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Gala Day

gala day

Market day is a gala day, even this far into the war, though it’s no longer weekly but eked out to twice monthly and there are fewer fat cattle for sale, fewer pigs, barely half the pens holding sheep, less poultry per lot in the auctions, fewer men. Yet still the bunting will be out in the city, the flags unfurled, the candy-striped awnings shading the shop fronts, penny goods placed for sale on the pavements. The hurdy-gurdy man will perform by the Guildhall. The trams sashaying down Balmoral Road will be standing room only and the streets will be eagerly running with errand boys (they had better be eager) pushing handcarts, wearing white aprons. Every main thoroughfare into the city will clatter with traps and wagons and charabancs, dogcarts, drays, even motor-cars, despite the shortage of fuel. The smell of spent petrol will hang in the hot air. Frowning pedestrians will cover their noses.

Even now, in 1916, a certain class of countryman will arrive with his wife and pull into his customary stabling, one of the many inns round about, where the ostler – a boy, an old man – will be waiting to greet him and take care of his horse while he proceeds to the market – or to his land agent, his solicitor or stockbroker – having first installed his wife in the tea rooms where she will meet her companion for the day, another lady, with whom she will visit the shops and department stores overlooking the rickety stalls of the fruit and vegetable market, their purchases – of drapery, millinery, hosiery, even confectionery – delivered as finely wrapped parcels to the respective ladies’ rooms of their inns, ready to be loaded onto their carriages for departure at four thirty once they’ve been seen to take tea in Osgood’s or the Grand Hotel and their husbands have concluded their business, which might include the sale and purchase of livestock but also the acquisition from Wragg’s Engineering of essential tools and machines – or items for the repair or improvement of tools and machines – and from the veterinarian certain medicines, and from the seed merchants in the Corn Hall several hundredweight of cattle cake and poultry meal, all of this recorded on order, to be collected on notification by postcard a few days hence from the sidings of their nearest station.

Other farmers will leave their wives at home where they belong.

On a market day a few of the public houses in the vicinity will be tolerated to open at eight and remain serving till late, despite the change in the law, and it’s in these rowdies that most of the countrymen will congregate, the farmers and farmhands, drovers and dealers mingling more or less peaceably (at least until evening) with the men who live locally, some of them known to be poachers and some of them soldiers on leave, who may be inclined to belligerence.

Trading in the sale rings will go on until four but a good deal of business will also be sealed in the pubs, the prices agreed with a slap of licked hands and toasted with pints of the pissy government ale brewed as per War Office orders by Callard’s of Riverside Road, the poor condemned animals then left unattended until the close of proceedings, some plainly distressed and all of them naturally shitting on the hay-covered setts in their pens, so that in summer especially – on still, warm late-summer days such as today – the air on this side of the city will hum with fear and flies and the throat-gagging stench of the farmyard, even after the Corporation men have come on at five thirty to begin sweeping and hosing the wide sloping expanse of standings and stalls, sending down hundreds of gallons of water to wash the excrement into the ditches and drains and swiftly out through the underground channels to the river, where the slick of effluent might briefly disturb the composure of the day-trippers returning from the coast on the pleasure steamer Lord Nelson, the deck packed with men in boaters and white Homburgs, some in white suits, the ladies sheltering beneath the escalloped canopy, and the uniformed soldiers beside them sporting clean dressings.
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Walter

their famous humanity

Walter knows the Beckwiths quite well, though they do not appear to know him and would never condescend to acknowledge him, for all their famous humanity. Which is anyway a sham, in Walter’s experience, and it galls him that locally they might almost be taken for royalty, such is the esteem in which they are held, including the daughters, Edwina and Emma, who would come along Riverside Road most Sabbath-day mornings, heading for the Congregationalist chapel in town, and minutely incline their heads to the doffed caps, and even curtsies, of the respectable men and women in their Sunday-best clothing, who lined the pavements and stood on their doorsteps in anticipation of the trap trotting by, the children waving, the Misses Beckwith indulgently smiling.

Latterly they even invited Gertie Dobson to sit up alongside them, one of many conspicuous kindnesses they extended towards her.

