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In memory of my own ‘Teenage Tommies’

George Warrington

(The Lincolnshire Regiment)

1899-1983

Daniel Jones

(The Welch Regiment)

1897-1971

John William Jones

(The Royal Welsh Fusiliers)

1898-1918
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But most of all, for my Dad
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‘What Came Before’
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Flanders,

November 1918

D

an could never have imagined a time such as this; a night so dark that he could not see his own hand in front of his face as death fought to take him on the battlefield. Terrified, he kept moving, spurred on by adrenalin and an overwhelming desire to live. 

The world exploded with a fresh roar of artillery and the bodies of the dead all around were illuminated in a blinding flash of light, their twisted limbs and terrified faces the stuff of nightmares. As the barrage intensified, mud, shrapnel and stones rained down and pitted the earth. 

Gripping his rifle, Dan crept forward, squinting as night turned into day and then back again. 

Black. White. Black. White. 

His eyes burned, and his eardrums stung. Ahead, a doorway appeared, flickering in the darkness like the slides of a magic lantern.

There. 

Gone. 

There. 

Close by, he heard the voices of his few surviving comrades-in-arms. They were shouting to one another as they made a last-ditch attempt to join him in the courtyard of the ruined chateau they had fought so hard to take. Dan turned, shielding his eyes with his hand and willing them on, but seconds later a heavy artillery shell ploughed into them and the sky lit up as they were shredded piecemeal into eternity. 

Then a second blast came, much closer than the first, and the air was sucked out of Dan’s lungs as he was blown backwards through a crumbling archway. 

In an instant, the darkness took him.
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Six Weeks Earlier


September 1918
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T

he only good thing about the situation was the weather. Above the smoke of battle, Dan could see clear blue sky as summer faded into autumn. The sun, whilst not hot, was warm, and that was a blessing as it made the crater in no-man’s land where he lay alongside his mate Fred, bearable. 

Hours earlier Fred had taken some shrapnel to his head and back and his wounds were severe. Dan had stayed close beside him, hoping against hope that the barrage overhead might somehow stop, and that a couple of stretcher bearers would appear to save the day. 

‘Give us a fag, mate,’ Fred whispered hoarsely, his one good eye gliding up into his head before drifting slowly back down again, ‘I think there’s a Black Cat in my pocket.’

‘Funny place to keep a cat,’ Dan replied, repeating an old joke which he and Fred had shared in many a trench, ‘You want to watch it doesn’t go for you.’

Fred groaned and Dan wasn’t sure if it was on account of the quality of the joke or the severity of his head wound but he rummaged about in Fred’s tunic pocket anyway until he found what he was looking for, a battered and bloody packet of Black Cat cigarettes. 

Lighting one, he placed it between Fred’s lips. Fred coughed, and a fresh stream of blood trickled down his face from beneath the field dressing which Dan had applied earlier. When Dan took the cigarette out of Fred’s mouth, he noticed that there was blood on the tip of that too.

Fred’s eye flickered across it.

‘I reckon that’s me about buggered, lad,’ he said, ‘There’s more holes in me than there is in the muck up there...’ his eye moved upwards, towards the lip of the crater.

‘No, you’ll be alright!’ Dan took a much needed drag on the cigarette himself, ‘It’s nothing as a bit of rest and a pint of best won’t cure.’

‘You reckon?’

‘Aye, I reckon.’

‘Trust us to end up here,’ Fred muttered, ‘Of all the places we might have been. We’ve proper shit it this time.’ There was an irony in his voice which would normally have been amusing. But not here. Not now.

‘Aye, absolute corker of a place.’ Dan agreed, ‘We’ve hit rock bottom this year, pal...’ 

They both winced as an artillery shell whistled overhead, and Dan leaned over Fred to shield him as gently as he could, cursing as a storm of stones and shit rained down on them. ‘Bastards!’

Fred groaned softly and put a grimy hand up to his face as Dan rolled off him. He touched the dressing covering his eye and cheek and Dan looked away as a lump of congealed blood and matter at the edge of it loosened. He glanced up at the sky to steady himself, his brow momentarily frozen with pre-emptive grief which he didn’t want Fred to see. He counted silently to three, his eyes fixed on a break in the smoke above the battlefield, tongue pressed hard against the back of his teeth. 

The moment passed. 

