THE COMPASS

Another Kind of Lost
Author's Note:
By the end of the war, weapons and military equipment were the most sophisticated they had ever been, but at first the sheer number of soldiers joining up meant there were serious shortages of weapons, uniforms, and equipment. Sometimes there weren't enough guns for soldiers to train with, so they often used dummy rifles made of wood. Soldiers had to provide some pieces of equipment themselves - for instance, all officers were expected to carry a compass. 
What me and my dad are fond of is the bigness down here at Providence House. He says it's like he's the lord of the manor, sleeping in a great, huge mansion with fancy ceilings and these proper nice floors, all shiny. He says this place has rooms as big as drill halls, which is true - they're just that enormous. I saw him in the drill hall once when he was practicing be a soldier. I climbed and looked through the window. He snapped his boots smart and swung his Lee-Enfield rifle up and was perfect. He was like himself, only better. He is the best at everything.

And the parading and the coming to attention made echoes and bangs that nobody minded. At Providence House, all the noises get bigger and bigger, as if having so much space means they'll never stop.

Dad's bed, though, isn't somewhere big - it's in an attic kind of place that can only hold four people - Johnson and Thompson and Clarkson and my dad. There's no room for bangs and echoes, which is good, because Johnson and Thompson and Clarkson and my dad don't like noises. Especially Clarkson. Clarkson isn't happy if a door slams or the rain clatters on the slates.

Once Clarkson was crying when I visited, because it had been raining for lots of days, one after another. My dad said the trouble was that Clarkson had been brave right across France and so he was tired now, but he would pick up shortly. Except for the clattering, the attic suits them all - it's cozy.

Some of the great, long downstairs rooms have rows of beds, beds with lots of men where there used to be one person sleeping by themselves, which must have been lonely for whoever that was - maybe some boy who was going to be a duke when he grew up. And the boy could have played in the grounds outside the buildings, which go on everywhere for as far as you can see. That would be lonely, too, if you were by yourself. The staff call them grounds because they're more than a garden; they're lots of gardens put together and then some woods - like a park. If you're a duke, you can have your own park. You'd need a compass to not get lost.

I've got a compass, so I don't get lost, not ever. My dad gave me his the first time I came - it's all heavy brass and in a leather case that used to fit on his belt, and it went everywhere with him for ages. It has his name-  Albert B. Simpson - and his number, cut into the metal around the side. There's another man's name and number on the back. That man didn't need to know where he was going anymore, which is why my dad got the compass. Sometimes in the trenches there wouldn't be time for them to have new things, and they just made the best of it.

I keep the compass shined and the safety catch on so the little needle doesn't swing and break. When I hold it and let it go and hunt out north, it bobs around like anything, like something on water, and it's hard to tell where I am or what it's saying. That's because I can't keep my hands still enough. But my dad could. He kept his hands steady all the way, and he found home. In a while his hands will stop shaking. It's having to be so still for so long that means they move a lot for now, and I'm not to worry.

I come up the path to the hospital with the compass, and then I sight through the little notch and fix the degrees where the main house is and where Dad's got his window. I am learning how to take a bearing on trees and things, and I need a map of here, because I can do this with maps, too - I can fix headings and take bearings, and I should practice this for when there's another war and it will be useful.

Back with my mom, I sleep with the compass in its case under my pillow. She doesn't know about it, even though it's just us here on Ashburn Street. She's by herself inside, and I'm by myself, too.

There was no time to make brothers or sisters, but this means I don't have to share where I sleep. I get to be lonely like a duke. Mom says I rattle around. She also says that I behave like I think I really am the Duke of Bloody Somewhere because I leave the doors open and let the heat out when the price of coal is something awful and we can hardly get it, even when we try. But my room is the right size when I'm in it, and doesn't scare me, not even if it rains and thunders.

While the war was still on, I used to keep a map on my wall of where the front line was. I made it up from what they said in the papers. It wasn't a good map, because it had to cover lots of countries and so everything on it was little, but me and Mom would mark it with pins and threads and guess where my dad would be, because the censorship people wouldn't let him tell us in his letters. Which was stupid. It's not like we're Germans.

We don't know any Germans. Except Mr. and Mrs. Weinstein, who used to run the Vienna Bakery, and they are nice people, and Mrs. Weinstein was born in Philadelphia and not a bit German, and Mr. Weinstein hadn't been German since he was a baby, and he wouldn't remember how. People where we live stopped buying their bread at the bakery, and Mrs. Weinstein stopped going out, or kept crying once she'd gone out and then coming over to our house and crying more. My dad went down the main street in his uniform then, and stood outside the shop and shouted for everyone to go inside - like he was already an officer - shouted at them whether they needed bread or not, and told them to blooming well buy something. Everyone paid attention and did what they were ordered to, because my dad in uniform looks amazing.

