

        

            [image: ]

        




 



   




   




   




  RIVER OF HOPE




  Roger Granelli was born and bred in Wales, and educated at the University of Warwick and Cardiff University. He is a writer, a professional musician, and a landscape photographer.




  He has published a novella and ten novels in various genres and styles, including the Palermo stories, depicting organised crime, and the Mark Richards trilogy, featuring a petty criminal turned private eye. His first novel, Crystal Spirit, was set in the Welsh Valleys and Spain during the civil war. He has won three writing awards for his work, and contributed numerous short stories to magazines and radio. His collected stories, Any Kind of Broken Man, with a foreword by Phil Rickman, were published by Cockatrice Books in 2022.




   




   




  RIVER OF HOPE




  Roger Granelli




  



   




   




   




   




   




  [image: ] 




  Cockatrice Books




  Y diawl a’m llaw chwith







River of Hope by Roger Granelli was first published by Cockatrice Books in 2023.


 


Editor: Rob Mimpriss


www.cockatrice-books.com


mail@cockatrice-books.com


 


Copyright © Roger Granelli 2023


 


E-Book Distribution: XinXii


www.xinxii.com


[image: ]


 


The right of Roger Granelli to be identified as the author of the work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without prior permission of the author.


 


The author gratefully acknowledges Eltham Jones, who suggested the title.


 




 


I was curious about Schweitzer. I had been since I first arrived on the west coast of Africa. As we approached Cape Lopez, Gabon had loomed up out of a shimmering heat haze, in a mix of swirling greens and browns slowly firming up. When I could see land clearly, I knew a great part of my future was opening up before me. It had to, for I had gambled everything I had to be here.


Schweitzer had been pointed out to me once, stalking the docks of Cape Lopez. He was quite a tall man, in a white suit and broad-brimmed hat, about forty years old, but looking older. He had a fine head of silvering hair, and the type of build that was a challenge to any rash wind. I didn’t approach him then, but felt that our paths would cross one day, and so it came to pass, a few years later.


✼


We approached Lambaréné in late afternoon. A low sun was sinking beneath the green dome of the jungle. It fanned its last rays of light over the river, and turned sluggish grey water silver. Sunlight changed from a blinding white to a yellow haze, and flies clustered over the water in dark clouds. They seemed crazed by the dying of the light, black battalions rising and falling in hysterical formation.


Unperturbed, my men pulled on their paddles, standing upright in the dugout. They were so skilful in their work that our progress barely disturbed the surface of the water. There was just a soft, rhythmical swish as we moved upstream. I sat in the rear of the boat and smoked cheap cigars, one after another, to keep the flies away.  


We sighted Schweitzer’s mission at sunset. I wanted to arrive late in the day, just before the light faded, and it disappeared very quickly here. This would stop the people at Lambaréné fussing too much, for my presence on the river often made the locals excited.


My reputation often went before me, and some here took exception to my activities, missionaries especially. But I had been told that Schweitzer was different. They said that he took a more measured view of such things, though I still expected to be lectured on the perils of drink.


I would soon find out what kind of man Schweitzer was, for I had a few days to kill before my steamer could get back up the Ogowe river. It had busted its screw chewing up the flank of a hippo, and was in dry dock at Cape Lopez.


Before it could be fixed I had to wait for Jan Pieters to sober up, which took days. Nothing could be rushed here, but I was used to this now. Sometimes mañana never came at all. The climate did not support rush, and time in Gabon moved as listlessly as the Ogowe.


Pieters was a Flemish Belgian, whom I drank with for a while, until he became too belligerent when in his cups. Like so many who came here, Pieters had chased after illusory fortunes, but after a series of wrong moves, he had resigned himself to boat repairs and occasional welding work at the docks on the coast. At least that gave him some kind of a living.


Pieters was a good welder and would fix the bent screw, but he was an even better drunk. I think he was determined to be a character sprung from the pages of a Joseph Conrad novel, whisky-soaked, bitter and lost. Not that the man had ever heard of Conrad.


Most of Schweitzer’s people were elsewhere as the dug-out glided smoothly to a sandy shore. Landing places like this were rare on the Ogowe. Usually the jungle came right to the water’s edge, as if in competition with it. Roots became entangled in the banking in crazy disarray, and some were thicker than a man’s midriff.


The river itself was a very disorderly affair. It had countless run-offs that led who knows where. Much of the interior here was still unknown to whites. It would be easy to take my steamboat up the wrong tributary, one that might prove shallow enough to rip open her hull.


