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To Mum and Dad,

with love.


Timeline of the First World War

1914



	4 August

	Great Britain declares war on Germany.




	31 August

	Recruitment for Manchester’s first ‘Pals’ battalion opens, and long lines of men queue to sign up. The idea that friends (and brothers) can serve together, rather than being split up, has great appeal, but the geographical concentration of these new battalions will have tragic consequences.




	22 November

	With the First Battle of Ypres ending in stalemate, front lines are being dug in. The entrenched Western Front will stretch from the Belgian coast to the Swiss border. Ypres remains in Allied hands, but faces heavy artillery and aerial bombardment. On 22 November incendiary devices hit the iconic Cloth Hall.





1915



	March

	The Graves Registration Commission is established. As well as registering and marking graves, it begins to dispatch photographic prints in response to requests from bereaved families in Britain. 170,000 of these photographs will eventually be supplied.





1916



	27 January

	Conscription is introduced in Britain.




	1 July

	The Somme offensive starts, and will continue for the next four and a half months. The capture of the village of Montauban is one of the few successes of the first day of the campaign, and the men of the Manchester and Liverpool ‘Pals’ battalions are praised for the part they play. Despite repeated attempts, it will take another two months to capture the neighbouring village of Guillemont.





1917



	January

	As the French prepare for their spring offensive, British troops relieve French forces in the southern Somme trenches.




	16 March

	Over the winter of 1916 German troops had been preparing a new front line, the Hindenburg Line; deep dugouts and concrete defences had been built and a network of supply lines constructed behind. They now withdraw to this strongly fortified front, torching villages, destroying roads and felling trees in their wake. Advancing Allied forces enter Chaulnes on 17 March and Péronne on the 18th, and find both in ruins.




	6 April

	The United States declares war on Germany.




	9 April – 17 May

	Second Battle of Arras. The Canadian Corps capture the high ground of Vimy Ridge. Otherwise, despite initial success, the Allies aren’t able to consolidate gains.




	May

	As the scale of the work of the Graves Registration Commission expands, it is reconfigured as the Imperial War Graves Commission.




	31 July

	The Third Battle of Ypres (‘Passchendaele’) begins. It will continue for the next three months.




	22 October

	An attack is launched on enemy lines in Houthulst Forest, north of Ypres. This is a diversionary manoeuvre, designed to distract from preparations for the main attack at Passchendaele. But, facing artillery bombardment and concealed snipers and machine-gun positions, and moving over difficult ground, the British struggle to advance.





1918



	21 March

	The enemy spring offensive, Operation Michael, is launched.




	8 August

	The beginning of the Hundred Days – the final offensive on the Western Front.




	11 November

	Representatives of the warring nations sign the Armistice of Compiègne just after 5 a.m. Fighting ends at 11 a.m.





1919



	1919

	The Imperial War Graves Commission is now responsible for more than half a million graves and over 1,200 cemeteries in France and Belgium alone. The work of consolidating cemeteries begins and by 1923 the Commission will be shipping over 4,000 headstones per week to France.





1920



	1920

	The Imperial War Graves Commission ceases to offer a photographic service. But as demand remains, charities and commercial photographers take over this work.





1927



	24 July

	The Menin Gate is unveiled – a memorial to the soldiers who died on the Ypres salient, but who have no known grave. 54,896 names are cut into the stone, but there proves to be insufficient space within the structure to add those registered as missing beyond August 1917. A further 35,001 men are commemorated on the Tyne Cot Memorial to the Missing. Stonemasons will still be completing work on the Menin Gate when Germany invades Belgium in 1940.
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PART I



Prologue


Edie


Lancashire, May 1921



Edie doesn’t hear the postman. She only notices the envelope, there on the linoleum, as she passes through from the kitchen to the sitting room. She bends to pick it up, sure it is a thing of no great consequence, just another bill that will have to wait, until she sees the postage stamp. It is the same stamp that used to be on their letters from France.

She turns the Manila envelope in her hands. The address is typed, so that it has a vague look of being official. She has written a lot of letters to France and Belgium over the past four years and, in return, receives envelopes full of apologies and repetitions. Her mind flicks through the names of agencies and bureaus, charities and associations, official offices and cemeteries.

At first it is merely a white sheet of paper inside the envelope, with nothing written or printed upon it, but when she turns it over, she sees it is a photograph. For a moment she doesn’t know the face. For that one moment it is the face of a stranger with no place or purpose being here, in her hallway, in her hand. It is an item of misdirected post, a mistake, a mystery – but only for a moment.

Edie leans against the wall and slides down the tiles. She hugs her arms around her knees. There’s a flutter in her chest like a caged bird beating its wings against the bars. The photograph has fallen from her hands and is there, at an angle to the chequerboard pattern of the floor, an arm’s stretch away. She rocks her head back against the wall and shuts her eyes.

Edie tells herself that she needs to look at it again. She must look. She ought to look, to bring it up close to her eyes, and to be certain, because while those are surely his eyes in the photograph, everything else makes no sense. How can it be? Certainly it is only a resemblance. It can’t possibly be him, after so long. Can it? But she doesn’t need to see the photograph a second time to know the truth. It is undoubtedly Francis.

She bites at her knee and makes herself look up. She can see her own footprints on the floor, the habitual patterns that she makes around this house. The linoleum needs mopping again. She should find time to paint the scuffed skirting boards and to beat the doormat. An oak leaf has blown under the hall table, and there next to it is that library card she’s been searching for. She notices all of these things, so that she doesn’t have to look at his face.

