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author note


During the Great War, more than 60,000 British soldiers had their faces mutilated by machine-gun fire and exploding shells in the world’s first truly mechanised warfare. Being left so horribly disfigured meant that after surviving the horrors of war, they now faced the most difficult journey of all… the journey home to their loved ones.


Frances Derwent Wood, born in the Lake District in 1871, had trained as an artist and sculptor. He enlisted at the age of forty-four – too old to be sent to the battlefields – and became a private in the Royal Army Medical Corps based at a hospital in London. It was there that he realised that his artistic skills might be used to create new ‘faces’ for those most disfigured by war. Using photographs of the men in their prime, he created and painted thin, lightweight masks that gave them back their identity at a time when surgery was rudimentary and could never have restored them to their former selves, allowing them to return to their loved ones with some measure of dignity.


By 1917, his activities had been reported on in The Lancet (“My work begins where the work of the surgeon is completed. When the surgeon has done all he can to restore functions… I endeavour by means of the skill I happen to possess as a sculptor to make a man’s face as near as possible to what it looked like before he was wounded.”) And so the Masks for Facial Disfigurement Department – quickly dubbed the Tin Nose (or Noses) Shop – was created. It inspired similar work in Paris.


The Tin Nose Shop in this novel is set in Northern Ireland, at a time when the British government was just beginning to explore this idea and to test its viability. It is an imagined world, but the techniques used – and the injuries suffered and treated – are representative of what transpired soon after at the hospital in London.


In the summer of 1997, my wife Colleen and I travelled around Ireland with our four small children aged seven and under. We went to the farm in Sligo that Colleen’s grandmother, Sarah Burke, had fled for America and Ellis Island in 1918. We also visited Omagh, and when I heard about the bombing the following year, it tore my heart out.


I returned there twice to research a novel. On the second visit, in 1999, I got talking to a barman in a local pub. He pointed out three people who were wearing government-issued masks to conceal their faces, which had been mutilated in the blast; they had chosen masks rather than undergo many months of plastic surgery. The barman casually mentioned that the British government had made similar masks for soldiers whose faces had been destroyed in the First World War and raised this question: did the government make masks so the soldiers could hide behind them? Or to prevent the rest of society from witnessing the horrors of war? That question and our conversation stayed with me, inspiring me to find out more. That is the point of origin for this novel, which is dedicated to a small army of wee grandchildren – Cooper, Daisy, Ezra, Owen, Leo, Gray, Liam, Bo, Emma and Sonny – who, I pray, will never know anything of war.









prologue


For most of us, it takes a while to realise that we cross lines in our lives. Silent, unmarked borders of time that we pass, as if in our dreams, without ever realising what we are leaving behind. We do not see that the matchless nights of being cherished and held close are vanishing even as we live them, and that we are all refugees from one war-torn country or another, or from one war-torn love story or another. Time moves so deceptively that we never say, “This is the last walk I will take with you along the shore.” Or, “This afternoon I carried a child in my arms for the final time.” Perhaps early this morning while we dressed and put the kettle on, our destiny advanced, unwatched.









BOOK I









summer


Of course, the three of them are still far too young this summer to know any of this. This summer of 1912, two years before the Great War begins. Katie has just turned twenty. Both boys, Sam and Ned, are a year behind her. This disparity of a single year has given her a certain authority over them since they were small children, following her up and down the street they all live on in Brighton, just a short walk from the Palace Pier. Because she could easily outrun them, both boys remember their childhood as a time spent chasing after her. A time when their daily adventures were defined by the dimensions of her imagination and her ambition. Her mother had died soon after she was born, leaving her to be raised by her father and her three older brothers, the result of which meant there was practically nothing that could shock her, and suitably she drove a hard bargain. Quitting was intolerable. Crying and whining, along with any form of complaining, were strictly forbidden. So now, while most of England just before the war is nodding off in their teacups to the symphonies of Sir Edward Elgar or Ralph Vaughan Williams, Katie prefers climbing onto the pale green table in the conservatory and regaling the boys with the Broadway hit from America, ‘By the Light of the Silvery Moon’, while they try to pretend they are not looking up her dress.


Maybe this is something her mother would scold her for, if she had a mother. Actually, it is thrilling for her in a way she can’t quite comprehend, though she wishes that just once she would see in Sam’s eyes the same kind of physical hunger that pours out of Ned and that she knows she is responsible for inspiring in him. Because there is no doubt in anyone’s mind that Sam possesses a brilliant talent. He will attend the Royal Academy of Arts in London in the autumn and on these summer nights when Katie lies in her bed, waiting for sleep to come, she tries to picture what it would be like to be Sam’s muse. What would it be like for her to strike a certain pose quite unwittingly that inspires him to suddenly say, “Wait! Don’t move!”? And then to paint her. To paint her. What could ever be more thrilling? But Sam is always slightly beyond her reach. And the physical hunger that animates Ned so thoroughly and predictably is matched in Sam by a quiet longing. Longing for what? Katie wonders. Something neither of them would be able to name, she suspects. Or even begin to speak about. Something you only sense in the piercing light of the stars or in the waves thundering along the shore, and may finally understand when you have grown old and all life is transformed into memory.