Composed once more, he reached into his pocket and pulled out the sad remains of what had once been a white handkerchief, ‘‘Here, let me...’ He pressed the cloth gently against Fred’s cheek, just below the edge of the dressing.

‘We thought it was shit back at The Royal Oak last Christmas, with Mrs Droop’s bloody carol concert, didn’t we?’ Fred’s voice cracked as he gave a low laugh, and Dan laughed too.

‘Aye! We did that!’ He nodded as blood seeped through the handkerchief. Dan pressed a little harder. ‘Sorry, mate, trying not to hurt you.’

‘I’m not sure it really matters now,’ Fred caught his breath and coughed again, ‘She’s not the best singer on God’s earth, is she?’

‘Who? Mrs Droop?’

‘Aye, a kindly soul but no singer.’

‘You’re not wrong there, mate.’

‘Silent Fright...’ Fred’s voice was soft as he sang, ‘Holy shite...’ and then ‘You don’t think she heard us singing that, do you?’

‘No, if she had we’d have been out on our ears, Christmas Eve or not!’ 

‘True. Bloody funny though.’

‘Proper.’

‘Be good to be back there,’ Fred whispered.

‘We soon will be.’

‘Aye.’

There was a pause in the conversation and Dan put the cigarette to Fred’s lips again. A greyish pallor was creeping over Fred’s face, and he was getting colder. Dan cuddled up closer, desperate to keep his friend warm and to stave off what he knew was coming. There was a moment’s silence and then he felt Fred stir beside him.

‘You alright, mate?’ Dan asked gently looking directly into what remained of Fred’s face, into what he suddenly knew he would always remember as ‘the good side’. The side which still looked like the lad he’d grown up with, gone to school with, gone to war with.

‘Yeah, I’m all right. Do us a favour, Dan?’ Fred’s icy fingers touched Dan’s hand, and he shivered.

‘Aye, anything you like.’ Dan raised an eyebrow and crossed his eyes, something he often used to do during their childhood back home in Yorkshire, when summers were warm and winters were cosy, ‘Except scratch your bollocks for you, mind. I’m not doing that.’

Fred grinned and his eye moved in response, but the movement was slight and Dan could already see a shadow creeping in behind it.

‘No, seriously, like,’ Fred’s grip tightened, ‘I want you  to do something for me, assuming that you get out of this mess and... and I think you will.’

It was time for the truth. It was too late now to pretend that there would be a double homecoming for the lads from Little Hope. Dan’s lips set into a thin firm line, but he felt them trembling, nonetheless.

‘Aye, go on, then,’ he nodded.

‘Promise you’ll do it, before I tell you what it is?’

‘Aye, ‘course I will if it makes you feel better.’

‘You need to mean it, Danny.’ Fred’s eye narrowed and the remaining half of his forehead creased into a slight frown. 

Dan nodded, suddenly afraid.

‘Promise me that whatever comes in the years ahead, you’ll always remember how fucking miserable and shit things were here today. Don’t let life get you down, Dan. Keep that stupid smile on your face, it’s cheered me up seeing it no end of times. You’ve always made me laugh, not always for the right reasons, but you have. Just...just smile, no matter what. Will you do that for me?’

‘Aye, course I will, mate.’ Tears welled up in Dan’s eyes, and he forced himself to smile now. Pulling his hand out of Fred’s grip, he slipped his arm under the dying lad’s shoulders and held him close like a child. The earth beneath him was wet and warm, and Dan knew that it was fresh blood.

‘No day can ever be as bad as this ‘un!’ Fred’s teeth were chattering and his voice was growing faint, ‘So raise a glass for me and all the lost lads of England every Christmas Eve back at The Royal Oak, will you?’

‘Aye, I will that. I bloody well will! I promise!’

‘Right. You’re my best mate, Dan. I love you like me own brother, but... but I’d best be going now...’

‘Going where?’ Dan’s voice caught in his throat.

‘Away home.’ Fred whispered.

‘Home?’

‘Back to Little Hope. Sorry to leave you here all on your own. But you’ll be all right Dan, that’s my promise to you. I’ll see you safe home...’ Fred’s remaining eyelid was growing heavy as he fought to stay for a while longer. It closed for a few moments and Dan felt himself trembling, his grip on Fred tightened.

Suddenly, Fred’s eye opened wide. His gaze fading but determined as it held Dan’s. ‘One last thing, Dan?’ 