My dad had gone to school with Mr. Weinstein, who's got funny legs and used to get laughed at by the other boys. Dad said he wasn't having any more nonsense from anyone about not wanting to eat the kaiser's cakes or nothing, because the cakes weren't the kaiser's; they were Atlanta cakes, made in Georgia with American flour, and not to be so comical. Dad went all red in the face about it, like when I cracked the parlor window playing marbles when I shouldn't have ever been in the parlor by myself and what was I thinking - redder than that, even. And when Mrs. Dempsey came along past the bakery - Mrs. Dempsey, who is horrible and throws water at our cat - and she tried to start saying Mr. Weinstein was bound to be a spy, my dad told her she should shut her spinstery old mouth and that she talked Welsh at home, only who knew if it really was Welsh - it might be Turkish and she could be a spy for the enemy - and that made her quiet, all right, and she scurried away back indoors after that.

And it proved what I always thought, which was that my dad and mom didn't like Mrs. Dempsey and only said I had to be polite to her because grown-ups have to be polite to everyone. Grown-ups have to be polite to everyone, but they have to shoot everyone, too. There's nothing in the middle with being a grown-up. Maybe they wouldn't have to go away and fire whizzbangs and mortars at one another and get shot at if they were allowed to tell old bags how rotten they are whenever they wanted.

In the end, Mr. Weinstein changed the name of the Vienna Bakery to the Windsor Bakery, which was funny because a while later King George changed his name to Windsor, too, so that him and his family wouldn't sound German. They were called Sacks of Something before and he knew the kaiser and they were family and all that, but you can't help who your family is, and I hear he's a good king, although he's a navy man and not a soldier, which is why he's allowed to wear a beard.

People liked buying the Weinstein's bread once they were running the Windsor Bakery. Which my dad said proved people would try to ride a fire screen if you just one day called it a donkey, because they were mainly a thickheaded lot. There were Union flags in the bakery window, and it was busy except for when the flour ran out - and Mrs. Weinstein came to see Mom less, which was a shame because she always brought us cake when she visited. She put it aside for us specially. The last time she came - which was about when Dad arrived home and was sent to the hospital - she said she was sorry that my dad got hurt and that Mr. Weinstein was sorry too and sorry that he couldn't serve, because of his funny legs, and my mom shouted at her and then hugged her, which didn't make any sense.

We've still got rationing now. The war has stopped and gone away, but there's no sugar, or not much. I don't know what they did with sugar in the fighting to use it up, but it mostly went away. Maybe it went for making plum and apple jam. Dad wrote and told us they got a lot of that in the trenches and how he could make a stove out of a jam tin. And he wrote that him and the boys called their sausages barkers because you never knew what was in them.

I wouldn't want to eat a dog. Not even one that was old and had died in its sleep.

One thing we never run out of, even during the war, is cod-liver oil. Actually, we always seem to have an over abundance. I tried my best to found out where the stuff was made but no one seemed to know. I was always told, “That's a good question.” If I had found out, I was going to write a letter to the kaiser and ask him to bomb it!

Mom said after the Bakery Battle - which was my dad's name for it - that I still had to be polite to Mrs. Dempsey. Which isn't fair. I thought then it would have been fair to shoot Mrs. Dempsey. Only in the leg or something. Not a big wound, just a tiny one, to make her be nice for a change. Shooting makes a mess, though, and I might get it wrong, so I've changed my mind. Dad says a man can change his mind.

But I still hate Mrs. Dempsey. She gets extra barkers from the butchers, over what her ration's supposed to be, and that should mean she gets a five dollar fine. She's never, ever given us kids anything for Halloween. Her argument is that all of us kids run wild without our fathers and we needed to be taught a lesson.

So, Mrs. Dempsey wouldn't pay a five dollar fine to a policeman or the judge. I bet she's got the money, all right, because she doesn't spend anything. I bet she's rich, but they'd need to haul her away to prison instead of getting money from her. Poor prisoners, when she turned up. Poor horses pulling the wagon they'd take her away in, off to jail. She doesn't like horses, either. Anything alive, Mrs. Dempsey doesn't like. She has dolls in her house. Dead dolls with painted-on faces. No husband. She pets her dolls, they say. That's because she's pixelated, not right in her nasty old head. Dolls in her front room, lined up near the window, and extra sausage - she thinks I don't see her, but I do.

