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To Evan

Because this was a book of battlefields.

And you stood with me on all of them.





Et diabolus incarnatus est
 Et homo factus est

And the devil was incarnated 
And was made man

—ARTHUR MACHEN






Author’s Note

The battle of Passchendaele was part of a larger series of offensives begun by the British in the summer of 1917, a period in which their allies, the French, were on the back foot, hamstrung by disastrous leadership and a subsequent series of mutinies.

To draw attention from the French plight, British and Commonwealth soldiers undertook a grinding offensive in the Ypres Salient. They had some success. But summer victories, as so often on the Western Front, turned into stalemate. By autumn, rain and shellfire had made the battlefields into a perfect hellscape of mud, and it was into this mud and November sleet, over shell-shattered ground, that the Canadian Expeditionary Force was ordered forward in a final offensive, to take Passchendaele Ridge.

Arthur Currie, the legendary schoolteacher-turned-soldier, commander of the Canadian Expeditionary Force, warned that, while the Ridge could be taken, it would cost 16,000 Canadian casualties. And when the guns paused, and the Canadians indeed stood atop the Ridge, the attack had cost 15,654 casualties, including 4,028 Canadian dead.

The second battle—or more accurately, series of battles—took place in March–April 1918. Germany was making its last, furious attempt to win the war. It had, fleetingly, the numbers to do so. Russia had sued for peace, and the United States, although present, had yet to send men to the battlefield in force. The millions of men who’d been fighting on Germany’s Eastern Front were streaming west.

The war—and the future of the world—hung in the balance.




[image: A map titled ‘The Forbidden Zone: Ypres–Passchendaele 1917’ shows towns, railroads, roads, and battle lines. Key locations include Ypres, Poperinghe, Menin Road, Hill 60, Polygon Wood and Passchendaele. The map marks the Allied line on 4 June 1917 and the Allied lines during the Battle of Passchendaele from 30 October to 11 November 1917. An inset at the bottom left shows Belgium, France and England, indicating the map’s location within Western Europe.]
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The Beast from the Sea
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HALIFAX, NOVA SCOTIA, CANADIAN MARITIMES

JANUARY 1918

FREDDIE’S CLOTHES CAME to Veith Street instead of Blackthorn House, and the telegram that ought to have preceded them didn’t reach Laura at all. She wasn’t surprised. Nothing had worked properly, not since December.

December 6, to be exact. In the morning. When the Mont Blanc had steamed into Halifax Harbour, oil on deck and high explosive in her hold. She’d struck a freighter, they said, and the oil caught fire. Harbor crews were trying to put it out when the flames found the nitroglycerine.

At least that was how rumor had it. “No, I don’t doubt it’s true,” Laura told her patients when they asked, as though she would know. As if, after three years as a combat nurse, she’d learned about high explosive from the things it wrote on people’s skin. “Didn’t you see the fireball?”

They all had. Her father had been in one of the boats trying to drown the blaze. Halifax afterward looked as if God had raised a giant burning boot and stamped. Fresh graves in Fairview sat snug beside five-year-old headstones from the Titanic, and the village of the Mi’kmaq had vanished.

And the post was a disaster. That was why she’d not heard from Freddie. He was her brother, he was a soldier; of course a backlog of his letters was lost in a sack somewhere. She had no time to think of it. She had too much to do. The first makeshift hospital had been scraped together in a YMCA the day after the explosion. The snow was bucketing down and Halifax was still on fire. Laura had walked past the uncollected dead. Shut their eyes when she could reach them, laid a hand once on a small bare foot. Three years of active service, and she was familiar with the dead.

Familiar too with the sight of an overrun triage station, although it was her first time to be met not with soldiers, but with parents clutching their burnt children. Laura had taken off her coat, washed her hands, reassured the nearest wild-eyed mother. Had a word with the overwhelmed civilian doctor and set about organizing the chaos.

That was a month ago—or was it six weeks? Time had stretched, as it did when wounded poured in during a battle, reduced not to minutes or hours, but to the pulse and the breath of whoever was under her hands. She slept standing up, and told herself that she was too busy to wonder why Freddie didn’t write.

“That damned virago,” muttered one doctor, half-annoyed, half-admiring. The Barrington hospital was full of willing hands. The Americans, blessedly, had piled a train full of all the gauze, disinfectants, and surgeons in Boston and sent it north. It was January by then, with snowdrifts head-high outside. The gymnasium had been turned into a hospital ward, sensibly laid out, ruthlessly organized, competently staffed. Laura was doing rounds, bent over a bed.

“That harpy,” agreed his fellow. “But she’s forgotten more about dressings than you’ll ever know. She was in the nursing service, you know. Caught a shell over in France somewhere.”

It was Belgium, actually.

“Caught a shell? A nurse, really? What did she do? Dress as a man and creep up the line?”

The first doctor didn’t take the bait. “No—I heard they shelled the forward hospitals.”

A startled pause. Then—“Barbaric,” said the second doctor weakly. Laura kept on taking temperatures. Both doctors stopped talking, perhaps contemplating trying to practice medicine under fire.

“Lord,” the second doctor said finally. “Think all the girls who went to war will come back like that? Cut up, incorrigible?”

A laugh and a shudder. “Christ, I hope not.”

Laura straightened up, smiling, and they both blanched. “Doctor,” she said, and felt the subterranean amusement in her watching patients. She was one of them, after all, born by the harbor, before the world caught fire.

The doctors stammered something; she turned away again. Virago indeed. A fanged wind was tearing white foam off the bay, and her next patient was a blistered little boy. The child wept as she peeled off his dressings.

“Hush,” said Laura. “It’ll only hurt for a moment, and if you’re crying how can I tell you about the purple horse?”

