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No Man’s Land


It was a cold
day in November, and as Drew lay naked on the examination table in
Dr Marsh’s office, he was all too aware that even the season was
conspiring against him. That part of himself that never quite
measured up was doomed by the chill in the air, by its own outraged
modesty, by Drew’s sense of injury, his sense of harm done if not
to his inadequate body then to his soul.

Dr Marsh poked
and prodded and quantified; performed a palpation on Drew’s lower
body to try to discern what lay inside; and generally considered
every aspect of Drew with an oddly remote yet intense interest.
This review had been scheduled for a week after Drew’s birthday
every year since he was a child. Familiarity, in this instance,
definitely bred contempt.

Finally Dr
Marsh stepped back, and nodded towards Drew’s clothes to indicate
that the physical examination was complete. Drew got up, and
started dressing, while the doctor settled at his desk and began
writing yet another report to add to Drew’s voluminous file.

As soon as Drew
was in pants, socks, trousers and vest, he broke the silence. “I
turned twenty-one a week ago,” he said – and he added, hating the
slight tremble in his voice that betrayed him: “I’m a man now.”

Dr Marsh tilted
his head in an acknowledgement that somehow failed to endorse this
last claim. His fountain pen didn’t even hesitate in its smooth
black scrawl across the yellow page.

“I’m not coming
back,” Drew blurted, as he finished dressing. “I’m not going
through this ever again.”

Ah. Dr Marsh
paused, and after a moment lifted his head.

“I’m twenty-one
now, and it’s my decision.”

“Well, strictly
speaking, yes, but –”

“No. There’s
been no change now for three or four years. Has there?”

A moment passed
before the doctor replied, “Perhaps nothing significant – or
more to the point, little that’s been obvious to the untrained eye
–”

“No. This is
me now. This is what I am, for better or worse. I just want
to be left alone to make my own way in the world.”

Dr Marsh took a
breath and then let it sigh out. “Andrew,” he said with an
exaggerated patience, “would you please sit down? There is
something we need to discuss. We can come back to this matter
afterwards, if you still feel the same way.”

“You’re not
going to change my mind,” Drew insisted – though once he’d tied his
shoelaces he sat, or rather perched, on one of the straight-backed
chairs. “I want to celebrate a birthday without dreading what’s
going to happen a week later.”

“I’m aware that
these consultations are hardly enjoyable. That is not the
point.”

Drew stared at
the doctor a bit wild-eyed, trying not to get sidetracked despite
this provocation. Drew very much felt like arguing that the doctor
must have got some kind of enjoyment out of it all, no
matter how unpleasant it was for Drew, as it certainly hadn’t been
the patient’s idea to persist year in and year out.

“Andrew. You
will allow me to be concerned for your well-being.”

“That’s rich,
coming from someone who never took my wishes into account –”

The doctor
sighed again, though it was a sharper sound. “Certain decisions
were made by your parents, various specialists and myself, years
before you were old enough to understand anything at all of the
situation. We had your best interests at heart.”

Drew snorted.
“My father only cared about his own interests. I hardly even
remember him! He was gone as soon as he realised I’d never be what
he wanted.”

“It is true he
very much wanted a son, and perhaps we should have tried harder to
convince him that it would have been fairer to raise you as a
girl.”

Drew stared at
the man, flabbergasted. The doctor had never been quite so explicit
about that long-ago choice before. Drew knew well enough that his
father had demanded a son, and his mother was determined to provide
one by making the most of an ambiguous situation – but Drew had no
problem with that. It was the right decision, even if made for the
wrong reasons.

The doctor, of
course, didn’t understand. “Perhaps you are coming to see the
wisdom of turning, and endeavouring to take the alternative path?
Now that your mother has passed.” He cleared his throat. “I must
confess that I foresaw this day.”

“What? No! I’m
perfectly happy the way I am.”

Dr Marsh looked
at him flatly. “Happy?” he echoed.

“Yes.”

“Well, then.”
The doctor put the fountain pen aside. “What is this about?”

“What’s it
about?” Drew spluttered. “Isn’t it obvious? I don’t want to be your
project anymore. Your experiment. Your subject. I just want to live
my own life now.”

The doctor laid
a hand on the file as if taking an oath. “You understand that this
isn’t only about understanding your situation, but also helping
other children born with the same characteristics … ?”

“You’ve got
enough. You’ve got all the information you need right there –” Drew
jabbed a finger towards the file – “and nothing’s going to change
now, anyway.”

“I need to
monitor –”

“No, you
don’t.”