But then the Beckwiths are known to take seriously their obligations to those less fortunate than themselves, which includes not only this daughter of a pharmacist, and those scores of families whose well-being depends upon a father’s continuing employment in the Works across the river, but also the deserving elderly, widowed or abandoned, and the needy and distressed, all of whom benefit from the Beckwiths’ generosity, as do so many other noteworthy causes, such as the school for young ladies and orphans that Gertie attended until the age of fourteen and from which Beckwith House is supplied with most of its servants – Mabel Barley included – or the annual outing for the crippled and poor children of St Cuthbert’s Sunday School, which at one time would have meant Walter himself.

And the great sadness of it – or so it appears to him now – is that such a mean jamboree did work its trick on him, and while he didn’t go, as some others did, to two, three, and even four different Sunday Schools in order to qualify for the additional outings that were the children’s incentive and reward for regular attendance, he nevertheless looked forward to that annual excursion as the highlight of his year, it being the greatest excitement in his young life to be given the opportunity to stand on the scrubbed flat-bed of a coal-cart and set off down Riverside Road with as many as half a dozen other carts, each one bedecked in bluebells and gorse and the children as clean as they would be all year, in clothes as smart as could be mustered – newly patched, mended and washed – the girls with ribbons in their hair, the boys with flowers pinned to their jackets, and every one of them chorusing hymns as the heavy old horses plodded along, their harnesses also prettified with ribbons and flowers, stoical in their humiliation at the hands of these children, to a field in the grounds of the Beckwith estate where the peacocks would be strutting about and some flags and bunting would have been put out to denote the festive import of the occasion. There the children would be jollied to participate in many a clean, competitive pursuit in the fresh air – racing, leapfrogging, jumping, tagging – after which, all breathless and aglow, they would sit down to a feast of bread and butter, gooseberries and lemonade, the refreshments provided by the Beckwiths, who also paid for the hire of the coal-carts and the horses, before finally the children would gather on the forecourt of the great house, some of them clutching pretty peacock feathers to take home to their mothers and all of them facing the vicar, Reverend Brown, who would conduct them as they sang through their repertoire of hymns, Mr Beckwith himself coming out to the steps, smiling in his morning suit and tie, to join his wife and daughters and several of their servants while Montague looked down, expressionless, from some upper window.

But they did not know Walter. However enthusiastically he beamed at the Beckwiths – chin up, chest out – they gave no indication that they recognised his face among those other choristers. And yet from the age of eleven until he was almost thirteen Walter Barley was in their employ, beginning work at six thirty each morning, when he would present himself at a side door to their home, knock lightly – for he’d been advised that he was expected and wasn’t to make a disturbance – then be required to wait, whatever the weather, until the door opened just wide enough for one of the maids to hand out the pair of heavy iron keys that allowed him access to the higgledy-piggledy rear of the house, first passing the shuttered french windows of the drawing room, then skirting the white-framed conservatory with its ferns as tall as trees, and entering the kitchen courtyard through a tiny gate half hidden in the dark of a yew hedge.

The first key opened the gate and the second the door to the scullery where he would find the boots and shoes he was required to take away and polish, presented in neat pairs along the perimeter of that cool, green-painted room, which smelt always of flour and scouring powder, and if the cook, kitchen-maid or any other servant should happen to be about they would barely acknowledge him, and certainly would not allow him to linger. He was to gather up the shoes and carry them across the courtyard, around past the Beckwiths’ ice house and under the stone arch that led to their garage and stables, where he would find Mr Smith, the chauffeur-cum-groom, polishing, mending or smoking, but no more willing to speak to him than the servants in the house.

Smith wasn’t a talker. He might greet Walter with a nod, but that would be all. He would finish his cigarette and get on with his work, and Walter would be expected to get on with his.

There was a stool for him, and a polishing kit that included a bone-handled knife, and what he liked best was to tackle a pair of Montague’s mud-encrusted rugby boots, scraping away at the dry, fibrous dirt, knocking out clumps of it, though this was only ever an occasional treat since Montague spent so much of the year at his college, he wasn’t often at home, and most of the other shoes hardly required Walter’s attention. His task was merely to polish the polish, or increase the shine on a shine, which was, he came to understand, the privilege of the well-to-do, to demand such superfluous labour from the needy in return for their charity. Which in Walter’s case amounted to a shilling a week, plus breakfast, such as it was.

