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Harry

The Folkestone–Boulogne ferry, August 1921

‘Edie?’
Harry sees her as he steps out onto the deck. She is wearing 

a grey silk dress and though her hair is hidden under a broad- 
brimmed straw hat, he knows her from the shape of her wrist 
on the railings and the way that she holds a cigarette.

‘It is you?’
But when she turns, it isn’t Edie at all.
‘Pardon?’ The woman takes her sunhat off as she looks up 

at Harry. Dark hair flickers around a pale face. ‘Forgive me, 
do I know you?’

‘I’m terribly sorry. I was mistaken. For an instant I was 
certain that you were somebody else.’ He nods an apology and 
steps back. How could he have thought it? He wants to walk 
away quickly now, to turn his face from the woman who is not 
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her. He suddenly feels breathless and unsteady, but he hesitates 
when he sees the woman’s eyes. ‘Are you quite well, miss?’

‘It’s that blasted sun.’
‘Here. Please.’
‘You’re very kind.’
It is only as she takes his handkerchief that he remembers it 

is embroidered with his brother’s initials. It was a shame not 
to use them, Edie had said, not sounding entirely convinced. 
He looks away as the woman wipes the tears from her eyes. 
The blue water is glitteringly bright.

‘“F.B.” is it? Frank? Fred? To whom do I address 
my thanks?’

‘Harry, actually.’ He offers her his hand. ‘Harry Blythe.’
‘Rachel West.’ Her face softens when she smiles. ‘Bother. 

It doesn’t seem nice to soil a stranger’s handkerchief and then 
to hand it back. Even if it perhaps wasn’t yours to begin with.’

‘Do keep it. Think nothing of it.’ He can feel his breath 
slowing, his centre stilling. To focus on the details of a new 
face, to see her tears drying and to exchange steady civilities, 
takes that momentary misplaced rush away.

‘I’m indebted to you, Mr Blythe. I assure you, I don’t 
make a habit of commandeering the linen of men I’ve never 
met before.’

‘No secret stockpile of pilfered napkins and inveigled 
cravats, then?’

‘This is the first in my collection.’
How could he have mistaken her? Her face isn’t like Edie’s 

at all, he sees now: the angles are sharper, her colours all 
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darker. But something in her smile, in the animation of her 
eyes, reminds Harry of her.

‘Did I see you drawing pictures earlier?’ she asks.
‘Quite possibly. I’ve found myself press- ganged into being 

a floating portrait artist. A lady asked me to draw her likeness 
this morning and now they’re forming a queue. I’ve never 
had more custom or more gratitude. I’m starting to think 
that I could make a living on this crossing.’

‘What a thing!’
‘They mean to pin themselves up in enquiry offices and 

cafés and railway stations. They’re looking for missing men.’
Rachel West blows smoke at the sea and nods, as if she 

finds this behaviour perfectly normal and natural. Her hand 
goes to the locket around her neck, her fingers stroking the 
engraved words Forget Me Not. He considers, as he watches 
her, whether it is sometimes best to try to forget.

‘They stick up photographs of their husbands and their 
own faces. Like so many misplaced shoes that need pairing 
together again. I didn’t know that there would be so many.’

When she looks back at him, she seems surprised. ‘So 
many? But of course.’

She puts a hand to the railings and shuts her eyes to the wind. 
Harry thinks about ships’ figureheads as he watches Rachel 
West’s profile against the water. He pictures her as a wooden 
woman on a ship’s prow, crashing through waves, cutting 
across wide oceans, all baroque curls and barnacled breast, 
the darling of the crew. Rachel, very much flesh again, blows 
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her nose on his brother’s handkerchief and observes that the 
sea is so bracing. ‘It’s buffing my edges off,’ she says as she 
turns towards him again.

Harry looks at the skyline. He can feel the vibration of the 
engine. The weight of the breaking waves. A glint of light 
reflects off a faraway fishing boat but there is, as yet, no sign 
of the French coast. He tastes salt on his lips and wonders if 
he will be sick again. Edie had once told him that the trick 
was to stay out on deck, to take deep breaths and to stare 
squarely at the water, as if it were a dog that might bite him 
if he took his eyes away. He thinks again about the postcard 
that he received from her last week. Has she stood where 
Rachel West is standing now within the past month? Could 
she have leaned on these same railings with her eyes fixed 
on the waves? Did she feel sick as she crossed to France? And 
why was she – is she – in Arras?

‘You look green,’ says Rachel. ‘I take it that you’re not an 
accustomed mariner, Mr Blythe?’

He shakes his head. ‘Not my calling.’
The boat pitches down and spumes of white water leap. 

He hears Rachel’s intake of breath. ‘Doesn’t it make you feel 
vigorous?’ she asks. ‘Keenly alive? Effervescent with it?’

‘Deeply so.’ He feels vigorously buffeted by the sharp, 
salty wind and nauseous with it. He tightens his grip on the 
railings. ‘As if I’ve got a stomach full of baking soda.’

‘“I must go down to the seas again, to the vagrant gypsy 
life,”’ she quotes with a grin. ‘“To the gull’s way and the 
whale’s way where the wind’s like a whetted knife.”’ All the 
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sadness in her face goes as she enunciates at the waves. Her 
eyes widen, as though she relishes the taste of the words. But 
then her gaze connects with Harry’s and the grin is gone. ‘I 
know you were there, weren’t you? I can see it on your face. 
I probably shouldn’t ask you – please forgive me for asking – 
but what was it like the first time? Would you tell me? The 
first time that you crossed over to France, I mean.’

