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			PART ONE


			April 1915


			


			‘Before us lies an adventure unprecedented in modern war. Together with our comrades of the fleet we are about to force a landing upon an open beach in face of positions which have been vaunted by our enemies as impregnable.


			The landings will be made good by the help of God and the navy; the positions will be stormed, and the war brought one step nearer to a glorious close.’


			General Sir Ian Hamilton
(Commander in Chief of the Mediterranean Expeditionary Force)
– Special order to troops issued on 21st April 1915


		


	

		

			One


			The sky is an intense shimmering blue. The sea glows turquoise. The bay is a gentle curve, a mixture of shingle and sand. Above, a rim of hills encircles it. At the beginning of the day there was a large fort at the southern end; now it is in ruins, the falling stones still puffing out dust into the hot air, the dried grasses smouldering. The whole area is a battlefield. The ripples at the edge of the sea gradually turn blood-red.


			Arthur is clinging to a single line of music. It is a solo cello and he plays it over and over in his head. Now he can’t stop it if he wanted to. He had heard it at a concert before his regiment left Egypt for Gallipoli. He can’t remember the composer or the soloist. The truth is he can remember nothing of the past apart from these deeply vibrating chords. The present wipes out everything.


			For several hours he has stood on a ship watching young men killed in the most gruesome and detailed way. Bullet, shell and shrapnel crack open water and men alike. One spurts in glittering fountains, the other with dark blood which gradually dissolves into the water. Barbed wire, cruel as a crown of thorns, pierces the bodies of the men, dead or alive. The few who struggle to the beach, jump or twist or sprawl as they fall, lying in ugly inhuman postures.


			SS River Clyde, on which Arthur stands, is insecurely moored against a small pier made of stone and rubble. She is an unwieldy vessel, more hulk than ship, an old collier, originally used for bringing mules from North Africa. There are no plans for her to move again. Embarkation holes – sally ports – have been cut in the side. She was supposed to be a secret weapon, a nautical Trojan horse that burst open unexpectedly, but the Turks were ready on the hill.


			Men, packed tight in narrow lighters rowed by sailors, had come in beside them, to be mowed down even before they left the boats. Now the boats rock gently with their cargo of dead. Very occasionally, an arm or a leg moves before a shot stills it. The drowned men, pulled down by seventy pounds of equipment as they dipped to avoid the fire, now float too, mostly face down. This is a mercy for the watchers.


			Below Arthur, the soldiers in the River Clyde are still moving out: a short journey from darkness to light, from light to the darkness of death. Sometimes their officers need to urge them on but mostly they go out without hesitation.


			Soon it will be Arthur’s turn. If he lets go of the line of cello – it must be Bach – he will be able to hear again, for all the horror he sees is in dumb show, like a silent film with accompanying music. If he could think, which he can’t, he would suspect that his deafness is not just a shocked refusal to hear the tortured and torturing sounds of death – the shrieks, the moans, the imploring sobs, he is close enough to hear it all – but the effect of the earlier shelling from the great battleships behind him. Out of that magnificent but useless roaring which had demolished the fort but little else, had emerged the cello.


			Arthur tightens his webbing and checks the pistol at his hip. Briefly he regrets that officers don’t carry rifles with their sharp bayonets. As if that could save him! He must go below and find his men.


			It seems hard to die so young.


			


			Sylvia carried a basket chair on to the lawn. It was the first halfway decent spring day. At first, she set it down under a tulip tree whose pale leaves were just uncurling, until, annoyed by the insistent cheeping of a blackbird, she picked it up again and marched it to the centre of the grass. But when she sat down, a wind, twisting through the pine trees on the edge of the lawn, blew sharp whips of hair against her face. It was enough to make her move again.


			‘What are you doing?’


			Sylvia looked round as her sister, swinging a rather warped tennis racquet, came out of the veranda doors behind her.


			‘Nothing. Go away, Gussie.’


			‘I intend to. Reggie is coming over to improve my backhand.’ Gussie made a sweeping motion with her racquet and laughed.


			‘I don’t know how you can be interested in dreary Reggie or dreary tennis!’ exclaimed Sylvia spitefully. Then, suddenly languid, she collapsed into the chair. It had been like this ever since Arthur had left in January. One minute she was filled with restless energy, the next with a lassitude so great it was a struggle to lift her head. Neither mood helped with her task, which was to study for the Lady Margaret Hall Oxford exam. Her failure was all the more dispiriting because it had been enormously difficult to get her parents’ permission to take the exam. ‘No woman in our family has ever been mistaken for a bluestocking,’ her mother had declared acidly.


			It was Arthur, clever, charming, now absent Arthur, who had done the persuading. ‘I have always imagined an educated wife,’ he had told Sylvia’s father over port one evening, although this was Arthur’s own account of the conversation so perhaps not to be trusted. ‘Sylvia’s brain has the potential to transform from jellyfish into dolphin. But only with the proper attention.’


			Arthur was no catch in her mother’s terms but her father, a retired colonel who had fought in Africa and India, liked his quickness and determination. Since there was no son to receive the proper attention, his eldest daughter was allowed to take the spot. After all, as Arthur had also said to Sylvia’s mother, ‘Women are not fully part of the university since most dons feel just like you.’


			Then the war came and soon there was no Arthur as guide and inspiration. In a gesture of foolhardy pride, she had chosen to read Classics. The dreary Reggie’s father, a scholarly vicar, taught her Greek – she had already taught herself Latin because whatever her mother said, she was clever as well as ambitious. If only Arthur had been in England, visiting with his university friends and talking so hard that she could feel her mind sharpening and expanding!


			But Arthur’s voice was confined to his letters. He had been writing often, describing the Sphinx by moonlight, but nothing since he had announced that his regiment was leaving Cairo. It had seemed a good thing since, even through a veil of classical allusions, she had received intimations of licentious temptations. ‘The brothels are more prominent than the mosques.’ Not that she wished to limit his experiences, even if she was his fiancée.


			They had agreed that a man must be free. A woman must be free too. There were more important things in the world than personal behaviour. Socialism, for example.


			Under the burden of socialism, Sylvia slipped further down in her chair. When Arthur and his friends talked about socialism, it seemed wildly exciting, even within reach. But when she thought about it afterwards, her mind became bogged down in images of her mother (daughter of an earl) attempting to treat Cook (red-faced, illiterate, bad-tempered) as an equal rather than a servant. Impossible! She suspected this was the jellyfish side of her brain.


			Sylvia shut her eyes. Let the pile of books which she had meant to study lie unopened on the other side of the veranda doors. Just for five minutes she would wallow in self-pity. Why had war come to spoil everything? And why did the young have to fight it? Arthur wasn’t a soldier. He was an intellectual. Yet he had gone off willingly before he was called. It was her father, the soldier, now with the Territorial Army, who talked about duty, sometimes glory, but more often duty. To Sylvia, glory didn’t seem to mix with socialism yet she suspected glory was in Arthur’s thinking somewhere. Look how he and his friends admired Rupert Brooke’s poetry. Blow out, you bugles, over the rich Dead! / There’s none of these so lonely and poor or old / But, dying, has made us rarer gifts than gold. She supposed if you weren’t a pacifist, you simply had to make going to war just a little bit heroic.


			From the end of the garden, she heard a faraway male cry of ‘Well done!’


			Brushing a tear from her eye, Sylvia jumped up and strode purposefully towards her books.


			


			Fred crouches in the lee of a small rise at the right-hand southerly corner of the beach. He estimates there is less than six feet of turf and sandy earth to protect him from the Turkish guns. Around him are crowded dozens of men, none speaking a word. They are the lucky survivors. But for how long? Through the loud thud of his heart, which at least partially masks the noise of the gunfire all around, he hopes there are no officers.


			When he’d been tipped off the lighter into the water and found the sea jumping with bullets like salmon on a run and the bodies slumping on every side – which is not even to mention the underwater spikes of barbed wire and the fact he couldn’t swim – he’d made a quick decision. Off went his pack, his rifle, his ammunition. Only thing he kept was his flask of water. Long hot days at haymaking time had given him a respect for drinking water. Not the salty sort.


			He isn’t ashamed of the decision. What good is a dead Frederick M. Chaffey to the British Army? And here he is alive, isn’t he, ready to give Johnny Turk a jab in the guts if he gets half a chance. But he’d suffered through enough training to know an officer might not look at it like that. Or worse still, the sergeant: ‘Cradle your rifle like a bleeding baby!’


			Without moving his head, Fred glances at his neighbour. Bad idea. Dead as a rat in a trap and not so pretty. It gives him an opportunity all the same. His arm moves as silently as a snake until it has reached the man’s rifle lying by his side. Then it retreats with the gun. That poor bugger has no more use for it. Now for the man’s pack. Not so easy to get that off his shoulders as he’s half lying on it.


			‘Hey!’ The soldier in front kicks out protesting as Fred nudges his leg. Immediately, a bullet whizzes their way.


			‘Wouldn’t do that,’ advises Fred under his breath.


			The soldier is groaning and blood seeps out of his boot.


			Fred decides he can’t do much more till darkness comes – quite a few more hours, he reckons by the heat of the sun. He lies down as comfortably as he can and tries to conjure up an even worse situation where things had come out all right in the end. Up against the magistrates for poaching when they’d taken pity on a poor orphan boy and let him off. That had been a good one. Kissing Mary on Christmas Eve when her father had whacked him with a spade and then come out and said sorry when Mary had cried for him. That was another good one. Buying Lil a hat for church with his first earnings. That had been a day! But then Lil was as good as he was bad. No one ever had a sister like her.


			Almost happy, Fred pictures his elder sister who’d brought him up when their parents died. She would be glad he’d cut loose from his pack and got ashore. She’d promised to write to him and she would, first time she had a moment, or even if she didn’t have a moment.


			It is two nights since Fred has slept but he is young, with a country boy’s acceptance of what can’t be changed. Hand under one cheek, he falls into a dream-filled doze.


		


	

		

			Two


			The commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel Harrington, had given the order: no more men to leave the Clyde until nightfall.


			Arthur, whose company was next to go, looked at his watch: 9.45 a.m. ‘Stand the men down, Sergeant.’


			‘Sir.’ A salute with no sign of emotion. All the slaughter on V Beach had taken place in three hours. He tried to remember the briefing that had told him when protecting darkness would come. Seven? Eight? The adrenalin pumped so hard that it flooded his brain. His blood was up. Meet blood with blood. Still that cello, but thin and wavering now.


			Reprieved! The groans and wails of the wounded outside the ship were fearfully loud and close. So close. He was not to face death. Not yet. His mind still tried to count the hours till nightfall. Despite the terror, he’d been proud to be leading out his men and now all that impatient energy had been abruptly cut off. Furiously, he hit the side of the ship with his stick. He wanted to be out there, playing his little part in winning the war. Standing here, unwanted, rebuffed, made him feel ashamed, cowardly, a failure. He was alive! With so many dead, he was alive. The men were already unloading their packs, putting down their rifles, taking off their sun helmets. Soon they’d be smoking, chewing on army ration biscuits. They were alive too.


			One wounded soldier’s voice was tragic, high-pitched as he called for help. He sounded like a child calling for his mother – one of the brave Munsters with his Irish accent. Another, gruffer, merely groaned occasionally but so loud that he sounded as if he was in the ship. The reality was that even if he lay dying a few yards from the sally port he could not be rescued without the risk of instant death by sniper.


			Arthur decided he didn’t have to stay where he was. His feet, in the boots so carefully oiled by his servant the night before, could move. His whole body was a machine, oiled for efficient action. He was alive. He could leave these brave, staunch men who, like him, had been prepared to die – at the thought of their goodness, shameful tears pressed at his eyelids; he was not himself yet – he could climb upwards, pass hurriedly over the middle deck where there was no protection and onwards to the upper deck where the top brass stood. As a junior officer it was not his place but Lieutenant Colonel Harrington had recognised him as a school contemporary of his son’s.


