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to the soldiers of the 

1st Battalion, 22nd Cheshire Regiment 

August 24, 1914

near Audregnies, Belgium 

where, outnumbered, 

they held back the advancing German Army for

over four hours
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Western Michigan, October, 1913

I punch him hard in the jaw. He staggers but doesn’t fall.

Daisy gasps and makes a little squeak at the same time the Harvest Fair fireworks begin exploding over the water at the lakefront. I turn my head to glance at her. 

Mistake.

His fist connects with my cheek, cuts my bottom lip, then crashes into my shoulder, and sends me back on my heels. He throws another blow, but I dodge it and lunge forward to pound my fist into his face. He goes down this time, blood spurting out of his nose. He’s flat on his back for a second before he manages to get to his knees. I take another step toward him, and he holds up his hand. 

“I quit, Luke.”

Panting, I lick the blood on my lip. “Apologize to my sister.”

He hesitates, glaring up at Daisy, and mopping at the blood running down his face.

I raise my fists. Behind us, red, white, and blue rockets shoot into the sky and burst. Cheers fill the air. 

“Okay,” he grunts. “I’m sorry, Daisy. Only wanted a dance.”

“You tore my dress,” Daisy says and points to a strip of lace hanging down her arm.

“You jerked away from me too fast.” He presses his nose on his sleeve, turning the white cloth red. “You could have been nice to me. Didn’t have to run and get your brother.”

She puts her hands on her hips. “Well, Steve Cleever, as if I’d dance with you, the way you grab at a girl.”

***
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“YOU TAKE YOUR SISTER to the fair, come home bloody, and tell me you had a fight with the Cleever boy.” Dad folds his arms across his chest. “Are you crazy?”

“Gave him what he deserved,” I mumble, holding a cold, wet rag on my swollen lip. It’s still bleeding a little. 

Daisy snickers. “Luke broke his nose! It was squashed on his face.”

Dad drops into a chair at the kitchen table across from me. “The Cleevers aren’t the kind of people to meddle with. Their farm is the worst . . . their back fence is down again. Some of their pigs were in our field yesterday.” He looks at Daisy leaning against the sink. “How did you get close to Steve Cleever?” 

“I didn’t! I told him I didn’t want to dance, and he pulled my arm.” She sniffs as if she’s insulted, but her cheeks turn pink. “I tried to be pleasant, but he was quite rude. Luke defended me.”

“Hummmm.” Dad’s knuckles rap on the table. “Daisy, go up to your room. And don’t wake your mother or your sisters doing it.” 

He listens to her climb the stairs, then turns to me. “I think the best thing is for you to go away for a while. The Cleevers will be in an uproar about their youngest boy getting his nose mashed. Zack Cleever broke a man’s arm arguing over a saddle last month. He’s not going to like his brother getting the worst of it in a fight. And the uncle—Otis—mean as a rabid dog.” 

“You want me to go away?” My lip has stopped bleeding. 

“I need you here on the farm, but a tangle with the Cleevers . . .” He shakes his head and raps the table again. “Your mother will worry.”

I think for a minute. “I don’t want to run from a fight.”

“Sometimes retreat is a man’s best choice,” Dad says. “If you stay here, we could have no end of trouble from the Cleevers. Rumors about them all the time—burning a barn, stealing hogs.”

We stare at each other. I notice the gray streaks at his temples and lines in his forehead. He’s worried more than he wants to say. 

“Zack doesn’t scare me,” I say. Not sure that’s entirely true, but I don’t like the idea of running. “Where would I go?”

Dad leans back in his chair. “You’re out of school, turned seventeen. We’ll tell people you wanted to see something of the world. My sister in England—you can go for a visit, and your cousin Charley will be there. I grew up in Sheffield, probably hasn’t changed much.” 

“England?”

“A few months—so your fight can be forgotten, and Steve Cleever can get twisted up in some other problem—which he will.” He sighs. “Your mother will be so upset.”  

