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To Gary and Emily McMahon, with love.
“I got some bad ideas in my head.”




ONE


GOD


As soon as I opened my eyes, I thought: I’m dead.


Around me I could see only white. I could hear no sound. When I took a breath the air smelled of nothing at all.


Is this what death is? I thought. A white nothingness? No pain? No sensation?


Or maybe I was in limbo. Maybe I was awaiting sentencing, poised between one direction or the other.


I didn’t know whether to panic or just lie there. I didn’t know whether I was even capable of panicking – or of any emotion, for that matter.


I felt… empty. Did I even still have a physical body? I could see, and I could breathe, but was that only a memory? Were my senses the equivalent of phantom limbs? And if so, how did I feel about that – assuming I could still feel, of course?


Nothingness was better than pain, wasn’t it? Well, wasn’t it? My last memory was of excruciating agony, of vomiting blood as my body turned inside out.


Anything had to be better than that. I’d suffered enough in my life to know that when it came to a choice between suffering and death, death was preferable.


But that was when I’d thought of death as oblivion, not awareness. Maybe, though, this was what death truly was? Eternal awareness. But awareness of nothing.


The thought was terrifying. Or at least it would have been if I’d thought myself capable of terror.


I decided to close my eyes, and was thankful to find I could do so.


When I opened them again, God was sitting next to me.


He was smiling. He had white hair and a white beard. Blue eyes in a wrinkled face.


‘Hi,’ I said, only mildly surprised to find I could speak. ‘Is it good news or bad?’


‘Good,’ God said. He was wearing a nice suit. It fitted him really well. It was a pale blue-grey colour that made me feel calm.


I sighed in relief – or at least in my head I did. ‘Thank fuck,’ I muttered, and then realised I’d sworn in front of God. I clenched my teeth in apology.


‘Sorry. That just came out. It’s just that I’m glad I’m not going… down there. I mean, I’ll admit I’ve done some dodgy things in my time, but overall I think—’


‘I’m not who you think I am, Alex,’ he said. ‘I’m not God.’


My mind felt like thick soup stirred slowly in a pot. I tried to think about what God had said. Was he trying to catch me out? I smiled – in my head, I smiled.


‘You must be God,’ I said, trying my hardest to remain respectful. ‘If you’re not him, how did you know that was who I thought—’


‘You’re still woozy from the procedure. Look again.’


Procedure? What procedure? I stared at him. His face looked familiar. But maybe that was because God looked like someone we all knew when we finally met him. Aren’t we all supposed to be created in his image, after all? Aren’t we—


Then the clouds parted and a shaft of light beamed straight down, and everything became clear.


‘Fuck,’ I said again.


God shrugged as if to say: Sorry to disappoint you.


‘When do I grow that beard?’ I asked.


The older me, who I’d mistaken for God, shrugged. ‘A few decades down the line.’


‘Bloody hell,’ I said, ‘you’re old. You’re the oldest I’ve ever seen you.’


‘Why do you think I left it so many years before coming back to this moment?’ said my future self. ‘It was to delay these insults for as long as possible.’


But he was smiling. He wasn’t really hurt by my comments, he’d been expecting them. After all, he must have spoken them himself years back, when he was me.


‘So I’m not dead then?’ I said, and realised that although I was pleased, I also felt wearied at the prospect of more life, more struggle.


‘Not now,’ my future self said. ‘You were, though. Technically. For about thirty-two minutes.’


‘Thirty-two minutes?’


‘Give or take.’


Fuck. I’d been dead. Another thing to tick off the bucket list. The thought struck me as funny, and I sniggered.


‘So where am I now?’


‘A better question would be when.’ He paused, as if giving me the opportunity to brace myself. ‘You’re in the future, Alex. 2097.’


Whoa. I wanted to say it, but the information hit me like a punch between the eyes, making my thoughts spin.


Maybe I shouldn’t have been surprised. I’d known that with the heart I could travel through time. I’d used it to go back into the past, so it was only natural that it could also be used to go the other way, into the future.


Even so. The future. The great unknown. It seemed more impressive than the past, somehow, and more frightening. From the perspective of the present the future didn’t exist, whereas the past did. You could read about the past; there were records, artefacts, photographs, graveyards full of people who had lived and died…


The future, though, had no bones to make it real.


‘2097,’ I said, as if testing whether, by speaking the date, I could make it seem more real. I couldn’t.


My future self looked sympathetic. ‘I know exactly how you feel. Give yourself a minute. Let it sink in.’


I looked up at the white ceiling. I was becoming more physically aware of myself now, but I still felt disconnected. I thought about raising my left arm, and then, with a slight mental effort that was normally so natural I didn’t even have to think about it, I turned the thought into a command, at the same time tilting my head to look down the length of my body.


I was covered with a pristine white sheet, making me think of a body in a morgue. I watched as my arm rose into view. I looked at my hand and flexed my fingers, then curled them into a fist.


I felt okay. Despite my last memory before waking up here – the pain, the vomiting – I appeared to have suffered no lasting ill effects from my use of the heart.


Unless I was partially paralysed. Or under heavy sedation to allay the pain.


‘What’s the damage?’ I asked.


My future self spread his hands, as if to say: See for yourself.


‘It was extensive,’ he said. ‘But you’re fine now.’


‘Fine? How can I be fine? I thought I was dead?’


‘You were. But future technology is a wonderful thing. Death is no longer fatal – or not always anyway.’


I tried to process what I was hearing.


‘So what are you saying? That I’m… bionic? Like Steve Austin in The Six Million Dollar Man?’


‘Nothing so crude. I seem to remember that when I was your age, I’d at least heard of nanotechnology; I knew the basic principles. Am I right?’


I nodded. ‘Technology on a tiny scale, yeah?’


‘Not just tiny,’ he said. ‘Atomic. Molecular. We’re talking quantum-realm mechanics here.’


I shrugged, irritated at my future self’s slightly patronising attitude. Had I always been like this? ‘Whatever. I was never much good at science, as you know. But long story short, I’m guessing it was nanotechnology which saved my life?’


My future self confirmed it with a slight raising of his wiry white eyebrows. Then he lifted his hand, in which he was clutching something I recognised.


My notebook.


The one in which I jotted down all the dates and times a future version of myself had appeared, so that I’d know what I needed to do when the time came. It also contained other, less specific details of things I knew I needed to do, like set myself up in Victorian London so that everything would be in place when I arrived, and pay off my older daughter Candice’s boyfriend’s debt to the drug dealer who might otherwise endanger Candice’s life.


‘I’ve written it all down,’ he said. ‘Dates and times, both yours and mine; the details of this place; everything you’ll need when you get to where I am. It’s an important one, this, Alex. Forget it and we won’t be here.’


‘All right,’ I said – snapped, in fact. ‘I know. You don’t have to spell it out.’


