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         Chapter One

         
         
         
         
         
            
            THIS is THE STORY of my brother Duncan. I write it because I am able to do so and he for various reasons is not. I am Wilfred, a year and a half the younger. We were born in the 1920s and grew up in the '30s. After that our lives suddenly changed, displaced by new events as the war unfolded and finally ended. It is therefore a story which starts in a world now vanished.

            
            
         

         
         
         We lived in Sussex not far from the sea in a house called Greenacres, a name which was apt, for its spacious grounds were where most of our life's events took place; you could say that it was also the basis of our independence. Of our father and mother we saw little except at lunch-time on Wednesdays, which was allotted entirely to ourselves and to all practical matters arising from us. These had to be settled then and there. The rest of their life we were not part of; it took place somewhere else, on golf courses and at weekend parties which we knew about only from fragments of their conversation which we happened to overhear. Our world was the domestic one, where our fellow inhabitants, who provided our care, our conversation and quite a lot of our education, were the two housemaids and the cook.

         
         
         
         
         The arrangements of the Scrutton family were by no means unusual for the time, and even if we had thought about them, which we didn't, I doubt if we would have complained. Nor does this mean that we did not admire our parents, far from it, because we certainly did admire them, especially our mother. Of our mother the most vivid recollection would certainly be of her in her car, an enormous machine with an open top called a Hispano-Suiza. In it she swept about our neighbourhood, day or night, at breakneck speed, instantly recognisable in one of her cloche hats.

         
         
         
         
         The Hispano-Suiza was cause for the greatest excitement of our childhood, because sometimes Mother had the impulse to include us in her expeditions, and then behind her on the back seat, and clutching the straps behind the door pillars thoughtfully provided by the car's maker for nervous passengers, we sailed into the unknown; down the Sussex lanes we went, heavy with the smell of tamarisk, and afterwards, as she warmed to the expedition, onwards into the Downs themselves. In this fashion we spanned the breadth of Sussex, from Chancton-bury and Alfriston on one side to Cowdray Ruin and Swanbourne Lake on the other, all spread out before us like a magical map. For me it was especially dear because I always sat behind Mother as she drove, which was about the nearest I ever got to her, and I could inhale her perfume which made me quite stupefied.

         
         
         
         
         However, such close contact was fleeting, and what attention she gave us was usually directed towards Duncan, but the curious fact is that Duncan always made a display of boredom and withdrew from such encounters. This made him seem superhuman to my childish perception. Privately I revelled in the fact that I had been christened Wilfred in honour of mother's two brothers, William and Frederick, both of whom were killed in the Great War. For some reason our father never called me Wilfred; instead when he did address me I was always 'Number Two'. I thought that this must be a naval expression and I spent much time trying to be officer-like in my conduct and manner. However, this passed without his notice.

         
         
         
         
         In general it was not Father's habit to show affection to either of us, but he did take a close interest in our education, and here I was greatly relieved that it was Duncan and not myself who was the subject of his attention. This happened on the occasions when Father and Mother spent the weekend at Greenacres, and on Sundays, after lunch had been cleared away, Duncan would be sent for to go to the hall. To this day I can never understand why it was called the hall when plainly it was the dining room and was where all their friends gathered when they were at home. It was a large and somewhat frightening room, dark on account of all the panelling and old pictures, and Mother and Father sat at either end of a a very long table.

         
         
         
         
         As Duncan entered Mother would rise and sit at a smaller table where her cards were laid out for patience, Duncan taking her place at the end. Then the questions started, first sums and after that Latin. The memory of Duncan facing these onslaughts for half an hour or more scares me to this day, but he was clever and had all the answers. Afterwards he would emerge still aglow, as though he had scored a goal at football, and would relate it question by question and repeat all the answers he had given. Even Father appeared elated and seemed to forgive Duncan for his left-handedness - except when he held his knife and fork the wrong way round, for that Father could not abide.

         
         
         
         
         At times when Duncan was enduring these cross-examinations I drifted into the scullery to talk to Edith, who did the washing-up, or best of all to the kitchen, where Mrs Marrow, our cook, would tell me stories of the wonderful houses where she had worked. It seemed unfair that I should be thus engrossed while Duncan had to answer his questions in the hall, but curiously he did not see it that way. To him it was a challenge he loved to rise to, and from that time he was to me a hero whom no other human beirig could match.


