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Further praise for Resistance:




 





‘An exceptional debut … The heart of this book is the relationship between the valley’s women and the soldiers, and particularly that between Sarah and the cerebral German captain, Albrecht. From this clash of worlds, Sheers conjures a moving meditation on what war does to people … The result is impossible to resist.’ Adrian Turpin, Financial Times




 





‘[It] dances brilliantly with the possibilities of an alternative outcome to the Second World War … In a polyphonous novel filled to bursting with evocative images, the most graphic is itself a piece of writing. One of the women writes letters to her missing husband in the back of their farm accounts. She gradually fills in the book from both ends until there is no more space, and she has to find another way forward.’ Ingrid Wassenaar, The Daily Telegraph




 





‘[Sheers] creates around his imagined history a credible and moving story of loyalty and quiet courage … Resistance is an impressive debut and confirms Sheers as a writer whose talent encompasses a   variety of literary forms.’ Stephanie Merritt, Observer




 





‘There are many beauties in the novel’s delineations of the land’s harsh demands and intimate rewards, and of those human spirits who have derived sustenance from it.’ Paul Binding, Independent




 





‘Resistance is a genuinely rewarding poet’s novel, unlike many comparable examples of the genre. Sheers, who has always avoided writing narrative poems, demonstrates that he has an ability to tackle the demands of the longer form. We must hope that this is the first of his many excursions into fiction.’ Andrew Biswell, Scotland on Sunday 
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SEPTEMBER–NOVEMBER 1944







Everything


Would have been different. For it would have been Another world


Edward Thomas, ‘As the team’s head-brass’

























In the months afterwards all of the women





In the months afterwards all of the women, at some point, said they’d known the men were leaving the valley. Just as William Jones used to forecast the weather by studying the sky or the formations of migrating birds, so the women said they’d been able to forecast the men’s sudden departure. After all, they were their men, their husbands. No one could read them like they could. So no surprise if they should see what was coming. That’s what the women said in the long silence afterwards.


But in truth none of them saw any change in the men’s behaviour. None of them knew the men were leaving and in many ways this was the hardest part of what happened. Their husbands left in the night. Just days after news of the invasion came crackling through on Maggie’s wireless, propped on a Bible on her kitchen table, the men, lit by a hunter’s moon, met at William’s milking shed and slipped out of the valley. Moving in single file they walked through the higher fields and up over the Hatterall ridge; an ellipsis of seven dark shapes decreasing over the hill’s shoulder, shortening to a last full stop and then nothing, just the blank page of the empty slope. The women, meanwhile, slept soundly in their beds. It was only in the morning when a weak September sun shone into the valley that they realised what had happened.




*





For Sarah Lewis it began in her sleep. The drag, rattle and bark of the dogs straining on their chains was so persistent it entered her dreams. A ship in storm, the sailors shouting for help from the deck, their pink faces and open mouths obscured by the spray blown up the sides of the hull. Then the noise became Marley’s ghost, dragging his shackles over a flagstone floor. Clink, slump, clink, slump. Eventually, as the light brightened about the edges of the blackout curtain and Sarah surfaced through the layers of her sleep, the sound became what it was. Two dogs, urgent and distressed, pulling again and again on their rusty chains and barking, short and sharp through the constraint of their collars.


Without opening her eyes Sarah slid her hand across the sheet behind her, feeling for the warm impression of her husband’s body. The old horsehair mattress they slept on could hold the shape of a man all day and although Tom was usually up before her, she found comfort in touching the warm indentation of where he’d lain beside her. She stroked her palm over the thin cotton sheet. A few hairs poking through the mattress caught against her skin, hard and stubborn as the bristles on a sow’s back.


And there he was. A long valley where his weight had pressed the ball of his shoulder and his upper arm into the bed; a rise where his neck had lain beneath the pillow. She explored further down. A deeper bowl again, sunk by a protruding hip and then the shallower depression of his legs tapering towards the foot of the bed. As usual, Tom’s shape, the landscape of him, was there. But it was cold. Normally Sarah could still feel the last traces of his body’s heat, held in the fabric of the sheet just as the mattress held his form. But this morning that residue was missing.


With fragments of her dreams still fading under her lids she slid her hand around the curves and indentations again, and then beyond them, outside the borders of his body. But the sheet was cold there too. The dogs below her window barked and barked, their sound making pictures in her mind’s eye: their sharp noses tugging up with each short yap, exposing the white triangles of their necks, flashing on and off like a warning. She lay there listening to them, their chains rising and falling on the cobbles of the yard.


