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Synopsis
In the spring of 2026, Stanley Underhill — a Birmingham historian specialising in the tactical operations of the First World War — acquires a restored Magneto field telephone at a Solihull estate auction. When he cranks it that evening, a voice comes through the static: a British soldier, somewhere in the mud of Flanders, 1917. What follows is an impossible connection across a century — two men, speaking on a line that has no right to carry anything, who find in each other something neither expected. The soldier calls himself Tommy. The historian calls himself Falcon. Neither gives his real name. Neither asks too hard about the other's.

The Signal moves between two timelines and four of the war's defining operations — Messines, the German counter-attack at Cambrai, the Spring Offensive, and the counter-attack at Villers-Bretonneux — as Falcon uses his knowledge of the historical record to guide Tommy through ground the younger man cannot yet see. It is a novel about what it costs to know the future and be unable to change it, about the bond that forms between two men separated by a hundred years and connected by a telephone wire, and about the way the past reaches forward into the present in ways that cannot be planned or predicted — only, eventually, understood.
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  The Line

Messines Sector, Flanders — 3 June 1917

—

The Lieutenant had been at the periscope for the better part of twenty minutes, long enough that his boots had gone past the ankle and the boards beneath him had given up pretending to keep anyone dry. I stood three yards back along the trench with my rifle over one shoulder and the message satchel over the other, watching him watch whatever was out there in the dark beyond the parapet. The water around my own boots was cold in the way Flanders water was always cold — not winter cold but the cold of something that had been standing too long and going nowhere, the colour of weak tea, smelling of soil and the thing beneath the soil that you learned not to name.

The boards groaned when I shifted my weight. Along the line to the left there was the usual noise: a cough, a murmured exchange, the distant dry crack of a rifle somewhere north. The sky above the parapet was low cloud, the kind that swallowed flares whole. I had been in France seven months. I had learned to read nights. This one had weight to it that the others hadn't.

The Lieutenant took his eye from the periscope. Even in the covered lamp's poor light I could see his face had changed — not fear, most of us were past that — but the compression of a man who has seen something and must now move.

'Get to the signals relay.' His voice was level, which told me more than if it hadn't been. 'Movement on the ridge. Eastern approach. Fritz is forming up. Get it to battalion before they hit the line. Do you understand?'

'Movement on the ridge, eastern approach. Sir.'

'Go now.'

He had already turned back to the periscope. I went.

—

The communication trench ran east for two hundred yards before it dog-legged north toward the relay, and I had walked it a dozen times in daylight. In the dark it was a different thing: narrower, lower, the walls pressing in, the water underfoot finding every weakness in the boards and every bad angle of a boot. I went at a run, or what passed for one. Forty yards. Fifty. The mud pulling at each step.

The German barrage began when I was sixty yards from the dog-leg.

Not close — not at first. To the north, a series of concussions arriving in the chest before the ears, a pressure-change, and then the sound, and then the sky to the north went orange and the ground beneath my boots shook. I kept running. You learned to keep running unless the choice was made for you.

The choice was made for me thirty yards on.

The shell hit the trench wall ten feet ahead and to the right. The wall did not so much collapse as cease to exist — one moment it was packed earth and sandbags, the next it was a pressure-wave and a noise that erased every other noise, and I was on my back in the water with the satchel somewhere and no clear memory of going down. I lay for a moment in the ringing dark. Dirt rained down. Then I found the satchel by feel, got upright, and ran.

The barrage was along the whole line now. Individual rounds were impossible to separate — it was a continuous thing, the ground conducting the explosions up through the soles of my boots so that it felt less like being shelled from above and more like the earth itself coming apart. A flare went up and lit the trench in white, throwing sharp shadows, and in that second of light I could see men pressed against the walls or crouched below the parapet, helmets down, some already moving. I ran through them.

Ten yards before the dog-leg the trench in front of me was gone.

Another round — closer, or at a worse angle — and the section ahead opened up, sandbags shredding outward, timber bracing giving way. In the light of it I saw a man lifted and did not see where he came down, or in what pieces, because the blast hit me a half-second later and I was against the far wall, ears gone, vision white at the edges, and when it cleared there were things in the trench between me and the dog-leg that had not been there before, and I stepped around them without looking and kept moving.

There was a man in the water eight yards past the collapse.

Face-down, the sandbags from the breached wall across his back and legs, his helmet gone, the back of his head at the waterline. I did not stop to think. I grabbed the top sandbag by the hessian and hauled it clear, got my arm under the man's chest, heaved. He came up coughing, water pouring out of him. I got him to the side and propped him against the wall, his back to the boards, his face above the water. His eyes were open. His mouth was moving. I could see that clearly — the movement of it, the effort in his jaw and throat — but my ears were still ringing from the last blast, the world reduced to a high clean tone with the barrage somewhere underneath it like a thing happening in another county. I put my hand on his shoulder. I did not know if he was saying thank you or don't leave or something else entirely. I ran.

The dog-leg. The sandbag stack that had never been properly sorted. The widening of the trench as it approached the relay section. I came around the corner and very nearly went into the man ahead of me — one of ours, rifle up, pressed against the parapet, staring north.

The barrage had stopped.

Not faded. Stopped. One moment the whole world was percussion, the next it was not, and the silence that followed was enormous and wrong, the way the silence after a very loud noise always is. And into it, from further along the line, an NCO's voice carrying down the trench:

'Stand to. Stand to the line. They're coming over.'

The man ahead of me worked his bolt without looking from the parapet. Around the next angle of the trench I could see others taking position at the fire step — four, five, rising from where they had sheltered, pressing their shoulders in, lifting their rifles. Their faces in the light of a German flare were set and still in the way faces go still when there is nothing left to do but the next thing and then the thing after that. One of them was very young. He was not afraid, or he was not showing it, which after long enough amounts to the same.

From beyond the parapet, voices that were not English. Movement in no man's land.

The bolt-actions started up along the line, one after another, a steady percussion, and then the firing began, and I pressed past the men at the step and ran the last yards to the relay.

—

The entrance was stencilled RELAY on a board above the canvas, half-legible from the weather. I came through at speed and pulled the canvas shut behind me and stood in the dark with my heart going hard against my ribs.

Inside: a table, a stool, a lamp turned very low. On the wall, the field telephone — a C set with the D Mk III handset on its hook, the magneto crank on the right side of the box, a wire running out through a hole in the timber toward the junction connecting this position to the battalion network. A tin mug on the table. The smell of machine oil and damp wood and the cold of a room sealed too long.

I crossed to the telephone, took the receiver from its hook, and cranked the generator. Once, twice. Pressed the receiver to my ear.

Static. Nothing underneath it.

I cranked again. 'Hello? Forward relay, Messines sector. I need battalion HQ. Hello?'

Nothing. The line was dead, or the junction was cut, or the wire had been breached somewhere between here and there. Outside, the rifle fire was continuous now and there were German voices close enough that I could hear their rhythm if not their words.

I cranked a fourth time. I was talking to no one and I knew it and I kept talking.

The static changed.

Not much — a warmth beneath it, a texture, the quality a line gets when there is someone on the far end before they have spoken. I pressed the receiver harder to my ear.

Hello?

English. Male. Calm in a way that had nothing to do with the situation outside. And the accent was almost right, almost something I could place — almost the shape of home — but with something off in it that I couldn't immediately name. Not posh, not working class, not officer, not other ranks. Something else.

I waited.

Hello? And then, with an edge of irritation that seemed directed elsewhere: Is that you, Pete? Pete, if this is you, it's really not funny.

I said nothing. He was not addressing me. He was talking to someone he expected to be there and wasn't finding. I listened to the quality of the line and thought about who might be on the other end of a junction that supposedly connected to battalion, and what they might be doing there.

Intelligence, perhaps. It was the only thing that made any sense. The strange accent. The evasiveness. The fact that this line existed at all in a relay that any signals man would have told you was routed only to battalion. Intelligence ran their own lines. Everyone knew it. Nobody talked about it.

I made the decision I always made. 'Tommy,' I said.

A pause. ...Tommy? And then — I could hear him shifting, changing register, as if he had received some instruction from somewhere: Ah. Right. Yes. Sorry about that, old chap. Thought you were someone else entirely.

The old chap landed oddly — not wrong exactly, but theatrical, slightly too large for the room. Like a man performing a version of himself he didn't quite inhabit. 

'I need battalion HQ,' I said. 'Movement on the ridge, eastern approach. Fritz is forming up. Can you get me through?'

Through. He said it as though he were trying on the word. Afraid not. My lines are — there's not much I can do from this end. Lines have been cut, rather.

'Who am I speaking with?'

A pause just a fraction too long. Can't really say, I'm afraid.

There it was. The confirmation I hadn't been certain I'd find. Can't really say. That was not a signals man's answer. A signals man would give you a unit designation and a rank and tell you to go through proper channels. Can't really say was something else. Something that operated in the gaps between proper channels.

'You're Intelligence,' I said.

Another pause. ...Something like that.

Outside, close enough to feel through the timber, a burst of rifle fire. I heard someone shout in German. Then boots on the duckboard, not ours, moving purposefully along the line in the direction of the relay.

'There are men outside,' I said, quietly. 'German. They're in the trench.'

Right. His voice had changed — the performance had gone out of it, replaced by something more direct. Get down.

'Under the table.'

Yes. Go.

I pulled myself beneath the table with the receiver, the wire stretching taut. I lay flat on the relay floor with my face against the dirt and the receiver pressed to my ear and the satchel across my chest and watched the gap at the edge of the canvas door.

It opened.

A German torch — narrow, slightly blue. It swept the room: wall, lamp, tin mug, the field telephone on its bracket. Stopped there for a moment. A voice said something to someone outside, short and interrogative. An answer came. The beam moved, found nothing useful, went out. The canvas fell back.

I did not move.

The boots went on along the trench and faded, and then the trench was not empty — I could hear movement, voices, the business of a raid being conducted — but the relay was quiet, and the canvas held.

Are they gone? Very quietly.

'From the room. Not from outside.' I shifted slightly, easing the root or stone that was pressing into my left ribs. 'They're still in the trench. I can't go anywhere.'

No.

We held the line in silence for a moment. Then: 'Tommy isn't my real name,' I said. 'You'll understand that. In your line of work.'

Of course. No hesitation, no question. Perfectly understandable. You can call me Falcon.

Something settled between us after that — two men on either end of a line, neither with a name, both with a reason for it.

And so I lay in the dark under the table and listened to the Germans working through our trenches, and Falcon stayed on the line.

—

We did not speak for a while. The Germans outside moved up and down the line, and I tracked them by sound — the weight of boots, the direction of voices, the occasional clatter of equipment against timber. They were systematic. They knew what they were looking for.

'You said you can't say what unit,' I said eventually, quietly. 'But you're aware of the push. The operation. You know the sector.'

A beat. I know something of it, yes.

'Then you'll know why that message needs to reach battalion.'

I do. And he said it in a way that was oddly certain for a man who had spent most of the last ten minutes being uncertain about everything else.

'Then who do I send it to? If you can't relay it, give me another route. There must be someone you can reach.'

A pause in which I could hear him thinking — or what sounded like thinking, the particular quality of a silence that has something going on inside it. I'll be honest with you. I'm not sure I can reach anyone from where I am. I'm — the situation at this end is rather complicated.

'What sort of complicated?'

The sort I can't explain on an open line. And then, almost to himself: Or at all, really.

The boots outside stopped. Right outside. Close enough that I could hear two men exchange a word and then go quiet, which was worse than the movement because it meant they had found something of interest within three feet of where I was lying. I stopped breathing.

Tommy.

The voice in my ear was very quiet now. They'll move on. Stay still.

I stayed still. The Germans outside conferred for another moment — not loudly, not urgently, just the low exchange of two men looking at the same thing and deciding it wasn't what they came for. Then the boots moved on. The voices went with them.

I let the breath out slowly.

'How did you know they'd move on?' I said.

I didn't, he said. I just thought — it seemed likely. In my experience.

'Your experience of what?'

The pause was longer this time. Of situations like this.

He was not going to tell me anything useful about himself. That was clear enough. Intelligence people operated the way Intelligence people operated — they gave you what they thought you needed and nothing they thought you didn't, and the line between those two categories was drawn somewhere you were not allowed to see. I had heard enough about them from men who had encountered them to know you didn't push.

'Is there anything useful you can do?' I asked. Not unkindly. Just practically.

Probably not, he said. And then, with a directness that was different in register from everything else he had said: But I'm here. For whatever that's worth.

I thought about the man in the water, his mouth moving in words I couldn't hear. I thought about the young one at the fire step, concentrating hard. I'm here. It was not a military answer. It was something else.

'It's worth something,' I said. 'More than you'd think.'

We stayed on the line. The Germans were moving away — I could hear it happening gradually, the weight of boots receding, the voices taking on the shorter rhythm of men completing a task and withdrawing. The firing along the trench line above had gone intermittent, which meant the raid was being dealt with, or the objective had been found, or abandoned. After a long while the trench outside the canvas was quiet in a way that felt like genuine absence rather than held breath.

'I think they've gone,' I said.

Yes. I think so too.

I pushed out from under the table and stood, easing the ache from my knees and back. The lamp had burned very low while we had been talking, the flame barely a thread in the dark. I straightened my jacket. The satchel was still across my chest, the message still inside it. I checked this twice.

'I need to go,' I said. 'I have to get this to C Company on foot. Find another route up the line.'

Of course.

'The message I gave you — the ridge, the eastern approach—'

I have it.

'If there's any way to get it through—'

I'll try. And then, carefully: I'm not sure I'll be able to. But I'll try.

I stood in the near-dark of the relay with the receiver in my hand. There was more I wanted to ask — who he was, how he came through on a line that should have been dead, what sort of Intelligence operated from wherever he was operating, what the situation at his end actually was. But there was also C Company to find, and the message, and the Lieutenant standing at the periscope in the water with Fritz forming up on the ridge, and some things you let go.

'Thank you,' I said. 'For staying on the line.'

Be careful, Tommy.

I hung up the handset, pulled the canvas back, and stepped out into the trench.

—

In the relay behind him, the lamp flame guttered and went nearly out.

On the wall, the field telephone sat in its bracket, the handset on its hook. The wire ran from the base of it along the edge of the table and down to the floor, where it ended in a length of stripped copper resting against the boards, two inches short of the junction block.

It was not connected to anything.
The Collection

Birmingham — 3 June 2026

—

The flat had long since stopped being a flat in any conventional sense. The living room held one chair, positioned for reading, and a lamp positioned for the chair, and beyond that it was entirely given over to the collection. Two full walls of shelving, floor to ceiling, bookshelves interrupted by glass-fronted cases. Regimental histories in matched sets, battalion war diaries in binders, the published accounts and the privately printed ones, the ones that existed in three copies and had taken years to locate. Maps in flat drawers — trench maps, sector maps, the detailed survey work the Royal Engineers had done of positions that no longer existed. Photographs in archival sleeves. Service medals, ribbons still bright, mounted on boards. And along the bottom shelves and across the top of the smaller bookcase by the window, the equipment.

That was where most people got uncomfortable. The books they could understand — an academic, of course he had books. But the equipment was something else. A Lewis gun barrel section. Three trench periscopes of varying manufacture. A gas mask in its original satchel. Signal whistles. A signaller’s lamp. Four field telephones in various states of completion, the oldest dating to 1915, the most recent acquired eight days ago at an estate auction in Solihull.

That one was the reason I was still awake at half past eleven on a Tuesday.

It sat on the workbench I had set up along the far wall: a Telephone Set C, the wooden box housing the magneto and bells and battery terminals, with a D Mk III handset on its hook — or near enough to one that the differences were a collector’s argument rather than a significant one. The handset was ebonite, dark and slightly dull, the brass end fittings on the mouthpiece and earpiece worn to a soft shine from genuine use rather than from someone’s idea of distressing. The magneto crank on the right-hand side of the box had that same worn quality. The previous owner had restored it competently if not brilliantly: the internal components were sound, the contact points cleaned, a cracked section of the casing repaired with period-appropriate materials. Someone had known what they were doing. Someone had also, at some point, detached the external line wire and left it trailing, which was either laziness or the beginning of a restoration they hadn’t finished, and which I had not yet sorted out.

I had been sorting it out, in the way that sorting out becomes handling, becomes examining, becomes simply sitting with it in the lamplight because it was a beautiful piece of equipment and I had nowhere else to be.

That was the other thing about the flat. People who visited — not many; the number had decreased in proportion to how completely the collection had taken over — sometimes asked whether it was lonely. I found the question difficult to answer because the premise seemed wrong. Lonely implied the absence of something wanted. The flat was full. I was content in it, in the way that I had always been content in my own company in a way that I was not always content in other people’s. In WWI research circles I was known as reliable, knowledgeable, and — this was the diplomatic version — a bit much. The spreadsheets about signals equipment had not helped. I was aware of this about myself with the clarity of a man who has stopped finding it a problem.

I am early forties. I work as a historian with a specialism in WWI tactical operations, which is a specialism narrow enough that there is not a great deal of competition for the territory. I am known professionally as Falcon — not as an affectation, simply as a handle that had attached itself in online research forums fifteen years ago and had proved more durable than my actual name, which I rarely used in professional contexts and which I will not get into here. Above the workbench, pinned to the wall among a few other items that had migrated from the collection proper to something more personal, was a postcard. A hunting falcon, perched, French origin, the kind of thing sold in their thousands in the towns behind the lines. Old stock, old ink, a few words on the back too faded to read comfortably. It had been in the family as long as I could remember and I had put it there without thinking much about why. I live in Birmingham because I grew up in Birmingham, in the same general postal district, it turned out, as the great-grandfather whose military record I had been attempting to piece together for the better part of three years.

That was the other project. The personal one, as opposed to the professional ones.

The great-grandfather had served. That much was established. The dates of service were approximately established. The unit was mostly established, with a gap in the middle of 1917 that the records did not explain clearly. What was not established, and what had been quietly occupying the part of my mind not given over to other work, was the shape of what he had actually done — the specific actions, the movements, the reason that his service record contained certain notations that suggested something beyond routine infantry service without explaining what that something was. There were gaps in the record that the gaps in records do not usually have. It was the kind of thing that in professional work would have sent me to a dozen archives. In personal work it had the additional dimension of being about a man who was, at some uncertain remove, the reason I existed.

I picked up the D Mk III and turned the crank.

It was not the first time I had done it that evening. You did this with field telephones — not expecting anything, simply checking the mechanism, feeling the resistance of the generator, listening to the quality of whatever static the line produced. Four of them on the shelves and I had developed a relationship with each of them the way you develop a relationship with any piece of equipment you handle regularly: an awareness of their particular characteristics, their sounds, their weight. This one had a heavier crank than the others and a cleaner static, a warmth to it, that was either a function of the restoration or something in the original manufacturing that made it different.

I cranked it. Held the receiver to my ear. Listened to the static.

Then, underneath the static, a quality I had not heard before. A warmth. A texture. The feeling of a line with someone on the other end of it, which was impossible because this line was not connected to anything, and I sat very still and listened.

Hello?

I took the receiver away from my ear and looked at it.

I put it back.

The voice was male. English. And wrong in a way I could not immediately classify, which was the thing that made me say what I said next rather than something more sensible.

‘Is that you, Pete?’

Because Pete had an old field telephone. Pete found himself hilarious. Pete was the sort of person who spent money on elaborate pranks and then ruined them by laughing too soon. And while I could not begin to explain how Pete might have managed this particular elaborate prank, the alternative — that I was receiving a call on a disconnected field telephone from someone who was not Pete — was not a category of possibility I was prepared to entertain at half past eleven on a Tuesday.

Pete, if this is you, it’s really not funny.

A pause. Then the voice said: Tommy.

Not Pete’s voice. I knew Pete’s voice with the specificity of twenty years of friendship, and this was not it. The accent was almost familiar — almost Birmingham, almost the street-level English of the city I had grown up in — but altered in some way I could not place. Older, perhaps. Not old-fashioned exactly, but as if the same city had been speaking the same language at some remove of time.

And the manner was wrong for Pete. Pete could not have reproduced the manner even if he had tried. There was an urgency to it, a compression, the way a man speaks when he is doing several things at once and conversation is only one of them.

I made a decision. If it was Pete — and it had to be Pete; the alternatives were not available — then Pete had put some effort in, and the least I could do was return the gesture.

‘Ah,’ I said. ‘Right. Yes. Sorry about that, old chap. Thought you were someone else entirely.’

And so I played along. He gave me his unit, his sector, his message — movement on the ridge, eastern approach, something forming up. Military terminology I knew extremely well, professionally speaking, which was part of what made the hairs on the back of my neck start doing something I chose not to examine too closely. I told him my lines were cut. I told him I couldn’t do much from this end. I said old chap again because I had started and it seemed too late to stop.

Then he said Tommy wasn’t his real name. That I would understand that, in my line of work.

Of course, I said. Perfectly understandable. You can call me Falcon.

I didn’t plan it. It was simply the name I used, the one that came out, and once it was out it seemed to fit the shape of the conversation — both of us on a line, both of us without names, a certain operational parity. If Pete had scripted this, he had scripted it well. If this was not Pete, then something else was happening and I would think about that later.

What happened after that was harder to explain as a prank.

The background sound had been there from the beginning, just at the edge of what the ebonite earpiece would reproduce — a low continuous quality that I had taken for static, or for Pete’s atmospheric theatrics. But as the call went on and I stopped performing quite so hard, I listened to it more carefully. It was not static. It was not anything Pete owned equipment to produce. It was percussive and continuous and completely consistent, the way sounds are consistent when they are real and slightly inconsistent when they are a recording, and it took me until the man said there’s a barrage that I understood what I had been hearing.

That was when I stopped thinking about Pete.

I cannot fully account for what I did next, which was to stay on the line. He told me there were German soldiers in the trench outside. He pulled himself under a table — I could hear the change in acoustics as he did it, the way the earpiece caught the scrape of a body on a floor. Then silence, and then the sound of boots. A voice in German, brief and businesslike. The click of a torch being switched off.

I stayed on the line.

In the moments when neither of us was speaking I sat in my chair in the lamplight in Birmingham with the old ebonite receiver pressed to my ear and listened to 1917, and tried to work out what was happening, and failed. When he spoke I answered. When he was quiet I stayed quiet with him. It seemed, in the absence of any sensible course of action, like the thing to do.

When I told him he could call me Falcon, something settled between us — not those words exactly, but the sense of them. Two men agreeing on the shape of things. We talked. He described what he could hear outside the canvas door — German voices working along the trench, methodical, unhurried. He told me about a message he was carrying, a ridge, an eastern approach. He gave me the details and I took them down on the notepad I kept by the telephone for entirely different purposes. My handwriting was steadier than I would have expected.

After a long time the voices outside began to recede. He said he thought they’d gone.

I told him to be careful.

He hung up.

—

I sat with the receiver in my hand for a moment after the line went dead. Then I set it back on its hook and looked at the D Mk III on the workbench in front of me.

Pete. It had to be Pete.

Except that Pete did not know what Messines was. Pete had heard of the Somme because everyone had heard of the Somme, and beyond that his knowledge of the First World War was limited to the poppy on Remembrance Sunday and a vague sense that it had been bad. Pete could not have produced the terminology, the tactical specifics, the detail of the sector references the voice had used. Pete could not have produced that accent, that manner, that particular quality of a man doing other things while also talking. Pete could not have produced the background sound.

But Pete was the only person who knew I had this phone.

I picked up the handset and looked at the mouthpiece. Then I turned it over and examined the casing. It was original, or appeared to be — the screws were period-correct, the repairs consistent with what had been done rather than with anything more recent. I got up and found my screwdriver and opened the casing at the base.

Inside: the original components. Generator, capacitor, the contact points the restorer had cleaned. Nothing added. No circuit board, no chip, no Bluetooth receiver, no battery, nothing that a person with a sense of humour and access to modern electronics might have tucked in alongside the period parts. Everything in the casing was exactly what had been in casings like this in 1916. I knew what those components looked like. I had opened enough of them.

I closed the casing and set the handset down and looked at the wire.

It ran from the base of the telephone along the edge of the workbench, trailing to where it ended in a length of stripped copper that lay against the bench surface. I picked up the copper end and held it. The stripping was old — oxidised, dull, not recent work. I followed the wire back to where it should have connected to the junction fitting on the wall bracket, the point where an external line would continue out of the room and into whatever network the phone had once been part of.

The wire ended two inches short of it.

Had not been connected to anything in quite some time, by the look of the copper.

I sat back in the chair and held the stripped end of the wire in one hand and the notepad in the other, the notepad with the details written in my own handwriting — movement on the ridge, eastern approach, the time and sector — and looked at both of them for a while.

Then I put the notepad face-down on the workbench, set the wire carefully alongside the telephone, and turned off the lamp.

I did not call Pete.
The Wait

Birmingham — June 2026

—

I called Pete the next morning.

He answered on the third ring, his voice carrying the particular texture of a man who has been awake for an hour and is not yet fully reconciled to it. I told him I had a question about the field telephone. He said which one. I said the new one, the D Mk III from the Solihull auction. He said he’d never heard of it.

I said: had he been on the line last night. Had he put someone up to calling through on it.

A pause. ‘You what?’

‘On the telephone. Someone came through on it last night. I thought it might be you.’

‘Stan,’ he said — he was one of the only people who called me that, and he did it to be contrary — ‘I don’t have your number in the physical sense. I don’t even know where you got that one from. I wasn’t there.’ A longer pause. ‘Are you all right?’

I told him I was fine. I thanked him and rang off.

So. Not Pete.

I sat with that for a moment and then I picked up the notepad from the workbench and read it again. I had read it four times already since waking. The handwriting was mine — I knew my own handwriting — and the information on the page was specific and internally consistent in the way that invented information rarely is. Unit position. Sector reference. The message about the ridge and the eastern approach, word for word as the man had given it to me over the line.

I put the notepad down and picked up the handset and cranked the generator.

Static. The same clean static it had always produced, warmer than the others, with a quality I had spent three years as a collector learning to describe and still could not describe precisely. Nothing underneath it. I held the receiver to my ear for two minutes and then set it back on the hook and went to make coffee.

This became the pattern of the next several days.

—

I researched atmospheric phenomena first, because it was the most tractable explanation and because I am, by training, a person who begins with the most tractable explanation. Short-wave radio propagation. Ionospheric ducting. The conditions under which audio signals could, in theory, be transmitted across distances and received by equipment not designed to receive them. I found a paper on anomalous propagation in the VLF band and read it twice without understanding the mathematics and understood enough to know that what it described was not what had happened, which was that a field telephone with a disconnected wire had received a voice in a room that contained no transmitting equipment.

I contacted an old acquaintance from my undergraduate years who had gone into physics and who owed me a favour from a conference in 2019. I framed it carefully — a hypothetical, a thought experiment, no details — and asked whether there was any mechanism by which audio could be received through a device with no active connection. He thought about it. He said: theoretically, under extremely specific conditions involving electromagnetic resonance and a conductor of exactly the right dimensions and metallurgical composition, you might get induction effects. Might. He said it the way physicists say things when they are being kind rather than accurate. He asked what I was actually working on. I told him it was for a novel. He said I should write something about string theory instead, there was more dramatic potential.

I thanked him and rang off.

The handset sat on the workbench. I cranked it in the mornings before I started work and in the evenings before I went to bed, and each time I got the same warm static and nothing underneath it, and each time I set it back on its hook with the careful patience of a man who is not, in fact, feeling particularly patient.

On the fourth day I contacted the auction house about provenance.

The woman I spoke to was helpful in the way that auction house staff are helpful when they know the answer is going to be thin. She found the record. The D Mk III had come from an estate sale in Solihull — a private house cleared following the death of an elderly man who had been, it appeared, a collector of some kind himself. No relatives. The estate had gone to a solicitor who had engaged the auction house to dispose of the contents. The solicitor’s firm had since closed. She had a reference number and an address, the address of the house, and nothing else.

‘No family at all?’ I said.

‘None that could be traced.’ She paused. ‘It’s not unusual with older collectors, I’m afraid. Sometimes they outlive everyone.’

I wrote down the address. I did not go to the house. I knew, with the certainty of a man who has spent years in archives, that there would be nothing there — the contents were sold, the solicitor was gone, the previous owner was dead. Whatever history the handset carried, it had carried alone.

I sat at the workbench and looked at the telephone and thought about what I actually had.

A voice. Male, English, with a Birmingham inflection that was — not old-fashioned, that was not the right word — aged, somehow. Carrying the particular quality of a city speaking in an earlier register. The language had been slightly formal, slightly compressed, the way people speak when they are doing something urgent and conversation is the secondary concern. The background sound had been consistent and non-synthetic in a way I could not get past: percussive, continuous, real in the way that recordings are not quite real when you have spent enough time with real things.

A name: Tommy. Given with a particular casualness that suggested habit — an alias worn smooth by use.

A message: specific, internally consistent, using correct tactical vocabulary for the period. The kind of vocabulary that a person could research, yes, but that they would then use stiffly, consciously, rather than with the fluency of someone for whom it was simply the available language.

And a detail: his name was not his real name. He had said so. You’ll understand that. In your line of work.

I had the notepad. I had the wire. I had the physicist’s polite non-answer. I had the auction house’s dead end.

What I did not have was a rational explanation, and after six days I stopped looking for one.

—

On the seventh day, shortly before eleven in the evening, I picked up the handset and cranked the generator.

The static was there. The warmth of it. And underneath it, immediately, another voice — not directed at me, not yet aware of me, speaking with the compressed urgency of someone trying to reach a specific destination.

— battalion signals, come in. Anyone on this line, I need battalion signals, come—

I knew the voice immediately. Before I had consciously processed it, before I had decided what to do, I said: ‘Tommy?’

The line went quiet.

Then: Falcon?

‘Yes,’ I said.

Right, he said. The line shifted — the sound of a man putting one thing down and picking up another. Hold on.

A moment. Then: All right. I’ve got time.

‘Where are you?’ I asked. ‘Now. Not the relay — where are you now?’

Forward line. Same sector. A pause. On watch.

‘Good.’ I picked up a pen. ‘I’d like to talk about the sector. What you’ve been observing.’

Silence. A different kind from the silences I had grown used to — not thoughtful, not waiting. Alert.

Before I do that, he said, I want to know something.

‘Go on.’

How do I know you are who you say you are?

I opened my mouth and closed it again. It was a reasonable question. It was, in fact, the only reasonable question available to a soldier in a forward trench in 1917 who had received two calls from an unknown voice on a line that should have been dead. A German intelligence officer would speak excellent English. A German intelligence officer might very well have identified a name — Falcon — and used it.

I did not have a unit designation. I did not have a chain of command he could verify. I did not have any of the things that a man in his position would legitimately require from a man in mine.

‘I —’ I started, and stopped.

Exactly, he said. Not unkind. Just precise.

I looked at the notepad in front of me. On the desk to my left, the regimental histories for this sector sat in a row, their spines facing me. I had read every one of them. I knew this ground the way I knew very few things in my life — not as abstraction, not as narrative, but as documented physical reality: the slope of the ridge, the positions of the German second line, the machine-gun emplacements on the Wytschaete spur, the concrete pillboxes that the preliminary bombardment had not yet reached.

‘What if I told you what I know?’ I said.

What do you mean?

‘About the sector. About what’s out there. You tell me if I’m right.’

A silence. Then: Go on.

I took a breath and opened the nearest history to the section I had marked weeks ago, when Messines had been a professional interest rather than whatever it was now. And I began.

I told him about the pillbox on the reverse slope of the spur — the one his patrols would have located by the wire strung around its approaches, the one that the forward observers had been unable to range on directly. I described it by its position relative to features he could verify from his own line. I told him about the machine-gun placement in the ruined farm building two hundred yards east of the secondary trench, the one that had a restricted field of fire to the north but a clear angle across the approach from the south.

With each item I stopped and waited.

Yes, he said, after the pillbox. Quietly.

That’s right, after the farm building. A pause. How do you know that?

‘Keep listening,’ I said.

I told him about the German wire repair patterns — the sections that had been reinforced in the past week, which indicated where they expected pressure. I told him about the forward listening post that his own side had not yet confirmed was still occupied, the one in the shell crater forty yards into no man’s land on the left flank. I told him the position of a trench mortar battery that had been registered but not yet fired, dug into a reverse-slope position that kept it invisible from the air.

The silence after this one was longer.

Nobody knows about that battery, he said. I found the registration stakes myself, two nights ago. I haven’t reported it yet.

I said nothing. I let the weight of it settle on the line between us.

Falcon. His voice had changed. The wariness was still there, but underneath it something else had opened up. Where did you get this from?

‘I’ve been gathering it,’ I said. ‘For a long time. It’s what I do.’

Who do you work for?

‘I can’t say that on an open line.’

He was quiet for a moment. Then he did something I had not expected: he laughed. Not a large laugh — a short, controlled sound, the laugh of a man who has just had something very strange confirmed rather than denied. No, he said. I don’t suppose you can. Another pause. All right, Falcon. What do you need from me?

And there it was. The question I had not been prepared for, because I had not been prepared for any of this, and the answer to it — the true answer — was something I could not yet articulate even to myself. I needed to understand whether what was happening was real. I needed to know whether the voice on the line corresponded to a man in a record somewhere, a man who had existed, a man whose actions had left traces in the accounts I had been reading for years. I needed to know whether the information I had just given him would appear, refracted through the fog of documentation, in the accounts of what happened on this ridge in the days before the assault.

‘Tell me what you can see from where you are,’ I said. ‘I’ll tell you what it means.’

He told me. And I listened, and wrote, and the notepad filled with his observations — the positions, the movements, the small tactical details that a man on watch accumulates over hours of careful attention — and I cross-referenced each one against what I already knew and found them consistent, found them fitting into the historical record the way a key fits a lock it was made for.

When the connection cut — no warning, simply a silence where the line had been — I pulled the nearest regimental history from the shelf and opened it on the workbench beside the notepad.

I worked methodically, the way I always worked: left column, Tommy's intelligence; right column, the historical record. Position by position. The pillbox on the reverse slope — confirmed in the post-battle survey, neutralised on the second day. The machine-gun emplacement in the farm building — referenced in a company report, accounted for before zero hour. The trench mortar battery he had found by its registration stakes — mentioned in an artillery liaison report, suppressed prior to the assault.

Item by item, the notepad and the history agreed.

Then I reached the last entry. Tommy had mentioned, almost as an aside, his battalion's planned route of advance: the eastern gully, his CO's assessment following aerial reconnaissance. The line of least resistance. Standard planning.

I turned to the account of the advance in the regimental history.

The eastern gully did not feature.

The successful advance — the one in the record, the one with the casualty figures in the appendix that I had read as abstractions for three years — had gone via the southern approach. Section commander after section commander, in their post-battle reports, described the same thing: the southern route, taken in darkness, had brought the battalion to the second objective ahead of the schedule. The eastern gully was mentioned only in accounts from other units, and not favourably.

I read it three times to be certain.

Tommy's battalion was planning to go east. History said they went south. Between now and the morning of the seventh, someone had changed it. Somewhere in the gap between the plan and the execution, a decision had been made that contradicted the CO's assessment and sent the battalion by a different route.

I sat back in the chair and looked at the handset.

Someone had changed it. And there was exactly one candidate for who that someone had been.

The assault was in four days.

I picked up the handset and cranked the generator.
Wire

Messines Sector — 6 June 1917

—

The static came before I expected it.