My pilot skills had improved in the last few years, but I still had to draw on the expert knowledge of my headman Julius from time to time. At least my steamer, the River Ghost, was not a cumbersome paddleboat. The Alemba, the official French riverboat here, had two paddles side by side, and was far less mobile than the Ghost.


My men did not like Lambaréné. They were afraid of leprosy and God knows what else their minds could conjure up about this place. Julius spoke in low whispers and slapped one man when he began to roll his eyes and talk about evil spirits. Julius turned to me proudly.


‘I settle him down good, boss,’ he said, but then he too grew nervous.


✼


Another of Hope’s crew approached Julius when the boss was out of earshot.


‘Why do you suck up to him like that?’ Osobu asked.


Julius had to concentrate hard to understand the man. There were so many languages in his country but most tried to communicate in Fang, and some French. Osobu only had a basic command of Fang, plus a few essential French phrases he’d picked up from Hope.


‘Mind your own business and get back to work,’ Julius said.


‘It’s dangerous here.’


‘Don’t talk like an ignorant country boy.’


Osobu tensed and Julius saw his muscular arms flex.


‘I saw fear in your eyes too,’ Osobu said, ‘but you think you are better than us because boss man has made you number one boy.’


‘Shut up now.’


Julius stood eyeball to eyeball with Osobu. They were tall, well-built men and it was tense moment before Osobu turned away with a scowl and a shrug.


Julius watched Hope stroll up towards the settlement. He liked this white man, up to a point, but Osobu’s words hit home. He felt he was caught in the middle of two cultures, his own and that of the whites here, in his land. Julius was the first in his family to learn to read and write French, but Hope did not know this. Very few did, for it was not wise to show anyone you were too clever here, not if you were black.


✼


A tall, thin man was approaching us with a friendly smile, but when he waved an arm in greeting it was obvious that his hand had fused into a solid ball of flesh. If he still had fingers they were not visible. I waved back and to the relief of my rowers the man did not come any closer.


My men were coastal dwellers, and whilst fine on the steamer, they did not like getting up this close with the heart of the country. People had warred here through the ages, like everywhere else in the world. The man with the ruined hand pointed me towards the main buildings of Lambaréné.


I told Julius to stay with the men, and to keep order. He was my makeshift sergeant, and like all good sergeants he commanded the right mix of respect, fear and hatred from the crew. Why not, for I had been his role model.


I surveyed Schweitzer’s world. Lambaréné was an amazing place. It had been hacked out of the primeval forest, six hundred yards of vulnerable white man’s presence, barely clinging on, but quietly impressive for all that. It said something about Schweitzer. This place made a statement, and it spoke of commitment and resolve.


A cluster of nondescript but sturdy-looking buildings spread out over a small piece of land surrounded by jungle. A stream ran down the hillside to feed into a small lake, and if you peered through the haze of the late afternoon, it was possible to see a fringe of blue hills in the distance. All in all it was as good a spot as any for a mission and a hospital.


Lambaréné was built on three hills. One corrugated metal building and a collection of smaller bamboo dwellings dotted the area, some in obvious need of repair. Schweitzer’s mission was obviously a work in progress, but the war would have interrupted his life here.


I suddenly remembered that Schweitzer was a German, though I had read somewhere that he was more French these days. He was also married, and I couldn’t imagine what it must be like for his wife in this climate. A European woman in the interior of the country was a rarity indeed, and I looked forward to meeting her. In fact I looked forward to meeting both of them, so desperate was I for some decent conversation.


Guided by the man with stumps for hands I walked up to the largest building. It was propped up off the ground by a series of iron piles, all the better to protect it from the elements.


Schweitzer himself appeared on a veranda, in the same white flannels I’d seen in Cape Lopez. How the hell did he keep them so clean? He wore a thin black bow tie, which made me think of Charlie Chaplin, though I doubted that would amuse Schweitzer.


The doctor had put on weight since that time I’d seen him at the docks, and was rather thickset now. His figure caught the dying of the light and for a moment sunlight seemed trapped in his silvering hair. If I had been a believer I might have thought there really was something Godlike about the man.


‘You are a welcome visitor, sir,’ Schweitzer said in English, with just the hint of a German accent.


‘How did you know I wasn’t French?’ I said.


‘You are Adam Hope, the Englishman. I was told you were back on the Ogowe, and without your boat too.’


