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About the Book


Lieutenant Paul Harris returns from the trenches to his father’s home after suffering from shell shock. Paul’s lover Adam awaits, but so too does Margot, the pregnant fiancée of his dead brother, whom Paul feels an obligation to care for.


Forced to hide his true desires, Paul must decide where his loyalty and his heart lie.


Set in the aftermath of World War I, Marion Husband’s moving novel illuminates the difficulties faced in the post-war period by former soldiers, and explores early twentieth-century taboos, love and betrayal.









Chapter One


November 1919


HIDING IN ADAM’S PANTRY, Paul remembered how he was once forced to eat marmalade at school, a whole pot of marmalade, Jenkins twisting his arms up his back as Nichols held his nose and clattered the spoon past his teeth. He stared at the jar on Adam’s shelf. Its contents were all but finished; only a dark orange residue speckled with toast crumbs and marbled with butter remained. He unscrewed the lid, wondering if marmalade could taste as bad as he remembered. The scent of bitter oranges assaulted him as outside the pantry door his father’s voice rose a little, as close to anger as he ever came.


‘He’s not well enough to be out on his own.’


‘Doctor Harris, I swear I didn’t even know he was home.’


‘He writes to you.’


‘He wrote occasionally.’


Paul placed the marmalade back on the shelf, listening more carefully. That pinch of truth would help the lie down – that “occasionally” held the right note of disappointment. His father might almost believe his letters to Adam were infrequent.


George sighed. ‘If you do see him . . .’


‘I’ll bring him straight home.’


Paul listened as Adam showed George out, waiting until he felt sure his father had gone before pushing the pantry door open. In a stage whisper he asked, ‘All clear?’


Adam sat down at the kitchen table. Taking off his glasses he ground the heels of his hands into his eyes.


‘Jesus, Paul. He knew you were in the pantry. He bloody knew.’ He looked up. ‘He didn’t speak to me. He spoke to the bloody pantry door.’


Sitting opposite him Paul reached across the table and took his hand. ‘At least you didn’t give us away.’


Adam drew his hand back. ‘He could smell your cigarette smoke.’


‘Maybe he thought you’d taken up smoking. Maybe you should.’ Paul shoved his cigarette case towards him. ‘Calm your nerves.’


‘You know I hate it.’


Lighting up, Paul blew smoke down his nose. ‘Hate what? Lying, smoking or having a one-eyed lunatic hiding in your cupboards?’


‘Smoking.’ Adam sighed. ‘No point hating the rest of it, is there?’


Adam polished his glasses on the corner of his shirt. Hooking the wire frames over his ears he smiled at Paul. ‘Cup of tea?’


‘I should go. He’s had enough worry, lately.’


‘Haven’t we all.’


‘I’d better go.’


‘Yes. Of course. Better go.’


Neither moved. Paul’s bare toes curled against the cold lino. The kitchen of Adam’s terrace house was always cold, always smelt of yesterday’s frying, always made him want to take boiling, soapy water and a scrubbing brush to the sink and stove and floor. He thought of the stale-biscuit smell in the pantry, the damp in the corners, the nagging suggestion of mice. He shuddered and wiped imaginary marmalade stickiness from his fingers.


That morning he had turned up on Adam’s doorstep, leaving his father to his breakfast, using up another lie about needing fresh air. He had seen Adam only yesterday, his first day home, and all he could think about was seeing him again, of lying down in his bed and breathing in the fug of sweat and come and cigarettes as he slept. Adam would work downstairs, marking his piles of ink-smudged essays. Later he would slip under the covers beside him, warming himself against his body. As the room darkened they would make love whilst in the street children called to one another and dogs barked and church bells closed the day. There would be none of yesterday’s fast, furious fucking, the sex that came from relief and awkwardness and lust. Adam would make love to him and he would be loose-limbed and lazy. Afterwards he would sleep again. He would sleep all night in Adam’s bed, Adam’s legs entwined with his, Adam’s breath warm on his face. He had wanted this day and night for years.


Adam, however, had wanted to feed him – eggs and bacon and thick slices of bread, cups of sweet tea, a rice pudding he’d made especially for him. He was an invalid to be fattened; he was too thin by far, a bag of neglected bones. Quick with embarrassment Adam had fussed between sink and stove and table. Later they had fucked routinely and Paul had left his eye patch on although he had planned to take it off. Taking off the patch would have been a kind of unveiling. Such theatrics had seemed inappropriate after the ordinariness of rice pudding.


Paul stubbed his cigarette out, crushing it into a saucer so that it all but disintegrated and Adam ducked his head to smile into his face.


‘Paul? You’ve gone silent again.’


‘I’m fine.’ He smiled back. Like George, Adam needed constant reassurance. ‘I’ve left my shoes and socks upstairs.’


Adam laughed. ‘You know, I half expected to see you in uniform. I almost didn’t recognise you, standing there in civilian clothes.’


‘Disappointed?’


‘No, of course not.’


‘You said once I suited the uniform.’


