goes some way to mitigate the bitter tears Sarah and I have shed since the news.

  



  I turn over the sheet in trembling fingers, heart still pounding like waves upon a beach.

  



  It is a memory of grace and kindness on the battlefield, of one young soldier embracing another, and laying him down gently upon the earth, a tender-hearted last act towards a true brother-in-arms.


  What a comfort it is to us that you, his dearest friend, should have been with him in the last moments of his precious life!


  I must not go on. We are very concerned for your own recovery, of which, happily, we have every reason to feel assured. This assurance is a blessing indeed, not only to your dear father and Sarah, but to all of us who weep for the fallen, and who pray for those who might be saved.

  



  God bless,


  Natasha Baxter

  



  A tear lands upon the signature, bloating the B of Baxter, then scoops up the ink into a pale blue channel. This runs slowly to the side of the page and drops onto my blanket. The tear, I realize with a small jolt, is not shed from guilt; there are moments of late when guilt has become a distant stranger. Just as the smouldering fuel behind the hearth-grate crumbles, losing its original nature, turning, regardless of how it began—wood, coal, paper—to the same grey dust, so has my guilt disintegrated into the dry powder of alienation. Guilt is indistinguishable from fear, shame, nerves, and grief. I cry now, not because Mrs. Baxter’s beliefs are mistaken, but because they might have been true, because the story is so touching, and so charming, much like those I heard and believed in before the war. My tears are for the lost son and for the valiant, yet tender, young man who ministered him in his last moments.


  I fold the letter, the sentiment still tugging at my sleeve, slip it into my dressing gown pocket, and draw forth the next. This will be the easiest to read.

  



  Dear Simon,

  



  It was with much concern that I heard about your injuries. But I am encouraged by reports that you will make a full recovery. Sorry to hear about young Baxter.


  You have, by all accounts, played a valiant role in the Somme campaign. We are all very proud of you here, and fondly look towards your safe return. I will hurry now to meet the post as I know Mrs. Baxter and Sarah have their best wishes to send along with this.

  



  Your ever-affectionate father

  



  I feel the sizzle of a retreating wave as I refold the letter and replace it in my pocket. My father is the rolling North Sea on a bleak autumn afternoon. The hurrying to meet the post is, of course, an alibi. Had he twelve hours of reflection at his disposal he would have found reasons to cut his message short. Before the war, this quality of his was strangely endearing. But now there are thorns and briars in every silence. Now the idea of living in the house of a man who hardly talks is terrifying, like a return to the featureless nightmares of childhood, with their blackened spaces and muffled quiet.


  I bury his letter in my pocket and pincer the last envelope between my fingers and thumb. Slowly my hand re-emerges and makes its way up the bed, skimming the blanket. This final letter rustles loudly as it is re-opened, as though announcing a possible secret. Listening for coughs, rustles of magazines, cues that the life of the ward continues as usual, I slip the folded sheath of writing paper from its envelope and snap it open, dropping the envelope onto the bed.


  I hold my breath.

  



  Oh my dear, sweet Simon!

  



  How mixed with grief and joy are the events of which we have heard and how poor the words with which we greet them!


  I feel so selfish to be at my core overcome with relief that you have been saved, and that you may soon be coming back to us, while my poor, dear brother Charles has been taken from us all forever. You can well imagine how distraught mother has been—the sheer violence of grief at the dreaded telegram.

  



  I turn this sheet, then let the whole letter drop so that the page I am about to read is face-up on the blanket. The tremor of my hands would otherwise make continuing impossible. I fear that at any time curious eyes may peer over my shoulder, and that I will be quizzed about my wildly trembling hands.

  



  But what a supreme comfort it was to us to hear firstly that you were well, and secondly that you yourself ministered to our Charles in his last moments.


  You deserve all the love, and more, I can ever give you. I feel certain that when you are restored to us we will once again find a version of that happiness you and I and Charles shared together with our mother and your father. We will once again run along Dunwich’s clifftop with the wind beating in our ears. We will once again throw stones into the sea.


  Charles is on his way home to us and will be buried in the new churchyard, so he will remain part of our little world and part of our community. I hope this isn’t too sad a thought for you.


  Before I go on I should let you know what you undoubtedly suspect…

  



  Peeling this sheet from the next, I feel the lick of a breath upon my ear. I turn, enough to see there is no one, just the circling breeze entering through the half-open window above me.

  



  …that I share one horror with all who remain at home—that I am gushing forth words that may seem vain and foolish to those, like you, who have fought and suffered and who suffer still. You must forgive me if this is the case. How unnatural a thing is this experience which rends our lives!


  Your father, you will be glad to hear, is as eccentric as ever in worry. He will not admit to his anxieties, yet they slip out anyway in odd little ways. He has not returned to the tannery since hearing of the news, and lets his manager and foreman run the works. He told us vaguely that he is no longer needed, that they can run the place as well themselves. He left his pipe in our sitting room when he came this morning with his own letter. His distracted air, I imagine, is more from relief than from any fear he still entertains.


  If I find myself at a loss for words, dear Simon, you know it is not through lack of feeling but because there is too much feeling and too much doubt about the “right” thing to say…isn’t it terrible how this war conspires to make strangers of us all?


  But I will never let that happen, dear Simon. I am yours always and wait in devotion for your return.

  



  Your Sarah

  



  Bundling the letter into my pocket with the rest, I turn onto my back and stare at the ceiling fan. A fly bobs around the turning blades. Trapped is the only word my mind can grasp, the only truly meaningful word left in the language, it seems; the rest are variants, florid, embryonic versions of the same. In time all words will lose the poetic lilt, the superfluous letters that dazzle and thrill the ears with hope and possibility. They will be stripped down to that one true syllable—trapped—that final destination to which all life and all meaning tends.


  I watch the fly as it ducks and dodges around the fan. Certain knowledge descends upon me of the narrow, sordid tunnel through which the next fifty-odd years must take me.
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  CHAPTER 7


  Sarah


  The distant chug of a motorcar carries me to the window once more. Auburn and gold leaves scatter along the street carrying faint applause through the pane. Something in my stomach tips off centre then realigns itself. An invisible acrobat is within me, preparing to attempt that which has never been achieved before: to welcome a hero whose feats have astounded the world, to be worthy, somehow, of his love. The approaching moment is one I have hoped for and dreaded in equal measure.


  The storyline of the past two years since war’s declaration would have me a figure in Greek mythology, a fearless warrior queen, inspiring armies. Yet here I am in a grey cardigan, a thing of shivers and uncertainties, hugging herself, biting her lip. The Olympian drama engulfing the world has made Titans of dowdy creatures such as myself, or at least it has given us roles that force us to aspire far beyond our natural abilities. We have been pushed unkindly onto the stage where our eyelids batter at the footlights, and our ears burn at the expectant hush of the audience.


  Now that I am upon the precipice, certain to come face to face with Simon within minutes, I feel that the challenge is quite beyond me. I have already fumbled in my first attempts at playing consort to a hero. The letter I agonized over for hours ended as an abject failure, a catalogue of inadequacies. It was only after it had been sent and was beyond my recall that I properly reflected upon conveying such foolish sentiments to the very same man who had charged towards the front lines, the very person who even in the midst of hell had retained compassion enough to usurp the least envied of duties, that of comforting my own brother as he lay dying.


  A shiver runs through me; I am an inferior creature indeed. I wrote, not of heroics or self-sacrifice, not of the final triumph of the human spirit, but of my own sterile fear that my words might seem vain to he who read them. How grotesque and self-indulgent of me to plead for special understanding. How narcissistic to draw attention to my silliness, and the smallness of my world. How could such trifles really matter to a man returning from the abyss? In trying to lay a bridge between the heroic and the drab, my letter merely drew attention to the difference. I was—and am—a feather to Simon Jenson’s volcano. He knows everything, and I know nothing.


  The bonnet of a passing motorcar catches the sun. Something both burning and chilled grips my heart, a double clench of hope and fear. The car reaches the clearing in front of our driveway; I view the silhouette of an officer through the passenger window. The soldier has Simon’s nose and brow beneath his peaked cap. My arm aches to wave, even partly raises itself to do so. But the face remains in profile—not even a glance sideways at our house—then slips from view.


  Towards the end of the lane the engine makes a moaning sound. Even through the glass I can hear the crunch of wheel on gravel as the vehicle turns into Mr. Jenson’s drive.


  Why did he not turn? I think of my letter again; the ugliness of shame has seared its contents upon my memory. I would be able to quote its contents word for word even if I had not made a copy, which I kept in the drawer of my nightstand:

  



  Before I go on I should let you know what you undoubtedly suspect, that I share one horror with all who remain at home—that I am gushing forth words that may seem vain and foolish to those, like you, who have fought and suffered and who suffer still.

  



  What could a man like Simon Jenson possibly have to say to such hand-wringing? How could I blame him for passing without a sign? I think of the ceremony at the hospital Major Pickard wrote to us about. A small room. No fanfare. An atmosphere solemn and respectful as the general pins the Distinguished Service Cross upon Simon’s chest. A cough of slight embarrassment perhaps. A nod. The mere hint of an approving smile. Men who feel oceans but say little. Opposite from myself.


  “Is it him?” calls my mother, who is reading in the dimmest corner of the room—her habit of late.


  “I believe so, Mother.”


  My voice is dull as though the words have been spoken into a sack of flour. Feeling her interest prickle the back of my neck, I turn. She is peering at me, spectacles halfway down her nose, her book upon her lap. Her expression changes from curiosity to kindness, and I feel a first tear working its way into my eye, blurring her face for a moment, until I blink it away.


  “Don’t worry, Sarah. He has to see his father first. He’ll come as soon as he’s able.”


  I think of mentioning that he did not turn towards us, and that, after a two-year absence, a man in love would surely glance at the house of his lover, but I’m tired of this new side of myself—the bleating, complaining Sarah. Instead, I say, “I don’t know who he is anymore.” A short involuntary laugh escapes me as I realize how completely true this statement is. Many times in the last few weeks I have tried to envision the change of two years upon my Simon. Each time my imagination crafted a leaner cheek, a steadier gaze, even the beginnings of an early receding hairline. And each time the clay of my speculations would collapse upon itself, leaving something quite formless with which I would do battle through nights of sleeplessness.


  These physical changes, I realized, meant nothing. The man with the black wavy hair, the grudging smile, and the soft manner would look different now. The army would have made him sturdier and wiry, perhaps even gaunt, given recent reports of dysentery among the regiments. My fleeting vision of his profile tends to confirm this.


  But when I tried to impose the old smile upon that spare and wiry soldier, when I tried to imagine this older, leaner Simon teasing me about the frizzy red hair of mine, which wouldn’t lie straight under a band, I realized two incompatible worlds were colliding, that the new Simon and the Simon of my memory could not mix.


  In his letters I glimpsed a depth of slow change. It was like watching a well gradually drying after its spring deviated to another place. There was joviality during training and when he first reached the front. The rough and tumble of young men echoed on the pages—joking between officers, ribbing of the men, a palpable sense of excitement that enraptured even me. Even in the dank underground quarters that became his home, there was still life and vitality. He was so witty about the rats and the mud I felt he had to be exaggerating to entertain me. If he were not, I thought, then how marvellous to be a man, how marvellous not to worry about such things when there is work to do.


  But the months wore on and his tone altered. There were fewer details, fewer words of any kind. A forced quality crept into the humour; he crammed jokes into mirthless situations. He talked of the constant noise, and then he talked of the unnatural quiet, how quiet itself became noise. Finally, there was that one last plea, made desperate because only I understood his pride well enough to know that it was a plea. It was a standard letter, saying little, attempting few pleasantries, then those two words after his usual signature: write soon. This was the day before the battle.


  I had many sleepless nights about Simon after the news came in, and many strange dreams when his letter followed. It haunted me that these two words should be the last he had written to me before his own injury and Charles’s death. I had a recurring vision of him standing on the cliff edge, near the old graveyard. He was in his officer’s uniform, ribbons and medals on his chest, and in his hand he held a bone the size of a Sunday joint of lamb but thinner. A human bone, perhaps. Although there was no sound, his lips were moving, and I could tell that the circling wind that tugged at his ribbons stole also his words as he spoke them. I rode like a spirit upon that same breeze and with each revolution willed myself a little closer to him so that I might catch his message. Although he spoke continuously, each time I passed his lips I could make out one phrase only: write soon. The faint request loosened shells from the bank, and scattered them on the beach below. Write soon, I caught again as the breeze scooped me suddenly into the sky.


  And now, as my ears catch the dull opening and closing of car doors in the distance, I can sense that the dream was real after all, that my reply came too late for him. Now I am no more substantial to him than the wind.


  My hand reaches towards the window. As my flesh meets the glass, a fog appears in halo around each fingertip. I think of Major Pickard’s letter, of that brightly flickering hope that it gave me: even through the direst horrors, the sweetest kernel remained unharmed. Somehow the gentlest part of Simon’s humanity had been not only protected, but enhanced, by the hardships and dangers. It made so little sense, this belief, but was magical simply because it was against logic. Like the calves and oxen kneeling at the stable, such impossibilities demand belief because they promise to transcend all losses, to act as balm for human pain.


  Despite all that he has been through, I told myself, despite the suffering, the pain, and the degradation, Simon has remained true to his nature. And he will return to us, even gentler than before. I told myself over and over up to the very moment of hearing the car upon the road. Yet when he did not turn to our house I was not surprised. It is almost a relief now the suspense is over. I have been holding onto a hope that each day has slipped an inch, each day has seemed just a little more far-fetched. He was upon the cliff edge three months ago when he wrote that postscript, and there was a world of horrors between then and now.


  I could cry and write love poems. I could lay myself at his feet and weep for all that is and all that has been. But regardless, one fact must remain: the soldier in the car is a stranger to me now.


  The doorbell is so unexpected I let the book fall from my lap. I’m still dressed, but the lateness of the hour gives the proceeding hush an ominous feel.


  Isabelle scurries through the hallway towards the sound. She hesitates for a moment at the open doorway, giving me a questioning look. I manage something between a nod and a shrug, as if to say we must know who it is before we can decide whether to grant or bar their entrance. She continues to the front door, and I hear her open it gingerly as though reluctant to wake a visitor who sleeps upon our threshold.


  “Oh, Mr. Simon!” she exclaims. Like a jack-in-the-box, I shoot up and cross to the dying fire, where I stand irresolute, a moth expiring too close to a flame. I don’t hear him say a word, but I hear his step—uneven, unfamiliar—as he approaches. He appears in the doorway, his face lean like a dark-furred greyhound, his grey suit too baggy for his shrunken figure. A pale pink groove—more like a washed out ribbon than a scar—begins at his temple and takes a jagged course through his hair until it disappears somewhere near his crown. He seems altogether smaller than I remember, and much smaller than my imagination has since painted him. His eyes are dark, questioning, almost feral in nervousness, and he is too close to the door frame. The Simon of old would have strode into the middle of the room and taken possession.


  My breath has deserted me, but I will myself to recover. He has changed as I knew he would. A strange aura hangs about him, a pungent scent I have detected from other men but never from him. But he has come. Waves of feelings ancient and glorious are crashing in my heart. I suspect that very soon they will loosen my tongue and spill tears of joy onto my cheek. For the moment they are held at bay by the tension in Simon’s face, by the knowledge that we cannot instantly return to where we once were, that we are entering a delicately balanced phase of re-acquaintanceship.


  “Simon,” I manage at last, my voice a whisper. I take half a step from the fire towards him.


  He shrinks away and his eyes grow pained.


  “Didn’t you know I was home?” he asks. His look darkens in a manner I can’t interpret.


  “I saw you from the window,” I say, a smile taking over my face despite the tension, moisture touching the rims of my eyelids.


  “I’ve been here for five hours,” he says dully, as though the fact itself was hurtful to him.


  “I know.”


  I take a full step towards him then gesture him to an arm–chair, mouthing the word please.


  He turns from me as though I have dealt him a blow, but then walks slowly towards the armchair, showing me his back until he turns to sit. Some impulse tugs at me, telling me to sink onto my knees in front of him, to take his shoes, or perhaps rest my cheek upon his knee. But something stops me. I move only a few paces nearer.


  “So there is someone else.”


  This is what I hear, but I can’t take it in. They seem the words of a sleepwalker, or a quote from a melodrama. I search through our time together before the war for some clue to unlock the reference—endless games of charades, the plays and pantomimes we put on at home and in the village hall—but nothing comes. His eyes remain focussed on mine, and there is no humour or irony about his expression.


  “Someone else,” I repeat, trying to keep the confusion from my smile.


  “Of course,” he says, his reduced frame shrinking further into the armchair, his eyes narrowing into what I now suspect is a permanent wince. “You should have told me. You shouldn’t have allowed me to hope.”


  Sparks of both anger and fear are emanating from his dark eyes.


  “No, no, no!” The words rush out as I lunge forward and sink to my knees, my body following the impulse of a few moments ago. I watch myself from above as I bury my head on his lap, a fractured part of me critiquing this melodramatic flourish. But this is a new territory, and I must take risks. What is dignity, after all, to life and limb? I have blundered already by holding back. This new lexicon of risk and disclosure is one I will have to learn quickly.


  “There is no one,” I sob quietly, aware that the door is still open and Isabelle may be lingering for orders. “How could there be?” A hot tear oozes from my eye and sinks into the fabric of Simon’s trousers. I take in the alien scent once more, but this time I recognize it—whisky. “Everyone is like you, gone to war.”


  No hand comes to rest upon my head, and I feel no warm yielding from his leg. After a moment, I draw away and look up at his face.


  “Is that why there is no one?” he asks, an odd distemper quivering on his lips. “Simply because none were available?”


  “Simon,” I say, “this is mad! It was only you from the start. I’ve waited for you. Today, at the window, I watched you go by. Why didn’t you look?”


  He lurches forward in his seat in such a way that I am forced back onto my ankles. He hangs sideways from the chair, half off, half on. The critic hovering above me smirks faintly. I told you, she says. You have fallen from tragedy to farce. But as I crouch before him in silence, watching his face twitch in response to some internal rhythm of pain, I hold on. I have glimpsed a new hope. All this time I thought of Simon as the returning hero, and of course he is. But he is wounded inside. His kindness and confidence have been shocked into jealousy and anger.


  “Simon,” I say, laying a calm hand upon his knee, “it’s all right. I’m here for you. I’ll wait.” My voice sounds more like a nurse than a lover. But something in him buckles completely. His head comes down close to my shoulder, and he lets out a sound I have never heard before—something unformed. I reach out to bury it, holding his head in the crook of my shoulder and neck. His head is heavy and his skull digs into my collarbone. He is overtaken by spasms of crying.


  I glance to the open doorway to catch Isabelle, aghast, on the threshold of the room. She turns and scoots away. Gratitude floods through me in two simple words: at last.


  Here is my Olympian struggle. Here is my part in the war.


  CHAPTER 8


  Simon


  My father’s shed door drums hard against its frame as the wind gathers speed. So you’re home now, it clatters from below my bedroom window. The squeal of hinge that follows is like an inward breath promising a new barrage of mocking.


  I feel as though sleep has parted company forever with the night. Those two companions—slumber and darkness—always seemed ungainly together. Now, with my head motionless against the pillow, I see the mismatch as monstrous and absurd. Night draws forth fear, guilt, and imagination. How could rest possibly follow on its heels?


  But sleep hardly matters to me now. I am merely the floating ether of damnation, and I belong to the night. This evening part of me floated away from myself, dispassionately observing the layers of humiliation through which I was falling as I accused Sarah and then crumpled before her, accepting pity where I had once commanded respect. I was like a man tumbling into a bottomless pit; I watched the changing bands of rock as the atmosphere heated and the sulphurous fumes rose to meet me.


  A floor creaks somewhere and I suspect my father’s cautious tread. He is wondering, perhaps, whether to try and secure the shed door, but he is afraid. He doesn’t want to encounter me in the pantry with a bottle of Johnnie Walker, or find me passed out upon the living room sofa. He is afraid of Mrs. Cooper’s judgment also. His eyes told me this much during and after our strange and mainly silent dinner together; each time his housekeeper entered the room, he would glance at the whisky glass in my hand.


  The floorboards are silent again. He has decided not to move.


  When I left the house at ten o’clock it was without a word. My father’s head jerked towards me as I drained my glass and stood. He was about to speak. But he, like I, had discovered that words have lost all currency. They are weightless objects now, without meaning or use. They merely draw attention to the emptiness around them. His eyes met mine for a moment as I touched the door and opened it, then his gaze fell away.


  Like a badger in search of food I crept outside and stood in the patch of scrub between our garden and the Baxters’ and watched Sarah’s house—only that at first. I had no plans, and it was getting too late to call. I watched the sturdy brick wall with the shimmering ivy and tried to imagine how it would be when we met. I thought of the slow, agonizing stages of disillusionment that would inevitably follow as I failed to act the noble warrior. How long, I wondered, would it take before they lost patience and interest? The question was deeply troubling, as I knew the Baxters would not easily give up on me.


  A light suddenly went off—Mrs. Baxter’s room if my memory of the layout was correct—and the house, viewed from the side, seemed suddenly like a stage backdrop, lacking all relief and contour. It was Mrs. Baxter who scared me most. When I passed by the house in the car, I could not look for fear of catching her face in the window. When I imagined myself sometime in the not-too-distant future blurting the horrendous truth over dinner, it was her horrified expression, rather than Sarah’s, that I saw in the flickering candlelight.


  Now that it seemed likely she was in bed, I found myself stirring from the undergrowth. I could strike now, I thought. I could precipitate my fall from grace rapidly, and in lurid colour. I could save the days, weeks, and months of frustrated kindness and attention. I tried to conceive some pointless act of vandalism, taking a kitchen knife to their most treasured family portraits, perhaps, or throwing their hearth rug onto the fire.


  A dancing twig prodded my leg as I passed and quite unexpectedly visions of Sarah scattered into my thoughts like brightly coloured playing cards fumbled during a hasty shuffle.


  All the worry and sorrow of years, the pain of being parted from Sarah, came upon me in a rush, until—the gravel of the driveway now under my feet—I was almost choking with it.


  My crime was all but stripped away. Suddenly, the manner of Charles’s death was an aberration, a detail of no sense or importance that the whole world had, in any case, conspired to bury. Why had the world conspired to bury it? As my fingers took the bell and hesitated, skin against cold metal, the thought came to me that perhaps it had not happened after all.


  The idea quickly took root. Assuming some cosmic record existed of human action, how would Charles’s death be footnoted? Surely as a tragic accident; the question of whose blade entered his flesh was one of no consequence. It was war and by definition a bloody, noisy mess of confusion and mistakes. I asked myself why this misstep should matter more than all the others.


  Something churned inside me as I pulled the bell cord. I had no idea what I would do or say. A muffled ring sounded.


  My previous self, he who had stood here so many times before the war, leaned upon my shoulder siphoning into me emotions I had assumed to have long ago withered and dried to powder. The door rattled, then opened, and like an intruder upon my own past, I was admitted into the house.


  And then the silent fury, the wordless accusations, and finally the sentences spilled like burning coals from an overfilled grate. What was the purpose of the tears, accusations, and jealousy?


  I was like a Vandal entering Rome, besmirching the beauty I could not create, burning the buildings I could no longer inhabit. Truth was the only tool forbidden to me in this act of destruction. I latched onto anything else. She was unfaithful.


  She was cruel. The energy of bitterness was real, but the target was false.


  What a pitiful barbarian! Sarah’s sympathy, as fresh as it had been in her letters, as warm as I remembered it, reunited me briefly with myself. Despite all the humiliation this seemed like a good thing. I had come through the war.


  Now, as I lie awake listening to the shed door slam, creak open, and slam once more, I realize my mistake. It would be better for me to keep on living as the floating ether of damnation, attempting nothing, expecting nothing. Murder heals over and accepts itself. It is beauty and love that churn up the soul. In trying to return to Sarah, I let an inappropriate hope intrude upon darkness. Before tonight I was a creature of guilt and unreality. Now I am a riot of irreconcilable forces. Like a poorly made garment, with hems exposed and limbs sewn inside out, I make my wearer clownish and bizarre, unable to move at all without pain.


  The door slams louder than before and grit or sand scatters on the windowpane. I think of Charles’s grave out there beyond the hedgerows, inland from the ruined churchyard. It seems odd that he should have beaten me here—that in returning home the dead have precedent to the living.


  Tomorrow Sarah intends to show me Charles’s grave. Like a blind man uncomprehending a clear and approaching danger, I agreed, remembering how Charles, Sarah, and I used to run along the stretch of Dunwich beach below the old graveyard, pointing out to one another ridges of collarbones or domes of skulls peeping through the cliff-face alongside ancient pebbles and shells. Never quite irreverent enough to poke and excavate, we would nevertheless construct lives and personalities for the former owners. Last night the idea of visiting Charles’s grave, safely half a mile from the shore, promised to realign the present to the past. I could feel the mournful whimsy with which Sarah and I would remember former times. The arrangement felt almost wholesome; it was as though being so close to the source of my guilt, talking freely about it, might somehow weave a tapestry of fiction, obscuring the true nature of his death even to myself. Truth is merely a series of associations that seem real, I thought. In visiting Charles’s grave, in giving voice to soft regretful words, I would be creating a direct bridge between now and our days before the war. The experience would muffle and bury those other images—Charles’s eyes after the bayonet penetrated, whites enlarged like those of a hard-boiled egg; Smith’s forefinger hovering, pointing in my direction. These would be versions only, open to dilution with multiple alternatives.


  Now the plan to visit the grave seems obscene—Charles’s murderer picking at his bones, making sympathetic noises to his sister while leering like a stage villain at an audience she cannot see.


  The wind circles and makes a low moan against the window. Everything built on this coast crumbles to the sea. One day, our house, and Sarah’s too, will edge towards the clifftop, splinter at the foundations, list, and fall brick by brick into the rolling, grey ocean. I always found some comfort in this thought. Even in the beginning there must have been a thread of sweet fatalism in my attraction to Sarah.


  My mind itches for an escape from tomorrow’s plan. I have the glimmerings of an idea. Every fractured sentence my father spoke last night had been about the tannery. Making a valiant effort not to avoid the subject of war, he had lingered meaningfully on army contracts—fifteen hundred jackets, seven hundred pistol holsters, harder leather for four hundred officers’ boots of various sizes. We were to cut the leather and send it by train to Northampton. Each time his words died away, leaving only the clink of cutlery on china, and the embarrassed locking, or studied avoidance, of glances over the table, I came closer to realizing that this was our war debrief. Grateful, I wondered why others did not follow the same example.


  Turning back the covers, I switch on the bedside lamp and stare at my watch until the convergence of hour and minute hands makes sense. It’s just gone quarter past three. Even with the horrors of recent memories and the burdens that weigh upon my conscience, there is something uniquely forbidding about rising at this hour, something that brings a special kind of censure. It is as though, despite our collective claims at modernity, we still believe that imps and demons hold sway over the earth while the moon glides beyond the clouds and dark breezes play with trembling branches.


  I find myself dressing before I have a chance to change my mind. Belt, clip, and button will be my protection from the night. I anticipate the crisp, autumn predawn on the four-mile trek to Darsham, the wait upon the quiet station platform, the rattle and squeal of the train carriage, and my arrival at Ipswich before the tannery opens. Troughs of horses’ urine and dead animal skin beckon me. Ipswich will be my hideout. I will be as elusive there as a creature of the night.


  CHAPTER 9


  Sarah


  The heat of self-accusation rises up my neck as twigs continue cracking under my footfalls. Which of last night’s blunders caused Simon’s unexpected flight? I feel again the weight of his skull on my shoulder while he sobbed out his soul, but this time the triumph reverses into disaster.


  You humiliated him! The taunt keeps pace with my footsteps, the verb stretching over the crunch of dead foliage. Surely this is why he left before daybreak. The tears that spill by night will surely hide themselves by day. A tactful woman would have helped him to restrain himself. A tactful woman would have been more patient, would have given room for his anxieties to subside and for his old affection to unfold when it was ready.


  I cannot visit the new churchyard and Charles’s grave as planned. My feet carry me in the opposite direction, towards the old churchyard and the cliff. It is as though visiting Charles without Simon would be breaking faith with my brother. I have long envisaged all of us together as an important moment. Through the night I felt the energy of communication rising between Charles, Simon, and I; I felt some joy in the prospect of this meeting and a sense that Charles may be waiting. Daylight has since dispelled the most fevered part of such imaginings, but a wisp of superstition remains. Any part of Charles that might linger could not help but sense my disillusionment were I to go there now. I cannot allow even a chance of that happening.


