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      He cleared his throat as he irritably asked me the same question that he had been asking for the past two hours. I didn’t know what exactly was holding me back from telling him my story at this moment, but I seemed to be taking an immeasurable pleasure from winding this bloke up.

      He was quite young, probably a few years older than my twenty-one years, but visually he was still only a young lad. He had prominent cheekbones and a glint in his eye that suggested he too, was getting some sort of a kick out of this.

      I felt my shoulders droop as I let out another sigh in answer to his unwavering questions.

      “I’ll ask you again,” he said, this time with a slightly more agitated tone to his voice, “how did you end up here?” The last few times that he had asked, he had grown slightly more aggressive in tone, which only added to the satisfaction that I was drawing from this bizarre scenario that I now found myself in.

      He raised an expectant eyebrow for a moment, like a parent awaiting an excuse as to why a whole load of food had gone missing, before it dropped back into a semi-scowl as I scoffed at him.

      I looked him up and down; he was quite a handsome individual, with a darker pigment of skin than was probably expected of someone who had been perched behind a desk for the last few months. He was clean shaven, not a single hair on his head seemed out of place, there were no bags that clung defiantly to the underside of his eyes and he smelled fresh. He didn’t have a distinctive smell like some people do, but the aroma that radiated from him, was far from the plant-killing stench that I was currently reeking out.

      More importantly than all of that though, was that he hadn’t done what I had done.

      I amused myself with the different stories I could tell, the bits that I could leave out that would leave him more annoyed than satisfied, the bits of the story that I could embellish to make myself feel better and bury parts of it to the depths of my mind, never to be brought back again until I lay on my deathbed.

      I continued to entertain myself with what version of events he would like. Would he like the clean version? Or the truth? I doubted he would have been able to handle the truth, he barely looked like he even knew what war was really like, he probably hadn’t fired a shot since he left basic training. That was if he had done basic training, or whether Uncle Rupert in the War Office had pulled some almighty strings to get him into uniform but keep him hundreds of miles away from where the slaughter was.

      I had so many thoughts buzzing around my head that I quickly convinced myself that I had far more questions for him, than he did for me.

      Was he wanting the glossy, rounded version? Did he want to be able to tell my story publicly? Was he eventually going to let me out, or keep me here indefinitely?

      And perhaps, most importantly of all;

      Where was ‘here’ exactly?

      In parts, I wasn’t even sure if I believed it, and I had been the one who was there, some of it felt like it had all been in some sort of deranged dream. I had done some unbelievable things, some so embarrassing and harrowing that I couldn’t quite believe I was entertaining the thought of sharing it with another human being.

      I had nothing left anymore, I had been running on empty for the last few weeks and in particular the last few days. I didn’t think I could feel anything anymore, no sense of happiness or elation, no hint of apprehension or confusion had been detected for a while now. All I felt was depression, a dark, overbearing depression, like when the thunder clouds glide overhead, just awaiting the sign for everything to drop out from them.

      The feeling of injustice as I sat there overwhelmed me, completely engulfed me and I began to feel an anger bubble up from within. Not enough to override the emotions of grief and pain, but enough to make me aware that it was there.

      I had done far too much to be sat here. I had gone above and beyond what had been asked of me to be sat where I was. I had seen things, done things, that would have made this Captain make decent use of the bucket that was in the corner of the room, and keep him up in the night for weeks to come.

      And none of it was my fault. None of it had been brought about by me, it was all because of someone else’s actions, each time. I had no reason to be feeling guilty, I had done nothing wrong.

      But, then again, as I had learned over the last few weeks, everyone is guilty in a war, in one way or another. There is no escaping it. Everyone commits a crime, everyone does something that they morally shouldn’t, but it’s a war, so no one seems to mind too much.

      He reiterated his question again, not so much in words this time, but with a forceful clearing of his throat, as if he was nudging me closer and closer to the precipice, lifting me up higher and higher above the parapet.

      The room I was now occupying was dimly lit, and impossibly cold. It was okay for him, he was wrapped up nicely in his crisp, clean uniform, whereas I was still in my rags that bore frayed ends and endless holes. His uniform was freshly laundered whereas my garments were anything but.

      I wheezed as I began taking deeper and longer breaths in. The moisture that had clung so professionally to the walls of the room, slowly made their attack on my chest, and I could feel my breathing becoming more laboured, for every hour that I continued to sit here.

      Another involuntary sigh escaped from my lips, and I watched him as he physically turned his head away from the warm breath that I had just expelled, visibly appalled at the smell that seemed unbelievable from a human being. His nose began to curl upwards and he didn’t seem to have any control over the twitching it was making as the offensive on his nostrils continued. I made a mental note to sigh much more heavily next time.

      I was all on my own. I felt like I had always had someone beside me, someone to share my burden, and if I didn’t, I knew that there would be someone around the corner willing to help. But this time, it was for real, this was real loneliness, real depravity. I had been a social outcast for the latest leg of my journey, kept completely isolated from everyone else with very little human contact.

      I was completely alone, and I had changed beyond belief. I was now locked in my own mind, entertaining myself with being able to breathe on a man and make him feel physically unwell. I had changed so much I doubted my own mother would be able to recognise me, especially if she was to see me right now.

      I didn’t even know if my mother knew I was here, in fact, there was a possibility that she was dead herself. I hadn’t heard from her for months now, my one contact with her, letters, being stopped some time ago. She wouldn’t know if I was dead, captured or alive, it had been so long that she had heard from me that she probably assumed that, by now, I was dead.

      If that was the case, she would be half right.

      If she was to find out what I had done, what I had seen and where I was right now, I would be dead to her anyway. Her own son in a prison cell? Never.

      I was dead to the world, I hadn’t existed for weeks, so why should I expect to be welcomed back with open arms after so long away? What made me anymore special than all the others?

      I began to tap my bare, blistered feet on the sodden concrete to try and get some feeling back into them. The light splashing sound that I made as I did so was amusing to me, and I spent the next five minutes, creating different patterns to tap out onto the floor, to distract myself from the tempest of thoughts in my head. A carpet would have been a nice touch though.

      So, did he want the short answer? Even that version of events would probably be far too long for him, by the way that he kept glancing at his wrist, he had an expensive dinner date with a Hollywood film star coming up, if the cheap cologne he had splashed himself with was anything to go by.

      I wondered if he would wear the uniform he was in to the dinner, or whether he would feel the need to put a freshly laundered one on, now that he had been in the company of a vagabond like me. I hoped he did, I was enjoying all the extra inconvenience I was making for him.

      He wore the uniform, but it didn’t fit him properly, because he hadn’t earned it yet. I was certain that Uncle Rupert would make sure he’d be able to add a medal ribbon to his chest before too long, but not without making sure that his little nephew was kept as far away from the business end of things as was possible.

      I began to detest the figure who sat in front of me, expectantly waiting, pen in hand, ready to write down all the nitty gritty of what I was about to tell him. It infuriated me that he would get to wear his medals, he would show them off and yet, the people that had earned them, would never get to wear them.

      Those men who had deserved the campaign medals, the gallantry medals that he would no doubt go on to steal, were lying face down in the mud in a foreign field that had now been overrun by the enemy. That was if they had been left with a face after they had been decimated by artillery and heavy machine gun fire.

      Those men had died in farmhouses, on beaches, in forests, in fact anywhere that it was possible for a man to be found living, was also a place where a man could quite easily perish. The whole of France was now littered with bodies, some relatively intact, others not too dissimilar to a slab of beef.

      But the Captain in front of me wouldn’t want to hear about that bit, he would almost completely disregard my rant about how practically everyone had abandoned us, left us to fend for ourselves with little direction or encouragement. He wouldn’t want to know about the bit where men, grown men, had sobbed and cried at the prospect of being captured or not seeing home again. He wouldn’t want to hear about the brain matter that had been splattered all over me as experienced soldiers would rather blow their brains out than carry on for a single second longer. He didn’t want to know that I had been laughed at and mocked by children who, a few months before, had cheered and whooped me on my way to war.

      I quickly wiped the tears that had been bulging in the corner of my eyes and sniffed sharply. His small, pencil thin, quite pathetic moustache twitched to life just under his nose as he risked another look at his watch. He was almost late for his table reservation.

      I wondered for how much longer my life would go on for. Sitting in that cell made me feel like it might go on forever, so, I just sat. And waited.

      I wanted to make him late for his dinner reservation. Besides, I had nowhere else to go anyway.

      I cleared my throat needlessly, it was so dry that I felt individual strands of my throat rip as I did so and, when I spoke, nothing more than a vague crackle managed to slip from my mouth.

      He had heard what I had said though, he had been waiting so long for a response that his ears were trained like a bat’s, waiting for the slightest squeak so that he could begin furiously scribbling on his notepad.

      He hadn’t liked what I had said. Suddenly, his chair shot backwards, and he sent it clattering into the nondescript wall behind him, as he launched himself arrogantly towards the door. I wondered whether he was so angry because of what I had said or that it merely confirmed that he would be staying here a while longer. The steel door noisily scraped its way along the floor, and his small, cocky shoes, tapped their way down the corridor.

      I couldn’t understand why he was so angry at what I had said. I hadn’t eaten in days, I had to eat something, and my mouth was so dry that it was almost impossible for me to string a sentence together.

      If he treated me okay, I would tell him what he wanted to know. In short, I had stolen, pillaged, attacked and even murdered to get myself here, and I would tell him everything if it was to get me out of here. Not like I had anywhere to go once I got out of here anyway, it would just be nice to feel free for a moment or two again.

      I moved one bare foot over the other, itching away as best I could at the yellowing, slightly browned feet that I now stared down at. I began to feel more positive and, as I pushed my shoulders back, I used every ounce of my energy to try and feel optimistic, to look at the good things in my life right now.

      I was alive, I was hopefully about to be fed and watered and soon, I would be let out.

      I was glad that I had made him miss his dinner reservation, in fact, he was probably in his office right now as he cancelled the booking that he made and phoning his date. He wouldn’t be happy, but at least he was about to get something out of me that he would be able to take to Uncle Rupert proudly. Maybe he would even get another medal.

      The lights continued to hum, incessantly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      As a child, I had loved the outdoors; I loved the sense of freedom, like there were no parameters on my existence, apart from so long as I got back home in time for my tea. I would spend hours outside with my older brother Bill, just walking and climbing or discovering somewhere new that neither of us had ever experienced before.

      He was older than me, by about three years, which was close enough to still have plenty in common with him, but just about far enough away that meant it was always quite clear who was in charge. He had learnt how to read a map from our Grandfather, shortly before he died when I was only around seven years old. Bill passed down his fascinating knowledge to me, always holding it over me that he had taught me this incredible skill, no one else, and that it would always be something that I would need.

      It was true that he had taught me the basics, I knew how to read a map and walk on a bearing, as long as it was on flat terrain and in an area I knew well. My real development came when he was shipped off to boarding school when he was at the age of thirteen. I taught myself how to navigate over rougher terrain, how to find myself when I had got deliberately lost and also, navigate in the dark.

      My obsession with maps became so deeply ingrained in me that it was all I asked for when my birthday came around, my parents humouring me by getting maps for far flung places all around the South East of England.

      It therefore only seemed right that I would further my obsession by joining the military, something that was heartily encouraged by my father and one that was preferable to the route Bill would eventually take and squander a few years at university.

      “The Army is the way to go my boy…the British Army is the finest in the world, anyone who has made anything of himself always started his life in the army…never at one of these silly universities.”

      My Dad was proud of what I was doing, you could tell in the way that he pushed his shoulders back and lifted his chin up slightly every time he spoke about it. He had graced the Army with his presence many years ago, and he had even higher aspirations for me, higher than his rank of Captain anyway.

      “Captain William Lewis, Queen’s Own Royal West Kent Regiment,” he would be known to say, “that was me boys, the Queen’s Own,” he would declare, raising his eyebrows at the mention of royalty. “After Queen Victoria lads, the greatest monarch we’ve ever had. Quite the responsibility.”

      He had seen service in the Great War years ago, invalided out after a gas attack which left him coughing up all sorts of mucus for the rest of his days. He did not bear a grudge however, it was all a part of war to him, and the German soldiers who had inflicted the injuries on him, were “merely doing their job.”

      He was a fair man, my father, and his personality seemed to rub off on me in numerous ways. He was always calm and clear, a true leader of men and that was the situation I found myself in, shortly after starting my training on large vehicles and even the occasional tank.

      I became the first to become labelled a PULC, a provisional unpaid lance corporal and consequently becoming earmarked as a potential officer. I was grateful for the recognition, not so much for the extra duties that I was apparently lucky to have. After passing a few officer selection boards and a stint at the Royal Military Academy, I became an officer, Second Lieutenant Alfred Lewis. My Dad couldn’t have been prouder.

      I was soon posted to my active unit, the 4th Battalion Royal Tank Regiment, where I started to fall in to proper Army life and began to form some lasting, dependable friendships. Within a year, most of them would be dead and the others, I would never see again.

      Having plenty of time to learn more and more, I began to command a two-man tank, the Matilda Mark I, a slow, ill-equipped tank that would have had better success if it was to pull barges and canal boats along the towpath.

      It had quite a lot of armour though, in comparison to some of our other tanks, which almost made it more appealing, had it not been for the impossibly cramped and boiling hot temperatures inside the tank itself.

      It was here though that I discovered that not only was I good at reading maps, I was pretty good at communications too, becoming adept at operating the No. 9 high frequency radio set that I had been gifted. The only issue with it was that it was far too big to sit in the tank, and so it was placed in the hull of the tank, down by the driver’s seat, which meant I had to lie in the weirdest position possible, almost like a diver heading for the water, just so that I could use the thing.

      I also discovered that I was a fantastic machine gunner, I could fire with almost marksmanship accuracy, whether we were stationary, or perhaps more importantly, while we were on the move.

      Such was my skill and dexterity of combining all these things in together, I was duly promoted to a First Lieutenant, on the very same day that we were notified that we were to be shipped to France.

      No one had really seen it coming; of course war had been declared and that it would only be a matter of time before we would be dispatched somewhere, but no one around me seemed to believe that we would be part of the initial force to be going. We were to join together with another tank battalion and fight alongside them as much as possible when the time came.

      The buzz and hubbub that echoed around the camp for days afterwards was immense, men with paperwork and clipboards all flying around from one office to another, as they organised transport for as many of our tanks as possible, as well as the crews to go with them.

      Once we had made our journey over to France, the CO of the battalion approached me and invited me to his office. As we marched our way over there he asked me several questions, but I couldn’t help but wonder what on earth I had done wrong.

      “Your father fought in the last war, am I right in saying that Alf?”

      “Yes Sir, that’s right, Royal West Kent’s.”

      “Good, good.”

      We entered his office where he sat me down and offered me something to drink. He poured himself something and sat down, pulling his chair away from his desk so it was just me and him chatting, no desk to increase the formalities.

      “I hear you like reading maps Lieutenant.”

      “Yes, Sir, I suppose I do.”

      “Are you any good?”

      “I suppose so, Sir. Why’s that?”

      “How would you like a little bit more responsibility in the regiment? I’m talking full regimental responsibility here, not just the 4th.”

      He knew I would, I was an ambitious young man, with a father behind me who was so keen for me to reach the heights of Brigadier that it was probably a letter from him to the CO that meant we were having this conversation.

      “Absolutely, Sir.”

      “Right, well, it means switching crew and a few other things, but this is the gist of it.”

      He started off asking me if I knew what a Reconnaissance officer was and what it entailed, before he heavily indicated that this was very much a hands-on role, one that would take great courage and may have disastrous consequences if I were to shy away from my new duties.

      I would now have a new tank, as well as three others to be in charge of, as well as a new crew that, just like me, had been specially selected for this job.

      “It is the job of the Recce officer and his men, to go ahead of the regiment, to scout the area for the enemy and radio in their whereabouts. They are to then head back to the main body of the regiment, before guiding them in to battle and engaging the enemy. It is not an easy task, in the heat of the moment it is, of course, very difficult to plot where you are and what the route shall be, so I need someone who is an expert in getting lost and finding his way out again.”

      “That’s me then Sir,” I said with a grin. My grin was fortunately met with a broad smile of his own, which morphed the shape of his moustache to match the contortions of his mouth.

      “Right then Lieutenant Lewis, you are now the new Reconnaissance officer for the Regiment. Well done.” He held out a hand to shake mine before adding, “You really will be right in the thick of it all, you know that don’t you?”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “Good. Now get out, I’ve got some arrangements to make.”

      I felt ecstatic as I left his office and marched back towards my billet, here I was, only just twenty-one and I would be responsible for so much and I was getting just what I wanted, right in the thick of it and playing to my strengths. I couldn’t wait to be able to tell my Dad.

      A large proportion of my time in France was spent driving around in my tank, reporting on the movement of our own troops for practice, as we couldn’t see any enemy troops whatsoever. In fact, as far as we knew, they were all still back in Berlin, tucked up nicely in their beds while we knackered ourselves on exercises and drill.

      As winter approached, our focus quite quickly switched from trying to hone our skills in reconnaissance and battle tactics, to quite simply trying to keep warm. Inside the tanks, we were quite lucky, as simply idling the engine meant that the tank was warm enough to cook a chicken on for Sunday dinner.

      I felt sorry for the poor souls who were dug in along the border, hastily built defensive positions that meant there was no source of warmth for them other than a barrel hastily lit to cluster round. The only problem for them was the light discipline on the line, which meant it was near impossible to actually get a fire going in one.

      Fortunately for them, they were only in the line for a short while, before being rotated out, where I was sure that most of them managed to find a lovely warm bed back in the French towns where they were stationed.

      We spent longer on the line, compared to our infantry counterparts, purely because there were fewer of us than them. I didn’t begrudge them though, I knew that the longer I was in the line meant that there was more chance of action if it ever did come. After months of waiting and freezing however, we all wondered if this war would ever actually heat up, in more ways than one.

      “The Boer War,” piped up my driver, Ted Holloway on one midnight patrol.

      “The South African one,” I retorted, confused about yet another conversation that he had the knack of starting halfway through, without having previously included anyone else.

      “No, this war. That’s what it is. The Bore War. I’m so bored. When’s it actually going to kick off?”

      “Will it kick off?” my gunner, Trooper Alan Clarke chimed in.

      I tried not to bite, I didn’t like debating with these two as to whether we’ll see any action and if we did, how well we would do. The truth was that I was worried. Not because I thought we weren’t good enough in ourselves, but because I was certain that the Germans were probably better equipped than us and, when the time came, we would struggle to match their prowess.

      “Oh, it’ll come.” I said, “you won’t need to worry about that.”

      We all jumped up in a start as the tank was rapped on from the outside; drawing my revolver, I nervously poked my head out the commander’s turret.

      “Monsieur?” A small girl was standing at the side of the tank, clutching at a basket of bread and other weird and wonderful things that I had never seen before.

      I hopped out of the tank, clutching some of the local French currency in my sweaty palm.

      “Quels sont ceux-ci?” I pointed at a weird looking, pastry type thing that seemed to be the main bulk of her wares.

      “Un Croissant, monsieur,” she replied timidly. I took some and offered my palm out to her to take the necessary coins. Surprisingly, she left me some as change.

      “Of course, he speaks French as well,” said Ted, mockingly, “Is there anything that this bloke can’t do?”

      “Brigadier in no time,” chuckled Clarke.

      “If you don’t want one you only have to say,” I responded, which was met with sudden apologies and laughter.
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      As we began zipping our way through the French countryside, I couldn’t help but feel an incredible excitement at finally being able to put all my skills to good use, all those hours of deliberately getting lost and trying to find my way home, all those days spent poring over maps till I thought I knew the area like the back of my hand.

      Ever since I’d been made reconnaissance officer, I had taken my job a little bit more seriously. Whereas before I had been in charge of a small section of tanks, now I was in charge of finding the enemy, going ahead of everyone else to try and actively seek them out. Even if we were in a defensive manoeuvre at the moment, I felt like I was spearheading an offensive, in my own way.

      The Germans had smashed the silence of Ted’s “Bore War,” and within hours, we had been on the move in an attempt to meet the enemy armour that was charging its way through our defences to the north.

      Our tank tracks squealed menacingly as we glided through abandoned fields and villages where shutters were immediately snapped shut at the sound of us. I thought about those people for a fleeting second and wondered whether or not they would be alive in a few days’ time. Ever since news of the German advance through Belgium had been received, every man and his dog knew that we were going to be on the back foot. No one had really been expecting it and according to some, we were under the overall command of the French, so our commanders were at no real liberty to order us where to go. Our trust in the French had waned at the sight of their lack of enthusiasm as they manned the defences on their very own border.

      Ill-discipline was rife among them, and the amount of wine that was consumed while on watch, meant they struggled to lift their rifles up, never mind getting them into a decent firing position. They had no regard whatsoever for their superiors and it seemed that the officers themselves had completely given up and spent most of their days smoking, drinking and reading.

      We knew that an almighty battle was about to break out, and I was not naïve enough to think that we would be able to avoid the small towns and villages that so many people lived in. I hoped that they all had cellars that they could duck into at a moment’s notice, or that they had somewhere completely out of the way to get to as soon as possible. It must have been a horrible situation for them, their homes and livelihoods on the frontline once again, probably only just having rebuilt their lives after the first war. Still, in the same fleeting second, I knew I wouldn’t hesitate to order artillery on a house that suddenly found itself to be occupied by a German machine gun team or a butcher’s that was home to a sniper.

      We idled for a moment, before shutting down our engines for a break. By my calculations, we were still around twenty minutes away, according to our latest intelligence, so it would be good to let the engines, and the boys, cool down slightly before what could be a very hairy journey back. We hopped out, to take on some water, and I began to marvel at the silence that embraced our surroundings. There was no noise, it was eerie, and I thought about how my father had often spoken of the silence just before he had gone over the top.

      I shut my eyes and imagined what it was like, the silence that seemed unbreakable, shattered by the shrill, piercing shriek of an officer’s whistle, the starting pistol for men’s howls and the screams of artillery, the rattling machine guns and the thudding mortars. My eyes shot open at the image in my mind.

      “Weapons ready please boys,” all of them ducking momentarily into their cabs and handing each other weapons. I had not been this nervous in a long time; I was worried that they would just appear out of a hedgerow at any moment, and we had got so used to a quiet war that we all thought that an eruption was about as likely as Neville Chamberlain himself hopping out of the nearest tank.

      I rested myself on the side of my tank, the Light Tank Mark VI. It was vastly different to the Matilda that I had got so used to in previous months but being in charge of reconnaissance meant that a change of tank was in order. The Matilda was far too slow for what I would need it for; finding the enemy, then running away very fast. The Mark VI was ideal; it was lightweight and well-built, but most importantly of all, it was quick. With top speeds around thirty-five miles an hour, it meant that I should have more than enough speed to outrun a German Panzer.

      It was all made to measure, with each panel being slotted together so perfectly that nothing would be able to get through, like the molten lead that managed to seep through tanks in the First War. It wasn’t spacious, but for the most part it wasn’t uncomfortable either, except when it began to get really warm when they ran for hours, or if we were going over particularly arduous terrain.

      It housed my driver, who sat down at the front next to the engine compartment, my gunner, who was up in the turret where I was, and me, who also used the radio that was in as our fourth crew member.

      It was quite a funny looking thing, especially as the guns on it weren’t nearly big enough to actually cause any damage to a German Panzer. We had two machine guns, a .50inch Vickers machine gun and a .303 machine gun, both of which were obviously no use if we were caught up in a situation with a Panzer that had a 2.5inch gun mounted on it. So, not only did we have to outrun the tank itself, we also had to outrun the projectile it fired at us.

      Despite its shortcomings in a modern battle, I loved it, I thought it was brilliant. It was probably because it was my first command, all four of these little tanks that had stopped were mine, all under my control as my recce unit. I was immensely proud.

      I continued to study my map with my NCOs that commanded the other tanks, deliberating the best route to take and making sure that all of our position fixes matched up with each other’s. After a few more sips of water, I gave the order to mount up again and begin to start moving.

      Clarke and I hopped into our tank, but there was no sign of Ted for some time. The other tanks began to blow out of their exhausts as they got their engines back into action, idling as they impatiently waited for the commander to get his tank going too. But still, there was no sign of Ted.

      Just as I began to get really concerned, and before I sent out a search party, a figure came crashing through the undergrowth to our right.

      “Sorry, Sir! I was caught incredibly short!”

      I immediately got on the radio, “Hello all Tangos, this is Tango One. Sorry about that, Red’s leaving us a trail for if we get lost later on. Over.” I didn’t get any responses but knew that everyone would be passing the message on to their respective crews, and the laughter would almost drown out the sound of their engines.

      “Okay then, Red, let’s get her going, shall we?”  It had taken me a while to get used to calling Ted Holloway ‘Red,’ probably because it was so close to his real name that it felt almost pointless using a nickname for him.

      He had a shocking streak of red hair around the outskirts of his fringe, the rest of it looking like it had been dyed a darker pigment, but he had run out as he had got to the edges, hence the name ‘Red.’

      Red was a brilliant chap, he was incredibly popular amongst the regiment, he was one of those blokes who knew absolutely everyone and could push it further with people than others ever could. He had a mischievous grin etched on his face permanently and was more than happy to help whenever the opportunity had arisen. I had chosen him as my driver specifically because, despite the outward appearance of being an immature young lad, as soon as he sat in the cockpit of the tank, he became one of the most professional soldiers that I had ever met.

      Clarkey was good too, I had chosen him as he was an excellent shot and it was almost out of a selfish desire to be the best tank that I had picked him as my gunner. In the army, it is always good to keep discipline by maintaining a divide between an officer and his men, the problem with being in a tank for most hours of the day, means that you are so close to one another, you spend so much time getting to know the ins and outs of each other’s minds, that it becomes impossible. Both Red and Clarke were considered close friends of mine, even if I did have to pretend to be elusive with them when we were back at barracks or around other officers. I was almost certain that most other tank officers behaved in the exact same manner as I did.

      As we jerked our way off our standing point, I began to get very twitchy all of a sudden. Our intelligence had the enemy group as being a little over sixty minutes east of our position around twelve hours before. If they had bucked their ideas up this morning, shortly after we had set off, we would be in sight of them in a little over twenty minutes, if I had calculated everything correctly.

      “Hello, all Tangos, this is Tango One. We are approaching the border with Belgium. Eyes peeled commanders. Check your horizons. Over.”

      This was the issue with my job as recce officer, the uncertainty that would always fester in me would always linger, it was our job to find the enemy and plot a route. Where would they be? Would they be on the move or had they stopped? Could they be around the corner? Or just on the crest of this hill?

      The likelihood of us running into a whole battalion of heavily armoured tanks was so high, that it almost didn’t bear thinking about. I was certain that if we all had given it too much thought, we would have turned back already.

      I glanced down at my map once again. I had a vague idea of where we were right now, but as we were rolling over empty fields and unpopulated countryside, there was very little by way of landmarks to be able to pin down where we actually were specifically. I hoped that the other commanders were plotting their routes and that they had a similar idea of where they thought we were.

      I looked ahead on the map, at where I had proposed we should go. We would continue heading east until we hit Courtrai, at which point we would fall back within radio range and ask headquarters what our next move should be. But I was anticipating finding the Germans way before that.

      The map showed that in approximately five miles, the terrain would slowly rise, before becoming much steeper, followed by a drop off of about ten feet. We would hold there for a moment and take on some more fluids and cool down, all the while observing across the fields and roads that we could see.

      I found that my finger was running over the map, across our planned retreat, hoping that as soon as we saw them, that we would still be within range of headquarters so that we could tell them immediately. My palms grew sweatier as I ran the back of my hand over my forehead.

      “Hello all Tangos. This is Tango One. We’re approaching the border now. Radio check. Over.”

      I always got nervous over a breakdown in communication just around this point.

      “Hello Tango One. This is Tango One-One. Radio check. Over.”

      “Hello Tango One. This is Tango One-Two. Radio check. Over.”

      “Hello Tango One. This is Tango One-Three. Radio check. Over.”

      Good. They were all still with me; I could hear them, and they could hear me. I didn’t feel quite so alone for a few moments more.

      I felt Red pick the engine revs up a few more notches as we steadily climbed the gradual incline.
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      The engine of the tank seemed to have got permanently stuck on loud as we continued our slight incline up the hill. They were good engines in these tanks, but their design for going up and down hills was not the best and so we found that our speed was dramatically reduced for our ascent.

      I poked my head out of the turret and had a quick look around. We were slightly ahead of the other three tanks, as if they had misjudged the incline slightly and hadn’t taken it into account. I knew Red was the best driver around.

      “Take it down a bit Red, we’re too far ahead of the others.”

      He acknowledged by bringing the revs down slightly, hardly noticeable if the sounds of the engine weren’t so loud. I liked being up ahead of the rest of my troop, but equally, I didn’t want to be so far ahead that if I came face to face with an enemy regiment, or tank, that I found myself waiting for the others to catch up before we engaged each other.

      As we got closer and closer to the peak of the unusual land formation, I felt my heart begin to flutter intensely, like it did if I was summoned to the headmaster’s office, or as it had done when the CO had called me in.

      As commander, there wasn’t a lot for me to do now, except scratch at my face as itch after itch seemed to spring up, probably out of a sense of nervousness and due in part to the copious amounts of grease-filled sweat that had begun trickling down my body. I felt another stream tickle its way down from my armpit, and it was at that moment that I realised how hot I really was, how nervous I really was.

      I began trying to distract myself by focusing on what the other two should be doing. I envisaged Red as he fiddled with all the levers and pedals down below, as he guided us in expertly to the top of the hill. I felt Clarkey next to me check for anything that might act as a potential stoppage in his weapons, whilst also checking that a round had already been fed into the guns correctly.

      He seemed satisfied with both, letting the cocking handles shoot back to their resting positions with a satisfying clunk. He was ready and so was Red. I only hoped that I would be, by the time we got to the top of the hill.

      Red idled the engine once we had got to the crest of the incline.

      “Leave it running Red, doubt we’ll be here too long.” I tore my radio off and leapt out of the tank, as I felt the other three do the same. None of us spoke to each other, but instead knelt down in front of our tank, binoculars at the ready.

      We stood in front of the tank as, if you were to look from your commander’s position, it was possible that the heat haze from the engine may blur your vision, which wasn’t so much of a problem if you were on the move.

      I lifted my binoculars to my eyes and began to pan from left to right, scouring the fields and roads for miles around. It really was a marvellous view.

      “That’s the border then chaps. Dead ahead.” I extended my arm out as I spoke, but I knew that none of them would be following my signal.

      I felt the excitement and nerves begin to die down with me as we knelt there for a few moments longer and as I calmed down, I instructed the drivers to shut down their engines. They too hopped out for a breath of fresher air and began to take sips from their canteens. None of them strayed too far from their tanks this time, and I didn’t think Red would be needing to take a trip to the bushes either. We needed to be ready to go at a moment’s notice.

      Where were they? They should have been here.

      I hoped that I had got my map reading correct and momentarily lowered my binoculars to let my eyes recover and my mind think clearer. Just as I did so, I got a shout.

      “There!” It was Sergeant Fryer, commander of Tango One-Three. “Just to the north slightly, coming down that main road. Straight towards us!”

      I immediately shot my binoculars back to my eyes, as I heard Red scream at the others to load up.

      “Yep! Got ‘em!” shouted Corporal Payne, commander of Tango One-Two. I got a similar acknowledgement from Sergeant Rootes, the final commander of my troop. Eventually, I spotted it too.

      There was a large column up ahead, and I was amazed that Fryer had been able to spot it so early on. They were moving slowly and were still probably quite a few miles from where we were. I made a mental note of how far I thought they were, ready to plot them back on the map.

      “Let’s go then boys!” I screamed and, as one, we turned and hopped back into our Mark VIs.

      “Ooh I love this bit! Come on then girl! Yeehaa!” Screamed Red as he pushed the tank round so that we had our backs to the advancing Germans, ready to beat a hasty retreat. Me too, I loved it for a different reason to Red. He loved the excitement of feeling like we were being chased and being able to push the tank to the very limits of her capabilities. I loved it because we were still alive, and we hadn’t driven round a corner to find a whole German garrison pointing their weapons in our faces. Nonetheless, we all loved it.

      The engine continued screaming as Red began hollering the Ride of the Valkyrie at the top of his voice as we charged back along the countryside that we had just come. He had a knack of doing things like this when he really shouldn’t, but at the same time, if he hadn’t have done it, I probably would have missed it greatly.

      “Red knock it off mate.”  He did as he was told. It was not because I didn’t enjoy his rendition, in fact I actively encouraged it during training as it inspired us all, but it was so distracting while I was trying to plot where we had seen the enemy. It was also irritating when I was trying to raise HQ if I had an overexcited Geordie humming away in the background.

      “Hello Tango, Hello Tango. This is Tango One, do you receive? Over.” I knew there was little point in me sending a report this early on, chances were we were still out of range, but it was always best to check just in case by some miracle I got through.

      I carried on staring at my map, before checking that we were still on the right heading, we didn’t want to end up in front of German troops instead of our own all of a sudden.

      “All okay, Red, keep going.”

      The engine screamed as we flew across the open ground, quicker than I felt like we had ever done before. I could feel every link in the tracks as they rumbled their way around beneath us, squealing in agony at the strain we must have been putting them under. I wondered if Red was having a more uncomfortable time than us right now, sitting directly above the tracks, I was almost certain that he would be feeling every bump and groove in the ground that was possible. I risked poking my head out to see where the others were and instantly regretted it. The cool air that pummelled my face sent my tear ducts into overdrive and I almost immediately ducked back down again, making sure I put my goggles on before pulling myself back up.

      We were all neck and neck, as if the drivers were all driving in formation for a parade. None of us was lagging behind and no one had broken down yet. Satisfied all was going as well as it could be, I ducked back down again and began to plot a route for the regiment to advance along. I would pick the route that would be the quickest to get there, but also provide the fewest obstacles to pass through, such as small villages.

      All of a sudden, I felt immensely powerful. I often thought that holding this much power would feel good, that I would feel like a great military commander like Nelson or Wellington, ready to direct his troops into battle that will end ultimately in victory. But what I was experiencing was the complete opposite of that, I felt scared and overwhelmed.

      I was in charge of the entire regiment, I was leading them all into battle, and I had only just turned twenty-two. I had the weight of these men’s lives on my shoulders, it would be me who would be ultimately responsible if their run in was incorrect or ill-judged. Maybe I wasn’t cut out to be a Brigadier after all.

      “Hello Tango. Hello Tango. This is Tango One. Do you receive me? Over.”

      It was worth a shot. I waited for a few seconds, which must have been the time that the radio operator took to pull himself together as I suddenly got a response.

      “Hello Tango One. This is Tango. Send. Over.”

      “Made visual contact with German armour on the border with Belgium. Fast approaching towards Arras. Suggest defensive line in and around Arras to meet them. Recommend start line as Arras-Doullens railway. Over.”

      “Roger that Tango One. Will inform the boss. Over.”

      I let my finger hover over the railway that I had just given as a start point for our run in to Arras. My gut feeling was that the armoured column would head there first, which meant that we would be able to meet them as they made their way out of the east side.

      “Hello all Tangos. This is Tango One. Made contact with HQ. Make for Arras-Doullens railway. Over.”

      We carried on flying through at an amazing speed and I allowed myself a few moments of relaxation to recover and take in everything that had just happened. I had chosen the railway as from there, on the approach to Arras, there was a slight incline similar to the one we had just climbed, which overlooked the main road out of the town.

      If we could get there, and situate ourselves on the top of the hill, we should have a fish in barrel scenario, and even the relatively useless Mark VIs that we were in might be able to score a kill or two. In any case, even if we caused some minor disruption, then hopefully it would knock the wind out of the enemy’s sails a bit and make them think twice before charging towards our forces again.

      I tried to take another sip of water in an attempt to quench the barrenness of my tongue, but as I did so, my radio sparked up again.

      “Hello Tango One. This is Tango. Boss acknowledges Arras-Doullens railway as start line. Over.”

      Good, the boss agreed with me. That meant that we would get there with other British forces, and not all on our own.

      “Roger that Tango. Out.”

      That would be it for now, we would have no other contact with headquarters unless something very urgent came up, like we were ambushed, or the regiment was withdrawn from the line with immediate effect. Both very real possibilities.

      For now, though, it would just be us, Tangos one to three, charging across the French countryside in the weirdest race of my life to date. There was nothing I could do now, except put all of my faith in Red and the other drivers, and hopefully we would make it.
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      We were all at the start line, raring to go, about forty of our tanks, all revving and roaring in anticipation of the starting pistol. I felt apprehensive and sick as we all sat there, just waiting; this was all down to me, I had ordered this, I had given the starting point and the enemy location. If this was wrong, then I would wish myself dead, as I wouldn’t want to see the death and destruction of our regiment if I had miscalculated something.

      I checked and re-checked the map that I had plotted on, constantly questioning myself as I did so. Had I missed something? Had the enemy actually been travelling in that direction or had I got my bearings wrong? What could I do about it now if I was wrong?

      I decided that if I had got it wrong, then it wouldn’t be entirely my fault, my NCOs were plotting their route as well and should have picked up on it. The fact that they hadn’t, filled me with a half-confidence that I hadn’t got it wrong and that I was right in my assumption to launch an attack from this railway line.

      We all idled our engines, in double file, the road just wide enough to accommodate two tanks, side by side. Red started humming, faintly to begin with, before growing in volume bit by bit. I couldn’t work out what exactly he was humming, and I was unsure even he knew himself, instead opting for a made-up tune to fill the silence. He always liked to hum tunes, either when he was overly excited or if he was incredibly nervous, this time it would definitely be the latter.

      He was an excellent tank driver, but sometimes, when you have the reputation of being brilliant at something, it also adds a lot of pressure, which, on the eve of a battle, quite quickly translates to apprehension. It was the same with me and my map reading capabilities; I knew I was good enough, I knew that the route I had planned was the right one, but that doubt in my mind continued to grow the more I thought about it.

      As we approached H-Hour, we moved up to our final staging position, right by the level crossing. From inside the tank, and being so far back in the column, I could neither hear nor see the level crossing that intersected the road we were on.

      “Lieutenant Lewis, come up to the front of the column for a second will you? I need a word.” The voice of Major Perkins sounded stern and deadly serious. Either I was in for a rollicking or he had just received some disturbing news from somewhere.

      As I approached the head of the column, I could make out Perkins standing, facing the level crossing, with his hands on his hips, some of his other officers standing around him. As I got closer, I began to make out the faint ding, ding, ding, of a bell and saw that the level crossing gates had been drawn, as if a train was about to come charging through.

      “What do you propose we do about this, Lewis?” queried the Major, broad smile now sweeping across his face. “This wasn’t part of your plan was it!” I wondered what he wanted me to say, I was fairly confident that no trains would be running, but I couldn’t help but visualise my map again, to see if there was anywhere that we could realistically stage an advance from, that was safely away from the track.

      “Allow me, Sir,” I heard Captain Reynolds say, as he leapt towards his tank, the first one in the steel queue that we had formed.

      After a second or two, his engine roared, and I could have sworn that I saw the front of the tank rear up like a horse, before it thundered its way across the ground, pummelling the gates into nothing more than a pile of splinters.

      “That’s what I like to see gentlemen! Fear Naught! Let’s go!”

      We charged back to our respective tanks as Reynolds waited for us all on the other side. Once I was safely back in my Mark VI, the radio sparked up.

      “Gentlemen, apparently all trains are cancelled today courtesy of Captain Reynolds. Good luck and let them have everything!”

      I felt sick once again as we lurched forwards, Red doing his best to make sure we caught up with the others and that we weren’t the only ones left behind.

      “Tango One, hang back a bit with your boys, I’ll call you up when you’re needed. Over.”

      “Roger that Tango.”

      The radio sparked up with various callsigns as the Major issued more instructions to the tanks that he had at his disposal. Most were simply reiterating instructions that he had passed on before the attack, making sure that everyone knew what their part was going to be in this. I knew why we held back slightly. Our tiny machine guns weren’t going to be too much help if we came up against German armour and so, we would keep our distance, letting the big guns do their job until we were called in to hose down the area.

      I preferred it that way anyway, the inner coward in me relishing in the idea that if all of our armour was taken out, it would give us enough time to turn around and scarper as quickly as possible. I also liked the idea of going in to clean up, after all the more damaging and lethal enemy weapons had been dealt with. I felt guilty for feeling like it sometimes, but my job was to seek out the enemy, with little defence myself, something which some of the boys in the Matildas had passionately expressed their gratitude at us doing it and not them.

      I supposed we all displayed courage and cowardice in different ways in this regiment.

      I felt the pitch in the engine changed to a much higher note, as we began to climb the slight incline to where the top of the bank would meet the road that would lead to Arras. We would continue travelling East till we got to it, at which point we would head down the bank, turn left onto the road and head north into Arras itself, where we would hopefully engage the enemy.

      As we made it into more open and flat terrain, I heard the Major’s upbeat voice crackle over the radio. “Flatter terrain now everyone, spread out. Spread out.”

      As he finished his command, I risked poking my head from the turret and I was able to catch the manoeuvre of the tanks as they began to fan out one by one, until it was only us in the recce troop, with our lighter tanks, that formed a second wave of armour.

      The top of the bank was only a matter of yards away now, and we’d be on top of it in less than sixty seconds. As we approached it, the speed of our tanks slowed slightly, like they were preparing themselves for the one last sprint that would take us into Arras itself.

      The front rank of tanks reached the top of the bank and immediately the order was given to fire.

      “Alf! Get your boys up here now!” I daren’t risk the wrath of Major Perkins and so immediately I made sure that our tank was giving everything it had to make it alongside the other tanks, I knew that the others would be doing exactly the same thing, they had heard his order.

      As we slotted our way in between two Matildas, I could hear that all the fire was coming from our side, nothing was being directed back at us. Alan began firing off rounds next to me as he picked up the MG and I wondered what he, and all the others, were firing at exactly.

      “Get ‘em all Clarkey!” Red’s voice screamed above the din.

      I peeked out of the slight hatch that the commander had to peer out of, with only a limited field of view offered to him. What I could see from my restricted viewpoint was astounding. The road that ran north, into Arras, the very road we were about to turn onto, was stuffed full of German vehicles, I had never seen so many before in my life.

      There were troop carrying trucks, motorcycles with or without sidecars, a handful of half-tracks, some of them with small artillery pieces attached to the back and even a platoon of soldiers that had been on bicycles.

      The explosions that engulfed all of them was utterly incredible, and I watched as man after man was mown down by Clarkey’s indiscriminating machine gun fire. To my left, I watched as a shell landed just in front of a vacated motorcycle with machine gun wielding sidecar, and stared in amusement as it was flung off the road, sent rolling into the ditch to one side. How easy it had been to destroy that motorcycle! I wanted to clap and cheer after it was repeated again and again as truck after truck was engulfed in flames as another round pierced its engine compartment.

      The noise was incredible, not just from Alan’s machine gun, but from all the tanks that surrounded us as they poured as much destruction on the convoy as was possible. The heat too, was almost unbearable and I was sure that I felt some of it sear my face as yet another half-track went up in flames.

      These had been the sort of targets that we had been trained to shoot at, these were almost identical to the ones we had blown up on the plains of England. It almost seemed too easy to me. Men lay dead and dying all around and smouldering wrecks occasionally exploded into another ball of flames as the fire reached the fuel tank.

      This was what war was all about. Destroying the enemy. I felt absolutely nothing that resembled remorse or sadness, I was completely on autopilot. I did not think of the men that had occupied these trucks or motorcycles and I barely noticed their bodies, now being burnt by the remnants of their convoy. They weren’t men to me, they were merely targets. Their trucks had seemed as empty to me then, as they had done while we were training, and I felt my blood chill in my bones as I realised how callous I had become.

      “Cease fire! Cease fire! Disembark. Weapons ready. Over.”

      Clarkey set about reloading his machine gun and checking that it would be all ready to go in a few minutes. I hopped out along with Red, both of us brandishing our revolvers. Some of the others kept Lee-Enfield rifles with them, but more often than not, had them strapped to the outside of their tanks because of a lack of space inside. We kept our revolvers, mainly for using on ourselves if we were completely compromised while on a reconnaissance run. A few of the keener lads took it upon themselves to begin working their way through the wreckages, kicking bits of it here and there and making sure that nothing would be able to move as soon as we turned our backs.

      “Good shooting gents,” the Major said as I approached him, “and well done to the recce troop as well. Well done Lieutenant Lewis.”

      “Thank you, Sir.”

      “Now we’ve held them back a bit, it should buy us, and our infantry a bit more time. But we need to be alert. Understood?” Everyone nodded.

      “Does anyone have any injuries or other issues they need to tell me about?”

      No one had any and so it was back to our tanks, ready to move out in the next few minutes. We needed to make ourselves scarce now, such a large enemy convoy meant that more than likely a group of enemy tanks would soon be making their way down the same way, something which we just wouldn’t be able to cope with. Their firepower and equipment was far superior to ours, and I didn’t much fancy our chances if we were to find ourselves up against better tanks and more experienced tank crew.

      It was as I mounted back up into my tank that the first elements of grief began to slip through the net of my mind. I had helped to coordinate an attack which had seen a large group of enemy soldiers completely butchered. Some had been struck by brutal machine gun rounds, while others had been blasted in a plethora of directions, while others still were burnt to a cinder as they had screamed.

      It was only then that I managed to regain an element of humanness, just a hint of compassion. It had taken me so long to readjust to it, that I began to hate myself for it.

      “This is Tango. Engines on please everyone. Fear Naught.”
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      I was elated to be back in the tank, finally able to shut out everything that I had just seen and helped organise, and sink my head back inside the relative safety of my steel box. It felt good to be back inside with Red and Alan, like I was somehow stronger when I was with them, they gave me a boost.

      I took my canteen and poured some into the cupped palm of my hand, before splashing it onto my face. I rubbed it in as best I could, trying to get the sweat and grease off, but also trying to wash away the incredible feeling of guilt that was almost paralysing me.

      It was my first taste of real battle, and I had just directed the entire regiment into combat, and in the process, had wiped out nearly an entire German convoy. There must have been at least fifty dead, all because of me.

      “You alright, Sir?” asked a concerned Alan, as he placed a hand on my shoulder.

      “Yes…yes…I’m alright, thank you,” I eventually uttered, opening my eyes as I did so, as if I had just managed to get rid of all the feelings of shame that were crippling me.

      “Well done, Sir,” shouted Red, “a brilliant success by all accounts.” Yes, I suppose it was, if you could call fifty dead men lying with blood pouring out of them, some still writhing around in agony, a success.

      Alan could clearly see that I was distressed, as he interjected before Red could go any further, “Well, think of all those vehicles they can’t use now, that should hold them up for days.”

      Red had always been a little bit more vicious than me, constantly spouting about how much he hated the Germans, and how he wanted to see every single one of them dead by the end of the war. It was a view that I was always wholeheartedly unsure on and so was Alan, although even he had a far more hostile view towards the Germans than I had, which is why his latest remark had surprised me somewhat.

      I felt almost pathetic for a moment, I was meant to be the commander in this tank, I was meant to be an officer, and yet I had the most passive views of them all. To me, the Germans were still soldiers, still men, just like us and we had absolutely no way of knowing whether or not they wanted to conquer us all like the newsreels would want us to believe. There was almost a divide, between the lower ranks and the commissioned ones. Us officers, had a more sceptical view of the propaganda that was pumped into us, whereas the lower ranks truly despised the enemy and were convinced they would want to butcher them all upon sight.

