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To John, of course.
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‘Come on! Move on!’ A voice shouted, pushing back the crowd. Spouts of water shot uselessly from hoses. The battle had long been over. In front of them, the ruin of an art gallery smouldered and the reek of burnt paint hung on the cool air. Several of the gallery’s staff stood by as men emerged with the contorted shapes of once-prized paintings. Fielder walked over and stared at the top canvas, at the heat-twisted frame and the blistered inhuman face. Another painting was thrown onto the pile and it toppled, face down, onto the wet pavement. He walked away.

Communication trench, Northern France,
November 1917

‘Private Fielder?’

‘Yes?’

A short, wiry man stood before him. ‘I’m Miller. Come to take you to Captain Barratt.’

Fielder frowned, uncertain how to address the man. Although he looked in his twenties, his own age, there was knowingness in Miller’s face, as though the grime had worked its way into hitherto invisible creases and conjured age and experience.

‘Come on!’ There was a note of irritation in the voice. Fielder followed him to the start of the trench, which dropped without warning below ground level. His heart contracted. So this was it, was it? As he moved along, he tried to remember what he had been expecting, but his mind was oddly blank. He was only aware of Miller’s voice, warning him to watch out for obstacles. After a long walk, they descended steep steps into a dugout.

‘Private Fielder, Sir.’ Miller addressed a young, dark-haired captain who was sitting hunched over a makeshift desk, reading by a candle that was guttering in a tin.

The man peered up without interest. He picked up a sheet from the too-small desk and glanced at Fielder’s new armband.

‘Stretcher-bearer,’ he said. Fielder wasn’t sure if he was being addressed. ‘Take him down to Private Deerman.’

‘Yes Sir.’

‘Are they back yet, Miller?’

‘Yes Sir.’

The captain turned to Fielder. ‘We’re in for a spot of bother shortly, Fielder. So be prepared. Remember, a cool head and reliability, that’s what we expect from our stretcher-bearers.’

‘Yes Sir.’ Fielder’s voice sounded quiet, sullen even.

The captain looked up sharply then waved him away. Fielder went to speak but the man was reading a report, his hand over his forehead, as though he had already forgotten his existence.

‘Private Deerman’s a brick,’ Miller explained. ‘He’s a good lad. He’s made a stand of it…see. His uncle’s Colonel Deerman or something, so you can imagine the trouble’s he’s had.’

Fielder remembered to give the necessary answers as they walked on. The trench intrigued him. It was so small but everything about the war seemed contained within it. In the evening light, there was a sense of unreality about the place, reminding him of the time when, as a child, he had stepped aboard the fire plate of a train. It had been a squally night in November, but on the train, the intense orange glow from the furnace and the protective heat made a deeper darkness outside, as though the guard and he were, at that moment, the only ones alive. And now, there was the faint glow from the officers’ dugout, throwing strange shadows around them like a cloak, and the smell of tobacco and fried bacon lingered on the air, giving the sense that nothing of the war existed above the parapet.

‘It’s not what I imagined,’ Fielder called out to Miller.

There was a sharp ‘Hah!’ and ‘It’s a bloody balls-up, mate!’

They walked on, squelching through the mud. Fielder had known mud, but this stuff was like nothing on earth. It was green-tinged and smelled thickly of decay and urine, and he found himself holding his breath as he walked. The stuff really did seem to have a life of its own because, as he pulled each foot up, it felt as though there were a dozen grasping tentacles trying to force his boot off. Fielder looked up; saw men crouching against dirty, sandbagged walls, like despondent queues, waiting for something they believed would never come. Some tried to sleep or play cards; others cleaned weapons or whittled away at bits of wood to make carvings. Several nodded in a sort of half-hearted acknowledgement of the new recruit, while others stared vacantly, as though a new face was not in the slightest way noteworthy.

Fielder tripped against Miller who had come to an abrupt halt in front of a strong-looking man who was sitting against the back of the trench. His stretcher-bearer’s armband was picked out by the old hurricane lamp burning on a box beside him.

‘Here we go!’ Miller announced. ‘One Private Deerman.’

Fielder looked in surprise. He realised he had already built up a picture of Deerman. As a colonel’s nephew, he would be young and lithe with arrogant, thoroughbred looks, but the man who smiled up at him had a broad, kind face with friendly blue eyes and straight, unruly hair the colour of over-dried wheat. By the side of him sat a rough-coated mongrel dog wearing a tin helmet.

‘The captain says you have to take care of Fielder,’ came Miller’s voice. ‘He’s the new stretcher-bearer.’

Deerman got to his feet with a rheumatic difficulty that belied his age. He was tall, well-built and held out a large, calloused hand.

‘I was going to say ‘welcome’ but that seems rather inappropriate out here.’ His voice was sure, accent-less. Friendly. ‘This is Dominic,’ he added, pointing to the dog that was watching Fielder carefully from under frothy eyebrows. ‘Shortened name is Nico.’ It was an odd-looking dog of unknown origin, but possibly a lurcher of sorts with tufts of coarse fur sticking out at random angles.

‘Oh.’

Deerman appraised his new helper. He was a few inches shorter and strongly built, but had worried eyes in a wind-tanned face. Deerman guessed that if his expression had not been straitened by anxiety, his face would have been lively, responsive. Scratching the back of his head suddenly, Fielder snatched off the too-clean helmet and inspected the inside. Deerman tried not to smile, then looked again. In the light from a hurricane lamp, Fielder’s hair shone like dark bronze.

‘It helps being about the same height,’ Deerman said, taking the tin helmet off the dog and putting it on his own head.

Fielder looked at him distractedly.

‘For stretcher bearing...it’s easier if you are roughly the same height as the rest of us.’ He could see Fielder was up to the mark, physically at least. A farmer worker someone had said. Miller probably. Miller knew everything. ‘You do speak, don’t you?’

Fielder was looking around as if trying to find a less congested section, like a new boy at school, awkward and unsure, trying to learn quickly. He re-focussed on Deerman.

‘What’s your first name?’ Deerman asked.

‘Tom. Thomas.’

‘Hello, Tom-Thomas,’ Deerman said, holding out his hand again and grinning – two deep dimples indented his cheeks. ‘I’m Joss.’ Fielder shook the warm, large hand and gave a ghost of a smile, almost in spite of himself.

‘Joss?’

‘Yes.’

‘Short for?’

‘Joss.’

‘Hello, Short-for Joss.’

Deerman laughed heartily.

‘It’s a bit–’

‘Overwhelming?’

‘Yes.’ With one foot on the fire step, Fielder launched himself up to have look over the top of the trench, but was immediately snatched by the legs and pulled down, landing heavily in a stagnant puddle which sprayed his too-clean uniform with green mud.

‘What are you doing?’ Deerman was standing over him, a look of horror on his face. ‘You’ll get a bullet through your head doing that!’

‘Sorry.’ Fielder tried to clean himself down. Deerman sat against the trench wall. The dog was trying to shuffle up next to him, staring ahead as if not really doing anything. There was a sheen of sweat on Deerman’s forehead. He pulled out a cigarette from his breast pocket, lit it awkwardly with a guttering match.

‘So you sleep where you eat and sit during the day?’ Fielder asked. It seemed imperative to say something – anything – because Deerman looked as if he had recoiled into himself.

‘Didn’t anyone in Base Camp, in training, tell you not to do that?’

‘I forgot.’

‘Well, don’t. One lapse and you could be dead – like that.’ Deerman snapped his fingers. ‘Anyway, sit down. This really is it, I’m afraid.’

Fielder shuffled down beside him.

‘Here.’ A musty smelling blanket thumped onto his lap.

‘But you need it.’ As if in answer to Fielder, a freezing, steady rain began falling, like liquid ice.

‘I’m used to it.’ Deerman said. ‘Anyway, if I get cold I have this to rely on.’ He pulled out an oversized woollen jumper. ‘I call it my ‘If All Else Fails’.’