			‘I’ll be on the upper deck, Sergeant Babcock.’


			‘Sir.’ He was an experienced soldier, Babcock. Fought in South Africa. Other places. An old man with a son at the front.


			Arthur put his first boot on the iron stair and remembered how, that morning at three o’clock, after being wakened with a cup of tea, he had carefully wound the nine feet of puttee from the top of his boot to his knee. He’d bandaged those puttees like the winding sheets enclosing a dead body. He had been looking to a heroic death as he left the comforts of that earlier ship. Or victory, yes, he had dared to hope for victory. Death or victory. They were marching towards the historic city of Constantinople. In his dreams Arthur imagined a glorious entry to ancient Byzantium, the expulsion of the infidel, the revenge of Christians turned out of the city five hundred years earlier …


			The Clyde had been a shock. The ugliness, the noise, the confusion as the huge ship wheeled round. ‘They’ve got it all wrong,’ a major had exclaimed furiously. ‘We’ve got ahead of the tows. Now there’ll be the usual muddle.’


			That was a shock too. A senior officer with a crown on his cuff should not express such a lack of confidence in the efficiency of the army – although in this case, it was the army combined with the navy. He needed to believe that these men who commanded life and death were superior beings, infallible except, perhaps, when the odds were stacked too severely against them. ‘The usual muddle’. It was the ‘usual’ that disturbed him most. He was the one in a muddle, the new boy who gazed in awed admiration at the prefects above.


			An hour later, standing on deck in a hazy golden dawn which would have been breathtakingly beautiful in any other circumstances, he’d watched that major lead his men out from the ship. He’d lasted only a few seconds before being mown down, his whole head, pipe in mouth, swiped off, while his body stood for a moment before falling into the water where it was soon covered by piles of dead and wounded.


			It was then the cello had begun, taut wires running through his brain and playing that single line of music.


			Maybe, instead of returning to that unrestricted view, he would find a quiet corner and write to Sylvia. He had her notebook and pencil in his pocket. ‘Only for poetry or letters to me,’ she’d told him seriously.


			But there were no quiet corners. All the time officers of various ranks were passing up or down which, since he was just about the bottom of the pile, meant endless saluting and stepping aside. Or there were lines of men, two thousand of them, their morning resolution exchanged for subdued patience. Only their boots clattered.


			‘Get a move on, there!’ A captain was coming off the middle deck as Arthur arrived at the top of the stairs, blocking the man’s descent. Mechanically Arthur raised his arm for a salute. He found himself pushed backwards down the stairway.


			The captain pulled him up at the bottom. ‘I wouldn’t want my death on your conscience.’ He smiled so that his blond moustache lifted upward above his white teeth and his blue eyes brightened. He was very handsome and confident. ‘You can salute me now, if you must.’


			Confused, Arthur did so and the captain returned it formally.


			As Arthur turned back to the stairway, he heard the officer’s voice again. ‘Do you find it hard to be one of the lucky survivors?’


			‘I don’t know, sir.’


			‘I’m not a real soldier, you know,’ continued the captain. ‘I’m attached to staff HQ. I’m not going out to be killed like you brave fellows. Unless this whole ship blows up – unlikely as the Turkish shells come in from Asia and the German submarines haven’t found us yet – I’m safe. They will find us, of course, but by then I’ll be on the lovely island of Imbros or Lemnos. You know what they say: “Imbros, Lemnos and chaos”.’


			Arthur was encouraged to ask a question. ‘I say, what are you doing on this ship?’


			‘I say indeed!’ The officer took a step backwards before giving a bellow of laughter. ‘Couldn’t stand the strain of not being where the action was. Sitting in that hideous Mudros counting ships into harbour and men into ships. Worse when we moved to HMS Queen Elizabeth. Killing Turks from a position of perfect safety.’


			Arthur could think of no response to this and watched as the captain turned his back to him, moodily leaning against a wall. He was about to leave when the captain turned back again.


			‘Ever met an Aussie soldier?’ He made himself more comfortable against the wall.


			‘Saw a few in Cairo, sir.’


			‘They’d as soon salute a rattlesnake as a British officer. Spent an evening with them once. Ended badly. Never drink with an Aussie.’


			‘No, sir.’


			‘They had my trousers off. Humiliating.’ The captain grimaced. ‘Took my revenge the following night, though. Put on my Arab gear, bit of paint on the face and sidled up to them in the bar. Speaking the local lingo plus a bit of pidgin English, I let them think I was a spy. Swallowed it hook, line and sinker. Such a tale I spun. Their eyes on stalks. One of them went off to get their company commander, another for the military police. Just before they arrived, hey presto, I whipped off my disguise.’ He chuckled with satisfaction. ‘Had to get out of that bar quick. Aussies don’t like being fooled.’


			‘They were supposed to land on the peninsula at the same time as us, I believe,’ said Arthur.


			‘Great fighters. Just don’t try drinking with them. They’re landing further up north. With the New Zealand crowd. Hope they have more success than here. Hey, fancy a game of backgammon?’


			‘I’m afraid I’ve never played it.’ Restlessly, Arthur glanced from side to side but saw nothing to divert him from this man’s attention. It had begun to be hot. The fierce spring sun beat on the steel ship, turning it into an oven.


			‘No? I picked it up out here. Been out East for years. Come on, then. I’ll teach you.’ Gripping Arthur’s arm, he led him briskly along two corridors and down a flight of stairs until they reached a dim corner at the bow of the ship. Here he took his pack off his shoulder and produced a board with triangular markings and a box of round counters.


			‘They’re draught pieces,’ commented Arthur, without real interest. As he looked at the captain he realised something about him was familiar. ‘I say, you were at Eton!’ he exclaimed. ‘During my first week I saw you getting into an enormous Daimler. It was the car I looked at but I remember you. Never saw you again.’


			‘Nor would you,’ replied the captain cheerfully as he set out the game. ‘That was me, all right, being swept away by our chauffeur in disgrace. Never to return.’


			Arthur looked down at the red and white counters laid out in opposing lines and his strong feeling that he didn’t want to be sitting here playing some Eastern game with this man grew even stronger. ‘What are you doing at staff headquarters?’ he asked abruptly.


			‘Intelligence,’ answered the captain, amicably. ‘Although I’m more of a glorified translator. Ever been to Constantinople?’


			‘That’s why we’re fighting,’ said Arthur sourly, ‘so that we can all go to Constantinople, Russians included. Russians particularly, since they requested us to go there in the first place. What were you doing in Constantinople?’ he added almost rudely. Then, ‘I don’t think I want to play a game.’ He jumped up, knocking the board.


			The captain bent and carefully picked up a few pieces that had fallen. ‘I’m just as keen for our chaps to win as you are,’ he said in a calm voice. ‘And probably more useful. But I won’t stand the stupidity and pretence. It’s not the time for a history lesson, I know, but we didn’t have to be fighting the Turks. They liked us. More than the Germans. Till Mr Churchill, our dashing First Lord of the Admiralty, snatched their battleships, paid for by them and built by us.’


			Arthur glared down at him. ‘The Turks are our enemy and I don’t think you should say things like that!’ He had stayed on at school as a scholar and enjoyed discussing the merits of Plato’s Republic over More’s Utopia.


			‘You shouldn’t take me so seriously.’ The captain was using his left hand to play the scarlet and white pieces.


			‘We’re in a serious situation,’ hissed Arthur. ‘At war! And you’ve just come along to see the show as if it was  … as if it were entertainment!’


			‘I’m sorry.’ The captain sighed as if with genuine remorse. ‘I guessed you were a kindred spirit, someone I could speak to freely. I get fed up with all the old buffers talking humbug. Most of them haven’t seen action since South Africa and half of them are dugouts. Even General Sir Ian Hamilton, our great commander, a charming scholar and poet, is sixty-two. The nearest I get to a youthful point of view is my servant who tells me if I wasn’t an earl they’d never have had me in the army.’


			‘Are you an earl?’ 


			‘The eldest son of one which, in Hepple’s eyes, counts as the same thing. Of course my father might try and disinherit me in favour of one of my younger brothers.’ He frowned and with abrupt gestures began to pack away the board and pieces. ‘If any of them survive the war.’ His voice wore a new grit of bitterness. ‘Do you have brothers?’


			‘All I have is my uncle.’


			‘You’re lucky.’


			‘Thanks!’


			The captain stood up. ‘I’ve two brothers at the front in France. At least I did till yesterday. Handed a telegram. The elder, and nicest, I may say, killed. Shot through the head, although they always say that. Family in mourning. Wishing it was moi, of course.’


			Arthur felt himself blushing. ‘No one I know has died yet,’ he muttered.


			‘I’m Rupert Prideaux, incidentally.’


			Arthur suspected suddenly that Prideaux needed companionship as much as he did. ‘Arthur Lamb,’ he said and held out his hand.


			Prideaux seemed to hesitate for a moment before holding out his hand too. As they shook, Arthur realised that the hand that gripped him strongly enough had no index finger. Trigger finger, as it was called.


			‘Not A1,’ said Prideaux, watching Arthur. ‘Nor a war hero. I was playing with a gun on the grouse moors. I’ll tell you what, how about you and I pick up some of those poor wretches screaming for their mamas? More entertainment than backgammon. What do you say?’


			Arthur stared. Prideaux’s tone was as ironic as ever but his face was grave.


			‘Do you mean it?’


			‘Because I’m an intelligence officer with a crippled hand? Of course I mean it. Where’s your sense of adventure?’


			‘I’m a junior officer. Under orders.’ Arthur thought of the water outside, of the cool tide rushing from the sea of Marmara, through the Dardanelles into the Aegean, now filled with bloodied arms and legs, staring faces, sharp wire, deadly snipers.


			‘So you are! I can’t think how I failed to notice.’ Prideaux turned as if to leave. ‘I’ll find someone less cabin’d and confined.’


			Arthur looked at his watch. It was still only eleven. He’d inherited the watch from his father when the face was huge on his childish wrist. ‘No! Wait!’ He grabbed Prideaux’s arm.


			


			Sylvia was trying to look at the drawing room of Tollorum Manor through Arthur’s eyes. It was a way of getting close to him. But she had known this room all her life and although she could describe its components – the two bow windows, thrown out in Victorian times from the Georgian original, the high ceiling with the row of three chandeliers, the many sofas and small attendant tables, the excessively large fireplace put in about 1900, the many dull landscape paintings – she could hardly see them, let alone from Arthur’s point of view.


			Instead, she pictured him upright and true in his new uniform and tried to place him in the room. But she was defeated there too. She supposed it was love that blinded her even to his appearance beyond the most obvious – he might as well be any well turned out young officer, a Madame Tussaud’s waxwork.


			‘Sylvia, dearest, if you have nothing better to do than stand there in a trance, how about accompanying me to see poor Mrs Lovage? She’s expecting again, this time with twins, or so she thinks, and of course Mr Lovage was first to join up.’


			Sylvia sighed and felt sorry for her mother who disapproved of Mrs Lovage but felt an obligation to help her.


			‘And then afterwards I shall be joining the Red Cross Committee. We are planning to roll bandages.’ Since her daughter still said nothing, she continued, ‘Now that the last decent horse has been taken, I’m only left with the pony and trap so everything takes far longer.’


			Lady Beatrice Fitzpaine had once been nearly a beauty with her creamy complexion, large blue eyes and golden hair, but she lacked animation and now that she had passed forty, she often wore a fretful look, particularly when Colonel Fitzpaine was away, as he had been a great deal since the start of the war.


