“Come on, Grandad!” shouted my youngest grandchild, Jack.  “Everyone’s already going in.”
“Don’t worry Jack, I’m getting there,” I said as I slowly ambled towards the church.  Everyone was gathering at St. George’s for the annual Christmas carol service performed by the children of Pontesbury Primary School and both of my grandchildren were performing.  The December evening air was crisp, I pulled my coat around me and gripped my wooden stick tightly with my leather glove as I ascended the slippery path, which was full of excited families.  
Inside the church, a wonderful festive feeling filled the air. Families were taking their seats in the pews and catching up with friends and neighbours whilst waiting for the service to begin.  The children were being settled into their pews at the front.  The church itself was breath-taking.  There were hundreds of candles lit all around the church on elaborate candelabras and the Christmas trees, which were remaining from the Christmas tree festival, bathed the church in a colourful Christmas glow.   
Jack waved to me from the front, now nestled between his classmates.  My other grandchild, Suzie, was sat on the pews with the eldest year six children. She was looking nervous, probably because she knew her solo part was fast approaching.  
The lights were dimmed; a hush spread across the children and then the rest of the church.  Leaning forward, I picked up my order of service from the pew in front of me and settled in for the performance.  
The piano began to play; the children illuminated their little tealight candles.  It was magical.  Then, the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end, I fidgeted in my seat and my palms suddenly became sweaty.   Simply and softly, the children began to sing Silent Night, but it was when they began to sing it in German that it happened.  I remember it like it was yesterday...
There I was, sheltering in the base of our trench, surrounded by sodden earth and with thick, relentless mud caked to my boots, making them even heavier.   The sound of distant bombing could be heard echoing around the night sky.  I rubbed my hands together, blowing whatever hot breath I could muster into my palms. Delicate flakes of snow began to drift gently towards the earth, oblivious to what they were falling upon.   Danger, destruction, death.  All around the trench, my comrades were gathered around a small oil lamp, opening their parcels from back home.  The thought of ‘back home’ made me despair, sometimes it was just easier not to think about them and about what they would be doing on this Christmas Eve.  
When out of nowhere, a mysterious noise, so different to anything we had heard in months, drifted on the crisp evening breeze.  I looked up to the sky, trying to figure out what it was.  Then it hit me - it was singing.  Soft, gentle singing like a lullaby. Male voices.  I began to recognise the tune it was Silent Night, albeit in German. The German soldiers were singing, they too had realised it was Christmas Eve. Everyone in our trench paused, listening. Goosebumps spread across my body and a shiver ran down my spine. Standing, our Captain looked up into the winter sky, snowflakes settling on his face, and he too began to sing. All around me, the trench erupted into song, “Silent night, holy night, all is calm, all is bright.”   I stood and joined in too and for that small moment we were one. German or British, it did not matter, we were all just men, boys: missing home and missing Christmas. 
As the new day broke, it was white all around. The snow had continued silently through the night, covering all no-man’s land in a blanket of crisp white, concealing the horrors that the battlefield had seen under a new, innocent beauty. I don’t know what made me do it, but my body stood. I reached my hand, which was holding my British soldier’s cap, up above the edge of the trench and I began to climb the ladder. My comrades looked at me in sheer horror, but my feet continued climbing towards the top of the trench. I kept my hands held high so that they could see I was not armed, but instantly the sound of rifles being drawn could be heard and a German Officer yelled orders to his troops. What had I done? Could this be the stupidest decision I had ever made? It was too late to turn back now. Silence. There was no firing from the other side… then, a head began to slowly emerge. A young soldier, a similar age to me, also with his hands in the air. Nervously, we crept towards one another like vulnerable prey that could be pounced upon at any moment. Slowly, more and more soldiers began to follow. All unarmed, all ready to make a truce; to reach out, shake hands and forget this dreadful war for one special Christmas Day. 
We shook hands. His name was Otto.  We both breathed a sigh of relief and slowly we began to relax. All around us, others did the same. No weapons or gunfire exchanged, just cigars, pictures and tales of home. To my surprise, someone had found a football from somewhere and before we knew it our coats were down as goalposts and no-man’s land was transformed to a football pitch, full of cheer and happiness. 
As the day drew to a close, we knew the inevitable must happen. All around, men shook hands, gathered their belongings and gradually walked back towards their respective trenches and back to the grim reality of war- back to being the enemy. 
Suddenly, a huge round of applause filled the room, jolting me from my thoughts. I looked up to see my beautiful granddaughter standing proudly by the microphone and everyone in the church smiling and clapping. My daughter was looking lovingly at Suzie and Jack as they bounded over to us at the end of the service. She hugged them closely and gently kissed each of them on the top of their heads. As my beautiful family all turned to me, I paused to appreciate once more how truly lucky I was to have returned home from the war at all. So many of my friends were not so privileged. “Come on Grandad, we’re going to the chip shop for tea,” Suzie called excitedly as we left the church.
“Ok Suzie, can you order me some fish and chips? I’ll be over in a second.” 
Quietly, I walked along the little footpath over to the war memorial. The poppy wreaths still lay around the base. I carefully read down the list of every Pontesbury resident who didn’t make it home from the war. I bowed my head and stood for a moment in silent remembrance of the sacrifice they had made.
“Merry Christmas, lads.”
