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  DEAD MAN’S LAND




  







  TEMPORARY




  GEORGE by the Grace of God, of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland and of the British Dominions beyond the Seas. King, Defender of the Faith, Emperor of India, etc.

  To our Trusty and well-beloved JOHN HAMISH WATSON, MD.




  We, reposing especial Trust and Confidence in your Loyalty, Courage and Good Conduct, do by these Presents Constitute and Appoint you to be a Medical Officer in Our Land Forces from the

  twenty-second day of October 1914. You are therefore carefully and diligently to discharge your duty as such in the Rank of Major or in such higher rank as We from time hereafter be pleased to

  promote or appoint you to, of which notification will be made in the London Gazette.




  Given at Our Court of Saint James’s the twenty-second of October 1914 in the fifth year of our reign.




  By His Majesty’s Command




  JOHN HAMISH WATSON, MD,


  

  Major




  Royal Army Medical Corps




  Land Forces




  







  SATURDAY




  







  ONE




  As the observation balloon cleared the spindly crowns of the surrounding trees, the major gripped the side of its wicker gondola tight enough for the blood to leach from his

  knuckles. He risked a quick glance at the rapidly receding forest floor. It was covered with the men of the 3rd British Field Balloon Company (Training), who were fussing over the arm-thick hawser

  that snaked from the nose of the rising inflatable to the winch on a flat-bed lorry, making sure it ran free and easy as the balloon gained height. Others were carefully folding the disconnected

  umbilicals that had fed the gas from the tanker truck into the greedy belly of the balloon. Forty-eight men to launch one balloon, so they had told him. He could well believe it.




  The men of the ground crew were shrinking to insect-like proportions already and what had seemed a huge clearing in the forest was but a small hole in the great swathe of beech, larch and oak

  surrounding the launch site. Beyond the tree line was his car and Brindle, his driver, shading his eyes as he looked up at the strange apparition that had risen from within the forest. The driver

  waved and the major felt obliged to return the greeting, albeit rather self-consciously. It didn’t seem at all like correct form to be waving at one’s orderly.




  Beyond Brindle was the village they had driven through in the semi-darkness of dawn, with its church now revealed to have a shell-damaged steeple, shocked out of the perpendicular. He could see

  the black ribbon of the main road stretching off back towards the hospital they had left before the sun had troubled the sky. To his right was the soft, cotton-wool plume of a steam train heading

  towards France and the coast, perhaps ferrying wounded to the hospitals at Bailleul or St Omer or the great tented encampments that stretched from Calais to Boulogne.




  Elsewhere, the sky swallowed the puffs from the smaller locos, shifting men and munitions around this vast hinterland on their iron web of hastily laid rails. He could see the unwavering line of

  a distant canal, drawn across the landscape as if with a rule, its dark water thick with overloaded barges. Beyond it, a huge lorry park, a man-made crop of green and brown, metal and canvas,

  slab-sided vehicles sprung up where once wheat or oats had thrived. Over towards Wallonia, fields dense with hop poles, their regular patterns interrupted by deep depressions, as if a giant had

  pressed his monstrous thumb into the midst of them, scattering and flattening the delicate frames. Shell blasts, he assumed.




  From his fresh aerial perspective he could see that the entire land, its fields and forests, ridges and marshes, was covered with a skein of footpaths and sunken roads, old drovers’ paths

  and bridleways, cartpaths, towpaths, dykes and greenways, all the traditional ways and means of moving across the countryside, from farm to market, village to chapel, hamlet to city, birth to

  death. And all far too slow for modern warfare. A new grid of roads had been laid over this landscape, wide and brightly metalled, designed to echo to the sound of hobnail boots and the thrum of

  rubber tyres. Between these new seams stitched into the fabric of Flanders and Wallonia, he could count a dozen whitewashed farmhouses, with their brightly tiled roofs and cobbled courtyards, some

  filled with toy-sized livestock.




  He had almost relaxed when a gusting breeze caught the flanks of the inflatable – ‘Florrie’, as the men had christened her. The cylinder bucked like a harpooned whale

  and the basket suspended beneath it twisted against its lines. The major gripped tight once more.




  ‘You all right, sir?’ asked Slattery, the lieutenant who was his companion in the flimsy gondola.




  No, he wanted to reply to the young man with his glowing cheeks, wind-burned from many such ascents. I am not all right. The major had sworn after the accident that had changed his life that he

  would never ride in anything that tried to defy gravity, ever. Yet here he was, soaring above a forest clearing in Belgium, borne aloft by a tumescent sausage full of thirty thousand cubic feet of

  distilled coal product, enough of which had leaked to give the whole countryside the whiff of the gasometer, standing in a basket more suited to a picnic on Hampstead Heath. I am a doctor, he

  wanted to explain, not a . . . what did they call them? Balloonatics? Yes, that was it. A word that was far too close to lunatics for his liking.




  Florrie gave a groan as she was buffeted again, but this time the wind filled the crescent-shaped pockets in the rear of her gutta-percha envelope and spun her to face into the breeze.

  The hanging basket began to pendulum and the major’s stomach flipped in a queasy somersault.




  ‘I must be mad,’ he said under his breath, he thought, but loud enough for Slattery to hear.




  ‘Not to worry. Worst part of the ascent as the tail stabilizers fill, I always think. She gets a bit twitchy for a minute. You get used to it after a few times.’




  ‘I’m not intending to do this more than the once,’ he said. ‘I’m only here under protest.’




  The major’s request to move closer to the front had been met with much resistance within the Royal Army Medical Corps. There were those who thought a man of his vintage had no place

  crossing the Channel, let alone being put in harm’s way. Strange, he had answered, that we insist on killing our young men, valuing their lives less than that of one who has put in a good

  portion of his threescore and ten. His passing would cause precious little anguish in the world, he thought, recognizing a kernel of sadness in the sentiment.




  Eventually, his demand to be deployed at a forward station had landed on the desk of the Deputy Director of Army Medical Services in France and Belgium. Any senior medical officer who wanted to

  experience life at the front, the DDAMS had said, must go up and see for himself what he was letting himself in for.




  The front. It had taken on the qualities of a mythical beast in the major’s mind. He had seen its vicious handiwork in the beds at Charing Cross Hospital and on the stretchers at Victoria

  Station, Dover and Boulogne and in the overcrowded wards at Wimereux, Lille and Bailleul. Wounded men pleaded not to be sent back to face it again, others lamented friends still in its grip, some

  flinched at the mere mention of it and a brave few were eager to do battle with the front once more, as if it were some test of manhood they had somehow failed. In his mind, the front was a living

  creature capable of chewing up and spitting out thousands of men at a time. He had seen its sinuous shape marked on maps and talked of in hushed or awed tones, as if the cartographer’s legend

  said: ‘Here be Dragons’.




  ‘Right,’ said Slattery, peering upwards at Florrie and apparently satisfied with what he saw, ‘it’ll all be smooth riding from now on.’




