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A novel, Enfilade simultaneously relates the stories of Alistair Preston,
a young soldier in the Canadian army in Belgium during the First
World War, and that of his “ancee and family in the Eastern
Townships of Southern Quebec. Elspeth, his fiancee, is a school
teacher and the Preston family are beef farmers. Told from several
different points of view, Enfilade addresses the psychological, cultural
and aesthetic implications of the Canadian experience in the Ypres
Salient in 1917, and, more generally, in the First World War. Primary
among the novel’s concerns are the psychological change brought about
by the experience of industrialised warfare and the resulting difficulty
in regaining a sense of normality and home, both for the combatants
themselves and for those to whom they returned, and the enormous gap
created between the generation that fought in the war and that of their
parents.



Un roman de langue anglaise, Enfilade raconte simultan¢ment les
histoires de Alistair Preston, un jeune soldat dans I’armée canadicnne
en Belgique pendant la premiére guerre mondiale, de sa fiancée et de la
famille Preston aux Cantons de I’Ouest du Québec. Elspeth, sa fiancée,
est une enseignante et la famille Preston sont des élevews de boeuf.
Enfilade adresse surtout I’enjeu culturel, psychologique et esthétique de
I’expérience canadienne a Ypres en 1917. Raconté de plusicurs
différents points de vue et par différents personnages, le roman
s'intéresse  surtout au changement psychologique résultant de
l'expérience de la guerre ainsi que de l'écart que cela ciée entre un
soldat et la société d'ou il provient et a laquelle il doit, d¢s son ictour,
se réintégrer.
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Book 1



Aup 3, 1917

Dearest £t /ff’/aeb‘,él

/ must gpen /fy d&’é}rfz youto fa/‘;«/iw me /f a/(yﬂ/}y that [ kave written or witt
write fs ix any way shooking or upselling o Lhrealenig—rplease know that the list
thing [ want i@ for you to gpen my bellers with ary Kind of fear or brepitation. But
please abeo anderstand that so mok of what [ say here needs 0o be swi and that so
many of the memarses [ lry Lo re-oreate nake abl of this mess so muck more bearabte,

You asked ix your tast botter, for me o describe this place to you. (€ would be
a much sinpler Lask (f there were someliiny here that ( cold compare Co something at
howe, bt everything thit was o must have been comparable has bong sirce been
/wtfw removed, or otherwise /peﬁae/‘tea/, /f you conld imagive what it would thok
e [f comeone took a great metal btade and soraped the bland bare—taking Crees,
grass, animals, we/‘yb%/}g«—a/(/ /eflf a/({a the sl to absord Che rain and foﬁ‘ea /¢ inlo
a stagnant mass, and you then took that place and fitled it with puagping trexchos and
pock-marked shell hotes fubY of mudlily water and men and rals, then you wonld have
some (dea gf the physical appearance of this ptuce. [ remember dyging the deainige
ditek at the botlom 0{)‘ Peterson s éay f/éﬂ/ bast summer //Z was the st time [ can
remenber beiy so covered in mdl), and ( remenber the pleasure of watching the
waler flow guietly awsy from the crop. T ke feote from which /[ now write is far from a
deainage dtch; afl the eloments are here, only the water rarely ffows, and when it
does it /}(M/‘/M/Zy gels /}(L‘eﬁ/‘a/tez/ /y a aa//@as’e i1 he trench wall or a shel¥ blast o
some. pir horses corpse, A the water itselff i mostly dint; what woudd be the
dlchs bed /s constantly distur-bed by the feet of lads trying, asuallly in var, Lo march
i o<dler despite the burping ground beneath then.

1t is in this /ﬂwe, my dear £ /s’/at/r«, that [ now lve i a Gtete kollowed-ut
abeove with some cthe bogs from Lhe reginent. For the finst few digs we had a
Floar~de-Lys at the entrance, but the U0 made us take it down bocause he dilr ¢ wart
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us confused with the French infantry. (don ¢ want you to think that ! e at ol unkappy;
we re sl proud ts be ding our part for the War, you Rnou, aditbe 22 dbeoran estand
otl that, and [ got my fixst tix with jans and ojparettes and paper (o which [ ow
wreite) from your aunt ix Wegmoth—it was a reallly welsome bt of civliation, But
( miss you Cerribly, [ miss the wallls iy the oloan autumn i, ( miss the winil fffe of the
colors, the //‘/d'ﬂ//ét/r&ﬁf’, the f/}‘e ﬁefﬂmf/}(ddz aff the pedce i yow eges, [ miss the
laughter, the storics—1( mise leking Georgie 4p Co the Glon and letling hin graze
white we embrace, [here is a greeat deal 00‘ P and ao/(fas’/w( kere / afte/‘ lhree
weeks, [ have yet Lo see a fring German, abbhough that doesr ¢ sty them from shellip
us/ and] abthagh [ have get t see ¢ happen b anyone [ fnow, a great deal of deatt,
None of the training propared us for Chis sort of thing. As [ write to you row the sun is
JUST commng ap; Chis is sz 042/‘ the most /eaatff«/ part af the a’a‘y here, Soon, the
shellng witl start and we with adll Shrow aurseboes back qpainst the maddness of the
lrench wall bt that metal bde of which [ spokte—m mattcr kow by and how
/ﬂa«/e/‘ﬁ/ T fs——can ?J’fq& Che sun f/‘m rSing, /e wa/m/effa /:9 cloar Coday, and [ oan
abwast see gou Sitting 4p next lo we and tittiing your head aver- as you brash the Knots
out of your hair. { can see the ogpper lpht coming i from the woods and the carve of
your neok as it becomes your ear, and { wish [ could be there Co fiss you good morning.
Most of the others abeo write in the morning, and most eleo write home o
sweelhearts o wires, ilbhough it's hard to Know just how involbed some of Chem are.
[ sure some are writing home lo Uhei wothers and making 4p slorres for the rest of
us Co hear——nother slories just dox t work kere, o be @ man you have Lo have a
woman, preferably a pretly me who sent you a sipned proture. Please fnow that [
don 't/o/ay lhese games because [ /ee/ w0 need to, { don t want Lo aée@&w{ &, [ have ny
wemories and [ have your words to cothur in the dubbhess of thiz place. The mud &
everqyuhere—1 ve ly sivce given ap trying Co keep it off my laniz o my Crousers o
even at of my food—yet [ don fee invaded or even wnotoan because { have what you
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have given me as protectin, [ Know, my dear Elipeth, that wo matter how mok Uhe
mud and the rats and the smell of deatlt and cordite and the Chad-Chud 00( lhe she /%y
iwade me, there witl a/«/ay\f be a Pt of me that remasns clean and clear and pure,
because that is your place, and it is the place that [ with contie to Keep for yau.

The sun s athost completely p, and the CO wit! be laoking for me al the stand-
to. Do grire my bove toall and (¥ lry Lo write Lomorrow.

AAbstur.
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27 June, 1917

Alistair

T know that it has been nearly a month since you leff——for
your training, J mean—but J have finally come around to writing
a few ﬂ/\ougl'\fs. Jt is so rare these days that J get the
opportunity to write amy+king—be+ween your mother and younr
sister and the farm ond all—much less a leter to my son, so
please forgive me if this comes across as awkward or even a
little dilapic{a’rec].

YOM realise by now, J’'m sure, +|/\a’r your W\o’rl'\er and J lf\ave
gone out of our way to provic]c for you——indeed, that is the very
role of parents., But it hasn't been simply a question of fi”ing
your be“y and mal(ing sure you were warm enouglf\. YOM see,
Alistair, J am one of those parents who firmly believes that it is
our responsibilify to make the next generation somehow better
than ours—to give them more opportunities and adwxnfages than
we ever had ourselves. The key to that, T have always believed,
s discipline and respect. YOU\V mother and J have tried our very
best to give you just that, and, as you embark on this adventure,
it seemed to me like a 900(:[ time to remind you of it

YOM have had the rather unique opportunity to grow up i a
p'ac:e that is neither comp'e%ely ours nhor comp|e+ely ahybody
else’s. T know J remind you of this as of’rch as J can (perl/\aps
even too ofw‘en), but J must once again emplf\asise that we as a
family are not yet comp'e’re!y of-‘rlr\is p'ace. YOMV‘ mother and J
have tried to make it our home as best we ::ou'cl, but home for us
will always conjure images of YOrk and Liverpool, not of a
hundred acres of hard land in southerm Lower Canada.
Indeed, T'm quite certain that this p'ace is much more of a
home to you than it ever could be to us, and, in turn, will
probably be more of a home to your son than it ever will to you.
But it is a frush'aﬁngly slow process, to say the least. That
whole world—which we chose to leave and to which you are

&)oing for the firsf Hime—seeams so blurry to me now. DBut thatis
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’rl'\e way ’rlf\ings lf\appcnecl for‘ us, and we l\ave to »nnkc il\c best of
what we have. There’s rea“y no secnsc in c:omplaiuing. ZI hawve

been trying to think, since the occasion of your Aopnrhwc for the

continent, of the places T used to know so well—so that I could
tell you about them if you ever got the opportunity o visit X’/k"‘l( onr
perhaps even London during your trip. But I am afraid that
can’t. J am able to remember placcs and pcoplc, but the names
have long since left me. Even the physical memory scems
ﬂa’r———fl'\ere's no immediacy to the p'acc. Jt is no longcv real 1o
me at all. T would venture to guess that J've been oo long
concerned with the cattle, the ficlds, your mother and your sistoer
and Yourse'f, and I«acpihg us all alive cluring the winders to
remember anyfking so mundane.

YOMV‘ link with this placc is much stronger than mine
because it has, for your twenty ycars, been the on‘y v‘cany you
have known. YOM know of the strects of L ondon and Paris, bul

not the immediate

’rl'\ey must conjure in you dreamy imagaes
recollections of smells and slf\adowy details 0 ofic-n cxpuricnrc.
The only details you will remember come from this plncc.
QVeryfl'\ihg else must be vague and unrcal. When you picture
L ondon you must suv‘ely hear my voice r]cscribing it o you. Bui
so much of what J have made you comes from énglcmcl——l‘rom
me and your mother, and evcryfl«\ing we have fougl\i you. J
quite Ir\ohes’rly nevevr ﬂ/\ougb\f you would get an opporiunity o scoe
ér\gland or at least to be among so Imany énglislf\mcn, to share
in their tradition the way you were mcant to—io cxperience the
smells and shadows and details your memory will return to you
afl'er you again setle in this p'acc. YOM sce, it docsn’t matier
who this war is against, Alistair, or even that it is o war, i
maHers that ’rl'\e,y are leHing you go to it to fig’r\f sicle by side with
you¥ cousins from éngﬂand and you are prcpnrcc] to clo
so—indeed, that is what bringing you up so carcfully myself was
all for. There—with those sons of my brothers—you will
appreciate so much more of the culture and discipline and

respec’r your mo’rl/\er and J have tried so hard to giva you. J
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will make you understand and appreciate, J am certain, wl/\)_/ J
was often so strict with you when J wasn’t with your sister. And
when you bring that knowledge and that unders‘randing back
home, you will be able to integrate it with what you alreac’y know
about your |ife here. And you will really belong to yourse|f for
the firsf time. YOM sce, this war is fi“ing in a part of your
education that J could never have fi”ec] in myself, and you need
to take C\C]van’rage of this. Jf J were young enough and free
enougl'\ to go with you, T would without hesitation—to fu” in the
names J have a'reacly fov‘goﬁen, yes——’ouf also because it is
such a wonderful opportunity.  And T say that sincerely. You
need to take whatever it is that you will fincl there, Alistair, you
need to take all the traditions and the culture and the sev\sibilify
and the sense of humour and the discipline and the tradition and
the honour and c\Jerﬂr\ing else you can find and l:)ring it back,
make it yours, and fl” in this place.

J’ve arranged for a few locals to help fill in for your
absence on the farm, alﬂ\ougk T should be able to cover it mosfly
m)_/self, ot least until it comes time to slauglf\fer part of the herd in
Scpfember. But that’s a while yet, and chances are you'" be
home by then. The Scouts have even sent over some of their
Soldiers of the Soil—most of whom were unders’randa'oly eager
to get old enouglr\ to r‘ea”y get at the Hun. And your sister
Viv‘ginia Is fina"y——aﬁer a little too much protesting on her
part—a fu“—ﬁme member of the farm. AHYWay, everyloocly
seems to have gotten into the spirit of L\clping out, and even your
mother was rcpom‘cd secen L\clpihg with the L\aying in preparation
for‘ your depar’rur‘e! Remarkable how robust she still is. ;Z\ffer
the miscarriage J was certain she would never recover, but
she’s certainly proving me wrong now!

The young Miss Ca”aglf\cm came by this aﬁernoon to
parfal(c of some of younr mother’s l’\eWIY finislf\ecl batch of
strawberry and elderberry jam. Younr élspefk is as beauﬁful as
ever, and secems to be weathering your absence as bravely as

can be cxpcc*ed for a girl her age. She and J had a litle talk
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about her work at the schoolhouse, and which of the children she
ﬂ/\ouglf\'f could go to upper school in the city if. their parents
decided it was a good idea. I never realised that C—':lspuil\ was
such an adamant advocate of girl's scl\ooling. She even wend so
far as to argue that it makes sense for the gi;‘ls to be getting the
education while the stronger men tend the fielc’s and the animals.
She seems to think that \/iv‘gihia is best suited 1o a Iif.c of l\igl\cv
education off n Moh‘h‘cal. J don’t kihow where she gets stch
ideas (cem‘ainly not from you, J trust), but it did make 10» an
interesting affe,rnoon. J miglf\f not C\Iwnys agrec with hew, you
understand, but she does have firm opinions, and that in iisvlf. s
wor’rky of respect. Quite a formidablc: \vife you've choscon.
Forgive me for returning to morce pl\ilosopl\icul pursuils, bt
your deparh,we has prompk:c, in e so much Il\ougw ou plncc
here—as a family, J mean, and insofar as we condribute {o younr
idea of your place here. VYou sce, I decided 1o come here
because we could be a part of building somcil\ing new—-we, ol
such a younhg age, were to have a stake in a new p'ncc, N a
place that none of us had scen bcforc. Tt was wild and
unforgiving and cold and full of all sorts of dangerous animals
Iong since hunted out of énglahd. Jt was cxciiiv\g——as axciiing,
J imagine, as this war must be to you. But more than anyl[’\ing
else, it was new-——complcicly empty, and comp'oic'y noew,
éurope will be new to you, but an established, clcar'y (|cfihc‘(‘l
new—ithis place had never been anyilf\ing bcf'orc, and won't be
for a while yet. Jt was new to us, ycs, but # was also new to
everyone else, and you, ;Z\'isk,\ir, need 1o undervstand  and
appreciate that in a way which you could only if you Icfi. You'll
see, when you return, you'll feel it. And yet J realise something
now which J never knew (or perhaps never admittad to knowing)
then—that we can’t build a tradition in iwcmy—fivv years, We
can kardly build a community in that time. Giranted, we have the
l'\ouse.s now, and the fcw‘ms and the schools and two churches
and a town hall and even fields that have been cleared of

boulders and readied for the p'ow‘s, but there’s hardly any
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tradition and L\ardly any l'\is’rory. Some say that we should build
that tradition and that history by drawir\g on the countries we are
fr‘om, but how can one draw on two countries as func’amenfo”y
diﬁ:erevﬂ as englahd and France? Not to mention the movre
obscure p'accs-——evcn a Lithuanian (J think that’s how you spe"
it]) has moved in up on Jron Hill.  No, if we are to defeat the
anonymity of this place then we must draw on our experiences
as Canadians. The only thing that is really going to make us
cohesive is our shared predicamen’r. Living here, as you know,
requires tremendous discip'ir\e, and it is that very discipline
which we must offcr ourselves. This war, J am certain, will
loring that out in all of you. As a Canadian, which J have been
now for more than l'\alf of my Iifc, my most distinctive and my
most defining experience and contribution is clearir\g a scr‘uffy
bit of land on the edge of a hill and raising two children but only
ohe boy. That's rea”y not much of a contribution, but we have to
survive. And we couldn’t have any more children. So be it
But you, you are going to fig[f\f——becausc 6n9|ahd asked us to
send you, ycs——bm‘ as a Canadian. As are your French and
Lithuaniun and Giod-knows-what-clse neighbours. You and your
mates, believe it or not, are mal(ing a tremendous contribution to
the Canadian experience and the Canadian name and
evgryﬂ'\ing that is and will be this country. YOU\ are parfa[(ing n
the firs’f real d‘efiniﬁon of this country in a way T never would
have dared dream of. That’s why T envy you.

And so it's with a pv‘ouc‘ smile that T send you of:f on this
journey.

Forgiva me, J have no desire to bore you with the
ramblings of an old man. J didn’t mean any of this to instruct
you—you arc a fu“y inclepchc]em‘ and WOHI/\Y young man, and J
am proud to say that you will do all you can with this opportunity.
You will always be on the minds of your mother and J. Make
what you can of it, and best of luck.

Father



9

Enfilade Book 1

ELSPETH:

I have been asked to tell you what 1 know about Alistair and to try to make it
as interesting as possible. Idon’t really know where to start—theie’s so much to say,
so many stories to tell. Oh, and do forgive me if this sounds too praising. You sce,
as a fiancée (bit of a silly word, that), I'm a little biased. Anyway, here goes.

I suppose I would start by telling you that my Alistair is beautiful. 1 know I'm
not meant to use that word to describe a man—he’s supposed to be strong and
handsome, and even a little rough, right? Well, he is, but it’s not as simple as that.
There are many men who are both strong and handsome but who possess no
beauty—or worse, who don’t even know what beauty is. But Alistair is dehicate and
careful in a way few people are. He’s one of those people nobody dislikes. 1 can’t
imagine anybody knowing him and not liking him—I’ve certainly never knowa it to
happen. What makes him this way is his beauty. He likes people, and he likes
hearing what they have to say. And he has all of the morals one could ever ask for,
and he stands staunchly by them as he stands staunchly by me. But he loves to hsten,
and he loves words. He can weave them as well as his father, but unlike his father he
rarely uses them to elevate himself. In the four years we have known cach other, |
have never seen or heard of Alistair hurting anything unless he saw no other options.

And his love is like home.

I suppose I should let you in a little on why we know each other. Alistair and
I met in April of 1913—just a little over four ycars ago He was fiftcen and I was
nearly seventeen.

Oh, yes, of course: how silly of me. 1 myself am from Montreal. My mother
died when I was born so I never had a chance to know her, although Father says that
we are really very much alike. He—Father, I mean—has, bless his hcart, always
done everything he could to make me happy. But I decided a few years back that |
didn’t want to be his daughter all the time, and I couldn’t be anything clsc in the city
on account of his being so known. So I decided to come out here, and, with having
met my Alistair and all, I certainly don’t regret it.  And Father, who was
understandably upset at first, seems to have accepted it.

Anyway, Alistair and I first saw each other at a town luncheon—you sce, |
had just moved in to take over the schoolhouse (wheie I still work) from old Mrs.
Tomlinson, who moved back home to care for her husband. Anyway, Alistair and |
started running into each other all over the place, and we slowly became good
friends. 1 was really shy and dubious at first—having known the city boys and how
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they could be—but Alistair seemed so genuinely interested in me as a person that 1
just sort of went along with him. It got so I wasn’t even nervous about being alone
with him anymore. I wasn’t thinking at all about what he might try.

I used to bring him a new book every Friday—usually one of my favourites:
Flaubert, Hardy, maybe a little Emerson—and we would sit on his porch and have a
cup or two of tea as we talked about last week’s book. Then after about a year of that
Alistair threw a birthday party for his sister Virginia—who, incidentally, is a student
of mine—and that’s when we became more than friends. I think that’s really the only
way to say it. It’s funny because we had agreed that we wouldn’t.

But it happened.

We were sitting by his pond in the dark, looking at the water and listening to
the frogs calling to each other and talking about the cattle or the horses or Mr.
Preston and his blesséd discipline, and Alistair asked if he could kiss me. Just like
that. We had been affectionate before, you understand, there were times when he
would put an arm around me when I was a little under the weather, and I had kissed
his cheek at Christmas, but there had never been anything that wouldn’t happen
between a particularly close brother and sister. Until then, thatis. Anyway, I guess I
didn’t answer quickly enough, because he went ahead and kissed me anyway.

Right here on the lips.

And 1 liked it because it seemed so natural, and so I kissed back.

That’s not wrong, is it?

So when we were done, I said “yes.” And we laughed and then went on
kissing. And it got better because we got less nervous and less sloppy. The funniest
thing is that when we got back to the party everybody knew, because we both had
these really devilish looks on our faces. Afterwards we didn’t actually tell anyone
about it, we just stopped denying the rumours that had been going around about us
since we first became friends.

So anyway that’s my favourite Alistair story.
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Aup 72, 1917
Dearest £t /ﬁ’/eté,

(ve been té//'rf/}y, That & not a ;/004/ b‘é/}y, / know, because Father tells me
that good solliers don t think, and he s probably ripht, but [ reallly can theth it And/
don t particaburly want to be a good soliler. You see, (f you don T think, Chis place witt
take aver, [ve seen it é%ae,f, Take a lae/‘[fw L“/?/ nce aléz;o (f/‘m 7 oronto and stick him
i @ trench with rats and mad and occasional shel¥ bursts, make him foltow orders
Hndly, and watsh hin turn into a Kitling wackine, Theres o personality beft. Get
wp, Kill shave, Kitl) eat, Kitl] stoep, get up again and kitl.  That's a good solder
because that & a solller that s disejplined and that & a soller that gets resubls, Jou
ran o hundreds af them here. ﬂey oY talk the same way. ﬂey have Uhe same
vague swell about them. But ot the same lime téey are Che lf/‘/é/(c/ﬁé\f’t ard most
forgiviny and generous Lypes me comes across here., [ think it s because they want
everyone 0o know about Lienm, T his must sound reatly bisarre bo you. Suppose it must
be, for you, [ mear. [t ¢ all 50 unreal,. if they werent shooting at us Uhis wouldl be
hitarins, Somelines you hear bads lauphing anywcy. What s scary i these mex seem
U be the ones who db the best—who bring v the most prisoners, who Kit¥ the mast
fefna/(s’, or who gel all the attention af the OO Not that [ mind] Hou wnderstand]
[ d wuch rather them than me. [ just want to make it back to you. The Crick, you see,
& 00t 80 be @ hero or even just a reguber Joe at aff. The trick i Co stick around
without anybody actuallly knowing that you re there untoss they go lookiing specifroatly
for you. Jast become part of the bacKground and they never pick you. [ don ¢ think
the (O has ever heard we say anylhing other than Here, cir" every morning at the
stand-to, [ even heard about this fellow in @ Britich reginent who had served for sic
years before the war and wow tuo i the trenches, and ki CO apparently stitt doesn ¢
row hic name and has to read it off his tunie every line, Guaranteed that Hoke 4
make it,
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([ reallse thii i not the Kind of creds that one bonste abous, and / hardly think
you tY b bringing out this botter as proof of my herdicm anstine soom, but 1 stick to it
[ may just make (¢ kome lo make w my oun hero Storses., I those, [ Y it as miny

Germans as my audience wanls me 0. But for now ( Keep going with the anonymity
ek,

It Whe fea/‘/y clover (f 1% works,

#/{y«/ayl what got me onto this was a really queer thing that happened Co me
WZ} a fow mornings ago—it & only now that /ve had the enerspy and the line lo tell
you abaud ¥, Ohe of these Kitl chaps was coming back from some might-time Soouling o
recce mission and ke had gotten thst, and dumn near got pieked off by a super i the
carbly mirning lght. [ ditn't see hin coming, Sut qppirently he walkted strajpht acrose
Nomanstuud as (f it were Windsor l/m{y station! AW ke needed was to be swinging an
wbrelth, Jinmy said, S0 ke was just walking back and @ Fritz swper got the
crasshains on hin fust as he was aboul 8o get into our trench, Yo see the front line
here s divided inlo three a@'@‘ef@at Lrenchos—Lthere & lhe fﬁw(t lne Crench /Ks’e%
then adout a kundred yarde back there § a support lrench, and then bekind that is a
peserve trench, Perperdicallr to thase are a sertes off communization renches which
o one o travel] theoetically that is, between the varins bies. What we db is
polation—so that one mpht we W be ix the front, then reserves and firally support,
and Chen back up to the front agaix. ke npht before this boke fetl on me, [ was iy
the f/‘w{&‘ lrench, where [ am 0/({} one aﬁy i three. Youdon' gel nuch .f/e&/ there
because its the most dugerous and most of the bads daren t even take a nip because
there are often German soouts ol wer the place, (¢ & ateo the ctlhsest o the shell
btasts and the barbed wive and el the other nasty things desjpned to makte your stay at
the Crenches as brief as possitte. Do please forgive me /e atready Lol you atl of
Ches,

/fway, the bultet went cloan tém«;ué his /efb‘ tand betwee.: the lhumb and
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poinliigg-finger and made a lerrible racket, bt din t bt a single bone of Cendon o
anylhing. Ard just as it kit kim, ke dove into the lrench and tanded right on Lop of my
breakfast, breaking one of your aunt s jurs of marmabede and sending the rest of my
bread ratiion into the muddly duckboards in the process. te got up, pretended to brash
off looked sp and down the treach to see who eboe was abut [fust Jinmy ), and just
smited at me Oie he was sort of hallf embarrassed that be d disturbed my breakfust,

He apothpised sort of winking and smiting at the same lime—Lthe wiy your
father does, and then he frouned and sail how Freitz btoody neor got him Chis time. fe
held. up ks wounded fand and wade a 04.5’&: %ﬁafe/(t{} without any pam. He even tried to
look at we throuph the hote. Then he shrugged.

He took off bis steel hat, put it on the ground to my ripht and sat down on top of
1t Can't have been very comfortablt, that, but ke boked lie he noeded o sit down. /
was stitt, éoﬂ}g/ aprece of bread and warmalads in my hand,

‘Canadian, eh?”

#e had read it off my shoubier.

( nodied] stowty.

e /oo/;'rta{ at the bread in my tand and asked me /f Canadians share their
breakfast,

Alripht,” [ saii,

Ard/ gave ki my //‘awgfaﬁ.

Ard ke ate ol of 1t in @ matter of seconds, careful wot to Hoody 1C with ki
wound] which was atready starting lo form a seab, Here [ was sitting ie my lrench
with @ wounded scout [ had never met before and ke was eating away my ratios. (¢
il t bother me much, beotuse [ was ware curious than fangry. When you spend the
/(@455 slramng bo see /f the eneny i ac.{wa/(afiy across Nomanstlond and lryring lo .s’/w/
in what e.%’e/(&&/é amounts to a m«/a? /«a///&, Jou get atY tensed up and a&’ad/ff dmt
fu/ wach lke ealing, 04:9 the 00‘//0&/‘6’ are fat kere.
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He was not a small man, but ke was J’L‘/‘ayd} a/a/}(@-—/ don t Kwow how to
describe it evactly, but ke had a way of moving that was very fluid and graceful] not
e you wold inagine a soliler 1o be at o, There was something magioal about
hin—1as f you just Krew that he ool get kit [ty tines and 1t woull abuways be a
serateh or a flosh wound or go throuph ki hand without hitting anyliing important. #e
wore his wound fie a btoody medaf, Vst a serateh” gou conlll inagine bim saging when
ke was reatlly ix lerrible puix. Not that ke was row, He was clearty shaven and ke
even had some Colbgne on, but that dide ¢ seem o prevent hin from being a touph
soliler, e was very much the sort of person you would expect to meet ix one of those
wen & clubs ¢ a (S’I(/(aéz/ a(ftemao/(, and he woulld invite pou 1 and 5«} pou a ;«lfm’ of
expensive twelbe-year -0l Seotek and ack you about Ufe in the cotbmies. &m/oadh who
woulll bend you morey for a shave and never expect toget /¢ back, He wold have booked

perfectly suted in o cont and Caits, muck more s0 than ke was ix is greess. Loen the
/M&y wasn t muck. But ke conld aefb‘a/}({y bl There was a certa ﬁoa;é/(ew,
anger, even, that 4ou aaa/a{/«&’t sense (x hin. ﬁeﬁyﬂ/}y tensed] ([ conld fw/ ¢ as (
sat there watching hin. T ke sort of man who goes away on boave and doesn t Kwow what
Lo do with hinselff there, so he comes back, caril. [here area fow in every reginert,
and they become sort of good-tuck charms—i. ve heard of a cnap calted Kugers the
other solilers aat«a/{? /ab‘ on Uhe éea‘/L fo/“goaa/ bick fefaﬁ& /0/}(;« /wtlo the fmy, %a
Just know these chaps X manage somehow to survive, but you cant see them doigp
a/g&ti/}gr elee—ix the real world] / mean, affef the War. As faf me, [ /ﬁ&fef to
Keep your picture as my charm.

There are some peapll here, £lopeth, who are g0 clumsy and 50 graceloss that
pou pust Know that /f lhere s a serap 0/ .s’é/‘qw(e/ f@ﬂg/ around within a mile téey wit
wanage 0o be mortatlly wounded by it even (ff nobody was even Uhinking of wining at then.
This chap was the gpposite of that. e watked Nomanstond for Christ s sake. He

die t crawl] or ran, or even crouch, fle watked, Some boys spend theix whote tine at
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the front withut so muck as sticking the Cops of thein heade wl of the trench i
dayllght because of the snpers, and this man strolled across Nomanstond ke ke btoody
owned 1%, Ard row ke was ealing my //‘eaffas’t ke it was the most afcé}(a/y t/{/}y n
the worli] smillng throuph the food when ke caught me watch ing hin.

He booked ke an officer—a Captair, at the very boast, but it was impossibte
to tell, You see, before they go ol bo balitz, everybody here removes their rank
msipna and emplies their /aaafeds’, ﬂey 2y /f Fritz caplures you and YU ve 20t some
German souvenivs ix your pocket, he W shoot gou ripht then and there—in the face.
#ind wobody wears rank insipnia into baltte because they siy some offioers have been
tortured, From what [ can tell] this e a ramour tog, allhough some pegple CebY pretly
convincing storivs, [ts rather difficalt to tefl what s true around here. But, agar,
[ ve been té/}(rg@@, and ('m not J’%M&ec/ to do that, So /f wy/oa‘/y ashs me, [ tell them
that it & all trae.

He asked we how lonp [ had been at the front.

[ toll b five weeks and [ noticed myself calliyp bin “si". / didn ¢ have b, of
course, because [ dily ¢ Know iz rank, but it seened appropriate.

Bt of a /dw lime, nt i7" He winked at me.

[ told him how it s Been a bittte huiny 5o far and that [ w0 ot ased to being shot
at, whieh i trae.

A: lparn te smiled,

Llepeth, ki leelh were whiter than any [ ve ever seen, and the sablva sort of
glistened off them. [x the midet of oY this divt and mad] /¢ seemed really strage to
me, but then [ hadn t stept and had hardly eater.

fe pattedmy fnee. ‘1t ¢ 900d to have you bads ix with as, “he said,

[ looked down at where ke had tuched e and saw a small eircte of yellowy
btood on my trausers,

Arnd then he asked me which wiy his regiment was. / / sorry, tlée/ won t lot
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me tell pou which one). e was wve wites aa/dy——mmém/l iy the /(/a'aébj ke had
strayed mre mites Soulheast of where he was supposed to be. Wive wites in @ zjgzapging
trench woll take at boast five hours Co walk, [ Cold i,

AW the more reason to el moving, ke suid,  Thex, agark the teelh, and ke
turned and started walkling away. But when he saw my bread on the duckboards at his
feet, he stopped turned on his heel and walkied back townrds me, When he was about
len fwt away, ke acked me my name. Aud ( Cold him.,

Ard he suidl that he had eaten hallf of my breakifast and fed the rest of it to the
rals i the botlom of the trench and that he was going to make it up to me.

[ Lo buim not bo worrsy about 1%, but [ stumbled a fittle on my words, which made
Kim ask me /f [ was nervous.

Ard ( ol hin [ was afrail o,

Ard ke patted my shoullter and ol me it didy t matter.

i certuin/Wpetasedto it sir.” [ said,

He tolld me that he didh t recommend that and that the day you get used to it is
the cézy W4 00[ his wit? be over,

70 which (' sad- ‘1 woulin t mind that one 4%, sir.”

Sl feet ander, Preston”he sai,

/f”d«a//(, the smite and the leelh,

1 tetl you what, " he said reaching into his tume pockel, ‘you ever seen an [ron
Crass before?”

7’

Ay lron Cross,” He pullled out this Gttt eross whiok loked rather Ok an
A with fat ends on it They. 4 the Germans ase it on all thei aniforms, but this one
was made of metal and seemed nicer Lhan Uhe olhers. te pressed (t—using hic
wnwounded hand so as to awoid //oaaf//}g the preize——inlo Ky tand and then /as’é&c{ my
firgers closed wer ¢, T ke ke sat down o i steel kal again.



17
Enfilade Book |

Ard ke ol me that ke d gotten it the last nght. Probablyy abut sis kowrs ago.
Ninetoenth man he & kithed] ke suid not counting lhe ones he shat from fur off and
pht have just wounded, e dity ¢ belleve i countiing Chose. [ ki one was an officer of
some sort, he Lold me, who was ye//?}g@ arders Lo the olhers in the Fritz f/‘mt lreach
when ke 9o tim.

(ve just reallced] Llpelh, that that s how [ thaught ke was an officer—rbe
wask ¢ carrying a rifte, but only a pistol tied with a cord rather fie a necklic around
Hi neck and a rather nasty booking Knffe al bis belt.

8 ke suid that ﬂey were @/rg/ f/}ét on the eap’w af therr trench, /zfaot/ba/é&
on top of them, Fud the one ke Kitted stood ap and Aafza/( Lo order his mex oul ixlo
Nomanstond to do mach the same té/}gz that he and kis men were a’a/}(”a, o téey  just .@/
there and fstened oa/‘efa/@ wnlilit sounded ke there were w(‘/y a fea/ 0f Lhem /éft "
the trench, and then they raded it And this man who ate all my breakfast got the
00‘0‘/'0&# white kis lads went over the parapel, ”ﬁ/?/'a/aea/ b round Che neck, wilh my arm
and, /a&’éa{ the /gz(/fe Inlo kis Chroat, using kis /ac(/z/ lo cashion my fa/f “he sauid Ard
then he ol me how when the hitk of the Knjfe hit his neck, it made a clicking noise
because the handle struck kis (ron Cross and that s why Uhis scout decrded to take it,

e pariled at my hand, 7 ke fist was stitl closed around the eross. Ho abeo had
@ Verpessmihrid but( w Keeping that. ”

And [ ashed him what that was so he wrole it down and then he Cold me that it
was a forget-me-ndt., #Ho reached into his pocket apain and produced a pisture of a
sweelheart, which was sipned just below the face lo a Heinrich, e dint give we
wuck of a chance lo ook before he put [t auay, bul there was somelhing aboul her face
that was famitlar.

e booked at the stuin he had made on my greens. ’:fo/‘/y about that, ke swil
lookiing down at my teg, Yut there Whe more,”

Ard ke smited and stood and put on his ti hat.
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He said that it was good Knowing me aver i shoubller as he walkled awny.

Aud { folt fuint and swealy and sick and sort of all Knotted-p ot Che same Gine,
[ wanted ts vomtt, or cry, or bugh, o somelhing, bt / just sat there looking at the
crase that Heineioh had worn about /s neck ke a lie antilbis death, And ol ( Kept
thikinp was that that giel shoulll have 15, 1ot me. Fud [ Chought bout Frite bookeing ot
the pisture [ carry of you, and Reeping it as progf of my demise. Fhnd [ Choupht of then
passing it around end thaghing about it and saging horrible thirps about you and imitaling
you and we Lopether Lo make eack otther lugh, What kad [ done 7 { just gave somebody
ny breakfast for Christe sake, [ didyt doserve the cross, and [ dide t want /%, [¢
nade me feel like [ had been the one who had deriven the Knife inlo this ginls Hernrich e
throat and then stoben her picture as prodf.

5o when the CO came round €0 tell us we were beiny repbced and we started
oing doun the communieation trench Lo the reserves / made certain that [ was at the
back of the tire, and] when ( fnew there wis nobody thokring ( pushed the cross into the
mud t{,f the trench wall and was dowe with it, (¢ wor ¢ turn up antil another soldler d;«s’
(tout o ashell bhust sends it flying. The stan s stitl on my trousers, though,

[ don't want them 0o get your picture, Edgpeth. [ ve ot you urdpped up now, ix
same. was paper [ traded for four ojpareties whic [ve given ap anguwty, so( can Keep
the mud off gou, but [ starting to oo fike Chat's not ennph angmore. S0/ got to
ﬂ/}n&y about ,&afoﬂy nys’aé‘ alive and fw///(da' yowr pleture awdy fﬁo»r them, and [
cawe up with Chic anongmity thixg, Like [ sard] (f it workks, [ Wmake ap ol the hero
slorles you want me 00,

[ reallly have Lo get poing ww—we re moving back ap Lo the front trenck for
the nipht, and we ¥ be beaving any minate now. But please £now that [ carry the
pletare close Co we, inside my unt, and that the wa paper is as light as [ car make ¥,
M/ / /00& fo«.

Abistain
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The schoolhouse itself is a simple room with six rows of desks and a total
capacity of twenty-four students, although there haven’t been that many since the
middle of the last century, when the French finally became the majority of the
population. Most of the students come either from newly settled British families or,
although this is increasingly rare, from the descendants of United Empire Loyalists
who fled to the area after the American Revolution in order to remain loyal to their
King.

It is a low structure, made from stones cleared from the fields and reinforced
with timbers. The roof is of simple wood tiling, and has a small hole at one end for
the chimney of the stove which sits in the middle of the aisle between the desks of the
second-to-last row.

Most of the children who go to school here are quite young; Miss Callaghan’s
oldest student now is a cripple called Francis Baker—he’s seventeen. He doesn’t
learn much anymore, but he’s of no use on his family’s farm, and. because he knows
most of the lessons by heart, is a general help to Miss Callaghan. This, and the
goodness of her heart, is why she agrees to keep him around In the winter, for
instance, it is his job to keep the stove going “no matter what”, a responsibility which
he accepts proudly. Recently, she has been trying to get him to speak more
often—her predecessor told her rather biuntly that he was a bit dim, but Elspeth isn’t
convinced. He spends much of his time at the southern window in the second row,
watching Old Man Preston’s team of Percherons—Georgie and Franco—graze, and
she’s sometimes almost certain that he’s thinking great thoughts.