It is completely different with Ned. He knows what he wants and he has a look in his eyes like he is going to go after it in the next five minutes. Why long for something when you can just take it? “He is such a boy,” his mother has always said of him with pride and delight. Moving with great velocity. From the day he learned to run, he seldom walked anywhere again. Most people go their whole lives without ever getting in a fist fight. Ned washes the blood off his knuckles to prepare for the next confrontation. He seeks out the bullies in order to test himself. What is life without a trial of some sort?


The Crouch cars appear this summer from a factory in Coventry. These long rectangles of steel and wood can do thirty-five miles per hour along the high street. Built By Enthusiasts For Enthusiasts, their advertisements say. But they are not nearly fast enough to escape Ned, who charges full speed at them from out of the shadows and does his running handsprings off their long engine bonnets. Before the drivers know what’s happened, he has disappeared down the other side of the street. It’s mad. And this madness is becoming increasingly difficult for Katie to remain indifferent to. It seems to her that youth is wasted without a certain measure of madness to overpower your fears so that you won’t end up regretting what you were too frightened or timid to try. Ned’s madness is just one more thing about him that makes Katie shake her head and smile. He is one of those boys who will still be a boy long after he becomes a man. And this gives him certain qualities that she finds irresistible. He’s restless. He throws himself at life. He holds nothing back. Unlike Sam, who keeps everything inside until the instant his charcoal pencil or his paintbrush with the bronze ferrule touches the canvas and it all comes rushing out of him, all the emotion that he has stored away and guarded the way we protect our deepest secrets. She has wondered for years where these lovely paintings come from. Especially the portraits that Sam renders with just a few simple strokes. “How do you know what to put in?” she used to ask him again and again until he finally told her.


“It’s not what I put in, Katie. It’s what I decide to leave out.”


The walls of her bedroom are covered with his paintings and drawings. She has fallen asleep in that room every night of her life, surrounded now by what Sam decided to leave out.


Many of the paintings are of her with Ned. His face, close to hers. “My two favourite people in the world,” Sam has told her. And he seems quite resigned never to be in the paintings with her, and to remain in the margin of her life. Her life with Ned. A life he has made holy by the way he renders it in colour, light and shadow.


This summer she is acutely aware of his gift and of the gift he will bestow on the subjects of his paintings. The gift that only an artist can grant. The gift of immortality.









cliffs


On a brightly lit morning in June of 1913, the three of them travel by train to Katie’s grandparents’ farm in Dorset. Sam cannot look out across the English Channel from the pale green rolling hills without recalling conversations he has overheard and been part of in London, where the wars taking part in the Balkans seemed to hold the possibility of a wider war. A war that could sweep him away from England before he can finish his training at the Royal Academy of Arts and then set up shop in a studio near Kensington, where he will try to make his way into the world somehow as a painter. There are two galleries run by an eccentric opium dealer who is interested in his work. One of these is exhibiting the cubist-style paintings of the French artist Jean Metzinger that intrigued Sam from the time he first saw them. Even as a small boy making deliveries with his father in the old man’s milk wagon, Sam felt in some chamber of his heart that he had been set on this earth to paint, but now at the age of twenty, he is beginning to doubt this. Something with the power of a tide seems to be pulling him away from what he was always so certain of.


At the farmhouse, as Sam shaves in the yellow bathroom at the top of the stairs, he wishes once again that he had at least a trace of whiskers on his face so that he didn’t look so much like a school boy. All he has is peach fuzz. And there beside him is Ned, who can grow a beard in his sleep.


Ned throws his arm around Sam’s shoulder. “We’re in Thomas Hardy country,” he exclaims. “Do you remember your Hardy? Or were you busy drawing when old Mr Fowler was annihilating him for a whole new generation with his gasbag lectures, and the line of drool running down his chin?”


“Some of it,” Sam answers. “I remember some of it.”


“Poor Thomas Hardy.”


This makes Sam laugh and ask, “Why should we feel sorry for Thomas Hardy?”


“He’s too fucking old for the war that’s coming, that’s why. Poor bastard is going to have to miss all the fun.”


“You’re that sure of it?”


“Of what?”


“Of war.”


“Bleeding Christ, Sam. Have you not been reading the newspapers for the past year? Germany’s been busy building a navy to challenge our own. Their leaders have made no secret about wanting to expand their territory. And the industrialists in their country and ours are like pigs at a trough. They know they will fatten up on the profits that war will bring them. It’s inevitable.”