  The ruins of the old church show dark now against the milky sky. My mind sifts once more through Mr. Jenson’s nervy explanation, his account of Simon’s note to him, his son’s insistence on going to the Ipswich works to supervise the new orders. In Mr. Jenson’s slightly puffy, rapidly blinking eyes, in the twitch of his half-smile, I saw an attempt at faith. He needed to believe that his son, having served his country, felt duty-bound to help equip his comrades.


  Leaving, I tried to keep the sadness from my smile. “How like him!” I said.


  Mr. Jenson seemed reassured, and smiled fully for the first time.


  A hint of sunlight seeps through the cloud and picks out moles of lichen on the skin of a tilted headstone. The roll and sizzle of the tide become clearer. Patience. A voice comes to me unbidden, and I weigh the word. Yesterday in the car, last night weeping on my shoulder, today gone. This is the tide I must patiently obey. It is the struggle to which I last night committed myself afresh. Patience is woman’s valour; when the gunfire ceases, our battle begins.


  The thought calms me, makes me feel connected to something greater than myself. I watch a swallow dip, rise, and dive past the cliff ridge and I know I must hunker down for the wait.


  Something skitters against the windowpane. I’ve no idea of the time, but it feels like deepest night. Fold upon fold of silence has enwrapped me for hours while I have moved in and out of sleep. Some vague image, half-shroud, half-bedsheet, has pursued me through my dreams, sometimes flapping before my face as I turn a corner of the street, sometimes following me along the beach, its corners rippling like monstrous wings. Is Charles wrapped in a shroud? I wonder. Mother and I were not allowed to view the body, of course. The dead return in coffins nailed shut and sealed tight with cork.


  The noise from the window has pulled me through the razor-thin borderline to wakefulness, and watching the darkness above my bed, I consider the noise. Leaves and sand can tap upon the glass when the wind is up, but this is different. Hardly a breeze is present tonight, and the matter cast against the surface seems more substantial, like a scattering of missiles rather than some random act of the wind. I think of Simon, and my sinews stretch in hope. I think of getting up to see. The sound comes again, louder than before. This time a pebble lodges upon the outer sill before falling. I hear its muffled descent through layers of creeping ivy, the only plant to have entirely kept its leaves.


  I rise swiftly and, almost in a single movement, reach the window. How strange it is that darkness makes me a creature of grace; in daytime, my tread is heavy and I am rather clumsy of limb.


  I draw back the curtain. Its runners chatter like far away geese, then go silent as I peer through the pane into the garden. Beyond the dark trees, clouds swell like mercury. The moon is hidden, but a faint luminous glow spreads over the lawn, delineating each expected shape—the stump of the oak that splintered and died in the high winds of 1911, the ash tree that demarcated the eastern limit of our garden, the pond-side boulder that Charles and I always imagined to be the one from which the valiant knight of the storybook prized his sword—and one irregularity. Standing very close to the boulder is a man. I fix my eyes upon this form, mapping his shoulders, scrutinizing his stance, until I am sure. Then—illogically as he surely cannot see into the darkened room—I wave.


  As quickly as I can, I step into slippers and wrap myself in a gown. The brass knob makes a clanking sound, as it always does, when I open the bedroom door, but when I run across the landing and down the stairs, my own tread miraculously keeps its softness. I go through the scullery, which is cold. The key to the back door is always kept in the lock so I merely have to turn it; my stomach heaves as I do so. I find myself slowing down as the door opens inwards, admitting the crisp, still air.


  Dew seeps through my slippers as I race, still huddled in my gown, towards Simon. Despite the missile he has thrown at my window, he does not approach me. A tingle of irritation, and perhaps fear, nibbles at my shoulders as I draw closer to him.


  A faint blue light catches his eyes. My neck sinks into my dressing gown, needing its warmth.


  “You’ve come back.”


  “I’ve been at the tannery.” His voice is neutral, rather dry.


  Some night creature drops from a high branch on the garden’s perimeter. The night hushes to our words. Each dying leaf, each burrowing creature, it seems, is listening.


  “I know,” I whisper.


  “You must have been relieved,” he says.


  I see now that his eyes catch the soft light because they are wet.


  “Why?” An edge of impatience has come into my voice. “Why on earth would I be relieved?”


  He doesn’t reply at first, and his gaze drops to the darkened turf. I pull the collar of my gown tighter around my shoulders, feeling embarrassed suddenly that we are standing facing each other, no way forward, no way to retreat.


  “They think I’m a hero at the tannery,” he says.


  “You are,” I very nearly say, but hold back. Some instinct tells me I have saved myself in the nick of time. I say nothing and just look at him, waiting.


  He gasps as though in pain. I see his jaw working like that of a cat trying to bring up a fur ball. “I’m a murderer,” he says at last, and something like a smile passes over his lips, a moment of relief perhaps. “I’m a murderer and a coward.”


  Something fires in my blood and I hear him gasp. I feel closer to him suddenly. I have caught a glimpse of what it must be like for him, a sensitive man who has turned wives into widows, robbed families just like ours.


  “I want to understand,” I say softly—so softly I wonder whether he could have heard.


  The smile comes again, bitter and harsh. The pale blue light now touches his cheeks and is caught upon his chin in a single hanging drop.


  “No you don’t.”


  It feels like a wall of steel coming between us. A long silence ensues as I listen to his breaths, uneven and strained. I remind myself of the stoic queen, and that this is my part in the war—patience, waiting, repetition.


  “But Simon,” I say, faltering from this perch immediately, suddenly rather angry, “what can I do? You come to me, then you push me away.”


  “I can release you from any obligation if you want.”


  It sounds cold and careless, despite the tears, and I was half-expecting it. I want to say yes, and almost do. But this is frustration only, a desire to pinch his arm and bring him to. “Why would I want such a thing, Simon?” I ask, trembling with a new kind of irritation. “I have been waiting for you for so long.”


  He turns and looks off towards the tree stump, his shoulders sagging in a kind of defeat.


  I watch this change. What answer did he wish for? My thoughts burn around the question, then around the whole tangle of unanswerable puzzles that have returned in Simon’s form.


  I urge myself to go to him as I did last night, but am held back. Then he was in a chair and I could scoop down into his lap. As risky as it was—and as awkwardly as it had turned out—I could at least picture the action in advance. How does a woman converge upon a man when both are standing? My arms ache at the thought. I can imagine him recoiling, running from me, from the ugliness of the attempt.


  We are both silent and I notice a pale mist I hadn’t seen before hanging near the far hedgerows. I wonder whether dawn might be breaking somewhere beyond the cover of cloud. He seems to notice it too, and it brings him to. His head jerks self-consciously as his gaze returns to me. In the clearer light his face seems suddenly drawn, hollow at the cheek.


  “You should know I’m not the same as when I left for France.”


  I’m relieved by the statement, by its honest simplicity. I smile weakly in reply, allowing my sadness to show. He seems to relax.


  “I don’t know what to do,” he mumbles, “about anything.”


  “I know,” I say softly.


  His face seems much calmer, and for the moment everything appears to be warm and resolved. But the dawn breeze tugs gently at the gown, and it occurs to me that the next time the pattern will merely repeat itself afresh. He will be angry or drunk. I will walk the same tightrope to bring him painstakingly back to this moment, and we will part on good terms. Until the next late-night chime of the doorbell or the next pre-dawn scattering of pebbles at my window.


  An urge comes from somewhere deep in my gut, a movement like spiralling mosquitoes, rising, circling, forming thoughts and words, dispersing, rejoining anew. I am surprised when these words spill from me, when they sound upon the cool air. “Let’s do what we planned,” I say. “Let’s get married. Soon.”


  He looks at me, blinks, shows less surprise than I imagined he would, less than I feel myself. Furrows appear upon his brow, and I think I’ve made a terrible blunder. But then the lines pass away. His mouth and eyes form a sad but crooked smile.


  “Yes,” he replies. I watch the pale funnel of his breath. “Let’s do that.”


  CHAPTER 10


  Simon


  It was inevitable. The unspeakable fact would either come to the surface, rending us forever in one merciless stroke, or it would remain hidden and we would marry. The only surprise was how quickly the decision was made. Had not the mockery of admiration rained down upon me like arrows at the tannery, things might have been different. But hour after hour the blows came:


  “Excuse me, Mr. Simon, the agent from the army is here to congratulate you on your Distinguished Service Medal…”


  “Mr. Coombs has assembled the workers, sir, and would like to say a few words welcoming you home…”


  “May I say what an honour it is, Mr. Simon, to have you among us, a privilege if I may say so…”


  I was tied to a post. Some long-dormant part of my spirit smarted at each piercing blow. Deadened nerves were becoming sensitized once more. Prick by prick, I was awaking to a world of pain.


  Only Sarah could soothe me; she at least understood the gravity of my turmoil, if not its specific cause. Where others saw only heroism, she perceived pain. She had opened her arms on that first night and I had fallen into them. From that moment, perhaps, there was only one course we would take. The justifications of the previous night came back to me as I stood in her garden watching the mists rise above us. My blade had pierced her brother, it was true. But he was one among the multitudes of the dead, and I was one among many with blood on my hands. If my bayonet had pierced another, if Charles had fallen to another’s blow, it surely wouldn’t have made the least difference, except to free me from the guilt that had held me so far from Sarah.


  When death is this general and widespread, why think too hard about the details?
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  CHAPTER 11


  Simon


  Lucy has been tying and untying my laces beneath the desk for a while, but it’s only when I feel her warm fingertips touch my shin that I feel a burst of irritation.


  “Stop that, Lucy,” I snap, dropping my pen and wheeling back my chair. I squint at her. Even in the shadow of the desk, Lucy’s eyes are so blue they evoke darting swallows and the canvas of billowing sails. I am aware that many fathers would feel a surge of wonder, not discomfort. I focus instead on the ugly, orange-haired rag doll she grips between her forearm and her chest. “Go and play by the window,” I mutter, colouring, ashamed that something as natural as the touch of my daughter’s fingertips makes me recoil.


  “I just wanted to see if your legs were real.”


  She frowns at me from the dim light of her cave, the rag doll bent double as she wriggles backwards.


  “What do you mean if my legs are real?”


  I’m vexed with myself for engaging with her fancy, but the question is necessary. Several times recently I have believed Lucy to be teetering upon the edge of some nightmarish abyss only to find that it is merely my own imagination infusing some childish twitch of thought with dangerous unreason.


  She continues to shuffle backwards in a sitting crawl, a sullen monkey in retreat. “I just wanted to see,” she whines. “The soldier in the park. His were made of wood.” A touch of indignation is in this statement and a sense of comparison too, unflattering to myself.


  Lucy now skips, rag doll still collapsed under her arm, to the window. She gazes out into the bars of daylight visible through the blind.


  “What soldier? What park?” I demand, aware of a burning at the roots of my scalp. It isn’t just my soldiery being questioned that makes me smart. It seems that as soon as my back is turned in this family everything spirals out of control. Strangers intrude. Children roam free and graves threaten to yawn and spill their dead. Who is this veteran with wooden legs and how did my daughter come to encounter him? How did she come to peek into the tortuous methods through which half-men are cobbled back into the semblance of wholeness?


  “Who were you with?” I ask, feeling my lips burn. “Mummy?”


  Lucy flinches, half looks back—an adult reaction to a question if ever I saw one.


  “No,” she says quickly. “I was with Elsa.” She pauses, lost between giving too much information and not enough. “It was in Christchurch Park.”


  I pick up my pen once more but my fingers tremble with rage. Has Lucy seen my anger? She has witnessed at least one blistering argument between Sarah and me regarding Elsa. I fix my gaze towards the invoice on my desk and let the pen nib hover around the signature line while I pretend to read through the numbers again.


  Elsa is the rapier point with which Sarah tortures me. She doesn’t know it is torture, and it isn’t done deliberately. But it hardly matters because the result is the same. Elsa is the governess Sarah hired behind my back six months ago. She has no special experience with children that I can tell, but that wasn’t the point for Sarah when she brought the young woman into the house. Elsa isn’t merely a governess. She is part of Sarah’s grand design to heal us all, to undo the war and stitch us all back together afresh.


  Before the war Elsa’s people were in the Newfoundland fishery. Beaumont-Hamel ground her men-folk—husband and two brothers—into the earth like so many on that first day of the Somme. Though from different islands, Sarah and Elsa were part of that intricate web of sisterhood, robbed of persons they loved on the very same day. Somehow Elsa had ended up in London and through Mr. Eaves, a mutual acquaintance and distant cousin to the Baxters, Sarah heard about her. I can well imagine how the light must have come into Sarah’s eyes when she saw the missionary possibilities. Here was an orphan of the same storm that had killed her own brother and wounded her own husband far more deeply than any scars might suggest. Sarah’s whole life’s work spun around those losses. Through the visor of her relentless kindness and her merciless search for meaning, she must have seen an opportunity for some kind of grand reunion of suffering. But she was cunning too. She was acutely aware of the offensiveness of her charity— whether aimed at Elsa or myself, or both—and had the guile to mask her intentions. She wanted Elsa, she told me, because in their Ipswich docks the Baxters had once built ships for Newfoundland whalers. Elsa’s father had been a sea captain and her brothers would in time have followed suit.


  It was this evasion that became the focus of our argument. The whalers the Baxters supplied were Basque and French, I told her. They had little or no relationship to Elsa’s English and Irish ancestors.


  The overture to Elsa’s arrival had been the slamming of doors and the crashing of glasses. I remember how, through the rising smoke of discord, I turned from my wife a final time and caught, through the partially shielding leaves of the large aspidistra in the corner of the room, Lucy’s wide-eyed stare. She had witnessed the whole battle.


  How disquieting to ruminate on the thoughts that lay behind those clear blue eyes. I have since sensed the unnatural silence of a spy within our walls. Now, as my five-and-a-half-year-old daughter pretends to stare through the window, I have some idea of the creeping vines that entangle her young thoughts. She can sense my anger as a cat senses rain, and she is trying to weigh each influence—the stranger, Elsa, my mother, the park—for its potential to either calm or enrage. Her infant understanding is in a constant grapple with her precocious experience of life’s slipperiest recesses.


  “Where was Elsa when you were talking to the stranger?” Though my voice is quiet, the faintest crackle lurks beneath my words like that of a still-glowing ember.


  I watch her shoulders twitch, and she resists the impulse to turn towards me. “Getting an ice cream for me,” she declares with the strained joyfulness of a bad stage actress.


  I stare at her for a moment longer. A gust strikes the window, and the blind rattles back and forth against the sill. Even though her face is side-on, I can see her eyes narrow, not like those of a child, but rather like I used to see in the trenches when men burdened by cold, exhaustion, or fear became suddenly aware of a hopeful change in the wind, mindful of a world outside their present existence. The fire is gone from me. I long to be with my daughter, who stands upon the other side of the world; it must be a delusion—a trick with mirrors perhaps—that she appears to be standing by the window in my office. The small, neat figure with the rag doll is surely my own projection. She is merely a wounded man’s misconception, a living embodiment of his inability to conceive innocence. I float away from my shoulder to where Lucy stands, turn back to myself, and watch the seedy, hunched figure sitting at the desk, holding the trembling nib of his pen like some cruel parody of impotence. I seem a thing of twists and buckles, a body of crushed tin cans from which jealousy oozes like rancid juice. How dare this creature soil the innocence of youth! How dare he infect his own daughter with his terror!


  A tentative knock sounds on the door while my mouth struggles to give form to this conciliatory impulse.


  “Come in,” I say very softly, a small kindness meant for my daughter, but as usual, undelivered.


  The door opens. Coombs, the foreman, enters on his incongruously delicate steps—large feet in constant motion with the carpet as though it burned his soles—and nods in deference before starting.


  “About the horses’ hides from the Jacob farm, Mr. Simon,” he begins.


  I nod, and lay down my pen. My fingers ache as I do so, and I realize I must have been gripping it unnaturally tight.


  “Too old, sir. Infested with maggots.”


  “All of them?


  “Most. Gone right through to the other side.”


  “What about the bullocks’ skins?”


  “Oh they’re fine, Mr. Simon. Came straight from the slaughterhouse. The team is scraping them now.”


  “Thanks, Coombs—anything else?”


  “A gentleman came to see you while you were out, sir.” His feet shuffle on the carpet again. “Wouldn’t give a name, sir, but says you and he are old comrades from the war.”


  A silence thickens around us, and a high note sings in my right ear. I never considered during my convalescence in France, even during my first months back in Suffolk, how omnipresent the war would remain. Had I known, I might have found a way not to return.


  Coombs’s eyes are alive with a timid admiration as he watches for my response, but all I feel is a weight around my shoulders, my albatross returning for perhaps the third time this week. The war is a calling card and is in liberal use. The gentleman in question might possibly be from the same battalion, but he is most likely using the term “comrade” loosely, a general kinship claimed by salesmen, would-be employees, someone in town looking for a quick contact.


  “Thank you, Coombs. If it’s important, he’ll return.”


  “I hope so, Mr. Simon. The poor gentleman had some trouble climbing the stairs to your office. Badly injured in the legs, I believe. I would have told him you weren’t in if I had seen him first.”


  “Yes,” I conclude testily. “Thank you, Coombs. I’ll deal with the Jacob farm.”


  Coombs nods again and shuffles out, closing the door quietly as though it were the gate to a sacred tabernacle. A new gloom sweeps through me at the thought of this “comrade’s” infirmities and his painful attempt to negotiate the open staircase that leads to the upper floor. The nature of his injuries robs any future meeting of the “Hail fellow, well met” bravado I am usually able to muster for these brief encounters. Empty sleeves and crutches transport me to the battlefield, to the smell of burning soil, and fill me with panic.


  The grandfather clock, which is placed halfway along the empty wall opposite my desk, ticks through the silence. Both hands reach towards the ceiling as though yearning for escape. I look towards Lucy, whose sulk is now turned in my direction. I attempt a smile.


  “It’s nearly twelve o’clock, Lucy,” I say as kindly as I can manage. “Why don’t you and I take a drive into the centre and see if we can find mummy at the Beehive Tea Shop?”


  Lucy must have been half-watching the time. She’s already making her way to the door while I speak. As she passes by the desk, she gives me the kind of glance with which I imagine a wild animal might greet a fork of lightning. She opens the office door and scampers away. Before I have reached the uppermost of the steep wooden stairs, her feet have pattered down to the workshop floor. The apron-draped scrapers—nine in all today, although with our planned expansion this room and the others will find personnel swelling to one-and-a-half the present number—don’t look up from the tables as they work diligently with dull knives. Coombs chooses them carefully, favouring a deference of manner and serious turn of mind, and he trains them well. Even so, how could they not notice how my daughter strains from my presence like a reluctant moon choosing the widest possible arc with which to orbit its parent planet? I have seen daughters hug and cling to their fathers, but on the rare occasions Lucy is with me at work, she always skitters ahead or else lags behind.


  Now, as I descend to the warehouse floor, I watch her dancing a circle around some folded hides on a pallet. The image is like a dull blow to the stomach; the hides, sagging and shapeless, make me think of France, of coats half-buried in earth and twisted, legless trousers in the rising smoke. Looking up at my approach, she circles the pallet once more, then skips towards the exit. I follow her into the sunshine and watch her climb into the passenger seat, her folded rag doll bumping against the spare wheel and the horn. At least she likes the car. As the thought passes through me, I realize it comes with a hope: Everything merges in this new world of flesh and speeding steel.


  After the war the boom for leather transferred itself almost without effort from boots and jackets to the motoring craze. The treated hide will always be with us, it seems, to connect us to our animal past. Neither guns, nor helmets, nor roads, nor races, can lever us from the primal comfort it gives. Leather is the go-between, a linking mechanization to the human pulse. Perhaps, in this new order, my daughter’s love for a motorcar can merge into a growing affection for the driver. If she is more comet than moon, she blazes a trail of fire and vapour, and her contours are undefined. Fear or distaste may convert; they may burn away, alter their nature, and through some mysterious chemical change, crystallize into the shining rocks of admiration.


  I crank the engine into motion, climb into the driver’s seat, and put the engine into gear. Gravel crunches beneath the tires, and in a moment I feel the breeze upon my cheek. I turn quickly onto the road, overtaking a farm cart on its way to the cattle market, and steal a glance at Lucy, her gaze roaming the ever-changing scenes.


  The world is spinning and I no longer feel trapped. Lucy, Sarah, myself: these three suddenly open up to forgiveness and change. The past is indeed the past, and the world is littered with souls entering and leaving by the thousandth of a second. Why should my life be defined by a moment?


  CHAPTER 12


  Sarah


  Elsa takes the purse from her lap and places it on the floor. A sign, I hope, she is relaxing. The waitress pours her tea first, and we both watch the steam rise. I catch Elsa’s eye as the waitress tips the pot towards my cup. She gives a shy wriggle of the shoulders, usually an indication she has something to say to me. The sloshing sound is oddly comforting in the silence. The waitress withdraws with a slight nod, and disappears behind the angled wooden beam, one of many in the mock-Tudor interior, to take the order at another table. It’s past twelve and I know that soon Simon will be here with Lucy. I’d like to think he might be a little late, that he might have decided to take her for a treat, a drive in the country perhaps. I can almost feel the father-daughter rapport that ought to be. I can hear the jovial tone of voice Simon might use were he to rib her gently as fathers do, and I can easily imagine myself shushing her, smiling, while she laughs with delight. But these are ghosts of possibilities unfulfilled. A tension lurks between my daughter and husband, some unspoken resentment as mysterious and unexpected as a wart on a butterfly. It ages my daughter unnaturally, and makes my husband—my war hero, Charles’s saviour—seem somehow less than a man. It worries me all the more now that things are about to get so much more complex. A new addition to this family seems like a tumour growing where it shouldn’t; there is no room and it will merely squeeze the barely coexisting organs even further out of place. It makes me almost wish that this morning had brought a different outcome.


  “How was your doctor’s visit, Mrs. Jenson?” asks Elsa in her quiet way as she carefully stirs her cup.


  “Oh,” I reply, my expression no doubt a riot of contradictions, “very satisfactory, Elsa, thank you for asking.”


  A shadow moves over us—a man wheeling a barrow out–side. His expression, caught fleetingly, as well as his obvious limp, suggests he is a veteran. It’s a curious, blank stare I have seen many times, a wan-faced emptiness suggesting he is deliberately taking in nothing around him, not the sunshine that skims past the gables above the narrow street, not the skinny woman in the loose-fitting dress who passes him, nor her flesh-coloured stockings. Like a mole seeking the end of its tunnel, he is just getting through, trying to reach the end of the day.


  I catch Elsa’s stare. She has noticed the man too, and her pale grey eyes have narrowed, as though she is peering unhappily into fold upon fold of memory. Now she looks down into her cup, the hint of a bitter, embarrassed smile passing over her face.


  “We met a veteran yesterday in Christchurch Park, Lucy and I,” she says softly. “He served with your husband.”


  I am silent for a moment.


  “She told me about Mr. Smith,” I reply, taking a sip to mask my discomfort. Lucy told me about the man with wooden legs, but I had no idea until now he had served with Simon. I am afraid of this new information. Nothing good can come from old associations. Simon contracts into a thing of prickles and sudden temper whenever the subject of his old regiment looms. “She’s at the age when disfigurement and handicap are novelties,” I add after a pause. “I hope she wasn’t too curious about it.”


  “He didn’t seem to mind. I think he found Lucy’s honesty refreshing.” Elsa leans towards me over the table, her shoulders hunched. “I wonder how many lies such a man encounters when looking for work, how many times he is told that a position advertised in the window has been filled.”


  My hand moves involuntarily to my chest, fingers shielding the gold and onyx Venetian brooch Simon gave me in a rare moment of impulsiveness during last summer’s trip to Italy—a rare adventure in itself. In truth the idea of Lucy’s Mr. Smith working has taken me aback somewhat. I am suddenly aware, not for the first time, of a cultural divide between Elsa and I, a difference that comes and goes as a line of trees might emerge and disappear through the window of a speeding train.


  When we first met, by appointment in Selfridges, Elsa had been too ill-at-ease to accept my offer of tea. Perching on the end of the chair as though reluctantly following an order to sit upon a bed of live coals, her eyes had darted around the room and she had given short and rather breathless answers to each parcel of encouragement that posed as a question.


  “Mr. Eaves says you have attended some of the lectures he’s organized,” I said quietly.


  “Yes, Mrs. Jenson.”


  “I hope you won’t miss London too much when you come to Suffolk with us.”


  “I think the lectures have stopped anyway.”


  “Mr. Eaves said you taught in a school for a few years before coming to England.”


  “Yes, there was a shortage of teachers.”


  “My family was involved in the Newfoundland fishery, in the shipbuilding side.”


  The most curious thing was happening. The pattern of my speech was becoming as disjointed as hers, the pauses between words longer. As a shaft of light spun from the revolving doors and threw itself between us, I felt as though I was looking not upon another woman, but into a mirror, and at myself. She didn’t look like me. Her hair was rather dark, the bones of her shoulders and arms accentuated even through the loose clothing, yet we were, in that odd way that occasionally happens with strangers, facing each other with no barrier or shield in between.


  And now, in the Beehive, Elsa has pointed out something she knows that I do not. Those in my husband’s situation who have been seriously injured stay at home, or live in an institution with expansive grounds and flower beds where they are cared for by professional nurses. If Elsa’s insight is correct, Mr. Smith must be from the ranks and not an officer. Elsa is my counterpart in loss, except that hers are multiplied in number, and the world she sees is harsher—a place of bread, shelter, and work. Why would it be otherwise for a veteran whose family has little money? Of course he would have to either live by charity or find a job. What a secluded garden Simon, Charles, and I had known in childhood. It was pride in our lessons and the inner feeling of accomplishment or failure that spurred us on, not hunger and homelessness should we fail.


  This was simple. Mr. Smith might need a job. I look into Elsa’s frank stare and in the communal spirit of all that is unspoken between us, I know this is as much my responsibility as hers. Who do we both know who is doing well enough to hire?


  The question sends a spasm of panic through me. I avoid her eyes for a few moments, surveying the interior’s beams and the odd shadows they cast, the whispering mother and grown-up daughter by the entrance, the white-faced young couple in the dim alcove beyond Elsa’s shoulder. The place seems like a forest of long-dead trees. We are all like ghosts of the once wooded land, unable to move on to fresher habitation.


  Elsa’s suggestion, if I have understood her correctly, is as unthinkable as jumping into a bath of boiling water. I know my husband well enough to imagine the expression of deep betrayal that would be etched upon his face should I lobby him to bring the war into his workplace. And yet it is so entirely logical I can’t think of a single rational argument against it. Simon has work to give. The legless veteran needs work.


  “It must be terribly frustrating,” I say at last, as though Mr. Smith’s problems are really consuming my thoughts. “I wonder there isn’t an institution somewhere…” My cheek stings with sudden heat, and I despise the toad-like creature inside me who is busily preparing my husband’s alibi.


  I catch a slight deepening of Elsa’s frown, a twitch of the shoulders and a half-turn as though disturbed by a presence behind her. Then a look comes into her face that is more curious than disparaging. “He’s twenty-eight years old, Mrs. Jenson,” she says. “Forty or fifty years in an institution is a long time, even if one could be found to take him.”


  I nudge my cup and saucer away with my fingertips and move back in my chair, surprised at a sudden urge to tell her everything—my husband’s moods, his nightmares, my own helplessness—some of which she no doubt guesses anyway, living under the same roof, breathing the same atmosphere, experiencing the same silent static before or after a disagreement. Conversant as she might be with the entrails of our marriage, her close proximity to our family makes these subjects all the more forbidden. If I whisper a truly personal word into the light of day, Simon at least would expect Elsa and I to part. And loyalty is a tiger that has never departed my heart. I have to take his wishes seriously.


  “I suppose it must be a desk job,” I say, defeated, aware that I am a razor’s edge from acknowledging some theoretical connection between Mr. Smith’s predicament and my husband’s business. “I can’t think what might be available in that line,” I add, making it even worse.


  “Surely most jobs can be done sitting down, Mrs. Jenson,” Elsa says in a low voice. “At least you’d think after all that’s happened the world might arrange it that way.”