Below the schoolhouse to the south is a large open field that descends into the
valley to Anchor Brook and rises two acres to the opposite hill, on top of which sits a
modest barn and the rather rough stone house built a couple of decades ago by Old
Man Preston and some men from the village. Virginia, the youngest, occupics an
upstairs bedroom which directly faces the schoolhouse actoss the valley. Now
almost fifteen, she attended the school until the middle of March, when she had to
return home to help in the absence of her older brother, Alistair, who was finally
accepted by the army (mostly thanks to his father’s efforts). Now, although she
daren’t admit it, she prays for his safe return not especially for his sake, but because
she hates the roughness of her hands from the field work, and longs to regamn her
rightful place in the fourth row next to her very best of all friends, Victoria
McDougall.

In the Preston dining room, presiding grandly over the table, is an ornate
plaster-framed portrait of a stately corseted lady dressed in a simple closed-collar
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black dress. She sits, hands carefully gathered at her waist, watching silently as the
family flows in and out during the day. A depiction of his great aunt, she is the only
non-essential Old Man Preston brought over with him, and is one of the primary
sources of his reputation as a bit of an eccentric. Most of the family complains about
her, but he insists on keeping her in the most prominent place in the little house. And
Miss Callaghan thinks she looks like Al'stair.

Just because they have to stay home, Old Man Preston insists rather
loudly—as he does with most things—doesn’t mean they have to go uneducated. His
son, to whom he of course paid the most attention, was reading at the age of four
under his father’s tutelage and never saw the inside of the schoolhouse until he
started courting Miss Callaghan shortly after she took over from Mrs. Tomlinson in
the Spring of 1913, and it’s testimony to Old Man Preston’s methods that many say
Alistair’s looking to be the cleverest man in the area.

But he’s in France or Belgium by now, so nobody really talks about him
anymore, at least not in front of his family or Miss Callaghan. People here have
learned not to talk too freely about the lads in case they don’t come home.
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&&.ﬂauv, Gu”ual %, 1917

g &w“/g Were samefiaw beller al cunuinﬂ lo lenma With your ablsence—il doesn’l
awwt‘»w{%lﬂwau{w:]m('o aball, Sometimes I loak at them and Wander whetllen lﬂe”
uai’ﬂlﬁmtl{m,wwlimu and fusBands the \Q(\”'g da o Y Linow that it's meant ta
Be an exclus idely male instinel; bul Rnowing thal yau are aden there feing shat al and
lying ina diteh makes me Wanblo samehow pratect you and make certacn that you came
gacgzh»nm s g’nu 2ure you can understand fiaw rul.s L‘lulinﬂ/ [ I fu'l me to fave Lo ail
Rere and read your Lellows hree weeks afler yau’ downillen them.

We fad the ralfer unfortunale news that ane of my student’s—Bradley
Yaung's—father @as billed ol Vimy justa fesd dags after you started youn taining (9
don/U o Why I Rate't lald you yeb— prabalbly dedn’t want ta come Lo terns wilh
the danger yow are oo unlil now), and the family anly just got the lust letlen Re Wrate
yestorday. Bradley was intears When fo came: around Wit the papen this masning, pass

(9 g can’ L imaqine What L muesl Be life ta 1ead e last Celten from a man—youn
& J J

Vuwaamix ar yauw (’w\’_w o aua ul[)um \\’Vuuu, au ‘30:0\\? “ua ‘;uur dead for uwnl"m.
b J b

%nwwv fas it 9“@. C«yuun(z wil il avay willloul even Brealing the seal. 9 can
¥yl J J
undersland Pen reasanin s ﬁubg doulL l“ubg'd do the same. u\(l\)“ul;did fle say? fﬁul fle.
J )

Rnow—does a an feel these thne 3, av daes b came fram nawhere? l‘zl\)ua Ris dying

pene J 4"

L"wu?m/up fen? gud, iLoust Be dnL\!inﬂ, flen Ca ll”‘ g can'l, 'uuu” the Vm\’,un”/ your flusband

die, Let alone nol Fnening exac Ly R ose an Where and nal Being ablleto Bung fin goursel].

J J J J J

s war’s Luging on allof s, Jsuppose: Just doyoun beat o comebuck, s that- I don’t
Rave to think aboul these tfings, alright?

g Lnow ib pralall: cwan Lhelp gou muich to hean l"n'm, ‘;ubg miss gouw mare Ran g

pr ¢ rd 4
eden u)w,u L g Would, g a[len calefl nupaef luwim e you as tf gow Weae fene nexl la
J d J dJ

me— this nmoanin 93141([(’«&« , caught me deing ib—il Was neally quile enflarrassing

¥ d d d d 4 J

g;u«b il daean't seen .\l/mngw Lo mwe, Lecause samelimes g cauld swean that, yow ane Rere.

amL”ou/cmv fear me w")\en/g tall 1o Yo g don Ulnew. v\)‘)ij/-g ”cb such noliona. -‘ﬂ{ww'.s

J'MALAQJ mauehh u)ual/g’n\, wed Lo lu["finﬂ/ lo you aloul and .s"umin”/ will you, and. g Suppase

LV»L» a a wat me Lo cenlinuedaetng ”’lul‘ C?tul »OI{ouw,\’.u/g e £ pa new. ﬁuueuq alWaya

i d | |

lock galwhvut lo Vw,aa,'m:]/ Whal you fade to say alout i, and sonwlimes g fave the

canensation Wit youw an;}w’au; antle pare VI, wilh o cup u[l lew trv nuy fand. S«mw,u,nuwl g

eder m\agﬂ.n.w \Q‘)la(/ canwy, arle/u\’«uub. g’nv bt'u'eicu‘y mﬂod‘z wnla gulm,hu‘r that, Yyoar
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haven’ Lraeallyy gone angwhene. &DQ/( ou-eden da tﬂaL, a(’w Ltain, da you eden talk te me as i
%9 Y Y Y
g Wene aight hene willh you?
4
g anv ua\’,in”/ thle most (liﬁ'ic ull Lime ‘\Znaw’ing/ o to waile Lo yot. g dan't Want

Lecause you are, v ane w?a”/ ov

yow to think that yow arne nel cans lunl(,”f uv nuy tfl auﬂﬁh
anolfler—~8ul ils so tliﬁ)'w ull o campress oll ur, hooe inla a lellen ina an”/ Which will
saund genuine and uncantriled, and Wwords flate neder came as eas ily Lo me as. ey do ta
d . 4 i
you Lhnnwlinum g fwc (il g favele wrile a ;)/wu(/ tonme ¢ "lanb')»(.—dlliJlﬂ/ aun lave as e ane
tﬂin”. that will lfu,y Lath a{f us guinﬂ/ thra uﬂ“ alinest any th inﬂx, But g doult hat g Would
fe canincing Becanse Lao many pea Lelade dane ib—and Ladl, AV T g don’'U Want
J & peey Yy—
fo send you ane u'z those s l“’” pos Leaads P/mreaa 'Lnﬂ/ myy- unc{”inﬂz fove on an”u)l i.nﬂ/ as
canladed as tfal. Cfcul samelinws g hink that you Would be nuich letlen aﬂz @na«!inﬂ/
Cike thal as g wadle Lhis g amn ~\‘uminﬂ, may Llue and while

aiﬂ’gz minﬂf aboul. nuy (’ife
Lawened buou[uc ~dreas, and thal -_q Wenl to pul tl enlo wWalle Lo you ﬁu‘auawg Lraw Row
J I 4
nuwﬂ/”uu»[’iﬁw Lo see me il g troned ibthis ma-un'tn:],. and g PuL a (iltle too much starch
il But il smells clean. Crml uilﬂuwg'\lw‘(]uiuul a litlle we ig“b o1 e water was Loa th,
Because ibsecems lighter anme Wan il wsed Lo be. am Wayy, g'n\,aaqfu ——enaugh ol thal.
g ey y—enaug
g need you lo ‘\!naw‘, (f&alu'm, that g flave neden loved qou Because you Were a
d d 4
Reraic or eden raaliculaal, masculine person. g waould Rate for gou to think l“abg Wauld
I J I J
'uw'uu'l'”uu any [’«ma i{t”uu came- ‘{uuw Withaul "lu\’,cnﬂ/ wan any medals er Lilled anygane o
(luow/uulc“ uran”minﬂzub u[,(,; g wanl you la came ﬁuc‘g/aa wWe can ((}cl nwiin:}/cw oun &\lu,
and that’s it ((j“e/ real doean’t nwuwan:}l“ 'Lnﬂ/la me, se dan't &«Vm:}»aguul/ o, a[’/liﬂ“[?

g wuﬂ’:‘f\\’ia'{ you cauld Bo flene. g Wenl over lo the Q[’cnr this arle/ummv and sal
'tigﬁl'ul the ulﬂe uf the c(’iﬁ’, and all ((J could l“in‘: aboul was fow We flad made that Ip‘.'acw
uwm‘jual ﬂcf«ne you l’cefl. g even (’uu dowan in lhe Q«m” auuw/.spu( and tated to inwgiaw yow
thene willl me, and g qal evenylhing excepl for the smell. g eel ternille alout u{ab,

(, (’ (’ I
(f(’ialuim g can ¢ ~caeale you Wheneden g need Lo, Bul fa‘x rJome uaaauwg can’ L remenblen
an"”uu smell. g.sul)pumz iy alﬂ,”, W(‘“)ﬂ’ But il ‘ju.sl malles me miss you all the mane

(yuua amily flad me aver la supper aqain (ast ni j)ul, and g’m, eased Lo L

y ppes ag 9 l epar
“{ul mc” u('(’ Jeenm quilw s\’q("’. fjl)w:' wWeae ru“’ ar quealiaom aﬂcul s\“:at nuy (ellens tu.[’cb
about youn lime oven here (())l,euae den’l Wa 1y, My (’ade, g didi't Ll them au”l“ i.n.ﬂ/ al
all, 9 just repeated What  assumed you Rad Writlen Lo them and thew told them the el
Was What nu'unuﬂ’” Was wiillen felween aelm'xalul lovens (nal that that’s Vuu\?zg Iutlr i,
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g 79, 1917
Dearest £ /3’/&&‘,4,

We ve been on the move xow fa/‘ fmﬁ aﬁy&’, aﬂ%o«d@l téey won t ot we Cell o
where we re g (wot that / paid mach attention a/ga/ay/ . T he pourney kas allowed
me. quite a mice qyportunty Co view some of the French contrysite as it stips stouly
Uhrough summer, When you spend @ few dags at the front, gou lend bo forget that
lhere is anylhing ebse, and it was a welbome reminder o see somelhing naturad
agoi—and more especitlly, to smell something other than mud and cordite. The
/afm’ i Chis regron are 7«/?& %ffe/‘w{t f/‘m aa/‘&-—we/yb‘é/@ /8 /(a&‘/oe/a/é&
snaller—a lheal man who ofifered us some frech mtk was tetling me that two kundred
acres here is considered @ gigantic prece of bud! But, as ff to compensate, lheir
Jrowinp season i that mek liger and they have fewer predalors to warry abut;
apparently the mly bears stitliv Farcpe are off i the Alps, a good five hundred miths
from here. One wan tofl we Chat he was geliing ready for kis thind cut of hay, and
that, /f the weather hell up, he MPAL even manige fo«rﬂ, We bitleted ix his barn
fﬂf Uhe 4(}/,45, and Che faf/xeﬁ rvited (]/-)my and [ to ée/} with kis Leam Co harrow lhe
felde. They were, of alfl things, tuo younp Clydesdatos—a mare and a geliny,
albkongh the geliling had g0 muck spunk he reminded me of Georgie anyuay. [ cant
possibly describe to you what o pleasure it was to do some reaf physical work with
horses apain—wuithout worrging (0o much about being shot o, We re abut five mites
from the front live koere, and] abihough we can sttt hear the burrages of artitlery,
we e toarned 10 skat the thudding sound oul. [ was horrifred by the lroble [ bad
kandllng the horses—1 suppose you cold bbame ¢ on my n0t Knowing Uhe anrmale and
thedr training—but [ ve really wotized that / ve lost guite a ¢ of strenpth——rot to
wention some ixth! But wore thin anylhing ebee, it was a real pleasare lo be able to
stand up strajpht apain and on dry even ground! AW of the bads have been saging the
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same ﬂ/@.

Jour aunts jams ran ol @ few days ago, 5o since then [ have been ealing
evclusively what we e come Co call Trench Pie—ite essentially broken ap 5«/{%
Beeff with bits of bread wd tea. 1t's not bad] really, 1% fitle gou ap quite well] but it
does get a ltete boring and /% & difficatt to be hangry for it on account of the smell.
Many of us just don b Co0 muck feel lie eating anyuny. [ mysellf often find that [ oty
eat when my stomich hurts and / reallce that it & because [ haven € eaten in a white.

Poor Uinmy seens to be sufffering more than most, Wher we had frniched
belping with the horses, the farmer gave as @ sack full of potaties and omions and a
bottte of wine wiich we braght back, to the lads in the barn. Suffrce it to say that the
/m{ dint tast /w(/. When we kad sat dowir afb‘eﬁ the meal (]/'}my Lok me aside
7«/’45{? and said he wanted to show me something. fe andid ome of his boots stowly and
pubbed is foot aut. Foor shap, 1t was obviius that he was ix ute @ 4t of parr. When he
polled bick the sack much of his shin came off with it like the cream off the top o
witl. His foot underneath was quite raw andpink, and smellod damp and vagaelly rotter.
They warned us about this in Crainig—it comes from stunding v cold waler for oo
lnp. 1t s lie a bad frosthite. [have beer careful to try to Reep my feel dry—reven
though it s impossible Co do for Uhe most part, you car stitl get away with steeping
barefoot, which offers exnph rellef—my feet wre swollor and a Ottle sore, but
wotking libe Tinmy 5. He tofl me that the parx was suck that it Kept him from sleeping.
Poor chip kad v itea what to b, He sail that he dix ¢ mind the shebling or the mud or
the Hee o the rats or the Trench Flie or anylhing eloe, bt he just wanted to be able
to walll without feeling that ke was permanently destroging his feet. / ve seen lude
ory when lhey ve st a buddy or when they Fe frightened aboul going into battte, but
J/k»rf  Just eort of came qpart Oke that ripht i front of me. 7 old we he diin t want to
slag with us ffor the b push that s got to be coming up, and that ke dhad enngh,

1ts horribty, Elopeth, but [ really had wo idea what o say to bim. [ reckored
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that { was supposed o encawrage hin and give i the desive to come back into the
fray—pou fnow, CetY hin that we were on aur way lo joi the bast bip push and that
we would soon be celobrating in the streets of Paris and all that—»but [ doubt that it
would have worked becaase [ don't /a/‘t/'aa/hf@ belleve 1t »r;afe/f, /Vot,é/}(;} lrae
around here—rthat s the first thing you bearn, Ard [ found that [ wanted to agree
with kin and to f/}(/ some reeason Lo gire ap as well] and come up with some way to escpe
without being shot for deserting, but [ couliln t muster the courage, or the stupilty, or
Uhe words, o ever pust lhe enerigy 0 do a/gté/}g« atall, [ was so ticed al? [ wanted
was lo rest a fttte,

S0/ ol hin ( wordl ot 1€ 0t and [ went over lo the other end of the barn and
brought aver She Lieutenant,

Poor Jliwmy was Cerribly embarrassed and when the Liealenant at fivst asked
what was the maller ke suid that it was nothixg and sort of covered up his foot with
some Straw,

Looks to me like a pretty bud case of Trench Fuot, siv, [ said, [ made my voice
deeper—rbecause, [ suppose, [ thaght it would make me sound cleverer. ( knew this

was (];hm/ }/é'a/ chance Lo get some bave.
Ard so the Licatenant asked. (f e colll kave a buok,

And (]/-h»vy pulled ki foot out from the straw and the Licutenant booked at it for
ol af a second, Yo conlll tellhe dity ?ﬁed/fy want o look, but he Knew he kad to.

We can't have every new recrut complavining about a fittte discomfort, “he suil
wise and boody loud 50 the others woull hear b, Uhere wolln t be anybody boft at
the ﬁ‘a/(t,/ * Ard then he sort 00[ ;«/ww/ at (]/-}rr/rrdzﬁ  pust Lo make cerlar that everyone iy
the barn Knew who ke was lallling abut,

And for an instant [ feft ke [ kad made the biggest mistake of my line here.
Uinmy, this poor chap from (od-Rnows-where ix Manitoba, had erossed the courtry to
wistt ks ancle in Sherbrooke and deciided t jor up and had fought very bravely wnd was
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20 betler but w0 worse than any of the rest of us, and wow / kad betraged his trast and
wads hin a taughing stock, Dre of the tade yotled at that he was too “windy” to be

witth us at war—1hat s a lerm they use here b0 deserbe someone who shows ki fear,

Its sitly really, because we re all soared—you hear bude praging and talling o
their mothers and waking sitly promises ke ‘1f you just gel me Lhrough Chis [ swear
(W never...” and all that sort off thing—but you re not allowed Co show it or even let
it be known, The problom is that fear spreads even faster than the lice here, and ¥
everybody were lalling about being soared pretly soon the whote reginent wold be
/am{;&d éy fw and this damn war would rever el /Ks‘eé‘ won, But this was
dfferent. Granted we atlhave swollen feet, and nobody les beig eaten ablve by the
loe, but Jinmy had it really bad, Ard some mirap had prevented his mother from
pelling most of bi letlers, but ke Kept petting hers and she was getlivg wore and more
worried because she wasn t hearrnp anylhing. When he had erossed the country to see
ki ancle, it was ix the kope of beinp apprenticed as a lawgyer——rthat had been he
biggest adventure of his lfe. He & to we about the train ride a good dozen times since
(ve met hin, for Gods sakle. And now he was sitting in a barn in northern France and
being qpenty chastived by the very peaple who were supposed to support b, Poor chap
.r/iw/y pul on his boot and /eym{ to weep ya/?a f/‘eafy.

Ard 50 as the Liealennt sat back down [ stormed over o hime and demanded that
he do .s’a»reﬂ/}(eae,

Ard ke said this was insubordivation and he threatened me with a cowrt-martiad]
whichk, as( n sure Joucan indgine, Shut me up prelly ya/'aféa,

o ( went back to Jinmy and tricd Yo qpolopise for the whole affui, bt ke
woull have wothing of i¥. Ad he sort of hallf thanked me for trging, but Chere was
somelhig aluost anpry in hi vorce and he had stypped ergiing.

He suggested that we go outside for a hit—you £now, fust lo get away from
the wholt thing, and [ agreed, As soon as we stood up, inmy put ks arm around me;; [
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thought ke needed helh walkiyg, but that may have been an excase. Outside it was
abready quite dork, ebbbouph there wis a B% of a glow coming from the direction of the
front. As we went shuty thrugh the freld—poor Jinmy found 7€ guite Lough gang,
althugh ke was deallyy with the puix admirably—one coli just see the heary
outlhves of the two korses, which were stiff grazing. We went down to a lttte
strean—rmuch ke Archor Brook back home—and Jinmy Cook offf his boots and put
Kes feet ix the cold water, whivh prompled i kin guite a deep siph. And as we sat there
ke asked me aboul home, and about the horses there and aboutl the water and the band
and what the aiw smelled Gfe and the Be. Heo said he was gaing Co fipht as best he
coulll 0 he ol get buok 00 see it enactly how (described 1%, and / told him we d set 4p
a supper fo/‘ hin and even Colll bim what we d be éaw)(de«,

And [ coubliln t hetp Cellng him about you, and about how your words and your love
Keep me feon going too windy around here. And [ Coll hin abont the lie we started
Kiissing by Uhe pond when we first sturted property corting, and about the way we
take Georgiv ap Vo the (len and indebpe ix oursselves white he grazes, and about how gou
come ot onlo your poroh Lo brush Che Knols aut of your hair iy the morning. Ard (
showed ki your picture, and he toli e how beautiful you are and of course [ had to
agree, Find it wade me realise how tremendousty ( miss you, and how badly / reed ts
survive all of this to wake 1t back Lo you 50 we oan generate new memores.

By the time we got back. to the barn, most of the bads were astoep, albhougk a
few had actually stayed wp bo apolopise to Uinmy, whish was niee Co see, and one had
even gone 5o fur as o swve us berths for the might.

7# hen, W&fy this morwig, the Licalenant announced that he had m«:ya/ to get
ws lo stay anolher diy beoause he Lhaught we needed to rest ap, and koe byoked at Jimy
and me as he suil 1t, [ want you to Know, Elepeth, that ( bear w0 it} witl whalsoever to
that man—rhe & just trging b0 do his best with what ke has. Whish is true for
W}/m{y kere, aftaf o But/ oe/‘ta/}(é’;/ woublln t want Co be in ki /ﬂwo. { wow
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that it s not supposed lo be the case, but [ have no aspirations Co command whatsoever.
Arnyany, [ e off to 90 explhring with a fow of Che bado—ue re gaing Co follow
the brook Co lry and fid @ bgger river or kote and 9o for @ 47t of a swin—it H be
Jreatlogel cloan a;rd/k./
{ toe 7%, and witl wredte soon.

Abstai,
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From the Glen you can see for miles, especially if it’s clear. On a good day you
can spot Jay Peak to the South, and Heart Lake, six hundred fect below, looks close
enough to dive into. The spot itself is quite isolated, and not many people know how
to get there, much less make the trek up the back side of the hill and through the traul
in the woods. Some say there are bears up there, and maybe cven a cougar or two,
but if you go on horseback you’'re unlikely to be bothered by any of them. And only
a very hungry—or very rabid—bear would attack a cart hoise as large as Georgie
And an animal used to spending nights n the ficlds knew full well how to use his
legs to protect himself. One good kick—in the head—would be cnough to break a
bear’s jaw, if not crush his skull.

Breaking into the clearing is always the best pait because you come out onto a
sort of plateau right on top of a cliff after almost an hour in the woods 1f you go on a
sunny day, the change in light is enough to make you want to look up to find its
source. Today, though, the arrival serves only to confirm the rider’s suspicion of
thunder by exposing her and the horse to tall black clouds. It often rains at this time
of year, and because it’s always so hot and so humid, it’s impossible to tell where
and when the storms are going to hit.

Elspeth dismounts at the edge of the clearing and reticves a length of frayed
rope from her saddlebag, attaching it first to Georgic’s halter and then to a thin white
birch, looking ridiculously naked against the background of pines and maples  It's
not enough to hold him, of course, but at least this way he knows he’s not meant to
go anywhere. And he’s so placid that the thunder doesn’t seem to bother im the
way it does other horses.

It’s nice to go on a httle adventure, even if it is to such a famihar spot  Last
time, it was the same rider, although she biought the man’s voice and lis moie
defined physical inputs with her then As she walks towards the edge of the chff, she
thinks briefly of how kind it was of Old Man Preston to lend her the “beastie” for the
day. After three solid weeks of work—mostly to bring in hay for lhis own winter
consumption (although Elspeth doubted that he knew it) - Georgie was up for a bit of
aride.

Not that he had seemed in the slight bit interested on where he was gomg.  He
knew that Alistair wasn’t there, and he had a sort of passive way of letting Elspeth
know that he knew. She knew soon after they had left that he was not going to help
her re-create her last trek up here with her young fiancé the evening before he left for
the fray.
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From the ieather bag slung on the other side of the saddle she carefully
retrieves a large flat stone she has chosen from Anchor Brook and walks it over to the
caim in the middle of the clearing. Finding a place for it right next to the stone she
and Alistair had brought here just a few months ago, she lowers it carefully into place
and takes three steps back to survey the pile.

Satisfied, she walks deliberately to a place underneath the lip of a boulder
about three feet from the edge of the cliff, carefully folds her legs under her and sits
easily down in the moist grass where she and Alistair last embraced.

“I want to tell you something,” she says, “I want you to think about the last
time we were here, I want you to remember how we came running under this boulder
when it started to rain, and about how Georgie thought it was a game and tried to
follow us. [ want you to remember him trying to get his head under the lip of the
rock as if getting his head out of the rain would somehow keep the whole of his body
dry and how, once again, he had made us laugh.”

She looks out over the valley at the approaching wall of rain and consciously
pushes her head back against the rock, getting as far underneath it as she can. Weary
of the thunder, she raises her voice: “And I want you to think about how the water
came down under the lip of the rock, how you turned to cover me—to keep the water
off, you said...”

A guilty smile.

« .and how we had left that afternoon knowing that it was going to be our last
time up here together before you left. And you had become so excited when I told
you on the way up that I had spent the whole morning preparing for the trip, and that
yes, | was ready for you, and I really wanted to before you left...Oh, and I want you
to realise that I wanted to like I’ve never wanted anything ever before, because I
loved you then and I love you more now and I certainly don’t regret what we did.”

She straightens her legs and folds her right arm carefully under her head, using
it as a pillow as she lies slowly down on the dark earth at the very back of the
crevice. “And I want you to know,” she says, brushing her thick blonde tangle over
the top of her head to expose the impossibly intricate ear, inviting his mouth, “I want
you to know that I was in love with you—or the idea of you—the concept that there
was a you, and that 1 would find him—you, I mean—Ilong before we ever met.”

A thick dark drop splotches onto the grey rock in front of her, briefly raising a
little silver flash of water before settling. The lightning’s getting closer now and it
wouldn’t be a good idea to go out into the clearing. She closes her eyes heavily,
thinking of the way she and Alistair snuck back after their final encounter, giddy as
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children, their hands guilty with new smells, their mouths invaded with musky new
tastes.

She whispers into the crook of her arm. “l miss you, Alistair,” she says,
closing her eyes to imagine his face saying “I miss you back.”

The heavy air, fragrant with pollen and the smell of wet moss, flows in and out
of her rhythmically, mocking the thunder with its peacefulness. At the edge of the
clearing, Georgie lifts his head and looks in the diiection of the thunder, enjoymng the
cool massage of heavy rain on his sweaty back. Seeing nothing, he sighs and lowers
his head back to the sweet grass at the base of the naked birch.

Under the rock, his rider sleeps quietly, her dreams filled with trenches and
exploding artillery shells—sound-effects graciously provided by the building storm.
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The Sixth Canadian Mounted Rifles, like many Canadian regiments active
along the Western Front, was pretty much thrown together at the beginning of the
war, although it has proven itself quite valuable in combat since. Comprised
essentially of young volunteers from the Eastern Townships south of the Saint
Lawrence river and just North of New Hampshire, Vermont and New York States,
the 6th CMR is part of the Canadian Expeditionary Force which has, to date, earned
itself the reputation for being the best corps on the Allied side.

The 6th has been at it pretty much since the third army crossed the Atlantic
towards the end of 1915, and was especially successful in the greatest of Canadian
Victories to date, on Vimy Ridge beginning on Easter Sunday of 1916. The
Canadians, as the allied press is fond of pointing out in the absence of any allowable
1cal news about the war, are tough and highly disciplined. Incidents of desertion,
parasitic disease caused by uncleanliness and generally slipshod hygiene, shell-shock
and other trench-related ailments are noticeably lower among the Canadians, as is
also the case for the other colonial army from Australia and New Zealand, which here
are referred to simply as the ANZACs. Of the Canadians it is said is a particular
hardiness and bravery, stemming, no doubt, from the harsh conditions of their
homeland. They are well treated in both England and France, countries which both
claim the Canadians to be brothers, or at the very most cousins, not foreigners like
the Americans who may just be coerced into really joining the war and helping to fill
in the gap soon to be left by the Russians and their impending revolution. Finally,
the Canadian Corps is commanded by Arthur Currie, a massive pear of a man for
whom Haig, the commander in chief is said to have tremendously high respect.

Also worthy of mention are the men and women of the Canadian field
hospitals—the medical branch of the corps. Like the infantry, they have earned an
enviable reputation for their skill and tenacity and seem wholly dedicated to saving
the lives of any wounded man brought to them, be he Canadian, French or even
German. Their rate of success, like the infantry’s, is the highest in the Allied war
effort—this despite continually being forced to operate under the most horrendous of
conditions.

The sixth, like any front-line and combat-active regiment, regularly recruits,
trains and puts into active service a number of new soldiers in order to counteract the
attrition normally experienced during war. Recruitment is not difficult—almost
everybody wants to go and fight, especially now that the true atrocities of the Hun’s
army have been fully exposed—the difficult part is ensuring that the lads recruited
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won’t be so missed on their farms that agricultural production suffers. You see,
factory workers and especially soldiers need to be fed. To this, many recruiters are
especially attentive, and young men have been refused not because they were
unsuitable—indeed, they were assured that they would have made fine and tough
soldiers—but because they were more valuable in the fields producing food for the
war effort. Understandably, this is often quite a blow to an eager and patriotic young
man.

In some cases, however, these young men have persisted and been accepted
upon the receipt of proof that another family member or friend—often a
woman—could fill their place on the farm. Often, final acceptance is due not only to
the persistence of the young man involved, but also that of his father, who, like every
parent in a great war such as this, imagines his hardened son coming home with a
chest rightfully covered with shimmering medals.

One such case is that of Private Preston who, as we speak, is marching
towards the Ypres Salient in southern Belgium with the rest of the 6th CMR. You
see, because of their excellent reputation for soldiering, Haig has decided to send the
Canadian Corps to try to break a stalemate which has existed in the salient since the
early days of the war. He is hoping for the Canadians to repeat their performance
from Vimy. Miserable and muddy in their trenches, the ANZACs are cager to be
relieved.

Oh...and although they don’t know it yet, the prime objective of the sixth is
going to be to capture what's left of a little village called Passchendacle, the skeletal
houses of which are perched on top of a hilly wasteland of mud and cordite and wire.

The attack is tentatively scheduled for the third weck in October, and you
didn’t hear that—or any of this—from me.
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a sharp, tough woman with peppered hair, a slightly too-large nose, nervous
hands kneading above her apron:

Hello.

My name is Angela.

It’s a bit of a funny name, [ know, some say it’s a commoner name, and it’s
not very proper. But it’s mine, and I"ve gotten quite used to it, thank you very much,
so I don’t mind it so much anymore. And nobody in this God-forsaken land cares
much for the difference between commoner names and proper names. You see, we
have other things to worry about here.

There’s the animals and the fields. My husband Peter has chosen to live out
his years as a beef farmer, and we have about one hundred head of cattle. Most
people round these parts here call him “Old Man Preston” although I can’t accept the
idea that a forty-seven year old man is really “old”—especially not since I am forty-
three myself. Iknow I’'m mean to be bashful about these things, and there was a time
when I would never have dreamed of telling my age to anyone, much less a stranger
such as yourself. But it’s such a bother worrying about such things, and nobody
around here pays them much attention anyhow.

Don’t get me wrong. If His Royal Majesty the King came over to my house
for supper I’d know how to feed him without getting anything wrong and without
offending his much-touted sensibilities. We could give him some of our own beef.
My girl Virginia would do here best to charm him to death—she’ll be a woman very
soon, you know—and I’'m sure my husband would bore him with talk of the bloody
War and try to convince him to have my son Alistair—who’s over there fighting
now—knighted in Buckingham Palace in front of rows of Dukes and Duchesses.

It would be quite an evening, and I could really make a success of it.

It’s just not very likely that I'll ever get the chance to prove that.

I’'m sorry, I tend to get distracted quite easily. You see, it’s not often that I get
to talk to anyone different around here.

So anyway, where was 1?

That’s right, 1 was talking about the things I worry about. Well, of course
there’s all the usual things to worry about around here—things having to do with
staying alive, | mean. And every wife worries about her husband, and Peter can
certainly be a handful, especially when he gets to talking about England, which he
does quite often these days on account of Alistair being over in Europe with the
army. And he’s rather fond of yelling, although that’s really as far as it ever gets.
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You see, I think he sort of blames me for our...well, for our rather precipitous
departure. It’s indiscreet of me to say so, but Alistair was born in Canada, but he
wasn’t conceived here. When I found out that I was with c/luld, Peter wanted to
marry me, but on account of my being raised Catholic we couldn’t find anybody to
do it. And then he came up with this Canada idea. He had a mate who had come
over here and made a fortune in the liquor trade in Montreal, and | suppose Peter sort
of figured he could do the same, and of coutse the captain would marry us on the
boat. What could be simpler? So I went along with the idea—what clse was 1 to do?

But we got here and found that it wasn’t easy. 1 can’t complain, you
understand, but this has all been tremendously haid work. 1 used to be quite a
delicate woman, and the gentlemen would talk to me all the time

I had soft hands—Tlike a princess, Mother used to tell me..

If T went into the city now they would probably think of me as an old farm
wench. Which is, J suppose, what [ have become. 1 don’t know that I regret it, you
understand, although if I knew then what I know now I doubt very much that I would
have let myself get pregnant.

I don’t even know that I loved him then.

I doubt it.

But he was so persistent, so convincing. Now that I think about it I would say
that if anything he frightened me into it.

Peter, you understand, was never much of a good communicator. You see, he
speaks very well, but in a way that you can’t really trust him unless you understand
that that’s just his way. The liquor business is all about selling, and he just wasn’t
made for it. So after I had Alistair we moved out here and bought a dozen head of
cattle with the money I received when my mother died It was lucky, that, because
when I left England she said I was dooming her to dic alone and that she would never
forgive me for it. Jt was rather nice to know that she had—forgiven me, 1 mean-—but
a letter would have been best, I think. If nothing else it would have given me a
chance to respond.

I was happy to be able to get Peter away from diink.

My daughter Virginia was born right here in the house when Alistair was four.
I remember it well because it was just about the hottest day I can remember. After
that we tried for another, but she was stillborn, the poor thing. Peter didn’t even let
me see her; he took her right away and buried her somewhere near the edge of the
clearing. It was a difficult thing, that, and it nearly killed me. So we haven’t tried
since.
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But with the help of some of the people around these parts, we’ve still been
able to make a go of it, and, as Peter will eagerly tell you if you give him the chance,
some of our beef is even going to feed the soldiers.

And any mother worries about her son, and there are thousands of us in this
country waiting for them to come back. But it’s really difficult trying to imagine
Alistair out there. He’s many wonderful things, but he’s worlds away from his
father, and I just can’t imagine him being anything other than horribly out of place in
the army. Of all the things Alistair is suited for, that is probably the last.

You should have seen him here on the farm. He just has a way with the
animals. His father spends hours out there yelling and screaming at them, and they
never do what he wants them to, but Alistair would just talk softly to them and off
they’d go, ready to work for him all day. When I say that we all miss him here, I
don’t just mean the humans. The animals do too. Peter doesn’t agree. Says the
beasties are too stupid to know the difference But I swear to you they know he’s
missing. You can see it in their eyes.

His young lady comes around here quite frequently, and she even takes one of
our work horses up to the Glen every so often. She’s really quite a specimen. |
sometimes look at her and wonder if that’s what I would have been like had I
managed to avoid getting pregnant. I'm not sure, but I think that my Virginia might
just turn out like that if I can convince that husband of mine to let her go into the city
to keep up her schooling.

And Elspeth is the best thing that I could have ever wished for Alistair, and
those two really have something. Iknow that it’s her letters that give him the courage
to keep up the fight, and I'm more grateful to her for that than I could ever possibly
express.

I just hope he makes it home so that those two can join us here on the farm.

We're not getting any younger, you know, and Alistair is so well suited to
work with animals. He would be the farmer Peter always tried to convince himself
he was, but has never quite managed. Not that we would ever tell him—that might
be just the thing to make him carry out some of his threats, although I quite honestly
doubt it. Anyway, everybody around here loves Alistair, but they look at my
husband a little sideways. Anyway, with a bit of prayer and a lot of luck, I reckon
this will all work itself out.

I think I’ve said enough.

Listen, 1 really need to get moving—Peter’ll kill me if supper’s not ready
when he gets back from his chores, and I need to go up and check on Virginia, whose
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come down with one of her colds, poor thing. Honestly, the thought of a child having
a cold at the end of the summer!

If you do see Alistair, do give him all my best, tell him to change his socks
everyday so that he doesn’t get that horrible trench foot, and for God’s sakes promise
me that you won’t tell him that he was conceived before his father and 1 were
married. I don’t want him to feel unwanted, and 1 certainly think he’s got enough to
worry about right now.




Book 11
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1.

“In battle all of the rules of normal human existence are perforce suspended.”

“Stop talking like a lawyer.” Alistair flashes a nervous smile below the
parapet.

“Don’t interrupt me—I’m trying to remember it all.”

“Sorry.”

“It’s not that you become less human, or rather somewhat unhuman, but rather
that you have to suppress certain tendencies innate in the human psyche in order to
even have a chance of surviving. If you go in thinking you’re going to be a hero,
chances are you won’t come out. At least not in one piece. And by far thc most
dangerous thing—and this is strongly and continually reinforced by the more
experienced members of the 6th as you well know” he nods deeply to get Alistair to
agree “-- is anger. War is as much about how you govern and control your own mind
as it is about firing rifles and thrusting bayonets into the soft underbellies of
unsuspecting Germans. Just about everyone knows how difficult it is to suppress
anger here, but they also know how fundamental it is to survival. Those who didn’t
believe it are dead now.”

“Or highly decorated.”

“And what good is that?”

“I’ll give you that, Jimmy.” It’s funny how drink affects different people,
Alistair thinks. Before every battle, they get a rum ration to get them ready, and all it
seems to do to Jimmy is make him all chatty, which doesn’t seem like the idcal state
for a man to be in before going over the top. If he captured anyone he’d probably
talk him to death.

Alistair allows himself a shallow smile. Jimmy doesn’t see it.

“Thank you. As I was saying, when you get angry you’re hundreds of times
more likely to do something stupid, like run out mto Nomansland with your rifle
blaring—and then find yourself three hundred yards fiom the nearest friendly trench
with no ammunition and nothing but a knife or a fist to swing at Fritz.”

A brief pause as the order to fix bayonets is given.

Jimmy: “in the fighting of war, anger is morc dangerous than virtually
everything, except for fear. “

The irony, of course, is wonderful, although Alistair finds it difficult to believe
that anybody else has even thought about it because they were too excited about
getting their share of the rum. If you’re frightened about dying, then your best
chance of preventing such an eventuality is to avoid, somehow, being frightened.
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And if you’re angry at the enemy and really want to kill him, your best chance at
success lies in being calm and careful—and certainly not angry.

A nervous hand reaches into the tunic and fingers the wax paper over
Elspeth’s picture.

Jimmy: “so don’t let yourself get frightened and don’t get angry, no matter
what you see and no matter what happens. Keep your wits about you and for God’s
sakes don’t cry out if you get hurt, because it’ll alert the enemy as well. Just sit tight
and they’ll get to you, alright?”

Alistair allows a brief thought about a rumour that an outfit had decided to
attach small metal plates to their backs to make them more identifiable in the event
that they got wounded. It, like this, was a pre-dawn attack. It wasn’t a success.
When the sun had come up three hours later it reflected off the moving metal plates
of the wounded as they tried to drag themselves back to their own trenches. The
German snipers have never had it so easy, they said. Like shooting fish in a barrel.

Who came up with that, anyway? The trick, of course, is not to keep quiet,
but rather to know when to yell. Of course it’s even better to just not get shot and
thereby avoid the problem altogether, but then again you don’t have all that much
control over that.

