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		The eye is traitor of the heart.

		—Thomas Wyatt (1503-1543)




Chapter One
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A MAN IN UNIFORM sat across from her. It was a hot afternoon, and the sunlight in the drawing room turned the metal buckle at his waist into a sharp bright square and made the gold buttons on his jacket perfect as coins. A stiff collar surrounded his soft neck. His face was indistinct, unaccustomed to giving orders. She guessed he had been called into the military from a minor profession in the city.

“It will be a great adjustment to have the men occupy your house, ma’am.”

“Yes, it will be strange.” She attempted a smile.

“Had you thought of relocating for the duration of the war? Staying with family?”

“I have no other family. My late husband arranged for the hospital to be set up here before he enlisted. I encouraged his plan. I’ve never considered leaving. It’s my duty to stay.”

“You’ll find the patients are a quiet group.”

“I’m certain they will be.” Her dress was thin, loose over her body, only its dark color gave it weight. She leaned forward. “Tell me, did you give the order to remove the mirrors from the house?”

“No. The head surgeon, Dr. McCleary, gave the orders. Best to have precious things out of harm’s way when the patients arrive.”

“Yes. There has been enough destruction.”

The major’s hands opened, a gesture of apology. “We’ll leave what we can in place. The lighting fixtures. Some of the draperies. By the way, your chandelier is quite remarkable.”

They simultaneously looked up at the ceiling. The chandelier was immense and unlit, its prisms dulled by fine dust, as if a flood of dirty water had risen through the room. When her husband was alive, two servants’-hall boys had tended the chandeliers, slowly lowering the tinkling, transparent tiers on ropes once a month to be cleaned with feather brushes.

The major’s lips moved, but the young woman couldn’t hear him, as if he spoke from a great distance. He had come to cast a spell over the house. A spell of urgent purpose, the soldiers’ mission to spread disruption. She imagined men’s shadows moving through the rooms, swift, black, gigantic, altering each space with the brutality of an eclipse. Others would follow and together they would rob the library of its stillness, strip the dining room of pleasure, disturb the cold core of the well and the lakes. It was 1915, the first spring since the war started, and her home was being transformed into a military hospital.

She sensed the major had asked a question and was waiting for an answer. Yes. She nodded. Yes. Yes.

He gently coughed to break the silence.

“The weather. Unusual for this time of year.”

“It’s a pity, but the rooms may become quite warm when they are fully occupied by soldiers. They weren’t designed for such a purpose.” She stood up, forcing him to follow. “I will have someone show you out.”

“I’ll find my way. Thank you, ma’am.”

From the library window she watched the stout figure in a brown uniform walk straight down the drive without looking at the landscape or the house. She realized that he had no need to observe his surroundings, since everything was already in his possession. The estate had been conquered. Was he carrying a weapon? Had she seen the curved handle of a pistol? A sword?

She opened the door to the powder room. There was a small mirror on the wall, and as she adjusted its angle, her reflected hand seemed disconnected from her body. She smudged her initial on the mirror’s dusty surface, C for Catherine. No last name. She was a widow. She stepped aside and her image slipped out of the mirror cleanly, as if she’d passed through water. An odorless, bodiless thing.

The mirrors were the lakes in the landscape of this house, she thought. Somehow they were linked to one another, as all glass and water were related. The immense mirror in the ballroom, a triptych positioned at the heart of the house, was a great pool, a place of transfer, and the other mirrors magically flowed into it, tributaries of silver.

When the last mirror was taken down, it would mark a turning point in the fortunes of the house, a darkening of the places formerly stung by light.

OFFICIAL PAPERS FROM the military listed the rooms that would be requisitioned to accommodate the wounded soldiers and the hospital staff. All the reflective objects in the public spaces were to be put in storage.

The military would take away the mirrors: perhaps they would also demand clocks, watches, other witnesses and timekeepers. Sundials. Calendars. Everyone was concerned with time. How slowly it passed. How long it would be until the war was over. The names of the dead wound through the Times like an immeasurable gray ribbon, filling page after page in small type. How could faith work against this?

Followed by the elderly head gardener and two silent boys, Catherine quickly walked through the Long Gallery into the Pink Drawing Room, stopping before a mirror in a lacquered chinoiserie frame. Held in the unforgiving slant of its rectangular surface, they appeared ill at ease, their faces dilated, her somber crepe dress and the servants’ rough work clothing clumsily shrouding their thickened bodies.

“Take this mirror down first.” Catherine struggled to compress her bitter feeling of loss, afraid that the mirror would exaggerate her expression.

“As you wish, ma’am.”

The mirrors in the next room had even greater age, set in cracked gilt frames, darkened with a lichen-like black growth on their back sides, evidence of time’s poisonous breath. At the corners of the frames hung tiny golden bells that remained silent, poised to delicately protest their descent from the wall.

“Remove everything in the room that has a shine or reflection. The clock, the silver bowl, and the vases on the mantel.” A moment later she said, “No. Leave the bowl there. Let it tarnish. But take this away too.” She pointed to the mirror set in the door of a cabinet and left them to work.

The three servants cleared the mantelpiece, emptied the bureau, secretaire, and kneehole desk. A letter opener, a picture frame, and a compass plated with bright silver were discovered inside a desk compartment lined with scratched green leather. The older boy wrapped them in a flannel cloth and laid them in a box. He picked up a paperweight, a smooth dome of colored glass irresistible as candy. The gardener wasn’t accustomed to working in the house, and his voice was too loud as he told the boy to put the thing down and fetch a ladder.