Providence House has high windows. You can see and see. You can see yourself sick and all to blazes with so much light. So much looking can make you dizzy, but you have to. It's your duty. The nurse said to me at the beginning - when we arrived here the first time, me and my mom - she said, "You have to look, please, because that's only fair to them." She was speaking to me, but it felt like she meant for my mom to listen, too, and the three of us were rushing like anything, which seemed odd. We were nearly running down these long corridors that were made of wood, these thin platforms with a roof and no sides, and the rain was clattering overhead and our feet were making hollow noises underneath – clatter and bang - and my mom was already worried because the rain had spoiled her shoes and she doesn't like it when she's rushed. She didn't want to be out of breath and flustered when she saw my dad. She hates to be flustered and it happens to ladies easily, so my job as a gentleman is to make things be calm.

I felt a bit sick, though, and couldn't be calm. And the nurse was pelting along, and we had to follow or we would have gotten lost, because I didn't have the compass yet and couldn't set a direction.

Mom didn't want my dad to see her in spoiled shoes. I remember thinking he'd be used to mud everywhere and not being able to polish his boots and he wouldn't worry. But coming up the road to the hospital, past the blue benches, she'd just kept on: "My shoes are spoiled. My new shoes. I didn't want him to see me in a state."

The shoes and the rain - rattling rain - and the nearly running were making her think she would be in a state. And I wanted to help, and my dad had said I should. He said while he was away that was my job, and him being in the hospital was still him being away and not living with us. So I held my mom's hand. She was upset, and holding hands always makes things better.

I held her hand right through the hospital.

"Promise that you'll keep looking," the nurse kept on, and I promised.

And I did look.

I always look, even at Private FitzSimmons, who's horrible to me and horrible to everyone and says bad words when he thinks my dad can't hear him. Private FitzSimmons caught one at Messines. Dad tells him that he doesn't know anything and never has and that the ink on FitzSimmons' number is still wet and so's he. I don't know what that means, but it makes FitzSimmons laugh. He doesn't have a good laugh.

I think it's our job to look at the men here, because there aren't any mirrors, not any where,and so without other people seeing them, the patients might believe they're not really here.

The men have sky-blue uniforms to show they're wounded  - blue suits and white shirts and red ties, like blood and bandages, only not so much like that, because they're not frightening. They don't scare me. Nobody in here scares me. I told my dad that, and it was true. It still is true.

The blue benches outside are for the blue men, as if whatever they touch in the world will turn blue.

Mom said it's so that people know the men might come and sit on the benches and worry them. They are nothing to worry about, though - so that means that people are mainly a thickheaded lot, like my dad said.

Patients get to wear their own caps, so those are all different for each regiment. This way the tops of their heads are still at home the way they should be. My dad has an Army gray cap, because that's what an Army man gets. In his going away picture, he was wearing his dress uniform and Army cap and sword. The Germans made him lose his first one, and so the hospital requisitioned him another. His Army cap has gold on it because he's an officer.

Mom is not from the South; she's what my Dad calls a Yankee. But she must be fond of the southern type of people, because she married my dad and she lives with me. When he was home on leave, she would be careful with his uniform and make it clean and get rid of the little visitors it would bring with it in the folds. She said it was a perishing shame sending our boys home like this. She likes my dad.

When he went to be in the Army, she put his picture in the special frame where the two of them in their wedding clothes used to be, and she dusted it every morning and every night with a cloth she didn't use for anything else, and all of his letters are in a tin that smells of the Army and not like him. She reads them sometimes. She likes my dad.

It's only me that comes to see him, though.

After that time when it rained and her shoes were spoiled, she didn't come back.

When I said he would be sad if she wasn't there, she shouted at me and then hugged me, which didn't make sense.

I think she got scared when she saw Dad was all bandages except his one eye. You could see his eye, seeing you.

And it was his sad eye. In his going away picture, if you looked at it proper hard, he had a sharp kind of eye, which was for when he was being funny and giving orders and getting things done, and his other eye seemed more soft, and that would be the one that was in charge when he was singing songs or talking about his mom or saying how green it was in Atlanta. Which used to be when my mom would say it was gray and ignorant and never washed, and then his sharp eye would spark up and he'd go over and tickle her and say she would rather have a southerner than anything and make her hit him a little bit and squeal and send me upstairs, because of him being ridiculous.

His sad eye is the one that he's still got.

Putting your head up over the top to see - Dad says he told his men they couldn't duck down faster than a bullet and they should keep their heads dropped out of sight. And he was careful himself, which showed them how.

But he still caught one.

They say that you catch a bullet or a bit of shrapnel, only you can't catch either of those things - they go right through, so everyone should just shut up about it. My dad got hit by shrapnel. He didn't catch anything; he got hit.