I was on watch — second half of the night, the four-to-six stretch that left you with cold feet and a head like wet sand — and I had the receiver in my hand before I was fully aware of having crossed the dugout to reach it. There was the static, and underneath it, immediately, the particular warmth I had learned to recognise.

Tommy.

'Falcon,' I said.

Not a question. Not surprise. It was four days since we had last spoken, and in those four days I had thought about him in the spaces between duties with the focused attention I gave to things I had decided were real and would act on when the time came.

Listen to me, he said. Your battalion's advance plan. The eastern gully — your CO's assessment following the aerial reconnaissance. Line of least resistance. Is that right?

I was quiet for a moment. The briefing had been yesterday morning. Other ranks, which was not usual — not the full plan, just the direction of march and the objective, the sergeant relaying it with the particular expression of a man who has been told a thing and is now telling it. The gully. Right-flank approach. Your CO's assessment following aerial reconnaissance. 'How do you know that?'

I know a good deal about the next twenty-four hours, Falcon said. I've spent a long time studying it.

'Studying.'

Yes.

'And?'

Don't take the gully.

I stood in the dark with the receiver pressed to my ear. Beyond the parapet the night was quiet in the way that nights went quiet the evening before something large, when both sides seemed by mutual and unspoken agreement to be conserving themselves. Don't take the gully. Four words. 'Why not?'

The aerial photography missed something. There's a position above the approach — reverse slope, invisible from above. Machine gun. It has a clear field of fire down the full length of the gully. And the wire across the approach hasn't been properly cleared — there are sections that look cut from the air but aren't. Your battalion goes in there in the dark and they'll be bunched up trying to find a way through, with a gun ranging down from above.

'The survey said—'

I know what the survey said.

The line held us for a moment. I thought about the survey. I thought about aerial photographs and what you could and couldn't see from several thousand feet when a machine gun was dug into a reverse slope.

'The southern approach,' I said.

Yes.

'That's where we need to go.'

That's where your battalion goes, Falcon said. That's what happens. That's what's in the record.

His voice had a particular quality when he said things like that — the careful precision of a man selecting one word to stand in for several he wasn't going to say. I had learned that quality over our conversations the way you learned the ground of a sector: not as theory, but as something you navigated because your situation required it. He knew outcomes before they happened. He had proved this with the battery and the pillbox and the farm building. I was not going to argue the mechanism.

What I was going to argue was the practicality.

'I'm a lance corporal,' I said. 'I can't walk up to Renshaw and tell him to change the plan because a voice on a telephone said the gully's wrong. I need something I can actually put in front of him.'

I know.

'So I need to have seen it myself.'

A pause. Yes.

'That's why you're telling me this tonight. So I have time to go out and verify it.'

I'm telling you tonight, Falcon said, because it's the last time I'll be able to reach you before zero hour. And because if you go out and you find what I'm telling you is there — then you'll have your own observation. You can take that to Renshaw.

I thought about this. The position he was describing was perhaps two hundred yards out — no man's land that was, at this moment, extremely quiet, which was either reassuring or the opposite, depending on how you read it. 'And if I go out and you're wrong?'

Then you'll know I'm wrong. A short pause. I'm not wrong.

He said it without arrogance. Just certainty, the way you were certain about things you had verified through sources rather than things you merely believed. The same voice that had told me about the battery and the pillbox and had been right on both counts. 'Right,' I said. 'I'll go.'

Be careful.

'I'm always careful.'

The line went.

—

The mud in no man's land was a different thing from the mud in the trench. Trench mud you learned to live with — it was underfoot, it was in the walls, it was in your food if you were unlucky, but it was navigable. No man's land mud had no bottom you could find. It moved under you when you put weight on it. It smelled of everything that had been left to rot in it for three years, which was considerable, and it made sounds when you moved through it that seemed, to a man on his belly, too loud by a factor of ten.

I was perhaps sixty yards out and moving east, toward the gully approach, when I found the first section of wire.

Not ours. This was German wire, or wire that had been ours once and was now somewhere between positions — strands of barb still anchored to iron stakes driven at odd angles, the kind of obstacle that a patrol could get through with time and cutters but that in a night assault, in the dark, in a mass of men trying to move fast, would do what wire always did. I worked around it and kept going.

The ground rose slightly as I approached the gully. I moved by inches, keeping my weight distributed, my face close to the earth whenever I lifted my head to listen. The quiet was wrong. Not the quiet of a position empty and abandoned. The quiet of a position that was waiting.

I heard it before I saw it: movement on the parapet above the gully, deliberate and unhurried. A shape. Then another. Two men on watch. And below them, where the approach narrowed between two banks of earth — the wire. A full belt of it. Not the scattered remnants of something cut and partially cleared. This was anchored, this was recent work, this was placed by men who intended it to be there. I pressed myself flat and counted the stakes I could see in the dim light and stopped counting at twelve because that was enough.

Falcon had said they'd be caught in the open, bunched up, with a gun ranging down.

I lay in the dark with my face two inches above the mud and thought about two platoons of men funnelling into this narrow ground in the dark at three in the morning while someone above them with a Maxim got to work. I thought about it for approximately fifteen seconds. That was sufficient.

I began moving back.

—

Corporal Ellis was still on watch when I came in over the parapet. He looked at me — at the mud from my boots to my helmet — and said nothing, which was either professionalism or Ellis recognising the expression of a man who had been somewhere and come back with something and was not in a talking mood.

'Get Sergeant Holt,' I said.

He went.

Holt appeared in four minutes, helmet on, face doing what Holt's face did when someone woke him up for a reason he hadn't yet assessed. He took in the mud. Then he looked at my face. 'Where have you been?'

'Out. The eastern gully approach.' I pulled off my helmet and sat on the fire step. My knees were shaking in the way that knees shook when the adrenaline was going out of them, which was undignified but unavoidable. 'The plan for tomorrow. The gully. It's wrong.'

'The plan's been set.'

'The plan's going to get people killed, Sergeant. More than needs to.' I told him what I'd found. The wire — not cleared, not partial, a full belt of it properly anchored. The position above, the two men on watch, the field of fire it would have down the approach. I told him what I had seen and exactly where I had seen it and how long I had spent there.

When I finished, Holt was quiet. He had the expression of a man being asked to carry a very heavy parcel up a flight of stairs that he had just come down. 'You went out on your own authority,' he said.

'Yes, Sergeant.'

'The night before—' He stopped. 'Christ, man.'

'I know. But I went, and that's what's there.' I looked at him. 'We go into the gully at zero hour and we're walking into a machine gun on a reverse slope. The aerial didn't pick it up because it can't — it's below the ridge line from the south. I was sixty yards from it. There are two men on watch and there'll be more come dawn.'

Holt was quiet for another moment. 'And?'

'And we should go south instead.' I said it as simply as I could. 'The southern approach. It's longer but there's no position above it and the ground is better. If the engineers cut what's there tonight there'll be a gap before zero hour.'

He looked at me. The expression on his face had moved through several things in the last two minutes and was currently settling on something I couldn't read clearly. 'Where did you get this from?'

'My own eyes, Sergeant.'

It was not a lie. It was not the complete truth either, but it was the part of the truth I could give him that would do any work, and Holt was not a man who pressed when pressing would cost him more than not pressing. He picked up his helmet and said: 'Come with me.'

—

Lieutenant Renshaw was twenty-two years old and had the permanently hollow look of a man who never slept enough in any conditions. He listened to what I told him without interrupting. When I finished he studied the map for a long moment.

'You went out yourself,' he said. Just establishing.

'Yes, sir.'

'And the survey said the gully was clear.'

'Yes, sir. It isn't.'

He looked at Holt, who gave the infinitesimal shrug of a man who was not going to contradict what he considered to be the truth. Renshaw looked back at the map. He put his finger on the gully approach and then moved it south. 'The southern route is longer.'

'Yes, sir. But there's no position above it. No height advantage for a gun. If there's wire we can have it cut before zero hour.'

'That's less than four hours away.'

'Yes, sir.'

He picked up the telephone. I left him to it and went to find somewhere to sit that was not entirely underwater and thought about a voice from somewhere unspecified that had sent me crawling through no man's land in the dark to see what it already knew I would find, and had done so because it understood that what I saw with my own eyes was the only intelligence I could legitimately carry upward. Not a voice told me. My own eyes.

They cut the wire at two in the morning. Four engineers, south approach, in and out in forty minutes. I watched from the parapet and did not sleep.

The darkness began to change — not dawn yet, but the quality of it lifting, the absolute giving way to merely dark. I watched until the engineers came back in and thought about the tunnellers.

There had been Clay Kickers on this ground since before Christmas. I had seen them on rotation: pale men with a particular exhaustion, quieter and further in than infantry exhaustion, boots always wet, smelling of clay and candle smoke. Men who did not say much about what they found underground and had learned not to.

The foreman of the near section was Staffordshire — Black Country accent, near enough to Birmingham that we'd had a conversation once about football. He was for Wolves. I informed him that Wolverhampton was forty miles from Birmingham and not his concern, and that the correct answer in any case was Villa. He had the calm of a man who spent his working days eighty feet below the German front line and had reached a certain equilibrium about things above it. We did not settle it. He went back into his shaft and I went back to the fire step and that was the last I saw of him.

They were better paid than infantry. This was known and not discussed, because the BEF had made its assessment of the dark and the counter-miners working toward you through the earth, and the value it had assigned seemed, under the circumstances, reasonable.

Nineteen charges, placed over months below the German positions. Rotating in and out, the work done long before the event and nowhere near the ground when it happened. The anonymous preparation, the men you never saw, who had been here longer than any of us and would leave before morning came. I thought about this once and then stopped, because there was nothing useful in thinking about it.

Zero hour was three ten.

—

At five past three I was on the fire step with the rest of the section, rifle over the parapet, and the night was very quiet in the way nights went quiet when every man in earshot had stopped speaking. You could hear breathing. You could hear the small sounds of equipment — a strap, a buckle, a boot sole on wet timber. Someone nearby was praying, very quietly, in what might have been Welsh.

At three ten, the world ended.

Nineteen mines. I knew the number — had heard officers speak of it in the weeks before — but knowing a number is not the same as being present when the number becomes a physical event. They went off in a sequence so fast it registered as simultaneous, a rolling compression of air and sound that arrived in the chest a fraction before it reached the ears and then arrived in the ears as something that was not sound but simply force, a wall of it, and the ground beneath the fire step lurched sideways and I grabbed the parapet and the sky to the north went orange and white and orange again and the sound expanded rather than faded, filling everything, pressing into the bones of the skull.

Dirt rained down. From the German side, much more than dirt.

The ground shook for ten seconds after the detonation. Ten seconds is a long time to hold onto a parapet while the world decides whether it intends to remain solid.

Then the whistles.

I went over.

—

No man's land after the mines was a different country from the no man's land I had crossed the night before. The craters alone — some of them forty yards across, thrown up by the detonations and the preliminary barrage both — had remade the ground entirely, turned the terrain between our wire and the German line into a moonscape of intersecting holes filled with water and mud and things I did not look at directly.

We moved fast. You moved fast or not at all, because standing still in the open was a way of making yourself useful to someone on the other side.

The German front line, when we reached it, was catastrophic. The mines had gone off directly beneath some positions and what remained was not positions in any recognisable sense. There were men alive in the wreckage — German soldiers, some on their hands and knees, some sitting against shattered parapets with the blank expression of men whose ears had been destroyed along with everything around them. One grabbed my ankle as I stepped over him and I pulled free and kept moving.

The second line was intact and fighting.

We hit it fifty yards past the first trench, coming out of the smoke, and the machine gun opened up from the left and the man on my right — Briggs, a private from Erdington I had known for four months — took it in the throat and went down without a sound. I went left, into a shell crater, came up the other side, and the gun had traversed away from me and I had an angle on the position that the gunner had not considered. I put two rounds into it and the gun stopped. One of the men in the position came up with his hands.

I kept moving.

The southern approach, when I reached it, was clear.

The wire the engineers had cut lay in coils on the ground, the angle-iron stakes still in the earth. Two platoons came through the gap in good order, moving fast, no funnelling, no bunching. I stood at the edge of it and watched them go through and thought about nothing for approximately three seconds, and then someone was shouting my name and I was moving again.

To the right — to the east, where the gully ran — something was going badly. I could hear it rather than see it through the smoke: the sustained hammer of a Maxim working at something, the particular sound of it when it had a concentrated target. Men shouting. The rhythm of a unit taking casualties in the open, trying to find cover where there wasn't any. Another unit, another company, following the plan that Renshaw had changed at two in the morning and that someone further east had not.

I did not look. There was nothing to be done about it and I had my own work.

—

By seven in the morning the ridge was ours.

Not cleanly — there was still fighting in the village, still German artillery from the east, still the chaos of a successful assault trying to reorganise itself before the counterattack everyone knew was coming. Men I had known for months were dead. Men I had not known were also dead, in larger numbers. The ground between the old British wire and the new forward positions was a record of the morning that I preferred not to read too carefully.

I found a shattered wall that gave cover from the east and sat with my back against it and my rifle across my knees and looked at the ridge.

The morning was pale and cold and smelled of explosive and turned earth and something older underneath both. A long way to the west, entirely indifferent to what had happened here, a lark was singing.

Briggs was dead. Three other men from the section. The gap in the southern wire was there because four engineers had gone out at two in the morning, because Renshaw had picked up the telephone, because Holt had walked me to the dugout, because I had crawled through sixty yards of no man's land to put my own eyes on ground that a voice had described to me precisely from wherever it was that voice came from.

I had sent us south. On the intelligence of a man I had never met, speaking on a line that had no right to carry anything, from wherever it was that line reached. I was not going to think about that on the morning after Messines with the lark singing and Briggs still lying where he had gone down. I put it aside, the way you put things aside when there was no time and no space for them, and filed it under later. The file had been growing since France.

I looked at the ridge, and the lark sang, and somewhere behind me someone was already setting up a signals relay.
The Record

Birmingham — July 2026

—

I worked through it methodically, the way I always worked.

The battalion war diary first — transcribed from the original held at Kew, the handwriting of an adjutant I had never thought to name until now. The entry for 7 June 1917 ran to four pages, which was unusual; most days in the diary were a paragraph, sometimes two, the laconic record of men who were too busy to write and too conscientious not to. But the day of Messines had warranted four pages. The adjutant's handwriting, which I had read before as an abstraction, a data source, now had a weight I had not given it before.

Advance commenced 03:10 following detonation of mines. Southern approach route taken following late intelligence regarding wire and position on eastern approach. Engineers cut south wire 02:15. Two platoons advanced through gap in good order. Objectives achieved on schedule.

Late intelligence. Two words. The adjutant had not expanded on them. He had noted the change of plan and moved on to the next item — casualties, consolidation, the German counterattack that came at mid-morning and was repulsed — because the plan had worked and the reasons it had worked were secondary to the record of its having worked.

I sat for a moment with the diary open on the workbench.

Late intelligence. That was me. That was a man in Birmingham in 2026 reading a field telephone at half past ten in the evening and sending someone crawling through no man's land in the dark to verify what a history book had already told him. The adjutant had turned it into two words and moved on and the two words had sat in the archive for a hundred and nine years waiting for me to read them.

I moved on as well. There was more to check.

—

The company reports took longer. They were hand-copied rather than original — someone in the 1970s had done a transcription project for the regimental association, and the copies had the particular flat quality of type that has lost the texture of the original — but the content was there. I read through three of them before I found the reference I was looking for: a lieutenant's post-battle report, C Company, noting that the approach via the eastern gully had been 'observed to give significant difficulty to adjacent units during the advance, owing to an undamaged wire obstacle and an active position above the approach which the preliminary bombardment had not reached.'

Adjacent units. I knew who those were. I had read their accounts in the regimental histories of two other battalions — the accounts that described the machine gun on the reverse slope, the wire that the aerial survey had shown as cleared and was not, the men who had bunched at the obstacle in the dark and taken casualties before the position was eventually suppressed. I had read those accounts before, as professional background. I had never previously noticed that they described the ground Tommy had put his face two inches above.

The pillbox on the reverse slope of the spur: confirmed in the post-battle survey, neutralised on the second day. The machine-gun emplacement in the farm building: referenced in a signals liaison report, accounted for before zero hour. The trench mortar battery — the one Tommy had found by its registration stakes and had not yet reported when we spoke: there was an artillery liaison note, brief and factual, recording that the battery position had been identified through 'patrol intelligence' and suppressed by counter-battery fire prior to the assault.

Patrol intelligence. The adjutant's economy with words was contagious.

I went through every item on the notepad. Tommy's observations, my records, one column against the other. Position by position, the notepad and the history agreed. Everything he had told me — the positions, the movements, the specific tactical details of a sector he had been watching for weeks — was in the record. Not because the record had been waiting for Tommy to observe it. Because Tommy had observed it, and the record was what the battle produced, and the battle was what the plan produced, and I was the reason the plan was what it was.

I understood this. I had been circling it since the night in June when I had sat at this workbench and read the regimental history and found the eastern gully did not feature in the account of the successful advance. I understood it now more completely, the way you understand something more completely when the evidence is in front of you rather than implied by it. I did not know what to do with the understanding, so I put it in the same place I put most things I did not know what to do with and kept working.

—

The handset was on the workbench to my left. I had cranked it each morning and each evening since the seventh of June, and each time it had given me the warm static and nothing underneath it, and each time I had set it back on its hook with the careful patience of a man who has learned that the line opens and closes on its own terms and not his. The absence felt different now from the absence before the first call. Before June, the static had simply been static. Now it was the static that had once had something underneath it, and the difference was the difference between an empty room and a room that someone has recently left.

I gave it three weeks. Then four. I continued my professional work — a paper on signals interoperability for a conference in September, a chapter for an edited volume on the Hundred Days, the usual correspondence — and I cranked the set in the mornings and the evenings and I received the warm static and set it back on its hook.

In the fourth week I stopped expecting anything. In the fifth week I started expecting it again, which was worse.

—

What the contact had done was make the war present in a way that fifteen years of professional immersion had not managed. I had read the letters those men wrote before they did not come back; I had read the orders, the medical records, the adjutants' entries, with the analytical attention the work required. That attention is a different thing from the attention a man gives to a voice he can hear breathing.

The voice had been real. The barrage had been real. Nothing in an archive is real in that way — not completely, not without mediation. I had sat here in Birmingham and listened to 1917 and it had been present tense and immediate.

And somewhere in that, something had shifted about the box file. The man I had been assembling for three years from fragments — not as a professional exercise but as something I could not quite name, a need to know the shape of a life that had some claim on my own. He had been in the mud and the cold and the particular dark of a dugout with a field telephone on the wall. I had known this abstractly. I did not know it abstractly any longer.

I pulled the box file and set it on the workbench.

The material inside was the residue of three years of careful accumulation. A photocopy of the relevant pages from the regimental history — the battalion he had served with, or had probably served with; the evidence was sufficient for a hypothesis, not a conclusion. Service record fragments from the online digitisation project, which had digitalised approximately sixty per cent of surviving WWI service records and which had given me three pages of a record that was clearly missing at least two more: enlistment date, physical description, next of kin. A rank notation — private on enlistment — and then, later, a promotion entry, the date partially illegible, the new rank clear enough. A reference number for a file that the archive catalogue listed as extant but which had been requested by another researcher in 2019 and not yet returned to the open shelves.

And the notations. These were what had occupied the unprofessional part of my mind for three years without resolution: two entries in the service record, separated by four months, that did not fit the pattern of a standard infantry record. The first was a transfer notation — temporary attachment to a different designation, the designation itself unclear in the copy, the letters smudged at the critical point. The second was a commendation reference: mentioned for services rendered, intelligence duties, sector [illegible], 1917. Intelligence duties. In an infantry private's service record. In 1917.

I had spent three years fitting these into explanations. A regimental signals section, perhaps — not unusual for a man who had shown aptitude. A temporary loan to a patrol unit, which sometimes used the intelligence designation loosely. A clerical error, even; the records of this period were transcribed under wartime conditions and errors were not uncommon.

All of these explanations remained available.

I spread what I had across the workbench beside the open war diary.

The temporary attachment notation — whatever the designation — fell in the middle of 1917. The gap in the service record, the pages that should have been there and were not, covered the same period. I had noted this before. I had noted, before, that this period corresponded to the Messines sector. I had not, before, had a reason to find that correspondence anything other than circumstantially interesting.

The commendation for intelligence duties, 1917.

The transfer notation, mid-1917.

The gap in the record, mid-1917, Messines sector.

The battalion designation in the regimental history — probably, possibly, the same unit.

I looked at these items arranged on the workbench. What I had here was not evidence in any sense that would satisfy a peer reviewer — it was coincidence of dates and sector and an imprecise designation that could mean half a dozen things. Three years of careful research had not resolved it. Another evening looking at the same fragments was not going to resolve it either.

I put everything back in the box file and returned it to the lower shelf behind the periscopes, and went to make coffee, and did not think about it.
Langemarck

Ypres Salient — 15–16 August 1917

—

The relay position was a sandbag emplacement dug into the face of the bank, three walls and a roof of corrugated iron that drummed when it rained, which it had been doing since the fourteenth. The set on the wall was older than the one at Messines — D Mk II handset on its hook, the magneto crank stiff with damp. I had been working the watch since midnight. I would work it until four, when Garrett would take over, and then I would have forty minutes to find somewhere to sleep before the barrage opened at quarter past four and sleep became academic.

The attack was at quarter to five.

I had known this for a week, and knowing it for a week had made it no different from not knowing it, except that the week itself had a different quality — the particular weight of a thing anticipated in a sector that was already heavy with anticipation. August in the salient had its own gravity. The mud, which in summer was merely impassable, had been worked by the recent rain into something that required active negotiation with every step. The duckboards had been hit and repaired and hit again, and in several places had been abandoned entirely in favour of routes across the open ground that were marginally less likely to swallow a man than the alternatives. We had lost a private from B Company on the fourteenth not to German fire but to a shell crater that had looked, in the dark, solid enough to bear his weight.

It had not been solid enough.

At half past midnight the handset rang.

Not a call I was expecting. The line to company had been quiet since eleven and I had the log open and nothing in it. I picked up.

Tommy?

I had been in France long enough by then to know how to keep the thing that was happening out of my voice.

‘Falcon,’ I said.

The background sound on his end was the sound I had heard once before, sitting under a table in the dark while German voices moved along the trench outside. Not static. Something else. Something real and continuous that I had stopped trying to classify. I’ve been trying since June. The line works when it works.

‘I know,’ I said. ‘So have I.’

We had developed, in the relay dugout at Messines, a shorthand that required very little calibration when it resumed. He asked where I was. I told him: the salient, east of Ypres, the sector that had been going wrong for six weeks. The attack in four hours. He asked for the plan. I gave him what I had: the Steenbeek crossing at the designated point, two hundred yards north of the ruined farm they called the White House, the advance to the road beyond. Our company’s objective was the treeline north of the road. Renshaw had the plan on the map and the map on his wall and had been studying it for three days.

The silence on the line had the quality of a man reading something.

The White House, Falcon said. Do you know what’s in it?

‘Ruins.’

Machine gun. Fixed position. It has a line on the crossing point your company is using — the direct approach across the Steenbeek, two hundred yards north. The crossing there is where the ground is widest and the banks are lowest, which is why they’ve chosen it, and it’s also where the gun can reach. The units that cross there tomorrow morning are going to catch it coming out of the water.

I held the receiver and looked at the corrugated iron roof and the rain finding its way through the join at the left-hand corner and dripping onto the ledge below.

‘How far north does the coverage extend?’

Four hundred yards. Beyond that the bank bends. The ground along the north edge of the stream — staying close to the bank, keeping the bank between you and the White House — is out of the arc. It’s wetter. You’ll go in to the knee in places. But the crossing at four hundred yards north is narrower and shallow enough that a man can wade it without losing his footing if he moves carefully.

‘And the treeline?’

Still reachable from the north crossing. Longer approach, harder ground. But you get there.

I noted this in the way I had been noting things since June — not on paper, not in any record, because what Falcon told me existed in no chain of command I could cite. I noted it in the way that mattered: in the arrangement of my thinking about the ground, which rearranged itself around what he had said with the quiet certainty of things that were simply true.

‘I’ll need to take this to Renshaw,’ I said.

I know. A pause. Be careful how you put it.

‘I’m always careful how I put it.’

I know that too.

—

Renshaw was awake. He was always awake before an attack, which was one of the things about him I had come to rely on: whatever state he was in during the ordinary routine of the line, the hours before a zero hour found him steady and specific and entirely present. He had the map out on the ammunition box he used as a desk. The lamp made his face look older than twenty-two.

I told him what I had. Not Falcon — I had never told anyone Falcon, and I did not intend to start. I told him I had taken a call on the relay handset, a voice I did not recognise giving me a specific position — machine gun, fixed, in the White House, line on our crossing point.

He looked at me for a moment.

‘Fritz,’ he said. ‘Trying to put you off your stride. They do it. You know they do it.’

‘Yes, sir. But I don’t think so.’

‘You don’t think so.’ Not quite a question.

‘The detail was specific, sir. Position, arc, the crossing point by name. If it’s disinformation it’s very precisely targeted disinformation for a lance corporal on a relay watch.’

He looked back at the map. The White House was on it, marked as a ruined building, no defensive annotation. ‘The intelligence assessment is that the White House was cleared in the preliminary bombardment.’

‘I have reason to think that assessment may be incomplete, sir.’

He was quiet for a moment. He was not an unreasonable man — I had seen enough of Renshaw by August to know that he was the kind of officer who thought before he spoke, which was not as common as it should have been. He looked at the map and looked at me and looked at the map again.

‘The crossing point is designated,’ he said finally. ‘The plan has been approved at company level. If I go back to the captain at —’ he checked his watch — ‘half past one in the morning with a report based on a telephone call you can’t attribute to any chain of command, I want you to understand what that conversation looks like.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘And I want you to understand that I’m not dismissing you. I’m telling you what the limits of the situation are.’

‘I understand, sir.’

He held my eye for a moment. ‘We advance as ordered. If there’s a gun in the White House, the barrage will have dealt with it. That’s what the barrage is for.’ He looked back at the map. ‘Get some sleep, Lance Corporal.’

I went to get some sleep. I did not sleep.

—

The barrage opened at 04:15, thirty minutes before zero, and the world became sound. In the salient in August there was no gradual build — the guns were always present, always audible, and the shift from the ordinary level to a full preliminary barrage was a matter of scale rather than kind, the ordinary noise simply continuing upward until it passed through the threshold where the individual sounds stopped being distinguishable and became a single enormous continuous event.

The White House was visible from the lip of the forward trench, or had been before the barrage. Now it was not visible. Nothing was visible beyond twenty yards. The shell bursts made a rolling light through the smoke and mud-cloud, a pulsing orange that illuminated nothing useful.

At 04:45 the whistles went.

I went over with seven men. Renshaw was to my right with the rest of the platoon, and beyond him the other platoons of the company, and beyond them the other companies of the battalion, and to our flanks the other battalions of the brigade — all of it moving forward together across the swamp that the salient had become, toward an objective that was visible on a map and not visible on the ground.

The Steenbeek was sixty yards ahead.

Renshaw went down at forty.

Not killed — a shell burst ten yards to his right, close enough that the blast put him flat and the shrapnel found his shoulder and his left arm went wrong. He was down in the mud and alive and not getting up. The platoon sergeant from the section to my right was forty yards further forward and already committed. I was the senior man between them.

I looked at the crossing point ahead. I looked north along the bank, where the ground was wetter and the Steenbeek curved away from the line of advance. The White House was somewhere in the smoke to my right, invisible, its gun silent because the barrage had not yet lifted and a gun crew with any sense would not be operating in the open during a British barrage regardless of their position.

The barrage lifted at 04:47.

The gun in the White House opened at 04:48.

I heard it before I could have seen anything: the specific rate of a fixed machine gun on a good position, methodical, working across its arc. From somewhere to my right the quality of the noise changed, men going from running to shouting to not shouting. I did not look. I looked at the bank.

‘On me,’ I said to my section. ‘North. Stay on the bank.’

Garrett said: ‘The crossing’s south, Corp.’

‘I know where the crossing is,’ I said. ‘North. Stay on the bank.’

We went north.

—

The water was at my knee in the shallower stretch, and cold in the way that Flanders water was cold in August — a deep cold that had nothing to do with the season, water that had been sitting in clay and shell craters for months and had taken on the character of the ground rather than the weather. The bank came up steeply on the far side and Ellis went in to the thigh getting out of it and Garrett pulled him clear and we were across, all seven of us, and the White House was two hundred yards to our right and its gun was not pointing at us because we were not where its gun was pointed.

From this angle the treeline that was our objective was ahead and slightly right. The approach across the open ground between the Steenbeek and the treeline was wet but traversable and had no clear line of fire from the White House because the angle was wrong and the gun had not traversed to find us and would not find us unless someone in it was paying very careful attention to what was happening two hundred yards to the north of the position they had been set to cover.

No one in it was paying attention to us.

We reached the treeline — what remained of it: a dozen blasted stumps, two sections of a hedge still standing, the ground behind it churned but defensible — and I put the section in the remnants of the hedge and looked back across the ground we had come over.

To the south, where the designated crossing had been, you could hear it before you could see anything clearly through the smoke. The gun in the White House had found the crossing point and was working it with the methodical patience of a position that has been set up correctly and has been given exactly what it was set up for. The sound was continuous rather than bursting — a fixed gun on a good platform, not searching but settled, working across a fixed arc that passed over the same thirty yards of water again and again. From our position two hundred yards to the north the arc was visible as a lane of disturbed air, water spray and mud erupting at regular intervals across the Steenbeek at the precise point where two platoons of our company would have been crossing if they had not been halted by something on their approach that I could not yet see clearly.

The smoke shifted. For a moment the crossing was visible.

There were men in the water. Not many — the approach had been broken up before it reached the bank, the gun finding the company as it came across the open ground toward the designated point rather than waiting until they were in the water. The ones in the water were the ones who had been furthest forward when the gun opened. The gun was not working the water now. The gun was working the open ground between the start line and the Steenbeek, traversing slowly across its arc, and the open ground was not moving in the way that ground with men still advancing across it would move.

Ellis was beside me, his arm pressed to his side, watching.

‘Christ,’ he said, very quietly.

Not a question. Not directed at me. The particular word a man used when he needed something to say and did not have anything adequate.

Garrett said nothing at all. He looked at the crossing and looked at the White House and looked at me, and I understood from the look that he had worked out what I had worked out and was not yet sure what to do with it.

I looked at this for thirty seconds.

Then I turned to Webb, who was the closest to me, and said: ‘Consolidate the position. I want to know what’s to our front. Send Garrett left.’

Webb nodded and moved and I sat with my back against a stump that had been a tree in 1914 and listened to the sector and thought about Renshaw in the mud behind us with his shoulder wrong and the question of what I had done and what I had not done.

I had not told the section I had intelligence about the White House. I had not told them I was choosing the north crossing on any basis other than the ground in front of me and the sound of the gun. In the smoke and the noise and the movement of a company going forward across a swamp, a lance corporal taking his section north along the bank instead of straight across was an error of navigation or an exercise of judgement or something in between, and the difference between those two things was not something that could be established with certainty after the fact.

I thought about Renshaw’s face in the lamplight. I’m not dismissing you. I’m telling you what the limits of the situation are.

He had been right about the limits. He had not been right about the gun.

I did not know what I thought about that. I put it in the file with everything else that went into the file and noted that the file was getting larger and that the things in it were getting heavier and that this was a problem I would deal with when I had the time and the quiet and the particular kind of honesty that the time and the quiet would require.

I did not have any of those things at present.

‘All right,’ I said, to no one in particular, or to Garrett coming back from the left with information about what was to our front, or to the sector at large. ‘All right. Tell me what you’ve found.’
The Salient

Ypres Salient — September 1917

—

The ground had a smell that ground in Flanders had nowhere else.

Not just the mud, though the mud was present in everything — in the creases of your hands, in the seams of your uniform, worked into the leather of your boots until the leather was not really leather anymore but something else, something the salient had made of it over years of particular attention. It was the smell underneath the mud. Old water, old timber, old things that had been buried and were rotting in the wet. The drainage had been gone since 1914. What had been fields and farms and a wood — Polygon Wood, they called it, because there had once been a polygon-shaped racing circuit in its centre, or so someone had told someone who had told me — what all of that had been was now a swamp of shell-craters connected by duckboards that floated rather than sat on the ground beneath them.

You walked on the duckboards and you did not step off them.

I learned this in the first forty-eight hours. The shell-craters were full of water the colour of old oil. A man who stepped off the boards in the dark went in, and if he went in alone he did not always come out. There were stories — there were always stories in the salient, and unlike most soldiers' stories these ones were supported by the evidence of the ground. The ground took things. It had been taking things since 1914 and it was not particular about what it took.

We had come south from the Messines Ridge in July, rotated into reserve, and then forward again into the salient in late August. The Messines ground had been devastated in a particular way — the mines had done something that was violent and abrupt, a single enormous event that had left the surface scorched and pocked but not this. The salient had been shelled without pause for three years and the shelling had not stopped and would not stop while anyone remained alive to shell it. It had passed through devastation and come out the other side into something that did not have a ready name. What you walked through was not a landscape. It was the absence of landscape.

Ellis had called it the moon.

'The moon, but wetter,' he had said, the first night we went up the line, looking out at a sector that provided very little to look at. That was as good a description as any. I had filed it accordingly.

—

I tried the handset on the first night in position and on the three nights following.

The relay position was a concrete emplacement that had been hit badly enough that the walls were standing but the interior was open to the sky, the roof gone, the equipment in it either damaged or salvaged. There was a handset — there was almost always a handset, because signals kit was replaceable and the war required it — but the line was cut in at least three places between the emplacement and any junction that mattered, and the static that came back when I cranked the magneto was the flat, uninformative kind.

Not the warmth. Not the quality I had learned to know, sitting in a relay dugout in Flanders on a night in June and hearing a voice that shouldn't have been there. Just the sound of a dead line, which was the sound all lines had been before June, and which I now knew the difference from.

I set the receiver back on its hook each night and went about my business, which was the business of keeping eight men alive in a sector that did not cooperate with this aim.

Falcon might be there. He might be cranking his end. I had no way of knowing, and you did not allow yourself to dwell on the things you could not fix. What I had instead was what three months of his voice had done to the way I read ground — not given me facts to cite, but shaped the instinct, the way any sustained practice shaped instinct, until looking at an approach felt less like calculation and more like recognition. I looked at ground and I knew things about it that the ground had not told me. I had stopped examining where the knowing came from. It was there. I used it.

That was sufficient.

—

Zero hour on the twenty-sixth was 05:50.

The barrage lifted at precisely the moment it was supposed to lift, because General Plumer's barrages lifted when they were supposed to lift, and the men in the Anzac Corps and in our own brigade knew this and made no ceremony of going over. You went when the barrage lifted and the first seconds were the safest seconds, before the German survivors had gathered themselves enough to do anything organised in response. Any man who waited lost the window, and the window in the salient was not wide.

We had eight. Webb and Ellis on my immediate left. Garrett and a boy named Whitaker behind me. Three more — Pearce, Dean, and Haines — on the right. Eight men and myself, a lance corporal, which was all the rank the section ran to.