  The lieutenant busied himself with freeing two pieces of rope that had been tied to one of the gondola cables. Let loose, they dangled on either side of him and stretched all the way up to

  Florrie and over her flanks. ‘Just in case, Major, you should know about these two pieces of kit. This one is the bleed valve. It takes us down slowly, with or without the winch.

  This one –’ he tapped the cable that was marked with a red band ‘is the panic panel.’ He pointed up at Florrie. ‘Whatever you do, don’t touch it. It

  rips out a piece of the envelope and vents a large proportion of the gas. Gets us down fast if there is an enemy plane coming. Sometimes too fast. But don’t worry. Nothing much happens at

  this time of day. Even wars stop for brekkers.’




  As the balloon calmed, the major looked down once more at the Belgian soil they had recently vacated. How high were they? He stared over into France, trying to focus through hazy air, wondering

  if they would gain enough altitude to see England.




  ‘Major?’ He felt a tap on his shoulder. Slattery was handing him a heavy pair of binoculars and pointing to the east. ‘The front is that way.’ The major took the glasses,

  turned to face east, and pressed them to his eyes, his head swimming as a blurred world leaped closer. He adjusted the focus with the central ring. Through the binoculars, humanity was no longer a

  succession of indistinct blobs. He could see a farmer quite clearly, one foot on a gate, smoking a pipe contentedly as he watched a sow suckling her piglets; a few hundred yards away, a cluster of

  soldiers were brewing up tea in a three-sided farmhouse, and in a field, several cavalrymen were brushing their horses, the post-gallop steam rising from the animals’ backs clearly visible. A

  young girl, white blouse, long woollen skirt, her hair tied with a yellow scarf, moved among a flock of belligerent geese, scattering feed, lashing out with a lazy foot at those who got in her

  way.




  There was a field kitchen, the cooks ladling out food to grimy-looking Tommies and, nearby, outside a bell tent, two officers bracketing a rickety table, a breakfast of eggs and thick, crusty

  bread laid out between them. They smoked and chatted and supped from tin mugs of tea. One of the pair threw back his head in laughter at a remark, almost losing his seating as a chair leg sank into

  the soil, causing the other much mirth. Boys, he could see now as they joshed each other. Twenty if they were a day. Some hundred yards to the right of them, yet another alien feature: a cluster of

  wooden crosses, the bodies of the fallen waiting for the time when they could be exhumed and transported to a more permanent resting place. A solitary figure stood in front of one of them, head

  bowed, possibly in prayer, his steel helmet in his hands. The major moved his prying eyes on, feeling like an intruder on private grief.




  Each and every subject his magnified gaze fell upon was acting as if they were a long, long way from any conflict. Just how close they were in reality was soon apparent as they continued their

  ascent. Foot by foot, yard by yard, the war was heaving into view.




  ‘As we are a training unit we are a little further back than an operational company, so our perspective isn’t quite as good, sir. But look to your left. North. That’s the Ypres

  Salient, a bulge into the Germans’ territory. See the rise of hills? German positions. Poor blighters underneath that don’t half take it. Those few shards sticking up? Used to be

  villages. See the artillery emplacements? They’re ours, of course. Now look straight ahead. Believe you me, Major, this is the only way you can make sense of what’s down there. Once you

  are in the trenches, you keep your head down and the world shrinks. Don’t worry, we are too far away for any small-arms fire to cause us any bother and any artilleryman who could hit us would

  deserve every medal the Germans have. Start nearest to us. See those farmhouses, sir? Not a roof between them? Billets for the men either on their way up the line or down it or just having a few

  days’ respite. Right, move forward, follow one of the new roads. You should be able to see some dark lines? Running north to south? That’s left to right, see? Got them? Reserve

  trenches. You’ll find you can’t keep men constantly right at the sharp end, they have to be rotated. Now branching off from those – steady, wind’s shifting a little,

  Florrie’s just righting herself again – branching off from those are the communication trenches that go towards the forward trenches. They zigzag, right? Most trenches do,

  you’ll find. If not zigzagged, then they are castellated, like battlements. It means there is no clear line of fire for any interloper and that shell blasts won’t funnel down them for

  miles. The traverses, that’s the correct term for non-linear trenches, they contain the shockwave, you see. They learned that the hard way. The next row running left to right, that’s

  the support trenches, one back from the front line. That’s probably where you’ll find your lot. The Regimental Aid Posts. Then, more communication lines run to the main fire trench

  system. The front line proper. See the parapets and the sandbags? And beyond that, the wire and the anti-cavalry obstacles? And then . . .’




  ‘No man’s land,’ the major said, the first sight of it drying his mouth.




  They were high enough now that the major could see a similar pattern repeated on the German side – obstacles, wire, trenches, lazily zigzagging communications lines, and yet more trenches.

  It was almost a mirror image. But it was the gap between the two opposing armies that caught and held his attention. It went on as far north and as far south as his powerful glasses could see. In

  some places it was a black strip of featureless mud, unless you counted shell holes and rusty wire as features, in other sections a few benighted trees and shrubs were clinging on for dear

  life.




  He was surprised to find this death strip was not a consistent size. He supposed that the two sides had not dug their trenches according to any blueprint, but simply where it was expedient to do

  so as the war ground to a stalemate in late 1914. Therefore, this contested band separating the Allies and the Germans randomly swelled and shrank in width, as the two front lines grew closer

  together or retreated away from each other.




  No man’s land was like a wayward river, an apparently permanent fixture of the European landscape, snaking over seven hundred miles, from the Belgian coast to the Swiss border. Except the

  only thing that flowed in this waterway and burst from its banks to inundate the surrounding countryside was human misery and suffering. He was, he realized, looking straight at the belly of the

  beast that was sending the Empire’s young men home in pieces, or consigning them to an eternity in the soil of France or Belgium. Here be Dragons, indeed.




  Now he could see the method in the Deputy Director’s kite balloon madness. It was to give the uninitiated a taste of what was to come, to bring home the enormity of the task facing anyone

  who thought they could make a difference to the course of a war being fought on an unimaginable scale. To dent the resolve of an old doctor, a veteran of a different kind of war, a persistent

  nuisance who should, perhaps, be contemplating his retirement rather than insisting there were new ways available to save the lives being snuffed out on those plains below.




  There came the boom of an artillery piece, and, closer, the manic chatter of a machine gun. A plume of dirty smoke rose from the north and wood pigeons clattered from the trees beneath them. It

  appeared breakfast was over. And so was this jaunt. He lowered the binoculars.




  ‘Excuse me,’ said the major as he reached across, past Slattery, and yanked at the slow-bleed valve. Florrie gave a hiss and whistle of protest and the major felt his

  insides lift as she checked her rise and began to sink.




  Slattery looked puzzled. ‘I haven’t finished, sir. There’s a lot more—’




  ‘Apologies, Lieutenant, but I’ve seen enough for one day,’ said Major John Hamish Watson of the Royal Army Medical Corps. ‘And I’ve got work to do.’