‘Did I? You suited the cap, I think.’


‘I’ll keep it. Wear it in bed.’


‘I’m glad you’re back.’ Adam laughed again. ‘Glad. Christ, what kind of word is that, eh? Glad. Bloody glad.’


‘I’m glad to be back.’ Paul stood up. ‘I’ll go and get my shoes.’


As he went past Adam caught his hand. ‘I love you.’


‘I know. I love you too.’


Paul took a shortcut home through the park that separated Thorp’s long rows of back-to-back terraces, its steel works and factories from the small, middle-class ghetto of Victorian gothic villas where his father lived. He sat down on the graveyard wall opposite his house and lit a cigarette, imagining his father in the kitchen toasting cheese, his usual supper. Cheese on toast then cake made by a grateful patient, then tea, strong, just a little milk, no sugar. George was a man of habit. Paul looked at his watch; it was later than he’d thought – the tea would be drunk, the cup and saucer and plate washed and dried and put away. His father would be reading the Telegraph in front of the kitchen fire. In France, and later during his months in St Steven’s, he had remembered his father’s rituals and almost wept with homesickness. Now, as the cold from the wall seeped into his bones, he wanted to walk away from the smallness of them, back to one of the pubs he had passed along the back streets. At the Stag’s Head or the Crown & Anchor he would order beer and share a joke with the hard men of Thorp. Paul smiled to himself. He would get his head beaten in along a dark alley, called a fucking little queer as boots smashed his ribs. He had only to look at one of them in the wrong way. Best if the fucking little queer went home and faced his father’s disappointment. Tossing the half-smoked cigarette down he crossed the road towards the unlit windows and locked door of his father’s house.


Margot said, ‘He’s home.’


‘Who, dear?’ Her mother looked up from her knitting, rows of grey stitches that were beginning to take the shape of a mitten. Mitten production hadn’t stopped just because the war had. There were orphans’ hands to keep warm now. Absently she repeated, ‘Who’s home?’


‘Robbie’s brother. Paul.’


‘Oh?’ Iris Whittaker laid the knitting down on her lap. ‘That poor boy. He was so handsome, wasn’t he? I remember how handsome he looked at your birthday party. Such a beautiful face. It must be quite dreadful for him.’


‘It would be dreadful for anyone. Even an ugly man.’


‘Yes, of course, but worse, somehow, for such a good-looking boy. Such a courteous boy, too. So charming. Poor George. I thank God every night you were born a girl. If we’d had boys like poor Doctor Harris . . .’


They would be dead, Margot thought, and considered saying it aloud. Dead as dodos. Dead as doornails. Stone, cold, dead. No one said the word dead in this house, although whichever of the vicarage windows you looked from you could see the weeping angels and floral tributes that marked out dead territory. Dead was such a stark word when death was so close, so her father, when he’d told her of Robbie’s death, had cleared his throat and said, ‘That boy’s been taken from us.’


She knew, of course, exactly who and what he meant. That boy: Robbie. Dead.


Her mother picked up her knitting. ‘He’ll have a glass eye, of course. It might look real, from a distance.’


‘Look but not see,’ Margot said quietly.


‘Pardon, dear?’


‘Didn’t you think he was horribly vain?’


‘Vain?’ The wool was held taught and crossed over the needles. ‘All men are vain, dear. At least he had the right to be.’


Margot closed her eyes. Robbie had said, ‘It’s amazing that Paul and I have leave together.’ He’d grinned. ‘I can show you off to him – introduce you as my fiancée.’


‘I thought we weren’t going to tell anyone.’


‘We can tell Paul. He’s so self-centred he’ll have forgotten by tomorrow.’


Margot remembered how Robbie had pulled her into his arms, holding her tightly so that her cheek felt the scratchiness of his uniform. Khaki smelt of dry hessian, of sweat and metal polish that she imagined was the stink of gunpowder. Beneath the khaki his body felt hard and spare. She tried to remember how she had responded, if she had drawn away a little or pressed herself closer. She remembered he groaned. Perhaps she had encouraged him.


‘I think I’ll go to bed.’ Margot closed the book she’d been pretending to read and stood up.


Iris glanced at her. ‘Say goodnight to your father.’ The knitting needles picked up speed. ‘Tell him if that sermon isn’t finished by now it’s too long.’


In her father’s study a picture of Jesus surrounded by children hung above the fireplace. Christ was white and pale gold, the children dark and dressed in bright colours. A lamb knelt at Jesus’s side, a garland of flowers around its neck. The picture was titled Suffer the Little Children. Robbie had frowned at it. ‘I was in Palestine before the war. The children wore rags.’ She tried to remember the tone of his voice. Not quite so pompous, maybe, just matter-of-fact.


Her father looked up from his desk. ‘Margot. Off to bed?’


She sat down opposite him on one of the chairs arranged for those about to inform him of marriages, births and the passing-on of loved ones. Placing his pen down the Reverend Daniel Whittaker smiled at her.