      “Hello all. Look lively. Let’s get out of here.” The ever-present voice of Major Perkins sparked up in my ear again and brought me back into the present.

      Before I could pull myself together anymore, we were thundering back to where we hoped the rest of our forces were waiting for us.

      “Tango One, take your troop off ahead will you? Scout the route ahead.”

      I didn’t even need to tell Red to put his foot down, he was already pushing the engine a little harder than it was used to as I acknowledged the message from Perkins.

      We began bumping our way around and Clarkey and myself had to hold onto the sides of the tank, to make sure we didn’t make a firm contact with the steel with our skulls.

      I began to hear a sudden rumbling, and, wondering if it was a malfunctioning headset, I whipped mine off to double check. The rumbling continued, in fact, it grew louder as I had taken it off.

      “Engine all okay Red?” I asked him, trying to pinpoint the source of the mysterious rumbling.

      “Sweet as a nut, Sir.”

      The rumbling seemed to continue to grow and I began to wonder if it was only me who could hear it. I poked my head out of the hatch of the tank and listened. Our engine was growling as we passed the edge of the forest that Red had made use of earlier on today, but the rumbling superseded the noise of our tank.

      All of a sudden, the rumbling stopped. It was almost as if the rumbling, rolling thunder had passed overhead and now I was just waiting for the lightning bolt to leap its way through the sky, towards earth. But no lightning bolt was forthcoming.

      Instead, it felt like an even bigger thunder than ever before had rumbled, shaking the very core of my body as it did so.

      “Red, stop!” I screamed at the top of my voice, met with a stream of curses from Red, who had been almost deafened by the screaming voice in his ears.

      We were some way away from the rest of the tanks now, who had just passed the halfway point of the forest to our left. Alan and I spun round on the platform, as we traversed the turret around, to get a better view of what was going on, Red would stay where he was, our only eyes to what lay in front of us.

      A great big cloud of dust was just settling around our tanks, as the rumbling sparked up again in the distance. The trembling thunder continued to roll and the lightning strikes, as artillery shells hit the ground, began to flash in front of me.

      I tried to work out where they were coming from, as if we, in our under armoured tank, would somehow be able to put a stop to it all. We had been ambushed, good and proper and it was me who had led the regiment in to face the fall of German shells.

      “We’ve got to go back!” screamed Alan, “We can pick some of them up!”

      Tanks were already taking direct hits, as they tried their hardest to keep up their pace and move towards us. Rounds began to burst just in front of them as the gunners fired ahead, trying to destroy their targets expertly.

      I could see that two tanks were already chucking out great big pillars of black smoke, but I couldn’t quite see what their crews were doing. If they were able to get out, their only real option would be to jump on one of our tanks and hope for the best, the only other alternative involved running across an open field for about half a mile, within full view of the gunners who were so accurately decimating our tanks right now.

      I knew Alan was right, “Red turn us around, we need to go back mate.” There was no questioning from Red, no hesitation as he realised that he was heading into the midst of a huge firestorm, just an obliging yank of the levers as he sent us into our first real taste of war.

      As we approached the burning wreckages, I hoped that some were still alive and aware that we were there to pick them up, there was no way I wanted to get out and invite them in.

      “Lewis! What on earth do you think you’re doing?!  Get out of here! Now!” I felt my eardrums bulge as the voice hollered through my headset.

      I was about to argue back with him in the most foolish way but, as I poked my head rather stupidly out of my tank, I saw something that made me want to be somewhere very far away indeed. Out of the tree line that we had just passed, came the protruding barrels of German tanks.

      They had really done us over brilliantly. They had let us take that convoy and had known that our most likely route back would be the quickest one towards our regimental headquarters. They had set up their artillery just behind the wood and moved their tanks into position just inside the tree line. They knew that their artillery was only accurate to a point so, the tanks would chase us to mop up any of us that had survived the thunder and lightning of their big guns.

      “Panzers to our rear.” I called out over the radio.

      “That’s all we need,” came the strained voice of Major Perkins.

      “Red, we’ve got to abandon this mate, turn us around.”

      As long as the artillery was still raining down on us, it meant that the Panzers wouldn’t risk getting too close yet, so I needn’t worry about them for now. At least with the Panzers, you could semi-predict where their rounds would land, judging by their speed and the direction that the whacking great gun was pointing. But with artillery, it’s so much harder to tell.

      As the thought ran through my mind, I felt like we had managed to get airborne for a brief moment and I took a look to see what had caused it. Just in front of us and to our right, a Matilda was now engulfed in flames, a plume of black smoke churning its way out of her thicker than any factory chimney that I had ever seen before.

      As we approached it I watched helplessly as a figure slowly pulled himself out onto the top of the tank, his clothes engulfed in the same flames that were embracing the Matilda. The figure did not scream or shout, he just calmly pulled his revolver up to his temple at the side of his head and squeezed the trigger.

      His body fell from the tank and I was certain that I heard his body thump into the ground as it connected with the earth, louder than the impact of any artillery shell.

      “The boss just took one, Sir!” I yanked my gaze away from the burning tank and tried to pinpoint exactly where the Major’s tank was.

      My senses were completely overloaded, the heat was now attacking my face more than ever, with great beads of sweat rolling into my eyes and stinging them beyond belief. The noise of battle as rounds continued to smash into the earth and screams as they bellowed down my headset, began to get too much for my brain and the pain of a headache began to stretch itself across the width of my head.

      It was what I was seeing however, that caused me the biggest distress. I had clocked the Major’s tank, and as we approached it I could see that it wasn’t moving anymore. There were no flames or clouds of smoke bellowing from his tank and from behind it hadn’t seemed to have been damaged at all.

      As Red slowed us down to take a better look, it was clear that all the occupants would be dead. The front of the tank was a mix of twisted metal belonging to the tank and the remnants of the round that had hit them. The front had practically become the back of the tank as it had all been caved in. I felt nothing for the death of the Major and his crew. He had been a soldier long enough to know that his odds were getting smaller and smaller the longer he remained in, he’d had more than enough chances to back out of this frontline malarkey.

      I remained calm as I realised that, now that the Major was lying crushed in his Matilda, no longer breathing and Captain Reynolds’ tank now billowing large flames from it, that I was now in control of the rest of the regiment. I looked around me at what was now my kingdom. From around forty tanks that we had started with, I could now only count around fifteen that seemed to still be moving, limping back towards our garrison.

      The artillery rounds began to slow as we moved out of the sight of the gunners, and I could almost feel the engine revs of the Panzers begin to pick up as they closed in on us. The Panzers weren’t faster than us in our Light Tanks, but they would be in effective range of the remainders of our Matildas in no time at all.

      I could almost hear the taunting shrieks of the Panzer’s tracks as they grew ever closer to us, chasing us down like a pack of wolves.

      We were in an incredibly desperate situation right now, we were outgunned, outmanned and to stand and fight would be pure suicide. I wondered what we should do, the ticking clock echoing in my mind almost as vibrantly as the squealing tank tracks.

      “Sir? What are we doing, Sir? Do we have a plan?” The petrified voice of Red only clarified how little time I actually had to make a decision, one that would seal all of our fates.

      “Hello all. This is Tango One. Disperse. Disperse. Disperse. They can’t chase us all. Good luck boys. See you soon, over.” I almost wanted to stop and cry as soon as I had made the order, the first order without the Major had been one of cowardice, one of desperation.

      As we all began to split up across the field in search of some sort of safe haven, I could not shake the immense weight of doom that was crushing my chest as we carried on. I began to struggle to breathe, like a child does when in the middle of a bout of sobbing.

      We had our backs to the enemy, an enemy who was quicker than us, better trained than us and had better weapons than us. They would show no remorse in retaliation for the bloodbath we had inflicted upon their comrades by Arras, they would show no mercy.

      As a round whistled past our tank, I could not help but feel like the weight of doom would soon get the better of me and crush me. I was totally helpless now, Clarkey and I had to put all of our trust in Red and his abilities as a driver.
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      The regiment was all but destroyed. I thought it unlikely that we would be fighting as a complete regiment again for quite some time. We had been completely decimated in the space of a few minutes. As the fifteen or so of our tanks began to limp back towards any kind of safety, I prayed that all of them would make it back somehow. Now that the Major was dead, I was technically in charge of those boys still, and I wanted all of them alive if I could help it.

      I found it difficult to take, especially at the apparent elation that I should have been experiencing after we had shot up the convoy. I retraced my footsteps and my thoughts over the last few hours; had I missed something that would have given away the German’s intentions? I supposed that the obvious lack of any armour or defence for the convoy should have been a giveaway.

      Who puts that much kit and equipment in the field, without so much as an anti-tank gun to be able to fire back with?

      I thought of the soldiers that we had cut down in those few short moments. I wondered whether or not that they knew of the plan that their officers had put in place, or whether they were genuinely surprised at our appearance on top of the bank. Either way, I felt desperately sorry for them all of a sudden; they had been used as bait, as a sacrifice.

      I doubted that even Red would be unmoved by the thought that those men were there to be brutally killed.

      I wondered whether or not the Major had noticed something, that meant that some of the blame would shift from my shoulders. Surely, with all his experience and know-how, he must have known that the unguarded convoy was so out of the ordinary that something would happen later on.

      But, if he had picked up on it, he would have ordered us to take a different route back, or maybe he had been complacent about how heavily armoured the Germans had actually been.

      Either way, if he had picked up on it or not, his decisions and his actions had ended up with him dead, crushed in a metal box with the rest of his crew, their place reserved for possibly very many years. I hoped that it had been quick for him and that he didn’t experience too much pain. He had been very unlucky to have taken a round straight to the front of the tank, especially at the speed that he had been going, it must have taken an extremely fluky artillery round to have landed exactly where it did.

      I hoped that the initial blast had been all he felt, all his crew had felt, as they were wiped from this earth, now only a haunting memory in my mind and a distant memory in the mind of his family.

      At the thought of his family, I suddenly felt worse for them than I did for the Major himself. Mrs Perkins was now a widow, never to see her husband again with nothing more than a hopeful goodbye the last time she had waved him off. The four Perkins children were now all fatherless and would spend the remainder of their lives cursing this damned war for snatching someone so precious and loved from their lives.

      I could not imagine the pain that they would go through, I could not envisage having to grow up without a father in their lives, especially at such a young age too; all four of them were under the age of seven years old.

      Although I felt sorrow and remorse towards the Perkins family at the loss of the head of their household, it was sorrow for myself that I felt the most at the loss of Major Perkins. He had guided me, nurtured me, from a new Second Lieutenant, to making me into the officer that I was now. He had given me the chance to make the most of my gifts of navigation and map reading and I had thrived, until now. He had taught me everything he knew about the army, and he knew a lot, having been in for well over half of his life. But now, very abruptly, it had all stopped. His long career, rising through the ranks, up to the point where he had a regal crown on his shoulder, had been put on permanent hold, as so many others had just been a few moments before.

      The headache that I had intensified to the point where it felt like my brain was trying to burst from my skull, kicking out at all angles trying to break out like a new born chick. There was almost no need for my radio now, I had no one left to communicate with, but I kept my headset on all the same, just like I knew all the others would have done as we went our separate ways.

      I rubbed my eyes for what felt like the hundredth time in two minutes, pushing so hard at them that I felt like I almost blinded myself, taking a few moments of incessant blinking to regain my eyesight fully. I could tell that Clarkey was beginning to notice that all was not right with my head and so, I made a valiant effort to regain some composure and put what had just happened to us behind us completely.

      “You okay Red?”

      “Yes Sir, fine Sir.”

      “Alan?”

      “All okay Sir.”

      I knew that both of them would be struggling with their own thoughts but having me to hold them accountable would hopefully keep them in check for a little bit longer. They would be crippled with similar thoughts to my own, like how we had gone back to help them and found that we could do nothing for them.

      It felt wrong to have to leave those boys sat in their tanks, some of them dead, a lot of them wounded, but a handful, probably still alive, completely at the mercy of the first enemy soldier who poked his head through the hatch.

      I was aware that the longer the thoughts lingered in my mind, the less effective I would become as a commander, and so tried to keep myself busy by regularly asking the other two how they were and how the tank was doing.

      Before long, it was apparent that we were slowly getting ourselves lost, which was not something I was overly worried about, as I had been doing it deliberately for years and finding my way back just fine. But when you’re in the middle of a battlefield and a huge enemy advance, at least knowing where your friendlies were would be a bonus.

      “Red, get us back on one of the roads and we’ll try our best to spot some sort of landmark.”

      He did as he was told, and I risked poking my head from the top of the tank, fairly confident that we had made it far enough away from the danger to be able to take a look around.

      The German’s advance had been swift and savage and, if truth be told, I wasn’t entirely sure where it had all originated from as of yet. Some people were saying they had smashed through the Maginot line and had advanced north, while others were saying that an attack on the line had only been a diversion and the main attack had come through Belgium and they were now heading west.

      It was this second rumour that seemed to be more authentic for me, especially as we charged our way westwards, hoping to escape the onslaught of the tanks we had left behind, but also in search of our comrades, who were nowhere to be found.

      The sight that met my eyes as I peered out was one that I was not wanting to see, nor was it one that I was expecting to see. I hoped that I would see soldiers, British soldiers, all cheering and encouraging us as they saw us back into safe territory.

      Instead what I saw was a column of people, all making their way into the ditch at the side of the road as we passed, each one of them with at least one suitcase as they moved away from the fighting that was to come. It unnerved me, seeing men, women and children, all leaving their homes to try and make it to some safer ground.

      I felt tempted to get out and walk with them, that way at least, maybe if the Germans did catch up with us, they would treat us slightly better than those who were willing to throw bullets towards them, but the thought was quickly wiped from my mind. I didn’t want to be seen as a coward.

      “Where they all goin’ Sir?” queried Red.

      “No idea,” I replied, hesitantly, I didn’t want to alarm Red and Clarkey that I thought the Germans were much closer to us than I had originally thought. “I suppose they heard about the fighting and are trying to get to a safer area, behind British lines.”

      “Want me to follow ‘em then Sir?”

      “Let’s try it at least Red.”

      We had been simply outclassed by the Germans that we had encountered, they had outmanoeuvred us, and their experience clearly shone through. It made me feel inadequate as a soldier, I was sure that I had skills and capabilities, but they had been so easily swept aside in the space of around an hour. I wondered if the German in command was feeling as pleased with himself as I was feeling desperate.

      I tried to guess what their next move might be, as if that would justify my belief in myself for a few moments. If it was me, I would continue pushing westwards, before pushing up north and squeezing us all into a tight corner and eradicating us all.

      If I was a British commander, from what I was deducing, I would try and muster all the forces I could and break through part of their advance, and come around their forces from the south, encircling large chunks of the enemy and hopefully forcing them into a retreat. But the thought suddenly dawned on me that I might not live long enough to find out what my superiors’ plans were going to be. We were getting more and more lost by the second, and I was certain the Germans would have a very good idea where they were and what their next move would be.

      From my experiences so far, the Germans were better than us in every way, with their weapons and tactically. I could only hope and pray that the rest of the BEF was holding up a damned sight better than we had done and that they hadn’t crumbled at the first real test of their strength like we had done.

      I felt confident in all the other boys on the ground, they had built up strong defensive positions that would surely stand up to the test of German troops. Almost as if I had been speaking aloud, Clarkey piped up, “We’re still under the command of the French, technically aren’t we? So, if they don’t want us to hold our positions, we’re gonna struggle to find out where the rest of the regiment is, right?”

      He was completely right, and it wasn’t a thought that had come to me until now, and not one that I really wanted  to be entertaining. If the French had got us to withdraw, we would no doubt be in complete disarray, which meant that our chances of finding British troops, never mind our specific regiment, would be small to say the least.

      I kept quiet and let the thought stew in all of our heads for a little longer.

      I hoped that the commanders had all got round the table and really thrashed this one out, so that as few men as possible were needlessly sacrificed. If the rest of the BEF were holding out against the Germans, I hoped that they were doing a sterling job because, if they weren’t, we, as an army, wouldn’t last much longer.

      And I really didn’t fancy the idea of being a chilled corpse all that much, and I detested the thought even more of becoming a German prisoner of war. I was certain that was true of all three of us.
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      I looked at my beloved maps for what felt like the thousandth time that minute, I was constantly looking at its contour lines and weaving roads and trying to piece together where we were. But I knew we were totally lost, this time with little chance of being able to find my way home again. I could almost feel the disappointment in the Major’s voice as he reiterated to me the job of a reconnaissance officer.

      “You must always know where you, and the rest of the regiment, are. No matter what happens.”

      I decided it was almost time to ditch the maps, as I was fairly confident that the maps that I had, didn’t stretch this far westwards, as we were never expecting to be pushed back this far so quickly. I was almost certain that this was the case but still, I couldn’t actually bring myself to screw them up and throw them out of the tank, there was something restricting me from doing so.

      The others knew we were lost by now, having seen me poke out of the tank, duck back in, look at the map and sigh, only to repeat the whole process again some thirty seconds later.

      We must have been driving through the most barren and desolate area of France, with nothing more than a few trees as the only real landmarks that I could depend upon. All I could see for miles around were empty fields and trees, as well as the growing number of people as they trudged away from their homes.

      I wondered whether or not they were pleased to see us. Maybe they thought that we were here to help them, and that the simple presence of a military vehicle was enough to lift their weary spirits. Or maybe they just thought that we were a nuisance for making them move off the road, nothing more than a glaring target for the enemy planes that would no doubt be overhead soon.

      None of them gave me even an inkling of how they were feeling however, all of them remained completely deadpan, no flicker of a smile or a wave, not even a menacing fist towards us as they hopped down into a ditch. They all trudged, the look in their eyes as if they were already resigned to the fact that death would soon catch up with them.

      As night began to fall, the people who had been clogging up the road for the whole of the afternoon, began to venture into the woods or even the ditches to find a place to rest for the evening. It seemed that they didn’t want to lose their place in the most humiliating queue as they fled from their homes and livelihoods.

      We simply did not have that option, we had to keep going, for as long as we possibly could, stopping only momentarily to relieve ourselves or beg for some more water. Before long though, we stopped that as well, Red pointing out that it would take only one of the retreating civilians to be a German in disguise and we would all be dead. From then on, we stopped only when there were much fewer people around, taking our weapons with us.

      As the sun just dipped behind the trees for the final time that day, relieving us all of the blinding streaks of sunlight that had been tormenting us for hours, Red needed to stop, he was exhausted. Fair enough, I thought to myself, he had been driving almost non-stop for about eight hours and he wasn’t exactly sitting in first class where he was. Clarke, who had some experience in driving the machines, swapped with him and Red joined me up on the platform in the turret, squishing himself like a contortionist up against the wall of the tank, trying to get in a position where he could get some half-sleep.

      “Why’d you join the army sir?” He asked, not opening his eyes as he did so. It took me by surprise, I had never expected to be asked such a question, especially in the situation that we found ourselves in right now.

      “At the moment, I’m not really sure Red. But before…I guess I thought it would do me some good. Get away from my parents and where I grew up. Experience a bit of life before I return.”

      He scoffed, “You think you’ll get back then do you?”

      “What about you, Red? Why are you here?”

      He sat in silence for a few moments, long enough for me to think that he had fallen asleep in the uncomfortable foetal position he now adopted.

      “Dunno really…same reasons as you I s’pose. Get away from it all. Start again like.” I’d never met a Geordie before I met Red, but I was glad that I had done, and met a good example of one at that. He always worked hard, more often than not the first one to wake up and since we’d been in France, making sure that the tank was mechanically sound, as well as being clean inside of any spent shell casings or the occasional mug of coffee.

      We chatted for a few moments more, about what our lives were like back at home, and I began to form a real bond with Red in those minutes, more so than the few months that we had spent before this had all kicked off.

      I began to feel sorry for him and realise how privileged my life had been to date. He had grown up in near poverty after his father had died of pneumonia that had stemmed from an injury that he had sustained in Mesopotamia during the last war. His mother, after the death of his father had fallen into a period of ill health and so Red, and his brothers, were forced into work to keep the family afloat.

      On reaching his sixteenth birthday, Red’s situation had not changed but he decided that the direction in his life was in urgent need of a change. By stealing food to make sure he was strong and heavy enough to pass the medical, he joined the army.

      Now, here he was, approaching his twenty-third birthday having already completed nearly five years in uniform. As he was, he should have been at the very least a lance-corporal now, maybe even the dizzying heights of corporal, but from what I had heard, he was very low down that particular pecking order.  I couldn’t for the life of me understand why, he was brilliant at what he did, kept his nose out of trouble and was also hugely respected by the rest of the lads; he was ideal NCO material.

      “Boss…boss…” the urgent and frightened tones of Alan Clarke’s voice began to register in my mind. “What do we do? What do we do?!”

      “Clarke, what’s the matter?”

      “I don’t really know how to tell you this Sir…” Instead of waiting for a few hours for Clarke to get his words out, I pushed my head out from the turret once again. It was now pitch dark and the civilians who had sporadically spread themselves out at the side of the road, had now been replaced by soldiers. And not the kind of soldiers that I particularly wanted to be this close to.

      German soldiers flooded my vision everywhere I looked. There were literally hundreds of trucks, backed up one after the other on the right-hand side of the road, with men off to the side lighting fires and enjoying a nice hot meal before bed. On the left-hand side of the road, tanks and other moving vehicles, slowly trundled their way past the hundreds of men who were preparing to bed down for the night. Motorcycles zipped up and down the column, shouting orders to the drivers as they began parking up or trying to pull out into the column. I had absolutely no idea how we had ended up here, surely we should have noticed that we were slowly heading in the wrong direction and into the path of the Germans?

      There must have been well over a thousand men here, judging by the sheer number of trucks and other vehicles that were parked up all around, with incredibly precise efficiency that we had all been warned about. There were probably more vehicles here than the ones that we had shot up earlier in the day, and I wondered if news had filtered through to these men yet of what had happened there, and if they were baying for blood.

      They didn’t seem like they were out for revenge too badly, most of them were just smoking and eating at the side of the road, and more than a few roars of laughter and singing were clearly audible. I decided there and then that if Red tried to poke his head out too, that I would forcibly shove it back down the hole, as I was worried about the true extent to which he would try and mow as many of these men down as possible.

      I let my head linger out of the turret for a few moments too long, before I came to my senses and I made my way back inside our little piece of Britain.

      “What’s going on?” enquired Red, as he woke from his snoozing state and I prepared myself to drag him away from the hatch in case he made for it.

      “Clarkey, keep driving, keep this pace and this distance from the vehicle in front. Whatever you do, don’t stop.”

      “What’s going on?!” Red almost shouted.

      “Quiet!” I half-whispered, half-shouted, “Germans…,” I said, pointing towards the outside of the tank, “…everywhere.”

      His eyes widened, but he knew that now was not the time to be arguing about anything, instead he lay on his belly, trying to get as close to Clarke’s ear as possible.

      “Change down a gear, the engine will sound more German. Just in case.” This lad was brilliant, he knew everything there was to know about tanks, and not just British ones. He looked across at me, “Just in case there’s a German just like me who loves engines.” He winked.

      Clarke did as he said and we all sat in a perfect silence, with nothing to serenade us but the whine of the engine and the laughter of the Germans that were just half an inch of armour away from seeing who we really were.

      It must have been incredibly dark, as we managed to make it another five minutes or so without being ousted as an enemy tank. I was utterly bewildered and hoped that, if a German tank was to do the same thing through a British column, that they would spot it immediately and take the necessary actions to stop it. But either these Germans were next to blinded by the darkness, or they were incredibly lazy, as we carried on without a hitch.

      Suddenly, there was an ear-splitting crash, and the sound of metal on metal smashed through my eardrums, almost deafening me. Clarkey began to sob almost immediately, “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, I didn’t see him! I must have nodded off!”

      The shouts that shot up not just from the inside of the tank, but also outside, were frightening. Red sat wide-eyed, making his revolver ready to take as many of the enemy with him as he possibly could.

      The angry shouts from outside grew louder and louder, to the point where I knew we would have to face the music. Whipping my headset off, and ensuring that none of my insignia would show, I hopped out of the turret, in the hope that none of the Germans would be shining a torch in my face and see that I was clearly a Brit.

      The men obviously in charge of the road were absolutely fuming, this hold up quite easily could have cost them their cushy job of marshalling traffic in the middle of the night. To the men at the sides of the road, the real workhorses, the whole episode was raucously funny, and I watched as one or two of them, next to burning oil drums, were forced to take a seat for fear of passing out with the sheer hilarity of it all.

      Two German soldiers up ahead, one of them gesticulating like an officer, were having a furious row, each one seemingly blaming the other for the cock up. A road from the left had appeared from nowhere and evidently, wanting to join the flow of traffic, the truck that was now stuck to the front of our tank, had tried to sneak himself in front of us, with disastrous consequences.

      Something needed to be done, we couldn’t just sit here all night. We needed to be out of here, and fast.

      “Clarkey, back her up a bit.”

      As soon as the truck was away from the hull of our tank, I began screaming, adopting the same sort of tone that the officer out the front had been doing, waving my arms around as if there was an incredibly persistent wasp attacking my face.

      My German was limited to a few words and phrases, one of them coming to me like I had long forgotten it.

      “Ausweichen! Ausweichen! Dummkopf!”

      As I screamed, I put on my best German accent possible, and hoped that the laughter and engines would mask the rest of my poor Germanic. To my amazement, the officer ahead seemed to begin shouting the same thing.

      “Out the way! Out the way! Idiot!” He continued screaming at the corporal, until he was firmly in the cab of the truck and he began inching it out of the way. As soon as the blockage was cleared, Clarke needed no further instruction but to begin moving off, and he pushed the engine as hard as possible, trying to get us away from the whole sorry situation. I hoped that the Germans would just assume that we were eager to catch up with the rest of the column.

      I tucked my body back inside the tank and not one of us breathed for the next five minutes, until we were able to deviate from the column, with no one seeing us. We pulled up on a lonely dirt track, that seemed to run straight through the middle of two adjoining fields and shut the engine down.

      Clarke immediately began to cry silent tears as he vowed never to sit in the driver’s seat of a tank ever again, while Red and I began to laugh nervously and slap each other on the back.

      We all hopped out and agreed that we wouldn’t move again until daylight, much preferring to run the risk of being identified in daylight than having a repeat of what had just happened. After Clarke had thrown up a little bit, and Red had finished laughing and repeating back to us the whole episode, we got our heads down, taking it in turns to keep watch.

      I could only pray that tomorrow would be better than today.
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      “Sir…we’re low on fuel.”  Excellent, that was all we needed right now. This tank was all that we had to keep our hopes alive of finding some friendlies, and without that, and her half inch of armour, we were as good as dead.

      We were low on pretty much everything; we had no energy left, we’d not had a drink in well over twenty-four hours now and we were dangerously low on will to live. We were fast approaching the lowest point that a soldier can get.

      “Okay Red, keep her going as long as possible. But keep half an eye out for somewhere to ditch her.”

      It would be heart-breaking to have to leave her, especially leaving her somewhere where we weren’t quite sure where we were, with no chance of being able to come back and recover her. I hoped that we could find a quiet spot, somewhere so far out of the way that the Germans would never be able to pick her up and use her, so that she could have the retirement that she so desperately craved and deserved.

      We hadn’t seen anyone in quite some hours now and so made no attempts at hiding who we were, my head and shoulders becoming a permanent fixture at the top of the turret. In a way, we all hoped that we were seen, even if it was by an enemy patrol, at least then we might get some food and water.

      Clarke was asleep, in much the same position that Red had adopted the night before. I was beginning to worry about him, his nerves clearly weren’t up to it. He blamed himself for what had happened the night before, even though anyone of us could have been driving when a half-witted German corporal decided to send a truck straight in front of our path. He’d hardly said a word since the accident, and even then, it was only to announce that he needed to relieve himself or to apologise again for putting us through that ordeal.

      He needed to pull himself together, or he would be left behind just like the rest of the regiment. The problem was, I didn’t have the energy or the motivation to force him to buck his ideas up and Red was too busy driving to notice. He would be all alone in this battle.

      Up ahead, I noticed the steeple of a church and enthusiastically, I made for the maps that I had taken great delight in keeping throughout our travels. By the lie of the land, and the roads that I could make out all around us, I was able to pinpoint where we were for the first time in a couple of days.

      We had just made our way back on to the map that we had been issued with, coming up from the bottom of the map in a northward direction. It may have meant that we had travelled in a circle at some point in our journey, but I was so overjoyed to know where we were that I didn’t really care.

      Knowing where you are is something that you take for granted every day and the feeling of utter powerlessness and helplessness if you don’t know where you are for a prolonged period of time, is one that begins to grind you down and takes its toll on you in ways you wouldn’t believe.

      “I know where we are boys!” I almost shouted, waking Clarke up with a start.

      “That’s good,” said Red, the engines beginning to shut down now. “See that orchard to the right sir? I’m going in there to ditch her, hopefully the farmer won’t mind.”

      Red shut the engine down as he had promised, before hopping out to leave with me and Clarke close behind him.

      “How much fuel is left?” I was surprised at Clarke’s sudden interest in our situation and thought maybe, now that we knew where we were, he had managed to pull himself out of the state he had found himself in.

      “Some. Not enough to chase us down though.” Red chuckled to himself, “Here’s as good a place as any to put her to bed.”

      “Right then,” I said, taking control of the situation and the conversation, “we are here, which, last time I checked, was in British hands,” I began folding the map away again, before stuffing it inside my battledress.

      “But a lot has changed since then…We were billeted about four miles down the road from here, just past that village there, when the tanks went in for maintenance about three months ago, remember it?”

      I wasn’t surprised that Red couldn’t remember it, he’d spent almost every day of our time in the village of Airaines completely intoxicated, almost to the point where I was certain he wouldn’t be able to spell his own name.

      “I reckon we should walk through these fields and orchards for three miles until we’re just outside the village, then wait till nightfall to recce the area, and see if we can find any friendlies. Thoughts?”

      Either they had none, or they simply didn’t have enough energy to disagree with me, as I was met with nothing apart from a couple of nods.

      Our progress over the next few hours was slow, as we made our way along the perimeter of one field, taking care to stop and observe every few hundred yards or so. Listening for anything, ranging from a shout from an unimpressed farmer, to the faint squeal of tank tracks.

      All in all, it took us nearly three hours to walk the three miles to the edge of the village, we were that careful, but also knackered. Spots had begun to appear in my vision and my headache had intensified, something that we had all shared as we staggered across the field. We were in desperate need of some water, even if it was only a sip each.

      The main road into Airaines was on a slight slope downwards, the boundary of this side of the village marked out by a smattering of trees. We found ourselves in an irrigation ditch on one of the fields that bordered all four sides of this village. From here, we could look down into the town and make out a few of the local landmarks, without being seen. The main road sloped down, before splitting off in two directions, which marked the edge of the main square. In the main square were a mixture of shops and houses and formed the main bulk of where all the hustle and bustle was coming from.

      To the left of the main drag was the church, Saint-Denis, with the tower rising high over the rest of the skyline and where a friendly local had volunteered to take supplies up to whoever was watchman there overnight.

      I resisted the urge to thunder my way down there and bang on one of the houses that was sited just off to the right-hand side of the main green, being reunited with Madame Moreau who had welcomed me in and taken such good care of me during my brief stint in the village. I wondered for a moment if she was even still there.

      I was pulled out of my latest meanderings by the sound of slurping to my left, whereupon I saw both Red and Clarke cupping their hands to the water that we were standing in and raising it to their desperate mouths. I knew the situation was desperate and that they would be wanting to drink pint after pint of it to quench their thirst, but I knew it would not be good water. Goodness knows how long it had been standing there for and before too long, they would be squatting in a bush somewhere, with it pouring out of their backend quicker than a machine gun can eject its rounds.

      “Not too much boys. You’ll only regret it.” Having said that, I did the same, and the muddy, lumpy water actually tasted fantastic as it slid down my neck.

      “Okay, that’s enough,” I declared after my third handful, resisting every urge just to take one more sip. “We’ll make it a priority to get some soon enough.”

      We sat in silence once again, as we waited for the sun to dip beneath the horizon, anticipating the darkness once more. I found it amusing that the very darkness that had given rise to our closest shave yet, was the very same darkness that we were now praying for, as we tried to find some of our friends.

      As darkness approached, we began to prepare ourselves. We ditched anything that was loose or that made a noise while we moved; we muddied our faces with the sodden dirt that lay at the bottom of the irrigation ditch and made sure that our revolvers had an even distribution of rounds.

      The sun dipped below the horizon and we waited an hour or so more, really waiting for the blackness to take a hold on the village.

      Moving along the field, adjacent to the main road, we slowly made progress towards the village, being careful not to bunch up too much, but also close enough so that we didn’t lose one another.

      As we began to run out of field, we traversed over to the road itself, and began to walk very lightly, on our toes, to stop the solid sole of our boots from shouting out to the nearest sentry of our impending arrival. The village seemed to be totally unguarded, and as we made our way past the church, I hoped that the others were doing the same as me, shooting a quick prayer upwards that asked that we would soon find friendly faces in this neck of the woods.

      We made our way to the middle of the village, where the square with the shops on began to open out onto a small green area, sporadically littered with benches and a water fountain at one end. From where we were, at the far end of the green, I could see a small fire, with a few men huddled around it, weapons slung across their backs, who in turn were surrounded by about five trucks. I couldn’t make out the type of uniform that they wore, or the weapons that they carried, and it had been so long since I had seen a British truck that I barely remembered what they looked like anymore.

      I pulled out my binoculars that I had tucked down my undershirt and slowly pulled them up to my eyes. All I could see were slightly larger silhouettes of men, and the trucks were even harder to identify when they were magnified. To find out who these men were, we would need to get closer.

      We edged towards them, down the cobbled street that led to the other end of the village. All of a sudden there was an almighty bang, and I waited for the inevitable pain that would accompany the sting of a sniper’s bullet. But nothing came.

      Instead, I threw myself face down into the ground and I felt the two behind me do exactly the same. I rolled over to one side, to look up at the figure who had just pushed open the window shutters with such a force that I expected to see a German machine gun poking out at us, ready to catch us in an ambush.

      But all I could see was a rather rotund woman, a red-faced one and I couldn’t make out if that was her natural skin colour or whether she was all worked up about something.

      I soon got my answer as she began screeching towards the main square, met with laughter and jeering from the men around the fire.

      “Get away from here! This is my home! …Germans took it before…think they can take it again!”

      Her squawking meant that I was only able to catch snippets of what she had shouted, but it was more than enough to tell me what nationality the soldiers by the fire were. She finished her screaming with a flourish and I hoped with all my might that none of the Germans could speak any French as she added quite confidently:

      “…trois soldats anglais ici et vous ne les avez pas vus!”

      There are three English soldiers here and you haven’t even seen them!

      I imagined that the Germans had got used to the heckling from the locals and that they didn’t even listen to the cries from incensed French wives, let alone bother to translate them.

      I locked eyes with the woman and for some reason I felt compelled to offer her my thanks, even though she quite easily could have done far more harm to our cause than good.

      After a few moments more of lying on the freezing cobbles, we began to make our dejected retreat back towards the irrigation ditch that had been our home for the previous few hours. It was there that we would reconvene our thoughts and decide what our next move should be.

      “Well?” said Red, completely demoralised, “What now?”

      “Well, I know where we are now,” I said, trying to appear more composed than I actually was, “so if we keep heading in a north-westerly direction, we should come to our frontline.

      “Obviously we’ll have to skirt around this village first.”

      There were nods of approval once again, but I knew we had to find the rest of the BEF, and pretty quickly, otherwise we would end up doing something out of sheer desperation that meant we’d all end up riddled with bullet holes.

      We began the next leg of our trek in the darkness, using the fields as cover from the village as we made our way around it.
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      “I think we should stop soon,” quipped Alan, just as I took notice of the horizon beginning to burn an intense orange. He was probably right, we had been walking for most of the night, not really knowing which way would be safe anymore. As a result, we were becoming really exhausted, our pace having dropped so much in the last hour or so that we barely managed to cover three hundred yards.

      “It’ll be broad daylight soon, we have to stop.” I agreed with what they were both saying, but I just couldn’t conjure up enough energy to acknowledge what they were proposing. From somewhere, an alien voice responded, “Yeah, you’re right, we’ll get to that hedgerow over there and wait till sunset before we move again.”

      I had felt tiredness before, I had been exhausted before, but I had never experienced the mental tiredness that I felt I was beginning to succumb to. Every time someone spoke, it would take me several minutes to register what they had said, the interim time between the speech and my response merely being a replay in my mind of what had just been suggested.

      It felt like my brain was slowly giving up on me, made worse by the almost crippling thirst that I was sure all three of us were suffering. The spots of light in my eyes had grown to a point where I was finding it difficult to see, and all I was craving was another irrigation ditch to quench my thirst.

      I didn’t vocalise any of my thoughts, but there was one that I tried to suppress more than the others; ‘How much longer would we be able to carry on like this?’

      It led to the inevitable progression that, sooner or later, we would have to give ourselves up, for the sake of our lives and swallow our pride by going into the bag. Each time I suppressed it, I felt guilty, almost as if I thought the other two would want to give in, that they deserved it somehow, but I told myself that it was my dehydrated, exhausted brain playing tricks on me.

      I headed up the trio, with Red behind me and Clarke bringing up the rear, when suddenly a cool, but heavily accented voice called out to us.

      “You three, raise your hands. Stay where you are.” Instinctively and as if my tired mind wanted nothing more than to simply give up, I did what the voice told us to and I began to pivot on my heel. Red and Clarke had done the same as I had and were now being subjected to a disarmament by the short, stocky German soldier that had his pistol aimed in Red’s face.

      I looked into Alan’s eyes. I immediately saw the disappointment that we had been caught and I quite quickly felt incredibly foolish. How had we let our guard down so much? Where had he come from?

      If only I hadn’t insisted on carrying on till it was daylight, then maybe we would have been so well rested that this wouldn’t have happened. I waited for him to call out, to the rest of his platoon or his company that he had three, sweaty, smelling, vile British soldiers in his care, but the shout never came.

      I didn’t know how to feel in those few moments where we had been taken prisoner. I felt despairingly powerless, stupid even, that we had managed to make it this far, without the help of anyone apart from an irate French woman, and we had succumbed because we had walked past a hedgerow that hid a lone German soldier.

      He began to make his way over to me, tucking the two revolvers that he had recently acquired, just behind the leather belt that I assumed kept his belly from bulging out of his tunic. I stared down the teasing barrel of the P.08 pistol, better known to me as the Luger, as he began to leer at me, the closer he got. The Luger was a prize that we all wanted to get our hands on, known for its superior build quality and incredible accuracy, it was a weapon that the generation before us had also sought after in the Great War. We had been warned against it however, there were horror stories of booby-trapped Lugers, and invisible memos that flew around German High Command that had ordered the summary execution of any soldier that had been found of being in possession of one. All the tales that we had been told had come from a foreign land, one that we had never visited and probably never would, there was no way of verifying the stories but equally there wasn’t enough evidence to refute them either. So, we just went along with it.

      As I stared down the barrel, I became fixated on it, and the face behind the pistol slowly faded into the periphery, so eventually it was just me and the gun. I focused on it, not entirely sure what my intentions were when the time came for me to do something about the situation that we were faced with. I was thinking of trying to swipe the weapon away from him, hoping that Clarke and Red would hop in to help me when I did it but, I was relying too heavily on the fact that they were up for it and that they would have enough energy.

      I felt the hand begin to rummage around in my belongings for a few moments, but I daren’t look down to inspect what he was doing, for fear of antagonising him, or giving something away. Instead, I fixed my eyes on his and let him do what he felt was necessary right now. He needed to feel in control, if he was confident that we were submitting to him, he would, at some point, let his guard down, which is when I would pounce.

      He cooed mockingly as he took my binoculars from me, and sarcastically began testing them out.

      “Do you know how popular these will make me?” he began chuckling as he placed them around his own neck, “I can almost see your coastline from here Englanders.”

      He stood in front of us for a few moments more, parading the binoculars around as if he himself had just captured the Crown Jewels. Red and Clarke had looks of utter indignation and total dejection scarred across their faces and I was glad that I hadn’t made a move for this man’s pistol as I was fairly confident that these two wouldn’t have been able to back me up, they were that tired.

      “Come on, we’re going this way…this way.” He began wafting his pistol up the hill, in the direction we had been heading, before steering us round along a path that carved up the middle of a wood.

      We did as we were told, with Red ahead of me, Clarkey behind me and the German bringing up the rear of our bewildering patrol, all the while keeping the Luger raised up, ready to blast the back of Clarke’s brain stem from the rest of his body.

      As we were frogmarched away from our capture point, my hand knocked into my webbing and made contact with something hard, steel-like. Using the back of my hand to run my touch over its shape, I suddenly realised a very grave error on the part of the German. He had taken the binoculars that would have made him incredibly popular amongst his peers, but he had failed to take the revolver from my webbing that meant he might never get back to his peers to tell the story.

      The humiliating march seemed to continue forever, and I wondered if we had just been captured by a member of the Wehrmacht who himself, like us, had been separated from the rest of his army. Maybe we were all as lost as each other. The overwhelming sense of stupidity seeped its way back into my being, questioning myself as to why I hadn’t called this man’s bluff, instead of waiting for the rest of his platoon to come bursting from the trees. Maybe he was feeling as nervous as us, one man, in control of three men, with nothing but a few rounds of a nine-millimetre parabellum to stop them from overpowering you. The parabellum round was, like all bullets really, utterly terrifying to me, not least by the very name it carried. Para Bellum or Prepare for War, scared the life out of me, and I would have been quite happy to have spent the entire war without having to face the prospect of one embedding itself in my skull.

      I wondered whether I would ever have the guts to use my holstered weapon that was still in my possession and queried if the German would spot it at any second and simply disarm me in the same way he had with the other two. An exchange of fire began to erupt in my mind as I debated with myself whether I should do the brave thing, the right thing, and put a bullet in this German’s head, or whether I should go with gut instinct and survive, by either playing innocent about the revolver’s existence, or simply handing it over to my captor.

      The meanderings of my mind were brutally interrupted by a ruckus just behind me, once again, my mind taking far too long to process that something was amiss. Fortunately, my body was able to react far quicker than my brain was, and I spun around on my heel so fast that my neck began to crack and snap as I looked round.

      Clarke was lying in a thick bush that we had just passed over to our right and he began scrabbling around as he tried to find his feet once again, like he was struggling to stay afloat and beginning to drown. Even in the short time that he had been in the foliage, he had already managed to accumulate an impressive array of cuts and scratches to his hands and face, with one impressive wound already dripping all over the luscious green of the bush’s leaves. I wondered what had happened and, because of the German’s inaction, assumed that it was him who had pushed Clarke into the shrubbery.

      The other alternative was that Clarke had thrown himself in there in an attempt to escape, or to provide us with some sort of cover. Either way, he began to pull himself to his feet and managed to stumble three or four paces forwards before three of the dreaded Parabellum rounds exploded into his back, sending up a fountain of red as they did so. Clarke crashed back into the undergrowth, before wriggling his way further into the wood, with which he was rewarded a fourth, and final round into his neck. I wondered if Clarkey had seen that I still had my revolver, and that what I had just witnessed was an incredible display of courage and bravery. I deliberated if he would have assumed that I had known it was there, or if it was merely an attempt to get the German to use up a few of his precious bullets.

      Whatever Clarke’s motivations had been, he was now dead, lying face down with a mouthful of dirt, blood pouring from the back of his tunic and it was now my turn to try and match his audacity.

      The world around me seemed to slow, to match the speed of my brain, or it could have been that my mind suddenly managed to catch up with the rest of the world, the pure adrenaline that had kicked in being all I needed to pull myself out of my dreamlike staggering.

      I reached for my holster, feeling like I wasn’t in control of what I was doing, merely a marionette with someone else manipulating my strings. I felt the cool steel of the Enfield No. 2 service revolver, that had been with me since my first day in France, as I locked eyes with the German, who began to turn his smoking Luger in the direction of his two remaining captives.

      The Enfield sat almost perfectly in my hand, the large grip meaning that it morphed into the shape of my palm and more than made its presence known to me. I had practiced the motion of taking the revolver out of the holster quickly and bringing up to about waist height to fire off a few rounds, becoming quite good at it in training. They weren’t in real life scenarios though and I soon found myself beginning to flounder as I tried to lock eyes with the German. Eventually, the revolver was at the side of my waist and I began applying pressure to the trigger until I felt the air around me change and a loud bang resounded. At which point, I squeezed twice more on the trigger, watching with amazement and fear as the German’s chest began exploding like a tank shell hitting soft ground. He still came at me though and I flinched as I watched a burst of light erupt from his pistol, causing me to wince as I waited for the explosion of pain from his weapon.

      No such pain came, nor any further rounds from his Luger. I watched and panted as he began tottering around on his feet, like a young calf who had just seen the light of day for the first time. He started to fall towards me, causing me to keep my revolver raised, in case I caught the flicker of movement around his trigger in his last attempt at murdering his enemy.

      I looked into the whites of his eyes as he started to die, but still he refused to fall. I admired him in a way, keeping calm and collected as he stared at his killer, but also making sure that the bloke who had killed him was always in doubt as to whether he would fire off another round as vengeance, or simply to make sure his killer never forgot him.

      It did not take him long to reach me and, as he did so, he crumpled into my arms, draping his hands over my shoulders like a long-lost friend. He began to pant in my ear as he did so, more mumblings at first, before he began to find himself.

      “Bitte…Bitte…Please…” his voice trailed off into madman like whispering, and I lost myself once more as I raised the barrel of the Enfield into his chest and sent one final round piercing through his heart. His body thumped to the floor and no sooner had it done, than I had screamed at Red, taking my command to him as literal to myself.

      “Run! Red get out of here! Come on!”

      All dryness in my mouth had evaded me and my voice sounded as strong as it ever had done before. I knew that we must have been nearing some sort of German camp, there would have been no way that they had allowed him too far away on his own, and the shots that we had exchanged would have alerted them to our presence if not.

      My voice was so loud as I called out to Red, that I was concerned that they had been even louder than the handgun rounds, so I feared the consequences of my ill-conceived actions.

      I did not know which way to run, neither did Red, but all we knew was that we had to get out of the area immediately, and we began throwing our arms in all directions, as long as it meant that our legs were carrying us as far away from what had just happened.

      I was just so relieved that I had made it out with Red by my side.
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      The human body is quite simply an amazing contraption and it is quite surprising what it can do when you feel your life is being threatened, especially when a few moments before all motivations and desires had simply been drained out of me.

      I did not know where the energy seemed to be coming from, but what felt like for miles and miles, my legs continued to work in tandem, the muscles contracting and extending at just the right time to make sure that I was carried as far away from the danger zone as possible. The whole time that I pushed myself forward, thinking only of stopping once we had managed to find some sort of solid cover that would be able to stop German rounds, Red too was throwing one leg in front of the other, his head bobbing like he was trying to encourage himself to run faster, further.

      The energy kept coming, the desire to stay alive now reignited somewhere in the very pit of my stomach and I began to detest the fear that was driving me forward, particularly as the pain began to increase dramatically.

      My chest pumped itself hard up and down and began to put a considerable amount of pressure on my breastbone as it began to sear with pain. It was beginning to feel like my chest had been opened up and someone had their hand around it, and were squeezing, hard. The wheezing had begun to intensify also, so much so that I was suddenly finding it increasingly difficult to breathe. I was sucking in what I thought were large quantities of oxygen, only to be hindered by an apparent incapability to utilise any of it. Before too long, my pace began to slow considerably, before I dropped to a rapid walk.