‘How?’ She asks the question out loud.

The envelope has crumpled in her hand, but she needs to check inside it. There must be more than that picture. There must be an explanation. A meaning. But there is nothing else there. No letter. Not a sentence. Not one word. She turns the envelope over and sees her address has been typed on a machine with worn keys. The curve of the u is broken, the dot on the i is missing, but the inky perforation of the full stop is emphatic. She can’t read the smudged postmark. There are hyphens in the chain of letters, she makes out, and it is perhaps a Saint-Something-or-Other, but the blur is a divine mystery. Her hands leave damp fingerprints on the brown paper. She has grown to accept that there must be a full stop after Francis’ name, but could she have got that wrong? Could there really be a chance? It is strange to see her own fingers tremble that way.

She rocks onto her side and feels the cold of the floor against her cheek. The photograph is there, inches from her hand. She hears footsteps going along the pavement outside, the buddleia tapping against the sitting-room window in the breeze, the beat of a waltz on Mrs Wilson’s gramophone next door, but mostly there is the noise of her own breathing. She shouldn’t be here, lying on the hall floor on a Tuesday morning, with her face pressed down against lino that needs mopping, but how hard it is to make herself move. Why is it so difficult to stretch her hand out towards the photograph? To believe that it really is him?

The sun is slanting through the fanlight now, and the harlequin colours of the glass are elongating across the tiles, jewelling his face in red and green and gold. The face of her husband, who has been missing for the past four years.
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Harry


The Folkestone–Boulogne ferry, August 1921



‘Edie?’

Harry sees her as he steps out onto the deck. She is wearing a grey silk dress and though her hair is hidden under a broad-brimmed straw hat, he knows her from the shape of her wrist on the railings and the way that she holds a cigarette.

‘It is you?’

But when she turns, it isn’t Edie at all.

‘Pardon?’ The woman takes her sunhat off as she looks up at Harry. Dark hair flickers around a pale face. ‘Forgive me, do I know you?’

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

‘It’s that blasted sun.’

‘Here. Please.’

‘You’re very kind.’

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

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

‘Harry, actually.’ He offers her his hand. ‘Harry Blythe.’

‘Rachel West.’ Her face softens when she smiles. ‘Bother. It doesn’t seem nice to soil a stranger’s handkerchief and then to hand it back. Even if it perhaps wasn’t yours to begin with.’

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

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

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

‘This is the first in my collection.’

How could he have mistaken her? Her face isn’t like Edie’s at all, he sees now: the angles are sharper, her colours all darker. But something in her smile, in the animation of her eyes, reminds Harry of her.

‘Did I see you drawing pictures earlier?’ she asks.

‘Quite possibly. I’ve found myself press-ganged into being a floating portrait artist. A lady asked me to draw her likeness this morning and now they’re forming a queue. I’ve never had more custom or more gratitude. I’m starting to think that I could make a living on this crossing.’

‘What a thing!’

‘They mean to pin themselves up in enquiry offices and cafés and railway stations. They’re looking for missing men.’

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

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

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

*

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

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

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

He shakes his head. ‘Not my calling.’

The boat pitches down and spumes of white water leap. He hears Rachel’s intake of breath. ‘Doesn’t it make you feel vigorous?’ she asks. ‘Keenly alive? Effervescent with it?’

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

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

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

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

‘With some relief?’

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

‘And so you did.’

‘Cross again? Yes.’ He blinks at Rachel. ‘That was February 1916. The experience rather put me off messing about in boats.’

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

‘Quite,’ says Harry.

‘We learned that one at school.’

Seagulls arc and cry in the background of the canvas that he’s mentally composing of Rachel West. The wind in her hair makes her look like a mermaid. With his eyes on the water he can’t help but scan for mines. Regardless of what Edie might have advised, it calms him more to focus on this woman who offers poetry to the waves and how he might convey her in paint.

‘David went over in the January,’ she says.

‘David?’

‘My husband. Here. Perhaps you might understand this?’

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

‘Can you read it?’

‘I’m sorry. The writing is very difficult to make out, isn’t it?’

‘He used to write poems. Would you believe it? Verses full of the landscapes of his childhood and such clever rhymes.’

Harry looks down at the page, which seems to have neither rhyme nor reason.

‘It was his last,’ she says. ‘The next thing was a typed note saying that David was missing. When I look at this letter, I think that part of him was already missing.’

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

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

‘No,’ Harry replies.

*

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

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

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


Boulogne-sur-Mer, August 1921



Francis had been here taking photographs five years ago. Harry had watched from behind as his brother had focused in on the patterns of the rigging and nets and ropes, and all of it reflected on the wet dock. The disembarking passengers tread through those same reflections today, and Harry hears and knows the sound of the rain in this place, the cries of the seagulls and the stevedores and the screech of the wheels of the railway wagons. He remembers the mass of masts and chains and cables scribbled against the rain-filmed sky, the shapes of cranes, the funnels of sailing barges and the names of the grand hotels beyond. This dockside is all so familiar, and yet the memory of it feels so far away.

It had been such a momentous thing to see the French coast approaching for the first time, to finally be on this side of the Channel, but then they had stepped onto a workaday quayside, with canning sheds and tea huts and old-fashioned fishing boats with red sails. Now, on that same dock, Harry watches a man piling suitcases into a pram. Barrels are being rolled along the cobbles. A horse and cart clatters past loaded with baskets of herrings. There is a strong smell of diesel and fish. So much is the same, five years on, and so much is different.