Fielder smirked.

‘I don’t know what the ladies back home think they were knitting for,’ he added, unrolling it and hanging it out like an enormous sail. ‘A race of monstrous apes, I think.’ The friendliness had returned to his voice and expression. He pulled a small cape out of his pack and did it up under the dog’s neck.

Fielder smiled broadly.

‘It was made by my aunt,’ Joss explained. ‘When I told her about Nico, this arrived. She’s almost as barmy as me. Here, take this too.’ The jumper also landed on Fielder’s lap.

Fielder pulled on the enormous jumper, which swamped him, the arms trailing on the ground like a chimp’s.

‘They say there’s a chance of a dugout soon,’ Deerman said, ‘which probably means another hole somewhere.’

‘I hear you’re a colonel’s nephew.’ Fielder winced at his own ineptitude.

‘Brigadier’s,’ Deerman said casually.

Distant booms and thuds sounded all around; the sky momentarily lit up by Verey lights.

‘Come on, let’s get some grub before it all goes,’ Deerman added. Men were stepping over them, tripping over Fielder’s pack and swearing loudly.

‘That takes guts, what you’ve done,’ Fielder said, hurrying to keep up with him. Nico was trotting along between them, his cape rustling.

‘Guts?’

‘For staying as a private.’

Deerman looked at him oddly for a moment. ‘It was either stretcher-bearing or prison, so I chose this. Anyway, I wasn’t interested in the OTC.’

Fielder blinked.

‘Officers’ Training Corps. At school.’

‘Oh.’

‘So, how about you? I heard you worked on a farm. I thought that would have exempted you.’

‘I was only a farmhand,’ Fielder said.

Farmhand? thought Deerman. The accent somewhat belied that. Sounded studious, careful.

‘And they’re running out of men,’ Fielder added.

‘Yes. I had heard.’

They walked past the lines of sedentary bodies, which were coming to life, started pushing past as others returned with mess-tins of unappetising fare.

‘Tell me about yourself,’ Joss continued as they reached a wider section of trench.

‘I was at grammar school until my grandfather died when I was sixteen,’ Fielder replied, with the manners of a polite child. ‘Then it was a matter of fending for myself. My parents didn’t stay together you see. They didn’t get on. Then my father died and I went to live with my grandfather.’ Deerman’s eyebrows rose at Fielder’s openness. In his circles, things like that were left unsaid. ‘I haven’t seen my mother since I was a small boy,’ Fielder added. ‘She walked out on us, back to her own class my father said. I’ve always felt her leaving killed him.’

Deerman wondered how he could shut him up before the others heard too much. It was as though Fielder was being asked about himself for the first time in his life, and it was coming out in a flood.

‘Do you like farming?’ Deerman asked.

‘It’s all right... Is it as bad as they say? The killing?’

‘Who’s they?’

‘Some of the old timers at Base camp. Is it?’ Fielder switched a raindrop off his nose.

‘It’s bad. Apparently there’s an offensive expected from the Germans any day.’ Fielder noticed how Deerman stared ahead whilst saying that, disengaging.

‘How do they – we – know?’

Deerman glanced at him. ‘Aerial recces, night patrols. There’s more fetching and carrying than usual... Oh grub!’ he announced as they joined the end of the queue. Several men greeted Deerman like an old friend, and he responded with an easy friendliness and a genuine concern over the plight of two men who had had their hands cut badly on wiring duties. Fielder watched him, taking it all in. Deerman introduced him to the others. Nico thumped his tail at the many soldiers who gave him scraps from their mess tins. When he began obsessively shaking hands with one private, Deerman called him.

‘Come here!’ he exclaimed, catching hold of Nico’s cape. ‘Nico’s a bit of a charmer,’ he said to Fielder. ‘Though he can rather overdo it at times.’

‘Is he your dog?’

‘He’s adopted me,’ Deerman said, stooping down to the animal that seemed to be grinning up at him. ‘He was found in no man’s land and decided to attach himself to our company, and he seems to have picked me out as his special carer.’

They made their way back through the trench cramped with the queue. Finding a quieter section, they sat down on the fire step.

‘Remember,’ said Deerman. ‘Keep your head below the parapet.’

Fielder nodded, tried to eat the unappetizing gloop, which Deerman was shovelling down enthusiastically.

‘You need to eat it,’ he observed. ‘There’s nothing else.’

Fielder tried but his throat contracted.

Later on, he sat, using Deerman’s blanket as a cape and, as the trench quietened down, he felt his eyes snatching and, within minutes, he was asleep. Deerman manoeuvred him carefully to a more comfortable position, looked at the clean face, and wondered how long it would be before he took on the grey, faded pallor of the rest of them. Involuntarily, he recalled a scene from his last summer’s leave in Worcestershire. He had been sitting by the Severn watching two fledglings sitting on a branch, just above the bottle-green water. They had looked at each other and then out for a moment, worked their wings, and flown away across the water, as though forgetting completely the sensation of fear.

Fielder woke with a start as Deerman tapped him. The sodden night’s clouds greyed to a cold dawn.

‘Stand-to,’ Deerman whispered.

Fielder looked along the trench at the line of shifting, sleepy men, felt elbows in his ribs, boots stubbing against his shins. Men were everywhere. The faded khaki of their uniforms and the ghost-pale faces in this dawn made the place look unreal, insubstantial, like some odd dreamland. Again, his eyes were drawn to the top of the parapet. The desire to see what all the talk had been about was irresistible, because so far all he had seen of the landscape of war was these sandbagged and revetted trench sides. He also wanted to understand the feeling of duty, which had pushed him out, made him afraid of going to prison and battling it out as a conscientious objector. It was something about ‘doing his bit’, but even now he was not sure what the ‘bit’ was, or to what purpose.

The sergeant, a man in his thirties, of weary but kindly bearing, called stand-to.

Fielder copied Deerman.

‘It’s the same show every morning and evening,’ whispered Deerman as they watched the line of men stand on the fire step, holding their rifles in readiness. ‘We think the Germans are more likely to attack at dawn or dusk, so we go through this rigmarole.’ Then he whispered even more quietly. ‘And they’re probably doing the same thing over there.’

‘And how far is ‘over there’?’

Deerman sighed. ‘If you really want to see, come over here.’

They picked their way to the far end of the trench and stopped by a sergeant who was searching no man’s land through a periscope. Deerman did not say anything until the sergeant glanced round.

‘Have a look,’ he said, handing him the periscope.

Deerman looked through it, and, without saying a word, passed the contraption to Fielder.

It was, perhaps, one of the most surprising sights he had seen in his life, in that all he could see was a flat piece of muddy and churned up ground, rather like a rugby pitch in late winter. And, as if to remind them this was indeed a war zone, a sagging tangle of barbed wire ran on the British-held side, with straighter sections of tripwire and criss-crossed barbed wire near the German trenches, whose position showed up as a lip of sandbags. But what surprised him most was just how small everything was. Seeing one or two paintings of the Boer War, he had imagined the desperate sounds of artillery, the flashing colour of constant movement, long charges over huge plains, but, no, it looked like any badly over-grazed field with abandoned fencing left to dip and fall.

‘It wasn’t quite what I expected either,’ Deerman said as they walked back to their haversacks and damp blanket. ‘None of us like to think we’re slugging it out over such a harmless piece of ground, do we?’

Fielder shrugged. How could he tell him how appalled he was at the visual insignificance of it all? How at times he had imagined himself at the forefront of some big battle, crawling along with the other stretcher-bearers – cool-headed, dependable Fielder: a person to help with the morale of the others, a real ‘brick’, and brave too. Fielder, who would go out under fire to drag back the injured. And the landscape of this was a gargantuan plain, a Marathon, rolling plains, rolling hills. Not this insignificant little field. Were men really going through hell for that? But, if he had known, would it have made any difference? Surely compassion was compassion, and if it wasn’t then what was it?