‘Sermon on the Mount. For the memorial service tomorrow.’


‘Oh.’


‘Blessed are the peace-makers.’


‘Yes.’


‘It’s so important to strike the right note. So difficult.’ He sighed. ‘I’ve asked Mr Baker to read the lesson.’


Mr Baker: three lost sons. Margot nodded. ‘That’s good.’


‘I hope it won’t be too much for him.’


‘Daddy . . .?’ she began. More quietly she went on, ‘I’m going to have a baby.’


‘Sorry, dear?’ Looking up from the sermon he frowned. ‘You do look peaky, my dearest heart.’ He sighed again. ‘You should go to bed. Up the wooden hill.’ He smiled. ‘Remember how I used to say that when you were small?’


‘Yes.’


‘Yes.’ After a moment he said, ‘Go to bed, Margot. Try not to worry.’


As she was about to close the door behind her he called out, ‘Say your prayers, Margot. God always listens.’


On the stairs she looked back towards the study door. She had deliberately left it ajar so she might spy on him from the wooden hill. He was lighting his pipe, packing the tobacco down with his thumb as he sucked on the stem to draw the flame. She knew he knew. For now it was their secret, stored against her mother.


Her mother had no idea how wicked she was. Although Robbie had said I love you only once, she hadn’t stopped him when he slipped his hand under her camisole. She had lost her voice; the shock of his cool, hard palm against her breast seemed to cleave her tongue to the roof of her mouth. He had drawn away, smiling at her hands clenched into fists at her sides. ‘You’re not going to box my ears, are you?’


‘No!’ She remembered blushing.


Robbie laughed a little, his eyes avoiding hers. ‘I wish you were older, sometimes.’


Her blush deepened and she dug her fingernails into her palms, a counterpoint to the pain of humiliation. ‘I’m old enough!’


‘Then try and behave as though you are!’ Vehemently he said, ‘Don’t look at me as though you want to eat me alive, then turn stiff as a corpse the minute I touch you.’


Later he was penitent, his head bowed as he held her hands. She’d been afraid that he might cry. A little later still and he was pushing her down into the long grass beside the Makepeace tomb, covering her face with frantic kisses as his hand scrambled beneath her petticoats. When he had pressed his hand between her legs she hadn’t protested. ‘Let me,’ he whispered, and she’d nodded, not knowing how to refuse him: the war had made him strange, an infectious strangeness, she realised now.


She splayed her fingers over her belly. She would show soon and even her mother would notice. Then there would be tears. All the listening Gods in the world wouldn’t help her then. She thought of nunneries; a nunnery would be her mother’s solution. Nuns with hard hands and stern voices would take charge and smooth it over and send her home a sinner still, but a sinner whose sin was taken away, a Mad Hatter’s riddle. She wouldn’t think about it any more. Turning away she climbed the stairs to bed.


Paul had vomited twice that morning. Once just after his father told him they were going to church and again as they were about to leave, when he told him that it was to be a special service of remembrance and they were expected for lunch at the vicarage afterwards. That second time had exasperated George.


Placing his hand firmly on his son’s forehead he barked, ‘Any stomach pain?’


Paul twisted away. ‘No.’


‘Bowels moving normally?’


‘Dad! For Christ’s sake.’


George ushered him out. Locking the front door behind him he said, ‘You smoke too much. It’s enough to make anyone sick.’


Across the road St Anne’s Church loomed from the leafless trees. Sunday-best parishioners snailed their way towards the church doors. Paul began to worry that he would be expected to talk to these people, that they would tell him about lost sons and husbands and brothers as though they expected some kind of comfort from him because he survived. He felt the bile rise in his throat again and he closed his eye.


‘Paul.’ George’s voice was sharp. ‘Pull yourself together. Remember what your doctors said.’


‘They said, “Lieutenant Harris, we’ve dug out your left eye with a rusty spoon. Any questions?”’


‘Don’t be idiotic. And I wish you wouldn’t hide your glass eye behind that patch. You look like a pantomime pirate.’


They crossed the road. George took his elbow and steered him like a very old man along the graveyard path, past the angel weeping over his mother’s grave, past the urns and obelisks of those who had died comfortable deaths. Frosted leaves crunched beneath his thin-soled shoes and the cold kept his hands deep inside his trench coat pockets, making him a sloppy civilian from capless head to ill-shod foot. In some hospital or another he’d lost the leather gloves Rob had given him. He thought about the gloves, concentrated on remembering their beautiful stitching, the way they kept the shape of his hands when he took them off, the expensive, masculine smell of them. He thought about the gloves as George led him up the aisle and gently pushed him down on to a pew. Only when his father pressed a handkerchief into his hand did he realise he’d been weeping over their loss. From the pew in front a child turned to stare at him and was slapped on the legs for her rudeness.


‘Have you met Reverend Whittaker, Paul?’ Standing in front of the vicarage fireplace George was forcing himself to smile.


Paul nodded. ‘We met during my last leave, at Margot’s party.’ He held out his hand. ‘How are you, sir?’