Harry shoulders his luggage and walks on into the town, past warehouses, hotels and shop windows. He catches glimpses of his own reflection against the displays of butcher’s and baker’s and ironmonger’s, and half expects to see Will and Francis there at his side. He remembers Will’s voice haltingly reading all the shopfront names aloud and laughing; their surprise that here too there must be grocers selling cabbages and corsets and colanders. Their eyes had been all over it that first time, he remembers, expecting foreignness but finding familiarity, as they walked through the streets of an extraordinarily ordinary town. When they had stopped pointing at things, the three of them had linked arms, that wordless action needing no acknowledgement, seeming the most natural thing.

‘Where’s this war, then?’ Francis had asked.

‘Bothering some bugger else,’ Will had replied.

He can almost hear their voices, their laughter, their footsteps at his side, but Harry’s reflection is alone in the shop windows today. He has to stop and check that it is so. In the display of a milliner’s shop, plaster mannequins tilt their chins under a selection of variously embellished cloche hats and a mirrored sign says Qu’est-ce vous cherchez? What are YOU looking for? Harry finds, as he stands here, that he can’t quite put it into words.

He takes a table in a corner café and watches, through the steamed windows, as trams slide past. He carves his initials in the condensation. Beyond his dripping letters, posters are advertising day excursions and the benefits of taking the water. Painted ladies loll in the shallows around bathing machines, smiling like sirens at the procession of umbrellas. He takes a shot of eau de vie with his coffee and turns Edie’s postcard in his hands.

‘Something for your photograph album,’ her handwriting says on the reverse. ‘Isn’t this a bit back-to-front?’

Harry sees her photograph face ask the question; sees her mouth speak the words; hears the inflection in her voice. His focus pulls out and it is the day before he returned to London, a full three months ago now; Edie is standing by the spillway of the reservoir in his image, framed by his lens, the water rushing down the steps to her right, and her head angled as if she can’t decide whether she wants to look at him or not. She had told him about the photograph of Francis minutes earlier. So much had seemed back-to-front at that moment too.

‘I’ve been looking through Francis’ old photographs recently,’ she had said. ‘The photographs that he took during the war, I mean. I’ve been trying to sort them out, put them all in order, only none of them make sense to me. It should be a rule, I think, that no one should be permitted to take photographs unless they mark them with the date and the location. What use are they otherwise? How am I meant to understand what I’m looking at?’ She had looked towards Harry. ‘Of course, you’ll know one ruined village from another. Perhaps you’ll catalogue them for me?’

‘I will, if you wish it.’ He had rewound in recalled clicks of the camera lens. He had reeled back through in snapshot instants. It left him in Épehy in August 1917. His older brother was sitting across the table from him cutting photographic paper down into rectangles. Around them a bar full of soldiers roared into song, but Francis was concentrating on the angle of his corners. Two months later he was gone.

‘I didn’t know that you had his photographs,’ he had said to Edie.

‘I’ve got a whole box of them. He brought some of them home when he came back on leave, and Captain Rose sent on another parcel at the end. I’ve always meant to look through them, to sort them all out, but have never had the heart.’

‘Why now then?’

‘Because another one turned up a couple of weeks ago. Or, rather, a photograph of Francis. It came in the post.’

‘In the post?’

‘By itself in an envelope. A photograph of him and nothing else. I suppose that somebody must have found it, and thought to send it on to me, but it’s odd not to put a letter in, isn’t it?’

‘It is,’ he’d replied. ‘And the postmark?’

‘French. It was sent from France. Do you think it strange too? I’m glad that it’s not just me.’

‘As you say, someone probably found it.’

‘Perhaps.’ Edie had shrugged. ‘What happened to Captain Rose?’

‘He died at Cambrai. I saw it in the newspaper.’

She’d nodded. ‘It was peculiar to see Francis’ face fall out of an envelope. It shocked me. I wasn’t ready for it. I’ll not lie – I had to pour myself a brandy. It was almost like seeing a ghost.’

The eau de vie hits the back of Harry’s throat now and he coughs. He has seen so many ghosts today. For three months he has put off this task, he too hasn’t had the heart, but he has begun working his way through the old photographs today, ordering them chronologically, replaying the memories as he tries to put it all back to the way that it was. They are lined up on the café table in front of him now, in rows and sets, like some peculiar game of patience.

The first image in the top row is taken in Morecambe, in the January of 1915. They make cakewalk poses outside their billet, aligning themselves by size – Francis, himself and Will – a set of end-of-pier minstrels. A newspaperman had taken their photograph, in a more sober stance, minutes earlier. His mother had posted the cutting from the Manchester Courier to them and they had laughed at the caption – Brothers in Arms. They are waxed and buffed new soldiers here. Harry recalls the stiffness, the itch, of that uniform. The smell of it. He can almost taste the Brasso and the boot polish. He is struck now by how very young Will looks.

Harry props Edie’s postcard against his glass and starts to place the photographs in the album that he has purchased for her, fitting them into their paper brackets one by one. On the first pages they are doing Swedish drills on the promenade, bayonet exercises on the golf links and digging trenches at Torrisholme. There are inter-battalion sports days and dances and concerts. They grin, standing on either side of their landlady, Mrs Faulkner. She twists a white handkerchief in her hands. Crowds (and handkerchiefs) wave as their train pulls away. Harry annotates, as Edie entreated, adding dates and details with the pen that he has bought for the purpose.