When my mom saw him and the bandages and how his eye was sad, she just sat down fast. We were upstairs in his room, only with the other men not there - because they were well enough to be out and about - and she sat on Clarkson's bed without knowing it was Clarkson's and made the coverlet have ripples in it and held her own hands, one in the other. I went and tried to hug him, only made sure to be careful in case I hurt him, but he made his arms tight around m and I could tell he was fine, really. He held me squashed against his shirt, which smelled of the Army and something sour, but like him,too. He was like he always had been, except for where the bandages were.

I don't know why my mom didn't understand this. Maybe she had been understanding other things for a long time and then got tired and had to stop. She seemed tired, the way she dropped down on Clarkson's bed. And, she didn't say anything for a while.

I told Dad that on Sunday evenings while he was in France, me and Mom would sing the soldiers' songs we knew he liked, and she would say he might be singing them at the same time and that we were all together. She understood like it was true. We'd sing: We shall want you and miss you but with all our might and main/We shall cheer you, thank you, bless you when you come back again.
It wasn't the right words to say bless you - that was supposed to be kiss you, only boys don't kiss their dads, and I had to be able to join in. And 1 don't know what main is - another way of missing him, I think. That bit of the chorus made up for the other, which said that we didn't want to lose him but we thought he ought to go.

It was him who thought he ought to go -  married men didn't have to when he volunteered, but he said that everyone would have to be in uniform in the end and he'd get a better place if he went early. That's how he got to be a two-pip lieutenant - because he stayed in so long and did so much and went to so many places.

We are all tired. I think everybody is tired.

In the end, I got tired, too, and stopped talking while my dad put his arm around me, still tight, and it got quiet. I could hear the rain on the slates - clatter, bang - and the way the wind pushed at the windows in their frames - clatter, bang.

Then my dad said, "On you go, son. Ak dum, ak dum, off you run. They'll have a tray of sweets downstairs." And he started telling me how to get to the lounge where the officers play their gramophone and have the papers to read and the New York Times news, with all the scribbly kind of drawings that Dad likes.

Only Mom said, "He can't go down there by himself." And my dad asked her, "Why not?"

Which she didn't answer. She stood up instead and went to where he was sitting on his bed and started to hit him, not so much, but then more, on his chest, and she was being careful not to hit his head and where he was all bound up, but she was still hitting him hard until he caught her hands.

Then he told me, "You go and find those sweets, Robert." And he gave me the directions again and the compass, while Mom was resting her forehead on his chest, not noticing anything. And I think she was crying, because her shoulders shook like they did when she got the telegram from the Army about what happened - the one about Dad - but she wasn't making any noises, so I couldn't tell, not really.

This was when I got the compass.

"You keep ahold of this, and it'll see you right. And then come back here and you can take your mother home, like a good man. If anyone asks, say you're following Lieutenant Simpson's orders. "

I didn't want to go, but I did.

I never found the sweets, though. I just sat at the bottom of the stairs, and this man - who was Thompson - came and talked to me about sailing toy boats, which I never have, but he did and enjoyed it when he was small.

Thompson was the first man I saw with a Fray Bentos face. That's what he called it. He said in the old days people wouldn't have lived if they got hurt in their faces or heads, but now they did. He said that was a funny thing and laughed, only his mouth is a bit odd, so his laugh was odd, too.

That was the first time I heard a Fray Bentos man laugh.

He said that the hospital people had taken plaster and made a cast of his face and that now the Tin Noses Shop was going to make him a tin piece to fit and he'd wear it and seem just like anyone else. He said they'd do the same for my dad, once they'd made the best of him.

He'd get a glass eye, like they have in dolls. And a bit of his face back, only painted on the tin. But it would look right. He'd even get eyelashes - they make them out of metal, too, in little strips.

Then, after a while, my dad came downstairs with my mom, arm-in-arm, which is how they went strolling on Sundays, so I thought it was going to be all right.

But Thompson scared her.

And when he laughed, that scared her, again.

And it wasn't his fault, but I still don't like him for it.

Once my dad gets his new face, though, he says things will be fine. The surgeon made him all fixed up where he was wounded and - after the changes got done - I'm used to how he is, and I've said there's nothing much wrong now and he won't need a mirror, because he can grow a beard so he won't need to shave.

And I brought him his going away picture, because Mom put it in a drawer and won't notice it's gone, and the men and women at the Tin Noses Shop - proper artists - will copy who he used to be. They will make him a mask with another eye, like his clever, happy eye, and he'll wear it held on with glasses, fitted right over the part that got hit. And no one will be able to tell the difference from how he was.

He will be like himself, better. Everyone will see.