The little boy scowled at her through his tears. “Horses aren’t purple.”

“There was one.” Laura snipped away stained gauze. “I saw it with my own eyes. In France. Naturally, the horse didn’t start out purple. It was white. A beautiful white horse that belonged to a doctor. But the doctor was afraid that someone would see his white horse on a dark night and shoot him. Turn that way. He wanted a horse that would be hard to see at night. So he went to a witch—”

A lurch. “There aren’t witches in France!”

“Of course there are. Be still. Don’t you remember your fairy tales?” Freddie loved them.

“Well, the witches haven’t stayed in France,” the child informed her, in a voice that quivered. “With a war on.”

“Maybe witches like the war. They can do what they like with everyone busy fighting. Now, do you want to hear about the purple horse or not? Turn back.”

“Yes,” said the little boy. He was looking up at her now, wide-eyed.

“All right. Well, the witch gave the doctor a magic spell to make the horse dark. But when the doctor tried it—poof! Purple as a hyacinth.”

The child was finally distracted. “Was it a magic horse?” he demanded. “After it turned purple?”

Laura was tying off the bandages. The child’s tears had dried. “Yes, of course. It could gallop from Paris to Peking in an hour. The doctor went straight to Berlin and pulled the kaiser’s nose.”

The child smiled at last. “I’d like a magic horse. I’d gallop away and find Elsie.”

Elsie was his sister. They’d been walking to school together when the ship blew up. Laura didn’t reply, but smoothed the matted, tow-colored hair and got up. Her brother’s real name was Wilfred, but hardly anyone remembered. He’d been Freddie from infancy. He was serving overseas.

He still hadn’t written back.

“Purple horse?” inquired the doctor-in-charge, passing. Unlike his civilian colleagues, he’d been behind the lines of the Somme in ’16. He and Laura understood each other. They walked off together down the aisle between beds.

“Yes,” said Laura, smiling. “It was early days. Some fool with the RAMC, straight from England. He was assigned the horse, white as you please, got windup about snipers. Tried aniline dye, the poor beast wound up violet.”

The doctor laughed. Laura shook her head and consulted her endless mental checklist. But before she could set off, the three-month-old gash in her leg betrayed her. A cramp buckled her knee, and the doctor caught her by the elbow. Her leg was the reason she was in Halifax, discharged from the medical corps. A bit of shell casing, deep in the muscle. They’d got it out, but almost taken the limb with it. She’d been evacuated on a hospital train.

“Damn,” she said.

“All right, Iven?” said the doctor.

“Just a cramp,” said Laura, trying to shake it loose.

The doctor eyed her. “Iven, you’re a wretched color. When did you come on shift?”

“Flattery, Doctor?” she said. “I’m cultivating a modish pallor.” She didn’t quite remember.

He looked her over, shook his head. “Go home. Or you’ll be in bed with pneumonia. We can manage for twelve hours. Unless you want to go sprawling while holding syringes?”

“I haven’t gone sprawling yet,” she said. “And I still have dressings to—”

She could browbeat most of the staff, but not this one. “I’ll do it. You are not the only person in Halifax who can dress burns, Sister.”

She met his adamant eye, then gave in, threw him a mock salute, and went to take off her apron.

“And eat something!” the doctor called to her retreating back.

*

The wind struck her in the teeth when she went outside, dried her chapped lips. She pulled her cap closer round her ears. Clouds massed, lividly purple, over the water. She longed to go straight home and drink something hot. But she’d got off early. There was time to go to Veith Street. She hadn’t been there since the explosion.

The wind rippled her skirt, made her nose ache. The task would not improve with keeping. She set off, limping. To her right, the Atlantic heaved under a field gray sky. To her left, the city sloped gently upward, blackened and torn by fire.

Laura Iven was sharp-faced and amber-eyed, her jaw angled, her mouth sweet, her glance satirical, a little sad. She wore a pale blue Red Cross uniform under a shabby wool coat. A knit cap, defiantly scarlet, hid tawny hair chopped short. She walked with the ghost of a brisk, supple stride, marred by the new limp.

The wind cried in broken steeples and sent eddies of blackened snow swirling round her boots. Boats in the icy harbor snubbed their mooring lines; no ship could dock at the burnt piers. The cold crept in off the water, reached dank fingers under her cap and down the collar of her coat. A lorry backfired from the opposite curb.

For a moment, she was back in Flanders. She jolted instinctively into the cover of a charred wall. One foot slid on the snow; her bad leg couldn’t steady her. Only the wall saved her from going facedown. She got her balance, swearing colorfully, if silently, in the cant of soldiers from five nations.

The lorry rumbled past, puffing petrol. No explosion could keep Halifax down for long. The city lay at the world’s crossroads. She’d never seen it silenced, except that one day. Perhaps her mother, who believed in prophecies, would have found a quotation for that howling quiet that came after the flash, and the rippling flat-topped cloud. She’d have whispered the Dies Irae maybe—Day of Wrath—even though Laura’s parents were not so much Catholic as strange.

But she couldn’t ask her parents. Her father had been on the water when the Mont Blanc exploded. Her mother had been at home, watching the ship burn from a front window. When it detonated, all the glass flew inward.

Laura kept walking. A flaw in the wind brought her a voice from the bay as though it spoke into her ear: Come on, you fucking bastard. She glanced out into the fairway, saw a tug fending off a freighter, everyone shouting. She kept on. Imagined sitting down to supper. A chicken, maybe, or buttered potatoes. Tried to conjure it clearly, but it slipped away. The war had fractured her concentration.

*

Their old neighborhood was called Richmond, and it teemed with industry, with kindness and goodwill. The whole region had answered Halifax’s distress, had sent carpenters and seasoned wood, new furniture and canned goods. Undertakers.