Dr Marsh let
his professional demeanour slip; he sagged and gave Drew a weary
look, before reaching for a sealed, addressed envelope which he
held in both hands for a long silent moment. It obviously contained
a letter or report of some kind, though perhaps only a brief one.
“Let’s put that aside for now, Andrew. There is something more
urgent to consider.”

“Yes?”

“You will, of
course, be exempt from military service on medical grounds. I have
prepared a letter for the authorities that explains – discreetly –
that there is an entirely reasonable justification for you not to
enlist.” Dr Marsh cleared his throat again. “I trust, however, that
you will choose to perform some kind of civilian work in support of
the war effort.”

Drew was so
furious that he couldn’t move, so horrified he couldn’t speak.
Despite all he’d been through, Drew had never felt so reduced.

The doctor
finally wound to a halt, finishing with, “The country needs us all,
in whatever capacity we can best serve.”

Drew let a
moment’s silence grow. Dr Marsh finally looked at him, apparently
expecting Drew to be grateful. He was surprised when Drew simply
stood and picked up his coat from the back of the chair.

“I’m a man,”
Drew said, hating the stiffness in his voice. “Of course I’ll
enlist. I was only waiting for –”

“Andrew,
please will you sit down and discuss –”

“No, thank
you.” Drew shrugged on the coat while heading for the door.
“Goodbye, Dr Marsh.”

Behind him
there was only a sigh, and then the sound of the door closing.

 


#

 


There was only
one bridge across the river, so Drew had to return home along the
High Street. On some days he took a circuitous route, but he rarely
had the luxury of time to spare – and on that day he was too angry
to be anything other than direct.

Which meant, of
course, that he was soon confronted by the recruiting posters
plastered on walls and taped up in shop windows. ‘WHICH?’ demanded
one poster. ‘Have you a REASON or only an EXCUSE for not enlisting
NOW!’ Another asked, ‘YOUNG MAN! Are you between 19 and 35? If you
are YOUR DUTY is clear. ENLIST TODAY. God save the King!’

Drew hurried by
the posters with his head down, knowing that he couldn’t delay any
longer. Any day now, some well-meaning woman would hand him a white
feather, and Drew would die of the shame. He had wanted to finish
his thesis, to … well, to settle his affairs, he supposed. He only
had one chapter and the conclusion left to write, though, along
with the usual tidying up, and perhaps he could manage that while
training. He understood that months could go by between enlisting
and actually being sent overseas.

“Hey, Drew!
Pretty boy!”

Drew growled
under his breath and maintained his forward momentum. He hated that
epithet with a passion. He always kept his hair in a neat
back-and-sides, always dressed in quiet, ordinary clothes. He’d
never wanted to be pretty. He’d rather not even be handsome,
although that’s what Henry insisted Drew was.

“Aw, which
little cockerel’s got his hackles up, then?”

“Shut your
mouth, Lansdowne!” he burst out, slowing slightly and looking up –
to see Ted Lansdowne smug and smart in a soldier’s uniform. Drew
stalled, and tried not to gape. They were across the road from each
other, and there were other people hanging around Lansdowne,
fawning on him, but Drew could hardly see anything beyond his
lifelong nemesis.

“Yeah, I’m
looking mighty fine, ain’t I?”

Drew stuttered
for a moment, and then found his voice. “I’m going to look finer
still in my officer’s uniform!”

This retort met
with whistles, hoots and catcalls – and appreciative laughter from
Lansdowne. “Be glad to see it, sir,” he replied, with
surprising sincerity. “I’ll be glad enough to see it.”

Lansdowne
turned away, and Drew was freed to stride off home – a bit shaky at
first, but soon he was bursting in through his front door, closing
it firmly behind him, and at last he was safe.
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Drew took off
his coat, and walked through into the kitchen, where Henry was
carefully rolling out the pastry crust for a vegetable pie. Henry
looked up with an expression caught somewhere between happiness for
seeing Drew and worry about Drew’s appointment with the doctor.
“How did it go?” he asked. “Did you tell him?”

Drew stood
there for a moment, wishing he could think of some way forward that
wasn’t quite so blunt. He couldn’t. “I’m sorry,” Drew announced,
“but I’m going to enlist.”

Henry’s hands
stilled, and he looked at Drew in dismay. “No … No, Drew, we
decided. You’ll think about this once your thesis is complete.”

“I’m
twenty-one, Henry. I’m a man now. I’ve put this off too long
already.”

“No …” Henry
said again. And then he sank onto the nearest kitchen chair,
resting his
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