  







  TWO




  It was daylight by the time they had managed to find a bed or a corner for all the new arrivals and make sure their immediate concerns were dealt with. The medical staff never

  knew what time the trains would arrive at Bailleul hospital, even though it was less than a dozen miles from the front. An hour’s notice, if they were lucky. Ten minutes sometimes. This one

  came in at close to two in the morning with a half-hour’s warning and two hundred wounded. By the time they reached this stage of the medical evacuation chain, a conventional fixed hospital,

  the soldiers should have received good basic care and surgery where required, but sometimes the mobile medical units close to the front were overwhelmed and the wounded were simply shunted down the

  line with minimum intervention.




  That had clearly been the case here, as there were still boots to be cut off feet that hadn’t been out of them for weeks, primitive field dressings to be changed, wounds to be irrigated,

  limbs to be amputated. And lice to be avoided. Which was nearly impossible. You even ran a risk of infestation if you handled the severed limbs – the greybacks seemed happy to wait their

  chance to jump ship from excised to living flesh.




  Mrs Georgina Gregson had dumped the stiff calico over-dress they wore on top of their uniforms for dealing with lousy new arrivals – tight at the neck and tied at the sleeves – at

  the laundry. She was too exhausted to eat, however, and, after picking up a jug of hot water, had gone straight back to the tiny room she shared with Alice Pippery.




  Her roommate was already in bed; the ill-fitting curtains meant she could make out her barrow-like shape beneath the blankets. She closed the door as softly as she could and began to undress.

  Two cot-beds, two lockers, one shared wardrobe, a mirror, a stool and, in the corner, a tiny and temperamental stove. She knew the position of everything in the room by heart, so undoing laces,

  rolling down stockings and pulling off her uniform and hanging it up in the half-light was easy.




  She had just smoothed out her cape on its hanger when she heard a squeak. Mice, was her first thought. They infested the lower floors of the hospital. They weren’t as disgusting as the

  rats that sometimes ventured into the tented quarters, perhaps, but they would chew through anything in search of even a morsel of food. Many a nurse had found her camisole or knickers shredded

  because of a carelessly stored biscuit or chocolate.




  There it was again.




  It wasn’t a mouse. It was Alice.




  Mrs Gregson moved over to the cot and laid a hand on the blankets. They were vibrating with a familiar rhythm. She came across it on a daily basis, but especially on the night shift. The men in

  her charge were past caring about any shame at showing any such weakness.




  Miss Pippery was crying.




  ‘Alice?’ She threw back the blankets and squeezed herself in beside her. Alice shifted in the bed, spinning around and sliding her arms around Mrs Gregson. She responded in kind,

  careful not to squeeze too hard. She always felt it wouldn’t be difficult to crush Alice with one strong hug. She could feel her friend’s heart beating against her chest through her

  nightgown, as fast as a frightened rodent’s. Alice’s cross was digging into her collarbone, so she moved it to one side.




  ‘What is it, Alice?’




  No reply. Just a long, ululating sob. They all had days like this. Days where you felt the dark waters of despair close over your head. The only surprise was that there weren’t more of

  them. She stroked Alice’s hair. It was straw-like to the touch. She ran a finger through her own red curls. Worse. Before the next shift, she decided she would take them both down to the

  bathhouse and bully, cajole and demand enough hot water to scrub them both and check they were free of any infestation.




  ‘Alice? What’s wrong, dear?’




  ‘Matron said I had to go on the cookery – ’ the sentence was punctuated by a catch in the throat – ‘roster. I can’t cook. You know that, George.’




  ‘I do. People still talk about your porridge pot.’




  It was difficult to tell whether her response was another sob or a stifled giggle. It was true that Miss Alice Pippery had once made the worst porridge since Goldilocks picked up a ladle, but

  stirring a great vat of the stuff on a Soyer stove, without it sticking, was no easy task.




  ‘What did Matron say?’




  ‘That “can’t” shouldn’t be in a VAD’s vocabulary.’




  They were both members of the Red Cross’s Voluntary Aid Detachment, which put them on the lowest rung of the nursing ladder. In fact, sometimes they weren’t even allowed to touch the

  ladder at all.




  ‘Remember that first hill climb? At Outersley? On your brother’s motor cycle?’




  She felt Alice nod against her shoulder.




  ‘When you looked up that hill, saw how steep and muddy it was, what did you say?’




  A mumble.




  ‘What was that?’




  ‘I can’t do it.’




  ‘And where did you come?’




  ‘Third.’




  ‘Third,’ Mrs Gregson said triumphantly. ‘And where did I come?’




  ‘Fifth.’




  ‘Fifth.’




  ‘But that was only because you put rocks over my rear wheels because I didn’t have the weight to get any traction, wasn’t it?’




  Mrs Gregson laughed at the memory of the subterfuge. ‘Tactics.’




  ‘And then they disqualified me.’ Alice punched her lightly on the shoulder. ‘And my parents said you were a cheat.’




  ‘And a liar,’ she added proudly. ‘And I think “a malign influence” was mentioned.’




  They lay in silence, still intertwined, considering this.




  ‘I never thought that, George, ever, even when we broke down in the Lake District and I almost caught pneumonia. If it wasn’t for you I wouldn’t be here.’




  ‘What, lying cold and dirty in a bed, scratching at your lice sores, not having slept properly for months, a lowly VAD who is about to start peeling potatoes as her contribution to the war

  effort? I hope you remember me in your prayers.’




  ‘I do, George,’ she said solemnly. ‘Of course I do.’




  She had been teasing. She had momentarily forgotten that for Alice, levity and religion could never happily co-exist.




  ‘Do you miss him? Mr Gregson?’ Alice asked at last, her voice tremulous as she picked her words carefully. ‘At times like this?’




  Mrs Gregson raised herself up on one elbow. ‘What really happened today, Alice? This isn’t about cooking, is it? Or how warm Mr Gregson used to make my bed. Come on, something breaks

  our hearts every day. I lost one I was fond of the other week. Private Hornby. Lancashire lad with an accent thicker than your porridge. He was fine when I went off shift, when I came back . .

  .’ She let it tail off. She didn’t want to recall too vividly the state the boy had been in.




  ‘Mine asked me to let him die,’ said Alice, then caught herself. Mrs Gregson felt her stiffen. ‘No, that’s not right. He asked me to kill him. Not in so many words, but

  that’s what he meant.’




  She had heard of that before. A frightened lad, maimed beyond recognition, perhaps, or knowing he was going to die no matter what the doctors tried. Even heard tell there were some nurses who

  had acceded to the request. ‘And what did you say, Alice?’




  The door opened with a loud squeal from the hinges and a hand reached in to turn on the light switch. The single, unshaded bulb flickered into reluctant light.




  As she rolled over to see who was disturbing them, Mrs Gregson unbalanced on the edge of the mattress and crashed to the floor, crying out as the wind was driven from her body.

  ‘Jesus.’ She remembered herself. ‘Sorry, Alice. I mean, good grief.’




