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No Man’s Land

 


Hopkins ventured a peek over the trench’s edge. He
saw the crater-pocked landscape of No-Man’s land, illuminated by
the moonlight spilling from the clear sky. In the distance he could
see the twisted bodies of his comrades, backs arched, caught in the
German barbed wire. He ventured that peek against the chance of
taking a sniper’s bullet because of what the men had said. At
night, freezing and huddled together, they whispered of something
far worse than mustard gas, or the artillery shells that vaporized
men in their tracks. Something lived in No-Man’s Land. And two
nights ago, it had taken Private George Entwhitsle.

He lowered his head, breathed in the chilly air. He
rubbed his hands together for warmth, looked at the ground and saw
the dead man. One eye opened and staring, the other a black hole
where a machine gun bullet had torn through. They hadn’t had time
to bury him properly. He thought the man’s last name was
Gregor.

Lots of them around. Some half-buried in the mud,
others with faces missing, some bloated and gassy. He had seen
enough dead men, not what he’d expected when he joined. But what
had he expected? The Huns to pack up their guns and flee in terror
at the sight of the Yanks?

When the war broke out, Hopkins had practically run
to the recruiting station. There had been one of the new recruiting
posters on the brick wall outside, the one with the severe-looking
guy in the top hat. Pointing at him and scowling with those bushy
white eyebrows. It had seemed like he was off on an adventure. A
sail across the Atlantic where he would be greeted by cheering
Frenchmen. And later, meeting Parisian girls who would welcome him
with bottles of wine and promises of exotic sex. But the dream and
the reality had been different.

There’d been a gas attack his first day on the front,
and he’d been terrified. Hopkins had scrambled to pull a gas mask
over his head when the warning bell sounded. The Germans had
released phosgene gas, and he remembered sucking air hard, waiting
to see if the gas mask would keep out the poison fumes. And the
dead. Everywhere. They lined the bottom of the trenches, poked out
of shell-craters, hung in the wire. He wondered what Woodrow Wilson
would make of his war if he could see them.

Now, he leaned against the trench wall. Soon the rats
would come out, crawling, sniffing, maybe chewing the ears off of
the dead Gregor. He tried to stay awake. His eyes grew dry and
heavy. He saw a private named Steven Thorpe approaching. Up close,
Thorpe looked like they all did. Mud caked the front of his
uniform. Stubble lined his mud-streaked cheeks. A cigarette hung
from his lip, unlit. You didn’t dare light one for fear of drawing
sniper fire.

As Thorpe spoke, Hopkins saw his breath. “There’s
talk were going over soon.”

“An offensive?”

Thorpe nodded.

“When?” Hopkins said.

“Tomorrow, maybe the next day.”

There would be a bombardment first, and even though
the shells were directed at the Huns, it still terrified him. “Any
word on Entwhistle?”

Thorpe looked over his shoulder, then slung his rifle
back on his shoulder. “Must’ve been a Hun got him.”

“You believe that?”

A puzzled look crossed his face. “What else would it
be?”

“Sure as hell not a Hun,” Hopkins said. “You think
one of them would crawl across unseen? And then drag a man out of a
trench?”

“They’re sneaky,” Thorpe said.

“Not that sneaky.”

“I heard it looked like something just snatched him
up, came right out of the dark.”

“Nonsense.”

The next day passed with no offensive. The German
guns were quiet. An occasional rifle crack sounded in the distance.
As the sun began to set, Thorpe approached, a look of wonder on his
face.

“You hear about Randall?’

Hopkins shook his head.

Thorpe leaned in close. Hopkins saw the red, chafed
skin under his nose. Fighting a cold, most likely.

“He went apeshit last night.”

It didn’t surprise Hopkins. Some of the men about to
crack stared into space while others whimpered to themselves during
the night when they thought everyone was asleep. You were fragile
out here, but some were more fragile than others. The weak ones
offered no more resistance than an eggshell would to a hammer.