Walter wasn’t a big boy, and never would be big, since none of his family was capable of stature, but he did have an appetite, and every morning that he spent at the Beckwiths’ he would find himself disappointed when he returned to the scullery and was presented by the kitchen-maid with a pewter pot – old and battered – of sweet weak tea and a single slice of bread and scrape: margarine, never butter. Often he woke hungry, and arrived hungry to work, and despite this breakfast he would have to leave hungry too, running the half-mile to his school on a near-empty stomach and frequently receiving two strokes of the cane for his lateness.

But then he had so many other chores to complete in addition to shining the family’s footwear; he was to do whatever the cook or the gardener required of him, whether that meant scouring the burned base of a saucepan, picking snails from the lettuce bed, sweeping the courtyard, or cleaning peacock droppings from the lawn, and when Montague was at home he would be kept busier still, collecting the debris from beneath the cherry trees, for instance, after the young master, so-called, had spent an afternoon taking pot-shots with a pistol at the birds who came to feed on the fruit, or worse – the most unpleasant of all the jobs he was given – scrubbing out the dovecote in the summer of 1911 when Montague was seized by an enthusiasm for breeding pigeons and recording the variations in their colouring and size.

On a Saturday Walter would ordinarily work from eight until noon and all through that summer his last task of the week was to carry down a pail of disinfectant and begin with the perches where the birds roosted, scraping their mess to the boards and sweeping the mess from the boards to a dustpan, then emptying out the nesting boxes and feed-trays and washing down everything, the birds cooing and skittering and giving him the creeps. He would clean that stinking loft, and work up not only an appetite but a temper and perhaps reward himself with a small addition to his wage – an egg or two to sell on to a neighbour at a ha’penny each – then go along to the scullery and find his shilling lying on the window ledge with the key to the gate, and after he had locked up and returned the key to the maid at the side door he would take his hunger directly to Gaudio’s fish and chip shop on Riverside Road to buy a penn’orth of chips before heading home to present his mother with the change. She didn’t complain about the missing penny.

Walter often found he was peckish, and that in the end was his undoing, for at the rear of the house the upper windows had white slatted blinds and while he couldn’t see in, he was doubtless visible to his employers, who got up at a regular hour, and if he could hear them – the running water, the drawers and cupboard doors, the voices – they would surely be able to hear him too and might perhaps look out as he was stealing an apple or some cherries from the trees, or picking peapods from the vegetable garden, or reaching into the gardener’s greenhouse, where there were tomatoes and ripening bunches of grapes. Possibly Montague also kept a tally of the eggs he expected to find in the dovecote. Walter had no idea what they had seen, or which of them had seen it, but one particular Saturday when he went to pick up his wages the cook was waiting for him, her fat arms folded beneath her big bosom, over which she stared down at him with a face as pink as a salmon, holding in one tightly clenched fist the shilling she would drop into his hand after telling him he need not come back because the family were most distressed by his pilfering and he should think himself fortunate that the matter would not be reported to the police.

And really he didn’t much mind. He had done enough for them, and taken more than enough strokes of the headmaster’s cane as a consequence, and was glad at last to be out of it. He began work as Orford’s errand boy the following week, and didn’t need to present himself again at Beckwith House for almost four years, by which time he was working for Cyril Greenland, delivering ice that day to the gentry, and it was Gertie Dobson, not some maid, who answered the door to his tentative knock, and stepped out as smartly as if she had been waiting all that while for him.





11

Gertie

she once almost drowned

Up in her bedroom beneath the steep pitch of the roof Gertie sits on the edge of her bed and placidly watches a fly, black and iridescent green, repeatedly butting the lower pane of the window, sounding increasingly impatient and cross, and idly wonders why it doesn’t realise the top sash is wide open, and supposes it must be because the air is so still, so stiflingly warm: there isn’t a breeze to carry the scent of outdoors, nothing to entice the fly upwards and over.

The noise of it makes her feel weary, and hot, and she puffs out her cheeks and loosens the top of her dress, then flaps her collar a little in the hope of fanning her face but catches a faint whiff of the factory, a sour male industrial smell of metal and grease, and decides she really ought to change into something else, as her father suggested; she has been wearing this dress now for a week and besides being smelly it is noticeably dirty, blotched with oil and paraffin and all the things she’s been eating, including her ice cream.