  “You would think so, yes,” I say, touching the cool metal clamp of my purse, longing for one of Simon’s Turkish cigarettes, which I never smoke outside the house. I feel like a traitor, evading Elsa’s steady, hopeful gaze. Why is it so out of the question that I should ask my husband whether he has a job for a man who has lost both his legs? Anyone would think the bond between them—same regiment, same battle—would cement such a plan, at the very least make him approachable on the subject. What makes Elsa and I more like friends— albeit rather timid ones—if not a sense of shared experience and destiny?


  “My husband…” I pause, my fingertips still touching the purse clamp, “does not talk about the war. You might have noticed.”


  Elsa nods slightly and colours. “Yes,” she says, her upper lip becoming pale from the pressure of her front teeth. I sense she is battling with herself not to continue. At last she loses the struggle. “But there really would be no need to mention it, would there?”


  I feel the turning of a lock somewhere deep in my chest, and I am trapped. The fire that has been my companion these last seven years intensifies. The smoke thickens and rises. You wanted a heroic role to match that of your betrothed, a mocking voice whispers in my ear. Well, here it is for you. Feelings you must respect but don’t understand. Demands that pull you in opposite directions. The voice brings me back to the night Simon came to me, smelling of whisky, an all-too-familiar scent now. I remember how I strapped and fastened the armour of self-sacrifice upon myself. Who was I vowing to save all those years ago? Whose burden—that of Simon or that of Mr. Smith—was I taking on? I used to believe that it was the same burden. I had no way of knowing my husband would turn against his companions.


  I can help a drunken man. I can put him to bed, soothe his nightmares, withstand his rages, but this feeling of being torn is more than I ever bargained for. The heroism I envisaged has become ugly and lopsided because it requires me to shut out the world I had set out to help. It requires me to help my husband turn enemy to himself. And here before me is Elsa—my twin whose passion for peace and healing grew in the same fiery womb—who hopes and expects me to act for Mr. Smith. And I know she is right. I know that in protecting my husband from his own rage, I am merely helping him to betray his kind. A flame leaps and scorches the inside of my brain as I think of the battle that will inevitably arise between Simon and me when I broach the subject. It is nothing compared with the volcano that will erupt when I give him the news from Dr. Hopkins. It will be Lucy all over again. Rarely could the genesis of a child have been greeted with such anguish. But I have time, a month or two anyway, and I must take each battle as it comes.


  The look I am giving Elsa, I suspect, is defeated, helpless, but assenting, as I detect a familiar figure weaving through the tables towards us, a rag doll with bright orange hair under her arm.


  “Darling!” I exclaim, turning to embrace her, taking in the scent of soap and young flesh. The doll-less arm reaches across my waist and grips. “Where is Daddy?”


  “Parking the car. He dropped me off first.”


  There is something knowing, almost world-weary, about her tone when she talks of her father, a dull weight of inevitability in the short phrases she chooses to voice. I steal a glance over the table at Elsa, whose head is tipped to the side. Her expression shows an inscrutable blend of concern and interest.


  “What happened at the doctor’s?”


  She draws back from me and stares into my face for an answer. I’m momentarily unnerved.


  “Nothing, dear. Just a checkup.”


  “What does he need to check?”


  “Oh …pulse, temperature, that sort of thing.”


  She seems to weigh the answer, her eyes wandering around my face.


  “And was it all normal?”


  I take the hand that has fallen from my waist.


  “Yes, completely normal.”


  She is motionless for a while. Then she asks, “Daddy never goes to the doctor, does he?”


  CHAPTER 13


  Elsa


  Having scuttled on ahead, Lucy stops at the bakery shop window. She gazes through the glass while absent-mindedly gnawing at a strand of her rag doll’s hair. A freak similarity between the colour of the string hanging from her lips and the locks of my own late husband, Jack, makes the sight irksome and I wonder how long I can take it before I start haranguing her about hygiene and growing up. For the moment I restrain myself as I nearly always do. At least she’s a little more like a child, now that’s she’s away from Mr. Jenson.


  I can’t help but wonder what they are talking about— husband and wife—now they are alone in the dim little restaurant. Mrs. Jenson couldn’t have failed to notice the smell of spirit on his breath, or the glassy look in his eye, both acquired, apparently, while parking his car. I sensed real fear from his wife earlier when I pressed her regarding Mr. Smith’s situation, which I may well have misinterpreted from the hundred or so words I exchanged with him. This only occurred to me as I was leaving the Beehive with Lucy. I went through my conversation with Mr. Smith and realized he hadn’t once mentioned either a job or a lack of one.


  I had been distracted by the men in overalls painting the bandstand. It had all seemed so cheerful—me with the ice creams, the red and blue paint shining under the late June sun—until the reason for these labours suddenly occurred to me. A cool breeze made me shiver, and I turned to see that Lucy had parked herself on the park bench beside the man with crutches. One of her hands was besmirched with grime and I had to wipe it away vigorously before letting her have her cone. I fell into conversation with the veteran, small talk that was interrupted suddenly when I saw Lucy had picked up one of his crutches in her small hand and was using it to try and trip up passersby. I snapped it back and, turning to apologize, met a smile that seemed rueful rather than embittered.


  When Lucy asked why he needed the crutches, Mr. Smith told her plainly, without shame and without a hint of self-pity. Stirred by some indefinable guilt, I blushed and mumbled to Lucy something about the great sacrifice made during the war by “the gentleman,” and by her Uncle Charles.


  Rolling a cigarette, Mr. Smith questioned the word, his calm speech enveloping me, but miraculously evading Lucy, who had already begun to gaze off at the ducks. “Sacrifice implies both willingness and foreknowledge,” he said. His voice, though gentle, carried the vibration of distant cannon fire. He has actually been there, I thought. He has lived through the horror that robbed the world of my brothers, that robbed me of Jack. Every murmur carried a quiet, irrefutable authority. He didn’t need to say any more. With one swift sentence he had wiped the word “sacrifice” from my lexicon of war. It was an untruth, a politician’s word, one among many that floated in the atmosphere and crouched upon the newspaper page. We were allies already.


  Mr. Smith knew who Lucy was, and told me he had served with Mr. Jenson. My imagination, or presumption, did the rest. Was it the scent of stale tobacco that hung about his clothes that made me think of hunger, boarding houses, long days that unemployment renders absent of meaning? Regret stirs in me now. Perhaps I have served both Mr. Smith and Mrs. Jenson poorly by trying to force the issue over tea. Maybe I have merely risked wounding the pride of Mr. Smith—though hopefully he may never know of it—and have burdened my employer, my sister in adversity, to no purpose.


  We are both missionaries, Mrs. Jenson and I, as surely as if we carried tambourines and marched through the street. We focus our energies on the charity of healing—Mrs. Jenson through her marriage, me through whatever potential for “good works” crosses my path—but find ourselves most often merely picking at the scabs of war. When my own neurosis can find no immediate outlet, I feed hers instead.


  This is what happened in the Beehive, I realize. As I leaned over the table urging a solution to a problem that might or might not exist, I felt a warning tug inside me. Who was I to interfere? As poor Mrs. Jenson babbled of institutions, the murmur of voices in the Beehive receded, and I thought I caught the fragment of an exchange behind me.


  “Would that impress you?” a man’s voice murmured. “Of course it would,” came the reply, voluptuous in feminine compassion.


  I felt a warning, a swirl of unease. I noticed the woman’s hand reaching to cover her beautiful beetle-shaped brooch, and I pitied her, who seemed to regard the idea of wealth in our age as tasteless.


  When we first met in the haughty tea room at Selfridges, I kept looking over her shoulder, waiting for the real Mrs. Jenson to turn up. Though handsome in her faded way, with her reddish hair and fine-boned face, she was not how I expected a rich woman to look. Her dress and cardigan, though delicately stitched, were coloured neutrally as though their wearer desired nothing better than to fade into the upholstery of her chair. And this is probably what she did want. She was so still, and so quietly spoken, she might have fit in perfectly as one of the teachers I worked with in St. John’s.


  For each of Mrs. Jenson’s sidesteps regarding Mr. Smith I had a ready answer. He’s too young to be institutionalized. He can work sitting down. No need to mention the war. I was armed and marching, tambourine in hand. There was no turning back now.


  Catching up with Lucy, I pull her gently away by the wrist. She follows easily enough, though her eyes remain on the giant gingerbread man with the cherry buttons down his front. Even as we walk away she spins her head one way and another so as not to lose sight.


  “Come along, Lucy. You want to see the park. It’s a beautiful day.”


  How many times has this platitude escaped my lips, and how many times have I cringed inside? There are no beautiful days. Jack is dead. What remains of his young face and his auburn, wavy hair is under the soil of Belvedere Cemetery in St. John’s. My brothers are gone the same way, and their bodies—either invaded by steel or torn asunder by explosives —lay an ocean from their country in Beaumont-Hamel. Flu and tuberculosis swept away my parents, but a breath of wind might have taken them just as easily. “Flu” and “tuberculosis” are merely the medical terms for heartbreak.


  The sun may be shining upon the cobbles. The cotton wool clouds may be breaking into blue, and sylph-like young women in their frocks and pale stockings may be wafting through the streets as though this were Paris and not some provincial British town. But the scene is a cruel mirage. There have been no beautiful days since the madness began nine years ago, since sensible men and boys gathered in herds and hurrahed on the banks of Quidi Vidi Lake—a stone’s throw from the cemetery fence that would in a few short seasons encompass their mortal remains—since they all threw their hats into the air in unison, a rippling sea of human excitement at the foreign adventure due to overtake them.


  It all seemed harmless enough at the time. Ashamed as I am to remember it now, I even felt a tingle of anticipation at the stories Jimmy, Michael, and Jack might tell around the stove in the months to come. I can’t deny that even then it occurred to me something was wrong, that the tinge of excitement might harvest a terrible response. A frozen spring and the martyrdom of a young and soulful Noah were fresh enough in memory and apt enough in detail too, as men kitted up for war, rather than the hunt, and got ready to be shipped. But what had seals to do with Germany? Except, of course, that it felt the same.


  A veritable army of marching insects, they seem to me now, cheered on by their insect wives and sisters, an accumulation of limbs with no self-directing brain, no queen, no one to whom a question can be asked when the disaster of mass annihilation is complete.


  I couldn’t stay in Newfoundland after the war. When all my people were buried, parents too, I knew I could not live in a place that could be gutted of its young through the twitch of a government pen so far from our shore. A fire burned inside me, and I was startled by its heat—it was anger, determination, self-destruction if need be, but not despair. What happened, I knew, was wrong, fundamentally so. I knew the wrong spread far beyond my island home. But for Jack, Michael, and Jimmy, and the many others like them, it was different. How could I live in a place that would so happily divulge itself of any real choice in such life-or-death matters? Newfoundland no longer existed for me. It was merely a distant dream, a failed idea. I could no longer see the point of it. I had to go to where an ocean did not lie between decisions and their consequences. Not that I myself had any chance of affecting such things materially. I had no such illusions. But at least in England a foot soldier could pass by a general in the street. At least a British politician made decisions regarding war and peace; he didn’t defer to his counterpart in some other place. In England the destiny of women and men was connected, by some loose and convoluted thread, to some kind of awareness of cause and effect. And with the suffragette movement crashing through the obstructions at last, there was even more hope. Women were the soft underbelly of war: it was among women that the shock and grief was absorbed; it was women who discussed in whispers the undiscussable; it was women who questioned the very notion of war. The world was on the brink of change, and change would happen here first. I was too impatient to wait.


  This is what I thought at the time, and when I arrived in London and attended the sparsely attended public lectures— “Woman and Protest,” “A War to End All Wars?”—there was a faint, encouraging stir. On the way home from one of these, in Soho, a poster loomed down at me from a side street wall, a dark and terrifying image of a cadaverous, white-faced young man in leotards surrounded by dagger-like shapes, either distorted leaves or flying shrapnel, or perhaps both. Above the picture a claim read: Europe’s Greatest Achievement in the Art of the Motion Picture: The Cabinet of Doctor Caligari. Again I felt a tingle of destiny. The thin man in the leotards looked a little like Jimmy, his pronounced, skull-like jaw and sunken eyes. His expression—at once blank and fevered—corresponded with my fear regarding the state of mind of my husband and brothers during the last weeks of their lives. Who else did the oppressed creature on the poster depict if not the soldier? Where else did the distorted landscape full of rapier shadows and insane angles represent if not the battlefields of Europe? I felt that the illustration was talking directly to me. The lectures together with the promise of this exotic, disturbing new art persuaded me I was inching closer to my destiny.


  But soon the lectures ceased through lack of interest and, if truth be told, no little fear. The venue was near a public house, and the regulars found out we were holding pacifist meetings. Windows were broken and messages were scrawled on the out–side walls. The owner, a London university, would no longer rent us the space. Mr. Eaves, the kindly, round-shouldered man who introduced the lectures, gave me an apologetic shrug, took my address, and promised to pass on any information should he find a new venue.


  The date for the showing of the advertised film had already come and gone. I passed the wall often, hoping to see similar events, but the original poster remained, becoming more and more tattered each time I encountered it, its stark horror reduced to a slow, random deterioration, and to one half-hearted, possibly very drunken piece of defacement: “filfy Hun” was spelled out in chalk, the letters far too small given the boldness of the sentiment. An exclamation, like an afterthought, appeared almost a yard from the poster on the adjacent brick wall. I wondered if the author had inscribed his message while falling sideways.


  And then, after receiving Mr. Eaves’s note, I met Mrs. Jenson, heard about her brother, Charles, and encountered her husband. Before long I experienced his nightmares, the ominous moans rising through the floorboards, his wife’s embarrassed shushing. I witnessed Isabelle clearing away Mr. Jenson’s whisky glass and bottle at seven in the morning. I began caring for their daughter, their child of war.


  When I came across Mr. Smith, with his thin face, sunken cheeks, and desperately painful, lurching walk, an insight that had been forming since my arrival in England finally came into very sharp focus: it was no different here. No different at all.


  CHAPTER 14


  Simon


  It isn’t anything she has said that makes the skin burn beneath my collar. It’s the furtive look in her eye. Ever since Elsa and Lucy left five minutes ago, I’ve had the sense that in my absence some secret weapon has been constructed. And female weaponry is so much more subtle than ours. Not the dry cough of distant gunfire for them, not the clank of steel against steel. Sarah’s armoury is about the touch of a fingertip upon the hem of Lucy’s dress, and the grateful, trusting smile she simultaneously gives Elsa. This links the three of them in a secret pact. I am the outsider who neither touches nor smiles. Through the mere coincidence of gender, I am the ally of no one. Some secret communion exists among women; they evolve en masse beneath the waves and come to the surface at birth, united by years of comingling beyond the eye of the sun. When Lucy looked at me with more suspicion than usual before she sprang from her chair to follow Elsa from the restaurant, I knew some intelligence had passed deftly between the three of them—so deftly it may not have needed words— and that there was a plan afoot to fix me.


  “Well,” says Sarah, a too-broad smile veiling her anticipation, “what kind of day are you having? How did Lucy behave?”


  She pours some tea in the third cup the waitress has placed before me. Her hand has the faintest hint of a tremor. I hate these innocent questions.


  “Fine and fine,” I reply. “Everything is fine.” I’m a knot of agitation as the silence comes to rest upon our shoulders. Sarah’s gaze falls to the table. She wriggles in her seat. “How was your doctor’s visit?” I ask.


  “Fine there too,” she answers, her voice laced with a sarcasm that, for her, is quite rare.


  “Good,” I say seriously, holding her eye.


  Her expression flickers in a manner I have grown used to. Most people would hardly notice, but to me the look conveys an ocean. It always comes after a slight thaw on my part. It tells me she understands and forgives, that she is prepared to wait it out providing I give her some sign of effort.


  “I’m looking forward to going back to Dunwich this weekend,” she says with a sigh and slight smile.


  I am momentarily winded. The word “Dunwich” has become a bolt that tightens in my brain when spoken. I have rested easier in the last two years, after we all started spending the week in Ipswich, returning only to the coast on Fridays. The heath and crumbling clifftops of Dunwich belong to Charles’s grave, to Charles’s mother, to the Baxters’ house, to the house I lived in with my father when Charles, Sarah, and I used to run along the shingle beach in the years before the war. Even before my father died in his bed two years ago—an occurrence received with the muted, if sickening, thud of a mallet blow to a barrel of sand—Dunwich had become the dark space that inhabits my soul. It is the landscape of my nightmares, and I’m startled sometimes at the sheer lack of imagination that has prevented me from leaving it behind.


  My gaze has been drawn to the window, to a young woman wheeling a pram.


  “How about you?” Sarah asks, reclaiming my attention.


  “There’s a lot to do here. I might have to return to town on Saturday.”


  A frown—part scorn, part sympathy—passes across her face, but I know she isn’t really sorry. My absence will free her from the storm clouds of our marriage, and she will bask in the company of her mother, Elsa, her daughter, and even Isabelle, Mrs. Baxter’s former maid, who has been, I firmly believe, quite unhappily transplanted to our own household. Were I to return suddenly half an hour after leaving, as I have had cause to do when forgetting something, I would find a rare and halcyon scene of carefree laughter and merriment. I try to resent the fact that she won’t try to stop me returning to work, but the remnants of honesty that still slosh about inside my mind like some comfortless tonic won’t let me. I actually don’t blame her in the least.


  “I suppose you’re going to start hiring again soon,” says Sarah, and I can’t tell whether it’s a question.


  “Coombs does that,” I reply. “He has the knack.”


  She seems suddenly animated by something, her face an odd series of flexes as I used to see in high jumpers on school sports day. “I was wondering,” she says, voice rising in pitch, “Elsa was talking to a young man the other day. The poor fellow lost in legs in some…accident. We were talking about how terribly difficult it must be for such a man to find a job…” She stops and gives me a weak smile, no doubt noticing my own features change.


  “This must be the stranger Lucy was talking to in a park,” I say dryly.


  She shrugs and widens her eyes as though suggesting nothing can be wrong with such an occurrence.


  “What do either you or Elsa know about this man? Why was my daughter alone in a park talking to him?” I can feel the heat rising within me and imagine smoke spiralling and coiling from my shoulders, reaching with grey, cloud-like fingers to the ceiling.


  “She wasn’t alone,” Sarah replies, a tentative smile playing about her lips. “Elsa was with her.”


  “That’s just a detail. Why on earth would Elsa be introducing my daughter to strangers in parks?”


  Sarah leans forward and flashes her eyes at me, then glances sideways at a two women, one middle-aged, the other young, whose faces have turned in our direction. The elder of the two holds her cup handle in an affected, refined manner even as she cranes her neck for a better look. I merely feel the coals of annoyance glowing hotter inside me. Sarah is using the fact we are in public to shut my objections off. I sense the invisible web of a conspiracy.


  “Simon, parks are public places,” Sarah whispers, “like cafés and restaurants. People are permitted to talk provided they do so in a quiet and civilized manner.”


  I stare back at her. At home this would be a full-scale argument by now. Here, I am tied to my chair, and she knows it.


  “In any case,” she continues, a tired frown appearing on her face, “he’s an old friend of yours.”


  “Mine?”


  “A comrade, rather. You served with him.”


  I’m distracted for a moment by a look of defeat on her face, as though she has conceded something against her will. I can’t imagine what.


  “I know of no such person,” I reply. Suddenly Coombs’s message slips back into my mind—the “old comrade from the war” who could only walk up my stairs with great difficulty. Can Coombs’s old comrade and Lucy’s friend with the wooden legs be one and the same? If so, it seems the man was remarkably determined to get hold of me. Yet I know no one personally who sustained such injuries and survived.


  “What was his name?”


  “Smith.”


  The name is a blade, sleek and swift-entering. A sharp sting gives way to a dull ache which, in turn, radiates from the well-defined point of entry. My gaze has fixed upon the lips that have spoken the word. They snuggle together like self-satisfied invertebrates, twitching, rolling, then lying flat one upon the other. The lips seem increasingly disconnected from their owner just as my mind seems increasingly disconnected from my body. I float towards the ceiling, passing the faux-Tudor beam with its decorative wormholes. In a moment I am gazing down upon myself—a white-faced, youngish man, dark hair sweating around the temples. Sarah leans over the table towards the disoriented figure, says his name, once, twice, but I hear no sound. She says it again and grips the fingers that lie upon the table. This time I catch her echo, and I begin to drift back to myself.


  “What’s the matter?” comes her urgent hiss, like the voice from a wireless, muffled and crackling.


  I manage a shake of the head. Each movement repeats in an after-blur, and I hold my head steady to be sure of its position.


  “Nothing,” I say. “Just hot.”


  CHAPTER 15


  Sarah


  I’d seen the look before, eyes as wide as poached eggs, terrified but unseeing. It’s the same look that greets me if I turn on the light during one of his nightmares and try to rouse him. But in six and a half years of marriage, I’d never seen him look this way during the day. A spasm of worry ran through me, worry not so much about what it might mean with regards to his health—the beginning of a slow descent into alcoholic hallucination, perhaps, or even premature senility brought on by trauma or stress—as to how I was going to get through the next few hours. How would I get Simon, Lucy, Elsa, and myself back to Dunwich? How does one lug an unconscious man aboard a train, and where would I arrange to store his car? Illness is so very inconvenient, so embarrassing. The smallness of this reaction—its cold detachment when soaring anguish regarding my husband’s long-term well-being might have seemed the natural response—filled me with a profound sense of unworthiness. Even now, as Simon’s car speeds by the hedgerows, hugging the contours of the road, I’m trying to shake the vision of myself as a flighty, superficial creature, an imaginary feather in my hat and a soft muff about my hands.


  When on that autumn day of Simon’s return I determined that my destiny was to shoulder the burdens of war, I formed a mental picture. I have since seen this vision replicated so exactly in a well-known photograph of the war I have wondered at the power of my mind to send and receive images through time and space. The picture was of a soldier, his face grimed with mud, his intelligent eyes looking out hopefully from under a domed helmet. Over his shoulders was the body of another man. It was impossible to tell whether he was living or dead. Somehow it was an image of hope, a suggestion that out of all the pain, the horror, and the despair, this—the simple dignity of co-operation and kindness—might survive. Simon had been just like that soldier on at least one occasion, gently laying my own Charles upon the ground, perhaps whispering something beautiful in his ear, the kind of manly assurance that women can never imagine, and that men like Simon—even the open, uninhibited Simon who had first set out for war—can never bring themselves to repeat.


  I never sought to drive an ambulance to the front or to minister in some desperate, makeshift operating room. Still, I hoped to commune, through the sheer power of will, with such heroism. If my face couldn’t know the crust of days-old mud it could at least carry the signs of emotional stress that come from looking after a veteran. My back, though shouldering no physical weight, could at least ache with the effort of soothing his troubled dreams. And this has indeed been the case—more so, I sometimes feel, than I might originally have wished. But when Simon gave every appearance of being seriously ill in the restaurant, my mind was consumed with vain and trifling details. The sense of relief that he returned to his full senses was so deep, the joy of not having to deal with a public collapse so palpable, that every other concern—Mr. Smith, what Elsa would think—fizzled away into nothing. A soundless alarm rang inside me at the ease and speed with which concerns about my personal comfort took over my core, and part of me gave up the battle there and then. You can never truly take on the burden of war as you once hoped, a voice told me. You know nothing of the urgency of physical pain and danger. You don’t know the feel of shrapnel piercing the skin, or the horror of looking down to see an empty sleeve where a hand ought to be. How can you think to preach to your husband or plead for him to take a certain course for his redemption when you know so little? I was dwarfed just as I had been seven years ago by a lover who had been through it all.


  The car lurches as we hit a stony patch in the road and Simon reacts by accelerating. I’m certain many a motorist would slow down, but this isn’t his practice. Elsa has taken Lucy by train, as is sometimes our habit, and we are to pick them up at Darsham station.


  I am glad they are not with us. Simon’s driving is more erratic than usual, and the presence of Elsa would undoubtedly have made it worse. I have other reasons for wanting to travel with my husband alone. I can well imagine the soft cloud of expectation that would have hung like a halo around Elsa if she were in the rear seat alongside my daughter. At this moment the back of my neck would be prickling under the influence of her inquisitive eyes. How disillusioned she would be to discover both my husband’s reaction and my own swift abandonment of Mr. Smith’s cause.


  “Are you sure you must return to town tomorrow?” I ask, raising my voice above the steady growl of the engine.


  “Yes, first thing,” Simon yells sideways, his eyes fixed upon the road like those of a snake charmer waiting for a scaly head to poke its head over the basket rim. At our motorcar’s approach birds drop from the undergrowth and dart from one side of the road to the other. The warm breeze teases my ears, and I let my gaze drift over the tapestry of rolling farmland and woods.


  I find myself settling into a truer vision of myself, not the martyr-heroine the war would have liked me to become, and not quite one of the bright young things who flap their way from music hall to theatre to private party. Perhaps I would indeed be like one of those exotic creatures had I not been guilty of the very bad timing to be both wife and mother before the gloomy clouds of war parted. For the first time, I understand the ebullience and the frenzy of fashion that has swept over England in the last few years. The young simply have no choice but to be carefree and foolish. They have seen the alternative. They have caught a glimpse of the dark orb and have gravitated pendulum-like to the opposite extreme.


  With the stone wall Simon has thrown before me, with the realization that I no longer have the strength or the inclination to chip away at its surface, I have been released from a pact. I can join the legions of fellow countrywomen and men who have turned their backs on memory. I too can siphon the energy I was hurling so pointlessly at the past, at reforming my husband, and redirect it to the cause of mindless hedonism. Taking brief stock of the trappings of luxury we already possess—a car, a governess, a housekeeper, a grand piano nobody plays, a disused tennis court, a large home, or two large homes as I am the only one left to inherit among the Baxters—then adding some I know we can afford—a London flat, a larger house, another motorcar—I realize with some consternation that each component of this opulence tolls in my heart like a leaden bell. The subtle pleasures of frivolity would be entirely wasted on me. I have become so coiled with anxiety, so intent upon a search for meaning, that despite my worst efforts, I cannot betray the young woman with the missionary zeal who married the broken hero. Beneath all the layers of pointlessness there is still the itch of an unanswered question. Charles in a grave, barely eighteen, and the thousands upon thousands like him. Why?


  The car swerves once more, its tires spitting gravel sideways. Simon grunts with impatience, as though fully expecting this machine should fly weightless above the earth. A crow springs off an overhanging branch and takes to the air, and for the first time since our journey began, I catch the smell of salt air. I almost wish we could leave Elsa behind at Darsham station and go on just the two of us together—would-be heroine and broken soldier—to Dunwich to heal or not heal as the case may be. In this moment of shame Lucy is not much more than an afterthought. Children root us where we stand. I dwelt in a graveyard when poor Lucy was conceived, and I knew the husband with whom I copulated was not in his right mind. It isn’t her fault, this inauspicious beginning. But it means that my feelings for her are weighed towards the guilt-ridden, and I have a constant fear she will one day suspect the joyless, desperate nature of her beginning. I’m sure that Simon and I leak some clues every time we are together in her company, and that she has already absorbed into her personality a sense of gloom. I wonder whether the cluster of anxieties I feel for Lucy qualifies as love.


  If not, perhaps we are not so very different from the rest of humanity. I try to imagine married couples driving, walking, travelling home for the weekend all over the country, each one of them indifferent almost about picking up their child from the station on their way, each one of them on the brink of speeding away childless into the oncoming dusk, heading into forgetfulness.


  CHAPTER 16


  Elsa


  I catch it in the corner of my eye—a streak of orange hair and a lifeless body propelled towards the tracks—and immediately try to ignore it. Lucy’s small, damp hand hardly twitches in my guiding fingers, and her footsteps continue to patter along–side mine, a cymbal to a drum. An unheeding porter goes on ahead with the luggage from alighting passengers. A conductor in black paces down the train, whistle and flag poised.


  Only when we have drawn close to the exit sign—an extended white forefinger on dark red paint—do I slow Lucy down and, kneeling with my hands on her shoulders, turn her towards me.


  “Lucy, what happened to your doll?”


  “What doll?” she answers with an odd smirk.


  “Your doll, of course. The one you were carrying.”