Unexpectedly he laughed. ‘I know exactly what you’re thinking. And you’re right. I am a condescending twat. It comes with age. And experience.’ He gave me a meaningful look, though whether it was laden with pity or envy I couldn’t tell. ‘You’ve got such times ahead of you, Alex. Such times. That’s if you play your cards right, of course.’


‘Any pointers?’ I asked. ‘Any advice?’


He drew in his lips so tightly I couldn’t see them through his beard. His shoulders hunched in apology.


‘Can’t say a word. I mean, who knows where we’ll be if I do, eh? Or rather, where I’ll be.’


I rolled my eyes. ‘No surprises there. All right, at least tell me about this nano stuff. Where are we, by the way?’


‘Stuttgart.’


‘In Germany?’


‘Do you know of another one?’


His retort was more teasing than sarcastic. I said, ‘But why here in particular?’


‘Because it’s the global centre of excellence for the application of medical nanotech.’ He winked. ‘Nothing but the best for us, old son.’


‘So what is it, this nanotech? Does it mean I’ve now got millions of tiny robots running around inside me?’


‘We,’ he said, tapping his chest. ‘They’re still in here.’


The thought made me feel queasy. I raised my hand again and stared at the back of it, as if half-believing I might actually see the nanites jumping under the surface of my skin like fleas.


‘So where are they?’


‘Everywhere,’ he said, as if enjoying my discomfort. His smile widened. ‘Don’t worry, you’ll get used to them – or the idea of them, at any rate. And they do nothing but good. It’s all thanks to them you’re here talking to me.’


‘So what do they do exactly? Apart from bring you back from the dead?’


‘They repair you. Anything goes wrong with your body, they rush in and make it right again.’


‘Anything?’


‘Within reason. As long as your injuries aren’t too severe. I mean, you get your head lopped off or you get smashed to bits by a tube train, that’s your lot. But anything less drastic, they’ll keep your system ticking over and undertake instant repairs. They’re a preventative measure against cancer, heart attacks, strokes…’ He wagged his finger at me. ‘But that doesn’t mean you’re immortal. The nanites have their limits, plus they won’t last forever. Even they’re not immune to entropy.’


‘What about when I use the heart?’ I asked.


His smile reappeared. ‘That’s the beauty of it. You can use it more or less with impunity now. It will still make you feel ill, but the nanites will repair you, and quickly. This is the freedom I know you’ve been looking for. The magic formula. The big turning point.’ His smile became a grin. ‘Feels good, doesn’t it?’


I stared at him in wonder. Yes, it did feel good. More than that, it felt wonderful. It opened up a whole new vista of possibilities.


‘So what do I do now?’


He grabbed my hand, and at first I thought he was going to squeeze it, or clasp it between both of his, but then I felt something hard and cold and weighty being pressed into my palm.


I knew what it was immediately. The obsidian heart. It moulded itself to the cup of my hand as though that was its natural resting place.


‘You go on,’ he said. ‘You pick up your journey where you left off, and you go on, and you get through it.’


He said nothing more, but I could see in his eyes just how tough this next stage of my life would be, and how it troubled him, and how he pitied me.


‘Is it going to be really bad?’ I asked.


His face seemed to sag, as though he’d been trying his best, but was no longer able to hold back the terrible weight of memory. At first I thought he wasn’t going to answer me, and then finally he said, ‘If you’re careful, and if you’re lucky, you’ll get through it.’


There was a part of me that wished I had died. A part of me that wished I didn’t have to do this. But I had no choice. If I wanted to keep my life on track, if I wanted to prevent a catastrophe that would affect not just me personally, but those I loved, I had to travel back in time, almost two centuries, to 1914.


I had to meet and befriend a man called Frank Martin.


I had to fight alongside him in the trenches of the First World War.


I had to watch him die, and then I had to use the heart that I now clutched in my hand to bring him back to life.




TWO


YOUR COUNTRY NEEDS YOU!


‘Oi, you! Yes you, you little runt! How old are you then? Bloody Hun’ll have you for breakfast, son, and still have room for seconds.’


The voice was raucous, the tone ugly, and the laughter that followed it uglier still. I stepped to my right, peering ahead of me, up the length of the long queue of men stretching all the way down the street and around the corner from the recruiting station.


It was August 14th 1914, and Britain had been at war with Germany for just over a week. Despite the season it was cold and drizzly, the men who were waiting in line with me hunched against the blustery, side-swiping wind, caps or trilbies on their heads, fags hanging out of their mouths, hands jammed into their pockets. We looked like an audition queue for an Andy Capp movie. The thought made me smile, though if I’d voiced it I’d have been met with blank faces, as it’d be another forty-odd years before the character would make his debut in The Daily Mirror cartoon strip. During the week or so I’d spent in this time period, acclimatising to the unfamiliar surroundings, I had come to the conclusion that the early twentieth century was a time of bad suits and bad haircuts. Most of the clothes the men wore (mine included) were grey and baggy, the trousers sagging at knee and crotch, the waistbands high and so loose that if they hadn’t been held up by braces they’d have been puddling around our ankles. Beneath their shapeless, workaday jackets, a lot of the men wore home-knit jumpers over grubby white shirts, their Adam’s apples bobbing above tightly knotted ties.


The men of Great Britain had greeted the declaration of war with a kind of gung-ho euphoria that was terrifying to behold. From my viewpoint their naivety seemed child-like, no doubt based on the fact that, in this day and age, information about the harsh realities of war was very much at a premium. There was no Internet, no TV, very few movies. There weren’t even many photographs – not ones that were publicly available at any rate – and the newspapers I’d eagerly sought out were composed of little more than dry facts, densely and tediously presented.


People didn’t seem to read books all that much either – not the general workforce, at any rate. The penny serials, or penny dreadfuls, which recounted lurid tales of pirates and highwaymen, had been popular during Victoria’s reign, and were still popular, but even the works of, say, Charles Dickens were priced beyond the pockets of most working people. And though contemporary writers like James Joyce, Thomas Hardy and E.M. Forster were becoming more well known, books still tended on the whole to be heavy, daunting things, used by the rich to line the shelves of their libraries and read only by scholars and academics.


Basically, what I’m saying is that the male population of Britain had no fucking clue what they were letting themselves in for. It was horrible looking at the men queueing with me, many of whom were barely old enough to shave, and knowing that many – most – of them would be heading off to war and never coming back. No doubt they thought of war as a playground game, as a fun and exciting adventure. From the snippets of chatter I picked up, it was clear that the majority of them expected to send Jerry packing without too much trouble, and return home to a hero’s welcome in time for Christmas, grinning and bedecked with medals.


From my modern perspective there was surprisingly little cynicism in these overheard conversations, surprisingly little doubt, and surprisingly little criticism – in fact, none whatsoever – of the powers-that-be. It seemed no matter what your status in life – whether you be king or politician, a member of the privileged classes or a humble working man – the general consensus was that you were all in this together, fighting side by side for freedom and justice, secure in the knowledge that evil would be conquered and good would prevail.