Sam knows that some of this is only Ned being Ned. But still, it makes his heart race. Every time they have spoken about the war, he feels the same quickening in his heart, and something cold blows through his ribs, and then a heaviness that falls to the soles of his feet as if all the blood in his body is settling there.


And now he feels Ned’s hand on his wrist and hears him saying, “Steady on.”


Why? Sam wonders. And then he sees that it is because his hand is shaking. The hand that is holding the razor.


“What is it?” Ned asks.


“Nothing. Hungry. I’m just hungry, that’s all.”


“Good. I could eat a cow. Katie’s waiting for us.” Ned smiles at him and looks deeply into his eyes. “Don’t worry about being afraid, Sam, when the time comes,” he tells him. “We’ll go in together. And when we’re old men, we’ll look back on it as the greatest adventure of our lives. Everyone there will be scared out of his wits. But once the bullets start flying, the anger takes over.”


Sam nods his head. In truth, he’s never been angry at anyone.


The kitchen is a box of yellow light and Katie is a riot of colour in her rose-print dress. She looks like she’s dressed for a formal dance.


“Look,” she exclaims as she points down at the floor. “Bare feet!”


“Poor little orphan,” Ned says, kissing her playfully on the tip of her nose. “You’ve lost your shoes.”


“Don’t be silly,” she says. “Who needs shoes when you’re by the sea?”


“All right then,” Ned says as he drops into the nearest chair and takes off his shoes and socks. “We’ll all go barefoot to the sea. Sam, you have your orders – take off your bloody shoes.”


So both of them are barefoot when they climb the cliffs above Durdle Door. Below the cliffs, Katie walks into the water. Their voices fly above her on the wind. She raises one hand to block the sun from her eyes, hoping to glimpse them.


Ned is in front, of course. Sam tries his hardest to keep up, but this is only out of habit. There’s no point in trying, really. What is remarkable to him is the way Ned’s bare feet keep pushing off the rocks, even the pointed rocks that appear sharp enough to puncture the skin on the soles of his feet that are as white as paper.


“Who’s the sergeant in Hardy’s novel? What was his name?” he calls back to Sam.


“Which novel?”


“Far from the Maddening Crowd.”


Sam laughs to himself. “Madding Crowd,” he says. “Not maddening.”


“What difference does it make? Anyway, this is where the sergeant strips off his uniform and walks into the sea. And we think he’s going to kill himself, drown himself, but then he reappears.”


How does Ned remember anything about the stupid novel? Sam asks himself. Why would anyone choose to write about a beach when you could paint a beach and capture all its majesty?


“Where are we going, Ned?”


“To the top, of course, old sport!”


They are a hundred feet above Katie when they reach the top. And she has waded out into the water so that the waves are softly breaking against her back. One glance down and it makes Sam dizzy. “We’ll look back on these as our best days,” Ned says as he unbuttons his shirt and drops it on the rocks. Sam is thinking that Ned is either planning on climbing back up to get his shirt or he already knows that he won’t be able to jump and it will be Sam’s responsibility to climb down with it.


“You must jump with me, Sam. You have to find it sooner or later.”


“Find what?”


“Your courage.”


“Where does it come from?” Sam asks.


“What?”


“Courage.”


Ned looks at him curiously. “From here,” he says, knocking his fist against his chest. “And here,” he says, grabbing his cock and balls with a great peal of laughter.


That is when they hear Katie calling up to them, “Jump, Sam. Jump!”


Of course she is calling to me, Sam thinks. She knows that Ned needs no encouragement.


“Take a look,” Ned says, peering over the edge.


And there below them, Katie treads water. Her flowered dress lies on the shore like someone’s discarded bouquet.


In a flash, Ned is off and hurtling through the air, his legs moving like he’s pedalling an invisible bicycle against the empty blue sky. Sam’s first thought is that one day he will paint all this.


A moment later, he looks down into the green seawater and watches Ned take Katie into his arms beneath the rolling waves. Sam doesn’t possess the physical courage to throw himself off the edge of the cliff – he knows this. But that isn’t what keeps him from jumping. He just can’t stop looking at them, wanting to hold them in this moment of their perfection, and not to intrude upon it in any way, because he feels with a dreadful premonition that this is one of the last times he will see them like this.









cornflower


Sam is the only young man on the night train hauling itself across Northern Ireland in July of 1916 behind a cone of white light that bores into the silent countryside. The rest of the passengers are women and children and old people for whom two years of war has meant long lists of the dead in newspapers and a rationing of sugar and flour, meat and butter, coffee and cigarettes and a growing gratitude that they live on a mass of land separated from the madness in Europe by miles of water. They have also grown quite competent in sizing up soldiers in uniform, and as Sam makes his way up the aisle, the passengers who are still awake are glancing at him over their newspapers and cardboard cups of tea to determine if he is on leave or if he is wounded. Because this train is heading north, away from the war, these are the only two explanations for his presence among them.