			‘I’m sorry, Mama, but I have two books to read before my next tutorial with Mr Gisburne.’


			Her mother did not press her further. Beatrice herself would have preferred to spend the morning reading. ‘I think I’ll work in my room.’ Sylvia picked up her books with determination.


			‘Don’t forget I’ve invited him to lunch. He is kind to give you so much time.’


			Her sister Gussie bullied their mother but Sylvia felt a mixture of sympathy and irritation. It was not Beatrice’s fault that she had been educated, or rather not educated, in the way of upper class girls. She had a vaguely ironic way of speaking which suggested she understood the life she led was a little foolish.


			Musing upon this, Sylvia wandered up the wide wooden staircase and along the landing with its dark red Turkish carpet. Here she stopped and looked down, then crouched, putting her books aside. A Turkish carpet, made by the same hands that were now trying to kill Arthur.


			Sylvia tried to picture a Turkish soldier as she had tried to picture Arthur earlier but she couldn’t go much further than a turban, a black bushy moustache and a ferocious scowl. Arthur had told her the Ottoman Empire had recently fought and lost wars; he had given this history of failure as one of the reasons why the Allies – British, French and soldiers from all over the British Empire – would be across the Gallipoli Peninsula in a matter of days.


			‘Then we’ll be on to Byzantium and all the glorious treasures of Asia!’ he’d exulted. ‘Thank the Lord the navy couldn’t do the job on its own or the army would have missed all the fun. Think of the horror! Some ignorant naval rating who’s only vaguely heard of Helen as if some queen of his local beauty pageant, digging his fat fingers into the great site of Troy!’ Sylvia had smiled. She’d read in The Times about the navy’s failure to get up the Dardanelles Strait and take Constantinople by sea. That was when the army had been brought in.


			Sylvia walked, with head downcast, to her bedroom. On this spring morning it was at its most delightful, the William Morris wallpaper bringing the garden into the room. She supposed it was lucky that Arthur had not been sent to the trenches in France.


			She went towards the window. How often had she flung it open and with her heart full of Arthur quoted Keats or Browning! ‘“Soft adorings from their loves receive / upon the honey’d middle of the night.”’ Of course Arthur did not altogether approve of the Romantics, although she did not see how Rupert Brooke was so different.


			‘Syl-vi-a! Syl-vi-a!’ Papa had once commented that Gussie was like an express train, with the roar of the engine, the hiss of the steam and the inexorable churning of the wheels.


			‘Come and pl-a-ay with me!’ She was getting closer.


			Why not run about and hit a ball? Sylvia leant out of the window and yelled in tones not dissimilar to her sister’s, ‘I’m co-ming dow-wn!’


			


			Fred was wakened, although not fool enough to move, by a particularly desperate shriek. Up to now the wails and groans, the whimpers and moans of the wounded had formed a human background of misery on whom, since he could do nothing to help, he wasted no sympathy. But these yells were a whole new level of protest, as if something had happened to them even worse than lying wounded on the beach unable to move, with Johnny Turk taking a potshot at them on and off.


			Curiosity being one of Fred’s weaknesses, he attempted to angle his head so he could catch a glimpse of whatever was going on behind him. As he did this, with infinite care so he scarcely appeared to be moving, a voice, recognisably an officer’s by its vowels, exclaimed, ‘The bloody Aegean’s coming in! If that isn’t the bloody last straw.’


			Fred, who thought the Aegean, like every other sea in the world, had a perfect right, indeed a duty, to obey the laws of time and tide, was intrigued by the sense of outrage in the officer’s voice. So intrigued and, it was true, bored after the hours of lying quiet, that he felt the need to ask, ‘Didn’t you expect it to come in, sir?’


			‘The Aegean doesn’t have a tide, you idiot! Now we’ll have to listen to those poor blighters drowning for the rest of the afternoon.’


			Since the sea was coming in, whatever the officer believed, Fred thought he was less of an idiot than the officer. But he said nothing more. Death was an unpleasant business however it came. Even the rabbits screeched when their end was near and their brain was the size of a cobnut. Quite tasty too, if you were hungry enough. The brain, not the cobnut. Never liked nuts.


			Through the chatter of his own brain and the crying of the men, Fred could hear the water now: little, lapping, deadly waves.


			More as a dare and a diversion than with any real intention of action, Fred raised his voice again (better than his head). ‘How about trying to pull up a few, sir? They’re not far away.’


			There was a pause during which Fred felt that all the men safely huddled under the bank held their breath, then the officer gave an audible sigh. ‘Brave man. ’Fraid I can’t be with you. They got me in the legs. Can’t stand, d’you see.’


			Fred cursed himself. Why hadn’t he kept his big mouth shut? He hadn’t really planned to risk his life for those bloody old moaners – not till nightfall, anyway.


			‘I’ll come along,’ whispered a hoarse voice, further away. ‘Can’t lie here the live-long day.’


			Well, I can, thought Fred. Each of us has only one life. Each to protect his own.


			‘Me, too,’ another voice came, ‘although I’m not sure about my arm. Might not be much use.’


			Two or three voices joined in a mumble of volunteering.


			Soon we’ll have a ruddy company, thought Fred, with me in command. ‘Can’t be more than two or we won’t stand a chance. Those snipers have eyes like hawks.’


			The owner of the hoarse voice wriggled towards him. He was as young as Fred, carrot-coloured hair.


			‘You’re bloodied,’ pointed out Fred.


			‘Sure, that’s barbed wire. Snip it, Sergeant says. Might as well try and snip Cloyne Round Tower with a lady’s scissors. ’Tis only scratches all the same.’


			Fred didn’t know any Irish men but there was no doubting where this man came from. ‘Want to risk putting your ma in mourning?’


			‘Better than lying out in this furnace.’


			Indeed his face was the colour of skinned beetroot, which didn’t go too well with his hair.


			‘Let’s get the one nearest,’ said Fred. ‘He’s moaning like a girl.’


			They both listened. For the last half an hour there’d been very little shooting from any direction. No more men had come ashore for a couple of hours. Perhaps Johnny Turk had taken the chance for a nice cuppa.


			The two men twisted round so that they were facing the sea. Carrots did it like he was a country boy too, Fred thought. Hardly a sound, make sure the farmer or gamekeeper hears less than a vole’s rustle.


			In only a few seconds they’d wormed their way five yards down the beach. It was a relief to be facing the sea and sky after so long staring at a dirty bank without wishing to lift his eyes. Fred was aware of the bow of the River Clyde like a dark wall ahead and the pebbly beach almost disappearing under the distorted shapes of human forms.


			The softly moaning man turned out to be an officer, curled up on his side like a baby.


			‘He’s a big one,’ whispered Carrots nervously.


			‘Too big, too far gone. Let’s try that little one.’


			But he was no good either because his littleness was due to the fact that he’d lost all his limbs except for the leg nearest them.


			‘He’s dead,’ said Fred hopefully and noticed Carrot’s red face was tinged with green.


			‘’Ere, you buggers.’ The voice, more groan, came from behind or even under the big officer. ‘Can’t you see what’s in front of your eyes?’


			‘Sheltering, were you?’ Fred slithered over and pushed aside the officer’s outflung arm and slowly rolled him over. No sudden movement to attract Johnny Turk from his tea break.


			‘Trapped, wasn’t I? Shot in my shoulder and thigh.’


			Carrots helped Fred as the man himself began to crawl upwards. ‘Didn’t plan to drown,’ he said as they reached the safety of the bank.


			Drown in your own blood more likely, thought Fred, which reminded him of their first plan to rescue the men at risk of drowning.


			Pushing himself further into safety, he turned his head. ‘Sea’s still a long way down,’ he said to Carrots who’d followed him.


			The officer shot in the legs overheard him. ‘You’re good fellows, you two.’


			There he was, caught out by his own big mouth again. Fred looked at Carrots. ‘You’re on for it, are you?’


			‘St Christopher himself couldn’t drag them all the way up.’


			‘Yes. Yes. Just out of the water.’ The officer’s voice was weaker but no less demanding. ‘Drowning’s a terrible thing.’


			‘Holy Mother of God!’ exclaimed Carrots staring at the officer. ‘He’s gone. Speaking one minute, up with the angels the next.’


			Fred began to be irritated by the religious turn of events. ‘There’s not much sign of God on this beach.’


			Carrots crossed himself nervously before saying in a voice of wonder and reverence, ‘He is everywhere.’ A shot being fired at the same time, he lay flat. So did Fred. A few more shots were fired before it went quiet again.


			It was very hot, the sun pounding on their heads. There was a new outbreak of groaning and moaning at the seashore. The dead officer’s voice repeated in Fred’s head, ‘Drowning’s a terrible thing.’ He’d always been better at action than lying still.


			He began crawling down, never rising above feet and ankles. Carrots followed. Fred pictured a slow-worm on stony ground. He’d heard there weren’t any snakes in Ireland. He wondered what Carrots pictured. The bleeding heart of Jesus most likely.


			


			Prideaux had got command of a boat and a couple of volunteer seamen. They were only boys, really, dressed in white ducks dyed a khaki colour. They’d expected to row in the lighters with the landing soldiers. Instead, they’d watched their mates being destroyed before being told to sit tight till dark. One, called Blinks, with red spots over his pale face, was certain a special mate of his called Ollie Midge was still alive and could be rescued.


			Prideaux and Arthur made their way to the stern of the Clyde. It was all very irregular.


			‘You lads, steer the boat,’ said Prideaux. ‘Can either of you swim?’


			Blinks could and Strimmer, the other, insisted he’d hang on tight to the side. They would all be in the water sheltering behind the boat.


			‘The problem will be getting the wounded in,’ said Arthur. It was strangely quiet where they stood at the stern of the Clyde. Far out on the shining water he could see the great battleships which had done the initial shelling.


			‘We are not ambitious,’ pronounced Prideaux. ‘One saved life is worth the risk.’


			Arthur remembered a captain during his training pronouncing over dinner, ‘As officers and soldiers we are the property of His Majesty and have a duty to preserve our lives accordingly.’ But probably he was joking or drunk or both. Then he wondered if Prideaux planned to give his life as his brother had.


			It was hot where they stood, the sun directly overhead. The metal ship, which was partly camouflaged with ochre paint, reflected dully into the blue water. It was a relief not to see the horrible sights at the beach.


			‘Onward Christian soldiers,’ said Prideaux to Arthur and both men climbed down a ladder into the boat, held steady by Blinks while Strimmer looked after the oars.


			‘I’m glad to be off that ship,’ said Arthur as he arrived safely.


			‘Hell-hole,’ agreed Prideaux cheerfully. ‘Although we’d have to agree that the thousand poor sods inside are better off than the thousand who went out.’ He took off his cap – he was not wearing a pith helmet like most officers – and pushed back his thick hair. Arthur tried not to stare at his hand which looked more obviously mutilated in the sunshine. Half of the next finger was also missing.


			They moved slowly forward, edging along by the side of the Clyde. Occasionally, a shot was fired ahead, usually single. ‘Snipers,’ commented Prideaux. ‘God forbid there’re any in the fort.’


			Almost at that moment a volley of shots came from their right where the fort crumbled wearily after the early shelling.


			The seamen hesitated but none of the shots came anywhere close. Then they died away.


			They were now near the first sally port. Arthur expected a superior officer to hail them: ‘What the fuck do you think you’re doing!’ Instead a trio of wan soldiers’ faces stared curiously.


			‘Into the bath!’ ordered Prideaux and one by one they slipped into the water, kicking out to make the boat move forward.


			‘Shall we get them off the spit, sir?’ whispered Blinks intensely. ‘Ollie washed up there, I think.’