  “Oh, you mean Tommy,” she says nonchalantly, looking off into some distance beyond the station’s low roof. “I thought you saw it. He committed suicide. Look.” She turns theatrically and with a forlorn shrug, indicates a point on the rails behind us. The rag doll lies over a track just a yard or so ahead of the engine’s colossal iron bumper. There is something outrageous in the contrast between the toy’s pathetic stuffed body and the might of the train. As the engine gives a dragon sigh, blowing steam from its funnel, my stomach churns and my hands drop from Lucy’s shoulders. The conductor trills three times on his whistle then drops his flag so swiftly I hear it slice through the air. There’s a single slow chug, more steam, and the squeal of pistons released into motion. A great iron wheel begins its slow turn, and the bumper noses itself forward.


  It’s a physical pain—a sharp spasm somewhere deep in my belly—that spits me from the spot. Pigeons drop from the station house eaves as my shoes pound along the platform, their small black eyes sensing catastrophe. I catch a coo of disapproval as I half-fall, half-jump from the platform ridge onto the gravel of the railbed.


  “Stop!”


  The conductor’s voice is much louder, much fiercer, than I would have credited given his small frame. Even as I leap in front of the iron monster, gripping the rag doll, eyes closed in expectation of the pounding force of iron against my bones, I realize he’s been here before. This slightly built man in a rural station in England has seen people throw themselves before the oncoming juggernaut. He’s witnessed first-hand what ton upon ton of heavy freight does to soft flesh, what an iron wheel rolling snugly along a slightly rusted rail can make of the limbs of a former soldier, or those of his widow or mother.


  The engine gives a ferocious hiss, and the train’s shadow blocks out the sun. But I am standing on the other side now, air tugging hard upon the inner seams of my lungs. I know that mighty thoughts ought to be running through me, insights about God and universal justice, unexpected memories perhaps of my own birth, tiny fists beating at my mother’s face. But I encounter no such revelatory stream, no lifetime running before my eyes. Instead the near-disaster has both dulled and fragmented my mind, and I find myself dwelling ponderously upon minute details. My main emotion is gratitude, not for my life, but for the fact that, for the moment at least, the train blocks me from the sight of the conductor.


  I turn to look at the empty platform behind me. A woman in a dowdy brown hat is watching me from the station wall. She doesn’t look away when I meet her gaze, and shakes her head slowly. After a second my gaze drops from hers and rests upon the rag doll, which hangs upside down from my fingers. The implied shame of my altered posture annoys me. I don’t want to feel anything but defiance. The ill-defined reason for this swell of pride hardly matters; within its fire burns an instinct that my actions are no madder than anyone who might want to judge them. Why should I not be insane in such a world? We all have a right to choose our mode of madness when everything is so off-kilter.


  Light breaks between carriages as the train gathers speed, and I know that in a moment I’ll have to face the conductor and any other official who might want to call me to account. And Lucy. I’ll have to think of some explanation for why I risked my life to save the toy she threw away. I’ll have to explain it to her parents too if they hear of it. A question, hardly connected, rises like a growing flood around me. Why did I risk my life to save Lucy’s rag doll?


  CHAPTER 17


  Simon


  “You’ll never guess what Elsa just did!” Lucy is excited as she clambers into the back seat. My fingers coil around the wheel. I want to snap at her to shut up, but I know this would be unacceptable even to me. An ocean of nerves, a multitude of twitching ganglia, has risen around me since lunch–time, buffeting the thin and rickety hull of my composure. I catch a glimpse of Elsa’s face in the driver’s mirror, and despite the nerves, I notice how odd she looks, her cheeks white as linen, blotches of red around her nose and eyes. “Daddy,” she continues, “I think you ought to give her your medal, at least for the weekend.”


  “What?” I fire back too forcefully, fixing Lucy in the mirror. “What’s going on?”


  “Elsa jumped in front of the train to rescue Tommy.”


  “Tommy?”


  I turn around sharply—I can’t stop myself—and I notice with some kind of relief she is picking stalks of grass and flecks of dust from the hair of the rag doll.


  “That’s nice of Elsa, Lucy,” Sarah tells her in a voice of such studied calm I suspect she has noticed I am more irritable than usual. She’s aiming to diffuse the situation before I strike out and embarrass everyone. “But I’m sure you must exaggerate just a little.”


  “I’m not,” Lucy insists.


  “Lucy,” Elsa interposes gently. “Don’t contradict your mother.”


  Lucy sighs and flops back in her seat.


  I turn the car onto the road, my chest hammering, and my foot gives freedom to the engine. I want its roar to overcome any more chat. Sarah’s hand comes to rest upon my forearm, and I wonder how much of my mood has been seen through the window of fear, how easily this family can unpick the tattered threads of my emotions. Was it coincidence only that allowed my five-and-a-half-year-old daughter to scratch so near the sorest point of my secret ulcer—my unearned medal? I think about the rag doll’s new name—Tommy. Last week it was Samantha. Why has she changed its gender, choosing the timeless name for the foot soldier? Sometimes it seems as though my daughter has been carefully, meticulously instructed in the stage-by-stage implementation of my downfall.


  Details have occupied me since lunchtime—details urgent and terrifying. Smith is alive, Smith the witness, Smith the spy. Smith, whose index finger stretched through the coiling smoke on the first of July seven years ago. Smith, whose trouser legs twisted beneath him as though empty. Smith, who seemed to point, the hint of a smile upon his thin lips. Smith is alive and closing on me in a way I could not have imagined possible, climbing the stairs to my workplace office, talking to my daughter and her governess, and through them, to my wife.


  Smith’s reappearance is an alarm that rings so loudly as to be beyond human hearing. I am for the moment numbed by the intelligence, unnaturally philosophical between bouts of terror. It is a mood I am certain will pass once the shock is absorbed.


  The paradox of course is that those who have slipped into the position of my adversaries—Sarah, Lucy, and Elsa—do not even need details to capture the essence of my crimes. Lucy already knows something is suspect about my medal. And to my wife I am a particularly demanding and tiresome charity, one whose needs are perpetual forgiveness and the consistent sacrifice of her own common sense to my hysteria.


  Question: What kind of monster would ignore the needs of an old comrade who lost his legs? Answer: A man who nearly faints when a subject displeases him. Such a man is as much of a tyrant as one who bellows and threatens, although if truth be told, I have actually done this a good deal too. I know all this, and the unworthiness of such a creature pierces me to the core. I have leaked my inadequacies constantly, allowing them all to believe the worst their minds can conjure, and it is this long-withered expectation, from Sarah at least, that for the moment dulls my terror regarding Smith. Now and again, since the first shock in the Beehive, some sickly knowledge trickles into my brain, reminding me that Sarah’s present opinion of me, however low, is preferable to the truth, and that truth is the new knell chiming upon my doorstep.


  My fingers are trembling, so I curl my hands into fists and lay the base of my palms upon the wheel.


  “Can we go on a picnic tomorrow?” Lucy asks in a singsong voice.


  My spine stiffens again and Sarah, preoccupied, doesn’t seem to catch the question. I hear Elsa say quietly, “You’ll have to ask your mother, Lucy, when we’re all home and settled.”


  “Mummy!” Lucy yells, deciding not to wait. “Can we go on a picnic tomorrow?”


  I give a groan, audible only to Sarah. She fires me a cautionary glance before turning to address her daughter quietly.


  “Yes dear, if you like.”


  “Can we go in the car?”


  “Daddy has to take the car back to Ipswich tomorrow. But we can take our basket down to the beach.”


  “Why does he have to take the car?”


  “Lucy,” Sarah replies, the ghost of a remonstrance in her tone. “Daddy has to go to work.”


  “He can leave the car and take the train, can’t he?”


  We hit a bump in the road, and conversation ceases while the chassis lurches once or twice before steadying itself. I can sense Sarah repressing a gasp, and her hand reaches to steady herself against the door.


  “But someone has to drive the car, Lucy,” she says breathlessly.


  “You can drive, Mummy, or Elsa can.” More quietly, she adds, “You can’t be worse than him.”


  The wheel seems suddenly hot beneath my palms. On a ridge fifty yards ahead, the trunk of a large oak stands close to the road like a beacon. Almost casually, I consider speeding into it, targeting the driver’s side for the point of impact. I can’t imagine it would result in anyone’s death, even my own. I’m not going quite fast enough for that. It would merely be a convenient prop, a way to end a conversation not to my taste, a way to distract me from the greater threat that awaits me after today.


  My foot presses down on the accelerator. The engine gives an animal moan as I swerve onto the grass verge, the oak’s trunk approaching hard. A leftward twitch of the steering wheel, and the tree zooms past.


  Sarah makes no noise at all. The lack of a gasp or shriek speaks volumes. She knows how close we were. Most likely Elsa and Lucy do also. As the car leaves the verge and crunches onto gravel once more, skidding briefly, the unnatural silence continues. I can feel Sarah’s stiffness, sense she is hardly breathing.


  My own pulse begins to slow and I think about the missed chance, all the collateral benefits that might have accrued from a serious accident. I could, for instance, claim amnesia in advance of any questions about July 1, 1916. A broken arm or mangled leg might be a cause for sympathy. An injury to Lucy or Sarah might be grounds for divorce. The slow, life-debilitating torture of an unhappy home lacks the clear-cut drama that Sarah needs for decisive action. She is too mired in her own kind of guilt for not being at the front herself, for belonging to the wrong sex, to suffer the way she might have wanted. I am her substitute, her sackcloth and ashes. Only a real and growing danger to her child would be enough to force her hand.


  CHAPTER 18


  Sarah


  I close the passenger door, unnaturally aware of the gravel beneath my shoes. Like a voyager who has only narrowly escaped shipwreck, every detail of the physical world around me seems exaggerated. The oak leaves whispering over the driveway seem supernaturally charged with life and intelligence. I can almost believe that eyes lurk in their darkening flesh. There’s something in Simon’s silence, too, that confirms a vague sense of something new, something worse than anything that has gone before.


  Lucy’s footsteps scuttling on ahead, her flight to Elsa, not to me or to her father, makes me wonder if she too has noticed that we are entering a new and dangerous phase. Elsa opens the front door and marshals our daughter through.


  Silently, without a sideways glance at the husband who has almost killed us all, I follow them. I don’t hear Simon’s footfalls behind me and wonder what he is planning, motionless beside his car.


  As I move into the darkness of the house I leave the front door open behind me. I know closing it will seem to my husband like a fresh offensive. Isabelle appears from the gloom of the hallway that leads to the kitchen. A strange, worried smile is on her face, and she is wringing her hands.


  “Has Mr. Jenson returned with you, Mrs. Jenson?”


  “Yes, Isabelle.”


  Another flicker of emotion passes over her face, and she struggles with something for a moment.


  “Why, Isabelle?”


  “Your mother was thinking of coming to dinner but she didn’t wish to disturb you all if Mr. Jenson was at home.”


  Tilting my head to the side, I let the implication emerge plainly from the dimming half light. A distant squeak and dull clanging from the water pipe indicate that Elsa has taken Lucy upstairs for her bath, something I used to do myself, especially after a journey. I feel helplessness tug in every direction.


  “Why would my mother be ‘disturbing us’ at dinner if Mr. Jenson is at home any more than if he wasn’t?”


  Isabelle blushes deeply, and the corners of her mouth turn downwards. I feel suddenly cruel, making her accountable for my mother’s message—if indeed it was given to her as a message at all and not an underlying strategy behind a far more circumspect communication. Poor Isabelle was never suited to the kinds of subterfuge ladies of my mother’s generation require.


  “It’s all right, Isabelle,” I say at last. “She’s welcome to join us regardless of Mr. Jenson’s presence.”


  The extended silence and the open door behind me make me suddenly too cautious to commit to Simon’s appearance at dinner, and I’m eager now to end the conversation in case his entry into the house were to prove as wildly inappropriate as his driving. But the slam of the car door reverberates through the hallway. It’s loud enough to render any such discretion on my part not only pointless but rather absurd. Isabelle visibly cringes now and makes a face like a child forced to lick a lemon. I hear the car chugging into motion and the rubber tires skidding against gravel, scattering stones far and wide. With an animal moan the vehicle seems to come closer and louder. Then, after another mighty roar, it fades slowly until it becomes obvious Simon has rejoined the road and is driving away. The sound of the engine is indistinguishable from Simon’s own voice; it is the conduit through which his true feelings are conveyed.


  “That will be all, Isabelle.” My own gaze is now averted from hers, my lips pinched. “I’ll speak to my mother.” Shame is hardly necessary as at the moment I’m quite beyond caring. I wonder from which interior cavern the instinct to play-act the long-suffering wife has emerged, and it occurs to me it’s more for Isabelle’s sake than mine, an attempt to place marital strife in a preordained category that might be less threatening for her. A furious husband is easier to accept than an irrational one. A man on fire through jealousy, obsession, or a gambling habit—whichever Isabelle chooses—is far less dangerous than one whose mood has no explanation at all. I don’t usually address her in a manner quite so indicative of formal hierarchy, and this could be to help her too, an attempt to bring predicable order to chaos. In any case, it seems to work, as she shuffles off gratefully like a fly unexpectedly freed from a spider’s web. I turn towards the still-open front door.


  The deepening colours of early evening envelop me easily as I wander the shortcut between my marital and child–hood homes. Green and copper beeches jangle their leaves overhead, and high nettles block my path, causing me to meander like a rower on a twisting river. Emerging within the boundaries of my mother’s back garden, I’m greeted by the stump of the oak tree that was felled by the 1911 storm. The boulder and the pond—landscape of the adventures and fairy tales Charles and I inhabited—are so overrun with nettles and dock leaves that at first they are hardly visible. I glimpse the boulder peeking through layers of vegetation, its surface brick-red under the influence of the bloating evening sun. The pond merely shows as the dark hint of a clearing, little more than a shadow, hovering beneath the army of uplifted leaves.


  I hear a buzz, and a dragonfly passes in front of my eyes, its elongated body black against the fiery horizon, its whirring wings scattering colours—blue, violet, and indigo—like powdered paint into the air. These hues seem to settle like stars on the nettles around me and just for an instant, I see them: my brother and myself. Charles is swinging a stick this way and that against the “bush” as he tries to make the sacred water hole, his fair hair tufted, his face flushed pink in the effort. His rather diffident sister, a year older than he, is following in his wake, distracted perhaps by visions of the dark-haired Simon, who she sees only in tantalizing glimpses around the grounds of his own house, or dark-suited like an adult on the way home from the nearby grammar school to which Charles will transfer next year. The young man—for so I think him—smiles shyly when he sees us, a beautiful white smile with a touch of bashfulness. When we invite him to join us he retreats.


  Something swells inside my chest and dies away, and I have the curious sensation that time itself has pulled a trick on us, slipping the years from beneath us while we weren’t looking. It seems not only unfair, but also faintly absurd, that we cannot step back into that era. I imagine the calendar as some petty-minded official given to obeying instructions, however illogical, to the letter. There simply has to be some higher authority to which I can appeal.


  I let the feeling hang for a moment, then my eyes focus on a cluster of circling gadflies that have appeared in the wake of the dragonfly. A cloud swells in the eastern sky like a vast cow’s udder inflated and sent aloft. Sensing a sudden heaviness in the atmosphere, and the premonition of an evening chill, I hurry on to the house.


  I find my mother inside the sitting room, where a door hangs open, allowing the oppressive tock, tock of the hallway’s grandfather clock to echo around the walls. I can hear my mother’s maid, Jenny, who I hired when my mother insisted on giving me Isabelle. Jenny is clattering pots deep inside the kitchen and I assume that, in the absence of any reassurance Simon will not be there, Mother has decided she is not coming to supper after all.


  Mother raises her eyes from a small dark-covered book when she sees me and smiles in the kind, pained manner that has become her habit in the last few years.


  “Isabelle gave me your message,” I say, allowing a measure of scorn, “although I have to say it was somewhat nonsensical.”


  She gives me an innocent, questioning look.


  “You didn’t want to disturb us if Simon was at home.”


  “Oh,” she begins mildly, turning her book so that it is spine-up on her lap. “Isabelle must have got the message wrong.” She shakes her head in soft confusion. “I was afraid Simon might be working this weekend and merely wanted to know if I could keep you company.”


  Her pale eyes, enlarged behind her spectacle lenses, hold my gaze. I realize I have come to challenge my mother, to expose her in the act of forming some strategy, maybe not malign but certainly underhanded. I expected this part of the conversation to conclude with a checkmate, an admission, and that from here we might go on to discuss our effective orbits as neighbours, as mother, as daughter, as wife, pinpointing the coordinates at which we can usefully converge and the times at which we might remain respectfully separate. But the checkmate has reversed itself. She has disarmed me before I can make a move, and in doing so, has made me feel like a child. Suddenly, I’m not so sure of myself. Feeling my shoulders sag, watching my mother’s calmly enquiring face, I begin to wonder whether I came here not to lay down a boundary, but to ask for help. Although I hardly need to warn myself of the dangers were I to take such a route. If I spill everything that troubles me, the information I impart cannot be unspilled. It all remains my mother’s rightful property, and she can claim it, analyze it, or bring it up in private conversation whenever she wishes. And I know from experience I cannot pick and choose what to spill. Once it comes, it comes flooding.


  “Simon has gone out for a bit,” I tell her, playing for time. “He may not be back for dinner.”


  “May not?”


  I cock my head slightly. She is rooting for information now, and I have surely caught her red-handed.


  “He needs to clear his head after work,” I say. “It’s been a hard day.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that, dear,” she says kindly. “Do sit down.”


  The hint of a smile has come over her face. The silliness of my answer, the fact that I foolishly believed I had to give one, has given her the upper hand again. I sit, but on the stool upon which I used to perch while playing the cello, a carved mahogany piece of unknown era that has been retained in the room as its only possible antique.


  “How is everything? How is Lucy?”


  “Very well, Mother. You should come and see her, if not tonight, then perhaps tomorrow. We are planning a picnic.”


  An unexpected litheness sweeps across her expression, some vital, swift question that belies both the age of my mother’s face and the avowed serenity of her mood. I watch closely for a second to be sure of my suspicions.


  “No, Simon won’t be with us, Mother,” I say, finally. “He’ll be going back to work, so you can come.” She blinks twice and her parchment-like skin seems to gain some colour far beneath the surface. “It’s very clear you want to avoid him,” I conclude. This might sound like an accusation, but I’m actually trying to save her the trouble and embarrassment of denying it. Seeming to realize this, she gives a defeated sigh.


  “It’s just,” she falters, arthritic fingers sliding over the upturned book cover, “it’s only that he seems so unhappy, so guilt-ridden, with me around.”


  We’ve turned an unexpected corner, and it’s my turn to blush now. I’ve been putting myself at the centre of everything. If my mother was wary of the two of us together, I thought, it must be because she’s critical of our marriage, and therefore critical of me. Now, it seems suddenly, it’s all about Simon and her. And it makes sense. Simon was, after all, the comrade who laid her dear Charlie to rest. Why shouldn’t she be extra sensitive to his moods?


  I think of the ghost-children playing outside, Charles with his stick, me following obediently, only slightly bored at the games my younger brother wants to play. I see again the young neighbour, Simon Jenson, in the formal suit, with the dark, wavy hair and the shy smile laced deliciously with the promise of mischievous humour. My mind wanders in circles around the boulder, the pond, cleared of nettles, to this house, to Simon’s house, and back again, settling reluctantly upon the two of us, upon the grey, mild, and slightly bewildered mother, upon her daughter now rather dowdy, I suspect, though still in her twenties. What dreadful spider has spread its petrifying influence over the once vibrant life that used to reign over the landscape?


  “None of this is what I expected,” I find myself saying out loud.


  “No,” replies my mother, a touch of whimsy making her disappointment softer, though perhaps no less sad.


  CHAPTER 19


  Elsa


  As I lift her over the rim, Lucy wriggles so fiercely inside the large pink towel I’m afraid of dropping her. Only when her kicking feet touch down upon the mat does it seem safe to set about her with the towel.


  “Be still like a good girl.”


  “Am I?” she asks, right leg stepping off the mat in what is only one of many non-co-operative reflexes in the frantic dance that accompanies bath-time.


  “Are you what?”


  “A good girl.”


  “Of course you are!” Frowning, as though in concentration, I rub fast, then, realizing this strange child will likely see through any attempt at fogging, I pause. “Why would you doubt it?”


  Her eyes fix me. “I don’t know. Daddy almost crashed his car. You jumped in front of a train. People do funny things around me.”


  I hold her shoulders through the towel. One arm still manages to struggle free like an albino eel. “It’s not about you, Lucy, even if people do odd things. It was silly of me to run in front of the train. The man on the platform was very angry at me. You must never do anything like that.”


  The staggering inadequacy of my answer and her unblinking eyes make me wince. Do I really have to explain war, bereavement, and the whole spectrum of adult emotion to satisfy her justifiable bewilderment with the world? It would be impossible, and I should deserve to lose my position if I tried. But offering her nothing at all seems somehow worse.


  “I couldn’t bear the idea of Tommy being run over,” I began, having very little idea about how I would continue, “partly because he was yours, partly because I have known people who have died who should still be alive.” Her gaze flits around my face, and she seems to be taking it in calmly. “It doesn’t excuse what I did, but I’m sorry it upset you.”


  “What about Daddy and the car?”


  “I don’t think we were ever in danger.” Each word that escapes my lips feels like the reach of a cat’s paw, simultaneously tentative and reckless. I’m an animal exploring a new and possibly dangerous territory. “I think your father is an expert driver. If he felt the need to let off steam, his reasons might be similar to mine.”


  “He’s supposed to have laid my uncle Charles to the ground when he was killed in the war. They loved each other. Grandma told me that. I’m supposed to take after Uncle Charles in looks.”


  Lost between words of comfort and an attempt to smile, I find myself sinking into an entirely new emotion, one that stings my eyes and doesn’t feel quite safe in front of the child. “Stay there for a second,” I say, pulling the towel tighter around her and breaking away to lean over into the tub. “I left the soap at the bottom.” When I re-emerge, dropping the soap in the dish, I feel like a tenderized version of myself.


  I knew about Mrs. Jenson’s brother. I may have even known that they served together. But I had never heard the story of the one laying the other to rest in a scene of such simple but exquisite poignancy. The sudden intelligence immediately dissolves every minor grudge arising from Mr. Jenson’s poor manners. My employer, even with his early morning whisky, his dangerous driving, his effect upon his wife, is ennobled beyond measure, and my arms, which periodically ache to encompass and heal the world are, for the first time, yearning to include the man I have until now viewed only with wariness and suspicion. Of course he is pained by the sight of the beautiful daughter who looks so much like his lost comrade. Of course he is tortured by the love of the family that should bring him only strength and hope. How could I, of all people, have been so blind? How dare you judge! a fierce inner voice, part preacher, part headmistress, yells in my ear, and I make an immediate pact with myself: Never again will I let one who might be suffering stay beyond the circle of my compassion. The vanity of this vow is instantly obvious. No doubt Mr. Jenson and Mr. Smith, as well as every other wounded creature that comes to my attention, are quite oblivious to my philanthropic energy. Yet this is the only tool for healing I possess, this constant soft hum of concern that I turn mutely to the world. Otherwise I am merely a governess who attempts to rescue her charge’s toys from beneath the wheels of a train.


  “Your uncle must have been very handsome,” I manage at last as I crinkle the nightgown over her head and let it fall like an extending concertina.


  She shrugs, and I hear the first pats of rain against the high window and a sudden breath of wind.


  CHAPTER 20


  Simon


  The Green Man is full now. I no longer go to my local, the Barleycorn, nor do I patronize the Thrasher, the pub slightly farther along the road from the Barleycorn. The Green Man is a good five miles from my house, and I know no one here. It was empty two hours ago when I settled into the leather armchair and surveyed the rusted horseshoe hanging from a nail in the red brick chimney. Lower, almost at eye level, I was surprised to confront a withered grass snake behind a glass frame. At first I imagined it might be the necktie of some celebrated person, and that the reason for its presence under glass, and for its dishevelled appearance, may have been that he wore it while accomplishing some amazing feat—a trek through the Sahara perhaps, an expedition to the Himalayas. As though conjured by some mystic triptych effect of the horseshoe, the snake, and myself, one customer, then two together, then a group of five, came into the pub billowing clouds of smoke from pipes and cigars. None of them seemed real to me as they swam upright amidst this ghostly haze.


  The last few people to enter talked about the rain in a somewhat histrionic fashion. It is, apparently, a “filthy night, and getting worse,” and “thatches will be off by morning,” but there was a curious exaltation behind these premonitions of disaster, a joy in the flourish of duffle coat and mackintosh being beaten before the fire. I was in any case glad I hauled the cover over my car before entering, although I’m concerned now I may not have fastened the cover clamps completely on both sides. It’s out of the question to check. The warmth of the seat and the pleasant sting of Glenmorangie have lulled me like a baby into a secure world. For the moment I am a happy spirit watching the pageant of life from the other side of an impenetrable glass. Sarah, Lucy, Elsa, Mrs. Baxter, Smith—all these people are merely characters not appearing in tonight’s performance. They are no more flesh and blood than the marionette revellers before me.


  There’s a sharp double clang, a chime to accompany the circling blue incense.


  “Last orders please, gentlemen.”


  My haunches rise instinctively and, tipping my wrist, I take a glance at the time, amazed at the drainage of hours made carefree by drink. Muscling my way among the tweed, the wool, and the smoke, I catch the eye of the stocky barman, whose red trouser braces are proudly on display. He gives me a nod, and I see that one hand is already pumping the Glenmorangie optic as the other draws a beer for another customer. I return the nod, leave a crown on the bar, and return with the glass to my horseshoe and my snake.


  Perching this time near the edge of the chair, I drain my glass quickly. I don’t want to get too comfortable, and I don’t want to stay until the barman calls time. The word “time” became my enemy when, soon after my return from the war, I got into a pointless and ultimately humiliating argument with the proprietor of the Barleycorn. Repeatedly denied the cure for my raging thirst, I even stooped so far as to brandish my medal, an act of clownish idiocy rendered by the distorting lens of drunkenness both more vivid and more conflicted in its precise details. The only things memory does not dispute are the groans and mocking laughter from the other patrons, and the fixed, hostile stare of the proprietor, a thin man with dark, penetrating eyes. This was my secret shame, played out for the first time in public.


  I have never again put myself in the position of hearing the word “time” in a pub. When it is spoken I must be either home, my cure within arm’s reach, or sinking into sleep’s soft oblivion.


  I rise, lay the glass on the polished oval shelf and, hauling on my coat, weave unsteadily through the crowd. One or two white faces turn towards me, but I am not well known here, so I catch no smirks. The door opens to my advance as last-minute patrons, dripping from the downpour, exhilarated and joking, merge into the growing tumult. In a moment I am under the porch awning, a hammer-and-nail dance beating its rhythm upon the eaves, splashing cool droplets up from the cobbles. My motor’s black hood rises from the glistening darkness like the arching back of a sea creature—a metallic walrus or oversized otter. I button my coat all the way up, sinking my neck into its collar, and my feet take flight through the shimmering puddles, tricking me into a decision while my mind stagnates and delays. Fingers pulling the cool metal of the door handle, I launch myself feet first into the driver’s seat. Unwelcome patches of damp sobriety seep into my neck and scalp as the water continues to trickle, dribbling also into the corner of my mouth.


  The taste of the rain—unaccountably sweet with some mineral—weaves my twenty-seven years into an unlikely whole. It brings me into the garden of Sarah and Charles with its magic, overgrown pond, the makeshift tree house where once, not so long after the storm amputated its venerable host, Sarah and I hid out talking of subjects that in our innocence we believed forbidden—God, eternity, death, and the afterlife. The sweet taste carries me also to the first months in the trenches, to Sarah’s early letters full of such sublime concentration of feeling, such appreciation of the soft kernel of joy that we believed awaited us provided I could get through the present danger. The promise, at that early time, made the grime, diarrhea, constant damp, and ear-splitting noise almost glamorous, a ring of fire through which I had to leap to reach my destiny. The future I envisioned had a folkloric structure, a blushingly simple formula of obstacle and final reward that, almost imperceptibly at first, became more and more distant, until it finally disintegrated under my scornful inward gaze into the most childish of fairy tales.


  Thunder grumbles from the darkness beyond the car, and the engine chugs into motion at the turn of my key. In a moment I’m speeding into the deluge, pumping hard on the gas to make the engine growl and ward any straggling drinkers from my path.