Schweitzer had got my name right, if not the nationality.


I took his hand, which was almost cool, and firm in its grip. We locked eyes for a moment, and his look was appraising, but not judgmental. I thought this surprising for a man of God, considering my recent history. Most of the God-fearing men I’d met in my time had never seemed very full of Christian charity to me. They were usually puffed up with religious vanity, or at least an annoying smugness. Schweitzer was different. He had the look of someone convinced his life was on the right path, and took strength from it, without the need to drive others down the same road.


Schweitzer swept me up to his house with an expansive hand. It was a solid looking building, and the metal piles had kept it from the worst of the jungle rot. As I entered, a last flicker of light reddened the rust on its corrugated roof.


I could smell cooking. It smelt like roast lamb, but it couldn’t be, not here. It made my stomach lurch with the need to be fed, but also with childhood memories.


‘Come in,’ Schweitzer said, ‘come in, before God’s creatures start biting. Your men will be given food and shelter.’


I was immediately struck by the piano in the main room. It was a black upright that dominated the space around it. An oil lamp rested on it, and sheaves of yellowing music manuscripts were scattered all about the room.


‘That took some getting here,’ I said, nodding towards the piano.


‘Indeed. It came upriver on the Alemba in a zinc-lined case, and then was brought to the shore in a dugout, would you believe? Watching that was quite nerve-wracking for me. It looked like an ancient sarcophagus being delivered to a pharaoh’s tomb. That was quite a journey for a piano from Paris, but the effort was well worth it, Mr. Hope. I managed to tune it myself.’


Schweitzer tapped the piano like it was a favoured child. ‘This is my indulgence, an echo of my former life if you like. It was bought for me by kind friends back home, and built by them too, in a way to help it to better withstand the conditions here.’


Schweitzer ran a hand through some of the music placed on the piano in a thick pile.


‘Manuscripts age so quickly in this climate,’ he murmured, as he held one up.


I ached for a drink, for my last one had been more than two days ago. Good whisky was just a memory these days, but anything would have done at this moment, even the stuff I sold to the locals.


I was a trader in timber who used liquor to buy it, but I had started to branch out in the last year, to include anything else that might turn a good profit. Sometimes I brought European goods to the small pockets of whites here, but mainly it was just liquor, usually rum, sometimes poor quality whisky, when I could get it.


I was continuing the time-honoured tradition of the white man in selling worthless goods to people of more innocent worlds, usually after they had been subjugated with a fair amount of slaughter in the name of civilization. I wasn’t proud of it, but at least I did not steal their lands or ravish their womenfolk. Looking at Schweitzer, the piano, the books, and small cross on the wall, I knew this had to be a dry place.


‘There will be tea in a few minutes,’ Schweitzer said with a smile, as if divining my thoughts, ‘and then a meal when we are ready.’


A servant called Joseph served the tea. He entered the room noiselessly, a slight man who smiled shyly and brought in green tea, to be served in white china cups. I watched Joseph pour the tea from an ornate teapot, obviously something brought from the old country.


I sat at the slightly unsteady table with Schweitzer and steamed in the heat, for the night brought no relief here. The temperature might lessen somewhat, but in its place came a punishing humidity. This was Conrad’s world indeed.


The atmosphere at Lambaréné hung heavy as lead this night, and was fusty with the forest that lay all around it. Decay and rebirth appeared to be in a race here. Nature seemed to speed up, as if drunk on its own power. I sipped the refreshing tea and watched a rag-sized moth flutter against the wire mesh window.


‘I am still not really used to this climate,’ Schweitzer said. ‘I have been here some years year now, off and on, but it is still hard for me. You do not seem much affected by it, Mr. Hope?’


‘I was at first, but I’ve been here long enough to cope. One becomes accustomed to it, up to a point. Your blood adjusts to the new environment. Mine did anyway.’


There were a few more minutes of polite but rather vacuous chat that took me back to another world. I almost expected a green sward to appear before me, and cucumber sandwiches to be served on it. My mind wandered for a moment.


Laura had been so proud of me going off to war in my second lieutenant’s uniform, but I knew she was also desperate for me to survive. Most of the war women had been torn like that. Pride and fear combined to mix into some strange new emotion, until it became a kind of national unease. They gave white feathers to those who did not fight, and broke their hearts over those who did.