Both are wrong.


Outside, on the narrow iron platform between the train cars, Sam lights a cigarette in the rushing air that smells of burning coal and the sea. The cigarette in his hand looks other-worldly to him and he stares at it long enough to convince himself that he has lit the cigarette and that he is holding it. This means that he is alive in another world in spite of everything that has transpired. It is a world made real by the moonlight that glistens on the iron rails as they slide below him endlessly. And the wooden sleepers that race past with a rhythmic clattering. A sound he never expected to hear again. A sound that reminds him of something he has forgotten. That men are capable of more than destruction. That their strength can be set upon useful occupation and purpose. The trick for him now is to want to be alive among those useful men and to concentrate on this and not allow himself to keep looking down into the black space between the train cars that seems to be waiting for him to simply step into. One half step from his perch and he will be swept down in an instant. Twisted, crushed and ripped apart beneath the iron wheels in a death so complete and so instantaneous that just the thought of it fulfils all the requirements of every image he has ever had of dying. Those dreams that comforted him and sustained him in the war when he longed for death to set him free from what life had become. Those dreams that can still seduce him so that he is suddenly there again. In the trench. In France.


France is a cesspool of steaming intestines and urine, shit and blood all bubbling in the mud. Sam stands in a line of twenty-six men, leaning against the dirt wall of the trench. His right cheek rests on a burlap sack filled with sand. He lifts one foot and then the other to break the suction. The ground is trying to eat him. Above him, dark clouds as big as continents slide ponderously across the grey sky. Since he left England, he has been dead in every way that one can measure the absence of life. These same clouds were here a hundred times before. This same day and hour of the day has repeated itself with such regularity that Sam has it all memorised. The drawn faces streaked with dirt. The hollow eyes. The foul scent of rotting corpses and cordite that catches at the back of his throat. The worst part is gathering up hunks of flesh and bones, shovelling the smaller bits into buckets, and the larger bits into burlap sacks; he always does this work too carefully, not wanting to leave anything behind in the dirt and the mud as if this were an exercise that someone would grade him on like a school project.


He is much too careful, he can’t help himself, and each time he comes upon a part of a man that is still recognisable – a nose, an ear, an eyeball, a penis – he sets those pieces aside as if they were invaluable, as if they had some purpose, as if they might be used again to reconstruct a man. A new man. Those parts he was told were to be buried along with the man each part belonged to. It is absurd and ludicrous and a waste of time but there is a point to it at least because it takes time to do. Anything that takes time from the time that remains for this war to continue is a blessing. And this is an occupation that is better than the waiting, the dreading. Though the intestines, still steaming with life, are a particular nightmare for him, carrying them in buckets as if they were some ghoulish meal concocted in a butcher’s kitchen that he was employed to deliver to the guests waiting in the adjoining dining room. He pushes through the swinging doors of the kitchen and finds the clientele at every table consists only of hogs and pigs grunting with pleasure. He has taught himself to throw up at will to clear his mouth of its taste for a few moments.


In the distance, there is sporadic gunfire as the Germans sight their rifles and machine guns. Soon the new lieutenant will give the ‘ALL READY’ in a quivering voice despite his best effort. He has replaced the lieutenant from Essex who lost everything between his thighs two days ago just after dawn and was carried away with his hand still searching inside his mangled trousers and his eyes filled with the wonder of it all, his eyes asking: Who did this to me? Word has come back to the unit from the field hospital that he will not die. He ordered the doctors to sew him up and send him back to the front. Then he asked a nurse for a mirror and while she stood beside him, looking away, he laughed and said, “I look just like my sisters down there now. Yesterday my mother had two daughters and one son. Now she has three daughters.”


Since he heard this, Sam has tried to picture the expression on the nurse’s face as she held the mirror for the lieutenant. He has wondered how she will ever share a moment of intimacy with a man that isn’t drenched in the grotesque absurdity of the experience. He has pictured her face as she stood beside the lieutenant. In his imagination, he has begun painting her face. Capturing the blank look in her eyes that is meant to conceal her horror. Her face is becoming real to him when it suddenly vanishes as he sees something just beyond the wall of the trench.


He has to look again to be sure that it is what he thinks it is. A blue flower. A single cornflower is drowning in the mud. One tiny blue flower living in an appalling marsh of death. It is beyond belief and Sam inches himself up the wall, pushing off the bottom rung of the ladder, and reaches his hand as far as he can. Just far enough to clasp the flower between his fingers before a bullet whizzes past his head and makes him laugh as he drops to the bottom of the trench. His helmet has fallen off and when he picks it up, the flower is there inside it. It belongs to him. Unless, of course, it isn’t real. He takes the flower to Ned, just across from him. Ned will tell him if it is real or not.