The boy raced across the bare wood floor, his footsteps shaking the chandelier, jarring its prisms into quivering motion, creating sharp-angled patterns that swept across the walls and ceiling around them, transforming the room into a giant kaleidoscope.

Returning with the ladder, he set it in a timorous balance against the wall. The smaller mirrors were slowly lifted free from the walls, and the boys carried them to the attic one at a time, where they were laid in rows on the floor.

The gardener waited, casting a nervous eye over the huge central mirror hanging in the Pink Drawing Room. When the boys returned, he made them study the mirror on the wall for a full three minutes to familiarize themselves with its weight and fragility.

The mirror was more than six feet long and it wobbled and flashed in their hands, as if with its removal from the wall a spell had been broken and it might suddenly become less reliably physical and flow out over the frame. The boys whispered to each other, soft speech a charm against dropping it.

Bundled in blankets, the mirror was carried horizontally, the boys as careful as pallbearers maneuvering it through the enormous house, up the front staircase, then to a narrower flight of stairs. Under their sweating hands the blanket around the mirror released a pronounced odor of raw wool.

They reached the attic, and without setting down the unwieldy burden, one of them kicked the attic door. It swung violently open, and they stopped, dazzled by the reflection from the mirrors covering the floor. As they entered the room, a hot line of sunlight leaked through a window, magnifying the mirrors into brilliance so the floor appeared to be flooded with silver water, and they marveled like explorers encountering a strange, unexpected sea.

EARLY IN THE EIGHTEENTH century, the owner of the estate had paced the grounds and ordered a number of small ornamental pavilions, follies, and grottos built in the most picturesque locations. Seemingly made for temporary pleasure, some of the structures were as fragile as theatrical scenery, fabricated from porous rock, plaster, limestone, and ancient bricks scavenged from ruins on the property. The walls and ceilings glittered with stalactites, crystal spars, molten glass, or were roughly patterned with fossils, shells, pebbles. The sawed leg bones of oxen had been painstakingly set into one still-intact floor.

The structures had long been undefended against time, weather, the purposeful stones of vandals, and since the gardening staff had volunteered for military service, they had been untended for two seasons. Stone walls and glass had cracked; streams had clouded with silt. The Chinese temple was near collapse; the extravagant gilt on the carved, finned fish at the top of its pointed roof had faded to coarse scales. Inside, the painted figures on the walls were clothed in shabby fragments of color that had once been lavish Oriental dress. A temple dedicated to an unknown nymph had lost its faux limestone base, and a mock Gothic tower had a broken parapet.

One of the smaller follies had been captured by nets of vines, and the walls of another were half submerged by the lake. Entire buildings and statuaries had been stitched over by threads of grass and weeds, lost to memory. Recently, Catherine had been startled by a sudden gurgle of water, a captive noise below her feet as she stood on a hidden drain near the vinery.

The under-butler had pointed out the icehouse to Catherine, a sandstone vault surmounting a conical brick well nearly twenty-three feet deep. His father had been born on the estate and passed on the living knowledge of a time when this well was filled with ice layered with salt and straw to keep it frozen through the summer months. Now it was empty and echoing, and the spidery steps that clung to its sides were so steeply angled that they induced vertigo in the few who had risked a descent.

Months after her husband’s death, Catherine had met a friend at the Carlton Hotel and announced she intended to raze all the ornamental buildings on the estate. “The buildings have no purpose. There is no question that since the war, I have simply lost tolerance for damaged things. I only want to keep what’s worth keeping.”

“Oh, leave them be. It’s not as if you need the land,” her friend had answered, bored with the discussion.

But Catherine had been insistent. “I want to pull down the buildings and use the materials for something else.” She had longed to sweep everything away. She waited for the flat landscape of winter, the oblivion of snow, to erase her choices. Making choices wearied her.

It became Catherine’s habit to listen, convinced she heard the sound of destruction, the wrenching of brick and stone as the ornamental buildings were forced from shape, exposing bare earth underneath to light for the first time in one hundred and forty-nine years.

AT A SHATTERING NOISE, crisp as china breaking, Catherine looked up from the letter she was writing. Curious, she put down her fountain pen and left the house. Walking past the lake, she composed a picture of the mirrors as they had been taken down in the house behind her, their brilliant, sharp-angled reflections sweeping across the rooms, passing over silk draperies and painted surfaces without a mark, altering nothing with the cold blankness of their light.

The entrance to the grotto was hidden by marsh grass, its door a rounded opening between rough stones. Inside, her eyes adjusted to the taper of light created by a hole in the roof, and gradually the dimness lifted, revealing an intricate pattern on the walls, thousands and thousands of shells, a surface softly lustrous as a fruit stripped of its skin and fragile as porcelain. Catherine stepped forward, her boot blindly crushing the fallen shells into powder.

I INTEND TO JOIN my regiment in two weeks’ time,” Catherine’s husband had told her in the Pink Drawing Room. Catherine remembered that as Charles had spoken, a maid approached and the silver tray in the girl’s hands reflected a  zigzag of glare into her eyes. Now she understood it had been a warning that a bullet or the flash of an explosion in a field would take his life, destroy their future.

Charles had died and she remained in the huge house, surrounded by a constellation of objects collected by generations of his family. Catherine had also been born into a house filled with valuables and was conscious of their inviolability, like a walking stick that was always the correct length for the reach of the arm. When she married Charles, one set of objects had replaced another. Wood. Stone. Iron. Clay. Gold.