The ground was what the ground was. Not muddy in the way the word mud implied — the word mud implied something you could push through if you leaned, something your boot came out of if you pulled. This was different. Ground that had been worked into a particular consistency by three years of rain and shellfire and the passage of men and horses and carrying-parties and stretcher-bearers. What it wanted to do with your foot was keep it. You came out of a shell-crater you hadn't seen coming and the ground grabbed your ankle and your boot went in and came out without your say-so, and the sound it made was specific and wet and did not resemble anything else.

You moved anyway. That was the work.

The Anzacs to our right were moving faster. Two brigades of the 4th Division, in line — they moved through the bad ground with a contemptuous efficiency I had seen in the Australians before and never quite accounted for. They did not look as if the ground had a particular opinion of them. They moved as though it were something they passed through on their way to the objective, which was what it was, and which most men could not make themselves feel.

Our objective was the left flank of the Polygon Wood. What remained of it: the stumps of trees that had been mature hardwoods before the shelling, each one split and splintered to different heights, some still four or five feet clear of the ground, most shorter, the whole area a field of broken teeth rising from the mud. The German wire in front had been hit adequately. There were lanes through it. We took the second lane from the left.

Pearce went down in the open, fifty yards short of the wire. Not from fire I could identify — an artillery round, probably, though in the noise and confusion attributing rounds to specific batteries was guesswork. He went down and did not get up and I did not stop. I noted it and kept moving because stopping was not an option and the file was large enough by now that another note went in without ceremony. Dean reached the wire two steps behind me and held it while Garrett came through, and then the wire caught Dean across the hand and face and he lost half a second and the second round found him there, and he went down, and that was Dean.

Six. Six men and myself, going into the wood.

—

The assault itself was a confusion of stumps and craters and the particular German fire that came from a position we had not found on the maps.

I saw the muzzle flash first — a long burst, fixed elevation, covering the direct approach to the wood's right margin. Heavy machine gun, concrete emplacement, sandbagged aperture. Not in any survey I had been shown the evening before. Either the map was wrong or the position had been built after the last aerial photograph, and in France in 1917 both explanations were equally available.

The Anzac company to our right had seen it at the same moment. Three men down, the rest going flat. The gun was traversing across the direct approach and it had a line on anything that moved in its arc. We went flat with the Anzacs and lay in the mud and I looked at the emplacement and looked at the ground and looked at the emplacement again.

To the right of the gun — past it, beyond it — was the edge of the wood itself. Even shattered as it was, it was cover. And a position built to cover the direct approach had been built for that specific threat, not for what came at it from an unexpected angle. An emplacement that could cover its own right flank as well as the front needed a traverse, and a traverse needed an arc, and the arc needed open ground. What was to the right of the emplacement, between it and the wood, was not open ground. It was a double crater — an older hit collapsed into a newer one — that ran parallel to the position's blind side.

I looked at this for three seconds. Then I said to Ellis: 'You and Garrett. On me.' And I went right.

The crater was deeper than it looked. The water was at my thigh and the sides were steep and the getting into it and out required grip and leverage and the specific kind of controlled urgency that France had been teaching me for two years and that I no longer needed to think about. Ellis behind me, then Garrett. We went through the connected craters and I kept the emplacement in sight over the rim, counting seconds, and the concrete was showing its right side by the time we came out of the far end.

The blind side.

Twenty yards.

Garrett had a bomb ready. I held my arm out until the range was right and dropped it, and he threw it — straight into the aperture, or near enough that the result was the same. The gun stopped.

We went in through the reinforced door — Ellis's shoulder, once, and it gave — and there were four Germans inside, two of them down from the bomb, one wounded and no longer a concern, one who reached for a pistol and whose reaching I ended. I put two rounds into him at a range that left no room for uncertainty and the sound in the concrete space was large and then it was quiet.

I stood in the emplacement with Ellis and Garrett and breathed.

Ellis's forearm was bleeding from somewhere in the crossing — a graze, he had already wrapped it with a strip of his shirt, was pressing it to his side with the absent efficiency of a man who had decided the arm was not the most pressing problem. Garrett's left hand was shaking. Not injury. He looked at me and I looked at him and we did not name what it was, and he stopped.

'Right,' I said.

Outside, the Anzacs had seen the gun stop and were moving again. We came out into the wreck of the Polygon Wood and found Webb and Whitaker and Haines and went forward to the objective. That was six, including me. That was what we had.

—

We were pulled back that afternoon to the second line.

The rain had started at midday and was still at it when I sat down on the edge of a shell crater and looked at what was left of the wood and listened to the sector settle into whatever it was going to be, which was a relative quiet after the morning's noise. The guns at their ordinary level. The particular silence that passed for silence in the salient.

I was not sure what time it was. Late afternoon. The light going.

I thought about the handset in the relay emplacement.

I had not thought about it during the assault. There was no room during the assault — room only for the ground and the men and the problem in front of you, which was its own mercy. But now, with the section behind me sorting kit and cleaning weapons and not talking much, I thought about it. Four nights of flat static, morning and evening. Not the warmth. Not the quality I had learned to know. Falcon had not been on the line.

I did not know why. Perhaps he had other sectors to attend to, other men whose situations required him. Perhaps today had not been a day when his people were watching this particular corner of the salient. I had long since stopped asking why about most things that came from that direction, and I extended the same patience to the absence that I had always extended to the arrival. The voice came when it came. It did not come when it did not. That was his business, not mine.

He had known about the machine gun on the reverse slope at Messines before I crawled out to verify it. He had known about the wire on the eastern approach, the trench mortar battery, the position of the reserve line. He had known these things with precision, in advance, and he had told me what to do with what he knew.

He had not been here this morning. What had been here was the looking — the particular three seconds in which I had studied an emplacement and understood its limits. That was mine. Built from two years of France and three months of a voice, and the habit of attention that the two things together had made of me. I had read the ground and moved on what I read and it had been right. I had done this without him. I could do it again.

I sat with this for a while and then put it away with everything else and told myself I would return to it.

A runner arrived at stand-down with a note that I was to report to the company sergeant-major in the morning. No explanation. In France it was usually a problem.

In the morning it was not a problem.

The company sergeant-major was brief, which was his way: 'The gun on the right was holding up the advance. You found the angle. That's the work.' And then he had gone. I had agreed it was the work because it was, and also because agreeing was simpler than the alternative, and I was not yet sure what the alternative was.

The stripe arrived three days after Polygon Wood, by runner, unannounced.

—

I sewed it on that evening with thread borrowed from Ellis, who kept a small sewing kit with the meticulous practicality of a man who had learned early that small things were the ones you could control. I worked the needle through the wool by the light of a stub of candle in the thirty minutes before stand-to that were supposed to be sleep, and thought about what it meant and what it did not mean.

It did not mean I had done what I had done differently than I would have done it anyway, or that the emplacement had been there to be read by anyone and I had simply read it. Pearce and Dean were dead. Six men had come back and two had not, and the stripe was partly the result of what those six had done and partly the result of what those two had not survived to do, and there was no formula for dividing that into a proportion that resolved cleanly.

I held up the result in the candlelight and looked at it. Two stripes. Corporal. I put it down and reached for Emma's letter, which had come through on the night we came forward and which I had not properly read because coming forward was not a time for properly reading letters.

She had written that she had things she wanted to say that would not go in a letter, and that she hoped the leave was still on the table, and that she was well, and that her sister Ellen had reached new heights of insufferability but that Emma had developed a method of managing this which she would explain when she saw him. The letter was dated the fourth of September. It had taken three weeks to reach me, which was faster than some and slower than others, and it felt, as her letters always felt, like the particular distance between where she was and where I was compressed into a single piece of paper and given to me to hold.

October. I had been told October. Three weeks, maybe four.

I turned out the candle and lay back and looked at the dark ceiling of the dugout and thought about a bench at the top of a hill in Cannon Hill Park, and the city below it, and the kind of October afternoon that Birmingham produced when it was making an effort, and Emma beside me on the bench saying a specific amount about what she was seeing, which had always been the right amount. I thought about this with the deliberate patience of a man rationing something. Then the exhaustion that the day had accumulated caught up with me and I stopped thinking and slept.

Outside, the salient went on doing what the salient did. It was very good at it. It had had a great deal of practice.
The Trench

Ypres Salient — October 1917

—

The two stripes required getting used to. Not the authority — that was the same as the one stripe, amplified by a degree that was practical rather than symbolic — but the way other men looked at you, or did not look at you, the particular recalibration that happened in a section when the rank changed and everyone was still working out the new arrangement.

Ellis was steady, which was Ellis's way. Baker was calling me Corporal with the slightly formal edge of a man who had not yet decided whether formality was required or was just a habit he was testing. The newer men — Dobson, Marsh, Whitaker — watched without comment, which was the right response. I did not need them to be effusive about the stripe. I needed them to be competent, and the two requirements were not in competition.

The sector in October was a holding sector, which in the salient meant a sector that was shelling you with regularity but without the sustained intensity of an assault. The difference between a holding sector and an active one was a difference in tempo: two or three men a week rather than two or three a day. You managed the tempo the way you managed anything in France — not by looking directly at it, but keeping it in the peripheral attention, the way you kept all the things that could not be fixed.

Stand-to was at 05:15. The section assembled on the fire step and stood and watched the dark thin into whatever the salient chose to be that morning. The German line across the mud was grey-dark against grey-dark sky. You stood and listened and waited for the light that told you the night was finished.

I had done this so many times that standing itself had become a thing the body knew without the mind's involvement. I stood and let my attention move out into the dark the way water moved through channels, finding the places it needed to find. An alertness below the level of conscious thought. I stood and I waited, and the section stood and waited beside me, and the light came.

When it was done I stood them down and went to check the lines.

—

A pair of aeroplanes came up the line one morning, low enough that the engine sound arrived before they did — RFC machines, heading north-east, probably returning from wherever they went. I watched them cross the sector and bank towards the ridge and then they were gone.

Fourteen years ago, no one had flown. Not in a powered machine, heavier than air. I had been seven when the Wrights did it in America, and my father had read it from the newspaper at the kitchen table and said something like: well, that's something. It was something, but it had not seemed to have any particular connection to the life of a boy of seven in Birmingham, and I had filed it alongside the other things in the newspaper that were very extraordinary and very far away.

Fourteen years. Now they were here, above the salient, which was where everything extraordinary had eventually turned up.

They fought in them, too. That was the part that still wanted some attention to look at squarely. Not the flying — flying was merely impossible, and the war had provided a thorough education in the merely impossible. But men chasing each other across the sky in cloth-and-wire machines with guns. I had seen it twice: the first time at a distance, two specks wheeling until one of them stopped wheeling; the second time close enough to hear the guns between the engine sounds before one of them came down in a long arc to the east. Both times you watched the same way you watched anything that happened over your head and outside your control — noting it, understanding that men were dying up there as they were dying everywhere else, and then going back to the work.

I thought about what the trenches looked like from up there. Whether from a sufficient height they were just lines in the ground, the way all things from a sufficient height were just lines in the ground. Whether the cold up there was worse than the cold down here, which it probably was.

The engine sound had thinned to nothing. I went back to the lines.

—

A letter from Emma arrived in the second week of October.

It had taken three weeks. The envelope was soft from handling — damp and dried more than once, her handwriting reading through a layer of transit that the postal service had applied, which the postal service always applied. I opened it at midday, when the sector was as quiet as it got, and read it by candlelight in the dugout with the smell of wet earth and old wood and the October cold that had got under everything.

She asked if I had enough socks. She said this without irony — Emma had a very specific practical register, the opposite of sentimentality, which I had come to understand was its own kind of feeling. Whether you had enough socks in France was a question with a real answer, and she had always been interested in real answers. She had enclosed a pair. I found them folded into the letter — thick wool, recently knitted, still carrying the smell of a domestic interior that was not France and that France never entirely erased, even in letters, even in the object a letter carried when it finally reached you.

I held the socks for a moment and then put them in my kit.

She wrote that her sister Ellen had been poorly but was now recovered, and that the recovery had produced a specific quality of unpleasantness in Ellen that Emma described with an affection that came through even in a letter written at a kitchen table after a long day at a school full of children. She said she was well. She said the term was going better than the last one. Near the end: The leave — if it's still coming — write and tell me. I'll have things ready.

Three lines. The compression of it was Emma entire: she wanted what she wanted, she was not going to make it complicated, and the things she would have ready would be ready whether or not I wrote. But she wanted me to write.

I folded the letter back along its creases and put it in my breast pocket.

—

Doyle was from Handsworth, which was not quite Birmingham and was not quite not-Birmingham, and we had been circling the connection for two months without doing anything with it. His sister had been at school with a cousin of Ellen's — two steps, not one — but Flanders produced these regularly: Birmingham was not very large, and the men who had come from it occupied a single sector closely enough to find the connections every few weeks.

He was steady in the way that men who had done their adjusting early were steady. Not loud about it, not the over-solidity that was sometimes damage in disguise. Twenty-six, fourteen months in France, and a quality of attention that I had noticed in the first week and had since come to rely on without making anything official of it.

One afternoon I found him at the relay position, not doing anything with the handset — it was not his to do anything with — but sitting on the stool with his back to the wall, sharpening a knife. A thing to do with his hands.

'Connection's no good here,' I said.

He looked at the handset, then at me. 'So I've found.'

'Try it every couple of nights anyway.'

He did not ask why. He put it down as the kind of standing instruction that had a reason behind it, and went about his business, and I sat down when he had gone and looked at the telephone on the wall.

—

I had been cranking it since Polygon Wood. Not every night — every second or third, when the watch allowed and the sector was quiet. The relay position here was a cut-off sap with a working field telephone setup, the D Mk II handset on the wall a model I knew by now the way you knew any equipment you worked regularly: not consciously, but in the body, in the particular resistance of the magneto crank and the quality of the static it produced when you held the receiver to your ear.

The static since Polygon Wood had been flat. The uninformative kind, not the warmth, nothing in it that had any quality at all except the sound of a disconnected line. I cranked and listened and set the receiver back on its hook and went on.

The absence had changed. I could not have described when exactly it changed, but there had been a point between June and now when the absent line had stopped being merely absent and had become something more specific — not a dead telephone, but a telephone whose other end was real and simply not connected at this moment, the way a line could be cut at any point between here and wherever Falcon was, and the cut was temporary, and the cut would be repaired when it was repaired. You learned to wait. You extended to the handset the patience you extended to everything else that worked on its own terms.

The work helped. There was always work. The patrol plan that Renshaw wanted for Thursday. The section roster that wanted reviewing. The new men to bring up to the standard that Polygon Wood had required, which was a standard I could now describe from the inside rather than from observation. I thought about the emplacement and the blind side and the three seconds in which I had understood what the ground was offering, and I thought about how to make that particular quality of attention teachable. The conclusion I kept reaching was that it was not teachable directly — only practice could build it, and practice meant surviving long enough to accumulate it, which was a requirement that a certain number of men in every section would not meet, and which was not a thought you followed to its end.

—

The leave was confirmed on the twenty-first of October. Corporal to report to the transport depot by 17:00 the following afternoon.

I wrote to Emma that evening. Short, because short was the honest kind: Confirmed. Ten days from the twenty-third. See you Thursday evening if the trains agree.

Then I went to find Ellis and make sure the section would be all right without me, which it would, because Ellis was steady and the section knew their work. Then I sat in the dugout and held Emma's letter and the wool socks and thought about a kitchen in Aston and a bench at the top of a hill in Cannon Hill Park, and the city below it in October light, and Emma beside me on the bench saying whatever the right amount was to say, which had always been the exact right amount.

Outside, the salient went on. It had no particular opinion of the leave, or of Emma, or of what a man thought about on the night before he went home. That was all right. Its indifference had been a constant since August and I had long since stopped requiring it to be otherwise.

I turned out the candle and lay back in the dark and waited for morning.
The Ledger

Birmingham — Autumn 2026

—

I know the Third Battle of Ypres the way I know the campaigns I have spent twenty years studying: not as narrative, not as the sequence of dates and objectives and casualty figures that appear in the survey histories, but as documented physical reality. The terrain at its particular points. The drainage that had ceased to function. The specific trajectory of the decision-making that produced each phase of the offensive, from Haig's strategic ambition down through Gough's operational optimism to the platoon commanders standing in four inches of water looking at maps that bore decreasing resemblance to the ground in front of them.

I know this. It is professional knowledge, precise and affectless, available to me the way professional knowledge always is: as information I can deploy in a paper or a seminar without it touching anything.

It had been touching something since June.

—

The contact in August arrived before I was ready.

I had been cranking the set every morning and every evening since June, with the patience of a man who has decided patience is the only alternative. The line had been flat through July, flat through the first two weeks of August. I had known Langemarck was coming — had it in my calendar for three weeks, had been assembling the sources around it with the preparation I gave to anything involving the specific unit I was tracking. The approach routes, the terrain reports, the fortified positions in the area.

The White House was on my list. I had not confirmed the specific arc of fire.

The warmth arrived in the static at half past eleven on the fifteenth of August. I had the receiver in one hand and the folder in the other before the connection properly formed — pulling documents, working backwards through survey notes while I asked Tommy what he could see from his position and what the patrol the previous night had produced. He was talking and I was listening and simultaneously cross-referencing, one hand on the receiver, one hand moving through papers on the bench.

Two sources. A battalion account written six days after the battle described the White House as covering arcs on both banks — overlapping fire with a second position to the north. The 1923 Battlefield Clearance survey described a fixed platform with a single arc covering the direct south-west approach across the Steenbeek. Both documents were in my archive. Both were from the same period. They did not agree.

Three minutes left in which a useful answer still mattered. I chose the 1923 survey: primary data, the gun recorded in place, more precise than a battalion account written under pressure. I told Tommy about the north bank approach — the narrower crossing four hundred yards north of the designated point, outside the arc.

He was quiet in the way he was quiet when he was working out what to do with information. Then he said he would have to take it to Renshaw, and I said I knew, and I said to be careful how he put it.

Then the line closed. I cranked the set again at midnight and again at six in the morning and heard nothing through either session.

I had sat at the workbench in the early morning of the sixteenth of August and thought about what I had done and what it might produce. I knew the macro-level outcome of Langemarck: the attack failed, the objectives were not taken, casualties were heavy. I did not know the micro-level outcome of a single section's approach to the Steenbeek. The record did not resolve to that detail on the first pass. I had not yet looked.

I had not looked because looking felt like a thing that could wait until I had slept, and because I had found, in the months since June, that I was not always certain I wanted to know.

—

The professional work continued. It always continued. I had a paper due in November on signals intelligence integration in the 1917 campaigns, which required me to spend time in exactly the period I was personally preoccupied with, which I had decided to treat as convenient rather than uncomfortable. I worked through the Third Ypres archive material in the order the paper required, cross-referencing corps and divisional records with brigade-level communications logs, and if I was also, simultaneously, tracing the movements of a specific unit through the same period, that was a thing I managed in the margin of the professional work and not alongside it.

The unit was in the archive. It was not difficult to find; I had been tracing it since the spring with the methodical attention I gave to everything. What I found in the Langemarck records, three weeks after the sixteenth of August 2017, was a single line in a company after-action report, filed by the officer commanding some days after the battle and written in the compressed administrative prose that such reports required:

Elements of 2 Platoon, unable to use the designated crossing due to enfilade fire from a fortified position to the south-east, crossed the Steenbeek approximately 400 yards north of the designated point and reached the objective. Lance corporal commanding. Two men wounded, none killed.

I read this several times. Then I put the folder down and sat back in the chair at the workbench and looked at the postcard of the hunting falcon above my desk and did not think about anything in particular for approximately four minutes.

Then I wrote the line in my notebook, copied exactly, with the archive reference and the date. Two men wounded, none killed. The designated crossing: where the White House gun could reach. The north crossing: four hundred yards north of the designated point.

I had told him four hundred yards.

I went back to the battalion account I had set aside on the night of the fifteenth. The wider-arc claim was not wrong exactly — the position had some capability against the north approach, the battalion account had noted it for a reason. But the 1923 survey had been the more precise document: the fixed platform, the primary arc. I had chosen correctly. I had not known I was choosing correctly when I chose.

—

September in the archive was Polygon Wood.

The twenty-sixth of September 1917, the fourth major action of Third Ypres, was also the point at which the results of Plumer's methodical planning became visible: a success, by the standards of the campaign, which were not high standards but were standards nonetheless. The Anzac divisions took their objectives. The British units in support, on the flanks, advanced to the scheduled positions. The line moved.

The Polygon Wood itself had presented specific difficulties. The shelling that had reduced it to a field of splintered stumps had also provided cover for a number of concrete emplacements that the aerial survey had not fully mapped. These had caused delays and casualties on several points of the line, and the unit reports from the day carried the specific quality of men describing problems that had required on-the-spot solutions.

In a company commander's report, filed eleven days after the assault:

A concrete emplacement on the right of 3 Platoon's axis, not marked on the issued maps, engaged the right flank of the Anzac advance and halted the platoon's movement. A section under a lance corporal of [the unit] moved wide through the crater field to the emplacement's south-east aspect and entered from the unprotected side. Two casualties sustained in the approach. Emplacement cleared. The Anzac advance resumed. The lance corporal was subsequently recommended for promotion.

I found this on a Tuesday morning in late September, in the annotated regimental history that a former commanding officer had published privately in 1923 and which existed in seven known copies, three of which were in institutional collections and one of which was on my shelf. The annotation in the margin, in a different hand than the text: L/Cpl. promoted to Cpl. [date] — well earned.

I sat with this for some time.

Two reports. Two separate actions. The same unit, the same approximate rank, the same method: reading the ground, finding the angle the defenders had not considered, moving through it, bringing the section through. At Langemarck I had been on the line. At Polygon Wood I had not been on the line — the handset had produced nothing between the sixteenth of August and the evening in October when I finally got through again, and whatever Tommy had done at Polygon Wood he had done without me.

I had told him about the White House. I had not told him about the emplacement on the right flank of the Polygon Wood advance because I had not known it was there and he had not had any way to contact me.

He had found the angle anyway.

I thought about this carefully, the way I thought about things I was not entirely sure I had the framework to think about correctly. The reading of ground — the specific quality of attention that the Langemarck report and the Polygon Wood report both described — was not something I had given him. I had given him intelligence. What he had done with the intelligence, the habit of looking it had built in him, the way it had apparently transferred from situations where I was present to situations where I was not: that was his. Whatever I had contributed to it was prior to and distinct from what he was doing with it now.

The citation said it, eventually: a precise knowledge of the ground. I had not read the citation yet. But I knew it existed, and I knew what it described, and sitting in October with two archive reports open on the workbench I was beginning to understand how a precise knowledge of the ground was developed in a man over the eighteen months between Messines and Villers-Bretonneux.

I closed both folders and put them on the shelf in their correct positions.

Then I picked up the handset.

—

The warmth was there immediately.

I had learned not to expect this — the line offered no guarantees, opened on no schedule I had been able to identify, and the evenings I had spent cranking into flat static outnumbered the evenings I had not. But on this particular Tuesday in October the warmth was in the static before the mechanism had fully engaged, as if the line had been waiting for the question and had the answer already prepared.

Tommy, I said.

There was a pause. The background sound on his end: the low continuous quality that I had spent months trying to classify and had eventually stopped trying. It was real. That was the only classification that mattered.

Then his voice. And in it something I had not heard since June — a quality I could not name precisely, a warmth distinct from the warmth in the static, the warmth of a man who had been doing things he had not expected to be capable of and had not yet fully processed the fact.

'Falcon,' he said. 'I wondered if you were gone.'

'No,' I said. 'I've been here.'

A silence that was not uncomfortable. Two men on a line, catching their breath.

'I got married,' he said. 'While I was home. Leave came through in October. Her name's Emma.'

I noted this. Filed it in the way I filed things he told me that I could not cross-reference: as information that was real and that I had nowhere yet to place. His wife. Emma. I did not know the surname. I had not asked. I moved on.

'Tell me what you need,' I said.

And he told me.
After

Flanders — October–November 1917

—

Renshaw called me in at the end of October.

He had the map out, which meant it was going to be specific. He was still twenty-two and still hollow-looking, and he had acquired in the months since Messines a quality that I could not quite name — not confidence exactly, but a kind of focused precision that had not been there before, as though the assault had burned away something unnecessary and left only the parts that worked.

‘You went out at Messines,’ he said. ‘Before the assault. On your own authority.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘And what you found changed the plan.’

‘Yes, sir.’

He looked at the map for a moment. ‘I’ve been asked to put forward a name for patrol work. Regular. Reconnaissance and listening post. The intelligence picture in this sector is thin and they want it thickened.’ He looked up. ‘I’m putting you forward.’

I said nothing. It was not a question.

‘You’ll take two men of your choosing. One patrol per rotation, more if the situation requires. The brief will come from me directly.’ He paused. ‘Do you have any questions?’

‘No, sir.’

He nodded, and that was the end of it.

The patrols began the following week. Two men — I took Ellis, who was steady, and Garrett who had the gift of moving quietly, which was not as common a gift as you might think. We went out twice before the leave came through, once more when I returned. The brief was the same each time: observe, count, listen, return. Note positions, note activity, note anything that had changed since the last time. Do not engage unless there was no choice. Come back.

The ground between the lines at night was its own country, and I was learning it. The shell craters, the old wire, the places where the earth had been churned so many times it had stopped having a consistent surface. The particular silence of no man’s land, which was not silence at all but a layered thing — the creak of cooling metal, the drip of water finding its way through clay, the small sounds of two armies sitting forty yards apart and listening for each other. I lay in it and I listened and I noted what I found, and I brought it back, and Renshaw sent it up the chain.

What I had done at Messines — gone out on my own judgement and come back with something useful — had apparently become a thing I was now expected to do with regularity. I did not object. I was good at stillness. I had always been able to wait without my mind running away from me, which was not a skill I had known I possessed until France gave me occasion to use it.

After the second patrol, Renshaw told me that some of what I had brought back had confirmed a German withdrawal from a forward position that the battalion had been tasked to raid. The raid was cancelled, which meant the men detailed for it were alive and uninjured, which was not an outcome raids usually produced. He told me this without emphasis, the way he told me most things, and I nodded and went to find Ellis and tell him the same.

Ellis said: ‘So we saved them a kicking.’

‘Something like that,’ I said.

It was not the same as Messines. Messines had been Falcon’s intelligence, filtered through my eyes on the ground and then up through Holt and Renshaw. This was just observation — patient, cold, methodical — and whatever use they made of it was made without my involvement. But it was work that had a point, which was more than could be said for most of what the line required of you, and I did it as carefully as I knew how.

—

Another letter from Emma came in the second week of October, forwarded through the regimental post. The envelope was soft from handling — it had been in transit for three weeks and had acquired the particular quality of paper that has been wet and dried out more than once. I recognised her handwriting on the front and put it in my breast pocket and saved it for the evening, when I had the watch and some time in which to read it properly.

She wrote the way she talked: directly, without preamble. She was well. Ellen was well — her sister, who had been poorly in September and was now recovered and being difficult about it in the way Ellen was difficult about everything, which Emma described with an affection that came through even in the flat prose of a letter written at a kitchen table after a long day. She had started at the school in Aston. The children were exhausting. She thought about them in the evenings and woke thinking about them in the mornings, which she said was probably useful since it left less room for other things.

Then, near the end: They’re saying leave will come through for some of the October drafts. I don’t want to hope too much. But if it does — come home. Just come home. I have things I want to say that won’t go in a letter.

I read that part twice. Then I folded the letter back along its creases and put it in my breast pocket.

I wrote back the next morning. Short, as always — I was not much of a writer and she knew it — but I told her the leave was likely, that I would know more by the end of the week. That there were things I wanted to say too.

—

The leave came through on the twenty-second of October. Ten days.

I was in Birmingham by the evening of the twenty-third. The city looked the same and did not look the same, in the way that places look when you have been somewhere else long enough that ordinary things have become strange: the trams, the shop fronts, the smell of coal smoke that had nothing in it of cordite or wet clay. My mother fed me and asked no questions about France, which was the right thing to do, and I slept in my own bed for the first time in eleven months and woke up in the dark at stand-to time before remembering where I was.

Emma and I were married on the Thursday.

The register office on Broad Street, two witnesses — her sister Ellen and a friend of mine from before the war who had somehow not yet been called up and felt guilty about it. The registrar was a small man with a stiff collar who had done this many times and showed it — he moved through the form with the practised ease of a man who had witnessed a great number of lives beginning and had learned not to feel them all. The room was plain: a table, a window onto the street, a clock on the wall that was running ten minutes fast. Emma wore her good grey dress and had put something in her hair — a small plain thing, not grand, but considered. She looked at me while the registrar read from the form and I could not have told you what he said, because I was looking at her looking at me, and that was enough.

Ellen stood to Emma's left. She did not cry immediately — she waited until after, until we had signed and the registrar had stepped back and Emma turned to look at her sister, and then something broke in Ellen's face and the tears came anyway despite whatever she had told herself beforehand. Emma put her hand on Ellen's arm. Ellen removed it. Then she looked at the state of my uniform — specifically the left shoulder seam, which I had repaired myself and which was, I had to admit, not a professional job — and said: That is genuinely appalling. Whatever they pay you, they should stop.

We had a meal at a place Emma knew near the Bull Ring. Ellen recovered herself at the table and spent most of the meal in the register she preferred — rapid, specific, a slightly raised eyebrow at anything she found wanting, which was a good deal — but at one point she looked at me across the table and said: She's been waiting long enough. Don't make her wait any longer than you have to. Not unkind. Just clear. I said I'd do my best, and she nodded as though she had expected no more and no less, and that was all we said on the subject.

We walked back in the dark. Emma took my arm and said nothing and we walked.

—

Emma's house was a terrace in Aston, rented, two rooms up and the kitchen down, with a shelf of books by the window and a rug from her parents' house in the front room and a kitchen that smelled of something baking more often than not. It was small and tidy and hers, and being in it was strange in a way I had not expected — not unpleasant, only strange, like wearing a coat that had belonged to someone else and was not quite the right fit.

I sat in the kitchen whilst she cooked and did not talk much, and she did not seem to need me to. She told me about the school in Aston. Thirty-one children, and she knew each one — she described half a dozen of them with a specificity that made them real even at that kitchen table: the names and the particular qualities of each, the boy who couldn't sit still, the girl who read too fast and had to wait for the others, the one who had been crying when he arrived that morning.

What did you do? I said.

Gave him something to do, she said. That's the trick of it.

I thought about that more than I showed.

One evening — I don't remember which — she mentioned a house she had seen. Larger than this one, on the right side of the park. She'd been past it twice without particularly meaning to. Three rooms up. A garden at the back.

I didn't say anything for a moment.

When you're back, she said. She said it carefully, the way she said things she had thought about in advance. After. We could think about it.

It's a lot to think about.

I know that.

She had her hands around her cup and was looking at the table and not at me, which told me she had been working up to this for more than one day. I looked at her and the table and the small kitchen and understood that there was a whole life here she had been managing quietly while I had been somewhere else — a life that included future houses and garden plans and thirty-one children whose names she knew — and that the gap between where she was living and where I had come from was not a small one.

All right, I said. After. We'll think about it.

Something settled in her face.

I did not know if she believed me. I did not know if I believed myself. But it was the right thing to say and I said it, and she nodded once, and the evening moved on.

—

We walked in Cannon Hill Park on the Sunday.

It had rained that morning and stopped, and the paths were wet and the grass was a dark green in the way October grass gets when the light is low and it has had enough water. We went up to the bench at the top of the hill — the one that faced south, looking out over the city — and sat down. Emma had her coat buttoned to the neck. The park was nearly empty. A man walked a dog on the far side of the path. A couple came up behind us and turned and went back down.

Birmingham below us: church spires and factory chimneys and the long grey sprawl of terraces and workshops, the familiar stack of it. I had grown up in this city and known every quadrant of it by the smell, and I had not understood until France what knowing a place meant — the way the geography of it sits in you below the level of language, something you could close your eyes and move through.

Emma said: Is it strange. Being back.

Yes, I said. And then it isn't. Then it just looks like home.

She was quiet for a moment. Do you think about it. Whilst you're out there.

Sometimes.

I did not tell her what I thought about. The cold. The dark before stand-to. The particular quality of silence in a relay dugout at three in the morning when the line is quiet and you are the only person awake in forty yards in any direction. The voice from nowhere that I had stopped trying to explain.

I think about this, I said. The park. The kitchen.

She looked at me. Then she took my arm and we sat there and said very little, which was the right amount. I looked at Birmingham in the October light and tried to fix it in the way you fixed things when you understood they might need to be returned to later, in the dark, when fixing things was all you had.

After a while she said: You'll come back.

I didn't answer that.

She didn't ask again.

—

On the morning of the first I was up before Emma and had my kit by the door by seven. She came downstairs in her housecoat and put the kettle on and we sat at the kitchen table and drank tea and the morning was grey through the window and neither of us said anything much.

She had packed something in my bag without saying so — I found it later, on the train south: a letter and a folded handkerchief with her initial on it. She was like that about most things that mattered.

I picked up my kit at quarter to eight. At the door she took my hand and held it for a moment and then let go.

On the first of November I got the train south.

—

France received you back in its own way: without ceremony, without adjustment, simply present. The train, the base camp, the transport up to the sector, and then the trenches again, immediate and total, as though the ten days had not happened. The cold was different from October — denser, more final about itself. The smell of the ground and the particular quality of the dark before stand-to, which had no equivalent in Birmingham and which I had not been able to describe to Emma when she asked what it was like, because describing it required you to be inside it and once you were inside it there was no describing.

I had been inside it long enough that coming back to it was the same as being it. You put on France like a coat. I had forgotten, in the ten days, how well it fitted.

There was a man in the section called Doyle, who had come to us in August, and who was from Handsworth. He had a sister who had been at school with a cousin of Ellen's — two steps, not one, but Flanders produced this regularly: Birmingham was not very large, and the men who had come from it were close enough in one sector that you stumbled across the connections every few weeks. I mentioned it to him once and he said he knew the cousin, that she was well, and we left it there. It was not a basis for conversation. It was only a fact, the kind that helped you locate yourself, briefly, when location had become difficult to sustain.

Ellis I had known since Messines. Baker since August. The men who had come more recently — Dobson, Marsh, Price and Harrison — I was learning in the way you learned men in this, which was through the particular shape of each one's competence and fear and reliability, the knowledge that accumulated without asking and that was sometimes more precise than any knowledge I had arrived in France with. Harrison was thirty-three and from Erdington and had the quality of a large, careful man who had made a decision before he arrived and was not going to revisit it. Price was twenty-one and Welsh and was always cold and was getting steadier.

The handset on the relay-post wall: I looked at it differently now.

Not the way I had looked at it in June, when it had been an unexplained thing that had done an unexplained thing. Not with the wariness of a man who had heard something wrong and was not certain it was safe to hear again. Something else, now — closer to the way you looked at something you had come to rely on and were not certain how much relying on it you ought to do, given that the ground it stood on was not ground you fully understood. I had been talking to that voice for five months. I had followed its intelligence at Messines, at Langemarck, at Polygon Wood — the last one without guidance, the others with it, and the others had gone better.

Emma's letter arrived in the third week of November. Posted the twenty-eighth of October, arrived the twentieth of November — its own route, its own time, a letter that had been somewhere I wasn't while I was somewhere it wasn't, both of us in transit simultaneously. She wrote about the school and about Ellen and about a leak in the kitchen that the landlord was being slow to address. At the end: I went back to the park on Sunday. The bench at the top of the hill. I sat there and looked at Birmingham for a while and thought about you.