Slowly she unfastens her buttons, gazing beyond the fly to the darkening blue of the horizon – which suggests a storm may be coming – and when she reaches her waistband she stands and wriggles her shoulders, pulls her arms free, and allows the dress to fall to her ankles. She steps out of the bundle and draws her petticoat over her head, lets that drop too, and then in her underwear, her all-in-one combinations, she takes from her wardrobe the first of several frocks that she saves for the weekend, all of them given to her by Edwina and Emma – the Misses Beckwith – this one a pretty afternoon dress in white cotton with an overbodice of white voile, to which she once added (at Emma’s request) a trim of embroidered white lace. She lays it delicately down on the bed, fearful that her hands, which are so sweaty, might leave a mark on the fabric, then selects from her top drawer a pair of white cashmere stockings – another gift from the sisters – and places these over the dress, precisely where her legs would be, and sits back on the edge of the bed to take off her boots and roll down the dark woollen stockings she’s been wearing since Wednesday, which are crusty with dirt and dried sweat at the toes – and in need of some darning, she sees – and uses these to wipe the dust from her boots before bundling them into a ball and dropping them onto the pile on the floor.

She scratches herself. Her garters have left pink indentations around the mottled white of her thighs, and as she stands she tugs straight the legs of her combinations to cover them. Barefoot and bare-armed, she feels a little cooler, somewhat carefree, and skips along the side of her bed to the window and tugs up the top sash, then the lower one, so that the bluebottle may make its escape. Still furiously buzzing, it jinks and dips and is gone.

Gertie smiles through a yawn. She wipes a pearl of sweat from under her eyebrow and rests her forearms on the windowsill and leans out to look at the river. The sun is sparkling on the silky green surface and she notices two men in a boat, bent over, just drifting along, presumably at the end of a sprint or a race, though they don’t appear to have any competitors. They are kitted out in the maroon and white stripes of the rowing club, and shading her eyes she tries to determine the age of them but they are too far away, beginning to dissolve in the glitter of the sun on the water.

She once almost drowned; the shimmer on the river reminds her.

It is different now, but in previous years she and her mother would spend a few days at the seaside – escorted there by her father, who wouldn’t remain – which was one more of those things that set the Dobsons apart from their neighbours, for whom a half-day excursion in a rowing boat hired at sixpence an hour might be as much as they could afford, the poor father heaving his family perhaps a mile or so into the countryside, the children waving to the yachts and lighters, steamboats and barges that would have to navigate round them, a picnic or a pub at the end of it. Gertie herself would wave to the rowing boats. The train that conveyed them to their resort ran alongside the river.

Every year they lodged in the same establishment, a boarding house at the top of the strand called the Madeira, where their landlady was respectable and would oblige them with meals if they supplied the provisions, and run a bath on Thursday evenings if they paid sixpence extra. With Dorothea and Gertie securely installed, Dobson would leave on the evening train and come back to collect them at the end of the week, by which time the air and the exercise and sometimes the sunshine would have begun to show in their faces, Gertie’s especially, though her mother always complained it was the carbolic in the soap that was burning their complexions (at home they used Sunlight, since it was stocked by the pharmacy and advertised on a tin hoarding beneath their parlour window: Used all over the Civilised World, it said – everywhere except the Madeira).

Their room was clean and spacious at least, and opened onto a balcony that looked down on the beach and a cluster of creosoted shacks from which ice creams and teas could be bought and bathing huts hired, including some machines that could be wheeled into the sea, and most mornings Gertie would be sent to amuse herself on the sands while her mother retired to the balcony to ‘recuperate’ or ‘convalesce’ – though from what, she never specified – after which they might attend a free concert on the pier, or take a tour in a charabanc, or wander through the Winter Gardens, admiring the tropical plants and the skaters. Such was their routine for most of those summers, until at last Gertie persuaded her mother to buy her a costume and hire one of the machines so that she too could go into the water.

Gertie wasn’t a swimmer, of course, and didn’t intend to wade any further than the depth of her knees, and though she recalls much of what happened, the interval between the first cold lick of the waves and the sight of the crab-boat that came to her rescue is now lost to her, entirely gone from her memory.

She remembers the mangy backside of the mule that drew her machine down to the shore, and the coarseness of the rope that she gripped at the top of the steps, then the glint of the sun on the sea, which was mesmeric and blinding, and the warmth of the afternoon breeze on her face and bared shins. But the hush of the waves was like the native sound of her thoughts, and perhaps she lost her place then, forgot where she was, since the next thing she recalls is her panic in the water, and the belly of the boat looming over her, then the faces of the two white-bearded fishermen who were reaching to grab her.