Charles’s possessions had been left untouched in his dressing room adjoining the master bedroom, and only two open trunks betrayed his absence. Nearly a year ago, the trunks had been packed according to his list sent from the front: inflatable air cushion, luminous compass, chocolate bars, twill breeches from Sandon, tobacco, tinned paté, scarves, gloves, a heavy wool blanket, and a copy of The Oxford Book of English Verse. Handkerchiefs doused with Catherine’s perfume, Jicky, were tucked into the corners of the trunks.

Catherine had imagined him opening a trunk in his tent and, genie-like, the familiar scent of lemon, orris, and bergamot rising, eliminating the elastic distance between them. The news that Charles had been killed on the battlefield arrived before the trunks were shipped.

During her earliest stage of mourning, Catherine was pinched with the desire for destruction and had furiously circled the rooms, searching for evidence of tarnish, rotted wood, cracked plaster. The rich colors of the upholstery, draperies, and carpets had faded as if they had ripened backward. Charles’s death had revealed the truth of the house’s fragility.

This house contained many beautiful objects, but she wanted only what Charles had touched. A shagreen box that held his stationery. His fountain pen, his paperweight, the silver bibelots on his desk. A piece of sea glass discovered in a trunk. An umbrella with a mahogany handle his fingers had gripped. The sound of a cup against a saucer when he had set it down. The span his eyes had traveled to a clock. The suspense of waiting as his hand reached to caress her.

In the wardrobe, Charles’s jackets retained the shape of his body, fit twelve times by his exacting cutter at Poole & Co. on Savile Row, so that the lapels unfurled over his clavicle, the shoulder pads defined a handsome curve, the pockets slanted at the angles his hands would enter.

Catherine found a camphor-wood box filled with his gloves and pulled one over her own hand, certain that the soft leather interior held an impression of his fingers, the lines on his palm, the thick horizontal welt of his wedding ring. She knew his skin intimately. Once, after a quarrel, Charles had gently placed his hand on her bare neck, his touch as familiar as stone. When they were first married, she had opened her eyes to find him studying her face. She had slipped from the bed, pressed her hand against the freezing windowpane—snow swirled wildly outside—and then laid her cold palm against his cheek. Her gesture had amused him, but she had made her mark. He was hers.

She now tried to restore this encounter, lengthen it, fasten it to words, to their conversation. What had they said to each other? What was his expression as their eyes met? Her memory wouldn’t expand. It evaporated, elusive as a taste or scent, trackless as a wave. What she wanted was to be surprised by him again.

She craved the image of her husband. Each day she selected a room in the house and forced her memory to place Charles there, reclaiming him, little by little, from the past. But these glimpses could be created only indirectly. If she studied a chair in the library he appeared at the fireplace. Or if her eyes followed a pattern in the carpet, she could visualize him at the window. He couldn’t escape her, but she was unable to command him to move, cross the room, walk through the door. He was always a static figure. Why should this be so? She had believed memory was constant in its appearance, as a fire was always hot.

Surely she could be granted one wish, just his shadow, a flat and valueless thing. The outline of a man that blocked the sun, without breath, color, dimension. Like death filling a body. She searched her memory for Charles’s face but was granted only details—his profile, his lips, the lines at the side of his mouth, the familiar lengthy scar on his hand—as if viewing a portrait from different angles. Perhaps these fragmentary images were related to his wounds.

She had squandered the time she had been granted to study him. Now she would exchange the hours she’d spent before a mirror, her own chronicle of vanity, for a single glance at him. Her thoughts fused into a circle of regret. If only I had . . . I wish I had . . . If you were yet . . . Even though you are . . . If only she had been more observant.

Two months after Charles’s death was reported, she had received a photograph of him standing with several other soldiers before a wall of sandbags. The image had been badly developed, or the light on the battlefield had harshly affected the men, because their eyes had faded into halos and their faces were drained and ghostly, too weak to hold the film’s sensitivity. Or perhaps the photographer had captured them as they were in the process of dissolving, dying. Metamorphosis. It was magical that Charles hadn’t returned from war. Death was an envelope, a letter, words. Not a body.

Catherine lost the grace of sleep. A widow’s burden, to be awake. In darkness, she had no edges, she contained a stain, a vapor that would dissolve her from inside. Charles had been the weight that kept her from floating away.

CATHERINE’S FATHER HAD forbidden his daughter the use of his library, although its books were never read and haphazardly organized, having been inherited from his own father. When she was barely sixteen and had outgrown lessons with her governess, her father had insisted the elderly woman remain in residence at their home, his strategy to discourage Catherine from attending college, Newnham or Somerville, as some families in society had permitted their daughters. The governess stayed on, a hostile, fretting reminder of her pupil’s abbreviated education. Catherine was launched into society, too young to be regretful.

During the season she was presented at court, Catherine had worn dresses by Lucille and Redfern, a tiara and shoe buckles set with diamonds. She enjoyed the sleight of courtship with several suitors, the speculation, the whispered confidences, the careful cursive of her misspelled entries scrawled in a journal bound in mauve silk, later burned.

As a farewell to summer, the Chetwodes had held a ball at Market Drayton on the last day of August. Mrs. Chetwode—Maudie—was Catherine’s dearest friend. The dancing ended at sunrise, when Catherine and Maudie mischievously tossed garlands of wilted flowers at guests from a balcony and fled the house, laughing. Outside, they discovered the deserted tennis court. Without exchanging a word, they picked up two rackets and daringly played a fast game, the diaphanous flounces of their ball gowns rippling around their ankles.

