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"Thou wear a lion's hide? Doff it for shame. 

And hang a calf-skin on those recreant limbs." KING JOHN.

I

HE was, as he said, "fed up" with it. "It" had begun almost as soon as the War had.

To begin with, there had been that white feather pressed into his hand by some officious flapper at the gate of a tennis-ground. Then there had been the anonymous postcard, sent to his club, and inscribed: "Kitchener
 is getting anxious about YOU!" Then, as he travelled in tubes and omnibuses, there had been the appraising stares of young men of his own age and class and build, dressed in khaki (private's quality). Also the indignant and wide-eyed glances of girls who wore regimental badges to fasten their furs, or naval buttons, mounted, as hatpins.

This all had its cumulative effect! Upon the nerves of the young civilian it was gradually burned in, in one contemptuous word:

"Shirker!"

Yes; from every recruiting poster that word seemed to shout at him; it seemed printed between the lines of the latest War-telegrams; it gazed at him from the hostile eyes of every stranger....
He was, in short, in danger of growing rather morbid about it.

About that one simple English word that he felt was so often applied to him, silently. For no one had actually said it to him, yet.

"That," he thought grimly and unhappily, "would be about the last straw!"

The last straw was laid upon those broad shoulders of his one evening at a London dinner-party.

His hostess was the wife of a school-chum, now at the front, but the other people there were strangers to him.

Several pretty women-two or three middle-aged men and a couple of wounded convalescent officers. One of these had his head bandaged. The other laughed merrily with his neighbours --the prettiest of the women--over the difficulties of "keeping up one's table-manners with one's left hand.” His right hung in a black silken sling.

So that there was only one man present who was strong and fit and of a fighting age--and yet no fighter.

The girl in white, whom he had taken in to dinner, seemed to have nothing to say to him. (She was full of eager questions to the young subaltern with the bandaged head.) And the girl in red on his other hand, put a stop to easy conversation by her first remark: "Have you seen The Man Who stayed at Home?"
  It was possibly said in all innocence. But it stabbed deeper stilI into the young civilian's already jangled nerves. He sat through dinner, fumingly monosyllabic.

It was in the drawing-room that he was at last goaded into speech.
II

THE rest of the party had grouped themselves round the piano, where the white-frocked girl played at the request of the wounded warriors selections from the lately revived Florodora.

"I want to be a Military man!"
 they hummed in chorus; while the young civilian stood aside in a corner, as stiffly as one of the gilded wooden stands that supported a great glass vase filled with laurel-boughs.

There was the soft tap of a woman's shoe upon the gleaming, polished floor; the scented breeze from a fan. He turned to meet the prettiest of the women at the party; the one who had sat next to that young fellow with his arm in a sling.

"I'm going to talk to you," she announced, in a voice half-coquettish, half-dictatorial. "I watched you at dinner, and--I'm a terrifically frank and outspoken person, you know! There's something I must say." A presentiment of what it was flashed through him as he wheeled up a low chair for her and watched her drop lightly down into it. Then he sat down himself on the edge of an Empire settee
, his shoulders turned to the group about the piano, and his face, set, mulish, and defiant, upon the graceful woman in the charming gown.

She began with dainty, conscious insolence:

"I've been really interested to watch you. You can't be more than twenty-five! You look in what they call the pink of condition. You're twice the size of that poor child"--she nodded towards the boy by the piano--"who was winged.” 

And--" 
He broke in brusquely, almost savagely.  "You're going to say I ought to join the Army." 
"Oh, no!" she protested with a shrug. "I'm not so crude as that. But I do want to probe into the reason. The psychological why and wherefore. That's what's so enthralling about human beings, whatever they do, or don't do. I want to get right down to the point of view of the young, strong man - who doesn't enlist. It's so difficult for a woman--a real woman-to understand!"--with a little gesture of the hand upon which the flash of diamonds eclipsed the plain gold gleam of her wedding-ring. "To think that it isn't your natural impulse! You know!" 
He knew without being told that the' pretty creature before him belonged to the type that "tries on" impulses and poses just as she tries on hats. Her latest assumption was the decoration of patriotism. She went on: "I'm broad-minded. I always say `Tout savoir'
 - but I don't even savoir in your case. I feel that it's such a problem. Don't take offence if I ask you questions, will you?" 
She was misled by the utter gentleness of the young civilian's tone as he promised not to take offence at anything she said.