***
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SHEFFIELD IS BIGGER than Dad remembered it. A big steel mill and lots of factories making knives and sharp-edged tools. Aunt Margaret reminds me of Dad, the same gray eyes, and when she smiles, the corners of her eyes crinkle like Dad’s do. She feeds me chocolate sponge cake almost every day, and I get used to drinking tea instead of coffee. 

Cousin Charley’s a year older than me and works on the loading platform at the Sheffield-Rotherham Railway. He talks to the boss and gets a job for me. The other men tell me the railway doesn’t pay as much as the steel mill, but Charley says working in the mill will wear a fellow down to nothing. At the end of the day, we usually sit over a pint of ale in the Sleeping Dog Pub across from the rail station and talk about what the future might be. I wonder when I’ll go home.

One night, Charley drains his pint and grins at me. “I’ve got a bloody good idea.”   
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Chicago Daily Dispatch

June 28, 1914

AUSTRIAN ARCHDUKE ASSASSINATED IN SARAJEVO!

Diplomats in Europe strive to avoid war.

Toronto Beacon Express

August 5, 1914

WAR IN EUROPE!

Germany invades Belgium. British and French mobilize. 

New York Evening Gazette

August 16, 1914

GERMANS OVERRUN BELGIUM! 

British Expeditionary Force joins French Army. 

London Morning Chronicle

August 23, 1914

BATTLE ON WESTERN FRONT IN BELGIUM!

British, French, Germans clash at Mons, Belgium. 
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Battlefield, SW of Mons, Belgium, August 23, 1914

We’ll be in the battle before long. My insides are twisted into a knot, and every boom from the artillery tightens the knot so I can hardly breathe. 

The afternoon heat is fierce. I’m marching with the Cheshire Regiment on an unevenly paved road in the Belgian countryside in a long line of men wearing khaki uniforms and carrying Lee-Enfield rifles. Charley’s well ahead of me on the road. East of us, the German army pounds the French and British lines at the canal in Mons. The officers say we have to keep the Germans from crossing the canal and moving south into France. Artillery has been rumbling since dawn, sending huge white-gray clouds of smoke into the air. Ten miles away? Fifteen miles? I have no idea how far away the fighting is—no idea exactly where I am. 

The sun burns on us from a clear blue sky as we march. Sweat trickles down my back. My throat’s dry, but I don’t reach for the water bottle knocking against my hip. The men in my company aren’t slowing down to take a drink, and they must be as thirsty as I am. They know I’m the youngest, but I don’t want them to think I’m the weakest. 

Maybe the others are jittery too, but I don’t ask. Can’t let them know I’m nervous. They’re older—experienced soldiers. Some fought the Boers in South Africa twelve years ago. Ed Daly, in front of me, got shot there when the Boers surrounded a town called Ladysmith. When I asked him how it felt to get shot, he shrugged and said the bullet didn’t do much damage. Then he said he still feels the wound in rainy weather. I keep my eyes on his back as we stride across the uneven paving stones. He’s probably not jumpy like I am. He probably doesn’t feel the way I do—as if a tight band is clamped around my chest, keeping the air out of my lungs. 

The 119th Battery shares our road, and we have to jump down to the sunken dirt track alongside the road whenever a limber carrying an 18-pound field gun rolls past. Ed and I jump at the same time when another 18-pounder goes by, horses snorting, the nearest wheel almost clipping me. 

Ed wipes his face and watches the ammunition wagon tilt and shudder behind the limber. “It’s going too fast, Luke. This road is all hills and valleys—lots of paving stones missing too. That gun will tip.”

The horses head toward a sharp turn and a dip in the road. The limber wheels swerve over the gaps from the missing stones. The driver yells and hauls on the reins, but one wheel skids off the road and slides down the slope toward the sunken track. The ammunition wagon tips first, pulling the limber, which wobbles and tilts to one side. The lead horse on that side snorts and paws the ground to keep himself upright while his hooves spray loose dirt into the air. The weight of the limber drags him off the paving stones and onto the grassy slope. 