“How apeshit?”

“They sent him to the rear.”

He heard voices coming down the trench and feet
clapping on the duckboards. He peered over Thorpe’s shoulder and
saw Sergeant McGaskill coming. He walked in a side to side rhythm,
bow legs making him appear as if he might teeter over. Hopkins
nodded, indicating Thorpe should turn around. Thorpe did.

The sergeant was a bristly mustached Irishman from
Boston. His cheek poked out from the ever-present wad of tobacco he
kept there. Hopkins never saw him spit, either. The men generally
agreed that the Sergeant had the temperament of a bulldog with the
clap.

“Gather up, all of you!”

A group of mud-caked soldiers fell in behind him.

“I’ll say this once. You all heard what happened to
poor little Mitchy Randall last night. He was on guard duty,
thought he saw something scary out there. He jumped off the fire
step and started shrieking. I shut him up with a fist to the face.
Now if any of you lilies want to try that crap and think you’ll get
a ticket out of here, you got another thing coming,” Sergeant
McGaskill said. “Any of you pull that on watch and I’ll shoot you
myself. We’re going over tomorrow. O-six hundred. We get a short
bombardment and then we go.”

Thorpe asked, “Any word on Entwhistle, Sergeant?”

“Naw, he’s probably run off. And don’t go believing
that some super- Hun snatched him out of here like a baby out of
its cradle. Couldn’t happen. Now stand to in case Fritzy decides to
come get us.”

Hopkins slipped his bayonet on to the end of his
rifle and hopped on to the fire step. Along the line, the other men
did suit, as they did every day at dawn and dusk, preparing in case
of a German attack. It would last maybe an hour, then they could
stand down.

Thorpe slipped in next to him. “You on tonight,
Hoppy?”

“As luck would have it, I am.”

Night settled in on the front. The sky was a deep
blue and Hopkins looked up through the cloudless sky and saw stars.
It reminded him of the summer before he left for the war, of
spending the humid nights with Mary Chambers on a blanket in a
field. Mary would lie next to him, and sometimes she brought a
picnic basket with apple breads and some wine if she could sneak it
from the house. Mostly they had lain on the blanket and held hands
until it grew too warm, sweat forming between their palms. They had
watched the stars and the only noises in the field were their
breathing and the chirping of crickets.

That time seemed to Hopkins to belong to a younger
man, a boy, even. Mary had cried when he told her he was going to
the War. Cried and given him a perfume-scented handkerchief, which
he kept in his pack. Every third night or so, he took it out,
looked around to make sure no one was watching, and sniffed the
cloth. As the war would go on, he planned to take it out less and
less, for he thought that wonderful smell might wear off and he
would be left with the stench of mud and unwashed bodies in the
trenches.

He looked back out on to No Man’s land, peered over
top of the sandbags, then ducked down. He shuffled his feet, hoping
to get some warmth into his body. He coughed, and saw the plume of
his own breath curl into the air. He’d been on about an hour, with
one more to go.

It occurred to him that whoever had grabbed
Entwhistle might come for him as well. He tightened his grip on the
rifle. Worked his gaze back and forth, half-expecting to see some
super-Hun with red eyes and a dagger clenched between teeth
crawling toward the barbed wire.

He glanced down the line, at the next sentry, whose
post was right before the trench turned around the bend. The man
leaned against the trench wall, rifle at his side. His head drooped
and he snapped it up, avoiding the pull of sleep. If McGaskill sees
him, he’ll be shot for falling asleep. Hopkins would warn him.

He watched the man’s head bob, sleep taking him
again. An arm reached over the parapet and gripped the man’s
shoulder. The sentry’s feet left the parapet, his rifle dropping to
the ground and his body jerked, lifeless, and it appeared to
Hopkins that the abductor snatched the man up as if he weighed no
more than a feather pillow. He was gone.