There are group photographs at Parkhouse Camp then, Will smiling with the woman who sold oranges from a basket, and views of columns marching over Salisbury Plain. Biplanes curve low over Stonehenge. He sees himself, six years younger, leaning against the stones. His younger self squints into the sun. It is like looking at a different person. He thinks of the photograph of Francis that Edie had showed him three months ago. Where has it been, this image of his brother, for the past four years? Why has it surfaced now? Could it simply have been lost in the system somewhere? But for four years – could that be possible?

He looks out at the street and half expects to see Will and Francis there, linking arms again, walking away. Fat raindrops slide down the glass. He imagines Francis’ name on a grave and considers how that could connect with Edie sending him a postcard from Arras. What could have taken her there? Have there been more anonymous envelopes? Could there really be a connection between Edie’s postcard and Francis’ photograph face?

Francis had sent Edie a postcard on that day they first docked in Boulogne, Harry recalls. A chap with an extravagant moustache was peeping out from behind a bunch of giant pansies and pointing at the motto Gros Bisous de Boulogne. Francis had covered the reverse with crosses for kisses. No words. No name. Its meaning would be understood, Harry knew that, but there was something mischievous in the lack of signature, he had thought. He had recalled that crosshatching of ink kisses again, and its teasing anonymity, when Edie had shown him the envelope in which the photograph of Francis had arrived.

Harry reaches into his jacket pocket and pulls out the postcard that he has just bought for Edie. Baskets of herring are being landed from sailing boats in a pastel-tinted once-upon-a-time version of the harbour in which he has landed. The sky above the quayside is tinted an improbable blue.

‘I am here. I am looking. I am trying,’ he writes on the reverse – and a PS: ‘But are you here too?’
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Harry


Boulogne-sur-Mer, February 1916



‘I thought you’d stopped drawing,’ said Will. The wind whipped his hair around his face. He squinted into the low sun. ‘I haven’t seen you painting for ages. I thought you’d given all of that up.’

‘So did I. I tried.’ Harry smiled up at his brother. ‘I haven’t done this for months.’

It had been odd to open the sketchbook again. For nine months he had told himself to leave it closed. After he’d made the difficult decision not to take up the place at the art college, he’d told himself that he must put all of that behind him; he’d chosen to be here with his brothers instead, and he must now look forward, not back. But today the wind whisked and whistled across the dry sand ahead, planes were scribbling over the sea, and Boulogne-sur-Mer was oyster grey, umbers and rose. How could he not test that on paper?

‘I’m glad,’ Will said. ‘You were miserable when you weren’t painting.’

‘Was I? Did you notice that?’

‘You kept looking at the sky moodily and glowering at trees. Francis said that you were pining for your paintbox, and we had to cheer you up, or else you might artistically top yourself.’

Harry laughed.

The blue-green of the sea pooled on the enamel of his palette, curling into paint approximations of sand and sky. He tilted his paper and breathed steadily as he let the colours run. Harry wasn’t sure about glowering at trees, but he did admit that today he felt himself again. Fully himself. Calm. Whole. He sat back, smiled at Will, and lit a cigarette.

‘I was collecting seashells.’

Will sat down next to him. His fingers uncurled to show a handful of cockleshells. He spilled them out and then busied himself planting them in a neat line in the sand. A squad was drilling up on the promenade. Harry could hear the rhythm of boots and barked orders.

‘Can I?’

‘Of course.’

Harry watched his brother’s sandy fingers turning through his sketchbook. The wind flickered through studies of his own mirror features, his brothers’ eyes and smiles, and Edie’s face there, over and over. He felt conscious of that suddenly, watching Will’s fingers turn the pages.

‘They haven’t told us where we’re going yet.’ Will skimmed a shell down the beach.

‘Do you want to be going anywhere? How about we just stay here?’

Will laughed and then frowned. Harry watched his younger brother consider the question. In the bright beach light he was only a boy.

‘No,’ he replied at length. ‘You know, I don’t think I would mind too much. I enjoy playing football on the sand and going in the cafés for ice creams. Francis has found one that does chips and gravy. It’s like someone else’s war, isn’t it?’

Harry nodded and smiled.

‘Frannie says we’re missing out, though. It’s all happening elsewhere and we’re just stuck in another seaside town. It’s all rushing forward, all going on further south, and he’s still here, taking photographs of fishermen and beach huts and café terraces, and he’s done all of that already.’

Harry could hear Francis’ inflections in Will’s voice. ‘There are worse things.’

‘Tell him that.’

Harry looked at the shifting liquid landscape ahead. An old woman was raking for cockles down the beach, doubled in reflection. Clouds scudded across. He could make out the movement of a cluster of wading birds at the water’s edge. He shut his eyes to the glitter of it and lay down on the sand, breathing in the hot smell of seaweed, tasting the salt on his lips. The saline wind sharpened his senses and made him feel intensely alive. He considered that he could quite happily see out the war here, painting busy skies and beachscapes, with the warmth of the winter sun on his face.

‘Come on,’ said Will. ‘I promised Francis that we’d meet him up on the hill.’