Ed and others run to lift the limber, but I focus on the trembling horse. Blowing, snorting, ears flicking, he looks ready to pull another wheel off the road and tip the gun into the dirt. I walk slowly around his head, so he can see me, and let him smell my hand before I touch his withers and stroke a long, smooth path over his chestnut coat. 

“Row, row your boat, gently down the stream.” I keep my voice low and calm. His ears stop flicking. “Merrily, merrily, merrily, life is but a dream.” I can’t remember any other verses, so I repeat the lines over and over while I run my hand along his side. 

On the road, the men have set the ammunition wagon upright and reloaded it. Gripping the wheel at the back of the limber, Ed yells, “One, two, three!” 

Grunting, men heave at the limber and slide the wheels back on the road. The reversal pulls the horse back, hooves on the paving stones again. The four-horse team snorts and stomps for a minute before the gunner cracks the reins and the limber rolls away.

A chuckle next to me. “How did you know the horse’s favorite nursery rhyme?” Ray Parker, red hair sticking out of his cap, freckles thick on his face, grins. “Do you American farmers sing to the chickens too?” 

Ray can take a joke, so I smile and say, “I guess you tin miners in Cornwall don’t know anything about horses. As a matter of fact, my English father taught me to recite nursery rhymes to a skittish horse.” 

He laughs and swipes his sleeve across the rim of sweat on his forehead. “Ah, I forgot. You have a good English father. That explains your special abilities.” 

The guns in the east rise to a thundering roar. I can’t help jerking around to look at the smoke turning the sky gray in the east. 

Ray looks in the same direction. “Let’s move. It’s bloody hot standing in this sun.” 

The road we’re on snakes through an industrial area dense with factories, deep coal pits, railway tracks, and cottages where the miners live. Most of the cottages are empty. When the German army invaded, the mining families moved into the nearby villages for more protection. A hot breeze sends a film of coal dust over us as we pass towering slag heaps. The ground rises and falls like an ocean wave. The men marching ahead of me are out of sight whenever the road sinks, and they show again when the ground rises. Same with the men behind me, so we seem to be marching in small groups. 

Coming over the rise in front of us, Sergeant Jones jogs along the side of the road, waving his arm. Getting closer, he blows on his whistle. “Company C, slow down,” he shouts when he reaches us. Wiping the sweat off his face, he points to a field in front of a factory set back a couple hundred yards from the road. “You’ll bivouac here and set up a defensive position. The Norfolks will be on our right.” He points. “The miners started the scrapes for us, but we can do a better job.”

We turn into the field where a group of Belgian miners stare at us with hostile expressions as they shoulder their shovels and pickaxes. Some kick loose dirt back into the uneven hollows they’ve dug. 

“Don’t seem happy to see us,” Sam Quinn says as the miners walk away. “I guarantee they’ll like the Germans less.” He points to the overturned earth. “Did some mining myself when I was a lad, and for miners, they didn’t do much of a job. We’ll have to get it right.” 

Charley takes a spot next to me, and we dig for hours, making better scrapes with our small entrenching spades than the miners did with their pickaxes. I finish last. My spade cuts the earth well enough, but I’m not as quick as Sam and the others at flinging the dirt, and some of it always slides back. I’m almost six feet, and the scrape has to be deep enough and long enough so I can lie flat on my stomach with most of my body below the sides. Once in the scrape, I can steady my rifle on the ground in front of me to shoot. 

Sam and Ray grumble about our position in this field. 

“Not good enough for defense.”

“We need a clear path for the rifles.”

“Those Germans can be around the slag heaps before we see them.”

“The corn sheaves across the road block our sight lines.”

“The ground is so hilly we’re cut off from the other companies.” 

“Can’t see the Norfolk position at all.”

“We’ll be nose to nose with the enemy before we can call for support.” 

They’re experienced. They know what a battle is like. The knot in my chest gets tighter, and I try not to think about shooting.  