I survived, but my relationship with Laura did not. I could not go back to a normal life, for I had lost the ability to do so. All such notions were burnt out of me by the war, and Laura had got tired of waiting anyway. I heard that she married a man in her father’s business a year after the war ended. He shipped coal from the docks of Cardiff, some of which had even got as far as Cape Lopez, and into the belly of my steamer. Laura’s father thought she was well rid of me. The man was also a business rival of my father’s, which added a little spice to the situation.


‘Lost in your thoughts, Mr. Hope?’


‘I’m sorry, Doctor, that’s very rude of me.’


‘No, not at all. Just between ourselves, I do it myself in company from time to time.’


More hopeful pleading by my stomach was finally rewarded by a fine meal, again served by Joseph, whom Schweitzer described as ‘one of his helpers,’ though servant seemed more appropriate in my eyes.


Joseph brought us a tureen of fish stew, plus domada, one of my favourite local dishes, an untidy mess of peanuts and whatever vegetables the cook could find, garnished with a mix of herbs to enhance the flavour. When I first arrived on the coast I found the food here exotic, especially after four years of trench rations. Any Parisian chef would have been impressed by Gabonese cuisine.


As poor as this French colony was, Gabon was in better shape than many in Africa. That was one of the things that had attracted me. I also had a fair grasp of French, which was a great help in getting my business set up. What could be better for the authorities here than an allied war hero who spoke French, a man bringing fresh investment?


Schweitzer seemed to enjoy watching me eat, though I tried to rein in my hunger to polite levels. My host ate rather sparingly but insisted that Joseph heap more onto my plate. When I was sated and the meal over, I was invited back into what I thought must be his inner sanctum, an untidy, paper-strewn sitting room-cum-office, dominated by the piano as centrepiece.


We stayed up for a while longer, the doctor smoking his pipe, but not talking much. I used up my last Cuban cigar in honour of my visit, sucking in as much of the fine smoke as my lungs could take. I put my head back in the chair and exhaled a long stream of blue-grey smoke. It added to the small tobacco cloud that already nestled under the ceiling. It would be back to cheap smokes for me in the morning.


Schweitzer remained silent, and our lack of talk was getting rather marked. I asked him what he played on his piano.


‘Bach,’ he said, as if talking to the sheet music rather than me, ‘it’s nearly always Bach for me, J. S. Bach of course. He’s my other god, you might say.’ Schweitzer chuckled. ‘I hope that doesn’t sound sacrilegious.’


‘No, of course not.’


‘Bach has been very good to me,’ Schweitzer murmured, ‘very good indeed. I trained on the organ, you know, and Bach was the centre of my musical world then, and he still is now. In a way he is responsible for my being here.’


‘How is that, Doctor?’


‘I wrote a book about him, and people bought it. An amazing number of people, really, and the royalties I received partly funded our journey here.’


‘So, you are a musician and a writer as well as a doctor? A man of many parts.’


A thin smile appeared on his serious face, but only for a moment.


‘If you like,’ Schweitzer said. ‘I am a theologian too. Apparently, they call me a polymath now, a term first coined by a German, by the way, many years ago.’


Schweitzer pulled at his thick moustache as few times as he paused.


‘You are a single man, I take it, Mr. Hope?’


‘I am.’


‘I am blessed with a wife and a daughter, but they are not here, not this time. Helene was with me when I first arrived at Lambaréné. She was a great help in starting the hospital and mission, my rock, you might say. During the war we were interned in France, so I thought it would be best for her to stay behind this time. I knew that a lot of what we had originally achieved here would have fallen into disrepair. So much work was undone and I had to begin again, as it were.’


‘I’m disappointed that I can’t meet her.’


‘Maybe someday you will, if you stay out here long enough.’


‘I have no plans to go anywhere else.’


Schweitzer’s pipe was not drawing very well. He knocked out the dead ash into a battered metal ashtray, then refilled it from his tobacco pouch.


‘I get this tobacco sent from Paris,’ he said, ‘but it’s sometimes an anxious wait for it to arrive.’


‘I’m sure I could source some for you if you ever run low.’


‘God forbid that I ever run out. It happened once, during my first time here. It was disastrous. I had to resort to cigarettes, but I could not get on with them at all.’


Schweitzer re-lit his pipe and was content again. He seemed to be a man of simple pleasures.


‘I hope Helene can join me later,’ he continued, in between puffs, ‘when I am fully re-established here. She’s already trained as a nurse, despite having never thought to take that road before.’