			‘One place is as good as another,’ said Prideaux, adding grandly, ‘Succour has no limitations of person or place.’


			They came to the bow of the Clyde. Arthur was aware they must be watched from above but all was silent, apart from the shots that continued randomly as before and the louder, because nearer, cries of the wounded. ‘The tide’s coming in,’ he announced suddenly in a horrified voice. ‘The Aegean shouldn’t have a tide.’


			‘The East is an impenetrable mystery,’ said Prideaux.


			Arthur wanted to say this is Europe, we’re on the European side of Turkey, but his mind was diverted by his feet which were touching the bottom and feeling heavy, round shapes that made him stumble. ‘A lot of packs dumped,’ he said. He must not be treading on corpses.


			The spit was ahead, broken rubble and, at an angle, the lighter that had formed a bridge from the ship. All around it men were draped, most, it seemed already dead or at least unable to complain.


			Their small boat bumped against the edge. Immediately rifle fire broke out making all four men freeze, but it was far to their left and soon stopped. Sniper fire followed in short bursts, again to their left, although now and again it was close enough for them to see a spout of water as a bullet hit the sea.


			‘They haven’t spotted us, have they, sir?’ asked Blinks nervously.


			‘We’ll know it when they do.’ Arthur and Prideaux exchanged glances. What were they waiting for?


			They left the shelter of the boat and waded towards the spit. A young man lay nearest, one eye open, one closed. Arthur nudged him and he slid downwards, sluicing into the sea. The body of the next man was shattered, thin trickles of blood still wriggling into the water.


			‘Here.’ A quiet voice but alive. Arthur, Prideaux and Blinks heaved at the sodden mass while Strimmer angled the boat. The man seemed intact until he lay sprawled out. ‘It’s my bleeding foot,’ he moaned.


			‘It was,’ commented Arthur under his breath to Prideaux. ‘However did he get shot there?’


			As Strimmer gave the man water, Arthur and Prideaux uncovered an officer under a pile of bodies. ‘Dead?’


			‘Perhaps we should bring him in?’ So they did. He was a major, not the same who had angered Arthur, shot through the chest, the hole washed clean.


			‘A hero,’ said Prideaux.


			Arthur looked at him suspiciously but Prideaux was staring down at the man admiringly, even with envy.


			‘Here’s a good one.’ Blinks had found a young soldier still clinging to his rifle. His eyes were squeezed shut and he was shivering. Once they’d hauled him into the boat, he opened his eyes and let go of his rifle.


			‘I was praying, wasn’t I. St Jude, patron of lost causes.’


			‘Irish,’ said Strimmer. ‘Nothing wrong with him that I can see.’


			They got hold of two more men, dragging them awkwardly and trying not to hear all the other wounded calling out but who were too far off to help. Arthur looked up at the other side of the spit and wished he hadn’t. There were soldiers tangled in the barbed wire, half in the water, half out, some upside down or held outstretched in the position in which they’d been shot.


			‘We shouldn’t push our luck.’ Prideaux stamped himself clear of an entanglement round his legs before knocking away a floating water bottle.


			It was as if objects were collecting around them. Concentrating on their task, Arthur had lost his sense of danger, but now they had paused, he listened anxiously. The firing had increased. ‘There’s someone moving on the beach. Two men, I think.’


			‘They’re dragging the wounded out of the sea. They won’t do that for long.’ Prideaux turned away. ‘We should up sticks.’


			As he spoke a machine gun opened fire. Or maybe a volley of rifle fire. Arthur watched as the two men on the beach fell flat, not wounded, he thought. One eased over a discarded pack to protect his head. ‘They must have come down from under that bank.’


			‘They’re pinned down now,’ said Prideaux over his shoulder. ‘Once a sniper finds his mark, he never lets go.’


			They reached the boat together and just as they grabbed the side, a bullet, slipping an inch above their bent heads, cracked into the wood. Another followed, hitting in almost exactly the same place. A moment later, Blinks, who had jumped inside the boat and whose head was slightly raised, gave a little gasp and fell backwards.


			One of the wounded men also gasped because Blinks had landed on top of him.


			Arthur, Prideaux and Strimmer began to drag the boat with desperate energy. It was much harder to get it away than it had been to bring it in.


			Then they pushed, half swimming, bullets flying by like vicious birds or ricocheting from the wood or sending splinters twirling like daggers. A dreamlike sense took hold of Arthur and gave him courage. He wished, however, that Blinks’s childlike face, a bullet hole neatly through the head, was not directly below him.


			Now they were swimming fully, even Strimmer was kicking with his legs as if he’d suddenly learnt how; the boat reached the Clyde and moved past the first sally port. Better not to stop. Bullets pursued them. Airborne demons. Perhaps it would be his last memory. He was glad of his helmet. Two pale points glowed either side: Strimmer’s round pale face and Prideaux’s golden hair. Arthur thought he was a life force. Not like his brother. Good sheep dies. Bad sheep survives.


			A shriek as a bullet whacked into soft flesh. One of the wounded but he groaned still, not dead like poor Blinks. The spots were livid on his face like the plague. He’d never found his mate.


			As in a dream, one moment they were amidst demons and the next in the calm behind the Clyde. One boy dead, one man further wounded.


			They slumped over the edge of the boat; sweat and water poured off their bodies.


			‘Who the hell gave you permission to take that boat?’ A naval officer was screaming down at them. Behind him a burly army officer stood watchfully.


			Prideaux lifted his head. ‘Humanity,’ he said, either not able or not wishing to raise his voice.


			‘What’s that, Captain?’ began the naval officer at an ever higher pitch of rage. He broke off as the burly soldier tapped him on the shoulder and said something into his ear which caused him to step back and salute.


			‘Is that you, Prideaux?’ the soldier bellowed.


			‘Yes, sir.’ Prideaux’s attitude changed – as far as the attitude of an exhausted man clinging to the side of a boat could change. ‘We need a medic, sir.’ He attempted a salute.


			Arthur, who was gradually coming to, realised he was staring up at the famous Lieutenant Colonel Doughty-Wylie.


			‘Of course you need a medic – one for your stupid head too.’


			Things happened very quickly. The boat was pulled in, dead and wounded removed and Prideaux and Arthur led to a cabin, where their packs were brought to them.


			‘Where are servants when you need them?’ grumbled Prideaux, trying to rid himself of his sodden uniform.


			‘Do you know Doughty-Wylie? In person, I mean.’ Arthur was awed.


			‘Both out in the East.’ Prideaux was still tugging ineffectually at his breeches. ‘He’s at staff headquarters. Can’t stick being out of the action, either. Not surprised to see him here. Must have come off the Queen Elizabeth too. Pull off these, be a good fellow.’


			Arthur suddenly realised that the reason Prideaux couldn’t get out of his wet clothes was his maimed hand.


			There was a knock at the door and a medical officer peered round. ‘You two need any attention?’


			Arthur answered. ‘No, sir. Are they going to survive, sir?’


			‘Survive? Not much chance for the midshipman with a bullet in his skull but the others should. If the hospital ship doesn’t kill them. No one was prepared for the level of casualties.’


			‘Fuckers!’ Prideaux had now managed to strip himself entirely and was towelling himself dry. Arthur noticed that, apart from his middle, he was sunburnt to a dark brown.


			‘Excuse me?’ The lean and intelligent face of the doctor looked comically surprised.


			‘The Turkish are great fighters, particularly defending their own land. Sir.’


			‘Quite.’ The MO looked at Prideaux curiously. ‘It’s my business to cure. English and Turk alike. I don’t make wars. I don’t question them, either.’


			‘No, sir,’ said Arthur as Prideaux said nothing.


			Saluting so that even the naked Prideaux jumped to attention, the MO left the cabin.


			Prideaux collapsed on to a bunker. ‘I wish I was a doctor. It’s the only responsible profession.’


			‘You weren’t very polite to him if you think that.’


			Prideaux looked interested. ‘You think politeness worthwhile, do you?’


			‘Yes, I do,’ said Arthur firmly. ‘It upholds order and without order we have chaos.’


			‘Lemnos, Imbros and chaos, here we come again.’ Prideaux was watching his hands as he flexed them rhythmically. ‘You don’t think politeness disguises chaos?’


			‘No.’ Arthur continued dressing briskly. The warmth of a good deed attempted was spreading through his body along with his clean dryness. ‘I have to get to my men.’ He thought how lucky he was to be in charge of a brave group of soldiers who were willing to die for their country. He felt more worthy of them now. He could look his sergeant major in the eye. He felt like a man of action. ‘I must go to my men,’ he repeated.


			‘How Christ-like!’ Prideaux, still seated naked on the bunk, raised his arm as if in blessing.


			Hoping to irritate, Arthur saluted smartly and left the cabin.


			


			Fred wasn’t surprised to find himself lying in such a hopeless position. Life had always been like this as long as he could remember. He didn’t even regret leaving what now seemed a perfectly secure billet under the bank. A man has to get on with things and thumb his nose at danger.


			It was a pity about Carrots. Didn’t even know his real name. Fred moved his leg slightly and felt the dead weight of his companion fallen half across him. He had felt his living body twitch as the bullets sprayed into him but he hadn’t made a sound. Rabbits twitched in just the same way.


			‘Hey.’ He whispered across to the couple of lads they’d pulled out of the approaching waves. ‘Good to be alive, eh.’


			Grunts came back. So they were alive. As a survivor himself, he thought too much emphasis was placed on death. Maybe if you were a king with all the luxuries, it was worth worrying. His ma and pa went with no trouble. Quite relieved they looked when they were gone. It was poor Lil who’d suffered. Better to die in your own bed, true enough, but it was Carrots’s ma and pa who’d be sad, his kid brother. A kid brother with orange hair just like him. Better if it was a kid sister.


			He’d liked watching those soldiers bringing the boat round for the wounded. They got away too. He admired that. If he’d been able to swim, he might have got across to them, although they’d backed off quickly once the snipers found them.


			He might not have been welcomed back on that great beached hulk either. He’d come from Lemnos on the Prince George. It had been quite something leaving Mudros harbour with bands playing and flags flying. The ship nearest him had To Constantinople and the Harems scrawled in huge letters on its side. Joe Dingle, a mate from Dorset, had read it out to him. It wasn’t worth wondering where Joe was now. Joe had told him the names of the other battleships.


			As a diversion Fred began to recite them to himself: Queen Elizabeth, the big one with fifteen-inch guns, Inflexible, Agamemnon, Lord Nelson, Queen, London, Prince of Wales, Swiftsure, Triumph, Albion, Majestic, Canopus, Vengeance, Goliath and their old Prince George. He might not be able to read but he had a sharp memory. Once heard, never forgotten. Lil said it was a waste on a boy like him. That was when she was angry he wouldn’t learn his letters.


			The ship had been well organised, he’d say that. Squares marked off on the deck for the companies to stand. Wooden ladders to get down to the landing boats. Darkness all the way, a last meal, a last smoke. Then they’d sat through the shelling coming off the battleships. A noise like God’s thunderbolts. Poor fucking Turkeys, they’d told each other. Not just their feathers will be singed with that lot. Made them feel secure, stupid blighters they were.


			So, into the Clyde and the land showing up against the rising sun. Light still grey and misty, though. He wouldn’t forget that in a hurry either. The last moments of peace. Men holding their breath. Not a cough. Your country needs you! And then out into a different kind of noise because it was coming from the enemy trying to kill you, that is if the sea didn’t get you first. That’s when he’d cut himself free of his pack.


			He’d never thought war would be like this. Not much use, all their training. Being barked at by their sarge, ‘Don’t stretch the fucking line, you fucking ’orrible bleeding wart!’