Later, we sit on the low brick ledge next to the factory entrance and eat. If I weren’t so hungry, I might skip the food. Tins of bully beef—sticky chunks of odd-looking meat—I swallow the bits without chewing so the taste doesn’t fill my mouth. The Cheddar cheese is good. The biscuits are hard as stone. Chet Larson calls them hard-as-dog biscuits. We have plenty of water from the factory, but Chet grumbles it’s criminal not to have tea. He finds burners in the factory, boils water, and comes out with enough for a hot cup of tea for each of us. We mutter thanks and dunk our biscuits in the tea to soften them. Nobody says anything about the artillery thundering in the east.

Charley soaks his biscuit, bites off a chunk, and frowns. “Not even passable.” He winks at me. “Luke, you remember me mum’s scones. Full of raisins, and we’d have them at breakfast when they were fluffy and warm right from the oven.” 

We all groan. 

He laughs. “And mum always dished out clotted cream and plenty of strawberry jam to spread on them.” 

Louder groans.

Nate Brock leans on his knees and frowns at Charley. “Couldn’t be as good as my wife’s bread and butter pudding. Susan makes a mighty thick custard and mixes currents with the raisins. We spread gooseberry jam over the top.”

“If you’re wanting good food,” Ray says, “I’m acquainted with a cook who makes a tasty Cornish pasty with beef, potatoes, and onions, all wrapped in flaky pie crust.” He smiles. “And fine looking too.”

“The pie crust?” Nate asks.

“The cook!” Ray says. 

Snickers go around the group.

Chet throws in a description of his wife’s Christmas pudding, but I’m only half listening because my mind has jumped back to my mom’s breakfasts. Pancakes big as dinner plates, thick crispy bacon slabs, and enough maple syrup to make a puddle around the edge of the plate. My stomach growls although I just sent bully beef and cheese down there. 

“Enough!” shout several voices at the same time. 

“I prefer these,” Bill Coster says, waving his biscuit in the air. “Gives a man something to tackle.”

“Might cost him a tooth as well,” Ed says. 

Low chuckles and a few more groans.

“Listen.” I raise my hand and look to the east.

“Guns have stopped,” Nate says. “What’s the time?”

Bill locates his pocket watch. “Near eight.” He glances at the darkening sky. “Could be getting too dark.”

“Artillery doesn’t need much light,” Ray mumbles. He looks at me and then Charley. “I thought Captain Hunter might send you two for ambulance drivers.” 

“No,” Ed says. “Officers don’t give up good riflemen. We need them on the field.”

Ray eyes me. “How many shots did you make the last time we practiced the Mad Minute before we crossed the channel?”

“Twenty-nine the last time,” I say. 

Ray whistles softly. “Charley? How many?”

“Twenty—my best number.”

“Good numbers,” Ed says. “Fifteen is what’s required.”

“You all do over twenty,” Charley says. 

Ed stares into his tea. “We’ve had more practice,” he says.

“Luke won a shooting contest in Michigan. Got a trophy,” Charley says. “I guess we’ll do all right.”

“I guess you will.” Ray gets to his feet. “Captain’s coming. Sergeant’s with him.”

Captain Hunter takes our salutes with a quick return. “Did you eat?” He waits for our nods and yes sirs but doesn’t ask if we liked the food. He’s thin, blond, and he’d look younger than me if he didn’t have a mustache adding a few years to him. 

“Our regiment is now the left flank of the British lines and the French Fifth Army,” he says. “The artillery at the canal has stopped, but I have no information as to why. It might be only a pause.” He and Sergeant Jones check our scrapes and look over the ground and the factory behind us. “We can use the building in the morning,” he says to Sergeant Jones. “Better for riflemen.”

“Second floor and those walls should help,” Sergeant Jones says. 

The captain chews his lip for a minute. We wait. He clears his throat. “I’ve just come from headquarters. Colonel Boger spoke to the officers. We know some German forces are getting across the Mons canal. Our engineers are blowing bridges where they can, but the Germans are pushing southwest in our direction.”

My blood’s pounding so hard in my ears, the captain’s voice sounds far away as he keeps talking.