Ned is busy staring at the photograph he brought to the war. It fits in the palm of his hand. A photograph of him holding his baby daughter, and Katie standing beside them with her arm draped across his shoulders.


“Look, Ned,” Sam says to him, holding the flower between the tips of his thumb and forefinger. “It’s a cornflower. Can you believe it?”


Ned looks like he is in a fever dream. His eyes narrow as he stares at the flower. Sam takes the small sketchbook from his pocket and places the flower inside it. Ned watches this. He watches Sam return the book to his pocket and then he says, “She told me that she loved you first, you know. But she picked me because I didn’t give her any choice. I’ve never felt good about that, Sam.”


This is all Sam can bear of that memory that tempts him to step into the black space below the train so that his body can be swept away from him. He returns to his upholstered seat and rests his head against the window. The moon is up, sailing across the night sky, and he belongs to this world of the moon and the cool glass of the window until his eyes close and Ned is talking to him again as he slides the photograph into his pocket. “If anything happens to me, you’ll look after them. I know you will.” They have been in the war forever, but this is the first time Ned has said this to him.


A moment later, the call goes up the line. “Two minutes.”


Ned wants him to promise, but Sam can only nod his head. He is paralysed by the same fear that accompanies him into each battle. “Promise me,” Ned says again, grabbing his arm. And so Sam promises him. And this relaxes Ned immediately. “Up we go, boys,” he sings. “Up we go again, boys.”


Sam has learned to close his eyes as he walks into the machine-gun fire. Better not to see what he once saw, the fragment of a shell piercing a small, neat hole in the skull of the man beside him, the hole just big enough through which his brains sprayed out. Better to picture the machine-gun bullets hitting nothing, just travelling on their straight paths for miles before they lost their velocity and fell harmlessly to the ground.


When Sam opens his eyes, he sees the face of a little girl peering through the space between the two empty seats across from him. She is not looking at his face, but at his sketchbook that is open in his lap to a page where he has drawn a rat eating the nose off a corpse. Sam closes the book sharply to protect her. Now their eyes meet and he smiles at her. Before she turns away, he remembers the cornflower and gives it to her. When he places it in her hand, he realises that she is the first person he has touched since he left the war three months ago.









beach


He has been travelling all night and the moment the train stops, his eyes open. Above the sea there is the first pink light of dawn. A fishing boat with a dark green hull rides the swells close to shore. The child is gone. The car is empty now. Just as he is closing his eyes, a conductor calls to him, “Newcastle, County Down. This is your stop, son.”


Nowhere to hide now. Unless he can manage to get past the man and lock himself in the toilet. Bolt the door and refuse to come out until the train is rolling again to another destination that doesn’t hold the meaning and purpose of this one. But where could he possibly go that they wouldn’t find him? He should have dropped into the space and been dragged to his death beneath the train. It would have been so easy just a few hours ago. His sketchbook contains the letter he has written to Katie, with her address. Surely someone would find a way to post it so it reached her.


The conductor comes towards him. He takes the duffel bag from the overhead shelf and nods his head. Sam can hear himself thanking the man, and the man telling him that he has two sons in the war, but the man’s voice has a strange muffled quality to it, like he is speaking with his mouth filled with bread. “You have family waiting?” the man asks.


Sam can only shake his head and walk away from him as quickly as he can before the man draws any closer. This began immediately after the explosion that killed Ned. Whenever anyone gets near him, he feels like the breath is being sucked from his lungs. In the hospital, he hid in a storage cupboard for three days trying to decide if he should attempt to slit his wrists a second time. He wanted to. But after failing the first time, he needed a better way. There was some sort of cleaning fluid that smelled of ammonia in the cupboard in a tin can. He could just make out the lettering in the darkness and read that it was used to strip wax from floors. He drank all that was left in the container, but other than a raging bout of dysentery that lasted twenty-seven hours and left him sitting in a pool of his own excrement, he did not experience the intended consequence.


He steps off the train and watches a young lad stacking newspapers below an overhanging roof. Will Katie find me here? he wonders. Will she step off a train here some day and demand that I tell her what happened to Ned? Her husband. The father of her little daughter. Sam would prefer that they had shot him for cowardice as they had planned to do rather than have to face her.


He walks to the lad with the newspapers. “Where are these from?” he asks.


“Belfast and London,” the boy tells him. “A day late from London.”


Sam pays him for The Times and opens the newspaper to look at the names of the dead. One. Two. Three pages of names in neat columns.


“You been out to the war then?” the boy asks him.


Sam doesn’t answer.


He makes his way through the village green, past the handsome stone church and the butcher’s shop, and the bakery, and the store with burlap sacks of potatoes and coal stacked in neat piles outside the door.