Years later, Charles confessed he’d secretly watched the young women play and immediately determined to marry Catherine. He had suddenly appeared on the tennis court, a mysterious man in an evening coat, holding an errant chalk white ball as if tempting her with a forbidden fruit.

Charles had wooed Catherine, sending half a dozen telegrams every day and armloads of Madonna lilies. They were a popular married couple, seldom separated, invited everywhere. There were hunt balls, teas, card games, dinners followed by charades, weekend parties at Lansdowne, Bridgewater, and Londonderry House. Catherine relied entirely on Charles to interpret their social life. By the second year of their marriage, neither of them had close living relations.

What had Charles said on the tennis court, the first day of September years ago? What was the first sentence he had written to her? How many telegrams had he sent?

In the first month of the war, Maudie’s husband had been fatally injured, and Catherine was unable to comfort her. She’d grown distant from her friend, and Charles securely ruled the place Maudie had occupied. Now she bitterly regretted Maudie’s absence.

Catherine’s grandfather had died when she was a child, and though she had attended the funeral, she had no memory of the service. She did remember watching her widowed grandmother while she cut roses in the garden of her house a few months later. “The sound of your grandfather’s voice has faded for me,” the elderly woman had said. “I command his voice to return, but my ear has no memory. No one will ever speak my name as he did.”

When she had seen the dismay on Catherine’s childish face, she quickly added that it wasn’t important. Not at all. Then Catherine’s frail grandmother had looked away, the pruning shears forgotten in her hand, as the silver arrows of her tears plunged into the grass at her feet.

TWO STABLE BOYS carried the chairs, tables, and the writing desk from the library, freeing the carpet from the pointed legs that had pinned it to the floor. The boys stripped the shelves, loosely wrapping the books in sheets, newspapers, lengths of burlap and linen found in one of the storage rooms. Although they worked very slowly, Catherine didn’t criticize but studied them from the doorway. She was in no hurry to follow the major’s orders.

She was at the window as the boys stacked the books in wheelbarrows and pushed them to the stable, each jolt sliding the books out of line. In the afternoon, the boys grew careless, and books fell from the wheelbarrow, splitting their bindings, losing their pages. The younger boy looked up to see whether she’d noticed the papers blowing over the lawn. Catherine dropped the curtain back over the window, couldn’t be bothered to reprimand them.

Later, Catherine stood in the library and closed her eyes, imagining that nothing had changed, since the scent of the books—ancient paper and leather—still lingered, as the odor of honey is inseparable from its comb. She blinked. Light from the tall windows slanted across the rows of empty shelves, transforming the room into an immense hive. She had a brief sense of peace, a humming contentment.

IN THE WEEKS since Catherine had announced the arrival of the doctors and hospital support staff was imminent, the servants had quietly rebelled. Catherine noticed that they were neglecting their work. No one wound the clocks. Silver was unpolished, the lamps unlit. The map of conduct that overlaid the house was torn. One morning, Catherine and the youngest housemaid approached each other in the corridor, and she saw that the girl’s cap was crooked. The housemaid had boldly met her stare, and they passed each other without speaking. Catherine had walked five paces before she allowed herself to recognize the girl’s insolence.

The household staff dwindled as the coachman, butler, footmen, and grooms, the odd men, hall boys, steward’s-room and servants’-hall boys enlisted in a local battalion. All the able-bodied men. Although Catherine barely knew their names, she ceremoniously gave each man a watch in the music room and shook his hand. Godspeed.

Most of the maids went to work in a munitions factory, where wages were higher and their reddened hands would gradually acquire a yellow tint from the poisonous TNT.

The four remaining housemaids nestled the china with straw in wooden barrels and packed smaller items from desks, cupboards, and armoires into boxes and trunks. As a farewell gift, the women received new lisle stockings and one of Catherine’s Callot Soeurs hats from last season.

Only the youngest servant boy and the elderly gardener stayed to attend Catherine and the estate.

ON THE AFTERNOON of a beautiful day, strangers in uniform entered the house, walked the corridors, gazed at the paintings, commanded the views from the windows. When Catherine encountered these strangers, she acknowledged them with a curt nod, her eyes registering surprise, as if she were unaware that the house was occupied. She fled to her suite of rooms on the third floor.

With the butler and the first footman gone to war, the gardener had taken it upon himself to act as majordomo, and Catherine asked him to identify the newcomers. He testily replied that they hadn’t properly introduced themselves. In his worn jacket, his gnarled hand guarding the doorknob, the gardener was helpless against these efficient invaders. The men in uniform mockingly called him “the shepherd” and brushed him aside.

Outside, there was an atmosphere of feverish preparation as carriages, wagonettes, broughams, motorcars, and half a dozen other unfamiliar vehicles lined the back entrance road, their errant wheels immediately tearing up the lawn. Without anyone requesting permission, huge packing crates and boxes were stacked into a shoulder-high wedge along the kitchen corridor. The cellar was completely filled with supplies. Signs were affixed to interior walls and posts outside, providing directions to unfamiliar destinations: emergency, dry store, orderly station, stockroom, wards, receiving hall. A larger sign, Military Hospital, was secured over the scrolling black iron gate at the entrance to the estate.

Catherine’s attention was caught by a distinguished older man who gently, tirelessly conducted this campaign. His name—Dr. McCleary—was called from early in the morning until lights-out, but the doctor seldom raised his voice. He apparently had little regard for military protocol, since he casually layered a tweed jacket over his medical garb.