Laura passed neighbors rebuilding. They called to her: questions about wounded relatives, snatches of news. She called back, answering, commiserating. Stopped once to look at a boil on the crown of a balding head. Promised to lance it when she had a moment. She had a surprising amount of experience with civilians. Plenty of Belgians, lacking alternatives near the fighting, came to army nurses for medical care. Laura didn’t think there had ever been a war where the army delivered so many babies.

She kept walking, avoiding snowdrifts and shattered glass. Thought about Belgian babies. One or two small girls called Laure numbered among the children she’d eased into the world. Those were pleasant memories. She was concentrating so hard on them that she walked past the house before she recognized the place. But her feet stopped before her mind knew.

Memory supplied a small house, a little shabby. White clapboards, roughened with salt, a pitched roof. Her own upper window, looking out over the dockyard to the Narrows beyond. The path out the front door, lined with seashells, her mother’s vegetable garden straggling up with the clover, fighting its way through the sandy soil.

But then she blinked and it was gone.

The stove was still there, half-melted, where the kitchen had been. Here were the remains of the parlor, a fireplace poker thrusting up from the ash. She pulled the poker free, jabbed it here and there. She didn’t know what she ought to be looking for. Her mother’s brooch? Silver spoons? The ash was layered with snow, new and old. Memory, which she’d spent the last six weeks outrunning, circled close; for a moment, her head was full of acrid smoke and falling sparks, herself stumbling through it, blood on her skirt, her hands, pooling on the floor of her parents’ bedroom, her voice rigidly controlled, calling Stay with me, come on, glass in her fingers, under her knees, in her mother’s eyes …

Laura shook the image away.

“Laura?” called a voice from the street behind.

She nearly lost her footing in the ashy snow. Her first wild thought was that it was her father at last, staggering bluish out of the harbor. But, she reminded herself, she didn’t believe in ghosts.

“Miss Iven,” corrected the voice. Then, more tentative, “Laura? You there?”

She turned. A man she knew stood in the fire-scarred street. “They said you’d come past,” he said.

“As you see, Wendell,” she called, hearing her own voice thin but perfectly steady. “How are you, sir? Delivering to Veith Street again?”

Wendell looked relieved to see her. “A bit, but I’ve been keeping a lookout for you in particular. A box came for your par—” He hesitated. “For you.”

“That’s very kind. How is Billy?” She crossed the snowy ground, brushing frozen ash and snow from her skirt. Billy was his son. Laura had pulled him through three nights of fever. He’d been walking to school too.

“He’s all right. Fat as a dormouse now. Schoolchildren in Kansas collected pennies, sent up boxes of candy.”

The ash on her fingers had left streaks on her blue dress. She thought, with distant irritation, that she must launder it. “What is it, Wendell?”

A lorry was parked in the street with a wooden crate in the back of it. He indicated the box. “This. Kept it for you. Wanted to do you a good turn.” He hesitated. “It’s from Flanders.”

A chill skated across Laura’s skin. She told herself it was the bitter wind off the water. “Thanks awfully. A bit bulky, isn’t it? Any chance of a lift? I’m staying with the Parkeys, you know. In Fairview.”

The Parkeys had hired Laura as a nurse-companion only a few days before the explosion. She’d been in their house, safely beyond the harbor, when the ship blew up. They’d waited up for her, when she’d come back late that night with glass embedded in her hands, blood drying on her clothes, and nowhere else to go. They’d fussed and bandaged and laundered. Offered her a room to live in.

Wendell said, “Of course I’ll drive you, Miss Iven. You look like you could use a bite and a sleep, if you don’t mind my saying so. The old ladies treating you all right?”

“Famously. They bake me pies, and I amuse them with ditties and bad words I picked up in Europe.”

Wendell grinned. “Those Frenchmen swear a blue streak, I hear.”

“Everyone does when you’re patching them up. Stings, you know.”

Wendell offered her a hand up into the lorry. Laura took it. She didn’t look back at the ash heap. Perhaps thieves would come in the night and sieve the ruins. Let them. But though she stared straight ahead as they drove away, gooseflesh still rose, as though her mother were staring back, blindly accusing, out of the vanished upper window.
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This Fair Defect of Nature
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BLACKTHORN HOUSE STOOD square on its plot, with peeling paint and a sagging roof. In summer, its shabbiness was windswept and romantic, but now the flower beds gaped bare and the birch by the door quivered naked in the air off the harbor.

“Servants’ entrance, if you please,” said Laura. She had a latchkey. She let herself into the kitchen, and Wendell followed. He laid the box by the hearth, and hesitated. He wasn’t much older than she was. They’d been in school together, years ago. He’d a daughter, as well as his boy. “Iven—” he said. “Laura.”

“Lord,” she said. “Such a long face. I’ll be along in a day or two, to see to Billy. Don’t let him eat too many candies. Think of his teeth. And thank you. For the lift and for the box.”

“I—” He caught her eye, swallowed, and went. The door closed behind him, and in the silence, Laura, standing still, was suddenly aware of every sound: the way the house groaned and settled in the chill, the whisper of the slow-burning fire. The box was indeed postmarked from Flanders. Addressed to Mr. and Mrs. Charles Iven.

Freddie was twenty-one. He wrote wretched poems and drew quite good pictures. He played football. He spent all his spare dimes on ice cream. She hadn’t heard from him since she’d left Flanders on a hospital train. No letters had followed her to Étaples, or onto the ship, or across the ocean, but at first she’d been too ill to wonder much. And then she’d crawled off her sickbed in Halifax and the ship blew up.