      Red slowed alongside me, “You alright, Sir? You need to stop?”

      “No…No…” I panted, “We need to keep moving…Maybe we could stop the sprinting for a while now though, eh?”

      “We must have covered enough ground by now anyway Sir.” His tone was comforting, reassuring to me that he wouldn’t just leave me behind, he would have my back for as long as was possible.

      As we slowed, the pain began to flow all around my body, as if my breastbone was sharing out the agony it was in but multiplying it in the process. My limbs began to feel impossibly heavy, a dull ache slowly giving way to the more concerted effort of trying to bring me to my knees. The scratches and bruises that I had sustained as we crashed through the undergrowth began to find ground and started to sting, but the pain was nothing to that I was feeling in my head.

      With every heartbeat, I swore I could feel the blood pumping up to my brain, each time threatening to burst through the walls of my skull and spill out all over the floor. It was probably unlikely, but it made me feel like I was getting weaker by the second, I desperately needed some sort of liquid, and preferably some food to go with it, and I would be needing it fast.

      Red came to an abrupt halt, coming to rest on his left knee, which I was more than grateful to replicate.

      “What’s up?”

      “We’re coming towards the end of the wood, I’m worried about what might be immediately outside it.”

      He had a point, we had just been taken captive by a lone soldier who had hopped out of the other side of the wood, but this side could have been the holding point for the rest of his company, it was something that I hadn’t even started to consider.

      “I reckon we should approach slowly, keeping low and when we reach the edge, on our bellies. What do you reckon, Sir?” The ‘Sir’ had seemed like it had almost been an afterthought to him, as if he had completely forgotten himself and who was meant to be in charge here. I marvelled at him for how switched on he was, especially after little sleep and next to no water for quite a long time now.

      “Red, consider this a battlefield promotion. Congratulations Lance Corporal.”  I wasn’t sure if it was my place to do so, but I was in charge here, so if it came to it, I could even announce the surrender of this small part of the British Expeditionary Force, if I wanted to. Here, in this moment, I felt almost like a Field Marshall.

      “Cheers, Sir! Shall we get going then?”

      I let him lead the way, especially as now that his mood was buoyed he was more likely to spot something than me, who was completely ruined, both physically and mentally. Hunched over, we waddled our way to the point where the trees suddenly became so sparse that it opened out into a field. The last thirty yards or so was carried out on our bellies, stopping every few seconds to turn our heads towards the opening and listening for any tell-tale signs of an enemy resting point.

      There were no noises from in front of us and perhaps more importantly, there were none behind us either, so we carried on dragging ourselves through the twigs and dead leaves from last year’s autumn until we reached the perimeter.

      “There’ll be water there. I can guarantee it.” I looked across at him to see Red smiling back at me like a little boy who had just been told he was going on the biggest adventure of his life. I had looked at him more for a reassurance in myself, that I was seeing the village that he could see and not some mirage that my dehydrated body wanted to see.

      About half a mile away, across a single, open field was the boundary of a small village, but densely populated with buildings all tightly packed in together. I began to dream about all the different things that might be in the village; a bakery, a butcher’s and most importantly some sort of water source. From where we were situated, neither of us could discern as to whether there was any movement in the village, but the distinct lack of any vehicle tracks nearby meant that there was a good chance that this village was not yet under German occupation.

      My musings about what we might find in the village began to progress, to the wistful hoping that we might find some friendly locals that would welcome us in with open arms, before pointing us in the direction of the rest of our forces.

      I tried to refocus on survival and what our next steps should be if we wanted to still be breathing tomorrow. The overwhelming urge to leap up from where we were and leg it to the village and throw myself at the nearest French grandmother I could find had to be suppressed.

      “We should wait till the light fades. I can’t justify running across an open field like that in broad daylight. We don’t know who might be there.”

      I hated having to play the pessimist, but it was something my father had always encouraged me to do, particularly so after I had joined the army.

      “Always assume the worst,” he had said on more than one occasion, “then, if it all turns out to be a better situation, you would have planned accordingly anyway.”

      As if he had heard my Dad’s voice ringing in my ears, Red suddenly piped up, “Yeah, we don’t know who might be in there.”

      Staring at him in a trance like state for a moment, a mixture of surprise at his statement, but also of being too tired to look away, he spoke at me once again, like he was the officer in charge here and not me.

      “Get your head down, Sir. I’ll wake you in an hour or so.”

      No sooner had I managed to plonk my head on an uneven and uncomfortable bedding of leaves and twigs, Red was gently shaking at my shoulders to rouse me from my unconscious dreams. Silently, we swapped over and, as I listened to his soft breathing slowly getting louder, deeper, I allowed myself a brief respite; I thought of home.

      My Dad had been able to prepare me as well as he could have done from his own experiences of war. But mine had already been so vastly different that I began to debate whether any of it would be of any use to me anymore.

      I thought of my Mum and how she had detested the idea of me leaving but knew I must. It was a mother’s prerogative to ensure that her son’s life, at the very least, was extended beyond her own and if I was in a foreign country, subjected to artillery and mortars, she would have no control over me. I was curious about how she would be holding up right now; no letters from me in a few weeks, no real news from the newsreels either I imagined and even then, it was probably untrustworthy.

      I lingered on that last thought perhaps a little too long, as I began to question our motives for war and why the newsreels failed to explain why the German hadn’t splattered my brains all over the floor as soon as he saw all three of us.

      As the sun began to bow so low that the light started to fade, I thought about Clarke. Alan Clarke had been a good man, more of a boy who had willingly given himself up for Red and me. I wondered whether he knew he would die in that moment, and if he had known that we had made good of his diversion and eventually got away.

      I racked my brains as I tried to think more of his background, to see if I could remember where he was from and try and contact his parents if I was to make it home. It would be the least that I could do for him, apart from maybe try and get him a posthumous medal so his mother could have something to remember him by.

      As I shut down the compartment of my brain that was housing all of the Alan Clarke thoughts, I noticed that I must have been quizzing myself about him for longer than I had anticipated as, by now, the sun was long gone, and the cool chill of the early hours of morning were now upon us.

      Red stirred as I began to wake him, having had an hour or two more resting than I had done, something that was not his fault, but I was still tinged with a hint of jealousy.

      “Time to go?” He queried after a few moments of bringing himself back to full alertness, “Cor…my head ain’t ‘alf pounding.”

      “There doesn’t look like there’s any lights on in the village, I think we should make a go of it.”

      Suddenly, his skull ache seemed to disappear as he finished rubbing it and pulled himself to his feet.

      “C’mon then. Let’s do it.”

      We edged our way out of the wooded area and slowly made our way towards the vague silhouette of the village, stopping every hundred yards or so to make sure we had not been separated, and that we hadn’t alerted any sentries who might be watching from a light-disciplined house in the village.

      I heard a sickening crack from just behind me, just like when you send a branch smashing into a concrete wall and it shatters into nothing more than a pile of big splinters. As I turned, I expected to see Red standing behind me, apologising for standing on the branch he had managed to accidentally jump on in the dark. But instead, I was met with nothing, he wasn’t there, it was just me and the field. Almost as quickly as I had turned, my head suddenly exploded, and I felt myself crumple into nothing more than a heap of bones on the floor, stars bursting in my closed eyes as I did so.
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      Groggily, I began to become aware that I was coming round, as I fought off the stars that were flashing all across my vision. My eyes fluttered as I tried to keep them open, but as I did so, my hearing also began to tune back in to my surroundings and I heard voices, English ones.

      “They’re with us!”

      “How on earth did they make it over there?!”

      “What the—”

      “You better go and get the Captain.”

      A mini row ensued while the figures who had welcomed us began to argue about who should inform their officer that they had just bludgeoned two British soldiers over the head as they walked through a field, before they noticed that I had woken up.

      As soon as they did, their demeanour changed, and if being clattered over the head with some sort of wooden cosh had been the price to pay for a few sips of water, I would do it all over again, my mouth had never felt so relieved.

      “Woah, easy mate…don’t drink it all at once.”

      “How long since you last had a drink?” enquired another voice.

      “At least three days…maybe more…I’m not really too sure what’s been going on.”

      “Take it easy for a while, then we’ll fill you in.”

      I felt so relieved as I began to make out the shapes of rifles attached to these men, so relieved in fact that I was almost prepared to completely forgive them for the excruciating pain that they had put me through with the cataclysmic pounding I had received across my head.

      I dozed for what felt like a few hours, but in reality, must have been less than one hour, as I began to reacquaint myself with feeling like my thirst had been quenched. Very quickly, I began to feel more like myself. In the meantime, Red had woken up from his slumber and was being treated to the same reception as I was.

      Before too long, apart from my empty stomach, that had stopped rumbling days ago, I felt like I was back to full strength, with only a mild headache lingering over me as a constant reminder to never get on the bad side of these boys.

      “So,” I said, heaving myself up, “what’s the situation.” I found myself in a slit trench, now occupied by two standing figures, with Red still perched at the bottom. Obviously looking confused, my new-found friends began to fill me in.

      “The Germans are in that wooded area up ahead. Where you were coming from. No idea how you made it through there without being caught, there’s loads of them apparently. We’ve dug these slit trenches as an initial defence, with the village as our secondary position if we’re forced back. We’re expecting them anytime soon really.”

      In the hours that followed, Red and I chin wagged with the boys in our slit trench about everything that had happened; from what one of their Sergeant’s had said about our ‘medieval tactics,’  and how their section Bren guns had ‘For Drill Purposes Only’ stamped across their butts, to how we hadn’t fired a rifle since we had been in training and how we all agreed that we would no doubt be in a coffin by the end of the day.

      Before long, we had bid a quick farewell to our trench mates, as they were redistributed further over to one of our flanks by a disgruntled corporal, who seemed like he had just been woken up to find two rifles for the two pillocks who had practically stumbled into British lines. Red dozed at the bottom of our trench before I nudged him as a flare was sent up from just in front of the treeline we had staggered from earlier.

      “Blimey…they must have been close then.”

      As the flare was sent shooting into the sky, I made the most of its graceful descent to spin round and take in as much information as I could. We must have been reasonably well concealed, especially in the fairly limited light of a flare, for Red and I had both failed to spot the system of two and three man slit trenches that littered the field.

      According to one of our friends, we were facing eastwards, towards the forest, in order to meet the German advance. Running from the treeline all the way into the village, which was now about eight hundred yards behind us, was a solitary dirt track road, which carved up the open field into two, almost equal square fields. To our far left, ran a river, which was marking the boundary of the northernmost part of the field, too wide it seemed to bother defending in the instance of a potential flanking movement by the enemy.

      In the slit trenches that littered the field was the remnant of a rifle company, that had been engaging fresh enemy troops every single day since the initial violence broke out, with three Bren guns, supposedly only to be used in preparation for war, fixed intently on the road that divided the field.

      If there really were as many enemy soldiers as predicted by our new acquaintances, we truly were in an awfully sorry situation.
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      As I looked behind me, I realised that the eight hundred yards or so that separated us from the confines of the village, would be one huge slog of a run, considering that we would be in full kit and carrying weapons. The likelihood too was that the retreat to the village would more than likely be determined by the Germans, who would throw everything that they had at us while we floundered our way across the open ground, potentially in the middle of the day. It was a run that I was not looking forward to, particularly as the boots that we had been issued with would rub more when they were wet, which is how I now found them, meaning that the sodden, loose fibres of my socks, would now begin to attack the yellowing blisters that had now begun to scar my feet.

      Voices began to saunter across the field, mixed in with the occasional raucous laughter that I instantly associated with the German column that we had crashed into some days before. I wondered about whether or not it was possible that it was that same German convoy that now taunted us from the other side of the field. Either way, they had been a lot hotter on our heels than Red and I had expected when we had stopped running and started crawling.

      Red and I, as well as all the other men that we had attached ourselves to, stood in a perfect silence, simply observing as the flare continued to light up the field and we all clutched hold of our best friends, the ones that seemed like they could get us out of any situation, all it would take would be a simple squeeze of a trigger.

      The flare hung limply in the sky for a while longer, allowing me to see large puddles of muddied water that, a few hours ago, would have been an oasis to me, one that I could have quite easily have lapped up like a dog. But now it was of a strategic advantage because, if they had tanks, the boggy ground would have slowed their progress somewhat, which would be helpful if we were going to be crossing open ground to the village with them following us. Unfortunately, their slow progress meant that they would also be gifted with a much more stable firing platform to throw shells at us with, a thought which Red and I both must have had, but kept it tightly locked away in the darkest corner of our minds, not wanting to dent the advantage that these boys assumed they had.

      My outlook on the subject was made even darker by the assessment of a Sergeant Greene, who sorrowfully informed me that we had just one anti-tank gun and one mortar if we were to come up against heavy weaponry of a Panzer. I prayed there and then that we would only come up against men, with which we would be able to pour enough fire on them from the mortar to give the impression that we had much heavier weapons than they did, consequentially leading to them holding their tanks in reserve for the time being. I knew though, from experience, that it would probably cause the opposite to occur.

      As the intense white, daylight bright light of the flare began to fizzle out into the inky blackness of the French countryside, I thought mournfully of home once again. I thought of my mother, lovingly running around my brother and me, preparing meals and cleaning up behind us, before she had to clear up behind my father too, arriving back from working on the fields of rural Kent. He was a proud man, one who had fought with distinction during the Great War, but he was a man that was not afraid of hard graft and advocated this best in his decision to work as a farm labourer nearby. He did not make much money, but he made enough, and he was more than happy to spend his days outside, with other like-minded men that he knew he could trust.

      These idyllic, almost non-existent memories seemed childish now, foolish even as I began to pray that I would see them once again playing out in front of me. I knew though, that even if they did happen as they had done in my memories, they would be tainted, marred by the war that I had fought, by the men that I had already killed. But I have come to a realisation now that, wherever a soldier is in the world and whatever his situation, whether he’s about to go into battle or trying to sort out the conflict in his head, his heart always pines for the same place as always. He wants to be back in the place where he knows, where he is control, where he is safe. He always wants to be back home.

      The flare died a quick and un-ceremonial death, forcing the countryside to be enveloped once more by the darkness of a midnight sky, rendering me almost totally blind as my eyes tried to readjust, night vision kicking in weakly a few seconds later. As I embraced the darkness that engulfed me, I began to force my memories of home back into the darkness too, and I made a mental note to keep them there for as long as I possibly could, for fear that it could end up getting me killed.

      I had pretty much been up all night and, as the royal blues of the early hours of the morning began to give way to the sun as it drowsily awoke from its slumber, Red offered a chance to let me get my head down. Not allowing him the opportunity to reconsider his offer, I pushed my back up against the wall of the trench and, clutching my rifle in between my legs, slid down till I hit the bottom of the soggy, water filled pit. The coolness of the water was almost refreshing to my skin, as it had become oily and greasy over the last few days after pints of sweat had poured out of me and the darkness offered by the bottom of the trench was also a surprising bonus as I tried to drift off to sleep.

      I tilted my tin helmet around on my head, trying to block out the last remaining remnants of sunlight that still managed to sneak through, as I shuffled around, trying to get the haversack that I had strapped to me to align with the contours of my back. As soon as I was semi-comfortable, it seemed that I drifted off to sleep quicker than if I had been knocked out.
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      My eyes seemed to burn fiercely as I fought to open them, my vision completely blurred with the saline that was attempting to fight the dirt and tiredness, washing it out of me. I could just make out a pair of boots and a set of gaiters, belonging to Red, which had been muddied by the sodden ground that he had been stood in for however long. The pigment of mud at the top of his boots and around his gaiters were a slightly lighter pigment and had started to flake off in large chunks, in total contrast to the sticky, clumpy lumps that clung to the bottom of his boots like gossamer.

      I watched as his right boot slowly made its way over to me again, before softly pushing its way into my stomach, treating me to a helping of both dried, flaking mud and its sodden, sticky counterpart. I looked up at him, a little bit annoyed that he had disturbed me in my slumber whereas I had left him well alone. As I reared my head, my eyes took the full force of the sun’s early morning brightness and I instantly forced my head back down in an attempt to recover some of my eyesight before it was burnt to a crisp. Red’s eyes were squinting over the top of our trench, his hand up in a naval like salute to protect himself further, but his gaze was unrelenting, not even to look and see if I had woken up, almost like a loyal dog who stares at his master, looking for direction on what to do next.

      He must have noticed the corpse that was stirring at his feet, because the gentle nudges of his filthy boots ceased, and his head gave a subtle shake as he spoke. “Here we go,” it was clear he hadn’t spoken in a number of hours, for his speech was crackled and weak, causing him to cough up a decent amount of phlegm from the back of his throat.

      In my exhausted mental state, it took me a while for the words to seep through, but finally they started to register in my mind, which made my depleted stores of energy suddenly very full again and I heaved myself from the soaking wet ground, peeling my now skin-tight trousers away from my buttocks and pushing the butt of my rifle firmly into my shoulder, swinging it up until it rested on the edge of our trench.

      Red continued with his insightful dissection of the situation, as I expertly slid the bolt back on my rifle, to make sure there was a glistening brass round waiting in the breech for me.

      “They were waiting ‘til the sun was in our eyes. That whole charade last night was just a show,” he started chuckling, “cocky little gits!”

      I could just make out the murmurings of others as they nudged their pals awake and readied themselves for the inevitable onslaught that was heading our way. Even from here though, it was difficult to see how many men were in the trenches and exactly where we were. The lay of the land was such that it dipped and had grooves in it, making it harder to spot some of the hastily dug holes that was our redoubt.

      As we stood patiently, the early morning dampness slowly making itself known to me as it seeped through my wool socks, a figure approached us from behind, his footsteps making a rather satisfying squelching noise as he manouveured his way around.

      “Stand to. Do not fire until the section gunners open up with the Brens. Then, conserve ammo. Only shoot at what you know you will hit. We’re not in a tank anymore.”

      Corporal Morgan, the man who had begrudgingly sourced a rifle for Red and me in the middle of the night was a funny looking man, of a slim stature but also too short for what I considered the average British Army soldier to possess. He was a Welshmen who, I could only assume, had moved away from the valleys some time ago, as his accent was mixed with a generous helping of East End cockney. As his hunched over frame stumbled and slid his way to the next trench, I couldn’t help but smirk at him as he retreated, I’d never met a Welshmen back in Britain before and, here I was, meeting one, but in France. It was a funny war so far.

      It would have been a glorious morning, had it not been for the unsettled feeling in my stomach due to the imminent explosion of a firefight that was looming over me like a hangman’s noose. The sun’s warm embrace was able to stretch itself wide over the fields, and the heat it generated kissed my cheeks and made me feel almost content. A slight breeze began to whistle its way over the field, forcing the sun to play a game of hide and seek with all of us who were perched in our shallow graves, and I watched with fascination as the shadow of the clouds chased the sun kissed patch of the field that it had not yet conquered.

      My childlike obsession was shattered by a series of short, sharp whistles, that erupted just beyond the treeline and I felt everyone in unison tense up, not one of us breathing, as if we were one body. I snapped my head back around to face forwards again, away from the daydreams and the reminiscing, to face the pure violence that had just been given the signal to advance.

      I pushed the Lee Enfield rifle further into my shoulder, so hard that it felt like it would permanently deform the shape of my body. I squinted with my left eye, almost to the point where it was completely shut and began to scan the landscape before me, through the iron sights that were situated on top of the rifle. I observed, Red observed, we all did, with synchronised level of anxiety and apprehension, as we waited to see what would come out of the tree line.

      The sun had all but gone now, concealed by a blanket of grey cloud that had managed to catch up with it, plunging me into a coldness that now swept over my entire being as if I had just emerged from the sea after taking a dip. I told myself that the cover gifted to us by the clouds would play in our favour somewhat; we were in a defensive position and the enemy had just lost the weapon that they had been counting on, the sun was no longer in our eyes, we would be able to shoot freely.

      My hands were chilled, but a thick layer of sweat began to glisten across my palms and I could almost feel it seep into the wood of my rifle, especially as I began to shift my hands all over the weapon to redistribute some of the slime.

      Physically, I was ready to fire, my rifle moving wherever my eyes did, rounds in the breech, safety off, my finger hovering around the trigger area. Mentally, emotionally, I wasn’t sure if I was quite up to it yet, I was still focusing on the bulging eyes of the German as he realised that I had just sent a round straight through his own heart.

      I felt pathetic as the tidal waves of emotions that I was powerless to, began to wash over me, disheartening me as if I was a child who had just had a disturbing dream. Like those nightmares that plagued me, I would have to push them to the deepest, darkest point of my mind, a place that was becoming more and more frequent in my train of thought.

      We could hear voices again, not the jovial, laughing voices that we had heard last night, but excited shouts every now and then, aggressive voices that sounded ready for action. They were ready to kill.

      The unmistakeable rustling sound of metal on metal as things were hastily packed away and canteens being thrown into haversacks started to chime its way towards our ears, echoing across the otherwise silent landscape.

      Then nothing. There was total calm. Still, not one of us wanted to breathe, no one said anything. All I could hear was the thumping of my heart, the adrenaline surging around my body to the very tips of my fingers, giving me an element of confidence that I would so desperately need. My eardrums began to bulge as the thumping grew louder and louder, to the point where I had to wipe some of the sweaty residue on my hands, down the sides of my trousers, in an attempt to simply distract myself.

      But then, all feelings of fear and foreboding evaporated into nothing as, from the silence, came figures. They were small at first, but they all too quickly grew larger. From the figures, uniforms began to appear. Then faces. Then guns.

      Together, we all waited for that first round of the Bren that meant that we could take away our own, individual fear, in the form of a .303 round; our copper killer.
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      I began to deliberately move my index finger from the side of my rifle, sliding it through the trigger guard and finally resting it on the smooth, cold steel of the trigger. I slowly caressed the trigger nervously, as the clamminess began to cause my finger to slide around on it unpredictably. I tried to control my now laboured breathing as I began to squeeze the trigger gently, so as to get a better purchase but also to make sure I was ready at the first round from the Bren.

      This was strange to me, I’m sure it was to Red too. We had never been here before, we were always behind a much thicker sheet of armour than a six-foot hole in the middle of a field and we were always much better armed than two bolt action rifles that had been in use for nearly forty years. I wondered whether the Germans were feeling as nervous about their advance as we were.

      Keeping my gaze fixed firmly on the advancing silhouettes, I felt around with my thumb to make sure that my safety was in fact off and that I would be totally ready to fire when the time came. The moments that I took to ensure that I was not redundant as a rifleman, seemed to drag so much that they felt like hours, making me feel like I had forgotten to check something, or that I wouldn’t be able to do my duty when it all kicked off.

      I was curious about the way that they were advancing, as it didn’t make strategic sense, or maybe they genuinely didn’t know we were here. They came at us in a long, suffocating line, men side by side, maybe two or three ranks deep, their shadows all infusing and overlapping so they seemed like one giant, dark mass coming towards us.

      They gradually stomped closer and closer, to the point where I thought that I would soon have to welcome them into our trench and offer them a cup of tea. Just as it seemed like I was going to either have to bayonet the poor bloke advancing towards me, or embrace him, I felt the high, angry crack of the Brens as they began to rain molten lead down on our opponents.

      As soon as they did so, a cacophony of noise erupted, as rounds pulsated their way around the field as the rest of the line opened up, the snaps of the Brens overlapping the pops of Lee Enfields all chattering away to one another.

      I watched as the carpet seemed to be pulled from under the Germans’ feet as they all threw themselves on their stomachs to avoid some of the fire, finding the solace of the ruts in the field. Whether or not we had been successful in hitting any of the enemy in our first burst of fire was unknown to me, but they continued to lie there like dead men, as we kept their heads down with sporadic, aimed shots.

      Every now and then, a brave enemy soldier would poke up like a mole and loose off a few rounds in our general direction, only to be silenced by a volley from the sharp shooters that were on our side.

      My rifle kicked backwards sharply, as if it was resisting being under my control, as I fired a round at a courageous soldier who tried to stand up to let us know they were still there. The round from my rifle kicked up a heap of dust just in front of his knee and he dropped back down, almost as quickly as he had appeared. I kept my eyes on where he had dropped, as I yanked the bolt on my rifle up and back, allowing the used round to spin out wildly like a copper sycamore seed and fall to the ground. I slammed the bolt back forwards, forcing it to select another round from the housing and into the breech, as I quickly replaced my finger back on the trigger where it belonged.

      I doubted that I had hit him, but nevertheless he did not move. None of them seemed to, they all just lay stock still, out of our eyeline. We did the same, all keeping the barrels of our rifles pointing out over the field but making sure we kept our heads as far down as was possible.

      All of a sudden, there seemed to be a lull in the battle. I half expected the Germans to simply get up and surrender, or just walk away and that would be that, but the other side of my brain told me that that simply wouldn’t be the case. I just hoped that they wouldn’t be lying there waiting for some Panzers to roll up to support their advance.

      Just as it seemed like there would be an eternal stalemate, leaving us forever stranded in France, a sharp, high-pitched almost inaudible hiss filled my ears as the air around me was displaced, dislodged by something altogether different.

      A ground-tremoring thud hammered into the ground, on my immediate left, sending great chucks of mud flying through the air, some of which deposited themselves neatly into my eyes and mouth. Spluttering and blinking furiously in equal measure, I collapsed into the bottom of our trench, making a squelching, splashing noise as I did so. I tucked myself in a ball, trying to get further into the demented safe haven that I thought I was in. Half a second later, I felt Red join me down in the pit.

      “I think I’m going to need a change of pants in a minute Sir!” He screamed, his wild chuckling almost as loud as the constant thudding that now started to sound all around us. I was utterly convinced that his humour was a great façade, hiding the true fear that he was experiencing and the uncertainty that shouted at me from his eyes.

      His smile was wiped clean from his face as a group of three mortar rounds shook our small patch of ground as they all came very close to joining us in the trench. The rounds continued to fall as frequently as raindrops do on a gloomy November evening, each time showering us with another helping of dust and dirt, which completely ruined Red’s perma-smile.

      As the Brens and a few rifles continued to aim pot shots towards the enemy, I realised how in that brief exchange of fire that we had had with the Germans, all sense of patriotism or justification for war had completely gone out of the window. As far as I had been concerned, it was just me, Red and my rifle, and for no other reason was I fighting but to keep Red alive, with the added bonus of maybe getting out of there unscathed myself.

      My father had tried to prepare me for war, to make me understand what it felt like to be around when a wall of bullets came flying towards me, but as soon as that first one had been fired, I had felt like running, like giving up, but somehow, I hadn’t. I didn’t know if it was courage or stupidity that had made me keep my head up to try and fight, but right now, it didn’t really matter.

      The mortars seemed to ease up on us slightly, their rounds being redirected to my right, where until now they had received little attention, maybe the Germans were big advocates on sharing. As they did so, my officer’s instinct and curiosity kicked in and I decided that now would be a good time to risk poking my head above the parapet and take a look around at the situation. I almost wished I hadn’t.

      The mortars continued to fall, a few feet in front of our frontline which was enough to keep the likes of me firmly planted at the bottom of my trench and to continue threatening us. The dust cloud that the incessant mortars had created lingered across the whole of the field, as if the clouds that had rolled overhead earlier had descended as they got wearier. I could not see the wood now, I struggled to see where the Germans were or what they were doing, just as one dust cloud began to thin out, another would erupt like a natural spring, accompanied with yet another sobering thud.

      Flashes of light began to flicker on and off in amongst the mist, like a torchlight tapping out Morse code to us. The popping noise accompanying the flashes told me all I needed to know about the rate of fire their machine guns were capable of.

      To my right, men had begun to leave their trenches and venture out into the world of high explosives and bullets, tending to the wounded that had been blasted from their holes, or lay helplessly at the bottom of them.

      I began to feel every single rifle crack, each and every round from a machine gun, as they reverberated around in my gut, just to make sure that I was getting the full war experience. With every snap that vibrated around my body, I felt my neck jerk in a different direction, a subconscious reaction to try and dodge the latest bullet that might have been reserved for me. I began to realise that I was being shot at, from as many directions as I had fingers, but not one of the rounds had yet hit me, filling me with an exhilaration that has never been matched by any other experience in my life.

      I started to fear that the emotions that were running through my body weren’t normal and that what I was experiencing in fact was cowardice. But this situation was far from normal, I was standing in a boggy trench where the next second could be my last one on this earth or I could find myself immediately separated from my limbs, so I could think and feel whatever I wanted to.

      The screams of injured and dying men began to waft their way to my ears, hanging over the fields and quite easy to hear despite the thunder claps of the roaring mortars. I watched as one man initiated a retreat from one of the trenches, dragging another, lifeless figure from it, tugging away at his webbing. I wondered where the man’s destination was, there was no cover from these mortars except our foxholes, there was no safety. Just as I considered yelling at the man to get back in a trench, the two figures were suddenly enveloped in a cloud of dust, a red mist infused within it, and they were gone.

      Other figures carried on as if nothing had happened and I could make out the figure of Corporal Morgan as he made his way over towards one of our increasingly exposed foxholes. Suddenly, just as he knelt down to issue an order to two steel helmets poking their heads into the firestorm, his own head seemed to rock backwards, as a liquid suddenly sprayed from the front of it, and he collapsed in a heap, without the two perched in the trench even knowing he was there.

      I was affected by Morgan’s death, not because I had liked the man at all, but because he had been a career soldier, he had been in action before and out of all the soldiers I had ever met, along with Major Perkins, he had seemed almost invincible and I couldn’t help but think it was a crying shame that the Germans had managed to splatter Morgan’s winning personality all over the ground of a French field.

      Dejected, I slid my way to the bottom of the trench, where I found myself face to face with Red, his perma-smile now so far away that it felt like I had imagined it had even existed.

      “Any sign of them, Sir?”

      “Who?” came my weak, pathetic response.

      “The Royal Family! Who do you think, Sir!” he cried, and I felt a twinge in my subconscious somewhere to scream at him to have a look himself and to reprimand him for his arrogance and sarcasm towards an officer.

      Instead I did nothing, apart from rebuke myself, in my adrenaline-fuelled scan of the uncontrolled chaos that I was met with, any idea of the Germans and where they had been, had been completely wiped from my mind.

      I felt foolish, and if the Germans had suddenly peeked over the edge of our dugout, I would have felt wholeheartedly responsible, so I began to make movements to revaluate the situation, to take a look at where the enemy were positioned, whether they had advanced in conjunction with the mortars, or if they had retreated back into the forest. I could only pray that the latter was true.

      Just as my head began to elevate itself, my movements were interrupted by a calm, clear voice.

      “Tactical withdrawal gents! Tactical withdrawal!” I had not yet met the Captain in charge of this company, but the men we had spoken with a few hours before had held Frost in a very high regard. He seemed cool to me and as his large, stocky frame hauled himself out of his own trench and calmly made his way to the village, I couldn’t help but respect the way he held himself. He wore no helmet, no cap, almost as if he was showing off the curly brown locks that were knitted to his scalp.

      He maintained his coolness as he broke out into a jog, a signal for all the NCOs in the company to completely lose their heads it seemed.

      “Get out! Get out now!”

      “Move! Move! To the village!”

      “Bishop! I will not be writing to your mother – get a move on now!”

      I took a look at Red, who was still cowering at the bottom of our trench. Grabbing him, I screamed in his face, “Let’s go! Follow them, go!”

      My voice was hoarse, and I almost expected to begin coughing up blood as we started our long, heavy sprint to the village.

      As if on cue, as we had started our retreat, the mortars seemed to stop falling, but I put it down to the fact that I was running so unnaturally fast and all I could hear was my own breath as I fought to stay alive. I pushed myself harder and harder, until I plateaued and could push no further, acutely aware that the cessation of mortars could simply be a ruse by the Germans to draw us out into the open, before taking pot shots at us to pick us off individually.

      I watched as more boys began to tentatively pour from their holes and start their journey backwards. Some ran, some hobbled, others simply did not move at all.

      I felt like a lousy officer, as I was forced to leave so many of our wounded and dead to the perils of enemy occupation, but I told myself that I would be of far more use with a rifle in the village, than if I was sprawled out in the field, with my skull smashed to pieces by a mortar round.

      Vomit gushed from the pit of my stomach and I managed to swallow most of it back down, leaving a vile taste and an intense burning in the back of my throat, but some of it spilled from the corners of my mouth and more still dripped from my nose. I must have looked a right state; some of the vomit had already seeped into the stubble that I had sprouted over the last few days and my breath smelt worse than ever.

      All of this made it even more surprising to me when I was met with a cheery Sergeant Major who greeted us into the village.

      “Oh, hello Lieutenant, I didn’t know you were with us. Second building on the left there please sir. Your new defensive position.”

      I soon found myself, stretched out in an attic, head resting on the chimney breast that ran through the centre of the building, with my trusty comrade Red, and my new colleagues in the form of a Lance Corporal Pritchard and Privates Evans and Stephenson. Evans had his rifle poking out of a hole in the roof, resting on its side as he peered out through a pair of battered binoculars.

      I was overjoyed to discover that we were to be defending a bakery and before too long, we were all sick with the starchy, slightly stale bread that we had found downstairs. Coupled with the wine found in one of the cellars and sausages courtesy of the section in the butcher’s, I found myself well and truly on my way back up to full strength. I was still about a twelve-hour nap away from feeling myself fully again though.

      Apart from the constant presence of a lookout in that attic, for an hour or two, we almost forgot that there was a war on and instead, we became a group of friends, swapping stories and anecdotes from our lives and telling one another all about our life before the war.

      The wine was watered down, but even still, Evans, the youngest of our contingent, was sound asleep within an hour of necking a mug of the stuff. Red took over, the pair of binos permanently glued to his skull as he looked out over a gorgeous, sweeping panorama of the French countryside.

      In my contentment, I took my pocket bible from inside my tunic and from amongst its well-thumbed pages, I slid out a battered and slightly torn photograph. My family smiled back out from it, at me, the cowl of an oast house just poking up from behind their heads. My mother, father and brother, arms intertwining as they were linked together in love, stood in the field where I had spent many happy hours as a child. Holding the photograph in between my thumb and forefinger, I flipped it over and ran my other thumb over the words scrawled onto its backside.

      “All well and happy, my son.”

      Boots thudding over wooden floorboards suddenly penetrated my mind, and I listened cautiously as they began to make their way up the ladder into the attic. Panicking, I made for my rifle, expecting to see a German’s head poke up and take all of us prisoner.

      Instead of the rough, war hardened face I had expected, I was greeted by an even rougher, dirtier set of facial features. Sergeant Greene’s face was bumpy, his left eye appeared bigger than his right and his mouth seemed to naturally curl downwards, so much so that, even when he smiled, it never made it past a straight, horizontal line.

      His appearance was coarse, offensive even and yet, I had discovered he was one of the more likeable, and more respected NCOs in the company.

      “Sorry gents. We’re falling back again. We won’t be able to hold out against another attack. CO wants everyone to form up outside in the next five minutes.”

      His head disappeared down the hatch, just like the sun had started to do as it dipped below the horizon as we formed up in the village.

      Dejected, and what felt like the fourth or fifth time in as many days, I found myself retreating, with no real destination.
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      It had surprised me how much damage two dive bombers were able to inflict on us as we continued our retreat. The company, of which there was about sixty of us remaining, managed to throw themselves in all directions, doing absolutely everything that they could just to get off the road, which would surely be the Stuka’s target.

      It was a terrifyingly effective weapon, the Stuka, able to drop bombs down on us with incredible precision, due in no small part to the incredible bravery shown by the pilots to fly straight towards earth, only pulling up when it seemed impossible to recover.

      It had only taken two bombs to wipe out at least thirty of our men and we had been forced to abandon those who lay screaming in a reservoir of their own blood as a result. Evans had turned into a quivering wreck at the sight of his Sergeant, Gordon Mallion with a large piece of shrapnel embedded in his neck and, despite Red’s attempt to stop the flow of blood, Mallion had died at the side of a road that was now stuffed full with more refugees and soldiers than I had ever cared to imagine.

      After that attack, it had seemed that all order had gone out of the window, the patriotism that so many had signed up with had been completely wiped away and the sense of fighting for one another was almost non-existent, saved only for those few friends that we had known the longest. Naturally, Red and I stuck together like glue and Sergeant Greene decided to tag along also, but we took Charlie Evans under our wing as he seemed vulnerable, like he would be left to the dogs if he was to end up fending for himself. It was that and the fact that there was something about his face that reminded me of Clarkey, I was certain that Red could see it too and that was why the silent agreement had taken place to have him with us.

      The discipline that we had become so accustomed to during the quiet days of the war, no longer seemed to be enforced, and I watched in horror as big, burly, career soldiers began to stagger out from cellars blind drunk, totally ignoring anything that a passing officer might happen to say. That was if the officers said anything, it seemed like every single one of them had given up and had fallen in with the other ranks to begin the retreating march that seemed to trudge as one, in a never-ending line to the horizon.

      I had watched in horror as a Sergeant, from the Coldstream Guards, placed a revolver to the temple of his head and squeezed the trigger, sending blood and bits of brain in every direction imaginable, rather than being captured by the enemy. As I stared at his lifeless body, I had been fascinated by how pristine it had seemed, despite the amount of blood that I had seen exit his head, just a small scarlet stain was all that indicated that this poor fellow had met his maker.

      I vowed to myself there and then, not to put myself down like a horse if it became apparent that I would be captured. I would be heartbroken, yes, but I would refuse to take the coward’s way out and blow my brains out in front of my own men, it had already had a disastrous effect on the Sergeant’s men and I couldn’t imagine it would do my three men the world of good if they were to see me do the same thing.

      As the chaos continued and brawling at every road junction with the military police slowly became the norm, Red, Greene, Evans and I decided to slip off the beaten track slightly and try and make our own way to the sea without drawing the attention of dive bombers and low flying fighters. It would be easy enough, our last orders given to us by Captain Frost before he had been a victim of a strafing fighter had been to head north, to the coast and then head as far west as necessary before meeting up with the rest of our forces.

      So that is what we intended to do, just on a much smaller scale, just four men, four rifles and a united sense of fear and dread.

      We soon came to a wooded area and after a swift swig from our shared canteen of water, we entered it, fingers twitching around triggers and eyes darting around quicker than a petrified rabbit as someone approaches.

      I moved my feet deliberately, like I was sneaking into the house without my parents hearing me, slowly putting the pressure down bit by bit to cut down on noise. My eyes were wide open, stinging from tiredness, but flitting around checking out every little movement and speck of light. My ears were primed and ready, twitching at every little sound that was foreign to me.

      Greene raised a hand and dropped to his knee. Like an obedient dog, I did the same.

      Slowly raising his index finger to his ear, he signalled us to listen, and I tilted my head in the direction in which he pointed. At first nothing but then, carried along by the breeze, I could just about make out the faint murmuring of voices.

      What language they spoke I had no idea, neither did Sergeant Greene. For a moment, I thought that they might have been the voices of the dead, they were that faint but began to sound like they were in my mind. I suddenly found myself thinking of Clarke, of Major Perkins and all the other voices that I had felt responsible for. Slowly, rifle raised, Greene purposefully pushed off on the ball of his foot remaining stooped, working his way slowly towards the noise.

      He motioned us to fall in behind him, a trusting dependency that we would all have his back and one that I was keen not to betray.

      We didn’t breathe. Our mouths were wide open, desperate to hear another voice, a British voice. My hearing was obscured by my heart thumping, forcing its way out of my ears, making them burn intensely.

      The ground was damp, which helped to mask our noise as best as possible. I tried to avoid standing on twigs and snapping them, but my eyes were required elsewhere, peeled and staring directly in front.

      Checking in between all the trees I could see nothing, it was almost calming and peaceful to my soul and I began to reminisce about all the Sunday strolls I would take in the forests littered around Kent, getting myself lost in order to sharpen my navigational skills.

      My eyes swept the landscape, taking in the gaps in between each of the trees, the sunlight making the greens even more vibrant than before. Then, suddenly, a figure. I raised my rifle and squinted but by the time I was in a decent enough firing position, he wasn’t there.

      I held my position for a few moments longer before concluding it must have been a trick of the light and I pushed the figure to the back of my mind, hoping more than anything that the others hadn’t seen me react so sharply to something that wasn’t there.

      I moved off again, always checking in between the branches and leaves for the first sign of where the ghoulish voices were coming from.

      The voices grew louder, but I still couldn’t quite make out the language, the hushed tones jumbled up like a secret code by the slight breeze and the interruptions of tree trunks.

      The sun peaked out from behind the clouds once again. Great streams of light burst through the leafy canopy above, blinding me temporarily from time to time and leaving sun spots lingering in my eyes.

      Then again, I saw him. Clearer this time. A blonde figure stood in between two trees staring at me, like a ghost. I froze. So, did he.

      I dropped to my knee and raised my weapon, finger already on the trigger ready to squeeze off a round. Just as I took up first pressure on the trigger he turned and ran, out of my vision. I began to give chase to see if I could take the shot before he made it back to his camp.

      I charged past Sergeant Greene, who gave no audible protest to my stampede. He may have given chase after me, I did not know. My mind was like a sprinter focused only on the finish line.

      I had charged thirty yards before the whoosh of mortars began to fill my ears. They slammed into the trees launching deadly splinters in all directions. The ground was pock marked with shell holes all around and I threw myself in the nearest one I could see.

      I pulled my head into the centre of my body and tilted my helmet forward to protect myself from the splinters as best I could.

      I chanced opening my eyes for a second. My knees filled most of my vision but in the periphery, I could see what looked like a pair of boots.

      Sharply, I looked up.

      Sitting there, staring at me with vibrant green eyes sat a middle-aged man with ever so slightly greying hair. The grey hair was of no concern to me. The grey uniform however was.

      I fumbled with my rifle pulling the bolt back and trying in earnest to replace it, before realising there were no rounds in the breech. Scrabbling for my ammo pouch I pulled out a clip, my hands shook so terribly that I could not load them correctly.

      I took myself back to basic training, loading a clip in the rifle before pushing the bolt home. Taking the rifle up into the aim position, before composing myself, sorting my breathing out and squeezing the trigger gently until a round was ejected. Warm liquid splattered my face as a round pierced his flesh, a soft thud as he slumped to the ground served as the indicator to open my clenched eyes.

      But none of it had happened. I continued to mess around with the clip, each time my hand missing the breech as another mortar punched its mark into the landscape.

      I looked up at the grey man. He had no weapon pointed at me. No rifle in the ready position and no side arm pushed into my skull.

      He looked at me and shrugged.

      I completed loading my rifle and replaced the bolt. I caressed the trigger for a moment, looking at the distress on the grey man’s face as he thought he’d made a fatal error.

      I pushed the safety catch on firmly with my thumb.

      Resting my rifle by my side I lay back slightly to lean on the side of the hole.

      I’d almost forgotten that we were being shelled.

      I looked at him, he at me. His face was thin, not quite gaunt but he could do with eating a little more. His eyes had collected large bags underneath and they were red and bloodshot.

      After a minute or two the shelling died down slightly, but still enough to justify us staying put.

      He reached inside his tunic and instinctively my hand reached out for my rifle. He raised his free hand in submission while his other hand reappeared. He held in his hand a small bundle of paper, wrapped loosely in a dirtied length of string. He untied it and removing the top piece of paper, handed it to me with a bloodied hand.

      A woman sat, proudly, on a stool, a small child, prouder still, sat staring up at his mother, smiling toothlessly.

      “Meine Frau,” he instinctively ducked as a mortar interrupted him, “und meinen Sohn,” he smiled.

      His smile was warm, infectious.

      He produced another photograph. Two older people, a couple sat together smiling out towards the camera on a park bench, just as proud as the subjects of the previous photo.

      “Meine Mutter und Vater,” his voice faded away behind the explosions.

      “Beide starben wenige Tage vor meiner Abreise,” I looked up from the photo, a smile on my face.

      His face was mournful, sad. I sensed that his last remark had not been a happy one, and since I spoke no German to console him, pulled out the photograph I possessed.

      Strangely his face lit up as I introduced him to my family members, as though he recognised them. The warm glow of his smile returned, it was almost comforting.

      This was not how the enemy was meant to be. They were assassins, cold-blooded killers, murderers. The grey man was gentle, kind, he had emotions.

      The mortars slowly petered out.

      He stared at me unblinking. He stretched out a muddied and bloodied hand. I took it, and gripping tightly we shook. He handed my photo back to me and I returned his.

      I pulled my body up out of the bed of soil I had made myself comfortable in over the last few minutes. My eyes stung, with each blink came an overwhelming effort to reopen them again. My mouth felt dirtier than a cesspit, a layer of fuzz had settled over my teeth, forcing me to cut short an inspection with my tongue.

      I retrieved my rifle and with one last look I turned, leaving the grey man behind.

      “Bitte,” I turned again. His arm outstretched, he pointed to the opposite direction to which I’d begun to walk.

      I smiled and began to head in the direction he had pointed.

      A low growl penetrated the silence. The growl grew into a scream. A scream of agony.

      I raised my rifle and walking briskly I made my way over to the noise.

      A boot appeared, attached to a leg, which belonged to the body of Sergeant Greene. His face was screwed up, like an infant craving food.

      I caught sight of blood. The ground around his right leg had been splashed red. An ever-growing pool of scarlet spread its way across the soil, seeping into the thirsty ground.

      A large splinter protruded from the top of his leg, creating a gaping wound you could peer into.

      Red appeared and began to observe his patient. I knelt on the opposite side and placing my hand on the Sergeant’s chest, reassured him, keeping my eyes fixed firmly on his ashen face.

      Grunts and groans escaped from his mouth as he tried to suppress his pain in an attempt to save us all.

      “I’m going to have to remove it, it’s still bleeding too much with this thing in there.”

      “Just do it, Holloway,” rasped the sergeant wincing.

      With almost no warning, Red pulled sharply on the wooden dart, removing it clear in one try.

      Just as I noticed Evans standing away from us keeping watch, a great fountain of blood shot up in the air from Greene’s leg. With every heartbeat more, blood was cascaded into the air like a demented water feature.

      “The artery,” I repositioned myself before thrusting my hand inside the wound and scrabbled round trying to find the fleshy snake that was supplying his leg with blood.

      A rustle of leaves crunched behind me as another body joined the fight to save Nick Greene. The Grey man. He pulled my hand out from the wound and replaced it with his own. He pulled down on the artery hard, and yanking some scissors from his first aid kit, begun twisting the artery around the scissors as a grotesque tourniquet.

      Nick had fallen silent. His face was pale and clammy. His eyes were closed. I shifted my body around the grey man and began slapping Sergeant Greene’s face, smearing him in his own blood.

      I didn’t get a response.

      I shoved two fingers hard into the side of his neck. Nothing.

      Desperately I forced my ear over his nose and mouth. No breathing.

      I looked up at the Grey man who began pulling off his overcoat. He placed it over Sergeant Greene before turning and jogging away.

      I rested my bloodstained hands on my knees and sat on the heels of my boots. I peeled off the overcoat for a moment and tugged at the identity discs around the corpse’s neck, while Red rummaged inside the tunic to pull out a wad of letters.

      None of us said a word as we left the Sergeant where he fell, we simply manoeuvred our way further into the forest, nervously.

      As daylight turned to dusk, I found myself propped up against a large tree, resisting the urge to sleep. I was in desperate need of rest. My helmet felt heavy on my head and my socks were so stained with sweat that my feet had begun to itch.

      My eyes stung furiously as I closed them, and I felt water seeping out from the corner of my eyes clearing the dirt from them. I began to feel an overwhelming sense of dread and depression as I drifted off to sleep.

