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For Almudena, my wife

And Julián, my son

24 December 1914

Sergeant Hugh Willoughby trudged down a muddy communication trench, his breath coming out in frosty gusts as he labored to carry eighty pounds of weapons and gear.

The trenches were deeper than when he had seen them last. More extensive too. The quartermaster who had given him directions to the section of firing line held by the Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry had told him there was still a good half mile to go.

Back when he had last been here two months ago, all the British Expeditionary Force had to defend was a muddy ditch they called a firing line, a half dozen miserable communication trenches so shallow you had to crawl most of the time, and a few craters sporting embryonic ditches they called a support trench.

But look at it now. His boots clomped along duckboard that kept him out of the worst of the mud, and every few yards another trench branched off to the left or right. A telephone wire snaked along one wall. Street signs were posted on intersections, advertising the way to Long Lane or Fleet Street or Piccadilly Circus. English names for a patch of Flanders nightmare.

There were more men too. When they’d been defending Ypres in October they’d only had the battered remnant of a few divisions. Half the time they didn’t get their rations because there weren’t enough men to fetch them. Messengers would disappear and not be replaced. Guns fell silent for lack of shells.

Now men swarmed along the warren of trenches. He kept to the side, brushing against the black strip of telephone wire as a work crew huffed along to some spot on the line, coming by twos with each pair of Tommies carrying a spool of barbed wire between them. Trudging the other way came a worn-out platoon headed to the rear for a well-earned rest.

A twinge in his side told him he could use some rest himself. The bullet that had got him in October, the one now encased in glass and taking pride of place on his parents’ mantelpiece in Oxford, still felt like it was lodged in his belly. Every now and then some odd movement would remind him that he had been perforated and almost killed but for a good friend who had dragged him under fire back to a dressing station.

The way things had been shaping up in this war, he’d be dragging Crawford back to a dressing station before long. Oh wait, he’d already done that. So whose turn was it now then?

Bloody hell, but this pack felt heavy. Two months in hospital had sapped his strength. Lugging his Lee-Enfield, sixty pounds of regulation gear, as well as presents and other trifles from home, was proving to be exhausting. By the time he made it to the firing line he’d need another recovery period in Blighty.

A rat scurried across his path and he gave it an absentminded kick. Its squeal seemed to alert its comrades, because several more swarmed out from beneath some discarded sacking, scrabbled up the trench wall, over a line of tattered sandbags, and out of sight. The whiff of rotting flesh told him what they were after, and a sign told him why that mess that had once been a man hadn’t been given a Christian burial. Crudely daubed in red paint on the side of an ammunition crate and nailed to a support bar on the trench wall were the words,

“This section exposed to snipers. Heads down.”

Willoughby hunched his shoulders a little more. Good posture was only for the parade ground. While this trench was deeper than he was tall, he’d seen more than one man get his brains blown out passing an eroded section or a spot where the sandbags had fallen in.

“Merry Christmas, you bloody idiot,” Willoughby muttered to himself.

He could be in Oxford right now. The doctor had asked him, asked him, mind you, whether he felt fit to return to duty. In the strange language of His Majesty’s Army, a language as nuanced as French yet as precise as German, that question translated to, “Given your good breeding, the upcoming holidays, and your natural-born unfitness for this sort of work, if you want another month of sick leave I’ll grant it to you.”

Willoughby had said he was fit for service. His book was stamped, files were submitted, and three days later he found himself on a ship bound for Calais.

Why had he done such a fool thing? From a Christmas feast, a warm hearth, and gifts to. . .this.

“Willoughby!”

He turned, saw the subaltern’s stripes, and saluted. Then he recognized the face beneath the service cap.

“Ellis!”

Willoughby lumbered over to the entrance of a dugout where his university friend stood and took his hand.

“I never thought I’d get a salute from you, Willoughby, not after the thrashings you gave me in the Debate Club!”

“It’s good to see you, Ellis. How’s things?”

“All right, considering. Applied for leave and didn’t get it, which is no surprise. But how are you? It looks like you got better a bit too early.”

Willoughby let out an embarrassed laugh.

“Where are you off to? Still in Thompson’s outfit?” Ellis asked.

“Yes, going back.”

“You chaps are making quite a name for yourselves. But do come in. We’re having a bit of Christmas Eve tipple. Thompson can wait for a bit. There’s a fine group of fellows here.”

Ellis ushered him through the low, timber-framed doorway and down a short flight of steps made of cracked bricks. The interior of the dugout was a single room about ten feet to a side, framed with wood and lined with chicken wire. Niches were cut in the walls for sleeping quarters. Taking up the center was a table made of a door scavenged from some nearby house with sections of tree stump for legs. Around it sat five officers sharing a few bottles of wine and engaging in boisterous conversation.