“We’ve been ordered to hold our position and keep the Germans from cutting off the main roads going south.” He clears his throat again. “We are Cheshires, and we always fight to the last round of ammunition and the last man. Unless ordered otherwise, we must resist to the end.”
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I volunteer for the watch first because the captain’s words roar in my head—resist to the end—and I know I won’t sleep. Sitting on an abandoned flatbed wagon near the road, I stare into the darkness, not sure what I’m waiting for. The captain said the Germans weren’t close yet, but I grip my rifle as if a soldier in a gray uniform with a spike on his helmet is going to leap out of the dark any second. The night’s hot, but my fingers are cold.

The others spread out on the ground as comfortable as if they were at home in bed. Ed’s flat on his back, snoring a light whistle every time he inhales. Ray curls on his side, his hand resting on his rifle. Bill looks like he’s standing at attention, flat on his back, face to the sky, arms at his sides. Chet puts his cap over his face and hooks his thumbs in his belt. Sam and Nate are both sleeping in their scrapes, haversacks under their heads for pillows. 

A shuffle in the dirt sends me to my feet, pulse jumping. I swing my rifle in all directions, peering into the dark. 

“It’s me,” Charley whispers as he comes out of the shadows. “I can’t settle down.” 

He sits next to me on the wagon, and we gaze at the stars without talking. Listening to Charley’s steady breathing for some reason helps mine go into a normal rhythm. 

“I’ve been feeling guilty about something.” Charley coughs and shifts on the edge of the wagon, swinging his legs from side to side. “I know I talked you into signing up, and maybe it wasn’t what you really wanted to do.” 

I think about that for a minute. “You didn’t talk me into anything. We both wanted to sign up. Remember all those stories Uncle Howie told us about being in India and Burma with the army.” 

Charley sighs. “Mum says he only talked about the good things. You could have gone home after visiting us in Sheffield.”

“I had that trouble with the Cleevers before I left home,” I say slowly. “Didn’t seem like a good time to go back, so the army sounded good. Was thinking I might see India.”

“Right you are—adventure. I wasn’t for going into the Sheffield steel mill. Wanted a bit of excitement. Turned out unexpected, didn’t it? No talk of war when we went in.” 

“Nobody said anything about a war,” I agree.

“Did you write home before we sailed? I wrote me mum and brother George too. Wrote out me will like the others did.” Charley heaves a sigh. “Don’t have anything much to leave except pay.”

“I wrote my mom. Didn’t make a will though. Seemed like bad luck to do it. I guess the army would send my pay home.” 

Charley doesn’t answer. We sit in the dark, pretending to study the stars. I figure he’s thinking what I’m thinking. I slide my hand over the barrel of my Enfield almost wishing a German would jump out of the shadows, almost wishing whatever is going to start tomorrow will start now. 

“Do you wonder,” he says in a low voice, “if you’ll hold?”

That’s what I wonder every minute, but I don’t want to say it aloud. “I hope I will.”

“Don’t want to disgrace meself,” he mumbles. 

“We’ve drilled long enough—I think. But drilling can’t be like the real thing. Shooting at a target can’t be . . .”

“Can’t be,” he agrees. “Ray said when the enemy shoots at me, I’ll be able to shoot back. He says it’s automatic.” He bends his fingers, cracking his knuckles. “Hope we don’t need the bayonets. Remember how sergeant said to use them.”

“If it gets stuck in an enemy, we step on him to pull out the blade.” My hand is so tight around the rifle barrel, my fingers have gone numb. I shift the rifle and rub my hand over my leg to get the feeling back. “Probably we won’t need bayonets.” 

“Can’t imagine we will,” Charley mumbles. 

“We’ll do what the others do.” My voice sounds hollow in my ears. 

After another hour or more, Nate comes out of the dark. “I’ll take the watch. You two sleep. We’ll be up early tomorrow.”

I spread my blanket in my scrape and lie on my back, looking up at the moon. Charley said it first, but I can’t stop wondering about my own nerve. Will I do what’s expected? Will I hold? Maybe fighting is automatic like Ray says, but I won’t know until the shooting starts. In the barracks, stories went around about men sometimes being shot for deserting or for refusing to fight. Ed explained we’re defending each other when we’re in a fight, and we have to stick together and rely on each other. Makes sense to me. I close my eyes to shut out the moonlight.