  When she had finally lowered her legs and raised her head, she could see Elizabeth Challenger, their formidable matron, standing in the doorway, hands on generous hips.




  ‘Pippery. Gregson. What on earth are you doing?’




  ‘It’s my fault, Matron—’ Miss Pippery began.




  ‘I thought I felt a mouse in my bed,’ said Mrs Gregson. ‘I have a phobia of mice.’




  The matron smirked at the thought of Mrs Gregson fleeing from any small furry creature. ‘Well, I wouldn’t worry too much about that, you’ve been asked to report to the Senior

  Medical Officer in Charge for reassignment.’




  Now the matron had Mrs Gregson’s full attention. She sat bolt upright. ‘Where?’




  Matron shook her head. ‘I have no idea. But wherever you are going, you’ll be going there with a Major Watson.’




  







  THREE




  Sergeant Geoffrey Shipobottom hammered his fist on the doorpost of the officers’ dugout. He waited until a muffled voice told him to enter, pulled the gas curtain aside

  and ducked into the dim interior. The captain was sitting at the rough table, papers in front of him, pencil in hand. Cecil, his Jack Russell, was lying at his feet, eyeing the newcomer with

  suspicion. Lieutenant Metcalf was lying on one of the bunks, smoking, a small, leather-bound volume of poetry propped on his chest.




  Shipobottom kept his head down as he approached the captain, which made for an awkward salute. The bunker was well constructed of timber, steel plate and sandbags, but the ceiling was far too

  low even for men of average height. Which Shipobottom certainly wasn’t. Must have been built by Welshmen, Lieutenant Metcalf had joked when they had taken up residence.




  ‘What is it, Sergeant?’ Captain Robinson de Griffon asked.




  Shipobottom detected a brittle, impatient edge to his voice. Not like the captain at all. ‘There’s a balloon gone up, sir.’




  The two officers exchanged glances and Metcalf swung his legs off the bunk. A balloon was often a sign that a barrage was imminent. And after a barrage came an assault on enemy lines.




  ‘How many?’ de Griffon asked.




  ‘Jus’ the wun, sir.’




  ‘And how far away?’ asked Metcalf.




  ‘Can’t rightly say, sir. Not close. Not too high yet, either.’




  ‘Shipobottom,’ said Metcalf impatiently, ‘one swallow does not make a spring. And a solitary balloon does not make a barrage.’ It was customary for at least four to be

  launched prior to any artillery action, spaced several miles apart.




  ‘No, sir. But, y’know, the men was wondering. If you’d heard anything, like.’ His eyes darted to the field telephone. ‘That might change things.’




  De Griffon studied the big man before him. Like most of the soldiers in his company, Shipobottom had worked at the Lancashire cotton mills. He was taller and bulkier than most of his

  compatriots, however, with the exception of Corporal Platt, and with a startlingly bulbous nose that suggested a good proportion of his wages never made it to the family home.




  ‘Sergeant Shipobottom, I intend to hold a faces and rifles inspection shortly. Tomorrow, full kit. Then, as far as I know, we will be marching out of here for a well-deserved rest. And as

  we march, I want anyone who is watching to ask: who are those smart lads? And the answer will be, those are the Leigh Pals.’




  Metcalf jumped in. ‘And if we find anyone who is dragging their feet or dishonouring the uniform, it’ll be Field Punishment Number One before he can undo his puttees. Is that

  clear?’




  Shipobottom was taken aback. ‘Sir.’




  De Griffon waved him away with his pencil. ‘Dismiss. And, Shipobottom, tie back that gas curtain, will you? Can’t breathe in here.’




  Taking the hint, Metcalf rose and stubbed his cigarette out. Once Shipobottom had gone, he asked: ‘More tea, sir? There’s some condensed milk left.’




  De Griffon nodded. He reached down to ruffle the dog’s fur. ‘What is the matter with Shipobottom? He’s prancing like a filly on hot coals.’




  Metcalf primed and lit the stove. ‘He went to a fortune-teller in Cairo before we left. Apparently, she told him he’d come to a sticky end.’




  De Griffon leaned back in his chair and put his hands behind his head. His blond hair bunched beneath his fingers. He must get it cut. Grew like corn on a hot summer’s day. ‘She

  probably thought he was bound for Gallipoli. Not much clairvoyance needed to predict what fate would befall any soldier sent there.’ They had missed being transferred to those hellish beaches

  by a whisker. ‘Still, that doesn’t mean it won’t happen to him out here. Or, indeed, any of us.’




  The nihilism of that remark was so uncharacteristic of the captain that Metcalf was emboldened to speak up. ‘I hope you don’t mind me asking, sir, but is everything all right with

  you? You seem a bit out of sorts.’




  De Griffon’s blue eyes seemed to grow a shade paler as they turned on him and Metcalf thought he had overstepped the mark. They might both be officers, but Metcalf was a Manchester Grammar

  School lad, who had once spoken in an accent not much different from Shipobottom’s. Metcalf was considered to be – and expected to act like – a gentleman as long as the war

  lasted, but they all knew his was a temporary promotion to the gentry. The captain, on the other hand, was as blue-blooded as they came.




  The chair landed on its front legs with a thump, and de Griffon stood, remembering to crick his neck at the last moment. ‘Do I? Was I hard on Shipobottom? I thought your threat of the

  field punishment was perhaps unnecessary, I must say.’




  Metcalf shifted uneasily. ‘Sorry, sir. I was simply backing you up. If I spoke out of turn—’




  ‘Don’t fret about it,’ he interrupted. ‘You know my family, don’t you, Metcalf?’




  ‘Not personally, sir.’




  ‘No, of course not.’ Metcalf’s parents owned several large hardware stores in Leigh, Preston and Salford. They had supplied the de Griffons with goods and chattels, but had

  never socialized. Although, Metcalf reminded himself, here they were having tea, almost as equals. His parents would be thrilled.




  ‘Give me one of those gaspers, will you?’ de Griffon asked. He took a cigarette from Metcalf and lit it from an oil lamp. He walked over to the doorway and exhaled from the corner of

  his mouth, so that the smoke drifted out into the reserve trench. What with the black tar from lamp wicks, the constant cigarettes, not to mention the tang of rat piss and the sour smell of

  unwashed clothes and bodies, the atmosphere in any dugout was oppressive and rank. He saw no reason to add to it.




  Cecil trotted over and slumped to the floor next to him. De Griffon gave him a friendly prod with the toe of his boot and the dog began to worry at the leather with claws and teeth. ‘You

  know, Bertie – the Prince of Wales – once called my mother “a professional beauty”. Queen Victoria had thought her “too fast” because, when the fancy took her,

  she shot with the men at Sandringham. Quite a character, Mother. And she shot until quite recently. Flitcham, where I was brought up, was once a sporting estate to rival Holkham, Malden and

  Quidenham. You’ve never been?’




  ‘No, sir.’ His family was not the sort to enter a place like Flitcham by the front door.