All of which made the belittling comments of the man ahead of me in the queue, and the sneery laughter that followed, strange to hear. It was a bum note in the general atmosphere of camaraderie. As I looked up the length of the queue I heard, but didn’t see, someone (presumably the ‘runt’) respond to the bullish man’s insult. The tone the ‘runt’ used was defiant, but his actual words were obscured by the bluster of the wind and by the fact that he was standing with his back to me, presumably facing his aggressor.


Whatever he said must have been cutting, though, because the laughter that followed his retort was a startled, even admiring, whoop of mirth. The tail end of the laughter was superseded by an animal-like snarl and the bullish man’s voice again, angry with humiliation: ‘Why, you little shit! I’ll give you a hiding you’ll never forget!’


As the queue ahead of me, about halfway between where I was standing and the door of the recruiting station, bulged and rippled, I was already moving, because suddenly I knew that this was it. I’d arrived in this time period wondering how I’d meet Frank, realising I had no idea which recruitment office to go to, and on which day, and at what time.


Then I’d realised it didn’t matter. Frank had told me it would happen, which meant that therefore it would. It was a fait accompli – or maybe even a Fate accompli. All I had to do was act on what little information I had, and destiny would do the rest.


Thinking back to my conversation with Frank on the tube after he’d rescued me from the trap that Benny Magee had led me into in Queens Road Cemetery in Walthamstow, I recalled him telling me he’d been born in Lewisham and that he’d been training to be a draughtsman when war had broken out. I’d therefore headed to the Lewisham recruiting office, rather than the one closest to my house in Kensington, in the hope our paths would cross. Frank had also told me, during that same tube conversation, that he’d died (or would die) at Ypres in 1917 at the age of twenty. As 1917 was still three years away, that meant Frank would currently be seventeen. So like a lot of the men eager to head off to war he’d be little more than a kid. Younger even than my eldest daughter, Candice.


As I hurried towards what seemed to be a scuffle in the queue ahead, the knot of men surrounding it swelled even further, then broke apart. A few of them staggered back as two bodies hurtled sideways on to the pavement. One was a tall, burly guy in his twenties with red hair jutting from beneath the brim of a grey cap, and a complexion like lumpy, freckled cheese. The other, flailing and scrapping like a cornered cat, was Frank Martin. The burly man had him round the throat and had lifted him clean off the ground.


At seventeen Frank was even weedier than the version of him I’d known in my own time. His thin, slightly ferrety face was bright red through lack of air, and his dark hair was drooping over his forehead in oily strands.


To give him credit, though, he was making a good job of fighting his corner. The red-haired man was twice as broad as Frank and a good eight to ten inches taller, but Frank was lashing out at him as he hung in the air, landing punches wherever he could – which, to be honest, were mostly ineffectual thumps on his assailant’s tree-trunk arms and bulging shoulders.


Almost casually the red-haired man drew back his free arm, as if to let loose an arrow from a bow, and curled his meaty fingers into a fist. From my perspective the fist looked about the size of Frank’s head, and the arm about to propel it forward looked as if it would give the fist more than enough momentum to knock Frank’s block clean off his shoulders.


By now I was running fast enough for the wind to catch hold of the brim of my hat and whip it from my head.


‘Oi, Ginger!’ I yelled. ‘Try picking on someone your own size!’


Fist poised, the red-haired man was caught momentarily off-guard. He half-turned so suddenly that he stumbled, inadvertently both loosening his grip on Frank’s throat and drawing him closer.


I’ll say this for Frank – he had bloody good reflexes. Making the most of his opportunity, he kicked out at his assailant, his foot making a solid thock as it connected with the ginger man’s shinbone.


His attacker’s face contorted and he let loose a girlish howl of pain. His grip on Frank’s throat slackened further, allowing Frank to wriggle free. Instead of making a break for it, though, Frank drew back his arm, jumped up and socked the ginger man in the eye. The man’s head snapped back and his cap fell to the pavement. I was still running at him full-pelt, and before he could recover I thrust out both hands and shoved him as hard as I could.


The bloke was as compact as an ox, and if he hadn’t already been tottering I might have done no more than jar my arms. But because he was off-balance over he went, a look of dumb incomprehension on his face, his arms windmilling behind him. He landed on his arse with a coccyx-crunching thump that made me wince. Sitting there, legs and arms akimbo, he resembled an over-sized baby. When I glanced at Frank, he looked at me and grinned. His face was flushed, his tie was askew and one side of his collar was sticking up in the air like a crumpled white bat’s wing, but he looked utterly gleeful. I’d never seen him grin like that before, and it was an expression both joyous and heart-rendingly painful to see.


We were only able to enjoy the moment for a couple of seconds, though. As stunned as Ginger had been by the way the tables had been turned on him, he recovered quickly. With a roar he scrambled to his feet.


‘You fucking sods! I’ll have the fucking both of yer! Yer dead men!’ he bellowed.


As he lumbered towards us, I tensed, poised between fight and flight. Although I was as tall as Ginger, he was a lot heftier than me, and despite coming from a rough neighbourhood and having the kind of face that sometimes made people uneasy (apparently my default expression, as I’d been variously told in the past, was moody and intense) I wasn’t much of a scrapper.


I glanced at Frank again to gauge his intentions, wondering whether he was of a mind that we should join forces and put this bully down for good. Before it became a decision we’d be forced into making, though, fate intervened, in the form of several other blokes in the queue who started to pipe up on our behalf.


First to speak was a squat, dark-bearded, balding man with a Scottish accent. ‘Ach, they beat ye fair and square, man. I’d accept that if I were ye.’


There were grunts of assent, nods of agreement. Like a cornered animal, Ginger rounded on the dark-bearded man and snarled, ‘I’ll lay you out too, Scotty, if you don’t shut yer trap.’


Now another man jumped in, rangy like me, but pugnacious-looking. In an accent that was pure East End, he said, ‘You have a go at him, mate, and you’ll have to have a go at me too. Like the rest o’ these gents, I’m here today to stand up to a pack of bullies across the sea. But before I give the Hun what for, I’d just as happily stand up to bullies on me own soil.’


The roars of assent were louder this time. Some of the men stepped forward, fists raised defiantly in Ginger’s direction.


Ginger looked from one man to another, his anger turning to petulance and then to uncertainty. He looked to his knot of cronies, who had initially egged him on with their sneering laughter, but they’d lapsed into silence and were now looking at their shoes or huddling into their jackets, keen to disassociate themselves from their thuggish companion.


Ginger looked first at me and then at Frank. ‘You haven’t heard the last of this,’ he said, and stabbed his finger in our direction, ‘neither of you. I’ll have you yet, you mark my words.’


‘Yeah, you and the Kaiser’s army,’ retorted Frank, and everyone laughed.


Ginger’s face went as red as his hair. He clenched his fists, gave us one more murderous look, then stalked away.