In front of a row of whitewashed cottages, joined together at their shoulders, a woman hangs out her wash on a line. The clothes are very small. They must belong to a baby or a child. Each time she reaches to the line above her head, her blouse lifts and Sam can see a strip of her white skin. A strange thought comes into his head: in the life of her child, how many times will the woman repeat this ritual before the child has grown and left her? And will this mother be aware of growing older herself and of the task becoming more difficult? She turns her head and pauses for a moment. Sam can tell that she has seen him. He shifts his weight nervously from foot to foot before she turns away and walks inside her cottage. If he could stand here long enough, watching her, he would paint a picture that raised the possibility that it is the ordinary and plain acts in a life like hanging out a child’s washing that convey the dignity of our intentions and mark our presence with holiness. As the door closes behind her, Sam wonders if her child is a boy who will grow up to leave her for a war.


On the beach, he begins reading the names in the newspaper under his breath and doesn’t stop until he has finished. It takes almost two hours and through it all he is distracted again and again by the thought that his family probably already knows where he is being sent by the army, and through them, Katie will find him.


He looks up into the warm sunlight. With his eyes closed, he can picture her arriving here some morning on the same night train that brought him to this place. There is nothing he can do to prevent her from coming here now. He missed his chance when he failed to end his life. And it was not much of a chance the first time he tried because all he had to cut open the veins in his wrists was a pencil whose point was barely sharp enough to puncture the skin. Being left-handed, the right wrist was easier, a lot easier. He watched the pencil disappear between the tendons. The blood did not stream out smoothly as he had expected it would. Instead it came in short spurts that matched his heartbeats. His right hand barely had the strength to break the skin of his left wrist. He managed only by clenching the pencil between his teeth and stabbing it into his wrist again and again.


In another hour, it is warm enough for Sam to strip off his shirt. He lies on his back in the sand and holds his hands above him. The white bandages on his wrists have begun to yellow around their edges. He will let himself fall asleep here for a little while before he makes his way to present himself at a small castle on the high street that was an artists’ retreat for nearly a hundred years. The army has told him nothing about what transpires at this place, or why he was spared a firing squad to be assigned here.









castle


Despite the shabbiness and neglect, or perhaps because of it, the place is magnificent for Sam to behold. The stone parapets. The turrets with copper roofs flashing in the sunlight. Tall arched windows unlatched and swung open to balconies with scrolled iron railings. The gardens and hedges have run wild and the shutters need painting. But these are small imperfections. In place of a moat to protect it, the castle is encircled by a wide ribbon of brilliant poppies in a riotous red bloom, with narrow paths made of crushed seashells running through them. In the mud and horror of France, he had forgotten that such places still existed in the world.


The front door is open and he is making his way there when he hears voices coming from a garden beyond the hedges. He walks closer and can see two men standing with shovels. One has white hair and a matching moustache. The other is a soldier whose face is wrapped in bandages like a mummy.


What kind of place has he come to? he wonders. And as he watches, both men bow their heads.


Sam steps closer, close enough to hear the older man speaking. “Through our lives, we make the same journey again and again, from despair to hope, and hope to despair. Here is a man, a soldier who made the journey alone in the end, as we all must. May God rest his soul.”


Sam listens with a pained expression. Out of respect, he does not want to intrude.


He leaves them and makes his way into a courtyard overgrown with vines. He sits at a small round table made of stone. Above him is the Union flag that has been lowered to half mast. And here is the most amazing thing. Someone has cut an open circle in the hedge, like a round window, and through it, Sam can see the sea.


He takes his sketchbook from his pocket and begins to draw. In a moment, he is lost in the details and the cast of light and shadow. It takes him no more than a few moments to capture this and then this world rolls away, and he is suddenly drawing the imagined world that Katie inhabits with her daughter, Charlotte, who must be two years old now. It is a world that Sam cannot know about, though he sees it clearly in his imagination and draws them lying beside each other in Katie’s bed. The child is sleeping peacefully and tears streak Katie’s cheeks. He doesn’t ask where this image comes from. He just feels that it is substantial enough to trust. He believes that from the moment the telegram arrived notifying her of her husband’s death, Katie would have pledged to herself to never cry in front of the child. Her daughter who is no longer their daughter. He draws a window on the far wall of the room. Twelve panes of glass. Lace curtains that move in the warm air as if they are breathing.


He remembers the letters Ned received from her in France. She wrote, telling him how clearly she could see Ned’s profile in their daughter’s. Ned shared these letters with him. In many, she wrote about how with each passing day, the child looked more like him. She wrote to Sam about her as well. She always wrote as if the war was nothing that could harm them. It was just a place they had gone to and would return from, and they would come home when it was over and their lives would pick up exactly where they had left off. If she was afraid of anything, she never told either of them. And now Sam wonders if she managed to conceal her fears from the little girl. Would she have known somehow that Ned made him promise to take care of them if anything happened to him? Surely Ned would not have written to her about this. Sam studies the faces he has drawn and wonders if he has ever been a person who could take care of anyone.
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He is aware suddenly of a loud banging sound coming from inside the castle, in rooms above him. The real world is intruding as it always does whenever he is drawing or painting. Sam watches the white-haired man moving from one room to the next, banging with a hammer until he looks down and throws open a window and calls to him, “Are you our artist? I’ll be right there with you.”