  Despite the swift action of the wiper blade, a blurring sheet of water at turns elongates and compresses the illuminated bushes, trees, and fence posts that hurtle past. But I find myself unconcerned. Lulled somewhat by the silver bullets of rain that skim sideways from the wiper’s rubber, I am navigating the road from memory. A resolution has formed from out of nowhere, it seems, which has muted my terror long enough for insight to merge with conviction. I must find Smith before he finds me. I must confront the man face-on. I am so at ease with this decision, if not the reality of such a confrontation itself, that I am almost light-headed. Do your worst are the three words that sum up the gut feeling that accompanies the plan. The phrase at the moment chimes inside my skull like an eternal truth, the last defiant statements of a thousand hanged men.


  I follow the road as it veers eastward towards the coast, towards the ancient graveyard whose medieval bones poked through the eroded cliff-face—one of the childhood playgrounds of Sarah, Charles, and I. Do your worst! I repeat to myself, fortified by what seems like a sudden glimpse into the transient nature of death. My mind scrambles to put this into words: Charles’s bones, I tell myself, like those of all the war dead, will one day be as irrelevant as those in the red clay of Dunwich cliff. The thought does not unfold the way I wish. Its tone is callous, ungenerous, and I intended only whimsy. I wished merely to invoke the idea of everyone’s mortal remains contributing to the substance of the earth. The thought, properly expressed, might be both comforting and oddly respectful. No matter our sins, or our failures, we do at least fertilize the soil. But the notion is more apt for me than for Charles. His failures and sins at the time of his death had yet to materialize.


  I return to the three words that have already bestowed both comfort and a sense of undefined virtue—do your worst. This time, I realize, I have spoken them aloud, gripping the wheel and talking through clenched teeth. The sudden awareness of myself mumbling the phrase as though it were a charm brings over me a sense of disquiet. What if I could be seen behaving in this extraordinary manner? In a way I have been. A cynical, and ruthlessly sober, other self is watching from my shoulder. It isn’t the drunkenness he is judging, it isn’t even the strange melodrama, but rather a growing moral hubris in the man behind the wheel. Do your worst? he questions. The worst has already been done, and it was done not by Smith, but by you. Who are you to challenge and bully?


  I shrug off the dissenter in the exaggerated manner of the drunk, with a hunch of the shoulders and a twist of the neck—a boxer against the ropes. In my present dulled state, defiance needs an exclamation mark. A measure of my resolution comes back, enough anyway to convince me it will survive the night, and that in the morning it will emerge a tattered, nervy, but still determined version of itself.


  I will seek out Smith.


  I stuff my ears against the sound. One moment it’s little more than a grumble, but the crashes when they come are so sudden, so violent, that only constant preparedness can get me through to the next minute. Even with such vigilance, the breath becomes so trapped in my chest after each explosion that I have trouble opening my passages and coaxing it free. Only after the noise dies off into a restless moan do I manage to whimper out some of the air and then it’s released only in a slow, constricted trickle. I can easily imagine dying of suffocation this way. No gun or bayonet is necessary for my demise. If archeologists were to analyze the secretions from my rotting body they would find a distillation of pure cowardice.


  Damp, soft mud cradles my face. This has been my pillow for years, ever since I descended the grim honeycomb of trenches to this, the deepest of them all. Someone threw into my dugout a rag doll the size of a child—some vicious joke, no doubt, a dead albatross to mock me. Adding spice to the perversity, they have called it “Lucy,” a harmless, nursery name conjuring visions of hobby horses and building blocks— hideous indeed given its appearance. I daren’t open my eyes or lift my head for fear of catching sight of its loathsome red smile, or the twists of ginger wool that make up the parody of hair. I especially daren’t—and this I have trouble admitting even to myself—because I have a secret terror that if I let my head tilt in its direction and my eyelids part, I will see the monstrous object move. Its spineless neck might turn. The corners of its felt mouth might intensify their upward sneer.


  I’m drowning in guilt because of the comrades far above my head. For weeks, months, and years, the red drizzle has fallen from the sky, sinking into their coats, sliding down their necks. It will dry clinging to the collars of their vests, just as it used to dry into mine. No one can explain why blood has taken the place of water. I remember a discussion that seemed a breakthrough at the time, before my banishment below. Rolling our cigarettes beneath a swelling crimson crowd, we said it has taken the place of the liquid element, that creation has merely realigned itself after a mistake. It was always supposed to be fire, air, earth, and blood—not water. “Some mistake!” a sergeant chuckled, and I had to remind him that, in the course of eternity, the passage of time already traversed is nothing, less than a second. It’s the tiniest of blips.


  Such comradeship is long gone. The men with whom I joked then wouldn’t waste spit on me now.


  There’s another crash. The mud beneath my cheek slides with fresh moisture, and I know I must be crying. I keep my eyes tight shut.


  There’s a grumble of gunfire, retreating once more, but another sound supersedes this—a pattering such as I’ve heard when a bullet belt slides into a machine gun—and it’s much closer than the battle above. A soft noise I recognize as a brass handle turning, comes next, then footsteps—not the sound of a bullet belt at all—footsteps, in this place of shame and isolation, footsteps as soft as felt, light as a stuffed sock. My breath leaves me completely for the moment. Like the intention that forms before a great wave is unleashed, the air is receding only to gather itself afresh.


  An electric silence tingles on the back of my neck. My lungs begin to fill. Something, the presence whose footsteps I have heard, is hovering very close. It can only be one thing—the unthinkable with the red stitched lips and the spirals of ginger hair. My back arches over the sledgehammer thud in my chest.


  I feel it—a soft, warm fingertip.


  The wave thunders home, a surge of terror, spinning, ill-defined yet vivid in its larynx-ripping high notes, its churning volcanic roar, its noteless rasp. The scream encompasses all these sounds and every pitch and tone in between. Even as it leaves me I feel a fleeting sense of comfort: I, as well as the bombs, can create a world of terror. So if creation is a thing of blood, rock, and fire I may indeed find my home. Once beyond the mortal barrier I can reunite with the primal swirl from which I came.


  My eyes open to darkness, and this surprises me. I expected to confront the rag doll’s sneer. Darkness, by comparison, seems a torture too remote, too mundane to trust. My body, sheathed in wet, knotted linen, rocks from one side to another, then turns belly up. I wait, catching my breath. The grumble of gunfire sounds once more, this time in the guise of thunder—a trick perhaps? Is the enemy clothing its arsenal in nature’s garbs? A blue flicker illuminates the walls of the bunker, which, oddly, are geometrically smooth. I hear the sound of dripping water and also a whisper, which is feminine, and out of place.


  “It’s all right, Lucy,” the voice says. “Daddy was just having a nightmare.”


  A click and yellow light floods the space, which is not a bunker, not underground, but a bedroom—mine. My ears ring with the aftershock of my scream. The high, constant note a siren, warning of a humiliation which, once understood, will be fully deep enough to dwarf the imagined horrors of the bunker and the rag doll brought to life.


  I turn towards the dripping noise, searching for the evaporated world of drizzling blood, earth, and bombs. It is Lucy, my daughter, her young cheeks wet with tears, her hair stringy with sweat. Her eyes are wild with fear and her soft, sobbing gulps are the sounds I took to be dripping water.


  My wife hurries around the bed to where my daughter stands, and takes her by the shoulders, an action aimed to simultaneously bestow comfort while marshalling her from my presence.


  “I was trying to find you in the dark,” Lucy says. Her speech, usually precocious, is wavering and desperate. “I was afraid of the storm.”


  “I know, dear, we’ll brave out the storm together,” Sarah says, one hand massaging Lucy’s back, the other entwining both her wrists, and leads her to the doorway.


  Lucy glances back once, her enlarged eyes and shocked face an uncanny magnification of the expression I once saw on a battlefield in France as its wearer gripped my shoulder and gasped at the entry of my blade. I never saw the famous similarity between niece and dead uncle until this moment, but then perhaps I never wanted to.


  In another moment they are gone, and the door has closed softly behind them. I catch footfalls and hints of whispered words as I lie wide awake with the bedside lamp flooding my bedclothes and the faint, shrill note still singing through the stillness. Like the heavy garbs of an officiating bishop, the curtains hardly stir in response to the wind’s extravagant gusts. They shame the terror they have witnessed. Each detail of the room—the curtains, the mahogany wardrobe, the unmoving doorknob—is like a long-known acquaintance who stares mutely at my disgrace, waiting for me to do the decent thing and unburden it of my presence. I don’t want my wife to return and comfort me; a chasm of non-understanding defies any communication. And luckily she has Lucy to distract her from any attempt.


  The thunder gives a begrudging moan, a bull turning away, hunching its shoulders, and the window frame creaks at a dying gust. The storm, I sense, may be lifting, and dawn must surely follow. The remaining night will cover my escape from this house of humiliation. By daylight I’ll be in Ipswich, searching for Smith.


  CHAPTER 21


  Elsa


  The cry—half scream, half roar—came from far below, wrenching me from the crazy jumble of dreams, of broken limbs, bandages, rag dolls, station porters, and great iron wheels that rolled along their tracks like thunder. The molten anguish, the fire-spitting fury, converged upon me in a hundred fragmented voices that made up the sound’s fearsome whole. I knew it all along; this was my first waking thought. The souls of the tormented really were trapped inside the burning centre of the earth. The crust had broken open and the whole world had been startled awake by the accumulative screams.


  I shook off a pantomime vision of night-capped elders, lords and ladies in England’s great houses, Newfoundland captains, fishermen and their wives all springing up in bed simultaneously, their fingers rooting blindly for their candles. I focussed instead on the messages that would soon be buzzing on the news wires—a straight, factual recording of the phenomenon, the unearthly scream that shook the world’s population from sleep, perhaps couched in the bland assurances and explanations of editors, politicians, and priests.


  Or was I the only one who heard the desperate cry? Responsibility gnawed at my shoulders. I must rouse myself, I thought, and write a letter to the Theosophical Society so that at least the occurrence could become part of the great investigation. No time should be lost in the work of rescuing those who suffered from the torment of eternal flame.


  I turned and pushed myself up on one elbow. The cry was loud enough for its impression to linger like an echo, whimpering in the folds of the drapes, moaning in circles within the shade of the bedside lamp. A fractured thought stumbled down the stairs of my imagination. Was there something of Jack in the cry? It was almost imperceptible, but a flat quality in the sound, or in the way its recent memory replayed itself, carried the tone of a voice restrained, like Jack’s, by adenoidal trouble. The thought was followed by two others, tumbling like the first, step after step, heads and elbows colliding with one another—Jimmy and Michael. It was not the quality of the sound, this time, but some ghost of interplay, a jibe delivered and swiftly returned. Despite the horror and desperation of the voice as first heard, the scream held a world of sound and a thousand small contradictions. Some of these were soft, like young Noah Evans lost upon the ice. Some of them were jovial, and my dead brothers dwelt in these.


  For the moment, I listened to the silence, and believed. Jack, Jimmy, and Michael were here, somehow. The earth had yielded up its dead. They were in the elements, the very fabric of sound. At the very least they were in me.


  Images of lava and the earth’s bubbling core narrowed in the meantime and refined, pointing to one far more likely explanation. The scream was from Mr. Jenson on the floor below.


  I have since heard the soft creak of a door closing, and I believe—though I would rather not—I have heard Lucy quietly padding from room to room.


  Realizing I should be on hand for her, for whatever help, or distraction, Mrs. Jenson thinks I can give, I push away the bedclothes and prepare to rise. The groan of thunder, the loco– motive of my dream, comes again, this time in retreat. I cannot appear for fear Mr. Jenson might see me. I can’t complete the poor man’s humiliation, especially when he has given so much of himself already and been so misunderstood, so misjudged. So I will wait in the darkness, ready to swoop silently when I am needed.


  CHAPTER 22


  Sarah


  Lucy won’t stop crying. Her tears, illuminated by the soft electric lamplight, run like small gold streams, channelling the essence of her night fears. I am used to her exaggerating the nature of her dreams to get me out of bed. I am used to her fussing and malingering. But this time something is different, much worse, than before. Simon’s scream was terrifying, and it has done something to her. It brings me back to my own childhood, my inconsolable grief as the head of my doll, my Jemima, continued to resist the efforts of my fingers in trying to lift it from a strange, crooked position. My roughhousing, despite the warnings of my mother, had buckled something inside. I had destroyed the thing that I loved. It was a bitter lesson.


  “I touched him and he screamed,” she says simply for the third or fourth time. She does not sob as she speaks. The words, though delivered in a shiver, are calm, unemotional; they exist in another world from the gold tears that continue to pulse down her cheek. Eyes and mouth have parted company. This child is not pretending. The realization comes in pulses as my stomach coils within me. Something is beyond repair.


  “Daddy must have been having a nightmare too,” I say, attempting reassurance, but my voice is thin and unconvincing, like that of a first-time actor uncertain of her lines. The hand that strokes Lucy’s back feels mechanical, and her flesh seems dead and inhuman to the touch. Below comes the sound of the front door slamming, and I feel helpless. How can I reassure her now, when her father has left the house in anger, during a storm, in the least hospitable hour of darkness? I hear a choking sound I know to be Simon trying to start the car. I rub Lucy’s back faster, trying to distract her, if only for a moment. Maybe he will change his mind and come back before Lucy notices his absence. Desperation is an odd thing, I realize; it can make one believe in miracles. The choking becomes a steady chug. With a low moan and with the crunch and slosh of tire upon flooded gravel, my husband drives off and I am left to contemplate the broken child before me.


  The sight of Lucy, a sagging, expressionless thing leaking tears upon the collar of her nightgown, brings me to memories of the pond, the boulder, and the imaginary sword. It’s the contrast that strikes me and with it the certain knowledge of my utter failure to pass on anything of the brightness of things. I know without the squeak of a doubt that Lucy will never have such innocent delusions—she has missed them already. For her, there will never be an enchanted forest where myth and reality merge, where the adventure stories are as real as the chalk of the schoolroom. She, like me, will have a younger sibling, though there will be six years between them, not the fourteen months that lay between Charles and I. What will they share, other than a father who screams for terror in the night, who drives with the abandon of one who despises his life and wishes it to end?


  From beyond the window, I hear a grumble, though it is slight and diminishing. I think of Simon chasing recklessly through the final hour of the night, trying to blot out all that haunts him. How in the world will I ever tell him about the new life growing inside me? When I first discovered I was pregnant with Lucy, I assumed naïvely it would solve something. I imagined a fault line repairing itself, a broken bone realigning. With a sense of elation, I approached him with an idea. I felt like the sun approaching the darkened earth, nurturing the glorious secret of the dawn, wondering when precisely I might spread the oncoming joy. “If it is a boy,” I whispered in the static darkness of our bedroom, “we can call him Charles.” The rest—the thickening silence, my own continuing foolish hope, his leaving and not returning for two days, the snarled insults, the red eyes—is a forbidden memory, locked inside my withering heart.


  I hear a creak on the stairway leading to the attic, and then another soft groan upon the landing before the knock sounds on Lucy’s door. I push aside the realization that not only has Elsa heard the scream, but she has also followed our movements so closely she knows I am here with my daughter. What has she not heard in her months here?


  “Come in,” I say in a voice that is not quite my own. The door isn’t completely shut and she need only nudge it and slip into the room.


  “I thought I might help.”


  I turn and look up. In the lamplight her dark hair burns red like a midsummer moon. Suddenly I see the three of us as my husband might see us were he to walk into the room. The thunder makes one more distant and departing growl, and lightning flickers faintly through the curtains. Words enter my overtired brain and twitch mutely upon my lips—when will we three meet again? In thunder, lightning, or rain—until I smile them away. Instead I say, “The storm has given her a bad dream.”


  CHAPTER 23


  Simon


  The clouds burn crimson as they retreat into the rising sun, and I wonder at the strange alchemy that so quickly turns terror to rage. The road twists like a streamer unravelling to the directive of my wheels. I feel that if I steer one way or another, the highway’s course will obey my own indomitable will, now sharpened to a razor’s edge of action. The precise nature of my plan remains undefined, and I can’t decide whether this is a good thing, whether instinct will instruct me when the time comes. Either way, I am aware that the layered shadows still overrunning the hills, dykes, and trenches excuse this lack of definition, give strength to my vagueness, righteousness to my fury. The rapier I am sharpening is for a lean and thin-lipped face, a hovering forefinger, for Smith, whose very name is like a knife entering my unprotected flesh. It is he who caused my nightmare. He is the reason I terrify my child and humiliate myself. I am almost light-headed with rage, breathing too deeply, fingers curled in agitation around the steering wheel. How vicious to sneak around the park, hiding behind trees to accost the child of the man he is stalking. How like the man with the thin, mocking smile.


  Peeling away from myself I wonder if I am still rather drunk, whether the decision to leave, to face my persecutor before dawn, is a version of the fist-shaking bravado of a drunkard. Even if this is the case there is something splendid in the delusion. At the moment I can vault over whatever high wall fate cares to put before me. My car can jump over any gorge.


  The tire spits a stone sideways, stirring some dark portion of the undergrowth, and a new insight springs from nowhere. Did I really think Smith was dead? Before I heard otherwise in the Beehive yesterday, was there some nagging suspicion that a thin-faced man, holding some grudge against the officer class perhaps, was still at large planning his moment to insinuate himself into my life? How hard did I try in the hospital and the infirmary to discover his fate? The story I wanted to believe— Smith, dying of his wounds, delirious, muttering something about me laying Lieutenant Baxter on the ground, forgetting to mention the one fact that had curled a thin smile upon his lips—seemed logical, at least at the time: only Smith’s death could explain how the picture could remain uncorrected. But wounded soldiers were transferred often enough, and the hospital was chaos. I was never really sure about Smith. Perhaps it’s the suspicion of his survival, not what happened between Charles and I, which is the source of the dark pool of misery that has swamped my life. Perhaps I was always aware of my own private landmine lurking beneath life’s surface, waiting to erupt and destroy that one tender image that transcends all the bitterness, that one string of virtue that keeps Sarah by my side.


  I wonder whether an accident of the past can really haunt the perpetrator if there is no chance at all that some clue—a fingerprint on a revolver, a dried blood stain on a carpet, a witness—has survived the years to accuse him. Did I not, even in my darkest hour, square my conscience about Charles? Ten million pounds of flying steel, ten million dead. Whatever the exact number, it was merely an equation. Why was it necessary to match one man’s blade with another’s corpse? I could have been free all this time, like all the others, who carouse in their clubs quaffing brandy, slapping one another on the back. I could have been motoring to London to catch the new shows with my elegant wife by my side—my lost, neglected Sarah—but for the ghost of that forefinger and thin, accusing smile.


  The car hits a bump and leaps, creaking on its axis as it recovers. Turning on the rise, I swerve sharply, avoiding a horse led by an old man with a cloth cap. The animal’s haunches ripple as it trots a little nearer to that final destination where it will one day become someone’s gloves, coat, shoes—but not for some time as the horse is healthy and young. She twists her neck at my passing and, even in the muted light of the dawn, even through the window, I catch the glint of her eye and the white of her tooth. A neighing—like laughter, though I suspect it is fear—follows the car, and I wonder at the supernatural nature of every living thing that is not human. Does the horse somehow know I will be her reaper one day? Did she sense my presence as doomed animals are believed to sense the eruption of a volcano long before the lava rolls down the mountainside towards the village where they scavenge a living?


  Slowly the outlines of roofs, mainly farm outbuildings, impress themselves on the skyline and I know I’m reaching the outskirts. Suffolk, on the map, is like a corroding face seen in profile. The river Blythe, north of Dunwich, bloats towards the sea like a watery eye dripping its aqueous humour. Orford Ness is the tip of a crumbling nose. I have travelled the length of this monstrous visage, speeding into the screaming mouth, to the space at the root of the Shotley Peninsula, its parched and fissured tongue. The analogy, which struck me for the first time when I was on the boat returning from France, seems even more ominously real to me at this moment, a déjà vu striking with the force of thunder.


  Movement stirs the morning now. People emerging from the terraced housing appear on either side of the road. Clumps of men—factory workers, bricklayers—move briskly, toolboxes and lunch packages in hand, the odd pickaxe over a shoulder. Most turn as I pass, and I wonder how many were in my own regiment.


  The sky is clearing, and few witnesses to the recent storm remain. There are the puddles on the road, a distant, retreating cloudbank visible over the chimney pots, and scarring the sky more directly above, wool-like strings of vapour that put me in mind quite unexpectedly of Nurse Flo and her midnight knitting. As it meets a pothole, my chassis clanks like one of the old girl’s needles, and I wonder at the smallness of it all, how earth and sky conspire to pinion a man upon a moment that by rights should be long forgotten in the folds of time and space. Mile after mile of rolling land, wave after wave of the multitudinous sea, separate me from northern France. How many nights have sunk me into oblivion since the first day of July seven years ago? My mind struggles with the arithmetic but I can tell it’s more than two thousand. Why upon my return has memory elected to preserve that one incident when so much else has been shed?


  My wheels have carried me on towards the dockside of the town centre, but still no plan has emerged with the clearing of the night. The phrase “Salvation Army” has lodged itself into my brain. I have no reason at all to believe he will be there, but the words seem to fit. The physical impairment, the thinness, the context of Sarah’s brief description, the application for work—all implied poverty. It is onto this street that I have turned.


  I see no activity despite the fact that morning is upon the town. Small, spiralling breezes fail to lift soggy fish and chip wrappers from the puddles. The engine moans as I slow to walking pace, then stop in front of the arched doorway of the mission house and hostel. The car’s engine, and the street beyond, is suddenly so silent that my application of the hand–brake sounds like gunfire by comparison. Before any conscious decision is made, I have opened the door and stepped—still light-headed, vision tipping one way and another—onto the pavement.


  Words and phrases, excuses for my presence here—emergency; vital that I contact; before he leaves in the morning—are coming to the surface like bubbles in simmering water, and the knock of brass handle on plate sends such a loud echo through the canyon of the street that my hastily gathered courage disperses. For a moment I think I will turn and run. But I hold myself, breathing evenly, watching my shoes. After a time, something stirs within. Remember, you donate to this institution, I tell myself, as the door vibrates to some movement and then opens inwards.


  A face appears, its expression either annoyed or agitated, at least as I read it through its pebble spectacles. He is a small man in his forties, fully dressed in cardigan and jacket, which relieves me, as it means I did not get him out of bed.


  “Sorry to disturb you at this hour,” I say, surprised at the gravity and confidence of my own voice. “But it is most important I contact a Mr. Smith immediately if he is residing with you.”


  The man shakes his head as though bothered by a wasp landing on his ear. “The men are all still in bed,” he replies with an assertiveness that belies his small frame. “I have no idea if we have a Mr. Smith. I only came on at midnight.”


  “Perhaps I could come and look over the men in their sleep,” I suggest wildly.


  A new expression passes over his face, a narrowing of the eyes and tightening of the lips. He doesn’t step aside to let me pass into the hallway, but he doesn’t move to close the door either.


  “Look over the men in their sleep?” he repeats, not taking his eyes from mine.


  “It’s very easy,” I say. “Smith lost both legs in the war. He will have crutches or wooden legs by his bed.”


  The man seems about to turn his head, as though recalling such a sight. He remains facing me, however.


  “No such veteran is staying here,” he says.


  Immediately, I disbelieve him. The word “veteran” came to his lips too easily, and he had to make an effort of will not to turn. The reflex surely gave him away.


  “Look,” I say, noticing for the first time that I have been breathless through the brief conversation. “Let me through to see for myself. I’ll only be a minute.”


  I make a move towards the interior. The tip of my shoe pokes over the rust stain that marks the door’s position when closed.


  The man doesn’t move or flinch, but the eyes behind the lenses grow larger. I slip over the threshold and, standing diagonally within the doorway rather comically close like one of two men in the basket of a hot air balloon, I catch a whiff of his rising breath, which carries a vague mingling of boiled vegetables and tea.


  “Sir,” he says, “I must ask you to leave the premises at once.”


  I thought that being just inside would force his hand but I see he is stubborn and physically sturdier than he first appeared. Inside the cardigan and jacket, which are close enough to brush against me, is a barrel-like chest.


  “Do this for me,” I say, becoming quiet and conspiratorial, “and I will make it worth your while. I mean,” I add hastily, “I will help your organization.” Suddenly all twitches and sharp movements, I reach into my inside jacket pocket and draw out my wallet. I feel his slow exhalation—cabbage, carrots, and twice-used tea leaves—and his disapproval as I fumble, removing several banknotes.


  “Sir,” he repeats, his voice this time ominously calm, “remove yourself at once or I will fetch a constable.” A glance at the lens-enlarged eyes at unbearably close quarters is enough to crumple my attack. I’m almost grateful to step back and take in the giddy morning air. Without even a curious look he closes the door. There follows the sound of a metal latch fastening.


  Breathless still, although I have made no physical effort, I turn to the car, to the empty road, and back again. How extraordinarily ineffectual I have become, even when in the midst of a blinding rage. My shoulders ache unaccountably, and I wonder how the man knew with such apparent clarity that I did not constitute any serious threat. I am, after all, on paper at least, a war hero. If I could fool the officers of the British High Command, why could I not fool the night manager of Ipswich’s Salvation Army hostel? I know it’s hardly logical, but the injustice of it, or rather the lack of symmetry, stings me around the collar, and makes my eyes wander over the street for some missile—a bottle perhaps, or a fragment of brick—that I might hurl at the high-barred windows above my head. Why should I, a decorated war hero, worry that a little man in a homeless dormitory might call a constable? He doesn’t know my whole story, after all. He doesn’t know that his lack of respect is perfectly justified. I long for rescue, for one of the former officers now in prominent positions in the judiciary, the civil service, or the police to stride onto the scene and set the little man right.


  A gust of wind blows cool about my heels then fades into concrete and brick, taking with it the bottle-throwing edge of my fury but none of my frustration.


  I set out walking, my shoulders hunched like those of a bull about to charge, the echo of my footsteps cracking like a whip. But before I have reached the corner my stomach turns over, conviction and energy draining from my stride. Where am I going? My watch is still on the bedside table but I can tell from the stillness of the streets that it isn’t much beyond five. Above the shop front of James’s Funeral Parlour, a duo of curtainless windows gazes down at me, austere and frowning. I turn the corner into a narrow lane and begin to wander down to the docks. A lone gull circles above the eaves, its black eye seeming to follow me. I’ll have to kill him comes a voice from nowhere at all, its tone accepting, almost peaceful. It’s been hovering above me since yesterday, this knowledge that Smith and I cannot exist beneath the same sky. His name is a blade that I must turn back into his own flesh. I’m trembling, but gently, as though my fury has overleapt itself, settling into a bed of quiet resolve.


  The gull lets out a sharp, rising note as it flies from view beyond the eavestroughs and I catch sight of the estuary’s dark rippling green. It was a mistake, I realize, to turn up at the Salvation Army hostel door. The man with the barrel chest and pebble glasses will remember me. He even knows who I was looking for. I slow to a standstill.


  The grain-processing plant and the brewery buildings rise before me to the left, a chaotic outcrop of grubby concrete and red brick. A funnel of white steam rises from a single dark chimney stack, a mute witness to some mysterious process. How many opportunities does this bleak vista provide for the disposal of an unwanted carcass? I think of the furnaces, cauldrons, and threshers all backing onto a river of slow-corroding brine.


  CHAPTER 24


  Sarah


  I can’t tell exactly how it feels so different, why I know for certain that Simon and I are moving decisively into some new terminal phase. I have spent the last three hours trying to imagine him returning in a mood somewhere close to our own dubious standards of normality, but I can conjure no clear picture to accompany such an event, no grudging smile, no glancing through the newspaper he has brought with him, none of his half-hearted responses to my attempts at conversation. How comforting these small ritual gestures seem now they are quite beyond reach.


  When he does return unshaven, unwashed, red-eyed and bleary, how will it feel? The longer it takes for that moment to arrive, the worse it will be. By following on his heels, Elsa and Lucy in tow, I have merely made the decision to plunge headlong into disaster rather than run and cower and eke out a few more miserable hours in uncertainty.