“Jimmy?”

“Yes.”

“I have a confession.”

“I don’t want to hear it.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever been this excited before.”

“I told you I didn’t want to hear it.”

“It’s true.”

“Don’t let it be.”

“What?”

“If you get excited, you get dead. Don’t get excited. Don’t get angry. Don’t
get scared. When the CO gives the order, go over the top with the rest of us and do
your job. Get that done and get back.”

“In and out?”

“In and out.”

“That’s it?”

“No more, no less. You want to live, don’t you?”

“Of course I do.”

“So don’t get excited.”
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“I can’t help it.”

“It’s not rugger, for Christ’s sakes. Here, the other team shoots at you.”

Alistair looks down the trench to his right. Everybody looks ready enough.

“The silence is really starting to bother me,” Jimmy whispers.

Alistair checks his bayonet and 1emoves the safety on his rifle, pretending not
to hear the man to his left. A quick hand darts into the tunic and touches Elspeth one
more time and then settles back onto the shaft of the rifle. Bcehind him, the sergeant’s
heavy breath forces itself into the whistle. Lads all about him start to go over the top.
Jimmy’s the first.

Alistair would have been next to him, but he couldn’t get a good enough hold
on the wall of the trench. Finding footing, he pushes himself quickly into the world
above. In front, about four hundred yards away, is the objective—a small German
pillbox which has yet to begin flashing with machine gun fiilc Next to it, to the left,
is the trunk of an Elm, the top of which has becn reduced to splinters and spikes by a
shell. “El-um”, Alistair repeats, mimicking the farmers at home The attack has been
planned for them to be behind the pillbox, buying valuable time before the gun can be
turned to bear down on them. A small raiding party of fiftcen, their whole mission is
to take fewer than ten minutes. More than that, and they don’t stand a chance. It’s a
simple objective—capture the pillbox and hold it—and, in all likclihood, usc Fritz’s
own gun to hold back his infantry.

Something’s wrong. It’s too quiet.

What’s striking about this is how different it all 1s. Alistair had just assumed
that his first real foray into Nomansland would be during a heavy barrage, trying to
inch forward under a canopy of lobbed shells, getting stuck in barbed wiie and falling

into flooded shell holes. His dreams had brought visions of falling into a cold hole
only to be pulled under the water by the rotting arms of dead soldicrs. But the
artillery now is distant and imprecise, and the signal flares arching through the sky
make it easy to avoid the flooded ciaters and God-knows-what inside them  Nobody
seems to have any clue that they’re even hete. Nobody has fired yet—from either
side.

Instinctively, he shuffles over in the mud, running as quickly as he can without
standing any more than he has to, over to Jimmy, who 1s crouched at the edge of one
of the craters, peering down his rifle at the pillbox The footing is atrociously
imprecise, muddy, wet and uneven with shell casings, rifles, knives and
bodies—some whole, most not. And the smell is intolerable  Dropping his gear
heavily down next to Jimmy, Alistair fails to shake his concentration
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“] saw one of them, Alistair, I saw him moving one of the boxes of
ammunition. They know we’re here.”

A sharp look left, right, then straight at the objective. No movement other
than that of their company. Nothing.

Alistair: “so why stop?”

A single shot, from the right, is fired by one of the other soldiers. Hunched
over their rifles, grotesque Quasimodos cradling artificial erections, they advance
methodically towards the pillbox in the moonlight.

There’s a persistent and rather nasty rumour here that there are actually three
armies fighting in ihe salient. There’s us, of course, and Fritz, but they say that
there’s a third force made up of a combination of the two. According to the story, the
wounded—Ieft for dead—from both sides, and deserters and “windys” all live
together in their own tunnels and trenches in the middle of Nomansland. They eat
rats and the carcasses of their comrades after they’ve fallen, and they come out to
raid the bodies of the dead and the alinost dead late at night. They say they prefer to
find men wounded, so that they know the meat they eat is going to be as fresh as
possible. They’ll crack your skull clean open and suck out your brain right there in
Nomansland. It’s true. And after two years of war, they’re starting to be a real
problem. They’ve forgotten how to talk, so there’s no reasoning with them. That’s
the worst. If they get you, you’re finished. That’s what happens to a lot of the
missing soldiers. They get eaten. Or they join up. Either way, they’re considered
dead. You certainly wouldn’t want little Francis to come home from the war with a
persistent taste for human flesh, now would you? Even the officers are worried about
them, right up to the C in C. They say they’re going to have to send out
extermination teams when the war’s over just to deal with them.

Don’t forget, anything’s possible here, especially if it sounds impossibie.

Alistair looks over at the advancing line arching off to their right. “We’ve got
to join them, Jimmy. We’ll be shot for this if we don’t.”

“We’ll be shot if we do.”

“What?”

“Fritz knows we’re coming. Must of heard the whistle. They’ll wait until
we’re well within range and they’ll open fire. We don’t have a bloody chance unless
we fire.”

Alistair lines his rifle up on the target and puts his finger on the trigger, but
Jimmy grabs his forearm before he can get the shot off.

“Not yet,” he says.
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“Why not?”

“We're too far. If you do that from here your chances of getting any of them
are small, and all you’ll do 1s let them know we’re heie...” Jimmy lowers the nifle and
brings it down to his hip like the others “...which wouldn’t be such a clever thing to
do.”

“There,” Alistair grabs Jimmy’s arm and points out to the left, “something
moved.”

They squint at the spot, trying to discern a change in the surface of the
glistening mud.

“Are you sure?”

“Of course I'm sure.”

Two more shots from the advancing company They’ve gone about halfway to
the pillbox, and are now well within range. Jimmy and Alistair perch frozen in then
shell hole, fort, yards ahead of their own trench, straining to see movement to their
left.

“I don’t think there’s anything there.”

“I swear I saw something.”

“Of course you did. I’m not saying you’ie a liar, I'm just saying that whatever
it was isn’t there any more, alright?”

Alistair nods slowly, eyes fixed on the spot

“It was probably just a rat,” Jimmy says.

“Yeah, probably just a rat.”

Jimmy pats Alistair’s thigh and heads out over the top lip of the hole and
towards the pillbox. Alistair darts a left hand into his tunic and fingers Elspeth’s
picture. She’s still there, and still dry, and probably still smiling  He brings lus hand
back to the shaft of the weapon. It’s cool—no shots fited yet, and the rifle’s still
clean. A shallow swallow. “Big fucking rat,” he mutters, scrambling up the muddy
edge of the shell hole after Jimmy’s lead.
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The wetness at the back of her neck wakes her suddenly. Not realising that
it’s water from the top of the rock and not some insect, she slaps instinctively,
cupping her hand to mimic the curvature of her skin. If nothing else, it helps her
wake up. She looks carefully out from the rock and over the valley, seeing nothing
but blackness. She swallows heavily, cringing slightly at the stale taste in her mouth,
closes her eyes and pops them open again, acutely aware of the sound they make.

There. At least this time she can see a few stars, and the very faint outline of
what must be the edge of the cliff. Pulling herself out from under the boulder, she
straightens her dress and checks it carefully. It’s filthy, and a large stretch above her
right hip is wet from where she was lying in the moss. Silly, really. It was perfectly
clean this morning.

Now where’s Georgie gotten himself to?

There, by the birch, is none of the dark mass she expected to see curiously
lifting a heavy head on a muscular neck as she approached.

This could be a problem.

She calls his name, too quietly at first, her voice grown unaccustomed to use.
After three tries, she sees his black mass approaching from the other side of the
clearing.

He nuzzles his heavy head against her chest and she smells the pine needles on
his breath.

She smells different to him, vaguely musky, and tired. She’s softer now, and
warm with sleep. He’s going to have to find the way back for the both of them.
Where was she for all that time? When she left, it was raining, but the ground isn’t
even wet any more, only vaguely damp. The rain wasn’t enough to penetrate much
below the surface. And the footing in the woods will be difficult in the dark,
especially if it rained there as well.

Georgie lifts his head, snapping both ears around towards a noise in the
woods. Flaring his nostrils, he smells only the damp earth and the trees.

Elspeth rubs his nose, dreamily looking out over the valley and imagining a
battle scene unfolding in front of her. Her mind still full of shell blasts and glowing
fires, she imagines being a geneial fingering an ornate waxed moustache and gravely
watching the battle unfold below.

This rouses her, and she carefully mounts the horse, talking softly to him as he
leads her down the trail to home.

God knows what time it is, she thinks as she ducks to clear the first branch.
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That’s the problem with a horse who’s not used to being ridden—he judges
the height of the branches he passes under without considering the rider on his back.
After ducking a few times, Elspeth decides to stay down, to protect her eyes from the
inky twigs which scratch at her face and because she still hasn’t woken up properly.
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ALISTAIR:

Don’t be frightened.

Don’t get excited.

Don’t be frightened.

No heroism.

Sure, right.

Whatever.

Just stick to don’t get shot, and you’ll be just fine.

Try to think about something else, but don’t really think about anything else.

Alright.

Elspeth.

Right: too much hair, the way she pulls it back over her ear, the warm smell at
her neck when she wakes up, her skin pink and raised where she was leaning on it.
Her teeth. They way the hair tickles my nose when she’s on top of me.

Mmmm. That’s nice.

And everything else.

There. 1 think it’s working.

Still nothing from the pillbox, nothing at all. Jesus, I wish they would have
given us some more rum. It can’t have been more than a few minutes and I’m cold
again. Think about Elspeth again.

Georgie, the Glen, big blue eyes full of my face.

Shit. This isn’t working.

Big blue eyes full of my face.

Cold smelly mud coming right through my tunic. Have to find myself one of
those new long coats. Rain’s quite steady now.

Big blue eyes full of my face.

And my throat hurts.

Maybe I'm getting a cold. That would be great—really. Get a cold and get a
leave warrant. At the very least it would plug up my nose so that I wouldn’t smell
this place. 1don’t caie if I never see it again or never smell it again. A nice cold
right now would be great.

Big blue eyes full of my face.

Remarkable how the mud sticks to you here.

Like glue. They say that it’s because it’s full of shit. Really. For a century
they fertilised these fields with it, and now they have us roll around like damned pigs
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and shoot at each other.

What was that?

Jimmy’s taken cover—do the same. Just watch him and do whatcver he docs.

This time it’s real.

Three bursts from the pillbox. Four seconds each. They must have plenty of
ammunition if they’re firing like that. Either that or they’re very scated, which would
be perfectly reasonable.

Keep your head down and wait. That’s it, curl your hands over your face and
get as close to the ground as you can without digging But keep the rifle dry or it'll
jam. (Not that it'’s been used, of course, but appearances arc important, especially
here. And Jimmy might need it if his jams again.)

Jesus, this stuff really smells. They say you get infected real quick if you get
injured out here, and to smell this crap is to believe them. Remember Private
Johnston who sat down on a spot where the gas had settled and stood up with a rash
all over his legs. Like you can really see where you sit in this darkness. There could
be ten bodies in this hole; detached arms, floating eyeballs looking helplessly at the
flares in the sky.

A hand on my shoulder. This should staitle me, but 1t doesn’t. Maybe | just
don’t want it to.

“Alistair?” Loud in my left ear. Mud in my right.

Open your eyes. Now take your arm away from in front of your face.

It’s Jimmy. “What?”

“It’s alright, they weren’t shooting this way.”

The others. Christ, they must have gotten the others.  Fired enough bursts to
cut them apart. “Do you think they...”

“I don’t know.”

“Were they firing that way?”

“I don’t know—I wasn’t looking.”

“Well, maybe they weren’t.” Of course not.

He’s not looking at me any more. He’s crawled up to the edge of the hole and
is looking down his gun at the pillbox.

Get up next to him.

Don’t want to be alone out here...was that on the list?

Something’s very wrong. It’s not supposed to be like this.

Jimmy’s voice, whispering: “I think they got the others.”

How can he say that so calmly?
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Swallow.

Ouch—sore throat, remember? Not very clever.

“How do you know?” God, I can hardly even talk.

“They’ve got the gun around and it’s pointing at where they would have
been.”

«...Do you think they’re all dead?”

This one’s going to end up with a lot of adjutants at the front door.

“l don’t know.”

“So what do we do now?”

“I don’t know.”
Wow. This is new. Encourage him—he’s bound to come up with something.

Me: “what? We can’t stay here. When the sun comes up we’ll be goddamn
sitting ducks.”

“I know.”

“Why don’t we just go back?”

“We can’t leave the others like that. They might be alive...”

Yeah, right. I didn’t see them heading over here to take care of us in too much
of a hurry...

Don’t think that!

Jesus, that’s horrible. What the hell’s the matter with me?

« ..some of them, | mean.”

A quick slap on the inner right thigh—lice biting again. Damn. They’ve been
quiet all night. I almost forgot they were there. The wet must have woken them up.

Don’t get too distracted. “What if they send others out to find our party?”

“They won’t.”

“Why not?”

“Not enough time. The sun’ll be up soon.”

Stupid question. I knew that.

“So what do we do then?”

Jimmy pulls his lips into his mouth, making a squeaking sound that used to be
funny. This means he’s thinking.

Just, whatever you come up with, don’t make me go and look for the others,
alright? I think I’ve had enough for now.

“I don’t see that we have much choice.”

Good, so we go back, right?

“We have to look for them.” There’s reservation in his voice.
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Courage. Courage, as the French at home say, like a prayer. Or a
benediction. Mother, Elspeth, Virginia, Georgie and Father. Right hand tightens
around the grip of the rifle. Get it over with. Go in, go out, try to do my job. We
have to look for them. It’s only fair. They would have to look for us.

Don’t think about the lice in your underwear. Don’t think about the one
crawling up between your...no, don’t. Right.

No lice, no mud, no rain, no cold. Good. Now get Jimmy’s attention.

Me: “alright, then, let’s go.”

That’s it.

Safety off.

A quick glance at the pillbox: no movement.

Alright. Only about fifty yards—keep low.

Go, go, GO!

Over the top and to the right run as fast as you can without standing keep the
legs apart for the best possible balance a quick hop over a horse’s corpse, duck to the
left behind an embankment.

I’m breathing hard too hard maybe pushing my heart into my throat | can feel
the veins in my forehead pulsing up and down

Now dive onto the lip of earth and wait for Jimmy.

He can’t be more than a few feet...

Here, now, right under me, some poor dead bastard groans as my weight
forces the air out of what’s left of his lungs.

Christ, the smell is unbelievable.

Roll off him and to the right.

Jesus, I’'m sweating now, like my brain’s trying to swell its way out through
my eyes and ears.

Oh God, maybe he was gassed!

Is this what it feels like?

A quick image of my face swollen and bloody: poisoned.

Shit, I’'m screaming,.

Stop it.

Stop 1t!

Cover your mouth. Clamp the hand right over your mouth.

At least I’ve stopped rolling.

Feels like I’ve been kicked low in the stomach, just above the belt.

Mud in my eyes.
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. Close them tight and pop them open again.
I think I’'m crying. It’s too warm on my face to be the rain.

Just relax.

Breathe.

Ican’t.

I’'m gagging. Bile and rum in my mouth, hurling forward through closed
fingers. My stomach’s forcing its way into my ribcage and up to my throat.

Cough it out.

Hunch over, guard your belly.

Right, now open your eyes.

They hurt. I can’t believe this. My eyes hurt. Maybe the swelling from the
gas has already started. I'll be blind in twenty minutes, maybe fifteen.

Where the hell am 1?

Why is it so fucking quiet?

No Jimmy anywhere.

Maybe he was hit.

No. Don’t think that. Jimmy’s just fine.

Right. Big blue eyes full of my face.

Just pick up your rifle and continue looking for the others.

Damn! Norifle. Just mud and what feels like a bit of barbed wire.

There, there. Just breathe and try to relax.

Swallow.

Bile, rum, sore throat. The bile hurts more the second time around.

There, now think. Nobody’s shooting at you right now and that’s what you
want. And if you really were gassed when you landed on him it would hurt a lot

more right now.

Alright, so I was carrying the rifle by its shaft in my right hand, and 1 was
running. Then there was the hop to clear the horse and I dove onto that poor bloated
bastard. Then I rolled down the edge of this embankment but managed to stop before
the puddle and God-knows-what-else at the bottom.

I must have left the rifle back up there.

Right.

Back up the hill—hands and fect. Too slippery for hands alone. This is
ridiculous. I must look really batty.

It’s raining harder now, which stings the eyes. And it’s starting to get light.

. Fuck, I’ve got to get out of here.
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There. Something’s moving, and it’s much too tall to be a rat.

From the right, where the rest of the company must have been when we lost
sight of them. It’s too dark to tell, but he can’t be fiom a raiding party because
there’d be more of them. Fritz always travels in threes.

But what if two of them got killed? He’s walking towards the German side,
not the other way around. And he’s walking like he’s tired.

I’m sure I’d make a nice prize.

At least take out your knife.

I...Ican’t. It’s not here—it’s still on the end of the rifle.

He’s getting closer. I freeze and maybe he won’t see me. (This works with
snakes at home.)

Big blue eyes full of my face.

Can’t be more than ten feet away.

Jesus, Elspeth, I love you more than anything.

“Alistair?”

Hand on my shoulder.

If he wanted to kill me, I’d be dead by now.

Thank you.

Alright, open your eyes.

“Jimmy?”

“The others are dead.”

“All of them?”

“I couldn’t find Anderson. But all the others were there. . You hurt?”

“Um...” alright, quick inventory—Ilegs, arms, body, head, “...no. I'm alright.”

“Good. We’ve got to get back. There’s only a few minutes before the sun
comes up.”

His hand grabs my arm, just under the elbow.

Me: “I need my rifle.”

“Where is it?”

“Up there somewhere.” 1 point. Vaguely.

Jimmy looks up. He shakes his head. “We’d be exposed to fire up there,” he
says.

He’s right, of course.
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ELSPETH:
I was never frightened of the forest because nobody ever taught me to be. I

think it’s one of those things you have to be taught. But that’s not making all that
much of a difference now. It might be because I’ve been dreaming and thinking so
much about where my Alistair must be right now, but the forest seems so different to
me. When we came back from our session up here, I hardly noticed it passing—I
remember resting my head on Alistair’s shoulder as I sat behind him on the way back,
and all I wanted was to smell that spot on him for as long as I could. And I remember
the feeling of my wetness—and his wetness as well—between me and the horse.
Then, the forest couldn’t last long enough, even though he had slowed Georgie a
number of times. Now, all I want is my bed and a dry set of clothes.

That’s terribly selfish of me to say, I know, especially in light of Alistair.
They say the lads go weeks out there without getting so much as a roof over their
heads, unless you count those funk holes they cut as sleeping-places out of the sides
of the trenches. It must be horrible to sleep in the rain.

He’s such a sweetheart.

I know it makes me sound weak, but I cried for an hour when he asked me to
marry him. He said that he wanted to take care of me, and that he couldn’t think of a
better way of doing it.

Even if I had wanted to, how could I have said “no” to that?

All I really want is to have a chance to try with him, and all T keep thinking
about is whether he’s even still alive as I think these things.

And 1 can’t help imagining the telegram or the adjutant that will come if he’s
been killed. And all of this dreaming will be for nothing.

Sometimes I’m such a ninny that J can’t imagine ever lasting until he comes
home. And I know that it’s selfish but I pray that he comes home in the next few
weeks because | know how much he loves to see the leaves as they flash off the trees
in the wind.

I can feel it. I know it’s unbelievable, and that you’ll scoff at me for saying
so, but I can feel it, right here, where my belly pushes against the horse’s back, just
below my navel. [ can feel the warmth. I can feel how good a father he will be.

And sometimes 1 wish that I hadn’t timed it the last time we were up
here—that 1 had told him “yes” when I knew there was a chance that he could have
made me pregnant. I never would have done that, you understand, because it would
have to have been our decision together—but I don’t know that I’ll be able to forgive
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myself for not having his baby when I could have if he doesn’t come back.

Men like Alistair are rare, and right now I want his baby more than anything,

God.

You know, the one thing I need to do to get myself through all of this is to
stop making myself cry so often.

All T want is to be at home, in my warm bed, with my new husband, and |
want him to rest his head on the spot on my belly where I can already feel him.

I don’t think that’s wrong,

I really don’t.
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ALISTAIR:

“Look, Alistair, we’ll get back to the trenches and send somebody out to get
your rifle afterwards, alright?”

“The Lieutenant’s not going to like that.”

“If we don’t get back soon there won’t be anything left of us to like.”

This makes good sense. Nod agreement.

That wasn’t a good idea—my head really hurts.

The run back should be easy enough. It can’t be too far.

As long as nobody shoots me.

And the shelling will start up again any minute, and God himself knows I
don’t want to be in the middle of that.

There goes Jimmy. Stand, but crouch... And—go.

Alright, all I have to do is keep my feet in his prints and I'!l be fine. It’s bright
enough now to see them without straining. No shelling yet. I can feel myself smiling
at the way his footprints start out big and slowly collapse as the mud settles back into
place.

That’s it. Now I’ve definitely gone mad.

I follow his left turn towards a hole in the barbed wire.

“Ginger Snap! Ginger Snap! Ginger Snap!” Jimmy yells the password at the
sentry.

The first shell of the morning is fired from up ahead. Ten seconds and it will
hit.

There. 1 can see the sentry’s periscope. I can’t believe nobody’s shot at us
yet.

Quick hop over the parapet and that’s it.

Jesus, Mary, and God.

Maybe I’ll land on somebody’s breakfast.

This fails to make me smile.
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2.

“I really don’t think that’s a very realistic thing to say, Peter, that’s all.”

“Oh, and I suppose you think it’s realistic of me to agree to send her off to the
city just like that? You really don’t have a clue do you?”

Angela’s expression is hard, unyielding. “I think I have more of an idea than
you do”

“What! Since when are you an expert on these things? You never went to a
day of school in your life.”

“I don’t have to be an expert on these things. I'm a woman and she’s my
daughter and that’s all that really matters.”

“So you would have me send off my daughter to the city before 1 even know if
my son’s coming home? Because you’ie a woman and that’s what she’s going to be
so you know.”

“I reckon that that way there would be room for her in the upper schools—on
account of all the young men being away, I mean”

“So what happens when the lads get back?”

“Well, at least she will have gotten some education.”

“This is insane. You’re talking like a bloody suffragette.” He sights her down
an outstretched arm ending in a pointing index finger. “You’ve been given too much
freedom as it is, and it’s gotten to that feeble little head of yowrs You’ll be wanting
to go yourself next.”

She moves carefully, placing herself across the table from her husband, with
an easy escape on either side.

“No,” she says calmly, “it’s already too late for me.”

“And what does that mean?”

She can see the veins bulging in his neck.

“Eh?” This he yells, loud enough for Virginia upstairs to hear.

“I’m too old, Peter.”

“Right, and I suppose I took you away from a brilliant carcer in the academic
world and we would all be so much better off and happicr and there would be world
peace if I'd have let you follow your bloody destiny, right?”

Angela sighs, gathering her hands at her waist, carcfully meshing the fingers
into each other and thinking briefly of the church game she had taught to the children.
She takes a breath to speak and then stops, realising that her husband hasn’t finished.

“I mean, that is the way you think, isn’t 1t?” The yelling 1s beginning to
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weaken his voice. “I suppose 1 should have left you there, pregnant and tloody
alone. I should have left you without a penny and with a goddamn bastard in your
belly for all the world to see what a slut you were, right?”

She begins to speak and then pauses, reminding herself to stay calm. It’s only
talk. “No, Peter. Notat all. We made the choices we made, and you were as gallant
and as gentlemanly and as righteous as you could have been, and I was as much part
of the decisions as I needed to be.”

He doesn’t believe her.

Him: “so what’s the problem then?”

“The problem, if you must call it that, is that Elspeth sees real potential in that
daughter of ours, and [ happen to agree with her. That’s the reality we have to face.
And I’'m not going to be one who stands in the way of my child, and I’m not going to
stand here and let you tell her that she can’t go to school...”

“You’re not going to /ef me? Is that what 1 heard? There must be something
wrong with my hearing because that’s what I heard. Iheard you say that you weren’t
going to let me do something. Last time I looked I was the man of this house. Last
time I looked I was the one who made the decisions. Last time [ looked I was the one
who said what my children were going to do. There must be something wrong with
my hearing because [ heard you say that you weren’t going to /et me do something,
but I know in my heart of hearts that you would never say such a thing to the man
who has provided for you and your blessed daughter all these years.”

“Please, Peter, this isn’t about us.”

“Oh, au contraire, my dear, it’s all about us. It’s about how you don’t respect
any of the sacrifices | make around here. Do you really think that all of this”—a
broad sweeping of the left arm—“comes like a bloody gift from the heavens? Do you
realise what Alistair’s off there fighting for? Does it all mean anything to you at all?”

“If Alistair were here he’d be on my side and you know it. He’s the one who
taught Virginia how to read when you couldn’t be bothered—because she’s a girl, no
doubt—and he was the one who got them to like the idea of using their minds. I bet
you that if he were standing right here next to me this very minute he’d tell you that
himself. And I bet you would listen, too.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“I’m not being ridiculous.”

“Oh, so I suppose you think I am, right?”

“...no, but you just don’t seem to want to understand.”

“And what’s that supposed to mean?” His voice is quieter now, tired:
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frustrated.

“It’s not supposed to mean anything, Peter...Look, let me put this another way.
Virginia has decided to go to school in the city, and I for one think it’s a wonderful
idea, and so does your future daughter-in-law. You may not agree, and that’s
fine—there’s nothing wrong with that at all—but Viiginia, as you well know, 1s just
as stubborn and as determined as you are, and when she gets something into her head
she’s going to do it—for better or worse. It’s glaingly obvious that she wants this,
and I know that she’ll do it one way or another. And we can cither stand in her way
and make her resent us or we can agree to send her and give her our blessing. 1Us
really up to us to do it that way. And if we don’t we might well lose her for good ™

“I’ve never heard such nonsense.”

“Look, Peter, what do you possibly have to gamn by keeping her here against
her will?”

“You want to know what [ have to gain?”

She nods.

“Nothing,” he says, “nothing at all. But why don’t you ask me what she has to
gain by staying here? Eh? Did that ever occur to you? 1didn’t think so  But what
you don’t seem to want to realise 1s that she has so much to lose if she goes and so
much to gain if she stays. You say that you know because you’re a woman  Fine.
But there’s another thing that you need to consider, and that’s that I know because |
am a man. I know what men aire, and 1 know what men ace hike m the
city—especially a city full of returning soldicts—-which 1s what Montical will be any
day now. Do you really think she’s going to know how to deal with a city full of
rowdy soldiers who have barely seen even a French whoie m the last three ycars?
Come, now. I know what we went through, and how easily you life was turned
upside-down because you got pregnant at the wiong time  But you were lucky
because it was my child, and / knew what my duty was and / acted accordingly - I've
spent a good deal of my life doing the right thing because it was just that and because
it’s just what one does...But what is it that makes you think that it won’t happen that
our daughter will let a soldier-boy get a little too affectionate? And what happens if
he disappears having left her a little forget-me-not festering in her belly?  Have you
thought of that? What if he infects her with something he got from a trollop on the
continent—what about that?”

Her expression is empty, and he can hardly tell whether she’s histening,

He lifts his arm, waving an upturned palm across the table at his wife. “You
talk of how she needs to do what she wants to do,” he says, “and how, if we stand in
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‘ her way, she’ll only resent us an we’ll lose her. Alright, fair enough. But what
happens if she gets pregnant and disappears? Then haven’t we lost her anyway?

What if she’s abandoned by this man of hers and she comes back here—having spent
our money—and has a bastard child under my roof? Doesn’t it make more sense to
keep her here at least until Alistair gets back?”

She swallows lightly and tries a smile, tilting her head slightly towards her left
shoulder. She lifts her hand to her forehead and pushes a strand of peppered hair out
of her eye, taking and deep breath to gather patience.

“I don’t know, Peter. I just don’t know. I suppose every mother thinks she
did a better job than her mother did on her, and I really wish that I could just tell you
that that just won’t happen to Virginia, but I don’t know that I can—at least not and
be completely honest about it. It might happen. But I don’t see why you think it’s
more likely that she gets herself into trouble in Montreal than out here.”

“That’s simple,” he says, almost sympathetically, “we can keep an eye on her
here—look out for her best interests.”

“I still think her best interests are to go.”

“I know you do, but...”—and this is a clever tactic—"the reality is that we just
don’t have the money.”

“And if we did?”

“We don’t.” That’s it. Stick withit.

“And if | managed to get some?”

“There’s no point in even arguing it, Angela.”

“Can we at least agree not to decide now?”

“Why?”

“Well, because I think when Alistair gets back,” she pauses briefly, aware that
only effort and concentration had made her say when, “that you might want to
reconsider...”

She knows he has the money, in the tack room of the barn, stuffed into the bag
on the left side of the childien’s saddle Virginia used when she was smaller. One
hundred and seventy-three dollars—she counted it earlier this morning, when he was
off skidding logs out of the woods. One hundred and seventy-three dollars. It would
be enough to get her there and get her settled, but after that she would find work. If
the soldiers were back she could get work as a nurse’s helper or something like that;
she has a pretty face. One hundred and seventy-three dollars. She looks at her feet.

He frowns.

‘ “_.having spoken to him, I mean,” her eyes still fixed on the feet.




60
Enfilade Book 11

“Do you really think that will make a difference?”

“Yes, I do. You listen to Alistair, and I think you’ll listen to him even moie
when he comes back from this war.”

“And will you get me my supper if I tell you that I’ll talk to my son about it?”

Angela pulls her mouth into a wider, shinier smile. *I wouldn’t want to
deprive my man, now would I,” she says, trying to tease, biiefly remembering the
softness of her younger hands. Shaking her head to kill the image, she moves to the
base of the stairs to call the girls down to supper.

Next time, she thinks, we’ll try him when his stomach’s full and his guard is
down.
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3.
Sept 4, 1977

Dearest [/fs’/aﬂ,

There is 0 muck to tel you that [ hardby even Know where to start, ([ am
pleased o report that [ remain more or less intact—and Uhis despile Uhe persistent
German infontry § best effforts to have me otherwise/

/¢ seems so 04"”{? Lo me—in a slrange wiy, { mean—as [ write to Yo oW /
ﬁr/ nfw%f /‘eﬂw}y quite amfaﬁfd/f/ ina lttte Ee{w&f( inn, where (f/hmy ard [ and a
few other lade from the sith have decided o sty during our Uhreediy teave
warrant, and it seems as though the front itsellf i a wortd away. ¢ s suck a pleasure
Lo be able to stand up strajpht apain! [ think posture has to be one of the beast known
casuallies of this war. [ve hada 4t of wike, as have Che rest 0/ the /% but [ decided
to styp because [ really felt as thaugh [ shoutd reserve some of this lime—uhich is
Md/é& ) pust about the mast civitised of that [ bave spent ot here ix La afﬂ/&—«//ﬂ 404,
ny e, /f w// M/‘oa;é the medium 00‘ a pex and paper, Abes, / f/}(c/ /r(ffe/bf faf the
frrst lime, free from the eges of the censor (for an extra few fran.. the concierge
here witl smggle the lellers Lo Puaris and then through civifian maif—=his she
agreed lo ofter much taughing at my sitty accent!) which of course ablows me to be
gurte a 4% more candid,

/ must adnrt that [ have been té/}(f/}gp guite ff&e(y af 44 00‘ Cte, a/%aa;/é 3
disturbs me somewhal that you are beconring more and wore—ihow 0o put (£ 7—mare
and wore distant and, /e/%g&.s’ even anreal [ don't want you to think that [ dont afte/(
deean about ar Uimes togelher, but ( find mysedf tabling o you not i the wiy tial we
wsed 00 at the farm or ap on the Glon, but ralher the way [ woulll [f gou higpened to be
anotker one 0/ the aéqp.s’ /‘{g/ét kere in Uhe f/‘ay with me. Whate afff/b«/t about this is
that { quite honestly can ¢ decide whether 1t5 a good thing o @ bad thing. 1€ is good] [
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reckon, in Uhe sense Chat / fw/ the need to include pou in m#dz&ﬂ/@a« / a/o——af,ow/&/@

when ['n 50 friphtened and thinking of you and the way you love we helhe to comfort
we—iut (don' ¢ like Uhe thought of your being nctuded ix any of Uhe mess that goes on

around here, [ stitl have your picture covered in the pocket of my tunic, but / often

think that & a fetts, well] pointtoss. [m polliting you with this war because [ really

can ¢ help it—because [ use your inage to helh we through Che tight spols, because [
write lo you about /6, and because /. ve seen and folt things here that [ rever sty
&‘A/}(,é}g« about and that [ wit¥ 5/‘/}(4@ home to you weat«a/é&, / rea/é& believe Chat /,f /
start ,4/%3;;« ﬂ/}yxf f/‘m o we don t even have a éq&e af ever gelling a/(ywlera,

/f/a//o if ( enpose you to some of it now i W bo boss of a shock when [ get off the shpp.

/w afpaid [ iust can ’t/ﬁotwt you from that beoause it § boo muck a part of me wow and
g9, stitl] are yo, [/ dnt éme@t(y have the .s’&‘/‘e/gzﬂ lo protect you ffm that any
wore—it seens o fulite and artifieisl o even bry. [ hape that doesn tupset you.

[ need to tefY, you Lhat they dmt grant beave wirrants for kaving a wice smite
around here—rthey only really grant them after severe slress and combat situations
o for convabescence from bad trench foot or the like. Apan, ( assure you, my bwe,
that / and my feel are both frne, but how and why ( survived the last week is a secrel
'ty God can tetl, Some of the lads who nake it through a particatlarty bad sergp fee!
&o(y and ever aaaf‘y, but o/ fee/ /o tined and a lttte a@«//ty, [/ ditn t even f/}te, my
rifte for Christ & sake, and [ ve got the CO teling me how 8toody brave and shitled [
!

We e ol more tharn a lttle friphtened here—and being at thie Gttt inn
really only accentuates that. Tonjpht, [ witd sboep i a real bed—for the first tine
since [ tefft tallfae! You can't belleve what a ploasure somelhing lie that can be.
Ard [ ve manaped b fird someane in Lown who i, as [ write, finiching the washing and
ioning of my tunie—ineluding a full de-tuusing! And the bath—( coll spead hours
raving about the batk //k faat { think [ (//a’// But this is fad/(} qurte ff@h‘&/{/}%
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because the wealher & gone bad now—rainy and cold—rand { Know that two c@w ffmr
wow (Y be loaded down with my /:aa,g heading 4 Uiree wites of me/:{y roadse Lo the

ﬁ‘dﬂt.

Ard there are an wnusaally lorge nmber of us here—on a leave warrant, /
wean—whick can only mean that the generale hwve decited 0o rest as 4 for a few
dags 00 kave as fresk for.. welll for something By, They just don't do this sort of
lhing antess they re abt to ask for a lot from us in a few digs. S0 gyou can see that
the rest really isnt ol that restful. Maybe its the wire, but [ have a reatly bud
feeling about bl of thss.

Arpoway, enouph of that. Please just Know that /[ # five and witl be back as soon
as we can get &4/3’/'0/ done and. get oul of this ,o/éae.

[ kave taken advantage of some of the free lime here to calek ap on my
waaﬁ;—f/}ﬁrt téfoaaaé the avfam/ colloction qf poelry which the Brits here getas
slandurd izsue (1 traded mire for a tin of ciparettes) and] more recentty, of a copp of
Hardy & Tess, which your aunt gracionsly seat to me. Hoay of the bads read here,
and when (ve finished [ ess for the sivth tine / Wfind somebody who s witliyp to trade
somelhing eloe for . [ mast confess lo you that readlng these books here e really
pather a stranye experience—i{ thokt on Uhe works so differentty vw, Most of the
poetry whish was wplifting to me at home ( now fird even somewhat apsellig—~there
was a tire when [ coull read some Reats o Shelly and thok ap from the page to see
someLhing ke 00 what was being desoribed] bul reading the works here just makes me
gearn for @ bird o two, o even some fm gromd bo stand on without sinking in. (f
lhere & any real word to desoribe ol of this war and all of this sifliness / w sluck in
1te aptf. Loerything is just so uplly that (¢ dulls oty the senses—To Uhe puinl that
you miss /eaatg& the way [ do 4 (irdeed the Cwo to me are one i the .s’d/r(a/, and Y
long lo redise aver and gppreciate it pust for its own sake.

Some of the lade here see té/}{,u’ 4t /e/ofe téay de, and 1t & alwost aﬂdaf&
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doscribed as being beactiful, [ think that it s because it ¢ beauly that they re yearninp
fﬂ/‘, and. leaaqy that ﬂef e ,40//}90 lo see,

The other té/}gf that strikes is the romance that we re mISSIng. / don't mear
the two of us, you understand (certuinty not! ), but rather the situation here. The
solller ix Tess i t/‘e»w/(a/oas*——@//‘éa«/ét& /l‘éd/éf, .s’,{/}y and exorting /f a httte
dugerous, A wonderful icon indeed, But we re none of those things, Tkese books and
these stories and these poems and—worst of all—rthe pegple who sent us
here—soll the idea of romance and homour o get us Lo come here, find they lry lo
Keep sellinp i€ 0o as, /{/éy ele woull alY the Brits have a copy of the Oxford?

There & mud here, sweetheart, a sort of yellow mud that sticks o everylhing
gou have, and foe, and shit, and peaple getting ol sorts of things btown off, but there s
none of the romance, [ really hesitate G0 tefl you this because ( stitl feel [ reed to
protect you, but it ¢ 80 much a part of me now that ( just can tnot tell you. A mackine-
gunner who came by au section the other day stopped, for a quick 4¢ of 5«1’{% Beef and
Blecarts, and ke toll us the most horrendous story. Iy the assault on Yimg, ke had seen
a mewber of his own ant lterally have his stomack blown gpen, and ke was siting
there, in the midlle of Nomanstend, screaming and trying desperately to shove his
organs back ix. te begged the gumer lo fruich hin off, and started sereaming
obscentties at hin when ke refused, That s the only lime Che gunner ever abandomed his
058, and he said that by the time he got to halfway down the commanisalion trench ke
Was Screaming three tines buder than the disembowelled man. Fnd the Junner could
easily have been shot for deserting hi post, so ke ¢ tucky that ke sctitl kere. Where
lhe //m{y kel iz the romance ix that?