Out of habit, Sam salutes the man when he presents himself in the garden. He in turn waves off this formality with a simple gesture. “We’ve suspended with all that here,” he tells him. He gives the boy his hand to shake. “Call me Oliver. Just plain Oliver.”


It takes a moment for Sam to realise that he is waiting for him to tell him his name. Oliver raises his eyebrows and gives him a curious look.


“Sam Burke,” he finally says.


“Well, Sam. You’ve noticed our flag is at half mast. We’re not soldiers today. We are brothers in mourning, I’m afraid.” He turns away slightly, looking in the direction where Sam saw him standing earlier. “Let’s get you sorted,” he suggests, before he begins striding toward the castle.


Sam watches him. There is something of the aristocrat in his bearing, in the way his shoulders are pulled back neatly and how he holds his head slightly averted. But there is also something that seems to apologise for that and to draw you nearer. It is the pedestrian way he rolls when he walks, as if he had spent years working the docks or hauling fish onto the deck of a boat.


Despite this, Sam cannot move. It is a simple thing to just pick his duffel up from the ground and follow the man, but he sits down instead. It is as if he has fallen here from a great height and something has happened to his legs. He is hoping that the man will just continue walking until he has reached the door, and then will disappear inside and they will never have to see each other again in this life. That would be good because then Sam wouldn’t have to tell him anything about himself and he could keep everything hidden. Where it belongs.


But this isn’t what happens, of course. Oliver is not going to make it that simple for him. He stops. Then he walks back to where Sam is sitting. He places his hand on Sam’s shoulder and nods his head reassuringly. “Follow me, son,” he tells him softly. “There’s no danger here.”


Inside the kitchen, the soldier with his face wrapped in bandages stands at the marble counter, cutting carrots. He is humming to himself.


“Sergeant Lansdale,” Oliver calls to him. “I’d like you to meet our artist.”


Lansdale snaps to attention and salutes him before extending his hand for Sam to shake. And it happens before Sam can prevent it. The sleeve of his jacket rides up his arm so that his bandaged wrist is exposed. He tries awkwardly to pull the sleeve down, but it is too late.


“Sam Burke was studying at the Royal Academy of Arts in London before the war intruded,” Oliver tells the man.


“Very fine, sir,” Lansdale says with his muffled voice. “I will be in good hands then.”


They are waiting for Sam to speak, but he doesn’t know what to say to this. There is a brief silence that none of them rush to fill. And then Oliver says, “Carry on, sergeant. I’ll give our artist the grand tour.”


In the dining room, they pass beneath a dusty chandelier. There are sixteen straight-backed chairs set at even intervals around a long oak table. “If the army carries on as it has been,” Oliver says, “and as long as we keep telling our boys that they can outrun machine guns, we’ll fill this place before long. It will be a factory.”


Sam cannot imagine what this means. He just follows as they pass through the billiards room where five small tables stand along the windows, each table containing a chessboard. The library is a circular room with floor-to-ceiling shelves of books and a wood ladder that rides around the circumference of the floor on bronze wheels like an amusement ride at a summer fair.


In the foyer, with its wide spiralling staircase, Oliver points out the umbrellas in their iron stand. “A plentiful supply of brollies,” he announces gleefully like some lunatic meteorologist. “The weather here is even worse than at home, if that’s possible.”


They are climbing the stairs, and Sam is still behind, watching the old man’s feet fall onto squares of carpet on each step. What keeps you going at his age? Sam wonders. And even more important, what keeps you going from day to day, year to year, to reach an old age? He might ask Oliver how old he is, but the effort this requires is more than he can manage. Each time one of the man’s feet touches the next step, his leg wobbles slightly before his weight settles upon it. It reminds Sam of a black Labrador his father owned whom he watched grow old and climb stairs the same way.


The second and third floors are lined with rooms like a hotel. They are all empty except one that Lansdale has claimed. “Can you give me a hand with something?” Oliver asks. There is a large mirror standing on legs with carved lions’ heads. “I spent my first day here removing all the mirrors from every room,” he adds. “This one was too damned heavy for me to carry. And naturally this was the room that Lansdale chose. For the sea view, he said.”


From where Sam is standing, the sea is a flash of pale blue light for as far as he can see. They shuffle the heavy mirror out into the corridor and into a cupboard at the far end of the hall just a few paces from Sam’s room. “Well, this will be your home away from home,” Oliver says as he swings open the door. “No locks on any of the doors. I took them off myself. You must have heard me hammering away earlier. I was nailing all the windows shut. Except yours. That won’t be a problem, will it?”