Daniel Whittaker shook his hand briefly. ‘Would you like a drink before lunch? Whisky or sherry?’


‘Oh, whisky, I think.’ George seemed to relax a little. ‘Lunch smells good.’


Whittaker turned towards an elaborately carved sideboard crouching against the dining room wall. ‘My wife’s cooking beef.’


Handed his own short measure of Scotch Paul said, ‘Do you mind if I smoke, sir?’


‘I presume you smoke cigarettes?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Then would you mind if I asked you to smoke them in the garden?’


George said, ‘It’s a disgusting habit, dirty and disgusting.’


‘I smoke a pipe myself.’


To hide his smile Paul bowed slightly. ‘Would you excuse me?’


‘Don’t be long, Paul. I don’t want you catching cold.’


To avoid catching cold Paul walked back to the hallway where Whittaker had hung his coat. He put it on, turning up the collar and buttoning it, trying not to think of those wretched gloves that once lived in the pockets.


As he fastened the belt a voice behind him asked, ‘Are you leaving?’


Paul turned round, his fingers going to check that the eye-patch hid all it was supposed to.


The vicar’s daughter smiled at him, her own hand going to the blush that was spreading over her throat.


‘Hello, Margot.’


She was standing on the stairs, so much higher than him he had to tilt his head back to look at her. Touching her left eye she said hesitantly, ‘The patch . . . it makes you look dashing.’


He laughed.


‘No. Really. It suits you . . .’ Her blush deepened. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean that, exactly. It must have been horrible.’ She came down. ‘Are you leaving?’


‘Leaving? Oh, no. No, not leaving. I wanted a cigarette.’


‘Daddy wouldn’t let you smoke in the house?’


‘No.’


‘I smoke.’


‘Really? Well, if you’d like one of mine . . .’


‘Yes, thank you.’


She had thought he was Robbie, returned from the grave, wearing the same coat she imagined they buried him in, the same coat he had spread on the grass behind the Makepeace tomb. He had lost his captain’s cap, and those strips of cloth like khaki bandages he wrapped around his shins, but it was Robbie, not dead, only lost. She’d stood on the stairs watching him, holding her breath to be as silent as possible until slowly she realised that this was only Paul, the boy who had looked so close to weeping as her father spoke of the importance of remembering, everyone had seemed embarrassed for him. Afterwards, when he was in the queue to shake her father’s hand, most people had kept their distance, as though madness was contagious.


In the garden Margot watched as he fumbled with a cigarette case and matches. His hands shook and he smiled apologetically as first one match and then another broke.


‘Let me,’ she said, and took the matches from him.


He stepped closer, accepting the light she held out. Just like Robbie, he blew smoke down his nose and smiled at her. ‘When did girls start smoking?’


‘Same time as boys.’


‘1914?’


She felt her face flush. ‘Probably.’


They stood side by side, smoking in silence. From the corner of her eye she noticed his fingers go again and again to the eye-patch as though checking its straightness. Tossing her finished cigarette down she pulverised it into the crazy-paved path.


‘I have to help my mother serve lunch.’


‘Margot . . .’ He caught her arm as she turned away, immediately releasing her as she faced him. ‘I’m sorry about Rob.’


‘I should say that to you, shouldn’t I?’


‘I know how close you and he were.’


‘What do you know? What did he say about me?’


‘That you were going to be married.’


‘Yes! We were!’ She laughed harshly. ‘He promised me. We would have been married by now.’ She began to cry and he took a handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to her. ‘I’m sorry.’ Dabbing at her eyes she said, ‘I don’t know what came over me.’


‘Misery? That’s what comes over me, anyway.’


She gave back the handkerchief. ‘Thank you for the cigarette.’


As she walked away she had a feeling he was watching her. When she looked back she saw that he had turned away and was staring out towards the graves.









Chapter Two


IN PARKWOOD’S KITCHEN PAUL slumped into the armchair by the fire. He took off the eye-patch and threw it at the hearth where it caught on the coal scuttle handle.


Hanging up his coat George asked, ‘How are you feeling?’


‘Tired.’


‘Why don’t you go and lie down for an hour?’


‘I’d rather stay here, if you don’t mind.’


‘I don’t mind. Glad of the company.’ He sat down in the armchair opposite him. ‘You can smoke, if you like.’ As Paul lit a cigarette George said, ‘Margot’s a pretty girl, isn’t she? She sent me such a nice letter after Robbie was killed . . . reading between the lines she seemed quite fond of him.’


Paul remembered Robbie’s own description of Margot’s feelings. Shyly he had told him, ‘She loves me. In fact . . .’ He had glanced away. ‘She allowed me to, well, you know.’


Allowed. Paul shuddered.


‘Are you cold?’ George got up and put more coal on the fire, delicately placing aside the eye-patch. Sitting down again he pressed on. ‘Margot’s such a sensible girl, a nice, sensible girl.’


‘I’m not interested, Dad.’


