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Shells whistled in the grim distance growing ever closer as Will Thompson ran down the trench for cover. All of his mates had bought it and it was just him for miles in either direction as far as he knew. Sappers had found a network of caves when they built these particular fortifications. You couldn’t go very far back into them before they petered out, but they were solid.
He slid down the ladder which canted at a forty-five degree angle into the darkness. Only an oil lamp beat back the foul dark of the caves, but it was better than waiting in the rain for death to come. He took the bucket off his head revealing close shorn blond hair. The grinding of the hand cranked radio filled the emptiness as he tried to raise someone.
His only answer was static. The Jerries wouldn’t try to take this position until daybreak, so he had at least a few more hours to live.
The cot groaned under his weight and he slid the green box with the red cross across the rock floor to his feet. The box showed up when he was looking for bandages for O’Malley. The Irish git didn’t need them any more, his dead eyes staring into the clouds, his slack mouth probably filled with rainwater.
Opening the case revealed a half dozen green bottles wrapped in linen. He had unwrapped one earlier and uncorked it out of curiosity when he'd seen the French writing declaring it “Atremblement de Terre” and the buxom, green skinned, winged woman depicted underneath that. Waving it beneath his nose, the bitterness made him cough. Behind the bitterness, he caught the unmistakable bite of brandy. One of the medics, Francois no doubt, had hidden this as part of a stash.
Thompson never learned the language but liquor was liquor. He'd decided not to drink it earlier, but that was when they still had a fighting chance. Now he figured he might as well get drunk, maybe even drink himself to death. Better than a bayonet to the guts and Uncle Les had looked mighty happy when he died stone drunk. He shook the thought from his head. He was to young to go out this way. There was still a chance that he could raise someone.
Nonetheless, Thompson tipped the bottle to his lips and took a deep draught. It tasted a bit like licorice flavored bile, but no worse than what passed for rations out here. The brandy warmed his gut spreading fingers of fire through his body. Another slug went down and the bottle clinked against stone as he turned back to the radio.
Static flooded the cave again. “Damn you. Come on! Someone has to be out there.”
Another shell screamed in and he covered his ears. The explosion that rocked his hideaway was followed by a liquid sucking sound. His eyes bugged as grey-green mud poured into the hole, his only route back to the surface. He scrambled to the back of the cave to avoid the mudslide. It didn’t last very long but it stopped only because wood and rock from the reinforcing structure of the trenches corked the hole.
“Shit. I’m buggered now. On the bright side the Jerries aren’t gonna find me.” Training kicked his brain into survival mode. A quick scavenge revealed enough tinned food and water to last quite a while. Light wouldn’t be a problem, as there was oil enough for the lamps. The wire leading from the radio to the antenna above ground was still attached. If the antenna itself was intact, he could still summon help.
He grabbed the green bottle and took another swig. “Gah.” It tasted absolutely horrid, but it lightened his spirits. Before long he had finished three-quarters of the bottle. That on an empty stomach made his eyelids heavy. “Guess I’ll have a little shuteye.” The cot felt like his Nan’s feather bed, the thin drab blanket a quilt. Sleep jumped on the young man like a rabid tiger.
When his eyes opened he saw the age yellowed curtains in his bedroom at home. Late autumn sunlight poured like treacle through the windows. He was swaddled in blankets and felt ice cold, blazing hot, and hollowed out all at the same time.
“Home…” A tremulous, adolescent voice escaped his lips.
The whitewashed oak door to his room opened revealing the whippet like body of his brother dressed out in his drabs. Creaks and groans muttered from the floor as Clive crossed to young Will’s bed and sat on the edge. “Morning champ. How’re you this fine morning?”
“Been better.” Thompson relished seeing his brother in the bloom of life, and he now knew that this was the last time he had seen his brother at the family farm in Hampstead. A fall claimed Clive's life not long after this.
“Rest easy then and you’ll be on the other side of this spot in no time.” He rose to leave.
“Wait… Don’t go.” A trembling hand stretched out.
Clive stopped at the door and shook his head. “But you need your rest Will.”
“Won’t see you again.” His lip quivered.
“Nonsense. I’m just off to drill for a bit. I’ll be back on Christmas Holiday.”
Thompson struggled to sit up. “No you won’t. You’ll die.”
“Die? Rubbish.” Clive’s jaw set firmly.
“No. You will, you’ll die falling from a tower.” Tears sprung from his pale blue eyes and his voice thickened.
The elder brother’s face softened and he crossed back to the bed. “Easy now. Rest easy. The doctor said not to get excited. What’s all this about me dying?”
“I can’t explain… I just know you w…w…will.” Tears crept down his flushed face. “I saw it in a dream.”
“There now. Lie back.” Clive helped his little brother recline and got a cool cloth from the bowl of water beside the bed. The water soothed Thompson's fevered brow. “I’m not going to die for a long time yet. Our kids’ll play cricket together while we sit and sip tea on the lawn and moan about the weather.” He beamed down at the boy. “You and I will be the best Dads and Uncles, just wait.”
Thompson struggled to answer. He wanted to warn him, stop him, but the fever drug him back under layers of increasingly darker grey. Finally all was black.
When his eyes opened this time only wet smells and dripping let him know that he was back in the cave. Fingers fumbled around looking for the lamp or a book of matches. Panic started to mount but then he remembered the matchbook in his pocket.
Light almost blinded him as he struck a match. Even with its short life he was able to recover the extra lamp and get the globe off. The next match got it lit and he breathed out a sigh. The ultimate blackness would drive him mad if he were in it too long.
His mouth tasted like someone had used it for an ash dump and his head ached dully. Moments later he had a tin of rations and some water in front of him. Canned meat and biscuits weren’t much of a meal but they would do for the moment. It satiated his hunger but did little for the taste in his mouth. A canteen full of water helped that a bit, though the licorice taste still lingered like bad perfume.
As soon as he got the water down the headache tripled and his stomach made a wicked rumbling noise. The surest cure for a hangover was more of the same. His stomach might not like it, but the pain in his head kept increasing. He rapidly downed the last of the green bottle’s contents and the headache vanished. The taste wasn’t nearly as bad this time. Either he was growing accustomed to the bitterness or it was killing his taste buds. Still thirsty, he found another bottle and popped the cork. In no time the liquid’s level was near the bottom of the label. After a resounding belch filled the chamber his stomach felt better and he giggled a bit at the echo.
The alcohol had washed away the last of the anxiety from the dream, and Thompson felt positively buoyant. The feeling didn’t last very long after he tried the radio again. He still heard only static and was beginning to think that the antenna had snapped off. It could still be atmospheric conditions, if the storm was raging. No noise filtered down through the mud and stone, so he had no idea. Getting up from the radio, he discovered that the bottle was empty. He shrugged and put the bottle next to the first one. A feeling that no one would ever find him and that he would die down here alone overtook him and he wept.
“It’s going to be alright little brother.” The flat voice came from the ether and felt like a dash of cold water in his face. Tears dried up and he looked around like a startled animal.
“It’s that dream, just a dream’s echo.” Thompson sat back on the cot and unwrapped another bottle. The first swallow was down before he even knew the cork was out. Glass rapped his teeth as he jerked it out. He recorked it and set the bottle down. He lay down again and thought about sleep. It didn’t come easily this time and wouldn’t anytime soon. The bottle called to him promising respite. “I’m not gonna give in to this thing.”
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