They picked their way up the beach, the wind tugging at the roots of their hair and making sails of their clothes. The clouds were moving fast and shadows shifted on the sand. Flags and music pulled in the wind. The dunes were full of khaki camping, like a scouts’ jamboree. As he turned to look towards the sea, Harry felt a sudden reluctance to leave the littoral light, which lent itself to watercolour. It suddenly mattered that he found the time to paint the sand dunes, the saltmarsh and the maritime pines. He needed to draw the cliffs and the herring boats and the moonlight silvering the shingle. Suddenly he felt that he had lost nine months and the need to put it all down on paper was urgent.

*

As they climbed up towards the Calvary, Francis was there, leaning over the railings, taking angles on the plunging rooftops and the busy port below. Will waved and then Harry could tell that Francis was watching them through his lens. He smiled behind the camera as they approached.

‘Is that noise the guns?’ Will asked. ‘It’s louder from up here, isn’t it? Is it closer today?’

‘Fret not, mon petit frère. It’s only the wind playing tricks.’

Francis put his arm around Will’s shoulders and Harry pushed his hands down into the pockets of his greatcoat.

‘It’s colder up here,’ he said.

‘Is it meant to be seen by the sailors coming in to the port?’ Will looked up at the crucifix.

‘I guess so,’ Harry replied, ‘to watch them as they go out to sea and return them safely home again.’

‘ “Such was the wreck of the Hesperus, in the midnight and the snow! Christ save us all from a death like this, on the reef of Norman’s Woe!” ’ Francis exaggerated his enunciation and made exclamatory arms for Will’s benefit.

‘Norman who?’

‘Never mind.’

‘Your man up there looks like he’s only bothered about sailors, though, doesn’t he? I mean, don’t you get the impression that he’s a bit exclusive?’ Francis proposed. ‘I might take my landlubber prayers elsewhere.’

The face on the cross looked steadfastly out to sea, eyes fixed on the horizon and seemingly unmoved by the whispered prayers of the women who were kneeling on the ground below.

Harry nodded. ‘I don’t think he can hear them. He doesn’t look as though he knows they’re there.’

Beyond, other men in uniform were sitting on the hillside staring out at the flint-grey sea. It struck Harry how so many of them had made this climb on such a windy day, only to stare back at the way that they had come, in silence. It was as if they were all mesmerized by the sea. Harry committed the oddness of the image to memory.

‘But I almost forgot.’ Francis threw his cigarette away and Harry looked at his brother in profile at his side. A curl of smoke left his lips and then he was turning to Harry and grinning. ‘I saw it in a shop in the town. It’s from both of us.’

Francis put his hand to his pocket and handed Harry a parcel wrapped in brown paper. ‘For me?’

‘Well, go on, then. Open it. I saw it, and I thought of you.’

There was a small tin box inside the parcel. Harry lifted the lid and saw sticks of bright rich pigment inside.

‘They’re pastels. I didn’t think you had any. Will and I put our money together. We decided that we’d had enough of your gloomy abstinence.’

‘Was it that bad? Was it that obvious? Thank you. It’s really kind of you.’

Francis shook his head. ‘Stand together. Let’s have a souvenir.’

He stepped back, cradling his camera. Harry put his arm around Will as they leaned against the wall. They both made impolite hand gestures at Francis’ lens. ‘Get a ruddy move on!’

Francis’ face was all concentration. ‘My chuffing fingers are cramped with the cold.’

‘It’s not that cold, you wimp. Frannie, how you whine!’

‘Hang on,’ said Will. ‘Look out.’ They watched as an officer approached Francis from behind, saw the alarm in his eyes as he turned, and then the relief with which he shook Michael Rose’s hand.

‘You need to be more discreet on this side,’ said Second-Lieutenant Rose. ‘You know it’s prohibited over here now. I’ve shown you the Order. Be grateful it’s only me that saw you. I’d be confiscating it, if it wasn’t for the fact that it’s my own old Kodak and my fingerprints are all over your misdemeanour.’

‘I’m sorry, sir,’ said Francis. ‘That was silly of me. I’ll be careful. I know the rules. I wouldn’t get you in bother.’

‘Don’t look so contrite,’ said Rose. ‘Go and stand with your brothers. I’ll take this one. You can send it home. Something for your girls.’

Francis knocked his cap to a jaunty angle and put his arm around Harry. He could feel the pressure of Francis’ fingertips and his pent-up laughter. ‘Smile for the dicky bird, boys!’

Rose grinned from behind the lens. ‘Something for posterity.’



4

Harry


Boulogne-sur-Mer, August 1921



Francis had photographed the railway station too, all exotic Gothic and sandbags in those days. He had said that it reminded him of a church organ, Harry remembers. Taking in the detail of the building again, this time through the viewfinder of his own camera, it seems both oversized and over-grand now; the passage of time has left it looking as though it’s overstating its claims. There are crenulations, rampant lions and medieval affectations; corner turrets, stepped spires and classical statues with swords and crowns of laurel leaves. The sandbags are gone, but as the shutter of his camera clicks, Harry fully expects to turn and see Francis there at his side.

He buys himself a coffee in the cheerless station café and watches as birds lunge through the wires and cables above. Starlings cut curves through the cross-hatching.

‘It’s our amphibious portrait artist again, isn’t it?’

Her feet stop by his table. He looks up and a drawing of a girl with sad eyes and a Forget Me Not locket animates into a crease of smile.

‘Mrs West – I hadn’t expected to see you again.’

‘Likewise, but I’m glad to cross paths with you, Mr Blythe. My train doesn’t leave for another half hour. Would I be making a nuisance of myself if I were to join you for a coffee?’