			From what he’d seen of the land ahead, as he’d struggled onto the beach, he couldn’t see much chance of a line of men. Rough hills and gullies, not like a proper battleground. The sarge could go mad but it wouldn’t help. Fred smiled to himself. It was lucky he’d learnt to see the funny side.


			In the last hour or so he’d felt the sun cool a bit. Being wet helped. The cries of the wounded had just about stopped.


			War was just a continuation of his usual life, that was the truth of it. Somehow the idea was comforting. How often had he lain in a ditch waiting to be torn apart by Treadwell’s twelve bore! Or if not him, his dogs, or if not the dogs, Major I-was-a-big-shot-in-the-army Beech. Gave the tree a bad name, he did.


			Fred shifted slightly and was rewarded by a barrage of shots, merging into machine-gun fire. At first he went rigid assuming it was directed at him before realising it was aimed much further up the beach. Some bold officer trying to break out with his men. Fred wriggled further under the heavy pack and Carrots’ corpse.


		


	

		

			Three


			It was strange seeing the Tollorum stables so empty of horses. Of men, too. Treadwell the gamekeeper, Major Beech who ran one of the farms and Sid Small, the groom, had all gone with her father’s yeomanry. Sylvia walked slowly across the cobbled yard. She held The Times tucked under her arm. Already some tufts of grass were thrusting up between the stones. All twelve of the stable doors were open except one. The cob used for the trap would soon be turned out into the field, along with two old mares that were no use for anything any more. Looking round, it seemed that the stable yard was as big as the house.


			‘A sad sight, miss.’ A young stable boy, Small’s son, had come round the corner. He was dragging a bale of straw which he set down, made as if to sit on it before rethinking.


			‘Good morning, Perry. At least the Colonel took his hunters.’


			‘Poor old Queen Mab’s sick, with just one vet left for the whole county.’ He took a step closer. ‘My ma says the colonel is sure to be back for the hunting season.’


			‘Quite right. The war can’t possibly last that long,’ said Sylvia brightly before noticing Perry’s dejected face. ‘What’s the matter, now?’


			‘I’m not eighteen till All Saint’s Day, miss.’


			‘Old enough to fight, you mean.’


			‘Don’t worry, miss. Pip will take my place.’


			‘How many brothers are you, Perry?’


			‘Six, miss. My ma wanted a girl that much. She says maybe a change of air will put himself in the girl line. It’s the male seed that counts, so they say. But my dad’d have to come back first.’


			Sylvia began to think she had been talking long enough to this stable boy. In principle she believed anyone should be allowed to speak their mind but in practice it made her uneasy. Arthur said class divisions would soon be a thing of the past but he hadn’t grown up in such a hierarchical set-up.


			‘Good luck with Queen Mab, Perry.’ She heard her voice with surprise. It was exactly like her mother’s.


			‘Thank you, miss.’


			Sylvia walked back towards the garden where she found a bench sheltered from the sharp wind, for she had come out without hat or coat.


			This reading of The Times had become a ritual since the departure of Arthur for the front. Her mother took the paper first, exclaiming with little gasps of horror at the progress of the war, before turning to the Tatler and handing The Times to Sylvia. Gussie seldom bothered to look at it at.


			Sylvia turned immediately to page seven. As usual, there was nothing about Gallipoli. Nevertheless, she read avidly: Roll of Honour, 98 officers killed and wounded, 720 casualties in the ranks. Two of Arthur’s university friends were in France. After eight months of war in Europe, the casualties seemed to be increasing daily. Following the headlines, she went through as many of the names she could bear, more interested when they were second lieutenants like Arthur and rather skipping over the Indian Forces and the Canadian contingent. By the time she reached the fourth column, British prisoners of War, Official list from Germany, 540 NCOs and men, she was less concentrated. Her imagination wandered to the young men mourned by their wives or family.


			Suddenly cold, Sylvia set off hurriedly for the next destination. This was a tutorial with the Reverend Euan Gisburne on the subject of duplication among the Greek gods. He lived in a square rectory built a hundred years ago beside the church within the Fitzpaine estate.


			Mr Gisburne’s housekeeper let in Sylvia, giving an obvious frown at her coatless and, worse still, hatless state. The rector’s wife had died giving birth to Reggie, which Sylvia thought likely to be a poor swap, and housewifely tasks were covered by Miss Swithen, the housekeeper, and Gwen, an elder daughter.


			‘Come in. Come in.’ The rector seemed to live in his study. He was knocking out his pipe and the room smelt of tobacco and sweet pine wood.


			‘Ready for the gods, are you?’


			‘I suppose so.’ Sylvia sat on a chair opposite him.


			He sighed. ‘I know what you mean. Reggie’s been hounding me to pull strings to get him to the front. He doesn’t believe I have no strings. The trouble is he’s too good in the training camp.’


			‘At least he’s wanted somewhere.’


			‘Oh dear,’ said Mr Gisburne. He looked at his pipe as if he wanted to fill it again which he never did when Sylvia was there. ‘This war is very disturbing. I suppose there’s no news yet of Gallipoli?’


			‘The troops have landed,’ muttered Sylvia. ‘Nothing more.’


			‘Communication across twelve hundred miles of sea is sure to be slow.’


			‘But the casualties?’ It was a childish wail.


			‘You’ll hear about them earlier. A hundred years ago when the Empire was still the dream of a few visionaries, English representatives in Java or Borneo could wait a year for orders. Naturally, they acted without. We are an impatient race.’


			Sylvia, feeling herself rebuked by the weight of history, stayed silent.


			‘Perhaps,’ said the vicar after a longish pause, ‘this morning we should leave the gods to challenge each other on Mount Olympus.’


			‘You mean, not have my tutorial,’ agreed Sylvia eagerly.


			As she left the house, shivering, she decided to visit the church. It was typically Dorset, built of soft-coloured stone with a flat-topped tower. Two old yew trees lowered their branches over the path.


			Inside, the general dimness was sprinkled with coloured jewels of light from the stained-glass windows. Memorials to previous Fitzpaines decorated the walls. Sylvia sank thankfully into a wooden pew. Occasionally, Arthur had tested his religious views on her: ‘Since the beginning of time, man has felt the need of a higher being or beings. Different cultures have invented different deities. We, in England, being a sensible race, yet with a deep vein of mysticism, chose the God of Christianity and then spent a lot of time lauding man, in the person of Christ, as the true exemplar of proper behaviour. God soon became the old man with the beard, genial or vengeful depending on circumstances. In ancient times they did it better by inventing a god for every occasion.’


			Although loving Arthur so much, Sylvia sometimes wondered if she understood him. He seemed to live through words, or perhaps ideas would be more accurate. Sometimes when he touched her, it felt as if she was hardly flesh to him. Idly, she considered what it must have been like to lose both parents as a child. She had asked him once or twice but he never answered.


			Sylvia lifted her hand into a red blob of light, then into a neighbouring blue spark. A scuffle to her left made her turn her head.


			A woman had been kneeling but now rose to her feet. ‘Good morning, miss.’


			‘It’s Mrs Chaffey, isn’t it?’ The woman wore the widow’s uniform of black hat and long black coat. She was six inches smaller than Sylvia but there was something determined about her upright posture and firm clasp on her bag.


			‘Lily Holder for six happy years, miss.’


			‘I am sorry for your loss, Lily.’


			Lily walked down the aisle and Sylvia, overtaken by an urge to do something useful, followed her. The two women stood outside the church.


			‘I wonder if you are looking for employment,’ said Sylvia. ‘Perhaps we can find you work at Tollorum?’


			‘I’ve two children, miss.’


			‘You have no family to look after them?’ Sylvia glanced away at the freshly green hillsides dotted with sheep.


			‘No, miss. My younger brother is in the army. In the new war in the East, I think. But I have no news of him.’ She gave a tolerant half smile.


			‘He didn’t join the Colonel’s regiment, then, like most of the men from hereabout? Of course, they haven’t left England yet.’


			‘Fred’s always been his own man, miss,’ said Lily. ‘He wanted to be with people who didn’t know him.’


			They parted, Lily Holder heading briskly for the village and Sylvia wandering back past the rectory. Perhaps Lily could bring her children to the manor. Sylvia had no interest in children and counted it the best of luck that Gwen Gisburne took on herself any teaching help needed in the village school. She supposed she and Arthur would have children some time. Now and again he referred to how their children would live in a new world where old prejudices would be swept away.


			Sylvia frowned. Was The Times’ casualty list an example of old prejudices being swept away?


			Such bitter thoughts made the sight of Gussie a relief. Gussie never asked unanswerable questions and any bitterness was directly targeted against those who were not giving her proper attention. This morning Reggie was in her line of fire.


			‘He promised! Absolutely promised. Ten o’clock by the tennis court. What a rat! An absolute rat.’


			‘Hear, hear,’ agreed Sylvia.


			Gussie ignored her. ‘As if his revolting men were as important as me!’


			Sylvia tried not to laugh. Instead she pointed out mildly, ‘There is a war on.’


			‘Don’t talk to me about this beastly war.’ Gussie’s angry face crumpled and she looked as if she might burst into tears. ‘I think it’s all invented by men so they can get away from women and be happy marching about and killing people.’


			‘Reggie isn’t killing anyone.’


			‘It’s even worse. He’s training innocent boys to kill while being quite safe himself.’ She screwed up her pretty face. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised to find he was a coward!’


			Sylvia noted how Reggie’s ‘revolting men’ had transformed into ‘innocent boys’, Gussie never bothered about consistency but, even so, her wild accusations often chimed with Sylvia’s most rebellious thoughts. ‘I’m sure Reggie is not a coward,’ she said out loud, thinking he would have the show-off’s need to shine, particularly when there were other men watching. Arthur was not a coward either but he was not vainglorious, rather wishing to take his place in a patriotic history of great men. This seemed a bloodless description of Arthur’s attitude but Sylvia could do no better. It was impossible to imagine her clever, thoughtful lover killing anyone.


			‘Why are you just standing there?’ shouted Gussie suddenly.


			‘I was thinking of Arthur.’ Sylvia watched a mixture of contradictory emotions cross her sister’s face: fury that Sylvia had trumped all her childish flouncing with a serious emotion – although Sylvia had not meant to do this – sympathy because, if she did trouble to think of someone else, she had a warm heart, and finally depression – the emotion she most despised – because there was nothing more to say. Now she must face Reggie’s departure without even a farewell.


			‘It’s not as if I really like him,’ she said glumly.


			‘It’s just that there’s no other young man around,’ agreed Sylvia. ‘We’re an unlucky generation.’


			


			Sunset spread over Gallipoli in alarming stripes of scarlet and orange. As the two merged, became purplish and turned to black, a bitter cold replaced the sun’s heat.


			Just before this process was complete, the lieutenant colonel in charge of the attack on the beach was killed as he crossed the deck of the SS River Clyde. His adjutant had been trying to hurry him across the unprotected middle deck. Unfortunately, the colonel became obstinate, paused, and, with upturned face, remarked,‘You’ll never see a more magnificent sunset, Guy!’


			As he fell at Captain Guy Renton’s feet, a voice murmured, ‘You certainly won’t.’ But it may have been only a whisper in the wind, because all the men gathered, including Captain Prideaux, had dropped to lie prone on the deck.


			The news caused little interest among the men, sprawled in what seemed like an endless wait in the bowels of the ship.


			‘One less officer to lead us,’ commented Sergeant Babcock to Arthur. ‘He was a fine soldier. Like a rock. If you’re not careful, sir, you will be in charge.’


			Arthur was amazed to realise his sergeant was making a joke. ‘Thank you, Babcock,’ he said through gritted teeth. He was just recovering from a bout of cramp which attacked him at times of tension. He didn’t attribute it to his errand of mercy but to all the hanging around. It was a humiliating weakness when there were men dying all about him.