‘Why not?’


‘She’s a fat little girl.’


George was silenced, gazing into the fire as the room’s clutter was tidied away by the dusk. Nothing had changed in this room since Paul’s childhood. Even the bookcase was still full of his grandfather’s books, their spines cracked with age, their titles fading. Paul wondered how long it was since anyone had unlocked the glass doors and taken a book down. Not since his last leave, probably, when he had taken A Tale of Two Cities on the journey back to the front. He frowned, trying to remember what had become of it, and saw Jenkins hunched against the cold, a candle dripping wax on the thin pages.


Jenkins snorted. ‘A far, far better thing my arse. Bloody fool that’s what I say.’


Jenkins. It was dangerous how the most innocent thoughts could remind him – he should have learnt that by now. All the same, each reminder was a jolt, as though he’d been suddenly woken from sleep walking. Unable to sit still, Paul got up. ‘I think I will have that lie down.’


Jenkins sang The Boy I love. ‘There he is, can’t you see, smiling from the bal-con-neee . . .’ He made the words up as he went along. Some of the words were filthy.


Lying on his bed in his room, Paul blew a smoke ring, squinting as it disappeared into the gloom. The wind roared in the chimney and threw the bare branches of the trees against the window. He lifted his hand and its enormous shadow played in the candlelight as Jenkins’s catchy tune played inside his head. Jenkins, in balaclava and muffler, grinned at him.


‘The boy I love is up on the balconee. The boy I love is . . .’


‘For Christ’s sake, Jenkins.’


‘You’re a miserable bastard, Harris. But then having to read the men’s pitiful letters would make anyone a miserable bastard.’


‘I’m censoring, not reading.’


Jenkins laughed. ‘Of course! One’s mind becomes numb to the blather, eventually.’ He put on a Tyneside accent. ‘Me darling lass. I hope this letter finds you as it leaves me: utterly, utterly buggered.’


Paul closed his eyes, smelt the burnt patties and boiled potatoes they’d eaten that evening. He could taste them still, greasy as mutton, salty as sea water. He thought of ice cream sundaes, eaten with long spoons from tall glasses in Robinson’s café, of the cold lemonade that always accompanied them. He groaned softly. Next to him on the table made from planks and barrels, the yellow flame of a candle drowned in its pool of wax.


Jenkins came to sit next to him. He rested his hand on Paul’s thigh. Paul’s skin crawled beneath his fingers and he fought to keep from shuddering. He should have shoved him away but something held him back, some idea about protesting too much, of being the obvious queer pretending to be appalled by queerness. He waited for Jenkins to tire of this game and felt his leg tense with the effort of not moving. Jenkins looked at him, digging his fingers into his flesh before lifting his hand away.


Staring at his bedroom ceiling Paul flicked ash into the saucer balanced on his chest. He remembered the day Jenkins joined his platoon, his shiny boots yet to be broken in and creaking with each step, his trench coat and uniform stinking of newness. He remembered his own stink: damp khaki and sweat overlaid with lousy sweetness. As Captain Hawkins introduced them, he could have sworn Jenkins’s nose wrinkled as he held out his hand. Jenkins hadn’t recognised him for a moment. Plenty of men called Harris, after all, and he supposed he’d changed a little, grown up. Paul shook his hand, all the time his heart hammering as he grinned like an idiot to hide his shock. Not used to seeing him smile, Hawkins had eyed him suspiciously. ‘Are you all right, Harris? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’


‘I have that effect on people, sir.’ Jenkins at last let go of his hand, his eyes questioning. Finally recognising him, he laughed, a short, startling burst of noise that made Paul want to vomit with fright. ‘Harris! Jesus – Paul Harris?’ Jenkins looked at Hawkins. ‘We were at school together, sir!’ He turned back to Paul. ‘Good God! Harris! I’d have thought they’d let you sit this one out!’


Paul exhaled sharply. His room was becoming colder and he thought of getting up and drawing the curtains against the chilly moonlight, of climbing fully dressed beneath the slippery eiderdown and blankets George had piled on his bed. Too much effort. He thought about having a wank and his hand plucked faintly at his fly buttons, but all the familiar filthy images evaded him. He thought about Jenkins in school, twisting his arms up his back, forcing his face down into the nest of dead, newly hatched sparrows he’d hidden in his bed. His nose had brushed the fragile flesh and he’d closed his eyes tight, trying not to breathe the green-meat smell. Later, he’d carried the nest to the bins outside the school’s kitchens, feeling responsible for the little corpses that looked so dismayed by their pointless deaths. Around that time, Jenkins’s bullying had become more inventive, and he remembered the sense of dread of what might come next. Constantly afraid, he’d felt as disgusting and powerless as the birds.


To stop himself thinking about Jenkins he made himself think about the vicar’s daughter, the way she’d smoked her cigarette like Jenkins at his most needy. Robbie would have shown her how to smoke like that, reluctantly at first, then amused by her efforts, then taking it for granted that she should smoke as he did, the whole process taking place over the weeks of his sick leave, during that last summer of the war.