  A danger I can’t name hovers with mosquito wings in the train compartment. When my gaze shifts to catch Elsa’s twitch of a smile—her eyes unnaturally alive to the rocking of the carriage, the clank of the rail—black dots swirl circles in the corner of my eye. The same peripheral vision haunts me when I turn to Lucy, who stares through the window at the racing bushes, at the birds that dart in and out of the leaves, or perhaps at none of these things, but rather at the reflection of some terrible dream. Her fingers hold on to the foot of her rag doll. Its hair is gathering the grit of the carriage floor, but I haven’t the heart or stomach to ask her to hold it properly. Who am I to judge her imperfect attempts at stewardship? It is I, after all, who have allowed my daughter to be awoken in the dead of night by her screaming father. It is I who have cancelled a promised picnic and marshalled my child instead onto the grocer’s truck not long after dawn, taking her to the station to wait for more than an hour as the dew rises and the morning mists clear around her.


  Everything in the carriage goes dark, rails clattering louder as we enter the final tunnel. I catch a sudden, vivid daydream: coming into the light on the other side, sun spilling over empty seats, rays kissing white linen headrest covers, glimmering in pools upon the glass. Even with the mingling of coal dust and factory emissions, the fragrance of the wildflowers triumphs. And the glory of the feeling is in those two words: empty and alone. If only I could scrape back the years to the time before Lucy, before the war. If only I could let drop all the baggage I have collected since those days. My lungs fill with longing, but guilt burns sharply as I exhale—wicked, wicked woman.


  Raw light, real light, spreads suddenly over Elsa and over my sullen daughter, whose gaze—judging from her posture and steady wide-awake look—did not leave the windowpane even when the carriage was plunged in darkness. She’s mine, I tell myself, just like my limbs, my eyes, my brain. Every decision was made willingly, every impulse acted upon in full awareness. The old saying clangs in my head as the carriage sways and turns, brakes beginning to squeal. It’s true, I did make my own bed, and there is no reason I should not be made to lie in it. But I’ll go a step further. Like my husband seven summers past, I am about to go over the top to face the foe. But at least my flesh should be safe, as the enemy I approach is merely the turmoil within my own marriage.


  Lucy turns her frown towards me as the train chugs over a few final yards. I attempt a weak smile and wonder at myself for bringing her with me. I could have left her with my mother. Elsa strokes my daughter’s hair, an unconscious, maternal gesture that isolates me. You are using them both, a voice tells me. But I feel as though I have no choice. The two of them are my armour and my insurance against backing away. I told Lucy we were going to visit Daddy at the tannery to cheer him up. I blurted it quickly before I had a chance to change my mind. Her expression, eyes widening with disbelief, the ghost of a smile playing on her lips, suggested an understanding of irony. If she is wise beyond her years—wise in an understanding of hypocrisy and deceit—I am surely as much to blame as Simon, perhaps more. Now I feel her pale eyes rooting like searchlights around the dark cavern of my mind, perhaps searching for something of value. She turns back to the window as it clouds over with steam.


  CHAPTER 25


  Elsa


  My sinews are alive, and the blood rushes in my ears. It’s the same feeling I had immediately before diving in front of the train to rescue Lucy’s rag doll. Might it be the rumble and clang of the railway that drives me to desperation? Does the noise echo Beaumont-Hamel as it is filtered through my imagination? The feeling intensifies as the brakes grind hard and the hiss of steam fills the compartment.


  After ignoring her for the whole journey, Mrs. Jenson has just thrown her daughter the feeblest of smiles. A five-year-old should be restless, but Lucy has been unnaturally still on the seat beside me. I reached out to her forehead and stroked her hair, suspecting already the child would derive no comfort from the gesture, but unable to do nothing. Although she turned back to the glass, my fingertips caught the touch of her sigh, and it’s this sensation that remains: the whisper of displaced air as soft and subtle as the movement under a butterfly’s wing.


  Something heaves in my chest, an emotion I hardly recognize, especially as it incorporates an element directed at Mrs. Jenson. Up to this moment I have only ever felt for her pity and sisterhood. But as she rises and picks up her purse, directing a quick, nervous smile to the space between Lucy and me, the unrest in my blood names itself as anger and Mrs. Jenson is in the eye of the storm, if only because she has dragged her daughter onto the battlefield. I know she’s only a small spoke of a vast, rotating wheel, and that my real enemy is war. War is the culprit that has requisitioned us all, thwarting our energies, either making us barren by killing our men or kidnapping our children. War has stripped the young trees of their bark. It has withered the fruit on the bough.


  As I start to rise, easing Lucy from her seat, the steam clears from the window, revealing bright daubs of sun on the station’s wrought iron roof supports. Patches of sharp light emblazon the platform’s paving, turning grey concrete to cornflower yellow. Before we shuffle from our compartments, the first alighting passengers appear before the window—a lady in a fuchsia dress with black gloves, two lads with cloth caps, a blond-haired child with a mouth like a tulip, red windmill grasped tight in one hand, the other held by a stooping young lady in a shimmering blue dress. The summer seems wildly out of place to me suddenly, a clown at a funeral service. This single thought, and a backward glance at Lucy—at her hair catching some of the gold, at the head of the upturned rag doll being dragged along the compartment floor—brings a wave of agitation surmounting all that has gone before. This time, I tell myself, it is all too much. I say I am against war, yet here I am, ambling along with the rest of them, leading a child into the firing line. Why isn’t Lucy at a picnic on the beach? Why is she not holding a cheerful red windmill rather than a grubby rag doll? It’s obscene to me suddenly that the summer seems out of place rather than we two women crawling sideways like grim, unthinking crabs, delivering a child into the jaws of some unfathomable conflict.


  I catch an exchange from the murmuring line of people in the corridor ahead of us. “Would that impress you?” a tall man with a thin neck seems to ask through the general hubbub, although he doesn’t stoop or look in anyone’s direction as he speaks.


  “Of course it would,” replies an older woman in a broad, feathered hat. But as the line moves on they break apart, the young man moving ahead, and it seems that they are not of the same travelling party at all. Imaginary words dissolve into the scuff of suitcases and shoes, and I try to shrug off a tingle of déjà vu.


  By the time we’re stepping down the polished metal steps into the milling chaos of the platform, my heart is pounding. I touch Mrs. Jenson on the shoulder, and she turns to me, her eyes clear and trusting with the hint of appeal in the sudden contraction of the irises. I wonder if I have the courage after all.


  “I’ll take Lucy to the bathroom, Mrs. Jenson.”


  Aware of a strain in my voice, and of something missing—a meeting point would have made sense, I realize—I make sure to await her response. She doesn’t seem to take it in at first, and I feel as though I must have babbled in some foreign tongue.


  “Yes,” she says, distracted by a porter. “Yes, you should. Meet me outside.”


  I stoop and take Lucy’s limp hand. She turns slowly, but not reluctantly, the foot of her rag doll in her mouth. My imagination spins forward in time, to the gap in the fence beside platform 1 where I have seen boys without tickets evade railway security, to Mrs. Jenson standing at the station entrance, glancing nervously at her silver watch, to Lucy and I scurrying down the street towards the town centre, merging with shoppers and merchants’ boys, or perhaps hiding in the station cafeteria until the Norwich-London express roars in for its three-minute pause. Then, veiled by puffs of steam, shielded from Mrs. Jenson’s view by trunks and yelling porters, we are climbing aboard in the first stage of a great act of transformation, emerging on the other side of our journey into a true world of childhood with games, rhymes, and bedtime stories that weave their way into happy dreams and uninterrupted sleep.


  But at my second step, Mrs. Jenson calls.


  “Stop, Elsa. I’ll take Lucy.”


  She descends upon us like a great moth and, fluttering in quiet agitation, directs a nervous, desperate smile at her daughter, easing the rag doll’s foot out of her mouth. Then she turns with a soft, helpless look towards me. “I’ll take Lucy,” she merely repeats, and I can’t help but be moved by the ache in her voice. Allowing the child’s hand to fall from mine, I suppress a swirl of threatening tears.


  Mrs. Jenson leads her daughter off, stooping all the way, whispering some unheeded endearments to her child. They disappear behind the red-brick recess that hides the station washrooms.


  I stand upon the concrete, lost and squinting against the sun, wondering for whom the helpless water of grief is rising. Is it for the mother who cannot protect or for the woman who cannot bring herself to mother? Or am I holding back tears for the child whose youth has drained from her, apparently unnoticed and certainly unchecked? My attempt—thwarted, thank God—was insane, monstrous. Even as sentiments sway inside me, my heart is pounding with relief at my own narrow escape—such desperate, terrifying folly.


  I, myself, am an engine out of control. But knowing this does not help in the least. The chilled water of self-awareness merely adds steam to my fire, adding both unpredictability and an agonizing detachment. I know that when the dam breaks again, that when I next jump in front of a moving object, or try to steal another woman’s child, I will experience the exquisite horror of observing myself as an onlooker might observe me. It’s as though helplessness is a disease and after seven years of feeling helpless over the lives and deaths of others, I am infected. Now I am helpless over myself.


  CHAPTER 26


  Simon


  Below, the factory floor is quiet at last. The men must have gone on their morning break.


  Up until a few moments ago, every scrape of palette against concrete was like an eruption in my skull. Several times, I thought of leaving, only to be held here like a prisoner by the dread of my workers’ curious glances, by the terrible sense of failure that must come from returning to the open air, and by this pounding head and the multitude of fears it spawns—fear of the sun, fear of reflections, fear of sudden noises.


  Coombs knocked only once, and then even more timidly than usual, to tell me about a shipment of horses’ hides. His eyes and mouth were a quiver of disquiet, and he clearly knew something was up. I have not seen a mirror, but I know I must look quite brutal. I told him I was ill and he seemed rather relieved. I suppose it didn’t occur to him that I could be lying, that I’m hardly going to admit to drunkenness, nightmares, and marital difficulties. What would he think if he had witnessed me earlier this morning, trying to gain entry to the Salvation Army hostel, then wandering the docks in search of a man-sized crevice in the grime-encrusted maze of factory buildings, or a safe, secluded place on the quay where something could be secretly offloaded? What would he think if he had seen me return to the corner nearest the hostel, waiting and watching as the men spilled from the doorway into the street? A masochistic urge wants to blow the illusion away and let everyone who works for me stare upon the obscenity that happens to be the truth. But this impulse is merely the need to be free from myself, to crawl out of my own husk, to allow others to spit and throw stones while I ease myself away to a different reality. Perhaps I’m a great deal less complicated than I like to believe, or perhaps it is merely the headache from which I crave escape. My imagination has enlarged my grotesque behaviour, giving it tragic proportions it does not deserve. This second explanation, once encountered, seems the most likely: I am so crass, so simple, that a cessation of all physical pain will instantly return me to equilibrium. Once the headache clears, I will pick up my pen, issue orders, and take up my duties afresh.


  There’s a thud on the staircase below, followed by a creak. The break in the silence is as unwelcome as it is unexpected. A glance at the grandfather clock confirms that the men have been gone less than five minutes and should not return for another five. The sound repeats—clop, creak, thud—a combination of movements that seems at once careful and clumsy, slow yet determined, as of someone trying to negotiate the first few stairs with a heavy weight on his shoulder. I sigh at the prospect of another of Coombs’s timorous entries, this time no doubt with a sample of leather and a question that he is probably more qualified to answer than I.


  The noise follows upon itself immediately. The climber, it seems, is gaining momentum as he ascends. I stare at the clock again as though appealing against this intrusion. The position of the black hands, indicating five past nine, the minute hand just beginning to bulge the line angling down from the figure 1, seems ominous suddenly, a warning that order has somehow gone awry.


  The next cluster of movements—a knock, thud, scrape, and creak—is much closer this time. Whoever approaches has reached the top of the open staircase. My stomach, which has been steadily churning with whisky-induced nausea all morning, has stilled, and my headache unexpectedly lifts. The knocks and thuds—they are too irregular to be called foot–steps—are on a level with the office now, and getting louder.


  With lightning-flash clarity, the realization strikes. I know who it is. The knowledge, once gained, cannot be lost, however much I might wish to lose it. Meeting Smith now, face-to-face, in the seclusion of my own office—the deepest recess of my private territory—is unthinkable, the idea simply beyond endurance. I was fired by a kind of courage when, accompanied by the rising sun, I drove into town. But with each failure to connect with my prey, each rising notch of sobriety, the lizard of cowardice crawled a little farther from its hideout. Each man who emerged crutch-less from the hostel door brought greater relief and smaller disappointment. Now my hands grasp the desk rim in front of me. My muscles and sinews stiffen. This time he has found me and I am far from ready.


  I fix on the door’s empty keyhole. The dark shape, two inches or so in length—tiny head, narrow neck, long rectangular trunk—mocks my eyes. There is a key, but I’m not sure where it’s kept. Perhaps it’s downstairs in Coombs’s office, perhaps in the drawer of my own desk, but I haven’t time to search. My vision spins to the open window. There is no fire escape and I calculate the drop at ten yards. I’m on my feet by the time a single knock sounds. I can hear soft gasps and grunts on the other side of the door. It must be an effort to balance on crutches while knocking. The noises—human, fallible—seem to reduce the threat, at least slightly. So he has found me before I could find him. The advantage is still mine. He must have heard I was searching.


  “Come.” My voice is strained but commanding enough, I suspect, to the hearer.


  The handle turns and the door comes open only a few inches. Then, after a slumping sound, the base of a crutch comes into view, its rubber sinking into my worn carpet. Then there appears a black shoe and the hem of a trouser leg, charcoal in hue and sagging above the turn-up. The door opens wide to reveal a man who, even though my mind has been steadily projecting images of a face essentially the same as the one before me, I still barely recognize. The hollow cheeks, the aquiline nose—slightly misaligned just as it was before July 1916—the pronounced chin, and the thin lips all conform to my memory of Private Smith. But something is so different that I am momentarily drained of all fear, deluded temporarily into thinking that this meeting is our first, that knowledge of no prior crime can be retained by a figure so profoundly unfamiliar to me.


  He is even thinner than before, and his hair, obscured in memory because of the ever-present helmet, is different from how I imagined, sparse and hanging close to the scalp like young ferns upon a rocky barren. A tentative widow’s peak ventures down his forehead. It makes him seem more sensitive.Although I find his frailness calming, it’s something else that successfully breaks the thread connecting present to past. It’s in his expression, an uncertain movement around those thin lips and the hint of indecision about the eyes. Such softness never dwelt in my recollections of his dying smirk. In my imagination Smith has always been a creature of acute angles, sharp edges. He is the twist of metal that intrudes upon comfort and punctures all sentiment. The change confounds me. If he were here for any other reason than blackmail, one would almost have called this broken man gentle.


  “I’ve been looking for you,” he says, leaning heavily on one crutch. “You’re not so easy to find.” A self-conscious smile passes over his face and, perched like a queen ant upon four unmoving legs, he remains just inside the doorway.


  “But I hear you found my daughter and that you managed to speak to her.” I mean this to be a warning, a grenade to smoke out the lowest intentions, but my voice does not carry enough aggression and sounds too friendly.


  His face registers a pleasant surprise.


  “Yes, a sweet girl. Most children fear me.”


  The skin on my face burns and the heat spreads like a fever down my neck, flooding across my shoulders. Fear: he has named the word, the theme of this meeting. I sense a code unravelling. Fear seven years ago, the fear of a coward about to turn murderer. Fear now, the fear of a man whose true nature is about to be revealed to all and sundry. In a few more exchanges, the idea of money will be brought up, perhaps obliquely, through some reference to insurance or purchasing security.


  My dislike of Smith has returned now, finding a white-hot focus in the ghost of a smirk now hovering over his mouth. He has become that mean animal again, insinuating his way into the core of my discomfort. His smallness is no longer an excuse. I want to swat him like a fly.


  “Why?” I ask. “Why have you been looking for me?”


  The question drains the timid smile from his lips. He looks concerned, and shifts painfully, causing something to creak, either a crutch or a wooden leg.


  “It’s difficult to express,” he murmurs, eyes searching the carpet. He glances up at me and a nervous grin passes across his face, descending into something like an appeal. He passes his right hand through the hollow V of his crutch’s upper portion. He sways, balancing, dipping the hand into the pocket of his jacket, drawing out a letter. “So difficult to express, I put it in writing.” He gives the letter a mock-whimsical smile then transfers the same look to me.


  So this is how it’s done, I think: an allusion to the shameful secret then the sudden appearance of a prop, in this case a letter. He doesn’t want to send it, he’ll say. He’s been trying to find a way to avoid having it delivered, but beggars can’t be choosers. He wonders whether it might be to our mutual advantage to come to some kind of arrangement.


  Although nausea swirls inside me, it’s almost a relief to get to this stage. This is the enemy I’ve been dreading all these years. This is the secret that’s been consuming me. And the scale of disaster seems curiously reduced and rather prosaic; just two men standing awkwardly in an office. Do your worst, the words from last night, repeat in my brain. I think of how I might phrase this in a manner that conforms to the code: I am already insured, thank you, or I’ll take my chances, but I’m distracted by a scuffing noise on the stairs and a series of soft footfalls. Someone, perhaps more than one person, is climbing towards us. Now I’ve an urgent need to get this man from my office. In the theatre I’ve witnessed scenes in which the third party is drawn in by the blackmailer to play an innocent role in a three-way exchange, always to the excruciating discomfort of the blackmailer’s victim.


  “I don’t want to read your letter,” I say. “Please leave my office.”


  It’s the moment of truth, the moment when I’m most likely to receive the threat directly. A boulder of sickness heaves inside me, tugging at every wiry nerve. I have to bend and grip the desk for support. But the unexpected happens. Smith’s head begins to turn, one crutch skimming along the carpet, the other sinking anchor-like into its depths. The letter still flaps like a dead seagull from his fingers as his shoulders dip in revolution. The lifeless feet turn, sliding, dragging, towards the open door.


  Was there some threat upon his face that I missed, some glimmer of triumph to come? His expression on turning was one of deep regret, as though the plans upon which he must embark are painful to him as well as me. Are all blackmailers so compassionate towards their victims? Or is Smith just a remarkably good actor?


  The crutches, the baggy charcoal suit, the ghostly white of the letter, the thin hands with their pronounced blue veins, move into the dim light beyond the doorway, and apart from the crook of an elbow, disappear from view, as he manages to partly close the door behind him.


  Then there comes a voice so bizarrely out of place in the setting that I believe Smith must be a ventriloquist and that his sad exit is merely the comedic faux-pathos before the delivery of a killer punchline. “It’s Mr. Smith!” are the words that come in the unmistakable voice of my daughter, Lucy.


  CHAPTER 27


  Sarah


  The sight of the young veteran, so easily recognizable from Elsa’s description, floods me with sudden hope. His thin, sensitive face and his delicate frame are like rays of sunlight through storm clouds parting. Lucy’s greeting—unguarded, joyful—merely confirms a sense that his visit to my husband is somehow vital to his reclamation. The fact that Mr. Smith smiles happily at Lucy as he adjusts his crutches and prepares to descend the staircase proves that Simon must have received him cordially. Where his hand grips the crutch support there flaps a letter. Could this be terms of his employment, or perhaps a reference to be presented at some other, more suitable workplace? The door behind Mr. Smith is not quite closed, another indication of ease and normality. The happy flutter between the veteran and my daughter, who reaches the landing just ahead of Elsa and I, is contagious. So Elsa was right after all, and in more respects than she knew. The physically broken and the mentally crushed meet like pieces in a jigsaw, promising to mend the ugly rent which has for so long marred our sky.


  Why so sure? The question spins through me as I reach the upper floor and hold to the unvarnished banister for support. The voice warns of overtiredness and stress, the strange heady feeling that has followed me from the station. While the three of us walked the river footpath to the tannery, I basked in the incongruous sunlight, feeling all manner of lost emotions, joy in the rolling green waters, vicarious anticipation at the widening banks that would be met downstream by waves, by the oncoming mixture of freshwater and brine, and finally the stirring of North Sea breezes.


  I recognize the superstitious weave of my thoughts and I know my vulnerability. I can too easily fall victim to unreasonable hope. But there is convergence of circumstances now, as neatly patterned and symmetrical as a snow crystal: our own desperate make-or-break journey into Ipswich; my decision to bring Lucy—an intuition against common sense, as all true intuitions must by definition be; my illogical faith in this step into the unknown; and perhaps, most striking of all, the knowledge that this is indeed the darkest hour and therefore by definition has to be followed by a dawn. The old truism must come through now that it is most needed. Despised and cursed, no doubt, by all for whom it has failed, the saying must earn its keep now or lose the currency it has enjoyed through the ages.


  “How nice to see you again, Mr. Smith,” says Elsa, her voice subdued, as always, as though wishing not to be overheard, yet incorporating a depth of sincerity.


  “We’ve been walking by the river,” interrupts Lucy, “watching the geese.” The ease of this little group, Lucy’s return to the simplicity of childhood, and the chance, however slight, that any moment Simon might join us, transformed into his former pre-war self, makes me giddy and sentimental. I half-turn for a second to warn away the blur of tears.


  “Everyone should be outside, enjoying nature on a day like this,” Mr. Smith says. I’m struck by the soft melancholy of his voice, the way it merges into my own more hopeful mood as purple and violet might merge on a painter’s palette.


  “Would you take Tommy, Mr. Smith?” Lucy says, handing her rag doll to the veteran. “He’s sick.”


  “If he’s sick, Lucy, he should be with someone kind like you,” he replies, stooping as far as he can on his crutches, slender fingers touching the toy briefly but not taking possession. “Actually, I was going to ask if you’d do something for me.”


  “What?” asks Lucy, snapping eagerly to attention and saluting. Mr. Smith glances at Elsa first, then at me. His look communicates compassion and pain in equal measure, and I suddenly wonder how much he knows about us.


  He balances his elbow on the crutch’s inner stanchion and extends the hand with the letter towards Lucy. “Would you take this and, when your father is in a particularly good mood, will you give it to him and say it is from a friend?”


  The office door flies open and Simon appears. Everything has changed, the mood scattered like paper in a gale. My husband’s eyes are startling, showing too much white within rims that are swollen red. The stench of stale whisky invades the narrow space. I glance at Elsa, notice her hands twisting together in front of her waist, and wonder if I, too, should be concerned. Simon moves forward, and with a snatch so sudden the gasp of displaced air hangs in its wake, grabs the letter in transit. Lucy’s fingers curl like young leaves in a frosty wind.


  Simon lurches forward again. Hands, white and red at the knuckle, sink into the lapels of Mr. Smith’s dark grey jacket. He lifts the veteran from the ground, buoying his frail body and dangling his lifeless shoes, heaving him over the few paces towards the top of the stairs. Along the way, one crutch falls first upon the banister and then upon the floor. The other lodges high between the struggling men like an ineffective cordon unable to part the combatants but refusing to drop from the fight.


  Lucy screams, the first human sound to pierce the rustling quiet, and everything seems to collapse into the hole it makes.


  “Mr. Jenson, stop!” cries Elsa.


  “Simon!” I gasp, trying to take her lead but as I have not breathed since the door swung open, the noise doesn’t carry far.


  Turning, I grip the banister and gaze as Simon holds Mr. Smith’s white face close to his, then, arms like dual pistons, extends and releases so that the veteran takes flight, sailing into the mouth of the descending stairway. It’s an action of such terrifying recklessness, my senses are suspended. Insulated thoughts work through explanations distinct from the obvious one of murderous rage—an elongated practical joke perhaps, a scene from a drama to be performed at Christmas.


  Mr. Smith’s hands grasp at air as he falls. Lucy turns, hands over her ears, into Elsa’s dress, burying her face there. The remaining crutch touches down in the stairs then skitters downwards like a rolling pin, lodging itself between banister rails eight or nine steps down. Its owner lands after it, his back hitting a step with an audible thud, legs splayed uselessly, an upturned trouser leg revealing not a calf, but two metal-clamped poles. Mr. Smith rolls once, then, pink-faced and breathing hard, holds on to a rail like a man clinging to a lifesaver. He blinks a few times either in relief he did not fall farther, or in evaluation of the pain that will announce itself only after the shock has passed.


  At the top of the stairs, chest heaving, shoulders bent, the letter crumpled in his hand, Simon stares down upon the veteran. Elsa—my daughter’s face still lost in her dress—moves around him silently. She leads Lucy down, step by step, to do what I’m not sure, but part of me is grateful for her composure, glad some action other than violence can take place in this polluted space. An awakening impulse also wishes it was me and longs for the warmth of my daughter’s body. When Elsa comes to Mr. Smith, she reaches down with one hand, the other remaining around Lucy’s shoulder, dislodges the crutch from the railing, and hands it to him.


  A small group of Simon’s men gather below now and stare uncomprehendingly at the sight. Most are young; one murmurs to another. Gentle, courteous Mr. Coombs at the back seems most disturbed, the lines on his face etched deeper than usual, his eyes narrowing as though to prevent the unwelcome sight from entering his brain.


  Elsa pauses on the step for a moment, appears to say something comforting to the veteran, then continues down the stairs with Lucy, the two of them moving like ghosts just before the dawn, their quiet intent unsullied by sound. They pass Mr. Coombs and his men, who have just begun to disperse, and move towards the exit and out of sight. Well done, Elsa, I think. Well done for looking after Lucy’s best interests. But a hint of disquiet hangs between the words even as they take form. There is something else, something I can’t name.


  Stranded on the landing with my wheezing, gasping husband, I feel alone, exposed and quite unable to look at him. I have brought about this disaster. Ever since I mentioned Mr. Smith in the Beehive, my husband has been spiralling into the abyss. Insane as his behaviour might be, I could have prevented it easily by merely staying within my bounds. I have failed in the test that I set for myself. I cannot be the wife of a war veteran. If I could crawl from this place and reverse into my childhood, I would do things differently. This time I would ignore the youth with the shy smile who used to watch Charles and I at play. He has become a dangerous stranger now, a throbbing knot of neuroses and violent impulses over which I am quite powerless. He is a tumour I would have removed.


  It’s a relief when he moves abruptly and begins to clump down the stairs. My heart jolts as he nears Mr. Smith—is he going to finish the job?—but relaxes as he passes within a whisker of the veteran who has paused in his efforts to haul himself to his feet using the stair-rail and crutch. I watch Simon descend to the factory floor, crumpled letter still in hand, and walk in an arc towards the door, a few furtive glances from his diligent workers briefly straying in his direction. Until he disappears from view, I focus on Simon’s bald patch, which has spread like a biblical curse since 1916. It is the only part of his skin that is visible to me and I can’t guess at his expression.


  I bend slowly and pick up the first of the crutches to fall. Wary of the looks that will inevitably follow me when I take the same route from the building, I make my way as steadily as I can down the stairs to Mr. Smith.


  “I’m sorry,” I whisper, the inadequacy of the words stinging my lips.


  Mr. Smith takes the crutch and, removing his hand from the stair rail, balances himself sideways on the stairs facing me.


  “It doesn’t matter.”


  I search his eyes for signs of irony but find that the statement stands, sincere and honest. And of course it makes sense. What’s a tumble down the stairs to a bomb that permanently maims? What’s an embarrassing scene to years trapped underground with the pound and roar of mortars in your ears? Under the straightforward, modest gaze of the veteran, I find myself shrinking again, dwarfed once more by experiences I can’t begin to understand. All this time I believed I was at the end of my tether, but I am merely the new soldier who thinks of desertion at the very first rumble of gunfire.


  CHAPTER 28


  Elsa


  Lucy says nothing. Her gaze is now drawn by the figure-of-eight patterns swallows weave over the river’s green surface. She slowed to a stop five minutes ago to stare at a black beetle pattering along the dry earth. It disappeared into a crevice and emerged a moment later, pincers reaching into the warm air. I thought of engaging her interest further, perhaps telling her about nature and the glory of living things. Changing my mind, I moved her on quickly. I feared the stab of her angry shoe and the tearful regrets that might follow.


  She no longer has her rag doll, which means she either dropped it in the tannery or somewhere along the path. I dread the moment she discovers the loss, though I suspect she may already know; that, in fact, she may have thrown it into the river while I was looking elsewhere. I half expect to see those helpless limbs churning slowly upon the rolling waters, drifting downstream like a bedraggled Ophelia.


  I don’t try to talk. Silence, I think, is good for her. She has seen what she has seen. There is no use denying it, and any explanation is bound to confuse her, especially as I can think of none that might be communicated to a child. Words cannot easily encompass the insight that has grown upon me since the summer of 1916: that—in men, at least—all paths of expression lead ultimately to violence. But the thought hovers around me as we walk, ankles tugging the high grass.