Deerman saw his look, guessed. ‘If it’s any help Fielder, I was taken aback too. But out here, it’s a case of accept and survive. Anyway, come on. I have to teach you the ropes.’

Fielder held back for a moment, then, pulling his helmet straight, followed him, unquestioning.

The rest of the day was one of routine, of learning. All the time Fielder stayed with Deerman, trailing after him like a small child. Then, after an evening meal of bread and jam and a mug of tea, which tasted like petrol, they prepared to settle down to sleep, jammed up against the other men. It had been a short day, cold, gloomy and raining, but Fielder had been too engrossed to notice the privations, or, indeed, the movement up the line.

It was still dark when Miller kicked at their feet.

‘Come on, we’m on the move again,’ he said.

Instead of the lethargic routine, there was a strangely suppressed energy as the men packed and made humorous asides to one another. Then followed a miserable walk in ankle-deep mud, so that what was in fact less than a mile took the time of several to cover. Boots sucked obscenely, became dislodged, and brought the line to an abrupt halt many times. And, for Fielder, there was the same unreality, for all he could see was the dingy outline of Deerman’s haversack and cape, besides the squelch and slop of mud and the clank of rifles. At last they came to a wider trench where there was a noticeable confusion of movement. They were told to stay where they were. Then almost half an hour later, while it was still dark, a lieutenant came down and spoke with their sergeant, who, seconds later, turned round to them.

‘Right then lads,’ he began, ‘we’re going to give old Fritz a surprise in exactly quarter of an hour. We’ve been drafted in to help ‘B’ company take the line, so you can show ‘em what we’re made of, can’t you!’

There were several answering ‘whoops!’

‘Does he mean ‘B’ company or the Germans?’ Fielder whispered.

Deerman looked at him kindly, mouthed ‘both’ then waved slightly for him to stay quiet.

As the sergeant went up the line, Fielder looked around. The men were leaning against the sandbags, some dragging on cigarettes which they stubbed out quickly when the sergeant and a second lieutenant reappeared.

Then the command, ‘Fix bayonets!’ A clattering as blades were fixed.

Fielder caught Miller’s eye. They stared at each other, Fielder feeling this man’s vulnerability like a shock.

Then the command, ‘One step forward!’ and the replying clump and scuff of boots on the fire step.

Fielder felt his bowels contract, felt his heart start to bang in his ears. He looked again at Miller who was standing with his forehead resting on the sandbags. Other men were staring up into a pitch sky where no stars showed. No-one dared turn to the man standing next to him. The silence was immense. Then the whistle blasted down the line, men spewed out over the top with bayonets thrust like dead steel as if hungry for the cut and thrust, independent of the soldiers whose faces showed bitten-down terror as they launched out. Then the mechanical stutter of machine gun fire and screams – those awful gutting screams, which nothing could prepare you for. Fielder felt himself jolting with fear behind Deerman who turned round to him.

‘Just keep hold of the stretcher and follow me when they send the shout up,’ he said evenly. ‘Don’t do anything rash–’

The shout went up.

Deerman scrambled up with the bulky stretcher as though hit with a powerful spring, dragging Fielder after him. It was a scene of hell. All around, a wild confusion of cavorting sea-like mud, shrieking explosions, screams and shrieks, and men who dropped down in front of them as though in sudden fatal faints. Volleys of Verey lights shot over, bursting like insane fireworks. Fountains of earth and fire flew up in front, behind, all around, yet still they urged on through. Fielder kept his eyes trained on Deerman’s shoulders, the whites of his knuckles showing in the dark as he gripped insanely onto the stretcher handles as they slithered forward over to a pile of men. Tripping over the blooded legs of a shell-torn man, he stared down in disbelief. The man’s face was missing; it was a jellied, pickled mass. Then the image from the art gallery came to him like a blow: the blistered inhuman face. Deerman helped him up, tried to screen him as he vomited. They forced on through the slime.

They reached the first heap of men shot down by the machine gun fire, whose position was now ablaze, and dragged a man who was gargling with pain onto the stretcher and, turning back, went as fast as they dared to the trench. Then back again. There were several groups of bearers running back and forth, like helpless ants over the ground which was littered with cleaved and bloody bones, like heaps of waste from a butcher’s shop. To one side, a man was sitting up on his knees scrabbling at sightless, bloody eyes, screaming. Fielder had to turn away; the stretcher was full. He couldn’t help him. Suddenly, the feeling they were about to be flayed to bits hit him and his knees gave. More than anything, he wanted to crouch into the ground, to hide. Then an eerie, inhuman moaning filled the air and a lolling, veering barrel of explosives blasted into their line, throwing him upwards. He landed on his back, violently winded, staring up in disbelieve as bits of earth and debris spat down. He rolled over to see the stretcher, the soldier and Deerman still in front of him. He dragged himself to his knees.

‘Are you all right?’ Deerman’s steady voice came through the barrage. Fielder nodded. ‘Then help me get him back in.’

For how long he moved in this nightmare he could not tell, but after a dozen or so carries to the aid post, someone grabbed the end of the stretcher, shouted ‘Move!’ and they lurched forward. From then on, it was back and forward from casualty to trench, with only the other bearer’s sharp orders keeping him from madness.

Sometime later, and nearly sobbing with exhaustion, Fielder realised the barrage was over, but still they were sliding back and forth, as soldiers tried to crawl past. The air was choking with ammonia and shell dust. He wanted to tear at the collar of his tunic, get good clean air. At that moment, a flare arched over gracefully, showing their work was done; the ground was cleared. But there was no sign of Deerman.

Stumbling into the trench, Fielder swallowed a rum issue someone held out and slid down the sandbags, gazing unseeing at the walls, aware only of faceless corpses staring back. He closed his eyes. His breath was short. There were loud voices and commands all around, but he sat still, unable to move.

‘Deerman?’ he called sometime later, getting to his feet.

There was no sign of him. The possibility Deerman could have been killed came to him. Surely, that was not possible. But he realised it was. Who had grabbed the end of the stretcher, and why?

‘Where’s Deerman?’ he asked of each group as he made his way down the trench. Hunger and fear were making him nauseous. ‘Deerman, you know, the tall, light-haired stretcher-bearer.’

The others stared vaguely at him. He spotted Miller further up the line; he was folding a blanket and cape, target-eyed. His lips were blue.

‘Have you seen Deerman?’ Fielder demanded. Miller stared at him as though he had never seen him before. He folded the blanket over and over again, then shook it out and started refolding it.

Fielder pushed on. Dots of intense orange speckled the trench sides, growing deeper with hard inhalations. Another shock of crazy green light blazed over.

‘Gangway!’ a voice yelled. Two stretcher-bearers jogged past with a man supine, his face screwed up as if in a silent, deadly rage. Fielder stared after him, saw the hair was dark, not fair. A brazier caught further along the line, flared with a blood-orange festoon of sparks, marking dark outlines of men. There was a crossfire of loud voices. No-one seemed entirely sure what to do. Still he asked. ‘Deerman?’ Still the shake of heads, the incomprehension. By the time he caught up with ‘A’ company’s stretcher-bearers in their little ramshackle dugout, he was almost mute with exhaustion.

‘Down there mate,’ said one of the bearers to his question.

Deerman was sitting in the midst of several bearers, staring distractedly to one side. There was blood and matter down his tunic and arms, and his helmet was pushed back from his neck. Fielder crouched beside him.

‘Fielder?’ Deerman asked, trying to get to his feet. Fielder steadied him.

It seemed a long way back to their packs, manoeuvring past the straggled lines of men. Deerman walked awkwardly, as though drunk. If anyone, including themselves, had asked why they had moved out of the dugout they would not have been able to say, but it seemed an unspoken understanding that that is what they would do.