A few of the men catcalled after him, but the general mood was one of great good humour. The incident seemed to have stirred the collective blood, to have brought us all together, reminding us – on this unseasonably cold and wind-swept day – that we were here to unite against a common enemy. Conversation swelled and bubbled in the wake of the bully’s departure; hands were shaken; strangers introduced themselves to strangers.


I stepped towards Frank, hand outstretched. ‘Mate of yours, was he?’ I asked, nodding towards Ginger’s retreating back.


‘Bosom pal,’ Frank said. ‘Wasn’t that obvious?’


His hand met mine, and it was warm, his grip strong. He was so full of life I felt like weeping.


‘I’m Alex,’ I said. ‘Alex Locke.’


‘Frank Martin,’ said Frank.


I nodded at a pub called The Crown, which was across the road, opposite the recruiting station. ‘Fancy a pint once we’ve joined up?’


Frank’s grin widened. ‘Why not?’




THREE


COSMIC BALANCE


I mulled it over for a long time before deciding to go ahead. In the back of my mind, though, I always knew that now I had the means at my disposal – i.e. the ability to use the heart without it half-killing me – I’d have to give it a try. If I didn’t, and everything went tits up at some later date, I knew I’d only end up wondering what might have happened if I had. And more to the point, whether, by avoiding what seemed like an obvious solution, I’d made things unnecessarily difficult for myself.


I reasoned too that if it wasn’t meant to be then it wouldn’t work out. And that if it was meant to be, then it would. In short, I’d be putting myself into the hands of Fate, just as I had when I’d gone along to the recruiting station in Lewisham. I’d left the timing of that up to destiny, and things had worked out just fine. I’d met Frank as I was supposed to, we’d joined up together, and now, despite the disparity in our ages, we were great pals.


In fact, it was Frank who I talked the whole thing over with, in a roundabout way, one night in The Globe over a few pints. The Globe was a poky little boozer in Lambeth, not far from the Bethlehem Royal Hospital – or Bedlam, as it was more popularly known.


It had been a couple of weeks since that blustery day when we’d first put paid to Ginger and joined up together. Since then we’d been kicking our heels, waiting for our call-up papers. Such was the enthusiasm among the men of Britain when war had been declared that many recruiting stations had had to temporarily close down in order to deal with the backlog of paperwork that needed processing before the thousands of eager volunteers could become bona fide members of the armed forces.


When Frank and I had reached the front of the recruitment office queue two weeks earlier, the flustered-looking officer on duty had simply taken our names and addresses and told us we’d be contacted ‘in due course’. Frank had learned from a bloke at his work, whose cousin was in the Royal Fusiliers, that we could be waiting a couple of months before we heard anything further. According to Frank’s work mate’s cousin, it was a logistical nightmare trying to fix up quarters and find suitable training facilities for the huge influx of new recruits. Added to which there was a shortage of uniforms, weapons and food. The Great War might only be a few weeks old, but already it was taking a massive toll on the country’s infrastructure and resources.


It was odd how a new century and a new monarch, or more especially the death of one who had epitomised the era that was named after her, could alter the mood and ethos of a country. Although the current year was only a couple of decades on from my three-month sabbatical in Victorian London, it felt like a different age entirely. The London of the 1890s had been a city of horse-drawn carriages, thick fog, gas-lit streets and elaborate, cumbersome clothing. More pertinently it had been a city of extremes – of astounding technological and commercial progress on the one hand and chronic poverty on the other.


Now, though, things seemed to have… the only phrase that sprang to mind was ‘settled down’. Although ongoing social reform under the Liberal government, which had come to power in 1906, had to be a good thing, to me London seemed to have lost much of its colour and vitality, to have acquired a drabness, like a set of once fresh and fashionable clothes that had now faded and sagged out of shape.


Perhaps it was simply the dark cloud of war, which hung over everything; perhaps it was my own misconception of the world around me; or maybe it was even that I didn’t have Clover here to keep me company, as I had in the 1890s. Whatever the reason, I couldn’t help thinking that the London of 1914 needed a bloody good shot in the arm. The clothes that people wore were simpler, more sombre and less individual than they’d been twenty years earlier, and even the way people talked had changed. The mannered, formal, often colourful verbosity of the Victorians had, in a very short time, given way to a simpler, more homogenised way of speaking – one that seemed closer to how my parents and grandparents had spoken in the ’60s and ’70s, even though that era was still another half-century down the line.


The Globe, where I’d taken to meeting up with Frank most evenings (I had no idea whether, in this day and age, Frank was underage, and I didn’t ask – if he wasn’t, it would have seemed a bloody weird question), was poky and low-ceilinged, the furniture, floors and bar hewn of dark, dusty wood, the air grainy with pipe smoke. The local brew was strong – though it was also tepid and sometimes tasted a bit funky, on which evenings I favoured whisky to avoid the squits (not wine, though, which was my usual tipple at home; wine was for the ‘toffs’). The clientele was one hundred per cent male, aside from the landlord’s wife, who had a lazy eye and a permanent sneer. A fire roared in the grate to the right of the main bar, whatever the weather, and tarnished horse brasses adorned the walls.


By modern standards The Globe was a quiet pub, though sometimes, later in the evening, a sing-song would break out, occasionally accompanied by an enthusiastic plonk on the piano. For the most part, though, the only sounds to punctuate the smoky, somnolent atmosphere were the click of dominoes, the crackle of logs burning in the grate and the low rumble of conversation.


It hadn’t been difficult cultivating a friendship with Frank, a fact that helped alleviate the guilt I felt at the sense that I was manipulating events, and therefore him, simply to keep Destiny, or Fate, or whatever, on the right path. He was a lively, bright lad, and he seemed mature for his age – though that might have been because the young people of this time were expected to shuck off the indulgences of childhood as soon as they left school and become adults almost overnight, usually marrying in their early twenties.


It was the last day of August, a Monday, which was significant to me only insofar as a couple of weeks earlier I’d promised myself I’d come to a decision by the end of the month as to whether I’d do what I’d been thinking of doing ever since (more or less) waking up in my new nanite-enhanced body. Halfway across the world the First Battle of Garua was taking place in Nigeria between British and German forces, a skirmish that would result in a German victory. But here in Lambeth, even though talk in the country was of little else, the War still seemed not only impossibly distant, but not entirely real.


Frank and I were on our third pint of the evening, or maybe our fourth. He may have been only seventeen, and have weighed ten stone soaking wet, but I’ll say this for him – he couldn’t half put it away. In fact, sometimes I had a job keeping up – and so it was proving this evening. He still looked bright as a button, whereas I was feeling woozy and dull-headed, despite the nanites in my system. I’m not sure whether I’d been consciously planning to discuss my dilemma with Frank, or whether it was simply that I felt if I didn’t share it with someone soon I’d burst. At any rate, all at once, my inhibitions loosened by alcohol, I heard myself asking, ‘Listen, Frank, have you ever read The Time Machine by H.G. Wells?’