We were /ﬁm/ff'ea/ J’Me,ﬂ/k;«, my dear £t /fs;&eté, we were //‘o/rr/&a/ /¢t and we re

Just ot getting any of it. Chrict, ol [ want bo do (¢ survive. { don't want bo shoot
anybody, { don ¢ want to Kitl anybody and [ don ¢ want anybody to shoot we. [ just want
v keep up qppearunces and make it aut of here. [t a horribte thing Lo say, but /
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sometines kope that (W get  wound just bad enouph to get me home but not bad envagh
to kil me. A it of the leds here tall about suck a blghty. But then [ would
probubly kave a scar or a missing something or olher that wou U remind you, every line
o looked at we—and me, every Uine [ saw the wly /eq&/e troked at mw—af this
wess, and { certainly don t want that, When [ leave [ want b0 boave as totatly and as
complhtelly as [ possibly can, and [ want to be rid of this A4

But, you see, [ am once again polluting you with this war, Now that [ve told
o that Yo witl never fa/y«eb‘ ¢ and 1t witl never ﬁea/lfy leave you abone and every lime
it emerges from Uhe very buck of your memory it witl orippte you as 1t does me and it
witl destroy your beuby the wiy the shells have destroyed this tond antit you manage
Lo push it into the back of your wind once agarr,

Ard ( can hardly even forgive mpsedff for doring Uhis Co you, but [ honestly don ¢
see how elee we can both survive Uhis,

{ want you to know, my bove, that Uinmy kas becone a good friond and proven
hinsellf to be an excellont solllior, which iz more than [ can say about myself. [ went
pou b0 fexow that we do virtually everything togelher, and [ want you to bnow that it is
my fiom bellef that the clhser [ stiok to hin—egpecially when thiygs get really
dangerous—the more ety [ am b survive. [ fiemly beteve that. fe s very calm
and very level-headed and seems a nalural for this solliering business. Find he Hget
me home even /f /cant gel mry&e/f home, [ ve ever seen hin f/)‘e kie f/f/&, and when kis

Jammed [ gave hin mive. 7 he ol orpinale here sty that it s foollch Co get too attacked
lo anpone ix particalar bectuse chances are lhey won ¢ make it throgh Uhe nent
.fk//?hy or aefo/ﬁ/(& J’L‘ﬁaf/}y ran, But ! /‘aa/‘/y fee/ that (Z)my wit! make it—ix a
very dipnified and unker oz way—and he & become a fttte like my pood-tuck charm.

Of course [ n probably just going mad] bt [ an stitl ablse—our company lost
27 men i the last month, many af then (fzz/‘ better solllers than [ could ever drean 0/
beirg—so 1t iz workiing 50 far Lloven died on Che raid ( was on just two days ago.
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Fogive me, but [ was on @ buridd party yesterdsy before [ left and 1t wae a ittt
%ﬁb«ﬂ, Sometines, L dear [t /ff’/até, we a’a/y pust 4 foat or an arm Because that &
all we can fird of Che poor chip.

Lnough,

Now thes, /. o going Lo pul mﬂeé‘ into this bed and 1mag/e You here with me and
think about the excitement i your eges, Sweet dreans, ny e, and (W wreite agasn

SOoR,

Alstai,
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ELSPETH:
[ had the singular misfortune in Sherbrooke today to be faced with an old

school friend of mine who has come back from the assault on Vimy without the
lower portion of his left leg and with horrible burn marks on his neck and part of his
face. You know what it’s like, when you’re walking down the street and spot
somebody like that from a distance you try to look away and pass the person with as
much dignity and respect—and admittedly, distance—as possible.

Well that’s exactly what I've been doing thus far and exactly what I attempted
to do today.

But he knew me, so just as I passed he calle! out my name, so I had no choice
but to stop.

I certainly couldn’t ignore him if he knew who I was.

His name was—or rather still is—Joseph Darby, and we knew each other
pretty much right up until I moved to take that teaching post. He was a very dignified
and proud young man, and a real favourite with the girls. But he’s just not the same
anymore. I mean, he was that way—the Joey Darby that I knew was that way—but
the man I saw in the street today I didn’t even recognise.

It was really rather frightening at first because I didn’t know how to deal with
him—in the sense of all the usual platitudes, I mean. I couldn’t bear to look at him in
the face for more than a few seconds because | kept seeing his features, burned,
slowly melting and becoming my Alistair’s. And his voice was so different—there
had been real strength before, and the confidence of one of the most handsome men I
have ever known—a man who knew full well how he appealed to the girls—but now
he was quiet and [ had a difficult time hearing him. I’'m sure it was partly my fault
because I didn’t want to get too close. Silly, that, really, but I suppose a part of me
reckoned that whatever had happened to him might be catching, so I kept my distance
even though I kept telling myself over and over and over that that was the very last
thing he needed. And | kept trying to get myself to move cioser to him, but I
couldn’t.

Now I don’t want you to think that he was in any way horrible or a monster or
a beast or anything remotely like that—he was, as he has always been, a perfect
gentleman—and all I could do was distance myself as much as possible and wish for
the whole meeting to be over without upsetting him,

So I pretended to be in a hurry, but that didn’t seem to deter him.

And when he saw the trouble I was having looking at him he pulled us both
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into a little doorway where we could finish our conversation out of the sunlight.

I know that makes him sound like those old Jack the Ripper stories, but he
meant it simply to help me because I was having so much difficulty talking to him. 1
supposed he’s got used to people seeing him and having such problems. He was on
his way to a lawyer’s to see if he could possibly get a bigger pension for his
disability, because nobody was willing to hire him on account of his leg and he was,
of course, of no use to the military anymore.

I asked him what he was living on and he said that he had inherited some
money from his uncle who was killed by a shell last year but that therc wasn’t much
left.

He hadn’t even the money to buy a proper wooden leg and was just sort of
teetering on his cane the whole time we spoke; his trouser leg was folded just below
his stump and was neatly pinned as if it had always been that way and it was the most
perfectly normal and natural thing.

And then he asked about my Alistair and I told him—1 told it all just like I've
been telling you, and it just flowed right out of me without any hesitation. And as |
think about it now I realise that it was—or rather that it must have been
attempt to distance my Alistair from the man who was standing in front of me. All |
wanted was to think that I would never see such a thing again, that such horrible

part of my

things never happened and that my Alistair was going to come home a little tougher
but otherwise just as strong and as beautiful and as graceful as I always saw him to
be, and that he would come by the schoolhouse one evening at the end of classes and
pull me up onto Georgie behind him and take me up to the Glen.

And he wouldn’t even have to say a word

But that isn’t going to happen. It was right there, m front of me, a broken
voice speaking to me out of a shadowy alcove...and it was telling me that it wasn’t
going to happen.

And I hate not wanting to face that and not wanting to come to terms with it.
You should see the town now—there are soldiers everywhere, and you hardly sce
anybody else. But it’s very different from the way it was when it first began  The
soldiers now are quiet; almost as if they weren’t there at all. When I came last year, |
could hardly set three paces out of the train before 1 was approached by some of the
boys offering me flowers or stockings or sugar in exchange for a little, well,
company. And I’m certainly no beauty. But Joey was the only one who talked to me
today.

And in that filthy little alcove he told me about the front and abou* the lice.
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He told me of shells falling like rain and of men literally blown to bits in front of
your eyes. He told me about those horrible Huns who they say have crucified
Canadian lads with their own bayonets and left them to die there within earshot of
their mates who were so pinned down that they could do nothing, and about how
lucky he was to have survived his wounds. And he said that anybody who had been
to the front would be a soldier for life and would never forget what he had done and
what he had seen done and what he had been ordered to do. And he told me that
what my Alistair needs more than anything is my love and my support and the
knowledge that wherever he goes my picture and my letters are right there with him if
only as a sort of talisman.

(Well, he didn’t say that exactly because that’s not the way he talked, but that
was what he meant).

And all I could see was the outline of his face against the bright October sun
and the way his breath rose slowly from where his mouth must have been as he
talked.

And then he started to talk about how he got injured and how he had only just
that day come back from a visit with a giilfriend in France and his mind was still on
her and not on being careful so—as he put it—he copped a blighty and now he was
home.

And he wished me luck, and I thanked hiaa.

And then he leaned forward to embrace me, and he pulled me tight against
him, crushing my breasts up against his chest and resting all his weight on me so that
I could hardly breathe.

And I pulled my face as far up and away as far as I could, trying not to catch
his horrible burns, and then he let go and I left him behind, there in that alcove.

And I’ve been washing ever since | got home.
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4.

“Jimmy?”

Nothing. He’s more than ten feet away, and it’s difficult to hear with all the
commotion about, so Alistair picks up his pace and approaches the other man.

“Jimmy?”

He looks up heavily, still hung over from the weekend’s wine and more than a
little grumpy at the prospect of having to walk at least another mile to the front.

“What is it, Alistair?”

“Well, I was rather hoping you would consider doing me a favour.”

Jimmy sucks the last from his cigarette and throws it into the mud by the side
of the road. Above, fragile aircraft buzz gracefully through the driszle and towards
the front. “What is it, Alistair?”

“I was thinking about all of this, you know, and about how we’re about to get
back into it all, and I was rather hoping that you could make me a promise

Jimmy frowns and re-adjusts the straps on his rucksack

“It would be reciprocal, of coutse, and you really don’t have to, 1t’s just that it
would put me a little more at ease if I knew that...”

“If you knew that somebody such as myself would talk to yow famuly and
your Elspeth in the event that | survived and that somchow you did not.”

“Well, I never thought about it quite so bluntly, but yes, cssentially.”

“And you, Private Alistair Preston, in return would agree to do the same in the
event that you survived me.”

“Oh, 1 don’t think that’s very likely, Jimmy, you’tc much better at this
soldiering business than I could ever...”

“Anything can happen here, Alistair, you know that.”

Their feet drum in time on the duckboards. This is no longer deliberate

“Yes. Well, yes, in that case, yes, but you understand that 1t might well take
me some time to get out to that part of the country after I got back.”

“That’s alright, just so long as you do go Docsn’t matter 1f it takes ycars,
really. I shan’t be around to mind.” A smile Shiny teeth, lips sull stamned from the
wine.

Alistair dutifully smiles back.

“So what would you want me to say to them, Ahstan?”

From ahead: “Down!”

A brief pause as the men crouch at the sight of an aircraft approaching from
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the front. A British scout, it does a slow victory roll above their heads and continues

on into Belgium.

From behind: “bloody fool!”

The pair stand slowly under the weight of their packs, not bothering to brush
the mud out of the knees of their newly cleaned khakis.

“It’s difficult to say, really. 1 suppose you’d have to feel out the
situation—and God knows I wouldn’t want you to talk to Father and Mother the same
way you would talk to Elspeth. I suppose that my parents—Father
especially—would want to hear all about my bravery and my heroism and oh what a
soldier I was and all that kind of nonsense...In a way I suppose that I’m asking you to
lie on my behalf.”

“Don’t worry about it, Alistair, everybody’s a hero once they’re dead.”

True enough.

A nervous smile. “But you understand that 1 would want you to talk to
Elspeth properly—you wouldn’t have to say any of that hero rubbish. I need her to
know that I love her—or that I loved her—and that I really wanted us to be together.
But I also want her to know that she has to continue and that she has to find the time
and the energy and the strength to continue without me because she’s making such a
contribution to so many people and 1 wouldn’t want my passing to jeopardise that in
any way. I can’t possibly tell you how important it is for me for you or somebody
else to make this sort of promise to me.”

“Easy.” Jimmy’s voice, deliberately soft.

“What?”

“Relax, Alistair, just try to take it easy.”

“But this is so important to me.”

“I know it is. And yes, in the event that you were to die and I were to survive
of course I would see your paients as soon as possible and tell them what I thought
they wanted to hear. And of course | would go and see your Elspeth and tell her all
about how you thought and spoke of her endlessly when we were together and how
badly you wanted her to go on and not let your death affect her more than it had to.
And no, I would not lay so much as a finger on her. And I would have done all of
that any way, Alistair, because it’s just what one does. You know that, I know you
do. But for God’s sake try to calm down, because the more nervous and the more
tautened-up you are the more likely you are to make me keep my promise. Alright?”

Two salutes as they pass through the first check-point and past the first row of
heavy guns. By midday they’ll be back at the reserve trench
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“Sure, Jimmy, I’ll do what I can.”

Up and to the left, through the mist, Elspeth appears brietly in front of him, a
fleeting figure on top of a heavy, muscular horse. He sces her smile her smile brictly
at him, whisk her hair from her eyes and coax the hotse mto a canter away and
towards the line. She’s wearing her blue-and-white Sunday dress. Alistair swallows
and tastes the stale wine rotting at the back of his thioat The soreness is gone  He
closes his eyes tightly and pops them open again, secing only a Sergeant-Major
directing traffic from the back of a tired looking thoroughbied

He looks back at his mate. “And thank you, Jimmy,” he says, remembering
his manners, “I really do appreciate it.”

“I know you do, but it’s nothing It’s not like I’'m actually doing you a favou,
you know, I do expect you to do the same ”

“Of course...Is there anything in particular you would hke me to say?” lhs
eyes scan the horizon for Elspeth and Geoigie, but bring back only nules of yellow
mud, khaki-clad infantry and a giey sky.

“No. Not especially. Just the usual, I suppose Although I would imagine
that they would appreciate hearing it from somebody who actually knew me here.”

“Sure they would.” He squints at the hotizon ahead.

“What are you looking at?”

No answer.

“What are you seeing, Alistair?”

“Hmmm?” Still nothing, although he does spot onc of those ndiculous tanks
stuck in the mud about a quarter-mile to the Northeast “Nothing,” he says, snapping
his head back to look at Jimmy’s face, “just my mind playing tiicks on me, that’s all ”
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Flanders is probably the dirtiest part of the Western front, and the Ypres
salient has been a real problem for the allied foices ever since the German invasion
was pushed back three-and-a-half years ago. It was the site of one of the Canadian
Corps’ first battles at a time when they were young and green and equipped with
beautiful Ross hunting rifles, which are marvellously accurate but have a nasty habit
of jamming under repeated use—especially in the presence of dust or mud, of which
there is no shortage in the salient. The English have a name for Ypres which the
Canadians, since their return to the vicinity of Passchendaele Ridge earlier this week,
have slowly begun to adopt. When you walk about the trenches and you listen to the
men playing with greasy stacks of cards and gambling on the weather, you hear it all
the time now. They call this place Wipers, and they complain about it to no end
because it never stops raining and the shells have been falling non-stop here for over
three years, and in their forays into No Man’s Land the boys are faced with the rather
grim prospect of encountering not only the usual coils of barbed wire, shell blasts,
gas and machine-gun fire, but three years worth of decomposing and partially buried
complete and fragmented human remains.

The Canadians ate known to have a rather, well, a 1ather unique attitude about
Wipers or just about any of their other campaigns. The first Canadians to come here
three years ago were “the old originals,” most having had previous experience in the
South African war—and the vast majoiity were Biitish-born  The boys you see in the
salient now are quite different. They aie not professional soldieis, and their only real
desue is to win and go home as quickly and as cleanly as they can. And that 1s
exactly what they’ve been called in to do here.

It needs to be pointed out that Sir Arthur Currie, the C in C of the Canadian
Corps in Eutope, has demanded heavy artillery m order to suppoit the advance of his
troops, adding considetably to his 1eputation for wasting shells instead of men. For
the last few weeks the corps have been resettling nto the salient, laying wooden
roads over the mud (by lining up barh mats made of slatted wood) to allow the rapid
deployment of men and equipment despite the soft giound  This of course exposes
them much more than would the usual communication trenches. but there is no
choice, the yellow giound heie is so soft that a trench 1s 1mmpossible to keep intact
without heavy temfoicement with steel plates and wooden supports, and all of these
are 1cserved for the fiont line. For the first tme since the begmning of the war,
communication trenches have virtually ceased to exist

Logustics officers fiom the corps msist that this 1s by far the worst situation
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they have ever faced, and one officer in particular related to me of having to shoot a
donkey that had become so trapped in the mud that he could not be freed.

Men routinely weep quite openly here, and nobody bothers to do anything
about it any more.

The last weeks have involved primarily little scraps with the enemy —raiding
parties and the like, but we’re betting on this side that Futz has no idea how many
troops there are across him from No Man’s Land That way we'll have smprise on
our side when the first big wave goes over the top.

Oh, and that, my fiiend, is meant to happen this coming wech.
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“I was thinking, Alistair, about what you brought up earlier today, and I
thought that it might help you feel a little better if you filled in the will printed on the
back of your paybook.”

Alistair looks up from among the various pieces of his dismembered rifle, a
dirty cloth in his left hand. “Come on, Jimmy, everybody knows that those wills
don’t ever stand up in court.”

“I know, I’ve heard that too. But if | witnessed yours and you witnessed mine,
it would make them more acceptable—in the eyes of the law, [ mean.”

“I saw something today, Jimmy.”

“What?”

“You know how the old originals say that a man always knows when he’s
going to buy it because something very stiange happens to him and that there’s
nothing anybody can do about it?”

“You don’t really believe in that do you?”

“I’m trying not to. But I did see something ”

“What did you see?”

“I saw Elspeth on the back of Georgie. I saw her right there in front of me as
plain as day.” He looks down the barrel of his rifle and, satisfied, begins to put it
back together.

“I wouldn’t worry about that, Alistair, you’re just seeing what you want to see.
What happens is that your eyes get tired and your mind starts to picture what it really
wants to, so what you imagine aiid what you rcally see are one in the same.”

“And don’t you think that’s a bad sign?”

“No, not particularly,” he says, “but | do think it’s a bad sign that we’re sitting
here along with the whole test of the Canadian Corps waiting for God-knows-what.”

“We’te not here for a picnic, and you can bank on that, Jimmy. You
remember the posters at home—the ones with the hittle boys asking his Daddy what
he did in the war?”

Jimmy nods a shallow nod Another aeioplane buzzes by.

“Well, you can tell them that you weie sitting m a shit-filled hole with the rest
of the Canadian Coips in October of 1917, wondering, hike everybody else, what the
bloody hell was going on. And you can tell them that you honestly had no clue
whether you would sutvive, and that, as you looked up and down this bloody hole,”
an arm, its hand holding a newly-filled cartiidge, sweeps towaids a small gathering of
soldicrs over an umprovised stove. “you hnew bloody well that a good number of the
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lads were never going to leave this place...”

“Which is a damn good reason to do our wills, don’t you think?™

“I don’t own anything, Jimmy, you know that.”

“Neitherdo 1.”

“So what’s the point?”

“Look, Alistair, this morning you seemed desperate for me to guarantee you
that I would talk to your family and Elspeth. If neither one of us survives, these wills
just might. And they’ll make the gestures that we want each other to make.”

“And I just sign it and witness it and that’s all?”

“That’s all.”

Alistair perches his rifle against the conugated-steel wall of the tiench and
slides over to make a spot on his canvas ground sheet for Jimmy He 1eaches into his
tunic, fingers past the covered Elspeth and pulls out his paybook
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. 1.
ALISTAIR:

Christ, just what I need.

Is it really too much to ask to try to get a little sleep out here?

I’m in a bunker. Or at least a rather poor excuse for one. 1t’ tough to build a
real bunker around here—the ground’s too soft.

Trying to sleep.

We had a false alarm for gas about twenty minutes ago, and Jimmy’s doing his
sentry duty with his mask on. Scated the hell out of me and now it’s difficult to
settle down again. I think I got too used to that bed.

The ground is so saturated here that a lot of the shells don’t even explode
They just sink clean into the mud. It’s a little silly, 1eally, because you send yourself

flying to the ground, make a big splash and cover your head, but when you expect a
big boom your hear nothing. Or if you'te rcally close you hear a soit of sloppy
splash. Either way, it’s not what you’ve come to expect

But if I got lazy and stopped taking cover, | know that the very first shell
would explode and that would be it

What’s difficult, of course, is trying to convince the new L s that there really
is danger from these shells.

And on top of it all this land is now filled with hundreds of unexploded shells
Planted like tulip bulbs, waiting for someone to make them explode  They could be
here for years.

Then again, so could L.

Turn over.

Ouch!

Why is it that I always forget about the bayonct at my waist?

Turn the belt and shuft the knife to the other hip.

There.

Now my neck hurts.

Of course.

I bet I'm picking up new licc heie You spend ten bloody fiancs to get your
uniform de-loused and it lasts until you have to try to sleep ina tiench

If I concentrate I can probably feel one crawling on me.

Thete. Coming up my leg. I'knew it Soon they’ll be all over, sucking blood
out of me. Do you think they could actually il you- 1f they sucked out enough, |

. mean? They must be doing better than anything clse with this war  Except maybe
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for the rats.
Ignore them. If you don’t you’ll become frantic in about three hours. This has

been proven by experience.
Right.
Don’t think about them sucking out your blood.

So sleep.
What if I can’t? TD’ll be going out, probably tomorrow or early the next

morning and I’ll be so cross-eyed that I won’t even know which way to run.

Not that I do now anyway.

But this is serious. If I’'m to have a chance to survive, I have to sleep.

Alright.

Nice and comfy?

Well, good enough.

Right, now think about nothing...

It’s not working How can [ think about nothing?

Another shell, about fifty yaids away. This one explodes on cue, but of course
I’m already lying down. And I’'m already undeiground. The vibration brings a little
dirt down from the ceiling and into my hair. But theie’s really no point in brushing it
out. Not now, at least.

Turn over again.

No, that won’t work. I'm too tired to turn over and not comfortable enough to
sleep. And my hair’s full of dirt

A sigh. Not deep enough.

So just sleep then.

Right.

A quick check that the gas mask is still there.

Of course it is.

This is the fourth time I've cheched since. .well, since I got here.

The sun will be up soon, and the mornmg stand-to

Then I'll be able to sce who else has bought 1t since we went on leave.

Some new ones, naturally, because they don’t have a clue what they’re doing.
This is truc for everyone, of course, but we have to have some sense of something or
other for having lived out hete for all this time

Then again I've only been here a few months.

Enough.

Sleep--remember sleep?
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Right, I need to sleep.

That’s established.

Relax.

How?

Think about Elspeth.

What, just like that?

Why not?

..Mmmm. Pretty girl.

I wonder which of my letters she has gotten so far. 1t’s ridiculous to even try
to think about it. Even if they make it past the censors they might not make the trip
back home. They say that one in three ships is sunk by a submarine on its way across
the Atlantic. (I wonder what a submatine looks hke.) Even af they did get thiough
she’s probably running a good month behuind That would mean that, assuming all
the letters got through, the last one she would have scen was  the one that T wiote
from the barn when Jimmy’s feet were in such bad shape

Jesus, a quarter of our section has been killed or injured since then

And I was damn near one of them.

Not that she would know this, of course.

For all she knows | might not cven be alive any more

And what about when she sees me again? Have | changed at all? 1 can’t
imagine that I haven’t—I"ve been letting this war get to me far too much to not be
changed by it—but will she like it? Will she still like me?

I bet she’ll make me start shaving every day agam.

And she’ll think I'm too thin, but that can be cured

Especially by her.

And then of course she’ll be diffeient somchow, I'm sure 1 can stili see he,
just, and the way her neck becomes her car  But somctimes [ have to look at her

picture just to remember what she looks like I know where the bits are and,

everything, and I can temember some lovely details, but [ just quite honestly can’t
quite figure how they come together

Sit up and take out the picture.

There, now unwiap it.

The wax paper’s fiaying. I’ll have to find some more soon

There’s a real limit to what I’1l scc in this hght, but at Icast it might help.

There.

That’s a little moie hike 1t.
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God, she doesn’t even look lik= what I pictured.

Flat and static. In this light she looks grey, and there’s no hint of the size or
colour of her eyes.

And the damn picture is three years old. She didn’t look like this when I left.

She came to Sherbrooke to see ine off, I remember, it was just starting to get
warm and she was weaiing her blue Sunday dress and...

All T can remember is the dress. It was almost seven months ago.

I wonder how much longer her hair’s gotten itself. Maybe she had it trimmed.
Maybe not.

And I can’t honestly remember what she smells like.

I remember liking it—or loving it—and [ remember revelling in that. I used to
be able to smell her moods on her. This means that I’m more than a little eccentric, |
know, because she told me, but it meant everything to me to be able to smell her, and
right now 1 can’t honestly remember what it was like.

1 should have tried to remember her smell when [ was at the hotel, but it just
didn’t occur to me then because [ was so excited about the bed.

Maybe it’s all this shitty earth I'm lying in. 1 piobably wouldn’t be able to
smell her if she was right here sitting in fiont of me

Of course if she wete in front of me now I could touch her, which would more

than make up for it.
And I cculd draw my hand slowly forwaird under her ear and we could lie

down and...

No. There’s really no point in thinking about that now. It isn’t going to help
any and it certainly won’t make it any casier to sleep Which 1s meant to be what I'm
in here for in the fitst place, remember?

1 look down and my thumb’s rubbing back and torth across her face.

This 1s a poor substitute for the teal thing. 1 wonder whether, about three
hundred yaids that way, there’s some other lad doing exactly the same thing in his
hole. I'm cettain there 1s.

My thumb stops moving and then it starts agam.

Over there, to the left, to the right, bechind the lines, all along the trenches.
They say you can walk from the channel to the Swiss border without ever leaving
your trench, and I bet there’s someone doing this right now all along that line.
Thousands of us, rubbing our thumbs back and forth against the hard surfaces of
photogtaphs. And on both sides of Nomansland.

I bet Heimich was doing this to his sweetheart before he had his throat cut.
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We’ll probably all be doing it when the sun comes up. 1t’s easier than sleep,
and it calms the nerves better. Some of the lads who don’t have sweethearts do
with pictures of their mothers or sisteis—or even ones they’ve clipped from
somewhere or other. You can buy pictures like these in some of the villages.

It’s impossible to sleep around here tonight anyway because of the amount of
activity. Something’s about to happen.

And those aeroplanes are starting to be a 1cal nuisanice  As if we don’t already
have enough to worry about, we have to keep an eye on the shy in case they swoop
down to strafe us.

Mines below, planes and shells above, batbed wire and machine guns all
around.

I don’t want her to know thus.

A swallow. Stale wine in the back of my thioat, temnants of bicad that tastes
of sawdust forming a paste on my palate.

Put her away.

Carefully.

There, now lie down again and try to slecp.

My lips are sore.

Quick check for the gas mask. Still there.

The other lads are all asleep.

There’s a trick for this which I'll try. Just listen to one of the other chaps
carefully and try to match his breathmg Mum taught me that. If you can make a
game of it, you just sort of trick yoursclf into breathing like your asleep and then, if
all goes well, you’re asleep before you know it

Alright...

Of course this only works when you can actually hear the other person’s
breathing.

Another swallow.

Concentrate on keeping your eyes closed

We live like animals here. Digging holes Like this to get away from our
enemies, sleeping with rats and worms and lice  Lymg 1n the shit because iUs the
only option to standing in it. And if I'm lucky this bunker won’t collapse on me and
bury me under ten fect of mud. That’s by far the worst way to dic here, because you
know exactly what’s happening to you and you have plenty of time to reahse it
before you go unconscious. It can take as many as ten munutes, and if there are any
air-pockets you might actually survive. Assuming somebody sces what happens and
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actually risks trying to dig you out, that is. Sometimes when lads get buried alive
they shoot themselves instead of having to die like that, and all the digging parties
find is a bunch of suicides. Then they don’t even get a decent burial.

Then again, they are buried in a sort of pre-made grave.

Right here, where I’m lying, I might well lie for the rest of time. If one of
those shells strikes a direct hit, that is. And if I sleep through the rest of tonight
somebody else will take my place in the day, and this will become his grave instead.
Sooner or later this hole will be a crypt.

And after all this is over the fields will be cleared and it will all go back to
normal. And farmers will walk past this spot every day with their horses. And
somewhere, under that, the ground will be fertilised with...us. And it will be booby-
trapped all over with the shells, and for hundieds of years the ploughs will turn up
barbed wire and rifles and bayonets and iron crosses and razors and combs, and
people will come fiom miles away in the hopes of finding a little piece of this bloody
mess to bring home and put on the mantelpiece next to the photograph of uncle
Thomas who died in the trenches.

And Elspeth will come, if 1 die here n this hole, she’ll come and ride up the
side of the ridge 1o look down on where [ died. She won't know exactly, of course,
but she Il ride up to the German side where you can see nuch betier than from Fere.
And she'll come and she'll say somethung- or maybe she'll just think 1--and then
she'll be able to leave me here  And she'll go to the military cemetery wherever they
decide to put 1t and she'll lay a wreath at one of the hundreds of thousands of
anonymous graves i the hope that it just nught be me. And all the while 1'll be here,
under the mud, covered with worms and not hice ke I am now. And the rest of me
will have grown up into the grass.

And she’ll nide the horse right up to here and she'll smile because she'll feel
something of me agamn. And the fields will be green and there'll be birds and nobody
shooting at anyone, Just a couple forses pulling a plough like Georgie and Franco at
home. And underncath them thousands of arms and legs and skulls and nobody will
care what uniforms they were wearing because they'll all be rotied away

And she'll get off the horse here and she'll lie down on top of this bunker. But
1t won't be mud any more, 1°'ll be ywarm grass, and she’ll close her eyes and let the
sun fill her And she'll think about how e weere at the Glen before I can bere, and
what we said and did o each other and how it all meant the world

But 1t won't upset her After the telegram and the adjuiant at the door and the
trip across the Atlanuce she will have done her crying, and it won't upset her io 'ie
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here on top of me.

She’ll smile her smile for me because ths place will agaim be beautiful, and
she’ll smile because 1'll be in a beautiful place again.

And then, when the sun starts 1o go down and 1t gets cold, a man will come
and rouse her, and they'll get on the horse together and go bok 1o Canada. And my
grass under her will slowly unfold and become straight again.

And then I’'ll be atle to sleep.
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“Do you ever think about what would happen if my brother died over there or
if he came back without an arm or something?”

“I try not to think about those things, Viiginia. It’s not very productive.”

“But how car you not?”

“l can’t, reall | I just try not to. It’s not going to help any.”

“Do you ever et approached by anybody else? Do they ever come up to you
hoping that Alistair’s died or lost an arm or something and that you’ll take them
instead?”

“No!...Honestly, where do you get such ideas?”

“I don’t know, I just thought  well, because all the men have always looked at
you, and the way that Paul Miller sometumes used to come by school just to chat,
that’s all.”

“It doesn’t wotk that way, Virginia. When you find yourself a man you decide
to stay with like I did, all of that will seem as silly to you as it does to me now.”

“Well, I am almost fifteen.”

“It’s not how old you are.”

“What is 1t then?”

Elspeth sighs and puts her hand on top of Virgmia’s. These conversations
aren’t supposed to happen, she 1eminds herself. This is what happens when you give
a fifteen-ycar-old a glass of wine, which just doesn’t seem like all that clever an idea
any more. “It’s more what you've lived through in those years. And I had no idea
when [ was fifteen. 1had never even kissed a boy.”

Virginia pulls her hand away and sits up in the chair *“I have,” she says.

“That may well be, but 1t doesn’t remove fiom the fact that you don’t really
understand.. ™

“It was Fiancis Baker, and it happened behind the schoolhouse during a
recess Some of the guls say it doesn’t count on account of his being a cripple and
all, but I say it counts Felt rather funny, really. Does it feel funny to you?”

“Well, I've never rcally thought about it now have 1?7 I suppose it felt funny
my first time as well, but you get used to 1t and you get to like 1t.”

“Like with drinking coffee?”

“I suppose so.”

“Molly says some boys are better at it than others.”

*And Molly would know, would she?”
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“To have her tell it.”

“Well, Molly’s right.”

“So what makes a good kisse1?”

“You really want to know this?”

“Of course I do. I wouldn’t ask if [ didn’t want to know ™

“It’s not really a technical thing. You have to remember that the same way
different boys are different with these things so are different guls different ™

“Right. So what makes a good kisser?”

“If you must know, what makes a good kisser 1s how you feel and how he
feels.”

She smiles into a laugh. “And good teeth don’t hurt either ™

“So if I get to go to the city I should look for a nice boy with good teeth ™

“And a job.”

“How does that affect whether he’s good at it or not?”

Elspeth: “it doesn’t.”

“Oh, right. But it does affect how he’ll be able to ticat me Do you think 1'd
like it there?”

“I wouldn’t have suggested it in the fust place if T didn’t think you™d Iike 1t ™

“So what’s 1t like?”

“Well, we would probably try to send you to a boarding school wheie you
would live full time, if we can find the money iutially, that 1s They’te usually ran
by nuans and...”

“Nuns?” Fear.

“Yes, nuns. But they shouldn’t give you much tiouble because your mother
told me that she was Catholic herself”

“Yes, but ’'m not.”

“It might well mean thie diffeience between gomng on with your schooling and
stopping now, Viiginia, so if | were you I'd do my best to be Cathohe ™

“Alright, I'll be Catholic then It just means I’ll have to work on my Latin a
little before I go, right?”

“It’s a little more complicated than that, but it wouldn’t hurt - And it’s not that
they don’t take gitls who aten’t Catholic, 1t’s just that they prefer not to - Soaf they
had to choose between a Catholic and a non-Catholic they’d go with the Cathohe
We’ll just have to tell them that you were meant to be Catholic and thatat’s up to
them to make suic that that’s what you become.  That way we’ll turn at to your
advantage. You’ll have to learn how to humour them, but I'm certam that you of all
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people can manage that.”

“Will T have to get a job?”

“Well, yes and no.”

“What do you mean?”

“Yes, in all likelihood you will have a job after a few days there, but no, you
won’t have to go out and get it. The nuns do a lot of work, especially with this war
on, and they’ll give you a job to do I'm sure. You mught even end up tahing cate of
soldiers.”

“Maybe I could find a good one that way One who’s a good kisser, I mean™

“Maybe.”

“Will they pay me?”

She catches Elspeth’s expiession, “the nuns, I mean.”

“Oh...No, I doubt it. But they’ll put you up and educate you and depending on
how good you are at the job you do you might well be able to get all that for
nothing.”

“Right, so let’s say 1 do that for a few years Then what?”

“Well, if you like you can go on with your studies.”

“Where?”

“It doesn’t really matter.”

“But a lot of places don’t take girls ™

“Yes, I know, but it’s not as simple as that. You don’t have to go to another
sciool.”

“So then what do [ do?”

“Anything you want...There’s something you really need to understand about
learning, Virginia, and that’s that it doesn’t have to be scmething you do in a
schoolhouse or an upper school or even a university  Just because you'te learning
doesn’t mean you have to have somebody teaching you If you learn how to teach
yourself, you’ll continue your studies until the day you di¢c because you’ll love to
learn about all sorts of things you’ve only just begun to think about and countless
things you have yet to find...Look at your brothei-—he’s taught himself most of what
he knows just by reading. And you can’t honestly tell me your father taught him
everything. Learning starts in the school, Virginia, but it doesn’t stop there by any
means.”

“So then you’re still learning even though you’re not in school?”

“Absolutely. I learn just as much today as | did when I was 1in school  Maybe
even more. But the sort of thing I learn now is very diffeient ”
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“Like?”

“Well, when I was in upper school in Montreal we had very strict rules on
account of our being girls and it was difficult to get a taste for what was really going
on around us.”

“Which is why you hadn’t kissed a boy yet.”

“Among other things, yes. But when I came out here to teach I started to learn
about all sorts of things like fields and crops and how to take proper care of horses
and all of that sort of thing.”

“I already know those things.”

“I know you do, Virginia, and I suppose that puts you ahead of me at your age,
not that it’s a competition, you understand. But it’s not the only thing I learned when
I came here, and it’s certainly not the most important [ started to learn about myself
more, and I started to understand what 1t 1s that I want and what 1t is that I need, and 1
started to see a whole great mass of new ideas and nevv possibilities ”

“That’s my brother’s faultisn’t it?”

“Well, I don’t know that | would say that it was his faull, exactly, but a good
deal of it is thanks to him, yes.”

“Is that what makes it diffetent fiom the others?”

“Yes, | suppose it is. When you love somebody, Virginia, it makes it very
different from having a boyfriend for the sake of having one. And it’s very easy to
love someone who teaches you so much about so many things.”

“So then does that make him a good kisser?”

A smile. Big, white teeth. “You don’t really want to know that about your
brother, now do you?”

“Not really .What I mean is: is that the sort of thing that makes one boy a
better kisser—for you, and I suppose for me, one day, I mean—than another?”

“Yes, absolutely.”

“So that’s why you’ve decided to wait until he comes back befoie you make
up your mind about anything?”

“There’s nothing left to make up my mind about, I’ve decided and ’'m very
happy with my decision.”

“What if he comes home different?”

“Well, he’s bound to, now isri’t he? Nobody goes to Europe without coming
back different, and I doubt very much that Alistair will.”

“Won’t that change things?”

“Certainly it w-ll change things But I’ll be different as well. Maybe I won’t
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have changed as much, but I'll certainly be different. People aren’t static, Vuginia
In all the time you’ve been sitting in the fourth row of my schoolhouse 1 sincerely
hope you’ve come to understand at least that. 1 was telling you how mportant it is to
me that I keep learning from everything around me, you remember?”

An impatient nod.

“Well, just as I learned fiom Alistair being here, I’ve also learned from his
being away, and that has changed me. You’ie very interested m boys and men and
love and all that sort of thing right now, and that’s perfectly normal, but when you’re
with someone you love then nothing else appeals to you. You were talking about
trying to choose a boy who was a good kisser. That doesn’t matter. Choosing a boy
is a bit of a silly idea, really, because that’s just not the way it wortks When he
comes along it just feels like the right thing. I’s not a logical thing at all  And when
it feels right it’ll feel right when you kiss him, and that will make him a good hisser,
But what makes you stay with him is that you talk to cach other and you leam from
each other and you want to be with each othet not because 1t makes sense or isn’t he
clever or what a kisser or anything like that, but because you can feel mside that it’s
the right thing to do and you can’t imagine yourself doing otherwise ”

“And that’s what my older brother is?”

“Yes. That’s what Alistair is to me

“What if he comes back and he’s not any moie?”

“Then I’'ll—no, then we '//—deal with it when the time comes  But I certainly
can’t go on the assumption that that’s going to happen and start frequenting all the
bachelors in the county, now can [?”

“Because you won’t find one that’s as good a kisser as my brother ”

“Well, in a manner of speaking, yes.”

Virginia sits forward in her chair, leaning acioss the table towards Elspeth.
“Do you really think I’'m meant to go off to school?” she asks

“Yes, Virginia. I do. We’ve been thiough this hundieds of times, and you
know what I think’

“Yes, but Father says girls ater’t meant to go to school because they’re just
not made for it.”

“You don’t really think that he’s right, now do you?”

“Well, no, it’s not necessarily that But when you get told something over and
over every time it’s brought up then it’s hard to keep believing in something else.
And there are other things to consider.”

“Like?”
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“Like that it’s making things more than a little difficult at home. Mother and
Father fight over it every time it’s brought up, and I think Father’s starting to see it as
man-versus-woman. But what he doesn’t know 1is that it really doesn’t have to be
that way at all. Why does he have such a problem with the idea?”

“That’s not for me to say, Virgima, I haidly know the man.”

“But what do you t/unk it is—you must have some idea ”

“It’s not my place to meddle, and I’m only a distant observer but...but I think
that he wants to keep you around so that he can use you to his advantage.”