At last they found their things and Deerman slumped down, turned to rest his face against the ice-glistening sandbags. Fielder turned away, but then remembered the blanket. He unrolled it and covered Deerman, who almost immediately fell into a deep sleep. Fielder sat against him, trying to share some of his body warmth. Nico had followed them and curled up against him. Fielder felt into Deerman’s pack and found the dog cape. He tucked it around the animal that grumbled with satisfaction and gave a thump of its tail. The three of them lay still and soon sleep overtook Fielder.

He awoke before dawn to find the blanket and another draped over him and Deerman, with the dog, still and covered by his cape. Just for a moment, Fielder felt strangely at ease as his body relaxed.

The next morning, the extent of ‘A’ and ‘B’ companies’ losses were ascertained. Half were left able-bodied, just over a quarter were wounded, and the rest were dead. The fact that ‘B’ company had occupied the German trench seventy yards away, gave Battalion HQ cause to wire through the success of the attack. As the general spoke of the great gain, a stray shell landed in no man’s land and a fresh corpse was flung onto the lip of the German parapet, sliding face-first to land at the bottom of a trench beside a soldier who was trying to eat his morning ration.

The British line was told to go back to Base Camp and get ‘cleaned up’.

‘Thanks for looking after Nico last night,’ Deerman said as he walked with Fielder along the wider communication trench. ‘That was good of you.’

Fielder patted the dog that was walking solemnly by his side. ‘And thanks for the extra blanket,’ he replied.

Deerman laughed. ‘I took the liberty I ‘m afraid, it was so bloody cold last night.’

‘You don’t need to apologise. It was what I wanted.’

Deerman gave him a small interested glance. ‘Good.’ He hesitated. ‘We could use the stretcher-bearer’s dugout, you know...if it gets too cold.’

‘Only if it gets too cold.’

‘Yes.’

They walked on in silence.

‘I hope we’ll all get a bath at base,’ Deerman said.

Fielder peered down at himself, saw own uniform smeared and caked. They both said at once, ‘And that the water’s hot.’

They laughed, a companionable easiness descending over them.

‘Do you want to talk about the attack?’ Deerman asked at length, turning round to him.

Fielder took off his helmet, scratched his head. ‘Was that a fairly usual...I mean–’

‘It’s about what you’d expect,’ Deerman said quickly. ‘I’m sorry we were separated.’

Fielder met his look. He had wanted to ask, ‘Where did you go? Where were you?’ But he knew that sounded pathetically selfish. Too dependent

‘You were rather thrown in at the deep end,’ Deerman continued.

‘It’s a war,’ Fielder said. ‘There’s no other way it could be.’ He undid his breast pocket, pulled out two Woodbines, offering one to Deerman who shared the same match behind cupped hands. For a second their eyes held: dark blue on greenish-brown.

‘There’s usually some good grub at Base,’ Deerman announced quickly as they drew apart. ‘At least something that resembles food.’

Later, after baths and dressing in clean, deloused uniforms and eating quite reasonable food, they settled down for a game of cards with several other bearers. Fielder was pleased that he was seen as Deerman’s partner, his stretcher-bearer chum. This thing, ‘chumming’, they called it, where groups or pairs were known to be best mates and unassailable, and the way he had been accepted so easily into this role, made him feel good. His usual questing mind started working on this idea, but this time he knew it was different – out here, there were different speeds to friendships, to life, and instinctively he knew to stop analysing it. He looked to Deerman. Saw his natural gregarious nature, his obvious kindness, and his heart did something like a flip, which he clamped down on immediately, hoping none of the other card players had noticed. He shoved another Woodbine in his mouth and pretended there was nothing more important on his mind than winning this game of cards.

It was only later that he noticed Deerman’s hand starting to shake. He looked rung-out. When he realised that Fielder had noticed, he clenched his hands, trying to stop the obvious juddering.

‘I get this at times,’ he said.

‘You’re exhausted.’

‘I need to turn in.’

‘If you want some time to yourself–’

‘No, I could do with the company,’ Deerman interrupted. They left together, with Nico clattering after them.

They lay down on the mattresses thrown down in lines in the long but surprisingly warm building. Fielder tried to read, propped up against the wall. Deerman was lying on his side, Nico curled up at his feet, snoring noisily.

‘When’s lights-out?’ Fielder asked.

There was no answer. He looked over to Deerman and saw that he was already asleep. Fielder smiled. He looked at Deerman’s profile, enjoyed the view of the handsome face, the fair hair falling over his forehead, his right arm stretched out from the beneath covers, relaxed. He felt a swirl of emotions in his mind and sat back against the wall, thinking. His life was changing almost by the hour. This was not how he had expected his life at the Front to be, not one bit. Something immense was happening.

The next day consisted of the usual drills and inspections. At regular intervals, Fielder looked for Deerman when they became detached, noticed how Deerman would find him out and sit with him, as a good friend at school might. The base camp was in a flat, featureless plain but the fields were at least still green or newly ploughed, and the few trees were intact. They were lodged in basic wooden huts with bare wooden floors, over which, boots clattered noisily.

‘We’re going to have another game of cards, will you join us?’ Deerman had asked that evening. Fielder nodded eagerly. They sat around a low table with some of the other bearers, with Nico curled up on a blanket at Deerman’s feet. It was something Fielder noticed: Nico always had something comfortable to lie on, regardless of where they were – it was the sort of regard for an animal he had never seen before.

The cards were dealt and they all grouped around. Deerman tried manoeuvring his neck and back to ease the strains and pulls in his young-old joints and muscles, heard the apparent cracking of joints when he rolled his shoulders and felt the stinging in his raw, split hands. Fielder looked at him.

‘We’ve had some fairly long carries recently,’ Deerman explained, and knew Fielder would unfortunately soon know what he meant.

The game proceeded. Deerman glanced at Fielder who was in profile, listening carefully to what one of the other bearers was explaining about food rations. The light from the lamp shone on his face and Deerman gazed with interest. Looked at the straight nose, the high – yes, high – cheekbones, saw the touch of early evening stubble on Fielder’s jaw. Yes, there was a physical attraction, and that did not surprise him; he was at ease with these feelings, but this was something beyond it, as well as.

Later they were in the local cafe, which, even they as privates, were allowed to use in the evening.

‘Come and talk to me,’ Deerman said, and they sat down at a rickety table by the fire. Nico manoeuvred himself between them, but gallantly offered his paw to Fielder, who shook it.

‘Couldn’t you have been an officer, or something?’ Fielder asked. ‘It would have been easier for you, wouldn’t it?’

‘I’m the something,’ Deerman replied. ‘Seriously, I didn’t want to kill anyone.’

‘Well, how about being a doctor then, with the RAMC?’

Deerman looked at him oddly. ‘Where the sciences are concerned, there’s not a great deal going on in the upper storey, I’m afraid.’

‘But with your–’

‘Background? This is what I chose, Fielder. Not chose, exactly, but it was the best of all options.’

‘Don’t your family mind?’

‘Yes, but my middle brother’s doing the officer bit – he’s a major.’ Deerman moved back, tried to stretch his legs and his knees cracked painfully. ‘So why did you choose this?’

‘I didn’t. I was conscripted.’

‘I mean, choose stretcher-bearing.’

Fielder thought, then. ‘I couldn’t do the bayoneting stuff.’

They sat in silence. ‘Neither could I,’ Deerman said at length.

‘You could have had it much easier as an officer. That’s the first thing I knew about you. Miller told me.’

Deerman grinned. ‘Miller thinks I’m loopy.’

‘He likes you.’

‘He still thinks I’m loopy.’

Fielder straightened up. ‘He doesn’t. He respects you. They all do. I can see that.’

Deerman bit down on the urge to dismiss this as he realised it was taking something out of Fielder to voice it, so he nodded.