THE JAGGED HOURS passed, broken, snared by lines on the face of the clock. Catherine sullenly watched the workmen as they moved boxes, trod the gravel drive, smoked, talked—utterly commonplace activities that occupied a familiar realm and now excluded her. Everything was stubbornly set against her wishes.

Each morning required greater effort for her to rise from bed, sit in a chair. Each mouthful of food was as tasteless as paper. This gave her a bitter satisfaction as the true nature of another pleasure was revealed. The burden of photographs on the dresser, the ormolu clock and porcelain figures on the mantelpiece, a feathered hat on its stand, were flimsy reminders of her place in the world.

She numbly picked up her clothes in the order they had been dropped the previous evening. She struggled to dress herself, the tiny pearl buttons on the blouse awkward as pebbles, the jacket and riding trousers cumbersome, unyielding. A maid’s clever fingers had always fastened hooks and eyes, tightened the laces of her clothing, retrieved the dresses abandoned on the floor, collapsed circles of silk.

Catherine emptied her jewel casket, winding lavalieres and pearl necklaces around her throat, hiding them under a high collar. Platinum and gold stickpins were secured inside her lapel, and brooches from Cartier and a hair ornament in the shape of a butterfly weighed the pockets. Rings on every finger. If she must flee, these valuables were safe on her body. She wore a dead man’s jacket for luck. It had belonged to her husband.

She became a secret nomad in the house. At night, she slipped down one of the three servants’ staircases, confident she would encounter no one, as they were too curved and narrow for the hospital staff. She memorized the treacherous labyrinth of sound, the scrape of board against board on the steps and uneven floors, avoiding spaces with the presence of murmuring voices and cigarette smoke.

Anchored only by memory, Catherine drifted quickly through the rooms, finding that objects and furniture had been relocated without regard for their value or usefulness. A fine satinwood sideboard had been moved to the medical-supply room and covered with rolled towels. A secretaire from the library had lost its top and now held transparent jars of sterile cotton wool. In the east wing, a heavy crystal bowl on a mantelpiece contained flowers a nurse had surreptitiously picked in the greenhouse. In the top-floor nursery, a valuable portrait had been shoved behind a daybed.

Metal supply cabinets with glass doors lined the corridors, and nurse stations were set up outside the dining room and ballroom. Glazed white linen screens hid the fine handiwork on the walls, the grissailles, carved detailing, and plasterwork. The grand piano remained in the Blue Drawing Room, its silhouette enlarged by a clumsy canvas cover. The gramophone had been carried to Catherine’s room.

Linoleum or coarse runners covered the floors, leaving only shining strips of polished wood along the sides. An Aubusson carpet padded the space under the night wardmaster’s desk in the vestibule, the threads of its pattern already distorted by his boots. A mantelpiece carved by Gibbons had been painted over in an attempt to sanitize the room with whitewash.

In the morning room, orderlies had propped ladders next to the windows, released the draperies from their rods, and the stiff fabric slowly crumpled into sharp-angled, mountainous folds surrounded by storms of dust. Without draperies, the bare rooms became boxes—painted, gilded, or polished—stacked one on top of another, with stairs mounted between them.

Iron beds were moved into the largest rooms on the ground floor, and there—bored and immobilized—the patients would study the ovolo molding and wreaths on the ceiling, marred by a blurry bloom of rust, as hidden nails slowly oxidized beneath the stucco.

At night, when the warm air propelled the noise, the determined pulse of hammering sounded from deep in the house. There were odors of sawed wood, of acrid paint. Thin black wires harnessed the house to telephone poles, installed by men who squinted into telescopic devices and then pushed a huge roll of wire like an outsized toy over the fields.

Catherine left no trace of her passage through the rooms, touching none of the few familiar objects. Only her eye was entitled to possession. She imagined that the furniture and objects had been turned out of the house into water, a stream. Immersed, everything was of equal value. All that mattered was whether these things would break, sink, or float in the water. Or save a life.

THERE WAS A RUMBLE in the distance. Catherine angled her chair near the window as the headlights of the first vehicle jerked down the drive, revealing its bumpy relief and the narrow ribbons of grass along its sides. Several ambulances stopped under the stark light of flares, and a strange ceremony commenced as men quickly surrounded them, swung open the back doors, and clambered inside. The stretchers—each burdened with a single body—were handled so swiftly they seemed to levitate horizontally from the ambulances and vanish into the house, exactly like a magician’s act. Less severely injured men moved at a measured pace up the steps, heedless as kings to the frantic activity around them.

A harsh ringing startled Catherine, and the thread of noise pulled her to the telephone. The official’s words were rapid, soothing. “I saw the light in your room,” he said. “The first wounded soldiers have arrived from the battlefield. I hope you weren’t disturbed.”

“There is no need to notify me. The house is yours.” The receiver loudly struck the telephone as she slammed it into place.

She woke in a chair turned away from the window with no memory of the previous evening. Outside, the lawn was scattered with objects—crumpled jackets and shirts, a single boot, towels, papers, rags, and a knapsack—discarded as if unnecessary for the next stage of a journey. Who had left these worthless things?

Catherine listed the occupiers of her house:

Nurses. White peaked caps with string ties. Dark capes. Nurses have two stripes on their blouse cuffs.

V.A.D. Volunteer Aid Detachment women. Mauve-and-white pinstripe dresses. Starched collars, and cuffs. Flat black shoes and black stockings. White bib aprons. Caps pinned to heads.

Doctors. Operating jackets. Rubber gloves.