They sent soldiers’ effects if they died in hospital. But Laura hadn’t had a death notice. This box could be anything. Freddie was somewhere on rest, drinking or playing cards or chasing the lice through the seams of his shirts.

Laura stared at the box and didn’t move.

Then a woman cried out, somewhere in the house. Laura, half-relieved at the interruption, wrenched her gaze round and hurried out into the hall. Found herself in darkness, with amber light and a babble of sound pouring from beneath the parlor door. The heavy Aubusson dragged at her feet. A stentorian voice rose above the clamor. “Mr. Shaw!” it said. “James Shaw, if you are on the other side, if you are there, speak to us!”

Laura stopped. Another séance. The Parkeys amused themselves by giving séances. Séances were a growth industry, in 1918. The war was in its fourth year. People liked to point out that if mankind had learned to fly, and see bullets inside living skin, and sail underwater, then it stood to reason that they could talk to the dead. Séance money paid Laura’s wages. The Parkeys had kept on paying her wages even though most of her time, after the explosion, had been spent in the YMCA hospital. Laura was grateful to the Parkeys.

Now the cries died away. The hall fell silent. Mr. Shaw, Laura thought, did not seem to be present. The commanding voice went up again. It sounded like Agatha, the eldest Miss Parkey. “Spirits! If any one of you knows a Mr. Shaw, knows the fate of Mr. Shaw, Mr. James Shaw, speak now.”

Silence.

Laura took a step backward. The Parkeys could manage their séances without her.

“Wait,” said a new voice, shrill and breathless. “I hear him, I hear footsteps. Jimmy.” A creak, and a crash, and a small, slender person shot into the hall and straight into Laura. With two good legs, Laura might have dodged. As it was, she hadn’t a prayer. She went down in a heap, heard a soft “Oh” of dismay. Then small, ineffectual hands descended, trying to pull her to her feet. “I’m so sorry, I’m …”

“It’s all right, ma’am,” Laura said, trying to escape the helpful hands. Starbursts of pain exploded up her calf.

The stranger, surprisingly, stepped back. “I’m making it worse, aren’t I? I do that.”

The tone of wry regret was disarming. Laura said, “You are, rather.” She flexed her ankle, rolled to her knees, and put up a hand. “All right. Pull in one direction?” Laura was hauled to her feet. She found herself standing before a finely dressed, old-fashioned person, half a head shorter than her, perhaps ten years older, and enchantingly beautiful. Outlandish hair, the color of fool’s gold, framed neat cheekbones and a mouth like a rosebud. She was wearing black.

Laura got her balance and collected her wits. “Thank you, ma’am. Such a soft carpet. I’m glad I had the occasion to learn it firsthand.”

“Oh, don’t thank me,” said the woman. “Are you sure you’re all right? I mean, when I heard footsteps, I just—I was in there, and Miss Parkey was—Oh, I felt such a thrill, as though she was really speaking to the beyond, and then you were walking, so I had to run out and see. I am clumsy. I’m so sorry. I just—I thought it might be Jimmy.”

“Jimmy?”

“My son. James. He’s missing—I mean I haven’t had news of him. Or—Well, he was in a battle. Near a place called—Oh, I can’t pronounce it. Something with a P. Pass—”

“Passchendaele,” supplied Laura, voice going a little flat. She’d gone home wounded in the midst of that ill-starred push. She refused to think of Freddie.

The stranger was still talking. “Oh, yes, of course—I never—Oh, those foreign words, you know—I hoped—that is—that the Parkeys could tell me where he is now. Because he’s missing. I’m Penelope Shaw.”

“Laura Iven,” said Laura.

Mrs. Shaw smiled: an impish expression that crinkled her nose but didn’t reach her worried eyes. “My aunt did always call me a heedless elephant of a girl. I’m really—Well, I usually do look where I’m going, but I—Oh, am I talking too much? I do that when I’m nervous, and—”

Three heads had popped out of the parlor: the Parkeys, neat as birds. Stout Lucretia, motherly Clotilde, vengeful Agatha. Agatha was blind. Her eyes, milky with cataracts, swiveled round the hallway in a parody of seeing.

“Not a ghost, Miss Parkey,” Laura said to Agatha. “Only your elusive lodger. Good evening to you all.”

“That’s Laura,” announced Agatha. “Could never mistake Laura.”

Clotilde looked solemn. “The spirits have sent you, dear.”

“Have they, Miss Parkey?”

“You are the link,” intoned Lucretia. “Come in, dear, come in, we will hold hands and commune with the spirits once more.”

That was what she got for escaping the kitchen. Tackled flat, then hauled into a séance. And yet … Mrs. Shaw had brightened with renewed hope, and the only thing waiting for Laura was that box.

She followed Mrs. Shaw and the Parkeys into the parlor. They had turned down the oil lamps—the Parkeys abhorred electric light—but the last of the daylight filtered in. A meager coal fire shone red in the grate. The Parkeys’ wooden Ouija board was laid out on the green tablecloth. Mrs. Shaw’s golden hair caught the lamplight.

“Come,” said Agatha. “Quickly, quickly, while the spirits are with us. The hour is fortuitous, the hour is propitious.”

She hissed her sibilants. Mrs. Shaw shuddered. Laura, used to comforting people, gave her a reassuring look. Agatha put the planchette on H. Laura put her fingers on the planchette. She wished she were sitting down to supper.

“Come, dear,” said Agatha Parkey. “Let us begin.”

Mrs. Shaw gasped when she saw Laura’s hands. Her finger-joints were knotted, stiff with scar tissue, palms latticed red and white. “Oh, dear. What happened?”

Flanders happened. “I shook hands with a fine gentleman in a top hat,” Laura said. “A mistake; they told me later he was Lord Beelzebub. You really meet all kinds of people at parties abroad.”