‘Thank you,’ he said, staring in front of him. He drew out two Player’s Navy Cut from his breast pocket, lit them and handed one to Fielder who took it. Deerman leaned forward with the match behind his hand and their eyes met again and held. Deerman gave a short, encouraging smile. They sat back in the uncomfortable, hard chairs.

‘Will you do some more studying when this is all over?’ Deerman asked. Neither would have said ‘if’.

‘I might. I wanted to stay on at Grammar, but when my grandfather died I had to leave.’

‘What would you study?’

‘English: novels, the poets. And I would like to know more about geology, geography, biology, that sort of thing.’

Deerman peered at him quizzically.

‘I know it’s an odd combination but I’m interested in them. Anyway, I’d have to follow them through at night school, if I could get anything.’

‘You’re determined, aren’t you?’

Fielder shrugged. ‘I have to be. What about you?’

‘I’m going to buy a farm.’

‘As easy as that?’

‘A small farm.’

‘Have you farmed before?’

‘No, but I used to hang around the farm on my parents’ land when I was a child, but I think I was probably a nuisance. A few of the older hands would let me bottle-feed a calf or a lamb when I was very young. Anyway, those farming days were stopped when my sister found me asleep in the lamb pen.’

Fielder laughed.

‘Mother was informed, and then it was deemed I should be trained as a little gentleman. So I was plonked on a pony and lead around by one of the older hands.’

‘So, you can ride?’

‘Yes. Can’t you?’

Fielder looked at him irritably. ‘No...’ Silence, then, ‘How many brothers and sisters do you have?’ he added, immediately regretting his brusqueness.

‘Three brothers and one sister. My sister, Edith, is the eldest. She’s married with a son and daughter. My elder brother, Christopher, is living in America with his wife; George, my middle brother, is in Australia, married with two sons, and my other brother, Roger, is the major. What about you?’

‘There’s only me.’

‘No aunts or uncles, or cousins?’

‘Not that I know of.’

Deerman frowned in question.

‘We went to live with my grandfather,’ Tom said. ‘When my father died, I was brought up by him.’

‘Sounds rather lonely.’

‘It was.’

‘You’ve never tried to find your mother?’

‘What’s the point? She walked away from me. Anyway, I was too young to remember much about her. I was only about three when she left.’

They sat in silence then Fielder turned to Deerman.

‘What’s your first name, really?’

‘Joss.’

‘What’s it short for?’

‘Me.’

Fielder shook his head.

‘My family call me John.’

‘So where does Joss come from?’

‘One of my middle names, which is Jocelyn. I used to try and say it as a very small boy because I thought the sound of the name was unusual, but I could only manage ‘Joss’ and it stuck.’

‘One of your names?’

‘I have four.’

‘Really?’

‘Michael (Mother’s brother), Ralph (Mother’s father) and Jocelyn (Father’s uncle).’

‘Why so many?’

‘In case they changed their minds, perhaps? No, it’s some dynastic poppycock. How many do you have?’

‘One.’

‘Oh.’ Deerman hesitated. ‘Why don’t we use first names? At least they only have one syllable.’

Fielder smiled, held his hand out. ‘Good evening Short-For Joss.’

‘Good evening Tom-Thomas.’

They shook hands. Several pairs of eyes flickered over to them and then back to various games of cards.

‘And what do your family really think about your decision to stay as a private?’ Tom asked.

Joss shrugged. ‘Appalled and mystified I think. My parents seem to be permanently concerned about my apparent lack of goals. My sister thinks I am an interesting eccentric and my brother Roger thinks I’m a Bolshevik. My two elder brothers regard me as the family oddity. I am quite a bit younger, so they’re probably used to thinking of me as the odd afterthought.’

‘What?’

‘I think they were all rather surprised when I appeared one May morning.’

‘You were born in May?’

‘Early May.’

‘That’s my favourite time of year. I was born in early January – the bleak time.’

Joss shuffled back against the wall, trying to support his neck with a rolled-up scarf. Yet, it was not the physical discomfort he thought on, but the fact that Tom may not celebrate his birthday – he had no family to remember it.

‘It must be odd being a private when your uncle and brother have such high ranks,’ Tom persisted.

Joss shrugged. ‘I suppose it is. I get the general impression that people think I went in as a private to be bloody-minded or to make a point, which, in some ways, I did, but not in the belligerent way my family and the army think. I just don’t understand imperialism or empire. It’s not important to me, and that’s something they really can’t fathom.’

Tom glanced at him, could see he looked tired now, and decided not to pursue it.

They were sent back into the front-line trenches. As they walked, they came out onto an open plain with a stamped-out strip, which the officers called a road. Along the sides were the remains of horses and scatters of parcel wrappings, sacking, and torn and bloody bandages. There had been a surprise bombardment hitting a supplies’ reinforcement column, the mess of which had gone out for some hundred yards from the shelling side. There had also been some looting from the corpses. At first Tom was shocked by that, then wondered why it mattered to him so much. The men were dead; perhaps the boots and kit were needed. Surely he should have been more shocked that a soldier was expected to bayonet another man, a stranger, to death, or to hurl bombs into known groups. Was this what ‘getting used to it’ was all about? Was this how they coped and stayed sane? He started counting paces. Turning his attention to numbers and the addictive routine of the march, he walked on. That sound and the numbers stopped him thinking.

At the next support line conditions were more congenial, for there were several shelters and the stretcher-bearers were given a shack in which they kept the stretchers and dressing supplies. Next to it was a small dugout, which about ten of them managed to get inside. It was much warmer and, with a blanket at the door left by the last inhabitants, it came close to being bearable, except the ground was hard and Tom felt fleas biting in the sweated layers of his inner garments. Soon lice would come, very soon by the look of it, for the bearer sitting opposite him was holding his tunic over a small brazier and was watching with amused interest as the writhing beasts fell into the flames. Tom imagined them crawling up his trouser legs, then felt the tickling tentacles on his skin, in his groin, felt the itch and sting of their bites. Closing his eyes, he tried to blank out the thoughts. Joss had not been scratching, and he did not want to be caught at it either. Then Joss looked sideways at him, and, feeling into his shirt, caught hold of several lice and, grinning, held them out. Tom stared at the wriggling creatures.

‘They’re my little chums,’ Joss said. Then, snapping a flea between his fingers, added, ‘and these are my little lodgers.’

‘And you’re a barmy sod!’ exclaimed one of the other bearers, holding up his shirt to show the seams. ‘See. It’s clear of the little buggers!’

‘And I’ll give you me jam ration if you don’t get them back in thirty minutes,’ the bearer’s friend challenged.

‘Jam ration for those little bleeders? You’re on, mate!’ said the first bearer pulling on his shirt. For the next fifteen minutes he sat, staring them out and smirking. Then his mouth twitched. His mate jumped up, and thrusting his hand down his back, drew out a louse and held it up.

‘Bastard!’ muttered the first bearer.

‘Here, two jam rations for a bloody chat! That’s all right!’ his mate crowed.

‘Un chat pour le–’

‘Oh fuck off Deerman, you toff!’ came a voice, and Joss ducked as socks, vests, in fact anything to hand, was thrown at him.

‘See,’ said Joss grinning, turning to Tom, ‘they just don’t appreciate my wit.’

‘You’re a bleedin’ looney, Deerman, that’s what you are!’ said the first bearer. ‘Now give us that jam and don’t tell the sarge.’