      We’d only made it a few miles before one of us had bitten the dust. It just had to be the most experienced of us all. Sergeant Nicholas Greene had served in the last few months of the Great War as a boy soldier before being posted to India and Palestine. He then re-enlisted in the Army at the outbreak of war.

      We would have to move again soon. How many miles would we be able to cover before another of us was picked off? Three miles? Ten?

      I was in a constant state of tension, a nervous wreck.

      It was dark when I tugged on Evans’ pack to take my turn on stag. He looked exhausted. Dark bags had formed around his eyes, which I could barely see in the light as they appeared to have sunk back further into his skull.

      A muttered “Thanks” made me self-conscious of the state my breath.

      My dejected and downcast thoughts continued until the end of my stag some three hours later. It’s easy enough to push depressing thoughts out of the forefront of your mind when you have something to do, but war is a waiting game. And we were waiting to be captured.

      Red began to stir, kicking Evans awake. Joining me Evans began busying himself with replacing his helmet, which always seemed too big for him. In his uniform, Charlie Evans looked like a timid boy on his first day at school, his mother buying clothes extra-large, so she didn’t have to buy more in a years’ time.

      As Charlie took a swig from his canteen, Red’s eyes slowly opened, and he let out an unnecessarily loud yawn.

      We sat, in darkness, in total silence for a few minutes, before the three of us made the silent decision to continue on under the midnight sky.
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      Sergeant Greene’s body was most likely going cold now, and I suddenly felt a warmness to my body as I began to recognise the finite state of my own mortality, I knew I would die some day. What about today?

      “Here, take this,” grumbled Red, as he pulled a mouldy potato from an upturned cart and tossed it my way in the casual manner a wicket keeper would as he passed the ball back to his bowler.

      “Go on, have it, they’re alright.” Apprehensively, I bit into it, like it was some variety of exotic apple, instantly regretting the pressure that Red had put on me to take one. It began to itch my teeth and it dried my mouth out almost instantly as I went in for another mouthful. To begin with, I started pulling the legs off that had sprouted from the skin, but I quickly learned that they were just as good a source of energy as any other, so I ate the lot. The raw potato churned around in my stomach and burned my drying mouth but did not stop me from motioning to Red to throw me another. Within a matter of minutes, all three of us had a crippling stomach ache, but a manageable one which settled into contentment some minutes later.

      I felt continuously foolish, I had been directly responsible for Major Perkin’s demise, Clarke’s death and now I had been responsible for the fact that Sergeant Greene lay motionless and cold in a French forest. I was in charge of each of these men as I led them into battle and every time I had failed to lead them out of the situation without a fatality of some sort. I began to question whether I should continue, as if I had become some sort of bad omen to the men that meant they would continue to die all around me while I survived. I thought too of relinquishing control and handing it over to Red, who had the natural aptitude to make the right decisions it seemed.

      Progressively, with every single pace that my blistered feet took, I began to feel like I was a boy still, thrust into the vicious centre of a man’s world, I wondered how much longer I would last before I was caught out and ripped from it with a single bullet.

      The headache and the permanent feeling of thirst and hunger was back to haunt me, lingering in my insides like a worm that wriggled each time I had just thought I had forgotten all about it. The pain that shot through my stomach would be felt by Red and Evans just as much as me and I knew that we would need to find some sort of proper sustenance, rather than raw potatoes, before very long.

      As we came to an open field, we walked through the furrows, rather than the road that ran adjacent to it, in case we attracted any unwanted attention, particularly from the air. Our feet thumped into the disturbed earth of the field and great clumps of it began to stick to my boots, almost doubling the weight of each of my legs, but still, we pressed on. The further into the field we got, the more focused things appeared, and it became apparent that there was a dry-stone wall up ahead, which seemed to mark the perimeter for a small outhouse. We approached it cautiously, before congregating together, behind the perceived safety of the wall.

      The outhouse looked relatively small, with maybe two rooms downstairs and one upstairs, situated around one hundred yards away from the perimeter wall around it. Before we could convene our thoughts as one, Red was already up and over the wall, silently throwing his large, burly frame, towards the miniature outhouse, not taking his large tree trunk legs too long, before he launched himself at the wall.

      Red seemed to freeze for a moment, not moving a muscle even half an inch, barely even allowing his chest to heave up and down and suck in some air but, like a switch had been thrown, he began waving his arms manically at us to get us to follow on behind him. I slapped Evans on the back as he began to rise from his position, following more or less religiously in Red’s giant footsteps. I peered over the top of the wall, bringing my rifle up to rest on it, just in case an enemy machine gun decided to appear now and spray the ground that Evans was running on with burningly hot darts. I felt almost proud of Charlie as he bundled his way towards Red, like I didn’t think he was somehow capable of sporadic moments of bravery, or if in some way his courage had been down to me being with him and spurring him on. I pushed the thought away from my mind as I realised that it was arrogance and complacency that got a man killed and not, as many at home believed, an enemy bullet.

      I knew that Red would have his rifle raised and ready, just like me, in the event of a sudden enemy attack and a wave of serenity washed over me that the two rifles would be prepared to respond as I tried my best to make it in one piece, despite the fact that I was running on empty and my legs felt so heavy that they did not even feel like they were my own.

      I hopped over the wall like a small six-year-old child and immediately regretted the vigour with which I had jumped, stumbling slightly at the lack of energy that I possessed, I soon re-found my footing and before too long was charging faster than I ever thought I could, towards the two figures who stared at me as I flew towards them. I kept my head up at them and tried my best to stay alert and take in any changes in our surroundings, but I couldn’t focus on that, all I was thinking of was keeping my arms swinging from side to side as I made my way to my solid finish line.

      The other two had seemed so graceful and silent as they had made their way to the building, whereas I felt like my legs were going to give up at any moment, especially when the cramp began to take hold in the arches of my feet. I felt like the ugly brother, running to catch up with his two elder siblings as they made their way over to chat up some girls, in short, I felt ridiculously out of place, completely unworthy of holding any kind of superiority over these two.

      I prayed that the disorganised clatter of my kit, slamming itself into my body, wouldn’t alert any German soldiers in the near vicinity, as I physically wouldn’t be able to return fire in any way, for a considerable amount of time at least, for I was struggling to think anything at all due to the lack of oxygen, never mind walking through the motions of bringing the rifle up into the aim and squeezing the trigger.

      I didn’t think to slow my speed as I made my approach to the ever-growing wall that I was focusing on, smashing into it with such a force that the noise alone felt like it would succeed in bringing the whole building crashing down with more success than a Stuka’s five-hundred-and-fifty-pound bomb.

      Stopping, staring at our surroundings and listening to the point where I could feel my ears bleed began to be second nature to us and, as we stood there doing just that, clutching the wall of a farm labourer’s humble abode, I chuckled to myself as I imagined what we looked like. Three grown men, leaning against a stone wall, heads cocked to one side, mouths hanging wide open, panting and struggling to catch our breath, with more than one or two beads of sweat and saliva dripping from our bodies.

      There was nothing. No movement in the trees behind us, none on our flanks; no sound from ahead or behind, not even from our own chests as our lungs screamed for more oxygen. Eventually, the pain in my chest threatened to burst outwards in a roar, and so I started drawing in oxygen through my wheezing mouth to calm myself down.

      Still clinging to the wall, as if it was his own mother, Red sidestepped his way over to Charlie and me, not taking too much care in the way of keeping his noise down. He reached us and, when he did, he half whispered, half-shouted at us.

      “The door is on the far side of the building, facing up towards the main farmhouse.” His eyes burned with excitement, one that I had not seen since we had been in our tank, he was enjoying this, maybe the infantry would be his future after all.

      As I grated my back along the wall of the outhouse, I was momentarily thankful for the thickness of my uniform that spared me from parting with a thick layer of skin and, more importantly, prevented the nice ripping sound that I was sure would accompany it.

      Our backs barely left the safety of the wall as we edged along the building’s sides, before arriving on the front side of the outhouse. Red had already begun preparing his weapon and himself to make entry into the most basic of buildings, this is what it was all about with him; bursting into an enemy stronghold, taking out a platoon of enemy soldiers and rescuing a captured family in the process, before dusting off the newly pinned Victoria Cross that adorned his chest.

      Red made it to the door frame, where he paused, allowing me and Charlie to do the same behind him, I was almost surprised that he had remembered we were there. I tapped Charlie on his side which sent a rippling effect forwards as he gave a gentle nudge into Red’s side too. We were ready to go in.

      But nothing happened. Red had frozen. I watched as Evans gave a more forceful prod into Red’s shoulder, just to make sure he had felt it. But still, nothing from him.

      Just as I was about to blast something in his earhole and burst through the door myself, I began to hear something, akin to a hum at first. The humming quickly grew louder and louder, until the buzzing, like a thousand hornets were inside my skull, was accompanied by the now familiar throbbing that pulsated its way across the field and up into the core of my body.

      Out of the clear sky, a grey monster came charging towards us, flying so low that he barely cleared the farmhouse as he flew over it and I thought I saw a few roof tiles being removed by the draft of misplaced air that he caused.

      I waited for the tip of his nose to dip slightly as his cannons began blasting away, strafing us before banking and turning for another run. Red still froze so I forced my way past Evans and uncermonially bundled him through the door. We couldn’t risk being seen by that pilot, not now after everything we had done.

      The whole building shook as the Messerschmitt screeched overhead and we waited for a moment or two as the pulsating slowed and the grey demon failed to turn for a second look at us.

      I yanked Red up from the floor, ready to blast him with so much verbal abuse that he would wish he was hit by the Messerschmitt’s cannons, but I couldn’t. The fire in his eyes had been extinguished, the desire to fight had completely gone. His eyes had morphed into a mess of bloodshot veins and tears as they began to slowly trickle down his cheeks.

      “I’m sorry,” he mumbled, “I don’t know what happened.”

      I tried to reply, but I couldn’t find the words, so instead set about searching the place with Evans.

      The room we found ourselves in was small and basic, more like a storage building than where someone could live. A small table and a chair were solemnly pushed up against the wall, neatly slotted next to the fireplace which clearly doubled up as a cooking station, the singed pots and pans that lay all around it now home to a thousand different types of bugs and flies.

      Adjacent to the fireplace and running the length of the back of the building was a long, sweeping worktop, coffee rings and scorch marks dotted about it, covered only in part by the random collection of empty jars and cans, all of which were empty, unless the fur covered remnants of decaying food was classed as having something in it.

      The small, cast iron bathtub took up the role of centre feature in this room, surrounded by crusty towels and other paraphernalia discarded all around the edge, almost as if someone had left in a hurry, right in the middle of their bath time. The tub was battered and dented, with a small amount of scummy water taking up an inch or two at the bottom of the bath. A small bar of used, blackened soap still sat patiently, longing for its opportunity to cleanse the farm labourer after a hard day’s work once again.

      “Over here,” rasped Evans, as he pulled at a peeling, creaking door that opened up into an unexpectedly large pantry area. Along three sides of the pantry, a box-like room, ran shelves of varying different types of wood, some had begun to rot, whereas others can’t have been in place for much longer than a matter of months.

      Cans lay scattered all over the shelves of the pantry, some upended and others on their side, opening up their contents to our despairing eyes. Our stomachs groaned with anticipation and disappointment as we found ourselves staring at vacant cans and moulded remains, time after time.

      Discarding another uninhabited jar of what was blackberry jam on the shelves I decided we had to do something.

      “We need to get out of here. It’s clearly empty. We’ll try up at the farm, they’re bound to have something lying around. Sure of it.”

      Red and Charlie just stared at me, the grumbling of their stomachs too loud to even think about listening to what I had just said. I realised I must have made sense to them as, when I moved towards the door, they came with me.

      More dejected than ever before, we began to plan our next move, from the safety of the outhouse. From the front door, there was around six hundred yards of open field to cross, which was interrupted by a small bank of grass, which, from where we were, seemed to stand at about three feet tall, at the top of which we could see the farmhouse that proudly looked out over its land.

      We had no other option but to simply go for it. One of my Dad’s mottos. We would start off in a slow walk and gradually pick our pace up the closer we got to the farmhouse, and closer we got to effective range of anything that might be lurking in the walls of the building. At least we knew that they didn’t have any mortars, otherwise we would have been nothing more than bits of body now, splattered all around the field, but all it would take would be one skilful soldier, to wipe out all three of us in less than one charger clip of rounds.

      As we cautiously began our foray towards the farmhouse, we kept our heads up, scouting the building for any signs of movement, any signs of life, which became increasingly difficult as our heads bobbed away the quicker our pace got.

      We ran in single file, but we kept a decent distance behind one another in the futile attempt to protect ourselves if the bullets did start flying. The idea was that by the time the first in the column, in this case Red, was hit, the other two would be able to throw themselves to the ground and find some cover. The only problem with that theory however was that it assumed there was some cover nearby, and that you weren’t charging across an open field when you needed to make use of it.

      My feet began to clog up with mud and grow heavy as we began to push ourselves towards the farmhouse. Still, ahead of us, there was no movement from what I could see, the farm looked completely deserted. The gap between us began to close up as we excitedly made our way towards the grassy knoll with an ever-growing confidence.

      I began to dream of what we might find inside, maybe a dozen chickens that had laid literally hundreds of eggs, all ready for us to take off them and scoff down. Maybe there was even a cow inside that was longing to be milked and I fantasised about throwing some of the creamy liquid down my neck, with a generous helping of French wine that we might find in the cellar.

      My longings began to develop further, to the point where I even pictured a farmer’s wife ready and waiting for us, having watched us advance across the field, and the only weapons we would find in the farm were the knives and forks that she had laid out for us in preparation for a hearty feast.

      Thwwwppp.

      Suddenly, a round fizzed into the ground, just at my feet, embedding itself in the soft, absorpful soil of the French countryside. Red and Evans began to make movements to throw themselves to the ground, but I found myself screaming at them, “Get to the mound! Get to the bank!”

      We must have still had a hundred yards or so to go before we got to the mound, but it felt like I only had to take two or three paces and I was already there, launching myself into it face first. Two more thumps by my side told me that Red and Evans had made it too.

      “Did you see where that came from?” I hissed, spitting out a lump of grass that could have quite easily have satisfied my incredible hunger. The grass was sodden and had left a refreshing film of moisture on the surface of my face, which I hastily rubbed into my skin, as if it would somehow rub away all the perils that we would have to face.

      “Nuh uh,” grunted Red begrudgingly, almost as if I had asked him to stand up and have a look at what was going on, he kept his face firmly embedded in the coolness of the French grass. I watched as Evans, like a playful child, began rolling his way away from us, stopping every couple of turns to reach out and drag his rifle towards his centre of mass.

      Slowly, tentatively, he began to pull himself up the bank, digging his toes in to hold himself in position. It didn’t take him too long to reach the top of the mound and I watched as the whites of his eyes seemed to bulge as he scanned the scene before him, Red and I could do nothing other than watch for his reaction.

      Almost as soon as he had made it to the top, he was sliding back down the mound, clutching his rifle to his chest like it was his own mother.

      He flashed a quick, anxious look over at us, before removing his steel helmet and placing it on the ground beside him. Gradually, he began to move, in such a way that we knew that everything that he was doing was deliberate, he had full control of himself at this moment in time.

      Clutching his rifle in his right hand, he lifted it up so that the business end of it was pointing to the sky and just over the top of our parapet. He worked his way up the bank, eventually raising his left hand to the sky, stretching his arm out to full extension so that he would be clearly seen.

      “Get down,” Red spat with a fair share of murderous aggression mixed in with his outburst of concern, just as I began scrabbling my way over to grip at a boot or a trouser leg, anything that I could that would send him crashing back down to our side of the bank.

      I was too slow however and, by the time I had made it within touching distance of Charlie, he was already standing confidently on top of the mound, as if we hadn’t just been shot at by someone who was hiding on this farm.

      I prepared myself to watch his lifeless body shoot backwards and tumble to the bottom of the mound as a hail of murderous bullets slammed their way through his innocent organs. I told myself that if that was to happen, I had surely already extended the poor boys’ life, especially if this was the kind of thing that he would have done, had he been on his own.

      As I let him go, I slid back down the mound, slickly grabbing hold of my rifle and placing my finger over the trigger. Evans’ body did not reappear stricken by bullets, nor did any bullets at all arrive. Instead, the only noise we heard were the soft tones of Evans’ voice, quietly at first, but then much more clearly.

      “Get up. They’re Brits!”

      Warily, we did as we were told, half expecting to see a German uniform that had done a great impersonation of Charlie unexplainedly. Instead, what we were met with was a toothy grin, as the figure began fidgeting around, placing his steely black revolver firmly back in its holster. His holster was attached to the rest of his webbing, with a slot for his compass and an attachment for his binoculars, as well as more essential things such as water and ammunition.

      As he extended his hand out to meet mine, I caught sight of the three pips on his shoulder, he was a Captain. I snapped a quick salute which he quickly waved away like a bee had just invaded his personal space.

      “Sorry about that one boys,” he said courteously, “you had my lads a tad jumpy, you see. Glad we’re terrible shots.” He began chortling away, taking each one of us by the hand as the moustache that adorned his top lip began attacking his face viciously.

      “Come on in,” he said as he turned away from us, not even giving any of us the opportunity to speak, “I’ll show you round.”

      As if the Captain’s acceptance of us was some sort of signal, men began to trickle out of all the buildings connected to the courtyard that we now found ourselves standing in. Some came from the barn on the far side of the yard, a few emerged from the farmhouse itself, while one man even popped out from the arched gateway that led out into a wooded area.

      The farmhouse and courtyard buildings formed a horse shoe shape, the only open side facing out towards the farmer’s fields, the very way we had just stumbled in from.

      I began to notice the sandbagged windows that I had not seen as we made our way across the field, with the barrels from Bren guns poking nervously out of a few of them. There were no other weapons dangling from the rest of the windows, just pairs of eyes attached to binoculars and a couple of sharpshooters loitering inside the windows waiting patiently for their prey.

      I thanked the heavens that we hadn’t been subjected to a volley from the Brens or snipers or there would have been no way that we would have survived for much longer. I wondered who had fired the shot that had sent us into a panic and whether or not he would be reprimanded for it. I wondered if the men in these buildings had seen us as we entered the farmhouse and watched as figures danced around in the windows searching for food and pondered even, if they had seen Red freeze right at the moment we had needed him the most.

      The Captain caught me staring at the barrel of one of the Brens. “Pinched from a burnt-out carrier if you can believe it. All the men inside were dead, but the gun was practically untouched. My boys think it’s a good luck charm.” The moustache began violating his top lip once more.

      This officer seemed like he had thrown all pomp and circumstance out of the window, which was probably just as well because Red suddenly piped up with an aggressively toned question.

      “What are you doing here?” it sounded more like a school teacher who had caught a dawdling schoolboy than a soldier addressing an officer, but the Captain ignored the blatant insubordination and carried on as normal.

      “We have been ordered to form a rear-guard action for those who are being evacuated,” replied the Captain, matter of factly.

      “You mean people are going home, Sir?” I asked quizzically.

      “That’s what they’re saying,” he said, raising an eyebrow, “but, we aren’t. We’ve been told to hold up an enemy advance for as long as possible to let as many of our boys get home.” He didn’t seem to care that it was unlikely he would make it home and I couldn’t help but think that his sentiment was not shared by all of the men on this farm.

      “So, what happens to you lot, Sir?” Evans suddenly chipped in.

      “What do you mean, ‘you lot?’” questioned the Captain. “You lot are staying with us now as well!” he retorted, a sly grin creeping across his face.

      My heart sank. Ever since we had been forced to ditch our tank and make our way through the retreat on foot, I had never really expected to make it home, in fact, I had never really expected to see another British soldier for a very long time, but for some reason, it was a fact that had never fully sunken in. It was a fact that I didn’t really want confirmed in this way. I would either be killed here, or I would be captured. They were my only two options now. At the same time, I felt almost relieved, at least I had a superior officer above me now who would decide my fate, I hadn’t much liked the experience of being the one in control of my own destiny.

      At least if I was killed now, I would be able to blame Captain Owens rather than myself. The Captain continued to show us around, but I knew that not one of us was really paying too much attention. How could we when we had just found out this would be it for us? We might have known it for a long time but now it seemed confirmed, whatever happened here, whatever the outcome, our war would end here.

      Captain Owens eventually handed us over to a rather rough looking sergeant, his eyes puffed up due to lack of sleep and dark bags sagging under his eyes, the weight of which seemed to be dragging his whole face to the floor. His face was muddied, and his cheek was stained with dried, browning blood, which fought for room with the layer of grime and stubble that pushed its way out for some air and sunshine.

      A cigarette dangled limply from his mouth and had begun to peel slightly as it had clearly sat in his sopping mouth for a little too long. Silently, he withdrew a packet from his pocket and motioned to each of us to take one. Red was the only one who obliged.

      “Sure?” he asked, “You’re gonna need one in a minute.”

      We watched curiously as the Sergeant gave Red a light, letting the warm glow from the tip of the cigarette act as his sign to withdraw his arm and lighter, but he failed to light his own. He slung his rifle over his shoulder and grunted, “Follow me.”

      His gruff, unpolished voice was far from the hushed, gentle tones of the Captain as he continued on with our tour of the area.

      “I’m Sergeant Lambert. You’ll be holed up with my lads in the farmhouse, on the top floor.”

      He guided us to the door of the farmhouse, like a prefect who would rather not have the duties of guiding the new kids around the school. Stopping at the door, his cigarette bobbed up and down as he spoke once more.

      “Through there, up the stairs, don’t bother stopping for food or touching the rations. Supplies are due to be handed out in a few hours. Make yourselves at home lads.”

      He turned and marched away from us, leaving us all slightly dumbfounded, before making his way to the other side of the courtyard and in through a hole in the wall of the barn.

      Obediently, we entered the farmhouse and stepped into what could only be the kitchen, the focal point of the entire building. Where elaborate, home grown breakfasts were once served, was now a browned sheet on which lay a body, sweating and silently shivering, the moisture dripping off his body being soaked up by the compliant sheet underneath. His lower leg was a mangled fusion of flesh, bone and fabric, twisted together in a sick cocktail.

      We had been in the room for no more than a second when I realised that I should have taken Sergeant Lambert’s offer of a cigarette. The putrid, sickly smell of the man’s predicament was vomit inducing and, judging by the amount of blood on the floor, more than one man had been stretched out on this table, causing the concoction of smells to really assault my nostrils like nothing ever before. The maggots began creeping up from the stone tiles, having an absolute blast of a time as they wriggled around trying to find some more flesh they could feast upon.

      The medical orderly that stood dabbing away at the man’s forehead with a blood-stained cloth, allowed his cigarette to dance around his mouth as he muttered the words, “Septicaemia,” he shrugged, “not a thing we can do.”

      “You should head upstairs,” he nodded towards the staircase, initiating our trudge over the blood-soaked floor and over to the stairs.

      As we staggered up the stairs, a few muddied faces turned to acknowledge our arrival with a grunt, but for the most part, each figure sat quietly staring out over the barren landscape, rifles tucked loosely under the shoulder for comfort. A choking, toxic cloud seemed to linger in the room, clear enough only if I were to crawl around, as long monotonous drags of multiple cigarettes were expelled into the room’s atmosphere.

      “Over there,” spoke one of the faceless figures, pointing to a corner of the room where sacks had been hastily stuffed with hay. I felt over the moon at the sight of such comfort and had to resist every urge to just throw myself down as I was and sleep for three or four days straight.

      “Go on, get some rest. We’ll wake you when it’s your turn up ‘ere.”

      Tiredness is a funny thing, you reach a certain point in your fatigue where you almost forget about it, but then, when you are so close to being able to get a rest, a wave of tiredness washes over you like nausea, incapacitating you to such a degree that even I was able to fall asleep with my full kit on, and a steel helmet as my pillow.

      It felt like I had been asleep for less than a minute when I was brutally awoken by an older looking corporal who began pushing the toe of his boot into my forehead gently, “Wakey wakey, Sir. It’s your turn up front now.”

      The ragged looking corporal grinned a toothless grin at me, his patchy stubble displaying the first signs of middle age grey, with a hint of his youthful brown stubble that I was certain he was longing for. He continued to wake the other two up and, as they groggily stirred, I noticed that he had the obligatory unlit cigarette limply dangling from the corner of his mouth.

      The cigarette stayed in his mouth even after he had put his head down to sleep, and before I could ask him any questions he was snoring gently, the cigarette threatened to shoot into the back of his throat at any second.

      As we collected our kit, the three of us made our way over to the front window of the farmhouse, and as the dipping sunlight signified the start of dusk, I took comfort from the warmth of the failing sun as it kissed my face through the open windows. I felt quite peaceful for the first time in days, like I now had someone else in charge of me, someone else took charge of Red and Evans, we were somewhere we could sleep and eat, somewhere we could even admire the landscape.

      The field looked marvellous as the sunlight caressed its every groove and furrow, completely flat and almost untouched by human architecture, running for what seemed like ages before being met by the now distant forest. The distant perimeter of the field was marked by the trees and did so as far as I could see both to our left and to our right.

      The road that we had been following loosely, solitarily ran forebodingly through the middle of the fields, just passing the farm to the left and on into what I assumed would be a village or hamlet to our rear.

      Evans began fidgeting to my left, adjusting his kit and generally just trying to make himself more comfortable. As I looked across at him, the tenderness of his skin, particularly around his eyes told me that he had been crying. His skin had turned a vibrant red and I could just about make out the bloodshot eyeballs burning brighter than they had done for the last couple of days.

      He quickly tried rubbing them intensely, only succeeding in making them burn brighter than they had done before.

      I went to tap him on the shoulder, “Are—”

      “Did anyone else just see that?”
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      I redirected my gaze away from Evans’ tear stained face and towards the figure who was perched to my right, now fiddling around with his rifle and rocking the safety catch forward.

      A few excited voices began sparking up and it seemed that the general consensus was that there had been an armed figure, that had emerged momentarily from the treeline, before scurrying straight back into the forest. Someone must have alerted the Captain, either that or he had an incredible sixth sense, as he suddenly appeared at the top of the stairs.

      “Keep fingers away from triggers this time gents. It’s likely to be the enemy, but we need to make sure.”

      This was the kind of advance that I had been trained in, not the defence. We had been taught how to approach a building across open ground and, if it was the enemy, it was likely that they would use some sort of armour to assist them across the field. The infantry would tell their armour the situation; an open field lay ahead of them, with a farmhouse at the end which is very likely to be an enemy stronghold. The armour would advance a few hundred yards ahead of the infantry and would engage the farmhouse and then, when the infantry was close enough, they would fan out from behind the tanks and engage the small arms fire that we would pour down on them. That’s what I would expect them to do anyway.

      I thought about making my meanderings known to the Captain, but I kept them to myself as I was certain he had had enough dealings with the enemy already to know that is what they would do, if they had the armour to back them up.

      I turned my attention to the field, and scanned the horizon accompanied by the sweeping barrel of my rifle. From where we were situated, we had a good view across the fields and we would be able to see them coming, unless a thick fog decided to descend. I would have gone so far as to suggest that the snipers up in the roof would have been able to see them prepare on the edge of the forest, making use of their magnified sights that perched on the top of their rifles.

      I wondered why the man had emerged from the forest and suddenly retreated. If he was an enemy soldier, it seemed like the most ridiculous thing to do; alerting the enemy to your whereabouts. But I also began to wonder if it had been done on purpose? Had it been done to scare us? To make us aware of the enemy’s presence and hope that we would run away before the time of their planned advance?

      On the other hand, it could have been a lone British soldier, or even a Frenchie, totally lost and bewildered about which way to go next. Maybe he had seen the field and decided crossing that much open ground wasn’t worth the risk and so had retreated back into the forest in search of a safer option. If that was the case, the chances were he would be back again before too long.

      In my heart of hearts though, I knew that the figure that had been spotted would have been a German soldier, and the reason he had poked his head out from the forest was totally irrelevant. The German advance was coming, and we were the only people around that would be there to stop it. We knew they were coming and they knew we would be here. It was an odd kind of stalemate that we found ourselves in.

      Despite the fear and apprehension that began to conquer my every thought, I realised that I also had a confidence in myself. Not necessarily to survive the onslaught, but to get the job done to the very best of my ability. I hadn’t fired many shots in anger from a rifle in my life, but the times that I had been out rabbitting back home, made me sure of myself that I was a good shot, and that I would be able to bring down many of the vile enemy soldiers that would soon be heading my way.

      I turned round to see who it was that was muttering behind me, met by the glaring gaze of both Captain Owens and Sergeant Lambert.

      “What do you reckon Lieutenant?” queried Lambert, whereupon I stumbled to my feet to avoid feeling like a child receiving a severe reprimand.

      I explained my theory of what an armoured attack may look like, which both the Sergeant and the Captain seemed to mull over for a while.

      “My concern is Sir,” I muttered, “We’re losing light fast, if they start to move up in the darkness, we can’t really afford to have half our guns asleep on sacks of hay.”

      “What do you reckon?” asked the Captain, his eyes not removing themselves from the field, but Sergeant Lambert knew exactly who he was addressing.

      “A stand to, Sir?”

      “Issue the order Sergeant.” There was a youthful glint in the Captain’s eye and, despite his aging outward appearance with baggy eyes and bedraggled moustache, he seemed like a young lad who had just received his first ever England cap.

      His wide, blue eyes, the youngest of all his features, began darting about all over the place, as if he was visualising where to place his various weapons and men in the heat of battle. I hoped that he was doing the same as I was, planning for the worst-case scenario, which would be if a few hundred tonnes of tank began rolling towards us.

      I heard the screams of “Stand to!” begin to echo around the farm, and the simultaneous scraping and chiming as kit was dragged onto backs and rifles made ready.

      At around three in the morning, I began to make out voices chattering away at the top of the stairs, with only the odd word making its way to my ears without being jumbled up in the night.

      “Patrol…”

      “Retreat…”

      “…I’m not so sure that’s a good idea…”

      The voices were almost like ghosts to me and for a while I wondered whether or not they were real, until one began to sound out much clearer than all the others.

      “Lieutenant Lewis? Join us out here would you?”

      It was dark at the top of the stairs; the little natural light being absorbed greedily by the upstairs room before it could hit the staircase. I could not see the faces of Captain Owens or Sergeant Lambert, but I could sense they wouldn’t be smiling if I was able to see them, the air was tense.

      “Could I ask a favour of you Lieutenant?” I let him explain himself and knew before he even started that there would be no way of me even trying to refuse the favour that he was to put before me. It would not be a favour at all, more of a choice of obeying or disobeying an order from a superior officer, a choice that he knew as well as I did wouldn’t really be a choice at all. His favour was a direct order.

      After being released by the Captain to go and make ready, I could not help but feel sick to the very pit of my stomach as to what I had just agreed to do.

      The Captain’s demeanour had made it even worse. He didn’t strike me as the kind of man that got nervous very often, and that it would take something drastic to make him behave in the manner that he did that night. The explicit nerves that the Captain showed on that night, did absolutely nothing to curb my own fretfulness about what lay ahead.

      *Break*

      The weather had turned dramatically overnight, the warm uninterrupted sunshine now seemed further away than the very depths of the Australian outback, with the great rolling, suffocating clouds that now clung to the very landscape we now occupied.

      The early morning dew began to work its magic on the cloth of my uniform, making it cling to me like another layer of skin, itching at my body each and every time I dared to move, all the while making me feel ten stone heavier.

      Everywhere I looked seemed to be enshrouded in one long, heavy, continuous cloud of grey, not breaking in any way, not even to allow one stream of light to burst through. The fog was thick, choking even, so dense that I could barely make out the outline of my rifle, which was only an arm’s reach away.

      I lay on my front, crushing my insides to the point where I had to alleviate some of the pressure by resting my hand on the tops of my knuckles and propping them up on my elbows. I needed to have all the distractions taken away from me at this moment, I needed to be able to listen intently. I took more comfort than I probably should have done from the fact that I knew Red and Lambert were lying beside me somewhere, both of them doing exactly the same as me, with just as much fear and excitement in equal measure.

      As I felt around in the semi-darkness for my rifle, I found myself longing for home. It was difficult to think of happy memories now, difficult to recall faces and their features of even the closest of my family members.

      I wondered if I would be able to recognise my own parents, I was fairly certain they wouldn’t be able to recognise me any longer. Their tall and wiry son, the one who had led his school cricket team to county glory five years earlier, had now put on an untold amount of weight and muscle and had been trained to kill. I found it impossible to think how much I had learned, how much I had changed over the last few months, and I barely thought it possible to recognise myself, never mind how my parents would identify me.

      I tried to distract myself from yet another episode of my wandering mind by raising my hand up to my face and inspecting the grime that was resting under my fingernails. After catching a pungent whiff of decaying meat, I found myself wiping my hands on the grass and scratching at the surface of the ground trying to force earth under my nails rather than whatever was currently residing there.

      The fog continued to choke me as I thought about my journey back to the farmhouse. We were lying in the field, about three hundred yards from the courtyard, a decent sprint backwards when the time came, and hopefully I wouldn’t run in the wrong direction.

      We were prepared for this, I had left my webbing behind and I was now only wearing my undershirt, I had just five rounds in my rifle and my helmet lying faithfully by my side.

      The dampness of the ground soon began to attack my body and as the chill began to bite into my skin, I found myself shivering like a stray dog caught in the rain.

      I made a sudden, conscious attempt to stop my shivering as the adrenaline began to take over and put a stop to it. I listened again as the whispers were clearer, harsher as they cut through the wall of fog.

      I brought my rifle up and into my body as I began rolling around trying to get into a better firing position. The whispers became more confident and before too long, just as it felt like they were going to trip over me, I could make clear, distinct German words.

      Then, thankfully, I heard it.

      Ting. Ting. Ting.

      There it was. Lambert had heard it too. I tapped out the same signal on my helmet before placing it back on my skull and slowly peeling myself from the reluctance of the early morning dew. As I made it to my knees, I checked my rifle was in a good position before I did anything else.

      Rifle now safely in my shoulder, I began creeping backwards, still hunched over in case the fog suddenly did lift and my torso became perfectly visible to the men in front of me. I picked up my pace for a moment, before stopping and listening carefully, trying to determine how far away the voices were.

      They seemed far enough for me to turn and begin running normally, back in the direction I guessed the farm to be in.

      Like a crudely drawn painting, the outlines of the courtyard slowly came into view, the farmhouse standing isolated and destitute in the middle of what would surely be an almighty storm. As I was welcomed back into the courtyard, two figures were kneeling either side of my entry, rifles raised to the fog and as I charged past them both, I felt both Red and Sergeant Lambert come off their knees to follow me.

      My chest heaved up and down, phlegm dribbling down my chin as I focused on the only thing that I could at the moment, breathing. The three of us quickly reported what we had heard to the Captain before being sent back upstairs to our posts.

      Pulling my webbing on felt like I had just regained the use of my arms and legs and I immediately snapped back into soldier mode, finding myself dutifully perched at one of the sandbagged windows once more.

      “You run like one of them scared frogs Red,” called one voice from the room.

      “Well, I didn’t have a white flag, so I didn’t quite complete the image.” The laughter petered out until it was nothing more than a few sporadic, nervous whimpers.

      We all calmed ourselves as two figures glided from the fog, trying to sneak up on us like death as he waited to take his next victim. As one, we held our breath, as one, we put our fingers over our triggers.

      Almost sensing our joint desire to pull the trigger, the Captain’s voice appeared from the gloom.

      “Hold your fire chaps. Let the boys upstairs take care of this one.” It sounded almost like he was depending on the heavenly host to descend and take these enemy soldiers, especially as they were beginning to get so close I was sure that they would be able to see the whites of our eyes.

      My whole body jolted as I felt the two individual rifle blasts erupt from upstairs and I watched as miraculously, the two figures who a moment ago had been confidently striding towards us, were now no longer standing, but lying prostrate on the ground somewhere behind the grassy mound.

      Then, nothing. Nothing seemed to be happening, no one seemed to be moving. I felt like sighing out of relief but for some reason kept it to myself.

      We all knew that that wasn’t the last we had seen of them.
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      Pushing my foot violently into the wall in front of me, I tried in earnest to stretch my foot out and rid myself of the crippling pain of cramp that I had been experiencing for a while now.

      As I let out a half-sigh half-groan, a young private from the RASC appeared at the top of the stairs, accompanied by a large pewter jug that I assumed he had pinched from the milking shed.

      “Coffee anyone?” he enquired with an air of innocent cheerfulness. He can’t have been older than eighteen, a really unlucky draw to end up here after what must have been a short career in the army so far. A few spots still clung to his face, refusing to leave and acting as a permanent reminder that not everyone had experienced the same war as I had.

      He had a few freckles that seemed to underline his eyes and a tuft of dark brown hair rebelliously protruded from the rim of his battered helmet, which matched the chestnut brown colour of his eyes.

      He seemed considerably cleaner than the rest of us, his uniform wasn’t soiled with dirt or stained with browned blood, but instead in a relatively good condition, almost as if he had only just been issued it. His newly washed face flushed red with embarrassment as the Captain flashed him a look of rebuke.

      “Sorry Sir,” he timidly whispered, as he realised his own stupidity, turning back towards the stairs, probably to have a quick cry.

      “Private?”

      “Sir?” came the worried, shaking response.

      “I haven’t had a cup of coffee in days. Do not go back down those stairs until the jug is bone dry. Do you understand?”

      The young private almost beamed at the command and I was certain that there was a small bow of recognition at the close of the Captain’s sentence. Either way, the private dashed around the room, filling and re-filling cups till he was all out.

      The coffee was a blessed relief from the dank, lukewarm water that had frequented my mouth since we had arrived on the farm. I was thankful for the water, it was keeping me alive, but it was rancid and was making me visit the toilet more often than a bee to its hive. The lumpy, warm mass congregated at the back of my throat, making it difficult to swallow it down, but I was nonetheless grateful to the young lad for the respite that it brought to all of us.

      As the private made for the stairs, the Captain called out after him.

      “Private? When was the last time you fired a rifle?”

      “Not since I finished basic, Sir.”

      “Grab one from downstairs and take up a position, would you? There’s a good lad.”

      Minutes turned to hours and I thought about how much of my war I had already spent watching the landscape and waiting, sometimes praying for something to happen. I looked across at Evans who was sitting cross-legged, his rifle balanced loosely on the window ledge and his shoulder, looking increasingly tired.

      I didn’t know too much about him, only what I had gleaned through tidbits of conversation that I had manged to squeeze out of him. He had given up a promising career as a cricketer to join the army, having slotted in the batting order at number three and often being the smallest in all the teams he played in. I almost found myself laughing at him as his blonde hair gently moved around in the breeze that was coming through the open window.

      His brother was somewhere else in France, I had remembered that much, a Sergeant in a regiment that I couldn’t quite recall now, but I wondered whether it was for his brother that he had shed those tears yesterday, or if it was for his own hopeless state. His overgrown hair began to move more violently as the breeze picked up into a gust, as I recalled that Charlie’s brother had been stationed all over the world before being recalled into the BEF and being sent to France.

      I had to look away from him before I got too attached to this young man who, outside of the uniform, could quite easily have been a good friend of mine, or even a county cricket teammate.

      The choking fog had lifted slightly due, in no small part, to the ever-strengthening wind that began to sweep across the fields. Remnants of it still lingered, not quite lightweight enough for the wind to carry it away, but it had dissipated enough for me to be able to see the outhouse.

      Another hour or two passed quite uneventfully and I was on the verge of succumbing to the drowsiness of monotony, when I just about made out three, dulled thuds that emanated from somewhere behind the curtain of lingering fog.

      All the bodies at the window suddenly jerked up, just in time to watch as the three mortar rounds buried themselves deep into the soil around the grass embankment. The whole house shook but, vitally, we were all still alive as the rounds had fallen short of our position. We waited for another volley of rounds, each and every one of us widening our shattered eyes to see if we could make out any more movement.

      A few more minutes passed and for a moment, I thought that maybe the Germans had given up. The house began to creak and the fog that wafted around fused with the dust and the cordite from the explosives. Suddenly, three more, hollow thuds.

      They each landed closer this time, probably just in front of the grassy mound but I didn’t have time to check as more began to rain down all around us, this time cracking into the cobbled stone of the courtyard. The soft pitter patter of disturbed earth was soon substituted for the click-clack of lethal shards of stone floating back down towards earth.

      I, as well as the rest of us, tucked ourselves tightly into a ball and chins were pushed firmly into chests. The mortars seemed to advance on our position until if felt as if the rounds were falling directly onto my head, the crescendo was that great. The glass panes in the windows, who had held onto their frames so valiantly, finally gave way to a single blast, spraying fine, crystallised daggers across the room.

      The glass chimed sweetly as it glided to the ground, like when a handful of pennies are released to the floor, and they scattered themselves as far around the room as possible.

      There was a brief moment of silence after that glass-shattering round had hit the ground, and I watched as everyone seemed to move in a much slower manner than was normal. My brain seemed to catch up with the world around me, just as an agonising scream pierced the eerie silence.

      The soldier began crying, bellowing, wanting desperately to grip his face in pain, but great shards of glass that had punctured both his hands were preventing him from doing so. His uniform, like the rest of his body was ripped and torn, already beginning to fray as he writhed around in agony, looking like a merciless tiger had just delivered one of his finest slashes to the poor man.

      His face had become a pure maze of entangled blood and glass, forming rivers of scarlet to trickle down his face and dribble from the ends of the glass. The pool of congregating blood on the floor was denied an opportunity to continue filling up as the man was dragged screaming from the window, accompanied by a futile attempt at reassurance.

      The thuds of their retreating footsteps were replaced immediately by the rattle of German machine guns. Using the cover generated by the fog and mortars, they had managed to advance within MG range of our positions. To me, this was a positive, they had no armour and they weren’t just going to blow this farmhouse up and move on. They wanted it for themselves, they needed the building intact if they could get it.

      Bullets soon began whipping and cracking into the brickwork around our window frames, they were getting closer and this war was beginning to get real for me now.

      “Hold fire! Hold your fire! Wait!”

      The two machine guns set up in the field continued to pour rounds on us like some sort of horizontal rain, while I could make out figures advancing closely behind them as they launched their attack.

      Just as the figures passed by their flanking machine gunners, three shots rang out from upstairs, followed closely by one just out of sync with the others. The machine guns fell silent.

      “Pour it on them! Mad minute the lot of you! Do not stop!” The Captain seemed completely incensed that the enemy would have the audacity to try and overrun us seeming to take it as some sort of personal attack that they were now giving it a go.

      Resting the barrel of my rifle on the sandbagged window ledge, I firmly pushed the butt into my shoulder, adjusting it until it sat comfortably in the fleshiest part of my joint. By now, rounds were fizzing out of the end of everyone’s rifles, on both sides, one shot continuously after the other ringing in my ears each time.

      I took a few breaths to try and calm myself, there was no point in trying to fire while I was all excitable, they would be sent whizzing right over the tops of the enemy’s heads and would be no good in trying to keep myself alive.

      I moved my middle finger over towards the trigger slowly, simultaneously rocking the safety forwards with my index finger and shut my left eye.

      It felt as though someone had just taken a sledgehammer to my shoulder as the first round shot from the end of my rifle. I shrugged it off and pulling the bolt back, began repeating the motions again. A never-ending stream of faceless, shadowy figures continued to pour from the fog, now a more concentrated mix of cordite from all the mortar rounds.

      It took me three more rounds before I watched a red mist spray up from behind the man I had just hit. He crumpled to the floor in a heap and ceased to move. I had got him. I had put my first German away.

      What seemed like a momentous point in my life was normal for everyone else here, as they repeatedly sent rounds ripping into the flesh of the Germans who refused to back down. I watched as some fell to their knees before landing face down, others wriggled around on the floor and others still seemed to shoot backwards as their charge was brutally interrupted.

      “Thy Kingdom come…”

      Bang.

      “…on earth as it is in heaven…”

      Bang.

      I was like a machine now, I had no care for the lives that I was taking, but I found myself uttering the Lord’s prayer, something that I was surprised at. I had not uttered its words since I was a boy but, as I found myself playing God by pulling these men from the world, it was the only thing that seemed to be popping into my head.

      I made no conscious attempt to stop it, no obvious efforts to turn my volume down but instead continued to mutter its words until I was out of rounds and had to reload.

      Almost as quickly as it started, the German stream seemed to stop. No more shadowy figures emerged. The odd rifle shot echoed out across the field as the boys upstairs cleaned up the last few, crawling stragglers.

      “Check your rounds boys. They’ll be back soon enough.”

      The fog soon lifted completely as the cordite retreated and was carried away by the wind, revealing the scale of the utter devastation that we had caused. Bodies were strewn all over the field, the grassy mound now stained red. Some seemed to have limbs missing while others seemed to look untouched. They all had one thing in common though, they would all still be lying there in the morning.

      I could make out the figure of the first German I had managed to put away. He was face down in the ground, looking more like he had passed out than passed away. I wondered what would happen to his body and whether his own army cared enough about him to take him away and give him a proper burial, before my thoughts overtook me as I began guessing how long it would take for a body to fully decompose out in the open.

      Either way, in the morning, he would still be there.

      As I looked across at Red, giving me a thumbs up and a grin, a flash streaked across my eyes, like someone’s watch face had caught the glinting sun. But it came from out over the field. I pushed my rifle out of the window once again and began scanning everything from the trees to the outhouse and then from the outhouse, to the grass mound, but I could see nothing.

      “Captain!” I screeched as I looked back over my shoulder, hoping that he was standing somewhere close behind me. My call was interrupted by a sickening crack as a second glint caught my eye, somewhere near the outhouse.

      The crack was followed by the sobering thud as a bullet penetrated human flesh, tearing through the body’s insides.

      “Sniper!” several voices chorused as a volley of rounds kicked off from upstairs as well as a few token rounds from the boys in the very room we were in. After a few seconds of intense activity, everything fell silent once more.

      “Did we get him?” someone called out, met with varying mutters of agreement and disagreement. Even those who were convinced the sniper had been dispatched still kept their eyes focused on the field, and their weapons trained on an invisible enemy.

      There had been no heroic death for Private Charlie Evans. He was now lying motionless on the floor, exactly how he had fallen as the round that had cut his life short had propelled him away from his window. A few yards away, his rifle lay solemnly on its side, now without an owner to make use of it.

      His head had lolled over to the right, so that he was staring at me, his fine blonde hair, that had wistfully swayed in the breeze, now collecting scarlet drops and interrupting their journey to the floorboards.

      As I scrabbled my way over to him, his face looked almost normal, he could have quite easily have been sleeping if someone had just walked into the room. There was just one distinguishing mark that he had that no one else in the room had, a small, claret crater that was permanently embedded in his forehead, just above his right eyebrow.

      As I lifted his head, a thick pool of scarlet liquid had oozed from the back of his head almost immediately and had begun to seep through the floorboards.

      “Movement left flank,” wafted a calm voice.

      “Same over here on our right,” returned another.

      Within a matter of seconds, Evans had been forgotten.
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      I watched with a curious intensity, as did everyone, following the movements of the two figures on either side of the farmhouse as they approached and began sweeping around the outskirts of the field.

      They moved swiftly, but elegantly, never seeming to want to bend even a daisy out of place. I had no idea what they were doing, but they struck me as individuals who knew exactly what to do, like they had been here before. They had snuck up on us somehow and were now well within our effective firing range and we hadn’t noticed their approach at all. Maybe the whole escapade with the sniper had all been a ploy to enable them to sneak up undetected.