She remembers the weight of the blanket they draped her in, and the creak of their oars, then the sight of her mother’s fraught face as they came up to the shore. But most persistent of all is her memory of the small crowd of onlookers who gathered on the tideline to applaud her rescuers, and the interested expression of one particular gentleman – dressed in a boater, stiff collar and spats – who quipped something to the fishermen as they lifted her onto the sand, then threw back his head and laughed at whatever they replied to him, and how mysterious this seemed to her, the evident difference in the men and yet the understanding between them, which she supposed would always elude her.

a sombre, murmurous gathering

From below in the stonemason’s yard comes the sound of men’s voices and Gertie leans a fraction further out to look down – as far as she dares in her underwear – but the slope of the roof is against her and she draws back inside.

Her view from this window is limited to the lower end of the stonemason’s premises and the mossy glass panes of his carving shop, which appears now to be empty of workmen – though not of their statues, submerged in the green-tinted shade – and the various pantiled shelters where Mr Edwards stores the great blocks of stone that come down from the station and require two, sometimes three heavy horses to transport them and must be offloaded using grips and chains and a movable gantry, besides a great deal of sweating and swearing, after which they will need to be sawed into smaller, more workable blocks, a dusty, back-breaking task that requires the stonemason’s men to strip to their vests, and sometimes even their waists.

Gertie has watched them, her interest drawn most of all by the presence of Sammy and Fred, the stonemason’s two eldest sons, who were at one time apprenticed to the business but are now fighting in France.

She sits on her bed and crosses her legs to pull on her clean stockings and supposes they will be the crack shots of their regiment, cheerfully picking off the Germans in their spiked helmets as though at a funfair – which is how Sammy, smartly attired in his newly issued khaki, described the shooting range they had set up in their attic, just the other side of the wall from her fireplace, a space as long as a school hall or a gymnasium, he said, in which there were drawing boards, easels, all the paraphernalia of the draughtsman’s workshop, and where he and his brother practised their marksmanship by hunkering down at the far end of the room with an air-rifle and a packet of pellets and taking pot-shots at a candle they had placed on the mantelpiece. They aimed to put out the flame, he said, and they succeeded, more often than not. ‘Good enough to win the coconut,’ he smiled.

Gertie said she had heard them from her bedroom, a sharp clack followed by a soft thud, a noise she’d found startling at first, but was by then getting used to.

‘Well, don’t worry,’ said Sammy, tugging on his nose, speaking confidentially into his hand, ‘they’ll be shipping us out soon – you won’t be hearing it much longer.’

This was also a Saturday, almost exactly one year ago, and they were attending a function to mark the installation of a telephone in Mr Edwards’s display room, the first extension in their locality. ‘Shipping you where?’ asked Gertie.

‘To France,’ he said.

‘To fight?’

‘I shouldn’t wonder. I can’t think why else, can you?’

Gertie clasped her hands together and brought them up to her face and pressed her mouth to her knuckles. She lifted herself onto her toes, then dropped back on her heels.

Her excitement seemed to amuse him. Several inches taller than she was, he stooped and made a quizzical show of observing her face, his interest teasingly exaggerated, and she almost laughed then, but swallowed, and when at last she had calmed herself he privately smiled and straightened and looked across the room to where his brother was standing, also in uniform, conspicuously polished and upright in the company of their neighbours, most of them tradesmen. Surrounded by headstones and effigies, gargoyles and bits of fancy ecclesiastical carving, it was a sombre, murmurous gathering, in which only Mr Edwards, with his usual funereal air, and Gertie’s father, with his perpetually dour expression, seemed remotely as comfortable as the two soldiers.

The stonemason was standing a few paces distant, and Gertie marvelled at his ugliness, especially compared to his sons – his elongated jaw and slack mouth, the stumps of his lower teeth always on show, and the heavy-lidded slant of his eyes, as if the bones in his cheeks had collapsed and everything else had subsided. Gertie’s mother, she knew, could not abide him and sometimes shuddered when he went by. He made her think too much of the grave, she said.