That night the snow fell and stuck, indifferent to the men in both lines. Even during the coldest times at the farm when working out in the fields, Tom could not remember anything like this, for now his head felt it might crack with cold and his feet stick to his boots with frost. Yes, he had been colder at the farm, but then there had been the fire in his cottage, where his cold-burnt hands had tingled painfully as warmth revived them. Back then, his boots had dried in the hearth and his damp clothes hung over the fire, steaming like kettles. Knowing there would be an end to the cold had made it tolerable. But now, in these trenches, there seemed no possibility of a reprieve for days, longer even, and it felt intolerable as trickles of water made their way down his back and soaked his inner clothes so that they stuck to him like cold, gelid dishcloths. Now his head ached with cold and his hair was damp under the tin helmet, which he kept on in a last attempt to stay warm. Both he and Deerman used a rough shelter made around a hole in the trench wall. They were supposed to be asleep, and for Joss’s sake – who sat hunched up nearby – Tom tried to stay quiet, knowing if he didn’t get any sleep he wouldn’t be able to perform his duties, look out for his own or anyone else’s safety, knew he would be stumbling about in an intoxication of fatigue and something gruesome may happen. He closed his eyes but the smashed, inhuman face stared back and he opened his eyes with a snap. This movement seemed to wake Joss, who peered up.

‘This is hell,’ he murmured. ‘Let’s wrap up.’

They pulled the blankets over them and pushed in against each other, feeling the warmth of the other’s body. Nico wriggled in underneath, gave a snort of content as he climbed onto Joss’s chest. Tom relaxed against Joss; the warmth was supremely comforting, more, so he dared not look at him. It surprised him, as he usually disliked physical proximity. At training camp, he had not liked anyone sitting too close and thus kept away from canteens and common rooms. He had heard himself described as standoffish, stuck-up, by several of the others, and had been put off trying to be sociable. It had seemed easier that way. Therefore, to be huddled in a couple of blankets with someone he had only known for a short time should, he reminded himself, be disconcerting, but it was not. It was a comfort and felt too good to be acceptable. Acceptable? Why the hell was he thinking like this? A shell could wipe them all out in seconds, so to hell with acceptable. With the blankets as a tent and a gap for air, with each other close by, the feeling of safety intensified, and sleep came easily.

They were roused by someone kicking at their boots.

‘Sorry to disturb you!’ a voice said. There was some laughing. ‘But if you little lovebirds would like to come out?’

Tom heard the words blearily, found himself lying across Joss’s chest, who looked at him surprised. They scrambled to sit up.

‘All right?’ asked a young soldier, grinning as Tom peered out.

‘We were keeping warm,’ Tom said.

‘We believe you,’ said the soldier. ‘Anyway, thought someone’d better get you up because it looked as though you was about to kip through stand-to.’

All through stand-to Tom invented scenarios, thought of the names they might be called. Yet no-one seemed to give it a second thought when the trench returned to the slow routine of morning; only Joss, who went off down the line to a brazier. Tom watched as he worked at a piece of splintered board down the trench, burning something into it with a red-hot point of a poker. Slumping into the shelter, Tom tried to read in the gloom. Were Joss’s actions a way of saying, ‘Back off will you? You’re becoming too dependent’? Had he misread the situation so wrongly? He took out a book from his breast pocket: Keats’ Odes, the last present his grandfather had given him, which he took around with him everywhere. It was pocket-sized, leather-bound in royal blue and inlaid with gold lettering; it had seen him through some rough patches. Now he opened the pages and his eyes fell on the words he knew by heart. Immediately his mind went back to Worcestershire, to the fields, butter-gold with corn, of sun glinting white and silver off pastures in the heat, of quiet woods with lattices of sunlight and cool, deep green shade. Memory could so easily take him back…

The sound of hammering just above his head made him start. In front of his face was a large pair of muddy boots.

‘Come and have a look,’ Joss said, leaning down.

On a broken piece of board hanging from a nail were the words: No.3 Trench Walk. At Home. And on the other side: No. 3 Trench Walk. Not at Home. Tom looked at him, smiling inanely. He wished he could have found the words to express…what?

‘And here,’ Joss said, handing him a mug of tea and bringing out a parcel from the side of him. ‘You open it.’

Tom started undoing the layers of paper and card, laying each aside with child-like anticipation. When the final wrappings were off he saw the items: a ham, preserves, expensive cigarettes, chocolate, soap, knitted woollen socks and gloves and two books: Hardy’s The Return of the Native and Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus. He took out the latter.

‘They told us about this at school,’ he said. ‘It’s about selling your soul to the devil. Do you think that’s what we’re all doing in this war?’

Joss frowned at him. ‘No, I don’t. And if you start thinking like that Fielder, you’ll end up in the Bin. You do know that?’ His tone made Tom blink in surprise.

Several others wandered over, seeing the food, and helped themselves distractedly to the chocolate, which Joss had just opened. Even the captain, Barratt, dropped by on hearing Deerman had received a parcel, and absent-mindedly helped himself to one of the cigarettes while detailing duties. Joss watched with a ghost of a smile.

After the impromptu feast, Joss went off to the latrines. Tom walked the other way to smoke a cigarette to try and work out what was going on in his head. There was a daze of feelings and some other more primal sense of attraction, of need. It was surging and enjoyable but he knew he had to hide it. Suddenly, he his attention was drawn by something poking out of a shell-hole fifty yards away. The more he stared, the more convinced he was of it being a hand, a clawed hand, as though the owner had been trying to catch at the lip of the shell-hole. At first he thought it a shame the man had not made it, then it occurred to him he should go and see if there was any sign of life, but he reasoned a machine gun could be trained on the section, or a sniper ready to end his life with a bored pot-shot. Even though the hand looked rigid, he wondered how he could live with the thought that the man might still be alive and he – Fielder – had done nothing. Yet he knew it was all linked with this mass of new feelings. How could he be enjoying himself out here? The very thought seemed wrong, just plain wrong. Preparing to push up, he felt his heart thudding in his chest. Launching himself up and over the parapet, he lay, lizard-like, on the freezing mud. Nothing moved. He crouched up and scuttled forward, but realised he could not make out the hand, so he lay down, gauged the territory until he saw it, unmistakable, reaching out for help. Keeping the arched fingers fixed in sight, he dragged forward and, on reaching the shell-hole, he found the hand was, in fact, a tattered dock plant, dried, brown, poisoned by mustard gas and shell fumes, but still there against all the odds. To make sure this was what he had seen, he retraced his steps, and yes, there was the dead dock looking like a hand. Surely his eyes could not have deceived him that much! Sweat prickled on his forehead.

‘What the hell are you doing out there!’ roared a voice.

Tom clenched, started to move backwards, still on his front like some strange crab. When his first heel dangled over the parapet, he was jerked violently downwards. He looked up at Barratt glaring down at him.

‘On your feet!’

Tom jumped up, stood to attention.

‘Explain yourself.’

Tom opened his mouth to speak but he couldn’t. Instead, he stared helplessly.

‘If I ever see you doing that, or anything like it again, I will put you on an immediate charge. Do you understand?’

‘Yes Sir.’

‘No-one goes out into no man’s land without precise orders. Now get out of my sight.’

Fielder saluted and walked off back to the shelter. Yes, what had he been doing? He sat back against the shelter wall and reached for a cigarette. His hand was shaking. He closed his eyes, felt the sense of not being there. A clattering called him to again. Nico came into the shelter followed by Joss.

‘Help yourself Tom-Thomas,’ Joss said jovially, cutting himself another doorstep of cake with his pocketknife. Nico sidled up to him, his eyes widening beneath the quiff of fur, he started shaking hands with Joss insistently.

With one quick movement, Tom pulled the blanket down over the entrance and pushing Joss back, kissed him roughly. Joss steadied himself, then, holding one arm around Tom’s back and the other behind his head, reciprocated. They kissed for what seemed like minutes, with Joss kneading the back of his head. Then Tom sat back.

‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have done that,’ he said, dazed.

‘I’m glad you did,’ Joss said. There was a long silence. ‘Did you hear me – I’m glad you did.’

‘Did I make you jump?’

‘In the very best way.’

Tom flipped the blanket up. Sat gazing out, his expression worried. He felt a boot nudging his heel.