‘Of course not.’ In truth, he would be glad of a voice other than the ones in his head. He pulls a chair out for her. ‘I’m sorry, I should have asked you where you were travelling on to.’ He puts his hand up for the waiter.

‘Arras. The eleven thirty train.’

‘That makes two of us. I would be happy to have some company for the journey.’

He watches as the waiter shuffles cups and saucers on his tray and sorts through the small change.

‘I was grateful to you for drawing my picture. We all were. As I said, I would gladly have paid you.’

‘Nonsense. I wouldn’t dream of it. It was my pleasure.’

‘I hope you don’t mind my asking, but I wondered afterwards – did you draw when you were here during the war?’

‘Yes, all the time.’ He lights a cigarette and offers her the packet, but she shakes her head. ‘It was likenesses mostly. I drew them so they could send themselves home, put their face in an envelope and post it to their mothers and their sweethearts. They paid me for it sometimes. Other times it was a trade for a piece of chocolate or a cigarette. Mostly it was because I wanted to. I like faces – how people’s personality and experience show through – and you have to practise.’

‘You do?’

‘Francis said that.’ He looks at Rachel West and sees the shadows of her eyelashes, the fine lines at the corners of her mouth. There are freckles under her face powder. ‘And you always have to be looking.’

‘Francis?’

‘My brother. Although his thing was cameras. He wanted to be a photographer, you see, to do it professionally.’ He knocks back the last of his coffee. ‘I’ve somehow ended up doing it for him, though. It’s what I do for a living now, it’s my everyday bread and butter, but really it was always much more Francis’ passion than mine.’

‘Doing it for him? Am I wrong in assuming that he didn’t get the chance?’

‘A small matter of a war rather got in the way.’

‘It does that, doesn’t it?’

*

Rachel has placed a guidebook down on the table, an Illustrated Michelin Guide to the Battlefields. She has moved it aside to make way for her coffee, but flicks through the pages and shows him a photograph of Arras in ruins. There are tips for motoring tourists, he sees, and day-trip itineraries. ‘It looks like Pompeii,’ says Rachel and shuts the page on Arras. ‘I have to be there tomorrow. I have an appointment to look through lost property.’

‘Lost property?’

‘Lost men’s property. Personal effects. Potentially identifying items found on bodies which haven’t yet been named. Although it’s not officially phrased that directly.’

‘No, I expect not.’ Harry picks rust from under his fingernails. He thinks about what items might have been in Francis’ pockets. He considers how that photograph of his brother’s face might have been identified and found its way to Edie. ‘I have some business to do in Arras too. I could accompany you to your lost property office, if you’d like?’

Rachel plays with her teaspoon. ‘Would you? You wouldn’t mind? Thank you. I’d be grateful for some moral support.’ Her thin fingers are ringed with hearts and flowers formed in tin and brass and aluminium. Harry has seen similar before, worked from spent cartridges and corned beef cans.

‘ “Rings on her fingers and bells on her toes. She shall have music wherever she goes.” Did your husband make them?’ He nods at her fingers.

‘Yes. David was a silversmith. Always clever with his hands and a pair of pliers in his pocket. He took his pliers away with him, because that’s part of who he was – who he is. He made me some napkin rings too, from some sort of shell casing, and a box with pansies engraved onto it. Pensées in French, you see. He told me that. It meant that he was thinking of me.’

‘An artist and a poet and a linguist?’

‘Ten,’ she says. She flexes her fingers. ‘He sent me one each month. Ten months in France. I look at my fingers and I know where he was each month. I know the location that each parcel arrived from. The one that matters, though – the only one that really matters – is the eleventh month and I know hardly anything about that.’

‘And the eleventh month was?’

‘November 1916.’ Staring at her fingers, Rachel suddenly looks as if she might cry. ‘I’ve been here before, you know. This is my third trip. How many more do I have to make?’ She clatters the teaspoon into her cup and the ringed fingers are then in her hair. ‘I should be an expert at this by now, but – once again – I don’t know where to start.’

‘You’ve written to your husband’s regiment? He could be in England by now. Maybe in one of the hospitals?’ There are still twenty thousand men in the special hospitals, Harry has read. Looking for Francis, he has sat in the waiting rooms of many of those hospitals. He has written those letters. Spoken to those doctors and seen them shake their heads. ‘He could be staring down a ward waiting for you to arrive.’

‘I told you on the boat, didn’t I?’ She looks suddenly forceful. ‘I wrote to his officers, to the men who had written to me at the time, to all the men who he had ever named in his letters. They couldn’t tell me anything. So many men are missing. That’s what they all say. It’s as if the word missing is a code and I’m meant to get the nod as to what it really means.’

‘How about the army enquiry office? Or the British Legion?’

‘Yes, haven’t I already told you? They couldn’t help.’

‘The Red Cross?’

‘I even saw a clairvoyant. She told me that David wasn’t dead. She was certain of it. She couldn’t find him on the other side. It was near Arras that he went missing – in that place, and it all tumbled down to ruin. I think that David might be lost, or might have lost his mind.’

When she looks at Harry he senses that she expects him to know, as if she expects an answer, and, with the intensity of that look, he finds himself examining his trouser leg.

‘You don’t have to help me,’ she says.