Frank looked momentarily surprised by the left-field nature of the question, then pushed out his bottom lip in lieu of a shrug. ‘Can’t say as I have. He’s the coward, isn’t he? Always going on about war being wrong and all that?’


‘I don’t think he’s a coward,’ I said. ‘A pacifist maybe.’


‘Same thing, ain’t it?’


‘Not really. But anyway – you know of it? The Time Machine? You know the story?’


Frank screwed his face up, as if trying to recall the name of a distant cousin. ‘Is that the one about the bloke who can go into the future?’ He snorted. ‘A bit daft, if you ask me. Kids’ stuff.’


Resisting the urge to discuss the merits and demerits of Wells’s far-reaching vision, I said, ‘Yes, but what if it was true? What if you could go into the future? Or the past for that matter?’


Frank looked at me as though I was simple. ‘You can’t, though, can you?’


‘Just bear with me,’ I said, trying not to become frustrated at his lack of imagination.


‘Bear with what?’ he said, a note of irritation in his voice. ‘What’s the point of this, Alex? Whatever I might look like to you, I’m not a bloody kid any more.’


‘I know that,’ I said, ‘and I’m not making fun of you. Think of this as… a hypothesis?’


His eyes narrowed. ‘You mean as something that’s daft, but that we pretend is true? That we take seriously even though we know it’s barmy?’


‘Exactly!’


‘Why?’


‘Just because… well, because sometimes it’s good to think outside the box.’


‘What box?’


I waved a hand. ‘I’m not talking about a real box. What I mean is… think of the world as having boundaries. Within those boundaries is everything we know about, everything we accept.’


‘Everything that’s true and real?’


‘Everything we accept as being true and real. The sum of all human knowledge.’


‘All right,’ he said slowly.


‘Now imagine there are things we don’t know about. Things we haven’t learned yet. And they exist outside these boundaries – not because they’re not real, or because they’re daft or childish, but simply because we don’t know about them yet.’


‘Like finding a way of travelling into the future?’


‘Or the past, yes.’


He sighed indulgently. ‘All right. But I still don’t see what you’re getting at.’ Abruptly he laughed. ‘Sometimes, I think you’re half-cracked.’ I grinned, was about to agree with him, and then had a sudden thought. I put my hand in my jacket pocket, aware that my heart was beating hard. ‘I want to show you something,’ I said. ‘To illustrate my point.’


He looked at me uncomprehendingly, but shrugged as if to say: Go ahead.


I glanced around me, ever wary, and withdrew the obsidian heart. Frank took a nonchalant sip of his pint, but to me it felt like a charged moment. Keeping the heart below the level of the edge of the table, out of sight of prying eyes, I extended my arm towards him and opened my palm.


‘Here,’ I said, ‘take it.’


He glanced down, his expression dubious. In the gloom of the pub it must have looked as if I was offering him a lump of coal.


‘What is it?’


‘Take it,’ I repeated. ‘Have a look.’


He gave a little shake of his head, but then sighed and took the heart from my hand. I tensed as he lifted it in front of his face so he could peer at it more closely, and subtly tried to adjust my position so that I was shielding it from sight.


If I expected anything to happen, for the heart to respond to Frank in some significant way, or for him to respond to it, I was disappointed. He simply stared at it in bafflement, moving it from side to side. ‘What is it?’


‘What does it look like?’


He glanced at me, as if uncertain whether I was trying to catch him out. ‘It’s a heart, ain’t it? Carved out of ebony or something.’ He hefted it in his hand. ‘It’s a nice piece.’


My own heart was thumping harder now. I was half-surprised the vibrations weren’t causing pint glasses to rattle on tables, curious eyes to turn in our direction. My mouth felt dry and I licked my lips. I said, ‘Imagine that’s your time machine, Frank. Imagine that with that you could go anywhere, backwards or forwards. That you just had to think yourself there and there you’d be. Where would you go?’


He looked at the heart and scowled. ‘Well, I don’t know, do I?’


‘Isn’t there anywhere you want to go? Anything you want to see?’


‘I’ve never really thought about it.’


‘Think about it now.’


‘Why?’


I sat back, smiled, tried to take the intensity out of the situation, to make it into more of a game. ‘Call it… an intellectual exercise.’


‘The only exercise I want to do is lift me arm with a pint glass in it.’


I sighed, on the point of giving up. Then I had a brainwave. ‘What about the War?’


‘What about it?’


‘Well, wouldn’t you want to end it if you could? Stop it before it had even started?’


For a moment I thought he was going to say no. He looked almost sulky, like a schoolboy who’d been asked whether he wanted to cancel his birthday party. Then he said, ‘Suppose so.’


‘So what if, using the heart, you could travel back in time and… I don’t know… stop Gavrilo Princip from shooting Franz Ferdinand? Would you do it?’


‘Dunno,’ he said, and then grudgingly, ‘Maybe.’


‘But what if, by stopping Princip, there was the possibility you’d be opening the door to something worse?’


Now he was looking confused. Hastily I said, ‘Hang on, let me put it another way. What if someone said to you that if you didn’t stop Princip there’d be a terrible war, the worst war this world had ever seen? What if they said that was a definite? What if they said the war would last for four years, and twenty million people would die, but then it would be over and the world would carry on? And what if they said that by stopping Princip you could stop that war? But that if you did that there was the possibility – not a definite thing this time, but a possibility – that something even worse would happen?’


Frank was now looking at me wide-eyed. It was as if I’d half-mesmerised him. ‘What could be worse than twenty million people dying in a war?’


‘I don’t know. The whole world being wiped out maybe. What if, by stopping Princip, you might upset some… some cosmic balance—’


‘God, do you mean?’


‘Well… yes, if it makes it easier, think of it as God. What if, by stopping Princip, there was a chance, just a chance, that you could upset God enough to make him destroy the world?’


Frank was scowling, though not out of irritation this time; now he seemed to be genuinely contemplating the moral dilemma I’d set him.


‘So I can leave things be,’ he said, ‘let Princip kill this Franz feller, knowing there’ll be a war and twenty million people will die, but the world will be all right again afterwards. Or I can stop this Princip, and stop the war, and save those twenty million lives – but by doing that it might upset some… what was it you said?’


‘Cosmic balance.’


‘That’s it. It might upset some cosmic balance, which would end us all.’


‘That’s the crux of it,’ I said. ‘Which would you choose? The terrible thing that was definite? Or the even worse thing that might or might not happen?’


Frank looked at me, then at the heart again. Then he placed the heart on the table, between our pint glasses.


‘I’d stop the definite thing and take my chances,’ he said.


I looked at him, surprised – but then realised I’d have been surprised whatever his answer.


‘Would you? Why?’


‘Because I can’t cope with maybes. If you always think about what might happen, then you’d never do anything, would you? But if I can stop something that I know’s going to be bad, I’ll stop it. Every time.’