But Mrs. Shaw didn’t seem to register Laura’s reply; she was obviously putting together Laura’s limp and her hands, her uniform and the lines that stress had carved round her mouth. In a moment she was going to start asking questions. As though Laura, who had nursed in a war zone, was the closest thing in the room to Jimmy Shaw’s ghost.

The last of the day was gone and the shadows lay thick in that room.

Laura, exasperated, shook her head across the table. Blessedly, Mrs. Shaw bit her pink lip and was silent.

“Don’t be afraid,” said Agatha, to the room at large. “The Departed love us. They want to be near us.”

Mrs. Shaw looked down at the planchette.

“Now,” said Agatha. “We fix our minds on the spirit we wish to summon, and we close our eyes.” The little wavering gas flame gilded their hands. Agatha’s blind eyes were fixed on the board. “We are in search of one who was in life called James Shaw, son of Penelope Shaw.”

Silence in answer, and stillness.

Agatha lifted her head, eyes closed now, and addressed the darkness. “James?” she said. “James Shaw? Will you speak to us?”

The floor creaked. A hush lay like a hand over Blackthorn House, and in the silence, almost imperceptibly, the planchette crept toward yes. Laura hadn’t felt them manipulate it, but that was unsurprising. The Parkeys were professionals. Mrs. Shaw had gone white.

“Who is here?” demanded Agatha.

J-I-M.

“Jimmy!” cried Mrs. Shaw. “Jimmy! Where are you? Are you—Have you passed on, dear?” She had begun to shake. Laura felt it through the table.

The planchette drifted to yes. Then it kept going. L-I-S-T, said the planchette. Mrs. Shaw’s gaze was locked on the moving arrow.

“Listen,” gasped Lucretia. “But listen to what?” The world outside was utterly still.

B-E-W-R, said the planchette.

“Beware?” echoed Clotilde, sharp.

Mrs. Shaw said, “No, but—Jimmy? Darling? Are you all right?”

BWR MSIC MROR, said the planchette. HIM.

This was strange even for the Parkeys. MROR? Mirror? The detritus of Laura’s brain offered her a vague association with the Lady of Shalott, Freddie declaiming the verses from Tennyson while she pored over an anatomy textbook: The mirror crack’d from side to side, “The curse is come upon me,” cried …

“No, but—” Now Mrs. Shaw was searching the empty air with frantic eyes. “Jimmy? Is it really you?”

DED, said the Ouija board. BUT HES ALIV.

Mrs. Shaw didn’t speak.

“Who’s alive?” demanded Clotilde.

FRED, said the planchette. FREDI FRED FR FIN FIND FIND. And if there was any more, Laura didn’t see it because she’d wrenched back her chair, awkward on the carpet, turned away, and left the room.
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Day of Wrath
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AT ANOTHER TIME, Laura would have borne it, in silence if not in good humor, out of respect to her employers. And gone to comfort Mrs. Shaw after it was done. But the presence of the box had shredded her nerves. She hadn’t realized how shaken she was until she found herself shuddering in the hall.

If anyone from the parlor called out to her, Laura didn’t hear, and didn’t trust herself to turn. Combat nursing had given her tongue the edge of a sawtooth bayonet when she was moved, and she didn’t want to turn it on kind, bereaved Mrs. Shaw, or on the scheming, silly old ladies who’d emptied their linen cupboards for her and given her a place to live.

But Laura was shaken enough, going to the kitchen, that at first she didn’t notice the smell.

It was faint. A little earthy, a little sulfurous, very rotten. It was the miasma that lingered in men’s clothes when they came out of the trenches. Laura had thought she’d never smell it again.

The smell was stronger in the kitchen. The box lying by the hearth drew Laura’s gaze like a waiting scorpion, with the smell clinging round it. The heat from the fire must have … Was she breathing? She hardly felt it as she searched jerkily for a pry bar and wedged it under the lid.

Inside was a stiff, stained jacket.

She’d last seen Freddie—was it in July? August. He’d had leave and come to see her. They’d gone to a café in Poperinghe. Eaten a vast number of eggs, heaps of greasy chips. Drunk far too much of that terrible white wine, from the one-franc bottles. He’d been all right. Thin, but they all were thin, and a faraway look in his eyes. They all had that too. He’d smiled at her, just a little gap-toothed, still freckled as an egg. Her brave baby brother. It had been a bloody summer, but a successful one. The Allies had pushed the Germans back at Messines. But then the offensive stalled.

“They’ll leave it there, for the winter,” Laura had told him, deep into the second bottle of wine. “The attack. They’ll wait until spring. Can’t you smell the rain? Can’t come soon enough.” She waved her glass at the sky. “Get on with it, rain.” She poured out her glass, a half-drunk offering. Freddie looked on disapprovingly. “Hush,” she said, smiling. “I’ll buy us another bottle.”

The Belgians said the rain would come early that year. And when it did, the ground would turn to soup. Armies didn’t attack in soup. They survived the summer, Laura had thought, hazy with wine. They’d survive the war. They would.

Freddie didn’t reply. He was sketching. A little grease from lunch shone on his chin. When he turned his paper round, she could see her own face, done in knifing black lines, the tilt of her eyes, the angle of her jaw. The marks of exhaustion, the flush from the wine, the empty gaiety, her hidden, relentless fear. His damned gift, to capture what he saw. It was worse than a mirror. She didn’t say anything.

Her other piece of news was on the tip of her tongue: that she’d been ordered up to Brandhoek, west of Ypres, to one of the casualty clearing stations in range of bombardment. But she bit it back. The sun was warm, her stomach was full, someone out of sight was playing an accordion, skillfully. They had the whole afternoon ahead of them. No one who’d been long at war gave too much thought to tomorrow. She wanted to enjoy the present. She could tell him by letter. “They’d better stop,” she finished, and poured them both more wine. “When it rains.”