I put the letter in my breast pocket. I did not write back that night. I wrote back in the morning, when I had the words for it, which were not many but were the right ones.

—

The relay position in our sector was a converted dugout thirty yards back from the fire step, sandbagged on three sides, with a field telephone on the wall and a stool and a lamp that worked when the paraffin supply was reliable, which was roughly two thirds of the time. I had watch there twice a week — four hours monitoring the line, relaying communications up from the forward positions and down from the company post, the usual traffic of a quiet sector.

The field telephone on the wall was a D Mk II, older than the one at the Messines relay, the ebonite cracked across one corner and repaired with something that had set slightly the wrong colour. I knew it the way you knew the equipment at any position you worked regularly: its particular magneto crank resistance, the quality of its static, the way the receiver sat slightly loose in the hook and had to be placed at an angle to hold.

I managed the message traffic. I kept the log. I made the three routine checks and recorded the times and wrote up the watch report with the care that the sergeant before me had insisted on and that I now insisted on myself, because the care was the point — the attention was the thing that kept men alive, and the men in the forward positions trusted the relay to be working when they needed it.

At one point the line to C Company went quiet for twenty minutes and I cranked the set twice to test it before it came back, which it did, carrying a routine stores request from a corporal I recognised by voice. I logged it and relayed it and the line settled back into its usual low crackle.

At the end of the four hours I stood up and stretched my back and looked at the telephone one more time.

Then I went to wake Corporal Ellis for his watch and went to find somewhere to sleep, and the line was quiet, and the night outside was cold and wet and entirely indifferent, and somewhere to the east in the German line a dog was barking at something, and then it stopped.
The Advance

Flanders — 30 November 1917

—

We had been living in German ground for ten days, which felt longer and not long enough.

The tank assault had gone through on the twentieth of November and the line had moved forward three miles in places, which was more than it had moved in two years, and the fact of having gone forward rather than sideways or backward produced something in the section that was not joy — there was nothing of joy in any of it — but a changed quality to the waiting, as though some internal compass that had been set to one fixed position had shifted and was still finding its new bearing.

The dugouts were German. The wire placements, the traverses, the machine-gun angles: all German, everything oriented to defend against an attack from the east. We were living in their furniture. Reading their ground from the inside, which told you different things from reading it at forty yards in the dark.

I spent three nights going over it in the way I had learned to go over ground: methodically, sector by sector, noting the angles and the dead spots, the places where you could move without being seen. The left flank was well-observed, clean angles, nowhere to hide a significant movement. The right — east of our position, where the old second line ran through two years' worth of shell craters — was different. The craters were larger there, overgrown at the edges. If you moved in small groups and went around the obstacles rather than through them, and if you were willing to take the long way east before swinging north, the right-flank ground was not a bad approach.

I noted this. I did not conclude from it. Conclusions needed more than three nights' observation.

—

The tanks had come through on the twentieth with a sound I had not imagined, which was saying something, because France had given me sounds to imagine. I heard them before I saw them — first the engine note, which was deeper than artillery and more sustained, a mechanical churning you felt through the soles of your boots before you heard it in the air. Then the smell: petrol and hot iron and something burning that I recognised without being able to name it, the smell of heavy industry running at capacity, foundry-hot, which I knew from Birmingham and which had no business being in a field in Flanders.

Then I saw them.

Mark IVs, they were called, though the name meant nothing to me at the time. What they were was enormous and slow and covered in riveted plate and moving across ground that had stopped men and wire and everything else for three years as though none of it had any particular opinion about them. The shape was unexpected — the tracks running the full length of the hull on either side, top to bottom, wrapping around the machine like the drive wheels of a mill. Sponsons on each side housing the guns. Rhomboid. That was the engineering word and it suited them — a shape designed for getting over and through rather than for anything a man would call sensible. Up close the sound was not one sound but a compound of sounds: track links on the rollers, the engine at something close to maximum, the groan of the steering mechanism when they changed direction. You could feel the vibration in your teeth.

They went through the wire as though the wire had expressed no view on the matter. The marks of their passage were still there ten days on: track impressions sunk a foot into the churned ground, long parallel lines pressing north, the wire draped across them and flattened. Where they had gone through a strongpoint there was simply a gap in the shape of a machine that had decided to continue. The men who followed had walked in the lanes the tracks cut — the only clear ground in a sector that had not had clear ground since the autumn of 1914.

I had walked those lanes too. I had stood in one of the gaps where a strongpoint had been, looking at the outline of what the structure had been and what had encountered it, and I had thought: the war has made a new thing and the new thing is this. I had not been afraid of the tanks. I had been, briefly, afraid of what it meant that they existed.

—

Falcon came through on the twenty-ninth of November. Twenty minutes, late, the line unexpectedly warm around eleven o'clock when I had not been looking for it. He was brief in the way he was sometimes brief when the information was solid and he did not need to build up to it.

The axis of any counter-attack will be left, he said. The intelligence picture shows concentration on that flank. Put your best men there and make sure the angles are covered.

I asked: How certain?

Certain enough.

I had taken that at face value in June, at Messines, at Langemarck. I took it at face value now.

—

Harrison I put at the left traverse.

He was thirty-three, from Erdington, a large quiet man who had been with me since Messines and who had never once given me reason to doubt his reading of a situation. He had a wife in Birmingham and had mentioned her twice in eleven months, in the indirect way of men who kept what mattered at a careful remove from where it could be damaged. He positioned himself at the left traverse without comment and settled in. Before I left him he said, without turning:

'What are we looking for?'

'Left flank,' I said. 'Concentrated movement. Probably before light.'

He nodded once. 'Understood.' Then: 'The young one's steadied.'

I knew who he meant. 'He has,' I said.

Harrison said nothing else. He had already turned back to the ground.

Price I put at Harrison's immediate right. He was twenty-one, from the Welsh valleys, and was always cold — he had a constitutional relationship with Flanders cold that the rest of us had given up finding remarkable, though it had produced the habit of stuffing newspaper inside his left glove, which I had stopped commenting on. He was young and had been nervy in September and had steadied in November in the way that men sometimes steadied, suddenly and completely, as though something internal had decided it. I had been pleased with him.

Ellis I put at the right traverse. Right was less likely; Ellis could manage with two.

By dawn, the section was positioned. The ground in front of us was quiet. The moon was down.

—

The bombardment began at seven.

Not the preparatory kind — not hours of graduated escalation. It came down heavy and specific and it lasted eight minutes, concentrated on the communication trenches and the strong points. Suppression. The kind of bombardment that kept heads down while something moved behind it.

In those eight minutes I thought about the right-flank ground.

The shell craters. The overgrowth at the crater edges. The old second line running east. If you were moving in small groups, going around rather than through, if you had practised this approach — the right-flank ground was not a bad approach at all. It was good ground for people who knew how to use it.

The bombardment stopped.

I was already moving.

They came from the right. I heard them before I saw them — not the sound of a massed assault, which had a character you learned whether you wanted to or not, but the sound of small groups moving fast, dispersed across a wider front than I had positioned for, going around the obstacles rather than at them. Not the left. Not the concentrated thrust Falcon had described. The right, and east, and the movement was already north of my position.

Stormtroopers. I had been briefed on how they moved. I had read the accounts and discounted some of it as exaggeration. I did not discount it now.

They were in the craters — three or four men at a time, moving between dead ground in short rushes, low and fast, going from cover to cover with a purpose that was nothing like the mass movement I had been trained to expect and everything like the movement I had noted in the ground reports and half-believed. The helmets were wrong — not the flat British dish but something deeper, a bowl with a broad rim that came down over the ears, the steel a darker grey in the pale morning. Each man carried grenades; not one, but several, the long wooden handles of the stick pattern tucked into the belt and hooked at the tunic, four or five of them on each man, enough for a short savage action and nothing beyond it. The man at the front of the nearest group had a pistol in his free hand — not raised, not aimed, just carried, the way you carried something you expected to need shortly. He moved through the craters as though the obstacles had been briefed on him and had already agreed to cooperate.

I put three rounds into the nearest group. The Lee-Enfield wanted to be worked fast and I worked it fast — bolt up, back, forward, down, the action as familiar by then as anything in my hands had ever been. One man went down. The other two kept moving.

'Left traverse — tell Harrison — they're east, they're behind us—'

I was shouting at Jennings and moving at the same time. The communication trench between the traverses was twelve yards.

Harrison was already turning. He had heard it — he always heard things before they arrived. He was pulling his men back from the forward positions, trying to reorient them. Price beside him, the newspaper in his glove, pale in the grey morning.

The grenade came from somewhere in the field beyond the parapet. The noise by then was general and the angle was wrong for me to have seen it.

It landed between Harrison's group and the communication trench.

Harrison went down. I knew by the way he went down. Price was thrown against the revetting — shoulders and the back of his neck, the force of it carrying him hard into the timber — and he slid down the trench wall and did not move.

I had my section together in thirty seconds. Four men. The rest were at the left traverse, where I had put them because Falcon had told me left, and they were gone.

I moved the four of us back along the communication trench toward the secondary position, not running, moving with the controlled purpose that France had spent months teaching me, and at every step I was counting four and what four meant and not stopping at it, because stopping was the one thing the situation could not accommodate.

—

The secondary position held.

The stormtroopers went north of us. Their work was penetration, not consolidation — push past the strong points, get into the rear, create confusion before the main wave followed. We let them go through because we had nothing to stop them with, and the four of us held the secondary position for two hours in a fight that was nothing more than four men not dying. Jennings took a graze on his forearm from something that passed too close; he didn't feel it until I pointed at the blood. Baker kept the left side. Dobson watched the rear.

I kept the right. The communication trench ran east for thirty yards before the first bend, and any man trying to use it had to come single file and slow. Two came in the first half-hour — not together, separately, a few minutes apart, which meant they were probing rather than pressing. I put two rounds into the first from twelve yards; he dropped in the trench and the second man went back the way he had come. After that they went around us, which was what we were counting on. Stormtroopers were not paid to dig out a position when there was open ground on either side. We were an obstacle. We stayed an obstacle and let them treat us as one.

At some point it began to rain.

When the situation stabilised I organised what we had and reported up the line.

—

I went back for Harrison and Price before we moved.

Harrison had taken shrapnel across his right side. He had been dead since before I reached the communication trench — probably since the moment, which was one form of mercy among the forms available. Price had been thrown against the revetting hard enough that he had not regained consciousness and was not going to. He still had the newspaper inside his left glove.

I sat with them for a moment. The situation was not yet fully stable and there was work that could not wait, but I sat with them for a moment because they deserved a moment and because there was nothing else I had to give.

Harrison. Erdington. A wife whose name I didn't know. Eleven months without a mistake that cost anyone anything.

Price. Twenty-one. The Welsh valleys. The newspaper.

I organised the section and moved the dead and reported up the line.

—

The farmhouse at the edge of the sector had been converted to a temporary relay position. I found the field telephone on the wall — a C set with a D Mk III handset, newer than the Messines one, the ebonite unmarked. I sat down on the stool and picked up the receiver and cranked the generator.

Warm static. Nothing underneath it.

I cranked it twice more. The warmth was there — the quality I had learned to distinguish, the texture that meant the other end was reachable in principle. But nothing came from underneath it.

I had a message to deliver. Not a request for intelligence — intelligence was no longer the requirement. I had intended to tell him what had happened, and let him account for it, in whatever way accounting meant to a man who gave intelligence from a distance and could not see what it produced on the ground.

The line gave me nothing. I held the receiver for a full minute and set it down.

Outside, the sky was the colour it always was — the grey of accumulated things. Harrison and Price had been at the left traverse because I put them there. I put them there because Falcon told me left. I had taken that without enough question, and the intelligence was wrong, and they were where I put them.

I walked back to the section. I did not run the arithmetic. There were only the men still present and the ground still to be held and the fact, which I filed in the same place as everything else I could not address yet, that Falcon had been wrong, and that I had not questioned it enough, and that the cost of that had names.

Harrison. And Price.

I kept moving.
The Wrong Map

Birmingham — November 2026

—

The contact closed at 11:43 PM on the twenty-ninth of November.

I noted the time in the log with the care I gave to everything since June — contact opened, contact closed, content summary. The content summary was brief: counter-attack warning issued, axis left flank, recommended concentration on strong left-side positioning. Source: British aerial observation report, 28 November 1917, confirmed against brigade-level intelligence assessment.

I had been thorough. I had checked the aerial report against the brigade assessment. Both said left. I had told Tommy: left. Certain enough.

I picked up my tea and looked at the workbench and thought about the captured intelligence folder.

Not a thought with any urgency to it — just the particular quality of a mind that would rather keep working than stop, noting that there was a folder I had not yet fully processed. The German signals materials from the Cambrai consolidation phase. I had flagged two items in October for closer reading and had not yet read them closely.

I opened the folder.

The first item was a routine logistics communication of no particular interest. The second was a partial translation — the translator's note flagging that the remainder required a specialist — of what appeared to be a signals summary from German Second Army headquarters. Dated 1 December 1917.

I read the partial translation and then went to my German dictionary and worked through the remaining sections.

—

The signals summary described the axis of the counter-attack.

Not left flank. Right flank, swinging east and north above the British forward positions. The aerial observation report had been reading a feint, or a preliminary movement that had been superseded before the operation began. The signals summary was dated three days after the aerial report and described the revised axis with the specificity of a document that was operational rather than preliminary — this was not a planning document, it was a confirmation.

The aerial report was dated 28 November. The signals summary was dated 1 December, but it described an operation to begin on 30 November, which meant it had been drafted before the thirtieth. The aerial report had described a position that the German planners had either changed or never fully intended to hold.

I had given Tommy the aerial report.

I had not checked whether there was a later source superseding it. I had cross-referenced the aerial report against the brigade assessment — two British sources, both saying left — but I had not yet opened the folder of captured enemy materials, some of which were filed days later because they were captured days later in the consolidation phase.

The signals summary was the later document. The later document superseded the earlier one. These were not principles I had derived from complicated reasoning; they were the first principles of source evaluation, the first thing I had been taught in the first year of my postgraduate training, and I had not applied them because I had been in a hurry and the aerial report had looked solid.

I held the folder in both hands and understood, with a clarity that had nothing gradual about it, what I had done.

—

I cranked the set.

Warm static. Nothing underneath it.

I cranked it again. The warmth was there — the line was live, the connection was present in principle — but Tommy was not at a relay telephone. He was in his forward position, where I had placed him this evening by telling him: left.

I cranked it a third time. The same.

The clock on the workbench said quarter past midnight. Quarter past midnight in Birmingham, which meant quarter past midnight in Flanders. The battle would begin at dawn. Dawn in November was around seven. I had approximately seven hours to reach him.

I pulled the brigade assessment and read it again alongside the signals summary. The brigade assessment incorporated materials up to 27 November. The signals summary I had just read was dated 1 December. It had not been available to the brigade assessment. Both British sources had agreed because they were working from the same earlier picture.

I had checked two sources against each other and found them corroborating. I had not checked whether they were drawing on the same base material. They were. I had corroborated a source with itself.

I cranked the set at half past midnight. At quarter past one. At two. At half three. The warmth was consistent — this was not a dead period, the line was live — but there was nothing underneath it. Tommy was not at a relay position. He was at his left traverse, positioned where I had told him to position himself, watching for an attack that was coming from a different direction.

Seven hours. Then six. Then four.

—

There is a quality to the hours between a mistake and its consequence that I had written about professionally, many times, at a careful remove: the courier riding with the wrong order, the observation officer adjusting fire in the wrong direction, the signals clerk who mis-encoded a grid reference. The archive was full of such gaps, and the men in them had not written about the gaps — only about what came before and what came after. The gap itself was invisible.

I was in the gap.

I knew the mistake. I did not know the consequence yet. I knew only that the battle would begin at dawn and that my intelligence had given Tommy the wrong axis and that I could not reach him and that the line was warm and useless in my hand.

At six fifteen the static shifted. Not more intense; only differently textured, the particular quality of a line carrying traffic — relay messages, multiple users, a military communications network at the start of something large. I held the receiver and heard no human voice, only the busy texture of a network about to bear the weight of a morning that was going to be an entirely different kind of morning.

I set the receiver down on the workbench. Not on the hook. On the workbench, receiver up, facing me.

I opened the aerial report and the signals summary side by side and looked at the dates at the top of each document.

28 November. 1 December.

I looked at them for a while. Then I put the aerial report away in the folder and left the signals summary on the bench and waited for the handset to tell me something, which it did not do, while the clock moved and the light came up outside and Flanders received the morning I had helped to make.
Sixty-Forty

Flanders / Birmingham — 30 November 1917

—

The farmhouse had been emptied in a hurry. The furniture was pushed against the walls and the kitchen stripped of anything useful, but the field telephone was still on the wall — a D Mk III, dust on the cradle, wire still connected. Someone had abandoned a relay post here when the situation moved and had not come back for the equipment.

I had tried it an hour ago. Warm static, nothing underneath it.

I sat down on the stool and picked up the receiver and cranked the generator anyway.

The warmth shifted.

Not in the way a military line shifted when a connection was made — no click, no change in background noise. The quality beneath the static changed, the way the air in a room changed when someone opened a door at the other end of a corridor. I felt it before I identified it. Then I identified it.

I said: 'Hello?'

Tommy.

His voice. Six months and then the German counter-attack and then two hours of holding a secondary position with four men and the particular weight of what I had left behind in the communication trench, and then his voice, and the recognition of it went through me all at once, not gradually.

'Falcon,' I said.

—

The receiver had been on the workbench since quarter past six.

I heard it before I reached for it — not a sound, a quality. A change in the texture of the warmth, the particular shift I had been sitting with all morning and had not been able to produce by cranking.

I picked it up. Tommy.

His voice, flat and present, said: 'Falcon.'

—

Where are you? What's your position?

I told him. The farmhouse relay post. Secondary position twelve yards north, four men. I gave him direction — the stormtroopers had gone north, the main effort was northeast, I could hear consolidation movement three hundred yards out, maybe more.

What did the main attack do?

'Right,' I said. 'Southeast, swinging east and north. Not left.'

A silence. Yes. I know. Tommy—

'Not yet,' I said. 'Second wave. Where does it go?'

—

I had the signals summary in front of me. I had been through it four times since midnight. The projected axis of the consolidation wave: north and northeast, reinforcing the right-flank stormtrooper penetration, moving to consolidate the ground taken above the original forward line.

Tommy's position, as he described it: secondary position, east edge of sector, twelve yards north of the farmhouse relay. From the terrain maps — the aerial survey I had studied all summer, supplemented by the brigade-level ground reports — his secondary position was south-southwest of the projected consolidation axis.

If the second wave ran to the projected axis, it would go north and northeast of Tommy's position.

If the projected axis was wrong — if the second wave had been redirected after the signals summary was drafted — I had no way to know.

Based on what you're telling me, I said, and what I have in front of me — I think the second wave goes north of your position. North-northeast. Reinforcing the right-flank penetration.

A silence. You think.

'I think.' There was nothing else honest. 'The source I'm working from describes the axis as north-northeast. You're south of that. If they're running to the projected line, they pass around you.'

How not certain?

I looked at the signals summary. The translator's note at the top: partial translation — technical sections require specialist. The technical sections were the precise grid references for the consolidation axis. I had extrapolated the axis from the directional language in the translated sections. I had not had the grid references confirmed.

I said: 'Sixty-forty. Sixty that they go north. Forty that the axis has shifted and I'm wrong.'

—

A beat.

Sixty-forty.

Not the certainty I had come to expect from him. Not I know or trust me on this or the unqualified specificity he had given me at Messines, at Langemarck, at the Bapaume Road. A probability. An expert's best guess offered plainly, under conditions that had not cooperated with certainty.

The previous night's certainty had put Harrison and Price at the left traverse.

I made the calculation quickly, with what I had. The secondary position was south of the projected axis. If I stayed south and the estimate was right, the second wave passed north of me. If I moved north I moved toward the wave. If the estimate was wrong and the wave came south, I was in it either way.

'We're staying south,' I said. 'Secondary position, hold and wait.'

Yes. A change in his voice — not relief exactly, not the warmth of a certainty confirmed. Something more careful than that. Tommy. What I told you last night—

'I know,' I said. Not hard. Just factual.

—

I know, he said.

The two words landed differently than anything I had been braced for. Not accusation — not even anger. Just the plain receipt of a fact. I heard something in it that I could not name: not forgiveness, which was not something that was mine to give or withhold, and not absolution. Something more like the acknowledgement between two men who had been working together long enough that they could put something very hard between them without it breaking what they had built.

'I found a later source,' I said. 'A signals intercept. Filed three days after the aerial report. I didn't see it in time. I should have checked the date order.'

A silence. The line between us had its usual quality — the texture I had come to know over six months, the weight of distance compressed into a signal I had no way of explaining.

He said: Later. Get us through today first.

—

We stayed south.

The second wave came through at ten forty. I could hear it before I saw it — the sound of a large movement going north of us, not massed but significant, reinforcing the penetration. Not through our position. Around it, as the estimate had said, north-northeast, the projected axis running above our secondary position by what felt like three hundred yards.

They did not come for us.

At thirteen hundred hours the situation in the sector had clarified enough to know that the German effort had passed through and was being contained north of our position. We were south of the main line of advance and holding ground the second wave had not judged worth taking.

My CO found me at sixteen hundred hours and asked where I had been. I told him. He asked how I had known to position south of the axis when the brigade estimate had pointed the other direction.

I said I had watched the ground.

He looked at me with the expression he sometimes had when he was deciding how much of what I said he believed. Then he wrote something in his notebook.

The four of us came through.

—

The line went at fourteen twenty-three.

Between one moment and the next, the warmth out of the static, the static just static. I held the receiver for a minute and set it down on the workbench.

The aerial report. The signals summary. Both still open on the bench where I had left them since midnight, the gap between their dates clear in the header of each document. 28 November. 1 December.

Tommy was through. His section was through. I did not yet know what the morning had cost; he had said later and I had accepted it and later had not arrived.

I sat for a long time at the workbench. The November light in the window, Birmingham in the early afternoon, ordinary and indifferent. On the bench: the documents, the handset, the log with its entry from last night — counter-attack warning issued, axis left — and everything that that entry did not show and could not show and would never show to anyone who read it.

A historian sat here. He had given wrong intelligence and men were dead because of it and he did not know their names yet and would not know them until the next time Tommy came through, which was not today and not this week, and in the time between he would sit with the particular weight of an error he had made under pressure from insufficient materials without checking the date order of his sources, which was not an excuse but was a description, and he would carry it alongside everything else he carried in this flat with its field telephones and its maps and its workbench lamp burning in the November dark.

He had been a working probability. Sixty-forty.

He had been right this time.

He set the documents away in the folder and went to put the kettle on.
The Gap

Birmingham — Autumn–Winter 2026

—

The conference was in Leeds, three days in September, and I gave my paper on the second afternoon to an audience of fourteen people in a room that could have held sixty. This was not unusual. The field was not large and the people who cared about signals interoperability in the British Expeditionary Force were a subset of a subset, and fourteen was a reasonable turnout for a Thursday afternoon slot against a panel on the Hundred Days that I would also have attended. I knew most of them. I answered their questions, which were careful and intelligent, and I went back to my room and sat on the edge of the bed and thought about nothing in particular for twenty minutes.

At the conference dinner that evening a colleague asked what I was working on. She studied the Gallipoli campaign and had the particular dry wit of someone who had spent twenty years reading about a catastrophe that had been entirely avoidable and chose to find this funny rather than enraging. She had heard me mention the great-grandfather project at a previous conference and asked if there was anything new in it.

I told her the professional answer: the signals paper, the chapter for the edited volume. The great-grandfather project was stalled — same gaps in the record, waiting on an archived file. She said that the gaps were always the interesting bit and turned to ask someone else about their work, and I sat with my wine and looked at the table and thought about the handset on my workbench in Birmingham and said nothing further about it.

I had not brought the handset. Obviously I had not brought the handset — it was a piece of equipment on a workbench in Birmingham, not something you packed for a conference. But I had been aware of not having it in the way you were sometimes aware of a thing left behind, a low background note you couldn't entirely stop hearing. I cranked it each morning before I left and each evening when I returned, the three days I was in Leeds, standing at the workbench in my coat, the receiver cold against my ear, the static warm and empty and exactly as it had been every morning and evening since June. I was a man checking a lock he had already checked. I did it anyway.

The paper was well received. Two people asked for copies afterwards. I sent them, and answered the follow-up questions that came back over the next few weeks, and completed the chapter for the edited volume, and continued. The flat was as I had left it. The handset was as I had left it.

The pattern of the months settled back into itself, or something close enough to itself that the difference was only apparent when I stopped to look directly at it, which I mostly did not.

—

The great-grandfather research had not advanced. I had written in August to the regimental museum that held the archived file — the one listed as extant but not returned since 2019 — and received a courteous reply in September saying that the file had been located and was being processed and should be available within three to six months. I put the letter in the box file with everything else and noted the date and set a reminder for December, which was the kind of careful administrative patience that archival research required and which I was usually better at than I appeared to be managing at present.

In late September, working through the digitised service record fragments again with no particular expectation of finding anything new, I noticed something I had seen before without weighting it properly. The next-of-kin field, partially completed in the way these forms often were — the clerk filling them in had either been in a hurry or had not thought the detail mattered. Rank, name, regiment: complete. Address: partially legible. Next of kin: Wife. Emma. Just the first name, no surname, no address of her own. Common enough for the period. The forms had not been designed with thoroughness in mind so much as minimum necessary information.

I noted it in the margin of my transcription and moved on. A wife named Emma. It was a common name. It told me nothing I could use.

In October I found the photograph.

It was in a regimental history I had owned for years — a copy I had bought at a book fair in 2019 and read professionally without reading personally, the way you read things that belong to the professional project rather than the other one. I had pulled it from the shelf for an unrelated reason and it had fallen open at the plate section, the glossy pages in the centre that regimental histories always included: officers in formal groups, other ranks in informal ones, the occasional action photograph that was never quite as candid as it presented itself.

One of the plates showed a working party. Eight men, somewhere in the salient, identifiable from the background only as Flanders and approximately 1917. They were not posed — they had been caught between tasks, standing or crouching near a section of reveted trench, some of them looking at the camera and some of them not. The caption identified the unit and the approximate date and nothing else. No names.

I looked at it for longer than was professional.

There was a man on the left edge of the photograph who was looking away from the camera, his face turned toward something outside the frame. I could see his profile clearly enough. I could see the set of his shoulders, the way he stood, the corporal's stripes on his sleeve. I could not have identified him. I knew that. I was a historian and I knew what archival photographs could and could not tell you, and what they could not tell you was identity on the basis of a partial profile at low resolution. I had spent fifteen years being careful about exactly this kind of thing.

I looked at the photograph for another minute and then put the book back on the shelf.

I left it spine-out so I could find it easily.

The following evening I pulled three more volumes from the shelf — other published histories of the same unit, a memorial record from 1921, a brigade-level account that included several plates. I was looking for other group photographs from the same period, the same sector. Looking for another image of the man on the left edge, one where his face was turned toward the camera.

I found two more group photographs that were plausibly the right unit and approximate date. In the first, the men were arranged formally for the camera and none of them matched the profile — wrong build, wrong stance, or simply no corporal's stripes. In the second, the angle and light were poor and the faces were largely indistinct, which was the usual condition of photographs taken in the field in 1917 with equipment that had seen better days.

I spent the better part of an evening doing what I knew I should not do: building a case from insufficient evidence. I compared shoulder width, height relative to the men standing nearest, the way the stripes sat on the sleeve of the figure in the first photograph against the figure in the working party plate. Each point of comparison was either too vague to be conclusive or too dependent on prior assumption to be useful as independent corroboration. I was reasoning in a circle. I knew I was reasoning in a circle. I did it anyway and then sat back and looked at what I had done.

I wrote nothing down. A historian's conclusions required evidence, and what I had was a face turned away from a camera in 1917 and a strong desire for it to be someone specific. The desire was not evidence. I had given that lecture to students.

I put all five volumes back on the shelf, the regimental history spine-out as before.

—

November. The light going by four in the afternoon, the workbench lamp on by the time I sat down, the flat acquiring the particular quality it had in winter — not cold, the heating was adequate, but contained, the outside world pressed close against the windows and the inside world accordingly smaller and more specific. I liked this about winter. The flat became entirely itself.

Pete had texted in October — sorry I couldn't make Leeds, how did it go, drink soon? — and I had read it on the train home and set the phone face-down on the seat beside me and had not replied. I would. At some point I would.

I had been working on a patrol report from a different battalion, a different sector — professional work, nothing to do with the other project — and I had been at it for two hours and had reached a natural stopping point, and I set down my pen and sat back in the chair.

The handset was on the workbench to my right. I had cranked it that morning. Nothing.

I picked it up. Not as a decision — or not as a decision I was aware of making. The way you do a thing you have done so many times that the action precedes the intention.

I cranked the generator.

The static was there. And underneath it, immediately, the warmth. I sat up. My hand tightened on the receiver.

Then a voice — but wrong. Not Tommy.

Younger. Less certain. A voice still finding its register, with the particular quality of a man who has picked up a telephone and is not entirely sure he should have.

'Hello? Is — who's on the line?'

I kept very still. 'Is Tommy there?' I said. 'I need to speak with Tommy.'

A short laugh. 'We're all bloody Tommies here, mate.'

And then, behind it, further from the mouthpiece, the unmistakable quality of a voice I knew — not from long acquaintance but from the specific attention you gave to a voice that mattered. Three or four words, directed elsewhere, entirely unconcerned with the telephone. You deal with it, I've got to go.

I said: 'Tommy—'

The line went.

Not gradually. It simply went, the way the connection always went: without warning, without ceremony, between one moment and the next. The warmth was gone from the static. I held the receiver against my ear for another thirty seconds and then set it back on its hook.

I sat for a moment.

I picked up the handset and cranked it again. Warm static. Nothing underneath it. I cranked it a third time. The same. The warmth was still there — the line had not fully closed — but whatever had briefly been underneath it was gone.

I set the receiver down and opened the notepad on the workbench. I had been keeping notes since June: the contacts, the dates, the content of the exchanges. I picked up my pen and wrote the date and what I had heard, as precisely as I could render it.

Voice 1 (unknown): Hello? Is — who's on the line?
Self: Is Tommy there? I need to speak with Tommy.
Voice 1: [laughs] We're all bloody Tommies here, mate.
Voice 2 (background, distant): You deal with it, I've got to go.
Line closed.

I looked at what I had written. Voice 2 was four words and a quality. The Birmingham in it. The particular compression of a man mid-task, handing something off without breaking stride. I had heard that voice on this line three times before and I knew it with the certainty you knew things that you had paid close and repeated attention to, which was a different kind of knowing from what archives gave you and not one I was accustomed to trusting.

He was there. Alive. At a telephone, briefly, walking away from it to do something that was not talking to an unknown voice on a line. That was all the evidence established and I made myself stop at exactly that, because the alternative was speculation and speculation was not a methodology.

He was there. He would come back to the telephone, or he would not. That was what the line required and what I could not change. I set the receiver down and went to put the kettle on, and stood in the kitchen waiting for it to boil, and thought about a voice saying three or four indistinct words in a room I would never see, in a year I had spent my professional life studying at a distance that was not, it turned out, as great as I had always assumed.

—

December came. The archived file had not been returned. I sent a polite chasing note and received a polite reply and set another reminder for February.

I pulled the regimental history from the shelf on a Tuesday evening and opened it to the plate section and looked at the man on the left edge of the photograph. The partial profile. The corporal's stripes. The face turned away.

I required evidence before I replaced a hypothesis with a conclusion.

I looked at the photograph for what I estimated was two minutes, which was at least ninety seconds longer than a historian should have needed.

Then I put the book back on the shelf and went back to the patrol report, and the flat was quiet, and outside the windows Birmingham did whatever Birmingham did in December, and the handset sat on the workbench with the warmth in its static and nothing underneath it, and I waited.
Contact

Flanders — December 1917

—

Winter changed the line the way it changed everything in Flanders: gradually and then completely, until the version of it you had known in summer seemed like a different place that happened to share the same geography. The mud froze. This was an improvement in some respects and made no difference in others. The duckboards were solid underfoot for the first time in months, which meant you moved faster and fell less often, but the cold that had frozen the ground came at you through the boards and up through your boots and settled in your feet in a way that no amount of stamping shifted. You learned to keep moving when you could and to accept the cold when you couldn’t. There was not much else to be done about it.

We were in the line east of Ypres, a sector I had come to know the way you knew a piece of ground you had walked repeatedly in the dark: not as a map but as a series of decisions. Left at the broken traverse. Down two steps where the boards had sunk. The relay position at the end of the communication trench, sandbagged on three sides, the lamp that worked when the paraffin was good. It was working that night.

I had been on watch for two hours when the static shifted.

I knew it immediately. Six months, and I knew it immediately — the warmth underneath, distinct from everything else the line produced. I set down my pen and picked up the receiver.

‘Falcon,’ I said.

Tommy. The same voice. Something in me that had been held at a particular tension since June released itself without ceremony. It’s been a while.

‘Six months, give or take.’

Yes. I tried once — November. Couldn’t get through.

‘Nothing came through my end,’ I said. Which was true enough.

No. How are you?

‘Still here. Corporal now. Patrol work mostly.’ I settled on the stool, receiver to my ear, lamp throwing its small circle of light. ‘Things have changed since June.’

Tell me.

So I told him. The autumn, the patrols, Renshaw putting me forward. The cancelled raid. The leave in October. I talked in the way I talked to Falcon — straightforwardly, without building up to things.

‘I got married,’ I said. ‘Register office, October. Her name’s Emma.’

Married. He sounded genuinely pleased — the warmth of a man hearing good news and meaning it. That’s wonderful, Tommy. Congratulations.

‘She’s expecting as well. Letter came last week. Due in June.’

A father. A short laugh. You’ve had a busy autumn.

‘The leave was ten days,’ I said. ‘Had to move quickly.’

I’d imagine. He paused. How did you meet her?

I thought about it. Nobody had asked me that in a long time — the men in the section knew about Emma the way they knew about anything, which was through the accumulation of small references over months, without anyone having asked directly. ‘Grew up near each other,’ I said. ‘Known each other since we were about twelve. Didn’t think much of her then, if I’m honest. She was just Emma from two streets over. Then one day I looked up and she wasn’t twelve any more and I thought — oh. Right.’ I paused. ‘Took me another year to do anything about it because I’m an idiot.’

How did you finally manage it?

‘Asked her to walk with me after church. She said yes. I spent the whole walk trying to think of something worth saying and didn’t manage much. She did most of the talking. That’s still more or less how it works.’ I paused. ‘Though getting her on her own in the first place — that was its own problem. There was the sister to contend with.’

Her sister?

‘Ellen.’ I said the name with the particular weight it had acquired over two years of courtship. ‘Ellen decided from the first that she would be present for everything. Every walk. Every visit. She’d appear out of nowhere — I’d knock on the door for Emma and somehow Ellen would already have her coat on. I tried to get ahead of it once. Sent a note saying I’d meet Emma at the park at two o'clock, told no one else. Got to the park at two o'clock. Ellen was already sitting on the bench.’

How?

‘Emma says she didn’t tell her. I believe her. I think Ellen has some other means of knowing.’ I paused. ‘Maybe she works for your lot in Intelligence. Always seems to bloody know everything.’

I’d recruit her, Falcon said.