      If that was the case, then I felt even worse for Evans if he had died just to get us to let our guard down and leave us exposed to the enemy.

      “Check the rear, now.” Called out the Captain, as two men, grabbing their rifles, scurried down the stairs faster than a rat being chased from the kitchen. The four figures on either side continued to slyly waft around, sometimes getting in nice and close to us before backing off slightly.

      “Are they civilians?”

      “No Sir, definitely Germans.”

      “Yeah, I can make out their insignia on their uniforms. Definitely enemy soldiers Sir.”

      I followed them closely, watching them through the sights on my rifle, when suddenly, one of them launched himself forward, and I felt a whole load of us twitch and take up a position on our triggers.

      “No…hold your fire. Hold your fire. They’re not even armed, don’t worry.”

      “What do we do then Sir?” squealed an incensed private, “Invite them in?”

      “Calm down Hamilton,” the Captain uttered, reassuringly.

      I hadn’t noticed Sergeant Lambert standing in the far corner of the room, until he spoke.

      “They are unarmed Sir,” he said, lowering and passing the Captain’s binoculars back to him, “I think they’re a scouting party. They’re checking our arcs of fire. An attack will be coming soon.”

      Captain Owens and Sergeant Lambert then enjoyed an open discussion in front of us all about whether or not we should allow them to retreat back to their company, or whether we should take them out before they got there.

      The Captain decided that if we were to hold our fire, they wouldn’t be able to determine our arcs and therefore wouldn’t be able to plan for an attack properly. He also argued that holding off would mean we conserved ammunition, and that we didn’t run the risk of just injuring the poor souls who had been put forward for this job.

      Regardless, those few moments as they scanned our frontline, was one of the weirdest experiences of my whole time in France. We could see their faces, we would have been able to speak to them if we had wished and they would have been able to see each and every one of us had they wanted to. If there had been no war on, if they had been on the same side, then there would have been no hesitation in inviting them in for a drink and a bite to eat. But, alas, although they were just regular men, they were the enemy, so to look at them away from the iron sights of a rifle was considered a mortal sin and something that I kept contained to the inner speech in my head.

      The silence that appeared to linger just above our heads seemed almost deadly. It seemed to cling to my skin and tug at my insides, like a poison it held me in the palm of its hand. I could feel the silence beginning to gnaw away at my mind, starting to narrow my thoughts until all I could think about was the burning sensation of the silence.

      I felt it surge around my body through my blood and felt it begin to paralyse me as it seeped into my brain. Because of the silence, I was paralyzed.

      All I could do was pray that the attack wasn’t coming in the next ten minutes or so, as there would be no way that I would be able to fight. I didn’t have the desire to fight, I couldn’t bear to even look at my rifle. The only thing I could look at, was the field.

      I needed to snap out of the trance that I was in. I shot a quick look over to Red and wondered if he was feeling the same. He blinked profusely as he gazed out over the field, as someone does when they are aware someone else is looking at them. But he didn’t move his head, not even for half a second. I was certain that he was crippled by the same paralysing fear of what was to come.

      We knew it was coming. We knew that by the fact they were waiting, and that they had sent a group of scouts out, they knew what they would be facing. We knew they were confident. On the other hand, we were here, struck dumb with fear, completely at the mercy of the silence. We had no confidence, we had no motivation and more importantly, we had little ammunition.

      No one spoke. Ever since the Captain had instructed us to simply observe the scouts that had free rein over the field, no one had really said anything at all. The silence that had descended over the farm was total, no one could find their voice now and I doubted if I would even recognise one if I heard it. There was no coughing, no clinking of kit as people moved around or fidgeted, there was a perfect silence.

      I could hear the grass moving as it gently swayed in the breeze. I had never noticed that grass had made a noise until now, when the breeze was interrupted by the sprouting undergrowth and the knocking together of the blades.

      It was then that I noticed the birds, that there were none. They must have all migrated at the first sound of gunfire, the natural instinct within me wanting to do exactly the same. I longed to be with them, to have some sort of natural consistency that I would be able to focus on, instead of the field littered with bodies and the corpse of Evans just a short walk away from me.

      All of a sudden, it felt as if my world was going to collapse as a voice demolished the silence that I had slowly got used to. It took me a while to work out that it was a man’s voice, and longer still to work out what he was saying.

      “Lieutenant Lewis. Over here please.”

      Long after I had registered what the voice was saying, I still hadn’t worked out that I was Lieutenant Lewis, the one the voice was beckoning, and it was only after Red had given me a shove, that I eventually clambered to my feet and made for the calling voice.

      “I’ve been thinking,” the Captain said as he stroked at his bunny hopping moustache, “that those scouts were potentially mapping out a route for armoured vehicles. What do you think?”

      I felt morosely idiotic that I had not thought of the possibility before and instead had let an infantry officer do the specialised thinking for me. Somewhat taken aback, I struggled to formulate a reply.

      “It’s…it’s possible yes Sir.” He allowed me a few moments of silence to give it some thought and come up with something coherent for him to work with.

      “There’s a chance that they were testing the terrain, trying out the field as it were, Sir. Making sure the tracks can get traction in the field and not get bogged down. It’s likely that they’ll want to move as fast as possible.”

      “Right...right…” he muttered, with the young Lieutenant in front of him only confirming what he already knew rather than offering any sort of helpful insight.

      “If they do come Sir, there would be no point in sacrificing so many lives, would there?”

      “No, you’re quite right Lieutenant.”

      We stood together for a few moments more, letting the silence descend once again in the room. As it did so, I looked out at all the men who were perched across the windows, all of them with a rifle peering outwards, none of them knowing what the next few hours, never mind days, would have in store for them.

      “I have an idea, if I may, Sir.” He offered no objections which I took as permission to carry on with my plan.

      “We allow them to come at us. All guns blazing, which we return in the best way possible. We won’t be able to hold them off for all that long so what we do is enough to push them back temporarily, then make a big song and dance of falling back, leaving only a handful of men behind. Those left behind then wait for the Germans to give chase, whereupon we try and take out as many of the pursuing forces as possible.”

      I let it all sink in for a moment. “We will have to sacrifice those left behind Sir, but it should give the others a good chance of escaping.

      “I don’t mind staying behind Sir.”

      He stopped stroking his moustache for a moment before looking at me dead in the eyes, like he was trying to guess at my motivations for getting myself killed like this.

      “Okay…” he weakly muttered, “Okay.”

      Almost immediately, we began equipping our team that was to be left behind, extra rounds from the other men, as well as commandeering all grenades that could be found. If nothing else, we would be able to go down with a nice tidy bang.

      I was raring to go now, a far cry from the paralytic fear of the silence that had a grip on me a little over an hour before. Now, I was doing something, something worthwhile, where I felt like I could be making a difference, this could be the fine line between someone getting back to Britain and not. I felt good.

      The tables were turned, and I began to hope that it was the Germans who were now struck down with fear and that the men who had got so close earlier on had seen the whites of our eyes and known that we would not go down without a fight.

      The Captain began to address the men, room by room.

      “When the attack comes in, we’ll make a show of force and push them back. On my whistle we will retreat and make a big song and dance of it. All those told to stay behind, will come under Lieutenant Lewis’ control. Lieutenant.”

      Picking up the baton, I continued the briefing. “After that, we’ll lure them in. They’ll undoubtedly go after the main bulk of us and so we will lie in wait until they are well into the courtyard. At which point we let them have everything we’ve got. Including grenades. First person to take out a tank gets a two-pound reward when we get home.” I got a few chuckles from a widely concerned group of faces.

      “After that, I will blow my whistle and then…well…it’s every man for himself really. Good luck chaps.”

      I was more buoyant than ever, so was the Captain, but that was probably more to do with the fact that he was going to have better prospects of getting home now than he did a few hours before. All we would have to do now, was wait, and it didn’t take too long for one of the men to spot movement in the treeline, the squeal of mechanized tracks slowly accompanying the swish of the breeze.

      The Captain, lowering his binoculars and picking up his rifle that was resting on the wall, turned to me, open palm stretched out to me.

      “Good luck, Alf. And thank you.”

      I gripped his clammy palm for the last time as I made my weapon ready and took up my position, next to Red.
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      It did not take long for the Germans to make their presence felt. The mortars that had thrown explosives towards us before were forced into overload, doubling their output alongside the reinforcements and additional tubes they now must have had. It was a constant curtain of explosives that rained down on us heavier than a November downpour, as soon as three hit the ground, another three would be sending their ground-shaking tremors through the whole house.

      All of a sudden, I felt quite weightless, like one does when you go swimming and all your mass seems to be removed by the up thrust of the water. I felt myself hit the ceiling before falling with a sobering crack back onto the floor of the farmhouse, and I felt quite lucky to not have been sent through the hole in the floor that was now precariously waiting to suck people in towards the kitchen below.

      By the time I came round and pulled myself back up, the German advance was in full swing. They were using their armoured vehicles in much the same way as I would have done, three of them advancing slowly across the field, as a creeping barrage of mortars was kept consistent as they advanced, the infantry hiding behind the great behemoths that were looming towards us. Fortunately for us, they weren’t tanks, but some sort of half-track, a vehicle with reinforced wheels at the front, but with tank tracks to the rear of the vehicle, usually used for pulling heavy artillery or anti-aircraft guns. Today, they were basically being used as a battering ram, something that the fragile men could hide behind, before fanning out and really getting stuck in to us.

      I assumed that the half-tracks would stop just short of the farm and let the infantry take care of everything, until the farm was secure, before parking up somewhere on the farm. They were too valuable and not well enough protected to take into the heat of a battle. I marvelled at them for a while, as I struggled to regain the delight of hearing, but was sickened to the very pit of my stomach when I watched as they trundled over their dead trivially, not even attempting to negotiate around them. I readjusted my eyes, looking for the first man that I had put away before, only to discover that he was no longer above ground, but now more of an imprint in the field where he once lay.

      I couldn’t believe their barbarity and began immediately firing off round after round from my rifle in anger, the Enfield kicking and bucking around like a furious donkey, trying to get someone off his back. It pummelled into my shoulder again and again, as I went through the repetitive motions of pulling the bolt backwards, letting the round out and forcing it back forwards again. I carried on until I had no rounds left, at which point I threw myself on the ground to reload.

      I noticed that four or five others were doing the same, but not to reload. They had taken rounds to the head, to the neck or to the chest, they were no longer moving. No longer breathing, they were dead. I felt nothing for them and my thoughts went out to them for no longer than it took me to push another charger clip into my rifle, before I was back up at the window, aiming at the figures that were now fanning out expertly, threatening to overrun us and enter the courtyard.

      I aimed at one body and squeezed the trigger, then I moved onto the next. I wasn’t shooting to kill these men, I was shooting to wound, to disable them. If I could inflict damage on them just so that they would be out of the front line long enough to give me a chance of escaping, then I had done my job. If I was shooting to kill them, then I knew that a replacement would soon be sent out from the fatherland and simply take his place in the line of cannon fodder, in much the same way that Britannia was calling her troops up on a daily basis.

      In situations such as these, you shoot to wound, to stop them from running at you, it’s just unfortunate, in war, that death happens, it is more of a side effect of battle. I felt nothing as I watched man after man go down now, I had been trained to do this, it was my job to make sure I stopped the German army in their advance across the continent. If they hadn’t wanted to be killed, they should have stayed inside their own borders, this was all self-inflicted.

      It was then that I realised what a stone-cold killer I had become, firing round after round, aiming for the man’s heart if I possibly could, or alternatively just aiming to stick a round in his upper leg to stop him from running. Still, I felt nothing even when I realised this fact and I soon found myself rummaging around in the pockets of my own dead, just to pinch an extra five rounds here and there. I was running through my rounds much quicker than I had ever anticipated and it was likely that I would be stuck in this farmhouse for a lot longer than the others here.

      For the first time in what felt like hours, I heard a voice, screaming out over the din of rifle cracks and mortar rounds.

      “Alf! They’re regrouping behind that half-track! Now is our time!”

      “Go for it Sir! Now!”

      He gave me a quick nod and blew hard on his whistle; three short, sharp blasts that echoed throughout the farm.

      “Cease fire! Cease fire!” I screamed at all those who had volunteered to stay with me, “Quiet.”

      The gunfire raged on outside as the Captain and his men made as much noise and made it as obvious as possible that they were retreating into the woods.

      As the noise of war died down considerably, I realised how loud my own breathing was and quickly put a stop to it. There were three other survivors in the room I was in, when there should have been seven. I had no idea how many were left standing in the barn area, if there were any at all. I had to assume that us four was all we had and anyone else that decided to pop their heads out was a bonus. Accordingly, we split the ammo between us and dished out grenades each.

      After we had sorted ourselves out with a spot of water each and making sure all our weapons were full to the brim, ready to pour a devastating display of firepower on the Germans, we sat with our backs to the wall, just waiting. From where we were in the upstairs room of the farmhouse, we had one small window that looked over the entrance to the courtyard, which we would look from as our guard post, and use that to gauge when to make our presence known.

      For a while, it sounded like the Germans had retreated all the way back to the forest, as I couldn’t make out any sounds at all, not even the rumbling of half-track engines. Just as I was to peer out of the main window across the fields to see where they were, the first lingering voices reached my ears, harshly calling out to each other to keep their eyes peeled for any stragglers left behind.

      A young corporal who was with me, angled himself at the window to peer out into the courtyard, using the shadow of the corner of the room as cover. He ducked back down and whispered to us.

      “Five of them in the courtyard at the moment. Rifles on their shoulders, having a ciggy.”

      Good. If the first few were being cocky, then hopefully the rest would be too and, seeing their confidence they would all resort to shouldering their weapons and having a bit of rest and recuperation.

      “More coming now, half-tracks coming in behind them.” He paused for a few moments, “The half-tracks are open-backed Sir.”

      Another good thing. The plan was to let the first two half-tracks into the courtyard then, as the third passed below the window, to drop a handful of grenades into the back, hopefully completely disabling it and blocking the other two in for a while. We would then burst out into the courtyard, lob a few grenades in all directions, firing rifles from our hips and hopefully catching them all off guard before we exited out into the forest through a hole in the wall at the rear of the courtyard.

      It had all seemed so simple when I was explaining it to the Captain but, as the time got closer for the heroics, I couldn’t see any way that we would survive, maybe one of us would be able to sneak out on a fluke, but realistically, we would all be dead before the grenades went bang.

      “Ready Sir?”

      “Lambert, I didn’t realise you’d stayed!”

      “Yes sir, took a piece of glass to the head. All bandaged up now, see?”

      “Sir,” interrupted the corporal, “Stand by.”

      Without removing his eyes from the courtyard, the corporal began laying his three grenades out at his feet, each one quaking as the last of the half-tracks approached.

      Voices began calling out to each other more confidently now, guiding the half-tracks in and sharing cigarettes with one another.

      Silently, the final three of us in the farmhouse made our way downstairs, where we were met by the Medical Officer we had seen earlier on.

      “Good luck boys,” he rasped, his cigarette still not lit, “I’m going to stay here.” He barely looked up from his table as he began bandaging a seeping wound on a man’s upper arm.

      We stood by the door, waiting and waiting for the grenade blast in the back of the half-track. Sergeant Lambert pulled the Bren from the table and rested it on his hip, “I’ll go outside first. Just get rid of those grenades.”

      “Aim for the half-track at the front,” I said to the other man with us, “I’ll aim them at the groups of troops.”

      He nodded, just as an almighty blast rocked the whole area.

      “Go!” Lambert smashed his way through the door and began rattling off uncontrolled bursts in as many directions as possible. I was last through the door and the grenades of the bloke with us had already begun fizzing their way through the air towards the half-track.

      I surged across the courtyard, towards the hole in the wall and lobbed my three grenades towards two different groups of soldiers as they presumably all caught up on each other’s escapades from the earlier attack.

      The fireball caused by the grenades in the half-track almost singed my eyebrows and the blast threatened to knock me to the ground. The total surprise on the faces of the Germans told me everything, we had managed to catch them completely off guard. A lone man emerged from the barn, Bren firing from the hip, before his whole body convulsed and he fell to the ground.

      More explosions rattled off behind me as I swung my rifle off my shoulder and pulled it up into a fire position. Just as I turned, I watched as Lambert sunk to his knees, revealing a German standing behind him. My hands began slipping all over my rifle as it became a race to see who could get a round into the other one first. My finger found the trigger and I snatched away at it, the rifle bucking and almost hitting me in the face with its recoil. The German fell, just as I heard the dying screams from Sergeant Lambert ring out, “Go! Get out of here the lot of you! I’ll sort this!”

      My head clattered into the wall and my helmet was sent spinning off as I charged deeper and deeper into the forest, just as I heard one last, humbling thud of a grenade to mark the end of the latest gunfight. I wondered how many men we had lost, as I thundered through the forest, only stopping when it felt like my chest was going to give way.

      I leant up against a tree and threw my insides all over the bed of drying leaves, as I realised that no one was following me. I was the first and last one through the hole. I was the last survivor of the farmhouse gun battle.

      I regurgitated a little bit more of my stomach lining as the image of Sergeant Lambert going down flashed across my mind, as did Private Evan’s body and the contorted mess of Sergeant Greene’s leg. My own legs began to seize up at the thought and I knew that I would have to keep moving to have any kind of hope of evading capture.

      It was then that I realised that I didn’t have my rifle with me, noticing I must have dropped it as I squeezed through the small hole in the farmhouse wall. As I picked up my weary, deadweight legs, pushing onwards in search of some friendly faces, I began to mourn the loss of another, much loved, friend.
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      I had felt alone before, but now I was facing true isolation, totally on my own, no one to amend my mistakes or correct me if I went wrong. Just me and my own brain. I had no one, I had nothing. No rifle, no ammunition, no way of putting up any sort of a fight, just an ever-decreasing motivation to want to get home, a desire that I could see waning completely in the next five minutes or so. I was beginning to become so downcast that I could not see a way out of it, I didn’t want to see a way out of it, not anymore.

      My body flinched as I heard solitary shots ringing out from the farm, one by one as they made sure that the bodies who had inflicted so much damage wouldn’t suddenly get to their feet only to cause more death and destruction. I was sure even the Germans were slowly becoming tired of that now themselves.

      My legs continued to move without my brain really giving much thought to where it was I was heading. I stopped, just for a moment, to try and inject some initiative into my senseless wanderings. I tried to work out where the farm exactly was and from there come up with the logical direction of the village, where I assumed everyone else had gone, but I couldn’t, only succeeding in confusing my tired, underpowered brain, which in turn, sent great droplets of tears streaming down my face in despair.

      I didn’t know which way to go, I had no reference points or guides on which way to turn. There didn’t seem any point in me carrying on anymore. I thought about just waiting where I was and hoping that before too long, the Germans would venture out into the forest and pick me up. At least that way I would be watered, fed and the prospect of rest wouldn’t seem so much like wishful thinking any longer.

      The anticipation of finally being able to give up and get my head down suddenly seemed to grow exponentially as I started to hear voices from ahead of me. I resisted the urge at first to walk towards them, not wanting the Germans to think that I was the spearhead of some sort of attack, so began to crouch down, to sit against the nearest tree that I could find.

      The voices grew louder though, until almost begrudgingly, I realised they were voices that I recognised or, at least, a language that I recognised. It must have been the others who had escaped the farm and had started to regroup just ahead, and maybe I had been walking in the right direction after all!

      As quickly as I had sprinted from the farm a few minutes ago, all thoughts of giving in totally evaporated, and I found myself being drawn to the English voices that became clearer and clearer as I stumbled towards them. My new-found energy and enthusiasm of wanting to stay out of the bag and firmly on the friendly side of the frontline caused me to start jogging, closer and closer to the friendly voices.

      It didn’t take me too long to latch onto one voice in particular, a Geordie voice, who began to call me by name.

      “Over here Sir! Come on Lieutenant!” called out one voice before another, louder voice overlapped him.

      “Alf! Come on mate! Come on Sir!” I would normally be incensed at Red calling me by name in front of other ranks but, right now, I didn’t have the energy or the willingness to say anything, besides, it felt good to have a friend calling out for me, rather than just one of my men.

      “Come on! Come on! Follow my voice!”

      I found myself suddenly returning a grin that beamed its way out at me through the trees, I was so glad to see Red there and still alive too.

      “Quicker! Quicker Sir!” called the voice of the man lying next to him in a slight indentation in the forest floor. I pushed on harder than I ever had done before, becoming overwhelmed by the pain that stabbed into my breastbone as I ran, each breath becoming more laboured and difficult than the last.

      My knees sent a burning up through my thigh and wobbled at every pace that I took. In a flash, it all became too much for me and, losing my footing, I stumbled and clattered to the floor, rolling a few feet before coming to a stop. Immediately, I began crawling on my hands and knees the final forty yards or so to where Red was lying, and from there, they would have to carry me to the village, if there was any sort of regrouping going on there.

      I kept my head down, only looking up every now and then to where I was going, in the hope that I would be able to spur myself on to crawl faster.

      Quite abruptly, I felt the air pressure around me change, and it was no longer the cool air of the late afternoon that I was experiencing, but a warm liquid that began to rain down on me, hitting the floor with such an aggression that it momentarily regained flight, before hammering its way back to the floor. Half a second later, the warm liquid was replaced by the lighter pattering of soil as it began to scatter itself far and wide in a fine dust.

      I almost stopped breathing as I stared at the backs of my hands, still on my hands and knees. I seemed incapable of taking in breath and passing it to my lungs, as if the oxygen just stuck at the back of my throat. The sight of the human blood was unmistakable. The urge to look up was unbearable but at the same time it was the last thing that I wanted to do right now, I didn’t want to see what I knew had just happened.

      The treeline of animated, calling faces, grinning ones, was gone. Wiped from the earth. All that was left now was a smouldering crater, a furrow of death. The demonstration of the devastating effects of a German mortar had made my mouth dry up completely and I sat on my hands and knees like a frightened dog, not daring to move.

      I tried to focus on my breathing as stars began bursting in my eyes, my hands quivering and stomach shaking more violently than it had ever done before. As I breathed I sucked in the aroma of death through my nostrils, the last remnants of Red’s brain matter that still hung in the air, each breath battering my lungs, leaving little reminders of Red on my internals as I forced them in aggressively.

      My mind began coercing my body out of the shock of what had just happened, and forced me to my feet, which took me far longer than I could have ever imagined. I stood like a toddler, unsure if the next step I took would be the one to send me crashing to the floor and falling flat on my face. I just stared for a minute or two, maybe longer, just standing there dumbfounded, like those poor souls I had heard about in Pompeii, frozen by the lava just going about their daily business. For the life of me I couldn’t understand why, but I could not peel my eyes away from the gaping hole that was in front of me that, a few short moments ago, had been home to two very much alive men.

      I took my first stumbling step, followed shortly by my second, each one being slightly steadier than the last but the same could not be said for my breathing, which became more laboured with every pace I took.

      I didn’t hear any of the mortar rounds that had continued to fall around me, each one crashing to the ground without a care that my whole world was quite quickly disintegrating every single day, hour and minute that I continued to be alive. I didn’t feel any of them splashing dirt all over me, but suddenly became aware that I was caked in a thick layer of dirt and dust, clinging to my skin due to the adhesive effect of my perspiration.

      I didn’t hear the round, I didn’t feel it either; I didn’t feel myself being flung through the air like a ragdoll, or sense my body crumpling in a heap on the floor near the crater that had, until recently, housed Red’s beaming grin. I couldn’t feel any of it, I did not have time to think, there was no time to feel sorry for myself. Everything just went dark.

      *Break*

      Slowly, I started to feel things once more as a gentle breeze began to dance its way through my hair, softly making it sway in the late spring time wind, gently tickling me awake. The breeze felt quite cold as it passed over me, instantly sending goose bumps right the way up my body, encompassing me completely in its chill.

      My ears felt heavy and stuffy, the only sound I was able to hear was my heart slowly thumping and my faltering breathing gasping away, but I was too dazed and confused as to whether I was dead or alive to make any attempt to try and clear them.

      Gradually, reluctantly, I opened my eyes, which felt heavier than if I had been asleep for days on end and I had to make a concerted effort to keep them open save only for blinking. They quickly overflowed with water as the brightness of the sun caught them off guard and I turned my head to one side, waiting for a cloud to clothe the sun before attempting to take a proper look around.

      I was laid out, flat on my back, my limbs sprawled out in a star shape, like I was waiting for the burning fireflies against the inky black satin of the night sky to appear, as I had done so many times as a child in fields not far from my home. I marvelled at them, the way they appeared to twinkle, sometimes even catching one as it shot across the night sky, making me want to whoop and cheer at the display put on for me. They were so surreal, each and every time I looked at them they seemed to be different and all I wanted to do was reach out for one, grab it and put it in my pocket to take away with me. I longed for them to appear now, as the light of day began to fade slightly, as the warmth a handpicked star would give would be welcomed right now.

      I sealed my eyelids shut as another phase of nausea soon threatened to manifest itself as vomit again, the world around me seemed to be swaying from side to side, very slowly, but still there was a noticeable movement going on inside my mind.

      It was then that I began to notice the preliminary, weak metallic twang of blood as it began to permeate through my lips and spread itself around my gums. I tried to lift my hand up to my face to stem the steady stream of claret that had begun pouring from my nose, but the signals were not getting through. My whole body seemed to feel heavy, totally lifeless. It was quite possible that I was already dead, but my mind hadn’t quite left my body yet and that it was only a matter of time before that too, was snatched from me as I surrendered to the eternal rest that I so feared.

      I wasn’t dead, I couldn’t be. There was no way that I would have been able to feel the amount of fear that I felt when I first heard the squeak had I, in fact, been dead already. The squeaking of rubbing leather was unmistakeable as it creaked its way over towards me. It was obvious, the owner was making no attempt at hiding where they were, the pair of boots completely confident that all of the enemy soldiers hiding in this wood had been completely wiped off the face of the earth. The audacity and assurance that the leather boots possessed infuriated me and, had it not been for the paralysing fear of being found, I would have got up just to assert that we weren’t all merely pieces of meat lying on the floor.

      The squeaking of the leather boots got closer and clearer, quite quickly being joined by a series of other boots, all mimicking the noises of the first pair. As the noise from the boots got clearer and louder, so too did the sounds of chatter, laughter and the general camaraderie of soldiers. As always, the accompanying linger of cigarette smoke came last, taking slightly longer to waft its way up my nostrils as it fought with the natural barriers of the trees.

      I found myself laughing, internally of course. I had fought with such vigour and ferocity these last few days, making every attempt not to be killed or captured, I couldn’t bear the thought of giving someone the satisfaction of parading me as a trophy of their latest kill, or being marched back into a foreign camp where the ridicule would be unbearable. But, despite all that, despite all the fighting and perseverance, here I was, about to be killed lying on my back, half asleep. I supposed that I should have seen it coming, in some ways I had expected it, I just felt disappointed in myself, I always imagined that I would be a little bit more courageous when the time for my death came.

      I tried to distract myself by focusing in on the squeaking leather, listening to every slight movement felt in the boot as I tried to work out how many pairs of feet there might have been. Three, maybe? Possibly even ten? There was no way of knowing, without opening my eyes and taking a good look around, a risk which I wasn’t willing to take, especially as I knew that the boots would be accompanied by rifles and submachine guns that wouldn’t hesitate to rip bullets into my body until I was drained of all my blood.

      Suddenly, a pair of boots squealed to a halt right next to my ear, squeaking carelessly as the occupant crouched down beside me.

      I froze.

      There was nothing I could do but let him stare at me, hoping that my chest wouldn’t move or twitch as I tried earnestly to hold my breath in. I could feel his breath on the side of my cheek as he squatted next to me and his warm skin wrapped its way around mine as he began hoisting my arm up. I let it dangle in his hand, a complete deadweight, pretending that it no longer belonged to me, no longer was attached to a living body. I forgot completely about breathing and instead began to wipe my mind of all thoughts, in an attempt to improve my audition at playing the dead man.

      I let him be my puppeteer, he could do what he wanted with me, as long as he eventually left me alone, left me alive. The smoke of his cigarette began settling in my nostrils and I had to resist every attempt to breathe it in, or expel it, especially as it began to tickle at the hairs that lined the inside of my nose. I wondered if he was doing it on purpose, like he knew that I was alive and all he was doing was waiting to see how long I could last before revealing myself to him.

      My lungs began to ache as they screamed for air, feeling like something was being pressed down on them, hard. The pain grew to a crescendo, like a branding iron was being pushed hard into my chest, to the point where all I wanted to do, all I could think of doing, was screaming; screaming and crying for my mother.

      If only she could see me now, she would be both horrified and delighted. She had been one of the biggest advocates for the ‘I told you so’ pressure groups her whole life. You fell out of the tree and hurt yourself? I told you so. You answered back to your teacher and got a wallop? I told you so.

      You joined the army and got yourself killed? I told you so.

      If only I had listened to her, if only I had taken her advice, then I could have done something useful for the war, I could have done something that meant that I wouldn’t have died a cowardly death in some unknown part of France, where my body might never be found. I felt so intensely stupid as I played dead in that forest, that I almost gave the game away by simply bursting into tears at my own ineptitude.

      I felt the heat of the glowing cigarette end slowly burning into my face as he spat it from his mouth, letting it just brush against my ear as it came to rest, close enough that I could feel it, but far away enough that it didn’t cause me to scream out in agony as my flesh was burned away.

      The cigarette was no longer a concern to him, his full attention was now on the corpse of the British officer who was laid stretched out at his feet, his arm in his hand.

      Both of his hands suddenly gripped my wrist, they were large, quite rough and, without looking at the man, would have said that he wouldn’t have looked too out of place in a farm field, toiling hard over the crops in all manner of weather and times. But I tried to hate him, I tried to stop giving him a face and a life, I didn’t want to feel like I had a connection with him or that he might have emotions of his own. He was the enemy, he had killed so many of my friends and my men and now, here he was, testing me, teasing me, to see if I was alive.

      But it suddenly dawned on me that my breathing, or lack of it, was of no concern to him, he was robbing me. He wrenched at the watch on my wrist with no finesse or logic to it, just wrestling with me to get it off. Eventually, he worked out the intricacies of the leather strap and the watch came free of my wrist whereupon he immediately released my arm and let it thump limply back into the soil.

      It did not take long for the squeaking leather to resume as he trotted off to catch up with the rest of his comrades, as he now called out to them about his latest plundering of the war. The boots subsided into nothing, until it was just me once more, all alone with just the breeze as my company.

      I was still alive, but I might as well have been dead. I had no one around me to help, I had no weapon, no watch and very rapidly, I was losing all sense of hope and optimism.

      I lay in a moment of contemplation for a while longer, mulling over what had happened and what could have happened, as I simultaneously let the ache in my lungs slowly disappear and the stuffiness in my ears reduce itself to nothing more than an odd twinge.

      I scratched at the dried blood that was stuck to the side of my face, letting the brown matter collect under the surface of my fingernails, along with all the other gunk and grime that had settled under them for the last few days. Hauling myself to my feet, I continued to scratch and scrape at the rest of the blood under my nose and brushed myself of the dirt that had been thrown upon me by the mortars.

      I made no effort to hide my noise as my boots thumped solemnly into the ground, it was as if part of me really did want to be caught and the other half of me just couldn’t be bothered to correct myself. I buckled over and hit the floor for the thousandth time since leaving my tank, as I felt the blunt object withdraw from the backs of my legs. No sooner had I hit the deck than I felt a heavy body spread itself over my back, knees on either side of my head, the unmistakeable point of a bayonet being pressed firmly, but forgivingly, into the back of my neck.

      His aroma was incredible, a mixture of urine, vomit and the undeniable perfume of death was all that encompassed my thoughts as he began hissing in my ear, the crushing weight on my chest too much for my recovering lungs.

      “Who are you?”

      I felt the pressure on my back alleviate somewhat as he realised that he was slowly killing me. Saliva splashed over my face as he repeated his question, met only with a childlike whimpering as I struggled to get any words out. For a brief moment, I felt a resurgence of energy and I felt like fighting back, but I knew it would be pointless; he had the upper hand and anyway, my body was slowly giving up on me, as was my mind.

      “You English?” I knew that I should have been comforted by the fact that what I was hearing was an English voice, but instead, all I could do was resign myself to death, regardless of who it was at the hands of.

      “Y-yes…English.”

      “Name,” he growled, seemingly even more angry at the discovery of being the same nationality as one another.

      “Alf…Alf Lewis. Lieutenant. Fourth Royal Tanks.”

      I must have convinced him of my true identity, or his regard for an officer’s rank was still intact, as the cold steel of the bayonet was calmly removed from my neck, the crushing weight of the man lifted as he rolled over to one side.

      He began to pant harder than I had ever heard anyone pant before, a small squealing wheeze accompanying every expiration of breath, the panting gradually turning into uncontrollable sobs. I didn’t know what to do, even if I had known, I didn’t have the energy to do anything anyway.

      We lay there for a few hours, enjoying the company of a fellow soldier, before either of us said anything.

      “I’m hurt,” he whispered into the darkness, like two brothers lying side by side with the threat of their parent’s wrath if they were heard, “can you help? They put my own bayonet through my arm.”

      I ripped at the tunic of a nearby body and wound it, so it became a like a thin bandage, before I tied it tightly around his upper arm, immediately absorbing a copious amount of blood into its fibres.

      “That’ll have to do now. We have to move.”

      “Where are we going?” His question had no answer, it had had no answer for days now, but it felt like the right thing to do, to move. It made me feel better when it felt like I was doing something about my situation, even if it did mean that I was walking straight towards the enemy.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Jimmy…Jimmy Burmingham.”

      “Nice to meet you, Jimmy.”

      “Yeah…you too I suppose.”
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      I assessed yet another situation that would have seemed inconceivable to me a mere matter of days ago. I was in a sorry, helpless state, just like I had been for the last few days but, whatever was going on, I wasn’t dead yet, and that was always a bonus to me now.

      I watched him as he nervously shifted his grip around the revolver being held at hip height, pointing straight into the pit of my stomach. If his finger slipped and he pulled the trigger, it was going to make one almighty mess of my insides and I would be in for a very slow, painful death as the life slowly dripped out of me.

      The moonlight momentarily peered through the clouds boldly and made its way through the covering of trees that surrounded us, lighting up his face for me to get a proper look at. He was drenched in sweat, every inch of his face sparkled, and each bead glinted in the light that lit them up like diamonds. More sweat rushed down his face from under the rim of his helmet as he tilted it upwards slightly.

      From where we had observed the group, they had looked confident, like they knew what was going on and what was being asked of them. They had a fire lit in the middle of the clearing that now crackled away just over to my half left, the remnants of which was doing no favours to the sweat soaked, revolver wielding man in front of me. The sweating man wore a British uniform, he had the same Brodie helmet that we had all been issued but, against the silhouette of the fire, we hadn’t been able to work out what the others had all been wearing. Now, it was clear, they were all in civvy clothes. We had watched them for some time as they ate and drank together, before we finally made the decision to make our presence known and, advance our way into the British camp, hands on head in a show of passivity.

      The revolver had been pointed at us not five seconds after that, the gaping barrel looming large and being the only thing that I could focus on thereafter.

      His breathing was heavy and rancid but controlled as he manged to steady his revolver holding hand, readying himself to fire, to kill.

      As I prepared once again to die, the uncontrollable urge to itch at my skin, as my sweat-dampened tunic rubbed over it became unbearable.

      The officer grunted something as he looked over his shoulder and the rifles that had been aimed in our general direction were slung back over shoulders, but the boring eyes continued to take aim at us, never blinking or deviating away, not even for a second.

      The man took a step forward, bringing himself closer to us and clearing up some of his facial features in the light of the moon. He was a rat-faced man, the sort of face that becomes associated with distrust the first time you clap eyes on it, all features on it were pointed and abrupt, the kind that would say one thing to your face, but another as soon as your back turned. I hated him immediately.

      He had deep valleys that ran from the corners of his eyes that seemed to spread across his whole face like cobwebs. I could make out a large scab that had formed over his left cheek, bumpy and brittle, and he had obviously been picking away at the edges for some time now as a large proportion of the scab had fallen away, revealing a layer of delicate skin that had formed underneath.

      As his arm came closer to my body, I realised that he was wearing an old khaki jacket, not the kind that would have normally been issued to us. His ranks were on his sleeve rather than on his shoulders where I would have expected them to have been. This man was wearing a British Captain’s jacket from the Great War era, the kind my own father would have worn, and I couldn’t quite work out why that would have been.

      Maybe he had been an officer in the first war and had been left behind in No Man’s Land, completely forgotten. Or maybe he had escaped from Britain at some point to fight for the Germans. It was even possible that he had been captured during the first war and had stayed in Germany, only being released now to wreak havoc on a retreating British Army. Either way, his uniform and insignia was not to be trusted, especially judging by the fact that there was a revolver pointed squarely at me.

      I tried to look around me, without wanting to attract too much of his attention, trying to look for a way out, a break somewhere in the circle that had begun to form around us. Most of the boys around us looked the same age as this Captain, in their mid to late forties, with similar facial features of wrinkled foreheads and greying hair. One or two though, were my age, maybe twenty-three or twenty-four at the most. None of them looked German, neither did they look British.

      He must have sensed my confusion at the situation for he began bellowing.

      “Yes!” he cried, “We are fighting with the Germans! We were promised so much by our governments after the last war, and what did we receive? Nothing!” Disgruntled voices started muttering in agreement all around us and I wondered whether we were being held captive or at some sort of political rally.

      “We are fed up of being ignored. The only ones that would sort that for us are the Nazi party and the Führer who will soon have the whole of Europe in his hands. And then we can all return home.” His last sentence was performed almost wistfully, like he longed for a Nazi controlled Britain, one in which, presumably, he would be one of the aristocracy, propelled up through the ranks by his unwavering loyalty to the ruling power.

      He stared straight into my eyes for a few seconds, awaiting a response, which he was never going to get.

      “You aren’t thinking of running away now, are you Lieutenant?”

      He looked around mockingly for a response, which was met by a small obedient tittering that whispered itself from the watching crowd. He had managed to read my mind.

      “If you run, you’d get nowhere my boy, you know that?” He began waving the revolver around nonchalantly, like it was some sort of toy that wasn’t able to blow a man’s brains out.

      His sadistic smile continued as he deliberately turned his head to look straight into Jimmy’s eyes.

      “And what about you? What are you planning to do?” He said, sneeringly as his loyal crowd began to chuckle from the darkness.

      “I’ll just follow your orders, Sir.” Jimmy stuttered, and I couldn’t quite work out if he was trying to play the man in front of him, show him some sort of pseudo-respect, or whether he had become a genuine convert of the leering rat-faced, sweat-soaked man in front of him.

      Rat Face snorted, the smile evaporating from his face faster than a charging midnight express train.

      “And what if…” he said, looking around at his loyal followers once more, “…what if I told you to drop down dead?”

      We both stood, staring at the Captain, not really knowing what was going to happen next. I half expected him to burst out into raucous laughter and encourage all of his cronies to do likewise. But he continued to stare at Jimmy for a minute longer, as if he was truly anticipating some sort of answer from him.

      My question was answered in a sudden flash as I felt the warm blood spit itself over the left-hand side of my body, instinctively flicking my head in the opposite direction to protect myself from being showered in more blood. Immediately, the thick liquid and bits of brain matter that had stuck itself to my face, began to trickle downwards, down my neck and under the layers of my clothes.

      It seemed like it was only after I noticed all these things that I finally felt the pressure wave of the bullet and the ear popping bang of the revolver as it relieved itself of a round. I felt like falling to my knees in an act of total submission, in the hope that this man might spare my life and accept me into his band of bloodthirsty men. But I knew that the possibilities of that happening were finer than slim, from where I was standing, this man had no prisoners to speak of and I had a funny feeling that he was not in the game of keeping to the Geneva Convention.

      I only had one option now, there was nothing else that I could do, nothing else that would give me even a slither of hope of survival except for this.

      My eyes narrowed as I focussed in on his revolver, blocking out his gang who were ogling at what their master had done, no sense even of Rat Face himself, it became about me and the revolver and nothing else.

      I heard the shouting and the sound of birds suddenly scared into flight by the bang, but I didn’t take notice of it, it was all blocked out as surplus to me.

      The dull steel had a smart smattering of blood and brain over the barrel, soiling its appearance somewhat, but glinting brightly in the moonlight, proud of its latest achievement. The chamber had already swivelled around, lining up the round that had been earmarked for me no doubt.

      He began to rotate his whole body so that it faced me, as he did so, I realised that his watch had stopped ticking, entertaining myself with the thought that he might stop to wind it up before he squeezed the trigger of the revolver for a second time. I wondered if it had been bought off my German mugger and whether it had been taken from a British soldier or one of our other Allies, highly doubting that a man such as this would actually stop to purchase his own jewellery when he could have just as easily, and cheaply, stolen someone else’s.

      I became transfixed on the guard that encircled the trigger of the gun, watching his hand closely. For a moment, he released the pressure on the trigger so much that the pad of his finger came off the steel completely, that was my sign.

      I moved hard and fast, hoping that the sudden movement and burst of aggression would take him by complete surprise and throw him off completely, maybe even dropping the weapon. No matter what happened now, I was dead regardless, so if I could even injure this detestable, rat-faced man, then that would be a bonus.

      I forced the pad of my index finger in and tightly behind the trigger of the revolver, grazing the rest of my finger on the sharp steel of the gun as I negotiated my way in. The steel was icy cold, but I could also feel the sweat-saturated heat that was pulsating from the Captain’s body as he began to fight back against what I was doing.

      Shifting my gaze from the gun up to his eyes, I took great delight to see that the smile that had been etched into his face had gone completely, as he realised that his captive was retaliating for killing his comrade.

      I yanked the trigger in towards my body, so that if he tried to squeeze it himself and shoot me, he wouldn’t be able to get very far before the trigger met my resistance, disabling the gun almost completely, as he started to wrestle to get my finger out from behind the most important part of his weapon.

      He let out a roar like a wounded animal and, at first, his cronies began to pull their weapons from their shoulders and point them in our direction, some of them even getting as far as pulling bolts back and snapping safety catches off. Slowly though, they began to realise the mortality of their leader and how, if they were to hang around too much longer, they could end up dead themselves. Fortunately for me, they began to skulk off, gradually at first but, after one or two had done it, they began running off into the darkness of the night. They must have been worried that the revolver could go off in any direction and all it would take would be half a second to catch one of them straight through the heart. It was a wise decision on their part.

      His teeth were clenched tight as he growled at me and I felt him squeeze the trigger earnestly as it came up against my resistance, scratching away at my skin as he did so, the muzzle of the gun now poking through my tunic and embedded firmly into my gut.

      With an impressive speed and agility that an Olympic hammer thrower would have been proud of, he suddenly bent his knees, pulling the gun downwards and towards him, as the rest of his body spun round and away from me. The pain sent through my hand caused me to loosen my grip on the revolver, but my finger was caught in the guard and was wrenched from its socket, making it hang pathetically almost like it had simply been switched off.

      I had no time to evaluate the pain or feel sorry for myself, but instead I turned and bolted for cover, any solid tree would do for now. Another roar erupted from his lungs, as if he was calling out to his disloyal gang members to return to him as he had survived, but I heard no response to his calling, only three shots that whizzed and cracked into a tree just ahead of me, narrowly missing my ear each time it seemed.

      I threw myself behind the nearest tree that I could find that would hide my body and clutched it passionately. Reaching around in the dark, I pushed my hand down the waistband of my trousers and was relieved to feel the cold steel of Jimmy’s bayonet still there. I would have to use it to its fullest potential if I was to make it through the next five minutes.

      I tried to wipe off some of Jimmy’s dried blood that refused to leave the surface of the blade, as I began to make out angry mutterings as he started to stalk me like a wolf.

      My fist clenched around the steel as I brought it up close to my face, so that I could see exactly what I was doing with it in the darkness. I checked my breathing and made sure that this was my only realistic option of survival right now. It was, I couldn’t see any other way.

      I was ready for him.

      My heart began thumping its way out of my chest, threatening to give away my position to the Captain who seemed intent on muttering the whole time that he marched through the woods.

      I ran my tongue over my teeth and felt repulsed with myself for the layer of muck and fur that had begun to sit in my mouth, the thought of my mother being physically unwell at the state of my personal hygiene gave me a brief respite, taking me to a world far from here, where personal cleanliness was a concern that could be addressed.

      I jumped as a bat danced its way through the trees, apparently oblivious to the showdown that he glided over so gracefully.

      The sound of his boots slowly crunching their way closer to me began to get clearer and louder, until they stopped, almost level with me. I still couldn’t see him, but that didn’t matter right now, I knew exactly where he was regardless.

      He stopped and stood in total silence and I thought for a second that he was taking the opportunity to wind that watch of his up. Soon, I began to get jittery, thinking that he knew where I was and that he started to sneak up on me, but I was soon corrected and comforted by the noise of spent casings chiming on the floor, he was reloading. He had just made a fatal error.

      Now.

      I readjusted my grip on the bayonet as I leapt from the cover of the tree, pointing it offensively straight at him and I began charging towards the noise of the spent rounds. His figure became silhouetted in the darkness, but I could still make out his rat face screwing up in terror as he stared at the mass that was boring down on him mercilessly. He had realised his error, and now I was going to make him pay for it.

      The steel of the bayonet slid its way through his flesh relatively easily, until I felt it clatter into one of his ribs, where it came to a halt. I tried to twist it and make the wound bigger, but it was caught on something and for the moment I would have to leave it where it was, hoping that it would be able to do its job where it had come to rest. Blood immediately began pouring from the puncture wound that I had opened up and I was suddenly awash with confidence at how the whole thing was beginning to turn out.

      My eyes met his as he stared at me in total disbelief at the way in which his fortunes had suddenly changed. His grip had started to loosen on the revolver already and so I pounced at my opportunity, I was going to make that revolver mine.

      I quickly gripped the revolver and saw that he had managed to reload the weapon completely, a small glint of brass in the moonlight confirming his actions. I slammed the barrel shut and tried to wrench it from his grasp, sending one round barrelling from the end of the revolver and off into the night. The surprise discharge of the weapon must have caught him off guard as his grip finally relinquished and I assumed full control over the weapon.

      I took a step back from him as I brought the gun up to my eye line and, unthinking, pulled the trigger three times in his direction. The first one missed, the obvious sound of bark being pulverised quickly followed by two far more sobering thuds as they ripped their way into Rat Face’s flesh.

      He flopped to the floor, totally lifeless, taking in a mouthful of dried leaves as his face made contact with the ground. Muffled rasping began to emanate from his mouth, as his arms and legs started jerking and bucking as he fought for a small amount of oxygen. I began to feel almost bad for him and brought the revolver up to fire a few more, final rounds into him to put him out of his misery, but one final bubbling gasp eventually silenced him for good.

      I had won.

      My heart thumped, and my breathing became erratic, but I was still alive. Which was always a bonus.

      I took in my small victory in amongst the countless defeats that I had been subjected to over the last few days, before I realised that I would have to move, quickly. Even if the Captain’s cronies didn’t resurface, there was a strong possibility that there was a German somewhere nearby who would have heard the exchange and I could guarantee that a company of enemy soldiers would be able to finish me off just as the Captain had dispatched of Jimmy.

      The leaves around him began to soak up his dark, oozing blood as I prised Jimmy’s bayonet from the grasp of his ribcage, wiping the blade on his tunic and pushing it back down the waistband of my trousers. I hoped Jimmy approved.

      I had caught him in the right lung and then the second had buried itself just below his left shoulder. My shooting skills had never been the sharpest, my groupings were always a little off. It was why I had enjoyed being inside a tank so much, your grouping doesn’t matter so much when you’re tossing high explosive around.