‘Aye, mate, name it...’ 

‘Write and let me Nan know that I didn’t suffer, will you? She’ll... need to know that.’

‘Aye, I will,’ Dan gritted his teeth and took another drag on the bloodstained cigarette, annoyed that his fingers were trembling. He looked up at the blackening sky, at the acrid smoke from the artillery barrages drifting across the sun, and took a deep, slow breath to steady himself. Fred sighed quietly and then shuddered in his arms, and when Dan looked back at him, he was dead.

Dan threw back his head and howled at the sky. ‘Where the fuck are you, God?’ he shouted, ‘Why didn’t you save him? You bastard! You bloody bastard!’ If he had expected God to answer, then he was wrong. Above the shell hole the battle raged on, and he rested his cheek against his Fred’s bloody face and wept like a child.

Dan stayed with Fred’s body for two days, until at last the barrage overhead lifted sufficiently for a large Scotsman in a flailing kilt to come hurtling towards them, the earth around him convulsing with Hun bullets. He leapt deftly over the rim of the crater and slid down into the mud beside them, his kilt riding up behind him and his knees bent double. The Scotsman’s rifle hit his chin as he slithered to a halt and caused his head to snap back into the dirt. He swore and spat out a mouthful of blood and half a tooth.

Wiping his mouth with the back of a filthy hand, he surveyed the scene before him for a moment and then spat out more blood, as a spurt of Hun bullets hammered into the lip of the crater.

‘Your pal?’ he asked nodding at Fred, his breath ragged from running and with red spittle dripping onto his unshaven chin, ‘Him there?’

‘Aye, his name was Fred.’

‘Well, he’s beyond help now...’ he shot Dan a sympathetic look and then nodded towards the top of the crater. ‘Best get yourself ready to shift, laddie. We’re in retreat. Get your kit together and let’s go.’

In the distance, a German artillery gun rumbled, and both men closed their eyes tight and hunched their shoulders as a shell howled towards them. It sailed overhead and the earth shook as it detonated a few hundred yards away, and seconds later an angry shower of earth rained down on them. The Scotsman swore in Gaelic as a severed hand wearing a gold signet ring landed in the mud close to his foot. He picked it up and deftly removed the ring from its bloodied finger. 

‘Someone back home might recognize it.’ He said simply, ‘It’s got a coat of arms on it, look...’ and he flashed the ring at Dan before slipping it into his own pocket.

‘Come on, stir yourself. With me!’ The Scotsman wasn’t for hanging around, but there was something about the gentle lilt in his voice which Dan found oddly calming; it made him think of the smoking chimneys of home, and of earth that smelled of gentle rain and not death. He bit his lip, afraid that he was about to cry.

‘Come on laddie, now!’ In the blink of an eye the Scotsman was on his feet and away over the top of the crater.

Dan grabbed his own rifle and quickly straightened his helmet. He was about to follow on the Scotsman’s heels when suddenly he stopped and turned back. Crouching down, he undid one of the pockets of Fred’s tunic, and with trembling fingers he felt about until he found what he was looking for; a bundle of letters from Fred’s Nan back home in England. Damp and creased, they were clipped together with Fred’s old King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry cap badge, the one he had worn proudly into action until a near-miss from Fritz had knocked the rose in the center of the hunting horn clean out.

‘Shame to chuck it,’ Fred had mused as he’d put its shiny new replacement onto his cap in the relative quiet of a makeshift barracks behind the lines. ‘I think I’ll keep it as my lucky charm.’

Much good it had done him.

Dan squeezed the badge tightly in his fist for a moment before tucking it and the letters into his own tunic pocket and buttoning it up. Then he leaned over and kissed his old friend on the forehead.

‘Goodbye, Fred,’ he whispered, ‘I’ll write to your Nan and I’ll keep smiling, and I’ll raise that toast to you and the lost lads of England every year. I will. Count on it. Sleep well now, mate. God bless you... God bloody bless you, Fred.’

And with that he took a deep breath and scrambled out of the crater, jumping clean over the still warm body of the Scotsman who lay face down just beyond the lip of the crater, a single bullet having ended his dreams of home.