  De Griffon puffed on the cigarette, his face grown slack as he recalled his boyhood, his features for once devoid of the worry lines the war had gifted him. The captain looked just as he must

  have done in peacetime, Metcalf thought, a well-groomed, handsome young man with the confident afterglow of a good upbringing, secure in the knowledge of an equally privileged life ahead for

  generations to come.




  ‘A bag of two thousand or more a day throughout November was not uncommon,’ de Griffon continued. ‘If Sir Ralph Payne Gallwey or Lord Walsingham were visiting, that could be

  doubled. We had the most beautiful shooting brake, an Albion, to ferry us around. I still remember the wicker baskets of champagne for the guns and the ginger beers for the beaters that would be

  lugged out to Shillingham Wood. Then, a little more than two years ago, everything changed. The pheasantries are empty now. The partridges strut around as if they own the place.’




  Metcalf, never having heard his captain divulge such personal history before, poured the hot water into the metal teapot and kept silent. He wasn’t sure of the form at this kind of

  confessional. Did he comment, make sympathetic noises and gestures or simply keep his mouth shut? The latter was surely the safest option.




  ‘My father took ill. Horrible, terrible disease. Wasted away before our eyes. We were lucky, we had a chauffeur, Harry Legge, who was devoted to him. Turned him every four hours to prevent

  bedsores. Day and night. That’s real, genuine devotion. Drove into town every two days to fetch Dr Kibble, then drove him back. Fed my father three meals a day, which was far from easy. We

  were terrified Legge would volunteer or be called up. We even put up with his amorous adventures with the housemaids and the cook. Then my father died. Which was a relief. Couldn’t even speak

  at the end. But my mother went into a mourning that would have done Queen Victoria proud. Legge, poor chap, got blind drunk and crashed the motor car and put paid to his chances of ever serving.

  Terrible limp. My older brother was already in the army. I decided to enlist to make sure I could get a commission here, with the Leigh Pals. At least it was a battalion I had a connection with, no

  matter how distant.’




  At this point Metcalf risked a nod, because he knew some of the background. Although the de Griffons owned several large cotton mills in Leigh, Lancashire, Lord Stanwood was for the most part an

  absentee landlord, spending his time at Flitcham, his Gloucestershire seat. Ever since the strikes of the 1890s, he had left the day-to-day running of the mills to his hard-nosed managers. By his

  own admission, Robinson de Griffon was a stranger to the town that had created so much of the family wealth.




  ‘Then this came this morning.’ He picked up a single sheet of oft-folded paper and handed it across. ‘Please keep it to yourself.’




  Metcalf was flattered that he was to be taken into the captain’s confidence, but also apprehensive about the contents of the letter. He doubted it was good news.




  ‘It’s the original. My mother forwarded it. Go on, read it.’


  

   




  

  

  

  Dear Lady Stanwood,




  I am certain by now you will have had either a telegram or a telephone call to inform of the sad news I have to impart, but I thought you might welcome some further details. I regret very much

  to inform you that your son 1st Lt. Lord Charles de Griffon, No. 677757 of this Company, was killed in action on the night of the 31st instant. Death was instantaneous and without any

  suffering.




  The Company was taking part in an attack on an enemy position situated high on a ridge. The attack was successful, and all guns reached, and we established new strongholds on the enemy lines.

  Your son was instrumental in taking one of the positions in fierce fighting. However, the enemy counterattacked that night, with a heavy bombardment. Your son’s dugout suffered a direct hit.

  At this moment, due to a continued enemy presence, it has proved impossible to get his remains away and he lies in a soldier’s grave where he fell. It will be some consolation, I am sure, to

  know he has been recommended for an award for gallantry thanks to his actions leading his platoon onto the ridge that night.




  The CO and all the Company deeply sympathize with you in your loss. Your son always did his duty and now has given his life for his country. We all honour him, and I trust you will feel some

  consolation in remembering this. His effects will reach you via the Base in due course.




  In true sympathy,




  Yours sincerely,




  Captain R. E. March


  


  




  ‘Is that tea ready?’ asked de Griffon, as he screwed his cigarette into a brass ashtray, fashioned from the flattened fuse of a shell casing.




  ‘Sir.’ But Metcalf continued to stare at the letter. It took a few seconds for the lieutenant to comprehend, beyond it involving yet another family tragedy, its true consequences. He

  held up the piece of paper.




  ‘I’m truly sorry about your brother, sir. But does this mean that you’re—’




  ‘It does, Metcalf. It bloody well does. With Charlie dead, I am now Lord Stanwood.’




  When Shipobottom left the officers’ dugout he went straight back along the duckboards to the funk hole, an alcove excavated from the side of the trench and lined with old

  waterproof capes and sections of ammunition boxes. Sitting in it were corporals Platt – a man even larger than Shipobottom – and Tugman, plus privates Farrar and, the baby of the group,

  Moulton. All had grown up within two streets of each other; all had worked at the mills back home in Leigh; all had joined up within a day of each other, and been trained, in Wales, Catterick and

  Egypt, in the same platoon. Their battalion wasn’t called the Leigh Pals for nothing.




  All were watching the billycan that sat on the paraffin stove, waiting for it to boil for a brew. Every man was smoking, rifles and gas masks had been laid to one side, helmets taken off. They

  were in the reserve trenches, and the nerve-jangling tension that accompanied the hours and days at the firing line was slowly dissipating. Which was why the sight of the balloon had spooked them;

  if there were a barrage, they might be rotated forward to the support or even the fire trenches, rather than back to a recuperation area. They had heard it happened a lot: a spot of rest dangled

  like a carrot and snatched away at the last moment. Just one more example of Brass Hat torture.




  ‘What’d the cap’n say, Shippy?’ Platt asked, offering him a Woodbine.




  Shipobottom crouched down, his bulk almost blocking the light from the cubbyhole, and took the cigarette. ‘Ta. Nothin’,’ he said, his relief evident. ‘Balloon’s

  nothin’. All goin’ ahead. We’ll be marchin’ away from here aw reet, although we’ll have Metcalf on our backs by the sound of it. But we’ll be sleepin’ on

  silk soon enough. Well, stinkin’ straw, anyways.’




  The others laughed. ‘I bet that spooner Metcalf will be sleepin’ on silk, drinkin’ champagne,’ said Tugman. ‘With some tart pullin’ at his old man while we

  get tea and biscuits at the YMCA, if we’re lucky.’




  ‘Leave it out,’ said Farrar. ‘He’s aw reet.’




  ‘Aw reet? With his bloody little stick and his posh-nob accent,’ said Tugman. ‘He used to sell me penny bags o’nails in the shop at Crawford Street. And his old man

  refused my old man credit once when he was tryin’ to stop us roof leakin’ because the landlord wouldn’t. An’ now he’s all airs and graces, like.’




  Moulton mimed playing a violin and Tugman cuffed him sharply around the ear. The boy yelped.




  ‘Oy,’ said Shipobottom. ‘Stop that. Now. Corporal Tugman. Apologize.’