Her fingers turn the Forget Me Not locket. He wonders if it contains her husband’s photograph and if she believes that he has forgotten her. Could Edie too believe that Francis has merely forgotten to come home? Two weeks on from writing that postcard, could Edie still be in Arras? Could she have found reason to stay there? ‘I need to call in at Arras this week, anyway,’ he says.

‘Yes, what exactly are you doing here?’ It comes out, evidently, a little sharper than she intends, because she adjusts her tone. ‘I would have thought that this would be the last place that you’d ever want to see again.’

‘As I said, I work as a photographer and I’m being paid to be here. I’m here on an assignment, as it were. My assignment is a list of graves. My job is taking photographs of graves.’

*

The train is quiet. He leans against the window and watches the suburbs blur. He’s aware of Rachel’s voice, its tone and rhythm and not-quite-heard words. The fields are green. It surprises him that they can be, after everything that’s happened. She fusses with an apple and talks about the price of bread. She talks a lot. Harry remembers other railway carriages, stinking of horse and soldier, and sees it slide by.

In February 1916 they had entrained inland in cattle trucks, with instructions to keep the noise down. Harry had looked out at France through wooden slats. There seemed to be a lot of empty villages and waterlogged agriculture.

‘It feels like sneaking up on the war from behind,’ Will had said.

But the train had brought them to a town that seemed bypassed by war and time. In between lectures on automatic gunfire and rifle-grenade instruction, they placed bets on turns of playing cards and dominoes and traded tinned rations for silk postcards stitched with sentimental slogans. They paraded in the driving rain, fixed feet at ten-to-two, and dripped. They played mouth organs and tin whistles and tug-of-war.

‘Is this it?’ Francis had asked.

Harry had started to write it all down that spring, long illustrated letters that lingered over the details, and he crammed all that was new and curious into a diary. He drew kit inspection, bombing practice and drill. He drew the lime trees, the red-brick farms and the rippling fields of wheat. He drew Will playing cricket, Francis taking photographs and their hands passing playing cards across café tables. Harry found comfort in committing it all to paper, felt lightened by the act and the concentration it required. He recorded his brothers’ faces in every attitude and expression.

‘You don’t have much luggage,’ Rachel observes.

‘Luggage?’ Harry refocuses on her face, winds back, and finds himself five years later, on a train heading east again. ‘It’s enough to lug around. I don’t expect to be invited to many cocktail parties.’

‘You’ve renounced dinner jackets? How reckless. How austere. You’re not fasting too?’ She offers him a bag of sweets and a half-smile.

‘I’m uncomplicating it,’ he says and wonders if it’s true. ‘But I do succumb to caramels.’

*

There are potted tulips on the steps of the hotel, a glossy, rich, grotesque red. He looks up to the boarded panes above as Rachel reads the card in the window.

‘Deux chambres?’ says the woman on the desk.

‘Did you see that eyebrow?’ Rachel laughs as they climb the stairs. ‘Is it humanly possible to look more arch? I’m not sure that I’ve ever felt more scrutinized and doubted.’

‘Nice to see that propriety is being policed. She’s marked you down in the register as doubtful, you know. Better mind your manners, miss.’

‘Mrs,’ she corrects.

‘Of course.’ He is sad to see that the humour in her face has gone. ‘I’m sorry.’

An English voice down the corridor complains about the quality of pillows and the lack of hot water. Harry shuts the door on it, but they’re all around: there are voices in the ceiling, under the floor and in the walls. This hotel is full of voices. They are all talking, all passing a commentary, all pushing their words through the walls. He props Edie’s postcard beside the bedside lamp and it is her voice that he hears again then, as clear as if she were here, in this room, speaking into his ear.

‘It was almost like seeing a ghost,’ she had said, as she told him about the photograph of Francis.

‘I can understand that.’

‘It wasn’t you who sent it?’

Did she suspect that? Was that why her eyes had searched his face? ‘No, why would I?’

‘And not him?’

‘How could it be?’

Harry had stepped away from her, looking through the lens. For a moment he had been glad to have the barrier of the camera between them, not to have to look her directly in the eye, as he considered his response to her question. In that reeling moment, he had asked himself how she could think that – but then why was it not easier to reply?

He focused in on her features, but her face told him nothing more. Backlit, she glowed at the edges. He watched her eyes lift following an arrow of geese overhead. Should it not be Francis – her husband, his brother – on this side of the camera? Should it not still be that way round? Did she have any good reason to be asking that question? Harry had leaned against the wall to steady himself. Edie’s photograph image offered him the bag of humbugs.

‘I want you to take a photograph of Francis’ grave.’

She had rolled a sweet on her tongue, he remembers. Her recalled words smelled of peppermints.

‘I will try for you,’ he had replied.

He’d returned to London with good intentions. He would talk to all the appropriate agencies and do all that he could to find some evidence. If a grave existed, he would go there and take the photograph for her. But did it? Could it? He had written letters and waited in offices, checked through casualty and prisoner lists, circulated descriptions and visited hospitals, but all of his enquiries had come to no end. There was nothing. He had tried and failed again, as he had warned her that he probably would. The days went by, the file of correspondence thickening and the possibilities diminishing, and it was only when he received her postcard from Arras last week that he realized another three months had passed.

‘Isn’t this a bit back-to-front?’ Edie’s postcard handwriting insists. ‘Shouldn’t it be you sending this to me?’

There is a picture of the Hôtel de Ville on the card and a July postmark. Could Edie have found something, then? Could she somehow have succeeded where he has failed? Has something of Francis surfaced in Arras?