Leaving the Scotsman where he was, Dan lurched forward and almost lost his balance. His upper body was moving faster than his feet, and his hand, still clutching his rifle, sank into the mud, jarring his wrist. Deaf to all sound and with every nerve in his body singing with fear, he gripped his gun tightly, wrenched it loose and ran on into the smoke. The earth, boiling like lava, shuddered beneath his feet as shells ploughed into its depths and machine gun bullets stung its churning surface. 

On he ran, his brain collecting images which he would never forget.

The clenched fist of a dying man. 

A dismembered foot in a shredded boot. 

A shattered gun stock.

A perfect comb.

A fragment of envelope.

Half a jawbone. 

And rats. Everywhere, bloody rats. Squealing, panicking yellow-toothed creatures with sharp claws, slimy tails and stinking fur. 

He struggled on, too dehumanised by fear to care about his boot sinking into the decomposing ribcage of a man who had fallen in battle weeks before.

British?  German? 

He didn’t know, and he didn’t care. 

Ahead lay a pile of rotting sandbags covered with barbed wire. A shell had blown a gap in the wire just large enough for a man to get through, and so summoning his last reserves of strength, Dan made straight for it. A rat squelched beneath his boot as he launched himself into the unknown before dropping unexpectedly into a trench.

He landed heavily and with a dull thud, his head ringing and stars sparking in his eyes. Then he coughed and spat out a mouthful of putrid water. 

Shit!

Heavy footsteps were running towards him. Dan’s heart lurched painfully as the duckboards beneath him creaked and someone called out in a language which he didn’t understand. 

‘Don’t shoot!’ he raised his head, his vision impaired by the rim of his helmet which had bent on impact with the trench bottom, ‘Give me a chance, you bastards!’

The boots stopped just inches away, causing a wave of muddy water to hit him in the face. He held his breath and squeezed his eyes shut, preparing himself for the end. The man’s voice came again and was answered by laughter and shouts in the same foreign tongue. Dan’s rifle lay close by; he reached out to grab it, but a boot came down heavily on his wrist.

‘Steady on, boyo!’

The man spoke English. 

Dan opened his eyes as a pair of khaki-clad knees dropped down onto the duckboards in front of him. Then a filthy hand pushed a battered tin mug towards his face. 

‘Well timed! Cup of tea?’ A sing-song voice just above him spoke softly with an accent that Dan couldn’t quite place. ‘That’s what you English like best in a tight spot, innit? Tea? Aye. ‘Course it is. A spot of cha. There you go, boyo, get that down your neck. Are you hurt?’ 

A face, filthy and mud spattered like his own, came down into Dan’s line of vision as the owner of the khaki knees crouched right down and pressed his own cheek against the duckboards to get a good look at him.

‘Alright?’ The eyes peering at him were surprisingly friendly. ‘You any good with a shovel?’

‘Shit...’ Dan muttered, his hand slithering through the mud towards the steaming tea all the same. 

Khaki-Knees laughed, showing two broken front teeth, and then sprang deftly up onto his haunches and shouted something unintelligible to his companions.

‘You can have me name, rank and number, Fritz,’ said Dan, ‘And that’s all. I’m not telling you anything else. But I’d be grateful if I could drink that tea before you shoot me.’

‘Fritz?’ Khaki-Knees laughed, leaned forward and knocked on the top of Dan’s helmet. ‘Hello? Anyone in? We’re not Germans, lad. We’re the bloody Welsh! Your next-door neighbours back home! Come on you silly bugger, up you get!’

And with that he put a stout boot either side of Dan’s winded carcass and hauled him up by his tunic shoulders.

‘There we are then,’ he gave Dan a gentle slap on the back and picked up the mug of tea, ‘Get this down you and check you’ve still got all your bits. Then have five minutes while I have a gander at your rifle for you.’

Dan looked at him suspiciously and held out a trembling hand. Khaki-Knees smiled and gripped it firmly with his own.

‘Welcome to our neck of the woods,’ the Welshman said with a wink. ‘You’re in the Llangollen sector now boyo, where the tea is as warm as our welcome...’ He paused and looked at Dan through narrowed eyes, ‘As long as you’re not a fucking German, mind, ’cos if you are we’ll shoot you. You are an Englishman and not a Bosch, aren’t you?’

‘Christ, yes!’ 

The look of horror on Dan’s face was priceless, and the laughter from Khaki-Knees and his companions drifted out across no man’s land, eliciting a fresh volley of fire from the enemy. 