‘Don’t you think she’s marvellous?’ Robbie had grinned at him from the foot of the bed. His sleeves were rolled up and his forearms were deeply tanned. His smell of outdoors invaded the comforting stuffiness of his room, making Paul pull the bedcovers over his head.


‘Go away, Rob.’


Rob had tugged the covers away. ‘I’ve been up for hours. I’ve mowed the lawn. What are you going to do? Waste your leave sleeping?’ Sitting on the end of the bed he said, ‘Margot is marvellous, isn’t she? We’re going to be married.’


‘Congratulations.’


‘What do you think of her?’


What had he said? Something that had made Rob sulk. That she was too young, or too plump, that when he’d danced with her at her birthday party she’d smelt of steamed roses.


Paul frowned as this memory came back. Dancing with her he had wanted to bury his nose in her hair, to hold her closer and breathe her in, so distracted by her scent she must have thought he was touched.


He covered his face with his hands. Imagine, linking her arm through his as they strolled around the graves. Imagine, taking off his coat and spreading it out beside the Makepeace tomb, laying her down on its black silk lining. Imagine, whispering endearments and lies, promises and reassurance as the Makepeace dead listened impotently beneath the hard earth. He imagined the words Robbie said when he finished: ‘I’m sorry.’ Knowing Robbie he would have apologised. The rest he knew for definite, Robbie had told him.


‘She cried,’ Robbie said.


‘I should think all girls cry, the first time.’


He had been sitting opposite him on St Stephen’s lawn and Robbie had looked away, fumbling in his tunic pocket for his cigarettes. Fiercely he said, ‘Bloody hell.’


‘You haven’t asked me to be your best man.’ Paul leaned forward in his invalid’s bath chair to light his brother’s cigarette. ‘Should I be polishing my best eye, or not?’


‘Of course I want you there . . . when you’re better, of course.’ He shifted uneasily, glancing at some of the other patients wandering the grounds in their pyjamas and plaid dressing gowns. Stiff and correct in his captain’s uniform, his fingers went to the knot of his tie, adjusting it minutely. At last he said, ‘We won’t be married for a while. Plenty of time for that when I’m discharged.’


The war had been over for ten months. For the first few weeks of peace Paul had been blind on his back in an army hospital bed, under orders not to move in case what remained of his sight should be dislodged for good. It would be his own, careless fault if he lost the use of his right eye as well. He’d kept silent, refusing to acknowledge responsibility, wanting to be deaf, too: deaf, dumb, blind, the ultimate retreat.


Halfway recovered that day in September, he’d smiled at his brother. ‘You don’t have to hang around, Rob. Thanks for coming to see me.’


Robbie frowned at him. ‘You’re better now, aren’t you? Properly, I mean. In the head.’


‘Maybe.’


‘They should let you go! It’s idiotic keeping you here! Good God, Paul. You’re so bloody thin!’


He remembered laughing – being thin seemed the very least of it – and Rob had frowned again, further discomfited. He stood up. ‘I’d best be off. Take care of yourself, Paul. Tell them they should send you home, where you belong.’


Paul watched him as he walked away, remembered how his brother adjusted the fit of his cap with both hands before brushing a speck of lunatics’ dust from his tunic. He had pulled on a pair of gloves, preparation for his ride home on the borrowed motorbike. Later Paul was told that the bike had skidded on spilled oil. He imagined its wheels slowly spinning as it lay on its side, sun glinting in its spokes as his brother bled into the earth from the gash in his skull. The farmer who found his body had thought at first that he was only sleeping, peaceful on his back in a verge of grass and poppies.


There had been unspoken irony in the condolences. Rob had joined the army in 1913 – was one of the first to fight. It seemed wrong that he should die on an English road, that there should be some natural law against it. Told he was too frail to attend the funeral, Paul had spent the day completing a jigsaw of Buckingham Palace with another lieutenant who believed the war was still raging and in an hour or two they’d be out on patrol. The fantasy was oddly comforting; he’d gone along with it until the last piece of the jigsaw was fumbled into place, imagining a close crawl across no-man’s-land instead of his brother’s burial.


His room was completely dark now. George called him for his supper and he got up, fumbling like a truly blind man towards the door. Downstairs, he realised that he’d tricked himself into forgetting about Jenkins for almost half an hour.


Every Wednesday and Saturday Thorp held a market along its High Street, a choppy sea of white canvas stalls from the Georgian cube of its town hall to the medieval stone cross outside the Shambles. Catholic martyrs had once burned at that cross, Margot had been told, but although she had examined the pitted stone she didn’t believe it. Thorp had always seemed too sensible a place for such carrying on, a commercial, agnostic place halfway between the cities of Durham and York, with no tradition of mining to ally it with its neighbours.