"Well, then," she said, "is it 'home ties' that keep you back?" 
"No," he said.

"Have you principles--against shedding the blood of your fellow-creatures?" 
"Oh! Under the circumstances, no. None." 
"Are you," she pursued, with an effect of daring, "are you afraid? 
"He said nothing;

"Scientists have proved that physical cowardice is not a man's own fault," took up the woman. "They say he can't help it . . . just as we, of course, can't help despising him for it. Is it that, do you think? Or is it that you're enervated by the life of ease that you young men of this generation have got yourselves accustomed to? Has it soaked into you and sapped you until you simply can't face the trenches and the smells, and the cold wet and the dirt, and the hideous discomforts out there? It might be that." 
"It might," he said quietly, mulishly.

And she answered, with a light laugh and manifest enjoyment, in that one contemptuous word:

"Shirker!"

III

HE turned, without any sign by which she could see that it was with a snap of his utterly over-wrought nerves. He spoke so gently!

"Since I've let you ask questions, will you allow me to ask you some as crude--that is, as frank?" 
"Certainly," said the pretty woman, looking up at him--he was distinctly good-looking!--with real amusement and interest in her bright gaze. The situation was more entertaining than she had promised herself.

He began: "Are you a soldier's wife?" 

"No," she answered. "My husband is a surgeon; and I don't think anyone can say that he isn't more useful in Harley Street
 than he would be in a trench! He's immensely busy--at it day and night now--since the War. He saved the right arm--for instance--of the boy sitting next me at dinner. And he was much too busy to come tonight." Pride-perhaps real pride over a husband so important--was in her voice.

She asked: "What's your next question?" 
He answered quickly: "Are you a soldier's mother?" 
She drew herself up, piqued. "My good young man, is it eyes that you were spun for? Why, nobody else thinks I look twenty-six-:-and; honour bright, since we are talking undraped franknesses--I shan't be twenty-seven till October. Scarcely old enough--even in these days of baby-officers --to have a son in the Army? 

"He answered quietly: “Have you a son of any age?" 
"No," she said, "I haven't any children." 
The man before her had the sensitive ear that is so often a gift of his profession.

He knew that that particular tone of curtness did not hide the misery of a Rachel--who, weeping over her children
, refused to be comforted, because they were not--either because Death had taken, or because Life had not brought.

He looked down at the charming figure, which, for all the new fashionable fullness of its skirts, showed slim as that of the veriest flapper; the pistil of a lily hidden in the convolutions of the petals.

And he said: "How long have you been married?" 
"Five--six years." 

"And still no babies? Why not?" 
"Why--? But this is incredible--!" 

"You said I might be crude, and frank," the young civilian reminded her as she made a movement to rise and join the group at the other end of the room. "You said you were broad-minded." 
"Of course!" I am! "--with an angry little laugh, as she leant back again in the chair. "But I don't see why you put these extraordinary questions!" 
"I'm interested," he persisted, "in the psychological why and wherefore. You're young. Aren't you a strong and healthy woman? " 
"Perfectly!"
"And you're well-off enough. Are you afraid, then?"
 "I think you are absolutely--" 
"We're not talking about me, now. We're talking about you and these babies that you ought to be having." 

"Ought!  Apart from the glaring bad taste of your speaking to me--" 
"You spoke first!" 
"Well, but as if there were any' ought' about such a thing!" 
"Germany thought there was," he said quietly. "Germany owes a good deal of her strength to that. Her women haven't refused to fill the cradle year after year--bringing up six and seven boys to be soldiers.” 

“And looking awful! Regular lumpy, Hausfraus and nothing else. Having no youth at all, once they're married," broke in the Englishwoman. "No good times--no beauty, no figures--" 
"Ah! So that's it," retorted the civilian. “You're enervated by the life of ease that you young . wives of this generation have got yourselves accustomed to. Has it sapped you until you simply refuse to--" 
"I refuse to listen to any more of this!" she cried furiously. But, as she swept away to join the two wounded officers, she caught, from the young engineer of Aircraft, whose services had been commandeered by the Government, his last word:

"It's you that are the shirker!"