      I drank in the silence for half a second more, before trying to massage out the stitch that had started to pierce my side. As I moved my hand off my hip, I noticed something. I brought my hand up to my face and took a look. It was bright red.
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      My head was pounding and I half-expected that I wouldn’t be able to open my eyes at all when the time came but, in the event, I was able to peel them back slightly and found that I was, in fact, able to see. My eyes started to flicker gently as I noticed the faint crackling of a fire that rippled its way over to me from the other side of the room. I had no idea where I was or how I ended up there but the way that the crackling fire seemed to intensify the more I roused from my slumber, I began to expect to find myself sitting in hell.

      My whole body felt as though it was soaked, totally drenched in a thick layer of sweat that seemed to be streaming from every pore in my body. I had the mother of all headaches, like someone was taking a sledgehammer to my brain and having a good old go at the casing of my skull in the process. Whatever it was that was causing it, it was preventing me from thinking straight, and that would be enough to cost me my life.

      It took a while for my eyes to try and banish the cloudy, soft focus that was refusing to leave the edge of my eyesight, but I could still make out the dark wooden beams that were running across this ceiling, from my left to my right. I was somehow indoors.

      I was laid out on my back again, this time with my limbs tucked in neatly and not sprawling all over the place causing me discomfort. As I waited for the beams to stop spinning and stay still in the place that they belonged, I realised that for the first time in days I felt quite comfortable, peaceful almost.

      All the information that I was taking in, took far too long to process in my weary brain, but as soon as it did, an alarm began ringing in my head. I was indoors where previously I had most definitely been outside. The last thing I remembered, I had been standing on my own two feet and now, here I was lying down, flat on my back. I had no idea where I was or who else might be in the building with me.

      I launched my upper body forwards violently, managing to strain my neck painfully in the process. Thereafter, I was slow and deliberate in my movements, both to ease the pressure on my aching joints but also to prevent anyone else in the building from hearing that I was now up and about. I took everything in as I moved, my head moving and pivoting like I was some sort of owl, searching for food and not missing a single thing.

      There was no fireplace in this room, no roaring fire in the corner to keep me warm and so I assumed the fire must have been in another room nearby, which meant that I wasn’t in any sort of prison cell or in any conventional type of captivity.

      The room that I was in was basic, but still fairly cluttered, with random utensils lying all over the room and muddied boots and other footwear close by. My bed that I had been resting on for an unknown amount of time, turned out to be a dining table, with chairs surrounding it, all tucked neatly beneath the oak structure. It was also the focal point of the room, with not much space around the outside of it for much else.

      Directly in front of me was a cast iron stove, all ready and primed for the preparation of another meal, or ready for some washing or other chore that was required. It was the kettle that was perched on top of the stove though that was my main concern, it had not occurred to me how much I had longed for a hot, proper cup of coffee for ages now.

      The sideboard that ran around the perimeter of the kitchen was awash with everything that you might expect in a kitchen, and a few things that you wouldn’t. There were steel pots and empty cans, bloodied knives and dirtied kitchen aprons. It was the shotgun by the door that seemed to have a hold on me, but I saw no need to make a move for it just yet, nor did I have the energy.

      Two buckets stood rather solemnly on the stone floor, which had clearly been deteriorating over the last few years due to the sheer amount of hard labour that it had been subjected to. The first bucket I peered into was half full of dirty, blackened and muddied water, small flecks of dirt and grime just floating on the scummy surface, while the second was half full of diluted blood, a pale pink liquid that looked like it had been standing there for so long that it had almost solidified.

      A cloth sat resting over the backs of one of the chairs, dripping beads of undiluted blood on to the stone floor, missing the intended bucket by a few inches each time, allowing a small stream of red body fluid to settle nicely within the cracks between the stone slabs.

      The kitchen, had I known where I was and how I had got there, was warm and inviting, as I began inching my way towards the end of the table to get up and have a proper look around the place. As I began to move, the warm, comforting orange glow of the room was interrupted by a single shadow, causing me to look up, sharply.

      I inhaled briskly as a bolt of pain shot up through my neck once again, almost causing the little girl who had appeared in the doorway, to run screaming to her father. She didn’t scream, but she stood there only for a moment, moving so swiftly that she barely gave her pigtails a chance to stop swinging around her shoulders.

      In that brief second that she had allowed me to look at her, I had noticed in great detail what she was wearing before she so rapidly left the room; a dark coloured cardigan that was fraying at the edges and had been subjected to many snags and tears, which was worn over the top of a pair of dungarees which seemed to be far too big for her as they covered her feet which poked gently from underneath the fabric. Her deep, hazel coloured eyes had captivated me, staring straight at me for a second before flittering off into the room next door.

      I wanted to follow her, to ask her exactly what she knew, so began heaving myself from the table more vigorously and trying to find my feet. Before I could get to my feet, the glow was once again interrupted by a shadow standing in the doorway, but this time it projected a far bigger shadow than the little girl’s had done.

      He was a giant brute of a man and I felt as small and as strong as the little girl, especially when he began using his giant hands to push down gently on my shoulders and pressed my head back onto the table. He looked drained and tired, his face probably looking far older than his actual age, not helped in the slightest by the greasy stubble that seemed to sparkle in the light as he spoke to me.

      His voice was soothing, relaxing almost, but I couldn’t quite make out what he was saying, couldn’t understand or decipher the noises that were tumbling from his mouth. As he spoke, I looked straight into his eyes, getting an especially good look into them as he leant over me, now I could see where his daughter got her captivating eyes from. I didn’t understand him, but as he spoke, I immediately felt calmer, reassured, helped along by the fact that my vision was slowly improving, and the fog was being lifted gradually.

      I was still alive, as far as I could tell, I was still able to feel an element of fear, still able to feel totally exhausted and yet at the same time, being in this room with the giant and his daughter, I felt so relaxed. As he continued to speak, my headache began to subside, and I found myself staring at the beams once more, but clearer this time, steadier. It was a dark ceiling, made blacker still by the beams and I could just about make out a series of intricate cobwebs that intertwined with one another, becoming denser in the darkest corners of the beams.

      “Where am I?”

      I was shocked at my own voice and for a moment wondered whether I was the only English man in the room or, more likely, there was someone else in the room as well that had spoken on my behalf. It was barely recognisable, barely audible even.

      “Here, sit up. You drink.” His voice, his demeanour and the way in which he was able to reassuringly place his hand on my shoulder, did not match up with the brutishness of his bulky frame and I began to ponder how such a man could possess so wildly contradicting characteristics.

      He held me up with his giant forearm behind my back as I guzzled down a gallon of water, looking forward to finally not feeling what it was like to be thirsty. As he gently guided my head back down to the table top, I realised that I could no longer feel any pain at all, it had evaporated in the few short minutes that I had been tended to by the man.

      I wondered if the pain in my side had all been a fabrication, a trick of the mind that had just been a warning signal to get some rest. Warily, I stroked my torso, moving my hand down to where I thought the hole should be, the very hole that had been gushing like Niagara Falls as I slowly lost gallon after gallon of blood and gradually my consciousness.

      Eventually, my hand rubbed over something rougher than my skin, a small damp piece of fabric was all that met my touch. Looking down at it nervously, I realised that someone had wrapped a bandage around the lower quadrant of my torso neatly and I began to marvel at how clean the whole area looked and immediately realised that the cloth and buckets had been put to work while I was out.

      I felt incredibly clean and I wished to express a thousand gratitudes to the man who stood before me, but it was just the stench of my breath that let me down now.

      I went to thank him, but he beat me to it, “You are safe now. Put head down and sleep.” His accent was strong, but he spoke slowly and deliberately, so that I could understand him. It could have been down to the way he spoke or his gigantic frame, but I found the man so compelling that I could think of nothing else but to put my head back on the table and shut my eyes, I didn’t want to argue with the man at all.

      As I began to close my eyes, I caught sight of the girl bounding back into the room, this time clutching a small book. Looking at her father for his approval, she pulled up a chair for herself and began to read, soft, touching words; words that I did not understand but words that soothed my soul and relieved the stinging sensation in my eyes.

      My hand hovered over my trouser pocket, as I felt around for the outline of my Bible. My family were still in there, in the picture, but they had been with me the whole time. I felt bad that I had not given them too much consideration recently but began to wonder about how they were getting on right now. I knew that my father and brother would likely be in that field quite often, messing about and managing to wind my mother up over the smallest, irrelevant things. It felt good to think of them getting on with their normal lives while I was out here and for the first time since everything kicked off, I started to miss them.

      The fire continued to crackle away out of sight in the next room, fainter now as I strained to listen to it through the quiet sentences from the little girl. She carried on, as if I could understand every single word that was spoken at over one hundred miles an hour, but I began to make up my own story in my head.

      In no time at all, I was obeying the gentle giant, I was gradually falling asleep.

      *Chapter Break *

      I awoke to a series of hushed voices that seemed to burn into my mind with an aggressive fervour. Opening my eyes and sitting up, I noticed that the little girl still sat in her chair by my table, with the addition of a blanket wrapped around her, her head tilted back to a degree that almost looked unnatural, as she continued to snooze away in the kitchen with the mysterious visitor.

      The voices were coming from outside the room, the fire now having subsided into nothing more than the occasional pop of dying embers.

      Grunting and grimacing, trying desperately not to wake the little girl, I began hobbling my way to the door, using the sideboard that ran around the kitchen for some sort of support. Pulling myself through the door, clutching tightly to the wall, I could make out two figures animatedly talking to each other in the shadows on the other side of the wooden frame.

      As I stood, I could make out a few French words, all of which were totally useless in isolation and without the context of the conversation, but from what I could hear, it sounded like they were arguing.

      One of the figures must have caught sight of a shadow at the door and within an instant I was face to face with the giant once more, this time a far more troubled look on his face than when I had last seen him. He was joined at the door by a woman, so small in comparison to the man that it looked almost farcical. They both ushered me into the room quickly, obviously wanting to disturb the girl even less than I had wanted to. The door was pushed to the moment I had made it into the room.

      “This is Cécile Brodeur.” The man announced as I looked her up and down. She made no attempts to introduce herself or make her welcome any less frosty than the cold hard stare that she treated me to. She was naturally very pretty, naturally because she had made no real attempt to scrub herself up, her clothes were dirty and there was a thick layer of dirt under her long fingernails. Her eyes were piercing though and outside of the situation I now found myself in, I was certain that I would be quite attracted to her.

      “She is here to help you. You have been here too long already.”

      “The Germans know that a British soldier is here, someone saw you being taken into the house and told them. If we don’t leave immediately, you, as well as Monsieur Paquet and his daughter, will all be shot. Understand?”

      “You’re American?”

      “Put these on now. I have a few friends who will try and help as best they can. It is my job to get you home, apparently.” She shot a vicious look towards Monsieur Paquet and I felt mightily glad that her spotlight wasn’t totally on me for a moment. She bundled a handful of clothes towards me, which I began pulling on with some urgency.

      “Where is the rest of his uniform?” she enquired of Monsieur Paquet, in fluent French, to which he produced a small bag of my tunic and blouse, which was soon joined by my trousers in the dying embers of the fire.

      “You know what to do.” She said to him, with a nod, still with not even a hint of a smile or any other emotion other than aggression. He returned the nod and began busying himself reigniting the fire before waking the small girl and packing his things together.

      “You speak French?” It was a question, but it was asked in such a way that it sounded like she was commanding me to start reciting the Declaration of the Rights of the Man and of the Citizen.

      “Yes. A little.”

      “That should be good enough to fool the Germans.”

      She waited a while, busying herself with hurrying me along into my new clothes before she spoke again.

      “I am a nurse here. You are one of my patients, and I am trying to take you down to Marseilles in the south for some of the sea air there. If anyone asks you any questions directly, you do not speak to them unless you are confident they do not speak fluent French. Anything else will get us killed. Understand?”

      She was an aggressive, fiery woman, I could see that much already, and in truth, she scared the living wits out of me. But I could not help but admire her, she had such a willingness and determination to get me out alive that she was putting her own life on the line, as well as mine. It was only then that the thought flashed across my mind that maybe she hadn’t been willing at all, and that Monsieur Paquet had more or less forced her into helping me.

      Either way, I was still in a much better position than before I entered Monsieur Paquet’s house. I didn’t know if I could trust this woman, she seemed volatile, jumpy almost and I had an underlying fear straight away that, if she was to be challenged by a German guard, there would be no way of stopping her from clubbing the poor man to death without question. It was there and then that I decided, at the earliest opportunity, I would have to give her the slip.

      “Come on, come on, our lift is here.” Her American tones seemed so unnatural in a situation like this and I couldn’t work out how a girl like her had ended up in the middle of some rural French village while a horrific, deadly war raged on just down the road.

      As I was bundled into the back of a waiting farmer’s truck, down in the footwell while the nurse and the driver sat up front, I realised that I never got the chance to thank Monsieur Paquet and his daughter. They had given up everything for one man, one that they had found lying on the forest floor in desperate need of assistance.

      They had surrendered food and water for me. They had given up their home for me. And shortly, it was likely their lives too, would be taken, because of me.
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      As we left Monsieur Paquet’s house for the last time, I wondered what would happen to the kindly fellow who picked me up from the forest floor, presumably carried me to his house and tended to my every need, potentially saving my life.

      I hoped that he managed to get away, along with his daughter, and that they would survive this ghastly episode without so much of a scratch rather than a score of German firing squad bullets.

      I still wasn’t aware of how long I had been in his care for, but the way in which everything seemed to be relatively organised in this whole late-night manoeuvre, I assumed I had been there for a good number of days, just resting. Apart from the pain that I felt in my side every time I moved, I finally felt good; I was well rested for the first time in weeks, I was fed reasonably well and I was clean, with barely a speck of dirt on me, apart from that which I picked up in the footwell of what turned out to be a baker’s truck.

      The lights were off the whole time and no one said a word, on the nurse’s part that seemed like it was out of frustration at helping a stupid Brit who had managed to get himself lost from the rest of his men, but the baker, who drove the whole way, seemed to keep quiet out of a genuine fear that was etched across his face from the very moment he picked us up.

      Eventually, the truck stopped, and the baker whispered something to the nurse, which she translated for me, in her now all too familiar aggressive tones, “He can’t risk going any further. You’re going to have to walk from here.”

      “I can do that you know. I’m not an invalid.”

      I was bundled out of the van and realised that the baker was getting out to walk with us, obviously not comfortable in driving around anymore than was strictly necessary at this time of the night. Up ahead, I could make out the outlines of a small town, which we began to stagger towards, slowly, the baker frequently making sure that there was no one behind us.

      The door we stopped at was a faded red in colour and had started to peel at the edges after so many years of being abused. The nurse tapped on the door, five times, in a rhythmic beat as she looked back out over the street.

      The baker gave the nurse a kiss on both cheeks, and tipped his cap in my direction, before hobbling off down the street at a brisk pace, as if he had just knocked on the wrong door and was now making off in embarrassment.

      A face appeared in a crack in the doorway, which quite quickly was flung wide open and we were ushered frantically inside, the door slammed behind us firmly.

      We were immediately in the kitchen area of the house, a small and basic room, with just a dining table and some chairs in the way of furnishings. All the lights were out, just a lone candle sat on the table, gently steadying its flame after the change in air pressure had sent it wobbling all over the place.

      The man picked it up from the table and began fussing with an old gas lamp, which chucked out an infinitely brighter flame, before being hastily dimmed so it was just a low glow, a faint hissing sound reassuringly humming underneath.

      It was only then that the man seemed to calm down enough to begin acting rationally, welcoming the girl with a couple of kisses on the cheeks before taking a good look at her face. They conversed in French for a few moments, before embracing and kissing once more. He then turned his attention onto me and just stood, staring at me for a moment or two. It was then that I realised that these two must have been related, there was no way that I had managed to meet two, unrelated, icy stares like that in a matter of hours. Eventually, he held out his hand, which I took, before he pulled me into an embrace like a long, lost brother.

      “This is my uncle,” she said, after the man eventually broke the embrace that seemed to go on for far too long, “Andrè.”

      “And who, exactly, are you?” I was growing frustrated with the woman, I had been with her for a number of hours now and she was still to explain who she was and what she intended to do with me, all the while maintaining a steely exterior that meant I was finding it increasingly difficult to work out if she was here to help, or whether she was going to hand me over to the Germans.

      “I’m Cécile,” she said, repeating Monsieur Paquet’s words with an obvious frustration, “I am a Red Cross nurse here. These people are my family, my extended family. My father moved to America after the war where he met my mother. I am both French, and American.”

      She began moving about the house as if it were her own, making a drink for all three of us, while her uncle sat at the table and observed her, finally glad, it seemed, to have a willing helper around the house.

      “What happened to your Auntie?” I enquired, quite innocently, which was met by a murderous look of disgust on her face.

      “We will have to stay here a while. There is a plan in place to move you, but it will take time to organise.”

      “How long?”

      “A week at least. Maybe more. In that time, you cannot go outside, you must not leave the house unless you are in real danger. If you do, my uncle here will be found out and shot…like Monsieur Paquet will be.”

      I felt my heart almost snap in two at the mention  that it was likely he would be dead within a few hours, but I slowly started to calm myself down as I realised that what she was saying was a threat, to make sure her family were kept alive, and that maybe there was a chance that that was all it was, just a threat, to make me realise the gravity of the situation. Besides, Monsieur Paquet and his daughter were already on their way out of the house when we were leaving, weren’t they? I couldn’t quite remember now.

      “So, what are you actually going to do with me?”

      She looked at me, her head slightly cocked over to one side, as if she was enquiring as to why I would be asking such an absurd question.

      “I’m going to get you home, Mr Lewis.” I felt like kissing her head at the mere mention of the word ‘home,’ it being more of a dream than a reality for so long now, that it felt like it was some mythical place that I would never be able to return to.

      I allowed myself a few minutes of thought before doing anything else. I let myself think of my home, I thought of my dad and wondered if he would have been proud of me so far, and that, if I were to make it home, whether or not he would believe such an incredible tale that sounded closer to make believe than anything that might happen in reality. I thought about my brother and wondered what he was doing right now. He was always keen to keep up to date with the latest goings on around the world, so he surely must have known about the total confusion that some of our army was in and, if it was true, that some of our army was being taken home not too far from here. I hoped that he was reading the news, every word of it, and thinking of me, maybe even offering a prayer or two up for my safe return, but I wasn’t quite sure if our brotherly rivalry prevented that sort of thing from happening still.

      I slid my hand into my pocket, in search of my Bible; I would allow myself one quick, brief look at it and maybe share with Andrè who each character was and why I wanted to get back to see them. But my pocket was empty. As my hand cannoned around in my pocket, searching for the small book, I realised that I was causing quite the scene.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “My Bible! It had the only photo of my family I had!” It was then that it dawned on me that it had stayed in the pocket of my uniform, which was now smouldering away on Monsieur Paquet’s fire, hopefully nothing more than a pile of blackened ashes now. At least, for his sake, I hoped that’s what it was, if the Germans saw anything resembling a British uniform or an English Bible, he was for the chop.

      “You’re better off without it,” she muttered, barely looking up from the sink on the far side of the room, “if they found you with it, we’d all be killed. I don’t particularly want to die for someone like you.”

      I was quite taken aback with her tone and the way in which she apparently didn’t want to help me.

      “Why are you helping me then, if you’re so convinced you’re going to die?!” I exploded.

      She simply stared at me for a moment or two, waiting for the air of tension to die down so that the screaming match could continue in far more secretive tones.

      “I am doing it because it is what should be done. Someone helped my father escape in 1917 and he always said I should return the favour if I could.”

      I couldn’t help but daydream wild thoughts as she continued making herself busy around the house. The war had ended a year after she had said, and he had needed to ‘escape,’ leading me to conjure up immersive stories of how he was a secretive spy who had needed to be withdrawn to some distant country, or how he was a coward who had somehow managed to desert with the help of some other fainthearted deserter.

      In her classic manner, she interrupted even my thoughts. “It is time you got some rest. Upstairs, second door on the left.”

      I did as I was told and soon realised that I was far more exhausted than I had previously thought, especially so as it dawned on me that this was the first time in weeks that I had actually faced a night on something which resembled a bed. As soon as my head hit the softness of the pillow, I was gone.

      *Break*

      “So, is there a plan then, or what?” I asked, as I slid a thin slice of buttered bread down my neck, basking in the flavours that previously seemed so bland.

      “Yes.”

      André’s eyes seemed to start burning brightly at the mention of a plan, and he began inching forward in his seat, his head darting in between me and Cécile like he was umpiring at a tennis match.

      “So, am I allowed to know?” I half-chuckled as I wondered why everything was so secretive around here, especially as I considered myself the main piece on this chess board of escape.

      “No.”

      Andrè immediately exploded into a tirade of French at a pace that meant it was impossible for me to keep up with the verbal abuse he was subjecting his niece to. She simply stood there, staring at him, letting him get on with it all, waiting for him to run out of energy or curse words, whichever happened to be first. Eventually he calmed down, his sentences slowly losing pace and trailing off into nothing. She blurted back at him, and I only caught the odd word which meant nothing to me, place and street names that meant I wasn’t able to follow in the slightest, I was only half sure of which country I was currently in.

      Andrè erupted once more in a fervour, all the while keeping half an eye on the door, just in case a German happened to be standing on the other side of it, listening in.

      Out of all the words that he launched into the air, there was one phrase that I picked out, and clutched a hold of until their exchange was over.

      La gare. Tell him about la gare.

      We were heading to the train station, we must be, that must be my escape route. After they had calmed down and returned to their daily routines of reading the newspaper and endless cleaning, I challenged Cécile.

      “Won’t la gare be crawling with Germans?” I switched between the French and the English to let Andrè in on the conversation, which was met with his newspaper flapping down hard on the table.

      She spun round and glared at me. Andrè too was glaring, but he had a smile etched on his face, his head almost bobbing up and down as he willed her to tell me the plan.

      After a minute or two of pursing her lips, debating what to tell me, or whether she could get away with completely ignoring me altogether or not, she finally spoke.

      “Yes, it will be. But we have a plan. We have people willing to help you. I just don’t want to risk all of our lives by telling you what is going to happen. You must respect that.”

      “You could at least tell me where I am though.”

      “Hardifort. About thirty kilometres from Dunkirk. The coast.”

      That was as far as her intelligence sharing went for now, for she fell into silence once more, broken up by a few syllables uttered under her breath, so that her aging, deaf uncle couldn’t quite hear her.

      “You’ll know what the plan is soon enough.”

      *Break*

      One morning, while I sat at the table with Andrè, marvelling at how pale my skin was becoming due to my temporary house arrest, I noticed something about Cécile when she sauntered down the stairs. Instead of wearing her usual clothes, normally some sort of skirt and blouse with an apron tied hastily over the top, she had an altogether different, more brightly coloured outfit on.

      She had a long, pale blue dress on, that stopped just short of her ankles, over the top of which was a pristine, sparkling white apron, emblazoned with the sharpest red cross that I had ever laid my eyes on. Her nails were clean and trimmed right back, her hands no longer dirtied from cleaning the house or the dishes and around her forehead was wrapped a thin piece of fabric, whiter than her apron, that hid the vast majority of her blonde hair.

      On her upper left arm was an armband, hidden partially by the way she had folded her sleeves up to just above her elbow, like she was ready to get stuck into a casualty, which had the French tricolour printed on it proudly.

      Andrè beamed as she came into the room and I almost expected him to stand up on his chair and start clapping loudly at his niece. He was quite visibly, immensely proud of her, and so he should have been, she was beautiful. Andrè began muttering under his breath, about how wonderful she looked and how much he loved her. For the first time since I had met her, Cécile smiled coyly, a smattering of red flushing across her cheeks as she did so.

      Andrè walked to her and kissed her gently on both cheeks, and she waited for him to take his seat before turning to me. Her icy glare was gone, as if somehow, in her Red Cross uniform, her personality was transformed, into something altogether more forgiving, attractive almost. Her eyes were kind this time and she spoke to me softly, as if I was a child who needed a motherly word of encouragement.

      “We’re going today. Now, in fact.” Not wanting to risk her wrath if she suddenly morphed back into the fiery, angry woman I had come to know, I began making movements to pack my few belongings donated to me by Andrè; a few clothes, a book and a bottle of wine.

      “We’re going to the station. There we will be met by a man, who will guide us to some friends just outside Paris. From there, we’ll plan our next move. The journey shouldn’t be too troublesome as it is only a small village here. It is when we get closer to Paris that will be our main concern.”

      She looked at the worry on my face as I realised I was heading to the capital, the very same capital city that the Germans had marched into around a week before.

      “They won’t have got their act together just yet,” she said, reassuringly, “but it’s the only place that we can board another train south from at the moment. It is our best chance.”

      Andrè was already moving out of his chair, the creaking and cracking of its joins quite easily could have been his joints groaning, especially as he extended an arthritic arm out to me. He embraced me in a more passionate way than he had done when he first met me, before pulling away and staring straight into my eyes.

      “Bon chance,” he whispered, as the tears in his eyes slowly started to filter out.

      “Merci, Andrè, merci.”

      Cécile was right, the station was tiny, almost irrelevant really; there can’t have been more than two trains leaving its one platform per day. But as we met the man who would eventually take us into his home, I found myself incredibly thankful that I was in a small village for now, because, until I acquired some papers, I wouldn’t last five minutes out in the open air.
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      Despite my initial reservations of being in Hardicourt without any papers, I found it relatively easy to walk through the back streets and quiet roads without seeing anyone, let alone a German soldier.

      I had slowly become accustomed to not seeing the presence of a German, until one day, while out with Cécile, a soldier approached us, demanding to see our papers. It was one of the most unfortunate situations I had been in, especially as I was only a day away from receiving my very own forged identity papers, courtesy of the man we had met at the station, the very man whose house we now stayed in and who would quite possibly end up dead if I didn’t play this one right.

      Cécile had taken to wearing her nurse’s uniform at every given opportunity, as she wasn’t completely assured that her own papers would grant her free passage around the streets.

      Nevertheless, her papers were more or less waved straight back in her face as the German soldier began to turn his attention to me, the man who appeared dishevelled and suspicious. As soon as the man held out his hand for my papers, Cécile exploded and poured the full wrath of that icy glare that I had come to fear so much, on this poor teenager, who himself was hundreds of miles away from home, albeit in a totally different manner to me.

      She began screaming incandescently, and I was glad that we were down a small side road, more known for its brothels than for its German sentry posts, as I was sure that before too long, if she was to keep it up, a whole garrison would soon be surrounding us, demanding to know what was going on.

      “This poor man! Not only have you brutes taken away his home, his family and his livelihood, but you have also taken away his health too! The man is sick! He needs the fresh air!”

      Her angry tirade continued for a minute or two more, before she finished with a flourish, “He has nothing! Just the clothes on his back and a spare pair of socks! You lot didn’t give him time to pack up, how was he meant to remember his identity papers as well! Leave him alone!”

      “Entschuldigung…erm…Desole…” he panted, almost bowing at us as he retreated away, hoping that none of his mates would ever hear about the raging nurse that he met down a disreputable side road.

      I could do only one thing, once the German had disappeared out of sight. Laugh. Cécile, surprisingly did the same, our chuckling and sporadic giggling lasting in part all the way back to the house of Charles, the man who was making our identity papers.

      He had taken my photo a day or two before and had soon set about carving a rubberstamp from the sole of one of his wife’s shoes, shaping it and testing it until it looked like the one that was sat at the top of his own, genuine papers.

      “My son,” he said, as he handed me my very own papers, one of the proudest moments of my life, “he is fighting somewhere. Was fighting somewhere. I only hope that someone helps him in the same way that we are trying to help you.”

      “I will pass on the favour to anyone who comes across my path in need of help,” I replied, gratefully, “whenever that may be.”

      “Thank you, Alfie.”

      Silently nodding to me, I knew that our time in this new safehouse was slowly drawing to a close, and we only had to wait to the following evening, when Marcel, the local headmaster, visited to instruct us on what to do next.

      When he clattered through the door, I was alarmed at his resemblance to Rat Face who I had managed to put away some time ago now and wondered if this had been a distant relative of his in some way. I knew that it was a ridiculous thought and immediately pushed it from my mind, but I couldn’t help being wary of the sideways glances that he gave me, as if he somehow knew that I had killed a man that looked quite like him at some stage.

      “There’s been a slight change of plan. The train into Paris has now become flooded with young Germans wanting to get to the capital, so tickets are hard to get but the journey is also risky. We will drive you to just outside the city and you’ll need to walk into Paris.”

      He looked around the room and bent himself backwards to look out of the window, as if he’d forgotten to check who was around at the point of running through the plan.

      “Once you are in Paris, our friends will help you get to the unoccupied zone in the south, you’ll need to cross the demarcation line somehow, but it should be easy enough. Once you are there, you can head to Spain and from there, you can do as you please.”

      He looked up at us from his notes, as if he’d needed any, and tossed them into the fireplace, watching the corners of the pad slowly curl upwards, shying away from the flame before finally succumbing.

      He had made it seem so easy, like nothing could go wrong with this plan, almost like the Germans wouldn’t be checking papers, that they would be keeping their heads down to the floor and not taking a second look at me. I hoped sincerely that his careless attitude paid off.

      “How do we know who your friends are?” I asked, as he bundled his things together and stood by the door, ready to flee.

      “A newspaper. He will have a newspaper. Just follow him.”

      *Break*

      I wasn’t feeling confident about the next stage of my journey, and the thought frequently visited me that I would have been far better off staying with Monsieur Paquet for a while longer, until these people could have come up with a far more secure network that I would be able to travel through.

      I countered myself though with the notion that what these people were doing was beyond heroic, they were putting everything they had, including their lives, on the line for me, a singular soldier who had no other desire to get home apart from his selfishness to stay alive. I wasn’t even sure that I wanted to continue the fight, but I felt like that was what I should give the impression of, to make sure that I maintained their support and assistance in getting away.

      There was only one person that I had shared my true feelings with in those few days in Hardicourt, the only person that I felt I could trust, the only one I thought would understand as she was so far away from home herself. Cécile had been kind in the last few days, her hard exterior softened by the unpredictable nature of the life we found ourselves living. Maybe it had something to do with the fact that each hour that we were able to see go by, could quite easily have been the last hour that we spent on earth.

      As her eyes warmed to me, I began to warm to her gradually, and we spent many of our hours together waiting for the next person to come along and tell us what to do. We whiled away those hours by talking about everything, our families, how we had ended up where we had and most things in between.

      I discovered that she was a runaway, joining the Red Cross to get away from her father, who thought it was unnatural for a girl to have wants and ambitions to be a nurse and instead should stay at home and prepare the next meal. Her greatest fear seemed to have been being caught out and what her father would say if she was sent home in disgrace.

      We began to laugh and joke with each other about one another’s mannerisms, her about my bizarre limp that I had employed to reduce some of the pain in my side, and me the way that she seemed to want to spin the pendant of her necklace round at every awkward silence or nervous situation.

      In those few days in Hardicourt, we did everything together, especially after we had received our own identity papers, of which I was especially proud of.

      I was now Jean Souess, a twenty-two-year-old man from the Pas-De-Calais prefecture, more specifically Nortkerque, and this simple piece of card was all I needed for a seamless journey towards the Unoccupied Zone. It was incredibly detailed, listing my height to my hair colour, whether I had any birthmarks to if I had a moustache or not. I spent hours looking at its every detail, learning it all, but all the time marvelling at how much like it looked like the real deal, even the stamp had been thumped out hundreds of times before being used on my cards, to make it look as though it really had been marking many others before my own.

      The picture of me in the top left corner of the card was barely recognisable. I no longer wore the khaki uniform that had seemed stitched to my skin for the few months previously, now I wore a sharp, double breasted, pinstriped jacket, underneath which a beige pullover had been yanked on over the top of a darker coloured tie. My hair was longer than it had ever been before and was slicked back from my forehead, drawing more attention to the gauntness of my face, my cheekbones sticking out as if I had somehow managed to dislocate them.

      It all paled into insignificance compared to how much I loved having an element of freedom now. In fact, I couldn’t quite wait to come face to face with a German and try it out on him, even if it did mean that I would be in the hands of the Gestapo quicker than you could say “Bonjour.”

      Cécile had admired it too, commenting on how well Charles had done on his handiwork, tossing it back to me saying, “That photo does you no favours.”

      I laughed at what she had said but I was distracted by her for a moment, the great laughter lines that were etched on her face for a few seconds were truly beautiful, made even more attractive by the way her eyes had lit up as soon as she had made the comment. We laughed together for a few seconds, before stopping, admiring the looks on one another’s faces for the first time since we had met.

      It was then that I realised that I didn’t want to lose her, I didn’t want to do this journey with anyone else. Since we had met, I had been nervous, but she had been the one that had got me through it, without her the chances were I would have been dead already. She was calmer now that I had my own papers, the chances of being caught seeming impossibly small, or maybe that was just our youthful confidence that was taking over us.

      “You should come to England some time, meet my family.” I said with a hint of trepidation in my voice, not knowing how she might react to such an outlandish suggestion.

      “I’d like that,” she said, smiling sweetly, “I’ve always wanted to visit England properly anyway.”

      I smirked again and realised that this was becoming quite dangerous very quickly. She was meant to be looking after me, the on-the-run soldier, while I was meant to be following her lead. But instead I was feeling myself being pulled towards her and that if she was to be in any kind of trouble, I would end up doing something intensely stupid, just for a blip of meagre approval from her.

      As we began to pack our minimal belongings together, for the long journey to Paris by road, our hands brushed past one another for half a second, the smoothness of her skin just gently kissing the rough surface of my own hand. It may have been a complete accident on her part, and meant nothing to her but, to me, that brief momentary physical contact with the woman I was rapidly falling in love with, was everything to me.
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      We spent over three hours in the truck that would take us to just outside of Paris and I spent almost every single minute of it thinking about Cécile and the impact that hand brush had had on me and my mind.

      I began to torment myself over whether or not it had been intentional, or whether Cécile had even registered it as happening. I thought deeply about whether that was as far as it would go or, maybe one day, we would be free to grasp each other’s hand and publicly display our affection.

      My heart began to race at the thought of being able to spend more time with her and, in a way, I was looking forward to making it to Paris, even though it was undoubtedly heaving with German soldiers and Gestapo agents, purely because it meant that Cécile and I would be able to spend some time away together, almost as if it was some sort of a holiday.

      For the rest of the bumpy, uncomfortable journey in the back of the truck, I tried to distract myself by running through what our cover story was meant to be. Cécile was still in her nurse’s uniform, still acting as if she was my protector and carer. I had been a farm labourer until recently, when I started to experience fits and seizures while out in the fields one day. My nurse was accompanying me on a trip south, hopefully to the coast, for a mix of sea air but also to find a specialist doctor who dealt with my kind of cases. The story was pretty watertight, it had needed to be, there was always a chance it would be the Gestapo we were telling the story to and we wouldn’t be able to leave any gaps at all with men like them. Cécile knew the whole story too, from the moment she was contacted to be my chaperone, right down to the Doctor’s name that we were hoping to contact. He was a real doctor, and I only hoped that the Germans we found ourselves explaining the story to, wouldn’t have a similar condition that meant that they wanted to tag along on our pilgrimage.

      The three-hour long journey soon whizzed by, and the truck was pulled over into an urban side street, littered with bins overflowing with rotten food and other waste I dared not to take too much notice of.

      “Keep walking in that direction, you will soon be at the station. Remember, the newspaper.”

      As if we would have forgotten that one piece of meagre information that we had been given. I couldn’t quite believe that I was about to head into an enemy occupied capital city, my only piece of information that I was able to act upon was that the man that was to meet us, was holding a newspaper. But they had already done enough for us, I couldn’t complain that I deserved more information than that.

      After hurried goodbyes, we departed, the truck’s tyres almost squealing as they sped off and out of the city that could quite easily become their eternal resting place if they weren’t careful.

      Cécile and I had a moment of contemplation as we stood in a near silence in the side road where we had been dropped off. Silently, we looked at one another, before making off into the direction in which we had been pointed, to find our invisible man who held a newspaper.

      As we walked, our footsteps tapping rather too loudly and bouncing off the walls, I couldn’t help but think that this was a needle and a haystack kind of situation. We were walking towards one of the largest stations in one of the largest cities of this country, and we were going to try and find one man, without breaking our cover by wandering around aimlessly, possibly for hours.

      We walked down the main street, Boulevard de la Chapelle, which according to Cécile, would take us right up to the entrance of this grand station. As we neared it, the scale of picking out one man in the crowds that were going to be around us, truly hit home. The main boulevard was streaming with taxis, charging all over the place with little direction or order, dodging and weaving in amongst the large troop trucks that bore the Balkenkreuz, the straight-armed cross that screamed from every Wehrmacht vehicle, ammunition crate and anything else that seemed to have a large enough surface area to have one stuck on.

      German troops sauntered up and down the boulevard, the vast majority with their caps tucked into their waistbands and not a single weapon in sight, the young men making the most of every opportunity to do a bit of tourist gawping. A few though, were far more stern looking, and had weapons swinging around at their hips, helmets very firmly on, scanning the crowd with an obligatory scowl scratched into their faces. I made eye contact with a few of them, but held their gaze for a second or two, I didn’t want to break the contact immediately and arouse suspicion, nor did I want to stare at them for thirty seconds straight and give them a reason to check my papers.

      I held their gaze long enough, so it appeared that I was the young inquisitive French civilian, taking an interest in their uniforms or weapons.

      We rounded a corner and were suddenly faced with what must have been one of the largest, and grandest, buildings that I had ever seen. Stretching for about four hundred yards, both left to right, there were two sections of roof that rose higher than the rest on either end of the building each housing two flagpoles; I supposed these had held the tricolour until fairly recently, but now the red, white and black amalgamation of the Nazi Swastika fluttered almost gracefully in the slight breeze.

      Great stone pillars had leapt from the floor, above which massive sheets of glass had been used to pour light into the station, with even more sheets being used in the roof itself. It was a truly magnificent building, but I couldn’t take too long to admire it, as my focus was on the hundreds of people running in and out of its grand entrance at ground level.

      As we wandered through the entrance ourselves, we blended in perfectly with the thousand or so other people all around, some milling around waiting for their train, others charging to make sure they didn’t miss the one due to leave in three minutes time. The entrance lobby was dominated by a large clock that rose on a metal structure from the floor, with at least five pairs of eyes staring at it at any one time. Around the perimeter of the lobby were small shops, selling everything from freshly baked bread to small toys and books to keep you entertained on your journey, one girl was even lugging a barrow around, stuffed to bursting with flowers of all different shades and varieties.

      “We should walk around the edge first.” She was right, there was no point in standing in one place and hoping that our contact would come to us and praying that no Germans wandered over in our direction, so we began pacing around the outside, prioritising those who seemed to be sitting on the plethora of benches that had been chucked all around the station.

      As we walked, Cécile suddenly pushed her arm through mine, and I almost stopped completely to look at her when she did. Instead, I tried to stay focused and hope that we looked like a nurse and her patient, innocently walking arm in arm before our train departed.

      I began to panic as no one seemed to stick out at me and I became convinced that we were going to be picked up at any second. Cécile must have felt the tension in my arm as she gave it a little squeeze.

      “They will be here, don’t worry.”

      As she whispered in my ear, I made eye contact with a young German soldier, not much older than myself, but quite clearly more confident in himself than I was. We stared at each other for a moment or two, before he slowly began to stride over from one side of the hall towards us.

      I pulled Cécile round in a sharp wheel and began to walk further in to the station, not wanting to make for the door due to a petrifying fear of how guilty that would make us look. Me being killed, I could just about stomach, but the thought of Cécile lying there, bullet holes leaking all of her bodily fluids out on the floor, begging for one final round to be put through her skull, was something I simply could not live with.

      I feared the worst as we turned, just as a body slammed itself in between Cécile and me. A young girl looked up at us from the floor, her blue beret now lying to her side.

      “Desole,” she murmured as she began chuckling, obviously frightfully embarrassed. It was as she picked up her newspaper that I really began to take an interest in the girl. I shot a glance at Cécile, she had spotted it too. The girl looked at us individually for a second, the cogs quite clearly working on overtime as she tried to make sense of what had just happened.

      In an instant, the cogs clicked, and she went into gear.

      “Follow me, five or six paces behind. We will need to move quickly. You have a German over your shoulder.”

      As she paced off towards the entrance of the station, I waited to hear the calls of the soldier as he stopped to question us, but it never came. He must have been petrified that he would miss his train home and wouldn’t get to spend time with his mother if he took the time to pointlessly question a Red Cross nurse and her patient.

      The girl’s pace slowed the further from the station that we got, until it was impossible not to catch her up without looking ridiculous.

      “We were expecting a man,” Cécile declared, as soon as we seemed to be out of earshot from anyone within fighting age.

      “There was a problem. He is with the Germans now. You have me.”

      She spoke matter of factly, and soon risked falling in beside us as we walked.

      “I will be taking you to a hotel, our house was searched by the Germans last night. Don’t worry, we can trust the owner, we are good friends.”

      I hoped that they were far more than just good friends, especially when they found out that they would be harbouring a British soldier in one of their rooms for who knows how long. My legs began to cramp up and my side ached more than ever as the girl’s pace picked up excitedly, and I sensed that we were edging ever closer to the famous hotel the girl continued to go on about.

      “There,” she said, turning to look at us, “Hotel La Romaine, that is where you go.” She pressed a wad of notes into Cecile’s hand, smiling.

      “Good luck,” she said, without a hint of sincerity or care in her voice, “I must go. Goodbye.”

      We gave her a few seconds of beret bobbing before we began our final few paces into the hotel.

      It was much warmer in the hotel lobby than it had been in the breezy outdoors of the Parisian streets, and before too long I was beginning to feel small balls of sweat form up in my armpits, ready to begin their fall to earth, not really sure whether it was because of the contrast in temperature or my nerves that was causing the sweating.

      Cécile took the lead and was soon engaging in conversation with the young woman who was sitting at the desk, a book upturned on the counter that we must have disturbed her from reading.

      “This is the owner’s daughter. She has been waiting for us. Fill out this form for her.”

      The form wanted many details including where our onward journey would be after departing the Hotel La Romaine and how many nights we were planning on staying. Neither of us knew how long we were meant to be here, so we left it blank, letting the girl at the desk fill in that number as soon as we had departed.

      I handed mine back to the girl, who immediately began scribbling all over it, spinning a fresh, identical form over to me, raising an eyebrow as she did so.

      “If you were from Nortkerque, you would not spell it the English way.” She chuckled as I began refilling the form, this time making sure I spelt it correctly and not the English way of N-O-R-T-K-I-R-K. “You won’t get very far making mistakes like that I’m afraid.”

      She was right, I’d need to be incredibly careful from now on, and made sure that if I needed to write something down, that Cécile was right beside me, just in case I made a fatal error in front of a German guard. We had got off lightly with this one, my mistake would never make it much further than the fireplace in the living quarters of the hotel, or so I hoped. We might not be as lucky next time.

      We lugged our belongings upstairs, and briefly said goodbye to one another as we entered our neighbouring rooms. It was basic, but I became comforted at the fact that slowly but surely, the levels of hospitality that I was experiencing, courtesy of my French assistors, was slowly improving each time I stayed somewhere.

      I pulled the curtains back on the far side of the room, pulling up a small, rickety chair that creaked as I perched on it, and took in the view. I couldn’t quite believe that I, an officer of the Royal Tank Regiment, was currently sitting in the middle of Nazi occupied France, Paris no less, in the greatest comfort that I had been in for a very long time. It bewildered me that I was sitting here, with no real threat of capture, in what would surely become one of the tightest held cities in Europe, where no one would be able to do anything without the Germans knowing. Here was I, having been helped by an army of Frenchmen and women already, and the prospect of another army tirelessly working away until I got home, without the Germans having the slightest suspicion as to who I really was.

      I began laughing to myself, quite heartedly and unashamedly, as I looked out across the landscape and wondered, ‘Was I the only British soldier, evading capture, who had a perfectly unspoiled view of the Notre Dame Cathedral?’
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      I was slowly getting used to Parisian life and found that I started throwing myself headfirst into the culture of France. Once I had started, it was relatively easy to get distracted, and forget that I was in enemy held territory.

      It started out with small excursions with Cécile, familiarising myself with the protocol of being stopped and papers being examined. Each time I was asked, a wave of exhilaration washed over me, hoping in some way that they would notice something was wrong and that element of excitement would spark back up in my life.

      The small excursions down the road and back up with Cécile soon expanded and we found ourselves frequenting all the local tourist attractions that the young soldiers wanted to visit themselves. The Eiffel tower, the River Seine and, my personal favourite, the plethora of churches and cathedrals that the city seemed to be awash with. I loved dipping inside one and drinking in the peace and serenity that they had to offer. In here, it seemed that it was even safer than the hotel, like the Germans wouldn’t dare enter a house of prayer to search for an on the run soldier. I slowly began to get more comfortable in one church in particular, where I soon began conversing with the priest in English, eventually telling him my whole story on how I had got to where I was. It all seemed pretty reckless, but I needed that danger back, the one that had had me looking over my shoulder every five minutes thinking there would be a gun to my head. I was careless in talking to the priest in that way, but I was never so brash that I told him the name of the hotel that I was staying at.

      As well as all the sightseeing opportunities that Paris offered, it also offered an incredible cuisine, the range of tastes and delights like I had never experienced before. We ate in small creperies and in sidewalk cafes and on one occasion, in a high-end restaurant, across the plaza from the Eiffel Tower, courtesy of our friends sorting out the next leg of our journey.

      While we were tucking into yet another rich meal prepared for us, I looked around at the rest of the people scoffing their faces. Every other table seemed to be housing at least one member of the German High Command, Iron crosses and brightly coloured collar patches adorning their already highly decorated meals.

      I caught Cécile’s eye as I scanned the room, wondering how much quicker the war would end if I somehow had a machinegun stowed away under the table right now. With a curt shake of her head, and the re-emergence of that icy cold glare, I looked away from them, settling instead into the conversation about the glorious taste of the food.

      As well as the Parisian lifestyle, I was quite used to having female company and I found myself growing increasingly fond of Cécile. It was difficult to put a time to how long we had now been together, but it had been long enough to know that we were both feeling the same about one another, and that if one was to be dragged away, the other would find it almost impossible to continue. We spent almost every hour of our waking lives together in those few weeks in Paris, continually chatting until all we had to talk about was the weather that day and sporadic observations of the French people. Regardless, we loved our moments of silence together, and wallowed in the warmth of each other as we began to interlock our fingers under the dinner table on more than a few occasions.

      “What will you do?” I asked, during another afternoon spent drinking coffee outside a pavement café. “I’m trying to get back to England. But what about you? Where are you trying to get to?”

      “Honestly…” she said in between sips from her mug, “I haven’t thought that far ahead. I always thought the plan would be to drop you off. Say goodbye. But somehow, I don’t think I would be able to. I think…” She cut herself off from speaking as the tears and sobs caught her in the back of her throat. Waving her hand in the air as if there was a fly around, she urged me to move the conversation on to something else.

      I watched her face as the redness of embarrassment and sadness slowly began to ebb away and realised that it was because of her that I was enjoying my time here, so much so that I wanted to stay.

      Why would I leave this city when I had everything here that I wanted? It was peaceful, there seemed to be no prospect of a sudden war re-emerging here and I had a woman by my side who I had grown to love and who, I hoped loved me. Why would I want to go back to England where, within months, I would be back out somewhere in the world, fighting an enemy that was clearly superior to us?