Harry tries to block out the voices in the walls. He tries to shut out the photograph faces, and the thoughts of ghosts and graves, and to focus instead on the pattern of the wallpaper. His hotel room has yellow walls and overlarge pieces of furniture that look as though they have come out of a grander house. There is a dead bird on his window ledge. He watches its feathers shift. The sheets smell of stale sweat. The ceiling is watermarked in the shape of Africa. Shadows creep from the corners until he is staring into darkness.

*

He meets Rachel at six, as arranged, in the next-door restaurant. The room is full of people who look lost. At the tables all around they are telling each other their stories. There is slightly too much gesticulation to be normal. Conversations are conducted in a slightly higher emotional register. Confidences spill out over the soup. It is as if everyone in the room is slightly drunk, Harry thinks. They eat steaming boiled potatoes and mutton with grey fat. Photographs of the missing are posted on the greasy floral walls. He finds himself looking for faces that he might recognize, that he might himself once have committed to paper. He finds himself looking for Francis’ face.

‘He hasn’t gone,’ says Rachel suddenly, after two glasses of wine. ‘David, I mean. He is a robust man, a strong man, a man full of life.’

Harry feels himself being eyed comparably and not coming up to the mark. ‘There you are, then,’ he says.

‘I haven’t shown you, have I?’

She takes a photograph from her handbag and smiles as she pushes it across the table. The young man staring back has tidy features and strikingly pale eyes. Harry thinks that, if he were taking the photograph, he would focus in on the young man’s eyes. Whatever Rachel’s certainty as to the man in the photograph being full of life, there is something already ghostlike about those eyes.

‘A handsome chap.’

‘Yes.’ Rachel takes the photograph. She runs her hands over it as if she is reading it with her fingertips. ‘I’ve seen every spiritualist in Sunderland. He’s not on the other side.’

Harry wonders how many seers have run their fingers over David West’s image and what they have felt. He has read about psychics and spiritualist meetings, about widows and mothers communing with the souls of their lost men, connecting again and saying the things that they never had a chance to speak to their faces. But he can feel no sense of Francis as he holds his hand over his photographs. There is nothing there. No presence itching at his palm, no signs, no sense of a soul; only an absence, only a space, a gap, and memories that need to be kept covered up. Francis isn’t there to converse through a medium. If he is, Harry can’t think what Francis would say. And he’s not sure that he would want to hear it.
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There is a young couple in the corner of the café, not much more than teenagers, their fingers linked under the table, their heads touching, mouthing words only meant for each other. Edie catches the girl’s eye and quickly looks away, a brief, awkward moment of uninvited connection, but then his voice is there.

‘ “Fasten your hair with a golden pin,” ’ Francis’ voice whispers. She can almost feel his breath in her ear again and hear the grin shaping his recited words. ‘ “And bind up every wandering tress.” ’

It is eight years ago and she is a girl in the lending library, looking for a story to briefly take her away from her mother’s illness – and suddenly he is there, on the other side of the bookshelf, the blond boy with his flamboyant manners, and his rhymes, and that smile. She can see the gloss of his hair again. His smell of soap and cigarettes. His words that tasted of pear drops. Edie thinks of that boy’s confidence, and the irresistible vitality that shone so brightly out of him that day, and she can’t help but smile at the memory.

‘ “You need but lift a pearl-pale hand,” ’ he says, his soft voice lingering through the words, as though the sound of them is delicious to him. ‘ “And bind up your long hair and sigh, and all men’s hearts must burn and beat.” ’

It had been a displaced voice at first, whistling through the poetry section, until she had seen his movement on the other side of the shelves. She had looked through the gap between Dickinson and Donne and then his mouth had been there, making the whispered words.

‘ “And stars climbing the dew-dropping sky, live but to light your passing feet.” ’

She had wanted to tell him to shush, that this sort of thing isn’t allowed in the public library, to wave her hands and make the embarrassing words go away, but she could see the smile curling at the edges of his seashell-pink lips.

He was just a white-toothed grin, disembodied like the Cheshire Cat, and words with a scent of boiled sweets. But then he was eyes that watched her through the Romantics and the Classics; a flicker of long lashes and clear bright blue-green eyes that creased at the corners, so that she knew he was smiling on the other side. He existed only in fragments and glimpses and elements, and a voice that linked them all. But then he was a flash of profile, and finally a face that had looked directly down into her own as she had stepped out at the end of the row, as if he had always been there waiting for her.

‘ “I bade my heart build these poor rhymes,” ’ he recites. ‘ “It worked at them, day out, day in, building a sorrowful loveliness.” ’

The whisper of his voice was so soft that she had to step closer to hear him. He had put his eyes to the ceiling to recall the last line and then his gaze had connected with hers. He smiled with something that resembled satisfaction.

‘Yeats,’ he had said. ‘It’s a poem.’

‘I gathered that much.’

‘Only, when I saw you through the bookcase, I suddenly knew what it meant. I learned it by heart last week.’

‘And since then you’ve been like a coiled spring in the poetry section, waiting to pounce it on unsuspecting females?’

‘Not a bit of it.’ He had laughed and shaken his head. ‘It’s not like that at all. I would take your hand and introduce myself properly, only . . .’

His arms were full of books. He braced them with his chin to keep them from slipping. She looked at his chest and read the spines of atlases, a history of Roman Britain, walking guides and a book of birdsong.
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