			‘I don’t expect you’ve heard when we’re landing, sir?’


			‘When it’s dark,’ said Arthur. Babcock knew the position as well as he did.


			‘Some of the men have already eaten their rations, sir. Lack of sleep makes them think they are hungry. They’ve missed two nights already.’


			‘I’ll see what I can do.’ Arthur made his way along the narrow corridor, trying not to limp too obviously. It was very dimly lit and filled with the smell of men confined closely for many hours. No wonder they were eating their rations. What a way to go to war!


			Arthur decided he was looking for Prideaux who, being from headquarters, would be sure to know as much as anyone.


			‘They’re all in there,’ indicated a lieutenant younger than Arthur when asked Captain Prideaux’s whereabouts. ‘We’ll be off soon, I shouldn’t doubt.’


			Arthur peered through the door to a largish room filled with officers, some sitting, some standing, most smoking. He recognised Doughty-Wylie partly by his shiny domed head and Kitchener-style – Your country needs you – moustache and partly because he was dominating the room.


			‘We need to get through the Sedd el Bahr fort on our right. Then on through the village behind it and up to the hill behind that, whatever it’s called – 141, I think. We’re still miles from Krithia and the dominating hill of Achi Baba which was supposed to be our first day’s destination.’


			There was a small pause before a lieutenant colonel who Arthur didn’t recognise pointed out, ‘We’ve got to get the men and equipment on shore first and sorted out, before we can embark on any sort of advance. If we don’t have the beach secured, we’re nowhere.’


			‘What about the wounded?’ asked the medical officer Arthur had met earlier.


			Doughty-Wylie made an impatient gesture. ‘We have to get the men clear of the ships before we can bring anyone in.’


			The scene had a theatrical air of actors strutting and fretting over matters that were already out of control. Yet the indomitable will of the principal, Doughty-Wylie, made it clear that something would happen. Arthur imagined him going forward, cane raised, never looking behind to see who followed. His heart beat faster as he vowed to be one of those lucky fellows in his wake.


			Prideaux turned a little and, seeing Arthur by the door, beckoned him in. The discussion had moved to exceedingly vague reports about what was happening on W, X and Y Beaches and to the Australian and New Zealand forces further up the coast and Arthur shook his head. As he slipped away, the very young lieutenant saluted. ‘See you on Gallipoli, sir.’ His face had a zealot’s bloom.


			


			With the darkness came rain. It sloshed and sluiced and deluged on to the beaches. Fred looked up to the heavens with fury. He felt like jumping up and down in childish protest – which he could do now in perfect safety unless one of the newly arrived officers thought he was mad and shot him like a dog. He wouldn’t put it past them. He must remember to tell Lily that God didn’t exist on Gallipoli.


			Soldiers had been coming ashore from the Clyde for over half an hour, stumbling half-heartedly over the rubble of men and equipment strewn in the sea and on the shingle. Shoulders bent against the rain, they said no more than the occasional swear word as barbed wire caught their hands or a wounded man their feet. They were like the dark ghosts of the men who had left a mere twenty-four hours earlier from Imbros amidst flags, bands and cheering. Yet they had not even been in action which he, Frederick M. Chaffey, had, if you counted being fired on by an enemy you couldn’t see so couldn’t attack, being in action.


			Uncomfortable with his own thoughts, Fred set out to find his company. Even if there were none under his particular sheltering bank, there must be survivors somewhere.


			‘Just attach yourself anywhere,’ advised the harassed major whose attention he managed to attract. ‘As far as I can see they’re all mixed up and it won’t get better with two thousand men, guns, ammunition, rations, water, mules and even horses being unloaded without any system on a beach that is hardly the size of a parade ground.’


			‘Yes, sir.’ Fred saluted smartly.


			The major looked at him more closely. ‘You been here all day?’


			‘Yes, sir.’


			‘Good lad.’ He paused. ‘Tell you what. You seem a wiry fellow. Head off right. There’s going to be a show up by the fort at first light. They’ll need runners. Good luck.’


			‘Thank you, sir.’ Fred saluted again, then bent to pick up a water bottle to join the one he’d already strung around him. Two columns of men, marching with more energy than any he’d seen so far, brushed past him. They were going to the right. On his other side there was a sudden loud braying as a train of mules nearly ran him down. There must be more ships coming in. He needed to move – he’d seen enough of this beach to last a lifetime.


			


			Coming out of the Clyde was a sickening experience. The piles of corpses or men as near dead as made no difference were plastered all around the sally ports so it was impossible not to tread on them. In fact in many areas they were actually being used by the men as bridges to the beach. Arthur knew he could do nothing to stop them. Only the MOs intervened with despair or anger, depending on their natures.


			‘You’re stamping on that soldier’s hand and he’s alive!’ screamed one MO to a woe-begone private. The soldier, intent on keeping his balance, took no notice. But Babcock, who was shepherding the men off, shouted roughly, ‘Not even God could save that poor bugger. Lying in water for fifteen hours, he’ll be fifty per cent gangrenous already and the other fifty by the time you got him into the hospital ship.’


			Arthur left them to it. It was a vile business. Far more men had died since the morning but even so there were too many wounded for the few doctors available, even if they could get them into the Clyde. As he came to dry land through the crowds of men and animals, he could see stretcher-bearers wearing their distinctive white armbands with red crosses. They were picking over the bodies for suitable candidates to save. Most often, they moved on.


			It was a miserable sight and the rain was beastly – he had not expected that after a perfect cloudless day – but his spirits were not low. He and his men were among those detailed to move towards the fort and, with any luck, carry on as far as Hill 141. Their colonel had gathered a few junior officers together before they left the ship.


			‘HMS Albion will start shelling at five o’clock – it’s moving in closer now – and at five thirty hours we’ll be off. There’ll be a simultaneous attack from the beach. Your job is to keep your men going, and going in the right direction. After a bloody awful first day watching the party, this little scrap gives us a chance to hold up our heads. Any questions?’


			He’d obviously been surprised when a stocky little captain shouted out, ‘What about Achi Baba, sir? Can we have a go at that bastard?’


			Arthur thought it odd that this hill which hardly anyone (including him) had got a look at, had already become the hated target.


			‘How far do we need to go, sir?’ Sergeant Babcock was at Arthur’s elbow.


			‘As far as the outer rim of the old fort. We’ll spend what remains of the night there; no fires or smokes. Snipers will be above us.’


			It was less than half a mile to their position but such was the confusion that they kept losing soldiers to other companies who crossed their way or sometimes gaining men who had nothing to do with them. Several tried to join them since their whole company and officers seem to have been wiped out or at least were not evident.


			‘Here’s another lost sheep,’ announced Babcock disapprovingly. ‘He says a major, name unspecified, told him runners would be needed in this direction.’


			Arthur tried to make out the figure in the dark: several inches smaller than him, dark-skinned, or perhaps that was dirt; his uniform was so begrimed or bloodied that it was hard to confirm his regiment.


			‘I don’t know that I need a runner.’


			‘I’m fast, sir. Although my legs are as stiff as wood after lying flat most of the day.’


			Arthur became more interested. ‘You were under the ridge?’


			‘Yes, sir. I’m pretty good with a rifle too, sir. Show Johnny Turk a thing or two, if I had a chance.’


			‘Lieutenant Lamb doesn’t want your life story,’ growled Babcock.


			But Arthur was listening attentively, not to the private’s words but the accent. ‘You’re from the West Country?’


			‘Yes, sir.’


			‘He can come with us, Babcock.’


			‘Sir!’ Babcock’s emphatic salute suggested disagreement.


			Arthur understood that he was trying to pretend that they were part of an organised army rather than a giant muddle. He asked his new recruit, ‘What’s your name?’


			‘Chaffey, sir.’


			‘Right, Chaffey. Stay by me.’


			They moved on, stumbled on because once the edge of the beach had been reached the already uneven surface of the ground became covered with a mixture of rubble and larger chunks of stone. The shells from the Allied ships had pulverised the fort early in the morning before. Arthur glanced at his watch to confirm they were already in a new day.


			‘Grand place for snipers, sir,’ said Chaffey.


			Arthur ignored him. Since he’d left behind his servant, he liked having a man at his elbow but he didn’t need conversation. As always, Babcock was right: he was a cocky fellow.


			‘Settle down, settle down,’ he told a group of men who filed past him. ‘There won’t be long to rest.’ Although he told them to settle down, his own heart pumped with energy. His job was to lead, to show pluck and daring, to face the enemy’s guns with the confidence of the righteous.


		


	

		

			Four


			Fred was deeply asleep when the crashing began. All around him men jerked up, like startled rabbits. A pale glimmer of light was spreading over the ruins and the rising land behind it. The rain had stopped and the air was probably as fresh as any spring dawn except every sense but hearing was dulled by the massive bombardment.


			‘She’s in close.’ A soldier peered apprehensively seawards.


			HMS Albion was close enough for every belching gun to be clearly visible, and even the officers standing on its deck.


			‘At least they can see where we are.’ It was unnerving being under fire but Fred had been out as a beater often enough to know bullets or shells don’t suddenly drop in their trajectory, not unless they’re mis-aimed. Johnny Turk was getting it all right.


			Shaking himself out, he took a swig of water and went tranquilly to find the lieutenant. He was easy enough to spot, standing on the outer rim of a group of officers being harangued by an officer with a huge moustache who seemed to have no trouble out-bellowing the shells. He was gesticulating as he spoke, waving his arms like a windmill, but the officers seemed to be hanging on his every word. Giving them their orders. Must be someone special. Suddenly the officer swung round.


			‘You, soldier. What are you?’


			There was no one else he could be bellowing at. ‘Lieutenant Lamb’s runner, sir.’ Fred gave his sharpest salute which he reserved for difficult situations.


			‘Now you’re mine. D’you hear?’


			‘Sir!’


			‘My runner. Stay by me.’ He turned back and looked at his watch. ‘Nine minutes to go: get your men up.’


			‘They’re ready, Colonel.’ It was Lieutenant Lamb. Oh, how fast he was rising! From lieutenant to colonel’s runner in a few hours. His new master was holding up binoculars, striding restlessly a few yards here and a few yards there. It struck Fred that if he stayed by the colonel, he was sure to be up at the front.


			‘So I’ve lost you, Chaffey.’ The lieutenant stood by him. He was restless too, turning this way and that.


			‘Doesn’t a colonel have his own runner?’ asked Fred. Shouting to be heard.


			‘Colonel Doughty-Wylie is from staff headquarters. He wasn’t expecting to fight.’ He paused, stared. ‘Do you always ask questions of your superior officers?’


			‘No, sir. Sorry, sir.’ But he did. Always, and it always got him into trouble. ‘I’d better go to him then, sir.’ Another opportunity for his smartest salute.


			Fred had just reached Doughty-Wylie’s side when silence came so abruptly that it seemed as shocking as the noise before. Suddenly he heard a lark singing. Or was it just his ears buzzing? At least the rain had stopped. For a few seconds it was a beautiful morning, even though smoke was still puffing up from where the shells had landed. Then the colonel and other officers shouted and soldiers rose up from the ground and began a zigzagging dash forward. For a moment Fred lost his bearings like the stupid amateur he was, but the colonel was not far away, clambering over fallen masonry, then running over tufty grass. He didn’t even have a gun, just a raised cane in his hand. Some of the men who had been hanging back seemed to take heart and move faster. Fred recognised Lieutenant Lamb urging them on. He realised he’d better speed up himself if he wanted to obey the colonel and stay by him. For an older man, he could certainly move.