      Why?

      Just as I contemplated voicing my concerns about going home and actually saying out loud the idea of possibly staying in Paris for the duration, my peacefulness and enjoyment in the city was suddenly shattered late one evening. Cécile and I had returned from the hotel restaurant situated downstairs through the lobby, and I was now preparing myself for yet another night of staring out across the inky darkness of a blacked-out Paris, trying to draw myself a picture of it and point out where all the famous landmarks were positioned when, all of a sudden, there was a scream.

      The scream was female, and it came from downstairs in the lobby. Immediately, I pushed my ear to the door to try and work out what was going on. Taking the glass bottle of water that stood on my minute bedside table, I clattered it into the back of the chair so that all I was left with was the razor sharp, jagged edges of the neck and I held it threateningly in my right hand.

      By now, the shouts were male, and several pairs of feet began thundering away outside my door. Holding the bottle backwards and completely out of sight, I waited a moment, before opening the door, slowly. Just as I went to poke my head out to look down the corridor, three pistol shots rang out through the halls.

      Bang. Bang. Bang.

      I recoiled suddenly, waiting for the sound of bullets ripping into the door frame around me, but for some reason, they never came. They can’t have been firing at me.

      I risked poking my head out once again, this time summoning enough bravery to look right down the corridor, towards the noise.

      As soon as I had seen what I had, my head recoiled back inside, quicker than if three more bullets had just been fired towards me.

      A handful of enemy soldiers were standing in the hallway, accompanying two others, who had started to drag a bloodied body back down the hallway with them. I couldn’t see exactly from which room they were coming, but it must have been the door next to Cécile’s. It must have been.

      The soldiers were commanded by one officer, who had been standing in the corridor, buckling his pistol holster back up having used it in a clinical fashion. Next to him stood two men, both wearing identical, almost floor length jackets, over the top of what must have been a crisp, clean suit. One man had a trilby hanging loosely from his fingers, while the other had been frantically scribbling something down onto his notepad.

      From what I could tell, none of them had seen me and, as the screaming continued for the next five minutes or so, I slowly shut my door, making sure that I had locked it perfectly, with my trusty chair wedged under the door handle, ensuring that there was no prospect of a rude wakeup call from any of their colleagues from the Gestapo headquarters.

      I didn’t sleep a wink that night, instead involuntarily opting for lying on top of the bed sheets, fully clothed and bags packed, ready to make a run for it at the slightest hint of further trouble. I didn’t know who they had taken and why, but surely, they would be checking the forms that we had filled in when we had first arrived, noticing that Cécile and I had not filled in how many nights we would be staying. Particularly strange for a couple who had spent the last three weeks in the same hotel now.

      As I laid on my bed, I recalled how foolish I had been; gallivanting around Paris to look at the attractions, eating dinner with German commanders and that priest! What was I thinking believing that he would live up to the scrutiny of the Gestapo if that situation arose! How truly idiotic.

      My bubble had been well and truly burst. There was no way that I would be able to stay in Paris for much longer now, even if they weren’t on to me, my nerves were shot already. I couldn’t carry on living like this indefinitely and I knew that the sensible thing all along would have been to try and make it home and carry on the fight. Sometimes there was more important things than the futile fluttering of the human heart, occasionally you have to put that on the back burner and do the right thing instead. Even if the right thing might end up getting you killed.

      I decided that the next time we met with our contacts, that I would insist the whole process needed to be sped up and that we would leave in the next day or two, regardless of whether things were in place or not.

      They were getting far too close to me now.
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      As the hustle and bustle of Parisians getting on with their lives casually, blissfully unaware of what had happened here in this hotel the night before, so too did the noises of the hotel slowly resume back to normal.

      I made out the sound of an unloading truck, taking the daily supplies of food and drink to the stores, located on the left-hand side of the building, down a service alleyway, the phone rang a number of times down in the lobby but, perhaps more comforting, was the sound of people walking up and down the hallway.

      I sat, with my head pressed up against my door for what felt like hours, trying to listen in, attempting to work out who was walking past my room. It can’t have been soldiers, that was for sure, their footsteps far too light on the aging floorboards to be wearing the polished leather jackboots that I had become so accustomed to seeing out and about recently. I willed someone to speak, in the hope that I would recognise the language that they uttered, to confirm to me that it wasn’t just a detachment of the local Gestapo headquarters who had conveniently booked themselves in overnight.

      But no one said a word, especially as they neared the blood ridden door frame that had been blasted open in the early evening last night. It was as if everyone assumed it had been the doorway that stitched up the poor occupant of the room.

      I risked poking my head out, just as a couple picked up their pace to stride past the room, following the trail of blood that the young girl was trying so desperately to scrub out.

      I got her attention as I started hammering on Cécile’s door, far louder than I perhaps should have been doing, in case she was still fast asleep and needed a wakeup call. But she didn’t answer. I knocked again and again, but still there was no soft, attractive face, with slightly blushed cheeks to meet me at the door like usual.

      I began to panic. I knocked harder and louder, almost bouncing up and down on the spot in anticipation. I began to think that if I knocked much harder that my fist would go straight through the wood and I would be able to see inside.

      Then my mind began to conjure up all sorts of images; what if she had been taken as well last night, but she didn’t put up as much of a fuss as the man next door? What if she had decided that being with me, and helping me get away wasn’t what she had wanted after all? Was this it now? Was I alone again?

      I didn’t want the answers to any of these questions, but at the same time demanded that they should be answered. If I didn’t have her by my side, I would surely be killed or captured. If she wasn’t there with me, every step of the way, I wanted to be killed or captured. At least then I would still be in France, in the same country that she was presumably in.

      As I began to throw my hands through my hair I let out a kick at the door in sheer desperation, just as I noticed the young girl, who had been scrubbing till a few seconds ago, was standing by my side, staring at the distressed man before her.

      “She went out this morning,” she said sweetly, “she said she’d meet you in the lobby.”

      “When was this?”

      “About five this morning, she will surely be back soon.”

      “Merci. Merci.”  I began muttering out of a complete relief that she was still here, she was still alive. I wasn’t even sure that the girl had heard me thank her, but she continued to swill her bucket round as she set to work on the bloodied carpet once more.

      Downstairs the lobby area was empty, and just as I was about to take one of the two chairs that sat facing the window, the owner of the hotel, who had been so kind as to let us stay here free of charge for so long, began to make her way over to me.

      “Salut,” I said, smiling as gently as I could, as I always did. My heart began to thump when she did not return my salutation, instead a worrying expression was stitched to her face, that seemed like it had been there quite a while.

      “There is a man for you. Outside, he has been waiting for a while. You should go.”

      There was indeed a man waiting for me outside of the hotel, leaning in a doorway on the other side of the road, nonchalantly smoking on a cigarette while he waited. When he spotted me, he seemed to almost stand to attention, rapidly flicking his cigarette over his left shoulder, as if he had been caught doing something he shouldn’t; I noticed that there was rather a large pile of discarded cigarettes on the ground beside him, and wondered if he had been standing there all night, or if he was just one of those people who enjoyed smoking more than chimneys do.

      He strode across the road to meet me, his handsome, chiselled face coming into full view as he did so. His face was unblemished, his hair was styled in a way that told me that every single hair on his head was exactly where he had commanded it to go and I immediately got the impression that this young man, probably around twenty-seven or eight, was impressively disciplined, despite the careless exterior that he had given a few seconds before. He was stern faced, the kind that told me that he knew exactly what he was doing and that he had faced some pretty serious situations in his young life already.

      I immediately had him marked as a military man.

      “Jean Souess?” he queried, just as he made it up the kerb to me. As he spoke, it was only then that I realised the idling car engine just off to my right and caught a glimpse of its black paintwork as it screamed down the road towards us.

      I didn’t have time to answer but was instead rugby tackled by the muscular figure of the man, smashing my skull against the side of the car as he bundled me in through the door that had been flung open for us.

      I was lying face down in someone’s side and I looked up at a shocked teenage boy as I lifted my head. I wanted to mutter a sorry to him, but all that came out of my mouth was a tirade of questions.

      “Who are you?! Where are we going?! Tell me!”

      They sat in silence, all perching on their seats as if nothing had happened and that they hadn’t just been a part of an abduction on the streets of Paris.

      “Where is Cécile?! Is she okay?!”

      I got nothing from them, and my body was tussled in between the military man and his teenage counterpart, as we began haring through the streets of Paris at a worryingly fast speed. The others simply held on to the door frames as we skidded round corners, but I was thrown around like a tennis ball in the middle of a rally, taking me far too long to work out that there was a figure sitting in the front seat also, next to the driver.

      They had really come prepared. What kind of a fight were they expecting me to put up that they needed four other bodies as back up?

      “Shut up,” hissed Military Man as we slowed to pass by a parade of German soldiers, performing some sort of ceremonial changing of the guard outside the town hall.

      I did as I was told and, before too long, we were on the outskirts of Paris itself, and the gaps in between houses and buildings got longer and longer until there was only farmland left. Thankfully, the driver began to slow once we hit the less built up area, my stomach reeling from the shakeup it had just been subjected to.

      Suddenly, we began to shoot backwards and, as the engine screamed for the driver to stop, I realised that we had parked up in a barn. Before the engine was even shut down, Military Man was out of the car, calling to the teenager the other side to hop out as well.

      “Out.”

      Again, I did as I was instructed, fearful that these boys would have enough weapons and ammunition to put more holes in me than a rabbit warren, all within arm’s reach of them too. We all stood in silence for a few moments, as if they were experts at this and knew exactly how to throw me off even more. It was working, as I was looking around the barn, imagining that this would be the ideal place for an execution, my knees began to quiver slightly, even a mighty effort to stop them from shaking failed, and I could only hope that the movement wasn’t showing in my trousers for now.

      I tried to wait and let them speak first, taking in each of their facial details and making assumptions over who these people were. Military Man stood in the middle and seemed like he was the kind of person that would only stand in the most prominent of positions, kicking up a stink if someone undermined him by taking up a more important standing.

      The teenager stood to his left, occasionally looking up at Military Man for guidance and to see if he was standing correctly. He had dark hair, but he had a small fleck of orange at the edge of his fringe, just above his eyebrow, giving off the impression that the darker pigment was down to muck, concealing his true hair colour.

      The man over to the right of Military Man was far older and had an aggressive stoop, one that made him look like he was about to topple over at any minute. He had been the driver and looked like the teenager’s father, from the way he kept shooting looks over to him, to check that he was okay. The fourth figure in the car, was nowhere to be seen and had disappeared completely; not lingering in the car, but not standing menacingly in front of me either.

      I had to break the silence, it was quickly becoming unbearable. My breathing was laboured and wheezy as we stood in the quietness of the barn, the only noise from their side being the slight shuffling as the older man readjusted to stop himself from falling flat on his face.

      “Where is she?” I asked, assuming that they knew exactly what was going on. Military Man seemed pleased that I had addressed him rather than the others and seemed to take pleasure in the fact that he held this much power over someone.

      “She was unfortunately…” he spoke in English and began searching his mental dictionary for the right word, “…compromised? Yes, she was compromised. The Germans found out that she was helping a British soldier. You.” He pointed at me, as if I wasn’t aware of what Cécile had been doing for me. It was almost as if he was goading me, pushing me into trying to swing for him by being a pretentious, power hungry, jumped up little Frenchman.

      “Someone found out who you were. Found out she was helping you. They went to the Germans about her, but not you. Why is that?”

      “I…I don’t know. Honest I don’t.”

      “I do not think that we can trust you anymore, Monsieur Souess, she was our friend. Now she is on the run and we probably won’t be able to see her again. This is all because of you.”

      “She was my friend too!” I screamed, the three men before me almost flinching at the sudden eruption, “I even…I even…” my voice seemed to trail off as I thought of what must be happening. Someone had gone to the Germans and now she would be on the run herself, if she had not already been picked up by the Gestapo. They would beat her, get her to give up all the names of the people who had helped, before being taken outside and shot. It wouldn’t just be her on my conscience now, it would be all of them, Marcel, Andrè, Monsieur Paquet and even his daughter. If they were all still alive by tomorrow morning it would be a massive surprise. They would all have a round in between their eyes without even the slightest prospect of a fair trial.

      “You even what?!” he demanded.

      “I loved her,” I whispered, descending into a mess of tears and sobs.

      Military Man basked in my grief for a few moments, before taking me by the arm gently, “Come on, let’s go inside.”

      “Where is she? Do you know if she is still alive? What will she do?”

      “I don’t know the answer to any of those questions. What she does now and if she gets away, is completely down to her. There is nothing we can do.”
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      I sat in the farmhouse for a number of hours with my new companions, noticeably lacking the female presence that I had grown to like for the last few weeks. They had softened considerably by the time that we made it indoors and that they were happy that I had played no part in the grassing up of one of their best friends.

      It had turned out that Cécile had worked in the village close to this farm at one stage, with a few other nurses, all of whom were sent towards the frontline at the outbreak of war, nearly a full year ago. Cécile had cared for the older man’s wife in her last few weeks of life, cruelly having to leave her two days before she passed away.

      The older man, Albert, was the teenager, Léon’s father and had lived without a woman in the house for the whole period of the ‘Bore’ War and now, whatever kind of war this was. Albert had fought in the last war and had spent a great many hours with a Scots regiment that he came to admire greatly for their courage and sense of humour, which is why he wanted to help me. I kept quiet about the fact that I was about as far away from being a Scotsman as he was, for fear that he would suddenly disown me and throw me to the wolves.

      Military Man, Lucien, had been in the French Army, a Sous-Lieutenant no less, the same rank as me. He unashamedly told me how he had fought as hard as he possibly could and, when it seemed like the Germans would over run his position he, and a few of his men, scarpered. Lucien had been living life on the run, just as I had done, until the French capitulation gave him a degree of freedom once more. He was determined to run the Germans out of France and had already set about making arrangements to form a small band of men together to wreak havoc with the German’s communication network.

      We sat for a while, discussing what we should do next and what we might all be doing if this war ever ended. As the conversation progressed, a feeling crept up on me that I never thought that I would experience. It was time for me to go it alone, I had endangered enough of these people’s lives and had quite possibly ended up killing the woman that I loved. Enough was enough.

      Besides, I had been in Paris for weeks now, and these people would have to spend an indeterminable amount of time recovering after one of their own had been compromised, being forced to assume that Cécile would give up all of our plans. If I stayed with them, I would be starting from scratch, as if I had just arrived in Paris for the first time and I wouldn’t be able to deal with that. I wouldn’t have been able to cope with the daily reminders that Cécile had been in the room next door to mine, eating in the same restaurants and cafés that we had regularly frequented together.  I could not do all that again, especially now that I was alone.

      I contemplated how I would manage without any help or guidance as I went it on my own. Would I really get any further than I already had done? It was true that without these people I would never have made it this far, but I was feeling fitter now, I had some papers and a good understanding of their language and way of life. I also had money stuffed into my pockets thanks to a weekly allowance from one of Cécile’s wealthy benefactors. I had everything I needed, I just had to make the jump.

      As we sat around in the living area of the farmhouse, debating about what our next move as a group should be, I finally decided that I would go it alone and subsequently withdrew myself from the rest of the conversation, muttering and murmuring every now and then in agreement of something that was said.

      Instead of thinking about how we were going to leave together, I began to think about Cécile. As far as I was aware, they had said she had been compromised, not that she had been taken away by the Germans. Maybe they had got the wrong room at the hotel and they were meant to take Cécile? I had no idea whether she was still in the building when it happened or how she had known that she had to get out. Who came and told her? I had seen no one and heard nothing. Come to think of it, she had been acting oddly at dinner together, wistfully staring out of the window at the traffic and footfall of Paris while I nattered on. But was she looking wistfully, or had it been warily? Had she been expecting the Germans at any moment?

      My thoughts rapidly moved on to who had been to the Germans or how they had found out. The obvious one was the priest; but I was sure that he had heard much darker revelations in the confessionals that he had managed to keep quiet and for far longer than he would have done.

      Had I slipped up along the way somewhere? Had it been something that I had done at all? I thought about the evening in the restaurant with the German commanders; had it been then? Had I revealed myself, but it was Cécile who the German had remembered? It was unlikely, but not impossible.

      I had so many questions about who had turned Cécile over, and why, but the mysterious figure in the front of the car, the one who had disappeared as soon as we had backed into the barn, kept cropping back up in my thoughts. Who was he? And why hadn’t he made himself known? As I followed another route that my mind seemed adamant on going down, I wondered whether or not the figure was still in the house somewhere, or if he was gone for good. Where had the others thought that he had gone?

      The inner workings of my mind were suddenly cut short when Lucien announced that he would be heading to bed, offering to show me where I would be sleeping that night in the process. Leon and his father began to tidy up the last few china mugs and plates, before I heard their footsteps too, thumping up the staircase, to bed.

      *Break*

      The door squealed as I pulled it to and so I just stood for a second or two, to make sure that I didn’t hear the thump of footsteps advancing down the stairs after me. While I stood, I admired the darkness. I was up on a hill, I could make out that much, and was certain that in peacetime I would have been able to see the lights of Paris from here. But, there was a strict blackout in force now, forcing the whole country into a near perfect blackness, a blackness that made the stars burn even brighter than they normally did.

      I walked back down the hill, in the hope that that was the right way back into Paris. I figured hiding in amongst the swathes of people would be the best option for me; as well as the fact that almost all the trains south seemed to head out from Paris.

      I picked up a good pace through the night, only stopping a couple of times to relieve myself in a nearby bush and, as dawn began to break, the gentle vague hues of the morning just kissing the horizon, I made it back into the outskirts of the capital.

      I hid in doorways and ducked down alleyways when I heard vehicles passing, almost all of them a dull green colour of the Wehrmacht, and it wasn’t until I started to see swathes of French civilians walking the streets that I began to feel more comfortable. It was after five in the morning, the end of the curfew.

      Sitting on a bench in the Buttes Chaumont park in Paris, I wondered what my next move would be. I sat staring at the large lake that was the centrepiece of this park, a mock temple sited high up on a miniature cliff, meant to be an Italian temple that was built in the first or second century. I had never been one to think too far ahead, and now I was paying the price. I would only be able to stay on this bench for up to an hour, before someone passed through the park a couple of times themselves and saw the same, strange man, staring at the same lake he had been doing since they last walked through.

      I had walked past the park’s waterfalls and over the suspension bridges that littered the landscape, and I had taken in the vast array of cherry trees and the odd, dreamlike buildings that sprung up out of nowhere. After killing hours in the park, I decided it was time to move, it was time that I bit the bullet and made for the train station. It was me who had severed the connections with my French helpers, no one else, so I could blame my feelings of helplessness and loneliness on only one person.

      I knew the route back to the Gare du Nord like the back of my hand now, and every time I walked past it, I thought of our encounter with the blue bereted girl and how she had led us so expertly to the Hotel La Romaine. As I got closer to the station, I hoped desperately that I would soon see her blue beret bobbing around and the newspaper tucked faithfully under her arm. I hoped that she would help me.

      But I knew it was unlikely. I wondered if she had helped any other soldiers out of the capital by now, or if I had been her sole outing as a guide. I trusted that she was still alive, but then again, I told myself, her fortunes may have changed in a matter of hours and could well be face down in a ditch somewhere behind a Gestapo headquarters by now. I banished the thought of her lifeless body lying eternally in a hole from my attentions almost immediately, disgusted at myself that I was even able to conjure up such an image.

      Distracted by my never ending, embellishing thoughts, I took a wrong turn, but by the time I had realised my mistake, it was too late.

      The German soldier had spotted me as soon as I had rounded the corner, as he took a cigarette break from pillaging one of the apartments above a shop that his friends continued to bang and crash around in. I half-wondered whether it was the Priest’s abode that they were smashing up.

      He stole my gaze, hypnotising me and drawing me into him. I had no idea where this street went or if I would have to turn back anyway and walk past him again. I took no chances though, I had to pretend I knew where I was going, or he would be suspicious.

      His cigarette bobbed up and down and it was only as he took a few steps towards me that I realised he was speaking.

      “Zigarettenanzünder?” He repeated his question again, sounding more like an accusation of some horrific crime than an innocent request for a light.

      I responded in French, pretending to be the hapless occupied civilian, in the hope that he would give me a free pass. Clearly, he didn’t speak French and began motioning for a cigarette lighter to get him started. I whipped one from my pocket and duly lit it.

      “Danke, Danke.”

      “Parles Francais?”

      He shook his head violently, as he sucked in the first few lungs of cigarette smoke.

      “Anglais?” I asked, immediately regretting what I had said and preparing myself to run away in a hail of screaming and bullets.

      “Yes.” He replied in a heavily accented, gruff voice, choking slightly on his own smoke.

      “Which way is the train station from here?” He must have been concentrating so much on regurgitating his English, that the importance of the question must have completely slipped his mind. What made me ask him the question I’ll never know, but it might have just saved my life.

      “Back there. Left. Second right and it’s straight after that.”

      “Thanks awfully,” I said, growing rather too cocky about how easy it was to fool a German soldier. Nevertheless, I made off in the direction he had pointed me rather quickly, just in case he soon realised that he had, in fact, been chatting quite casually to a British evader, even pointing him in the direction of the train station!

      Off I went, amused, slightly more confident than before and with a renewed sense of purpose.
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      The Gare d’Austerlitz was a large, gothic like building, with stone statues of famous Frenchmen littering the entire building, celebrating the victories of France and Napoleon, something the Germans hadn’t quite got round to censoring just yet. I doubted that Napoleon would have approved of the two, large, obligatory Swastikas that now flew on the roof of the station, presumably placed there as soon as the occupation took place, to assert their authority over one of the main transport hubs in Paris.

      Like all other stations, a clock was its most prominent centre piece, but the hanging tannoys that fell from the ceiling like baubles on a Christmas tree were another source of spectacle in this large, decorative station.

      I was free to walk about the station, which I did, observing all the train timetables and maps, as well as taking note of where the German sentry boxes were located and where they would check papers. They had ceased to be the enemy for a while now, they were merely German soldiers. An enemy is someone who viciously attacks you and, for the last month or so now, since I had been on the run anyway, the last person who had tried to kill me had been a British officer. I saw them as men, as boys who were further away from their home than they would have liked, enjoying themselves for the most part, visiting parts of Paris they wouldn’t have otherwise seen, but I doubted their enthusiasm for the occupation would last too much longer, especially when they spent Christmases and Birthdays away from their family.

      Through the main body of the station, and past the crowds who were jostling with each other to make the next train, I could see the platforms of the terminus itself. There were only two platforms from what I could see, one on the far left, the other on the far right, the intervening section entangled with twisted iron that overlapped with one another but somehow made sure that the right carriages were at the right platform, at the right time. The room filled with smoke as one train pulled away from the station, just as the tracks were changed in order to let a waiting train in to unload its cargo.

      I took a brief look at the board. There was one train, destined for Bordeaux, due to leave in the next ten minutes or so. From my own knowledge of France, I knew that Bordeaux was further south than Paris, and so selected it as my train that I would try to board to get out of the capital.

      The woman looked at me suspiciously as I waddled over to her to buy a ticket. I knew she was uneasy about serving me as soon as I opened my mouth, completely forgetting that I had a distinct accent, obvious to any native French speaker. She stared at me with petrified eyes as I asked for a one-way ticket to Bordeaux and hoped that she would be so fearful for her life that she didn’t whisper her suspicions to the German soldier permanently stationed outside her kiosk.

      She continued glaring at me, her eyes widening as soon as she realised how fine I would be cutting it to actually make it on to the train. All the while, she didn’t let on about who I was, even though she must have known, and as I walked away from the plump woman’s kiosk, I thanked her from the bottom of my heart and hoped that she would one day be repaid for the kindness that she showed to me.

      By the time I had left her, I realised I had less than six or maybe seven minutes to make my train, so began sliding myself in between people, hoping to get to the train in time. As I pushed my way past another French woman obviously disgruntled at my rudeness, I thought how bizarre it truly was, I was racing to try and get to see a German as quickly as I could. Making it to the front of the queue, I was faced with a stony faced private, who looked so angry about being there that I almost expected him to grab his pistol and begin firing into the crowd. As he looked at my papers and at my ticket, he must have realised how much of a hurry I was in and began taking his time to check and double check my credentials. Some disgruntled murmurs wobbled their way towards his ears and, obviously wanting the easiest journey possible through this posting, he curtly stamped my ticket and I was let through the barrier.

      As I stumbled through the crowd and onto the platform, I caught eyes with the conductor, as he blew his whistle and began clambering aboard the train. Throwing his door open wide, he hauled me up, just as the train started moving off.

      I almost kissed him as I realised that I was finally taking an almighty step towards freedom. As I released his hand, he pulled me in closer to him, and whispered urgently in my ear.

      “Get off at Angouleme. You will have friends there. Bordeaux is too dangerous.”

      As I looked back up into his face, he turned, and staggered his way down the train, which started to rock gracefully from side to side as we picked up speed.

      I found my way to my seat without the help of any Frenchmen, feeling quite accomplished all of a sudden. My carriage was rammed full of German soldiers, presumably the ones who had done all the fighting a couple of months ago and now finally being let out on leave. I felt quite comfortable in the carriage with them, hoping that if there was a German inspector on this train, that he would leave this carriage well alone, owing to the amount of Wehrmacht uniforms he could see.

      I decided that now would be the best time to get my head down, as I had now not slept properly in two days and the permanent red glow that was behind my eyes, must have been getting slowly more prominent to the point where a blind man would have been able to know how tired I was.

      As I let my eyes drift together, I caught sight of another figure, on the opposite side of the train to me. He wore a long, dark coat, like that worn by the men at the hotel on the night the poor bloodied man was pulled from his room. It was tightly wrapped around him, even though the amount of bodies on the train were making the windows steam up quite quickly. He was on his own, with no one sitting next to him and not even a newspaper to keep him company. I watched as his eyes danced around the cabin, keeping an eye on everyone in the carriage, willing one of them to make some sort of mistake. Confident that his eyes never fell on me for more than a second, I let my own eyes rest peacefully, and before long I was getting some much-needed shut-eye.

      I dreamt of home for the first time in a long time, picturing a landscape that had not changed in the slightest since I had left, my father still working happily out in the fields, and my mother waiting patiently at home for him. As I made my way through the door, she was standing there, her arms outstretched, as if that’s how she had been waiting when I had left the year before.

      We embraced for ages, and the smell of her skin felt amazing, and I instantly forgot about everything that had happened to me, instead being transported back to my childhood, when I had a grazed knee that felt like it would be the end of my life.

      “It’s okay, it’s okay,” she repeated gently, instantly warming my thoughts as I hugged and laughed with her.

      “Come with me. I have some people here, waiting for you.”

      Cécile was the first face I saw, and we launched ourselves at one another, hugging and kissing each other as if nothing else mattered.

      “I thought I’d never see you again,” I panted, “I’m so sorry that I messed it all up for you.”

      “It’s okay, it’s okay,” she said as we embraced, echoing my mother’s words of only a few moments before.

      But there was one other figure, one that filled me with such a fear and a contempt that I almost threw up. I began quaking, looking at both my mother and Cécile for some kind of reassurance.

      “It’s okay,” they said in unison as I began to turn back to the figure. He had his back to me, but the darkness of his skin and his outline, against the brightness of the kitchen, told me everything. This was the figure that had sat in the front of the car, the one that had left so soon after being at the farm. This was the figure that had been to the Germans, I was so sure of it.

      He began to turn his whole body towards me, my legs knocking together so violently that I felt like I might faint. As his face slowly revealed itself to me, I began to recognise features, certain characteristics. The perma smile that had always been stitched into his face, was still there, grinning a horrid, incessant smile at me that I had come to both loathe and hate.

      “Red? But you were killed, I saw you die…what?”

      “Yes.” He said, the smile disappearing from his face quicker than he had died, “You killed me. I would be alive if it were not for you.”

      I woke with a start, great beads of sweat dripping from every crevice in my body. I had no idea how long I had been asleep, but I was grateful that the soldiers were continuing to be rowdy, that way no one would have heard my mutterings, if there had been any, especially that they would have been in English.

      I looked over towards the man with the long coat, but he had vanished. We must have made several stops already as numerous chairs were now empty. I only hoped that we hadn’t gone past Angouleme.

      I couldn’t believe that I had dreamt about the figure in the front of that car. What had triggered that? He hadn’t seemed to be of any consequence to me when we had been in the car and had more than likely just been hitching a lift to the farm. But the others hadn’t made any mention of him, hadn’t even acknowledged his presence while we had been talking. I instantly began rebuking myself, telling myself that I should have asked them who he was, and pressed them until I had an answer.

      Why Red? Why had my mind linked the blacked-out figure with one of my dead friends? Was it because I had forgotten him for so long? Was I punishing myself?

      What if…what if it had been Red in that car, what if he had been the one sitting there in silence, staring, our whole way to the farm? Maybe it was him and maybe, just maybe, I had been the only one to see him and that’s why the mysterious figure wasn’t mentioned.

      I distracted myself from my wild opinions and ruminations, by watching the landscape as it slowly became less of a blur as the train lost power. We were coming into a station.

      The conductor appeared in the small gangway between the carriage door and the seating compartments. He glared at me with wide eyes for half a second, before weaving his way down the carriage, screaming.

      “Angouleme! Angouleme! Angouleme!” His voice disappeared down the carriage, just as the train slowed to a complete halt. I went to pick up my belongings, before realising I had none so, checking my pockets for the small amount of cash I did own, I hopped down out of the carriage and onto the solid concrete of the platform.

      I didn’t have a chance to look around the platform as I had been hoping, all I got was one last look at the train as it slowly puffed its way from the station, the ominous sound of metal grinding on metal as it squealed away.

      The sackcloth that was forcefully pulled over my head was rough, and as I sharply breathed in, the fibres of it got caught in my mouth, wanting to wrap themselves around my teeth. My legs buckled as a leg was pushed into the behinds of my kneecaps, forcing them to give way and sent me crashing into the concrete below.

      The pain quickly subsided as I felt two pairs of hands, one under my arms and another set down by my ankles, quickly pull me up and clear of the floor and began running, presumably out of the train station.

      My ears now pricked, I began making out noises that I was certain I never would have done had I been able to see. I focused in on the sound of a small car starting up its petrol engine, before idling as we got closer and closer to the noise.

      For the second time in a short space of time, I was thrown into the back of a car, this time far more forcefully and causing an almighty pain in my chest, as we sped off in an unknown direction. I wriggled and kicked as I lay in the footwell of the car, a boot of some sort forcing its way into my shoulder to try and keep me subdued.

      I dared not speak a word, of any language, for fear that I give away my true identity in one fell swoop. Instead, I limited myself to grunts and groans as I had the wind kicked out of me completely.

      I managed to flip myself over in a swift motion that an Olympic gymnast would have envied. As I did so, my hood came loose, and I was able to get a fleeting look at one of my captors, before it was violently yanked back down over my eyes.

      It was the man in the long coat from the train.
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      How on earth had they known? What had I done to give myself away? This was it, surely this was the end of my journey now, the evader who is no longer able to evade. I was captured. I was in the bag.

      I almost chuckled at my situation, I had been on the run in one of the busiest, if not the busiest, city in the whole of France, and it seemed like as soon as I had taken one pace outside of its boundaries and I had been caught.  I had spent weeks dining in restaurants that were used by German high command, I had even spoken to one of them in English and yet, I couldn’t make one simple train journey work in my favour.

      The boot thumped into my chest to shut me up, as the car slowed down momentarily. The force was so great that it felt like it might simply stamp through my chest, so I kept my noise to a minimum until I recovered. I was determined to resist my capture by any means possible, even if that did mean just winding up my captors by making strange noises as gases passed over my vocal chords.

      I debated whether or not I had been sleep talking, uttering sentences from my dream which this Gestapo man had picked up on. Maybe, I thought solemnly, my dreams had given me up involuntarily. But then I wondered how the man would have had a kidnap team ready, as well as a car, engine idling and all. How would he have got word to them about me? If he had known when we left the station in Paris, surely, he would have picked me up then? It would have saved him a four-hour long train journey that much was certain. As I wriggled around in the footwell of the car, resisting as much as I could to succumb to the cramp that was now knocking at the door, I began to notice holes in my theory and for a moment, my heart was uplifted by the fact that these men may not have been Gestapo.

      But, then again, his eyes had been darting all over the place, one-minute scowling at the German soldiers next to him, followed by a quick scan of the French civilians that littered the carriage. He must have been German secret police, no one else would have been that bold to have been overtly checking everyone out like that. As he delivered a quick blow to my head, I concluded that this man was not messing about, he was the real deal.

      Blood and phlegm now clung to the inside of the sackcloth, sticking to my mouth each time I tried to breathe in through the fibres. The moisture inside my new headgear was reaching breaking point, the humidity from my own breath now forming up on the end of my nose and dribbling off pathetically.

      I felt every single bump and groove in the road as we picked up speed and raced along the road once more, but I knew the pain that I felt as a single pebble struck the underside of the car, would be nothing compared to what was about to come. I would be beaten black and blue, I would be deprived of my sleep for however long and there had been several instances where newsreels had revealed that people had been cooked alive by the feared Gestapo. I didn’t know if I should have believed all the stories that I was told about them, but my treatment at their hands so far was in line with a lot of the rumours that circulated.

      After everything, the interrogation, the torture, the sleep depravity, I would be taken outside and shot. Even if I was to give them all the information that they craved, the ending would be the same. Bullet to the head.

      I thought of the odd irony of how, when I was with Cécile, I had seemed calm and comfortable, rolling around the Parisian streets as if I was a native, but now, less than forty-eight hours since our separation, I was being driven, at high speed, towards my own grave.

      As the car began screeching to a halt, the tyres digging in to the rubble of the track that we were on, I started to deliberate over who or what I would think of when the time came to face that bullet.

      There were so many people that I had let down, so many people that I had sorely missed. My parents were the first candidates to my mind. My Dad would have been so proud of me, an officer in the British Army, the same as him and yet, sat in the footwell of that car, I felt like he would have disowned me as his son.

      My mother would simply be standing there, her hands on her hips, shaking her head repeating the same phrase over and over again, “I told you so, I told you so.” I couldn’t bear to think of either of them in my last few moments, the pain and disappointment so vividly etched across their faces.

      Clarke and Red both popped up as unsuspecting nominees, my two crewmates who I had let down miserably. Clarke had given himself for Red and me, and yet somehow, we had both got ourselves killed or captured, rendering his sacrifice totally worthless. Red was the one that stuck with me the most. I had killed him, he had said so himself, if it wasn’t for me, crawling around that forest as mortars fell, he would probably still be alive, somewhere in France, on the run, just as I was. I wasn’t worthy of making it this far, in some ways I was glad I had been captured, but Red deserved the chance to make a run for it, he would have made it. No doubt about it.

      My mind fell on Cécile though, and that is where it stayed. When the time came, and I was peering down the dark abyss of a German pistol, I would think of her. She had got me this far and had done everything that she could for me. She could quite easily have turned me over to the authorities, but she didn’t, she took me under her wing and cared for me completely.

      The brakes squealed as we finally came to a halt, just as I began to pine for her sweet, American tones once more, even if she appeared to just tell me everything was alright. I started to long more than ever before to find out where she was, just knowing that small piece of information, even if it was to find out she was dead, would mean the world to me, it would set my soul at ease, no longer being in the purgatory of my mind, not knowing if she was alive or dead, on the run or captured.

      I was dragged from the car, feet first, until my man handler could reach my arms, which were yanked forwards as I was bundled from the car, in just as rough and undignified a manner as that with which I had been put in. I was forced down onto a stool and I could feel bodies moving all around me.

      The fibres stuck to my face now permanently, suffocating me almost as I tried desperately to make sense of the situation, twitching my head at every little noise that I heard. I tensed my whole body, waiting for the obligatory blow to the head, or the smash from the side with a cricket bat.

      But none of it came, except a lone voice, as harsh as a baton wielding German, that spoke in amongst the chaos of my mind.

      “Jean Souess?”

      I spat, as I tried to get the sackcloth from my mouth in order to reply, but the man was impatient.

      “Jean Souess?” he said, this time more forcefully. How had he known my name? Had the Germans known my identity this whole time? Had that German at the barrier taken longer on my pass and ticket to pass some sort of signal to the Gestapo? Was the only reason that I had been allowed on that train to allow me to come here, so that there was no record of my existence?

      The questions continued to career through my brain, and I felt an overwhelming disappointment as I realised my friendly train conductor was in on the whole thing as well. He had been instructed to tell me to get off at Angouleme, as he knew that’s where they would be waiting for me. I hoped that they had paid him well for his troubles.

      “Oui, Oui, Jean Souess.”

      “You know Cécile Brodeur?” It felt weird hearing her surname, but the mere mention of her name sent a warming feeling, right the way around my body, making me feel assured that whatever happens, I might actually be alright.

      I dare not answer the last question, for fear of implicating myself in the mess that had occurred, and it could lead to not just my death, but hers as well, if she wasn’t already cold.

      “Cécile Brodeur?” he was one of the most impatient men to date that I had met. I hesitated, acting as if I was trying to recall the surname of the woman he was shouting at me.

      “Cécile Brodeur!” he shouted, finally whipping off the sackcloth from my head, the bright light blinding me for a few seconds and I blinked strongly, to try to numb the pain.

      “She told us to follow you.”

      “She’s alive?!” I blurted out, hopeful that at any moment, she would appear from around the corner and all would be well once more.

      He shrugged, “She was, when I spoke to her yesterday…but today is a new day.”

      I didn’t like his pessimistic attitude, but at the very thought that she was still alive, I felt more hopeful than ever before, surpassing even the anger and fear that I had simmering in my stomach.

      “We are friends.” He said, and I wasn’t sure if he meant Cécile’s friends, or whether he was asking for my friendship, which wasn’t going to be particularly forthcoming after what he had just done to me.

      He saw the scathing look in my eye and held out his hand, offering to pull me from his chair.

      “Desole, we had to make it look like we were secret police. Otherwise we would have never got through all the checks at the station.”

      “And all the kicking in the car?” He let the silence linger, deciding that only a shrug would suffice as a response.

      “We have been following you for hours, and you did not notice us once. You wouldn’t last much longer if you were on your own.” I felt like he was beginning to take great joy from the British soldier in front of him, so desperate for the help of the French in order to get home.

      “You were a stain in the landscape, my friend. How do you say it? A sticky sore thumb?”

      “Something like that,” I muttered under my breath, in English in the hope that his translation skills were as good as his attempts at humour.

      “Anyway…she sent us to you. She wanted us to give you help, so that is what we do.”

      He let the silence cling to us for a few moments more, sizing me up and wondering if I would break the quiet first.

      “I could really do with a cup of water. I haven’t had a drink in ages.”

      He nodded to the man standing in the corner, presumably the one who had grabbed my legs while the more muscular man in front of me took me under my arms.

      “We are here to help.” He said, more sincerely this time, as he took a chair, holding out an open palm for me to take the one next to the fireplace.

      “We already have a plan for you, to get you into the Zone Libre.  But we must move quickly. It will only work for the next day or so.”

      I didn’t like the idea of being snuck into the unoccupied area of France, with less than a day to prepare, but, these were Cécile’s friends, she had entrusted them to look after me, so I had to trust them.
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      As I prepared for my journey to and hopeful crossing of, the demarcation line between occupied France and free France, I couldn’t help but think that I wasn’t entirely cut out for this sort of thing. I had been reliably informed that a number of my compatriots had gone before me in an attempt to make it home and, so far, the men on the occupied side of the border, had heard shots ring out into the unoccupied side on every single occasion.

      There was, according to these men, “no way that they could have survived such a barrage of bullets.”

      I hated thinking of my own mortality, but in the last few days, I had thought about it more than I ever cared to, each second of every day feeling like it was one second closer to when I would never see the light of day ever again.

      This, I discovered, was what being truly scared felt like, not the benign fear of being caught by parents doing something stupid, not even the dread of waiting for an enemy to clip you, but the all-encompassing paralysis of knowing that all of the odds, not just some of them, are against you and that you are living on time that does not belong to you anymore.

      The terror and horror of what I was about to put myself through, clung to me, like a pillow being pressed down hard over my mouth and my nose. There was just enough oxygen for my body to fully operate, I could walk, talk and think, but inside, I was dying slowly, my body gradually shutting down as I fought for oxygen, fought for a few more moments of searching for that sanctuary of safety.

      Henri, the great big brute of a man who, only a day earlier, had taken great delight in knocking me about and giving me a few swift kicks to the ribs, had now become my best friend. But the bruises and aches of what this man could do were I to cross him in some way, acted as painful reminders of how not to behave in front of this man. Henri continually walked into the room that I was in and pressed a new wad of notes into the palm of my hand, as he continued to seek out those in the village who were willing to help yet another stranded British soldier to safety.

      “They all have sons,” was Henri’s simple reply when I queried why so many were giving so much, “they hope that their sons are treated in the same way.”

      The money was hastily stuffed into my pockets and would only come out when strictly necessary. Henri had advised me that I would likely need to hop on another train once I was on the other side of the border, and that the Gendarmes in the free zone were prone to handing over known runaways back to the Germans, unless turning a blind eye was made worth their while.

      In the space of a few hours, I had gone from a man with no belongings, to surely being one of Angouleme’s wealthiest residents. If Henri was to hand me any more cash I would have to turn it down, there was no way I would be able to run fast enough if I was required to with my trousers so heavily laden with money.

      That evening, Henri decided that it would be good for all of those involved in the next day’s events to head out together, to the local pub.

      It was a relatively small building, the bare stone walls trapping in all the moisture in the packed-out drinking room. Men drank and laughed together in small groups, not really paying too much attention to those around them, apart from a few other, timid faces that scanned the room, just like Henri’s had done on the train.

      I could tell they were other British soldiers, each one of us here to try and alleviate some of the fears that we might have before we made a run for it. All of us could smell the freedom now, as if some lonely French widow had begun cooking it up earlier in the afternoon, and the smell had started to waft through the trees and the streets, gradually making its way to our nostrils. We were so close now.

      Every time we locked on to one another, it was a quick look back down towards our pints, not acknowledging one another’s existence and no hint of a welcoming nod or smile. We all seemed to be in groups, led by at least one or two locals it seemed. With me was Henri, his son Stephan and the man who would become all important to me tomorrow, German Frankie. Francois, or ‘German Frankie’ as he preferred to be called by his English counterparts, was the one that would get me over that finishing line, he would be the one that my entire life would depend on in under twenty-four hours. When asked why he was called German Frankie, he and Henri simply chuckled, looked at each other and in unison muttered, “You will see soon.” These two had rehearsed their performance together many times before I arrived.

      Henri caught me looking around the room and leant in to me and spoke gently into my ear. “There’s a lot of them, isn’t there?” I didn’t know if he was talking about the British soldiers that so blatantly stuck out to me, like a “sticky sore thumb,” but I simply nodded, sipping at my beer, letting him continue.

      “It was important for you to see them all. This is how many soldiers that are around these parts at the moment.” He was right, there were a lot of them, a heck of a lot of them. They were all bundled around tables, far too many for them to really fit but they somehow seemed to make it work. They raucously laughed and ogled at the landlord’s daughter as she replenished their drinks and I wondered if they had been on the same train as me down to Angouleme.

      I supposed that these were the men that Henri had warned me about, the ones that manned the checkpoints in and out of the free zone, but also the ones who would not hesitate in firing into the unoccupied zone if I was found out. I also assumed that they formed part of the very large contingent that patrolled the woods about ten miles from here, the forest that housed the invisible demarcation line between the two zones. Henri had warned me that they were dangerous areas, and several locals had already fallen foul and been wounded after drifting too far during their Sunday afternoon walks.

      As I stared at them all, I couldn’t quite help but think that the task I was faced with, was a mammoth one, borderline impossible.

      “You see your friends also?” he queried, chuckling.

      “Yes,” I snorted, “I see them all. Sticky sore thumb eh?”

      Henri banged the table loudly, guffawing in a manner that even the Germans couldn’t keep up with. A group of them turned to look at Henri, and an icy chill shot up my spine as they did, before each one of them descended into a clap of laughter themselves, screaming in one another’s faces at the crazy local on the table behind.

      This was all becoming a bit too much for me. I’d heard of hiding in plain sight, but it wouldn’t have taken more than a few seconds of staring at me to realise that I wasn’t a local, neither were the four other boys dotted all around this pub. It really wouldn’t take much to sniff us out and we’d probably be lined up against the wall of this very pub and shot.

      Henri leaned in to me again, taking us out of the conversations of the other men on our table, and murmured to me, breathing a heavy concoction of beer and bad breath on my unassuming nostrils.

      “So, what actually happened with Cécile? Who went to the Germans?”

      “I honestly don’t know,” I said, hoping to sound convincing enough. If I didn’t fool him, he could have easily stood up and told the Germans exactly who I was, or worse, told them where and how I was planning to cross the border.

      “It’s weird,” he said, shaking his head despondently, “how would they have known?”

      “I don’t know,” I repeated again, allowing him to wallow in the bottom of his third glass of beer. As he began muttering and whispering to himself, it set my train of thoughts off again. I had been careless in who I spoke to, especially the priest in the church, but even still, I hadn’t told him who was helping me if anyone at all. As far as he was concerned, I was an overconfident British officer, on the run in the middle of Paris and staying in a nearby hotel. If he had gone to the Germans, or if they had come to him, he would have had no knowledge of Cécile, he wouldn’t have been able to give her up. And if he somehow had worked it out who it was, why didn’t the Germans have me lifted in one fell swoop? Why did they allow me to carry on?

      Throughout the whole course of these thoughts, I could not shake the dream; my mum, Cécile and Red. They had all been there in the house waiting for me, as if this had all been some kind of big joke.

      I rebuked myself for getting so hung up on what was just a stupid dream, made more vivid and striking by the intense tiredness that I had still failed to shake off completely. I had barely been able to sleep since Henri had laid the plan out in front of me and told me of all the security measures that were in place across the border.

      There was no physical line to mark out the differentiation between occupied and unoccupied France, no wires or fences, not even a line of daisy chains to tell you when you were a free man. But what there was a lot of, which more than made up for the lack of a physical barrier, was soldiers, heavily armed ones.

      Henri had specified the types of weapons that they had at their disposal; rifles, pistols, submachine guns, machine guns, even an armoured vehicle or two had been spotted a couple of days ago. Henri had also been reliably informed that all the soldiers were strictly on a shoot to kill order, no one was to survive if they got too close to the border. None of which was the morale boosting speech that I so desperately needed to hear so close to coming face to face with these men.

      There was, according to Henri and Frankie, only one way to make it into the unoccupied zone. That was through one of the heavily manned checkpoints that were sited across the main byways into the free zone.

      But there was more than one glaringly obvious problem to this plan. One of which was that my identity papers simply wouldn’t be up to scratch here. My cover story was shot to pieces and even if I came up with a new one it would be unlikely to stand up to the scrutiny of the Germans, who only allowed essential travel into free France. Even if I did have a watertight cover story on why I had travelled all the way down from the Pas-de-Calais, I still wouldn’t have the necessary paperwork to make the crossing. To get over, I would need an Ausweis, a specially approved pass from the Germans that said I was granted permission to cross, including all the accompanying paperwork including photographs of myself, addresses that I would visit on the other side and my reason for crossing.