“How?”

“Well, if he keeps you at home then he can control exactly what you do and
who you sce, and he thinks that he’ll be able to contiol who you end up marrying and
all that sort of thing...But you see maybe that’s not quite fair of me .I don’t mean to
make him sound like a bad peison—it’s not that, teally—I just don’t think he’s
prepared io let you go somewhere where you’ll be completely away from his control.
He’s just being a parent, and I think he genuinely wants to take care of you and he
genuinely thinks you’ll get into some sort of trouble if you leave—or at the very least
you won’t come back. But what he doesn’t seem to be able to understand is the
implications if you don’t leave and 1f he wins. .”

“He won’t. I'll go by myselfif[ have to.”

“What are you going to do, sneak away in the night?”

“Maybe. If it comes to that, | mean”

“And have you thought about what that would mean for those of us who stay
behind? What will it be like for your mother after you’ve left? Even if you don’t tell
her about it before and don’t tell her where you’re going, theie’s no way your father’s
going to believe that she knew nothing about it. And God knows what he’s going to
think about me if you do that.”

“Don’t you want me to go to school?”

“Yes, of course I do, but I also want you to understand that you don’t have to
do it that way Look, I know you feel stuck and angry and frustrated, but that’s no
way to leave. If you do that you can’t ever come back, and I don’t think that’s what
you want. We’ve been trying, Virginia, your mother and I, to find you a way to get
to school and make it acceptable to everybody including that father of yours, and 1
still think we’ll be able to succeed. But you have to be patient. These things don’t
just happen over night ”

“Will  have to wait until Alistair gets back?”

“Peihaps.”
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“Do you think that he would help at all?”

“Well, if you mean do I think that he would want you to go to school in the
city, then the answer is yes. And I think he’d talk to your father about it, and 1 know
for a fact that your father will listen to him, especially after he’s done his bit in this
war. In fact, if all goes really well Alistair may help you before he even gets back ™

“How would he do that?”

“With a letter. 1told him, a few v.ceks ago, about all this, and 1 have a feeling
he might well decide to talk to your father about it

“Then maybe I could get to school in the city for January?”

“Well, I suppose it’s possible, but I certainly wouldn’t rely on it ”

“Maybe Mum will be able to convince him if Alistair’s letter doesn’t come.”

“Maybe.”

“He doesn’t listen to her, you know. [ don’t think he ever did  And he
certainly doesn’t listen to me I think you’ie the only gil he listens to, and [ think he
only does that on account of your being engaged to my brother. 1 think he listens o
you as a favour to Alistair, and I guess he just doesn’t feel he owes any of the rest of
our sex any favours at all ”

“You’re probably right, but...”

Virginia’s voice, straining to sound like Elspeth’s: “but it’s not my place to
say.”

A smile.

Virginia: “you know what?”

“What?”

“I bet he’s not even a good kisser.”

“I don’t even want to think about it.”
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October 29, 1917, 23:40
ACTING MAJOR GEORGE WINSTON PERCY:

Gentlemen, I have brought you together to brief you on our objectives for
tomorrow morning’s attack and to answer any such questions as you may have
regarding tomorrow morning’s offensive

We will assemble here for our morning stand-to at 05:30 hours. At that time
you will be given your rum ration and reminded of the objectives and further
separated into raiding partics and given more specific objectives

At precisely 06 30 hows we are to proceed thirty-five degrees East North East
and take this emplacement which has been named Vapour Farm for the purposes of
our offensive. The artillery barrage will begin ten minutes befote our attack and will
advance of the rate of thiee hundr 1 yaids per hour unless changed during the attack.
The first shells will land two hunc ed yards fiom owr current position. At 12:00
hours you are to report to the commanding officer on the morning’s progress. Should
you reach the objective befoie that time you are to hold your position and not
advance so as to waid off any counter-attack which the enemy may be inclined to
launch.

You are reminded that full equipment must be carried. 1 know that the
conditions here have often led some of you to discard certain items which you
consider unnccessary. In view of said conditions I have, except in the gravest of
these oversights, endcavoured to look the other way. That will not be the case for
tomorrow’s advance.

In addition to standard equipment you are each beng issued additional
ammunition. Plcase see the quartermaster after this buefing to pick up your share.
You arc reminded to fire only on a visible position and only when within range.

Gentlemen, very few of you hete have fought in conditions such as these
before, but I am grateful that you all have some experience of the Western Front. I
have no desue to dictate the nature of your advance Be 1teminded that the gunners
will advance the barrage by thiee hundied yards per hour and that your objective is
Vapour Farm. We all know how difficult it 1s to move over this ground, and, short of
a miracle, tomorrow morning will be no different. Do your best to keep up the pace,
and try to stay out of the shell holes

I am reminded to stress that in the event that a comrade is wounded, you are to
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plant his rifle barrel-down in the ground as closc as possible to the casualty so as to
alert the .aedicals and then continue with the attack. Staymg with the wounded will
not be tolerated and will be considered insubordmation  Should you consider the
chances of the downed soldier’s survival mimmmal to ml, do not stand his tifle neat to
him. This will enable the casualty patties to get to men more hikely to survive therr
wounds more quickly and more efficiently

I'have been assured by the flying corps that we will be protected fiom stiafing
runs from German aircraft such as we have been subjected to over the last few days,
so that may well no longer be a concer.

The weather is not expected to change, which means we will advance in all
likelihood in a light fog, which will help heep the acroplanes away  When obtaining
your ammunition from the quartermaster you will be handed a buet hist of passwords
for the attack. Read it, commut 1t to memory and destroy it before morning stand-to

If there are no questions I would advise you to 1est as best you can and prepate
your weapons for the advance We weie brought tn here, gentlemen, to relieve ou
friends the ANZACs, who were unable to captuie the objective  Let’s show them
what we can do.

Dismissed.
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October 30, 1917, 06:00;
ALISTAIR:

Jimmy: “You ready?”

“No.” This is true, I’m not.

“What do you mean you’re not ready—I’ve personally checked your pack and
we’ve been through all the passwords and you must have cleaned your damn rifle
twenty times in the last six hours, you have your mask and your emergency
dressing’s still sewed into your tunic, the bloody wills are signed and ready to go and
we’ve had our rum .what have we forgotten?”

“Nothing that | am aware of.”

“So what’s the problem then?”

“There’s nc¢ problem I’m just not ieady, that’s all.” It’s too cold to go
anywhere, and it doesn’t look like the fog’s going to get any thinner. And the sun
just doesn’t feel like it wants to be up. This means most people will be inclined to
shoot anyone on sight. My chances of being shot are as high as ever, only now
there’s a good chance that I'll get shot by one of our own as well. Rather like a
suicide only with the help of an unwitting private of some sort. It'll make him feel
like a right twit, I’m sure.

Jimmy looks upset. Isay: “you can’t honestly tell me that anyone with half a
fucking biain expects that we’re going to do anything other than make this mess
worse in weather like this We’ll just be adding more body bits to the soup.” (We
swear a lot in the trenches, which is another habit of which I’ll have to rid myself
before going home.)

This does not seem to have done much to make him feel better.

Jimmy: “look, Alistair, nobody put you in chaige of this ”

“I noticed.”

“Well, did it ever occur to you that there was a 1eason for that?”

“Yes.”

“And what do you think that is?”

“Simple: I’d get us all out of here. And intact, t00.”

“You’d just up and leave. Stroll away, if you will.”

“Yup.”

“Why?”

“Why not? You can’t honestly tell me we’re actually getting anywhere.” But
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Christ they’re going to make me go out into that mess anyway aren’t they? Because
that’s what they do and that’s the way it is and there isn’t a damn thing I o1 anybody
else can do about it.

Last night, no sleep, really, just constant thoughts of heads and arms bobbing
out of shell holes like apples in a bariel at a child’s party  And Elspeth nding
Georgie around. No success, no objectives, no enemy, even  Legs and arms and
heads trying to pull me into their mess, but nothing else  And this ait 1s thick, as 1f
the fog is made ot litile grey solids and breathing them is like breathing water, forcing
it heavily into and out of the lungs.

A heavy, industrial mist that smells vaguely of oil and cordite

Dead.

Perfect day to be gassed, this.

“Look, Alistair, I'm tited of going through this every time we go out into the
fray.”

“Well, maybe I’'m tired of doing it, 100.”

“You can complain to me all you want, you know, it’s not going to do cither
one of us any good.”

This is true. *“So what then?”

“Nothing.”

“We just sit here while everybody elsc goes over the top?” That would be
ideal. Maybe I could crouch and nobody would notice me I could get out my spade,
dig a hole and have Jimmy fill in the top of it and I could breathe through a pipe

“No, we do exactly what we’ie supposed to  Nothing more, nothing less 1°s
just a question of doing our jobs ”

This is ridiculous. If this were really a job I could quit without being shot
“How can you see it as a job? Nobody in his 1ight mind would do this for a
living—nobody in his right mind would do this unless he absolutely had no choice ™

“Which brings us back to our predicament We have no choice ”

“So we just do it and hope to get 1t over with as quickly as we can?”

“Don’t see how else it could be done ”

The problem, of course, is that neither do |

The best thing would be to find another solution, to put down this silly unused
rifle and just stroll back away fiom all this, but we'd be court-martialled in a minute
Or we could fight our way out, but that would get us into cven more trouble  We
could have gotten ourselves VD and gone to one of the hospitals to be treated, but 1it’s
a little late to be thinking about that and it gets home that you’ve been with a
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prostitute, which would not go down too well. Elspeth’s awfully understanding, but I
think she may have trouble with that one. Then theie’s the self-inflicted wounds, but
I’ve never had the courage to vo anything like that. This is a little strange of me, I
know, but I've always had an admiration for people who ate able to seriously hurt
themselves in order to get away from all of this. If nothing else 1t betiays an intensity
of desire. Butl justcan’t. Idon’t know that I have any intensity at all any more, and
I don’t know that I want anything that badly If 1 did they mignt send me home, but
I’d be discharged and I’d have some sort of deformity or scar or other mark to remind
me constantly of what I had done, and I doubt that [ could cope with that.

Then, of course, there’s suicide, but that really wouldn’t solve much and I
haven’t the courage anyway. [ suppose I'm still holding on to the 1dea that I can get
away from here without anything at all.

Clean in, clean out. Jimmy'’s right, thete really is no other way.

Father always said to do things that way. He wouldn’t have any trouble with
this.

Overhead, the first shell of the morming arcs towards the German lines, right
on schedule. In four minutes we’ll be going over the top behind Percy.

Jimmy’s back tv checking his 1ifle and pack I push a hand into the tunic and
feel Elspeth’s pictute again. This fails to comfort me It doesn’t even look like her,
and it certainly doesn’t feel like her

Superimposed tmages of bloated bodies exhaling heavily on my tace, frothy
blood bubbling out of open mouths.

Jimmy. “you want to go through this one moie time?”

“Sure, why not”” Maybe it will distract me a auttle.

“Alright. Our objective 1s...”

“Vapour Farm ™

“Which 1s?”

“A hole in the mud by now, no doubt.”

“No, I mean where is 1t?”

“East North East Thirty degrees. About a quarter mile ” [ point. In the right
direction, too, vthich I thinik surprises Jimmy a little “Funny name, that, isn’t it? [
mean— Vapour Farm-—what do you suppose they farmed there?”

Gas? Maybe that’s wnere Fritz makes 1t afl.

Souls? Dante would love that.

Some of the wonderful ghostly mists fiom the Greeks?

“I don’t honestly see how that makes any sort of difference to us now.”
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“No, no, granted. But what was theie before?”

Doric columns, men i bronze armour, gods changing shape and seducing one
another.

“Look, Alistair, I'd suggest you find something clse to think about because
you’re about to go into something very dangeisus, If 1 were vou I'd be thinking
about being in the right place and being fully equipped and not getting stuck m
Nomansland the way you were last week. Now tell me how quickly the artillery
barrage will advance.”

“Three hundied yards per hour, starting two hundied yards fiom heie ™ A
quick image of us advancing under a ,mechanised patasol of lobbed shells

They take ihe iron fiom the ground, melt it mto shells and then foice 1t back
into the earth. Around and around

“Right, so to be safe you don’t want to advance at more than

“Two hundted yaids per hour.” That sounds too slow But the ground 1s very
difficult. Jesus, if they’re making us advance at that pace tt means that’s how quickly
they expect us to be able to advance And if the past is any indication they tend, if
anything, to over-estimate

“Unless?”

“Unless we hear otherwise thiough the channels.” This 1s what school must
be like. “Look, Jimmy, [ know this.”

“And you’re going to keep knowing it unul we’re done and you’re not goimng,
to know anything clse. Because if you know anything clse in the next six hows
you’ll be thinking about that something else and while you're thinking about 1t a
bullet’1l get you. But if you know only the bullets and the gas and the shells then
you’ll be able to know everything clse you could possibly want to know after we get
to Vapour Farm and have secured 12, but not before, alnght?”

“Alright.” That’s a comforting thought

Two more minutes

Elspeth in front of me 1n a cream blouse hanging gracefully over her breasts,
and a big smile  Last Christmas, when she gave me thes picture and some mothe r-of-
pearl buttons which I've had put on the shirt ['ni to wear when we marry  And the
fire playing off the light in her eyes, and the shuny teeth

And later her warm, soft hands on my chest  And her joking about how |
smelled of maple because 1'd split almaost three chords that day alone  And how she
said I was tight becau e of the strain on niy arms and shoulders

And how I tola her that I was tght because 'was excited and that 1 was happy,
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and that I would have been just as tnght if I had spent the whole day in bed.

And the smile above me, the toss of the hair brushing my neck and the face
snapping around and the impossibly blue eyes

Jimmy: “Alright, Alistail, are we all set?”

Big blue eyes full of my face.

“Yes, Junmy, we’re all st We’ll be alght.”

He pats me on the back of the neck, just below the helmet and above the
collar. This part of me feels warm and alive.

“Thirty seconds, pass it down.”

Jimmy: “twenty-five seconds, pass it down.” A wink.

Me, to a soldicr to my 1ight who’s trying to clean his spectacles: “Twenty
seconds, pass it down.”

I can hear my heart, right between my ears.

Bayonet’s on

My socks are falling down Not much, but just enough for the mud to get to
the skin. If I’m not careful I’ll get frostbite there At least it would kill the lice.

Percy scurties in behind me and peiches on the parapet just to Jimmy’s left.
Christ, the last thing I need 1s o be next to goddamn the CO for this

“On boys'” he yells, his fist above his head.

That’s 1t, we're over.

Can’t sce anytiing from up here, no moie than fiom the trench. But they’re
firing at us from a few hundred fect ahead and to the left. I’m running quite hard
now.

Quick look left. Stay low and out of the field of fire. Christ, I can’t see more
than three or four men down each side.

Jimmy’s stopped, he’s crouched over something.

“Jimmy?”

Nothing.

Yell.

“Jimmy?”

He turns his head and looks my way.

’'ve stopped on my stomach, perching up on my elbows.

He looks down again and plants arifle in the ground. He looks back at me and
then down one mote time, picks up his 1ifle and 1uns towards me, holding his helmet
hard on his head because lus stiap’s broken.

“CO’s dead,” he says, landing heavily next to me.
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There, on his tunic just above the right-hand pocket, a shining clump of yellow
and red.

“Sniper shot him clean through the forchead. Didn’t have a bloody chance ™

My belly fecls heavy, alive Somewhere in fiont of us 1s a snipet who can sce
through this mess well enough to get one shot into the CO’s brain

Rifle fire 1aises little craters in the mud to the right like a teally hard rain
Shadows of the lads lurching slowly forwaid, straining to find something to shoot at
Putrid mist rising fiom recent shell holes.

“Guess that means Johnson’s in charge. Somebody ought to tell him.”

Jimmy squints: “where’s the rifle fire coming fiom?”

As if I have any idea

The Germans, it’s coming fiom the Germans, you fool  They'te the ones over
that way and they’ie rather upsct now because we've been pounding them with
artillery for months now  And those who aie still alive have been diven mad by at,
because their ears are bleeding and for months all they’ve wanted to do 1s gt a clean
shot at us and now they’ve got 1t so they’te shooting as much as they can because
they know that they’ie bound to it some of us and they know we’ie comung across
this fucking shithole of a ficld That’s wheie the nifle fire’s coming fiom, and no. u
doesn’t make a whole lot of sense for us to fire back  But if it makes you feel any
better go right ahead

I beat him to it I'm so tight and so bloody windy that I fitc my ufle At
nothing in particular, but in the right direction

“What are you shooting at?”

He’s straining his eyes, squinting like a Chinaman

“I don’t know. It just went off.”

Percy had six childien  Six of the ugliest, pastiest-looking httle biats you
could ever possibly imagine at one of those pompous Christmas things mn a big club
room with old trophies in a case, everybody knows this because all he would do s
show the damn pictuie over and over again  And now then father is lying back there
in the mud with half his biains blown onto Jimmy’s tunic

“Well, don’t fire unttl you see somceone to fire at ” He says this as if [ weie
going to pass this someone the ball

Right. I nod a shallow nod

He crawls foiward on his elbows, shaking his legs like a snake trymg to get

out of its skin. Looks like he’s trying to wipe off what’s left of Percy  He's off

slightly to the left and right around a body, too far gone to tell whether it was a
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German or one of ours.
Wait for his feet to come in front and then follow.

Elspeth, on Georgie, snuiling down on me, as if nothing were wrong at all.
And the heavy smell of wool and horse on her breasts above me. Under a stone at
the Glen dreanung about going back every day. Grass again, and the sun of June.

Elbows wet with mud, little ciaters rising all around from bullet fire. We’ve
been out not even five minutes now and there’s at least one-fifth of us down.

Screams to the right. We both stop and look down the line.

Nothing. For once, thank God I can’t see anything.

We have to be really careful now because the Germans have had so long to dig
in here that they’ve set up these cones of focused fire. The pillboxes and barbed wire
are sct up so as to concentrate us into these spots wheie they have several guns ready
to cut us up. Like a lobster ttap—you can swim 1n, but you’re unlikely to swim out.
Then again we have our objective, and nobody’s going to tolerate our stopping.

“There! Three—in front and to the left.” I shout this at Jimmy, who sights
down his rifle at the last of them and fires.

The man drops, but it’s impossible to tell whether he was taking cover or
whether the bullet got him.

Jimmy pulls himself up and runs towards where the man fell. He’s slipping all
over the place yelling something, but I can’t make it out

They can’t be more than a hundied feet from where the shells are landing.

Christ, I wish I could just up and go 1ight after him.

He hops over the edge of a shell hole and the diops from sight. I pull forward
on my elbows, trying to balance the weight of the gear on my back.

Three sharp shots from ahead

Crouch and run towairds Jimmy’s hole

As I pull up a bit of barbed wire snags my leg and tears the cloth. Underneath,
my skin pink and raised, but not broken I pull carefully at the wire so as to avoid
cutting my finger and throw it off to the right.

Still nothing from the shell hole.

Big blue eyes full of my face.

There were three of them in that hole, so I se! the gun on my hip with the
bayonet well forward and charge as best [ can. Left foot over right, knees bent, like
trying to run quickly thiough the woods at home only with seventy pounds of
equipment on the back. A quick hop to avoid a corpse iying on its back only without
its legs, a thinning hand still wrapped around a rifle.
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Lungs filling too quickly, heavy with giey air Sometimes 1 could swear that |
hear the dead moaning out here.

Here, try to shift left so as to have the knife pointing down when 1 clear the
edge.

Safety’s off, my finger resting on the trigger guard.

But the right foot slips and the left side of my face falls hard onto the edge of
the hole. Cold mud in my ear, and what looks like the handle of a bayonet buried just
in front of me.

From the hole: “Alistair?”

Jimmy’s voice. He must have seen the end of my gun hanging over the edge
I shift forward in the mud, my left side cold and slick

“Yeah.” My face over the edge of the hole

He’s looking down at the German he shot  Thete’s no sign of the others.

I roll off the lip and down into the hole next to immy  “Is he dead?”

“No. I got himin the leg I think he’s just fainted ™

“What?” Yelling over the roar of the shells. 1 hook my fingers and try to dig
the mud out of my ear.

“He’s only wounded.” Jimmy seems satisfied with this

“You'll get a week’s leave for taking him piisonet > 1 nod to get him to
acknowledge this.

Jimmy looks heavily at me. “I hope he’ll be alnght,” he shouts

He reaches down and takes the German’s nfle, climbing to the edge cf the
hole to stick it into the ground. Rifle fire blows bits of mud up around the lip of the
hole, missing Jimmy by a few feet. [ help him pull the lad so that his feet are out of
the water at the bottom. of the hole, and we both put a few cigarettes i his pocket.
As long as he doesn’t roll over he won’t slip back nto the water and diown

His uniform is old and faded, with a few stains here and there and one of the
pockets torn off. But the face is young and fresh with big red circles on each of the
cheeks. There’s no Iron Cross, but I'll bet anything there’s a picture of a sweetheart
in the pocket that’s still there.

This could be the man who shot Percy.

I should say this, but Jinmy alicady knows and 1t’s not going to do anything
to remind him. That’s probably what he was yelling about when he came running out
here.

Jimmy tears the field dressing from his uniform and piesses it down on the
lad’s wound. There’s hardly any blood, although that can be a bad sign as well.
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He shuffles back up to my side of the hole and we look towards our objective.
It still can’t be seen.

Jimmy checks his compass calmly and points in the mist.

Looking around, we can’t see any of the others This means that we’re either
well ahead of them or they’ve all given up the charge for the cover of a hole like this
one while they try to assess the situation.

It could also mean that...

No, don’t think about that.

Right.

Clean in clean out.

A quick flash of pipe smoke rising through Father’s disciplined moustache.

The sound of the artillery is almost unbearable now, and every time a shell
comes overhead we crouch down to the bottom of the hole and cover our ears.
There’s a shell every two to three seconds, but most of them are quite far Sometimes
three or four land at the same time.

When a shell hits it sends mud up into the air which showers us a few seconds
later. You have to be careful of this because sometimes hot bits of metal come down
with it, and they can kill you.

When the blast is far enough away all you hear is a bang and the water at the
bottom of the hole changes into a series of circles like a pond when you throw a stone
into it.

Really kissing Llspeth after we throw stones into a pond and watching the
circles. The water 1s clear now, and the only sound 1s the frogs calling to each other
across the pond and our own breathing. We're both a litile drunk and very guilty,
but all we said 1o the others was that we were going 1o listen to the frogs. But when
we go back everybody will know, and that’s when we start being more than friends.
And the rest, as they say, 1s ustory.

Next to a hole with water, watching the circles.

Another blast, really close. The German slips back into the water from the
force of the explosion, leaving a shiny track. Jimmy and I scramble to pull him out.

There’s a new wound on him: a bit of shrapnel has torn through the flesh of
his right shoulder.

Good thing the bugger’s not awake.

“Alistair?”

Jimmy’s hunched over the top of me, yelling into my right ear.

“What?”
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“We can’t stay here.”
“Why not?”
“It’s too dangerous. If we stay here the attack will break up and we won’t get
anywhere.”

Yes, that may well be true, but how many of the others are thinking that way?

Me: “alright, so what then? We can’t really advance until the artillery moves
a little further away or we’ll be killed by our own shells.”

“Right, so we should use the time to oiganise the lads and sce how we stand
for the rest of the advance.”

Oh, Christ, you’re going to make me go back out there just to try to find the
other lads, aren’t you? Regardless of whether they shoot at me o1 not, right? |
thought you said this would be clean.

“You stay here,” he says, gathering his nfle and pack, “and keep an cye on our
friend here. I’ll be able to find you again because of his rifle  ['m going to try to find
what’s going on. And I should tell the lads that the CO’s dead ™

And he pulls off his pack so he can tun faster, taking only his rifle and the
knife. Then another wink, ard he’s gone, back towards our front trench, before |
have a chance to answer.

“Well, Fritz, I sincerely hope you’re not too uncomfortable, Lecause it looks
like the two of us will be sharing this hole for at least a little while.”

No response. His mouth open, saliva glistening down the side of his face.
Guaranteed this one doesn’t shave more than once a month

Christ, this place smells.

I arrange Jimmy’s pack to my side and make an arm 1est. This helps me forget
about the mud seeping through my underwear, waking the lice mto action.

“You should be alright, friend, that leg wound’s not really much at all because
it’s already stopped bleeding, and the bit of metal in your shoulder’s only just
managed to cut through the flesh. You’ll be swigging beer and singing with your
buddies in no time.”

This makes me laugh.

“Maybe we can get together again after all this is done and you could teach me
some of the drinking songs—especially the dirty ones! What do you say to that?” |
pat his intact shoulder.

Another shell. I collapse on top of Fritz to take cover, but it lands quite far
off. He’s frail under me, a frame without substance. If I'd have fallen any harder |
would have collapsed his ribcage.
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“Don’t they feed you on your side?”

Of course they don’t. That’s how they keep them fighting. Like with a
dog—if you never quite feed him enough he gets this anger that you can never really
rid him of, which makes for a great fighter. They know about this, ’'m sure, and
that’s why they don’t feed these lads properly. But this one’s much too thin. They
went too far. He could have fainted because of exhaustion and not because of the
bullet. Maybe “is heart’s given up.

If they’re all like this then they don’t have a chance. All we have to do is
make them run and we’ll just march in when they're all passed out.

“If you don’t smoke you should give back the cigarettes—they’re quite
valuable for trading on our side, you know I gave them up months ago but still carry
them for trading.”

I slide my hand into his tunic pocket and grab two of the cigarettes we gave
him. On the way back up my finger brushes a rectangle of wax paper.

Hi sweetheart.

Or Mother. He’s a little on the young side for a sweetheart.

I pull it slowly out and begin to pull at the paper to get at the photograph

No. If I have the picture in my mind and this bugger dies then I’ll carry that
face with me for as long as I can, just so that 1 don’t foiget.

Back into the tunic with the photo of God-knows-who.

I light a cigarette and inhale because it’s something to do. This hits me hard,
like a kick in the stomach. Must be a German fag

“You got a will, Fritz?...You see Jimmy—that’s the man who shot your
leg—and I decided to do our wills in case we ended up dead. They don’t really hold
up in court, but we witnessed each other’s and Jimmy is training to be an advocate
and says that might help. So if one of us dies the other one’s going to go over to see
his folks and try to talk them out of their grief. Good idea, don’t you think?”

Of course, there could be one right now out there who’s already on his way
back to some German village to talk to this boy’s parents and the person in that
picture. But he’s not dead—at least not yet—and our medicals will take care of him
as well as they would one of ours.

Another shell, still further away

I climb up on the enemy side of the hole and poke my head out. It’s a bit
clearer now, but I still can’t see the objective There’s at least another hundred yards
to where the shells are falling now, which means we should move soon before Fritz

comes out of his hole.
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[ snap my head around and see Jimmy and two others flying thicugh the awr
into the hole, landing with a muddy splash at the bottom

Jimmy stands without trying to clean oft’ *I brought Jenkins and Richardson
with us because they weie too concentrated at theit end ™ He thumbs to the left.

Over his shoulders, Richatdson’s looking at the lad Junmy injured. He starts
going through the pocket.

“Leave him alone!” I yell.

Richardson pulls his hands out of the man’s tunic and puts them up m the air
He’s holding two cigarettes. “He won’t nuss them,” he says, and then smiles,
bringing one to his mouth and lighting it

Jimmy: “Listen, there are men to the left and to the right, and most of them are
within twenty yards of our position 1elative to the enemy  So we’ie going to keep
advancing fifty yards behind the barrage so as to surprisc them when they come out
of their bunkers. How far are the shells landing from here?”

Twenty yards. No, he won’t believe that  So fifty No “A hundied yards,™ 1
say, “at least.”

Never was much of a liar.

We crawl up to the edge together and I show him where the shells are landing
In between is what looks like it used to be a tiench, with a battered pillbox to the left.

Jimmy points: “you seen any fite out of there””

“No. Then again I haven’t really tiied to provoke it ”

“Right, well we’ll move on the tiench” Jimmy rolls onto his back on top of
his pack and slides his arms through the straps

Fighting the enemy 1n the tiench  Hand-to-hand and with no room  Enfilade
fire coming down the line, probably from the pillbox And us with seventy-pound
packs to slow us down. Jesus, he can’t be setious.

He drops down into the hole to tell the others. 1t looks quict out there, almost
calm. [ feel the emptiness of my stomach and my tongue sweats and thickens in my
mouth. There could be three hundred Germans hidden in fiont of us

Jimmy to the left, Jenkins and Richardson to the right

Big blue eyes full of my face

Lice teeming down my belly.

“Alright,” says Jenkins, “let’s get this over with

And that’s it, he’s over and on his way Jimmy’s ncxt, he hops right out as
soon as he sees Jenkins go, and then me and Richardson at about the same time.

Nothing.
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A barrage of shells landing ahead, two or three every second, but they’re quite
far now, and I feel like my flanks are safe because there’s lads on either side of me.
The ground’s pretty busted up here, but it’s easier to advance when you know what
you’re shooting for.

Quick flash of a knife buried in Heinrich’s throat, the click of metal-on-metal
as the hilt strikes the Iron Cross.

Vergessmichnicht.,

Thirty yards to the trench now.

Sounds of gunfire, but it’s not aimed at us.

Twenty. Jimmy, by far the fastest of us, is almost there. He hooks his rifle up
above his head and arches the knife down towaids the trench

Ten. Five or six more steps ..

Lispeth smiling as she brings Georgie up (o a canter.

Something hits me, hard, from the left, in the mouth.

The muddy edge of the tiench lifts slowly towards my face, spiralling into me
like water into a whirlpool. Then it fades and finally goes black.

Ialling out of McGure's willow tree and down into the creek, opening a
wound on the side of my head Good thing the bone was sofl, they said, and I never
even felt 1.

So this i1s what 11's like 1o fly.

Watching the pink of the blood go down the fresh creek and over the stones as
it slowly dissipates, feeding the fish.

Rising slowly out of the rusty complexion of this land, away from the mud,
through a canopy of lobbed shells and towards the sun. A quick swoop over Dover,
and the striped canvas lawn chairs arranged 1o hear the shelling across the channel.
Then around, rolling back towards the coast and then back along the road lined with
bloated horses.  Lying i a makeshifi grave and touching a damp photograph.
Followmg me and Elspeth comng through the woods on the horse, trying hard to
take as long as possible. Waitching I-ather swear as he chips away some skin cutting
wood. The cramped hold of the troop ship, endless discussions about breast size (a
dewvilish snule - “more than a handful 1s a waste, but look at the size of these
hands!”) and the best way to get at them

“Preston’s down!” The voice close, unfamiliar.

Something pulls my rifle from my hand and reaches into my tunic and quickly
takes my watch.

Me, heavy and limp, sinking into the mud The warmth of my own shit
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against my thigh.

Hands of the dead pulling me to them, rats fighting over my eyes under a rusty
arch of barbed wire, their play lit by a signal flare

Elspeth's face hanging playfully over me, a veil flowing over her big blue
eyes. My hands made small by her warm breasts, hev hups pushmg heavily against
me, the flash of crimson at her neck. Her schoolhouse with her in front of 11, wearing
a yellowing dress with lace around the neck and a stain at the hem, walking towards
me and cradling new books.

)

“You're going 1o love this one.” Her snule, a hand soft and warm on top of
mine.

“How bad is it?” Panic. Jimmy’s voice, getting closer.

A heavy tug at my left side A pause, and a pull at my right aim which turns
me over like the blades of a windmill

The stranger’s voice: “Jesus ”

This is where it stops, and this is where | feed the land and what will one day
grow up into the grass.

Dearest Elspeth, if only I could make you know how I think of you dunng
these times.

Pushing into you under the boulder at the Glen, shooung through and out
your eyes, up past the roughness of the stone and over the valley, giddy with new
Jeeling. You hair and pollen and crushed Cedar needles and your wemess combining
inmy nose. A contented snule, and you n front of the schoolhouse agam with a chuld
cradled n front of you.

“You’re going to love this one.

"

And a wide smile.

Home.

Jimmy: “We can’t just leave him heie!”

“There’s nothing you can do for him now  Let’s just get on with the attack.”

“I’m planting his rifle in the ground.”

“You can’t do that! He won’t last ten mnutes and you know it.  Half lus
Goddamn face is gone.”

Hope you enjoy the watch, my friend

Mother's screams as she squeezes a dead child out of her, the pool of blood
on the kitchen floor, I'ather heavy with drink.

Virgima, soft and bright, pointing at pictures in a book and gurgling with
smells. Her dough finger darting at the page and the impossible voice blurting
“apple” as loudly as possible.
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Ivather’s hand digging into my shoulder, fingering the patch on my turmic. His
breath on my neck. I never thought 1'd say this, Alistair, but I'm proud.” A
calloused hand producing a box with the waich in 1t Six months’ worth, at least.

Elspeth runming afier the train, trying not 1o cry. We will be together.

A weight on top of me, breath heavy on my left ear. “Hang in there, Alistair.
Elspeth needs you alive.”

A hand pulls my tin hat off and perches it over the void on the side of my
head. A quick pat on the chest, and the sound of feet in the mud fading. The cloth
unfolding under where the hand touched me, the skin hot and alive underneath.

So this 1s what 1t feels like.

Big blue eyes...




Book IV
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1.
November 1, 1917,
Major Edward Selkirk, Number 8 Canadian Field Ambulance:

I’ve been asked to say a few words to update you on the condition of Pvt.
Alistair Preston of the 6th CMR.

Preston was brought into the inner ciicle of our haspital in the early morning
hours of October 31, when I had just begun my shift. He had extremely low blood
pressure and an irregular pulse, and was brought mto the inner circle by my colleague
Doctor Myers who felt that the time had come to give the soldier the medical
attention he had been waiting for Preston had been unconscious since the time of his
injury or very near it. Doctor Myei1s ndicated to me that Preston had been lying on
his stretcher in the onter circle for close to ten hours, having been brought in by a
stretcher-party at approximately 16:30 that afternoon. The patient was unconscious
and covered from head to toe with mud, indicating either that he was injured after
some time in battle or that he was dropped by the stretcher-bearers, which,
considering that it takes six men to carry one stretcher over the ground here, is not
altogether unusual.

Preston’s wound was such that it initially seemed to be irreparable—the
degree of laceration to the facial area was quite severe, and it appeared as though the
facial bone and part of the skull itself was shattered, in all likelihood by a machine-
gun round. Head wounds of that sort have a very low survival rate, and are therefore
usually given attention only when another soldier with more survivable wounds is not
also waiting for surgery, which has certainly not been the case of late. But after I had
the wound washed, it became obvious that the bone damage to the facial plate was
minimal and that only the jav. appeared tc be damaged beyond reasonable repair.
Preston’s wound was caused by a single round which entered his mouth through a
small hole on lus left cheek, tiavelling thiough tne mouth and rising to the upper jaw
area on the right side, where 1t shattered the bone, sending fragments thereof as well
as teeth upwards and outwards both up into the facial aiea and out through the right
cheeck. The area below the right eye was bloody and bruised, and there was a large
laceration running 1rom the right nostril to within half an inch of the right temple. A
good portion of the upper-right jaw was missing,.

Surgery in such cases is reasonably straightforward but must be done within
thirty-six hours of the wound having been inflicted 1n order to minimise the chances
of gas-gangrene, which is a condition caused by the entrance of various bacteria into
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the wound from the mud in this area and from cloth o1 other such pollutants which
may also enter the wound When we began to ticat casualties in this war, we
operated under the assumption that these were standard wounds but soon discovered
that many lads died of this new condition-—which tots the flesh and eventually leads
to a massive infection, usuaily of the blood, and finally, decath  Many soldiers made
what seemed to be a full recovery and died scon after having left the hospital What
we do now is remove appreximately half an inch of healthy flesh to erther side of the
wound, which appears to have at least slowed the problem

I operated on Private Pieston for approxmmately two hows  ‘The operation
initially consisted of wiring the jaw shut so as to pteserve as much of 1t as possible
and to allow what bone 1s left to heal properly  This done, the second stage was to
cut away the wounded flesh on the facial plate as well as the customary additional
half-inch to prevent gas gangiene Having done this, a hole was left on the facial
plate—which I have closed vy stietching the two ends of the skin to meet cach other
and closing with stitches. This is pethaps a it large of a gap to be filling with
stretching alone, and will cause substantial biwsing, pethaps some offsetting of the
right eyelid and of course a rather large facial scar 1 also anticipate that the patient
will never again be able to chew on the tight side of us mouth, and speech shills may
have to be re-learned in light of the damage  Shaving will of course be difficult, and
there are likely to be problems with in-growing haus and, more immediately, with
hairs growing into the wound itself The tongue appeared unaffected, but the senses
of taste and smell may well be dnlled when the patient fully 1ecovers consciousness
Also, a head wound of this sort usually affects the cars, often makmg it difticult for
the lad to recover his sense of balance Finally, there was a chance that the nght eye
may be blind, depending on the trajectory of the bone fragments from the upper jaw:
it 1s possible that a fragment could have lodged either m the cye itself o1 withm the
optic nerve.

Upon checking on the patient catlier this moining, [ was pleased to find him
conscious, if a little disoriented  His wvision scems unaffected, but his eye was
swollen and tearing during the time I was with him, which may be mdicative of some
latent damage but could also just be fiom the bruising in the arca  ‘The patient
seemed uninterested in communicating much with me, although he did hsten quite
intently to what [ had to say about his mjuries and how they were ticated

He was back asleep before I left

As we are a forward medical station, | have decided to transfer Preston to a
more substantial hospital near the coast, whete they can monttor s recovery and
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remove his stitches in about two to three weeks He will leave by ambulance in the
morning, by which time, I belicve, he will be strong enough to make the trip safely. 1
have recommended to my colleagues that Preston be honourably discharged and
shipped back to Canada, as it is my opinion that his injuries will at the very least
make it extremely difficult for him to communicate orally and to survive on normal,
hard food. Furthermoie, his eye may well be damaged to the point that depth
perception is affected All of these factors combine to now make him unsuitable, in
my mind, for life at the ttenches.

Private Preston has had two visitors since he arrived here, both of whom were
in the battle with him He was, I believe, unconscious during both of those visits.
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Dear Miss Callaghan, November 12, 1917

You have no doubt by now received official wend that your fiance  1my
friend Private Alistair Preston—avas wounded in battle in the early morning
hours of October 31st of this year. ‘While I regret not having had the occasion
to make your acquaintance in person, 1 feel that, though my numerous
conversations with Alistair, I Know you well enough to ask you to afford me
the liberty of being candid.

I will send this letter with a nurse on a hospital st ip which is leaving in
a few hours, so you should receive it without the usual delay. 1t seemed to o
a geod idea that you have this information as soon as possiple.