			A machine gun opened up and bullets began to fly. We’ve disturbed a bees’ nest, thought Fred. If you disturb a bees’ nest, you belt off in the other direction. But he continued to go forward, zigzagging and bent double like the others, until he’d caught up with the colonel.


			


			Arthur jumped over the crumbled remains of a wall. He felt the jagged stones through the soles of his boot, his heart pounded, a wave of heat rushed through his head but there was no line of music. This was action as he’d imagined it.


			‘Come on, lads! We’re in the fort now.’ A bullet rushed by his ear and at his left elbow a man dropped down silently. Doughty-Wylie was still ahead but they were surrounded by broken walls and partially destroyed doorways – perfect hiding places for snipers. The fire came from all around.


			A gigantic crash ahead made him hesitate before he recognised it as a shell from the Albion.


			He paused, and as the noise of the crash settled, he realised there was a difference in the gun fire ahead.


			‘They’ve knocked out that machine gun.’ Babcock panted up beside him. ‘I’m keeping some of the men back until those bleeding snipers—’


			Arthur was already hurtling forward before he noticed that Babcock’s sentence remained unfinished and that he had fallen. He reached a sheltering wall, turned and saw him trying to crawl, one leg dragging. It was a ghastly sight: the sturdy warrior of many campaigns turned into a smashed animal.


			He ran back and, with the help of one of the men – Babcock was built like a tree – he dragged him back to the wall.


			‘He’s dying. The sarge is dying.’ The young soldier was gibbering as if the sergeant was his best mate. He’d even dropped his rifle.


			Arthur bent down and saw that Babcock’s eyes were closed and he’d stopped breathing. He lay in a pool of blood. It shocked him that an old soldier should go so easily.


			He straightened and grabbed the young soldier’s arm. ‘Pull yourself together, man. Find your rifle and follow me.’


			As if all he needed was an attachment, the gibbering wreck turned into a soldier, rediscovered his rifle and waited for orders. Arthur picked up three more men and pointed out the remains of a turret they needed to clear. They crouched and went forward. For a moment it was almost like a training exercise, then one of the men let out a high-pitched shriek and fell.


			The others carried on and Arthur waved up two more men who were trailing hesitantly behind. They, too, turned into soldiers and followed him. Miraculously, without more loss, they stormed up what was left of some steps and into the round area where a pair of Turkish snipers were halfway to making their exit at the back.


			‘Bayonets! Get them!’ Watching his men go at it like hounds on a fox, Arthur felt the kind of triumphant exhilaration he’d previously known after making a first-rate translation from the Greek. He had won! A brave victory. This part of the fort was cleared.


			The men came back to him. They were spattered with blood and panting. Two days and nights of waiting and doubt had been wiped out.


			With most of the snipers dead, more men could come up safely. Gathering half a dozen, Arthur pressed on. The Turks amazed him by their sticking power but in the end they were either dead or retreated back into the village.


			Arthur stopped to look around and found himself almost face to face with Doughty-Wylie. He was standing on a rampart, dead and dying at his feet, a brilliant blue sky above his head. He wore a staff officer’s flat cap and carried a small cane with which he tapped his free hand. Except that he stood, he might have been conducting a meeting on shipboard safety. A flurry of larks spurted up suddenly but his intense calm didn’t change.


			‘You, Lieutenant. Can you climb?’ The cane was pointing at Arthur.


			‘Yes, sir.’ He could do anything. Anything at all.


			‘Take a dozen fit men and climb up the sea-cliff to the eastern edge of the village. We need the enemy surrounded.’ He turned to a captain at his side. ‘You, Captain, go back to the beach. Check on the advance from there.’


			‘We’ve had a report, sir. They’re stuck on the barbed wire. Unusually thick, sir.’


			‘Send them my compliments and tell they’d better become unstuck forthwith or I’ll have to tear the wire apart with my own hands and them with it!’ He began to move away.


			‘You, runner.’ Suddenly the colonel was looking down at Private Chaffey. ‘Join the cliff party and let me know when they’re at the top.’


			


			The cliff was high and almost perpendicular. Below was the sea and on the rocks at the foot of the cliff more than one mangled body.


			Arthur looked at it assessingly. But Private Chaffey started climbing at once. He was like a crab, scuttling diagonally upwards first in one direction and then another.


			‘Don’t get too far ahead!’


			Chaffey turned and looked down. ‘Sir?’ Arthur realised that, although the man had a rifle, ammunition and water bottles slung about him, he had no pack which at fifty or sixty pounds would have made his progress much harder. Most officers carried them, although no rifle.


			Arthur began to climb. Men fanned out beside him. At first it was fairly easy, even, in a strange way, pleasurable. There was a light breeze off the sea, tufts of grass to hold on to and the rocks were more or less stable. But as they went higher, the ground couldn’t be trusted and the covering fire from below became less accurate so that a sniper above picked off several men clinging to the cliff side.


			Arthur had just paused to wipe the sweat out of his eyes when he heard a shouted warning and, raising his head, saw a large boulder tumbling and bouncing directly towards him.


			What a way to die, he thought immediately, for there was no time to avoid its path. He didn’t even have time to duck, nor to picture himself a broken corpse on the rocks, only a second to think of Sylvia in her virgin whiteness. 


			‘Close one, sir!’ A voice with a Dorset accent congratulated him.


			A millisecond before it reached him, the boulder had hit a stone, bounced up and flown over his head. Since there was no cry from below, Arthur assumed it had rushed through the air without touching ground again before it reached the bottom.


			He wiped his face again and carried on climbing. But it had become more difficult and his legs and arms shook uncontrollably.


			


			Well, that nearly knocked him off his perch. Didn’t even duck. Fred looked at Lieutenant Lamb with satisfaction. Life had taught him that having fate on your side was more important than any amount of ducking. He came down a few yards and gave the lieutenant a pull up. When that boulder bounced over his head and his face had been upturned in wonder, like a man looking at the moon, Fred had felt certain he’d seen him before.


			‘Thanks.’ The officer’s fine skin was red as a poppy. Red as the poppies on Achi Baba. Like a song, wasn’t it. They really were red. Fred could see them now if he turned his head. Flaunting, that’s what they were.


			Most of the men were reaching the top of the cliff now. Those who hadn’t been knocked off one way or another.


			The lieutenant straightened up. He seemed excited but a bit nervy too. Fred had given up nerves as a waste of energy years ago. The men were gathering around, catching their breath from the climb, glancing anxiously at the smashed village ahead of them. Nothing like the odd sniper to keep you on your toes. There went one now. Caught a man square in the middle of his head. Brains flying to the wind. You had to take your hat off to the Turkish marksmen – if you had a hat or head still on your shoulders.


			Now that they were moving off again, covering fire for the first who went and everyone feeling better about themselves, he supposed he should report to the colonel soon.


			The village was already being fought through when they arrived. Soldiers scurried between fallen masonry like rats in a deserted house. Most had their bayonets fixed but there was still a fair amount of shooting, more random than targeted as far as Fred could tell. It seemed that they had come in at the end of the party.


			Ahead of him the lieutenant was bending over two Turkish corpses. Fred wondered why and came closer. He saw the pointed ears of a large black cat. He seemed to be draped over the face of a dead Turk.


			‘Staying by his master,’ the lieutenant said admiringly. Fred could have told him cats aren’t sentimental.


			The cat screeched and fled.


			‘Owff.’ The lieutenant jumped back.


			The cat had been feasting on the brains of his so-called master. I hope that’s the last I see of brains this afternoon, thought Fred. Definitely time to report to the colonel.


			


			The sun had risen to its height and begun to drop as the last houses along the single street of the village were reached by the British troops. Some of them stood in walled gardens filled with pomegranate and almond trees.


			It was still dangerous to cross the street and men ran across like boys daring each other to cross a busy road. Tiredness and fear were forgotten. When Arthur saw the man beside him blown several yards and land on his back amid a pile of stones and masonry and rubble, he was surprised. He noticed it was that Dorset soldier and went over to him.


			‘You hurt?’


			‘Don’t know what hit me.’ He sat up, feeling his head.


			‘Nor do I.’


			‘No blood.’


			‘You’re just dazed.’ Arthur moved off. ‘Dazed’ was lucky.


			The village ended in an orchard, whose trees were flowering prettily, and a small pristine cemetery. Soldiers were already gathering there, some lying on the grass, some leaning on their rifles. Wounded men had not yet been collected but stretcher-bearers were beginning to run up. The mood was almost light-hearted. No one was digging graves just here, and everybody knew that, after the disasters of the day before, they were on their way to a victory. Small, maybe, just a bit of land secured, but still a victory.


			Doughty-Wylie stood with a major at his elbow. He seemed to have acquired a servant who wheeled about him like a clone. He also had a communications’ officer with a telephone linked to heavy black wires. By his gestures and the direction he was facing, Arthur guessed he was calling in shelling on Hill 141. They could see it quite easily, the tangle of barbed wire at the bottom, the trenches encircling it and the flat top. An insignificant mound but the way to the infamous Achi Baba. He could see that quite clearly now, hunched shoulders and a smudge of red on the top.


			‘You got through.’ Captain Prideaux stood at Arthur’s elbow. As usual his hat was in his hand so that his blond hair blew about in the breeze.


			‘Climbing up the cliff was the worst part.’ Arthur pictured the great bouncing boulder. For the first time it occurred to him that the boulder had not been hurled by the hand of God but by an enemy who had planned to kill him.


			‘The men coming up from the beach were hard hit. His Majesty’s wire-cutters turned out to be inadequate for Turkish wire. Some Irish giant had to lift out the posts before they could get through. I hear Dick was fuming.’


			‘Who’s Dick?’ Arthur noticed that even in the midst of war Prideaux and he seemed to steer an uneven course between liking and antagonism.


			‘Doughty-Wylie.’


			‘I thought he was called Charles.’


			‘Dick to his friends. I told you we knew each other out here.’


			Inevitably, both men looked towards the colonel.


			‘We’ll attack as soon as the navy’s done their bit.’


			Arthur gazed up at the sky. ‘I was nearly killed by a boulder bouncing down the cliff.’


			‘Death by boulder. Not the sort of epitaph Dick would win for himself.’ Prideaux smiled and sat down on a gravestone. After a moment Arthur sat down beside him. ‘Did you hear how Rupert died?’ asked Prideaux.


			‘Rupert who?’


			‘Rupert Brooke. Is there more than one Rupert?’


			‘You’re called Rupert, aren’t you? I heard he died. Nothing more.’ I am insignificant, thought Arthur, the sort of man who is killed by a boulder. For the second time that day, he thought of Sylvia. She did not consider him insignificant. She believed him to be brilliant, original, charming. Un homme sérieux. A man with a future.


			‘The official story is that he died from a mosquito bite on his lip. Actually it was one of those lethal injections against typhoid the medics like giving. Turned septic. He’s buried on the Greek island of Skyros without seeing a whisker of the enemy. Makes you think, doesn’t it? Hasn’t stopped him from becoming a hero of the war. “Think only this of me: / That there’s some corner of a foreign land / That is for ever England”.’


			‘Foreign field,’ corrected Arthur.


			Prideaux ignored this. ‘Churchill wrote an obituary for him in The Times. Who knows? Maybe Skyros will become a place of pilgrimage—’


			He was interrupted by a massive naval barrage opening up, the shells falling more or less on the hill ahead. Soon it disappeared from view in huge turrets of smoke.


			‘I’ve been ordered back to base,’ Prideaux yelled in Arthur’s ear. ‘Apparently the French are bringing in dozens of prisoners from Kum Kale and they can’t find their translator. Probably haven’t got one, actually. The French like to pretend there’s only one language in the world.’


			Arthur was glad to see Prideaux go, sauntering off as if he was walking round his country estate – in what lovely part of England was that? Arthur wondered.