‘Don’t. She’s already insufferable.’ I shook my head. ‘I tried to propose in September of last year. Proper plan — nice evening, just the two of us, down by the canal. Got halfway through and a voice behind me said, “About bloody time.” Ellen. She’d been there for ten minutes apparently, waiting to see if I’d go through with it.’

Falcon laughed — a proper one, short and real, and I found I was glad to hear it.

‘She cried at the wedding,’ I added. ‘Then told me the state of my uniform was a disgrace, which it wasn’t, it was perfectly fine. Ellen’s idea of affection is criticism delivered at volume. Emma says she’s always been like it. I believe that too.’

She sounds like hard work.

‘She’s a terror,’ I said, with the affection that two years of resistance had produced. ‘But she was the witness. She stood up there and she signed her name and she didn’t say a word the whole time, which is the longest she’s gone without speaking since about 1904 by Emma’s account. So.’ I let that sit. ‘She’ll be insufferable when the baby comes. She’ll have opinions on everything.’

Boy or girl?

‘Boy,’ I said. ‘I’ve decided.’

Have you.

‘Emma hasn’t been consulted on this yet. I’m going to put it in the next letter. Present her with the information and see what she says.’

And if she disagrees?

‘She’ll be wrong.’ A pause. ‘Villa supporter. Non-negotiable.’

I don’t know what that means.

‘Aston Villa. Football. Birmingham.’ I looked at the lamp. ‘It’s a matter of some importance. There are men in this section who support Birmingham City and I feel they’ve made a poor decision and I won’t have my son making the same one.’

You’ve given this considerable thought.

‘I’ve been in a trench for six months,’ I said. ‘You think about things. You make plans. It keeps you — ’ I stopped, and considered how to finish that. ‘It keeps you pointed at something,’ I said.

We were quiet for a moment. The line between us had a quality I had not found anywhere else — not empty, not full, a thing with weight to it that ordinary lines did not have. Outside the relay the night was still and the German line was quiet and somewhere distant a gun fired once and was not answered.

‘What about you?’ I said.

Me?

‘You know my life now. I know next to nothing about yours.’ It was true — in every exchange Falcon gave me information and took information and answered operational questions and deflected everything personal. ‘Is there anyone? Wife? A girl?’

A silence. When he spoke there was no self-pity in it — just a man accounting for himself the way he accounted for everything, precisely and without decoration. No. There have been — one or two, over the years. I’m not easy company. I work a great deal, I live alone, I’m told I’m a bit much. Nothing has held.

‘Nothing has held,’ I repeated. ‘What does that mean, a bit much?’

Obsessive, possibly. Very focused on — on my work. On particular things. I have a flat full of — He stopped. Books. Equipment. Research. It’s a lot to ask someone to live alongside.

‘You live alone in a flat full of books.’

And other things, yes.

I tried to picture this. A man on his own, surrounded by books, no wife, no children. Working all hours at something I still only half-understood. It seemed a very thin sort of life, from where I was sitting, though I was aware I was sitting in a trench in Flanders in December, which perhaps limited my authority on the subject of good living arrangements.

‘You sound like a man who’s never been properly ambushed,’ I said.

Ambushed.

‘By the right woman. It’s not something you plan — you can’t plan it, that’s the point. It just lands on you.’ I thought about Emma turning up with Ellen beside her for what felt like the hundredth time, grinning, entirely unrepentant. I thought about not minding at all. ‘You should try. Once the war’s over. Get out of your flat, find something other than your books to look at.’

Perhaps.

‘Not perhaps.’ I meant it plainly. Whatever Falcon was — intelligence officer, signals man, something stranger still that I had put in the later file and left there — he was a good man. I was certain of that in the way you were certain of the things that had been tested. ‘You’ll find someone. How old are you?’

Early forties.

‘Plenty of time. You’ve got years yet.’ I paused. ‘Once the war’s over I’m sure you’ll find a good woman. Even for a man who’s a bit much.’

I’ll bear that in mind, he said, and there was something in his voice I could not read precisely — not quite amusement, not quite something else. A quality I had heard before and not been able to name.

He said nothing more, and the silence was not uncomfortable.

—

'One thing,' I said, 'before the other business. Cambrai.'

A pause. Yes.

'Two men. Harrison and Price. They were where I put them on your intelligence.'

The line was quiet for a moment.

The aerial survey showed the left. There was a later intercept contradicting it. I used the older source. I should have checked the date order.

I had not been asking for an explanation. But having one was different from not having one.

'All right,' I said. 'That's all I needed to say.'

After a while I asked him what he needed, and we moved to the other business. I gave him what the patrols had produced — positions, movement, changes in the German pattern of activity over the past month. He asked careful questions, the way he always did, and I answered them with the same care. He knew this sector better than I did in some respects and not at all in others, which was always the way of it with Falcon: precise about some things, vague about his sources, and never wrong about the things he was precise about.

‘What do you know about the spring?’ I said when we had been through it.

What are you hearing?

‘Something large. The Germans have been moving men west — everyone says it. The Russian business has freed up divisions. What kind of numbers are you seeing?’

Significant. He was careful now, the way he got careful when the information was solid and the implications were serious. More than significant. Sixty divisions, possibly more, concentrated on a relatively narrow front. Stormtroopers at the point — infiltration tactics, not massed assault. They’ll go for the gaps rather than the strong points.

‘When?’

A pause. The twenty-first of March.

I noted the precision of it. A specific date, not a month, not a season. I noted it the way I noted things that needed to be remembered. ‘You’re certain?’

Yes.

I did not ask how. I had stopped asking how. ‘All right,’ I said. ‘The twenty-first of March.’

When it comes — keep your head down and stay with your section. The first days will be confused. Don’t get separated.

‘Sensible advice for any situation,’ I said.

Yes. But particularly that one.

I looked at the lamp. The twenty-first of March was three months away. A great deal could happen in three months. A great deal always did.

We were quiet a moment. ‘What’s the weather like your end?’ I said. ‘Getting the cold?’

Damp. Grey. Colder than I’d like.

‘At least you’re inside.’ I shifted on the stool. ‘Last week I put my boot through a duckboard in the dark and went in up to the knee — had to fish my kit out before it sank. Week before that the boards froze at stand-to and I came round the traverse too fast and put myself on my arse in front of three men from C Company. The lance corporal above has been calling me the Skating Champion of Ypres ever since.’

He laughed. My end is considerably less eventful.

‘If it’s not up to your knees in mud, you’re on your arse on the ice,’ I said. ‘That’s Flanders.’

No middle ground.

‘Exactly.’

‘Will you be back before then?’ I said.

I’ll try. The connection had the quality it got when it was close to closing — a slight thinning, a change in the texture of the static. Take care of yourself. And — congratulations again. Truly.

‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘Find yourself a woman.’

I’ll bear it in mind, he said. And the line closed.

—

I sat for a while after it with the relay log open in front of me and wrote nothing. Then I wrote up the watch entries — stores request, D Company; routine check; message relayed — in the neat, factual handwriting that Renshaw had told me was the best he’d seen in the section. I did not write anything about the call.

I took Emma’s letter from my breast pocket and read it once more. She wrote the way she always wrote — directly, without circling around things — and she had ended it the way she ended all of them.

It’s good news. I think it’s good news. Write and tell me it’s good news.

I would write tomorrow. I would tell her it was good news, because it was — a boy, a Villa supporter, waiting somewhere in June, and Ellen already taking up too much of the picture.

Outside the frost held, and the line was quiet, and somewhere to the east the Germans were building something that would arrive on the twenty-first of March.

I noted the date again. I thought about the precision of it — not spring, not March, but the twenty-first — and then I set it aside, the way I set aside things I could not account for, in the file I had been keeping since France, under later.

The lamp burned. The watch ran out. I went to wake Garrett.
The Action

Flanders — February 1918

—

I had been trying the handset since two in the afternoon.

The relay dugout was mine for the watch until eighteen hundred hours — four hours of warmth in the static and nothing underneath it. Not dead warmth; the quality I had learned to read was present, the texture that said the line was live and the other end was reachable. But reaching it and being reached were different things, and I had cranked the generator at two, at half past, at three, and the result was the same each time.

I had questions. The twenty-first of March was five weeks out. Falcon had given me the date in December with the certainty of a man reading from a record already written, and I had held the date since and I had been watching the sector for the movements that would confirm it, and in the past week I had started to see them. Extra wire going up on the German side of the wire. Changes in the sound of the rear area — the particular weight of a lot of men and a lot of equipment being positioned, which was a different kind of background noise from the ordinary background noise of a sector at rest. I wanted to ask him about the north-to-south movement in our sector that Renshaw had mentioned. I wanted to understand the shape of what was coming.

I cranked the set at four and again at five. The warmth was consistent and there was nothing in it.

At six o'clock Sergeant Ellis came to tell me about the patrol order.

I put the handset back on its hook.

—

Four men, the ruined orchard on the forward edge, objective to identify German positions in the area following changes in their patrol pattern over the previous week. Not a raid — a listening patrol, observe and return, no contact.

I took Ellis and Baker and a man called Marsh, who had come to us in January and had the quality of a man still figuring out what sort of soldier he was going to be. He was twenty-two and had been good at the small things. I had been watching him. He was, as far as I could tell, going to be fine; he just didn't know it yet.

We went out at twenty-one hundred. Dark enough, no moon. The orchard was two hundred yards from our wire — close enough that we knew the outline of it, far enough that we did not know exactly what was inside it.

—

The patrol went well enough until we were fifty yards into the orchard and I heard something that was not wind and not the creak of a branch.

I stopped the section with a hand signal and we went to ground. The orchard had given us some cover — the stumps and root systems that remained from whatever this had been before 1914 — and I used it, the section spread out in a low line with good sightlines through the stripped winter trees.

I listened.

I had been listening to no man's land for eight months. Not with the half-attention you gave to familiar sounds but with the specific listening that Falcon's intelligence had required me to develop — the habit of noting what a sound was, where it was, what direction it was moving. Most sounds in no man's land were other men trying to be quiet. Trying to be quiet had a particular character. I knew it.

What I was hearing was a section of five or six men, moving from my east-northeast on a bearing that would bring them to our left front, heading back toward the German line. They had not heard us. They were moving with the confidence of men returning from a patrol rather than entering one — a slightly looser movement, a fraction less careful.

A single man was trailing behind.

I could not see him. I was working from the sound — the four or five footfalls in front, and then, a few seconds behind, one more. Not a straggler through weakness; the quality of it was purposeful, a man who habitually walked alone. An NCO or officer who had learned not to be mixed in with his men during a withdrawal, who took up a different position in the file.

I had thirty seconds to decide.

—

What I knew about the ground:

Ten yards to my left, a large shell crater — twelve feet across, three feet deep, the only significant dead ground between the patrol's current line of movement and our wire. The German section would pass to the north of it. The trailing man, taking a slightly different line, would pass to the south.

The crater was out of the line of sight from the German section. Not entirely, not for long — fifteen seconds, perhaps twenty, while the terrain between us blocked the view.

I had three men and a wounded German prisoner would be extremely useful to anyone trying to understand the shape of what was coming before the twenty-first of March.

I touched Ellis on the shoulder and pointed. I made the signal for wait. Then I moved.

—

I had been taught to move quietly by the line and by my own disposition and by a voice on a field telephone that had spent the better part of a year teaching me to read ground without ever calling it teaching. What I did in the next twenty seconds was not the planned movement of a man with good support; it was the improvised movement of a man who had twenty seconds and one shot at a thing that was worth having.

I reached the crater before the trailing man. I got below the lip of it and waited.

He came past on the expected line, four feet from my position. He was carrying something — a map case or a satchel, the strap across his chest. An officer.

I took him at the shoulder and over the crater rim in the same movement, one arm at the throat, the weight of him forward and down. He made a sound that was not quite a shout — more surprise than alarm, cut short by the landing. I had my hand over his mouth before he landed and my knife at his throat a second after that.

The German section kept moving. Two seconds, five, ten. They had not stopped. The distance and the terrain had absorbed it.

I looked at the man beneath me. He was perhaps forty, an officer's rank by the badge on his collar that I could not read in the dark. He felt the blade. He looked at me with the expression of a man assessing his situation, which I respected. He stopped struggling.

I signalled Ellis and Baker and Marsh. They were to me in thirty seconds and we had him moving inside a minute — one man's mouth covered, one arm restricted, the knife where he could feel it. He walked. He was no fool about where struggling would get him.

We were back through the wire at twenty-two forty. We had a prisoner who turned out to be a lieutenant with a dispatch case containing orders for the disposition of German reserves in our sector and a clear-headed willingness to say nothing about it, which was exactly what I would have done in his position.

The intelligence section had him by midnight. Renshaw told me in the morning that the contents were of some value. He said it the way Renshaw said most things: without emphasis, as a statement of fact, which was the same as saying it was significant.

—

Three days later he told me they were putting me forward for the Military Medal.

I said thank you. He nodded and moved on.

In the relay dugout that afternoon I sat down on the stool and picked up the handset. The static was warm. I cranked the generator once, out of habit, without expectation.

Nothing came back.

I had wanted to tell him. I was not sure why — Falcon had no stake in a commendation, had not been present, had not in fact been reachable for the better part of three weeks. The action had been mine, and the instincts that had made it work were mine now, had been mine for months, the things he had taught me to notice operating without his voice to name them. What I had done in the orchard on the night of the eleventh of February had not required intelligence from Birmingham. It had required the kind of knowledge that lived in the hands and the eyes and the listening ear, and that was mine, and it had come from practice and from France and from the kind of attention that Falcon had demanded and that I had learned to bring to bear because he demanded it.

I wanted to tell him anyway. Not because I needed his confirmation of anything. Because I had been talking to this voice for eight months and telling him things, and this was a thing worth telling.

The static was warm. The line was live in principle and empty in fact.

I held the receiver for a moment and then put it back on its hook and went to find the section.

He'd hear about it next time.
Michael

Somme Sector — 21 March 1918

—

I had spoken to Falcon two nights before. Brief — the line had opened late and closed fast, barely ten minutes. I told him they had put me up for the MM. He said: Good. That's good, Tommy. That was all either of us said about it, which was enough.

I was awake before it started.

Not vigilance. I had come off watch at midnight and the four hours between then and stand-to were hours I guarded with a jealousy I gave to nothing else in the line. But the twenty-first of March had arrived with the particular weight of things anticipated for a long time, and whatever mechanism keeps a man at pitch when a date matters had kept me at pitch all night. I lay in my blanket in the dark and listened to a sector that had been quiet all week and thought: today.

Falcon had given me a date. Not a season, not a month. The twenty-first. Stated with the precision of a man reading from a document already written, in December, when December had seemed like something between us and it. Three months I had lived with the number. Now here it was — cold, dark, ordinary on the surface, the way extraordinary things were always ordinary on the surface until they weren't.

It was twenty to five when Ellis touched my shoulder.

'It's starting,' he said.

I had heard it already. A low tearing sound far to the east, at the limit of hearing, rising. You had perhaps sixty seconds from the first sound to when it arrived. We had known what was coming and had spent three days deepening the position and improving the overhead cover and bringing stores forward — the things you did when the knowing didn't change the fact of it but changed what you could do inside the fact. I had my equipment by the time it arrived.

Sixty miles of guns opening simultaneously is not a sound a man can prepare for by having heard bombardments before. I had been through Messines, through the Passchendaele preparatories, through two years of routine and irregular strafe across half a dozen sectors, and none of it was preparation for this. The difference was not of degree. The pressure arrived in the chest before it arrived in the ears — a physical thing, the air itself being struck repeatedly with something of enormous weight. The boards shook. The walls exhaled thin curtains of soil. The sky to the east was lit without interval, no pause between the flashes, the whole horizon burning as though the sun had come up in the wrong direction and was still coming.

The gas came within the first minute.

Not the slow rolling clouds of earlier in the war — that was old news, men had learned to read the wind. This arrived in the shells themselves, mixed with the high explosive, indistinguishable until your eyes began to burn. My box respirator was on before I had named what I was smelling. The hands moved on their own training now. Not everyone's did.

Private Doyle was three feet from me with the mask in his hands when a shell burst on the parapet above us and the concussion threw him sideways into the trench wall. The respirator went into the mud. He was up in under two seconds, reaching, getting it back on, pressing the seal to his face. I counted perhaps thirty seconds in which he had breathed open air, and I thought about what I had been told — gas mixed with the high explosive — and I thought about phosgene, which smelled of cut hay and announced nothing and did its work slowly, over hours, in the tissue of the lungs, until the fluid built and the body drowned in itself. I thought about this and said nothing.

Doyle pulled his rifle from the mud and checked the action. 'I'm all right, Corporal,' he said.

'I know,' I said.

The sneezing started an hour in — a different kind of shell, something designed to penetrate the mask, to produce a violent convulsion of the airways that forced the hands toward the face. You felt it as a wrongness, a sudden wrenching sneeze from inside the rubber, and you understood immediately what they had engineered those shells to do. I controlled it twice. Simons beside me tore his mask off in a single movement, gasped, wrenched it back. Four seconds, maybe five. He looked at me. I looked at him. The mask was back. He kept fighting.

He made it to the aid station six hours later with his lungs filling. But that was later.

—

We held the trench and were shelled for five hours.

This is accurate in total and false in texture. The five hours did not pass as time ordinarily passed. In a bombardment of this scale the mind stops processing continuously and begins to operate in fragments — you register what is immediate, you register that you are still alive, you register the men beside you. Between the fragments you move. You check the section. You drag Garrett out from under a section of collapsed revetment and find that he is alive, that he has a broken wrist, and that he has the expression of a man who has been personally insulted by the shell that buried him, which is entirely characteristic of Garrett.

To our left, forty yards of parapet was gone. The fire step buried, the revetment blown inward, the earth redistibuted across the surrounding area by a direct hit. The two men from D Company who had been in that section were present in the sense that the material of them was distributed across a fifteen-yard radius. I registered this and moved on. There was other work.

The dead accumulated. A man here, two men further along the line — men I had known for weeks by their faces and their habits and their complaints about the rations. You registered them and filed them under later because stopping to think about them was not available as an option and the file had been growing since France and had its own mechanism now, practiced and automatic. You noted. You moved.

Doyle kept fighting. He did not mention himself again and I did not ask. He loaded and fired and loaded and fired with the focused competence of a man who had decided what his morning was for, and I let him continue because he would have continued regardless and because what was happening inside him was happening whether he fought or whether he sat in a dugout and waited for it to happen, and the position needed him.

By nine in the morning the bombardment was lifting.

Not ending. Moving — further west, following the German infantry I did not yet know were already through our line to the north. The guns moved with them and the sudden relative quiet was unlike any quiet I had heard before. The ringing that replaced five hours of continuous fire was almost musical, a high clear note that meant the ears were damaged and were reporting their damage in the only language available. Men stood up from where they had been pressing themselves into the walls. Some looked at their hands. Some looked at the men beside them with the particular expression of men verifying that something they had assumed was still the case.

Then the fog.

It had been building all morning but the bombardment had masked it. Now in the lifting guns it was everywhere — dense and flat, lying in the craters, filling the trench to chest height in places, reducing the world to eight or ten yards in any direction. Very cold. It smelled of cordite and turned earth and underneath both the green smell of March fields, wet soil and the early year, entirely indifferent to what was happening in it. Sound moved through it strangely — muffled at distance, sudden and sharp close up. The war was happening fifty yards away and was inaudible.

The Germans came through it without warning.

Not a line. Not the massed advance that previous experience taught you to read and range and engage — shapes rising from a trench and moving forward in a wave you could count. These came as individuals and in small groups, appearing from the white at fifteen yards, ten, moving with the particular purpose of men passing through rather than taking, bypassing the strong points, heading for the gaps and the ground behind. Stormtroopers. Falcon's word from December, meaning something abstract in December and meaning a concrete thing now.

The first group came from the left, from the direction of the blown parapet. Five of them, in the trench and moving before I had finished the thought that they were there. Ellis put his bayonet into the first man — in and through, the man's weight coming forward on the blade, and Ellis stepping back and the man coming with him, and the sound of it that you did not repeat in any report. I shot the second at a range that made the result a thing filed and not examined. Garrett hit the third with his entrenching tool left-handed — the broken wrist useless, the other arm swung with a rage that was also entirely characteristic — and the man went down and did not get up. The remaining two went back into the fog. We did not see them again.

After that, the left was gone. Not the trench — the connection. We were alone in the fog with what we had.

—

By mid-morning I had gathered eleven men.

They came to us the way water found low ground — moving toward what was holding because what was holding was the only reference point in a sector that had otherwise dissolved. Men from three units, two of them units I knew and one I didn't. A corporal from the Northumberland Fusiliers named Meredith, whose officer was somewhere in the fog and not answering, and who had a working Lewis gun and the focused expression of a man who had reduced the situation to what was available and was proceeding accordingly. I was glad of him immediately.

We beat off two more probing attacks through the morning. Groups of eight or ten, testing the corners of the position, not committing when the position proved resistant. German dead in the approaches — three of them in the first attack, two in the second — and our dead too, names I had learned over the preceding week and would not use again. Each time the fog closed back over the ground and the position settled and we moved the line and held.

Doyle fought through both attacks. He had begun to cough — a dry sound, not yet the cough it would become — and he had not said anything further about himself, and I had not asked, and we had not spoken about it, and he kept loading and firing.

The junction was the thing. Where two communication trenches met the fire trench, controlling movement in three directions. I did not need to explain the reasoning to Meredith, who had already arrived at it and had the Lewis gun in the correct position. We held it because it was holdable and because everything that mattered in this part of the sector flowed through it. That was sufficient reason. The broader picture — what was happening at brigade, at division, at the level where the shape of the day was visible — I had no access to. We had our junction and we held it.

Communication had been gone since the first hour of the bombardment. The lines ran above ground in too many places and those places were craters now. I worked the field telephone from the shattered relay at the junction: the line to company dead, the line north dead, the line south crackling into nothing before it resolved into anything. We were unconnected to anything that could tell us whether holding this position was part of a plan that was still functioning or the private decision of a corporal and eleven men in a collapsing line.

I tried the telephone again. Static. The warmth absent — just the cold empty static of a dead line going nowhere. I set it back on its hook.

Meredith appeared beside me. 'Anything?'

'Nothing.'

He nodded and went back to the Lewis gun and said nothing further, which was the right response. A man who said nothing further when nothing could usefully be said was a man worth having.

I looked at the junction and at the fog pressing in from every side and at the eleven men in it with me, and I thought about Falcon's date, precise as a promise, and about what he had said in December — stay with your section, don't get separated — and about what it had cost to hold this position through the morning and what it would cost to hold it through the afternoon. There was no way to know whether the cost was worth the buying. There was no information that could answer that question from inside the ten yards of fog we could see into.

I picked up the telephone and tried a third time.

The static was there. And underneath it, immediately, the warmth — the quality I had learned to recognise in the relay dugout at Messines, in the dark east of Ypres, in December with a lamp and Emma's letter in my pocket. I had not heard it since December. I gripped the receiver and my hands were shaking, which I noted from somewhere distant and did not attend to.

'Falcon,' I said.

I'm here, he said. Tell me where you are.
The River

Birmingham — 21 March 2026

—

I had been awake since three in the morning.

Not insomnia. I had set the alarm for three because the bombardment began at four forty and I had wanted the hours before it to sit with the research — to go through it once more, carefully, as though carefulness might produce something new this time rather than the same material I had read for six weeks.

The maps were on the table. The casualty records from Kew open on the laptop. The order of battle for the British Fifth Army across four pages of notes. I had the brigade reports and the divisional war diaries and the German after-action records from the units facing the British line, captured in 1918 and subsequently archived and since digitised, and I had been through all of it in the preceding days with the thoroughness that thoroughness required and had found what I found, which was what was there, which was what I had already known.

What I had not known, before June, was that any of it was personal.

I cranked the set at three fifteen and found the warm static and nothing underneath it. At three forty-five, the same. At four thirty I made coffee I did not drink and cranked it again and the warmth shifted — something moved underneath it, almost a voice, and then it was gone, resolved into static before it arrived. I sat with the receiver against my ear for another minute and then set it back and returned to the records.

At four forty, I knew, the bombardment was beginning.

I had always known this intellectually — the date, the time, the weight of it, six thousand guns on a fifty-mile front. These were facts I had taught. Facts I had written about. Facts I knew the way a cardiologist knew the anatomy of a heart attack — with precision, with distance, with the professional remove that made the knowledge workable. What I had not been able to account for, sitting in Birmingham at four forty in the morning with the handset on the workbench and the warm empty static for company, was what it felt like to know that Tommy was in it now.

Not a man in an archive. Not an anonymous corporal in a brigade report. Tommy — who had asked me about the cold, who had put himself on his arse in front of three men from C Company on the icy boards, who had a boy or a girl coming in June, who had told Ellen she was a terror with an affection that was entirely audible through whatever distance the line crossed. Tommy, whom I had spoken to eight times over two years and whose voice I knew with the particular attention you gave to voices that mattered. Who was in the middle of a German artillery bombardment at this moment while I sat at a workbench in Birmingham reading documents about it.

I cranked the set again and found nothing and turned back to the records and worked.

—

The line came through at eight minutes past nine.

The warmth shifted and deepened and his voice arrived without preamble, stripped to essentials — the voice of a man who had been inside something for five hours and had come out the other side still functioning and was proceeding from there.

'Falcon,' he said.

I'm here, I said. Tell me what you have.

He told me. A junction position in the Somme sector. Communication to company and battalion both gone — lines destroyed in the first hour. Eleven men from three units, a Lewis gun, an NCO from the Northumberland Fusiliers named Meredith who was sound. He gave me the situation with the compressed economy of a man who had learned not to waste what the line offered. I listened and wrote and did not tell him what I was thinking, which was: I have a brigade report that says a junction position at exactly this grid reference held through the twenty-first of March under the command of a corporal with approximately a dozen men from three separate units. I have this report in front of me. And the corporal in the report has no name.

That was the thing I was sitting with while Tommy spoke.

I had been so certain, at Messines — the record was fixed, the outcome established, I was inside the loop that had already closed. I had sent Tommy south because the southern approach was in the record and the eastern gully was not. The certainty had felt clean. Mathematical.

Today I had a brigade report that said a junction held and an anonymous corporal had held it, and anonymous was a word that covered any corporal in the sector, and I did not know — could not know, from the report — whether the corporal it described was Tommy or Meredith or some other man I had never spoken to, and I did not know what had happened to Tommy specifically on the twenty-first of March except that he was alive at eight minutes past nine because I could hear him.

What if the junction held because Meredith held it? What if Tommy was dead in the fog before nine o'clock, and the voice on the line was — I stopped that line of thinking because it was not useful and was not something I could verify and dwelling on it would not serve the work.

But I could not stop dwelling on it.

There was a group this morning, he said. Then stopped.

I waited.

When they came through the left. We dealt with it. A pause. They were young. The ones we took close. Boys, some of them.

He said it in a voice I recognised — not from Tommy, but from the written record. From letters and memoirs and testimonies, men writing in 1919, in 1935, in the early 1950s, describing what they had done in exactly this register: flat, precise, the feeling present but held at a controlled distance, the way you held a thing that was too heavy to put down and too heavy to carry at full weight simultaneously. I had read it hundreds of times. I had always understood it as the residue of time — men writing years or decades after the event, having already developed the mechanism for managing it.

Tommy was describing it three hours out of the fighting. Not residue. The mechanism itself, being built in real time.

You put it somewhere, he said. You put it to one side and you keep moving. Later you'll think about their faces. You already know you will. But later is not today.

'No,' I said. 'It isn't.'

A silence. Then: What do you have for me?

—

I had to be careful about what I said.

This was not a new constraint — I had always been careful, deflecting questions about how I knew things, framing what I knew as intelligence rather than record. But today the carefulness had a different edge to it. At Messines I had been certain of the outcome, certain enough to send Tommy crawling into no man's land on my word. Today I had a brigade report with a corporal who might or might not be Tommy, and the thing that I could not reason my way clear of was this: if I told him what I knew and it was not Tommy in the report, had I changed something? Had the junction held precisely because I told this corporal to reinforce the northwest approach, or had it held because of something else, and would my intervention break the mechanism rather than serve it?

The loop, as I had come to think of it — carefully, at a distance, the way you thought about something that did not bear direct examination — required that what I said and what happened were already in agreement. I had believed this since Messines. The belief was less solid today.

I chose what to say with the care of a man walking ground he had not surveyed.

The northwest, I said. That's where I'd expect the afternoon pressure to come from. Earlier than you might think.

'How early?'

Early afternoon. The approach they'll test first. I paused. The Lewis gun needs to be covering it.

A brief silence. 'Meredith's already looking at it.'

Good.

'And after?'

I looked at the brigade report. I have reason to expect some support reaching you by sixteen hundred hours. I said it carefully — reason to expect, not I know, not the record shows. Because I did not know. Because the record showed a junction and an anonymous corporal and a reinforcement at sixteen hundred, and I had been assuming for twenty minutes that the corporal was Tommy, and assumption was not the same as evidence.

'Four o'clock,' he said.

That's what I have. Don't let anything change your mind about holding before then.

A pause. Falcon.

Yes.

You're reading this, he said. The flat, direct Tommy observation. Not a question. Not an accusation.

I said nothing.

I know you are, he said. I've known it long enough. I stopped asking how. Another pause. Just tell me we're holding the junction.

And there it was. The thing I could not answer cleanly. Because I had a report that said a junction held and a corporal survived and I did not know if it was him.

Hold the northwest, I said. Hold it until four o'clock. That's what I have.

He accepted it. Whatever he heard in my voice — the carefulness, the not-quite-answer — he accepted it the way he had accepted things since Messines, without pressing. The line had a particular quality when it was close to closing.

I should go.

'Yes.'

Falcon. A pause that had weight in it. Thank you. For — all of it. Since June.

My throat was doing something I had not anticipated. I had spent fifteen years at the professional distance that the work required, and the professional distance was not available to me at this moment. I was not sure when it had stopped being available. Somewhere between June and December, possibly. Somewhere in the conversations about Emma and Ellen and a boy who was going to support Villa whether he liked it or not.

Take care of yourself, I said.

'I always do,' he said. And the line closed.

—

I sat at the workbench for a long time with the brigade report in front of me.

A corporal commanding approximately a dozen men from three separate units held the junction position through the morning of 21 March, preventing German advance to the brigade reserve line. The position was reinforced at sixteen hundred hours. The corporal's section had been in continuous engagement for eleven hours.

No name.

The anonymous corporal. A sentence and a grid reference, which was all the record had decided he was worth, which was not a judgement — the adjutant was a man with hundreds of such sentences to write and no time to write them in — but which felt, from where I was sitting, like a door that had been left unlocked without being opened.

I pulled the box file from the lower shelf. Three years of careful accumulation — the service record fragments, the commendation reference, the gap that covered the right months and the right sector. I set the box file beside the brigade report and looked at them both.

A corporal. The Somme sector. The twenty-first of March. Approximately a dozen men.

I had been approaching this conclusion for three years and had not let myself land on it. I had not let myself land on it today either, fully, because today I was also sitting with the other possibility — that the corporal in the report was Meredith, that Tommy was somewhere in the casualty lists I had not yet checked, that the voice on the line this morning had been the last time.

I looked at the box file. Inside it, somewhere in the service record, was the April entry. I had not read it. I had had the file for three years and I had not read the April entry because reading it closed a door that, unopened, left something possible.

I closed the box file and returned it to the shelf.

Outside, Birmingham went about its morning. The flat was quiet. The handset was cold on the workbench, the warmth gone out of the static for now.

I turned back to the records and waited.
Junction

Somme Sector — 21–22 March 1918

—

I put the receiver back on its hook and went to find Meredith.

He was at the Lewis gun, where he had been for most of the morning. The gun was positioned covering the eastern approach — sound placement for the morning's fighting, wrong for the afternoon, if Falcon's information was right. I told him we needed to move it northwest. I told him I expected pressure from that direction before long. I did not tell him how I expected this, which was not something I told anyone, and which Meredith did not ask because Meredith was the kind of man who took actionable information and acted on it rather than interrogating its provenance.

He looked at the northwest approach. He looked at the gun. He said: 'There's a traverse forty yards up that gives a cleaner angle.'

'Then we'll put it there.'

We moved the gun.

It took eleven minutes. Meredith and a private named Webb carrying the weapon and its mount, myself and Ellis relocating the ammunition — four pan magazines remaining plus what could be stripped from the men who would not need magazines any longer. We had been doing this since mid-morning, the mathematics of it grimly precise: dead men's ammunition to living men's rifles, the Lewis gun's appetite for .303 calibre brass consuming pans at a rate that made the supply situation a problem that would resolve itself one way or another before dark.

Doyle helped carry the ammunition. He was coughing by now — a sound that had changed over the course of the morning from something unremarkable to something that was not unremarkable at all. Dry first, then wet, a quality to it that I recognised and did not name aloud. He moved without complaint. He had not said anything further about himself since early morning and I had not pushed, because what I would have told him if pushed was not information that would help him fight, and he was still fighting, and the position still needed him.

'All right?' I said, when we had the gun repositioned.

He looked at me with the eyes of a man who had decided to answer the question he was asked rather than the one underneath it. 'All right, Corporal,' he said.

—

The first probe came at half past twelve.

Nine or ten of them, from the northwest, exactly where Falcon had said. They came in the fog, which had thinned since morning but not cleared — visibility still no more than fifteen yards, the ground beyond the junction a white nothing that produced shapes without warning. The Lewis gun opened up the moment Meredith had a target and the effect in the narrow trench was extraordinary — not the sound of a gun firing but a physical event, the concussion of it bouncing off the trench walls and back into the chest, the hot brass cases arcing out of the feed and striking the men on either side, the smell of burnt propellant filling the confined space so completely that you breathed it whether you wanted to or not.

The probe lasted forty seconds. Four German dead in the approach, the rest gone back into the fog. One of ours — a private from a unit I didn't know whose name I had not yet learned, which I noted and moved past — hit through the chest by a round that arrived without announcement and dropped him in the mud without ceremony. He was dead before I reached him. I took his ammunition and redistributed it.

Meredith changed the pan magazine with the efficiency of a man for whom this was automatic, the hot empty bouncing off the duckboard, and settled back in behind the gun. A blister was forming on his right forearm from the barrel casing — he had touched it in the repositioning, or the heat had simply radiated across to him, and he had noticed it and ignored it and was still ignoring it.

'They'll come back,' he said.

'Yes,' I said. 'Larger.'

He did not ask how I knew. He was learning.

—

By two in the afternoon Doyle could no longer lift his rifle.

He did not tell me this. I watched it happen — the rifle lowering by degrees, his breathing becoming the work of his whole body, the coughing producing something that was not right in colour or consistency. He had been in the line with the rest of us for nine hours. He had fought two attacks and carried ammunition and done everything asked of him and the thing the gas had put in motion that morning had been running its course through all of it, and now the course was arriving at its destination.

I pulled him back from the fire step and put him against the trench wall in what shelter there was.

'I can still—' he started.

'Sit down, Doyle.'

He sat. He looked at me with the expression of a man who understood the situation clearly and was not going to make a problem of it. 'Someone should have the revolver,' he said. 'Be a waste otherwise.'

I took his revolver and put it in my belt and stayed with him for thirty seconds that I did not have, and then the fog produced another shape and I went back to the line.

The second attack arrived at half past two.