Patients. Loose blue suits. Red neckties. Bathrobes worn outdoors.

Officers. Long jackets. Trouser legs tucked into boots. Suits color of sand. Gold buttons.

Orderlies. Tunics with four pockets, five buttons. Caps with badges.

AFTER THE ARRIVAL of the wounded soldiers, night separated itself from day by sounds that ran through the rooms like water, passing doors, windows, walls, a thick tide that carried footsteps, rattling trolleys, the dry click of instruments discarded in metal pans, drawers closing, the whispers of the nurses.

The clock in the second-floor corridor had been allowed to remain in place. Catherine could hear its sonorous chimes over the constant vibration throughout the house, orchestrating a memory of this place when she had been happy, a married woman. She switched on the light and picked up a book. It was a clumsy object in her hand, papers sewn together, sentences organized into gray shapes on the page, indecipherable, as if fused.

As Catherine watched from her window, the landscape told the hour. At first horizontal, the rising sun struck the greenhouse, appearing to transform it into a solid shape, silver replacing its glass. She was certain of what followed as the light gracefully rose, extending its familiar pattern across the distant fields, transforming a stream into a white line connected to the circle of a pool.

The day was mild, and a number of patients, some in wheelchairs or beds, were steered through the double doors, an armada launched upon the lawn. Other patients made halting progress on crutches to chairs arranged on the grass, where the nurses, distinct in enormous starched caps, stiff white wings around their heads, swooped over them. One woman must have recently returned from the front, since a large Red Cross insignia was sewn on her apron.

There was a space of silence between Catherine in her room and the patients below, mute men in identical robes or hospital suits of blue, their bandages a tie that bound them together. She watched them for hours, the scene so strangely unreal that only the pressure of her hands gripping the windowsill convinced her that this vision wasn’t unwinding before her in a dream.

A young nurse in a dark cape leaned close to listen to a man in a wheelchair, her hand on his shoulder. She threw back her head, laughing at his comment, and he turned to her, his body radiating joy from her reaction. Catherine looked away, stricken by their intimacy. No one in the house knew Catherine well enough to please her. Or cared to please her. But wasn’t it better to be alone than to be joined by illness to a stranger, the most unequal relationship? The wounded men who occupied her home were proof of the way luck was distributed. Their misfortune would spread to everyone around them, the rooms they lived in, the objects they touched. The estate was quarantined, unholy, accursed, its purpose to shield the rest of the world from their ruined bodies.

This must be interrupted.

She started up the gramophone, leaning on the windowsill as music from The Mikado arranged its gaiety around her, conducting her grief into waves.

The wind came up, and as if on cue, the nurses clutched their unwieldy caps and moved in the same direction, their long skirts tangling wildly around their legs. It suddenly began to rain, and they moved slowly toward the house, the men stoically lowering their heads or holding a hand over their faces to protect their white bandages, fragile as sugar. The men who were immobilized waited patiently, rain streaming over their bodies, until nurses ran back with armloads of blankets to cover their heads and guide them to their rooms. It rained the rest of the day, then darkness hardened the vast lawn into black stone carved by the hieroglyphic of the drive, a pale and curved line.

After midnight, there was shouting directly below Catherine’s window, and she leaned out to watch two men hop and spin, arms extended and faces upturned, gleeful at the downpour. The light from a lower window struck the rain into brilliance, so the men appeared to be held upright by thousands of moving strings.

She slept. Suddenly she was jarred awake, aware that the mirrors in the attic were absorbing light from the landscape—the minute reflections of water on grass and leaves, puddles, the faint gleam of gray gravel in the drive—and redirecting it as a beacon for enemy aircraft. Their bombs would find their target, would shatter the mirrors in the attic, sending shards of glass—certain as daggers—straight to her heart.

Under the tight bedsheets, her legs were pinned in a ballet dancer’s position, making her helpless. Her legs were stilts. The immense glittering weight of the mirrors pressed down on her. Terrified, she waited, unable to move, listening for the droning of the aircraft she was certain would come.



Chapter Two

[image: art]

DR. MCCLEARY HAD ceremoniously placed the lid on an empty sterilizing jar, and this delicate click had signaled the end of forty-one years as a practicing surgeon. He had driven to Bruisyard in east Suffolk and settled in a ramshackle country house, formerly a nunnery of the Order of Saint Clare. He fished, organized his classics library, spoiled his dogs. Although he had never married, the solitude of retirement didn’t suit him. Fifteen months later, the war found him.

He had packed scores of Hagedorn’s half- and full-curved needles and holders, rongeurs, wire-working pliers, sets of mouth retractors, extracting forceps and knives, an assortment of hemostats, a tracheotomy kit, and a sharpening stone of Carborundum into his medical bag and joined Dr. Cole, the chief surgeon of the Maxillofacial Department at King George Hospital. There, colleagues had affectionately called McCleary “the grand old man,” acknowledging his age and formal character. “Don’t go showing off or they’ll send you to the front,” the youngest resident had teased. “We can’t do without you, Doctor.” It was September, and everyone was confident the war would be over in a few months. Surely by Christmas.

Since injuries to the face were uncommon during peacetime, surgeons were woefully unprepared for the severity of the wounds caused by bombs and shell fragments. McCleary had limited surgical experience with facial injuries, but what knowledge he possessed was enough to make him a specialist.

At a medical conference held at the hospital the week after his arrival, there had been no speaker on jaw grafts because none of the surgeons had ever performed the procedure. In fact, the majority of current papers on facial surgery had been published in foreign journals.