I put the heart back into my pocket, then picked up my pint and took a swig. I must have looked thoughtful, because Frank said, ‘So? What about you?’


‘The same,’ I said automatically. ‘I’d do the same.’


That night I used the heart.




FOUR


CHANGING HISTORY


The transition was smooth, the after-effects comprising of nothing but a slight tingling in my arms and legs, a few moments of light-headedness and mild nausea. I stood swaying in the darkened room, a room I was acutely familiar with, and for which I suddenly experienced an almost overwhelming ache of nostalgia.


It was this, combined with the now relatively mild effects of time travel, that caused me to grope my way to the squashy old settee and sit down. The springs creaked as the depression in the seat cushion welcomed back my familiar weight. It had been months since I’d sat here, although I guess as far as the flat (and the settee) were concerned, it had been only a matter of hours.


In front of me was the toy chest, which served as a coffee table, with Kate’s Toy Story colouring book on top of it. At the sight of it the rush of nostalgia, which had made me feel jittery, was unceremoniously swept aside by a more powerful torrent of emotions – longing, loss, hope, excitement, fear. Last time I’d seen this room it had been trashed, the sofa I was sitting on shredded and overturned, the colouring book torn to pieces. But I’d now travelled back to a time before that had happened, to a time before the Wolves of London had been after me – or at least before I’d known that they were. If the heart had brought me to where I wanted to be, this was October 1st 2012. The reason the flat was empty was because my past self was currently on his way to meet Benny Magee at the Hair of the Dog, and Kate was across the hallway in the flat belonging to my neighbours – neighbours who my past self knew as Adam and Paula Sherwood, but whose real names were Linley and Maude Sherwood, and who had been brought here from Victorian London, presumably by the Dark Man, to abduct my daughter.


Although the sight of Kate’s colouring book had set me off, it was the thought that she was probably, at this moment, no more than a couple of dozen metres away from me that caused me to literally shake with emotion. Ever since waking up in 2097 and discovering not only that I could use the heart to take me where and when I wanted to go (an ability I had only recently mastered), but also that the heart would now transport me to my chosen destination without also ripping me apart in the process, I’d been thinking about going back in time and preventing Kate’s abduction. No, scratch that; I hadn’t been thinking about it – I’d been obsessing over the idea.


The only thing that had prevented me from heading back here straight away was my fear that by changing history I would somehow make things even worse. I’d experienced the knock-on effects of altering events before, in the form of visions, which had been ‘shown’ to me possibly by the heart. In that instance I’d seen visions of what might happen if I failed to use the heart to meet Frank, or to pay off Candice’s boyfriend’s debt. In this case, though, it was different. Now my concern was what might happen if I used the heart to alter what to me was already established history.


Maybe nothing. Or maybe things would change not for the worse, but for the better. It could be that time was malleable, constantly in flux, and that altering history didn’t necessarily always equal disaster.


Whatever the outcome, though, I knew deep down that I had to try it. I think I’d decided that even before my conversation with Frank in The Globe a few hours (and almost a century) earlier, but his words had served only to make up my already made-up mind. Before speaking to Frank I’d been teetering on the brink, bracing myself for the jump. His words had simply given me the extra push I needed.


I took several deep breaths in the hope it would stop my legs from shaking, and then I stood up. If the heart had brought me to the time of day I’d wanted to arrive – and judging by the darkening sky outside it had – it would now be just after 5 p.m. In truth, I had no idea what time Kate’s abduction had taken place, but I knew it couldn’t have happened during the school day, otherwise the school would have contacted me. It was possible that the Sherwoods, having cleared out their flat while I was at work, had picked up Kate and their own son, Hamish, at 3:30 p.m. and driven straight to wherever it was they’d disappeared to with my daughter. But if they had done that, then I’d just use the heart to try again; I’d use it to allow me to pick Kate up from school myself if needs be.


What, though, if that brought the Wolves down not just on me, but on the both of us? What if Kate was with me when they attacked?


No. I wouldn’t allow myself to harbour doubts. I thought back to what Frank had said earlier: I can’t cope with maybes. If you always think about what might happen, then you’d never do anything, would you?


‘Who dares wins,’ I muttered, and felt my lips twitch in a shaky smile at the dumb bravado of the phrase as I walked out of the room and across the short hallway of the flat. I fumbled at the catch of the main door with numb fingers, then tugged the door open and stepped on to the landing.


I half-expected to see the Sherwoods’ door standing open, and them to be tiptoeing down the stairs, a suitcase in each hand. But the door of their flat was closed. I walked across to it and listened.


Muffled sounds, too vague to be called thumps or scrapes, suggested occupation, movement.


Gotcha, I thought, and raised a hand to thump on their door, imagining how shocked Paula’s face would be when she opened it.


I couldn’t believe it was really going to be this easy. Or was I being naive? Perhaps I should have come prepared for violence? I was about to thrust my raised fist forward when a hand grabbed my wrist from behind and tugged me off-balance. I stumbled backwards with a grunt of pain, then twisted to face my assailant, instinctively swinging my left arm round in a clumsy attempt at a punch. But my attacker anticipated the movement and stepped smartly aside, yanking my raised arm back even further. I cried out in pain, and my attacker’s free hand immediately clamped over my mouth.


‘For Christ’s sake, shut up,’ a familiar voice hissed in my ear. ‘Do you want to ruin everything?’


My momentum spun me all the way round until I was facing my assailant. My eyes widened.


It was me.


An older version, of course, though I only knew that because I knew I hadn’t yet done what he was now doing. He looked pretty much the same as me, which I guess meant he could have been anything from a few weeks to a few years older. I stopped struggling.


‘For fuck’s sake,’ I said. ‘What’s the problem?’


He nodded back towards the door of my flat. ‘We’ll chat in here. Come on, quick, before it’s too late.’


I glared at him, then sighed. ‘Jesus Christ. Why are things never straightforward? What do you know that I don’t?’


He let go of me and raised a hand towards the open door of my flat, like an estate agent inviting a prospective buyer to lead the way. I trudged ahead of him, rotating my right shoulder in its socket.


‘That bloody hurt, you know,’ I hissed. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s still giving you gyp.’


My future self rolled his eyes. ‘Jesus, I’d forgotten what a wimp I used to be.’


‘Fuck off.’


I still found it odd talking to myself – arguing with myself especially. The oddest thing was that I knew exactly what my ‘opponent’s’ limits were. To me, because he was me, he was entirely predictable. I knew he wasn’t going to suddenly pull out a gun and shoot me – or hurt me in any way, come to that.


‘So what’s the problem?’ I asked once we were back in the flat and he had closed the door behind us. ‘Why can’t I just stop them from taking Kate now and have done with it? Is it because you’re scared of what’ll happen to you?’


He went into the front room, turned the light on and looked around.


He picked up Kate’s colouring book, then quickly put it down again. ‘Good times, eh?’ he said. ‘Simpler times.’