  The truculent corporal did as he was told, albeit with ill humour.




  ‘I think Metcalf’s the sort of officer who will lead from behind, if you ask me,’ he said. ‘I bet he’s got no guts.’




  ‘He’s one of us,’ said Shipobottom, unable to fathom the level of animosity Tugman felt to a local boy made good. ‘Leave him be. I’ve seen you nearly shittin’

  your pants enough times.’ Tugman glared at him, violence in his face. Shipobottom gave a malicious grin back. With that enormous nose it made him look like a crazed Mr Punch. ‘Yeah, you

  wanna give me a clout, Corporal, see where that gets you?’




  ‘At least I haven’t been jumpin’ at my own shadow since some gypo crone read my palm.’




  Shipobottom’s grin faded and he aimed his index finger at Tugman.




  ‘Here we go,’ said Platt loudly. The water in the billycan was now at a rolling boil and he tossed some black, powdery tea leaves in, then a handful of sugar and stirred. ‘Just

  take it easy now, fellas. Yous all a bit on edge, like, ’cause we’re nearly out of here. It’s the waiting that’s the hardest, innit? Like linin’ up to get on the ship

  at Alexandria under that bloody sun. I hated that. Let’s just get it over wit’ and get us selves torpedo’d, I thought in the end. Got t’be better than sweatin’ me

  bollocks off an’ eatin’ flies on the quayside. And here we are, waiting to get out of this shitheap before someone decides it’s time for another Big Push, or the Germans want to

  try out new trench mortar on our heads. Just the same as then. So pack it in, we’re all in the same boat.’




  ‘Blimey, Bernie, that’s more words than I heard you speak in ten year,’ said Farrar.




  Both Tugman and Shipobottom smirked at the remark and the atmosphere warmed once more.




  Platt poured the tea into five tin mugs, using a home-made strainer, fashioned from wire and muslin, to catch the leaves, which would be reused. ‘There you go.’




  ‘Let’s hurry that along,’ said Shipobottom. ‘We got rifles and face inspection later,’ he added, remembering what de Griffon had said. ‘An’ full kit

  tomorrow.’




  ‘Then, Joseph,’ said Platt to Tugman, ‘We’ll be off to see if we can find you a tart of your own.’




  Farrar laughed. ‘Well, yours and fifty other blokes. He likes it with others watchin’, as I heard tell.’




  Once again, the temperature dropped a notch in the funk hole and Tugman balled his fists. Moulton, too young to know what they were referring to, looked in puzzlement from one to another.




  ‘You still got that boil on your bum then?’ Tugman asked him. ‘Like a bloody beacon it were while you were tuppin’ that Frenchie. A reet chip off the old block you were.

  Y’re old man had a spotty arse’n’all.’




  Farrar tensed, as if about to leap across the alcove at Tugman. ‘What you talkin’ about?’




  ‘Don’t tell me he didn’t tell you,’ laughed Tugman. ‘ “Cock of the Woods” Farrah?’




  Shipobottom stood up, not quite to his full height. You were safer from snipers at the rear of the trench system, but it was a habit you kept up nevertheless. Otherwise, one day you might forget

  yourself in the wrong place. ‘Next man speaks out of turn gets my boot up his arse. And these are size thirteen. You’ll need a pick an’ a rope to get it out. Understand? Farrah?

  Tugman? Aye. You just keep quiet about all that. Faces and rifles,’ Shipobottom repeated. ‘Faces and rifles. And let’s try and get the fuck out of here in one piece.’




  







  MONDAY




  







  FOUR




  ‘I see you have spent some time in the West Indies, Staff Nurse Jennings.’




  The young nurse stopped her unloading of the blood transfusion kit and stared at the Royal Army Medical Corps major. ‘I beg your pardon?’




  ‘And that your family were in sugar.’




  She gave a small laugh of disbelief and put her hands on her hips. Her eyes widened, so they seemed almost too large for the delicate face. ‘How on earth can you know that?’




  ‘A parlour trick,’ said the major with a smile. ‘Forgive me.’




  ‘That hardly explains how you come to be familiar with my family history, Major Watson.’ She paused as a low rumble began, like thunder growling on some distant mountains. She put

  her head to one side and listened carefully. A curl of dark hair looped free from the headdress and she absent-mindedly tucked it away. ‘Their guns. Not ours. You soon learn the

  difference.’




  He frowned as the bright nickel instruments he was laying out on the folding table rattled softly in their steel kidney bowls.




  ‘Don’t worry,’ she said, ‘we’re out of range here of all but the big ones, and they tend to be used on the towns and marshalling yards. Not the evacuation

  railheads.’ The Casualty Clearing Station was half a mile from such a railhead, accessed by special wheeled stretchers that ran on a narrow-gauge track. From these improvised tramways, the

  wounded were transferred to regular ambulance trains.




  ‘I’m not concerned,’ said Watson. ‘But I have demonstrations to give and samples to stockpile, and I was told this was a quiet sector.’




  ‘Quiet,’ she explained patiently, ‘means less than a hundred casualties a month. There is no such thing as a totally safe place out here. The guns can start anywhere,

  anytime.’




  Although a relative novice to the front – it was little more than a week since his balloon ride – Watson knew what those falling shells meant. There would be wounded coming through.

  Casualty Clearing Stations always worked in pairs, and this one, the East Anglian, had been stood down for a few days to enable it to clear the backlog of cases, while another CCS in the same

  sector remained on alert. If that one, however, ran at or beyond its capacity, the East Anglian would come back into play.




  ‘And we hadn’t had a “hate session” from the enemy until three or four days ago,’ said Jennings, ‘when some foolish . . .’ She hesitated. Nurses were

  directed not to comment on anything but clinical matters, and even then, only if invited to.




  ‘Some foolish what?’




  ‘It’s nothing, Major.’ Jennings swiftly moved on, pursing her lips at her impetuousness. ‘They’ll be putting electric lights in here within a few days. About

  time.’




  She looked down at the packing case and lifted out The Icehouse, a wooden and zinc box some twenty-four inches on each side. It had cost him sixty shillings of his own money at Army & Navy.

  ‘What do you intend to keep in here?’ she asked as she laid it on the floor of the tent.




  ‘Once the cavity is filled with iced water, it will be used to store citrated blood.’




  Jennings looked puzzled. Her grey cape, edged with scarlet, told him she was, like most nurses servicing this collection of tented wards in the grounds of a former monastery, a member of the

  Territorial Force Nursing Service. It was very likely that these staff didn’t keep up with the latest developments, such as the ability to store unclotted blood outside the human body for

  days at a stretch. From what he understood, few this far forward – be they territorial, reservists, Queen Alexandras or doctors – had much time to read current issues of the British

  Medical Journal. His task, gained only after much inveigling of the RAMC – and that damned balloon ride – was to spread the gospel of the new methodology in hospitals and CCSs.