Sammy touched Gertie’s elbow and she gave a small start. ‘I’m wondering,’ he said, ‘have you seen our workshops, Gertie?’

She blushed, and shook her head, though she had tried many times to see into them, and not only from her bedroom window but from her parents’ room too, as well as the kitchen, which required her to stand on a chair.

‘Would you like me to show you?’

‘Show me?’ she said.

‘Yes,’ he said blandly, ‘you might find it interesting.’

‘I’m not sure,’ she said, since she knew a young woman ought to appear reticent, however much she might want to go with him – at least to begin with – and as she thinks back to it now Gertie finds she is blushing again, her hands and underarms clammy, sweat streaking her spine.

Sammy crooked an arm for her. ‘Shall I give you a tour of the lettering shop, Miss Dobson?’

‘Why?’ she asked. ‘What’s there?’

‘Lettering,’ he said; then softly pressed her: ‘We might not have another opportunity, you know.’

Gertie frowned – comprehension came slowly – then realised she could not refuse him, since soon he would be gone, perhaps never to return, and was about to accept his invitation when she heard her father pronouncing her name.

‘Gertie.’

And that was all, no particular inflection, no hint of a warning or rebuke, and nothing in his expression, which remained flatly inscrutable behind his grey beard, but she understood – with some relief – that she was to let go of Sammy’s arm; she was to come back and stand instead with her father. Which Sammy understood, too, for after a few moments he worked his way across the display room towards Fred, and surreptitiously she watched them conferring, heads bowed and grinning, until their younger brother Jack, the imbecile, appeared behind them and reached his arms round their uniformed shoulders, puffed up with the occasion, which was when her father thanked Mr Edwards for the interesting demonstration, and guided Gertie back to the pharmacy, seemingly satisfied, even quite cheerful.

Gertie pats her flushed cheeks. She stands to examine herself in her mirror and makes a face like Mr Edwards’s, her lower jaw jutting forwards, and blows forcefully upwards, but her breath, too, is warm, as well as stale-smelling, despite the ice cream she ate earlier, and even when she picks up the dress from her bed and cautiously whips out the creases she does no more than disturb the air without cooling it. Softly she bunches the fabric, finds the armholes and slips the dress over her head, and once she has managed to fasten the buttons she attempts to comport herself as her mother advised her – her posture upright, her bosom and bottom pushed out – and decides that she is prettier in this frock than even Emma Beckwith, for whom it was measured exactly. Standing back to admire herself in full profile, she imagines how it might be if either of the stonemason’s sons were to come into the pharmacy this afternoon and once again offer an arm to her and perhaps suggest a tour of the lettering shop, or a turn about the town; she wonders if her father might now look more favourably upon them, brave Tommies on leave from the war – whether Sammy or Fred, she hasn’t a preference; decorated or wounded would be equally fine – and whether in her white Beckwith frock they might find her figure even more agreeable than one year ago, her particulars no less provoking.
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Montague

the appalling thick of it

In Belgium and France Montague determined to forget the under-housemaid Mabel and enjoyed the company of several other pretty young things – some of them very young – their lips rouged, clothes loosened, falling half off them, their manner indulgent, compliant, and all of them happy to strip and lie naked the moment he had finished his brandy and was ready to take them into the bedchamber to complete their transaction, which was always recuperative. In his paybook he took with him everywhere the letter issued by Lord Kitchener to all the troops sent overseas – to the officers as well as the men – enjoining them to show themselves in the true character of the British soldier and warning against the temptations of women and wine, the former to be treated as ladies, with perfect courtesy, but not to be engaged with on intimate terms, and though he paid little heed to this, he wasn’t a fool and wouldn’t contract a disease for, as Lord Kitchener’s letter reminded him, his duty to his country could not be done unless his health remained sound.

Montague used prophylactics. Through his friend Wortley he had located a reliable supply and was content to let the girls help him on with them, and even encouraged one or two of the prettier ones to take his penis into their mouths first, to help it to harden, and though a few of the women were clearly intent on satisfying his requirements in double quick time, he didn’t altogether mind this since they employed certain techniques to hurry him along, and with practice he got to prolong the pleasure whatever their strategems; he got his few francs’ worth.