* * *
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“WAKE UP! NEW DAY!” Sergeant Jones walks around the scrapes and kicks a few legs, provoking groans and curses. 

A faint glow in the east tells me it’s morning. As we rise and stamp our feet to shake ourselves awake, the artillery shelling starts again—a thundering roar—then an answer from another gun. The firing becomes one steady explosion with no pauses. The ground shakes as if we’re in the middle of an earthquake. My muscles tense. The guns sound closer this morning. 

Sergeant Jones points to the factory. “We’ll use the building instead of the field. Get in there and make your loopholes. We have to hold this road.”

Ed sees me looking at the scrape I dug yesterday and chuckles. “That’s the army, Luke. You think you’re settled in a position, and they move you to another one.”

“You’ll get used to it,” Ray says. “Barricading the factory is better. We’ll be out of the open with some cover.” 

Inside, we work at the front wall, chiseling and hammering loopholes for the rifles—neat V-shapes. I’m the last to finish, but I’ve got a good-looking loophole. Sliding my rifle into it, I use my sight and check the view—it’s a look at everything in front of us. The field’s empty now, but it’s easy to imagine German infantry attacking, running around the corn sheaves, crossing the road, sprinting over the ground in front of the factory. But they’ll be in the open, and we’ll be behind the walls—an advantage for sure.

Ed checks my work. “Nice,” he says. “Now mark it, so everyone knows it’s yours. The engineers are coming to put a platform higher on the wall so we’ll have a second row for firing.” 

I scratch my name and Cheshire Company C above the loophole to claim it. 

Morning light is cutting pink and gold streaks across the sky while we wait for breakfast rations outside the factory. Finally, Lieutenant Ridge rides up on a bicycle and hands Ed a pouch. “Bacon and bread. It’s all I could get. No word on when we’re likely to get more rations.”

My stomach’s been rumbling since we rose, and the bacon sandwich with hot tea suits me fine. A couple of men gripe about the skimpy rations. Nobody mentions the howling artillery sounding closer and closer. 

We’re drinking our second cup of tea when a messenger on a horse arrives, gives Sergeant Jones a piece of paper, and rides off in the direction of Company A. I swallow the last of my sandwich as I watch Sergeant Jones read the message three times. He shrugs, tucks the paper inside his tunic, and blows his whistle. 

“Form up,” he announces. “Manchesters are taking over this factory. We’re marching east as reserves.” 

“Blimey!” Charley says. “We just got set up here!”

Ed shrugs. “It’s the way of the army. Dig in, move, dig in, move.”

“I hope the Manchesters appreciate our excellent loopholes,” Charley says. 

We’re going in reserve. I let out a long breath. Maybe we won’t be called into action after all. We march east across rough sugar beet fields, along a railway track, down an unpaved road, and stop in a pea field outside a village, which a road sign says is called Dour. The name matches my thoughts—grim and dark. Ray says we’re only a few miles from where we spent the night. 

“Is that far enough for being in reserve?” I ask. The artillery sounds closer than it did when we were at the factory. 

“Hard to know,” he says. 

The sun scorches us while we refill our water bottles and rest in the pea field, waiting while the officers consult with each other. Captains, majors, and lieutenants walk in and out of a low building on the far edge of the field. Messengers ride up on horses or on bicycles. While we wait, Ed and Bill talk about the heat and compare it to their time in South Africa. Ray, Nate, and Chet talk to some of the Norfolk men. The faint breeze is as hot as the sun. 

Charley’s sprawled on dry grass near a fence, and I sink next to him. My stomach growls. Already the bacon sandwich has been used up, and I’m hungry again. I wiggle my toes inside my boots and imagine my feet in a cool pond. 

Charley points to a silver and blue Rolls-Royce parked next to the low building. “Do generals attack the enemy from a fancy auto?”

“Don’t know, but I’d sure like to ride in that.” 