  The RAMC’s hesitation in allowing him out here had been ridiculous. Apart from one knee that sometimes crackled and creaked and a tendo Achillis that ached after long walks, he

  was almost as fit as the young doctor who had been wounded at the Battle of Maiwand in Afghanistan. Although, he had to admit, he no longer had that man’s waistline.




  ‘Careful with the solution bottles, Staff Nurse,’ he warned, as she unwrapped a glass cylinder from its cocoon of corrugated cardboard and newspaper. ‘That’s our secret

  ingredient. Hand it here, please.’




  There came a deeper rumble and for the first time, he felt the impact vibrate through the wooden floor and the soles of his feet. The canvas stirred and tugged against its ropes on one side of

  the tent and the roof rippled uneasily.




  ‘That was closer,’ said Jennings with a frown, just as the flap of the tent snapped back with a crack like a whiplash. Standing in the opening was the sister-in-charge, her face

  almost as crimson as the red cape that proclaimed her a full member of Queen Alexandra’s Royal Army Nursing Corps. The two red stripes on her sleeve told of her rank within her service. The

  sound of the German guns was momentarily lost beneath her impressive bellow. ‘Major Watson!’




  Watson carefully laid down the precious jar of sodium citrate solution on the tabletop before he turned to face her. ‘Sister? How may I be of assistance?’




  ‘What is the meaning of this?’ She pulled back the canvas further to reveal his two VADs, each holding an Empire medical kit. Standing behind them, and towering over the pair by

  almost a foot, was Brindle, his designated driver, batman and orderly. Brindle’s long, sorrowful face was even glummer than usual as he secured the entrance flap open with two press

  studs.




  ‘Experience dictates that travelling with one medical kit in a war situation is somewhat risky, Sister,’ Watson explained patiently. ‘I always pack a spare.’




  Now the colour on her cheeks was a perfect match for the cape. She waved a rolled piece of flimsy pinkish paper at the two women, who were still holding the heavy medicine chests, stabbing at

  them with it, as if it were a short sword. ‘I am not referring to your travelling preferences, Major,’ she almost snarled. ‘You have brought VADs into my Casualty

  Clearing Station. VADs!’




  She made it sound as if Voluntary Aid Detachment nurses were some kind of vermin. And besides, it wasn’t strictly speaking her CCS; it was Major Torrance’s. But he was at Hazebrouck

  for a meeting with one of the army’s specialists in gas warfare. ‘When I was at Bailleul hospital,’ Watson said calmly, ‘I requested some assistance during this tour of the

  clearing stations and field ambulances. The Senior Medical Officer in Charge suggested Nurses Gregson and—’




  ‘They are not nurses, Major Watson, as you well know. Not qualified nurses. They are auxiliaries. Orderlies. And the Matron-in-Chief herself has forbidden VADs to work this far

  forward—’




  There came another explosion, short and sharp, that made everyone’s heads turn to the source. It had come from Mrs Gregson, the older of the VADs. Her companion, Miss Pippery, a tiny thing

  who looked to be barely out of her teens, took a small step backwards, as if retreating from a ticking bomb.




  Mrs Gregson bent at the waist, put down the medical chest, and stepped over it, so that she stood eye to eye with the sister.




  Mrs Gregson, Watson estimated, was thirty or thereabouts, with striking green eyes and, beneath the white VAD headdress, a crown of fiery red hair. The sister was probably two decades older,

  pipe-cleaner thin, with a mouth pinched by years of keeping her charges in line. Now the opening was reduced further, to a razor cut in a rather sallow face.




  When Mrs Gregson spoke, it was with a quiet but stinging force. ‘Sister, I may not have your qualifications, but I have been out here for more than two years. I was running first-aid

  stations when the worst the men faced was a turned ankle from trying to march in hobnail boots on French and Belgian cobblestones. I drove for McMurdo’s Flying Ambulance Brigade at Mons.

  Perhaps you have heard of it? I have treated trench foot, venereal disease, lice infestations and lanced boils in men’s buttocks the size of macaroons. I have stuffed men’s entrails

  back in place and held the hands of boys who cried for their mothers, such was their pain, and of grown men weeping in fear at the thought of going back up the line. I have carried men’s

  mangled arms and legs to the lime pit, told a private he will never see again, watched men drown in their own fluids from gas, spent weeks wondering if I will ever smell anything in my nostrils

  other than the stench of gas gangrene. I have shown pretty fiancées what German flame-throwers have done to their future husbands’ faces. Then had to deliver the letter that tells them

  that they have lost those sweethearts. I have seen enough pus to last me a lifetime, Sister, and my hands are likely ruined for ever from all the scrubbings with carbolic and Eusol because, of

  course, only a sister can wear rubber gloves, and I do believe, no matter what your dear Matron-in-Chief thinks, that I have earned the right to go where my betters think I am needed in

  this war, and I also believe that Major Watson’s new method of blood transfusion will save the lives of many who have to this point died for want of fluid and warmth.’ She finally took

  a breath. ‘Of course, I am not a nurse, nor would I claim to be. I am a VAD and proud of it.’




  Mrs Gregson’s short speech never increased in volume throughout its course, but somehow, like a great flywheel pressed into motion, gathered power and momentum as it went. Watson was about

  to object that is wasn’t strictly speaking his new method of blood transfusion, but decided to stay out of the contest. It would be like trying to separate two Siamese fighting

  fish.




  The guns seemed even louder and much closer in the brittle silence that descended on the tent.




  Sister took her time composing her reply. The heightened colour in her cheeks faded, but she twisted the piece of paper she held in her hands as if she were wringing Mrs Gregson’s neck.

  ‘I did not intend to impugn the service you have given. But there are few here who haven’t performed the same tasks. Isn’t that right, Staff Nurse Jennings?’




  ‘Yes, Sister,’ she agreed softly, eyes downcast. ‘Although I can’t drive—’




  But Sister had turned her attention back to the VADs. ‘You will assist Major Watson, of course, in his important work, and I assume move on with him once the technique for this wonder

  treatment has been demonstrated. But I do not want you on the re-suss, pre-op or evacuation wards. Or on the officers’ wards in the Big House. It will only confuse the men. I don’t want

  them to think they are getting . . .’ She paused for a moment and actually smiled before delivering the blow ‘. . . second-rate care.’




  Staff Nurse Jennings gave a little gasp.




  Mrs Gregson’s answer was thwarted by the popping of a motor cycle as a signals courier appeared in the doorway. He skidded the bike to a halt, raised his goggles off a dirt-encrusted face

  and shouted something that baffled Watson: ‘Pause!’




  ‘What about the Plug Street CCS?’ Sister yelled, pointing to the south. ‘Half our staff are on leave.’




  The driver shrugged. ‘They’ve been bombed. From enemy aircraft. Direct hits. Not big bombs, but lots of them apparently.’




  Sister shuddered at the thought of a shell of any description landing in the midst of a tented CCS and how little protection the thin canvas would provide.




  ‘Casualties?’




  ‘I reckon.’