And it was more than satisfactory, given the debasement of the front and the filthy, inhuman conditions that prevailed there. Montague felt no darkness on his conscience, then or now, and he considers it no more of a stain on a man’s immortal soul to copulate with a French prostitute than to impale a German soldier, or to shoot a deserter. He was properly courteous to the women, and while he is aware that certain of his fellow officers adopted a quite different attitude and guarded against their own base appetites in deference not to Lord Kitchener but because of some rectitude or religious influence in their upbringing, it remains his conviction that the sexual act is as much a physical necessity for a soldier as rest and a regular diet, and equally as sustaining to a man’s morale as the letters and food hampers he receives from his loved ones at home.

Montague’s self-certainty on this point is buoyed by his confidence in the rectitude of his own moral upbringing, but while he isn’t in any sense profligate or unprincipled, neither would he describe himself as priggish, or pious, which is how he is so often perceived by others, he realises, no doubt on account of his habitual stiffness of manner and bearing. Athletic he may have been at one time – as a boy playing rugger and cricket, as an undergraduate runner and rower – but Montague has also always been noted for his upright posture and the peculiar inflexibility of his facial expressions, which have resulted in certain compliments – that he has the natural physique of a Guardsman, for one – but also a fair number of taunts – that he has a fucking poker up his arse, to quote his sergeant major – and he is conscious that many people, whether friends or associates, have found him haughty, somewhat lacking in humour or vitality, and even – according to his sisters – a stick in the mud, all of which criticisms may well be justified since he is inclined towards judgementalism, and finds extroverted or theatrical types tiresome, a little perturbing in their lack of reserve, and has never much esteemed expressive, emotionally demonstrative people, with the exception perhaps of his sisters, who continue to write to him regularly, almost daily, and sometimes attempt in their letters to ape his own sardonic style, though this isn’t an attitude that either of them wears particularly well, since they are enthusiasts, Edwina and Emma; their customary outlook is one of optimism, even now, in the midst of a war, and themselves in the appalling thick of it.

the residuum

Dressed in his pyjamas, slippers and dressing-gown, Montague pauses at the head of the blue staircase, absently caressing the bald crown of a bust on a plinth, and gazes down into the vestibule they call the small hall, where the clock is chiming a quarter to three and a young nurse – who ought not to be there – has just wandered in from the gardens, apparently lost. Tentatively she tests one door, then another, and when she locates the main corridor Montague delays a moment longer to be sure she is gone, then begins his descent, holding on to the handrail.

The stairs wind down in five flights from his room, with four interim landings, and although they aren’t steep – which has been a great boon, given his condition, the stiffness of his limbs and the chafing of his skin – he goes slowly, passing a procession of crude portraits of his antecedents and an absurd abundance of potted plants and ornaments, some on pedestals and tables, others placed on the stairs, and most of them brought here from the larger part of the house to accommodate the requirements of the hospital. They are a nuisance, and dusty, but there is nowhere else for them to go, and not enough servants to attend to them.

The clutter continues into the conservatory – it continues everywhere – and as he enters the bright light of the glasshouse he notices that the gardener, Logan, has been in to crank open the windows, though it remains no less warm than is usual, and no less unkempt. The hanging baskets contain as many weeds as flowers, the tips of the leaves on the ferns are beginning to crinkle, and sighing – there is nothing to be done – Montague negotiates a passage around a plethora of cane chairs and tables and rugs on the floor to a cushioned Bath chair in a nook at the end, which is shaded by screens of honeysuckle and guarded by two mossy goddesses, amputated at the shoulders, and blind.

Most days he will come here with a letter from his sisters, just as most days in the trenches he would occupy his time alone by retiring to the bunk in his foxhole, where he would read and reread the news they had sent to him, and experience a certain irritation at their lack of awareness, as well as fondness, exasperation, amusement, all the banished emotions of safety and home, and be struck as well by the uncanny sensation of hearing in his inner ear the teasing, affectionate tone of them, a strange and precious commodity in that environment, where he was surrounded always by men’s voices and the brutal battering that came from the guns.

Cautiously, in case it should tip, Montague kneels on the Bath chair and carefully brings himself down, lying first on his side before easing slowly onto his back, then crosses his arms at his chest – his hands flat to each shoulder, his legs straight – and gazes up to the floral motif in the topmost panes, but this posture is rather too reminiscent of the grave and he places his hands instead in his lap, and gently raises his knees, shifting a little to make himself comfortable.