‘Are you still—’ I started to ask, but he raised a hand.


‘Don’t waste time asking. But to answer your previous question – the one about what I know that you don’t… what I know is that I remember being you, and I remember what I told myself when I was you. And I now know that it makes sense, which is why you shouldn’t do what you’re thinking of doing.’


I shook my head. ‘What the fuck are you on about?’


He raised his hands, as if about to conduct an orchestra. ‘Just go with me on this. It’s like a time-loop thing, like a snake swallowing its own tail. It’s best not to think about it too deeply, because it’ll just end up tying your head in knots.’


I sighed. ‘All right. Just say what you need to say.’


His hands were still raised, but now he pinched the thumb and forefinger of his right hand together, as if trying to squeeze what he wanted to say in between them, trying to make it as simple and as manageable as possible.


‘The thing is,’ he said, ‘you’ve got a level of control over the heart now, right? You can use it to take you where you want to go, and the nanites inside you mean you won’t end up in hospital or worse?’


‘Yeah. So?’


‘So there are better ways of doing things than just bludgeoning in like this and hoping for the best. Safer ways. With what you can do with the heart now – or maybe I should say, with what the heart can do for you – there’s no need to use a hammer to crack a walnut.’


‘I still don’t get it.’


My future self sighed. ‘You can change the past without actually changing it. Think about that. Think about it hard.’ He tapped the side of his head with his forefinger. ‘Use your noggin, Alex. But remember this: you don’t have to be a victim any more.’




FIVE


BASIC TRAINING


Although my eyes were closed I was far from asleep. In fact, lying on my hard wooden bed beneath my thin, scratchy blanket I was beginning to think I might never sleep again. Not only was the hut so cold and draughty that I’d taken to wearing my long johns and woolly socks at night, but I was surrounded by such a cacophony of creaks, groans and snores that I felt as though my skull was vibrating with the din.


If the restless sleepers had formed an orchestra, then Howard Dankforth, who slept in the bed directly opposite mine, our feet separated by no more than the narrow aisle that ran down the centre of the hut, would have been its lead trombone. A big lad, six foot two and eighteen stone, he’d become known within the battalion as ‘Bone Saw’, because his snoring sounded like the electric teeth of that particular implement grinding its way through someone’s leg.


It was February 5th 1915, and we’d been billeted in our hastily erected barracks – comprising a series of large wooden huts, each of which housed two dozen men – for just short of a week. Before this the three thousand or so of us who had travelled down from London to Dartmouth on a series of packed, rickety trains for basic training had been billeted with the local population, squeezed in wherever there was space. To reduce feelings of homesickness, disorientation and alienation, men from certain areas had been kept together in what were known as ‘Pals Battalions’. If you were best mates with someone, the army had even gone out of their way to house you together where possible. Since receiving our call-up papers in mid-October, Frank and I had been sharing digs in the home of Alfred and Edith White, a couple in their late fifties, who had a thirty-odd year old daughter called Elsie and two sons in their twenties, James and William. Alfred was the village undertaker, the latest in a proud family line stretching back to the mid 1700s. His boys had already gone off to war and were currently on manoeuvres in France. Alfred, a wiry, heavily moustached man, was of the opinion that the War would be over by the spring, whereupon his sons would come home and take up where they’d left off – helping with the family business with a view to eventually taking over when he retired. Such was his optimism I didn’t want to disillusion him.


(Much later I discovered that both of Alf and Edith’s boys were killed in the War – William, the younger son, in the summer of 1916, and twenty-seven-year-old James, who would be an officer in the Devon Light Infantry at the time of his death, in September 1918, just a couple of months before the cessation of hostilities.)


Alf and Edith had been kind to Frank and me – Edith, in particular, had treated us almost as surrogate sons – and it had been a wrench to leave them, particularly as it meant sharing a draughty hut with twenty-two other sweaty, smelly blokes. Even then, though, the camaraderie in barracks might have made up for it, if it hadn’t been for one thing – or rather, one person.


He popped up like a bad penny the day we left London to begin basic training. Frank and I were sitting in the carriage of the train taking us from Paddington to Plymouth when the door flew open so violently that everyone jumped. Before then the mood had been raucous but friendly. In our carriage, aside from Frank and me, we had a barrister, a builder’s labourer, a dentist, a butcher, a bank clerk and an engineer.


The bank clerk, Douglas Meadows, was a weedy lad with buck teeth and big ears. He was also a natural comedian, and had kept us in stitches with a string of jokes and funny stories. It was while he was in the middle of one of these that we were startled by the opening door. The bulky, scowling figure that appeared in the gap was like a thunder cloud. A thunder cloud with red hair.


‘Well, well, look what we got here,’ he barked. ‘A couple o’ nancy boys.’


It was Ginger, who Frank and I had humiliated the day we’d been standing in the queue at the recruiting station. We hadn’t seen him since, and in fact I’d more or less forgotten all about him. I sighed and looked at Frank, who rolled his eyes. Although I was wary of Ginger, I wasn’t scared of him – I’d faced far more frightening foes in the past few months – but I thought he might prove troublesome all the same.


Doug Meadows, cut off in mid-spiel, swallowed and blanched, and for a few seconds there was silence. Then the barrister, Bartlett Trent (a great name for a secret agent), said with a brightness which he clearly hoped would lighten the mood, ‘Hello, old chap. Can we help you?’


Ginger’s head swung round. ‘No, “old chap”, I don’t believe you can. So why don’t you shut your fucking mouth before I knock your teeth down your throat?’


Although the eight of us sharing the carriage barely knew one another, our common cause had created an instant bond. Jerking upright in his seat, Joe Lancing, the butcher, snapped, ‘There’s no need for that, old cock. We’re all fighting on the same side here, if you hadn’t noticed.’


‘Yeah, you want to save that anger of yours for the Hun, mate,’ Stan Little, the builder’s labourer, chipped in.


There were nods all round. Ginger still wore a sneering expression, but now Frank sneered right back at him.


‘You know what this is?’ he said, circling his finger to indicate our eight-strong group. ‘This is what’s called making friends. You ought to try it, chum, otherwise you’ll have a tough time of it once we get where we’re going. It’s not gonna be a picnic over there, you know. In fact, by all accounts, it’s bleedin’ Hell on Earth. So I reckon to get through it you’re gonna need all the friends you can get.’


Doug Meadows looked alarmed, as if he hadn’t contemplated what might actually happen once basic training was over. But everyone else was nodding.


‘The lad’s right, mate,’ Stan Little said. He was a rugged, round-faced man with a scrubby moustache and a missing front tooth. He held out a hand that looked as if it had been moulded out of red clay. ‘So why not drop whatever beef you got with these two and put it there?’


Ginger looked at the proffered hand, and for a second or two I thought he was going to accept Stan’s offer. Then he glanced again at Frank, and I guess the memory of the day when the two of us had put him on his arse in a crowded street must have again risen to the forefront of his mind. The scowl crunched back on to his face and his lip curled.