Hopkins jumped off the step and his boots made a
hollow clapping noise on the duckboards. It was his first instinct
to scream and he did, but at the same instant the big guns, ten
miles behind the line, erupted and shells whistled through the air,
drowning him out. Hopkins reached the sentries’ post and looked up
at the parapet. He raised his rifle and waited for one of the Huns
to come over the top. Someone did, flopping over the sand bags in a
somersault and landing on their back. Hopkins jumped back and amid
the thunder of falling shells he screamed again.

The man’s face had been chewed to shreds. A black
hole now resided where his nose had been. One eye had been gouged
out. And in the throat, two puncture marks, each with a trickle of
red-black blood pouring from them.

He looked to the parapet and further down the line he
say saw a short, squat form roll over the sandbags, hit the
duckboards, and run down the trench. Hopkins stepped over the dead
man and looked around the zigzag of the trench wall to see the form
slip into a dugout.

Hopkins ran to the dugout, thinking the sentry with
the ruined nose and holes in his throat was dead and gone, but if
someone else was hurt, he could help. He came to the timber-framed
doorway of the dugout and brushed past a blanket hung over the
opening. Inside, a dozen men lay on cots, some of them snoring,
others awake and covering their ears against the din of the
bombardment. Rifles stood propped against the walls, and in the
center of the room was a table with a porkpie helmet and some
photographs.

A hand clapped him on the shoulder and he looked to
see Sergeant McGaskill standing next to him in the dark. His face
had gone pale, but his lips were a dark ruby color and he saw the
smear of blood across the sergeant’s chin. It also stained the
front of his coat.

“Sir, are you alright?”

“Hopkins, I’m here, aren’t I?” he said, and wiped his
mouth with his uniform sleeve. It only served to smear the blood
more.

“What happened to that sentry?” Hopkins asked.

“Raiding party pulled him over. I couldn’t save
him.”

“Why is there blood on your mouth?”

“It came from him.”

“Did your mouth press against him?”

McGaskill grabbed the front of Hopkins’ shirt and
pressed him up against the dugout wall. He had a look of absolute
fury in his eyes and he clenched his teeth, revealing more blood
smeared across their surface. He looked as if he’d be right at home
in an asylum.

“You don’t worry about that. Like I told you, they
came looking to raid us, and they pulled him over. I jumped out to
save his ass, got it?”

“Take your hands off me, Sergeant.”

McGaskill gave him an extra shove before letting go
of his tunic. “You’re relieved. Get some sleep before we go over.”
He stalked out of the dugout. Hopkins looked at some of the men,
the ones who were now awake and giving him curious looks.

“Go back to sleep, all of you.”

They buried the sentry during the night, actually
flung his body over the sandbags because no one could leave the
trench to bury him and they didn’t want him around contributing to
the considerable stink. Hopkins had heard dead the man’s name was
Michael Peckman, a greenie private from Indiana. The official word
was the Germans did a hit and run. Sergeant McGaskill was being
hailed a hero, but Hopkins was sure that those in command didn’t
see the same lunatic look on his face or the blood smeared across
his teeth. He was quite sure McGaskill killed Michael Peckman, for
whatever reason.

Now, after being woken up, Hopkins and the other men
stood at the short ladders, now in place for their assault. The big
guns had stopped half an hour ago, and he could only hope the
barrage shredded German barbed wire and took out their machine
guns. It wasn’t usually the case, and they would most likely face a
curtain of bullets and rows of in tact wire.

Someone tapped him on the shoulder, and he turned to
see McGaskill, behind him. He looked and saw only stubble on the
Sergeant’s cheeks and chin. No signs of blood.

“Come here,” McGaskill said, and motioned for Hopkins
to follow.

They ducked into a dugout. Hopkins walked in and
stood between a row of cots, his hands clasped behind his back, as
if he were about to address a rank of troops.

“I know you think you think I was involved with
Peckman’s death. Think what you want. Tell anyone your thoughts,
though, and you’ll be on latrine duty for the rest of your days in
this shithole
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