Willoughby gave an automatic salute while he gaped at the officers’ quarters. He’d heard living conditions had improved. The Illustrated London News had published photos of dugouts like this one, but he had thought they were just propaganda. Two months ago a “dugout” meant a little hole just big enough to squeeze into. This was the size of a middle-class sitting room.

Ellis’ laughter rang out behind him.

“More salutes! I’ll never get enough of them.”

“Well, why shouldn’t he bloody well salute?” a dour-faced captain said as he hunched over his wine glass.

“Oh, but you don’t know him. He was with me at Magdalen College.”

“Why, you’re right, it’s Willoughby!” a subaltern sitting next to the captain said.

“Hello, Chambers,” Willoughby said, then nodded to another subaltern sitting opposite him. “Hello, Drake.”

His two university friends rose up and shook his hand. Ellis introduced him to the other three men—two sergeant-majors named Billings and Anderson, and the grim captain, whose name was Dunning.

Two NCOs fussed in the background, preparing supper over a pair of spirit stoves. They were not introduced.

Ellis grabbed a crate and moved it over to the table so Willoughby could sit. He gratefully eased off his pack, tried not to wince at another twinge in his side, and tucked the pack and his rifle in a corner.

“Good to see you, old man,” Ellis said as he sat down. “Have a drink.”

An NCO fetched a tin cup and filled it with wine from one of the bottles on the table. Willoughby extended a hand to him.

“I’m Hugh Willoughby.”

The man was a sergeant. He looked at Willoughby’s sergeant stripes and gave a sidelong glance at Ellis. His face was a mask of uncertainty.

Taking his hand, he said, “Sergeant Maddox, sir.”

Willoughby blushed. They were of the same rank but the man’s working class accent and Willoughby’s Oxonian one necessitated the “sir.” He’d overcome that sort of nonsense with the men in his own platoon, but not anywhere else.

There was an awkward silence at the table. Captain Dunning filled it.

“I say, Ellis, is your friend a socialist?”

Sergeant Maddox slunk away.

“Of course not, but you know how Thompson’s men are.”

Dunning turned to him. “Yes, a bit lax on the discipline. Oxford lad, eh? I rowed for Cambridge in ‘03.”

“Yes, you chaps made a fine win,” Willoughby said, “that year.”

Dunning gave him an evil look as Willoughby’s fellow Oxonians tittered. Willoughby felt better now. The Boat Race was fair game and the closest thing to insubordination he would dare.

Dunning took another slug of his wine and studied him. “With your breeding, might I ask why you are only a sergeant?”

Willoughby felt his will harden.

“I enlisted as a private.”

“Whatever for?”

Willoughby paused. What he’d like to say, what he really would say to a man of equal rank, was that he wanted to earn his commission, not get it just because of his background like these men. He knew Ellis and his other two friends were good officers, and no doubt the others, even Dunning, did their duty too, but he wanted to prove that he was good before the fact, not make up for it once he wore a subaltern’s stripes.

But he couldn’t say that. Not with three friends and a captain at the table. Instead he said, “If you have a rifle in your hand you get a chance to kill more Germans.”

It came out sounding forced, which it was. He’d never been good at bravado. He took a gulp of wine to hide his embarrassment.

“An Oxbridge man such as yourself should be in a position of command,” Dunning stated, tapping his finger on the table to emphasize his point.

“Yes, sir.”

“He certainly comes from a family of commanders,” Chambers laughed. “From what I hear his father runs his shops like a general and keeps all the workers at attention.”  

An even more awkward silence followed that. Willoughby had just been reminded that he was the only one at the table with a father who worked for a living. That had been happening all his life, no matter how good of an education Father bought him.

Ellis was quick to cover it up.

“The way Willoughby fights he’ll outrank us all before long. Did you hear how he took two Maxims in as many days at the Aisne?”

Dunning raised an eyebrow. “Did he now?”

Ellis launched into the tale of Willoughby’s first two trench raids, embellishing here and there for effect but getting the gist of it correct. Willoughby downed his mug and found it immediately refilled by an apologetic-looking Chambers. As he listened to the account of his own exploits, his confidence grew. It sounded bigger than life—his creeping through the woods in the predawn mist to leap upon enemy machine gun nests, he and his pals bayoneting a whole trench of Germans and making off with their Maxims. He had only been a corporal then. That little show got him promoted to sergeant and mentioned in dispatches. Yes, he was earning his stripes. Let Dunning put that in his pipe and smoke it.
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