“They’ll stop,” he echoed, shutting his notebook, to her relief. He grinned at her. “Now, what do you say we have a smoke and then eat the same lunch over again?”

*

But there wasn’t a telegram, Laura thought. They sent a telegram. If a soldier died.

How would a telegram have found her? Her known address was now an ash heap. Besides, the army had diverted everyone they could to digging bodies out of collapsed houses, not shuffling round with telegrams. And who could blame them? Halifax was just a city. Just people. They hadn’t expected the war to come, slyfoot across the ocean, borne like contagion in a ship full of high explosive.

Laura steeled herself, reached forward, and drew the jacket out. Mud flaked off. The cloth was stained dark. The army might send soldiers’ effects, but there wasn’t time to launder their clothes. There was no smell of a gut wound, not enough blood to have killed him quickly. She tried not to let her mind catalogue all the ways a man could die slowly. Her fingertips were stained dark, when she laid the uniform aside. Mechanically, she turned to the other odds and ends. There were not many of them. Spare buttons. A tin of pastilles. A whistle. A pocket Bible. A set of homemade playing cards in a box made from a shell casing.

His identity tags.


Pvt. Wilfred Charles Iven

23rd Halifax Rifles



The world swam, her vision tunneling as her hand closed tight round the disc—discs? She opened her hand. Noted dimly that she’d bit her lip bloody. Both tags were there, the red one and the green. Both. But they took the red tag to send home. The other stayed with the body. Why—Well, there was no telling. The fog of war. She put the tags in one of her dress pockets.

Scarcely knowing what she did, Laura picked up the Bible next. It fell open. Revelation. Her eyes landed on a quotation: For the devil has come down to you, having great wrath, because he knows he has a short time … The smell of the mud seemed to collect in her mouth and coat her tongue.

She knelt there for a few moments, mastering an overwhelming nausea. She laid a hand again on the stiff wool jacket, felt something sewn into the lining, where the men kept field dressings. When her hands were steady enough, she slipped her scissors out of her skirt pocket and snipped the seam.

To her surprise, she found a postcard. A picture of a castle in the mountains, faded and much handled. Smeared with brown stains, obviously wetted through at least once. She turned it over. Bayern was printed on the back. A German postcard? Why would Freddie have it? A trophy, from a dead man or a captured trench? But Freddie had never gone for souvenirs, not like some men did. She looked closer. There was something written on the back, penciled lightly, in English, in a handwriting she did not know. I will bring him back if I can. If I don’t, and the war is over, you must ask …

The rest of it was blotted by a stain, and no matter how much Laura peered, she couldn’t make it out. Finally she slipped the postcard into the pocket with the tags. What else? His sketchbook—where was his sketchbook? She scrabbled again through the box’s contents. It wasn’t there. All those drawings, the truest measure of his soul, the mirror he held to the world. Gone.

He was gone.

They’re all gone …

And then her hands were empty, and she didn’t know what to do. She didn’t cry. She felt nothing but blankness, and a faint confusion.

That was how Penelope Shaw found her, sometime later. Kneeling rigid over a bloody shirt and a Bible, a small heap of dirty oddments. Mrs. Shaw halted in the kitchen doorway. “Oh,” she said. “Oh, I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize. Are you—are you all right? Of course not, but I mean—Miss Iven?”

“I’m all right,” said Laura.

There was a silence. Then Mrs. Shaw put a hand, bird-light, on Laura’s shoulder. “I am sorry,” she whispered again.

Laura laid her scarred fingers briefly over Mrs. Shaw’s. Neither of them said anything else.

Outside, it had begun to snow.
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The Bottomless Pit
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HE COULDN’T SEE anything.

Couldn’t hear anything either, since the shell came down. His ears were still ringing. He thought, This is death, and tried to let go.

And perhaps he did, for a time. His mind drifted. His body seemed far away. He’d been at the door of the pillbox, flinging a—No. He wasn’t sure what had happened. He remembered the rattle of a machine gun, rain and bullets smacking together into the mud.

He remembered running like an animal, dead bodies, gray uniforms, the roar of the explosion. Dickinson, a bloody froth at his lips. No—was that earlier? And now: himself in darkness. Buried. Dead and buried, wasn’t that the phrase? The shell must have collapsed the pillbox somehow. Or flipped it. Or killed him outright.

He was trapped.

He composed himself. He didn’t mind dying. Or being dead.

Was he dead? His ribs ached. And his skull. His body was all around him, hurting, inescapable. And then his other senses came back too. He smelled stagnant water, blood, cordite. The muck of his own sweat. Heard breathing. Each breath pained him. He tried to breathe less. But the sound went on.

No, it wasn’t him. It was someone else. He lurched upright. The movement arrowed pain down his stiff spine. He tried to see. Failed. It was utterly dark.

“Who’s there?” he demanded, voice wavering. “Who’s there?”

No answer. It was only the breathing, animal-loud, that told him he wasn’t alone.

Perhaps, he thought, this was hell and that nameless other was waiting to devour him. But when the breaths faltered, he didn’t know which would be worse, to be devoured by a beast or left alone in the dark.

“Hello?” he said. His head had cleared a little. He wondered if it was one of their boys or a German. Maybe, if it was a German, they could kill each other. Underground like rats. Better than waiting to die. Or—Had there been a grenade attached to his person? Somewhere? He groped. Not anymore. He had nothing but his sopping clothes, the contents of his pockets. He’d shed his pack when he charged the pillbox: his last clear memory. Had been carrying his rifle, he supposed, but it was gone now. Lost in the chaos.