It was not a probe. They came from the northwest and from the left simultaneously — a coordinated push, the coordination itself telling me something about how they had spent the morning regrouping, and it came with stick grenades leading, three or four of them arcing over the parapet into the section before the first man appeared. The blast of the first grenade killed Webb outright — took the left side of him and left the right side against the trench wall in a manner that I filed in the place where I filed things that could not be processed now. The second grenade landed in the mud and did not go off. The third found Ellis and he went down hard, leg gone below the knee in a spray of blood and mud that painted the revetment, screaming, alive.

The Lewis gun opened up and the trench filled with sound that was beyond sound — a pressure, a hammering, Meredith feeding it with the focused intensity of a man who understood that the gun was the position and the position was the gun and everything else was secondary. The northwest approach choked with German dead, the bodies piling in the narrow ground, the men behind them still coming over and around and through.

They got into the trench.

Six of them, perhaps seven, past the gun's angle before Meredith could traverse. Stormtroopers — young men in field grey with their trench knives and their Lugers and the particular look of men who had trained for this specific work and were now doing it. The trench at the junction was four feet wide. In four feet there was no room for a Lee-Enfield at the length the bayonet required, and the man who tried to use one that way died on the backswing, so the backswing was not the approach. I shot the first man with Doyle's revolver from eight feet and put the second on the ground with the butt of it across the side of his head and did not stop to establish whether he was dead or merely down. Behind me I could hear Garrett — broken wrist, useless bayonet, entrenching tool in the left hand again — and the sounds of that were something else for the file.

A German with a trench knife came over a body at me from the left and the knife opened my forearm from elbow to wrist in a line that I felt as heat rather than pain. I got the revolver between us and pulled the trigger and the trigger gave nothing — empty, cylinder spent, no time to reload — and what I used instead was the weight of him against me and the lip of the trench behind him, and the sounds of that too went in the file.

Meredith swung the Lewis gun left and fired into the mass of them at a range that was unsurvivable and the trench went quiet.

Not entirely quiet. Ellis was still screaming. That was a sound that went in no file.

—

I got to him when the immediate work was done. He had his belt off and around what was left of the leg and was doing the thing men did when they had sufficient shock in them to act practically on their own catastrophe — the hands working without instruction while the mind was somewhere else. The blood was very red in the grey afternoon. The bone was visible. He looked up at me with the particular expression of a man who has just understood something new about the world and is still updating his understanding.

'How bad?' he said.

'Bad enough,' I said. I pulled the belt tighter. He made a sound that was not a word. 'You'll make Blighty on this. Lie still.'

He lay still. He kept talking — quietly, about nothing in particular, which was the right thing to do and which suggested he had enough blood left that the talking was possible. I left him to it and went back to the line.

Doyle was leaning against the trench wall where I had put him. His eyes were open. His chest was not moving. He had his hands in his lap with the particular stillness of a man who had arranged himself and then stopped. The coughing had stopped too, which was the worst thing about it — the silence where the coughing had been. He had sat against the wall and his lungs had filled past the point of return and he had drowned in himself as quietly as he had done everything else, while the fighting went on around him and nobody had time to be with him for it.

I stood with him for ten seconds. I could not give him more than ten seconds. I gave him the ten seconds.

—

The relief arrived at seven minutes past four.

A lieutenant I did not know with two sections of infantry at his back, coming up the communication trench from the south with the expression of a man who had expected to find something and was finding something slightly worse. He took in the junction — the dead, the gun position, the state of the men — and looked at me.

'You're the corporal who's been holding this?'

'Yes, sir.'

He looked around again at the methodical disaster of eleven hours. 'Brigade's been trying to reach you since noon.'

'The line's been down since first light.'

'Yes.' He paused. 'You'll need to brief me.'

I briefed him. Five minutes, the essentials: the approaches, the gun position, the state of the ammunition, the situation to the north which was uncertain, the situation to the left which was bad. He listened and asked one question and I answered it and that was that. He took the position and I stepped back.

—

I found a section of intact revetment twenty yards south of the junction and sat against it with my back to the wood and my rifle across my knees and looked at the grey afternoon sky above the trench.

The forearm had been wrapped by then — someone had done it, I was not certain when, the bandage already dark. Ellis was alive, on his way south on a stretcher, which was the best available outcome for a man who had lost a leg below the knee. Garrett was alive, the wrist now splinted beside the original break by whatever the blast had done to it when it knocked him down the second time. Meredith had a burn across his right arm from the barrel casing and had refused to acknowledge it and was still at the gun.

Doyle was dead.

Simons was dead, or would be by nightfall, in the aid station somewhere south with his lungs filling in the same slow way.

I sat against the revetment and looked at the sky and let the weight of the day settle to where it was going to settle, which was not somewhere I could examine yet. Not today. Later I would think about the man with the trench knife and the man I had put over the lip and the young faces in the grey field coats, the boys coming through the fog at Meredith's gun. Later I would think about Doyle's hands arranged in his lap and the specific quiet when his coughing stopped. Later was accumulating considerable material. I noted this without attending to it.

What I attended to was the voice on the telephone.

The northwest approach. I had moved the Lewis gun because a voice told me to and the voice had been right, precisely, as it had been right about the battery at Messines and the machine gun above the gully and the twenty-first of March. I had a theory about this — had been building it since Messines, fitting the pieces of it together with the same care I gave to the things I could not afford to look at directly. I had not named the theory even to myself.

I looked at the sky and thought about a man I had never met who knew things that could not be known, and I thought about what kind of man that was and what kind of line it was and whether the thing I had been calling later in my head since France was large enough to hold it.

It would have to be.

Tomorrow was the twenty-second of March and the war was still there and the position still needed holding.

I leaned my head back against the revetment and closed my eyes and waited for whatever came next.
The Name

Birmingham — April 2026

—

The package from the regimental museum arrived on a Tuesday, six weeks after the chasing letter and four months after the initial request. A padded envelope, A4, with the museum’s frank and a compliments slip from an archivist whose name I recognised from the correspondence. Inside: a photocopied file, thirty-two pages, the original held at the museum and not available for loan but available for reproduction, which was the standard arrangement and which I had been waiting on since December.

I set it on the workbench beside my coffee and sat down.

I worked through it methodically, as I worked through everything. The file was a collected regimental record — unit diaries, incident reports, commendation references, the administrative residue of a battalion’s service across 1917 and 1918. Most of it I had seen in fragments, in other archives, in other forms. Some of it was new. I read it carefully, making notes in the margin of my transcription, the way I had read ten thousand such documents in fifteen years of professional work.

On page nineteen I found the junction report.

It was a brigade staff document, the handwriting of a captain whose signature I could not entirely decipher, describing the actions at the Bapaume Road junction on 21 March 1918. The same report I had found at Kew in March — the one with the anonymous corporal, the dozen men, the reinforcement at sixteen hundred hours. I had read it before. I began to read it again, from professional habit, looking for anything the earlier transcription had missed.

I found what the earlier transcription had missed on the third line.

The Kew copy was a carbon — the second page of a two-part form, the typing lighter, some characters indistinct. The museum copy was the top sheet, the original, and where the Kew carbon had shown only a smudged initial and a surname I had already matched to the sector, the original showed it clearly.

Actions at the Bapaume Road junction, 21 March 1918, under the command of Corporal S. Underhill—

I read it.

I read it again.

I set the page down on the workbench and looked at the wall for a moment and then picked it up and read it a third time, because three times was the number that moved something from possible to probable in any evidentiary chain, and the methodology did not stop working because the result was unexpected.

S. Underhill.

I read it again. The S sat on the page with a weight entirely disproportionate to its size.

I pulled the box file from the lower shelf and opened the service record fragments on the workbench beside the brigade report. The entry I had looked at enough times to know without checking: Stanley Underhill, born Birmingham 1896. My great-grandfather. The man I had spent three years trying to find.

Stanley Underhill. S. Underhill.

My name.

I spread both documents side by side and looked from one to the other. The surname matched. The initial matched. The sector matched. The date matched. The rank matched. I went through each point of correspondence the way my training required, giving each its proper weight, not allowing the conclusion to arrive before the evidence was fully examined.

The evidence was examined. The conclusion arrived.

And then the other thing arrived with it — the thing that had been sitting in plain sight since the third of June.

Tommy isn’t my real name.

He had said it in the first conversation. The relay dugout, the German raid, the name exchange while he was under the table with the receiver. He had said it without weight or ceremony — Tommy isn’t my real name — and I had said you can call me Falcon and we had left it there, because neither of us was offering a real name and both of us understood that. The understanding had sat undisturbed between us for ten months.

Tommy was the name every British soldier carried — Tommy Atkins, the universal placeholder, the name that meant I am a soldier and I will give you nothing further. He had answered to it for ten months and his real name had been on the service record in the box file on my shelf the entire time.

Stanley Underhill.

Corporal S. Underhill. The man I had been piecing together from fragments for three years, the great-grandfather with the gap in his service record and the commendation for intelligence duties and the missing pages that covered 1917.

The man I had been speaking to on a field telephone since the third of June.

I sat back in the chair.

The bootstrap paradox — the thing I had been circling since Messines, thinking around rather than through, filing under the category of things I will reason about when I have the full picture — assembled itself in my mind with the quiet, unstoppable precision of a mechanism that had always been running and had simply been waiting for me to look at it directly.

He was my great-grandfather. He had been my great-grandfather in June when I picked up the handset and heard a voice that turned out to be his. He had been my great-grandfather in every conversation since — when he told me about Emma, about Ellen and the canal and the park bench, about the boy who was going to support Villa. When I had sent him south at Messines, that was my great-grandfather crawling through no man’s land on my instruction. When I had told him the twenty-first of March, that was my great-grandfather who had lain in his blanket on the night of the twentieth knowing what was coming.

The boy was born in the summer of 1918 — I knew this from the family records, a name in a genealogy I had been building for three years without understanding what I was building toward. He had told me about the baby in December, certain it was a boy, Villa supporter, non-negotiable. He had not told me what name he intended. He had not lived to give it.

Emma had named the child Thomas. I did not know why — a family name, perhaps, or simply a name she had liked, or one they had settled on together during the ten days of leave before he went back. She had known him as Stanley. She would have had her own reasons for Thomas, entirely separate from anything that had passed between her husband and a voice on a telephone line she knew nothing about.

Thomas Underhill, born summer 1918. Tommy, all his life, the way Thomases became Tommies. The same name her husband had used as his alias on the line — chosen by a man in a relay dugout in Flanders for reasons of his own, chosen by a woman in Birmingham for reasons of hers, the two choices arriving at the same word without knowledge of each other. The record did not explain this. It simply was what it was.

The real name — Stanley — skipped a generation and came back, surfacing in a great-grandson who was given it without ceremony or explanation, only that it was a family name and family names were kept.

My name. The inheritance of a man I had been speaking to for ten months without knowing whose voice it was.

I sat at the workbench for a long time.

Outside, Birmingham produced its afternoon. The flat was quiet in the way it was always quiet — not empty, not lonely, simply itself. The handset was on the workbench to my right, cold, the static silent. I had not cranked it since March. Since the line had closed after the junction and I had been sitting with the brigade report and the knowledge that the anonymous corporal had survived without yet knowing who the corporal was.

I knew now.

I also knew — had known since before I allowed myself to know it — that knowing who the corporal was did not tell me everything. The junction was March. I had the junction. What I did not have, had been not-having for four months with the deliberateness of a man who understood that having it would require him to do something with it, was April.

I picked up the service record.

I read it from the beginning. The enlistment entry. The physical description — height, build, colouring, the marks that distinguished one man from the mass of men who had passed through the same clerks’ hands in the same months. The rank progressions. The transfer notation, mid-1917, the designation still smudged at the critical point in this copy as in every other copy I had seen. The commendation reference: mentioned for services rendered, intelligence duties, sector [illegible], 1917.

Intelligence duties. I had spent three years constructing explanations for those two words. The explanations were no longer necessary.

I turned to the final pages.

The April entry was four lines. A date — 25 April 1918. A location — Villers-Bretonneux. A notation in the standard form: Killed in Action. And below it, added in a different hand, the reference number for an award citation.

I read the four lines and set the service record back on the workbench.

I looked at the handset.

I looked at the reference number for the citation that I had not yet pulled, that I had been not-pulling with the same deliberateness I had been applying to the April entry, and I understood that the citation would tell me what he had done on the twenty-fifth of April, and I understood, with the particular certainty of a historian who had spent fifteen years learning to read what archival documents implied as well as what they stated, that the citation would describe actions he could not have taken without information he could not have had through any ordinary means.

My hands were not steady. I set them flat on the workbench and looked at the wall and tried to think clearly, which was what I did when clarity was the only tool available and the tool was not working.

He was going to die at Villers-Bretonneux on the twenty-fifth of April.

I had the handset. I had his voice, when the line opened. I could tell him to stay back. Not to volunteer. Not to be in the farmhouse on the night of the twenty-fourth. I could say: your great-grandchild is on this line and is asking you not to go.

I sat with this and did not dismiss it, because it deserved not to be dismissed.

The child was already conceived. Married October, baby due June — the child existed, was already growing, would be born whether Tommy lived or died. Which meant the chain that ended with me sitting in this chair did not require his death. The child would come regardless. Thomas Underhill would be born in the summer of 1918 and the name Stanley would find its way forward through the generations and land on me just the same, whether his father came home from Villers-Bretonneux or did not.

Maybe I could save him.

I held that thought carefully, the way you held something fragile, and I examined it.

The record showed he died. But the record showed he died because he went forward on the night of the twenty-fourth, and he went forward because he volunteered, and he volunteered because — because of what? Because that was the kind of man he was. Because the position required it. Because someone gave him information about the terrain that made him the best-placed man to lead the approach. Because I gave him that information, perhaps. Or because I did not give him information that kept him back.

The record was fixed. I had believed this since Messines, had operated on this belief, had used it to justify every intervention. But I had believed it when the outcome I was working toward was one I could endorse — the southern approach, the junction held, men alive who would otherwise have died. I had not yet had to apply it to this. To four lines and a citation reference and a man who had been making me laugh about his sister-in-law three months ago.

What if the record was fixed only because I had never tried to break it?

What if I told him not to go, and he listened, and he came home, and the chain held, and the only thing that changed was that he lived?

The other side of it arrived before I had finished the thought.

The position at Villers-Bretonneux. The farmhouse. Whatever the citation described — which I had not yet read, had been not-reading with the same deliberateness I had applied to the April entry — it described an action that had consequences. Men who survived because of what he did. Ground taken. A position consolidated. If I pulled him back, who went forward instead? Who didn't? What did that cost, in the accounting I couldn't see and couldn't do from a flat in Birmingham with documents that only described the version of events in which he went?

I did not know. That was the honest answer. I did not know if I could save him. I did not know if saving him would hold or whether it would unravel something I could not predict from here. I did not know whether the record was a wall or a habit.

The flat was very quiet.

I turned to the box file and found the citation reference and wrote it down on the notepad beside the workbench. My handwriting was less neat than usual. I noted this and said nothing about it.

Then I got up and made coffee and stood in the kitchen waiting for the kettle, and I thought about a man called Stanley who had called himself Tommy for ten months and who did not yet know what April held, and who would ask me, when the line opened, what I had for him — the same question he always asked, practical and direct, the same way he asked everything.

The kettle boiled. I poured it. I went back to the workbench and opened the laptop and began looking for the citation.
Citation

Birmingham — April 2026

—

The citation was held in the regimental archive's digitised collection, referenced in three secondary sources I had already read and cited professionally without once reading the primary document. I had known it existed. I had known where it was. I had not read it.

I read it now.

Sergeant Stanley Underhill, [Regiment]. On the night of 24–25 April 1918, during the counter-attack at Villers-Bretonneux, Sergeant Underhill led his platoon through terrain of considerable difficulty under conditions of complete darkness, routing his force through and around a series of defensive positions with a precise knowledge of the ground that preserved the operational effectiveness of his command and prevented casualties that would otherwise have been severe. His platoon subsequently assaulted and took a fortified farmhouse that had resisted previous attempts and whose capture was materially necessary to the consolidation of the counter-attack. Sergeant Underhill was mortally wounded during the final consolidation of the position and died before evacuation could be effected. By his leadership, his personal courage, and his remarkable knowledge of the ground, he preserved the lives of the men under his command and contributed decisively to the success of an operation of considerable strategic importance. It is recommended that he be awarded the Victoria Cross.

I set it down.

I picked it up and read it again.

A precise knowledge of the ground. A sergeant leading his platoon through darkness past positions he could not have known were there by any means available to a sergeant in a night assault in April 1918. No aerial reconnaissance in darkness. No patrol intelligence fresh enough to account for positions established hours before zero. No briefing from a staff officer with sources he would not name.

I was in the citation. Not by name — I was the unnamed and un-nameable reason a dead man had known where not to go in the dark. I had been in the record since June without knowing I was in it, and now I was reading the document that my ten months of contact with a field telephone had produced, and the document was recommending a medal for a man who had died of the information I had given him.

I sat with this for a while.

Then I began to think about the men.

His platoon. The citation said the men under his command — a phrase that covered, in a platoon of this period, between fifteen and twenty soldiers. Men who had walked through the dark behind a sergeant who knew where the machine-gun emplacements were, who knew which approach ran clear and which ran into wire, who knew because a voice from somewhere he had stopped asking about had told him. Men who had gone home because of this. Who had taken off their uniforms and gone back to Birmingham, to Coventry, to Sheffield, to wherever they had come from, and had resumed the lives the war had interrupted or had built new ones from the rubble of what the war had left.

Men who had married. Had children.

I was a historian. The mathematics of it assembled themselves without my asking. Fifteen men home from Villers-Bretonneux — conservatively, perhaps fewer, perhaps more, but call it fifteen. Fifteen men with, on average, two children each. Thirty children born in the twenties and thirties. Those children with children of their own in the fifties and sixties. Sixty grandchildren. Grandchildren who had their own children by now, by 2026, and those children growing up in a world that contained them, which was the only world they knew or could know.

I could not put a number on it with any rigour. The variables were too many. Some of those men would have survived Villers-Bretonneux without Stanley's leadership — perhaps. Some would not have. Some had probably died in subsequent engagements regardless. Some had no children. Some had many. The arithmetic was loose and the loose arithmetic still produced a number in the hundreds, possibly more — people alive in 2026 whose existence traced back, through some chain of consequence, to a sergeant who had known where not to go in the dark on the night of the twenty-fourth.

And whose knowledge had come from me.

I looked at the handset.

I set the citation down and looked at the wall and tried to hold all of it in my mind simultaneously, the way you were sometimes asked to hold contradictory things and discover whether they could coexist or whether one of them had to give.

Stanley Underhill. Twenty-one years old in April 1918. Married five months. A child growing toward June, a child he would not meet. A life that should have extended forty or fifty years further than it did — into a Birmingham that rebuilt itself after the second war, into a country that changed around him, into an old age with Emma or without her, into grandchildren of his own who would have known him as a person rather than a name in a box file. He had deserved that. The deserving was not in question.

And against that: people alive in 2026 who could not be asked whether they consented to this arrangement, because they did not know the arrangement existed, because the arrangement was invisible to everyone except the man sitting at this workbench, who was himself one of its products.

I was alive because Stanley had died. Not directly — the chain was long and the links were many — but the chain existed and it had to start somewhere and it started with a man who did not come home and a woman who named his son Thomas and kept going.

How is any of this fair?

The question arrived without warning and sat in the room with me.

It was not fair. It had never been fair. Stanley Underhill had not asked to be the man who knew where not to go in the dark. He had not asked for the voice on the line or the information it carried or the decisions that information required him to make. He had been a lance corporal in Flanders in June 1917 who had answered a telephone during a German raid and had dealt with what the telephone produced with the same practical directness he brought to everything else, and it had led him here — to a farmhouse in Villers-Bretonneux on the night of the twenty-fourth, to four lines in a service record, to a citation that described his death in the language of honour without once asking whether honour was a fair price for a man of twenty-one.

It was not fair to him. It was not fair to Emma, who had waited through 1918 and not stopped waiting and had lived until 1987 with the particular shape of a life built around an absence. It was not fair to Thomas, who grew up with a father's name and no father. It was not fair to me, who had been handed this — the handset, the connection, the knowledge, the choice that was not a choice — without being asked whether I wanted it.

None of it was fair and fairness was not a mechanism the record respected.

I had the handset. I had the line, when it opened. I had, in theory, the capacity to reach through it and say: stay back. You have a child coming. Stay back. I had thought, since reading the April entry, that I could not do this. I had thought the record was fixed and fixed meant immutable and immutable meant the question was settled.

The question was not settled. I had only thought it was because it was easier to think that.

What was settled was this: if I tried to save him and I was wrong about the consequences, I could not undo it. The people who stopped existing would not be retrievable. The men in his platoon who went forward without him and did not come back — their families, their children, the hundreds of people who traced a thread back to a night in April 1918 — none of that would be retrievable. I would have made a decision with consequences I could not see, affecting people who did not know they were affected, and I would have to live with whatever version of 2026 resulted, if I was in it at all.

And if I did nothing — if I guided him through the twenty-fourth the way I had guided him through everything else since Messines — he died. As he had already died. As the record showed he had always died, which was the same thing, which was the point I kept arriving at and kept not being able to rest in.

I looked at the handset for a long time.

Then I found the section of the citation I had not yet looked at directly, the part at the end that cited the specific number of men accounted for and returned, and I read it, and I did the arithmetic again, and then I closed the laptop and sat in the quiet of the flat in April in Birmingham and was not all right for a while, which was the only honest response available to me.

—

I found Emma in the record that evening.

Not the letters — those came later. The basic archive: a teacher registered at a school in Aston from 1919, the same school for thirty-one years. Never remarried. A pension record. A death certificate from 1987, cause of age, in a care home in Harborne. Next of kin: her son Thomas.

She had taught for thirty-one years. Children who had been four and five years old in 1919 were in their seventies now, if they had lived, grandparents themselves. She had shaped them in whatever small ways teachers shaped people and had sent them out into the world to do whatever they did and had done it for thirty-one years in the knowledge that the man she had married for ten days in October 1917 was not coming back.

I tried to think of something adequate to think about this and could not find anything adequate and eventually stopped trying.

The handset was on the workbench.

The line would open when it opened, on its own terms, as it always had. When it opened I would have to decide what I was going to do, and I had been sitting with the decision for hours now and I was not closer to it than I had been when I started.

I was a historian. I was supposed to know what the record was for.
Sergeant

France — April 1918

—

The new stripe went on at the end of March, in a sector that was not the sector I had been in at the start of it. The line had moved — not enormously, not the catastrophic distances the newspapers would make of it — but enough that the ground I was standing on was ground I had not stood on before, and the men I was standing with were, most of them, not the men I had come south with.

Meredith had gone north again with what was left of the Fusiliers. Ellis was in England, the leg off below the knee, which was a bad end to a good soldier and a better outcome than most alternatives. Garrett's wrist had not healed clean — the second break had complicated the first — and he was somewhere behind the line doing work that did not require two functioning hands, which he was doing with the methodical competence he brought to everything and which I expected would eventually get him a desk somewhere permanent.

The section the new stripe gave me was six men. Then nine. Then ten, as the reorganisation settled and the replacements came through. They were young in the way that the replacements were young in the spring of 1918 — younger than I had been at enlistment, some of them, though I did not examine the question too closely because the answer was not useful. You worked with what you had. What I had was ten men, most of them with less than four months in France, and whatever the weeks between March and April would make of them before whatever April held arrived.

I was twenty-two years old. I felt considerably older.

—

Captain Alderton watched me run the section through a patrol exercise on the third day and asked me afterwards where I had learned to read ground the way I did.

I told him France. Which was true.

He meant something more specific. The way I had positioned the section in the approach — the dead ground I had used, the line I had taken through a stretch of terrain that looked from the map like the obvious route and was not, the particular corner of the ruined farm building I had designated as the holding point without being able to say why except that it was right. He had been watching from thirty yards back and he said I had moved the section as though I knew the ground already, which we did not, which was impossible.

'Experience, sir,' I said.

He accepted this because experience was an answer a captain could use, and we went back to the work.

The truth was I could not fully account for it. Two years of Falcon's intelligence had done something to the way I saw terrain — not given me facts I could cite but shaped the instinct, the way any sustained practice shaped instinct, until reading an approach felt less like calculation and more like recognition. I looked at ground and I knew things about it that the ground had not told me, and I had long since stopped trying to explain where the knowing came from. It was there. I used it. That was sufficient.

One afternoon, working with Marsh on the approach to a ruined farmhouse that Alderton wanted scouted, I stopped him at a hedgerow and said: 'What do you see?'

He looked at it. 'A hedgerow, Sergeant.'

'What else?'

He looked harder. A hundred yards of open ground on either side, the farmhouse visible beyond. 'Not much.'

'The gap at the left end. Livestock used it. The earth's softer on the approaches. You'd slow down there whether you meant to or not.'

He looked at the gap. 'I wouldn't have seen that.'

'You will,' I said. 'After a while you stop seeing the field and start seeing what the field's made of. The drainage. The old paths. The places where animals and men have always moved and left a trace. That's what I'm trying to give you. Not the facts — a way of looking.'

He nodded, which was the right response. The understanding would arrive when it arrived; the most I could do was direct the attention and wait.

I had not been taught this by anyone who could have explained it in those terms. What I had been given was a voice describing terrain with the precision of a man working from a document rather than walking the ground — naming positions, naming angles, naming what lay behind rises and around corners — and somewhere in the months of listening I had started to see what that precision pointed toward, and I had made it mine.

I taught the new men what I could teach. Not the instinct — that was not teachable, or not in the time we had — but the habits that kept men alive: how to move, how to stop, how to listen to a sector the way you listened to a room where someone might be waiting. Stillness. Patience. The particular quality of attention that France had taken two years to teach me and that I had approximately six weeks to pass on to ten men who were still young enough to find stillness difficult.

Private Webb — not the Webb who had died at the junction; another Webb, nineteen, from Coventry — had the instinct for it. The others were learning. I was not displeased with the rate.

—

The set at the relay position was older than the one I had used through the winter — D Mk II handset, magneto crank that required more force than it should — and a static that was flat and cold and entirely without the quality I had learned to recognise.

I tried it every evening, and every morning before stand-to, with the patience of a man who knew the line worked on its own terms and not his. I cranked it and held the receiver and listened and heard the flat static and set it back on its hook. Seven weeks of this, from the junction at the Bapaume Road to the second week of April, and nothing through the static but the static itself.

The absence was different from the absence before June. Before June the handset had been a piece of equipment on a workbench, the static simply the sound of a disconnected line. Now the absence had weight. It was the silence of a line that had once carried something and did not currently carry it, and the difference between those two kinds of silence was the difference between an empty chair and a room that someone had recently left.

I did not allow myself to read too much into the silence. A field telephone that worked when it chose to work and did not work when it did not was not a mystery in France in 1918. You accepted the unreliability and planned around it and did not let the planning around it become a habit of mind that interfered with the work.

But I noted the absence, each morning and each evening, the way I noted things that needed to be returned to when the time came.

Before the line went quiet in March — at the junction, in the last clear contact before the static went flat — Falcon had said: There's something coming in April. I don't have the details yet. Stay alert. Stay close to your section.

Not the twenty-first of this, not the specific date I had been given in December with the precision of a man reading from a document already written. Just: April. Something in April. The particular care in his voice that meant the information was real and the shape of it was still assembling.

I noted the date. I waited.

—

I had been developing my theory about Falcon since Messines.

Not developing it in the sense of building it toward a conclusion — more in the sense of assembling its parts and then leaving them on the workbench without pressing them together, the way you assembled a thing you were not yet ready to finish. The parts were: what he knew, how he knew it, the precision of what he knew, the way he spoke of events that had not yet occurred as though they were already in some record that he was reading from rather than predicting.

The twenty-first of March. Not March. Not the spring. The twenty-first.

The wire on the eastern approach at Messines. The machine gun on the reverse slope. The pillbox, the farm building, the trench mortar battery.

The junction held, he had told me it would, and it had.

He had access to intelligence so far above anything available to a man in my position that it did not look like intelligence any more. It looked like something else. I had a word for what it looked like, a concept that English had available if you wanted to use it, and I had chosen not to use it because a man in a trench in France in 1918 who started using words like that about a voice on a field telephone was a man with a problem that would not end well for him.

I put the thought away and went back to the work.

—

I wrote to Emma on the twelfth.

Not the first letter of the month — there had been a shorter one, a week before, the routine kind, well and thinking of you and the section is coming along. This one was different. Not because I had decided it would be different, but because something in the sitting down to write it produced a different letter than I had intended.

I told her about the new men. About Webb from Coventry who had the instinct for stillness, who reminded me of nobody I could name but who I thought would be all right. I told her that the section was shaping up better than I had expected in the time available, which was the professional assessment and also the honest one. I told her that the ground here was different from Flanders — drier, older-feeling, the fields behind the line still recognisable as fields in a way that the salient had stopped being two years ago.

I told her about the stripe. She had not known about the sergeant's stripe, which was my fault — I had not mentioned it in March, because March had been the kind of month that left no room for mentioning things that were not operationally urgent. I told her now. Sergeant Underhill. I'm not sure it suits me but I'm getting used to it.

Then I told her I had been thinking about Cannon Hill Park. About the bench at the top of the hill and the way the city looked from it. I told her I intended to go back there when I came home and that she should plan her diary accordingly, which was the closest I came in letters to saying what I meant, and which she would understand because she had always understood what I meant when I didn't say it directly, which was most of the time.

I sent the letter. Some letters I wrote and did not send, because by the time they were written the moment had passed or the contents were not for a censor's eyes. This one I sent.

—

April wore on.

The sector was not quiet — no sector in France in 1918 was quiet — but it was stable in a way that March had not been, the line holding where it had settled after the offensive ground to a halt, the German advance exhausted, the front finding the particular grim equilibrium that passed for normal in the year's third spring. The work was patrol work and watch work and the grinding daily maintenance of a position, and I did it and trained the section and managed the relay position and watched the ground the way I had always watched it, with the attention that France had taught me and that I expected would never entirely leave me.

I tried the handset each morning and each evening.

On the seventeenth the static shifted. Not the warmth — not the particular quality I had learned to know — but a different quality, a closer feeling, the line behaving as if something was almost there and then was not. I held the receiver for two minutes and then set it back. Not yet.

On the twentieth I received a draft order attaching the section to a different command, further south, near a village called Villers-Bretonneux that I had not previously had cause to know.

I looked at the order and at the map and at the order again.

April, Falcon had said. Something in April. The details assembling.

I folded the order and put it in my breast pocket beside Emma's last letter and went to tell the section to pack their kit.

Webb asked where we were going.

'South,' I said. 'New ground. We'll learn it when we get there.'

He nodded, the particular nod of a young soldier who had learned to receive information without pushing it for more than it offered, which was a thing I had been trying to teach him for three weeks and which, I noted with satisfaction, he had learned.

We moved out the following morning.
Villers
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—

We came south on the twenty-first, by lorry and then on foot through a country that was still recognisably a country. The fields either side of the road were fields. The trees looked like trees. Villages we passed through had walls standing and roofs intact and people in them — French civilians who had not been evacuated, who watched us move through with the patience of people who had learned that armies were weather: you did not engage with them directly, you waited for them to pass.

Villers-Bretonneux was five kilometres from the rail junction. We came in on the Amiens road in the early afternoon, and I noticed first the church tower, which was intact, and second the smell — drier than Flanders, chalk in the soil rather than clay, older-feeling somehow, as though the land here still remembered what it had been before it became a battlefield. Webb said the countryside looked normal. We used normal in France for things that reminded you what the world had been before France.

'It won't look normal long,' Hartley said, from behind.

I told Hartley to keep his opinions to himself. He did. We marched through the village and I noted the church, the school building on the south side of the main street, a bakery on the corner that smelled of bread in the cold afternoon air. We were directed to farm buildings two hundred metres north of the main road, and I put the section down in the billets and went to find the relay position.

The set there had a D Mk III handset. I cranked the generator and held the receiver and heard flat static and put it back on its hook. The beginning of a new habit, or the continuation of an old one.

—

Three weeks is sufficient time to read everything that exists on a given action if you are systematic and not squeamish about sources.

I had read the operational orders, the 13th and 15th Brigade war diaries, the three Australian regimental histories that treated the counter-attack from the south and the two British accounts that covered the northern approach. The German operational records — less detailed than the British and written in the particular register of reports composed by men accounting for a loss — and the post-war surveys, and the battlefield archaeology report from 2003, which contained a ground-penetrating radar map of the northeastern approaches that confirmed two things I had already deduced from the documents and one thing I had not. The French communal damage assessment from June 1918, which listed the buildings by street and described their state in the administrative language of a country that had learned to itemise destruction the way other countries itemised harvests.

The village was taken on the twenty-fourth with tank support. A7V tanks — iron boxes moving at the pace of a running man, burning fuel, making noise, terrifying in the dark and vulnerable to a flanking shot. Three British tanks met them east of the village. The first tank-to-tank engagement in the history of warfare: a designation that mattered considerably in the subsequent century and not at all to the men on the ground that afternoon, to whom what mattered was whether the line held.

The line did not hold. The village fell. The counter-attack came that night: Brigadier Elliott's converging assault, north and south simultaneously, closing the Germans inside the village like a hand closing. A well-designed operation by 1918 standards, which were not the standards of later wars and were not nothing.

I had read all of this three times. I had been building toward one question for three weeks and had been careful not to arrive at it too quickly, because arriving at it meant answering it, and I was not ready. I was nearly ready. I opened the file of German operational orders and began.

—

I learned the ground as I had learned to learn ground since Messines: on foot, in the evenings, without a destination beyond looking. East from the billets to the ridge road. South along the ridge road to the low fields near the river, where French farmers were working around us with the methodical attention of people for whom the war was a persistent inconvenience rather than the whole of existence. Back through the fields with the light going.

The ground here was different from Flanders. No craters in the western fields. Hedgerows intact. Roads in decent repair. Standing in a hedgerow at dusk and listening to the sector, you heard the particular quiet of a front that had been stable for three weeks — no established routine of harassing fire at fixed hours, no permanent traffic of supply wagons. New ground. I walked it the way Falcon had taught me to walk new ground, which was not what Falcon had explicitly taught me but what his years of intelligence had shaped into instinct: noting angles, dead ground, the places where a section would funnel or spread depending on how you positioned them before the move.

Two years of France had given me a set of eyes I had not had before. I looked at a hedgerow and saw the approach angles it controlled. I looked at a road junction and understood which corner to designate as the holding point before I could say why. Captain Alderton had noticed this three weeks ago and called it experience, which was true in the way that any word is true when it is the only word available.

The farmhouse on the eastern slope I reached on my second evening, following the ridge road until the land fell away and then rose again. Old stone, heavy, with small windows set high in the walls. I walked it at a distance of fifty yards, looking the way I looked at things that might need to be understood more fully later.

The south face had the door and two windows, recently reinforced — timber frames visible, sandbags stacked inside the openings. The west face: no windows, a blank wall. The north face: one small opening near the roofline, too narrow to matter. I came around to the east side last.

The east wall had nothing. A blank face of grey stone looking out over open fields, two hundred metres of exposed ground before the next ridgeline. No windows. No prepared position. An angle that gave a section approaching from the east nothing to shelter against, and nothing defending against them either.

I filed this without recording it anywhere, under the category of things whose use was not yet clear, and walked back to try the handset.

Flat static. I put the receiver back and went about the work.