  She snapped her fingers at Jennings. ‘I’ll send a runner up to the Big House for the surgical teams. You gather the other nurses.’ She turned to Brindle. ‘Perhaps you can

  lend a hand at the reception area?’ Finally she addressed the VADS. ‘And you two girls, would you kindly do your best not to get under our feet?’




  Once they were alone, Mrs Gregson lifted her long dress clear of the floor and stomped her foot three times, accompanying each percussive blow with a shriek of frustration.




  ‘Nurse Gregson, I apologize for Sister Spence—’ Watson began.




  ‘No, no, don’t call me that, she’s right. I am not a nurse. Nor am I . . .’ her lip curled, ‘. . . a girl of any description. “Mrs Gregson”

  will do just fine. It’s not the first time I have met her kind, Major. Although she is an exceptional specimen.’




  ‘There might, I fear, be extenuating circumstances.’




  ‘I knew, Major Watson, when I first set eyes on you and your tubes and syringes, that you were a gentleman. I don’t expect you to take sides. The war between VADs and QAs has been

  going on almost since hostilities began.’ She took several deep breaths and recovered her composure. ‘We’ll carry on unpacking, Major. You’ll be needed at the triage tent

  initially. We’ll have you ready for any transfusions by the time you’ve finished.’




  One thing still puzzled him. ‘What did he mean by “pause”?’ he asked.




  ‘PAWs,’ corrected Miss Pippery, spelling it out, her voice sounding slight and reedy after the robust exchange between the two older women. ‘The casualties that are given

  priority transport from the dressing stations. Penetrating Abdominal Wounds. I think you used to call them Double-Is. Intestinal Injuries.’




  He nodded. New weapons, such as shrapnel, needed fresh terminology. And, he reminded himself, new medicine.




  ‘Which means, Major Watson,’ said Mrs Gregson, ‘we’ll be needing your magic blood a lot sooner than you anticipated.’




  







  FIVE




  The Tommy would never know just how lucky he was. He only appeared for a fleeting second, a grimy, thin face with, as Bloch could see through the scope, protruding, blackened

  teeth. The soldier had decided to risk a quick glance between the sandbags, to check all was quiet out beyond the coils of wire in no man’s land. In that second, a time span no longer than a

  heartbeat, Scharfschütze Unteroffizier Ernst Bloch had to decide whether this Tommy was worth one of his expensive bullets and risking the detection of his hide. The cross hairs sat

  squarely on the face, fixed at the bridge of the nose. Beside him, he felt Gefreiter Schaeffer, his young spotter, stiffen, anticipating the shot. Then the all-too-tempting target disappeared down

  behind the parapet.




  Wait for an officer or a specialist. Make it count.




  That was the sharpshooter’s mantra. The Tommy had been both a private and a newcomer – his cap was still stiff with the wire that kept its shape. Old trench hands removed it so that

  the crown collapsed, providing less of a target. Bloch was seeing more and more of the new Brodie steel helmets in his sights now, though. Not that they could stop a shot from him.




  Bloch moved his head slightly and found the drinking tube, sucking up a mouthful of water, which he held over his tongue before swallowing. His eyes never left the scope on his father’s

  Mauser sporting rifle. They had been out since before dawn, in this shell hole between the lines, one of hundreds that pockmarked the earth. This one was different, though, because it was next to

  the root ball of a tree that had been ripped out of the ground and reduced to splinters. The remaining tangle of compressed roots gave perfect cover for a sniper.




  The pair also lay under a camouflaged sheet, their faces and hair and hands plastered with mud, so they looked as if they were primordial creatures formed from the killing grounds of Flanders.

  Bloch ignored the cold seeping up from the earth, the oddly sweet, cloying stink of the decaying bodies and the thin, icy drizzle that had begun to fall from the sullen, featureless sky that sat

  over the whole of northern Europe. It could be worse, he reminded himself, it could be summer, when battalions of bloated flies filled the air and the stink of putrefaction was enough to make a

  maggot gag.




  Although further north no man’s land was being churned and harrowed to a hideous strip of ooze and muck by constant bombardment, here, in the quieter part of the line, you could still see

  evidence of the countryside’s pre-war existence. There were a dozen farmhouses and barns – albeit without their tiled roofs, and with the beams plundered for firewood – in the

  vicinity. Among the rat- and crow-stripped skeletons of soldiers that littered no man’s land were those of the horses and cattle that had once roamed the fields in peacetime.




  Behind him, a crop of mangels had gone to seed, a promiscuous riot of stems and leaves that had provided Bloch with extra cover as he had moved into position in the strengthening light of the

  new day. Now and then he spotted a rusting cultivator or roller, hastily abandoned as war overtook the farmer. This had once been rich, productive agricultural land, toiled by peasants whose lives

  were much like those of their fathers and grandfathers. It was hard to imagine it could ever return to such an innocent time. Surely the scars they had inflicted on Flanders would last for

  generations.




  Despite the long hours of discomfort, he enjoyed being a sharpshooter. Not for him the weeks of living in dugouts and skulking in trenches, the world reduced to a narrow corridor of sky above

  his head. A Sharfschütze was one of the élite, allowed to roam free across the front, just as long as he continued to add notches to his rifle butt, which was often a weapon he

  had used in his days as a Jäger, a hunter, before the war. As with the peasants in Flanders, it was all about family tradition; Bloch had been an accomplished Jäger like

  his father and grandfather before him.




  ‘Eleven minutes to your left,’ came the whispered instruction. It was the first time Schaeffer had spoken for an hour or more.




  Bloch moved the rifle in a smooth, steady arc. Behind the rusting coils of barbed wire, a two-metre section of the British trench parapet had collapsed, the badly packed sandbags falling

  inwards. Bloch could see the urgent hands and arms of those attempting to repair the breach. He imagined them, standing on the firing step, crouched like apes as they endeavoured to make sure they

  exposed no body part to enemy fire. It wasn’t easy. The British trenches were dug pitifully shallow. Manna to a sniper.




  ‘Officer!’




  But Bloch had already seen the man, noted the distinctive long tunic with Sam Browne belts and the stick under the arm and had decided this was a kill worth having. The discharge sounded

  enormous to him, but he knew how difficult it was for men in trenches to gauge the direction of a single shot. There was no smoke and little muzzle flash; the cartridges were of his own design,

  perfected while hunting wild boar. He worked the oil-smoothed Mauser action to chamber another round.




  As Bloch refocused through the Goertz sight, he heard the hoarse cries for a stretcher-bearer ‘at the double’ and watched the periscopes appear, popping up like nervous rabbits from

  their burrows, scanning the wasteland for telltale signs of his position. He even saw some steel-helmeted idiot put his head up, long enough for him to collect him as a second notch that day,

  should he so desire. But he held his fire. Now was the time for calm, for holding position, to stay as still as he had been before he had removed that man’s head. Soon, a lumbering spotter

  plane might appear, trying to locate them. Or, at dusk, men would slip out from the British lines on a mission to flush them out, for the Tommies had countersnipers now, special units designed to

  spot, track and kill people like him.
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