Such commitment, I thought. The Schweitzers were not people to flee back home with hopes in disarray and spirits quashed. This man had already made his mark, but he would go much further. I was sure of it.


‘I do have an assistant now, though,’ Schweitzer said, ‘a countryman of yours, actually. Mr. Noel Gillespie, an Oxford man.’


This was news to me.


‘Where is he?’ I asked.


‘He’s gone up river on an errand for a few days.’


The conversation started to die again, and I realised Schweitzer was as tired as I was. We finished our tobacco and the doctor showed me to a bedroom. It was sparse but had a real bed in it, which was luxury indeed for me. Looking around at a few things, I thought this must be Gillespie’s room.


It was one o’clock in the morning in Lambaréné, and I was lying in bed staring up at the ceiling. For me this meant another battle with sleep, and the dream it often brought. Not every night, but it was usually close by, lurking at the edge of my sanity, and all too often breaking through it. It was one of the reasons I came to Africa. I had thought that distance might bring relief, even closure, but that wish had proved forlorn.


The dream had many variations and cruel embellishments, but always at its core was the young German boy. He’d looked impossibly young for a soldier, more like fourteen than eighteen years old. Maybe he had been fourteen, for there were plenty of boy soldiers on all sides in that war. In the years since armistice he had become a permanent fixture in my mind. He had taken root there, the star of a demonic floor show designed just for me. Yes, The Adam Hope Revue, more bloody and twisted than any Greek tragedy.


It had been a long day on the river and I felt my eyelids become heavy. They were eager to close, to shut down on life for a while. I tried to will myself an unbroken night’s sleep, to link up with the constant thrum of night time insects, and sleep in sync with life here.


Above me, tiger moths were in action. They were cloth-like flying creatures, some almost the size of a man’s hand. As they navigated their crazed way around the room I waved an ineffectual hand at the ones that came close, but they dodged it easily. Some dive-bombed the lantern, bouncing off it with singed or crushed wings. They were like miniature re-enactments of the aerial battles I used to watch from my Passchendaele trench.


I was envious of the freedom of our airmen at first, for they seemed so far away from the carnage, literally above it all. Then I watched as they began to drop to the ground in fiery thudding crashes, the immolated pilots still strapped in. They had no means of escape because they had no parachutes, but the Germans did, and the French, come to that.


The moths continued to circle, until they began to merge into the light of the lantern. As expected, at first I couldn’t sleep. It never came easily to me these days. Even so, I was calmer tonight, and found the incessant drone of insects soothing rather than irritating. My eyelids became even heavier.


✼


Messines Ridge, Flanders, July 1917. We’ve been trying to take it for three years, but always Fritz has pushed us back. A few hundred thousand men have died here, fighting over an eighty foot-high mound in the landscape. It’s not much more than a hunk of raised mud now, but it’s what lies beyond it that has fixated the top brass for a long time. It’s just a railway, but a railway that is the main supply line of the German army.


I survived a long time as a Second lieutenant, and even longer as a First. I’m a captain now. Life expectancy here is often counted down in weeks for junior officers, but I’ve lasted since the first Somme offensive, when German Maxims ripped two thirds of my company apart. Lucky Hope they call me now.


Lucky Hope. I have grown to hate the name, for there is nothing lucky in staying alive in this hell. I’ve almost gotten used to seeing woods reduced to matchsticks, with perhaps a solitary tree still standing, like a crooked wooden finger pointing in accusation. And there’s the blood, always blood. The gouged landscape is often reddened by it, and it has a supporting cast of torn bodies, mangled horses and ruined equipment. I see the orange muzzle flashes of a thousand heavy guns when an attack is imminent, hear the scream of whizz-bangs going overhead, and the cries and shrieks of the myriad wounded, and finally, smell the gut-churning stench of the dead.


Sometimes I want out so much I can taste the sweetness of death, and savour the release it might bring, but it’s not enough to quell the fear I feel, that sinking in the pit of the stomach at the thought of the end. Fear is a very tricky customer. It’s always there, but sometimes it rears up to grab you by the guts and starts to wrench them inside out. It is the thought of pain I fear more than death, that I will become part of the awful scenes I have witnessed. Men staring in dumbfounded disbelief at their missing arms and legs, until agony pushes through the shock and they start to scream.


The boredom is another killer, and almost as deadly as the fighting. It waits for me between each action, a slow drip of time as routines are carried out, just as sure to drag you down as the mud of any bomb crater. That’s when that black dog of depression grips me in its jaw and starts to gnaw away. Each inactive day is like a small lifetime, and trench routine will be forever etched in my mind.