         
         
         
         
         
            
            In one of the farther reaches of Greenacres there stood an old railway carriage, set there perhaps by some previous occupant and used as a potting shed. It was for us an enduring magnet, a mystery, a miracle, and it gradually became in our emerging consciousness a sort of home to be. The first compartment we colonised became our workshop, where we made carts from bits of discarded bicycles and other items mechanical and electrical, with both of which sorts Duncan possessed an extraordinary ingenuity. Our second compartment came later; it also bore on its windows the letters LB & SCR, frosted on the glass, proclaiming the company that had built it and run it once as part of a train the London, Brighton and South Coast Railway. Its one remaining seat had a cushion made of dark and buttoned leather, and here we cooked our meals - pigeons, rooks or other birds as came to hand, and especially rabbits, all being the victims of our catapults.

            
            
         

         
         
         We carried catapults with us on all occasions, and Duncan in particular had a remarkable eye for a moving target. He was a dead shot at anything less than thirty yards away and occasionally hit at twice that distance. In our woods or when we took our bicycles and went on expeditions it was therefore Duncan who did most of the hunting and I who did the cooking.

         
         
         
         
         We attended, though not quite every day, a school in Worthing run by a Mr Potts, also known to the boys as Stinker Potts. After hours, if it was summer, we would cycle to the Downs to catch butterflies for our collection which was substantial, and all carefully mounted on pins and placed in butterfly boxes lined with cork. We had much knowledge of this subject, most of it derived from Butterflies of the British Isles by R. South. We had no great need of money, but in the winter months we cut down trees which were out of sight at the edges of our grounds, also sometimes just beyond the edges. These we sawed into logs with a cross-cut saw and loaded on to one of our carts to sell to the neighbourhood.
         

         
         
         
         
         But our dream, our obsession, was to own a tram.

         
         
         
         
         It all started with an advertisement on the front page of the Daily Mail which showed a picture of a London tram with the words: 'Trams surplus to the requirements of the London Omnibus and Tramcar Company for sale at their depot at Acton, London W6, for £2 each.' I doubt if there was a day afterwards when the tram did not enter our conversation.
         


         
         
         
         
         
            
            An unfortunate event now happened which changed the course of both our lives. Duncan began to have terrible headaches and he rapidly became seriously ill and then unconscious. A doctor came and pronounced it to be brain fever and directed that he must be nursed in a darkened room. Day and night nurses came and poultices of something called antiphlogistin were applied to Duncan's neck, so that the smell of them spread all through the house and lingered there. Our mother slept in his room. In the opinion of the doctor Duncan had only a short time to live and even if he did survive he would be blind or deaf or both. It was a desolate time and for me very hard to bear, for I was banished to the furthermost part of the house for fear that I, too, would contract the illness.

            
            
         

         
         
         For two weeks Duncan was unconscious and the issue remained in doubt, but then he began to recover. Visitors were allowed and I was readmitted to the sick room, but I was appalled, for it was no longer the Duncan I had known; he had aged by at least ten years and his hair was grey. At least he had not lost his sight nor even his hearing, as his manner and movements showed. What he had lost was the power of speech. He was completely dumb.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter Two

         
         
         
         
         
            
            SPECIALISTS WERE SUMMONED and finally Lord Dawson, the most famous doctor in the land, came from London; but not even he could alter Duncan's state. A speech therapist was sent for and started to teach Duncan and our mother the sign language used by deaf and dumb people. They tried valiantly, and I myself took part in the lessons, but this was not attended by success and after a while first our mother and then the therapist gave up the attempt.

            
            
         

         
         
         We were left on our own. It was then that I became aware that, although Duncan could not speak, he was quite normal in every other respect; in fact, he was as bright as a button. We started making faces at each other. Little by little he learnt to show what he wanted by glances and gestures which I copied and then put into words. These gestures speedily became more elaborate, so that in making them he used almost every part of his body. From that time on his recovery was rapid, and by the time his strength had returned we had developed a language of our own. The only trouble was that it was a private language which only we understood.

