THE COLOUR OF HER EYES

“Can you remove the mask without damaging what's underneath?”

“I can't guarantee that,” said Biddy. “Depends what's underneath. It might need reconstruction. I can do that, if necessary. However...”

“Don't 'However' me, woman.”

“There is an ethical issue. People...”

“Can shove their issues. I own it. That's all that matters. So will you take the job?”


You are a monster, Mrs Derriger, thought Biddy. But I need the money.

“Yes or No? I have been assured that you can work wonders. Anything else is your problem.” 
Mrs Derriger  pointed a gold fingernail at the Contract and waited.


The artist Frank Studdart flared early and died young. 

His first decade produced a series of stunning works. But his stock fell when he turned increasingly to lucrative society portrait commissions. The costs of a wife and numerous children might be blamed for this falling off, but it was certainly his weakness for Italian sports cars that put an abrupt end to his career. Studdart died at 41. And luckily for his reputation, some said. Which Biddy  thought cruel, but fair. So was Studdart a tragic loss, or shallow showman?
The posthumous l’Absence Exquise put him firmly in the loss category. This was a full length nude study of stunning chiaroscuro that one critic called, “The most original work by any British artist this century.” Another described the nude: “Reclining on a bank of silk cushions whose colours complement and clash with the prismatic tones of her flesh, from pouting pink lip to saffron instep. With no obvious light source the shadows are paradoxical, suggesting a different spectrum altogether. The boundaries between flesh and silk dissolve altogether as she raises a hand to adjust her diamond-fringed Venetian carnival mask... But there is not the least hint of an eye behind the utterly black eyeholes.” While another declared, “Pure filth. Excuse me, impure filth.”

Studdart's Widow wanted none of it. A canny dealer bought the piece, and put an end to indecent speculation as to exactly what the 'absence' was, by re-naming it Nue masquée.  For forty years it had bounced around the auction rooms, its price rising with each appearance, until Mrs Derriger, after several attempts, acquired it and contacted Biddy Gaulda.”

“So will you restore it? Or must I send it to New York?”

“They'll butcher it,” said Biddy. But didn't sign the contract.

Mrs Derriger was an unpleasant bully and Biddy's own reputation stood to suffer if the restoration went awry. Many in her circle  saw Nue masquée as an icon and were unhappy that Biddy was even talking to the woman. Mrs Derriger saw her chance slipping. Then Biddy signed and smiled. Mrs Derriger's butler witnessed the Contract and whisked it away.

“To tell you the truth,” said Biddy, “everyone will be agog to know what’s under the mask.”


Mrs Derriger killed the smile. “You've signed a non-disclosure agreement. Just do your job and keep your trap shut. I will do all the talking – in public and private Understood?”


Then she remembered she relied on Biddy's skills to get what she wanted. So she added, “Now I can tell you what’s under the mask. I am.”


“Frank was the love of my life and I was the love of his...


“I was not long married, but long enough to know the worth of a man. Ian, my then husband, commissioned Francis to do my portrait since he was du jour. Then something happened, and Ian cancelled. I don’t know why. Perhaps he suspected something. But it was too late: Frank and I were already lovers. Such love... I’ve never told anyone this.

“I posed as Ian’s lawful wife morning and night but in the afternoons I slipped away to Chelsea to pose naked for Frank. It was agony, the best agony. Have you ever posed? It’s hard work, believe me, the hardest when it’s for your lover. To lie there still, arms up for hours, full of longing. Oh, but he was disciplined. Have you ever had a man stare at you like that? Scrutinise every inch of your body? Drink you? Think you? Immortalise you? There is nothing like it. Nothing. I could never tell, from day to day, the exact moment he would drop his brushes, wash his hands, then pull me to him by my aching arms. It was always different, always blissful.”

“So why the mask?” asked Biddy. 

Mrs Derriger glared: “No one could know! His wife was a nothing, but my husband was another matter. Frank knew from the start we could never be together. ‘But I will have those lovely green eyes. Then I’ll cover them with the finest of masks. And that will be our secret.’”
You want immortality, thought Biddy. Something she'd never dreamt of, or desired. 

Mrs Derriger's good eye bored through Biddy: “As soon as you release me from that paint I will tell the world. While I still can, I want them to know what we did, what we hid, what we had.”

Biddy saw that the woman was mocking her, implying No artist would give YOU a second glance. She felt pity and revulsion in equal measure.

“Do you have a contemporary photograph of yourself?” she asked. “It would help any reconstruction.”

When it arrived she pinned up the studio portrait of two women, both tiresomely beautiful in ball gowns. Mrs Derriger in green to match her eyes. Her mother - or was it sister? - in blue to match hers. Biddy folded her away as a distraction and set to work, careful to photograph every stage of the process.

Two weeks later a tiny cloud of black powder floated up from Nue masquée and disappeared through the extractor fan. Biddy sat back, removed her own mask with its filters and jeweller’s lenses... And laughed, “Oh my god. Lovely green eyes... My backside!”

Mrs Derriger called back immediately. Biddy would be picked up by limousine and present the finished work to its owner at 6pm. She would talk to no one. An invitation-only private party had been arranged for 7. Biddy was welcome to attend. To help serve drinks and food. She should dress accordingly and not speak unless spoken to.

The guest were arriving at the main door when Biddy unwrapped Nue masquée on the dining room table. The butler and maid lifted the painting as carefully as if it were a frozen cobweb and placed it on an easel.
Alone on her regency couch Mrs Derriger stared and stared at the face before her.
“Oh my god,” she said at last.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