As required by his early medical training, McCleary had memorized the skin’s topography as an aid to diagnosis. The skin was rich with infoldings, outfoldings, multiple layers, stoppered orifices (the ear), and open orifices (the nose). The slightest invaginations were foveas, a term applying to dimples and the tongue, its macroscopically pitted surface dense with foveas identified as “follicular crypts.” Skin made invaginated folds around a flexed limb; smaller creases formed around these folds; wrinkles and macroscopic lines, including the whorls and ridges on the fingers and palms, extended their nearly invisible pattern over the entire body, binding it with a pattern, the finest of skeins. The largest folds of skin outside the body were mostly sexual: the penis, prepuce, scrotum, labia, and clitoris.

However, McCleary had known nothing about the development of facial surgery, and the scant and haphazard information in the Royal College of Physicians library astonished him. There was little evidence of systematic progress in the history of maxillofacial surgery, which bore out Hippocrates’ observation that “war is the only proper school of surgeons.” McCleary had realized that he had the peculiar privilege of witnessing the establishment of a corpus of knowledge, as surgeons were now compelled to consult forgotten or rejected documents to aid the wounded.

During his weeks of research, McCleary discovered that the first book about skin, De Morbis Cutaneis, appeared in 1572, and it was another two hundred years before the second book on the subject was published. During much of this time, it was strictly taboo to cut or violate the surface of the body for anatomical dissection.

The words used to describe skin were dense, unexpectedly multifarious. In Greek, derma for “hide” was familiar, and it was only one of the many subtle aspects of skin the language defined. There were also multiple words in Latin, including cutis for living skin and pellis for skin that was sloughed, dead. Horror was traced to the horrilation, or “lifting,” of the skin.

Plato believed skin was “a canopy of flesh,” merely “felting” laid over the interior organs as protection. Aristotle claimed skin had been formed by “drying of flesh, like the scum upon boiled substances.” These dismissive attitudes—skin as crust, a curdled material, congealed fluid, a temporary substance, a jelly-like covering—lasted for centuries. By the eighteenth century, skin was finally recognized as a permeable membrane, a threshold for exchange of fluids and air with the exterior world.

Curiously, the actual color of skin was rarely described, but McCleary had found a beautiful citation in the Mishneh Torah, a fourteen-volume work by Moses Maimonides dating from the twelfth century. Skin could have degrees of whiteness, like “snow in wine” or “blood in milk.” It could be white as lime or “the skin in an egg.” The Hebrew words for “light” and “skin” were closely related. One text stated that skin affected by leprosy had thirty-six distinct colors; another author claimed seventy-two. There were limited choices for the appearance of damaged skin; scars were “livid” or “angry.”

Early accounts of facial surgery were as fantastical as mythological tales. In India, around the sixth century BC, the renowned Hindu surgeon Susruta wrote the first treatise on facial surgery, Salya-tantra, which instructed how to transplant skin, suture muscle, tie veins, and monitor a patient’s dreams for healing, finally translated into English in 1794. Many of Susruta’s patients were adulterers who had been punished by amputation of their nose. McCleary had discovered a passage he admired from Susruta’s work and copied it into his commonplace book: “Those diseases which medicine does not cure, the knife cures; those which iron cannot cure, fire cures; and those which fire cannot cure, are to be reckoned wholly incurable.”

In the ancient world, it was believed to be impossible to graft skin between individuals, as there was a “mystic sympathy” between skin and its owner. McCleary had diligently tracked down fragmented accounts, written hundreds of years ago, of a nose grafted from a slave onto a wealthy man. The donor nose had failed along with its original human source.

In the early fifteenth century, the Branca family of Sicily were renowned for their secret facial-reconstruction techniques, learned from the Greeks or Arabs. A professor at the University of Bologna, Gaspare Tagliacozzi, became the first European to illustrate and describe the reconstruction of the nose, ears, and lips with the publication of De Curtorum Chirurgia in 1597. However, Tagliacozzi was accused of practicing magic; Paré and Fallopius, the most famous surgeons of the time, denounced him; and the Church prohibited his surgical techniques. Years after his death, a voice told the nuns in the convent of San Giacomo that Tagliacozzi was damned and must be disinterred from their burial ground. The nuns exhumed his body. Though Tagliacozzi was cleared by the Tribunal of the Inquisition and reburied, his techniques were lost. Surgical advances languished.

In 1743, Henri François Le Drean repaired the lower lid of a fourteen-year-old boy with a flap of skin moved from his nose. Nearly fifty years later, François Chopart reconstructed a lower lip with skin obtained from the patient’s neck. By the nineteenth century, pioneering developments in soft-tissue repair were published in Handbuch der operativen Chirurgie by J. von Szymanowski. La Rhinoplastic by Nélaton and Ombrédanne also offered a wealth of information on skin flaps.

In 1869, Jacques-Louis Reverdin grafted a millimeter of skin onto a patient’s wound. Although the transplant flourished and successfully healed, Reverdin’s discovery was dismissed and he was ridiculed. However, Louis Ollier and Carl Thiersch persevered, developing a razor-cutting technique to obtain thinner areas of skin. The Ollier-Thiersch graft laid the foundation for plastic surgery.

McCleary had been oddly comforted by this disjointed history, as if in the last chapter of his working life he had joined an exalted but little-understood and secretive brotherhood.