The Wednesday streets were littered with cabbage stalks and bruised apples, the stalls strung with lanterns to light the late afternoon. Margot walked quickly past the butcher’s stall. Lately, all smells had intensified and she covered her mouth and nose with her hand so that she smelled only her own woolly mitten smell instead of the cold-blood stink of freshly slaughtered chickens. The creatures hanging from their scaly feet stared at her with dull slits of eyes in the yellow light. She looked away and bumped into Paul.


‘Oh, I’m sorry . . .’


‘Hello, Margot.’


She hadn’t realised who it was until he spoke. The voice was unmistakably Robbie’s. She jerked her head up in shocked recognition, her heart pounding fiercely. Paul Harris frowned at her.


‘Are you all right?’


Disappointment tasted like metal against her teeth. She nodded breathlessly.


Paul took her arm. ‘Perhaps you should sit down.’


Where the make-believe martyrs had once burned stood a pair of wooden benches. Paul sat her down then crouched in front of her. ‘You look terribly faint.’


She sat up straight, breathing deeply to try to subdue the nausea she felt. When she was almost certain she wasn’t about to be sick, she said, ‘I’m fine.’


Sitting next to her he took out his cigarette case. Opening it, he held it out to her but she shook her head.


‘Not in public, eh? We have to care what people think. People will think we’re a courting couple. They’ll think isn’t it marvellous how she’s standing by the poor soul, some girls wouldn’t look at him again in that state.’


Margot looked around, exaggerating an interest in passing shoppers. ‘Aren’t they thinking about what to buy for supper?’ She turned to him. ‘You’re not a poor soul.’


‘No, I know. I’m a very lucky boy.’ He held her gaze. ‘May I buy you a cup of tea?’


She hesitated. Paul got up and waited expectantly in front of her. It seemed rude to refuse him. Getting to her feet she said, ‘All right. A cup of tea would be nice.’


In Robinson’s Department Store café they were shown to a window table. As Paul passed other tables Margot noticed how heads turned to watch him go by, their conversations pausing only to resume in more hushed tones. She felt like a chief mourner at a funeral, ostracised from normal society. For a moment the urge to reach out and take his hand was so strong she curled her own hands into fists inside her mittens.


They sat down and he glanced at a menu. ‘Toasted teacake? How about muffins? They used to do marvellous cream cakes here. Éclairs, meringues, that kind of thing.’


‘Nothing for me, thank you.’


He closed the menu and placed it down beside him. ‘Just tea, then.’


‘You have something.’


A waitress hovered, pencil poised. Paul’s fingers went to the eye-patch. ‘Tea for two, please.’


Margot took off her hat and gloves and placed them on the chair beside her. Self-conscious suddenly, she glanced out of the window to the street. Three floors below them, the lamps on the market stalls twinkled. A hurdy-gurdy man turned the corner into view. She could just make out the red of his monkey’s fez as the man stopped his machine and began to wind its handle. She heard Paul strike a match and turned to look at him.


He was beautiful, as beautiful as she remembered Robbie to be, although his dark hair was cut brutally short, his skin pale against the black of the eye-patch. If she were honest she would say he was more beautiful than his brother. He made her feel large and solid. She looked down at the starched white tablecloth.


Paul said, ‘There’s a monkey dancing in the street.’ He was looking out of the window, his face reflected in the dark glass. ‘I think its owner only has one arm. Poor devil.’ He turned to her. ‘I’ve been wondering what I should do for work. Perhaps I should ask him where I might buy a monkey.’


The waitress came back with the tea and Paul turned to stare out of the window again as she set out the cups and saucers. Margot waited until she had gone before asking, ‘What if there are no monkeys to be had?’


He turned to face her. ‘Trays of matches? Or newspapers. I could sell the Gazette outside the station.’


‘That spot’s already taken.’


‘Then I don’t know.’


‘What do you want to do?’


‘Nothing.’


‘What did you want to do before the war?’


He frowned as though trying to remember. At last he said, ‘I should go and give that man some money. He’ll be freezing, he should get some hot food.’


Margot looked out of the window. The hurdy-gurdy monkey had climbed on to the man’s shoulder; the music had stopped and they were walking away. An excited band of children ran after them and Margot found herself remembering the picture of Christ and the children in her father’s study. She closed her eyes, the hot metal smell of the teapot making her feel suddenly sick.


Gently Paul said, ‘Are you really all right, Margot?’


‘I’m pregnant.’


She half expected him to change the subject, to pretend not to hear just as her father had. Instead he said flatly, ‘Oh.’


‘Oh?’ She almost laughed. ‘You said oh!’


‘Did Rob know?’


She looked away, unable to face his concern, wishing she hadn’t told him but at the same time wanting to talk about Robbie’s baby. She forced herself to look at him.


‘You won’t tell anyone, will you?’


‘What will you do?’


‘Sit in a hot bath and drink gin? I tried, it doesn’t work.’


The gin had tasted of perfume and had cost most of her savings. She hadn’t allowed herself bath salts. The water was so hot she had cried out, half-drunk, self-pitying mews of pain as her feet were scalded. She’d grasped the side of the bath, arms quivering with the strain of supporting her bottom just out of the water. When she finally sat down she expected to see blood cloud between her legs. That evening, red-faced and giddy, she’d almost told her mother.