� Thou wear a lion's hide! doff it for shame, /And hang a calf's-skin on those recreant limbs: Lines spoken by Lady Constance in Shakespeare’s  The Life and Death of King John (III.1.55-6). Lady Constance accuses the men around her of cowardice for refusing to support her son’s claim to the English throne. 


�  Kitchener: Lord Horatio Kitchener (1850 - 1916), the very popular Secretary of State for War responsible for the recruiting campaign which saw the enlistment of huge numbers of volunteers for so-called 'Kitchener armies'. A picture of Kitchener pointing at the viewer appears on the most famous poster of the War accompanied by the slogan “Your country needs you.”


� The Man Who stayed at Home?":   One of the most popular plays of the early war years. A spy drama by Lechmere Worrall and J.E. Harold Terry, it opened at London’s Royalty Theatre in December 1914. Set in a genteel boarding house on the south coast of England which is run by the widow of a German officer, it reveals a network of spies passing information about coastal positions, sending documents by pigeon carrier and making signals to outlying ships.  Brent, an English detective posing as a silly-ass type  of young man and in disfavour for not having enlisted comes down to investigate  the occupants of the boarding house, helped by a young English woman. The climax of the play comes when Brent  prevents the German spies from burning down the house as a signal to an outlying submarine and instead he signals to English vessels which destroy it.  The play was supposedly a powerful force in helping recruitment and in prompting the conscience of the stay-at-home men.


� Florodora: A light opera with music by Leslie Stuart (1866 - 1928) and words by E. Boyd-Jones and Paul Rubens. First seen in London at the Lyric Theatre, London on 11 November, 1899 where it ran for 455 performances, it was revived in February 1915 at same theatre Theatre with additional songs designed to bring it up to date.  “The singing is as good as ever, the dances and dresses are equally attractive; but the wit has by this time lost its point”  (Unsigned Review, `Drama’, Athenaeum 4557 (27 February 1915), p. 198).


� "I want to be a Military man!":  Sung by one of the characters from Florodora, Captain Arthur Donegal (4th Royal Life Guards): `I want to join the military-tary/I’ve got no chance with Jane or  Flo’ or Mary/I want to hear the hear the martial plan’, I want to be a military man...’


� Empire settee: From the imperial Bonapartist regime of Napoleon III (1852-1870).


� `Tout savoir': French; to know all.


� Harley Street:  Situated just north of Oxford Street in central London, and close to Regents Park, and from the 1860s famous as the location of London’s most reknowned – or expensive – doctors and clinics.


� Rachel...children:  In the Biblical book of Genesis (29) Rachel is the wife of Jacob and mother of Joseph and Benjamin who cannot recover from the loss of her children and comes to stand for the archetypal bereft mother. See also Jeremiah 31:15: “Thus says the LORD, "A voice is heard in Ramah, Lamentation and bitter weeping. Rachel is weeping for her children; She refuses to be comforted for her children, Because they are no more."


� `It’s you that are the shirker’: The need to re-populate Britain after the War as a way of ensuring her future was a recurring theme amongst commentators for the daily and weekly press.  See for example: “The State, the Babies—and You”, Pearson’s Magazine 43 (July 1916), pp.37-9, which laments the fact that “the first quarter of this year showed the lowest birth rate on record” and urges improved state-run nursery care. “If we cannot afford to invest a few million pounds in insuring healthy children to replace the men that are gone the future of our race scarcely seems worth fighting for” (p.37;39). See, too: Evelyn Sharp, “The Declining Birth-rate”, Herald (1 July 1917), p.4, a response to a report by the National Commission of Public Morals, for the Promotion of Race Regeneration; also: `The Endowment of Motherhood’, Athenaeum 4634 (October 1918), pp.427-30, which discusses the practical financial steps which the state needs to take to encourage women to take up their roles as mothers once in a new post-war society.