         
         
         
         
         At this point Duncan's speech, or a fragment of it, did indeed begin to return and this was another trouble for it consisted only of the word 'wasit' - this was what it generally sounded like, although it varied. It also seemed to come out without Duncan's intending it, and generally without there being any sense in his saying it. It took me rather longer to realise that he only said it after I had said something which had the word 'was' in it and so it seemed to be a sort of automatic response. At first it seemed to irritate Duncan that he couldn't stop himself, and he would try to do so by putting his hand over his mouth. When this didn't work he tried other means, varying the way he said it or even putting it into my conversation as if it made sense, which it didn't. He managed to change it slightly so that at times it came out as 'washit' or 'watchit'. Unfortunately, this was all the speech that he recovered.

         
         
         
         
         Gradually our life returned to what it had been before Duncan's illness. We were able to resume our old habits, and among other things it was clear that Duncan's accuracy with his catapult was unchanged. We celebrated with a fine boiled chicken.

         
         
         
         
         Duncan was even returned to school, although this was not a great success. He proved able to write down words and to do his sums as the masters directed, but his inability to answer questions seemed to them somehow unsatisfactory. At first it was thought that he was exceptionally quiet on account of having been so ill, and his grave and mature bearing seemed to support this, but by degrees it began to be realised that something was amiss. Only Mr Potts persisted in shouting at Duncan in the belief that this would wake him up.

         
         
         
         
         It scarcely helped that Duncan, in letting out his 'wasits', appeared to be questioning, or even contrary. Several of the younger masters grasped after a while that it was best to keep the word 'was' out of their sentences. The boys, on the other hand, spotted it at once and during the mid-morning breaks would form a line behind him and circle the school yard repeating 'was, was, was' in chorus: In due course Duncan would oblige with 'wasit' and then they changed to 'wash, wash, wash' or other ingenious variations. It became the game to play.

         
         
         
         
         He became 'Wasit' Scrutton, and two lines were formed and began to go round the courtyard, one chanting, 'Was it Scrutton?' and the other replying, 'Yes, it was.' It was just like a football crowd. They never tired of it, and what with his grave manner and grown-up appearance Duncan was soon the most popular boy in the school.

         
         
         
         
         It did not pass unnoticed and Mr Potts, in particular, became visibly irritated. He summoned Duncan to his study and told him in no uncertain terms that he must stop this silly nonsense. He added that if he did not do so, and promptly, then he, Mr Potts, would have to resort to certain measures. He quite failed to realise that the trick was not to say 'was' to Duncan in the first place.


         
         
         
         
         
            
            Matters came to a head during a history lesson. History was Mr Potts's special subject and there fore history lessons took place in the main hall, where the entire school was assembled. Those who could sat at desks, the remainder on chairs placed at the sides, and beyond these stood any of the junior masters who were not otherwise occupied.

            
            
         

         
         
         The class fell to silence as Mr Potts entered and climbed the step of the platform, on which a desk had been placed for him. He began his lecture.

         
         
         
         
         'Our subject is the war between the King and Oliver Cromwell. At heart King Charles the First was a good man.'

         
         
         
         
         'Was shit,' said Duncan promptly.

         
         
         
         
         Mr Potts was taken aback, and for a moment there was a silence broken only by the noise of his pince-nez which fell off his nose and on to the floor with a clatter.

         
         
         
         
         A titter ran round the hall and several of the masters standing at the side were seen to grin, although they very quickly hid their grins behind their hands. One boy had the temerity to bang the lid of his desk as a sign of approval, and the others followed. Mr Potts realised that he had a rebellion on his hands. He responded in the only way he knew: he resolved to hit his way out of trouble. He seized from the front of his desk the cane that lay there mainly for ceremonial, and advanced down the hall. He seized Duncan by the ear, led him back to the desk, bent him over it and, still holding his ear, administered some colossal thwacks.

         
         
         
         
         The class was at first subdued but then it grew bolder and boys started banging the tops of the desks in unison as the blows fell.

         
         
         
         
         It was too much for Mr Potts. He picked up his glasses from the floor where they had fallen and strode out, passing as he did so the line of junior masters, where he paused and spat out, 'Grimes, take over the class.' The unfortunate Mr Grimes had been just too slow in concealing his grin.