Tom must have been up early. Very early. Not in the morning at all but in the night. She turned on her side and shifted herself across the bed. The blankets blinked with her movement and she felt a stab of cold air at her shoulder. Pulling them tight about her neck she lay there within the impression of her husband, trying not to disturb the contours of his map. Everything about her felt heavy, as if her veins were laced with lead. She was trying to think where Tom could be but the barks of the dogs were distracting her. Her mind was blurred, as buckled as a summer’s view through a heat haze. Why hadn’t he taken the dogs? He always took the dogs. Did he say something last night? She couldn’t remember. She couldn’t remember anything past their dinner. She opened her eyes.


In front of her the bedroom window was bright about the ill-fitting blackout cloth, a thin square outline of light burning into the darkened room. She blinked at it, confused. The window looked into the western flank of the valley, and yet there was light. Too much light. The sun must already be over the Black Hill on the other side of the house. She must have slept late. She never slept this late.


She rose quickly, hoping movement would dispel her mild unease. Tugging roughly on the heavy blankets she made the bed, tucking their edges under the mattress. Then she plumped the pillows, shaking them as if to wake them. Brushing a few of Tom’s hairs from the one beside hers she paused for a second and stilled herself, as if the hairs might summon Tom himself. She listened, one hand still resting on the pillow. But there was nothing. Just the usual ticks and groans of the old building waking and warming, and outside, the dogs, barking and barking.


She pulled back the blackout cloth and opened the thin curtains behind it with both hands, unveiling the room to light. It was a bright, clear day. She closed her eyes against the glare. When she opened them again white spots shimmered over her vision. Drawing the sleeve of her nightdress over her wrist she wiped away the veneer of condensation from one of the small panes and looked down into the yard below. The dogs, both border collies, both bitches, sensed the movement above them and barked and strained harder in response, pulling their chains taut behind them. Sarah looked above the outhouse where they were tied. Over the top of its jigsaw slate roof she could see the lower paddock rising up to meet the sweep and close of the valley’s end wall. Except for a few grazing sheep it was empty, and so were the steep-sided hills on either side, their edges bald against the blue sky.


Turning away from the window she pulled her nightdress over her head. Again she felt the cold air on her skin. The dress’s neckline held her hair for a moment, then let it go all at once so it fell heavily about her shoulders. She sat on the edge of the bed, put on her knickers, a vest, and began balling a pair of woollen stockings over her hand, her forehead puckered in a frown. Catching herself in the dressing-table mirror she paused and ran a finger up the bridge of her nose between her eyebrows. A slight crease was forming there. She’d only noticed it recently; a short line that remained even when her brow was relaxed. Still sitting on the edge of the bed she gathered up her hair and, turning her profile to the mirror, held it behind her head with one hand, exposing her neck. That crease was the only mark on her face. Other than that her skin was still smooth. She turned the other way with both hands behind her head now. She should like a wedding to go to. Or a dance, a proper dance where she could wear a dress and her hair up like this. That dress Tom bought for her on their first anniversary. She couldn’t have worn it more than twice since. Tom. Where was he? She dropped her hair and pulled on her stockings. Reaching into the dressing table drawer she put on a blouse and began doing up the buttons, the crease on her forehead deepening again.


Bad news had been filtering into the valley every day for the last few weeks. First the failed landings in Normandy. Then the German counter-attack. The pages of the newspapers were dark with the print of the casualty lists. London was swollen with people fleeing north from the coast. They had no phone lines this far up and apart from Maggie’s farm, which sat higher in the valley, the whole area was dead for radio reception. But news of the war still found its way to them. The papers, often a couple of days old, the farrier when he came, Reverend Davies on his fortnightly visits to The Court, all of them brought a trickle of stories from the changing world beyond the valley. Everyone was unnerved but Sarah knew these stories had unsettled Tom more than most. He rarely spoke of it, but for him they threw a shadow in the shape of his brother, David. David was three years younger than Tom. He’d had no farm of his own so he’d been conscripted to fight. Two months ago he was declared missing in action and, while Tom maintained an iron resolve that his brother would appear again, the sudden shift in events had shaken his optimism.