—

The German operational orders had been captured from a staff officer in the consolidation phase on the morning of the twenty-fifth. They described positions as they stood the night before — the night the assault went in.

I worked through them methodically. Unit dispositions. Machine-gun placements. The forward positions on the northern perimeter. I found the first notation after four minutes: a machine-gun emplacement in the gully at the western end of the northern approach. Positioned to cover the covered route — the approach that cut west of the ridge road, used the dead ground, came in behind the farm buildings on the left flank. The approach that any competent sergeant with three years of France would look at the terrain and choose.

I read the notation twice. Then I found the second: a rifleman's post between the farm buildings on the left, positioned to take the same approach in enfilade as a section came through.

I set the orders down.

The covered route reached the farmhouse. It reached it through both those positions. I had known this was what I was looking for, in the way you know what a letter is going to say before you read it, when the envelope has the right shape.

I turned to the terrain map and traced the second route. East of the ridge road. No dead ground, no cover — two hundred metres of open field in darkness, nothing between the approach and the farmhouse wall. The east wall. The blank face of stone with no windows, no prepared firing position, no angle of fire covering an approach from the open ground.

The Germans had not defended the east face because no rational assessment of the ground pointed that way. You did not approach across open ground in darkness unless you already knew that the covered route was the worse option — and a sergeant in a night assault in April 1918 had no means of knowing that from any source available to a sergeant in a night assault in April 1918.

I had been looking at this for three weeks and looking around it, and now I had looked at it directly, and it was what the record had always been going to show me.

Two routes. Both reached the farmhouse. The covered route reached it at cost, through two defensive positions, eventually. The open route reached it clean, from a blind angle, the platoon largely intact. The man leading the section across the open ground did not survive the consolidation. The citation had said this in April. I had read it in April. I was reading it again now in May with the German orders on the workbench and the terrain map in front of me, and it said the same thing it had always said, and the fact of understanding why did not make it mean anything different.

I sat back in the chair and looked at the wall of the flat and stayed with that for a while. Then I went back to the maps, because there was more to know and knowing it fully was the only preparation available.

—

We heard the tanks on the morning of the twenty-fourth.

Webb and I were on the ridge road when the sound came from the east — a grinding, mechanical labour that did not sound like anything I had heard before, something very large working very hard. Then a different sound: the British tanks meeting them, which was not a sound that required experience to understand. Then a silence that was not quiet.

By early afternoon the village was taken. From the ridge position we watched German troops moving along the main road below, smoke rising from the south end of the main street. The school building. The church tower, which held. The bakery on the corner was gone — the building still standing, but the smell of it, which had been the only ordinary smell in this sector for three days, had gone with the morning, and I had not understood how much I had been relying on it until it was not there.

Webb said nothing. He had learned when silence was the appropriate contribution.

I went to the relay position and tried the handset. Flat static. I held the receiver until it had told me everything it was going to tell me, wrote Attempted contact, no result in the section log in the same hand I had been writing it in for three weeks, and went to find Alderton.

—

Two routes. I had been sitting with them for three weeks.

The line would open when it opened. There was nothing I could send yet that was ready — the conversation that was coming required a kind of steadiness I was still assembling, a steadiness that was not the absence of feeling but the capacity to hold the feeling and the necessary thing together without one undoing the other. I had been working on this and was nearly there.

What you do today matters. I had been rehearsing the sentence. It was the truest thing I could offer — not comfort, not confirmation, only the truth of what the record showed stripped to its core. Whether truth was sufficient I did not know. It was what I had, and it was not nothing, and I had decided that not nothing was what I was going to bring to this.

I waited at the workbench in the Birmingham evening, the handset in front of me and the maps to the right and the German orders on the left, and tried to hold clearly in mind the shape of what I was going to have to say and what I was going to have to let silence say in my place. Somewhere below whatever year this was, in the chalk fields of northern France, a sergeant was walking the ridge road in the dark, learning the ground with the particular attention two years of the line had built into him — looking at a blank stone wall in the dusk and filing it under later, under things whose use was not yet clear.

I waited for the warmth to come back into the static.

—

The briefing was at nineteen hundred. Alderton outlined Elliott's plan: two brigades, the converging assault, zero hour twenty-two hundred. The 13th Brigade from the north, the 15th from the south. The northern approach required a section to take the fortified farmhouse on the eastern ridge — a reinforced position, previous attempts from the south unsuccessful. Volunteers needed.

I put the section down before Alderton had finished the sentence.

He looked at me. 'You know the ground, Sergeant.'

'Three evenings of it, sir.'

'The farmhouse has proved —'

'We'll manage it, sir.'

He accepted this. He had watched me run the section for three weeks and had seen whatever he had seen in those three weeks that made him take a sergeant's word without pressing it further. We worked through the rest of the briefing and I took my notes and did not look at Alderton's map because I did not need to.

Afterwards Webb fell in beside me in the dark.

'Northern approach,' he said.

'Northern approach.'

He walked in silence for a moment. 'What do you know about it that the captain doesn't?'

Three months in France had taught him to ask the right questions.

'Same as you,' I said. 'I've walked the ground.'

He let it go. He had also learned which answers were the end of something.

I stopped at the relay position and cranked the set one last time. The static shifted — not the warmth, not the quality I had been waiting for, but a different texture from the cold flatness of the past three weeks: something almost present, something not quite arrived. I held the receiver for two minutes and heard nothing through it and set it back on its hook.

Then I went to brief the section on what the night would ask of them.
The Hours Before
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—

After the briefing I went through the section one more time. Not because anything had been missed — I had been thorough, and they had been attentive, and there was nothing I could add at this stage that would be more useful than letting them settle — but because moving through them gave me something to do with the hour before the relay position, and because it was the right thing to do as a sergeant, and because I had learned over three years that the last check was not for the kit but for the men, which were different things.

Webb's kit was squared away. Hartley had found a method of securing his entrenching tool that I had not approved in March and would not comment on tonight, because it worked and he was comfortable with it. Morris and Clarke were ready. The others, the two Birmingham men whose names I still sometimes confused in the dark after three weeks — Pearce and Simmons, I had them now — were ready. They knew what was being asked. I had been clear, and they had been quiet in the way of men who had learned to save their attention for what it would be needed for.

Webb caught my eye as I moved back past him. He said nothing. I said nothing. We had the understanding that a sergeant and his best man arrived at after enough shared ground, which was not a verbal thing and did not require words to be maintained.

I sat against the billet wall for the twenty minutes that remained and watched the southern sky.

The village was still burning. The initial fires had settled into a low, persistent glow, the kind that suggested stone holding heat after everything else had gone. I watched it without watching it and let my mind go where it went.

Emma. The bench at the top of Cannon Hill Park, Birmingham in the October afternoon below them, her arm in mine and very little said. I had looked at the city and tried to fix it the way you fixed things when you understood you might need them later, in the dark — and what I had fixed was not the city but her arm, the specific weight of her holding it, and the fact of being entirely certain of something without needing to name it. That was what I had brought back from the leave. Not Birmingham. Emma not needing to say the thing.

There was a child coming. June, her last letter had said. She had not written about it directly — that was not how she wrote — but the letter had a quality of forward-looking, of arrangements already in hand, that was clear enough to a man who had learned to read what she meant rather than what she said. I had not written back about it specifically. There were things that could not be sent over five hundred miles of unreliable post and arrive as anything other than broken.

I filed it under later, and went to find the relay position.

—

The connection had found me at half past four in the afternoon.

I had been trying the handset since noon, with the patience I had developed over two years of a line that opened on its own terms and not mine. At half past four the static shifted — the particular warmth, the quality that was unmistakable once you had learned it — and I set the receiver to my ear and sat back in the chair and did not speak.

Tommy had not found his handset yet. I could tell by the quality of the line: open, clear, waiting. The same way I was waiting. I sat with it in the Birmingham flat in the late April afternoon, the maps spread across the workbench, the German operational orders on the right, and I listened to a line that had been carrying something across a century for nearly two years and was carrying it now and would carry it for a few hours more before it went quiet in the way it would eventually go quiet and not reopen.

I had been sitting with the weight of this since May, and I had arrived at a position that was not comfortable but was clear. The route the citation described brought the platoon home. The man who led the section across the open ground did not survive the consolidation. Both true. Not resolvable. The three weeks since I had found the German positions map had been the work of holding both things without letting one erase the other.

What I was going to give him was the answer to the question he was going to ask. Did they matter. Yes. One word, and nothing after it, because the rest of the arithmetic was mine to carry, not his. He had never required more than the truth of a thing when the truth of it was clear. Two years on the line had established that he could read my silences as well as my words — better, sometimes. I was going to answer what was asked and let the silences carry the rest, the way they always had.

I held the receiver and waited for his voice.

—

The relay position was twenty metres behind the forming-up point, in a stretch of farm buildings converted into a signals post. The handset was on the wall — the same D Mk III I had been trying since the twenty-first. I took the receiver off its hook.

The warmth was there before I had fully raised it to my ear — the particular quality of the static I had not heard since March, unmistakable, distinct from everything else the line produced. A lamp someone had left burning in the corner lit the stone walls amber. I stood still for a moment with the receiver to my ear and listened.

'Falcon.'

A silence. Then: I'm here.

I had, over two years, accumulated a considerable number of things to say to that voice. I did not say any of them.

'I know you've been quiet,' I said. 'I wondered if you were gone.'

I've been here since this afternoon. I found the line and waited.

The southern sky through the gap in the sandbagged door held its low glow. We were quiet for a moment — the particular quiet of two men on a line that neither of them had ever been able to explain, who had long since stopped trying.

'Before this starts,' I said. 'The things you've guided me toward. Messines. The junction in March. All of it.' I used the same number of words the thing required, which was my habit. 'Did they matter?'

A silence. Not the go on silence, not the I'm noting this silence. Something with more weight in it. Long enough that I could feel its shape.

Then: Yes.

I did not push it further. The way he said it — nothing after, no elaboration — was the voice of a man who knew more than he was saying and had decided that yes was the right amount. I had learned to recognise that voice. I had been listening to it for two years.

'All right,' I said.

The lamp hissed. Outside, the glow to the south. I stood with the receiver and thought about what I wanted to say before the work began.

'There's something I should tell you. Before we get to the ground.'

Go on.

'I want to be honest, I know you're not what you say you are.' I said it plainly, the way I said things I had decided to say. 'Not British intelligence — not any intelligence I know of. Nobody on our side has sources that produce what you produce. I've had suspicions since Messines and I've been keeping it to myself.' A pause. 'I'm not asking you to explain it. I've decided I don't need to know what you are.' Another pause — shorter. 'But you need to know this. I trust you. Whatever else is true. I trust you.'

The silence that came back was unlike anything I had heard from him in two years on the line. Not information in it. Not assessment. Something I had no name for — a quality of something being held, something being managed, something that had weight of a kind I could not account for and did not try to. It lasted longer than I expected him to let it last.

When he spoke his voice was steady.

I know.

Two words. The way he said them.

'Now,' I said. 'The ground.'

Yes. Tell me what you see.

'I've been looking at the northern approach. Three evenings. I've worked out a route.'

Tell me.

So I told him.

I described the ridge road and the dead ground west of it, the way the approach cut behind the farm buildings on the left flank, the angles that kept a section out of the open for most of the distance. The broken wall sixty yards back from the farmhouse — good cover, a clear line of advance from there. The ground between the wall and the farmhouse, the way it fell slightly and rose again, the positions I had noted on my second evening. The door, the south face, the approach to it from the left where the shadow was deepest. I described it as I would describe a route to any man who knew ground: precisely, without embellishment, with the confidence of someone who had walked it and thought it through and was satisfied with it.

It was a good route. I had three days in it and I trusted it. The kind of approach a sergeant with careful eyes arrived at from what was visible, from what the ground offered, without anything that needed explaining.

Falcon listened.

Over two years on the line I had learned to distinguish the different qualities of his listening. There were silences that meant go on — a tracking attention that carried what had been said and asked for more. There were silences that meant yes, that is correct, a quiet confirmation that carried weight without words. There were silences that meant he was filing something, cross-referencing it against whatever sources he had that I had never been able to account for.

And there were silences that meant something else. Something I had felt occasionally — at the junction in March, in the particular pause before an intelligence piece that was going to cost something to act on, in the specific quality of what preceded a correction. A silence that had weight in it that was not the weight of information. I had never examined it too closely, because examining it required arriving somewhere I had not been ready to arrive.

I reached the end of the route description and stopped.

Falcon said nothing.

I listened to the silence the way I had listened to France for three years: with the attention of a man who had learned that silence was not the absence of something but the presence of something that was not being said. This silence had a quality to it I had not heard before. Not the go on silence. Not the confirmation silence. Something that had weight in it that was not the weight of information, that was not the weight of three weeks of unexplained quiet, that was not anything I had a word for and did not need a word for.

I knew what it meant. I had known what it meant before I described the route. Describing the route had been the test I was giving myself, and this was the result.

'That's not the route, is it.'

Not a question.

The silence that followed was the longest silence between us since the first night, when a German raid had come down the trench and I had held a receiver in the dark under a table and a voice I had never heard before had stayed on the line and neither of us had known yet what any of it was. That silence had been the beginning of something. This one was something else.

I held the receiver and waited to find out what came after it.
The Questions
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—

The silence after I said it was the same silence — the one I had named and that he had not answered, the one that had its own shape and weight. I held the receiver and listened to it with the patience that two years of France had made second nature.

Then Falcon asked a question.

Not an answer. Not a confirmation or a denial. A question, the way he always asked questions at the start of an operational exchange — what can you see from the ridge road toward the farmhouse, how does the slope sit — as though what I had said had not happened, or had been filed, or was being set to one side while the work was done.

I told him. The ridge road falling away to the east, the open ground beyond it, the slope running flat before it rose to the farmhouse. I described it as I had walked it.

And the western farm buildings — the ones to the left of the approach you described. When did you last observe them?

Yesterday evening. They had looked the same as the evening before.

Had they.

Not a question. He did that sometimes — said things in a register that was not quite asking and not quite telling, leaving space for a conclusion to arrive without being named.

I had learned, over two years, to use that space.

I thought about the western farm buildings. I had been looking at the farmhouse on the ridge, at the ground between it and the road. I had not looked at the western buildings with particular attention.

'What's in them?' I said.

Since nightfall, reinforced. A secondary position covering the western approach.

I filed this. A secondary position in the western buildings covering the western approach — my approach, the one I had planned, the one that cut west of the ridge road and used the dead ground.

Tell me about the gully.

—

He was building the picture from the questions the way he had always built pictures from questions — not receiving information but working with it, arriving at conclusions before they were named. He had been doing this for two years and he was very good at it now. The best operational mind I had tried to explain anything to, which was not a thought I had expected to have about a twenty-two-year-old sergeant in a farm building in northern France an hour before a night assault.

I did not confirm his route. I did not deny it. I asked about the gully and about the ridge road and about the approach angles and about what he had observed on his second evening. I asked because asking was how the line worked. Because answering directly would have been a different thing. Because he was close enough to the conclusion that the questions were almost unnecessary — they were the form the conversation required rather than the mechanism by which the knowledge would arrive.

The machine-gun emplacement in the gully covered the western approach. Two positions, both on that route, both precisely placed to stop a section coming in from the left. I had been sitting with the German operational orders for three weeks. I had the positions in my mind the way I had the terrain map — as a document read until it becomes its own kind of geography.

I told him about the machine gun: its position, its arc, what lay inside and outside its coverage.

The eastern side of the ridge road was outside its coverage. The open ground.

A pause on his end. The quality of a man assembling a thing.

I sat in the Birmingham flat with the receiver to my ear and the maps on the workbench and waited for him to arrive at what the two routes added up to.

—

Outside the arc of the machine gun in the gully: the eastern side of the ridge road. The open ground.

I understood it before I said it. The questions had been building a frame around my approach — not toward it, but around it, illuminating its edges, showing me what was on either side. The machine gun in the gully. The secondary position in the western buildings. Both covering the route I had planned.

And the eastern approach — across the open ground — outside the arc of both.

I had noted the east wall on my second evening without knowing what I was noting. A blank face of grey stone, no windows, no prepared position. You did not fortify a wall that no one would approach, because no one approached across open ground in darkness.

Unless they knew.

'The eastern approach,' I said. 'Across the open ground. To the east wall.'

Falcon said nothing.

His not saying anything was the confirmation. I had learned that a long time ago.

'That route goes across the open ground,' I said.

Yes.

'The other route is covered.'

Yes.

I worked through it the way I worked through any position — methodically, not hurrying, letting the logic complete itself. 'The open ground is the only way to take the building cleanly. To take it in a way that means my men get through.'

Falcon said nothing.

I stood in the signals post with the receiver against my ear and the lamp burning behind me and the low glow to the south, and I said what the logic required, in the same register I used for anything I had thought through and decided on.

'I know I don't come home.'

—

The silence was the longest I had held on the line in two years. The longest since the first night. It was made of different material from operational silences — not the pause before a correction, not the pause before a confirmation, not the managed quiet of a man choosing what to share. It was the silence of holding something that had no smaller form and no lighter weight.

I had known, since May, what the route cost. I had known it in the abstract first, as a set of facts in the correct sequence — the citation, the positions, the geometry of the two approaches. Then I had known it more fully, as an outcome that had a person in it: a man I had spoken to for two years, whose voice I knew in all its registers, who had just stated his own death plainly and without theatre in the same tone he used for grid references and approach angles.

I had the sentence. I had been holding it since the terrain map, rehearsing it, arriving at the understanding that it was not comfort and not confirmation and was the only honest thing available.

Not: I'm sorry. Not: You're right. Not: I know. Any of those would have confirmed what he had not asked me to confirm. He had not asked. He had stated. He did not need my agreement.

What he might be able to use — what the sentence I had been holding was for — was something else. The weight of what the route accomplished. What it meant that the route was the route it was.

I said it.

'What you do today matters.'

—

What you do today matters.

The way he said it. Not searched for in the moment, not improvised. The steadiness of a sentence that had been prepared — held for some time before it was spoken. I had heard Falcon say things he was working out as he went and things he had already decided, and I knew the difference between them.

He had been holding that sentence.

'How much?' I said.

More than I can tell you.

A man who was not saying less than he meant, but was saying less than he knew. I had learned to read that quality in him over two years and I read it now.

I stood in the signals post and looked at the lamp and thought, briefly, about Emma. About the bench at the top of Cannon Hill Park and the October afternoon and the way Birmingham looked from the hill. About the child coming in June — a boy, I had decided, though Emma had not been consulted. About seven days in October and the particular way she held my arm and said very little, which was the right amount.

I put it away. Not roughly — carefully, the way you put something away that you intended to keep.

'Then tell me the landmarks,' I said. 'Tell me what to look for. Tell me what I need to know to get my section through.'

—

So I told him.

East of the ridge road, thirty paces from the junction — a gap in the hedge where the farmers had made a passage. From there the ground fell slightly before levelling. He would feel the change in the slope underfoot rather than see it. When it flattened he should bear left toward the south, keeping the dark mass of the farmhouse against the lighter sky. Not straight on. The south-east corner of the east wall, where the angle kept him clear of the field of view from the western position. The ground was chalk subsoil, hardened, quieter underfoot than the ploughed fields to the left. Sixty yards of it before the wall.

He asked questions. I answered them. About distances, about the condition of the ground, about the door and what the previous attempts from the south had done and where those attempts had stopped. He asked and I answered and the route assembled itself in both our minds simultaneously — his from the questions, mine from the documents I had spent three weeks with, both of us arriving at the same ground from opposite ends of a century.

I had a sense, sitting in the flat with the receiver to my ear, that we were not planning anything. The route was already there. The citation described it. The German operational orders described the positions around it. The terrain map described the ground. What we were doing was not invention. We were finding what was already in the record, together, in the last hour it could be found.

He said: 'I have it.'

I said: Then go.

A pause. Not long.

'You stayed on the line,' he said. 'The first night. The German raid. You stayed on the line.'

Yes.

The silence that followed was not like the other silences on the line. Not information, not weight, not the space before a decision. Something quieter. The particular quality of a thing completed.

Then the line closed.

I set the receiver back on its hook. Outside, the southern sky. The glow that had been the village of Villers-Bretonneux burning through the afternoon and evening was lower now, the fires settling. In an hour it would be zero.

I went to find my section.
The Assault

France — 24–25 April 1918

—

Zero hour was twenty-two hundred.

I had the section in the forming-up position at twenty-one forty — ten men, kit checked, rifles loaded, faces dark with whatever they'd had available to darken them. I went down the line one more time in the last minutes. Checked that Webb had extra ammunition. Checked that Hartley had the grenades. Checked Clarke's bootlace, which I had seen him tie badly three hours ago and had not mentioned because it was not the moment, and which was still bad and which I retied for him in the dark without comment.

'Right,' I said. Not loudly. There was no need to be loud.

We moved out at twenty-two hundred.

—

The gap in the hedge was thirty paces east of the junction, exactly as described. I found it by feel as much as by sight — a break in the mass of the hedgerow, the air moving differently through it. I went through first, the section following in single file, and on the other side the ground opened up and the sky was larger and there was no cover between us and the farmhouse two hundred yards ahead.

The village was burning to the south. Low now — not the height of the afternoon — but persistent, and the glow of it spread against the underside of the cloud and gave the open ground a quality of half-light that was worse, in some ways, than full darkness. In full darkness you could believe you were invisible. In half-light you knew you probably weren't.

The ground fell slightly, just as Falcon had said it would. I felt it through my boots before I saw it — the slope dropping, then flattening, the chalk subsoil firm and quiet underfoot. When it levelled I bore left, keeping the dark mass of the farmhouse against the lighter sky to the south. Not straight on. The south-east corner of the east wall, coming at it from the angle that kept us out of the field of view from the positions to the west.

No fire from the farmhouse. The east wall, blank and dark, exactly as I had noted on my second evening.

I kept us moving.

—

The German forward position was a hastily dug scrape in the ground forty yards north of the farmhouse, two men in it with rifles, their attention on the south where the sound of the 15th Brigade's assault had been building for twenty minutes. We came up from the north-east and had them before they had turned around.

It was brief and close and I will not describe it in more detail than that. Both men were dealt with. My section was intact.

I gave them thirty seconds to settle. Then: 'On.'

We were seventy yards from the farmhouse.

—

The burst came from the left, from a rifle position I had not known was there and had not been told about — a two-man scrape in the field to the west, thirty yards off our line of advance, which had either been established after the operational orders were captured or had been missed in the intelligence entirely. It opened up as the section crossed the last stretch of open ground between the forward position and the farmhouse wall.

Two men went down.

I heard it before I understood it — the flat crack of rounds going out, then the different sound of rounds arriving, then two bodies hitting the ground in the way bodies hit the ground when they are not choosing to. Clarke and Pearce, both of them down and not moving, ten yards apart, thirty yards back from where the rest of us had reached the cover of a low stone wall.

'Down,' I said. Unnecessary — the section was already flat. 'Position, left flank, two o'clock from that wall.'

A muzzle flash in the dark. Another. The scrape was roughly there, in the field to the west, behind what looked like a low bank of earth. Rifles, not a machine gun — aimed fire, tracking us, two men who had waited and now knew we were there.

I looked at Clarke. He was not moving. I looked at Pearce. He had got himself onto his side and was not making much sound, which was either good or very bad.

'Webb.'

'Sergeant.'

'Covering fire on those flashes. Keep their heads down.'

'I'm coming with you.' He was already rising.

'You're covering.' I said it flat and certain, the way I said things that were not to be argued with. 'Every flash you see — put a round on it. Don't let them get their heads up.'

He looked at me for a moment in the dark, nineteen years old, the instinct for it all over him. Then he went down behind the wall with his rifle.

I went back.

—

The ground between the wall and where Clarke lay was open and the men in the scrape had their eyes on it. I heard the first round go past me before I had covered ten yards — a sharp snap close to my left ear, the sound of a supersonic round passing near enough that I felt the disturbed air of it. The second kicked up earth two feet to my right. I dropped flat, crawled three yards, rose and ran the last stretch to Clarke.

Behind me I heard Webb's rifle. Once, and again, fast, aimed at the flashes. A pause from the scrape. Then a third flash and Webb's rifle again, and the pause stretched.

Clarke was dead. I knew it when I reached him and knew it before I reached him from the way he had fallen, but you checked because you always checked and because you owed a man that much. I put my hand on him and the hand came back wet and I left him there and went for Pearce.

Pearce was further out. He was conscious and had been trying to move, dragging himself toward the wall with one arm, the other lying at an angle that told me the shoulder was gone. I got my hands under him and pulled and he made a sound that I will not describe, the sound a man makes when the damaged part of him is moved without care, and I moved him without care because there was no other way to do it and because alive and in pain was better than the alternative.

A round struck the ground six inches from my right boot. Then Webb's rifle twice, fast, and I heard something from the scrape — not a voice exactly, a sound — and the fire from that direction stopped for long enough.

I got Pearce behind the wall.

He was bleeding from the shoulder and from somewhere in the chest — entry wound above the left collarbone, the exit I did not find. Breathing in shallow pulls. I put pressure on the shoulder with his own hand and told him to keep it there.

'The other man?' he said.

'No,' I said.

He closed his eyes and did not say anything else.

—

Simmons was in the open, twenty yards further back than Pearce, and he had not moved at all.

Webb: 'Sergeant —'

'I see him.'

'I'm —'

'Stay on that position.' I looked at Webb in the dark and said it with enough weight that it settled. 'If you leave that wall they will put rounds through both of us and none of us get through this. You understand me?'

A pause. He understood.

'Good,' I said. 'Every flash. Don't stop.'

I went back out.

The fire from the scrape had settled into a rhythm — a burst when they saw movement, a pause when Webb put a round close, a burst again. I moved low and as fast as I could move low, using the irregularities in the ground, the shallow dips that were not deep enough to be called cover but were better than nothing. A round cracked past, high. Another low, close, and I felt the impact of it through the chalk subsoil — a thud I felt in my palms.

I reached Simmons.

He was alive — unconscious, a wound in the thigh, the leg bent wrong. Alive and a dead weight, which is the worst possible weight to move across open ground under fire. I got my arms under his and started pulling and the pull became a drag and the drag became a crawl and the crawl became the longest twenty yards I had covered since Messines.

I was almost to the wall when the fragment caught me.

I did not hear it — a grenade or a shell splinter, something small and fast, catching the forearm just below the elbow on the left side. What I felt was a jolt, and then nothing, and I kept going because there was nothing else to do, and I got Simmons over the low wall and went down behind it and sat for a moment with my back against the stone.

My left forearm was warm and my left hand was wet and when I looked at it there was blood, mine, running down into my palm. The wound was a long cut through the jacket and the skin beneath — ragged-edged, the kind of thing that would sting for a week and scar for a lifetime. I pressed it against my jacket and looked at Simmons and looked at Pearce, both of them breathing.

Webb had his rifle up, watching the scrape.

'They've stopped,' he said. He meant the fire from the scrape had paused long enough to matter.

'For now,' I said. I looked at the farmhouse. Thirty yards. The east wall, blank in the half-light, exactly as I had found it on my second evening in this sector. I looked at my section — what was left of it, crouched behind the wall or watching the scrape or watching me. Seven men still standing.

'Right,' I said. 'Webb. Hartley. With me.'

—

The rest of the section I left at the wall with Pearce and Simmons and orders to hold the position and to shoot anything that moved from the direction of the scrape. Webb and Hartley followed me across the last thirty yards in silence, crouched low, and we reached the east wall without fire and put our backs to the stone.

The farmhouse was solid. Old chalk-stone, thick walls, small windows high up. The door faced south. Two windows on the south face, sandbagged on the inside — I had seen the timber frames on my walks. The building had beaten back two previous attempts from that direction. We were not coming from that direction.

I looked at Hartley and then at Webb. Both ready. Webb had the particular stillness he always had in the moment before a thing — I had been watching for it since March, that quality, the steadiness of a man who knew how to wait. He had it now.

I held up two fingers. Hartley nodded. Two grenades through the nearest window — the one on the left of the north face, the small one near the roofline that I had noted three days ago, the only opening on this face. Then we would go around to the door.

Hartley put both grenades through the window in six seconds. Two flat cracks from inside, one after the other, and a long silence.

We came around to the south face.

—

The door was heavy timber, iron-banded, opening inward. Webb reached it first.

He was nineteen years old and he had been covering fire from behind a wall while his sergeant crossed open ground twice to bring men back, and now his sergeant was standing beside him outside a farmhouse door and Webb had got there first. His hand found the handle and the door swung inward.

I moved without deciding to.

My shoulder hit him mid-chest as the gap opened and drove him sideways into the wall. He hit it hard. The door was still moving. I was in the gap where he had been.

The shot came through before the door was fully open — the crack of it enormous in the confined space, a German soldier prone behind an overturned table at the far end of the room, the muzzle flash lit the space for an instant and in that instant I saw him, saw the table, saw the dark smear on the floor where one of the grenades had done its work. The round hit me high on the right side of the chest. I felt the impact as a blow — a hard shove, a thing that knocked me back half a step — and then my body continued doing what it had been doing, which was entering the room, because the body's momentum is its own decision and it does not stop to ask.

Three steps across the room to the table. I had the rifle by the barrel and the man behind it by the collar and I brought the two together and that was that. Webb and Hartley were through the door behind me, clearing the corners, moving to the door that led further into the building. Shouting now, in English and in what I thought might be Australian, the main force coming through. Boots on stone. The particular noise of a building being taken room by room.

I sat down against the wall.

—

It was not a decision. My legs made it without consulting me, the way legs did when the body had done what it had agreed to do and was now waiting to be told what came next. I went down with my back against the wall beside the overturned table and I sat there in the dark and the noise and I looked at the door and the men coming through it.

Webb was beside me. At some point he had come back from the far end of the room and was beside me now, crouched down, saying my name in the particular way you said a man's name when you needed him to look at you.

I looked at him.

'I'm all right,' I said.

He did not look as though he believed me. He had blood on his hands — mine, from somewhere — and his face in the half-light had the expression of a man who was nineteen years old and had not yet learned to keep certain things off his face.

'The position's taken,' I said. 'Report to the officer. Tell him the east wall approach is clear.'

'Sergeant —'

'That's an order, Webb.'

He went. I watched him go through the door and into the noise and the movement outside.

My lungs were doing something I did not want to examine closely. I breathed in shallow pulls and thought about what I knew about the ground to the east.

I had walked it three evenings. The gap in the hedge. The slope falling and then flattening. The angle from the south-east corner that kept you clear of the western positions — the same angle that now kept you clear of anyone holding the south face. The men who had just lost this building would know within minutes that their south face was sandbagged and covered and that the last thing the British had done before taking it was come through the east.

They would come from the east.

'Morris.' He was the nearest man still in the room, crouched by the south window. I said it at a volume that cost something. 'The broken window, north face. Two men on it. Low.'

He looked at me — at my chest, at my hands — and then at my face, which I kept level. He moved without asking why, which was the right thing to do.

Webb came back through the door at a run.

'Officer says hold the position, reinforcements coming up from —'

'East approach,' I said. 'Three men at the north-east corner outside. The ground is flat for sixty yards before the hedge. Anyone coming through will be against the sky for a moment. Wait for that moment.'

He looked at me the way Morris had looked at me.

'Now, Webb.'

He went.

The firing started two minutes later — sharp and fast from the east, six or eight rifles, men who were certain the east face was undefended and were moving quickly on that certainty. The four men I had positioned were not enough for a sustained fight but they were enough for the first volley, which was the one that counted. Five shots from the north-east corner in rapid succession and the advance broke apart before it reached the wall. I heard Webb's voice in the dark, steady, directing fire onto the muzzle flashes in the field.

A second attempt, half a minute later. Morris and the man beside him at the broken window cut it apart at thirty yards.

Then quiet.

Six minutes in total, perhaps seven. I spent them with my back against the wall and my eyes open because the position was still being contested and I was still in command of it and that was what command meant — not what you could do with your body but what you could do with what you knew. When the second attempt failed and the firing stopped and Webb came back through the door I knew the position would hold and I let myself be still.

I leaned my head back against the wall and looked at the broken window on the north face.

Through it: the sky. The darkness before dawn, the particular colour of it beginning to change at the eastern edge, grey at the rim of the world. The fires to the south were lower still, burning down to whatever was left. The village. The school building. The bakery on the corner. The church tower, which had held.

The morning was very quiet.

I thought about Emma. The bench at the top of Cannon Hill Park and the way she had held my arm and the very little that had been said, which had been exactly the right amount. I thought about June — about a boy, I had decided, though she had not been told — and about what she would do when the letter came. She would do something with it, because that was who she was. She had always been the one who did something with the things she was given, even the ones that should not have been given to her.

I thought about a voice on a line that should not have been possible, and about the man on the other end of it, and about what it had cost him to say what he had said. What you do today matters. He had been holding that sentence. I had known it when he said it, the way I had learned to know things about him over two years — the steadiness of a thing decided rather than invented.

It had mattered. The men at the wall. Pearce and Simmons breathing. Webb, who I had pulled out of the way of something with a hand I had not told to move.

It had mattered.

The morning was very quiet, and the sky through the broken window was beginning to be something other than dark, and I closed my eyes.
The Silence

Birmingham — 25 April 2026

—

After I set the receiver back on its hook I remained at the workbench for a long time without doing anything in particular.

The maps were still in front of me. The terrain map of the Villers-Bretonneux sector; the German operational orders with my annotations in the margins; the route diagram I had made in the third week of April from the military survey. On the right: a page of notes on the eastern approach — distances, gradient, the angle from the south-east corner that kept a section clear of the western positions. I had been working with this material for three weeks. I had the ground in my mind the way I had the ground of Messines in my mind, the way I had the junction position at Bapaume Road in my mind: as a document read until it became its own kind of geography.

The flat was quiet. Outside, Birmingham in late April — traffic on the road below, distant; someone's music through the wall, too muffled to identify; the ordinary sounds of a city that did not know what night it was.

I knew what night it was.

The last thing he had said before the line closed: You stayed on the line. The first night. A statement, not a question. A man noting something he had been meaning to note for two years and was noting now, at the end, in the few seconds available to him. I had said yes, and then the line had closed, and I had set the receiver on its hook, and what had been a presence for two years was gone.

—

Zero hour was twenty-two hundred hours.

I sat at the workbench and I did not pick up the handset. There was nothing the handset could give me now — nothing I could send through it that would have any use. The route was assembled in his mind and in mine. Then go, I had said. He had gone.

The assault would take the farmhouse somewhere around midnight, the records showed — the precise time not noted, the regimental diary recording only that the position was consolidated by 01:30 on the twenty-fifth. Between now and then: open ground in darkness, a gap in a hedge thirty paces east of a road junction, the slope falling and then flattening, a blank stone wall at the end of it.

I did not attempt to track it in real time. There was no mechanism by which I could, and the attempt would have been a kind of fabrication — filling the silence with a narrative I was constructing rather than one I knew. I sat with what I knew, which was the record, and waited.

—

At half past eleven I picked up the handset.

Not to crank it. I held the receiver to my ear and listened.

There was nothing. Not the warmth — that absence I had expected, had been braced for. But the line itself had gone. The low electrical murmur that a field telephone produced when current ran through it, the baseline hiss of a connected instrument — gone. What I held to my ear was silence. Complete. Not the silence of a line waiting, the way it had waited between contacts in November and December, holding the warmth in reserve. Something else. The silence of an instrument that was no longer carrying anything and had never been going to carry anything again.

