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Chapter One

Seeing Ghosts

Jack Sparkes recognised the place as soon as he saw the battered farm. It was just a few hundred yards down the road. He was marching at the front of the column, next to his mate Bill. The rest of “B” Company was behind them: two hundred soldiers in ranks of four, packs on their backs and rifles slung over their shoulders. It was a warm day and the men sweated inside their thick uniforms. But now Jack felt a sudden chill.

They turned off to march up the dusty track that led to the farm. The order came to fall out and the column broke up, the men sitting in whatever shade they could find. Most of the buildings were more damaged than Jack remembered, the roof of the barn was gone, its brick walls pitted with bullet-holes, the cow-sheds reduced to heaps of rubble. Amazingly enough the farmhouse itself was still in one piece, and Jack could see it was quickly being transformed into the Company Command Post.
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“You all right, Sparky?” said Bill. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“I’m fine,” said Jack with a shrug. “It’s just…I’ve been here before.”

“Really?” Bill took off his helmet, pack and rifle and dropped them on the ground, then sat with his back against the wall of the barn. “When was that?”

“I’m not sure.” Jack dropped his pack, but kept his helmet on and his rifle slung. “Could have been last year after Fritz’s push, or a couple of winters ago…”

The trouble was, of course, that the years had all blurred together. Jack had joined up in 1915 when he’d only been sixteen himself, and he’d hardly been back to Blighty since. He had lived in the Flanders trenches, been shelled and gassed and shot at, fought in battles big and small, and seen hundreds of men die, many here, in this place. So yes, he did feel as if he’d seen a ghost. Lots of them, in fact.

“Oh well, none of it will matter soon,” said Bill. He took a swig of water from his canteen and held it out to Jack. “If you ask me we’ll all be home by Christmas.”

“Is that right?” said Jack. The water was warm and tasted metallic. “If I had a penny for every time I’ve heard that old chestnut then I’d be a bloomin’ millionaire.”
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