‘It’s all right, Tom.’

He looked back. Joss was looking at him, a wry smile playing on his lips.

‘I’ve never done that before.’

Joss grinned. ‘Yes, I could tell.’

Tom frowned.

‘Not so rough next time, eh?’

In spite of himself Tom laughed. Went to speak, but laughed again.

‘Perhaps, no spooning in broad daylight next time?’ Joss ventured later.

Tom coloured. ‘We could get thrown in jail for that,’ he said.

‘I think you have to be found doing rather more than that, ‘Joss said. ‘But discretion is always better.’ He smiled up at Tom broadly. He had such a sunny, open smile – it blew away any anxiety.

It was evening now, all the duties done. They drank illicit rum and were soon slumped in the shelter, grinning idiotically. No-one noticed. Later on, no-one also noticed, or if they did notice, didn’t care, when they walked past the two men lying curled up together, fast asleep, with the dog snoring loudly, draped over Joss’s back.

The next few days were quiet. Joss had brought the sign with him and hung it over the hole in the side of the trench wall. They shared the same blanket as a matter of course, wrapped around them like an enormous cape, laughed as Tom wore the ‘If All Else Fails’. In the evenings, they sat in companionable warmth, talking of all sorts of things, having good-natured debates with the others or quiet conversations huddled together under the improvised tent. Tom found himself aching for the time when fatigues were over and he could be next to Joss, longed for the physical pleasure of sitting up against him. It was physical hunger, a need, like drinking from a forbidden cup of pleasure and needing more.
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It was after breakfast one morning when the sergeant came up to their group.

‘Sorry lads, it’s a burying party,’ he said. ‘Take your respirator nose and mouth bits.’

Tom stared at him, perplexed. To be given such a warning, when there had been no others, unnerved him, but he stayed quiet as they walked along the communication trenches. Partially frozen ridges gave way with a gentle tearing sound. They reached a hut and grouped around with spades. Their expressions were of disconcerting resignation. Tom felt a horror creeping up on him as they came across a partially dug square pit.

‘Finish it off then start moving the bodies in. You’ll find the first lot over there,’ the sergeant said, pointing to a place screened by a mound of excavated soil.

Tom started digging, tried to close off his mind to thought, but memories of horror stories about shallow graves and the wronged quickly disposed of crept through his mind.

‘Put on your respirators, lads!’ the sergeant shouted. They did so and put sandbags over their hands.

The corpses were piled several deep and were rotting.

‘You two take the bodies on top,’ the sergeant said, looking at Tom and Joss.

Between them, they carried a lad of no more than sixteen who had not been able to dump his kit, although it had been picked over, so the pouches and pockets flapped open. There was no mark on his body other than dried blood around his ears and nose. The boy’s dark hair flapped over his eyes, as though caught in a summer’s breeze. They laid him out, turned away.

One stretcher-bearer was already being sick. The cloying stench was like nothing Tom had ever experienced – you could taste it. Looking around desperately he wanted clean, cold air. Turning back he stared, and immediately retched. The corpses were greyish-yellow and reddish-black, bloated on the top, squashed at the bottom of the pile. There came the sound of the heavy, dull dislocations and the thud of limbs separating from torsos as the bearers tried to pick them up. As something blackish oozed out from the pile, Tom felt his stomach clench, then a white stuttering overtook him. Joss steadied him but he slumped, as though shot, a dead weight. Taking off the respirators from both of them and catching his breath, Joss looked for signs of consciousness.

‘Take him up to the hut!’ shouted the sergeant.

Joss hauled Tom over his back and stumbled across the compacted snow, which was as smooth as vitreous china and perfectly clean. Ice splinted underfoot. The ground sparkled. There was silence. Somehow he reached the hut and, gently, laid Tom down on his side, making him a pillow from sacking, taking off his own coat and covering him. Moving to the door, he looked back, saw the rise and fall of Tom’s chest, then went back to hell.

Tom came to later. Joss was slumped against him, asleep. Tom tried to move to relieve the stiffness in his legs and neck but Joss stirred, then opened his eyes. They stared at each other through the dark of the hut.

‘Are you all right now?’ Joss whispered, sitting up.

‘I’m sorry. I let you down.’

‘You didn’t.’

‘I wasn’t helpful, was I?’

‘It’s completely understandable.’ Joss was trying to revive his stiff shoulders and arms. ‘Everyone passes out the first time they see something like that. I know I did. Anyway, you weren’t the only one,’ he added, pointing into the gloom to another heap on the other side of the shed. ‘I said I’d watch over you both.’

There was a silence, then, ‘Do you ever get used to it?’

‘I suppose so.’

‘How long does it take?’

Joss hesitated, knew if he gave a length of time, Tom would try to conform to it and probably fail; there was no useful answer.

‘As long as it takes,’ he said, and realised how ridiculous that sounded.

‘I bet the others think I’m soft.’

‘I very much doubt it.’ More silence. ‘When we start getting used to this, then we might as well give up being human,’ Joss added in an unusually clipped tone. ‘It’s only revulsion that might draw this bloody war to an end.’

Another longer silence.

Thanks,’ said Tom, his voice coming through the darkness like a bridge.

It stayed relatively quiet and their company was sent back in to support. This meant another round of finding holes in the trench walls in which to sleep, one blanket hanging at the opening, improvised by any bit of wood they could find, the other over their shoulders. Joss hung his sign over the door, and somehow it was theirs, and only theirs. Tom wore ‘If All else Fails’ at night to the mirth of the other bearers. Barratt had tried not to smile as he saw this. From the tense, uncommunicative youth, there were bits of personality showing through. Barratt only hoped Fielder lived long enough to be aware of the change. The bearers sat in their own group after chores were done, playing cards, talking, joking; a gallows-humour which only they could invent. They seemed to accept that Fielder and Deerman’s friendship was something more and no-one seemed to care. When death was so all pervading, why should anyone care how its reverse was expressed?

Then the routines started to get busier. From morning until evening the company fetched ammunition, food supplies, wire, sandbags … the lists seemed endless. It was blustery and cold, and sudden hailstorms rained down, soaking them all in minutes. But the men bore it, cold and too tired to talk. Their section, with several others, was ordered to repair the broken-down trench walls of the company sector as there had been heavy mortar fire the week before. Sandbags were stacked along the trench neatly at first but, as the mud oozed like thick blood behind the newly forced-in bags and pushed them onto the trench floor, it became a hopeless morass. Tom leaned against the bags, dragging on a cigarette and realised he was playing the numbers game again. He had first been aware of it after his grandfather died, this urge to barter with whatever force may be in control of his destiny, to regain some control over his life. Some might call it madness; to him it was a survival tactic, which broke out like a recurring infection in his mind. Thus, if he avoided the numbers one, three and five, nothing awful would happen; in fact if he concentrated on the evens: 2 and 4, for example, which were always safe, it would be far better. He blinked, enunciated what was swirling round in his head and realised how insane it sounded. ‘Forget it Fielder,’ he said to himself. ‘Forget numbers. Don’t get lulled into that game again. You need your wits about you out here, like antennae on your head. Abstracts won’t help you – only your wits will.’ He drew himself up, started forcing the bags back in, but the numbers and these thoughts stealthily crept back through his mind and he found he was actively avoiding odd numbers again. It was like playing a terrifying version of Russian roulette with the stakes ever higher up after a previous dilemma was solved. Beads of sweat broke out on his forehead. Leaning against the collapsing line of sandbags, he felt a rush of panic that he had inadvertently entered into yet another deadly pact. Sitting on the fire step, he physically stopped himself. Then the bags heaved into his face with a splat of mud, like a boil bursting. The posts heaved and several snapped, and the bags spat back. Picking up a claw hammer he attacked the nearest bags, gouged them so the covers shredded, as if sprayed with bullets.