She makes it sound like the River Styx, he thinks. Harry 
imagines himself and Francis on a small boat, the water all 
around writhing with the limbs of the wrathful. He imagines 
his fingers placing a penny in Francis’ mouth.

‘We had a false start,’ he says. It would be wrong to roman-
ticize it for her. ‘They put us on an Isle of Man ferry – a 
proper old paddle steamer. It had been requisitioned by the 
Admiralty, but still had wood panelling and velvet upholstery 
and the Douglas to Fleetwood timetable up on the wall. We 
sang “Jerusalem” as we pulled out of Folkestone. I mean, 
can you imagine? “Bring me my spear! O clouds unfold!”’ 
He looks at her. She nods in recognition. ‘Apologies for the 
singing voice. Bravado, you know? Only our sword did have 
to sleep in our hands that day. The destroyer that was accom-
panying us hit a submerged mine – and boom! It ripped a 
great gash in its side and all flames and smoke poured out. 
We’d strayed into an unmarked minefield, you see, and at 
any moment our poor old paddle steamer might have gone 
boom too. Anyway, we limped cautiously back to Folkestone 
and slept that night on the dock.’

‘With some relief?’
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‘A concrete floor had never seemed so comfortable. But we 
had to do it all again the next day.’ The memory of torn steel 
and treacherous water looms at him like something spectral 
and leaves a metallic taste in his mouth. It had been there in 
the box of old photographs: that image of him and Will and 
Francis all curled together, three brothers asleep on the dock-
side. It was one of the pictures that made him pause when Edie 
had given him the box in May. He had never seen that one 
before and it had taken him a moment to recognize his own 
slumped shoulders. She had laughed at him briefly for that. 
He can’t remember who might have taken the photograph, 
or the feeling of sleeping entwined with his brothers’ limbs.

‘And so you did.’
‘Cross again? Yes.’ He blinks at Rachel. ‘That was 

February 1916. The experience rather put me off messing 
about in boats.’

‘“All I ask is a merry yarn from a laughing fellow- rover,”’ 
she quotes, ‘“And quiet sleep and a sweet dream when the 
long trick’s over.”’

‘Quite,’ says Harry.
‘We learned that one at school.’
Seagulls arc and cry in the background of the canvas that 

he’s mentally composing of Rachel West. The wind in her 
hair makes her look like a mermaid. With his eyes on the 
water he can’t help but scan for mines. Regardless of what 
Edie might have advised, it calms him more to focus on this 
woman who offers poetry to the waves and how he might 
convey her in paint.
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‘David went over in the January,’ she says.
‘David?’
‘My husband. Here. Perhaps you might understand this?’
She takes the paper from the envelope with some care and 

Harry feels a sense of responsibility as the wind tugs against 
the letter in his hands. He tries to read it through twice, 
wanting for her sake to understand, but only the date and 
Rachel’s own name are decipherable. There are the shapes 
of words, strokes and scrolls, which must have had meaning 
and importance to their maker, but Harry cannot untangle 
them. It might as well be in Greek.

‘Can you read it?’
‘I’m sorry. The writing is very difficult to make out, isn’t it?’
‘He used to write poems. Would you believe it? Verses full 

of the landscapes of his childhood and such clever rhymes.’
Harry looks down at the page, which seems to have nei-

ther rhyme nor reason.
‘It was his last,’ she says. ‘The next thing was a typed note 

saying that David was missing. When I look at this letter, I 
think that part of him was already missing.’

‘Yes. I can see that.’ Harry thinks about flinging this sad 
letter into the wind, pictures it floating away, a white speck 
retreating into the water, but he hands it to her instead and 
watches as she folds the paper.

‘It’s the third time that I’ve been back,’ she says. ‘It’s not 
enough: “Missing”.’

‘No,’ Harry replies.

*
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The boat is full of Rachels – women who touch their lockets 
when they speak, travelling to gravesides and searching. It is 
a ship full of hope and fear. Hers is the fifth portrait that he 
will draw on the boat and they are all much obliged. He is 
curious to see these walls full of the seeking and the miss-
ing, all of these faces that require pairing together again. He 
imagines their photograph faces, Edie and Francis, side by 
side on a wall, coupled and completed again. He recalls twin 
portraits, his and hers, painted by his own hand, intended 
for the walls of their house. He remembers the day that he 
painted Edie’s portrait, how he had watched as she curled 
her fringe around wetted fingers. He can see it even now. 
The silvering was flaking from the reverse of the mirror, so 
that sections of her reflected face were cracks and absences.

‘There. I’m ready for you now,’ she had said, her mirror 
smile focusing in on his own face.

He throws his cigarette away as the port comes into sight 
and takes Edie’s postcard from his pocket. The engines check 
and he feels the vibration of the boat change. Dunes and 
ramparts and piers emerge. There are the shapes of chimneys 
then, the dome of the basilica and the holiday colours of the 
quayside cafés. Light cuts through the gathering rain clouds 
and the flags on the casino pull in the wind. As Boulogne 
slides into view now, he wonders whether Edie is still on 
this side of the Channel and whether she has found Francis 
dead or alive.
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