I write this note to you because it is what Alistair requested 1 do and
because I am more than happy to do so, if only to try to put you a little more
up-to-date as to your youryy man’s condition. ‘Ifiere s, of course, always good
news and bad news in these situations, but 1'm pleased to report that Alistair
seems to be in remarKable spirits and [ooKs to be on his way to making da good
recovery

It is only in the last two or three days that | have noticed fiim conscious
for more than a few minutes at a time, and e is able to recognise me and still
seemns very much concerned with your well beig. Jo that end, I fuve munagged
to salvage the picture of you that he carried in his tunic since before we
met—I purchased a small frame at the beginning of my leave period and you’ll
be pleased, I amn sure, to Know that your image now looks over him night and
day. I confess that I was more than a [ittle uneasy about going to see Alistuir
because I haven’t much of a stomach for fospitals, but | feel comfortable in
reporting that Alistair is one of the healthiest-looKing cusualtics anyone could
imagine. 1 was afraid, when 1 saw hun just after the operation, that he
wasn’t going to make it, he looked three-quarters gone already. ‘But now, rest
assured, 1 have no doubts.

I have been goading him, along with the doctor and some nurses, to try
to get out of bed; this he finally did today, although he of course remains quite
disoriented. His wound was such that fiis balunce was affected, und he had a
good deal of difficulty standing by himself. ‘Ihis suid, the doctor did inform e
that it was remarkable that Alistair even got that fur this soon after fiis injury,
so that is encouraging news.
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His jaw is wired shut so as to enable it to heal as well and as quickly as
possible, so he eats—or rather drinks—a high-protein concoction which
actually tastes much better than anything in the trenches, and he seems to have
lost only a few pounds, which again is excellent news.

The doctor tells me that his hard palate was also damaged by the bullet,
and I must inform you that his upper right jaw is virtually gone. These,
combined with the fact that his jaw is wired shut, make it extremely difficult

for him to communicate. 1 brought him a pad and pencil, which he uses a great

deal, but I think that fe’s becoming quite frustrated. 1 tried joking with him
about having to finally shut up for a while, and he did have the sense of
humour to smile, but I do think that it’s quite trying on him.

You know, I amn certain, that his discharge has been approved and that
he should be home in time for Christinas, which is certainly wonderful news for
everyone, although I will miss him here. 1t’s a bit tricKy to say, but many of
the lads at the front dream of going home with an injury like Alistair’s, and
many are [ikely to look on his situation with more than a little bit of envy. In
many ways he has been very fortunate; had the bullet kit him a half-second
later, he would have been Killed instantly. He’s a little beat up right now and
he will have a rather nasty scar, but his life is certainly not in danger, and he is
lucky enough to be going home, which is all any of us really want.

I’m afraid that the time has now come to be a little more direct and
perhaps a little more blunt. Again, please do forgive me, but I feel that the
circumstances dictate sucfia travesty.

In the time, Miss Callaghan, that I have known Alistair, I feel that I
have been closer to him in many ways than has anyone else, yourself included.
1 do not wish to in any way mitigate the strength of the lve the two of you so
obviously share, but when a man is put into a trench and shot at for monthis on
end you begin to see in him things which others—awho have rightfully been
absent from this messy world—may not have been aware of. 1 say this not to
wam you, but rather to congratulate you. Alistair has shown himself to be one
the most exceptional hurman beings 1 have had the honour of Knowing, and has
proven himself a worthy and prized comrade. The pressures of this life are
enormous, and Alistair fas handled them with remarkable grace and poise.
You are truly fortunate, Miss Callaghan, to be engaged to such a man, and,

Sfromwhat 1 have heard from Aim of you, he is truly fortunate to have gotten
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his hands on a wornan such as yourself.

I am certain that you Kpow this, but Alistair speaks and  thinks
constantly of you, but ke does so in way which is very different Sfrom that of
the other lads here. Many of them talk of women rather as if they were talking
of things to go home to—nice things, to be certain, but th ings nonetheless.
These boys speak of looks and smells, and do so with a candour which is not
appropriate for me to repeat here. But Alistair never spoke of you in such a
way, and indeed refused to be coerced into doing so by the other lads. e fas
for you, Miss Callaghan, a singular love and admiration, and fe refuses to let
its integrity be compromised by the rigours of [ife at war. He may not be the
best soldier our country has ever produced, but fie certainly is a more
honourable and more brave man than most of us fhere. I do not mean to suggest
that you do not already Know and no doub appreciate these facts, but rather
wanted to reinforce them with 1y Views.

That said, there remains one thing for me to address, and that, quite

simply, is the extent of Alistair’s injuries. As I trust [ have made clear, it is iy
belief that fe will Sfully recover and should be able to resume his usual life
within a few months. But | must warrn you that the Alistair you will see come
off the boat or the train or what have you will be significantlyy different from
the one you last saw several months ago. ‘The right-hand side of his face will
be home to a scar that runs the length of his cheek to fiis ear, and will be for
the rest of his life. ‘The bone below his right eye is collapsed, which means that
the eye itself does not sit as high as does the left, although, mercifully, it does
Sfunction perfectly well. Because of his _jaw injury, he is prone to drooling on
himself, and his speech—when it returns—is likely to be slurred. | say these
things because I feel that you must Know, in case you were the sort of person
who needed to prepare for dealing with such realities. Alistair is, in the
context of the hospital, taking his scar and drooling quite well, but he may
have some trouble facing both you and the world at large. Again, I do not
wish to suggest that you will necessarily wish to consider this at all, but | do
feelit prudent to wam you.

The final issue, of course, s that of the state of Alistair’s spirits. | can
tell you that nobody who was in that batile will ever Sforget it, and I can tell
you that Alistair of all people will remember every detail us clearly as if he

were there. In that sense, none of us will ever leave that place. In some of our
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conversations he mentioned to me that he was concerned about telling you too
much about this place and thereby ruining you in some way, and he always
expressed a need to escape the war without taKing any of it home with him to
you. He doubtless realises by now that that is impossible, it’s literally right
there on his face, and, whether he Knows it or not, he must come to terms with
it—as st you—if he is to maKe his life with you successful. I tell you this
because I Know that you are an intelligent and motivated person, and I Know
that you will help Alistair in any way you can. But please allow him the
dignity he deserves to find with regards to this war, and allow himto continue
with whatever memories he feels he must keep. If you in any way make him
feel unwelcome because of his wounds or because of his memories, 1 fear that
he may not find the courage fe needs to continue with his [ife. I say this to
you with all confidence and pride, and I ask you, in your capacity as the one
person Alistair prizes the most in this world, to do everything you can for fim.
He is a wonderful man, Miss Callaghan, and he deserves everything he can
possibly get.

Again, please forgive me if any of this was in any way too forward, but
1 firmly believe that it needed to be communicated.

Rest assured that as soon as 1 am done with my tour here I will come
and visit you both. 1 look forward to seeing for myself everything that Alistair
described so vividly, and, in the meantirne, wish you the best of all possible
luck.

Yours very truly,
Jarres Michael F letcher
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December 12, 1917;
ALISTAIR:

My eyes heavy, sinking into a headache like stones to the bottom of the pond.

I can’t move my hands because the doctor tied them down to the edges of the
bed. It’s written in my file that I like to scratch my wound, o1 1athet that I was found
trying to scratch it, which I'm not allowed to do because I might pull at the stitches |
was told this, of course, and that an itchy wound is one that is healing, so I promised
I'd leave it alone.

But I couldn’t.

It felt like it was alive for Christ’s sake.

Dreams of maggots eating away my face

So they’ve gone and tied me to the bed as if | were a psychotic

I opened my eyes only twice on the way heie—or at least only twice that |
remember. First, I was in a large room—much larger than any I have been in, and all
I could see abcve me was a high steel roof with suspended lights  There was much
noise about me, but it was busy noise, a sort of notse that makes you feel hke you're
in the way if you’re not moving or if you don’t at least know that you'ie going to be
moving in a bit. Pigeons dlew back and foith between the crosspreces of the 10of, and
I heard the whistles of the trains. My right eye was so swollen then that | could
hardly see out of it, but the doctor said I’d be able to again, in time

The next time I was outside, or rather I think it must have been outside
because it felt like I was being rained on, but you see it’s 1ather difficult for me to
tell. I get some really strange sensations sometimes--mostly on my face where I got
hit—so that it’s difficult to know what’s 1cally happenig and what’s only just a
product of my wounds. Or, for that matter, of my imagination.

Maggots again.

I wish I could get that out of my head.

This makes me want to smile, but I stop because of the pain

Still, compared to the other lads I was lucky

So I opened my eyes because I felt the rain, and what I saw above was a rather
heavy industrial sky, so much so that I thought I was back i Wipers, but that didn’t
make sense because I couldn’t hear much of anything that sounded like war. There
were no explosions or shell blasts or rifle fire or anything hke that, and that’s when |
realised that the smell was wrong. What I could smell was the sea, something | got
used to because of this war, a sort of sickly and vaguely sweet smell of living salt




116
Enfilade Book IV

water. It still seems completely artificial to me, especially from inside this steel box.

Doctor Thompson told me that he had arranged for me to leave and that it
would be better if he stopped the morphine—he didn’t think the pain would be too
bad but said that I’d probably be a bit groggy and have trouble keeping my wits about
me. | had just assumed that he had meant in a few days’ time, but that was the last
time I saw him and, well, here I am in the hold of some sort of hospital ship. I really
wish I’d have been given a chance to thank him.

I’ve only tried to talk once, and it really didn’t work too well I’'m afraid all I
managed was a rather barbaric noise and a bit more drool than usual oozing down my
chin, although the nurse was kind enough to dab that away, something that I would
have done myself had I been able to move my hands. I mean, I am at least capable of
doing that. They tell me it may take a few months for me to re-learn how to talk, but
that isn’t going to really start happening until they take the stitches out of my cheek,
which is not meant to happen until I get back to Halifax around Christmas time.

This thing’s creaking all about me, and you can feel it flex, which must mean
that the sea’s quite rough. 1 still haven’t the balance, so it could be perfectly calm out
there and I’d st1ll fecl as nauseous

It’s like this in submarines, they say, only tighter and darker. And because
you’re below the water you hear things amplified. Vwrginia used to like playing with
that in the pond—when she was younger she’d try to tell me something under water
and I’d have to decipher what she had said [ never got any of it right, but it did
sound awfully strange, and she thought it was the best game she’d ever come up with.
Until she discovered cards, anyway.

Only difference being, of course, that the submarines are trying to kill us.
Still, it’s so bloody rough today that nothing as small as a submarine would try to
come to the surface.

Christ, [ wish I could turn over propeily.

They won’t let me because I’'m not to lie on the wound, and my hands are still
tied. The folds in this blanket are starting to harden under me, and my skin sweats
into them on command. They’ll make little pink dents in me. I’ll end up getting to
Halifax with my face looking just fine and a back that’s so crooked I won’t be able to
stand even when I get my balance back.

Open the eyes again.

The lights are swinging quite violently now, although not in any apparent
pattern with the creaking.

If I wasn’t tied down I would have fallen out of my bed by now.
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I flex my jaw as best I can, which is the only way to clear my tight car. It
makes a scrunching sound, like paper gathered into a ball, and then the rushing of ar
into the ear itself, violent and loud. 1 try to do this every time I think of it, to keep the
air in there fresh. Ikeep thinking that otherwise a rather nasty little bug will take up
residence. Maybe a maggot from my face—I don’t knew  So | keep flexing my jaw
to keep my ears clear.

I don’t know that it’s a good idea, but it does give me something to do. And
something else to think about.

And I haven’t had a shave since before the injury, which I think is going to be
a bit of a problem, because they’re going to have to shave me before the stitches
come out, they said. It’s going to hurt like hell And I'm likely to have grown hairs
because of the way they pulled my face back together  And now, Jimmy has told me,
my beard stops abruptly half way down my right cheek, which, if nothing else, 1s
likely to make me look like a real idiot unless I shave twice a day for the rest of my
days.

Still, these are not real problems. But I like to think about them because it
keeps me sharp and it keeps me awake.

And it takes my mind off the blood.

I'tried to tell the nurse here about it, but 1t’s quute difficult and she’s obviously
got better things—or worse things, rather—to worry about, but ’'m aftaid it’s making
me quite sick. Doctor Thompson told me that the L' ~eding would continue for quite
some time because of the hole in my palate, so he used to put some new gauze in my
mouth every few hours. You see, it can’t form a proper scab because it never really
dries out. But nobody’s changed it since I got on this ship, and 1t’s so satwated now
that I can’t help but taste it and swallow it  And my belly’s heavy with the blood it’s
trying to digest. 1 haven’t been able to taste anything clse since the injuty, although
the paste that they’ve been making me swallow probably wouldn’t taste of much
anyway.

At least blood is nutritious. Again, the painful smile

I suppose that makes me a bit of a cannibal, in a way.
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2.
December 17, 1917:

“Well, it’s a bit of a relief, really, wouldn’t you say, Peter?”

“No, Angela, I don’t really know that I would.”

“Still, it’s not the worst news we could have gotten, by any means.” She nods
to get her husband to agree.

It doesn’t work.

“Oh?”

“Well, for months now all I’ve been praying for is for our Alistair to come
home, and now that’s exactly what he’s doing We certainly have to be thankful for
that, at least.”

He picks up the telegram between rough fingers. “That’s what this says. But
it also says that he’s hurt. They don’t send them back for no apparent reason, you
know.” He lets the caid fall back to the table.

“But Jimmy’s letter said it wasn’t so bad.”

“He hasn’t lost an arm or anything, no But the letter, if you’ll recall, dear,
also said that he might not be able to regain his balance properly ” He lifts his hand
to smooth the edges of his waxed moustache

“I don’t see why we should make such a fuss about something like that.”

“It’s not that I’m saying that I’m not thankful, Angela, it’s just that I’'m more,
well, relieved than anything else. But the 1eality 1s that Alistan 1s not coming home
to us here in our dining room; the reality is that he’s coming home to a hospital in
Sherbrooke where he’ll be for some time before he can even think of coming back
here.” He inhales deeply through his nostrils, closing his eyes to gather patience.
Popping them open, he fixes on the woman across the table. “I know you, Angela,
and I know that the first thing that you wanted to do when you got that telegram was
walk over to the stove and start preparing food for his coming-home party. And you
would have gone out and invited everyone you could think of. But he’s not coming
back here and he’s not even going to be able to eat. That Jimmy says he can’t even
talk, for Christ’s sake. If you came back like that would you really want a party?
Would you really feel like having your mother making a fuss over you?”

“You’re not going to like this, but: yes, 1 woutd.”

“Don’t you think he’s a little old for that?”

“No, Peter, certainly not.”

“Come, now.”
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“Well, Peter, what option do we have? Do we just go to the hospital when he
gets here and give him a little peck on the intact check and tell him that we're really
proud before we get ushered out by some doctor? We’re his fanuly, and we need to
show him that we’re happy that he’s home and that he’s gomg to be alright. And we
should make him special Christmas presents and bake him soft things that he can
swallow and we should all make him feel welcome and make him feel that he's ow
hero, regardless of whether he really is ornot [ don’t carc 1f he did nothing of use
over there, we’re going to give him our own fanuly VC. P'm going to go down to the
market and buy as much marzipan as I can find...We have to let him know that he's
come home, for goodness sake. And we have to accept whatever this injury is going
to mean to his life and to our lives, and we have a duty to make him feel that.”

“Yes, that may well be, but we don’t have to celebate it, Angela. What 1f the
poor bugger just wants to be left alone? What if he just wants to be with his
girlfriend?”

“Then he’ll let us know that He’ll certainly find some way to communicate if
he feels that strongly about it. But we can’t honestly work from that assumption.
What if he wants us to make a big hullabaloo about it and we only gieet him as if he
were gone to the city for just a few days? What do you think that would do? That’s
Just about the worst thing that could happen, Peter We have to make a fuss, and |
refuse not to.”

“Right. Well, I suppose there’s not much left to discuss, then is there?”

“I also want to make sure that you won’t be a bother to him, Peter ™

He frowns, wrapping heavy hands aiound his tea. *Scems to me that you’ll be
bothering him much more than I will,” he says.

>

“You have a...” she exhales into a sigh, looking up to the ceiling and then
snapping her attention back to the man acioss the table, “well, a rendency to turn
these things into something that they’re not, and I'm afiaid that you're going to
maybe bother Alistair about that at a time when he might not exactly be the best
equipped to deal with it cordially.”

“And just what do you mean by that? I’'m ceitainly not going to be baking for
him and making feel like he has to eat, diawing attention to his inyuy, which is more

2

than can be said for some of the people in this room” As he says this, she watches
the heavy bristles of his moustache curling up towaids his nostrils

“I just think he might be best left alone for a bit about some of the things that
you’re going to want to know ”

He opens his eyes widely and lifts his eycbiows as high as he can® “like

l)”
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“Well, like what the war was really like for him, and what he thought of the
trenches and the life there and all that sort of thing.”

“And you don’t think that I have any sort of right to know about these things.”

“I certainly don’t think of it as a right, no.”

“What, then? A privilege? Look, Angela, this may come as a bit of a surprise
to you but my life here is not highly charged with intrigue and excitement, and I’'m
really quite happy, thank you very much, to have been able to do my bit by sending a
boy over there, and I intend to fully find out exactly what it was like and what he
thought of it and who the lads were and everything else that he’s willing to tell me. I
don’t even know which battle he was in, for God’s sake. And now you’re trying to
tell me that I'm not to ask him?”

She stands to get the teapot, talking away from her husband. “No,” she says,
“all that I’m trying to say is try not to be too surprised or upset if he doesn’t want to

talk about it, that’s all.”
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December 18, 1917, 7:48pm;
ELSPETH:

Virginia’s told me that it’s really the best thing that we could ever have hoped
for, for the two of us, she means—Alistair and me, that is—but I think she must have
said it more because she saw that it was bothering me than because she really
believes it.

And whether she does or not it’s definitely the best thing for her that Alistair’s
come home this early, injury or not, so it’s normal that she’d say such a thing. And
she’s young and a little stupid, so she couldn’t possibly know what this is really all
about.

But I really need to believe her, and to behieve that she’s right and that Ahstair
will be the same—or at least enough the same for us to be able to keep gong and to
keep on with our plans.

I just don’t know that I can.

Looking around here it’s difficult not to be affected by 1t 1 know 1t will be a
good three days now until he comes off his boat, and even this ttain won’t get to
Halifax before nine tomorrow morning—at the eatliest, they teli me-—but I’m already
dreading it. I must be one of the only three or four women on this thing It’s only
because I was lucky enough to know one of the officers who happens to be travelling
today—he’s an old drinking buddy of my father’s and about as rcady for war as he is
for life as a maid—that they even let me on.

But here I am, staring out at gicy winter shooting by the window trying to
imagine an Alistair doing the same on his boat.

And is he thinking that he’ll get off the boat and I’ll be theve? 1’ve heard that
boats at this time of year are covered with icc—even on the decks. Which must make
them quite pretty, I’d imagine. But is he in any way to be able to appreciate that?

Does he know the lengths that I’ve been to for him in the last few days? Does
he even care? Why should he—he’s piobably in so much pain that he doesn’t even
realise where he is or maybe even who he s, but what 1f he does?  That
friend—James, he called himseif, but I call him Jimmy (this 1s one of the tricks 1 used
to feel closer to Alistair while he was away)—scems to think that he should be
recovered at least well enough by now to know what’s happened to him and where he
is, but is he thinking about it? 1’d imagine that 1it’s more than a Intle difficult to
concentrate on much of anything whea you’re stuck in that sort of predicament, but
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I’d like to think that I'm worth his attention, when he is awake, at the very least.

And ’m riding this thing towards him, and he’s steaming towards me, and
we’re going to meet in a place I’ve never been and he’s only been once before, no
doubt in a decidedly different mood than he’ll be in in thiee day’s time.

That’s if he’s in a mood at all; if he’s conscious

If he’s even alive, for God’s sake. There’s no way to know if the ship
managed to keep out of the way of the U-boats, and if it did, what’s to say that
Alistair made it through the journey? What if he died of some infection on the boat?
A lot of the lads get blood infections weeks after they’ve been wounded, they say.

Christ, I might be sitting here in a train full of troops, two month’s wages in
my pocket and a bag full of his mother’s bloody baking just to meet a corpse.

Maybe I’m just being a bitch.

I think there’s something terribly the matter with me. Not anything like an
injury or a disease or something wrong inside, but rather something the matter with
what I’'ve become. I used to sit and dieam about even being able to come and be with
Alistair and about how it would mean so much to just be able to stop worrying—or at
the very least worry just a little less, but it hasn’t been that at all. I’m supposed to be
excited about this, for God’s sake, I'm supposed to be thankful and happy and
looking forward to the way he smells and how he used to hook his arm under the arch

in my back.
But he won’t smell the same. He’ll smell of old wool uniform and all things

medical.

He’ll smell sick, and old, like Grandpa before he died.

And he probably won’t want to hook his arm under me, and he may not even
be able to. And if he does want to [ don’t honestly know if I’ll be in any way to let
him.

You see what sort of hortible things I’ve been thinking?

I do my best, you understand, but it has just plain stopped working. I try to
run back through the old favourites and think about us at the Glen and last Christmas
and even his sister’s birthday, but I keep seeing that horrid, broken man in that
alcove, teetering forwaid to crush my breasts, his face blotchy pink and swollen, his
eyes almost gone behind folds of skin.

Is that what Alistair will look like? Is that what he’ll be like? Is he just
waiting to crush my breasts?

Open, tense hands, outstretched and waiting to sink into me with hard tendons
and dirty nails. Squeezing at my breasts like they were teenage pimples.
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Is that what I’m steaming to?

Alistair’s face in the window next to mine, only half is the dark red of diied
blood. He tries to smile, but it’s crooked and obscene.

A shake goes through me, rising to the base of my nech. 1 close my eyes and
open them again. This makes his face disappear, although mme, paler than |
remember, still hovers.

" Inever should have gotten on this damn tiam

“Excuse me, Miss Callaghan?” A big man, a licutenant, judging from the
stripes.

“Yes?”

“Forgive me ma’am, we do not know each other. Only the colonel told me
vou were the daughter of a friend of his and [ got to thinking you might want to share
some of my tea?”

“Oh, no, I couldn’t.”

“It’s no bother, really.” He’s got a lovely smile

“No, thank you, I don’t think that would be appropriate.”

He stares down at me.

“Oh, well, all right. But only so long as you sharc some of the scones I've got
in my bag.”

“Love to.” And he sits next to me as | lower my aim mto the bag to pull out
some food. My hand brushes the edge of his trouser on the way down.

“Bit of a silly idea,” | say, mote to myself than to the soldier

“What’s that?”

“Well, my mother-in-law made these for her son, whoin I'm on my way to
meet now, only he probably can’t eat anything solid, and even 1f he could, they’d be
as hard as stones by the time they got to hun.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” he says, scone crumbs fumbling out of his mouth and
outo the tunic, “had a bit of a rough time over there, has he?”

“Yes, I suppose you could say that” The tea’s horibly cold, and not very
good, but at least it’s something.

“Still, he’s awfully lucky to have a gul like you coming to meet him. Most of
the wives have to wait at home like everyone clse. He won’t be expecting to see you
when he gets off that boat—I’m sure it’ll be a wondeiful surprise.”

My stomach’s not happy with the tea, and the swaying of the tram certainly
doesn’t help.

“Forgive me if this is too forward, but you look like you’d make a fine wife,”
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he says, accepting another scone from the bag.

“Thank you, that’s very kind...”

“John, Johnny, I mean—call me Johnny, everybody does.”

“Well, thank you, Johnny [ certainly hope that you’re right. Still, I suppose
I’ll soon find out.” I smile as I say his name.

“Been away for long, then has he?”

“A little over six months.”

“That’s not so bad. Some of us stay over for years, you know. I suppose that
some of us stay forever, if you know what I...well, still at least he’s coming home.
Look, Miss Callaghan, if you don’t mind my asking, what might his name be?”

“His name’s Preston, Alistair Preston” The window’s almost completely
fogged up now, and only the vague glows of distant lights move across the pane.

“Well, I’'m sure he’s a fine lad, this Pieston of yours. And he’s very lucky to
have you waiting for him”

Yes, I think he 1s. I smile my polite smile and nod.

“If you don’t mind my asking, Miss Callaghan, his injury, it’s not, ah...”

“Well, of course it’s difficult to know from what the army tells one-—I mean
all that they say is that he’s alive but that he’s sustained mjuries severe enough to
have him sent back here, but beyond that there’s not much official information. But
I’'m fortunate in that one of his mates was kind enough to send a letter describing a
little more about what Alistair’s wounds wete like, and they don’t sound too bad.”

“Hit by shrapnel, was he?”

“No, they said 1t was gunfire.” Johnny tightens next to me. “Blew off part of
his jaw and damaged his ear.”

“I ain sorry to hear that, Miss Callaghan, I was only trying to make
conversation.”

“No, no, Johnny, don’t be silly, that’s. .well, that’s just fine [I've been
thinking about it ever since I found out, and it certammly doesn’t hurt any to talk to
you about it. It’s somethng I’'m gong to have to come to terms with, so I might as
wel! get on with it.”

He pats my lap hightly and I let him. “I'm certain that things will work out all
right, Miss Callaghan. I know that if [ weie coming back injured like that it would do
me a world of good to know that I had a gitl ike you waiting for me.”

“Thank you, Johnny, that’s very kind of you.”

“Well, Miss Callaghan, I think I best be leaving you to your thoughts now. |
hope you don’t think me too forward for having sat down here. .”
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“No, of course not.”

He smiles again, and nods deeply.

“Well,” he says, brushing the crumbs off his tiousers as he stands, “thank you,
again, Miss Callaghan, and the very best of luck.”

“Thank you, Johnny, you too.” He tuins towards the back of the car. “Oh,
and Johnny?”

“Yes, Miss Callaghan?” His face ruddy, snuling widely

“I"d like you to share these with your mates: it’s likely to be the last time in a
while that you’ll have anything home-baked.” 1 lift the bag to his hand, which
brushes mine. It’s too soft for a soldier’s.

“Are you certain you won’t be needing them, Miss Callaghan?”

“Of course I am, Johnny, what am 1 gomng to do with a bag full of scones?”

“Well then, thank you, again—from all of us--and good night

“Good night, Johnny.”

And I close my eyes and try to focus on the click-click of the 1ails under me
and on the Glen and riding through the woods with Alstair m front of mc on the
horse. But I see his scarred face—three times as bad as 1’s bound to be, I'm
sure—and can’t help but feel that I'm the last gitl poor Johnny will ever see

Hope they like the scones.
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3.
December 21, 1917:

Halifax is a mess, and that’s really the only way to describe it. It’s clear to
anyone who looks out over this bay. And it’s a bit embarrassing to try to explain
why, and, believe it or not, it has very little to do with the war. The Kaiser himself
could scarcely have hoped for better results.

Two weeks ago a French munitions vessel exploded in the harbour, lighting
fires over the entire North end of the city and killing an estimated 1,000 civilians and
military personncl

Despite this, the haibour remains open, although many of the casualties now
being unloaded are finding themselves in a wasteland at least somewhat comparable
to that they thought they had left in the fields of France and Belgium, which makes
for a bit of a difficult homecoming, to say the least. Many of the troops scheduled to
be shipped out to the continent or to England herself this week have been given
official orders to remain 1n Halifax until such time as the fires are finally put out and
housing and logistics problems aie at least mimimally solved and the full
infrastructure put back into place. After all, theie is a wai on.

The delay 1s unlikely to last more than a few moie days

And the ships continue to enter and exit tie port at a brisk pace.

Because of the damage caused by the explosion, space is at a premium in the
harbour, and many ships arrive and leave again within twenty-four hours, far less
than the usual stop-over time.

Which, m turn, has led to a greater chaos among the young and sometimes
not-so-young ladies who line the piets and the quays waiting to see when their
husband/fiancee/boyfriend/brother/son emerges from the hold of one of these ships
after months or years in Europe. Since they don’t know when the applicable ship
will dock—many don’t even hnow which ship it 1s, and more than a few eventually
return home without their much hoped-for prize—they often spend entire weeks
milling about the port and the sorting station and watching the streams of wounded
coming out of any given ship on any given day

And because theie’s very little housing about now, some are rumoured to sleep
there as well. I never used to believe it, you understand, but now that so many of our
houses have burned down, I really don’t see wheie they could all be staying.

This 1s a wondeiful place to watch from, I'd be exaggerating only a little if I
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told you that the entite Canadian effort in this war—and a not insubstantial
percentage of the American and Butish efforts as well—have passed, or will at some
time or another pass below us and through this poit It’s full almost ever y day now,
and has been for the better part of two years, and when you realise that cach day
those are different people milling about, you start to get an idea of the scope of this
whole undertaking. Even the explosion hasn’t affected it all that much

If you come forwaid with me now and look down to the port and towards the
grey water, to the left of the fires, you’ll see that one such ship is just pulling into the
harbour; this particular vessel has come ditectly fiom the continent and biings the
first wave of wounded from the battle in Passchendaele which took place towards the
end of October. Within its holds, over erght hundred casualties are as we speak being
prepared for their brief exit into the cold au hefore being sent, in the worst of all
cases, directly to the hospitals here in the city o1, as 1s mote often the case, to tie
sorting station and then to the various trains which are waiting to biing them closer to
their points of origin wherever they may be here in the Dommion

Some, of course, will have died on the ship Some others will die very soon,
perhaps before they even get a chance to meet the ladies who sit waiting for them
Still others never even made it to the ship in the first place

But if you look at the women at the base of the gangplank now you won’t see
any of that. For them only excitement, nervous, to be sure, but excitement
nonetheless, occupies their minds Most will meet whomever 1t 1s, but most will also
be confronted with a reality for which very few ae prepared that the men they greet
are casualties of war, and as such often cuppled, disfigured or otherwise
incapacitated. And certainly changed for life

And see here, friend, the eleventh off the ship, wiapped tghtly m a heavy
green blanket and carried carefully by two dock hands: he 1s one of the fortunate few
for whom a woman awaits below

And despite his wounds—in this case bettayed to all by a heavy stained
bandage across more than half his face—she recognises him the minute he emerges
from the hold of the ship, mermories of fecund summer nights flooding her

He’s thin, of course, much more so than she has ever known him to be, and
horribly pale. But it 1s him, and she knows this.

She pulls her hands from a heavy coat and gathers them m front of her,
blowing into them as she pushes to the fiont of the crowd, the envy of the women
who let her quietly through

He’s carried slowly over the icy water between the ship and the pilings and
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down to the dock, small puffs of heavy breath rising white from his nostrils.

As they regain land the dock hands carry him a short distance towards the
sorting station before she catches up to them.

Happy for the tip, they stop their walk and hold the stretcher steady between
them as if waiting for her approval of the prize.

He opens his eyes slowly, wondering why the scrunching of the snow under
their feet has stopped, but sees only his own breath rising into an impossibly bright

winter sun.
“Hello,” the girl says, smiling as she stoops to the intact half of his face,

“welcome home. I’ve missed you, sweetheart, more than you could know.”

Her hand, ignoring the cold, settles on the blanket above his chest, reviving the
now tender flesh underneath. A simple ring shines prominent on the requisite finger.

He smiles a crooked, painful smile, inhaling deeply as she lowers to kiss his
swollen mouth, straining to draw her scent into his lungs.

And her pink hand tightens, drawing the heavy blanket together, and she
slowly straightens again, looking past the stretcher and out over the water.

And seeing this, the dock hands begin walking slowly once again, with the
woman keeping pace next to the stretcher as they disappear together into the sorting
station.

And this, friend, in one way or another, happened here fifty times yesterday,
and will happen another fifty tomorrow.
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December 23, 1917,
Dr. Alfred Franklin, Halifax sorting station:

I have just come from my time with the patient, and am extremely pleased
with his state. I spent close to two hours removing the stitches and wiring fiom the
jaw, and the healing evident is quite remarkable considering the extent of the
wounds.

Preston’s jaw appears to have healed well enough for me to recommend that
he once again try a few solid foods—although, of couise, only on the left side of the
mouth. The palate has healed to the point that bleeding ts minimal to nil, and the
patient is able to open and close his mouth normally  This said, diooling is still
somewhat of a problem, although he seems to have learned to contam it quite well
and there is no reason to assume that he will not contain 1t completely within a few
weeks’ time. As for the facial wound, 1t 1s sigmficant and has affected s
appearance quite a bit. While there is still much bruising and ycllowing of the arca
around the scar—making it appear worse, 1eally, than it is--it 1s safe to say that 1t
will remain prominent on the face. The right eye droops somewhat because of the
damage w the facial plate, although this area is nototiously slow to heal 1 predict
that the problem will, if anything, get better with time.

All of which brings me to the final point—that of the damage to the young
man’s ear. While nothing immediately comes to view upon inspection, it 1s obvious
that this area is significantly damaged. I have been encouraging the patient— with the
gracious help of his young lady—to stand and to walk This, I think, is the most
difficult part of his recovery; he stands only with much difficulty and has taken no
more than one step since his injury occurred This ought to improve, like the rest,
with time and as the patient gathers strength fiom solid food | have ieccommended
that he be returned to Sherbrooke, where he is likely to remain in hospital for a good
month or so before being able to regain his home It may also be a good idea for him
to get a wheelchair or perhaps even crutches, to serve as a stop-gap between his
condition now and that of a fully mobile, fully 1ccovered soldier 1 have included a
statement to this effect in my report.

Finally, Preston has begun to speak again, albeit with much difficulty and an
understandable  amount of  embarrassment. He  speaks  not in
sentences—communicating with the minimum of words—and scems more
comfortable whispering them into the ear of his young lady. He was, I am plcased to



130

Enfilade Book IV

' say, gracious enough to thank me and wish me a Merry Christmas.
I wish all my patients were able to do that.
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ALISTAIR:

“Alistair?” Elspeth’s soft voice in my ear.

I open my eyes slowly, aware of the rhythmic movement of the train and the
dark shadows of bare trees filing past the window. She spent a fortune in bribes to
get on this thing, I'm certain.

“It’s Christmas now,” she says, “it’s just after midnight. 1 didn’t know
whether to wake you because you seemed so peaceful and so relaxed, but 1 wanted to
be the first to wish you a Merry Christmas.”

I smile for her, and she erases this with an open Kkiss.

“I prayed,” she says, “for you to be hete for me to be able to kiss you on
Christmas, every day. Not in church, you understand, and not even eally to God--1
don’t know who to, but I did pray. I'm very fortunate, you know, Alstarr  For a
long time I really didn’t think you’d ever come back.”

Neither did 1. I make an expiession and gestuie to myself, and she
understands this. There’s a flash of pink on her face where she was leaning against
the window frame before she came to my berth.

“Alistair?”

I make a yes noise and open my eyes again. She looks carefully at the left side
of my face. My right is to the edge of the ttain, so fiom her pont of view | must look
almost like I used to. I try to keep her on that side. She’s been terubly good about
the way I look—much more brave than me, 1 must confess- -but I know that it
bothers her nonetheless. And thete’s no point upsetting her more than [ have to.

“You know what I dream about now, Alistan?”

I blink, consciously; slowly.

“I dream about you being able to ride agamn I know it will take time, and |
don’t want you to feel like you’re under any sort of pressure or anything like that, but
I'd love to do it.” She inhales heavily through her nostuls, lowering her head onto
my chest. Her hair feels warm and female. “I’d love to go back up there with you,
Alistair. When I think about it I realise that that’s really all I’ve been thinking about
all this time that you’ve been away. .I mean, I did think about other things like when
we get married and all the problems with your sister and that father of yours and his
bloody discipline and I did of couse think about my students because 1t is my job,
but none of that matters. Even thinking about mecting you again i a burning city, of
all things, seems peripheral now. It all somehow had something to do with getting
back on that horse with you.” She says this last pait with her face up above mine,
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looking quickly at my wound and then back at my left eye, a smile widening above
shiny teeth: “sometimes I even think Georgie thought about it.”

This makes me smile, which hurts. I pull a hand out from under the blanket
and onto her cheek, and she leans her face into my fingers.

She pulls her arm forward to do the same to me, but it’s the right side and her
hand stops short. She looks down to where my chin is and then back up to my eye,
her hand in the air above my face.

“Can I touch?”

I nod a shallow nod

Her hand lowers slowly onto the raised scar.

Jesus, Alistair, whatever you do don’t flinch.

I tense my face and wait for the pain, but it doesn’t come. I can hardly even
feel it at all.

“Alistair, could you...” she pushes lightly with her hand and I let my head roll
to the left and towards the centre of the train.

I feel like a dog.

And then it comes. A sharp sensation tingling down from my face and into my
neck and down to the base of my spine as she kisses the scar. It’s not pain, exactly,
but it’s not pleasure either.

And she takes her right hand and pushes my head back so that I’m facing up
into her eyes.

“I’m sorry,” she says, a shiny streak down her left cheek.

“No,” I manage, “i-it didn’t hurt.”

“No, Alistair, that’s not what I mean. I’'m not sorry that I kissed you there. 1
wanted to and [ did and I’m happy that 1 did.”

So then what’s the matter? This is a frown.

Her lower lip tightens and pulls into her mouth.

“I’'m sorry,” she says, “because [ don’t know that I did enough. I spent the
longest times, Alistair, trying to imagine you theie and what it must have been like
and how they were going to ruin you and make you something less to come home to
me—;for me-—and all I can think now is that I was being the most selfish bitch I
possibly could have been. And I tried not to think 1t, but it kept following me around
and everybody kept bringing it up until it was all [ could possibly think about...Christ,
I thought you’d be some sort of beast by the time you finally came off that boat. 1 got
myself into such a state that I was almost afraid of you and of what you might have
become. When I got into Halifax to meet you the place was on fire, for God’s sake.”
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She inhales deeply and looks out the window at the shadows of the trees.

“It’s just that...it’s just that none of this secemed real to me any moie, and I was
so sure that I’d never be able to feel anything again. It was as i | had cast myself as
this girl and that’s what I was stuck beiug, whether I wanted to or not—whether |
even could or not. And I’m sorry because 1 could have written so much more, and
sent you things and kept thinking about you only in the best possible way and then
you would have had a better time of it. I’m soiry, Alistair, because | let it all get to
us and I had no right to, especially since you were the one who was in so much
danger all the time. I'm sorry because I feel somehow that I failed...”

“No.” As I say this saliva runs down my chin and she dabs this off with the
corner of the blanket.

“What do you mean, ‘no’?”

“Don’t,” I say.

“Didn’t you think that you could have gotten moie—from me, | mecan—when
you were there?”

“No.”

“My letters were enough?”

“Of course.”

“But, Alistair, I could have done so much more...”

“No.” I pull her down to me, her face pushing mto the pillow between my
head and the edge of the car, her breasts warm and tight on my abdomen.