‘Stop that at once!’ came a sharp command. A sallow-faced second lieutenant was staring at him. Joss appeared, tried to manoeuvre himself in front of the shredded sandbags. The three of them stood still, apparently lost for words. Joss watched the new second-lieutenant – Briggs – as sweat silvered his forehead and upper lip, visualised him desperately trying to memorise the Procedures Manual. The too-new leather on his Sam Browne creaked, as if trying to fill the silence.

‘I’m sorry,’ Tom muttered, staring down at his boots, which were disappearing into the mud.

‘You could be court-martialled for this, do you know that?’ Briggs said.

Joss watched uneasily. Briggs swallowed. Sitting down on the fire step he drew out a packet of cigarettes, went to offer them one, suddenly remembered his shouldn’t, and withdrew the packet. Then, sitting forward with his shoulders hunched, he lit one for himself, remembering to cup his hand, and smoked in silence.

‘Sir?’ Tom ventured.

Briggs peered up. There were smudges under his eyes, the colour of blackberry stains. His face was pinched, yet his light blue eyes were unusually clear.

‘Name?’

‘Thomas Fielder.’

‘Rank?’ Briggs asked robotically.

‘Private. Stretcher-bearer.’

‘It is my duty to give you a verbal warning, Private Fielder,’ Briggs said, getting up. ‘Therefore, if I see you repeating any such actions, you will be put on a charge. Do you understand?’

‘Yes Sir.’

Briggs glanced over them. They saluted. Briggs walked away.

Joss sat down by Tom, offered him a cigarette. They smoked in silence.

‘What’s going on? Apart from the obvious.’ Joss waved his hand to the world above the trench.

Tom slumped. ‘Is it that obvious?’

‘Yes.’

Tom explained the numbers thing. How he always got caught up with it when he was under pressure. How it was infecting him again, like a disease. Joss sat patiently and listened. When Tom came to a halt, Joss put an arm around his shoulders, said nothing.

‘I shouldn’t have done that in front of an officer,’ Tom muttered.

‘Is there anything I can do?’

‘Just keep reminding me what a looney I’m being, will you?

‘Really?’

‘Yes.’ The word was said with assurance.

‘How long has it been going on?’ Joss asked.

Tom blew out his cheeks. ‘On and off since I was about 15.’

Joss’s eyes widened.

‘It only flares up when I’m under a lot of strain. The first time I noticed it was after my grandfather died.’

‘That’s understandable.’

‘Is it? So why is no-one else doing the same?’ There was bitterness in Tom’s voice.

‘How would you know?’ Joss asked. ‘You hide it very well.’

And so it was that over the next few days, when Joss saw the strained looked in Tom’s face and his eyes starting wander along lines, he would nudge him.

‘Drop it,’ he’d whisper, and Tom would jump, look around and nod at him with gratitude. But he knew it was only a temporary solution. In the thick of the night, on waking, Tom would start one of his convoluted bartering schemes in his head until he became so paralysed with possibilities and threats that he could feel the sweat trickling down his back, down his temples. Then a sharp nudge in the ribs would make him stop, and Joss would say from the dark. ‘Forget it, we need to sleep’, and he would pull him closer and Nico would shuffle into them, and, in this warm cocoon, Tom would drift back to sleep, trying to build confidence in this new defiance.

Further along the trench, Briggs looked at the movement under the blanket and turned away. Unable to sleep in the close fug of the dugout, he had come up into the open air. He leaned back against the dugout door. He knew he had handled Fielder badly – had threatened a court-martial without knowing whether this would have applied. In the few weeks he had been out here, the confidence he had shakily acquired in training camp had deserted him, and now he was surprised when the ranks saluted him and called him ‘Sir’. It had seemed odd in training giving men orders, some of whom were twice his age; now in the lines it seemed almost impossible, but he had to do it. There was no option. Yet he couldn’t talk to them easily either. He’d watched the other officers to get tips and tried to emulate them, but they hardly seemed to notice him. Before leaving England his stepfather had looked him in the eye in a rare moment of confidence and said, ‘Act like a gentleman, instill respect and you should succeed’. It was said in his usual pinched monotone. What would the old man think of him now? It was as though this was his last chance of gaining respect from this cold replacement of a father. If only he could achieve that, the rest would fall into place. Life would be as easy as it had been for the popular boys he’d watched at school, who walked around with easy acquaintance, or for the officers who stood around in groups at training camp and laughed loudly at shared jokes. They seemed to have the answers to everything; he did not. So he would try to fit in, laugh at worn-out jokes, try and copy the other officers – ‘For goodness sake, just relax, will you!’ he muttered, unclenching his hands. Footsteps made him look up.

Joss stood a few feet away, looked as though he was forming what to say. The day before, Briggs had been giving orders and his voice had become so croaky, Miller had passed him a mug of water. Briggs had turned aside, gulped it down and turned back to them with some of the water running down his chin; he’d realised too late and stared at the group with the expression of a beaten dog.

‘It’s Private Deerman, Sir,’ Joss called when Briggs asked who it was.

Briggs peered down into the amber interior of the dugout, listening for any movement. Only the smell of aromatic tobacco smoke and old cooking wafted up the steps – no sounds.

Briggs sat down on the nearest fire step, fiddled with the top flap of his breast pocket. As Joss sat by him, he looked up; his thin face showing only expected blankness.

‘What is it Deerman?’

Joss frowned.

‘Yes, what is it?’ repeated Briggs. He knew about Deerman, who had been termed the ‘blasted misfit’ by the general at H.Q.

‘I can’t sleep either... May I join you?’

Briggs waved his hand loosely to a space by him. To his horror, he felt his throat contract. It was as though he was being baited in the worst way now, with sympathy, by someone to whom he could not confide. It was against all the rules.

‘Would you care for some tea?’ Joss asked. ‘I know I could.’ It was the only thing he could think of to say.

It sounded so ordinary, so every day, so like the common room at school, that Briggs managed to look round. ‘Yes, Deerman, go and make me a mug and bring one back for yourself.’

Joss disappeared round a corner in the trench – a fire bay – thought Briggs remembering the manual – almost in spite of himself. His mother’s worried face came back to him. His father had died when he was twelve and his mother had made another marriage to a man of efficient manner and precise economy, and who always seemed to be on the edge of anger, a denizen of the land of the aggressively comfortable. From the start he had always addressed Briggs as ‘Sir.’ His mother’s clouded, anxious eyes had watched Briggs carefully, willing him to just do a little better to please this new stepfather in a contest in which Briggs did not know the rules or, indeed, what was expected of him. Once, his mother had said that her son was keen on cricket, to which his stepfather had looked at him in surprise, and Briggs had gazed at her, bewildered. She had ignored him, and carried on smiling.

Joss reappeared with the mugs. ‘I’m afraid it may a little savoury, on account of last night’s stew,’ he said, sitting beside Briggs.

Briggs gave a ghost of a smile. ‘Thank you.’

‘About earlier,’ said Joss. ‘That wasn’t usual for Fielder.’

Briggs waved his hand dismissively. ‘Not bad for savoury tea, is it?’ he said.

Joss smiled. ‘What do you think it is? Liver or bacon?’

‘A dash of both, I think.’

‘Cuisine a la trench-du-support, peut-etre?’

‘Quite.’

‘Briggs!’ A voice bawled from within the dugout.

Briggs jumped to his feet. ‘Better be off,’ he said and, as he hesitated on the top step, looked back and said. ‘Thanks, Deerman.’

The next few days were the same; seemingly pointless activities, including more jamming of sandbags into the bulging walls of support trenches. The ditty ‘We’re here, because we’re, because we’re here!’ swirled around in Tom’s head as, with wet, gloved hands, he punched another bag into a gap. He and Joss were working in an obvious silence. Even Nico had stopped scratching and looked at them, his head cocked to one side.
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