         
         
         
         
         A state of war now existed between Mr Potts and Duncan, and nothing could avert the battles that were to follow. It was a war which Mr Potts was determined to win, and he was nothing if not consistent. His plan and its execution all took place in his study.

         
         
         
         
         This room had walls which were panelled up to the ceiling, and upon the polished wood like trophies there hung a collection of instruments of correction inherited and added to by a succession of headmasters. They ranged from simple straps to tawses, which were still in use and were therefore kept handily near the bottom. Above them were a succession of canes, increasing in length as they rose up the wall until at the very top there was hung an ancient cat-o'-nine-tails. It was covered in dust and had several of its tails missing: clearly it had long been out of use.

         
         
         
         
         The unfortunate Duncan was hauled into the study on every occasion when he was heard to utter 'wasit', and Mr Potts steadily worked his way upwards through the collection on the wall in an attempt to discover which would prove to be the secret weapon. Alas, the attempt was doomed to failure, for Duncan on account of his habit was as captive to the situation as was Mr Potts on account of his.

         
         
         
         
         Between them they reached at length the top row but one, but here Mr Potts stopped. Whether he thought the ancient cat-o'-nine­tails might not withstand the strain of being used, or whether he doubted that he had the necessary skill, one can only guess. I think the whole experience had aged him; therefore he ducked the issue and instead submitted to the inevitable. Our father was requested to remove Duncan from the school.

         
         
         
         
         To our great relief no further schooling seemed to be planned, and naturally I left also.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter Three

         
         
         
         
         
            
            AT THIS POINT OUR parents' marriage came to an end, since our mother departed. She left without warning. One morning the Hispano-Suiza was not in its garage and when it had not returned by evening we knew at once what had happened. For days we were devastated, and after our mother's departure Greenacres was never quite the same. In fact, the blow was so great that this was when our childhood ended. We knew instinctively that now we had to grow up to survive, and that we would have no other ally, for though our mother's style was to be distant, none the less she was all that stood between us and the unspoken dangers of our expanding world. A succession of ladies came to keep our father company, none of whom we liked, and therefore we spent more and more time away from home.

            
            
         

         
         
         The year was 1937 and Hitler had just walked into Austria. It was also a marvellous year for Clouded Yellow butterflies. That August they came across the Channel in numbers never seen before, and we worked the fields between Ferring and Goring in the pursuit of them, particularly of the rare Pale Clouded Yellows, which were new to us. In this way we reached eventually the boundary of a large estate known throughout the neighbourhood as 'Schwayder's place', where there was a house which could not be seen. It was often talked about in our family and had always retained a mysterious attraction, for nobody knew anything about the house or of the Mr Schwayder who lived there.

         
         
         
         
         We were so excited by the Clouded Yellows that we climbed the estate fence to search for them in the fields on the other side, and since we met nobody we went on collecting for about an hour and a half. Unfortunately, we were so engrossed that we failed to notice the gardener who came up behind us.

         
         
         
         
         In panic we started to make a run for it, only to discover there were further men placed by all the fences and barring our escape. We were seized, our butterfly things were taken from us as though they had been weapons and we were walked at a slow plod until we reached the back door of the large house. There we were locked in a small room, not a single word having been spoken.

         
         
         
         
         Somewhat later we heard a key in the lock and a servant wearing a strange uniform entered. He had a frilly white shirt, tight dark-blue breeches with white stockings and shoes with buckles. In addition to this he had a wig powdered with white. He beckoned us to follow and led us to what was evidently the office of the housekeeper, where seated at a table was a man with cropped grey hair whom we were stood in front of. We had met Mr Schwayder at last.

         
         
         
         
         'Vat ver you doing in my garden?' He had a heavy German accent. 'You are zeeves.'

         
         
         
         
         We looked at each other and prepared ourselves for the inevitable beating. 'We were just exploring,' I said. 'We were catching butterflies, that's why we were there.'

         
         
         
         
         Mr Schwayder looked at me suspiciously. T zee. Who is ze uzzer man mit you?'

         
         
         
         
         'He is my brother.'

         
         
         
         
         'Vy does he not speak?'

         
         
         
         
         'He can't. He's dumb.'

         
         
         
         
         'I do not believe your story. I zink you are zeeves.' He paused. 'Vich butterflies?'