Half an hour later, when his hands had finally stopped shaking and he’d twice relieved himself in a tin bucket in a comparatively quiet corner of the trench, Dan had swapped his tin mug for a shovel and found himself recounting his tale of woe from no-man’s land to one Sergeant Jenkins. 

Jenkins was a short, round fellow, and when he pushed his helmet back to wipe his forehead with a filthy rag, a wide center parting appeared in his sandy hair. His soiled uniform was tight, and the buttonholes on his chest blinked like watchful eyes as he moved about giving orders to his men to shore up the sagging wall of the trench with old pieces of corrugated iron and sandbags. The latter were heavy, and the air was blue with Welsh curses. 

Helping out with the work as best he could, Dan was close to tears as he told Jenkins how he’d had to leave Fred and the Scotsman out in no-man’s land beyond the barbed wire, and Jenkins to put down his own shovel for a moment to lay a kindly hand on Dan’s shoulder. 

‘Wel nid yw hynny’n drueni?’ he said comfortingly, ‘Dw’i ddim yn meddwl y bydd llawer ar ol i’w ddarganfod pan gyrhaeddwn yn ol yno. Dim ots. Mwy o de?’⁠ 

Jenkins’ sentiment wasn’t particularly heartening, even when it had been translated into English by a very helpful Khaki-Knees, who said, ‘What the sergeant means is, that’s a shame, isn’t it? I don’t suppose there will be much left to find when we get back over there. Never mind. More tea?’ But it was well meant and Dan nodded appreciatively. 

‘Cheers Sarge,’ he replied in his broad Yorkshire accent, ‘’appen it’ll be reet in th’ end...’ and he set to with his shovel again alongside his new companions as Jenkins gave him a curious look, frowned, and shrugged before battering a rat with the back of his shovel.

‘No way back up the line yet, boyo.’ Khaki-Knees said to Dan later that night as they sat huddled together on a firing shelf sharing a dented tin mug of very greasy-looking soup, ‘Sergeant Jenkins says you’d best hang on here with us like for now. Bloody Fritz...’ he motioned towards the top of the trench with his spoon, ‘Is everywhere up there, all over the sodding place. He’s getting ready to have a last push at us they reckon...’

‘Aye,’ Dan nodded, ‘He’s not for giving up, is he? We’ll cook his goose in the end, mind, no doubt about that.’

‘Good lad,’ Khaki-Knees held the mug whilst Dan stuck his own spoon in, ‘That’s the spirit now. We’ll sort the buggers out once and for all before much longer, I can feel it in my water.’

They paused as a German shell whistled overhead, blazing through the black sky like a comet. It disappeared into the distance, and both men hunched their shoulders and waited for the impact. A few seconds later the earth rumbled beneath them and a light shower of mud, rats and an old mess tin with a bullet hole in it pattered down around them.

‘Close, by God.’ Khaki-Knees spoke first, picking up the mess tin and putting it down on the firing shelf, ‘But not close enough, Fritz...’

‘You think it’s nearly over then?’ Dan asked, ‘You reckon we’ll be home in time for Christmas?’

Khaki-Knees considered the possibility for a moment and then shrugged, ‘I wouldn’t be surprised,’ he said, ‘If the Almighty spares us. I mean, this war can’t go on forever, can it? Plenty of Yanks on board now, more than Fritz can handle. We must be killing him faster than he’s killing us, all told.’

‘Fair point,’ Dan nodded and sucked his spoon thoughtfully, ‘I heard there’s seventy-thousand yanks for every one of us.’ 

‘Is that so?’ Khaki Knees grinned, his broken teeth shining in the moonlight, ‘Even odds then, boyo! Here, have some more soup!’ He held out the mug.

‘Aye, even odds!’ Dan nodded. He took the mug from Khaki-Knees, swirled the contents around and peered down into it, ‘Thanks. What’s in this anyway?’

‘Rat. Alright, innit?’

‘Aye,’ Dan nodded, ‘It ain’t bad at all, as it happens. Could do with a bit of salt.’

‘Here,’ Khaki-Knees pulled a small brown paper packet from his top tunic pocket, ‘Last of what’s left of a parcel from my mam. It’s a bit past its best, but you can have some if you like.’

Dan smiled and dipped his fingers into the precious little packet. There was, he decided as he crumbled the damp grains of salt into his rat soup, still some good in the world and Fred had been right. He should make the best of it.