			‘Sir, sir. It’s Corporal Snell, sir.’


			Arthur looked at the small man with the round red face who was trying to make himself heard above the noise of the shells. His mouth worked in and out around extremely crooked teeth, one almost at right angles to the others.


			‘Yes, Snell?’ He had replaced Sergeant Babcock and was nervously keen to do well.


			‘We’re in the front line, sir.’ Snell was now so close that Arthur could smell his rancid breath. ‘There’s a Captain Richie joining us. The men don’t know him so if you’d come, sir.’


			What was it Prideaux had said? Imbros, Lemnos and chaos. Who was this new captain? But they had an objective and a leader. Once again Arthur looked towards Doughty-Wylie and, as he watched, the shelling stopped in the abrupt way it always did and the smoke, driven by a stiff breeze, lifted off Hill 141.


			


			Fred fixed his bayonet and prepared to charge. Ahead of him Doughty-Wylie crashed like an elephant through the apple trees, blossom floating down like snow, and on till they were through the graveyard – was that a sign of the cross he made on his chest? It was a wild, joyous rush, that’s what it was. Something told them that Johnny Turk wasn’t fool enough to stick around in any number. The Turks could retreat, that was the thing. Fred understood that. They could retreat to their own country inland, retreat as often as they liked, and then come back. Fred tried not to think like this in the joyous rush and, even as he yelled, and caught with his bayonet his first real kill (a wounded Johnny T cowering in a trench) his country boy’s brain told him that sometimes running away is the best way to make sure you live to fight another day. They, the brave Allies, had nowhere to run to but the sea.


			There were a few snipers still, a man at his elbow down and screaming, but soon they were pouring over the trenches and the craters made by the shells. More than a few dead Turks had ended their lives there so they hadn’t run as fast as all that.


			Then there was a twenty foot deep moat before they could get to the very top.


			‘Only one way up!’ The word was all around. One way up the hill and the same way down. But that didn’t stop them. Some waited their turn but others scrambled up using their mates as ladders.


			‘There’s an old fort at the top!’ To conquer a fort on the top of a hill, that felt like something. Men who had lain in a funk of terror and exhaustion for twenty-four hours broke onto Hill 141 like bubbles from a bottle of pop.


			And there stood the victor Colonel Doughty-Wylie. Fred, who had lost sight of him in the climb up, admired him all over again. The breeze blew and he still had nothing but a stick in his hand. With eyes that were used to picking out details, Fred noticed that one of his puttees had come unwound. In such a magnificent soldier it seemed significant.


			Sniper fire came from where the Turks had retreated. ‘There’s a communication trench down there!’ someone shouted. No one’s heading that way while their snipers stay put, thought Fred.


			An officer beside the colonel had been opening a map when the sniper fire started. Now he’d dropped down: not hit, just sensible. Everybody else was down too, except the colonel and his adjutant. Who was pulling at his master’s arm. The men digging in nearest to the sniper fire dropped their tools and lay flat.


			There was another volley of fire. No one was hit. Even from where he was, head in the dirt, Fred could hear the colonel’s officers shouting at him, ‘Get down, sir! Get down, sir!’


			Fred felt a burning rage in his chest. He was obstinate himself but he wasn’t a fool! When the bullet came he felt it as if it was in his own head. It was an explosive bullet that took the colonel beneath his eye and the adjutant beside him. Anyone who was looking could see it, and anyone could see it coming.


			‘My God! He’s hit.’ It was an intense whisper coming, Fred saw as he turned his head, from Lieutenant Lamb, crouched nearby.


			‘Bastard!’ Fred’s disgust spat out the word. Why had the colonel left them? His troops. His troops he’d led valiantly to victory. What for? ‘Bastard.’ He swore again.


			‘Without him we’d never have left the beaches.’ There was a gulp in the lieutenant’s voice as if he was on the edge of tears.


			Fred began crawling away. Let the man mourn in peace. Tentatively, he stood up. The sniper or snipers seem to have left. Soldiers were shooting down on them from the edge of the hill as they made their retreat. He thought that there was a gulf between officers and men. No man would ever deliberately stand up in the line of fire.


			Ever curious and without any orders from anyone, Fred wandered in the direction of the group round the fallen warrior. The firing died away. His anger had begun to dissipate too in the luminous glow of a perfect evening. The battleships out to sea, silhouetted by the sinking sun, some close in, others far on the horizon, had an innocent toy-like quality. Already a yellow haze was softening the darkness of the sea. Along other beaches there might be men yelling and dying, machine guns pouring out death, bullets and shells tearing off limbs but here it was peaceful. The smell in his nostrils was not of war but of wild thyme and lavender crushed underfoot. If Fred kept his eyes turned up, he could imagine himself on an English hill, waiting for the birds to come home to roost.


			‘Hey, you? Private. Over here!’ An NCO was booming, spoiling the peace.


			‘Yessir!’ Fred ran and saluted.


			‘Burial party detail. Over by that old fort. On the double.’


			Fred went where he pointed. He saw that the group round the colonel’s body was moving ahead of him into the fort. Some high-ranking officer who’d newly appeared was giving orders.


			But his job was to dig. The NCO followed him and stamped his foot on the spot.


			‘Here. Make it long and wide and deep. The colonel was a giant of a man.’


			So it was his grave.


			‘This is a spade.’ The sergeant major, as Fred now saw he was, spoke forcefully and also with reverence.


			‘A spade, Sarn’t Major.’


			‘But it is not your spade.’ The sergeant major looked at him suspiciously.


			‘So when you’ve finished, give – it – back – to – me.’ He spoke with grim emphasis.


			Fred didn’t blame him. A spade like that was worth ten entrenching tools. All round him men were digging, trying to cut into the hard stony ground with useless bits of steel. They weren’t digging graves – with any luck, they weren’t digging graves. They were digging trenches. Their beds for the night.


			‘Not my spade, Sarn’t Major. Give it back to you. Sir!’ Fred began to dig.


			But the sergeant major continued to stand over him. ‘You’re a filthy-looking bleeder.’


			‘Sarn’t Major.’ Fred continued to dig. He didn’t mind the insult. It was what he expected from a sergeant major. It was the natural order of things. People in authority shouted and ordered him to do things and he obeyed when it suited him.


			‘What regiment are you? Your badge should be visible at all times.’


			Fred told him, keeping his head resolutely down. Then looked up, ‘My whole platoon was wiped out, as far as I can find out. The colonel had me as his runner, Sarn’t Major.’


			‘Lieutenant Colonel Doughty-Wiley, recently deceased, had you as his runner!’ The man sounded outraged and as if in emphasis, a trickle of blood emerged from his left ear. It made him look demented. Fred watched the other ear.


			‘Yessir.’


			The sergeant major’s face seemed to work through some kind of crisis. Spittle appeared at the corners of his mouth. Fred waited curiously. He wondered if this was shell shock.


			‘So now you’re doing something more useful for him. And when you’ve finished and brought back the spade, I’ll find somewhere you can run all you want.’


			‘Sarn’t Major.’ Fred went back to digging.


			


			Arthur was trying to write a letter to Sylvia. His brigade had been ordered back in reserve to the now secured beaches and he sat in a dugout facing the sea. He would have preferred to be sleeping since it was the middle of the night and his whole body ached with exhaustion but the dugout belonged to a jovial Captain Entwhistle. He was also loquacious. The joviality and loquacity were so exaggerated at this time of night and in their uncertain situation that Arthur suspected it disguised total funk.


			He had not suffered any level of funk himself so it made him feel pleasantly superior but all the same, he wished the man would shut up. He was at it now.


			‘There you are, old chap, the frogs are coming in. Smell the garlic from here, can’t you? Hear they had an easy time of it at that place the other side of the straits.’


			‘Kum Kale,’ muttered Arthur.


			‘Surely that’s some kind of fruit, old boy.’ Entwhistle was large and he stood at the door blocking any view Arthur might have had of forces landing.


			‘Spent a week in Paris last year before I got married. Get it out of my system, you know. Volunteered, of course, first moment. Wife encouraged it. Soldiering family. Not like my own pater. A fine man but no soldier. My wife said, “Eardley, you get in there before my brothers” – good men, her brothers, so that’s what I did.’


			Arthur tried not to listen but after all, it was Entwhistle’s dugout.


			‘You’re writing to your fiancée, are you? I expect she gave you a push in the right direction.’


			‘Actually, I was keen to join up. Miss Fitzpaine wasn’t so sure.’


			‘Ah.’ Entwhistle thought about this before pronouncing, ‘Not from a soldiering background.’


			‘Her father’s a brigadier-general. A cavalry officer.’


			Entwhistle made no response but Arthur could tell by the stiffness of his back that he had felt the rebuke. Childish glee overcame guilt.


			Slowly, Entwhistle turned round again. There was only one small lamp in the dugout but Arthur could see his heavy face was no longer jovial but darkly brooding. ‘Hell,’ he said simply. ‘Hell.’ Not waiting for a reaction, he walked out of the dugout.


			Arthur sighed but could not really bring himself to care whether Entwhistle threw himself in the sea and drowned where so many had before, or so insulted a French Senegalese soldier that he chopped him up and ate him which was the current rumour about the habits of the latest recruits to the Mediterranean Expeditionary Force.


			He looked at his letter to Sylvia in despair. He had never felt their link so stretched, although at Oxford when he had been immersed in Herodotus and Thucydides he had felt distanced from her rich young lady’s complacency. Not that she was complacent herself but the life she led was. Can a life be complacent? Anyway he loved Tollorum as much as he loved her  …


			Arthur felt his head jerk and knew he had fallen into a second’s blissful sleep. He looked out. Minimum lights were the order in case they gave the big gun from the Asian mainland, already christened Asiatic Annie, a decent target.


			He picked up his pen and wrote. 


			Here I am on Gallipoli. From my dugout I can see the shore covered with soldiers, awake and asleep. Some have just come off ships and look about them, bewildered by all the activity in the almost complete darkness. There are French, Indian, English, Senegalese, Scottish. 


			Arthur stopped writing. No way the censor would pass that. He took a new page and tried again. 


			There are lines of mules, barrels of water, a few horses, some of them shires, GS wagons, limbers, Maltese carts, bikes, motorbikes, boxes of beef, jam, bacon, cheese and potatoes, dixies, piles of ammunitions, rifles, guns and large coils of Turkish barbed wire, cut and piled in heaps. Behind my dugout the rising ground is spattered with bits of equipment.


			He stopped himself from writing and bodies of the dead.


			It was shaming that there were still bodies of the dead unburied. Turks most probably. He recalled with disgust the cat that had feasted on the brains of a corpse. It was funny the way it had stuck in his mind when, after all, the man was dead and a Turk.


			Did it make a difference he was a Turk? Yes, of course it did. He was the enemy. When Babcock died so suddenly, he’d been eager to kill as many Turks as possible. Not personally, officers didn’t do so much of that, but to make sure his men got a few. And they had. He recalled the frenzy of killing in the fort. That’s the way it should be, a good memory, unlike the cat.


			Just one cat! Arthur threw down his pen and stood up. How could he write to Sylvia with such things in his mind? If he was honest the bloody brain-gorging cat was just a block for all the deaths of good Englishmen, starting with Sergeant Babcock and finishing with Doughty-Wylie.


			Arthur took a step towards the darkened doorway; a sack had fallen across it when Entwhistle left. It was supreme heroism of the sort showed by Colonel Doughty-Wylie that proved that humans valued the spirit above all. This was what separated humans from animals! This was why he’d been happy as he ran forward, why he looked forward to the next time he was ordered into attack. This was why he couldn’t listen to poor Entwhistle.


			Abandoning his letter writing altogether, Arthur rushed out of the dugout.
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