5am Stand To! As if we haven’t been standing to all bloody night, but the army likes to draw a neat line under everything. Nights can never be for sleeping. Even when the guns have stopped they are for working — digging new trenches, getting supplies, planning ridiculous actions. Then come the dreaded nocturnal patrols, borderline suicide missions every one.


I remember my first patrol in the dark out there very well. Not that it’s ever really dark at the front. Any sounds heard in no man’s land are sure to attract a flare and a burst of gunfire, maybe even a shell or two, if it’s a particularly bad night. I was a second lieutenant then, green as a cucumber, and still with enough jingoistic bullshit in me to invite a quick death. Our orders were to try to grab an unaware Fritz and haul him back to our lines for interrogation. It was standard practice on both sides, and a dangerous waste of time, in my opinion. Any intelligence gained never seemed to help us much. Usually we only learned the names of the German regiments in the opposing trenches.


There have been many such actions since, but it’s that first one that remains so clear in my mind. It was a bitterly cold January night, and enthusiasm quickly turned to anxiety as I crawled out of the trench with a corporal and two men, all much more experienced than I was, and very much aware they were being led by a rookie officer not long out of school.


There were so many things lying out in the pockmarked, gouged-out spaces of the killing fields that could betray your presence. Clanking against abandoned ordnance was the worst, for just the scrape of a boot against metal was enough to alert the very good German snipers. They were only about eight hundred yards away, and we were crawling closer all the time.


Crawling was the operative word. We moved on our bellies over the muddy slime, trying to avoid the festering corpses of the unknown dead. Corporal Wilson let out an audible curse as one of his hands sank into the rotting guts of someone who might once have been a comrade, or the enemy, who knows, but nothing happened, apart from a rat scurrying away.


We knew there would be an outlying observation post, and that was our target. Somewhere out here a German patrol was doing the same as us. Occasionally two such patrols met and there was a sharp firefight, leaving a few wounded survivors to inch their bloody way back to their lines, where they could die amongst their own.


We had identified a target, and were close to it.


‘They usually only have two blokes in them observation posts, sir,’ my corporal whispered. ‘One to keep a look out and one to have a bloody good kip. With a bit of luck we can surprise the buggers before there’s any shooting.’


They were the last words Wilson ever uttered. A shot rang out. It was close because I saw the muzzle flash of the rifle. Wilson got it through the neck. Blood pumped from in it a thin red waterfall, and most of it pumped over me. It was lucky that the German patrol was not officer led, because a Luger pistol is much better in the dark than a cumbersome Mauser.


Three of the enemy appeared out of the gloom and I shot wildly at them, but a few rounds hit home. A man behind me, still prone in the dirt, shot another with his rifle, and the third faded back into the darkness very quickly. Not that it was dark for very long. All manners of stuff opened up, small arms of every description, and they were all firing at us.


We joined Wilson, lying flat in the dirt in the hope that we wouldn’t be hit. Wilson died without saying a word as I took his identification tag and closed his staring eyes.


We made our way back. If there was a record for rapid crawling we must have broken it. I could feel the whine of bullets going past, but if there was no flare we had a chance. Our men were returning fire now, shooting aimlessly at any flashes they saw. It took us a long fifteen minutes, but the three of us got back in one piece.


I felt my gorge rising the whole way. Wilson’s blood had seeped through my tunic in a sticky mess as I tensed for something to hit me, hoping it would be fatal and instant. I was so grateful to be pulled back down into our own trench by the rough hands of squaddies. I had lots of pats on the back, and a chorus of ‘You’re okay now, sir.’


Barely conscious, I just about held it together in front of my men, then went to report my failure to my commanding officer. Captain Carter seemed quite surprised that I had got back alive, and offered me a whisky, a small one.


‘It’s a shame about Corporal Wilson,’ he said, ‘but it’s all good experience for you, Hope, and you’ll be all the better for it. Do you know, I think you’re going to be a lucky young bugger.’


So I was dubbed Lucky Hope and I haven’t even been wounded since then. The closest I’ve come was having an epaulette shot off. A young corporal crouching next to me at the time had thought that funny, until a second rifle round hit him dead centre of the forehead, giving him a third metal eye and a puzzled look on his face as he sank down into the mud. I can’t even remember his name now. Was it Daniels, Davies? Something with a D, I think.
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