The wicker creaks; there is no other sound but his own breath, and for fear of the sounds he might start to remember – the bombs, the cries of his men, Private Barley’s distress – he hums to himself and thinks of the cakes his sisters would also post to him, and the soap and socks and cigarettes, and occasionally, too, the reading matter – the books that he would pass on, but also the journals he continued to subscribe to, and the letters he continued to receive from his correspondents, which soon came to cause him nothing but annoyance, those from the pharmacist Dobson most of all, which he soon began to discard, ripped up, unread.

Of course, at the start, his sisters were far from unique in their optimism, and while most of England, it seemed, took the view that the Hun would be mopped up in no time and the war concluded by Christmas, the hope among these others of Montague’s correspondents was for a war that was longer and might act as a purgative, sweeping away what was rotten, reducing the number of fertile males among the residuum. The good would come through, tempered and strengthened; the virile would prosper and promulgate. This was the lesson of history, it seemed, that the strongest and fittest in each generation should be drawn to the military, their manhood tested in the rigours of battle, their efficiency for improving the species established by their deeds in the field.

Yet that war of mud and barbed wire and cowering in trenches hardly allowed the individual to assert himself and was, in Montague’s view, almost certainly dysgenic in the degree to which it sacrificed the cream of the race, even as it effected a cull of the worthless. Among the first to be eliminated were so many of the brightest and best, the initial wave of enlistment having recruited the most vigorous and healthy, the most patriotic and courageous, fellows categorised A1 for physique, who then died in their thousands while innumerable others of similar calibre were returned as invalids, disfigured and beaten, a waste that necessitated such a lowering of standards that men who might previously have been turned away – those rated B and even C, some of them degenerates, some of them criminals – are now also encouraged to take the King’s shilling.

Only the absolute dross will be refused, the scrapings from the very pit of the barrel, and Montague doubts whether the men who prevail will have survived because they are the fittest, or merely the most fortunate.

But then the chaps in his command were a mixed crowd – although they all came to share the same fate – and while it was true that some who responded to Kitchener’s call in the second year of the war were poor specimens, morally and physically, and might never have been accepted into the ranks but that so many better men had already stepped up and fallen, others possessed substance and fibre and were plucky and steadfast and retained a bantering sort of good humour even under the most testing of circumstances. Despite being no less desperately tired than himself, and having endured no less terrible conditions, many revealed a stoicism in the face of affliction that was, he suspected, the very key to the national character.

Even so, their unfortunate want of physique and sometimes mental development were a continual disturbance to him, and often he wondered whom they would marry but females who were equally worthless, equally lacking in positive attributes, resulting inevitably in the birth of still more of their kind.

Few among them, he supposed, would ever demonstrate the volition to raise themselves out of their situation in life – if only they were to hold on to that life – and each time they assembled before him, their faces pinched and expectant, grizzled, stubbled, somewhat bug-eyed from strain and fatigue, he performed as was expected of him, whether that meant leading them over the parapet, pistol in hand, or ensuring that they changed their socks regularly and kept their feet greased in the wet. He was properly solicitous of their welfare, and felt sure they respected him and his superiority over them, but in truth he had no love for his men, none whatsoever. Exhausted by combat, spiritually on the verge of defeat, he accepted his responsibility towards them much as one might towards a servant or even a hound, whose loyalty is no more touching than it is a drag on one’s nerves, and because they were trained as British soldiers, his men did as they were bidden – most of them – but still, he would rather they had not been his responsibility, those specimens who would in the normal run of things have been employed in his father’s factories, because in the end he let them down; he rather failed in his duty to set them an example.

Long before those final shells landed, Montague’s nerves had started to weaken. Even at ease in his foxhole or secure in the support line, he would feel the vibration of a bombardment communicating itself through acres perhaps of blasted land, and notice the flickering of his candles, and the trembling of his personal effects, and no matter how remote he might be from the shells – and regardless of whether they were falling on British or enemy lines – he too would start to tremble, and his face to twitch, just above his lip, just beneath his left eye, a symptom of nervous strain that has persisted, maddeningly, to this day, despite the fact that he is at home now, and safe.

The conditions were extreme and unnatural, and a great many other men of proven and respectable character were unmanned in battle, or succumbed to the funk, the terrors induced by those guns, and frequently since his return Montague
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