‘You’ll get what’s coming to you, sonny,’ he barked, pointing at Frank. Then he shifted his attention to me. ‘And so will your bum chum. You just see if you don’t.’


I should have ignored him. But his stupidity irritated me. And so, before I could bite back on my words, I said, ‘You want to be careful you don’t get so angry that you spit your dummy out, mate.’


Admittedly it wasn’t much of a riposte, but it was enough to rile Ginger. His eyes widened, his nostrils flared, his face went as red as his hair, and he lunged at me, his hand reaching for my throat.


What followed was ugly, stupid and embarrassing. In the confines of the railway carriage there was what I suppose you’d call a scuffle. It consisted mainly of a lot of flailing and shouting. Because I was sitting down I couldn’t properly defend myself. I had to resort to hunching in my shoulders, fending Ginger off with my upraised arms while he loomed over me, swinging clumsy haymakers at my head and body. I used my legs too, pistoning out my right foot and catching him on the thigh with enough force to make him grunt and buckle slightly.


Before he could do any real damage, Frank, Stan and, perhaps surprisingly, Bartlett were up out of their seats and doing their best to pin Ginger’s swinging arms to his sides and manhandle him out of the door. With a lot of pushing and shoving and tripping over one another’s legs they eventually managed it, by which time half the train had been alerted to the commotion. Men started to pour out of the carriages flanking our own in such numbers that they were jamming the aisle, their necks craning to see what was going on. Some were egging on the combatants like spectators at a boxing match, while others laughed and clapped.


Not wanting to just sit there, I jumped to my feet, my left ear ringing and my right shoulder throbbing where Ginger had managed to get in a couple of half-decent clouts.


Doug Meadows stood up too and put a solicitous hand on my elbow. ‘Are you all right, Alex?’ he asked.


Looking into Doug’s eyes it suddenly struck me how unprepared he was for what was ahead of him; how unprepared so many of these boys were. Because they were boys, a lot of them. Boys who might already have seen their homes for the last time. Boys who in a few months would leave the country of their birth and might never come back. I thought of photos I’d seen of twisted bodies lying in mud-churned battlefields; thought of the rows and rows of pristine white war graves in France and Belgium and Italy. Looking into Doug’s eyes I suddenly felt like weeping.


Because I couldn’t save them all. I wasn’t sure, by resurrecting Frank, whether I’d even saved him.


He frowned, as if he sensed something of what I was thinking. ‘Are you all right?’


I laughed. It sounded hollow and ghastly in my ears. ‘I’m fine, Doug,’ I said, and clapped him on the shoulder. ‘It was a bit of high jinks, that’s all. Nothing to worry about.’


I almost added: compared to what’s to come, but I didn’t. As prepared as I felt Doug and Bartlett and all the other high-spirited young guys on this train needed to be, I couldn’t do that to him. I couldn’t whip away his optimism, illusory though that was, pre-empt the horror of the trenches. The War would do that soon enough.


We didn’t see much of Ginger for the next three months. He was billeted in another village to us, and basic training consisted of so many men split into so many groups – an endless, drab round of drill, drill, drill, interspersed with trench digging, route marching, kit inspections, and instructions on how to skirmish, how to handle a rifle, and how to take cover from observation – that our paths barely crossed. When they did he would throw us filthy looks; he would even, on occasion, go out of his way to pass us by just so he could mutter some blood-curdling threat. Whenever that happened, Frank laughed in his face, and I ignored him.


After our tussle on the train, no doubt Ginger saw my silence as a sign I was running scared of him. The real reasons I wanted to avoid further trouble, though, were based more on calculation than emotion. Firstly, because of the heart and because I was a man out of time, I didn’t want to draw undue attention to myself. Secondly, I didn’t want to make army life even harder and more tedious than it already was by being up on a charge for indiscipline. And thirdly… well, to be honest, I had a certain reputation to uphold.


Purely because I was older than most of the other lads I was training with, I tended to be regarded as a bit of a father figure, as someone who was dependable, dignified, worldly-wise. I didn’t do anything to encourage these views, or play up to them, but because a lot of the guys did think of me in these terms, I felt oddly reluctant to disillusion them. These young men, who were in the process of being hastily honed into soldiers, were about to be launched into a horror beyond imagining – and many of them would never see their loved ones again. In a way, therefore, I guess I saw it as my duty to be the rock that they thought I was. A reassuring presence they could depend on and take comfort from.


This Zen-like presence I’d acquired through no fault of my own was put to the test at the end of January. This was when we were moved into our newly erected barracks, and Frank and I discovered, either due to some nasty quirk of fate or because he’d wangled it to get at us, that Ginger would be one of the twenty-four blokes in our hut. In the week since we’d moved in it had been like living with a dangerous dog, one which snapped and snarled and constantly eyeballed us, but which hadn’t yet had the opportunity to launch an attack. Not that either of us expected Ginger – whose real name was John Pyke – to confront us face-to-face. No, as stupid as he was, he’d be more likely to go for the stealth attack. He’d come at us when we were asleep, or sneak up on one or other of us when we were alone and unprepared.


We’d managed to be vigilant and tolerant up to now. We’d stuck together, deflected Pyke’s sneered asides, laughed off his barbed comments as if they were nothing but banter. Frank had even treated it as a prank when he’d discovered a human turd under his pillow, and I’d done the same when I found that my shaving kit had been chucked in the cesspit. But it would surely be only a matter of time before things came to a head. Despite outward appearances I knew that Frank’s blood was starting to boil.


The fact that Stan Little and Joe Lancing were in our hut too was both a blessing and a curse. A blessing because they provided a buffer between Pyke’s hostility and our reaction to it, and a curse because they hated Pyke’s guts almost as much as we did (or rather, almost as much as Frank did; I don’t want to sound superior, but I genuinely regarded Pyke as little more than an irritant). I knew that if something did kick off, and Pyke ended up getting a pasting because of it, it would be all too easy for him to make out that he was the injured party; that he’d been singled out, victimised, his life made a misery, purely because he’d had the guts to stand up for himself.


As the aggressor, then, he’d win whatever happened – at least I’m guessing that was the way he saw it. The way I saw it was that Frank and I had to dig our heels in and not rise to Pyke’s bait on the one hand, and watch our backs on the other. But how easy that would be over the next weeks and months I had no idea. I had contemplated taking Pyke aside, speaking to him as an adult, trying to make him see reason; in fact, I was still contemplating it. I was contemplating it as I lay in my bed in the hut, surrounded by the nightly chorus of creaks and snores. I was contemplating it when, unexpectedly, I fell asleep.


I didn’t think I was asleep at first, though. I thought I’d simply… moved. One second I was lying in bed and the next I was somewhere else. I was no longer lying down, but sitting or standing up, and squinting into a bright light.
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