  I am standing at Quidi Vidi Lake again, trying to pick out the faces of Jack, Michael, and Jimmy as the new recruits cheer and hurl their hats towards the clouds. The exhilaration washing over us all seemed like a breath from above. It was love they were expressing, love of adventure, love of one another, love of Newfoundland, love of an empire of which we were part when the mood struck us, love of everything we knew all rolled up into a single rush of ecstasy. Did they have any idea where all this love would lead? Did I? Did the other women who felt the deep tingle of pride for their boisterous men and the sense of the world opening up like never before? We were just as responsible. Our blindness and our quiet approval egged the men on. We provided the soft, compliant springs for their leap into glory.


  But it wasn’t just the war. The recruitment drive was no aberrant trickery. It was part of something that already dwelt in us all. I think of Michael and Jimmy, interlocked in an attachment as real and as warm as any that binds two brothers. How did these fine men demonstrate their love? Not with soft words, assurances, the calm hand laid on another’s back, but with the smart thump to the shoulder, the taunt and yelp of mockery. A fainter, but no less painful, image passes through my mind of poor Noah Evans and his older brother, Fred, whose guidance came in brittle stares and goading phrases.


  Is Mr. Jenson’s insane attack today this same process magnified ten thousand times? The ingredients were the same: love and devotion for a brother-in-arms. At some point during the intervening years, somewhere between laying his dying comrade onto the ground and his encounter with Mr. Smith, love found its expression, and its expression was war. In men, the deepest love, the deadliest grief leads not to tears but to the purging fire of physical fury. It’s the only expression available to them. I hardly need to know the details with regard to Mr. Jenson. The trigger—word, action, or even gesture made by Mr. Smith—is immaterial. Violence is the only logical outcome when a man is confronted with the source of his pain.


  Perhaps it is some flaw in the plan, natural or divine. Perhaps we—Mr. Jenson, Mr. Smith, Mrs. Jenson, and myself— are the generation for whom this fault revealed itself. We see nature as it is; at its very core is a profound and desperate ugliness. Once discovered, knowledge of this fact not only entraps ourselves, but it creates an apocalyptic landslide that must consume all who come after us.


  A mute but searing anger zigzags through my brain, its focus changing from war, to generals, to Mr. and Mrs. Jenson, to me, to the collective us. But there is one life that my anger hopes to save. I am leading her to the station. The quietness, even serenity, of the act belies the utter lack of planning or sense behind it. Hot blood burns at my temples at the thought. I know it is madness to try and separate her from her parents and the war that still rages around them. But what are my options? It is cowardice and desertion to let disaster overcome the innocent.


  The station buildings come into view around the river’s next bend, and beyond these a white funnel of steam shoots up above the trees, likely the London train approaching the platform. I feel a hundred tiny wrenches tightening invisible bolts, and I know the moment is coming. I must decide whether I have the courage.


  CHAPTER 29


  Simon


  My senses are numbed now, the headache gone, the jangle of panic subsided. A warm haze surrounds me, flooding my portion of the bar. The hues are softer than twilight here. No ray of sun enters, but I can see well enough to slip my fingers around the stem of my glass, and this is all I need. It has happened, the worst that can be imagined, and as death must be to a man long sickening, it is a kind of relief.


  For a while after my escape from the tannery, I was half expecting a firm hand on my shoulder and a low warning voice telling me of the charges. It wasn’t an arrest—the public shame at my appalling actions—that worried me, but rather the loss of access to the blessed fluid that calms all ills. Locks and bars keeping me from the outside world might even be a comfort were it not for this fact.


  Like the inhabitants of a newly disturbed hive, pictures buzz and circle my brain telling of possible scenarios after my departure. I imagine my wife and blackmailer rejoining Lucy and Elsa in the café. I see them huddling together under one of the beams, whispering of Charles’s murder as serving maids shuffle discreetly around them. I see Sarah with a handkerchief to her face, mourning her broken family and the years of pointless sacrifice. With a momentary relief, I realize that, once communicated, this information loses its terrorizing power. Smith would hardly give away so easily all he has nurtured for so long. He is more likely to draw out the suspense and wait for some fresh chance to lay out his wares. So for the moment I am merely a bully who assaults a man without legs in front of his wife, child, governess, and all his employees, and Smith retains sole knowledge of my darkest crimes. My focus shifts to the letter. I try to imagine the sly phrases in the missive now crumpled unopened in my pocket, the velvet touch that weaves blackmail into insinuation. When I first arrived at this place an urge, electric and terrifying, lured my hand into the dark recess of my pocket; my shivering fingers touched the envelope but did not bring it forth. With each stinging kiss of whisky, each wave of radiating warmth in my stomach and head, the possibility of reading it comes closer, but I still don’t possess the courage.


  The wasps in my head are circling much more slowly now, and they are losing their sting. My mind begins to turn over thoughts with the languid carelessness of the barman’s hands as he dries the glasses. He’s a fat, glassy-eyed man and at the moment I love him for being too slow of movement and wit, too compromised by decades of ale, to ever think of blackmail.


  Whatever happens I know it’s all over for me. Smith, the man whose name is like a flesh-entering blade, has brought me to my knees. I am at best a madman who attacks the weak and infirm. His frailness proved his strength and, no doubt, I underestimated him. All he ever needed to do to destroy me was simply turn up. I would see to the rest.


  CHAPTER 30


  Sarah


  My childlike gaze drops to the banister, to Mr. Smith’s white, heavy-veined hand and the crossbeam of his crutch.


  “I’m sorry about the job, anyway.”


  Puzzlement crosses the veteran’s face.


  “The job?”


  “I thought that’s why you came to see my husband.”


  “For a job?”


  I blush even more deeply than before. On top of everything else, I appear to have insulted Mr. Smith’s pride.


  “Yes.” The word is shameful and moist on my lips. I force myself to look at his face. I see the hint of a wry smile. We are stranded now on the stairs, needing some reason, some prompt, to allow us to move on. Despite his crutches, his wooden legs, and the frailness of his build, his stance seems firmer than my own. Experience again, I think. Nothing will faze this man because he has been through everything. I have been through nothing.


  “I don’t need a job,” he says.


  “No, of course.” My answer comes breathy and quick. I turn as though about to walk down the stairs, then sway back towards him, wishing there was some etiquette for helping a man who has just been seriously assaulted by one’s husband.


  “Well,” Mr. Smith says, with a nod at the tannery floor below us, “we should…” I follow the unspoken direction and descend the stairs a step or two ahead of him. Reaching the ground, I become instantly aware of Simon’s employees as they concentrate upon their work, blunt knives scraping at the folds of leather in front of them. They avoid glancing in our direction, but I know they must be more than curious after the hideous scene. I turn to the veteran, determined not to rush away. I need to invoke a mask of confidence, however absurd it might seem in the situation. Dimly, I’m aware that stoicism is both a birthright and a duty. Vague nursery phrases mouthed by my father—calmness in adversity, hard work, diligence—pass like sails through my mind, urging me to live up to my inheritance as daughter to a shipbuilding empire. I’ve felt this odd jingoism before in the vicinity of my husband’s workplace. Now, as then, it disturbs me and sets me off-kilter.


  “You must tell me about yourself, Mr. Smith,” I say, loudly enough to be overheard, I think, above the scrape and rumble of work. “Let’s go and sit by the river.”


  The words echo in my head as we make our way side by side in silence, circling the tannery and the workers’ houses, coming to an open patch of grassland by the water and the bench. Each time my voice returns—You must tell me about yourself, Mr. Smith—it seems a little shriller, a little more presumptuous in its superiority.


  I hold my tongue as I sit on the bench, hoping that Mr. Smith, who dismantles like a deck chair beside me, can read belated humility in my silence. He sighs, perhaps in pain at some bruise or abrasion, perhaps in self-consciousness. Squinting at the river’s bright ripples, I ready myself, mind searching through various obvious questions in search of the least patronizing. But he is the first to speak.


  “I’m on holiday, visiting my sister. That’s why I’m in Ipswich. Not for work.”


  “Oh,” I say, expecting something to suggest itself as a follow-up question, but nothing comes. I begin to shrink again, my sufferings paling. The woman who seven years ago promised to herself that she would live a life of heroic, Promethean struggles seems domestic, trivial, and neurotic. For the first time I notice the rather fine stitch of Mr. Smith’s charcoal suit—a subtle plaid woven into the cloth adds to the texture without drawing attention to the pattern—and the scent of new leather rising from his black shoes. How can I hope to heal my own husband or anyone else from maladies of the soul when I can’t even gauge the nature of man’s most obvious needs? I have failed to even notice whether this man is poor or comfortably situated, whether he needs work or may be insulted by such a suggestion.


  “Elsa tells me you served with my husband.” I surprise myself with the statement, with its abruptness of tone and direct pertinence to all that has passed. There must be something about Mr. Smith I do not trust, some part of me taking Simon’s part.


  “We were in the same trenches, yes,” he says, and I notice with a sideways glance that his gaze is lost in the river’s shifting sunlight. “‘Served’ seems a rather lofty term to describe my own part in the war.”


  Glancing at his legs, I try to find a tactful way of alluding to his sacrifice. “It seems the least you have earned,” I say quietly.


  Lines appear in the corner of his eyes, but his mouth remains unsmiling. He has seen some irony in my words, perhaps. “Mrs. Jenson, if I’d possessed any courage at all I would have registered as a conscientious objector, or failing that, I should have deserted at the first opportunity.”


  I allow the words to hang, knowing they deserve space. Before she joined us, Elsa mentioned meeting men in London with such views. She was trying me out, I believe, making sure I was not the sort to judge. Is Mr. Smith’s stance the reason for Simon’s fury? Was the veteran on some political mission?


  “You are a pacifist then?” I ask in a voice suddenly so meek I wonder if the soft breeze will carry my words away before they meet Mr. Smith’s ears.


  “I’m not sure I have a right to that title,” he replies through a single breath. “I just know I was a fish out of water in the army even before the fighting started. Now it’s over I find the things that give comfort to many just make my stomach churn.”


  “What kind of things?”


  “Oh, words, the way people talk about the war.”


  “Such as?”


  “Such as ‘those who gave their lives,’ ‘the fallen,’ ‘our glorious dead.’”


  “If people need comfort, why not let them have it?”


  “Because it’s a lie. Lives weren’t given, they were taken. Soldiers don’t fall, they are killed. There is nothing glorious about a skull invaded by shrapnel. If we lose ourselves in lies, it will happen again.”


  His words are dry and quiet and, in the brightness and warmth of the day, perverse in their determination to be ugly. I feel a spark of understanding for my husband and I’m eager to kindle it. I suddenly know why this man might be offensive enough to assault and I want to goad him, to draw it out, so that Simon’s actions will seem less monstrous.


  “So you didn’t fit in during the war,” I say. “What do you do now, Mr. Smith?”


  “I design film sets at Twickenham.”


  I have heard his answer but can’t get the words to mean anything. He might as well have claimed to be a tightrope walker.


  “Film sets?” I ask after a pause. “For the moving pictures?”


  “Yes.”


  “Like Charlie Chaplin.”


  “Yes, except he’s in Los Angeles.”


  “And you fit in better designing scenery for films than you did in the army?”


  I’m aware my voice has become more clipped, my manner more dismissive with each question. I have joined my husband, it seems, on the landing outside his office. My hands also are on Mr. Smith’s collar, and I am about to launch him into space once again. Only the odd detachment of his answers—he has surely noticed my change in tone—acts as a warning; there is too much I don’t know. I have the sense I am in a high place and that the ledge could give way at any moment.


  “Yes,” he replies after a pause. “Yes, I fit in better. I have friends, not comrades, and discussions, not singsongs.”


  “And do you get many opportunities to practise your pacifism, painting scenes for the camera?”


  “In a way,” he says, ignoring my obvious sarcasm. “Or at least I hope to.”


  “Indeed?”


  He is silent again. I notice he takes a glance towards my hands, which are twitching on my lap. I try to still them. “Just after the war,” he says, beginning to roll a cigarette, “a film was made in Germany. This is the plot: a mad old charlatan runs a concession at a fair. He exhibits a young sleepwalker, who wakes only to tell fortunes. He tells each customer he will die at dawn. Later, when the fair has closed for the night, the charlatan orders his sleepwalker to go out and fulfill his own prophesies. The film is remarkable, full of petrified trees, leaves like knives, grass like barbed wire.”


  Grey smoke curls from his thin lips, dulling my view of the river.


  “Very interesting.”


  “Both your husband and I are familiar with this story. I’m sure he would recognize it too.”


  “And your point is?”


  “That in film, by bypassing the literal, you can tell an obvious truth that nobody wants to face.”


  “What obvious truth?”


  “That war is disgusting, vile, and sheer lunacy. It is the old enslaving the young. The survival of decency, in act, word, or gesture, is a near miracle.”


  The last statement, corresponding with a soft-remembered chime, is delivered in more measured tones than everything before. He has half turned towards me as if conveying a secret he would rather keep from the water and from the swallows that spin and scoop along the surface. A mallard bobs close to the water’s edge, its beak nudging a fragment of tree bark, which rolls off a little farther with each peck. Silence stretches until I become aware of my own heartbeat.


  “My husband,” I say at last, nervousness oozing inside me. “Why did you want to see him?”


  The question, now voiced, seems as momentous as thunder, even more so as it arises unexpectedly and from an eerie calm. Why should this be? What could Mr. Smith say that I do not already know? What could happen when the worst has surely come and gone?


  The veteran slowly draws breath. “I wanted to tell him something of himself, something from my own vantage point, which I believe is different from anyone else’s.”


  A breeze cooler than all the others circles us now, scattering the ripples, spinning the duck’s bark a few feet away. The bird swims in pursuit, neck straining to regain what he never quite had.


  “Whatever you think of war,” Mr. Smith continues matter-of-factly, “however hellish and demeaning you imagine battle to be, the reality when you’re up close is much worse. It only works—the machine of war, the relentless grinding motion, orders given and orders obeyed—if soldiers give themselves to it, if they forget that the bullet they fire invades the flesh of young men just like themselves.” He pauses, puts the cigarette to his lips and draws it away, emitting another pale blue cloud. “I told you I was different. I couldn’t join in with the camara–derie. I couldn’t give myself to the madness. I was a coward.”


  “But it’s not cowardice,” I say feebly. Like a child who changes her mind several times during the same argument, I have retained only the determination to oppose. “Not if you disagreed with it all.”


  He gives a short laugh and smooths his fingers over one of his crutch handles. “No, that wasn’t cowardice. My cowardice was remaining where I didn’t belong. If I’d been shot for desertion I might have believed myself a hero. I wanted to talk to your husband of heroism. I wanted to tell him that to remain human after months and years of bombardment, of expectations lived up to, that is a triumph. That’s true heroism. To be soft and yielding in battle is heroism. This is what my letter was about. I doubt he will get to read it now.”


  He is talking of the moment, the one onto which I’ve clung for seven years, about which I’ve thought for all that time, losing myself in a thousand related fantasies, the laying upon the ground, the soft words, the murmured prayer. The tiny hairs upon the back of my hands and the skin around my neck tingle in unison. He—Mr. Smith—was the witness, the one who passed the story on to nurses, to Major Pickard, and to others.


  “You saw it?”


  “Yes. I suppose he doesn’t talk about it.”


  “Never.”


  The pools of dancing sunlight blur upon the water, and I realize tears are welling.


  “I’m sure he never will,” he says, looking across at me for the first time since we sat down. “But perhaps you can find a way to tell him that’s what I meant.”


  Taking a last draw from his cigarette, Mr. Smith prepares to stand, crutches folding beneath him in a weight-receiving triangle. In a moment he is moving away, smoke clouds rising over his shoulder.


  CHAPTER 31


  Elsa


  The train stands, doors agape. Sun glints upon the black metal as upon a stallion’s flank. The engine sighs and spews a funnel of steam. Lucy’s shoulders are compliant under my hands. In a few minutes we could be speeding through the countryside towards the metropolis. Neither of us have clothes or supplies of any kind, but as a foreigner here I always travel with money. I have five one-pound notes crumpled in the bottom of my purse, together with a half crown, several shillings, and a scattering of smaller change, enough to see us through until I can get to the bank where I have my inheritance, a deposit of almost a hundred pounds. This would be enough to last some time even in London. Unless things have changed since I came away, there are positions to apply for, even for a woman with a child.


  Still, as I stare beyond the open door into the dark corridor, a bat-like, cowering impulse clings upside down inside my gut. It’s not that the action I’m contemplating would be difficult to achieve. Quite the opposite. It would be only too simple to achieve my immediate ends. I fear the unbroken fall, the continuous tunnel with no snags, no opportunity to turn and reconsider. A porter yelps to the post office men to hurry loading parcels. Steam floats by my shoulders. It’s simple, I tell myself: a child must be saved, a train is in front of you. And yet I can’t move. What about clothes? squeaks the bat, digging its tiny claws deeper into my entrails. The objection is feeble. London possesses many shops, after all. I can purchase clothes and food for the two of us with the money I have on me. But as the postmen finish with their parcels, as doors slam, one after the other, along the train, and as the porter looks at his watch, I become aware that my feet have become heavier, more attached to the concrete of the platform, and that I will not board the train with Lucy. Lucy, who needs freedom from the war, will not be saved by me, not now. The whistle blows, and the flag is raised and smartly brought down. The door facing us is the last to be shut. The clang makes Lucy’s shoulders wriggle under my hands. One slow chug is followed by another and another and the iron wheels begin to scrape along their tracks. Lucy turns, looking up at me.


  “I thought we were going to get on the train,” she says. She seems to gaze right through me, seeing into and beyond my anxiety.


  “No,” I reply weakly. “We must wait for your parents.”


  The words, given blandly, carry the weight of the revelation. They explain the cowering bat and my heavy feet. She belongs, this child of war, to others and not to me. She belongs to Dunwich and its crumbling cliffs, to the man whose screams terrorize the night, and to the woman whose colour has been drained by years of grief and uncertainty. Who am I to act as rescuer, after all? Am I not as damaged as them? As amputees are said to feel the ghosts of their former limbs, I am feeling in Lucy the daughter I never had. I have been imagining Jack’s features, not in the girl’s own face, which is shaped too differently even for imagination to re-mould into a parody of my husband’s, but in her vicinity. The very shadow she casts is flavoured with the life I lost in 1916.


  Like Mr. Smith, I am defined by my missing parts. The void within me, screaming for fulfillment, for the reattachment of flesh and blood long gone, almost robbed the Jensons of their own small piece of hope. As long as they have their child there is some chance at least that a river long clogged with refuse, discarded metal, and brown foam, might become clearer around the next turn, might know rejuvenated grass along its banks, the flap of wings upon its shores, and the stir of fins beneath its surface. While this is hardly fair to Lucy, her parents do belong to her, just as she belongs to them. They, the war, and its never-ending consequences, are her heritage. I have no right to rob her.


  As the train grinds faster along the tracks, steam billowing above, a kind of relief descends at last. It wasn’t cowardice that stopped me; I merely came to my senses.


  CHAPTER 32


  Mr. Smith


  Now that the shock is beginning to fade, I am becoming sore, pain dancing around my body, confusing my mind as to its exact location. One moment the throbbing seems to come from my elbow, next it shifts to my hip, then to my right stump, squeezed tight within bandage and rubber.


  Or is it below that? Is it my invisible foot that pulses, sending emissaries of discomfort towards the parts of me still living? You’d think I’d be used to pain by now, but the more it’s felt, even mildly, the less patient I am. My main fear is that the soreness will get so bad I won’t be able to hide it from Janet. My sister’s anxiety was palpable this morning when she insisted on helping me on with my jacket. “How do you think I cope the other fifty-one weeks of the year?” I asked her in protest.


  Only after some probing of my own could I prize out of her the real reason for her concern: it is July 1, an anniversary of sorts. I had forgotten. Or perhaps it was too inconsequential to make forgetting necessary. If I tell her of my mishap, my fall down a staircase (I certainly won’t mention I was thrown), she will be justified, and I will never again be able to shrug off her belief in signs and the power of coincidence.


  Tired of being on my crutches, tired of my broken insect walk, which today, as ever, draws the gazes of children playing football, women with strollers, and every other human form I come close to, I stop and rest. It’s a relief to hear the silence, or at least the absence of the relentless scuff, scuff, of crutch against burned soil and gravel. I hear instead the faint slosh of water and the shimmering of dry grasses in the breeze. Here the river path is wider and some men taking a break from bricklaying stare at me without a hint of embarrassment. One of them nods slightly, and the others, even from a distance, seem to meet my eyes. They know, without being told, the reason a young man with crutches would be dragging lifeless feet through the midday heat. They were there too.


  I’m fed up with the cycle of sympathy and pain. As the most reluctant soldier in the battalion, I deserve neither. But war is a beast of paradox. I and only I could have told Lieutenant Jenson’s whole story, and I am the only one who, knowing the truth, would not begrudge him his medal.


  Less than a quarter of a mile away, the departing London train is picking up speed. I glimpse its funnel and its shining doors as it chugs through the tall trees, swaying closer, then bending away to my right. I think of Lieutenant Jenson’s daughter. Last week, when I came out of the station building, scanning the crowds for Janet, I caught sight of her for the first time. It was astounding. In returning to Ipswich I had re-entered some dream-like distortion of the past. In the driver’s seat of the car was Lieutenant Jenson, leaner than I remembered him, his high forehead white against the sun, drawing attention to an unflattering baldness. Next to him was a child.


  My eyes skimmed away. I wanted to distract my vision, feeling, superstitiously perhaps, that this would keep him from seeing me. For some moments I lost myself in passing shoulders, gloves, handbags, and suitcases on trolleys, until one nagging detail regarding the child reclaimed my attention. I looked again. She had a round face; its colour, the contours of cheek and mouth, were those of Lieutenant Baxter. I shifted backwards, further into the shade, lodging the base of my spine against the wall.


  The scrape of wheel against concrete, the thump of an unloading trunk together with the faint scent of wildflowers from the river or some nearby park—a collaboration of senses inexplicably close in flavour to my experience of northern France—brought back the moment: Once more I saw a clearing mist, an officer far behind his troops. Once more a white pain blinded me one moment then faded the next, wafting me into a lightheaded serenity. I was dying, I thought, and really quite happy about it. I was happy because I had been watching men reduce themselves willingly to the level of ants, an army of them marching into murder and self-destruction. And I was no different—this was the chief among all horrors. I was marching too, until something blew me out of my feet. The bomb had saved me. This and the sight of an officer who lagged behind, a glimmer of human intelligence in a cesspool of criminal idiocy, gave me sudden hope. And then there were two of them, the first with the bayonet drawn, the second with his hand like a hesitant dance partner holding onto the shoulder of the first.


  It was their faces that stayed with me, Baxter ruddy and healthy the way some of the young officers were, Jenson sterner, darker, and inscrutable. Both were prize stock to the army’s officer class. I had heard both of them talk of war as though it were an extension of school sports day. I had never spoken directly to either as I liked to keep my distance, but I had absorbed the flavour of their personalities just as my uniform had absorbed the damp. And here they were before me, expressions full of bewilderment and confusion. At last, I thought, as Lieutenant Jenson, face crumpled into a mute apology, took his friend’s weight. At last men were reacting to horror with horror! My hand reached towards them. I imagined for the moment that my fingers held the crayon with which I had made some sketches when first in the dugout. I knew no prayers, had no God, even now, but I needed some way to invoke my blessing upon these two. I wanted to die while capturing this moment of sublime triumph, this revelation that a human cannot be reduced so easily to the level of hive dwellers. An officer, regardless of training, can hesitate, have thoughts and feelings and can reject his “duty.” His mind and body can rebel from the unacceptable.


  The question of how Lieutenant Baxter would cope with his actions occupied me little after the time in the infirmary. I knew I had played a pivotal role in the stories that circulated. I had never made a conscious decision to leave anything out of the story. I was too delirious, most of the time, to distinguish between the army’s philosophy and mine, and could not have known that the ears into which I spilled my vision of heroism might have reacted very differently had I included the stark detail that it was Lieutenant Jenson’s own blade that had pierced his friend. In the euphoric state in which I related the tale, I think I believed that the army, the government, the whole world in fact, had come around to my way of thinking regarding war, that through the incident on the battlefield my view had been conclusively proven correct. It was pure chance I did not let the cat out of the bag. My mind had focussed upon the tenderness, the fact that bewilderment and horror had given way to a kind of desperate love. Jenson had laid his friend upon the earth with an infinite care. Michelangelo himself could have used his expression as a model for a man whose soul had been flooded with spiritual love. This was an entirely natural progression for me: Horror at the barbarism of war translates into love. I had witnessed the whole journey in Lieutenant Baxter’s death.


  Once I heard about his decoration, I didn’t think too much about Lieutenant Jenson. The memory was sacred to me, and there was an ironic justice in it all. In my mind Jenson had indeed achieved some kind of immortality, and he looked down upon us all from the clouds. Watching him through a trickle of passengers, white-faced, unhappy behind the steering wheel, with a girl who looked uncannily like Lieutenant Baxter, tore at the seams of my reality.


  Janet soon told me all I needed to know. She has a network of spies spread all around the county and Isabelle, the Jensons’ housekeeper, is a distant acquaintance of hers. Careful not to raise suspicions regarding the nature of my curiosity, I got her to feed me information, and pieced together how Mr. Jenson had married the sister of the man he slew.


  Every time I closed my eyes over the days and nights that followed, I saw those two faces, father and daughter behind the wheel. The word announced itself each time I beheld the double blur of their features, a heavy two-syllable word like a lead bell falling from a tower: penance. His daughter is his sackcloth. The profound, static misery of his expression was explained.


  Then, days later and quite by accident, I met Lucy in the park. Her governess had gone to the hut to buy her an ice cream, and the child had taken the opportunity to scrape up fistfuls of gravel and throw these missiles at passing ducks. I shouted at her to stop. She turned, fragments of stone falling from her hand. She stared at me for a long time. When she approached it was with a curious sense of respect, even appreciation, for being scolded.


  What I saw in her questions, in the way she reacted when her father was mentioned, in the way she tried to trip up walkers with my crutch, was a kind of woundedness I had never encountered before. So this is the next generation, I thought. Here is what comes when a man kills his friend then marries his friend’s sister to punish himself. She made me ache for a lost chance of my own; I had never even tried to find a wife. And she made me realize that the act I had witnessed and experienced as a triumph was in fact a mountain, impassable and vast, for the man who had erred. It must have been straining within him like an oversized parasite, threatening to break him in pieces. Here was my chance, I thought. After years of wincing every time I heard the words glory and war in the same sentence, after nights of helpless fury, of the nagging and relentless pain in my non-existent legs—ghosts that would never let me forget—here was an opportunity to absolve a man in torment and rescue a child from certain misery.


  The breeze now curls around me, tugging at my trousers, exposing the stilts of my legs. One of the bricklayers overturns his mug and lets the fluid drip into the earth. The distant boom and bash of drum and cymbal tumble on the wind, followed by competing brasses. The dubious music fades as the breeze changes direction then comes on again with increased energy. I remember now the new bandstand in Christchurch Park and the men in overalls giving the paintwork its final touches. I wonder whether Janet was right, after all. A looming anniversary is trouble indeed. My plan now seems both foolish and presumptuous, and I can barely credit my blindness.


  He thinks me a blackmailer. How could he think otherwise, emerging as I did, limping and scraping, from his deep-buried past? I always had the face of a fox, designed, my teachers once told me, to be the object of suspicion. Now my body allies me even more decisively with seditious forces. I create unease wherever I go.


  I think of my letter, that crass love song to tenderness and humanity. Would it even have made any difference if he had read and understood? If he is offended by attempted blackmail, would he not be doubly offended by pity? It’s the knowledge I possess that drove him to fury, not the uses to which I might put it. How could I fail to see that?


  When I am at large in the world, it seems, I am a walking catastrophe, a malformed stick-insect that offends every eye. Only in my proper sphere do I have a purpose. My true habitat is a subterranean place of lights and heavy equipment, an alternative to life where object and movement exist in two dimensions rather than three, where hands do not grab my collar and project me down staircases, and where I have the sense to turn feelings into scenery, not into words.


  The breeze swells with a sudden pulse of military fervour— crash, crash, blow. I don’t recognize the tune but I can inhale the jingoism; it fills me with the urge to curtail this holiday and return to the safety of work. Only the anticipation of Janet’s disappointment, tugging softly at my sleeve, gives me the slightest pause. Everything else about this town in sun–shine seems alien and repellent. Strike up the band and blow yourselves to kingdom come once more. I won’t stand in your way.