         
         
         
         
         'Clouded Yellows and Pale Clouded Yellows.'

         
         
         
         
         'Vere are zey?'

         
         
         
         
         'The man took them.'

         
         
         
         
         Mr Schwayder reached for a small bell which stood on the table and rang it. When another servant in livery entered, he spoke to him in German. The servant left and returned after a while with our butterfly things.

         
         
         
         
         Mr Schwayder carefully examined each article in turn, our nets, the killing bottle and the preserving tin which kept the butterflies from drying. As he did so his manner perceptibly changed.

         
         
         
         
         'I zee you haf Pale Clouded Yellows. Zey are qvite uncommon.'

         
         
         
         
         'And an Adonis Blue,' I said.

         
         
         
         
         He produced a pair of tweezers from his waistcoat pocket and carefully examined the Adonis Blue.

         
         
         
         
         'Eet is a marvellous insect, unt again not many. Vould you like to zee really rare butterflies?'

         
         
         
         
         'We certainly would,' I said, sensing that this might signal a reprieve.

         
         
         
         
         He rose from the table and waved us to follow, the man in the peculiar uniform coming behind us. We left the servants' quarters and went into the main part of the house, where we entered a room quite unlike any we had ever seen. White and gold panelling in funny curved shapes stretched from floor to ceiling, and everywhere there were long mirrors so that the room seemed vast. Gold was on everything, even the doorways, where the doors were made of mahogany. It was breathtaking. It was also deserted, for no one seemed to live there besides Mr Schwayder and his servants.

         
         
         
         
         We entered a study in which there were three tall butterfly cabinets made of mahogany, each with two columns of drawers. Mr Schwayder paused, then unlocked one of the cabinets and opened drawers one after another, all packed with rows of Clouded Yellows.

         
         
         
         
         'Zeese are from ze woods near Vienna. Zey are different Clouded Yellows. Ve do not haf zem here.'

         
         
         
         
         We gazed open-mouthed.

         
         
         
         
         'And zis,' continued Mr Schwayder, 'is ze rarest of all. Zis is ze Clouded Yellow variant called Vareefii. You see eet has two black spots on ze left upper wing instead of von.'

         
         
         
         
         I felt Duncan pressing his foot on my heel, then he did so again, which made me look at him. I realised immediately what he meant.

         
         
         
         
         'We have one of those, too,' I said. 'Only ours has two spots on both its upper wings.'

         
         
         
         
         'Zees is not possible but ve vill look. Eet is not possible at all. Zere has never been recorded a double Vareefii.'

         
         
         
         
         The man in uniform was sent to fetch our preserving tin and Duncan opened it, flicking over the contents until he found our prize. Its wings were still open and you could see the two black spots, quite separate, on each upper wing.

         
         
         
         
         Mr Schwayder took out a pair of spectacles and examined the butterfly for at least a minute, his disbelief giving way as a glow of recognition spread across his face.

         
         
         
         
         'But zees eez amazing. Qvite amazing. You are zo lucky. Even in ze great Clouded Yellow year of 1909, in ze whole of ze Vienervald ve only had two Vareefii and zey both vere zingle vuns.'

         
         
         
         
         I felt Duncan catch my heel again. 'My brother Duncan and I would like you to have it, Mr Schwayder. We don't like it especially, and anyway we are still getting the ordinary species for our collection.'

         
         
         
         
         'Do not be zo ridiculous. I could not possibly accept your butterfly,' protested Mr Schwayder.

         
         
         
         
         But after further conversation, much polite hesitation and with mounting excitement, accept it he did.

         
         
         
         
         'I vill write to Heinrich - Heinrich Vaceef, zat eez. Now he lives in Buenos Aires. He vill go rriad.' With this Mr Schwayder became so carried away that he danced a little jig.


         
         
         
         
         
            
            In due course we were taken, with our gear less one butterfly, back to our railway carriage, and in a Daimler driven by a uniformed chauffeur.

            
            
         

         
         
         Mr Schwayder waved us goodbye. 'Kom again and zee me and if zere eez anyzing I can do, at any time, you only haf to zay.'

         
         
         
         
         But we were just relieved that it had all turned out so well, and I made no reply.
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