“Are you wounded?” It came to him that a German wouldn’t speak English, so why bother?

Then a deep, unfamiliar voice said out of the blackness, in English, “No.” Pause. “I am dead.” An accent, but slight. Just a hardening of consonants. German, after all?

Was that a joke? He decided it was. Soldiers joked about worse things than being dead. “Damned uncomfortable for being dead.”

No answer, just a slight alteration in breathing, out instead of in. A laugh? Then the other voice said, “The air will go—soon, I think. And do you imagine”—a pause, coughing on the stink—“that anyone will—dig us out?”

“No,” he said. Outside their tomb, the Canadian Expeditionary Force was scrabbling up Passchendaele Ridge, under a sky pouring water and high explosive. A search would be as good as a suicide, and there were easier ways to kill yourself. No, he and old Fritz were dead. It didn’t matter that they were still breathing.

Shouldn’t he be more afraid? He thought, Laura, I’m sorry. He was, but distantly.

“Maybe this is hell,” he said, only half-joking. He supposed that in hell it didn’t matter if you were Canadian or German. That put the war in perspective if you liked. The devil worked in mysterious ways.

“Are you hurt?” he asked again.

Pause. “Does it matter?”

“I suppose not.”

Silence.

“I’m Wilfred Iven.”

More silence. He thought Fritz wouldn’t answer. Then—“Hans Winter.” Just the name, no service rank. Well, Freddie hadn’t offered one. A German, after all. Should he be more horrified? Then again, dead men didn’t have enemies.

Freddie touched his own face, felt his hair plastered flat with wet earth, his tin hat gone. His fingernails hurt; he’d probably torn them away when he’d scrabbled for room in the first, convulsive moments.

Increasingly afraid, he tried to speak again. “Are you—” but he couldn’t think of anything to say. He couldn’t say I’ll cut your throat for you, if you’ll do it for me. But he couldn’t just lie there either, not with fear rising in him. Goading him. The German said nothing. Where was he? “Winter?”

Silence. All Freddie could do was reach forward, blindly. The ground hurt his palms. His hand found a shoulder: a layer of mud, overlaying the sodden wool of an overcoat. “Wint—” he tried again, but, as cold as a snake, the other man’s hand closed hard about his wrist, twisting his arm, wrenching him round and over, until his face was in the soup, and he was gagging for air.

“What are you doing?” demanded the German.

Freddie tried to pull away. But the other man was immensely strong. “Answer me.”

“I’m not—I wanted—” Freddie choked.

Abruptly the hands were gone, the presence at his back was gone. He heard the rustle as the German moved away. He sat up, spitting out slimy water. If they were going to fight to the death after all, it wouldn’t be much of a fight. He tried to think what to say. “I just—It was strange, talking to—to nothing. In the dark.”

“Yes,” said the German. He’d stopped moving.

They were both silent.

Freddie wondered what Winter looked like. It was odd to think he was going to die beside someone whose face he’d never seen.

Better than dying alone. He turned so that his back was against the same unseen rubble as the German’s, close enough to hear the other man breathe. Perhaps the German felt the same fear of the silence, for he did not move away again. Freddie closed his eyes and let his mind drift.

Winter didn’t speak again.




5

The Voice of the Seventh Angel
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HALIFAX, NOVA SCOTIA, CANADIAN MARITIMES

JANUARY–FEBRUARY 1918

WHEN LAURA WAS small, her mother used to tell her stories of Armageddon. It was coming, she’d say. This year. Or next. She’d describe the pageantry of it: the Four Horsemen, the Beast from the Sea, the devil riven and falling. Fire from heaven, trumpets and thrones, the infallible judgment of God. Rewards for the good, and punishments for the wicked. Laura used to dream of it, as a child—terrible angels, a great dragon—and she always ate her peas and helped with the washing-up, so God would see her virtuous.

And you were right, Maman, Laura thought. It caught us up after all. War, plague, famine, death, the sky on fire, the sun black. Aren’t you glad you were right? You couldn’t change anything, you couldn’t stop anything. But at least you knew it was coming. The end of the world. Was that comforting, in the end?

Other times Laura would think, furiously, at her mother, Pageantry? Justice? What a joke. Armageddon was a fire in the harbor, a box delivered on a cold day. It wasn’t one great tragedy, but ten million tiny ones, and everyone faced theirs alone.

The day after Laura opened the box, she worked a fourteen-hour shift at the hospital, but even work was not enough to keep her from thinking.

“Iven?” said the doctor-in-charge once, but she shook her head, and got on with it.

That night, she wrote the Red Cross, and her brother’s CO, for news, sitting at her little writing desk, with a second glass of gin beside her. She didn’t need to think what to say in her letter. She’d read a hundred just like it: How did he die, where did he die? She sealed the flap, and finished her gin staring out the window.

The answer from the Red Cross was strange. Private Wilfred Iven is missing presumed killed following the taking of Passchendaele Ridge. Further information will be sent on.

Laura crumpled the letter in her hand. Then she smoothed it out, frowning. Missing could mean taken prisoner, but it usually meant blown to kingdom come. Her father, who’d been alongside the Mont Blanc when all that high explosive ignited, was missing. Jimmy Shaw, who’d disappeared on Passchendaele Ridge, was also, technically, missing.

But if Freddie was missing in the kingdom come sense—she couldn’t have his clothes, could she? Or his tags. His Bible. Unwillingly, she remembered the Parkeys’ séance. BUT HES ALIV …

The Parkeys were a delightful trio of swindlers.

Then another letter came, in reply to one of Laura’s. From the head sister of Laura’s old mobile ambulance. Kate White had been with Laura at Brandhoek, working while the gas alarm blared, keeping an ear out for incoming shells, trying to stop wounded boys from tearing their stitches when they crawled for cover under their cots.