It wasn’t the letters, for God’s sake. They helped, yes, but only in so much as
I knew you were still about and still dreaming our dicam with me. They helped
because they allowed me to see that there was a sense somewhere that some things
were going to return to a semblance of normal some day and for some one. They
helped me know there was a sanity.

“It was the idea,” I whisper into an impossibly mticate ear.

And with this she lifts her head and looks into my cye again, making sure that
I mean it.

Satisfied, she smiles and says, “merry Christmas,” bringing her mouth back
down onto mine.

You too, sweetheart, you too.
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:
December 27, 1917,
ALISTAIR:

Just so you know, I'm being taken off to my parents’—or my place,
really—for what is surely going to amount to a belated welcome-home-merry-happy-
oh-God-aren’t-we-fortunate session, no doubt in front of a pot-bellied stove with
Father’s pipe smoke filling an already crowded room. Elspeth managed to get some
of the lads at the hospital to help load me onto the train, and Father’s going to meet
us in town to unload me and put me in the back of a carriage and then plonk me in
the big arm chair at the foot of the table, which, for once, will be mine, at least for
tonight. It’s the only thing in the house I’ll be able to sit up in for any length of time,
on account of my balance.

If nothing else, it gives me a wonderful excuse to drink

And, although Elspeth’s being far too non-committal about it, we’re going to
head back to town for the seven o’clock train to Sherbrooke in the morning. And, no,
I don’t plan to sleep, although I do plan to enjoy the pleasures of wine and whisky
and the wonderful potential awaiting impatiently in each bottle.

And, as much as | hate to admit it, I am looking forward to seeing it all again.
Especially Virginia, and Mother, and Georgie and Father.

Of course it won’t be anything like I imagined it before 1 ended up getting
myself shot. For one thing, I'm not even in uniform, and even if I was | don’t have
any medals to stick on my chest (although I’ve heard rumblings at the hospital that
they’re going to try to get me one for some brave deed they all assume that I did at
some time or another). But I'll certainly still be the centre of attention. And even
without the medal Father will listen to whatever I decide to say. Or—and this makes
me smile—be disappointed at whatever | decide not to say.

And Mother, bless her, is fretting all over the house getting it all ready for me
and briefing Virginia on how to behave.

And Elspeth has been wonderful about all of this. She’s put the whole visit
together, with more than a little help from my mother, she assures me, but it remains
her effort. 1 told her that the last thing | wanted was to see them all again in some
hospital, and if nothing else it would have been difficult for Father to get away from
the animals for anything more than a few hours, even if those soldiers of the soil are
as good as they say they are. Nobody knows the animals like the man whose raised
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them, no matter how hard they try. Christ, they’1e just boys trying to do something
useful before they get to go to the trenches and get their pink little limbs eaten by lice
and their goddamn faces blown off.

No, I told her that when I went home it was going to be exactly that and not
me going almost home but having to stop in the hospital If it were up to me I'd try
to just walk in some afternoon when they didn’t even know I was in the country and
Just emerge from the woods as if that were wheie I had been lnding all this time  But
that’s just not possible any more. And Mum, to her credit, will have cooked so much
food as to be ridiculous, and all I’ll be able to eat will be mashed potatoes and carots
with juice from the tutkey over the top. She makes it with bacon, right there on the
skin, and it gives the bitd a wonderful taste. And that way, when I stait drooling
down my chin I’ll be able to tell her that it’s because of the smell of the food and not
my injury.

And I will be able to tell her, 1f only m short sentences 1 can talk now,
although not very well. They tell me it’s a combmation of two things a mangled
hard palate and muscular fatigue in the jaw. The doc says the muscular fatigue will
keep getting better but the palate is unlikely to reform, so I have to learn to
compensate for that. All of which means that I have to concentiate and think of the
mechanics of it when I want to talk. And the scar stll hurts whenever | move my
mouth, which is not good incentive to babble on endlessly It takes a lot of effort, but
I can talk, even though I sound like a drunk. And it’s sull easier to whisper.

“Els?”

“Yes, Alistair?”

“No presents?”

“No, we didn’t bring any presents. But don’t worry about that .Oh, but your
mother sent me to Halifax with a bag full of scones but | gave them away because |
knew they’d be like stones by the time you got them, but if she scems mterested,
don’t forget to thank her, alright?”

I'nod. Right, scones. I can do that.

Train’s slowing down.

“They’ll certainly have some piesents for us,” she continues, “and especially
for you, but I’d be very surprised if they’re expecting something [ think that they’ll
understand that we haven’t really had the time and that we’ve had other things on our
mind.” And she looks quickly out and back at me: “right, Alistair,” she says, “this 1s
us.” And she starts checking my clothes to make sure all the scarves are on and all
the buttons are buttoned. Satisfied, she kisses me quickly, smiles, and says “all sct?”
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I shrug.
“Come on then.”
And I stand by bracing myself against the edge of the seat, and a steward holds

my arm solid around his neck and walks me out of the train behind Elspeth’s lead. I
can’t be sure, but I think that he’s looking at her behind as she struggles to pull her
coat on. And I really can’t say anything because he’s already 1efused the tip. And
he’s right, it is nice to look at.

And there, about two hundred feet closer to where the front of the train
stopped, is Father. He’s the sort of man you’d know anywhere, although it’s hard to
say what it is that makes him that way. Probably the way he stands. He hasn’t seen
us yet: he’s just looking around at all the people, trying to look bored, smoothing the
waxy edges of his moustache. But Elspeth’s seen him, and in a few moments now
she will have caught up to him.

The train’s whistle goes off and the steward quickly plonks me down on one
of the waiting benches—made 1idiculously low by the depth of the hardened
snow—and then steps back to saiute me. “Merry Christmas, sir,” he says, running to
the train which has already started moving And I look up and to my left and there
Elspeth and Father walk quickly towards me as the train thump-thumps its way out of
the station. He comes right up in fiont of me and puts his gloved hands on my
shoulders, surveying me like he did after I flew fiom McGuire’s old willow.

“Good to have you back, son.” He smiles, taking his hands off me and moving
to sit next to me and to the right He looks over towards me. “Doesn’t look so bad to
me,” he says, “they should have kept you over there a little longer.” And with this he
pushes my shoulder, harder than 1 remember hint doing, but remembers about my
balance in time to grab at the sleeve of my coat and stop me from lying down on the
bench.

Elspeth looks at me like I should do something, so I turn to him and smile. “I
don’t think so0.”

“You can talk! Ididn’t think you were going to be able to yet.”

He looks up to Elspeth, who’s got her hands cradled in front of her. Looking
down to Father, she smiles a smile which looks as contrived as mine must have been,
and says, “yes, Mr. Preston, isn’t it wonderful?”

“Certainly, we are fortunate for this.” He hits my knee and stun. to rub the
tops of his thighs. This means we’re to get moving.

He looks quickly up at Elspeth and catches her without her smile and then
turns back to face me. “Shall we get moving-—your mother and sister are dying to
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see you—it’s all we’ve been talking about for weeks now.”

And I nod and Elspeth says, “yes, I think that would be a good idea.”

God, she’s well brought up.

And Father lifts my right arm and hooks 1t over lus neck, pulling us both up
from the bench. Under the coat, he feels stern and taut Disciplined, he would want
me to say.

“He’s got quite a bit of strength now, sir,” Elspeth says, walking neat to him,
“it’s just the balance which hasn’t come back yet  There’s no sense m strainmg
yourself.”

He turns quickly to her, pulling even moie of my weight off the snow, “don’t
be silly,” he says.

Close to my face, he smells of furs and winter and the pipe he likes to smoke
whenever he takes the carriage out  And vaguely, ! think, of whishy.

And I look up and forward and see it There, looking thoroughly bored and
vaguely tired is Georgie, his sides flanked by the wooden leaders and leather remns
which run back to the open front seat of sleigh. He’s not even tied to anything

Behind him, the seat only has room for two of us A quick flash of me being
thrown in the back, lying on the bare slatted wood like a log for the fire or a newly
dead deer. That’s how I was n the ambulance, Jimmy told me  And we get closer
and Elspeth calls the horse’s name and he lifts lns head, turning tufly cars towards us
“That’s it,” she says, “come on'” and she squats to clap her thighs with the leather of
the mittens. Georgie comes slowly towards us, the cartiage sleigh swinging clumsily
behind, and we all stop walking.

“Father?”

“Hmmm?”

“Where’s Franco?”

“Oh, I left him at the house 1n case your mother needed anything, and your
sister’s been trying to train him. She’s doing a remarkable job.”

Georgie slows carefully and walks right to Elspeth, who takes his head onto
her shoulder and steers it towards me. I smile a shallow smile at Georgie as she tells
him that I've come back.

And he pulls his head up from Elspeth and walks carefully over to me,
bringing his big brown eye level with mie and smiffing deeply at my clothes.

“Hi1,” T say, rubbing the soft flab of his nose between the nostrls.

And with this Father helps me into the fiont of the carrage with him and
Elspeth hops into the back. [ try to say something, but she tells me not to be silly and
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to ride up with my father.

“Don’t argue with the girl,” he says, pulling heavily on the reins as if Georgie
didn’t know the way, “she’s right.”

And we glide over the land and past the farris where 1 played when I was
young—Fichault’s, McGuire’s, Richards’. The old willow is still there, its branches
bending over the frozen crystal of the stream. And then down in front of the
schoolhouse with a thin cap of snow on its roof, down the hill towards the little
bridge over Anchor Brook and then up the other side towards the house. It looks
exactly the same, only maybe a little rougher and a little moie wild than it did when I
left. And as we come up to it Father starts gesturing to the woods and to the barn,
explaining where he skidded out the dead trees for this winter’s wood and how he
changed over the stalls so as to connect Franco’s directly with the paddock, making
Virginia’s efforts at traming him casier And as he talks the runners of the sleigh
melt parallel tracks in the haid snow up the side of the hill and towards the house.
The sun’s almost gone now, and the snow’s glowing an eerie blue. Everything looks
so clean 1it’s almost shining and the air passes sharply in and out of my chest.

And all I can think 1s how nice it would be to be in back with Elspeth,
watching all of this emerge magic from the back of the sled like a wake, sharing her
warmth under the heavy blanket.

In front of the house, arranged caiefully side-by-side on the porch are Mother
and Virginia, plump and ruddy in theit best diesses, not having bothered to cover up
for the cold. And as they wave Father whips Geoigie to urge him faster up the hill,
and I hear Elspeth squeak as she braces against the sled’s acceleration

As Mother and Virginia wave they both lift onto their toes and back down
again repeatedly Then as the carriage passes the open end of the barn they run out
onto the hard snow in front of the house, dresses billowing behind them.

“You had better let your mother gieet you first,” Father says, pulling lazily on
the reins, “I don’t think she can bear the cold as well as that sister of yours ”

I turn to him and he winks.

“Alistair!” My mother’s stained smile as she shuffles up to the iron step to the
side of the seat, bringing her face level with mine. 1 turn quickly to face her, more to
show the part that looks like it used to than to see her

“Hi,” I say. The pain on my cheek tells me that I'm smiling. And she looks
down at me and brings her arms around my head, pulling my wound to the folded
cloth above her abdomen.

“It’s lovely to see you, again, Alistair,” she says. As she releases me she steps
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back down onto the ground, and I see Virginia standing patiently by the fiont steps, a
small arc in the snow whete she’s been swinging her foot actoss the surface | wave
with my left hand, trying to wink with my right cye

“Hello, big brother,” she says, “welcome home ™ 1 nod to acknowicdge this
and she smiles briefly, looking down at the pattern het foot made and then back up,
this time at Father.

I’'m certain she’s been told not to stare at my sca

“Why don’t you let me put Georgie away,” she says, still looking down, “so
the rest of you can get inside and get settled?”

Mother: “yes, Virginia, I think that would be a good 1deca™ And without
knowing it, Father agiees, turning towards me and pulling my arm over his head

Elspeth goes into the barn with Virgina, saying something about helping her,
and Mother holds the door open, moving the boots out of the way so we can both get
in the door together.

“My,” she says, her hand unwiappmg one of my scarves, “that Elspeth
certainly did wrap you up well.”

While she does this, Father props me up fiom behind so that | don’t topple,
and then, on Mother’s suggestion, starts to help with my boots

“Never thought I'd see you do that again, Peter,” she smiles

“No, Angela, neither did 1.”

And I see my bony feet exposed, tidiculous and translucent, softer than my
hands have ever been.

“Well, you certainly took good enough caic of them,” Mother says

I nod sharply. Yes, Mummy, I changed my socks almost every day, just like
you said, and after I got hurt and they de-loused me they stated getting thoroughly
pampered. And of course I still haven’t used the damn things yet

I imagine them in her eyes, soft and doughy like a child’s, hanging out
ridiculous and pink fiom a an indeterminate bundle of winter clothes, a melting
snowball forming a patch of wet in the small of my young back

She reaches into the cupboard next to the door and pulls out a bundle of royal
purple wool, made brighter by too much washing, untolling what turns out to be a
pair of heavy knit socks. “These ought to keep you warm,” she says, handing them
down to my father as I point my tocs

“Thank you,” I say.

“Don’t be silly, Alistair, I'm not going to have your feet catching cold in my
house, not now. And don’t you worry, there’s plenty of other presents coming ™ She
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smiles a mother smile and Father stands heavily next to me, catching my arm around
his neck on the way up. We look down and together consider my purple feet as they
stick out from the gathered bottorns of my grey tiousets.

“Right,” Father says, “shall we get you installed at the table?”

“No, Peter, 1 thought in the sitting room with the Christmas tree would be best.
The bird won’t be ready for at least another hour.”

“We’ve been through this, Angela. He won’t be able to sit in the sitting room
because he needs something solid. I’'m going to put him in the armchair at the end of
the table.”

“No you’re not. I put that chair in the sitting room, by the tree, and the fire’s
alrcady well under way. You’ll just have to move him when it comes time for
supper,” she says.

Father exhales heavily and turns me towaids the sitting 100m, grunting quickly
as he lifts me completely off my weight I think of telling him not to, but don’t
bother.

And there’s the chair, just whete Mother said, looking big and stupid in the
middle of the floor. And the other seats circle it carefully, although 1t’s pointed at
none of them but rather straight at the ttee. [t’s a small one this year, but more dense
than usual. And she’s really made an effort—there must be fifty candles on that
thing, and we haven’t had candles on the Christmas tree since just after the
miscarriage  And underncath, she’s set up the porcelain village and lit all the candles
in the little houses, clumps of 1aw cotton providing the town’s snow. And there’s a
sleigh there which I see as Father plonks me into the chair, and two black streaks in
the cotton behind its runners. The presents, or what I can see of them, are lining the
walls of the room behind the Christmas tree and closer to the fire. The wood’s
maple, and it’s very dry—you can tell from the smell and the colour of the flame.

“There,” Father says, “I hope you’ll be alright there for a bit.”

“Fine,” | say, cutling my purple toes up and closer to the fire.

“Well,” he says, standing, *“I think we could both do with a bit of a drink,
don’t you?" And he turns and walks slowly towards the kitchen, slouching to avoid
the wooden beam in the middle of the ceiling

Mother’s voice, vague and to my right: “It really doesn’t look like much at all,
you know. I'm quute certain you’ll be looking just fine and walking about in no
time.”

I imagine my scar looking brave for her in the flashing orange light of the fire.

That’s not what the doctors say, Mum. They don’t even know if I'll get my
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balance back or whether I’'m just going to have to re-learn it all fiom scratch.  But
either way it doesn’t look like I’ll be walking about for a while. And God knows the
scar’s not going anywhere.

“From what that fiiend of yours told us 1 thought it would be much worse than
it looks to me, Alistair.” Her voice is closer now, her smell like none other next to
me in the little room.

I feel the wound heating slowly on my face

Lying heavy on the couch on a warm July might, my bandaged head sinkmg
into your lap. Mummiy told you not to climb that ree, and we have to hswen to our
Mumnues otherwise things like this are going 1o just keep happening

“You’ll see, Alistair, everything will start falling back into place for you™
And she turns in front of me, hooking her face atound to make swe that I see ha
smile. Ilook quickly to the tree and then back at her. She’s still smuling

“Thanks for the scones,” | say, acutely awaie of the bightness of my feet.

“You’re quite welcome,” she says, smiling wider

Elspeth’s voice getting louder as she walks into the 1oom “I'm certain he'll
remember to mention it, but if he doesn’t, you remind him. He does know because
we talked about it and he does agree that you should go.”

And Father and Elspeth and Virginia all ainive m the 1oom, and Father hands
me a crystal glass, which I've never seen before Full of scotch  And I sip but I can’t
taste anything because it burns at the cut in my mouth, which makes my saliva flow
twice as much as usual.

“Good for you,” he says, catching the look on my face, “put some lifc back
into that frame of yours ”

I hold up my glass and tilt it slightly towaids hun. “To having you back, son,”
he says before downing his glass easily. And I bung mme to my hips and try to
swallow sonie more, but the drool’s already on its way out and even though | try to
keep the liquor on the side that doesn’t huit I can’t, and this time the pain’s too much.
So I just open my mouth and let as much of the yellow liquid flow out as I can.

Elspeth sees this before Father, and manages to get to me and wipe it off my
cheek while he’s still feeling his last sip mapping its way through and down to his
belly. Satisfied with her work, she winks at me, tightens her hand bricfly on my
shoulder and retreats back to her place near the fire

“So, Angela,” she says, clapping her hands together and turning to my mother,
“are we going to be doing presents after supper like we did last year, or do you think
it should be before?”
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“I think whatever Alistair thinks is fine.”” She says this like I deserve to decide
because I’ve done something good.

I shrug at her.

“Come, now, Alistair, you always got very excited about presents.”

Father, sucking noisily on a newly lit pine: “indeed. Was a time when we
couldn’t keep you away.”

I stare at the fire, my socks glowing bright.

Virginia, behind and to my right, her eyes trying to stay off my scar: “well, |
vote for the presents first.”

Father: “this isn’t a democracy.” He says this mostly to annoy Mum, but she
exhales quickly to show him that it doesn’t work.

“I’'m sure you’ll enjoy your presents as well, Mr. Preston,” Elspeth says,
“although I must confess that Alistair and I just haven’t had the time to.. >

Mother: “don’t be silly, sweetheart, nobody expected you two to bring
anything. We’re very fortunate just to have you here.” She looks to her right,
nodding at Father, “aren’t we Peter?”

“Mmmm?...Yes, of course, very fortunate indeed,” he says.

Mum: “right, then, don’t the two of you go worrying about that, now, alright?”

I'nod. This makes me feel useful.

And Mother bends her head down, which means she’s going to say a prayer.

“Our Father who ait in heaven, we offer thee our thanks for answering our
prayers and returning our son for this, the greatest of holidays.” She stops long
enough for everyone to know that she’s finished.

Everyone but me: “amen”.

And with this Mother lifts herself up and disappears behind the tree, emerging
with a large package wrapped in heavy blue cloth and closed with a red ribbon which
she’ll want to keep and places it lightly on my lap. As she does this, she looks down
and sees that I’ve hidden the glass of scotch between my legs, and places the present
directly over it. “That’s fiom me and your sister,” she says, “but mostly your sister.
I hope you like it.”

“So do 1,” Virginia says, kneeling on the floor next to me. And not looking at
my scar.

I tumm quickly and see Elspeth watching me carefully, waiting poised for the
next dribble to come down. She smiles.

I unwrap carefully and pull out a heavy wool pullover with a rolled collar and
arope design on the front. It’s a sort of cream colour, and bound to be warm.
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“Took me forever to teach that girl to knit,” Mother says, unfolding the
garment and standing to size it against my chest.

I suppose I must have once been that big.

Virginia, to my right: “I think I did alright, Mother.”

Elspeth makes a sound that she agrees, and, heaiing this, I try to do the same.
But it’s muffled by Mother pulling the thing over my neck. “There,” she says.

I smile too widely, which hurts. I’'m starting to sweat alicady.

Virginia walks over to Father and gives him a light leather-bound book, which
he looks at, smiling graciously, and places on the floor next to lus chau. And then
everybody’s getting things at the same time. Viiginia gets books mostly fiom
Mother, but Father gives her only practical clothing and a rather simple haiibiush,
which she, in turn, places neatly next to her chair. Elspeth gets a pan of socks hke
mine but manages to talk her way out of putting them on, and a book with blank
pages to keep a diary in. This last gift seems to have special meamng for Mother,
who gives it, and Elspeth sees this and 1s of course more gracious than with the
others. And now the floor’s starting to disappear under colowed cloth and biight
ribbons, and I’'m sweating so much that my mouth’s gone and dried out. So [ sncak
another sip at the scotch, which doesn’t hurt as much as | had remembeired

And Mother comes over and tells me to close my eyes, placing a hard object
on my lap after a few seconds She tells me I can open them but | wait, making a
game of guessing what it is by touch. But she’s too impatient, so I open my eyes and
see a sturdy cane, its handle carved into the shape of a horse’s head, although one of
the ears—the left—is missing,

I look up and she’s smiling at me with wet eyes. “To help over the next few
months,” she says. And with this she pulls me to her abdomen again, releasing only
when it’s time to let me breathe. And as I pull back I'm looking down towaids the
floor and then slowly up, past my purple feet and then into the oange of the fire.

And Father, 1ising slowly from his place to my left, walks over and puts his
hand on the back post of my chair, looking with me into the fire. “Time for my
present,” he says, moving his hand to my shoulder, *“and I’'m going to make you close
your eyes as well.”

This I do, and I hear him walk quickly out of the toom and up the staus. He
comes back down almost right away and staits the walk towards me, and I can hear
Elspeth holding her breath. Must be expensive, | decide, like the watch before I left.
And I think if I got the watch befoie I went out there, I must surely be getting
something bigger now. Like some sort of payment for sleeping in a muddy fucking
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puddle for six months. And it’ll be something to get myself better, something to get
me somewhere. And I dare let myself think that it’s a horse or maybe even Georgie
himself and that he’s going to put a bridle on my lap, but when the object finally does
land it’s much too heavy. And cold, and long like the cane

And Elspeth says: “I sincerely hope that’s your idea of a joke, sir,” and I open
my eyes and look down to my lap and see it.

A Ross rifle with what looks like a custom stock.

“No,” he says, his eyes fixed on the weapon, “it most certainly is not a joke.”
He says this so that it’s obvious that it cost him a fortune.

Elspeth, louder: “you can’t be serious.”

“Oh, yes I can That man sitting over here is my son and I can damn well give
him anything I want to. And I certainly don’t need your permission.”

With this he looks back down and I see his face hanging large over me. I look
down again and it’s still there and it’s still a gun Like the ones our boys went over
there with in the first place, which he knows because he knows more about the army
and the expeditionary force than I ever did, even after three months of training. A
Ross rifle that jams in the mud and rapidly becomes about as dangerous as a pointed
stick, only heavier. A Ross rifle like the ones all those corpses are still holding onto
as they slowly rot into the ground.

I run my finger down the stock and to the trigger.

My hand steady at the trigger, pomung vaguely forward at where the shots are
coming from as | try to move forward over a rotting obstacle course. Just like
runming 1n the woods at home, only this tme there’s seventy pounds on my back and
bits of rron and steel flymg through the air trying to tear at me. And if 1 fall they'll
pull me down to them and fillets of my muscles will be torn away to feed their army.

Elspeth: “Jesus.” She says this right into Father’s face as she passes him on
her way to me, her walk quick and delibeiate.

He inflates like he’s ready to hut, but stays put

And I’m still looking down at the gun across my lap when I see Elspeth’s hand
coming down onto the iton of the barrel, her fingers made small by the black of the
gun. “Do you want this? Because I can take it away now, Alistair, I can take it away
and you won’t have to believe that anybody ever actually gave you something like
this.”

“Yes, Alistair,” Father’s voice, “do you want it? Because I’m certain that if
you don’t I will be able to give it to somebody who will appreciate it for what it is. |
Just thought that 1t was time for us to go shooting together. 1 was under the
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impression that you would now finally have the discipline to own a gun of your
own.” He points at my lap: “piece of our history, that. And since you are now too, |
thought you might want to own it for youself.”

“Right, and I suppose that whatever you shoot at all Alistair’s got to do is
pretend it’s a German,” Elspeth snaps, her hand tightening on the gun.

Father closes his eyes and inhales decply through his nose. e opens them
again, and takes a breath to speak.

Mother, coming closer: “Come, now, Peter, that’s enough!”

“No, Angela, [ don’t know that it is.” He says this facing me, looking dircctly
down at the gun.

And I close my eyes, trying to differentiate between the voices and the
popping of the wood on the fire. I open them agam and look back at my lap, but |
know before I see it that the gun’s still there because | can feel its weight smking into
my legs.

And all I can think 1s that | know this, and I understand what 1t 1s and exactly
what it's meant for. And | know it because of what I have been and where, and |
know this because 1 was sent there 1o find out because that's all that 1 could have
been doing there. And every time I try 10 stand and every tme somebody looks at me
in a train or on the street they know that | know, because 1t's obvious  And when they
see Elspeth with me they wonder whether 11’s real or whether it's some warped sense
of duty and pity, or even whether I've just come wnto some money and managed (o
hire her for the day. The steward salutes, proud of my bravery while he carefully
waiches her move in front of hum. And they’ll keep on knowing this, and they'll keep
on seeing 1t, even afier I start walking and talking again because thus thing 1s a part
of me now, and 1t will never go away. | know 1t now, like a sickness  1t’s carved m
my face. And all over Lurope thousands of us are learrung 1, and thousands more
are killed as a sacrifice to this learning

Father sucks in heavily on his pipe and blows mto the ceihing, watching the
smoke dissipate between the heavy beams that hold up the master bedioom  “Well,”
he says, “I’'m offering a gift to my son, and I say we let the boy decide ”

Elspeth shakes her head like a teacher, her hand still on the shaft of the gun.

Father: “I don’t want to hear it. 1 get enough of that fiom my wife,” he says,
pointing a bony finger directly between her eyes, “I most certainly don’t have to take
it from the likes of you!”

And as he says this she pulls at the gun so that 1’s almost completely off my
lap, but Virginia reaches over my right shoulder, her arm brushing the scar, and




146
Infilade Book IV

pushes its weight back down into my thighs. The two look at each other, and Elspeth
understands that for Virginia’s sake she’s not to push the fight.

“Well?”” Father, lookinyg down ar me,

I take a deep breath, sweat stinging my eyes, my head swollen with drink.
Elspeth’s hand’s$ still clutching at the gun.

“No,” I say. Only it’s too quiet for anyone to hear.

“What?” This is Elspeth and Father together, with Virginia repeating a half-
second later.

And in front of me and above my purple socks, the hand that I imagined for so
long spreading the hairs of my chest darkens and rots, the nails growing long and
curling into the steel of the gun like claws.

“No!” This I yell, louder than I thought I could, trying to push myself up and
out of the chair. And I come up and start moving forward through the air towards the
fire, the gun hitting the rough wooden floor an instant before I do. And Elspeth and
Virginia drop quickly to where I'm lying and turn me over to see that I’'m alright. I
open my eyes and see them standing over me, with Mother’s face slightly further
behind. Father must still be standing where he was

I close my eyes and try to think myself somewhere else. Somebody starts to
shake at my shoulders and 1 open them again, trying to convince us all that I'm
alright.

Father’s voice, from where he was next to the chair: “don’t be silly, he’s fine.
Just fell over, that’s all,” followed by the sound of him sucking on the pipe.

Mother snaps her head back over her shoulder ““you shut your mouth,” she
says, “you’ve done plenty already.”

And a bead of sweat runs down onto my lip and I pop out my tongue to lick it
away, but instead of tasting saltiness it’s the warm paste of blood filling my mouth
from the hole in my palate, made fresh by the fall or the yell, I don’t know which.

“l th...” 1 try to tell them that I'll be alright, only all that comes out is a
bubbling sound.

Mother pulls back, inhaling quickly and covering her mouth. This means
there’s quite a bit of blood, and it’s bound to be on the pullover by now.

Father’s heavy steps fading as he moves out of the room and towards the
kitchen. He’s mumbling something, no doubt about trying to check on the bird.

Elspeth comes forward ard dabs at my cneek with a handkerchief which
quickly grows wet and heavy. She looks alternately down at what she’s doing and up
at my eyes, trying to see that I’m alright.
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“Alistair?”

I fix on her and she’s right there in front of me, no more than a few inches
away.

“Do you want to get back to the doctor now?”

I’m crying now.

I look over to Mother, who nods a sad, determined nod.

From the kitchen, the sharp sound of Father banging the used tobacco out of
his pipe.

“Yeth,” I say, pulling myself up to perch on my elbows.

Elspeth, to Mother: “I hope you undeistand, Angela, 1 just don’t know that it”s
time yet...”

“Don’t be silly,” she says, “you get my son back to that hospital and you have
him looked at. They’ll probably have to stitch him up agamn ™

Father comes back into the room, his hands gathered m front of lus face trying
to light the pipe again.

“There’s a train leaving at nine,” Viiginia volunteers, 1 can get you both there
with plenty of time to spare.”

Elspeth: “I think that would be best, don’t you Alistair?”

I nod.

Father: “I don’t see that he has to go just becausc of a httle blood.”

Mother: “its not just a little blood, Peter, his wound’s opened again and it’s
going to need stitches. We can’t keep him here like tlis.”

Father shrugs, his pipe finally lit. “Pll keep your piesent for you here,
Alistair, it’ll be waiting for when you come back.” He says this loudly, as if my
bleeding has made me deaf. And he pats my shoulder and rcaches down to pick the
weapon up off the floor next to me. He leans it against the wall near the tree and
goes to sit in his chair.

And with that the three girls pull me to my fect and Mother hands me the cane.
Satisfied that I can make it with Elspeth and Mum and the cane, Virginia pulls on her
coat and runs out to the barn to hitch up the hoise  Father’s stanng  at the fire. And
they dress me quietly, trying to stop the flow of blood onto my new pullover, And
Mother pulls on my boots quickly over the new socks, but there’s sull a flash of
colour sticking out above the leather.

And satisfied that I’m ready, Elspeth diesses quickly. Mother comes forward
to embrace me, careful not to knock the new canc that now holds my weight.

“I’m sorry about this, Alistair, truly sorty > She’s crying quite freely now, |
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can hear it in the way she breathes. And she pulls back enough to kiss my forehead
and I feel Elspeth’s hand on my back, telling me that she’s ready.

“You’re more than welcome to come to the station with us, Angela.”

“No, I can’t. 1 have to take care of that husband of mine...But thank you both
so much for coming, and please accept my apologies.”

And with this Elspeth smiles a friendly smile at Mother and clutches both of
her hands. Outside, the shadow of the horse with his carriage move across the
hardened snow, so Elspeth opens the door and helps me into the back of the carriage
with my sister. And she pulls the blanket onto me and checks that I’'m sturdy before
crawling under with me.

And as we pull away from the house Mother cries openly on the porch, her
arm waving vigoiously above hei, Elspeth and I looking back.

And we go like this, her body still tight with anger and mine weakened by the
digesting of its own blood, down the hill and away from the house, across Anchor
Brook and towards the school house. And the blood haidens on my face in the cold
dry air. The light of the moon comes sharply down, bathing us in an eerily clean
blue. And I can’t help but think, looking around at all of this, that we are the only
thing moving.

I wish Jimmy could see it.

And we pull in fiont of the train station and I shuffle out of the carriage,
bracing myself on Elspeth’s shoulder as I lower onto the snow, cane in hand. As I
look up from my landing Virginia’s standing in front of us, close enough to help
catch me if I slip.

“Elspeth?” she asks.

“Yes?”

“Did you talk about?...”

“Yes, Virginia, I told you we would and we did. And it’s exactly how I said it
would be.”

“So I'll be going to school?”

“I don’t know how we’re going to do it, Virginia, but your brother and I will
get you there.”

This has been agreed, and I believe it even more now. I nod.

“Thank you,” she says, stealing a look at my wound before hugging us both.

“What you do is you let all this settle for a week, and you tell your mother that
I told you to come to Sherbrooke. We’ll have something ready by then and we’ll be
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able to work out how we’ll do it. You just make suie you do that, and you make sure
you don’t let your father’s ideas get to you.”

“I'll be alright,” she says, “but I'm definitely taking the long way back
tonight.”

And with this she kisses us both, thanking us again and wishing us a Merry
Christmas.

“I know you’ll be fine,” she says to me as she climbs onto the carriage and
urges the horse back into motion.

And Elspeth walks close by me towards the train, her waimth fragrant and
female under our blanket,
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July 11, 1946;
Sgt. James Preston:

This place is quite remarkable: grand and peaceful in a way that it’s difficult
to imagine if you haven’t been here. I brought a stone for the cairn—mostly because
Mum insisted on it if I ever made it up here—and ’m certain that it’s quite a bit
higher than it must have been when they used to come up here  And there to the left
and slightly above me is the stone under which Mother used to come and lie, and here
behind me is the now large birch to which Geoigie used to be tied.  And Heat lake
below, and a heavy mist hanging over the gieen valley waiting to get damp enough to
turn itself into a thunder storm to help conjuic images of shelling.  In many ways |
wish I could have seen this place before

I myself was born in Manitoba in February of 1919 Mum and Dad went out
there in the summer of 1918, just after they found out that his fitend James -whose
name they gave me—had been killed in an assault in Apul of that ycar. From what |
know he had made it to Corporal by the time he died. Mum and Dad went out there
to talk to Mr. and Mrs. Fletcher about their son, as pronused  And when they got
there Mr. Fletcher asked them to stay for the summet to help with the wheat  And, so
far as I know, they’ve never been back

My aunt Virginia did come to visit every few years; I don’t exactly know what
it is she does—not because I never wanted to find out but because she doesn’trcally
seem to know about it too well herself— but it has something to do with buying and
selling land for immigrants. And she was nvolved i soldiet placement and
education from 1920 to about 1925, and I’m certain that she 1s thas tume around as
well. She keeps a singular affection for my mother, and when they get together the
two disappear for hours on end And yes, she did end up gong to school, and no, 1
don’t know that she’s ever been back heie either

And as for all of this 1t’s a bit difficult to comment [ don’t know that many of
us learn our parents’ stories in such ways, and [ don’t know that I liked the
experience. But coming up here—albeit in a thoroughly inappropriate Jeep- makes
all of that seem peripheral. If you strain your eyes upwards you can probably catch a
glance of an eagle, and for a boy used to nothing but flatness, that makes this place
magical.

But it’s only a clearing on the side of a hill
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‘ You understand that it is not my story and it never will be. I’ve had a war ot
my own now, and I have stories of my own to relate. But I’m pleased to be up here
to see this place, and my war has given me the chance to do that.

I don’t know and it’s something that I'd never ask in case I found out that I’'m
wrong, but I’d like to think that this is where I was conceived, on a warm spring
night, right there under that 10ck.
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For any piece of fiction to be successful, the author must convey to the reader
a sense that something important, or, ideally—vital—is at stake, that the story he or
she is telling is of some significance and has some bearing on the life of the reader.
If this does not occur, the piece cannot appeal directly to the reader, at least not on an
emotional level Yet in writing about war and more specifically about an individual
involved directly in the fighting of that war, this concern becomes peripheral. The
majority of readers understand immediately what is at stake if a character is being
shot at and shelled—our common exposure to war narratives is such that we
recognise these stories almost immediately, and, unfortunately, tend to categorise and
dismiss them almost as quickly. Indeed, one cannot mention the First World War
without images of trench warfare and spitting machine guns instantly filling the mind
of the reader The task of the writer trying to recount such events this late in the
century is therefore to make these events new or present them in a new way, thereby
surprising the rcader and forcing him or her to abandon the standard reaction to war
literature and approach the text as a novel or a poem in its own right and not one in a
long line of now-standard treatises of the war. This may prove to be a difficult and
daunting task, and success is, when present, at best only partial.

What, then, is the attraction of wiiting about the First World War? Briefly
put, it is a monumental event whose implications are still very much a part of the
modern world: it offers the opportunity to address what many consider to be the
defining event of the twentieth century, one which led to the popular acceptance of
the aesthetics of modernism, dadaism, surrealism and their offshoots and which
marked Canada’s transition from a primarily agricultural appendage of England to a
fully independent economic force in the modern woild. Canadian literature and
Canadian art, like that of the rest of the woild, experienced a change and an
explosion of the sort never before seen. Finally, the war created what was potentially
the largest-cver generation gap between the combatants and the preceding generation
which was, in many ways, responsible for sending them to the front. Were it not for
the war, the world we know today would not be the same.

My purpose here is neither to describe nor defend the decisions that I made
about the wiiting of Enfilade; that text must stand alone. Rather, I wish to elucidate
the issues and concerns that led to those various decisions, concerning both the
social, cultural and hstorical context and the modernist movement and its
innovations in narrative style, fatalism, and tone. To that end, this paper is divided
into two sections' the first deals directly with the war itself, the second, with the
literary and artistic movements which it perforce engendered.
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1. The Great War

While this is not the place to go into the origins of the war (entire carcets have
been spent addressing that very question), it is worthwhile to point out that such a
war had been anticipated in Europe for at least a decade “to sott out the simmering
quarrels and rivalries that were bubbling to the boil” (Macdonald, 1). Canada, being
geographically removed from Europe, did not anticipate a war, yet upon hearing of
the outbreak of hostilities in August of 1914, immediately offered to raise a force to
send to Europe (Meek, 2). While it is easy to frown on such an apparently quick and
rash decision from our modern points of view, Canada at the time was a very
different place, and the decision to send tioops was made largely out of a strong
sense of filial responsibility to the mother country, England, many Canadians
considered themselves British. While it would be inaccurate to say that there was no
resistance to this decision (the opposition being especially strong among French-
Canadians who did not see this as their war), support for the allies and for a Canadian
army was extremely high, with enormous demonstrations taking place all over the
country within a few weeks (Filteau, 15). Furthermore, the aimy was extremely well
perceived by the Canadian population; for a young man looking for an occupation, it
offered a steady pay cheque and an almost instant status. “in many communities
across Canada, a militia commission demonstiated social 1espectabihity, not military
knowledge” (Morton, 5). Unfortunately, the realities of the Western Front were soon
to prove this lack of military knowledge costly.

On October 3, 1914, 30,621 men forming the Canadian Expeditionary Force
(CEF) embarked at Québec for England; they trained on Salisbury Plain until going
to France early in 1915, and on April 17 of that year they expenienced their first
combat on the Ypres salient in south-western Belgrum (Mcck, 3)  In addition to their
scant military knowledge, they went to the front with inadequate clothing and
equipment, and carrying the Ross rifle, which quickly carned itself a reputation for
Jamming under fire and cost many Canadians their ives (Morton 42)

The next two years for the CEF were as hotrible as for the 1est of the allied
effort.  Constant reinforcement and shelling had led only to a stalemate, and
enormous numbers of men were routinely being killed 1n what had become a war of
attrition. Canadians earned a solid reputation for their soldicring and were being
included in most of the battles on the Western Front Ypres, Festaubert, Givenchy,
St. Eloi, Sanctuary Wood, Hooge, Courcelette, Thiepval, Ancre Heights, and one of
the most infamous of all Canadian battles, Vimy Ridge (Meck, 6-9) Attacking with
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the full strength of four divisions in the early moming hours of April 9, 1917, the
Canadians took a ridge which had been considered by the enemy to be impregnable at
the staggering cost of 10,602 casualties and 3,598 deaths (Morton, 168). For a
country as small as Canada fighting in a war half a world away, the sacrifice was
great.