I held the receiver for some time. Then I set it back.

I did not sleep. I was aware of this as a fact rather than a difficulty — the body too alert, the mind too occupied, sleep an option belonging to another version of this night. I remained at the workbench and worked through the German operational orders one final time, not looking for anything, moving through the annotated positions from memory: the machine-gun emplacement in the gully, the secondary position in the western farm buildings, the forward scrape on the northern perimeter. The positions placed to cover the approach a competent sergeant would choose by the light of what was visible on the ground. Not the eastern approach. The eastern approach, two hundred metres of open field with nothing defending it, was the position you would not fortify because no rational assessment of the ground pointed that way. No rational assessment available to a sergeant in a night assault in April 1918 — without an intelligence source that operated outside the limits of what sources were supposed to be.

I had been sitting with this arithmetic for three weeks. I sat with it now for the last time, because by morning it would be fixed and there would be no further point.

—

The casualty lists for the Villers-Bretonneux action were among the digitised records. I had accessed them in April, the first time — I had opened the list and found the entry and closed it and not returned to it, because the route had not yet been known and because I had not been ready.

I opened it now, in the morning of the twenty-fifth, before seven o'clock.

Underhill, S. Sergeant. [Regiment, 11th Battalion]. Killed in action 25 April 1918. Villers-Bretonneux sector. VC posthumous, see citation.

Four lines. Rank, unit, date, location, and a notation pointing elsewhere. I read it twice. Then I closed it.

—

The citation I had first read in April. I had memorised most of it since then, in the way you memorise documents you return to often. I opened it now anyway.

Sergeant Stanley Underhill... led his platoon through terrain of considerable difficulty under conditions of complete darkness, routing his force through and around a series of defensive positions with a precise knowledge of the ground that preserved the operational effectiveness of his command...

I had read these words before knowing what they described. Now I read them having heard, less than twelve hours ago, the voice that had said Tell me the landmarks. Tell me what I need to know to get my section through. Having heard, below that, the sentence I had been holding since May and had given when the time came: What you do today matters.

The citation described the outcome of a conversation that had lasted six hours across a century. It described a routing accomplished by a sergeant with a precise knowledge of the ground and attributed that knowledge to the sergeant without accounting for its source — not because the committee knew and chose not to say, but because there was no entry in any record for it. The knowledge was there; its origin was invisible; the record noted the effect and was silent on the cause.

I was the cause. I was in the citation as the un-nameable thing behind a phrase that the committee had read as intuition, experience, the gift of a man who understood terrain. He had understood terrain. He had understood it partly from three years in France and partly from a voice on a field telephone that should not have been able to reach him. The citation honoured him for a knowledge he had been given and that I had given him and that I would never be in a position to explain to anyone, which was not a complaint. It was simply the shape of a thing that had no other shape available.

I set the citation down.

Through the window: Birmingham in the morning. The sky a pale, even grey; traffic on the road below, heavier now; the distant sound of a city resuming its ordinary day. I watched it for a moment from the workbench — the specific unremarkability of a morning that was the same as every morning before it and would be the same as the morning after.

—

I cranked the set at seven, and again at half past ten, and once more just after two in the afternoon, and a final time in the early evening. Each time I held the receiver to my ear and listened to nothing at all — no hiss, no murmur, no warmth; silence as complete as if the instrument had never been connected to anything — and each time I set it back.

In November, when the line had gone quiet after the first contacts, it had still carried a quality — something present in the silence, held in reserve. It had opened again in December. The silence then and the silence now were not the same silence. The difference was the thing I could not have explained to anyone and did not need to explain to myself. I knew the difference the way you learned, eventually, the difference between a person not answering and a person being gone.

I set the receiver back for the last time and sat for a while with my hands on the workbench.

—

In December, on the line, he had said he had got married. Her name is Emma. It had been a single sentence among others, filed in the manner of operational intelligence, a notation without particular weight because I had no reason to weight it. Emma was not an uncommon name. Emma was his wife's name — a soldier's wife in Birmingham in 1917, one of the thousands of women waiting in the city I was living in while their men were in France. I had filed it and moved forward.

I had known, since finding the record in April, that my great-grandmother's full name was Emma Louise. Had always known it technically, in the way you know facts from family documents that were never made personal. Lou was how she had been known: Lou to her sister Ellen, Lou to everyone who came after, Lou in the family stories and in the archive references I had found in the spring — a teacher registered in Aston from 1919, the same school for thirty-one years. Emma was the formal name on the certificate. Emma Louise Underhill, née Willetts. Not Lou in any document she had not filled out herself.

He had said Emma.

I had heard it and filed it and gone on.

I sat at the workbench in the morning of the twenty-fifth and I read the casualty list entry again — Underhill, S., Sergeant — and beside it, from memory, the pension record: Emma Louise Underhill. Next of kin. Teacher. Registered Aston, 1919.

Emma.

She had been there since December — on the line, in his voice, in the specific register in which he had said her name: not a piece of information but a shorthand for everything he had put carefully away and was keeping until after. I had heard it and filed it and not recognised it because my great-grandmother had always been Lou, and Lou and Emma were the same woman, and I had not seen it until now, reading a pension record on the morning of the twenty-fifth with nothing else left to read.

I sat with this for a while.

She was waiting now, in 1918. The telegram not yet delivered — it would come in days, perhaps a week, by the time the notification worked its way through the regimental structure and the relevant offices and the door of whatever room she was in when it arrived. She did not know yet. She was waiting in the way she would have been waiting since the leave ended in November — the particular waiting of a woman who knew what the waiting meant and did it anyway, because that was what was available and she was not a person who refused what was available.

I knew what came after. Thirty-one years in a school in Aston. A son born that summer — Thomas, her own choice of name, who never met his father, who grew up carrying a name and a gap where the person should have been. Thomas, who was my grandfather. She raised him alone and taught other people's children and did not remarry, and the life she built from the rubble of seven days in October 1917 was small and deliberate and lasted until 1987.

I tried to think of something adequate and could not, and eventually stopped trying.

—

The paradox, on the evening of the twenty-fifth, would not stay clean.

The outcome fixed because I had intervened; I had intervened because the outcome was fixed. A loop. No first cause. What had always been going to happen was this. I had held that since April and I held it now, with the handset silent and the maps covered and Thomas not yet born, weeks from it still — and I could not make it sufficient.

If I had not answered the line in June — if I had set the handset back on its hook when the static shifted — what would the record have shown? Would it have shown the same outcome, arrived at by some other route I could not imagine? Or would it have shown something different: the western approach, the machine gun in the gully, a different kind of entry in the casualty list, or many entries? I did not know. The version of April 1918 without my voice on the line was not a version I had access to. It had never existed in any form I could examine. It might have been the same. It might not have been.

And then the question I liked least: had I chosen at all? The record described his actions as though they had always occurred. I had read the record and done what the record required. Had I been an actor in this, or a mechanism — not steering something that could have gone another way but enacting the only path it was ever going to take, because the path required me and I was there to be required?

Was I the keeper of a timeline, or had I created something new? Was the timeline I knew the real one, or a version of events that only existed because I had reached through a field telephone and made it so? What would have happened — what was happening, somewhere in the space of things that did not occur — if I had said nothing?

No answers. I had known there would be no answers since April, and I knew it now more fully, in the way you know things more fully when they have actually happened. The questions would not stop arriving. That was what I had instead of answers: questions that continued, in the quiet of the flat, in the particular silence of an instrument that had carried something for two years and now carried nothing.

—

In the evening I covered the maps.

The German operational orders, the terrain map, the route diagram, the annotated positions — I gathered them into the folder I had been keeping them in and set the folder to the side of the workbench. Not out of reach. Not discarded. Set aside.

The handset remained on the workbench. Ebonite and brass, the earpiece cold against the ear, smelling of machine oil and old rubber. I did not remove it.

I picked up the receiver one final time and held it to my ear.

Nothing. The receiver cold against my ear, the line carrying no sound at all.

I listened to it for a long moment.

Outside the window, the Birmingham evening was the same evening it had always been: the light going slowly in the west, the sky above the rooftops pale at the edges and something else toward the centre, the city settling into its ordinary dark. A Saturday becoming a Sunday. The twenty-fifth of April becoming the twenty-sixth, somewhere in the middle of the night, without ceremony.

He had closed his eyes.

The morning had been very quiet.
Emma

Birmingham — Summer 2026

—

I found her in stages, the way you found anyone in the archive if you looked carefully enough: first as a name, then as a record, then as a voice.

The name I had had for months. Emma. The woman Stanley had married in October 1917 and who had received a letter the following spring that every woman who had ever married a soldier dreaded. I had known she existed. I had known she had lived until 1987, had taught for thirty-one years at a school in Aston, had never remarried. These were the facts the administrative record gave you, which were not nothing and were not enough.

The letters came through an antiquarian dealer in Worcestershire who had acquired a small collection of WWI-era correspondence at a house clearance in Harborne three years ago and had listed them without knowing their significance, which was how most things of significance found their way into circulation. I had the dealer's catalogue entry on the laptop — Collection: personal letters, Underhill family, Birmingham, 1917–1919, approx. 40 items — and I had written to him in May and the box had arrived in June and I had set it on the workbench and looked at it for two days before opening it.

The letters were hers. Both sides of a correspondence — Stanley's to her, and hers to him, the latter never sent because by the time she had written some of them there was no longer anyone to send them to. She had kept his letters and kept her own and they had been in a box together for a hundred years and now they were on my workbench.

Stanley's envelopes were addressed to Emma. The diary was initialled at the front in a careful hand: E.L.U. Emma Louise Underhill. But tucked into the bundle was a letter from her sister Ellen, and Ellen addressed her as Lou — a single syllable, entirely natural, the name of a woman who had always been Lou and expected to remain so.

I set the letter down.

Lou. I had grown up with that name — Gran Lou in Thomas's accounts, Lou in everything passed down through the family, a woman who had lived until 1987 and who I had never met but had always known as Lou. Emma Louise Underhill, known to everyone who knew her as Lou: a childhood name given by Ellen because Emma and Ellen were too close together in the mouth, too easy to blur into each other, and the middle name had solved it when they were small and had never been relinquished.

Stanley had called her Emma.

I sat with this for a moment and understood what I had not understood in December.

On the line, in the relay dugout, he had said: I got married. Her name's Emma. And I had heard it and had filed it as the name of a soldier's wife and had moved on, because my great-grandmother was Lou, and Emma and Lou were different names belonging to different women, and the connection had not formed. It had been sitting in plain sight for seven months — through the junction, through the Spring Offensive, through all the weeks since — and I had not seen it because I had not had the key.

The key was a nickname given by a child who could not say one sister's name without saying the other.

I read them in order.

—

His letters were short. He was not a writer, and he said so in the first one: I'm not much for letters, you know this. I'll do my best. His best was a paragraph, sometimes two — what he could see from where he was, which was never much because you did not describe where you were in letters that went through a censor, what he was eating, how he was sleeping, one or two observations about the men around him delivered with the dry economy he brought to everything. He asked about Ellen. He asked about the school. He said he was well and she should not worry, which she noted in a diary entry I found separately was the most useless thing he regularly told her.

The October letters were different. The leave, the register office, the walk in Cannon Hill Park — he described these with a plainness that was, in its way, more affecting than sentiment would have been. We did it. I've been meaning to for two years and we did it. You looked very well. I thought that before the ceremony and I should have said it and I didn't. I'm saying it now.

She wrote back: I know you thought it. You always think things instead of saying them. I've decided that's all right.

Her voice in the letters was what I had not been prepared for. Direct, warm, occasionally sharp — the woman Stanley had described in the relay dugout in Flanders, the woman who had stood up at the register office and signed her name and spent the walk in Cannon Hill Park saying the right amount, which was very little. She wrote the way she had apparently talked: without circling around things, without the elaboration that grief sometimes produced in correspondence. When she was frightened she said so briefly and moved on. When she was angry she named it and did not dwell.

After the notification she wrote him a letter she could not send. Then another. Then a third.

I read all three.

The first was rage — quiet, controlled, the rage of a woman who had been told a thing by a telegram and had no one adequate to be angry at. She named what she had lost: the years, the ordinary years, the kitchen table and the Sunday walks and the argument they had been building toward for two years about whether to move to a larger house. She named these things specifically, without softening them, and then she stopped.

The second letter was something else. He died doing something that mattered. I know he did because that was who he was — he could not have done otherwise, even if I had asked him to. I am proud of him. I am also angry that we did not get our life. Both of these things are true at the same time and I have decided to let them both be true.

I set that one down and looked at the wall for a moment.

The third letter was the shortest. Written in 1919, from the school, a year into the teaching she had taken up because she needed work and because children were, as she put it, less likely to ask questions that have no good answers. It was addressed to him directly, as the others had been: Dear Stan. And it said: Thomas is well. He has your eyes, I think, though your mother says it's too soon to tell. I've been telling him about you. Not the war — he's too young for the war. Just you. Just who you were. He should know who you were.

Thomas, one year old. Being told about his father by a woman sitting in a kitchen in Birmingham who had learned to keep going because keeping going was the only available option and she was not a woman who chose unavailable options.

I put the third letter down and sat with all of it for a while.

—

The diary was the last thing in the box.

A small one, cloth-covered, the kind sold at stationers in the early twentieth century. It covered 1918 and ran into 1919, the entries brief and irregular — she was not a daily diarist, writing when the pressure of things required an outlet. I read it carefully, giving each entry its due weight, the way the work required.

Most of it I will not reproduce here, because it was hers and some things are not for the record even when you have found them.

Two entries stopped me.

The first was from April 1918, before the notification. She had received a letter from him — one of his short ones — and had noted it with the particular relief of a woman who had learned to receive letters as a form of evidence that the man was still alive at the time of writing.

He sent a postcard with it. A bird — a falcon, I think, or something like one. French, old stock by the look of it. No explanation. He never explained most of what he sent. I've put it on the mantelpiece. Thomas can have it when he's old enough. Stan would have liked that, I think.

I read the entry a second time.

Then I looked up at the workbench.

The postcard was above it, pinned to the wall, where it had been since I moved into the flat twelve years ago. Where it had been in the family — on a mantelpiece, in a box, passed from Thomas to whoever came next, appearing in my life as a thing that had always been there — for as long as I could remember. A hunting falcon, perched, French origin, old ink fading at the edges. A few words on the back in a hand I had never been able to read clearly.

Stanley had sent it in April 1918.

I had been looking at it for twelve years.

I had called myself Falcon for fifteen years, in research forums, in conference papers, in the professional life that had grown up around a period I had studied since before I understood why I was drawn to it. A handle that had attached itself without much deliberation and had proved more durable than I had expected, which I had explained to myself as a function of how online identities worked and had not examined further.

I was looking at it now.

He had sent a postcard of a falcon from France in April 1918. Not to me — I was not born for sixty years — but to Emma, who had put it on the mantelpiece, who had given it to Thomas, who had passed it forward through the chain that ended with a man in a flat in Birmingham who had called himself Falcon for fifteen years without knowing why.

The loop, which I had been sitting with since April, turned over once more and showed me another face.

He had heard the name Falcon on the line. His mysterious contact — the voice from somewhere he had stopped asking about — had given his name as Falcon and he had used it and the name had lodged in him somewhere. And sometime in those last weeks, in a town behind the lines or at a market stall or wherever you acquired French postcards in the spring of 1918, he had seen a falcon and bought it. Not, I thought, as a message. He was not a man for hidden messages. More likely as a private acknowledgement of something — a name, a connection, a thing he carried that he had never explained to anyone. He had sent it home and it had arrived on Emma's mantelpiece and she had given it to his son and it had come to me.

And I had looked at it and called myself Falcon.

And I had been on the line.

And he had heard the name.

I sat at the workbench for a long time with Emma's diary open in front of me and the postcard above me on the wall and the handset to my right, and I thought about a loop that was not a loop in any shape I had a name for — something that turned back on itself and had no beginning you could find and no end you could point to, only the continuous turning, the name finding its way home through a century of hands.

—

The second entry that stopped me was from 1920.

She had taken the position at the school in Aston. The entry was brief: a note about a boy in her class, seven years old, who had asked her why she wore black. She had told him her husband had died in the war. The boy had said: My dad died too. And they had sat with that for a moment, the two of them, teacher and pupil, before the lesson continued.

She had written: There are thirty children in my class. I don't know yet how many of them have fathers. I think perhaps this is the right place to be.

She had taught for thirty-one years.

I closed the diary and set it carefully back in the box and put the lid on and sat back in my chair and looked at the postcard above the workbench and at the handset beside it and at the flat that was full of a hundred years of material that had been waiting, all of it, without knowing it was waiting, for a man to sit here and understand what it added up to.

She had never known about the line. She had never known there was a voice, or what it had said, or what it had cost. She had known only that her husband had done something that mattered, that men had lived because of it, and that this was not enough and was also not nothing. She had made something of both of those things for thirty-one years and had never asked to be recognised for it, because recognition was not the point.

The point was the thirty children and the boy whose father had died and the lesson that continued.

I looked at the postcard for a long time.

Then I opened the laptop and went back to work.
The Historian

Birmingham — Summer 2026

—

I began writing it in July, on a Tuesday morning when I had nothing else pressing and the handset had been silent for three months and the flat was very quiet in the way it was quiet in summer — not the waiting quiet of a line that might open, but the ordinary quiet of a room with no expectation in it.

I had been a historian for twenty-two years. Writing was the mechanism by which I understood things; if I could not write a thing, I had not fully understood it, and if I could write it clearly, I was as close to understanding as I was going to get. This was the professional habit of a man who had spent two decades turning primary sources into coherent argument, and it had served me well enough in contexts where the sources were in archives and the argument had a conclusion and neither the sources nor the conclusion were things I had been personally responsible for.

The document I was beginning now was not that kind of writing. It had no audience. No journal would publish it — no journal could publish it, and the journals that might have tried would have required a standard of evidence I could not supply, because the evidence was a field telephone on my workbench — ebonite and brass, wooden box, magneto crank — that no instrument in the university's possession could explain. I was not writing for publication. I was writing because I was a historian, and a historian who could not write what he knew was a man carrying something in both hands with no way to set it down.

I opened a new document and began.

—

I had been in the record since June 2026.

Not by name. That was the first thing I wrote, and I looked at it for a while before continuing. Not by name — by effect. In the language of the documents I had spent twenty-two years reading and citing and cross-referencing, I was the unaccountable element, the intelligence source that appeared in the margins of outcomes and was never traced to a person or a unit or a network. I was the reason a routing changed at Messines. I was the reason a scratch force held a junction position for six hours on the morning of the twenty-first of March 1918. I was the precise knowledge of the ground in a Victoria Cross citation from April of that year.

I had cited myself.

This was the thing I kept returning to, the thing that had the quality of a joke that was not a joke: I had been in my own bibliography for years without knowing it. My paper on the Messines tactical adjustments, published in 2019, cited a regimental diary entry noting the routing change and attributed it to a combination of good reconnaissance and effective intelligence-sharing between units. I had been the intelligence. I had shaped the reconnaissance. My 2022 paper on the Spring Offensive had noted, approvingly, the anonymous corporal who held the Bapaume Road junction in the first hours of Operation Michael as an example of junior initiative under conditions of communication collapse. I had been the voice in the field telephone that had told that corporal where the pressure was coming from.

I had spent twenty-two years becoming the world's leading expert on a set of actions I had been inside, writing about them with the careful professional distance of a man who had not been there, because the part of me that had been there was not a part I had known existed until June of the previous year.

I wrote this down. It took several attempts to write it without the prose going either too dry or too much the other way, which was a problem I had not encountered in twenty-two years of writing and which I eventually solved by accepting that this document did not have to be well-written. It had to be true. Those were different requirements.

—

I had a colleague — a physicist, which was not the obvious choice of confidant, but physicists were better than most at listening to problems that seemed to violate the rules of their field without immediately reaching for the door. I had met her at a university event in the spring and had spoken to her twice since, once at a conference and once in the common room of the history faculty where she had no business being and had been happy to explain herself over coffee.

Her name was Dr. Patel. She had a postdoctoral post in quantum optics and opinions about historiography that she delivered with the particular confidence of someone who had not spent two decades in the discipline and therefore had not yet learned what the discipline would and would not allow.

I said to her, in the common room in June, that I was interested in a problem. She said she liked problems. I said: suppose a historian has prior knowledge of an outcome — knows what happened before the primary sources confirm it. And suppose, in order for the record to show the outcome the historian already knows, the historian must act. The outcome cannot occur without the historian's intervention. But the historian only knows to intervene because the outcome is already in the record. Which came first?

She looked at me for a moment. 'That's just the observer effect,' she said.

I asked her to go on.

'The act of observation changes the thing observed. It's foundational. You can't watch something without affecting it. In your case the historian's knowledge of the outcome is a form of observation, and the outcome exists in the form it exists in partly because of that observation. It's circular, but it's not paradoxical — it's just what happens when the observer is inside the system they're observing.' She paused. 'Is this about something specific?'

I said it was a historiographical question I had been working through.

She looked at me with the expression of someone deciding how much she believed this, then let it go. 'The circularity isn't a problem to be solved,' she said. 'It's a feature of the system. You don't resolve it. You describe it accurately.'

I had thought about this a good deal since June. Dr. Patel was exactly as unhelpful and exactly as right as she had sounded in the common room, which was the particular quality of answers that came from people who were correct about the principle and had no access to the specific weight of the instance.

I wrote it into the document anyway: The circularity is a feature of the system. It cannot be resolved. It can only be described accurately.

—

What I could describe accurately was the scope of it.

Not the arithmetic — I had done the arithmetic in April, when I first read the citation, and it ran to hundreds if not more and I did not intend to do it again. The arithmetic was true and the arithmetic was not the point. What I could describe was what the record showed and what I knew I had contributed to the record — the two things laid alongside each other, the way you laid a primary source alongside a secondary one to see where they diverged.

Messines, June 1917. The record showed a routing change: the planned eastern gully approach adjusted to the southern route, on the recommendation of a lance corporal who had conducted his own nocturnal reconnaissance and brought back information about wire and a machine-gun position on the reverse slope. The record did not show the lance corporal's source. He had conducted the reconnaissance himself, which was true; he had known what to look for when he conducted it, which the record did not address. I knew why he had known. The adjusted routing brought the two platoons through in good order. The eastern gully, audible through the smoke, did not.

Langemarck, August 1917. The White House crossing. A section that reached its objective by taking a route that kept it outside the arc of a fixed machine gun — a route that had been described to the section commander the previous night in terms precise enough to act on, by a source he had not named to anyone. He had not named the source because naming it would have required an explanation he did not have. The section reached the objective. A good portion of the direct crossing did not.

Cambrai, November 1917. The German counter-attack on the thirtieth. I had given intelligence the previous night: the threat on the left flank. The threat came on the right. I had chosen the older of two contradictory source documents and had not checked the date order. Two men were where my intelligence had pointed. They did not come out. The section held on corrected intelligence delivered while the attack was already under way. The record noted the outcome and a Mention in Despatches. It did not note what the correction had cost.

The junction position on the Bapaume Road, twenty-first of March 1918. Six hours. A dozen men from three units under a corporal who held a position that the brigade reserve line depended on, who knew, with a specificity the situation did not fully account for, where to reinforce and where the pressure was coming from. The position held. The record noted it in a single line, the corporal anonymous, the outcome attributed to junior initiative.

And Villers-Bretonneux. I did not linger on Villers-Bretonneux. I had been lingering on it since April and I knew its dimensions precisely and I set it down in the same language I used for the others — what the record showed, what I knew — and moved on.

I was trying to understand the shape of a thing, not to feel it again. Feeling it was work I had already done in April and in the weeks after and I was not going to do it a second time in the same document if I could avoid it. What I was doing was making the record that would not be published and that only I could make, because only I was in possession of both the archival sources and the knowledge of what lay behind them.

—

The problem I kept arriving at — the same problem Dr. Patel had called a feature of the system rather than a paradox — was not the large version of it. The large version was the bootstrap loop, which was real and was not resolvable and which I had been sitting with since April and had provisionally accepted as the condition under which I would spend the rest of my professional life. The large version did not keep me up.

The small version did.

The small version was this: I had gone to his CO with information about wire on a reverse slope. I had told a corporal where the pressure was coming from on a March morning. I had described a route across open ground in April. Each time, I had done this because the historical record showed the outcome my action produced, and the record was fixed, and I was a historian who understood that the record was fixed and that therefore my action was — what? Required? Inevitable? I could not say required without implying agency, and I could not say inevitable without implying something was in control of the mechanism, and there was nothing in control of the mechanism. It was a loop and the loop ran itself.

But I had also been, at every point, a man sitting at a workbench with a choice in front of him. I had chosen to pick up the handset. I had chosen to give each piece of intelligence. I had chosen to say What you do today matters rather than something else or nothing. The choices had felt like choices when I made them. They had felt like mine. The record had shown the outcome before I made them — had shown, in the citation and the regimental diaries and the post-battle surveys, that they would be made a certain way — and they had still felt, at the moment of making, like mine.

I could not reconcile these two things. I had tried since April and I had tried again in the writing and I could not. I wrote: The choices felt like mine. The record predated them. Both are true. I have nothing further to offer on this point.

I looked at that sentence for a while. Then I left it.

—

There was a thing that happened in the writing that I had not expected.

I had been approaching the document as a record — an accounting, a setting-down of facts in sequence, the way I set down facts in any piece of historical writing. Primary sources, secondary sources, what the record showed, what I knew that the record did not show, the gap between them.

Around the sixth week of writing, the document became something else.

I did not intend this. I noticed it happening and tried to pull it back toward the record and could not; the material did not want to be treated as archival and had waited twenty-two years and then spent six weeks being patient with me and had eventually declined to cooperate further.

What it became was a first-person account. Not the voice I used for papers or conference presentations or the careful, measured language in which I had discussed field telephone interoperability in 2017 and tactical operations at Messines in 2019. It was the voice of a man describing something that had happened to him — that had happened in this flat, at this workbench, on a line that ran through a field telephone to a trench in northern France and back — in the only register that was honest about what it had been.

I had been inside a war I spent my career studying. I had held the primary source in my hands. I had, in some sense I did not have the language to fully describe, been the primary source. I had spent twenty-two years becoming expert in something I was in the middle of, writing about it with professional distance, and the distance had been real while the line was open and had not been real since the line closed, and the writing was the mechanism by which I was finding out the difference between the two.

I wrote until it was finished. Not until it was resolved — resolved was not available and I had stopped expecting it. Finished was something else. Finished was: something happened. I was in it. I know what it was. I have set it down.

I saved the document and closed the laptop and sat for a while at the workbench.

The handset on the bench. The flat quiet. Birmingham in the summer evening, the long light going slowly in the west, the city below unchanged and indifferent and exactly what it had always been.

Something had happened here. The room did not show it. The room never showed anything. The room was just a room in Birmingham with a collection of field telephones on the shelves and maps in folders and a workbench where a historian sat and did the work he had always done, in the city his great-grandmother had taught in and his grandfather had grown up in and his father had been a Villa man in, and the city did not know any of this and had never known any of this, and that was, he supposed, precisely as it should be.
Visitation

Birmingham — Autumn 2026

—

The box came through the university archive in September, referred from a solicitor's firm in Harborne that had been handling the dispersal of an estate — an elderly woman, no immediate family, a house full of things that had belonged to other people before they had belonged to her. Among the things: a tea chest of correspondence, sorted loosely by decade, tied in bundles with household string.

The solicitor had flagged it as potentially of historical interest. Someone on the university staff had passed the flag to the history department. The history department had passed it to me, on the grounds that it appeared to concern the First World War and I was known to have an interest in that period.

I sat with it for three days before I opened the chest.

I knew, by then, what sort of thing I was likely to find. I had been following Emma's trail through the archives since the spring — the school records, the pension file, the death certificate from 1987. I had found her in the margins of regimental histories and in the Birmingham education authority records and in a photograph from 1934 in a school magazine, a woman in her mid-thirties standing with a class of children who would be in their nineties now if they had lived. I had not found the letters.

I opened the chest on a Tuesday evening and worked through it slowly, in the order the bundles presented themselves.

—

There were letters from the war. Emma's handwriting first — I had seen a sample in the school archive, a formal hand, the hand of a woman trained to write for children to read. Letters to Stanley, 1917 and 1918, filed with their envelopes. Practical, clear, the handwriting of a woman who chose her words as carefully as she chose everything else. She wrote about the school where she had been offered a position. She wrote about her sister Ellen. She wrote about the winter and the shortages and the particular grey of Birmingham in January, without complaint, in the register of a woman for whom complaint was a form of giving up. She mentioned a child coming, in one letter, with the forward-looking quality I had noted in the archive: not dwelling, only noting, as though it were something to be organised rather than feared.

I read each letter carefully, in the way I read everything, and set them in order, and moved to the next bundle.

Stanley's letters home were fewer. Soldiers wrote when they could and when they had something they were able to say, which was not always the same condition as having something they needed to say. His handwriting was different from Emma's — compressed, functional, the hand of a man who had not been taught to write for an audience. He described the weather and the food and the men in his section, briefly, without detail that would concern her. He did not describe France. He described around it, the way you described around something you were inside and could not see clearly enough to report.

I read three letters and then a fourth and then I found the one that was not for Emma.

—

It was at the bottom of the bundle, beneath the last letter he had written home — dated 23 April, two days before zero hour, two days before the casualty list. Tucked behind it: an envelope, unsealed, addressed in the same compressed handwriting.

One word on the front.

Falcon.

I set it on the workbench and looked at it for a long time.

The handwriting was his. The alias was known to no one in the world except the two of us and whatever the line was that had connected us. Emma would have found it among his effects when they came back — the kit returned, the personal items, whatever had been in his billet on the night of the twenty-fourth. She would have seen the name and not known it and held it and perhaps asked herself whether to look for the man it named and perhaps decided she could not and filed it with the rest of what she was keeping.

We do not know if she tried. It does not matter.

I picked up the envelope and held it without opening it for a moment. Through the window: Birmingham in September, the evening light going slowly, the city below the flat going about its business in the way it had always gone about its business, indifferent and persistent. I had been sitting at this workbench for eighteen months with the handset and the maps and the German operational orders and I had been sitting with what it all added up to, and at the bottom of a box from a solicitor's firm in Harborne there was an envelope with my name on it.

Not my name. The name he had known me by.

I opened it.

—

The letter was short. One side of a page, written close, no date. Tommy's hand.

Falcon,

I don't know if Emma will find you. I haven't been able to tell her much about what to look for. But I wanted to write this down in case she does.

The first night — the German raid. You stayed on the line. I've thought about that a good deal since. You didn't have to. But you did, and it mattered more than you probably knew, and I wanted to say so.

I stopped asking what you were a long time ago. Whatever you were, you helped me get my men through more than once, and tonight I'm going out on the ground you put me on and I mean to get them through again. You told me it would matter. I'm trusting you one last time on that.

Look in on the boy for me. Make sure he stays a Villa man.

Tommy

—

I set it down on the workbench.

I sat with it for a while — not reading it again, only sitting with it — the way I had learned over two years to sit with silences on the line rather than filling them with something unnecessary.

You stayed on the line. The first night, the German raid, a voice I had not expected in a place it should not have been, and I had stayed because leaving had not seemed like the right thing to do. Because whoever was on the other end of that line was frightened and alive and keeping himself steady with some effort, and leaving would have been a choice I could not have explained to myself afterwards. I had stayed because it was the only thing that made sense, which was not a reason I had ever been able to articulate and which, it appeared, had not required articulating. He had known. That was what the letter was.

I'm trusting you one last time on that. He had written this before zero hour. Before the ground he crossed in the dark. Before the east wall and the open field and the door and what came after the door. He had written it in the hours before zero — sitting against a billet wall somewhere in that sector, the southern sky with its low glow — and he had trusted me, and I had not had a way of knowing that he had, until now.

The letter did not resolve anything. I had not expected it to. The paradox remained where it had always been, in the space between what happened and the question of why it had been going to happen, a loop that closed on itself and would not yield a first cause no matter how many times I approached it. The letter did not touch that. What it touched was something else — something smaller and more particular, which was the question of whether any of it had been real to him in the way it had been real to me. Whether I had been a voice he tolerated for operational purposes or something he had, in some private register, held as a presence.

The letter answered that. He had held it as a presence. He had written to it as though it might read what he had written, which was a form of faith I had not been expecting him to show me, and which I did not know how to receive except quietly.

—

Make sure he stays a Villa man.

Thomas had been a Villa man. I knew this from the family stories — from the fragments my grandfather had passed on in the way that men of his generation passed things on, obliquely and without ceremony, as though the information were incidental rather than the whole point of the conversation. Thomas Stanley Underhill, born Birmingham 1918, who grew up in Aston and went to the same school his mother had taught in and supported Villa from the terraces at Villa Park with the particular loyalty of a man who had never considered any alternative. My grandfather, who had died in 1987 — the same year his mother died, the same year Lou had gone, the year both of them left — and who I had known for the first four years of my life as a large, warm, uncomplicated man who smelled of pipe tobacco and had strong opinions about football.

Thomas's son — my father — had been a Villa man as well. Less loud about it, but present at fixtures, following the seasons with the mild, sustaining habit of a man who had inherited the allegiance without inheriting the passion. He had taken me to Villa Park twice when I was eight and once when I was ten, and I had sat beside him in the stand and watched and understood nothing about why it mattered and everything about the fact that it did.

It had not stuck with me. I was a historian. I read match reports from 1918 and could give you the league table for any season between 1914 and 1919 but I had not been to a fixture since I was ten and did not intend to go. The allegiance had run from Tommy to Thomas to my father and had arrived at me and stopped, quietly, without drama, the way things stop when there is no one to pass them to.

I looked at the letter.

Make sure he stays a Villa man.

Two generations, Tommy. Your son and your son's son. The third — I'm sorry. I'm afraid you got a historian.

I did not say this aloud. There was no one to say it to, and the line had been silent for five months, and I was not in the habit of speaking to empty rooms. But I thought it, in the particular register of a thing addressed to someone who was not there and was nonetheless the right person to say it to, and it had in it something that was not quite grief and not quite amusement and was, I thought, probably what he would have expected.

—

I put the letter back in the envelope and set it beside the handset on the workbench.

The rest of the box I worked through until late — the post-war correspondence, Emma's careful letters to Thomas as he grew, the school reports she had kept with the precision of a woman who understood that records were the only form of permanence available. The life she had built from what she had been left with: deliberate and quiet and, in its own terms, whole.

She had not found me. Perhaps she had tried and found nothing; perhaps she had looked at the name on the envelope and decided that some things were better left in the box. I did not know. I had no way of knowing. The question joined the others I had been accumulating since June of the previous year and would carry for whatever remained of my life without resolution.

Outside, Birmingham settling into its autumn dark. The handset on the workbench, the envelope beside it, the maps filed away, the German operational orders in the folder at the side. All of it in order. All of it as it was.

He had trusted me one last time and I had not let him down. He had asked me to look in on his boy and I had known his boy — had known Thomas at the age of four, had sat beside Thomas's son at Villa Park in the stand on a grey Birmingham Saturday — and the line of it ran from a field in France in April 1918 to this workbench and this evening and this envelope, which had been waiting in a tea chest in a solicitor's firm in Harborne for eighty years for the one person in the world who could read it and know what it meant.

I had read it. I knew what it meant.

It was enough. It was more than I had any right to expect, and it was enough.
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