Laura had to put Kate’s letter under every light she could muster in order to puzzle out the faint lines of pencil, daubed with mud and rain. The phrasing of the sentences was careful, and a little strange:


I am so glad you are alive, Laura. We feared the worst, when we heard the news from Halifax. I hope you will not give up hope. Why, a patient of mine said he saw his captain, beloved and dead three years, staring at him through a window. Anything, after all, is possible. Do not give up hope, my dear.



Laura read through this missive twice and then sat back. Nurses wrote kindly fictions to bereaved relatives all the time, but Kate wouldn’t do that to her. Of course, Kate’s letters had to pass under the eye of the military censor, so perhaps she was trying to convey something obliquely. But Laura couldn’t imagine what. Kate had nursed in South Africa years before war broke out in Europe; she was the least fanciful person Laura knew. Laura found herself thinking of the odd postcard, sewn so carefully into Freddie’s jacket. I will bring him back …

At that point, Laura wrote to everyone she knew, anywhere on the Front. Was he there? Did he die in this hospital? Or that one? Where? How? Do you know where he is buried?

She got replies, of course. Condolences, nonanswers. But she could get no reply that satisfied her.

*

Another week went by, and a note came from the beautiful woman from the séance: Mrs. Penelope Shaw. Mrs. Shaw was much more concise on paper than she was in person, her writing a flawless copperplate:


I am afraid of sounding heartless as well as frivolous, when you are in mourning, and as the Parkeys tell me, much engaged at the hospital. But if you have any inclination, would you like to have tea with me? I can promise sugar, I think, and oatcakes and sandwiches—plenty of both. And I have a chum staying with me whom I should like you to meet. We were girls together, and she has been overseas like you.



Laura hesitated. But anything, she thought, was better than what she was doing now, her days a blur of work, her evenings a blur of stealthy drinking. And Mrs. Shaw had been kind, the night Laura opened the box by the kitchen fire.

Laura went to the desk and dashed off a reply: Thank you, very happy to join etc.
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My Kingdom Full of Darkness
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FREDDIE DIDN’T KNOW how much time had passed.

Sometimes he could hear the German—Winter—breathing with him, leaning unseen up against the same slimy wall. Neither of them spoke. Freddie couldn’t think of anything to say. He kept waiting for the air to run out, but it didn’t.

How long did it take to die? The bruised shock that had cushioned him through the first moments had left him, and in its place, proper thoughts, panicky thoughts, circled in the depths of his mind. He was freezing. He felt through his pockets, to give his trembling hands something to do. Found a tin. Bully beef, he thought. And with it a packet of biscuits. It was something. No water-bottle.

“Are you hungry?” he asked Winter. Freddie wasn’t. His stomach churned. But he had to do something. Anything but lie there waiting.

A startled hitch in the German’s breathing. Then—“No,” Winter said. And added, carefully polite, “No, thank you.”

“I—I’m not either,” said Freddie, although when he thought about it, maybe he was. Must not be dead yet. It was damp where they were sitting. The rain was getting in somehow, bubbling up out of the saturated earth. Was it drinkable? No. Water water everywhere and not a drop to—

Maybe they would drown. Drown while already buried, in a pillbox in Flanders.

“I’m from Halifax,” he said, struggling to fend off the silence. Why couldn’t they have just been killed at once? He thought he heard Winter turn toward him as he rambled: “Nova Scotia. Bluenose to the core, you know, although my mother’s from Montreal. My father worked on a tug in the Narrows. There. My sister’s out here too—in Flanders—a nurse—a proper nurse is Laura, not one of those who learned out here, practicing on us poor devils. An officer, even.” A flicker of pride. “CAMC gave all the nurses commissions. She’s a captain now, you know. Or the equivalent. Read you the riot act as soon as look at you. Cleverest and prettiest sister you could ask for.”

Winter said nothing.

Cursing himself for his rising panic—Why can’t you just die quietly like a man, Iven?—he said, “Where are you from, sir? Mr. Winter. Er, Herr Winter.”

No answer. There was a thick smell rising from the sludge of water at their feet. Freddie dropped the tin of beef, swore, and began groping around for it. His hand met sodden cloth. It was a moment before he realized what he was touching. He jerked back. He’d touched dead hands before, of course. He’d once been given a stack of sandbags and tasked with the cleanup after a direct hit on an artillery installation. There was one trench, near Vimy, where some poor fellow had been buried in the breastworks with his arm sticking out. Men would shake the hand for luck when they went up the line; or did until the bone started showing.

But it was different now. Aboveground, even in trenches, you were certain that there was an essential difference between you and the blue-gray fingers sticking out of the revetments. He might be buried in the breastworks, in a sandbag, in pieces, but you would, one day, when the war ended, go home to Canada and make a fortune painting stormy landscapes, or at least enough money to publish your mediocre poems.

But here …

Freddie’s world narrowed suddenly to the knowledge that in a day or in an hour, it would be him sliding into the sludge, and he’d be there floating with the other ones. Missing, presumed killed, until in five years or ten Laura gave up hoping. And all the while he’d be down here in the dark …

Something began to shatter, deep in his own mind, and he didn’t know what animal sound of terror he was making, until the German, with surprising accuracy, reached around, seized Freddie’s shoulder, and cracked him across the face.

Freddie’s head rocked back and he tasted blood. The grip on his shoulder was hard, pinching. Then Winter’s hand fell away, and Freddie heard it fall back, thump, to his side.

“I—thank you,” said Freddie, after a strange pause.

Winter was silent. Then—“Did you drop the tin?”

“I—yes,” said Freddie. “I can’t find it now.” It hardly seemed
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