When he had read that the word flesh in Sanskrit was from the prefix pluta, meaning “floating,” it was a revelation. He then understood the skin was neither liquid nor solid, but a curtain of sensation. Mutable, pliable, and unstable, its boundaries were undefinable, uncertain as smoke. Skin was simultaneously a canvas and the paint on its surface. McCleary had also been jolted into recognizing a simple truth: by changing color, the skin communicated an expression while remaining absolutely still. An involuntary system. The face represented both the skin and the mind.

MCCLEARY WAS ROTATED to different hospitals, from a forty-bed unit established by the Red Cross at Brook Street to a larger facility at 24 Norfolk Street, then Roehampton and the majestic General Hospital, which had been converted from a former orphanage. He was also assigned to evacuate men with face wounds as they arrived at Waterloo Station, a cavernous structure that echoed with shouts and the whistled blasts of the ambulance trains.

The fighting intensified and casualties mounted while McCleary was posted at King George Hospital. The medical staff worked with a raw energy. No one slept. The situation was intense, fluid, and the disorganization was shocking, as hospitals were never notified until the last minute about the number of incoming wounded. This was done deliberately, to confuse enemy spies and avoid alarming civilians.

McCleary had been on duty when one of the first groups of face-injured soldiers arrived. He waited as the canvas flap at the rear of the Commer ambulance was thrown back and thin torchlight hesitantly intruded into the dim interior of the vehicle, faintly illuminating six seated men, their heads misshapen by enormous bandages, their bodies strapped to chairs against the walls. They were unmoving, still as rocks or guardian figures at the entrance to a sacred cave. Because they were absolutely silent, McCleary momentarily thought their mouths were sealed by thin, dark bandages until he saw that their jaws were wired shut. They had been transported sitting upright—never prone on a stretcher—because they could choke to death lying on their backs.

Some of the men were conscious, and McCleary tried to catch their eyes to reassure them. One man, his face heavily bandaged, signaled weakly with his good hand and struggled to speak with his damaged lips. McCleary couldn’t understand his words and leaned closer, his nostrils filling with the terrible smell of infection that carried the man’s whisper, “Kill me. Kill me.”

The face-injured men who had been sent to regular hospitals in error were immediately isolated or transferred to special maxillofacial units. Other patients refused to share a ward with the disfigured men, as they were a depressing influence. Some men with shattered faces had been shuttled to eight different hospitals within a few months, paper tags scrawled with their names and terse descriptions of their injuries tied to their toes if they were unable to speak.

Months later, after spending fifteen hours in the operating theater, McCleary had stripped off his jacket and moved in a daze of fatigue down an empty corridor, the sunlight spread in dazzling stripes under his feet. From the window overlooking the hospital garden he watched two patients—slightly hobbled by the casts on their legs—use bayonets to attack a cloth dummy in enemy uniform swinging from a tree.

He closed his eyes, unable to bear witness.

That afternoon, he requested transfer to a hospital outside the city.

EVEN BEFORE MCCLEARY had toured the estate, he’d ordered the mirrors removed from the house. No patient was allowed to use or own a mirror. He controlled their images, protecting them from their own faces.

“Truth won’t heal these men,” McCleary had later told the medical staff assembled in the ballroom. “The sight of their damaged faces will hinder recovery. Better to keep their hope alive.”

If anyone in the room disagreed with McCleary, they left it unspoken.

It became policy that the orderlies would search each man admitted to the hospital and confiscate anything with a reflective, shining surface: shaving mirrors, flasks, cigarette cases, compasses, scissors, bottles of spirits, letter openers and penknives with gleaming blades. Even an ink bottle with a flat gold cap, a framed photograph, and a polished watchcase were forbidden and locked up in the supply room. They were as dangerous as weapons.

WHEN MCCLEARY FIRST evaluated a patient, he spoke briefly and used Latin terminology for the muscles and bones of the face, since elevated language strangely comforted the men. He’d tell them that the Greek word for skin, thumos, had two interpretations, “anger” and “spirit.”

“Your skin is a live, constantly changing thing, and healing is a process,” he’d explain. “New surgical techniques are always being discovered. I will do everything in my power for you.”

McCleary had always been able to anticipate the progression of healing the way other men could predict time, weather, the risk of a bet. But there was no such certainty here. Some of the patients’ faces were so cruelly damaged he couldn’t reassure them that his work would be successful. He couldn’t promise that their faces would become whole again or even passable enough to join their families, earn a living, simply walk down a street without drawing stares. No explanation of why they weren’t allowed a mirror was offered unless a patient asked. He struggled to evade his patients, to give them an honest but indirect diagnosis in order to extend a green branch of hope.

Hearing their fate, few men wept. Few asked questions other than When can I go home? When will my bandage be removed? This scene was repeated over and over.

A great number of patients were fixated on time and constantly spoke of exactly when they had been wounded. The moment, the hour, day, month when it happened was observed as an anniversary. It has been a week since I was injured, Nurse. It has been forty-seven days since I was injured, Doctor.

Most men were proudly self-reliant and grateful for McCleary’s attention, but a few reacted violently to the doctor, misinterpreting his expression, becoming hurt, and raging against him. Their gaze was barbed, heightened, as if the expression that injury had taken from their faces had magnified their ability to decipher expressions on others’. McCleary was conscious that the patients waited to ambush the slightest sign of uncertainty, pity, or disgust in his eyes, watched for the delicate, telltale tremor of his zygomaticus major, pulling the left corner of his upper lip into a false smile, marked by its asymmetry. He directed compassion to flow through his hands while his eyes remained firm, clear, neutral. A rock in a pool.
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