  I feel a smile slinking into my face. I realize that I don’t quite mean it, that I remain in hope that some time, when the chafed flesh heals, I might crawl back into the daylight and explain, with patience and discretion, to ears that may wish to hear, that heroism is not what we believe it to be, that flesh and blood have their own standards and these do not conform to steel and fire, to nations and generals.


  My eyes lose themselves in the mossy green of the river, in the rapid small spirals close to the near bank and in the much slower downstream lurch of the mid-channel. Movement, all movement, suddenly seems too slow to be endured: rivers snailing towards the sea, cliffs eroding by tenths of an inch, nerve endings dulling with infinitesimal gradualness, wounds closing at leisure, blind to the suffering of their hosts. At Twickenham, a group of us all think the same way about the war. Up until this moment a part of me had conned myself that the whole population of England, and beyond, had been steadily moving with us along the same route. But distant cymbals crash, the drum booms, and I realize that all this time, apart from our small, huddled group, and some others like us, there has been no movement at all.


  A sudden eddy on the rim of the water draws my attention to an object, soft and pliant on the foamy wavelets that hiss against the sand. A clump of soaking orange wool—a rudimentary wig—tops a round head. I recognize the rag doll, and allow the chill, which, despite the warmth of the day, runs through me suddenly. Nothing you can do, I tell myself. It’s time to go home.


  CHAPTER 33


  Sarah


  They are the first people I see when I come around the corner from the main station building and onto the platform. Lucy reclines within Elsa’s embrace, while Elsa, in turn, leans back against the red brick wall facing the train. Her hands rhythmically stroke my daughter’s shoulders. The one a miniature of the other. Anyone would assume they were mother and daughter.


  When I catch Elsa’s eye she doesn’t exactly look away. Her gaze in fact meets my own, but her face tilts, looking askance. It is as though she was hoping not to be seen. I swoop upon Lucy, feeling like a wounded gull unsure of my aim. Elsa seems to shrink against the wall, an unusually elegant gargoyle caught in the act of living. Her hands move from Lucy’s shoulders. Mine take their place. Lucy gazes up at me blankly.


  “I’ve been looking for you.” These are the words that come from me, not in the sob I was expecting to hear, but in a voice perfectly calm and composed. I glance up towards Elsa. “I’ve been looking. I didn’t know where you would be.”


  Elsa’s face is rather pale. Her silence, her look, her refugee-like stance backed onto the wall, the way she has just removed her hands from my daughter’s shoulders dispel any lingering doubt: Elsa was intending to take Lucy from me.


  The roots of this fear have been growing for the last half-hour, muscling their way into my chest, crowding my breathless mouth with stems and leaves. But the seed, I realize, sprouted earlier, when I witnessed Elsa’s strange composure in the tannery, when I saw her lead Lucy silently around my husband and down the staircase, the two of them gliding like pre-dawn spectres, their movements unsullied by sound.


  My hands now squeeze Lucy’s shoulders hard and plunge her limp body into my breast. Her small chin presses into my shoulder blade, and her hair is wound around my knuckles. She gasps a little but doesn’t pull away. I steal another look over her shoulder, just to be sure, just to be certain I have not accused Elsa unjustly in my mind, but her face quite openly admits it, her eyes skimming in regret around Lucy’s hair, then meeting my own in a kind of abject resignation. She straightens quite unexpectedly, eyes widening in alarm. She is looking beyond me, towards someone approaching.


  The air changes. I am breathing something fiery yet stale, a horribly familiar stench. I turn, Lucy still clutched in my arms, my knee grazing the concrete.


  It’s Simon, his eyes a version of how they were in the tannery, wild and red-rimmed—the eyes of a deranged Saturn about to devour his children. I prepare for the blow upon my face and even sink my hands deeper into Lucy’s hair as though for protection. But nothing happens save for the waiting breath of our train and the faraway beat of a military drum. Simon’s lips are trembling. His eyelids twitch. Within these movements is a sense of falling, a suggestion of imminent collapse. It is this that sets my spine tingling with an unlikely hope, and returns the nagging truism to my mind. No, I think, this is the darkest hour, not Simon’s nightmare, not his desertion last night. This is the point of thickest, blackest pessimism. My husband has assaulted a cripple. A trusted employee has tried to abscond with my daughter. And now my drunk and shaking spouse stands over my daughter and me. Only the dullest of imaginations would have him thrash us in public. Only melodrama would have a scene play out this way. Taste, if nothing else, dictates some form of departure, some lightening of tone. Dawn has to break; it is a law of nature.


  His hand moves towards us, an open hand, I note, though it still makes me scramble backward a half step, jiggling Lucy along the way. His lips move into an awkward, desperate smile; his eyes soften. The expression is new to me, one I have never seen during our marriage, during any point of our courtship, either after or before the outbreak of war. I could almost believe the soul of another has stepped into his skin.


  “Everything’s all right,” he says. His voice is raspy but delicate, a crocodile attempting a pirouette. “Let’s all go home.”


  I watch him for a moment and realize he is in earnest, that he has reached the rim and has backed away from some precipice glimpsed on the other side. Suddenly I’m sorry for scrambling from him, especially in the open, in the dazzling light, where porters and passengers might peer and wonder. He’s had his fill of humiliation.


  Trembling slightly, I rise to my feet, Lucy’s arms around my neck, and look at him as though nothing is wrong.


  “Yes, let’s go home.”


  I glance at Elsa. Whether I meant it as a warning shot or an invitation, I’m not sure. It’s the latter message that gets conveyed and she comes closer into the group. I’ve no wish to argue either with her or myself. Conflict has strangled all our lives. I’m grateful for the blessed lull. The thinnest shard of desperation, it seems, has pierced the dome of night, spilling a long-imprisoned dawn. Is this not the essence of prayer, an impossible hope, magnified and sharpened by extreme misery? If so, then mine has been answered for the moment, and in words never before spoken by my husband: everything’s all right. It’s enough, this small miracle. I have glimpsed something.


  I board, Lucy in arms, ahead of my husband and Elsa. The first chuff sounds and steam billows around us as Simon closes the door. I think to ask my husband about the car, but stop myself, remembering the last drunken ride to Dunwich, knowing how easily words can dispel a temporary calm. Settling into our compartment, hearing the brush of clothing upon seat fabric, the pat of warm leather as Simon checks his wallet for cash, I feel as though we are a troupe of stage actors, playing at cozy familiarity. I feel the heat of my husband’s forearm against mine. It remains where it is, warmth gathering slowly beneath my skin. A glance reveals to me that he is looking down at his feet, awake, breathing evenly, his eyes bloodshot but calm.


  Lucy lifts her head from my shoulder and turns towards the window, scanning the bright platform and the drifting steam. She gives a small sigh, neither happy nor sad. Elsa sits meditatively, her hands upon her lap. Her neck moves easily like a newly oiled spring as the train jerks into motion.


  The change in my husband’s mood is a mystery, requiring, for once, no coaxing, no strategy from me. It seemed to fall like the first drop of rain after seven years’ drought, and in phrases entirely new to our marriage. Everything’s all right, he said for the first time in seven years or more. Let’s all go home. The promise it holds seems impossibly delicate, like a palace of ice-crystal in the blistering heat of the desert. I imagine the whole of today and tomorrow lived in this mood of quietness.


  The train chuffs harder, gaining momentum, and the rails, like living vertebrae, send dull rumbles and sharp clatters through the seats. The sun smears the window with great yellow dollops, turning our heads, battering our eyelids. Everything that was dead is suddenly alive. Within me some deep, withered thing, a cluster of grey leaves, unrecognizable in their dry and curled-up state, begins to sense the faint pulse of moisture. I wonder whether it could be possible for us, after all, whether I dare steel myself for the faint hope of a normal life.


  CHAPTER 34


  Simon


  Despite the jogging motion of the train and the rattle and clang of the rails, the image in my mind remains constant: a letter reduced to a nest of a hundred scraps, each with a loop, curl, or line of faint blue ink.


  Too drained to take stock of today, the fresh volley of wild horrors wilfully committed, I focus instead on the letter fragments, some puckered and twisted, others merely lying at rest like a score of miniature white flags. The missive was read once—very quickly—then destroyed in a frenzy. While my shaking hands tore and twisted under the ridge of the bar, the knowledge seeped slowly through my alcohol-dulled brain that the words conspired to give a message very different, opposite even, from the one I had been expecting.


  Now the scraps are stuffed deep into the garbage pail outside the Station Hotel, but the words, most of them, burn upon my thoughts like fresh tattoos. Once understood, the sentiments hauled me into sobriety. I still feel cool reality trickling down my face.


  Smith’s blade found its target yet again. Tiptoeing upon a carpet of felt, the fox eased himself into the barn, and his sharp teeth glided through my unprotected flesh, separating me from the comfortable certainty of guilt and despair, leaving new and unexpected wounds, wounds just as painful in their way, but not enclosed and festering like those to which I had become accustomed. The emotion overcoming me in the Station Hotel was alarmingly fresh. Once more I stood on the battlefield, taking the weight of a man who had emerged through the drifting smoke. Again I twisted my bayonet and pulled back sharply. I heard Charles’s gasp, felt a hand grope my shoulder, and squeeze the joint till it pained. But this time something was different. The quality of my murmured apology, the intonation in Charles’s final words, “I thought you were hurt,” was vivid even to the very touch of his breath upon my face. The experience in its essentials, the facts and the words, had never been forgotten. But they had become hazy and grey like the outline of a shipwreck viewed from above. Suddenly the bizarre and accidental nature of the event was upon me in all its hues and textures. In the contorted face of my brother-in-law, something was mingled with his desperate pain. Dare I call it understanding? Dare I call it forgiveness?


  Smith would dare, of course. But he is merely a pacifist, the least honourable in the eyes of those who might condemn me. They are legion. He is one. And I have always counted myself as one of their number. So who is Smith to absolve me? The question has been throbbing in my brain since the letter’s contents were absorbed. It peaks with each sharp rattle of the tracks, and eases off as the seat beneath me becomes calm. Normally Smith’s opinion wouldn’t matter too much, of course. But, in this case, he and I are the only witnesses, and my own judgment is clearly shot. I’ve heard that philosophers believe a thing becomes real only when looked upon and observed. I have felt this way often. By this reckoning at least, Smith, the only reliable witness, is the only one to count. His exclusivity transforms him from the negligible to the infinite.


  It is sane to recoil from gunfire, he said, human to rebel. Tenderness and horror are the only sane reactions, conformity the only madness. The words rendered me weightless, especially as they matched so precisely a pattern that hovered in my own mind when I was in the trenches, an unmoving cloud formation, never analyzed or acknowledged, never committed to paper, and buried deep after July 1, 1916, never to be unearthed until now.


  The shackles of guilt are gone, but the sensation is in no way painless. I feel the rumble of oncoming change. The uncertainty of it all is terrifying. For seven years, guilt has been the gravity that ties me to the earth. It’s been my excuse and my comfort too. What now?


  Lucy, half-nestling, half-restless upon her mother’s knee, points to something in the passing trees, and claims Sarah’s attention. My wife softly coos encouragement—says something about a deer perhaps—but I don’t catch the words, and in truth I’m not listening, as usual. This habitual indifference may have to change, I realize, in the near future. Lucy is the key. She is the child of my murky tragedy. Smith’s letter has inflated my soul, and I’m now straining at the seams, ten times my normal size. Air circulates in chambers long sagging. Some of this forgotten space relates to Sarah, some to Charles, and some to Lucy. They have all been sharing the same dank cells, the same collapsed and wheezing ventricle of my plodding, sickening heart.


  Against my will, the memory returns for the sixth or seventh time since the letter. I ease Charles upon the ground, arms, neck, and head like a carcass from a butcher’s shop—bones within a sack of skin. He lies there contorted at the neck and shoulder, eyes gazing off into blue. Something crashes through me at the memory, a wave of emotion I can’t recognize. It tugs and circles, loosening moisture, bringing a hint of salt water to my nose. I remain upon the battlefield, listening as the cackle of gunfire merges with the motion of the train. I spin around as I did then, towards the enemy lines, the rising smoke, and the wire-pinioned bodies. I see a finger raised, not, after all, in accusation. I see a smirk, but the target is not me, but war itself, the beast against which I have just declared myself enemy.


  Sarah’s eyes are upon me, scrutinizing, worried. I realize I have sighed, quite loudly. She turns back to our daughter and points something out through the window.


  I miss Charles. This was the meaning of the salt water in my nose, the reason for the sigh. It’s wounds of grief, and not guilt, which now flow with fresh blood. Grief for the man I never dared to mourn. This, not the action of a moment, is my failure. It is this omission that has spanned the years, punishing Charles’s sister and niece.


  I listen to Sarah, to her soft words pointing out the ash, the oak, the elm, the willow. I try to catch the rhythm of her speech, try to feel my way into some future conversation. It is madness indeed I could have been so blind to my redemption, but here they are beside me. Weightless I remain, at least for the while, but the warmth of them, their aliveness, gives promise of focus returning and of fresh pain aplenty. The cave of perpetual guilt has been my refuge. It’s time to come into the light.
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  St. John’s

  1945


  CHAPTER 35


  The window frame groans from a sudden gust. Do I see, or merely imagine, the moving of a curtain? I arise from suffocating dreams, the mattress squeaking beneath me as invisible knots loosen and fall from my elbows and wrists. Fred gasps, holds his breath, then slowly exhales. I recognize the sound of his lean, agonized dreams.


  There is almost no light. I let my soles touch the floor not because I have any destination in mind, but because I need to remind myself that movement is possible. I need to feel I’m not fixed like a piece of guttering to this central portion of St. John’s.


  One pace in the darkness and I catch the protesting moan of my husband’s dreams. I wonder with whom he imagines himself to be sharing a bed in this hushed, post-midnight zone. Whose absence provokes his longing breath? Not mine.


  A kiss of ice seems to land upon my eyelashes though the room is warm, and I imagine snow falling from the ceiling. I gain the window in four short steps and, clear through the glass, I think I can taste the falling dew of night. It has to be a dream, the thought comes, this last thirty years or more. I can’t be here. It’s not so much that my life is more terrible than I deserve but that the reality of the here and now seems so arbitrary, as though I have been transported through a series of lightning flashes to the various plateaus of existence. Wife of Fred Evans, governess to Lucy Jenson, widow of Jack Hamilton, wife of Jack Hamilton, double expatriate, once here, once there.


  Re-emerging from my dreams is an earlier self still. Though little more than a child, this girl seems wiser than she has been at any time since. Through the crisp precision of instinct she is able to divide thought, belief, and action into night and day, right and wrong. Only later did she stumble through the trials and errors of experience into the dense fog of uncertainty.


  My dream brought me back to Bonavista, to the soft lamp–light by the Evans’s stove, to a scene fresher in my mind, more enlivened by senses, than yesterday’s clumsy argument about Kean. There were just two of us, Noah Evans and I. The stove’s hiss and crackle accompanied our words and the wind created a harmony of low moans outside.


  “Fred is going to the ice again this spring,” he said, stretching his hands uncertainly towards his foot, cradling his lower calf in his palms. Noah was a year younger than I, but we both sat like children, folded in upon ourselves, a cluster of confidentiality and innocence. “He has a berth on Abram Kean’s ship.” He hasn’t met my eyes. This and his bald statement convey everything.


  “How about you?”


  He smiled, relieved perhaps, at the ease with which I have caught his meaning.


  “I don’t think I can.”


  “Perhaps next year your mother will let you.”


  He shakes his head, a touch of irritation about him now.


  “I don’t want to spill blood.”


  The idea stopped me for a moment as I watched Noah’s forefinger probe a freshly stitched wound in his thick woollen sock.


  “It’s not human blood, Noah.”


  As Noah’s older brother entered, filling the room with the unmistakable yet hard-to-describe scent of a young man—the rough smell of physical work, leather, and thick outer clothing—I spoke lower. Fred cast a look in our direction that was half-curious, half-scornful. He sat at the round table a few feet away and, with the hint of a flourish, opened the newspaper.


  “Have you ever been up close to an animal?” Noah whispered. Fred rustled his newspaper. “Close enough to strike it dead?” His brown eyes, alive with constant, frightened motion, locked upon mine.


  I leaned as close as I could to Noah without gaining Fred’s attention.


  “You don’t have to.” My face burned, perhaps with the heat of the nearby stove. “You don’t ever have to if you don’t want to.”


  He winced as though struck on the side of the head, and gave a bitter smile. “You don’t understand. I do have to. Everyone does.”


  I was about to argue, but sensing a change in the atmo–sphere, we edged away from each other and looked up to the table. The wind had died down and even the stove had ceased to sizzle. Fred was listening.


  “I wonder you girls aren’t taking the time to do some sewing.”


  I threw the older brother a scornful glare. He looked away suddenly and I saw his jaw tensing.


  “See what I mean?” breathed Noah so quietly I barely caught the words.


  Fred’s face had turned pink and his knuckles were white as he gripped the corners of the newspaper he scanned too intently.


  “Right the first time,” he said suddenly. Through the supersensitive hearing that sometimes alerts one sibling to the most private whispers of another, Fred had managed to hear all of Noah’s words. “You do have to. The families on this coast can’t afford men who fear the sight of blood.” I turned from Noah and faced him. His eyelids flickered beneath his businesslike frown as he pretended to read.


  “Fred, your family doesn’t rely on the seal hunt anymore, as you well know. Leave Noah alone.”


  “Just as well it doesn’t.” Fred snapped the newspaper shut. “I’ve been out with your brothers taking a look at the ice. The three of us might go out tomorrow and shoot a few in advance of the hunt.”


  “Noah will join you,” I said, aware of my recklessness, of the hum of blood in my ears. I sensed Noah squirming beside me and felt the heat of his blush.


  “Ha! Just two weeks ago we put him on an ice pan no more than twenty yards from shore, club in his hand, knife in his belt, a family of seals no more than fifteen paces away.”


  “Here he goes again,” said Noah, rolling his eyes.


  I tried to catch his eye but his face had turned, seeking refuge from the stove.


  “Just like Father at fourteen, just like me, except the task was far simpler. We leave him to it with instructions to bring home flippers and hide.”


  “Stop it,” I said. Fred locked eyes with me for a moment, but the interruption had merely served to infuriate him more.


  “He snuck back in two hours later with nothing.”


  Fred rose from the table, taking his newspaper, his face twisted in an odd kind of triumph, aimed—I thought at the time—in my direction. “That’s the kind of man he is, the kind that can never support a family.”


  “What do you know?” hissed Noah, shoulders hunched like those of a dog caught between flight and defence. “I did kill a seal.”


  “Where is it then?” Fred stood over us, his newspaper rolled up in his hand.


  “It slipped off into the water before I could fetch it back.” Fred was motionless for a second, his rolled newspaper wavering. He watched his younger brother for signs of deception. The aggression had gone from Noah, and he sunk upon his crossed legs, deeply ashamed. For a moment there was a glimmer of something new on Fred’s face, a suggestion of approval.


  “I’m going out to meet Michael and Jimmy again,” he said, turning to the door. “Maybe we’ll even get one before supper!” The door opened and slammed. “Man’s work, Noah!” The exclamation died off into the dusk.


  The battle between the brothers had arisen during my stay. As tonight was my last before returning to St. John’s, this was the final shot I was to witness. It didn’t trouble me so much because I would soon be home and within the orbit of Jack, the auburn-haired young man who had begun turning up with the unexplained regularity that promised a long and reliable courtship. I assumed that for Fred and Noah the tensions between them would die away once I left.


  Now I wonder whether I had been flattering myself all along. Family relationships are like spiders’ webs, vastly more complex than they at first appear. A twitch upon a thread will cause a movement in an unexpected place. Were Noah and Fred fighting over me? Or were Fred and I locked in battle over Noah’s soul? Now, in the dark, rendered lonelier than solitude by a husband’s tortured breathing, this second explanation seems more likely.


  “Did you really kill a seal?” I asked in a tone more excited and more breathless than I really meant. I wanted to purge him of Fred’s disparagement, to add a woman’s encouragement to the goading of a man.


  He raised his head. The eyes that met mine were moist with some passion I couldn’t name.


  “Would that impress you?” he asked. Each syllable was stealthy, like footfalls upon pine needles. It passed through my mind even then that he seemed almost afraid of the answer.


  “Of course it would!” I said, touching his arm warmly.


  Of course it would, I repeat to the rhythm of the curtain, rising and falling with the breeze. Fred groans again from the bed behind me. What I would not give to return to the Evanses’ hearth and draw those words back into myself.


  It seems all my life I’ve been searching for a villain. Kean was the latest. Haig was one of the first. But Fred has been in my sights too, at least since our marriage. Fred humiliated his young brother into the hunt. After the ceremony at the memorial twenty-two years ago, he made me believe he was feeling the same as I. It was not so. But I didn’t imagine the aura of sadness when I met him after the laying of the wreath, and melancholy has a way of demanding forgiveness. Fred’s unhappiness ensured he would always escape my final condemnation. So my search for a villain continued, and now at last it seems I have found her. Noah might be alive today had I not spoken as I did.


  And who else? whispers the hem of the curtain against the window ledge. Night and silence are merciless and they have sensed there are many hours until dawn and nothing to interrupt their work.


  Mysteriously, from Fred’s wheezing the sound of a cheering crowd unfolds. I stand hunched, reliving the hurrahs of the young men on the banks of Quidi Vidi Lake. Through what subtle means might I have communicated that tingle of pride I felt? How might the light in my eyes, the admiration and excitement I felt, have forbidden second thoughts in my husband and brothers?


  I see a flash of orange hair on a bright summer day, a shining track, and the dark bumper of a steam engine, feel again the urgent tug of air in my lungs as I drop to the shingle and leap for Lucy’s rag doll. Was it Lucy, the unhappy child, Noah, Jack, or my brothers I was saving? Or someone else? Which creature of my acquaintance could have been brought to mind by a lifeless doll overwhelmed by the vastness around her? Who is that one human being whose likeness might compel me to risk my own life? Every question leads to the same answer, a pinprick of vanity, a single star of self-interest. The tiny, fearful light continues to burn regardless of a black–ened cosmos that surrounds it; it has to burn because without it there is nothing.


  So I continue both dead and alive, just as Fred, my lean, aging wolfhound of a husband continues, just as Simon and Sarah Jenson and their unhappy Lucy must have continued when I left their service. But I am wrong to foist my defeat upon them. They, at least, were still young, and they did have one child with another on the way. Something had happened that day in Ipswich too, when Mr. Jenson threw poor Mr. Smith down the stairs and when I almost made off with Lucy. They did not become happy, but grief ceased to rage with such intemperate, uncontrollable flames. I wonder what became of them all.


  “Elsa.”


  My heart stops at the sound of my name in the darkness. Two beats skip into one and, stiffly, my head begins to turn.


  “What are you doing?”


  I hear the sigh of sheets on skin and I know my husband is sitting.


  “Thinking about Noah,” I say. Did I mean that as a deterrent? If so, it was not planned.


  “Me too,” he says, and the unexpectedness of it prickles the hairs on the back of my neck. I turn around fully and see an outline of Fred’s neck and jaw in the moonlight, the blueness and his sinews reminding me for a moment of the war memorial. “I dreamed about Noah on the ice.” His voice is soft and uneven and the thought slips into me that this is what happens: Men must turn themselves into stone under the all-seeing eye of the sun and then in the darkness of dreams must sink into jelly. I remember a scream in the night more than twenty years ago.


  “A nightmare,” I say. I meant it as a question but it comes out differently, as though I can read his thoughts.


  “Yes.”


  I am across the room already and clambering in bed although I scarcely know how to comfort him.


  “You can tell me about it,” I say, as the mattress stops creaking.


  “I was just out there with him, in the darkness, in the cold. We fell on our knees together and the ice worked its way through our skin to our bones.”


  He pauses and I listen for more, letting my hand rest upon the thick down of his forearm. Then I realize he has finished, and realize also that it is enough.


  I was right the first time about Fred. Another sad day, he said to me once, and I fell for him. It was real and honest, that rich seam of melancholy that ran through his spirit. I shouldn’t require him to feel and think as I do. I could vent my fury and self-accusation regarding Noah, Jack, and my brothers and then wait out the chilled and wordless night that would in time give way to a day of silences and accusing stares. But what would be the point? By accident, it seems, I have snagged a thread of similarity between myself and Fred. Why not cultivate it a little? If he doesn’t hate war and bloodshed as I do, he certainly hates the consequences, and perhaps in the end that amounts to the same thing, even if something crucial has been lost along the way.


  “What about you?” he asks, his voice distant, indistinct. His speech has had this quality ever since my revelation this morning about being by Kean’s deathbed. Fear and pleading are in there somewhere, like the voice of someone who, lost in the wilderness, spies a figure on the horizon but is afraid it may be a mirage.


  “It’s just sad,” I say, choosing the only statement I could think of that is both truthful and neutral.


  “Yes,” he says, and I sense a touch of relief as he draws me a little closer. “It’s just sad.”


  Epilogue


  Noah


  Ice spirals around my uncovered wrists. I have to glance down to confirm it is merely air and not bracelets of iron that squeeze so hard against my flesh. I move the club from one hand to the other, not in the stealthy way that Fred and the others describe but with an exaggerated, jagged motion like a coward hoping the man he challenges takes off in fright before blows and injuries are necessary. But the lone seal upon which I have been making ground, his companions having long since slipped off the pan, merely turns his head and stares though black and uncomprehending eyes.


  I don’t need to turn around to know that Fred and Father are gone. I heard their voices—yelled exhortations to bring home flippers and hide—die away upon the crisp, still air. I take a last pace towards the animal, the ice dipping only slightly under my boots, and am now close enough to strike. I can feel the coiling of muscle and sinew that would accompany the rising and bringing down of the club. The ghost of the movement passes through me and, for the moment, I am a man of steel. I can feel things and see the world as Fred and Father see it. I can smell the animal’s blood and feel the special warmth of an achievement that expands the world of a man, feeding and clothing others and myself. Who would I draw into this expanding circle of mine? The question yields a pale, sparsely freckled face and a scent I carry to bed, to school, to work, through suppers when my mind is absent and I am brought abruptly into the stark Evans world by a thrown crust and the yelp of teasing voices. Elsa. Elsa and the life she and I might create between us. She is a year my senior and surely wants a man and not a boy. She will be here with her parents in two short weeks, breathing the same air, sleeping under the same roof, and we will slip into each other’s thoughts as before. This is my chance. The word chance, the slippery sound, merges with the beast’s watery black eyes, now blinking as it bobs its head for a moment then raises it up again. It is asking for deliverance. I can hardly believe this part of the task should seem so easy.


  But something is wrong. The impulse to strike has left me. The coiling motion that passed through me and that I took to be a prelude now seems both the beginning and the end. The seal shakes its head. Rolls of fat undulate and ice pellets fly from its whiskers. Its nostrils expand into black tunnels then go back to slits. Its exhalation momentarily warms my left wrist.


  I know I can expand my circle by killing the seal. I can almost feel the manly spring that would come into my stride. But it would be bringing death to a place where there is life, and the reason I carry Elsa’s scent in my mind is because she is alive. She has a pulse and a heart, and eyes that grow moist before the fire. The circle shrinks once more, my hold upon the club loosens, and I realize I have more in common with the creature before me than I do with the kin who have led me to this place.


  It’s a strange feeling, this certainty that I will not act as I am expected to. I am like some sea creature grasping a rock in a swirling ocean and heaving myself onto dry land to feel for the very first time the steadiness of the earth beneath my bones. The me that is unconnected from Fred, from Father and Mother, from cousins and friends, has no wish at all to aim a blow at a seal or any other creature if I can help it. The fact that I am new and unknown to myself makes no difference to this fact. This fresh self who has been revealed to me—a person incapable of striking—is, at this moment at least, many times more firm and indomitable than the need to please or impress. It is the one true thing in the general blur of my life. I have a fleeting sense that I may have glimpsed a different kind of expanding circle, another sort of growth not gained through the smell of animal blood. It’s beyond naming, but its imprint is in nature, in me, vaguely nestling inside verses half-remembered from the schoolroom and chapel. Who says I cannot draw Elsa inside this circle instead?


  The seal throws up its head, keeping its neck proud and erect, and gives a hoarse, loud yelp that seems like a salutation of sorts, especially when its eyes do not leave mine.


  Backing off slowly, I turn and make my way towards the shore.
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