Hesitantly Paul said, ‘Margot . . . have you seen a doctor?’


‘Your father?’ She heard her voice rise incredulously.


‘There are other doctors.’


‘I don’t know any.’


‘Margot . . .’


‘Stop saying my name like that!’


‘What will your parents say?’


‘That God always listens? Do you think he does?’


‘No.’ The sharpness in his voice made her look at him. He was paler than before. His hand went to the eye-patch, all five fingers checking its position. Just as sharply he said, ‘They’ll send you off somewhere, won’t they? The baby will be taken away?’


She thought of nuns, of the black crucifix on the white wall and the high, barred windows of a room she had imagined so often it had become real. A tear rolled down her face. She wiped it away quickly but he had already taken a handkerchief from his pocket and handed it across the table.


‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to make you cry.’


She laughed, snivelling into his handkerchief. ‘I cry all the time. Haven’t you noticed?’


‘Do you want to give the baby up?’


His handkerchief smelt of Robbie. She wanted to cover her face with it and weep great abandoned sobs that would have the fox-furred old ladies on the next table tut-tutting in disapproval. Instead she stifled her tears, making her sinuses ache.


Softly he repeated, ‘Margot, do you want to give the baby up?’


She looked down, watching her fingers crumple the handkerchief. ‘What else can I do? What? There’s nothing else I can do!’ Her voice rose and he seemed to cringe. Taking a breath she said, ‘I shouldn’t have told you. I’d better go.’


As she made to get up he caught her hand. ‘Don’t go.’


He sounded too much like Robbie, just like Robbie when he said, ‘Did I hurt you?’ She remembered how he’d rolled on to his back, his fingers scrambling to button his flies. The uneven ground bruised her back through his coat; a smell like flour and water paste leaked from between her legs.


She pulled her hand away from Paul’s, desperate now to get away. ‘I have to go.’


‘Then let me walk you home.’


She nodded, too concerned with the nausea watering her mouth to protest.


He’d decided almost as soon as she’d told him about the baby that he would ask her to marry him. All the way down the stairs from the café he wondered how she would react, although it seemed an obvious solution to him; he even felt a sense of relief. He thought about the ordinariness of being married, remembering the fellow officers who’d shown him their carefully staged photographs of their wives and babies. He remembered that occasionally he had envied them, imagining an easy, undemanding state of domesticity, safe and shameless. Their wives probably respected them, looked to them for support; at the very least there had been a settled air about such men, they’d seemed calmer and more self-assured, although some of them were younger than he was. Most of them spoke to him of their wives with smiling pride. He had written to one such wife, her photograph, salvaged from her husband’s corpse, propped beside him. Struggling with inadequate sentiments, he had finally turned the photo face down, feeling as though he was trespassing in a world he knew nothing about. His letter was brief and no doubt of little comfort. By then, words had already begun to fail him; even his letters to Adam were becoming shorter.


He thought of Adam, his reaction. Perhaps he would see such a marriage as a smoke screen for their relationship, a trick to play on the gullible. He glanced at Margot and at once felt an overwhelming pity for her. He had an idea what kind of husband he would make.


The market traders were dismantling their stalls as they walked along the darkening High Street. Behind them someone dropped part of a stall’s metal skeleton, the iron pole clattering to the pavement with a din like broken church bells. Paul felt his heart leap. Fighting the urge to throw himself to the ground, he stopped and lit a cigarette, shielding the match with cupped, shaky hands. Margot stopped too, glancing away in embarrassment when he caught her eye.


He smiled awkwardly. ‘Still not good with loud noises.’


‘Robbie told me about how poorly you were.’


Poorly. That was a nice, Robbie, word. ‘Well, I’m better now. Officially.’


Looking along the street again she said hurriedly, ‘You really don’t have to walk me home.’ Quicker still she added, ‘Don’t tell anyone, about what I told you.’


On impulse he took her hand. The words came on a rush of breath. ‘I could marry you.’


She stared at him. ‘You?’


‘Yes.’


‘It’s ridiculous!’


‘Why?’


‘Why? We hardly know each other. Why would you want to do such a thing?’


‘Why did you tell me?’


‘What do you mean? I don’t know why!’ She seemed lost for words. At last she said, ‘It wasn’t so you’d propose! It wasn’t that! I’d never have thought of such a thing.’


‘I would have, if I were you.’ He glanced away, awkward now, his small store of bravado exhausted. He watched the market traders load their trucks, the clangs of metal poles punctuating the noise of her breathing. Eventually he forced himself to look at her. ‘I’m sorry if I’ve upset you. It seemed the best solution.’


‘You’d really marry me?’


‘Yes, if it meant we could keep Robbie’s baby.’


Her face was white in the darkness, her relief obvious, and she stifled a cry with her hand. Putting his arm around her shoulders he held her as she wept.
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