      None of this would be able to be done by the few people that lived here. None of them were willing to take the risk in trying to falsify as many documents as was needed to obtain an Ausweis. I felt sorry for these people, a lot of them must have had family in the nearby towns that were just over the line but were unable to reach them or speak to them unless it was some sort of emergency and even then, it was unlikely the Germans would be sensitive to their desires to speak to them. I also knew that the vast majority wanted to help, but it would end up in more of us and them being killed if documents were found to be fake, so other methods, more intelligent methods would have to be thought up.

      But, until those methods were devised I, and my fellow soldiers in the pub, would have to settle for the sort of plan that men like Henri and Frankie had dreamed up, presumably in the evenings spent sitting in this very same pub.

      I wasn’t hopeful.
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      It didn’t take long for the monotony of the horse’s hooves clattering into the cobbled stone path to begin to irritate me. Most of my major muscles had already started to seize up and cramping was just around the corner, I knew that when the time came, it was going to be one sizeable effort to not fall over once I clambered from the horse cart.

      With every hoof clap though, I was one step closer to freedom, one inch closer to getting home, so I tried to distract myself from the noise with other thoughts and meditations. I thought about what was going to happen next, I wondered how long it would take me to get to my next waypoint, I even allowed myself to dream of what I would do if I made it home. But there was one train of thought that kept niggling away at me, it kept threatening me from the periphery and eventually, I had no other option but to let it encompass all my attention, drawing me further and further away from the horse’s hooves.

      I couldn’t stop thinking about all the people that had died simply to get me to where I was, in this horse cart. Some of them had done it knowingly and willingly, Monsieur Paquet and Clarke had both sacrificed their lives to further my escape attempt, while others had done it totally unbeknown to them, like Major Perkins. If it hadn’t been for him and his quick-thinking orders to get out of there, I would have certainly met a similar fate to him. It all seemed so long ago now that I began to wonder whether I was making certain parts of my story up, a fabrication of an eternally exhausted mind.

      Cécile had given her life for me, or at the very least, her freedom, Red had died waiting for me in a shell hole, Sergeant Lambert had died by taking a bullet that would have hit me had it not been for his body thrown in front of it. Countless others would have suffered because of me; Andrè had been at risk simply for having me in his home, the same with all the other houses I had made use of, all of those involved in producing my identity card were at risk from the very second they handed them over to me and so even was the young German who had pointed me in the direction of the train station.

      It was entirely possible that they were all dead now, the Gestapo making a bold example of every single one of them, to deter others from doing the same. They were all a sacrifice for my freedom. A freedom which I did not yet have, but I was close.

      As the cart shook gently from side to side, I wondered and prayed that each and every one of them, all of those who were somehow still alive and especially those who were no longer part of this earth, had some sort of peace in their lives, and that they were okay with me still being alive, and making such an audacious attempt to burst into freedom.

      They would, no doubt, have been incredibly disappointed with the way in which I was trying to make it into the unoccupied zone of France. It was an almost childlike suggestion at first, but it soon dawned on me that Henri and German Frankie, had already done this before and they were confident that I would at least make it past the Germans in this way.

      German Frankie turned out to have been one of the more privileged locals; he had a horse and a cart. The Germans didn’t seem to have too much transport in the area, as they had asked Frankie, and a few others like him, to be the ones to bring supplies out of the unoccupied zone, and into the German held territory, before dropping the supplies at the local garrison. The garrison where hundreds of Germans were sited to occupy, patrol and administer this region of France.

      As part of his master plan, I had met him as he left the German garrison, picking up the necessary papers for that day’s trip, and hopped in to the back of his cart at the side of the road. The day before, he had shown me how he had cleverly laid a false floor in his cart, accessed by pulling up a few of the deck boards in the back, and lying, very flat against the real floor. The boards were then hastily pulled back over the top, and I had just an inch between the end of my nose and the wooden plank that Frankie had been so proud of. My journey was made far more cramped and uncomfortable by the swathes of letters and a parcel or two that Frankie had already stowed beneath the floorboards; communications between families who were desperate to contact one another in any way that they could.

      I was quite fortunate in a way, I was taking this journey at no cost to myself, whereas the owners of the letters and the parcels had been charged a tidy premium to smuggle them to the other side. Some people were doing well out of this war; Frankie was most certainly one of them.

      Once we had made it to the other side, the next face that I would see would be one of Frankie’s associates in the free zone, who would pull up the floorboards, take the letters and parcels, and point me in the general direction of freedom and from then on, it was down to me. As I lay there, listening to the faint humming of Frankie as we trundled along, I desperately prayed that the next face I saw was Frankie’s friend, and not some rosy cheeked German who was still recovering from the drinking session the night before.

      Fortunately, the journey wasn’t overly long, and I soon began to feel the dramatic loss in pace as we neared the checkpoint that would decide my fate. As we slowed, Frankie began to grind on me a little, his overconfidence as he began to whistle ‘God save the King’ shining through so much that I was convinced that I was about to be turned over to the Germans. Despite this, I decided to take some delight in it, if I made it through it would be almost comical, but if I was captured, then at least I was captured to the rather haunting version of the national anthem.

      As we slowed to a halt, Frankie began to utter slow, soothing words to his horse, which had an opposite effect on me, my heart rate immediately soaring through the roof, and its beating threatening to push through my own chest. I began praying more than I ever had done before, for Frankie, for the Germans, for my heart to slow down and not beat so loud as to give me away. Everything I did, my breathing, my praying, was all done consciously, deliberately making sure that it wasn’t me who was the one that messed this all up.

      I soon realised why German Frankie was called German Frankie, almost immediately after we came to a stop. Shouts were exchanged between Frankie and what must have been the Germans manning the checkpoint, a mixture of both French and German.

      The shouts died down as Frankie hopped from the cart, and began making his way over to the soldiers, his low booming voice quite clearly audible and distinguishable from all the other voices that I could hear. Laughter became the constant soundtrack as I waited, and I grew frustrated as I heard the clinking of bottles as drink was passed around. Frankie seemed to be having some sort of party out there.

      I calmed myself by trying to utter the reassurance that he had to do this, this was what he did on a daily basis and so today couldn’t have been any different. But something was eating away at me, something was troubling my mind as I lay there. What if he was telling them that there was a British soldier in the cart? What if today was the day that they decided they didn’t trust him anymore and searched his transport?

      I resisted the urge to bounce my leg up and down like I would have normally done if I was nervous, more because the cramp would really begin to take hold if I did, but also because the noise would make it obvious that someone was in the cart.

      I almost broke down in tears when I felt the cart begin to pull away again, and we carried on in the direction we were facing; we hadn’t been turned around or summoned into a holding area. I was almost a free man.

      I was surely in free territory by now, the shouts and jeers of the soldiers slowly fading away into nothing. I had done it, well, we had done it. All those people who had made and squirrelled things away for me, had helped me get away. It would now be a relatively simple journey down to the south and from there, home. I couldn’t quite get over the feeling that I no longer had to hide, no longer had to feel precarious every time a soldier or a police officer approached me, no more feelings of apprehension when a group of soldiers burst into a hotel or dragged someone off into the night. I couldn’t believe it. I had been on the run for months and it had just finished. Just like that.

      But then the cynic in me crept in, the trepidation that told me not to switch off entirely. There was still so much that could go wrong. I had been so trusting of the men who had kidnapped me at the station, the very men who went on to give me a jolly good hiding and convinced me that I was in the grips of the German secret police. I had been compromised before, without seeing it coming, and now, it was quite possible, that I had been handed over to the Germans and I was just in a waiting game for them to come and dig me out.

      Someone had given me up once before, I didn’t even know who yet, but it would have been so easy for Henri or Frankie to have taken a salary from the Germans, the deal being that they pretended to help, but took them to the pub on a certain night to be marked by the sentries of the next day.

      I thought about the other Brits that were in the pub and how well they were faring. Maybe it was legitimate and above board and they were already well on their way back to Britain, but my cynical side told me that they were already captured, or dead.

      These thoughts tormented me for what must have been another twenty minutes, before I heard what I had been straining to hear for so long.

      Thump. Thump. Thump. Thump.

      Four, clear, eminent booms as Frankie pushed his boot into the wooden floorboards that surrounded his feet. It was time to go. The next face I would see, would determine my entire future. The boards were about to be lifted and it would either be a grin, or a gun; there would be no in between.

      I heard scrabbling around as the cart began to slow, boxes being moved around on top of me before the boards were slowly prised open. The sunlight that savaged my eyes sent streams of water flowing down my cheeks, which I quickly rubbed away to try and determine my fate.

      There were no shouts yet, no gunshots or pain to speak of and, as I rubbed the final bits of water from my eyes, I realised that a young boy was staring at me, smiling. He couldn’t have been any older than fourteen years old, and I began to grow very irritated that this boy was being put in harm’s way like this, when he should be at home with his mother.

      But I couldn’t be angry, I was free.

      Gripping his hand, he helped me to my feet and he almost immediately began throwing the bags of letters and parcels over the side of the cart, which I noticed was still moving at a rather leisurely pace. I looked up at him as he began pointing, with a long, wiry finger, towards the trees that ran along the right-hand side of the road. Just what I liked, some cover.

      I slapped Frankie on the back, thanking him, before pressing a small piece of paper into his hand.

      “Will you sort this for me, Frankie?”

      “I will try, my friend, I will try…”

      Giving the young lad a nod, I slipped off the back of the cart, and immediately began running towards my treeline, the cramp really beginning to take effect and menacingly teasing me as I tried to stay on my two feet.

      I made it to the treeline and carried on running, until it felt like my legs were simply about to give up completely. Resting against the trunk of the largest tree I could see, I began to collect my thoughts.

      Frankie and Henri had been concerned for me, that somehow, something was going on that meant that my escape attempt meant just as much to them as it did to me. Henri was convinced that Cécile was still alive, in hiding somewhere and that he would be able to find her if she wasn’t in German hands. I was so desperate to find out, so longing to be able to speak to her, that I had given Frankie a note.

      Cécile.

      If you are reading this, I am a free man.

      I would still so love it if you were able to come to England. It is not far.

      All my love,

      Alf.
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      German Frankie had managed to get me around twenty miles into the unoccupied zone of France, coupled with the twenty or so that I had managed until night fell, I was feeling increasingly confident about my time in the free part of France.

      Henri had warned me though, that to stay near the border with the occupied zone, would mean that the local authorities would be willing to hand me back over to the Germans. Almost in the same breath, he had told me to make my way to Vichy, which is where many of the consulate officials had set up, in the aftermath of the German occupation of France. From here, he said, I would be able to obtain a pass from the American consulate, which would give me some assistance in travelling freely down to the south of France, from where I would be able to plan the next phase of my escape attempt.

      I knew that I had more than enough money to make my journey south, my pockets still weighted down nicely with the money that Henri had managed to source me, but I still wanted to save as much of it as possible, I didn’t know who I might need to bribe along my journey, and so opted to sleep rough that first night of freedom, under the warm sky, twinkling gently as the stars began to find their strength.

      Waking up early, along with the birds, I walked into the nearby village, in search of some food. However, as I entered, I realised that there was something right in front of me that would prove far more important than food would have done at that moment in time. As I hopped on the bicycle that had simply been leaning outside the front door of one of the houses, I was flooded with guilt as I thought about the ways in which this bike could have been used to provide for a family, or a young child who had saved up for months to buy it. But equally, I told myself, it could have been used to round up mysterious men who had been found sleeping in the nearby woodland, and escorted them back to the Germans, so I felt no real qualms as I peddled as hard as I could to get out of that village.

      I cycled all day after that, too scared to look round and face the mob from the small village that would have formed at the first news of a stolen bicycle. The hunger and thirst that had dominated the first few miles of my journey, slowly began to subside as I gradually became more accustomed to the feeling once more.

      The further I cycled, the more confident I became, eventually plucking up the bravery from somewhere to begin waving at the locals as they passed me by in a blur and even stopping for directions in one overly helpful French village.

      As dusk fell, I began to look for somewhere to sleep. I couldn’t have been too far from Vichy by now and wanted to present the best version of myself as I could when I arrived at the consulate, if it was still operating. I settled in a nearby farm, in the barn to be precise, where I was fortunate enough to discover that a small milking bucket, full of slightly fetid water, was perched in the corner. Piling together a comfortable bed of hay and straw, I gave myself a quick wash in the water, succeeding only in making myself smell much worse than when I had walked into the barn. Nevertheless, I got a decent night’s rest and was woken only by the streams of sunlight that forced their way through the rafters.

      I buried the bicycle under a layer or two of straw, leaving a nice surprise for the farmer and his family when they next cleared the building out. I figured that walking into Vichy would give me more time to take a look around, and to work out an escape route if everything began to go belly up.

      Crossing a river by bridge, I noticed that the greenery of the fields that I had become accustomed to, slowly became far more built up, signifying that I was now in the heart of the unoccupied zone of France.

      Life here seemed to be carrying on as usual, the tricolour was flying proudly from almost every building and there wasn’t a single soldier in sight. I hoped that they were all at the border with the Germans because, with an attitude like theirs, it wouldn’t be long before the Third Reich had extended its territory a little bit more.

      I walked around the streets of Vichy, determining where things were such as the local hotels and other places of interest. It was possible, Henri had told me, that the consular officials would need to be requested, and so I would have to put myself up in their hotels for a night or two. It was good for me anyway to get a feel for the place, it made me feel like I was in much more control over the situation and that if, for any reason, it was to kick off, I would know where to go and hide, just as much as the local police did.

      I walked past the American consulate on my left, and barely gave it a second glance as I walked by, I certainly didn’t want to draw any unnecessary attention to myself now, by ogling at the building with its stars and stripes fluttering gracefully in the wind.

      As I stumbled past, I noticed two men, one with his head buried in a newspaper, the other glaring at me scrupulously from a bench about one hundred yards from the consulate. They looked business like, but almost completely disinterested in me, and the newspaper.

      The consulate itself was an unremarkable building; a large doorway that hung open, a few windows and a balcony upstairs from which the flagpole extended was all that seemed to constitute this building that could eventually mean so much to me.

      I walked straight past and rounded the corner at the end of the road, beginning to circle back on myself. I had wanted to check that I was able to walk straight into the embassy, I didn’t want to draw unwanted eyeballs in my direction by being the only person not to know the opening and closing times of one of the most important buildings in the city right now.

      Fortunately for me, the door had been open, and I would be able to at least make it inside the building before finding that it was stuffed to the rafters with waiting German soldiers.

      Rounding the final corner, now only a matter of feet from the front door of the embassy, I noticed that the two men on the bench were still there, but they had swapped their interests, the newspaper now in the hands of the man who had been staring up and down the street around fifteen minutes before.

      I sauntered into the building, trying to pretend that I knew exactly what I was doing, where I was met by the cheery smile of a young American man.

      “Good morning, Sir,” he said, his voice, although completely different from hers, instantly making me think of Cécile, and how much I wanted her by my side right now.

      “How can I help?”

      “I was wondering if I would be able to speak to someone, about obtaining an identity certificate or passport?”

      “You are not American, Sir.” He looked at me questioningly, but I couldn’t quite tell if he was asking for a response, or simply stating fact.

      “I know, I know but…I was told you might be able to help.”

      “Wait here, Sir.”

      I waited for a few minutes, by the front desk that the young man had just abandoned, and I found myself staring up a rather grand staircase, the walls of which were littered with paintings of whom I supposed were the previous ambassadors that had, until recently, served in Paris.

      The young man reappeared, ushering me into a room, where a smartly dressed man, old enough to be the first man’s father, stood with his hands in his pockets.

      “Please, sit.”

      I did as I was told, all the while staring at him as if he was my master.

      “You are British?” he waited for an answer, which I was unwilling to give unless I had some sort of reassurance that I wasn’t about to be given up.

      “We can help. On an unofficial level, of course. We’ve had several buddies of yours coming through those doors recently.”

      “Yes, I am British,” I finally responded, not knowing whether it just made me look even more stupid than I already did.

      “You see those two guys out on the bench there?” He asked, nodding in the general direction of the street. He didn’t let me finish, “Abwehr. Heard o’them? German military intelligence. Most of them aren’t exactly committed to the Nazi cause, but today might be the day they try to fill their quota. We gotta be careful.”

      “Of course.”

      “Tell me your story, buddy. Beginning to end. Don’t miss anything out.”

      I gave him the full story, missing out small tidbits here and there that painted me in a less than favourable way. It seemed as though he was just killing time because, more or less as soon as I had finished my tale, his sidekick appeared clutching a piece of paper.

      “This is all we can give you I’m afraid. But usually, the big ol’ USA stamp on the top just gets you waved through wherever you are.”

      I clutched at the brown piece of paper he had handed me. It was true, the oversized ‘UNITED STATES OF AMERICA’ was enough to strike fear into me, never mind the person I presented it to, and if that wasn’t enough the subtitle of ‘Diplomatic Certificate’ was certain to do the job.

      “Essentially all it says is that you are British and that we have identified you as such, but it seems to do the trick.”

      He was right, the whole page was stuffed full of jargon, in the smallest print possible so that it deterred anyone except the most meticulous of people from reading it. Any mention of me being a British soldier was omitted, even going as far to spell the word ‘British’ without a capital letter. I did not know if that was the American’s sense of humour, or whether it had been done deliberately to avoid someone picking up on who I really was. Either way, I didn’t mind, I was incredibly grateful to the American government for this piece of paper.

      “Jack here has some business in Lyon. He is driving there overnight tonight. You wanna go with him? From there you can get a train down south, that’s where most of you boys are heading, right?”

      I jumped at the chance, especially as my new best friend informed me that it was the only realistic option I had right now, other than wait till dark to avoid the Abwehr men.

      Sprawled out across the back seat later on in the evening, Jack began spewing out all sorts of stories about the various people that he and his boss Dennis, had helped to freedom over the last few months. I made various noises to suggest that I was still listening but, for the most part, I sat quietly with my own thoughts, sitting up every now and then to take in the scenery which soon became a victim to the darkness.

      After a couple of hours, Jack slowed the car to a stop.

      “Here,” he said, handing another wad of notes my way, “from your government. They haven’t completely forgotten you. Use the hotel at the end of this street, say Dennis Connor sent you. They’ll treat you alright. And this…” he said, fishing out some cigarettes and a slightly smaller collection of notes, “…is from Dennis and me. We try to help as much as possible.”

      “Thanks,” was all I could utter from my stunned mouth. I must have been taking these men’s weekly wages and they hadn’t even batted so much as an eyelid. I only hoped that someday, I would be able to repay them, or one of their compatriots.

      The hotel manager immediately took me into one of the plushest rooms I had ever seen in my life at the mere mention of this man’s name, and I enjoyed one of the most comfortable nights’ rest of my entire life.

      Finding the American consulate, and the whole day, had been a total success from beginning to end, my prospects gradually rising and rising as the day went on. I had started the day sleeping in a barn, having cycled for miles the day before, and I finished it with more money than I had ever had in my entire life, drinking a small glass of wine, while languishing in the first hot bath that I had had in months.

      But tomorrow was another day.
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      It was easy enough to make my way to the train station the next morning, having left a generous tip after the hotel manager refused to even mention the cost of the room that I had stayed in. It wasn’t out of a generosity that I left him the money on the sideboard in the room, but because I was worried that I might be arrested for the sheer quantity of notes that I had stuffed in to every available pocket, making me look like some sort of prolific bank robber.

      The certificate that the Americans had produced for me worked a dream when asked for identifying papers at the train station and, within no time at all, I was sitting in a first-class carriage, waiting for the train to depart on the three or so hours of travel that we had ahead of us.

      It surprised me how quickly the train would make it to Marseille, over the two hundred miles or so that we would have to cover to get to our destination. Previously, it had taken me days to walk and cycle that sort of distance but now, with my handy pass in my hand, I could travel with relative ease and within a few hours, I would be negotiating the final few hurdles before I could get back home.

      I looked around the carriage and drank in the serenity and peace that I was experiencing compared to the last train that I had been on. In terms of my situation, not a lot had changed; I was still all on my own in a foreign country, I was worried about Cécile and what had happened to her and I was unsure as to what was going to happen at the end of this train journey. But, on the flip side to that, my situation had changed no end. I had more money than the King himself, I was in an unoccupied part of Europe and I finally had some freedom in the way that I could conduct myself.

      As the train rocked gently from side to side, my eyes fell on a figure who had just fallen asleep, with his head bobbing around on the window. From his inside pocket, I could just about make out the top part of a brown piece of paper, the same piece of paper that I had used to get onto this train. For a moment, I thought I recognised him from the pub with Henri, but I quickly put the thought from my mind, in case I found myself wanting to go over and talk to him like some sort of long lost friend. I couldn’t help but imagine what he had been through though.

      I wondered if he had been passed through the same chain of humans to get to where he was now, or whether he had taken an altogether different path. I debated whether he was experiencing the level of torment about who he had got killed and who he had been separated from. I very much doubted that he was dealing with the high levels of separation anxiety from a Franco-American nurse that he had fallen in love with over a number of weeks.

      No matter what he had been through, I began to wonder if the French in this region had picked up on the sudden influx of ‘American Diplomats’ who were using their pieces of browning paper to board a train going to the coast. Maybe that’s why the Abwehr had been put there in the first place. As my head gently rocked from side to side and I began to fall asleep, I settled with myself that it was probably best that I didn’t know his story, as it would more than likely be totally unbelievable anyway.

      *Break*

      The port town of Marseille was heaving with people when I first hopped off the train and sauntered out of the station, it seemed like there were more people here than there had ever been in Paris. Everything in the town, the streets, the concentration of buildings and the people, all seemed to gravitate towards the port itself and I stood drinking in the environment for more than a couple of hours before deciding on what to do next.

      I watched as people weaved their way around the medieval emplacements that stood protecting the port, seemingly disinterested in the history and the stories that they could tell. I ogled at a huge structure that spanned the port itself, a high tower that pulled people from one side of the port to the other, an aerial ferry of sorts.

      Boats streamed in and out of the port in a chaotic manner, and I contemplated whether there was actually any order to the snaking boats that I could see. If there wasn’t, that would be good news for me because, in the few hours that I had been there, I had decided that getting myself on one of those boats was my way out of here.

      The docks themselves were heavily secured, with a border fence around them guarded by two gendarmes who looked incredibly bored and ready to shoot themselves. My plan was to get in there by flashing my certificate at them and begin talking to various crew members of the ships, trying to find out their destination.

      If I failed at the first hurdle, and they refused to let me in, I would have to wait till nightfall to break in and begin my little escapade.

      One of the guards began nudging the other as I approached, and I immediately felt the nerves kick me in the stomach harder than Henri had done. I pushed my shoulders back and lifted my head, trying to recreate the confidence and determination that I imagined exuded from an American diplomatic official.

      Handing my paper to them, I acted as if they were wasting my time.

      “Your purpose here, Monsieur Lewis?”

      I took great pleasure in trying to respond to them in French, but with a slight American accent, something that I was convinced would be the best thing to do, right up until the moment that I spoke.

      “I have been instructed to inspect some of our ships, to check for anomalies.”

      Surprisingly, they completely fell for my ill-conceived idea and my even worse accent and stepped aside and let me in to the harbour, without any kind of an escort or restrictions on my presence.

      I immediately began scouting the area, looking at all the various types of boats that could be useful to me. My eyes fell on one in particular and as I approached it, the Captain began to take notice of me, throwing his cigarette into the sea and straightening his shirt out.

      There was no point in messing about here.

      “Where are you going to?”

      “Canet-en-Roussillon.”

      “Can you get me to Gibraltar?”

      He began laughing, a throaty chortle, that set his whole belly off rippling away in delight.

      “No,” he said as he began to calm down, “look at my boat.” He was right, it was quite a small vessel, but it would have to be a chance that I had to take, I couldn’t afford to get on a large boat and risk being found out by a real port official. This seemed like my best bet, even if the boat did sink a few miles away from the Gibraltarian shoreline.

      “How about now?” I said as I pulled out the packet of American cigarettes and a wad of French banknotes. He thought about it for a while, obviously not wanting to come across as a complete mercenary but at the same time not wanting me to take my offer elsewhere.

      “Now, I have a way.”

      Even though I was paying handsomely for my journey out of France, the Captain of this vessel deemed it appropriate that I was suddenly put to work and so, I was made busy by cleaning his boat, while he rapidly made his way through the cigarettes that I had given him. I hoped he hadn’t enjoyed them too much, as it wouldn’t exactly be easy for me to produce another packet for him to incessantly puff through.

      As dusk fell, I began to get the impression from the few other crew he had, that it was time to go. No one seemed to say a word, apart from the Captain, and we all stood waiting for his permission to take up our positions inside the boat, after he had finished the last of his cigarettes.

      The engine rumbled into life and I looked around nervously as I began to doubt myself that this boat would make it out of the harbour, never mind all the way to Gibraltar. Everyone else seemed to be having similar thoughts to me, and I became suspicious of the way in which none of the crew seemed to know what to do, and quite clearly a few of them had never been in more than a rowing boat before they embarked on this little escapade.

      Curious, and slightly wary that I had been stitched up, I began fumbling around in my pockets, deliberately showing one piece of brown paper in particular, before hastily folding it back up into my pocket. As I did so, I caught the eye of a young man, sitting on the deck opposite me, who immediately produced an identical piece of paper to mine. The chain reaction this caused brought me both great comfort and distress, all in all, there were six of us sitting in this boat, all heading to an unknown destiny at the hands of the slightly porky French captain.

      I was concerned that we had all used similar stories to gain entrance to the harbour and that, as a consequence, the authorities would block our route out of the port, but, as we passed the two medieval forts at the entry to the harbour, only the open sea would stop us from being free now.

      We began to politely chat amongst ourselves, which seemed to worry the captain slightly that we had all found out each other’s nationality and could now be conspiring to stage a mutiny and take control of his ship.

      But it was too dark for us, and we were growing increasingly concerned about the vessel’s ability to make it to Gibraltar.

      Just as I plucked up enough courage to question the man about how on earth we would make it to Gibraltar, he began pointing out into the darkness, and spoke, almost prophetically.

      “You cannot make it to Gibraltar. But Gibraltar can make it to you.”

      At first, I couldn’t see anything but, as he finished speaking, I could make out the vague outline of another vessel, clearly anchored a way out to sea.

      The outline grew larger in my vision until we came right alongside it, at which point I began to hear the weapons cocking and the machine guns on deck swing round to face us.

      “Your names!” the captain shouted, “Give them your names!”

      “Private Samuel Longden,” called the first voice, “Fourth Battalion Border Regiment!”

      Several other voices began calling out, until it seemed like only me left.

      “Second Lieutenant Alfred Lewis, Fourth Battalion, Royal Tank Regiment!”

      I almost felt the tension suddenly dissipate as the weapons were trained away from us for the first time.

      “Right then gentlemen,” called a voice from the darkness, “welcome to HMS Companion.”

      With that, a series of wooden planks were pushed over the sides of the trawler and onto Captain Chain-smoker’s deck. We all piled aboard and as I almost kissed the deck of the first bit of the British military that I had seen in months, a pistol was pushed into my forehead.

      “Until we can verify who you are, I am afraid you are all, under arrest.”

      With that, my brief moment of freedom was snapped up from me, and I was led down into the living quarters where we would stay until we made it back to Gibraltar. I didn’t care too much that my identity was being called into question now. As far as I was concerned, it was all a good opportunity to catch up on over three months’ worth of lost sleep. But, even if I was deemed to not be who I said I was, I determined that it was likely that I would spend the rest of the war in an internment camp, which would mean that I would be safe for the rest of the war, and that I could sleep and read to my heart’s content soon enough.

      We were all treated as harmless prisoners on the way back to Gibraltar, but from Gib back to Blighty, we were treated as though we had insulted the Queen and the King was personally furious with us. We were locked in cells in a Navy destroyer, and we didn’t see the light of day until we docked some days later.

      I used the time to think through what had happened, and to catch up on the debt of sleep that still lingered over me.

      As I dreamt, I also thought. I thought again about Red and how he had simply disappeared in a red mist as a mortar had fallen on his position. I couldn’t help but feel sick at the thought of Clarkey lying face down in the bush as the German fired rounds into his back. The German himself kept staggering towards me as he cursed me and himself for not finding the pistol in my holster and instead taking my binoculars.

      They all began occurring in my dreams without ceasing, along with all the other men and women that I had met along the way. Cécile told me that she was dead, she had been shot in her cell of a Gestapo headquarters after she refused to give my name up.

      Monsieur Paquet had somehow survived, and appeared to me in his kitchen, to soothe me and calm me down, but quite quickly grew furiously angry with me and blamed me for the death of his young daughter.

      The figure was still sitting in the front of the car, staring forwards as we sped through the streets of France, but then, towards the end, he would always try and turn around, he would always try and say something to me, but he never quite got round to facing me and never further than simply drawing breath to speak. Each and every time he got close, I would wake.

      I resigned myself to staring at the steel of the ship as we charged our way across the oceans, hopefully, to Britain and not some desolate and forlorn island of exile where we would spend the rest of our lives.

      I questioned why this was happening to me. I had done everything I could for my country, I had done everything within my power to make it back home so that I could continue the fight, and this was how they were treating me. As no more than a common criminal, one who had no rights, one who did not deserve an explanation as to what was happening or what was going to happen.

      But then suddenly, my cell door opened. And I rapidly realised that I had been the only one from Captain Chain-smoker’s ship who had been imprisoned in this Royal Navy destroyer and it dawned on me that I was soon about to find out exactly why I had been treated in this way.
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      I felt awful. Not in a mental sense, my mind was ready for another fight with him, but physically, I was almost done. I was running on empty.

      They still hadn’t allowed me to wash or take care of myself. My feet, which continued to tap on the cold, uncovered concrete, had giant blisters of a variety of colours all over them, the parts which weren’t covered in green blisters and yellow ones, were a deep purple colour, where the never-ending strain on them had simply caused them to bruise up like a brick had been dropped on them.

      My hair had become so greasy that my hand practically slipped through my locks, rather than ran through them now and two or three strands had become matted as a result of my lack of attention and care over it. The stubble that rippled over my chin was beginning to grow wilder and was just as greasy as my hair, probably making me look at least double my age if I was given the privilege of looking in a mirror.

      My hands were just like my feet, yellowed blisters on the heel of my hand, and my nails collected more dirt than a playful pig did, growing to such a length that I would have been able to kill the man now sat in front of me with one swift flick across his neck. The thought had crossed my mind more than once already.

      The part of me that ashamed me the most was my mouth, the dirt and grime inside there would have put any housewife to shame, and there was so much mould over my teeth that I could barely feel the surface of them. Despite this, I took great pride in being able to make the officer feel completely uncomfortable with my breath, with every minute that he spent in my company feeling utterly repulsed at the green air that seemed to be filling the interrogation room.

      I was glad that I was making him late for his dinner, he didn’t deserve to be on time anyway. There were men that were lying with their skulls caved in over in France who had made dinner reservations with their loved ones that they were no longer able to keep. Even I had made sure that I would have dinner with my mother as soon as I got back, but I wasn’t even sure if she knew that I would still be alive. I was beginning to think that I wasn’t.

      I felt almost sorry for the girl that he would be standing up though. It made me think of Cécile, and how she would have taken it if I had not turned up to one of our dinner reservations or if I had suddenly abandoned her. Rather abruptly, it occurred to me that maybe that was how she felt, maybe they hadn’t told her the full story, or maybe they had told her a different tale altogether, because they certainly hadn’t told me the full story, of that I was certain. If they had, I wouldn’t have had repeated dreams about the mysterious shadowy figure in the front of the car and I wouldn’t constantly be feeling that I was the one that led Cécile out to a German firing squad every minute of my waking life.

      He still didn’t quite believe me, and, in a way, I was glad that he didn’t. He thought that I was messing around with him, which gave me such a twisted sense of enjoyment as he struggled to comprehend what I had apparently done, that I almost burst into tears of laughter. I tilted my head slightly as I stared at him, and I could tell I was beginning to throw him off balance as I began to get inside his head.

      I narrowed my eyes while I stared, and he unconsciously widened his in retaliation. I wondered whether this had been an assignment from Uncle Rupert at the War Office, to get him to try and prove himself that he can justify his immediate promotion to become the youngest major in the British Army. I could just imagine Uncle Rupert, a former Brigadier or some such rank, exploding at the pathetic excuse of a British officer in front of him, for failing to get the truth out of the murderous, insubordinate and cowardly soldier that sat in front of him. All he had been tasked to do was to get to the bottom of his story and work out who exactly he had killed and when, but he had failed to do that simple task. I began to grin as I imagined him being stripped of his rank and sent to the War Office to do some demeaning desk job that no one wanted to do, his ability to pull the ladies with the flash of his uniform now powerless as he hid in the depths of Whitehall.

      As I had started to talk, he had begun to scribble down wild notes on the pad that was in front of him, stopping every now and then to ask another question, a sly distraction while he gave his hand a break before he knew he would have to carry on scribbling.

      I deliberately spoke as quickly as I could, before hopping backwards and forwards in my story to make it as difficult as possible for him to follow. Halfway through I examined myself as to why I was even telling him, he hardly deserved it, he had treated me like a criminal. In truth though, it felt good to get it off my chest, I told him about everything; the way that Major Perkins had died, how Clarke had sacrificed himself so me and Red could get away, Private Evans taking a sniper’s bullet to his skull and ceasing to exist there and then, Red being blown to pieces by a mortar, how I had somehow betrayed Cécile and then continued on my journey totally alone.

      As I drew my story to a close, he continued to write for a good few minutes more, almost impressing me with the capacity of his recall, to be able to write something that I had explained a good five minutes ago. He began to grow on me in a way, maybe that was what he was good at, maybe that’s why Uncle Rupert had given him this job. But I also noticed how he had eventually got it out of me, not by talking to me and persuading me, but by simply slowly applying the pressure in all manner of ways.

      I didn’t think it was fair, but he had done his job, just as I had done mine.

      As I wrapped up, I began to breathe like a mad man, almost as if I had just completed a marathon, which, in some ways, I had done.

      Suddenly, he shot up from his chair, making the same awful squealing noise that it had done a few hours ago, but this time it didn’t clatter into the wall that was behind him. He didn’t seem angry this time, he seemed quite calm, content even. He didn’t stop scribbling onto the notepad in front of him, instead opting to take the pad with him and write while he walked.

      He stopped for a moment as he got close to the door, and he surprised me when he spoke, shocking me even more in the only question he asked since I had told my story.

      “What’s your shoe size?” He had either realised my not so subtle hints that I could really do with a pair of shoes on the cold, unprotected ground, or he hadn’t quite finished with me yet and the tapping on the slightly damp floor was beginning to grind him down in ways that I thought unimaginable.

      I answered reluctantly, as if it was some sort of trick question, or a coded message to bring in the killing squad, but he simply nodded as he left the room, apparently going to get me my first pair of shoes since being arrested. If he happened to pull this one off, I considered asking him for some more things, some better clothes in fact, a top maybe that didn’t smell like it had been dragged through a field of horse manure, and a pair of trousers that weren’t so ripped that they flapped around as soon as I stood up. For a moment, I even considered asking if I could see a barber, to rid myself of the greasy, matted hair that sat on the top of my head, and to shave off the suffocating stubble that had sprung up around my chin.

      I found myself longing to get back into the routine that I thought I had detested passionately, daily bulling of boots and polishing shoes, the morning habit of having a shave, no matter how much growth had sprouted overnight, the rigorous timings to everything; I longed for it all. I hadn’t had a structure to my life for the best part of three months, ever since we had started to retreat and the tank battle that had led to us being the only tank for miles around.

      As he presumably wandered around the stores, trying to find some size nine boots that would be suitable for me, I couldn’t help but think of everyone else. I thought about the other soldiers that I had seen in the pub, the one that I had seen on the train and even the ones that had boarded Captain Chain-smoker’s vessel in France. I wondered how all of them were getting on. I assumed the group that were on the boat with me had made it home some time ago and had been released back to see their families for a day or two, before being plonked back into retraining ready for another posting. The soldier I saw on the train could quite possibly have been back in Britain by now if the success of the American golden ticket was anything to go by. The other soldiers in the pub though, I had no strong feelings either way as to how they were faring. It was likely some had made it through into the unoccupied zone as I had done, but it was equally likely that some had been found out on their way through and were now either in prison or dead.

      I hoped that Henri and Frankie were still alive, still assisting other lost soldiers in their bid for freedom. I hoped that they had laid off the kidnapping and beating routine for now though.

      Just as quickly as he had left the room, he re-entered, dangling a pair of boots in front of my face for a moment, as if he was taunting me.

      “Just one more thing,” he said, as if the boots were to be given to me on a precondition of answering this question.

      “The Captain you saw in the woods, the one you say you accidentally killed. Was he definitely dead when you left him?”

      I pondered my answer for a moment, I already knew the truthful answer to it, but I withheld my reply for a second, in case I had mistakenly killed the Prime Minister’s nephew and there was a bounty on my head or something awful like that.

      “Yes…yes, unfortunately I did.”

      As soon as I had answered, the boots were released and splashed into the shallow puddle that I had been pattering my feet around in for the last few hours.

      “Good good.” He announced playfully, as he folded up his pad and tucked it under his arm, also retrieving his cap from the table.

      As I looked down at the boots, I noticed that he had tucked a pair of woollen khaki socks into them. They weren’t just any old socks, to me they were the best socks in the world; they had no holes, they were dry and most of all they would protect some of my blisters.

      “Put them on old boy, you’ve got an appointment to keep.”
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      As I began to stumble around getting up from my chair, my feet felt both utterly destroyed but also incredibly blessed. The socks and the padding from the boots felt absolutely divine on my poor feet, but the pain that shot up from them as I walked made me creep along on the outsides of my feet, giving me quite a distinctive walking style to say the least. As I took my first few steps, I began to feel the socks dampen slightly as the blisters began to weep awfully and the scabs on the heels of my feet began flaking away.

      I was beginning to hope that my new best friend wouldn’t want these socks back in a hurry, especially as I didn’t much fancy the idea of ripping them off in front of company as they had already begun to stick and fuse to the skin. I grimaced and winced with every step I took, before my best friend, Captain Jameson, called ahead to an invisible man to bring a wheelchair for the man making the funny noises behind him.

      “And make sure they have one waiting for us as well!” My ears pricked up and all the pain that was racing through my body suddenly froze. We were leaving whatever this building was, we were going somewhere else, which meant that I would get to see the daylight properly for the first time in weeks.

      A young, ambitious looking corporal raced around the corner with a wheelchair, which I promptly flopped down into with a great sigh. I couldn’t help but get excited to leave this military prison, but I couldn’t quite help but think that Jameson and his superiors hadn’t finished with me yet, and that there was some sort of greater importance to my being here. I was being treated as a very important person at the moment, Jameson had summoned a wheelchair for me, and another when we got to our destination, which probably meant I wasn’t for the chop. I was yet to hear of a soldier being wheeled out in front of a firing squad, but there was a first time for everything.

      Jameson gave nothing away on his face as he waited at the open front door for me, instead seemingly trying to strike fear into me as I waited. A car pulled up, a black one, just like the one that I had been kidnapped in in Paris, and a smartly dressed driver got out and opened the doors for us.

      “You’re going to have to hop out for now, I’m afraid. We’re going for a drive.”

      With the assistance of the overenthusiastic corporal, I heaved myself from the chair, feeling dirtier than ever and began hobbling out of the prison building and towards the car. The sun shone brighter than it had ever done before, and I almost felt sick as my eyes struggled to comprehend what was going on, acting as if I had just landed on the surface of the sun itself. The sun’s rays were warm and welcoming, but my skin had become so pale that I felt like a piece of newspaper being held rather too close to a candle and I could almost feel the corners of my skin begin to peel and curve upwards as they rose to meet the flame.

      “Come on old boy, don’t want to keep this one waiting,” he said, chuckling, and I began to think that it was his Uncle Rupert at the War Office who had requested to see me, but then again, if he had, I would have hoped that he would have treated me to a nice warm bath and a clean-up.

      “We’re heading up to London,” he announced proudly, “We’ll be about an hour. London might have changed a little bit since you were last there.”

      I didn’t doubt it. I had last been there in the July of 1939 and now, according to the newspaper that Jameson handed to me for the journey, it was now the 1st October 1940. I was surprised when I first saw the date, it had seemed that within a flash, I had been sent out to France, and now here I was back home again, after what felt like only a few weeks of running that had turned out to be almost five months.

      As I began to skim read the front page, I quickly became alarmed at what Jameson had meant when he said that London might have changed somewhat. I read all about ‘Mad Wally the Warden’ and his bravery in one of London’s most bombed districts and how he could apparently predict where the next bombs were going to fall, so he could save himself, and the other Air Raid Wardens in his unit.

      The main headline was how schoolchildren were being taught First Aid, in an attempt to stop so many people succumbing to the injuries sustained by flying glass from German bombs.

      “They’ve bombed London?!” I almost screamed at Jameson as we continued driving towards the very same London plastered all over this copy of the Daily Mirror.

      “Yep. Been going for over three weeks now, every night.”

      “But the women and the children?”

      “They don’t care, Alf, they didn’t care about the French women or their kids, they certainly won’t care about ours.”

      I continued reading, trying to glean bits of information from Jameson about how the war was going, and questioning the barbarity of the Luftwaffe for knowingly dropping thousands of tons of bombs on women and children who lay quaking in shelters all around, not knowing if the sound they heard next would be their last.

      Jameson lowered the paper for me as we approached badly hit areas of London.

      “See what I mean?” he said as he pointed to a school that was now half eaten up by piles of rubble and earth.

      Our driver seemed to know exactly where all the road closures were, expertly weaving us in between the great craters that engulfed parts of roads, and around bits of rubble that had toppled from the tops of buildings.

      Unexploded bombs seemed to be down every single side road we drove past, a solitary police officer standing at most of them, making sure that the kids that loitered around the street corners didn’t begin kicking great big rocks at it, testing its tolerance.

      Almost all the windows down one street were practically non-existent, and I watched as one shopkeeper stopped sweeping the shards of glass that had carpeted the road, so that he could step onto the pavement as we sped past. Wiping his brow and inspecting the amount of glass he had swept from the road and into the gutter, he went back to keeping his shop for the rest of the day.

      Children played and dallied around bits of homes that now littered the street, some of them walking up the gangway that had been formed in the rubble and playing around in what appeared to be an almost perfect cross section of someone’s home, the wing backed arm chair still sitting there loyally, covered in dust, waiting for its owner once again.

      London was changed, it was morphed beyond all recognition and yet, no one seemed to really care. People still wandered around with shopping baskets, the children carried on playing and the police officers continued to holler at them. Life was carrying on as normal. War does funny things to people, but to London, it seemed like they were all taking it in their stride, in some ways, they looked like they were enjoying it.

      Before too long, we reached the busiest parts of London and, as we sped past Trafalgar Square, I was glad to see that Nelson was still stood atop his column, keeping watch over London during what appeared to be one of her darkest times.

      We slowed as we got caught up in amongst the red buses that seemed to want to stop every ten metres and the black cabs that were being hailed from the corners all around us. Our driver, who had driven us so expertly through the bombed-out streets of London, suddenly seemed to have a funny turn, slamming the brakes on the car so hard, that I almost threw up all over the back of his head.

      “Here we are sirs,” he announced as he raced round, pulling at Captain Jameson’s door first, before I found a wheelchair-bearing private at my door, ushering me to sit in it. I stared at the whacking great building before me, that was built in a commanding triangular shape on the corner of two incredibly busy streets, rising up to at least seven stories high.

      Windows ran along at every storey, from as far back as I could see on either side, until they met at the pinnacle of the point where we had parked. I suddenly found myself feeling quite daunted and almost overwhelmed, at the sheer size of the building at the subsequent importance of the people who resided inside of it.

      Captain Jameson arrived alongside me, his cap now firmly on his head.

      “Impressive isn’t it? Opened in 1885 for European travellers and the like. Today it’s owned by the military. Come on in.”

      The reception area was awash with all different kinds of military insignia as they rushed all over the place in a blur, throwing pieces of paper at one another, while also sharing the collective cigarette smoke that hung in the air.

      The vast majority of the people there, the women included, were dressed in the British Army’s colours of dark khaki green, but there were a few blues denoting an Air Force presence, as well as one or two black uniforms of the Royal Navy. They all seemed terribly important and busy, but a few men, dressed in normal civilian suits, albeit smart ones, simply sat in the corner of the room, smoking and observing, as if they were far too important as to get involved in the hustle and bustle of all this war work.

      I wondered which one Captain Jameson’s Uncle Rupert was. I began sniggering to myself as he waved to one of them enthusiastically, receiving a less than half-hearted wave in return.

      “This way,” he announced unperturbed, and quickly ushered me across the room and into the nearby elevator.

      “Ever heard of the Flying Prince?”

      “The rugby player?”

      “Yes, well, after his three tries against the All Blacks in ’36, the team retired here after the match, only to find that the New Zealanders were already here!”

      He continued to chortle at his unimpressive story all the way up to the sixth floor, where we eventually stopped. Looking at his watch, Jameson suddenly became very excited, “Come on, come on, this way, this way.”

      He began gallivanting down the hallway, where there were fewer doors than one would have expected from a hotel.

      He stopped at one door and stood staring at me as I was wheeled towards him.

      “You might want to ditch that thing now.” He said with a changed air of respect and decorum, I wondered if he would have maintained that same air if he had actually looked at me properly and realised that I was perhaps the filthiest visitor ever to this building.

      As he began to knock on room number 424, I felt an overwhelming sense of occasion, like this was the moment that would define the rest of my life, and those three little numbers, 4-2-4, would come to mean so much more to me than three numbers on a hotel room door.

      As the door was opened, I was greeted by such a high concentration of khaki, that I didn’t think I would be able to make it through, and as I squeezed through the doorframe, I got more than one or two looks of discontent at the putrid figure that had just stumbled in.

      “Jimmy!” called Jameson, “Jim! He’s here!”

      From somewhere in the room appeared a small, but authoritative figure, a small pencil like moustache stretched out expertly across his top lip and a piercing stare that struck fear in every inch of my being.

      As soon as he laid eyes on me however, the steely exterior was gone, and a broad smile exploded across his face, as if he was some long-lost friend that he hadn’t seen for years.

      “So, you’re the one that killed that treacherous so-and-so Captain Long are you?! We’ve been trailing him for months and then just like that he’s dead? You caused a right raucous amongst our intelligence I can tell you!”

      I looked at him quizzically for a moment as he controlled his laughter, before he launched into a barrage of monologue explaining that the Captain that I had managed to ‘dispatch of’ had caused the British Military an almighty headache, apparently rounding up hundreds of French soldiers claiming that the British and French had capitulated, and were now fighting the Communists in the rest of the country. Until that is, one night he was found murdered in a forest in Northern France.

      I found myself laughing at the sheer hilarity of the entire episode. I had walked hundreds of miles, cycled hundreds more and these people were interested only in something that took a matter of seconds in the hours upon hours of my journey.

      “I want you to come and work with us.” He suddenly announced, “here in British Military Intelligence, Section Nine. MI9 to all of us lot.” He threw his arms open widely and began pivoting on the spot, indicating that he meant the whole room and not just where he stood.

      “You are useful to us Lieutenant, you know what it’s like. We need someone like you to help us coordinate our efforts.”

      “There’s one thing that I’d like you to help me with before I agree, Sir.” I asked, courteously.

      “Anything you want, Lewis.”

      “I was with a Franco-American nurse, Cécile Brodeur. Someone turned her over, I’d like to find out who and whether she’s still alive or not.”

      “Of course, Lewis. We can certainly try. But, two things first, from here on in, you are Captain Lewis, British Military Intelligence. Secondly, we have got to get you in that shower!”
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