The days wore on, and in the little section of trench which Dan now shared with his comrades, orders were sparse and hard come by. Shelling from the German lines was relentless with whizzbang following whizzbang and during the course of a particularly savage bombardment all lines of communication with the company’s headquarters were cut, leaving Sergeant Jenkins and his little band of merry men completely and utterly alone. 

In the trench there was much talk of home and of decent food and of beer waiting to be drunk in longed-for public houses, and Dan’s thoughts turned again to the bar of The Royal Oak, the little whitewashed pub on the village green in Little Hope. 

‘Where is it, your village?’ asked Khaki-Knees one evening as he and Dan sat cleaning their rifles on the soggy little firing step which they’d claimed as their own. ‘Up north, you say?’

‘Aye, well, northish...’ Dan picked at a bit of dried mud on his bayonet with his thumbnail and flicked it up high over his shoulder in the general direction of no-man’s land, ‘Not far off Sheffield.’

‘Oh... where the spoons come from?‘ Khaki-Knees nodded approvingly.

‘Aye, and knives and forks and letter openers as used by the knobs.’

‘Ah...’ Khaki-Knees looked impressed, ‘Never really seen much of England much myself,’ he said, ‘Well, apart from the barracks and the docks, see? Got a chapel there, in your village, have you?’

‘No,’ Dan shook his head, ‘We’ve a nice church though, old as the hills around it. Some say it was there before the Normans came, but I dunno so much, it’s perhaps a bit newer than that. The Vicar’s a good bloke though, the Reverend Fishwick, he’s out here somewhere too, doing his bit for king and country.’

‘He’s a padre, now, is it?’ 

‘Aye, he is. But God willing, when all this is over he’ll be back in his pulpit giving it some proper welly again on a Sunday morning...’

‘Giving it some?’

‘Welly, you know...’ Dan smiled, ‘A bit of gob.’

‘Ah! Hellfire and damnation, yes?’ Khaki-Knees spat on the rag in his hand and wiped it across the stock of his rifle before putting the gun up to his shoulder, peering down his line of fire, ‘’The wages of sin is death’ and such like?’

‘No, he ain’t like that,’ Dan shook his head, ‘He always talks of hope, and of faith, and of practical matters like holes in the church roof and looking after those less fortunate than us. He says it’s all very well going to church on a Sunday, but you mustn’t treat it like a visit to the butchers unless you’re planning to share your pork pie with someone else afterwards. He says you must pass the goodness on, if you’re going to do it proper.’

‘He sounds like a good man,’ Khaki-Knees nodded, ‘Fingers crossed he does make it back home. Sounds like he deserves to.’

‘Aye,’ Dan nodded, ‘Fingers crossed. You got a vicar in your village then?’

‘We got a preacher,’ Khaki-Knees sighed. ‘But he don’t sound much like your man.’

‘No?’

‘No, Reverend Morgan’s older than the bloody hills and he’s been ranting about the end of the world since the battle of Waterloo. Got half the village sitting too close to their hearths of an evening, preparing themselves for the fires of Hell.’

Dan laughed and gave Khaki-Knees a friendly shove. He was about to reply when Sergeant Jenkins suddenly appeared around a bend in the trench, head down and with water sloshing gently about his boots. He straightened his helmet and then motioned for Dan and Khaki-Knees and several other men who were sitting nearby to come closer.

The men gathered round, quiet and tense.

‘This might be it,’ Khaki Knees nudged Dan. ‘We might be off. Don’t worry boyo, I’ll tell you what he’s saying.’

Dan nodded.

Sergeant Jenkins cleared his throat and waited until his men had settled before addressing them in their native tongue. There were nods and grunts, and a few sighs from the assembled company as they listened. Their faces grew grim but determined. Dan glanced at Khaki-Knees.

‘He says we can’t hold out here indefinitely, see?’ Khaki-Knees whispered, ‘Fritz is close enough to hear Williams the Wind farting...’ a ripple of laughter shook the little company as a stocky little private with ginger hair and a snub nose strained obligingly, having first turned his derriere in the direction of the enemy. The moist rasp which emanated from the seat of his trousers was indeed impressive and it rattled away well into no-man’s land, to be answered by a single shot from the closest Hun trench.