“Seems all we do is march back and forth,” Charley says. 

My mouth is dry with a sour taste when I swallow. I gulp some water and mop my face in my sleeve. I want time to speed up. I want to know what’s next. I don’t want to wait.

Captain Hunter walks out of the building, joins a group of officers for a few minutes, and then heads toward the sergeants waiting for orders. After Sergeant Jones talks to Captain Hunter, he runs toward us. 

“Form up,” he yells, waving his hand in the direction we came from. “We’re positioning to the left of the First Norfolk in a defense line. Forward! Double-quick!”

“Going west again. Don’t think we’re reserves anymore,” Ed says. “You two,” he looks at Charley and me, “follow me and stay close.” 

We double-quick back the way we came, through a village, up a hill, along the railway tracks, through another field. I run a steady pace behind Ed, and Charley stays behind me. We pass a road sign with Audregnies pointing south and Elouges pointing north. We’re somewhere between, but where are the Germans?

“Company C—extend to the left,” yells Sergeant Jones as we reach a sunken road. 

Charley and I follow Ed along the road. The banks on either side are so high I feel as if I’m running through a tunnel. My heart thuds in my chest. My tongue is thick and dry, and I can’t get enough spit to lick my lips. 

“Forward!” Sergeant Jones signals a new direction. 

Ed vaults over the bank of the road into the cornfield on the other side. I scramble after him. 

Sergeant Jones is ahead of us. “Keep your extension!”

“Left incline!” Lieutenant Ridge bellows from somewhere.

Ed turns left, and I follow him double-quick along the field parallel with the sunken road. Bullets streak through the air and churn up the grass—too short to reach us. 

“Get down!” Ed yells. 

I flop on the ground next to Ed. He’s already shooting across the field although I can’t see any German infantry. Can’t see much of anything because the ground has just enough rise to block me from seeing the rest of our company or any other companies. I shift a couple of yards away from Ed and get a clearer view of the field but still don’t see the enemy. My breathing sounds like I’m choking. Have to control it so I can shoot steady. I try dragging in deep, long breaths, but they don’t help. My pulse hammers. 

A long, echoing shriek passes overhead. 

“Artillery!” Ed yells. “Keep down. It’s not close—it’s going over.” 

At least a half mile behind us, the shell explodes, tossing huge chunks of earth into the air. Another long whine screams through the air. This time the shell lands ahead of us, blowing up clumps of dirt into a dark cloud that falls on us like hail. Bits of metal, pieces from the shell, mix in the dirt. I press my face against the ground, hanging on to my cap with one hand and my rifle with the other. A metal splinter slices lightly over my hand, leaving a thin red streak of blood. When the dirt settles, I lift my head and turn in Ed’s direction to ask him what to do. 

He’s lying on his side, his face turned toward me, eyes wide open, a trickle of blood on his temple, and a small hole in his forehead.
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Chapter 5
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I crawl on my hands and knees to reach Ed. A shell splinter sticks out of the hole in his forehead. His cap is still in place, his rifle in his hands, and his open mouth looks as if he was going to warn me about the shell. 

Another artillery blast screeches overhead. The ground under me shakes so much I have to put my hand down to avoid toppling over on my side. Smoke from the explosions curls over the field. The noise from the rifle fire rattles in my head. 

Charley’s a few yards away, and he slides on his belly across the grass to reach me. “Is he alive?” He’s yelling over the roar of the guns. 

My hand shakes while I search for a pulse in Ed’s neck. Pressing my fingers into his skin, I shake my head at Charley. My throat is so dry I can’t get any words out. I swallow hard but can’t make a sound. Charley and I stare at each other as another shell roars over us. Clumps of dirt and grass fly into the air and then fall on us, but the dirt isn’t the danger. Shell pieces, thousands of metal splinters will slice through a man as smoothly as a bullet does. The artillery stops. Rifle fire stays hot. My mind starts to work again. 

I force a cough, working up enough spit to yell, “Stretcher!” The gunfire drowns out my shout, but
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