When he turns to face him, Sam looks back at him with no expression. It is unnerving for the old man, who has the feeling that if he doesn’t do something, the boy will never move again. He will be content to stand there, expressionless until the end of time. As if time has already ended.


Finally, Oliver sits on the edge of the bed and takes a deep breath. “My war,” he begins, “was in South Africa. The Boer War. The Second Boer War, as they call it now. I was an army chaplain. I grew up in Hampshire where my father was a vicar. I was a good lad. I did what he told me to do. I believed in God because he told me to. I went to war because he told me to. I saw things, just as you have, soldier. I believe there is only one definition of a coward. A coward is a man who takes orders from another man. I don’t care if that man is his father, or his bishop. His commanding officer. Or his king.”


The way the man speaks, the rhythmic cadence in his sentences riding along on a casual tone that he is trying his best to create, is disarming to Sam in its familiarity, and so he walks across the room and stands at the window to put some space between them. He has his back to Oliver and these thoughts rush through his mind: He must know. The army must have told the old man everything about me. He must know that Ned and I were in the trench and everyone else had climbed out, and that Ned was killed and that I was going to be shot for cowardice.


“There’s no danger here, soldier,” Oliver tells him again, calling to him across the space between them. He waits for Sam to turn slightly. In those moments of silence, it is terrifying for Sam to realise that he has come to a place where everything about him is known to an old man he has never met before.


Outside the window, one fishing boat is making its way back towards the harbour with a flock of gulls above it, like a deck of cards thrown into the air. Sam could capture this in eleven brushstrokes. He begins mixing the colours in his mind. The grey that must be carefully added to the blue. The yellow of the boat’s hull will require particular care.


Oliver’s voice seems to be carrying from far away somewhere. “Your room is adequate I would think, for someone who’s lived in the trenches. No rats. No lice. And no one trying to kill you. I’m grateful as hell that you’re here. Follow me, please.”


He pushes himself up from the bed and leads Sam out into the corridor.


Back down the stairway, past the kitchen, they come to a room in the shape of an octagon with the four interior walls made of brick and the four exterior walls of glass. The floor is made of honey-coloured wood planks. Light pours in. A kiln stands in one corner. Fireplaces on all four of the brick walls.


Before Oliver can say anything, Sam is already thinking how marvellous it would be to work here, at the long wood bench. He cannot stop himself from stepping closer to it. On the wall above the bench hangs a set of chisels in perfect condition. On the wall to his right, ceramic tools and glazes in jars. A rectangle box made of mahogany catches Sam’s eye. He snaps open the brass clasp and lifts the lid. Inside are a set of immaculate horsehair brushes with bronze ferrules. He lifts one brush. It is an instrument of beauty and Sam gazes at it as if he has stepped into a dream that has inhabited him since he first discovered that painting had the power to transport him. The act of painting was transformative.


Oliver’s voice seems to emanate from this dream. “What do you think, Sam? Everything you’ll need?”


Sam looks at him and asks, “Why am I here?”


Oliver holds an envelope in his hands. He takes two photographs from it and places them on the workbench, both face down, then turns over one which shows a handsome man in his army uniform, standing with his arm around a pretty girl. The kind of picture that was taken half a million times across Great Britain as the war was just beginning. “Your orders were to travel to Newcastle, in Northern Ireland. And here you are, reporting for duty.”


Sam waits as Oliver reaches for the second photograph. When he turns it over, it is impossible to tell who the man is. His face has been horribly disfigured. Raw flesh hangs where his cheekbone once was. His nose is completely gone. Horror registers in Sam’s eyes.


“This is a different kind of war,” he hears Oliver saying. “Mechanised slaughter. Destruction and dismembering on an industrial scale.”


“Who is this man?” Sam asks in a rush of emotion.


“He’s busy making our supper. It’s Sergeant Lansdale. Before and after his holiday in France. You are part of an experiment, young man. Soon there will be hundreds of Lansdales scattered across every square mile of Britain. At the rate things are going, there will be thousands before the war is over. Some humanitarian in the war department has come up with the idea that these men should be furnished with masks so they can walk through the world again with a bit of common dignity. The first of these poor sods will be in our care – yours and mine. If things work out, then, as I said, this place will one day become a factory. Tell me, what do you think?”


Sam stares down at the two photographs of Lansdale, his eyes moving from one to the other. He can’t speak a word.


Oliver breaks the silence once again. “Our job is to give them back their lives that have been shattered but spared by the enemy. If we do our job well, they can return to the people who’ve loved them best.”


Not me, Sam is thinking. If I were Lansdale, I would find a way to kill myself.


Oliver’s voice breaks his spell. “Here, have a look at this.”
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“One of the best historical novels | have read
in a long time... that it is based on a true story
makes it even more remarkable.”

Mark Sullivan