‘He says there’s an old castle, or what’s left of one, about a mile away to the west,’ Khaki-Knees continued, ‘Tomorrow morning, at dawn, we’re over the top and making for it. Fritz might be in residence, or he might not. Either way, Sarge says we’re buggered if we stay here. Might as well take it or die trying.’ 

‘Fair enough,’ replied Dan, who had been watching the slow subsidence of a nearby section of trench for the last twenty-four hours, ‘It’s better to try with our boots on than wait to die like sitting ducks.’

Sergeant Jenkins glanced at him.

‘Bydd yn ei wneud!’ Khaki-Knees jerked his thumb at Dan and grinned. Jenkins smiled and gave Dan the thumbs up.

Dan responded accordingly and then threw in a salute for good measure, a gesture which clearly pleased Jenkins immensely. 

‘What did I just agree to?’ he whispered to Khaki-Knees.

‘To come with us, a brother in arms!’ came the reply. ‘I told him you were keen!’

‘Are we definitely off, then?’ Dan felt his heart begin to pound in his chest.

‘Aye,’ replied Khaki-Knees, whose Yorkshire accent was coming along quite nicely by this time. ‘We are that, lad,’ and he slapped Dan on the back, ‘Tomorrow morning, boyo! Do or die! Hopefully not the latter, eh?’

‘Hopefully not!’ 

‘C’mon then.’ There was a comforting fatherly tone in Khaki-Knees’ voice as he put his hand on Dan’s shoulder. ‘Best get our heads down while we can.’ He looked up at the heavens, a grim smile on his face. ‘It won’t be long until dawn.’

Dan nodded. He wished that the Reverend Fishwick was standing beside them in their trench now. He would have words of hope and comfort for each man there, and would be ready to go fearlessly over the top with them as the sun rose over the battlefield in the morning.

Dan wasn’t a great believer in miracles, and there were times nowadays when he doubted the very existence of God. But deep inside him a little flame of hope flickered momentarily. If only something, anything, could end this bloody war tonight, whilst he and his companions were still safe in their trench.

If only...

But gradually the flame sputtered and grew dim, and Dan trembled as he imagined it being snuffed out by the Kaiser’s withered fingers. 

He looked up at the night sky, which was inky black but clear and sprinkled with tiny stars. ‘Keep an eye on us tomorrow, Fred,’ he whispered, focusing his attention on one star in particular which seemed to be twinkling much more brightly than the rest. ‘Help us get home, mate... get me back to The Royal Oak.’

‘Eh? What’s that?’ Khaki-Knees was settling himself down on their firing step again and wrapping a tarpaulin cape about himself.

‘Nothing,’ replied Dan, ‘Just talking to myself.’ 

‘Just don’t start answering yourself, will you?’

‘Can’t promise I won’t!’ Dan gave a low laugh.

‘Oh! Look at that!’ Khaki-Knees face was illuminated by the flash of a distant explosion as he pointed up at the heavens. ‘Did you see that, boyo? Did you see it?’

‘See what?’ Dan shot him a sideways look.

‘A shooting star! Big bugger it was, like the Star of bloody Bethlehem!’

‘No? Did you make a wish?’ Dan scanned the skies again but could see nothing. He narrowed his eyes and looked back at the man he now called his friend. ‘Please God,’  he thought ‘Let him make it through this shit.’.

‘Aye, I did.’ Khaki-Knees nodded, ‘I wished to be back in Wales in time for tea! Bara brith and a decent cuppa.’

‘That’s settled then, bound to happen!’ Dan winked, forcing what he hoped was a convincing smile.

‘Aye. Bound to! Right then, nos da, boyo. Good night. Sleep well.’

‘Night, you too.’

Dan settled down as best he could, hunched beneath his oilskin cape, his back pressed against the trench wall. The mud was pliable, and as he leaned against it he felt himself sink into it slightly. 

‘Make it end, Fred...’ he whispered, not knowing if he was trembling with cold or with nerves, ‘Please, just make it all end...’

And then he slept.

There were no piercing whistle blows or manic shrieks and howls as Sergeant Jenkins’ little company left their trench just before dawn the following morning. Indeed, orders to mount the ladders and go over the top were whispered and accompanied by handshakes and grim smiles. 

‘He says ‘Quietly now, lads, don’t wake the bastards!’’ Khaki-Knees, in his capacity as
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