The human costs of fighting such a war were of a scale never before seen.
Certainly, the rates of death and injury were extremely high, but the effects of the
war even on soldiers who survived uninjured were profound. Life at the front was
like none other before, and in many ways was almost unreal.

Nobody actually expected the war to last any time at all; in 1914, just about
everybody on the allied side seemed to think tha: the whole thing would be over by
Christmas (Fussell, 3). England was still very much an empire and, by extension,
conjuring the idea of empire went into the popularisation of the war—early treatises
of the conflict champion the gallantry and adventure inherent in the fight, and these
were used a great deal by propagandists: in an early poster, set in a presumably
victorious future, a young boy looks up at his father and asks “Daddy, what did you
do in the Great war?” (Fussell, 21) Indeed, this attitude is perhaps best exemplified
by the words of Horace, widely quoted by British recruiters and the public at large:
Dulce et decorum est / Pro patria mori, literally, “it is fine and proper to die for one’s
country” (Fussell, 158).1 Rupert Brooke, in his poem “The Soldier”, gave this idea a
popular voice: “If I should die, think only this of me: / That there’s some comer of a
foreign field / That is forever England” (lines 1-3, ix) Desmond Morton refers to this
phenomenon as the “cult of manliness” (52). The idea, clearly, 'va, that dying in
such a war was a privilege, and was a noble and proper thing to do for the good of
Great Britain as a whole (including, by extension, Canada). As if this were not
strong enough impetus to join the army, it represented, for many Canadians, the
highest paying job they could find and, in a country less than fifty years old, a chance
to do something for England in return for her efforts in Canada (Morton, 51-2).

It would seem that the war was a grand adventure to be entered into with a sort
of sporting zcal—it was a Gieat War in the sense that it was a tremendous event, and
as such the opportunity to participate was to be cherished as a privilege: as Paul
Fussell points out, war was initially viewed as “strenuous but entertaining” (25).
Perhaps surprisingly, this attitude held up remarkably well in the face of trench

L Wiltred Owen would of course go on to use this phrase in one of his most famous

poems, referring to it as “the old Lie” (Owen, 55)
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warfare, at least initially. In fact, in one famous incident which took place in 1915,
Captain W. P. Nevill went over the top of his tiench to lead an attack by kicking a
football into No Man’s Land and beckoning his boys to follow as if charging the net:
he was killed instantly (Fussell, 27).

But the most striking manifestation of this sporting nature had to be the
Christmas truce of 1914, an inctedible event m which the fighting stopped long
enough for allied and German soldiets to cross No Man’s Land and exchange gifts
and Christmas greetings much like two teams sharig drinks after a football match;
not surprisingly, it led to extensive courts martial on both sides 1t is difficult to shaie
tea with a man one day and be motivated to kill him the next (Morton, 242) While
much has been written about the possible motivation and ouigins of the Chiistnas
truce, it remains a striking event in that 1t represented a complete bicak-down of the
traditional war-waging machine; for a few hours, the discipline and the sense of
purnose which are so vital to a war effort weie themselves completely defeated.
although the resulting crack-down and incicasing demonization of the enemy
prevented such a striking show of friendship from ever emerging agam, that stiong
sense of purpose and perception of the enemy as evil would never really return to the
soldiers fighting at the front.

The reason for this is simple: the soldier led an incieasingly dichotomous
lifestyle; at home and on leave he was a hero of sorts—the ultimate modern civilised
man—a lad to be encouraged by good food, good 1est, and often, good company, at
the front, he lived in conditions which had never been conceived before in a hellish
world of mud and excrement and rotting flesh (Eckstemns, 211 and Fusscll, 87). A
soldier, if fortunate, could expect to make the tiansition between these worlds several
times during his tour of duty. If he found the transition difficult, he became an
outcast: shell-shocked and shut up in a Scottish hospital or shot at the fiont for
cowardice (Macdonald, 184-5). As if this weie not enough, cverybody - whether
they had known the horrors of front-line existence or not—was talking about the war
and interested, at least on a surface level, in knowing what was going on at the front
There was an attempt by those left at home to feel some sort of link with their soldier
husbands and sons. To this end, for instance, packages from across the channel
would arrive daily, and often contained home-baked cakes, books, tinned oysters and
other such treats (Fussell, 65-6). London itself was just seventy miles from the front,
the guns clearly audible on a still day, inviting the home front to become a direct
spectator in the war, a chilling mix of cultured normality and the helhshness of life at
the front (Fussell, 64 and Ecksteins, 139). The proximity was remarkable, but so was
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the real gap developing between the soldier and the civilian. Perhaps the greatest
example of this is the famous trench network which was dug in Kensington Gardens;
the trenches were clean and neat, nicely furnished and dry, contrasting sharply with
the muddy holes from which the soldiers were actually waging the war; not
surprisingly, the Kensington trenches soon became one of the army’s standing jokes
(Fussell, 43).

The realities of trench warfare were, of course, farther from the Kensington
trenches than any of their Sunday visitors could have imagined. The daily reality of
life at the front was inconceivably horrific; in addition to incredible rates of shelling,
machine-gun fire and gas which reduced the front area to a lifeless and grey mass, the
human horror was tremendous:

The odor of decomposition—masked only by the almost equally
intoleiable reek of chloride and lime—and clouds of flies attracted by
the carrion were other inescapable curses. Limbs and torsos were
churned up again and again by the shelling. Working parties digging or
repairing trenches repe~tedly uncovered corpses in all stages of decay
and mutilation.
(Ecksteins, 151)
In this environment soldiers would sleep, shave, play cards, write letters, and eat.
Food supplies were sporadic, and, when present, consisted mainly of bully beef (i.e.,
corned beef) and biscuits, often mixed together to form what came to be known as
“trench pie” (Fuller, 59). The monotony of rations was broken only by packets of
various foods from Britain—a luxury few Canadians could enjoy—and by rum
rations which were given befoie going into battle (Fussell, 47). Often, the food
provided was inedible; Desmond Morton relates the story of soldiers using their
rations, still in their cans, to pave the floor of a dugout (142). In any case, it was
difficult for any front-line soldicr io keep an appetite with the smell of rotting corpses
Jjust a few yaids away.
Heavy artillery, used for the first time in massive numbers in this war, also had
a profound effect on the combatants, as did the disorientation created by a visual field
from which all markers of depth had been removed; indeed, trench life tended to
“disorder sequential thought processes and to disorient the participant” (Leed, 130).
In such an environment, traditional vehicles for communication, including music and
words, became wholly inadequate (Ecksteins, 215). As if this were not enough,
soldiers were continuously bothered by parasites whose population exploded because
of the war: both rats and lice were a persistent problem. The former exploded in
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population and size as they fed on corpses, and some soldiers made a sport of Killing
as many as possible, often in fits of rage (Fussell, 49). The latter had everyone on
both sides of the line scratching nearly constantly and occastonally drove soldicts
into frenzies (Fussell, 48). Finally, the trenches themselves were httle more than
muddy holes. To help them deal with the dangers of this life and to strengthen them
for the attack, soldiers were given a rum ration before the attack (Morton, 157).
Once over the top, they were most often mowed down by machine-gun fire. Those
who had survived previous attacks knew exactly what they wete going to face at the
next attack. The anxiety was incredible. Finally, soldiers and civilians alike were
being fed information at an unbelievable rate, and only a small proportion of it was
true; the prevailing attitude among soldicrs was that anything could be tiue, but
nothing they heard was necessarily true. In this way, shocking rumouwrs of the
Germans crucifying a Canadian near Sanctuary Wood in 1915 quickly gamed
respectability (Fussell, 115).

Not surprisingly, mutinies began appearing in 1917 in both the French and
Australian armies (Fuller, 22-31).  While these were dealt with swiftly and
effectively, their very occurrence is testimony to the soldicis’ sense of being trapped
in the war. Yet the reality is that what was trapping them there was not only their
superiors, but the prevailing attitude on the home front—the attitude which, after all,
was responsible for sending them there in the first place. Soldiers wete reminded of
this every time they opened their packets from acioss the channel and read therr
letters from home. The pressures of the dichotomy between the culture which they
would experience on leave in Paris and London and their existence at the fiont were
remarkable, leading many soldiers to take on a soit of glazed arr “after several weeks
of front line experiences there was little that could shock” (Ecksteins, 154) Many
soldiers looked forward to their leave periods, but it was piccisely the cultuie that the
soldiers could enjoy in these cities when on leave that was 1esponsible for sending
them to war in the first place. The civilians they saw when on leave were so far
removed from the war as to seem virtually oblivious to hife at the fiont -even those
who wanted to know what it was like could not, because to them, the details of the
Western Front were simply too far from their expenience to be believable (Fussell,
87). A return home for a British soldicr or a long lcave period to England for a
Canadian soldier therefore became a difficult and often bitter experience which
hardly ever lived up to expectations.

Indeed, there was soon a very strong sense that there was no real home to
which to return; once having been to the front, the soldier felt that instead of having
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gained status in his home society, he had actually become estranged from it, and the
longer he spent at the front the further he became from his home. The community of
soldiers—the only one with which he had anything in common now—replaced the
community he had known at home. In this way, going to war, which “was initially...a
liberation from domesticity began to be experienced as a loss of the home” (Leed,
215). And within too short a time, he would be back at the front and his new
community. A mutiny wouldn’t woik unless it was against all of the culture that had
sent him to war.

For the vast majority of soldiers, there was no way out of this dichotomy:
being at war for each person became a sort of “grossly distorted version of the
‘mechanical day-to-day’ of an industrialised life” (Leed, 91). In that way, waging
war became part of the modern industrial work ethic; having gone to war, a young
man could, if he survived, presumably reap the rewards of his service. The survival
of the expression “you have to put in your time in the trenches” is testimony to this
attitude.

Yet putting one’s time in in the trenches proved to be more horrific than
anybody at home could ever possibly have imagined. By 1917, there was a very
strong sense among the combatants that the war would never end, that it was a
necessary part of the modern industrial predicament much like machines and factories
and smoke-filled streets (Ecksteins, 189). Stuck in their trenches, with no apparent
way of getting out alive, many front-line soldiers dieamed of getting a “blighty”—a
wound severe enough to have them sent home to be greeted as heroes having
sacrificed much for their country (and therefore secure their return into the society
which they had left behind), but one which would not be life-threatening (Morton,
181). Others took it upon themselves, shooting feet and inflicting their own wounds;
others still deliberately infected themselves with veneieal disease in order to get away
from the fiont, eventually leading to a crisis in cases of VD by 1917 (Morton 202).

Not surprisingly, the man forced to live in this world and deal with such a
predicament found himself increasingly 1emoved fiom the world around him; after
some time at the front, it became difficult to care about much at all, so overwhelming
was the effect of warfare. Added to this was the sense that there was no longer a
home to which to return. In some cases, the magnitude of this stress led to psychoses
of various sorts—usually dismissed as “‘shell-shock”—and severe discipline problems
like the Christmas tiuce and the mutinies mentioned above. But the vast majority did
not mutiny and followed their orders without complaint.

In otder to deal with this predicament, many men began to tum into
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themselves for solace, and imagination and memory became increasingly important:
“for sustenance the soldier was thrown upon his own imagination The war became
increasingly a matter of individual interpretive power” (Ecksteins, 212). Since it was
essentially mounting an assault on the sanity of each soldier, the real physical world
became less and less important—for example, the term “suriealism™ was coined by
French poet Guillaume Apollinaire in 1917 while crouching in the bottom of a tiench
during an artillery barrage (Ecksteins, 146). In the face of the failure of the rational
and the scientific, therefore, soldiers turned increasingly to the irrational, the magical,
and the mythic (Leed, 228). Ghost stoiies became quite prevaient, as did talismans,
souvenirs, lucky charms and various other sorts of superstitions, front-line soldicrs
often turned to Christianity (which may help to explan the popularity of the crucified
Canadian story), but often also created a sort of personal 1ichgion based on a series of
rituals designed to keep the soldier alive (Fusscll, 115)  Personal incantations
became extremely important, and many stories tell of soldicis feeling doomed at the
discovery of the loss of a lucky trinket or charm. In many cases, this turning mwards
became the source of incredible rumours, for example, angels were widely believed
by combatants and civilians alike to have appeared to guide the British soldiers
during the battle of Mons in 1914; indeed, it was considered unpatriotic not to
believe it (Fussell, 115-6). In otheis, this turning inwards led to profound and
penetrating thought—the very thinking that, by the end of the war, would give rise to
new literary and artistic movements.

Yet perhaps the most remarkable—and the faithest-reaching—result of this
turn towards the inward landscape is

a reality of extraordinary implications the soldier iepresented a
creative force. As an agent of both destruction and regencration, the
soldier inclined to see himself as a “frontier” personality, as a paladin
of change and new life. He was a traveller who had journeyed, on
order, to the limits of existence, and theie on the periphery he “hived” in
a unique way, on the edge of no man’s land, on the margin of normal
categories.

(Ecksteins, 211)

Like Orc in Blake’s America, the soldier in many ways came to epresent the
force that must destroy in order to lay the land bare for the re-building of the post-
revolutionary world. By the end of the war this had alicady begun—through the
efforts of Wilfred Owen and the war poets who did more to “bring the war home™
than any other source, and “The Great War” 1apidly became “The War to End All
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Wars.”

From the trenches, then, emerged a completely new and completely changed
generation; one that would return to the late Victorian world which they had left and
flood it with new ideas, new aesthetics and new systems of communication. The
Great War is great in the sense that it was horrific on a scale never seen before, but it
is also great in that it engendered artistic creation which forced us to face the issues
brought about by the realities—in this case supremely dehumanising—of the modern
industrial world. What draws one to study this explosion is that we are to this day
struggling to come to terms with its implications.

2. War Narratives and the Modernist Aesthetic

When the war officially ended at 11 a.m. on November 11, 1918, virtually no
literature generated by combatants had been printed: the vast majority of information
available on the war was officially generated or at least written by people removed
from the action itself—censors made sure of this. That said, one can categorise war
literature fairly easily by separating that which was generated in the trenches
themselves—for the most part taking the form of poetry or somewhat loose journal
entries—from that which was generated primarily by surviving combatants in the
years immediately following the war. These post-war works tend to take more
complex forms, especially that of the novel, which is understandable given that a man
crouching in a tiench scarcely has the time to generate as complex a form as the
novel. For the most part, both the post-war and “eye-witness” forms tend primarily
to communicate the desperation and the sense of disillusionment of the front-line
soldier, this being especially the case for the work generated through the immediate
post-war years up until the early 1930s (Ecksteins, 125).

By far the most immediately recognisable of war literature generated in the
trenches themselves is the poetry of Wilfred Owen, Siegfried Sassoon, John McCrae,
Ivor Gurney, lsaac Rosenberg and others. In some cases, these were poets of
necessity—men who wrote poetry not because they were poets in the traditional
sense, but rather because their circumstances were so terrible and the lack of
knowledge on the home front so striking that they felt the need to communicate
through the medium of the poem. Like Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner, they felt a
compelling neced to tell their stories, but in this case with little apparent artistry
because that artistry would misrepresent the 1ealities of trench warfare. Not
surprisingly, their poetry tends to be quite brutal in its imagery and language,
mirroring the realities of trench life:
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He pushed another bag along the top,

Craning his body outward; then a flare

Gave one white glimpse of No Man’s Land and wiie;
And as he dropped his head the instant split

His startled life with lead, and all went out.

(Sassoon, “A Working Party”, lines 45-9)
While this is interesting as a testimony to the brutality of trench life, it has
questionable merit as a poem in its own right. This passage, like the life it is
describing, is brutal and violent, but it is also devoid of any sense of emotion.
However, this is far from being the case with the woik of Wilfred Owen, who is
considered by many to be the best of the war poets. Ilis poem “Futility” describes
the moving of corpses into the sun, as if to try to 1ouse them:

Are limbs, so dear-achieved, are sides,
Full-nerved--still warm--too hard to stir?
Was it for this the clay grew tall?

--O what made fatuous sunbeams toil
To break earth’s slcep at all?

(lincs 10-14, 58)

In this case, the forces of the modern world—namely, the guns responsible for the
demise of these boys—have overwhelmed the forces of the natural woild, heie
represented as the sun which we know will not rouse them. In this way, the industrial
world has unquestionably killed whatever may be left of the Romantic aesthetic, the
mechanical world has overwhelmed the natural world.

Fussell talks at length about Owen’s latent homosexuality and his need to give
a voice to the men he knew in the army (290). It is interesting to note that Owen did
not consider himself a poet, but rather the voice of a dispossessed youth which would
otherwise be silent. He is blatantly clear about this 1n the pieface to his collected
poems:

This book is not about heroes. English poetry 1s not yet fit to
speak of them.

Nor is it about deeds, or lands, nor anything about glory, honour,
might, majesty, dominion, or power, except War.

Above all I am not concerned with Poetry.

My subject is War, and the pity of War.

The poetry is in the pity

(€39

By placing War and Poetry in opposition in this passage, Owen is sug-esiing that
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they cannot coexist: the Poetry that he was taught in his private-school youth (we
know, for instance, that he studied Horace and other traditional “Poets”—QOwen’s
capitalisation here being significant) could simply not be applied to the personified
evil “War.” The sun cannot, in the modern industrial world, rouse the dead soldiers.
LEssentially, Owen is pointing out that the old conventions—which he lists himself in
the second and third lines of this passage—cannot be used to describe the war. In
much the same way that the traditional forms of music and words and other
communication became inadequate in the trenches (Ecksteins, 215), then, traditional
forms of poetry—what Owen describes as “Poetry”—were no longer adequate to the
task of conveying the realities of the modern world. In this way, Owen is not
denying himself as a poet at all, but rather asserting and insisting that his poetry is
necessarily removed from that which he learned as a child. It is in this light that he
can be said to be among the first modernists. The old system was no longer
adequate, so he began to use one of his own creation, and with stunning and lasting
effect.

In much the same way as the poetry of the war, war fiction tends either to be
rather brutal and artless rapportage or to take on increasingly innovative and
thoroughly modern forms. In the late 1920s, war narratives suddenly gained
surprising popularity—spearheaded by Erich Maria Remarque’s All_Quiet on_the
Western Front, probably the only traditional book from this period that remains
popular to this day. Its release in January 1929 touched off a long series of war
narratives which were traditional in structure and often poorly written (Ecksteins,
276). They were produced, it would appear, to satisfy the growing appetites for war
narratives of a generation struggling to come to terms with the war and therefore now
apparently ready for them. Perhaps one of the best examples of this is Charles Yale
Harrison’s Generals Die in_Bed, touted on the cover as “the great Canadian war

novel”:

We march all night. Ten minutes’ rest every hour. The road is
Jammed with clanging artillery. There is a steady stream going our
way.
Yes, we are going into action; of that there can be no doubt. The
rumours of an offensive these past months have not been idle ones.
(178)
While the staccato style does convey the fragmentary state of the mind of a soldier at
war, the narrative structure is very traditional and the book itself riddled with a late
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Victorian sense of popular drama. Indeed, it reads much mote like a pootly wiitten
and extensive piece of journalism than a true novel, and in many places seems almost
childish. The story is about the war and it is true to trench life; m that sense, the
book is compelling because the war itself is compelling, but the nanative follows
very much the conventions of fiction writing as they existed before the war.

Yet this tendency to apply old techniques to new, modern, themes and subjects
was waning. All Quiet on the Western Fiont was a popular novel and was
substantially traditional in narrative structure (told, like Generals Die in Bed, entirely

in the first person), but it did compellingly convey a stiong sense of futility--a sense
which ushered in the mainstream acceptance of modernism and paved the way for
experimentation in narrative form to better 1eflect content  Erich Remarque’s book
remains a compelling testimony to the sensc of alicnation and loncliness felt by a
soldier at the front, told with remarkable artistry.

The storm lashes us, out of the confusion of grey and yellow and
the hail of splinters whips forth like the childlike cries of the wounded,
and in the night shattered life gioans wearily in the silence.

Our hands are earth, our bodics clay and our eyes pools of rain.
We do not know whether we still live.

(171)

Furthermore, Erich Remarque’s approach to his cication 1s very similar to Wilfred
Owen’s; in the preface to the original edition of his woik, he was careful to point out
that what he had written was not the story of an adventuie, but rather the story of
how a generation was destroyed by life on the Western Front (Remarque, quoted by
Ecksteins, 281).

Remarque carefully tells the story of Paul, the main character, through all of
his time at the front and during his leave petiods at home. Primary in this thematic
approach is Remarque’s insistence that Paul was unable to completely regain his
sense of home; that home itself was no longer a place which offcied any sort of
solace. In fact, it was a source of even greater torment than the fiont, leaving Paul
pining not for the return to normality but for the return to the only hfe he knows how
to live:

I bite my pillow. I grasp the iron 10ds of my bed with my fists,
I ought never to have come hete  Out there 1 was indifferent and often
hopeless;--I will never be able to be so again. I was a soldier, and now
I am nothing but an agony for mysclf, for my mother, for everything
that is so comfortless without end.
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I ought never to have come on leave.

(115)
This alienation and desperation soon becomes so strong that Paul cannot see any
possible way out, although he does finally find his peace. Without a home to return
to, Paul’s only peace comes with the bullet which kills him. The irony of this
theme—of freedom aud escape only through death—is a powerful part of most war
literature, and the end of Remarque’s novel is perhaps one of its best known
examples.

Yet in many ways, All Quiet on the Western Front is not strictly a genuine
representation of trench life; it is much more a long lament for the ruining of a
generation. This eftect is pethaps amplified by the fact that the book was written
several years after the war and that Remarque turned to writing it in
desperation—after the disillusionment he experienced when returning to Germany
after the war. Unable to put the war behind him and exist comfortably in a post-war
world, he set about writing a long lamentation about what he perceived as the event
that ruined him and his generation. In this sense, then, writing about the war became
a way of escaping and a way of explaining his post-war unhappiness (Ecksteins,
283). As such, it is also a condemnation of an industrialised society for “destroying
humane values” (Ecksteins, 283). One could even suggest that Remarque in many
ways wishes to find his peace in much the same way as Paul, longing, as does his
protagonist, to tejoin the community of soldiets. In this sense, then, there is little
artistry in the book, and, unhke the works of Wilfred Owen, there is little poetry in
the pity, unless it is the reader’s pity for the author himself.

The pervading sense of not belonging which 1s continually reinforced in
Remarque’s work became a central theme for the literature that followed the war, and
in many ways remains so today. Added to (his was a deep sense that after the war, it
is difficult to think of anything else as significant—indeed, for many who
experienced the war virtually nothing else mattered.

Yet even a careful reading of All Quiet on the Western Front reveals that,
while a strong and very compelling work, it is not a novel which reflects the
modemist form in the strictest sense. Modermnism as a movement began well before
the outbreak of the war—it 1s the result not primarily of the war (although the war did
help Modernism to become the dominant and pievalent form) but rather of
industrialised society’s alienation of the individual A modernist novel, therefore,
tends to concentrate on psychology—the internal nariative being as important as the
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external narrative and often superseding it—and on the sense of otherness felt by the
primary narrator of the book. This mal de si¢cle was amplified and brought into the
mainstream by the war, but it did exist as an aesthetic movement for almost as long as
machines had been a part of the landscape. Andié Gide’s ground-breaking
L’Immoraliste, for instance, was first published in 1902 David Daiches sees the 1t
between the traditional novel and the modern novel as clealy defined, where the
preceding works—of Dickens, for instance—had very clear and explicit plot lines,

trustworthy narrators and above all a sense that the gaps in the narrative could be
filled in with what was generally accepted by socicty at large, the modern novel
rejects these ideas wholeheartedly and is often openly hostile to them (1). Daiches
goes on to elucidate what he considers the three primary tenets of modern fiction. the
“breakdown of a public sense of significance”, “the concept of time as a continuous
flow rather than a series of sepaiate points,” and “the new view of
consciousness...[that] the individual personality is the sum of the mdividual’s
memories” (7). In this sense, modernist fiction can be said to be much more focased
on the internal processes of a few chaiacters than was the novel prior to the
modernist movement; it can also be said to be less ditect, less comforting and
ultimately, less entertaining and mote demanding of the reader  Finally, 1t often
relays stories of the systematic alienation of the mdividual fiom the society of which
he must be a part—Joyce’s Stephen Dedalus, Gide’s Michel in L’ Immoraliste and
Ford Madox Ford’s Narrator in The Good Soldier all expetience what Daiches calls

“a constant state of unstable equilibrium” (19) Tlus 1s the very state expetienced by
soldiers at war.
Ford’s The Good Soldier is an intetesting book in that it gicatly elucidates the

attitude that sent men to the trenches n the first place without scrving as an example
of that attitude. Essentially the story of a gioup of filends who come together every
year, The Good Soldier can in many ways be constdered to be the first truly modern

novel, and is one which managed to alicnate many rcaders used to tiaditional forms
of narrative. As such, it is a series of apparently loosely linked scenes, often icading
the reader to great frustration because of what he o1 she is not told - mstead of
assuming that all the necessary information will be provided, the reader 1s often
forced to make that deduction In this way, not only i there thematic alicnation,
ennui and mal de siécle, but that sense is conveyed to the reader because it is forced
on him or her by the disjunctive nanative The effect 15 to force the reader not to sit
passively and watch the story unfold in fiont of him or her, but rather to become
actively inculpated in the narrative
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Ford’s whole view of the truth called for obliquity, for the
conduct of microcosmic ‘affairs’ which reflected, in the eye of a good
reader, not the mere sequence of history as represented by theories of
conflict and survival, but the great historical crises which transcend the

temporal sequence.
(Kermode, 16)

With the use of innovative narration, then, the form begins to reinforce the themes.
“The good soldicr” is not the narator himself, but rather a friend who was a hero in
the Boer war. The narrator, unable to care enough to be “a good soldier” himself, is
symbolic of Yeats’s rough beast which must, because of historical forces and the
failure of the sucial system, emerge as a force in the modern world. He is indifferent
and uncaring about anything at all, and the book describes his increasing alienation
and frustration. After the war—five years after Foid’s book was published—this
sense of being outside ceased to be an aberration which would shock the reader;
because of the experience of the tienches, 1t was the good soldier, not the
distllusioned youth, who bacame increasmgly rate.

Perhaps the best fictional treatment of this transition—presenting both the
good soldier and the disillusioned youth and doing so thiough the form of the modern
novel—is Ernest Hemmgway’s In Our Time, first published in 1925. The book is
composed of scries of loosely collected short stories and vignettes held together by
small narratives at the chapter headings (printed in italics) and by the consistent use
of characters in vatious stages of their lives It can be argued that, when viewed as a
whole, In Our Time 15 a novel and not simply a seties of short stories-—the movement
from the beginning to the end of the book would suggest this, as would the
characterisation which occurs seemingly by accident (the episodes are fiagmentary,
but usually deal with the same characteis)-—and Hemingway, by organising these
stories as chapters, cleaily saw the work as a novel himself.

The book opens with “On the Quar at Smyina,” a two-page desciiption of
Armenians arriving at Smyina after having been marched across Tutkey in what later
became hnown as the Armentan Genocide  The style 1s highly journalistic, and the

tone remarhably flat  Indeed, the person dong the reporting—set up here as a friend
of the nantator-  scems angry at the Armenians for iuning what would otherwise be a
beautiful day “vou didn’t mind the women who weie having babies as you did those
with the dead ones™ (12)  Surely. this 1s the mdifference of a soldier described by
Ecksteins-- after a certam time at the fiont. nothing was shocking, and the horrific

became the mundane (154).




167
Afterword

From this preface—clearly from the point of view of somcone who is
indifferent when faced with an experience which would honify most—Hemmgway
moves the reader into the first chapter, which tieats the sense of indestiuctibality felt
by a young man, presumnably bringing us back to a simpler and mote innocent time
than that of the preface. “Indian Camp™ is a story about a young man probably
about ten years old—accompanying his uncle across a lake to watch him perform a
caesarean on an indian woman. The bitth is inciedibly pamnful, and the baby’s father,
unable to support the mental anguish of his wife’s screams, cuts his own thioat
during the operation. We, like the young Nick and his uncle themselves, don’t
become aware of this until after the child is born  Yet the young Nich sces this as so
outside of his experience that he doesn’t feel at all implicated  Indeed, his uncle’s
and his father’s words are so comforting and the warmth of the lake m the carly
morning so beautiful that by the end of the story, Nick, 1n his youthful mnocence,
feels certain that he will never die (19) This comfortable woild - m which even a
suicide cannoi overcome the ieassuting woids of a father and the pleasant catly-
morning warmth of the lake water—is cleatly representative of the mnocence of the
‘good soldier’ approach, in this woild, Owen’s soldieis would have been roused by
the sun.  Yet by placing this passage immediately after the chithng  preface,
Hemingway is forcing an impending sense of doom on the reader we have been
shown what is going to happen, and are now being taken back to a more mnocent
time. By structuring the beginning of the book this way, Henmingway forces us to
continue reading not because we want to know what is gomg 1o happen, but ather
because we want to understand that tansition and that movement

When Hemingway moves nto ticatments of the war and soldiers towads the
middle of the book, the sense of indifference which charactensed the preface once
again emerges. While we sece Nick himself m combat in one of the bref talicised
chapter intioductions, it is the story “Soldicr’s Home” which most expheitly teats
the soldier’s sense of alienation  The story of Kicbs, a young American, “Soldier’s
Home” opens with a description of his depatture for the fiont, and cverything 1s
perfect and ordered “all of them weaning exactly the same height and style collar”
(69). The sccond paragraph contiasts this passage sharply, describmg a picture
which Krebs brought back with him fiom the war “Kiebs and the corporal look too
big for their umforms The German guls arc not beautiful  'The Rhine docs not show
in the picture” (69) Clearly, this 1s not Rupert Brooke’s world in which a soldier’s
presence will serve to bless a foreign land  What follows 15 a teatment of Kiehs at
home after the war and his increasimg sense that he doesn’t belong encouraged by his
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father to get a job, he spends his days sitting on the porch watching girls. Yet even
here he is unable to act, convincing himself that he doesn’t need a girl and that one
will scon come to him anyway (72).

Yet the most striking treatment of Krebs® lack of belonging comes when he
discusses his indifference with his mother:

“I don’t love anybody,” Krebs said.

It wasn’t any good. He couldn’t tell her, he couldn’t make her
see it. It wassilly to have said it He had only hurt her. He went over
and took hold of her arm. She was crying with her head in her hands.

(76)
He couldn’t tell her why he didn’t love anybody because she wouldn’t understand;
she was still holding onto the ideas and values they shaied before Krebs went to war,
and he had been piofoundly changed. Indeed, Krebs is no longer a part of her
community, but rather a part of the community of soldiers (Leed, 215)—his only
social skill is to take on *““the easy pose of the old soldier among other soldiers” (70).
The distance between Krebs’s post-war woild and that of his mother becomes
obvious when she ties to impose a solution on Krebs’ inability to love anyone by
getting him to pray with her, but he cannot (77). The pre-war solution of praying
simply cannot solve Kiebs” indiffeience—this is the embodiment of the breakdown
of traditional forms of which Ecksteins speaks (215). She ends up praying for him,
but the rift between the two is exposed-—his mother wants to repair things by using
the same old conventions, Kiebs knows that these conventions will not succeed and

doesn’t really scem to care anyway

Hemingway has moved us from the reassuring words of a father which make a
child feel that he will never die, through the horrors of war, to a wotld in which the
words and ntuals of a patent succeed only in elucidating the difference between
parent and clild.  Kiebs® mother does not 1eassure him, she makes him lic and
infuses him with anxtety and a sense of not belonging in much the same way as
Paul’s mother did when he returned fiom the Western Fiont  As such, she elucidates
the gap between the pre-war world—in which prayer, for stance, would solve a
problem, and the post-war wotld in which it means nothing Krebs cannot pray
because he 1s no longer part of the community of those who see 1t as any sort of
solution

The end of In Our Time brings us back to the character of Nick, who leaves
crvilisation to go fishing. The departwie here is significant: like Krebs, presumably
unable to feel any sense of belonging or normality in the woild to which he 1eturns
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after the war, he goes back to the natural world to seck solace. It can be said that this
return to the river represents a return to romanticism and a renewal of faith in the
power of the natural world; at the very least, it reminds us of the young Nick
dragging his hand in the water next to the canoe and the feeling he had at the time
that he would never die. Whether parts one and two of “Big Two-hcaited River”
actually offer Nick any sense of renewal is unclear, but the last line at least offers the
suggestion that this renewal might be possible: “there were plenty of days coming
when he could fish the swamp” (156).

In Our Time, then, is a unique and poweiful novel which uses many of the
innovations of modemism—in particular a disjunctive nanative presenting
representative events instead of a linear description of everything -- and does so n a
way that eigages the reader without alienating and confusing him o1 her  In Ou
Time is not a novel in the traditional sense, but 1ather a collage of events which
together form a narrative, be it in first or thud petson, about Nick or Kiebs or any of
the other characters who emerge and disappear This structure 1s 1deal for conveying
the emotional, physical and cultural transitton fiom pre-war mvincibihity (shown by
Nick in “Indian Camp”) through the alienation caused by the hottor of war (in the
preface and “Soldier’s Home™) and finally towaids the attempt to repair the damage
and the sense of futility caused by the war through a retuin to the natwal world (in
parts 1 & 2 of “Big Two-hearted river”) In the space of 160 pages, then,
Hemingway presents all facets of life in the modern woild, clucidating the human
implications of modern industrial ife and war  Yet because he 1s uniestiamed by the
requirements of a linear narrative, all of the episodes become crucial and scive to

indicate a greater truth  Wheteas Remarque’s All Quict on the Western Front scives
as a traditional yet commelling damnation of war, In_Qut_Trne 15 altogether more
subtle, steering the reader towards damning the war for himself and offenng not only
a vision of the destructiveness of that war but, m the last two chapters, some hope
that something new can emerge If nothing clse, Hemmgway’s 1epresentation 1s moie
complete and moie honest, telling a story m much the same way that people perceive
therr lives—thiough a setics of extiemely inportant episodes — without having to fill
in any of the details in between, a process which would necessanly mitigate the
strength of the episodes themselves

Conclusion
The First World War, theiefore, was a monumental event  not only in and of
itself, but in that it served as a cultural catalyst which forced the death of pre-war
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attitudes and aesthetics. It gave Modernism—which had existed since at least the
turn of the century—a popular audience in the surviving combatants and forced the
posing of a number of questions regarding man’s place in an increasingly
industrial-—and therefore unhuman—world. These are questions which face us to
this day. Finally, it served as a coming of age for Canada itself, leading to a cultural
and national rcnaissance of great proportions.

The attraction of writing about the war therefore is self-evident; it is the
defining event of modern life. Yet it is one that demands to be treated carefully if
that treatment is to successfully convey the transition from pre-war neo-Victorian
culture to the modern world and from traditional, linear narrative style and aesthetics
to the modernist techniques described above. Yet perhaps more importantly, writing
about the First Wotld War remains important and applicable to today’s world: we are
still dealing with man’s struggle against the dehumanising effects of the machine (to
say nothing of the effects of continuing wars the world over), and we all feel
alienated by our society at times. Although the war is temporally removed from us, it
is still aesthetically and culturally relevant Many of the modernist techniques which
gained popular voice through the war still apply because they adhere tc the rules of
human thought—in the same way that one thinks n a series of disjunctive episodes,
so does a moderist text often unfold. The effect 1s, 1f successful, a psychological
involvement of the reader; the thought processes of the book become the thought
processes of the reader. In this way, an author is not so much telling a story as he or
she is communicating it. The result is a much more active reader with a much more
personal involvement 1n the text. Ultimately, this leads to a more intense and
gratifying experience (or the reader.

My desite mn wiiting Enfilade was not to re-write In_Our Time in my words,
although I trust my 1espect for that text is self-evident My desire, rather, was to treat
the subject of wa—and its implications for the home front—n a way which would
communicate the emotions involved to the reader without explicitly stating them To
that end, I have endeavoured to employ many modernist techniques, primary among
those being a disjunctive and cpisodic nariative, while rejecting the more radical
techniques of hinguistic and narrative breakdown except in the few places where they
seemed appropuate namely, the battle scenes  Simply put, thete 1s no better way to
convey the intensity of emotion mvolved in such powerful expertences. Furthermore,
since the mind tends to percerve events as episodic and 1epiesentative and not linear,
I made the decision to have the story told fiom a nu.nber of diffeient points of view.
A result of this 1s a seuies of different voices—idiosyncratic spelling and grammar
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included—which combine to offer the reader a greater pictute of the events
unfolding. Also, this allows one to superimpose images of the home life with that at
the trenches, adding a further dimension to the story. In this way, a very ttaditional
plot is conveyed as a collage instead of a simple picture. It is my belief that the
character Elspeth is in many ways as much a combatant as is her fiancée Alstair,
using this technique offered me the opportunity to iepresent that without stating it
explicitly and without complicating the narrative and thereby distancing the reader
with “he felt / she felt” constructions.

Yet there are aspects to Enfilade which are decidedly removed fiom the
modernist tradition, primary among these being the epistolary form employed at
length in the first half of the work. My attraction to this form - which 1s one of the
oldest in the writing of the novel, examples such as Richardson’s Clatssa coming
quickly to mind—is simple: a peison tends to express himself o1 heiself very
differently in a written form, especially when his or her audience 15 cleatly defined
Letters can be a wonderful vehicle for conveymg doubts and frustiations and can
serve as a means to develop a chaiacter’s relationship with the addiessee without
imposing the structure and distance of a thitd-person narrative  In that wiy, my
attraction to the epistolary form is the same as my attiaction to the disjunctive and
minimalist modernist form: both allow the telling of a story without the artificial
structure usually involved in such an undertaking  This allows the characters to
speak for themselves, and the reader to become more of an observer than somebody
who is being told a story.

My attempt here, then, has been to combine two of the forms which offer the
most direct voice for the characteis involved in the story  the modern and the
epistolary—while simultaneously combining two conveigent plots that of Alistan n
Europe and that of Elspeth and the Prestons m Southein Québee  Held together when
necessary by a third person narrative (when historical mformation 1s needed, for
example), the superimposition of these forms and these plot lines offers the
opportunity to create a memorable and compelling work while telhing what 1s
essentially a very traditional story. Enfilade, then, 15 an attempt to tell an old stoty in
a new way.
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