For Sarah news of the war still seemed to have an unreal quality, even when a few days ago the names of the battlegrounds changed from French villages to English ones. There were marks of the conflict all about her: the patchwork of ploughed fields down by the river once kept for grazing; the boys from her schooldays and the farmhands, many of them gone for years now. But unlike Tom she didn’t have a relative in the fighting. Her own older brothers had been absent from her life ever since they’d argued with her father and broken from the family home when she was still a girl. They’d bought a farm together outside Brecon, large enough to have saved them both from the army. So Sarah didn’t possess that vital thread connecting her to the war that brought the news stories so vividly to life for so many others. There were women here, in the valley, who had lost sons and in the early years she’d seen other mourning mothers and wives in Longtown and Llanvoy. But even these women, with their swollen eyes and dark dresses, seemed to have passed into a different place, a parallel world of grief. The sight of them evoked sympathy in Sarah, sometimes a flush of silent gratitude that Tom was in a reserved occupation, but never empathy.


Only once in the last five years had the war really impacted upon her. When the bomber crashed up on the bluff. Then, suddenly, it had become physical. She’d been woken by the whine of its dive followed by the terrible land-locked thunder of its explosion. Tom held her afterwards, speaking softly into her hair, ‘Shh, bach, shh now.’ In the morning they’d all gone up to look. Tom and she took the ponies. When they got there the Home Guard and the police from Hereford had already put a cordon around the wreckage so they just stood at a distance and watched, the thin rope singing and whipping in the hilltop wind. Beyond the crashed plane she’d glimpsed a tarpaulin sheet laid over a shallow hump. ‘One of the crew,’ Tom had said with a jerk of his chin. She’d agreed with him. ‘Yes, must be,’ although she’d thought the hump looked too small, too short, to be the body of a man. The ponies shifted uneasily under them, pawing the ground, tossing their heads. They were disturbed by this sculpture of twisted metal that had appeared on their hill, by this charred and complicated limb half embedded in the soil as if it had erupted from the earth, not fallen from the sky. And so was Sarah. She’d heard about the Blitz, and about Liverpool and Coventry, its cathedral burning through the night. She’d even seen their own bombers out on training runs. But she’d never seen an enemy plane before. Usually they were just a distant drone to her, a long revolving hum above the clouds as they returned from a raid on Swansea or banked for home after emptying their payloads over Birmingham. But now, here was one of them, on the hill above her farm. Massive and perfunctory. So ordinary in its blunt engineering. And under that tarpaulin was a real German. A man from over there who had flown over here to kill them.


She dressed quickly in a long skirt and cardigan and went downstairs to pull on her boots in the porch by the kitchen door. As she bent to lace them she noticed Tom’s weren’t there. Not just his work boots but his summer ones too; both pairs were missing. She stared for a moment at the space where they’d been, four vague outlines in a scattering of dust blown in under the door. Leaning forward on her knee she touched one of these empty footprints as if it could tell her where he’d gone. But there was nothing, just the cold stone against her fingertips. She shook her head. What was she doing? She stood up, took her coat from the hook on the back of the door, pushed her arms through its sleeves and drew its belt tight about her waist. Lifting the door’s latch she stepped out into the brightness of the cobbled yard where the day fell in on her with a cool wash of air. She breathed in deeply, feeling the first metallic tang of autumn at the back of her throat. Shards of sunlight reflected off the stones. The dogs barked faster and louder to greet her. She moved towards them and they settled back on their haunches, stepping the ground with their forepaws, quivering with anticipation as if a voltage ran under their skins.




*





The dogs, let loose of their chains, wove and slipped about her as she walked up the slope across the lower paddock and through the coppiced wood behind the farm. The extra hours of restraint had charged them with a frantic energy and they raced ahead of her, ears flat, before doubling back, their sorrowful eyes looking up at hers, their heads low and their coats slickly black in the dappled sunlight. Sarah, in contrast, felt her legs heavy and awkward beneath her. She took the slope with more pace, pressing the heels of her palms into her thighs with each step. Twice she found herself stopping to rest against the trunk of a tree. She was twenty-six years old, worked every day and was usually through this wood before she knew it, but this morning it was as if one of the dogs’ chains had snagged around her feet and was dragging her back down the hill with every step she took.


Ten minutes of this stop–start walking brought her out of the wood and across their upper land until she stood on the edge of the top field where the cultivated valley gave to the hill, the mapped countries of bracken tapering to meet the sheep-cropped grass. She sat down with this bracken at her back. Picking at a few fronds, already rusting at their tips, she looked out over the valley.


When Sarah was a girl her mother had once described this range of long hills as a giant outstretched hand. It wasn’t an original description – Sarah had often heard people refer to the ‘Black Mountains Hand’ – but then her mother was a cautious woman who’d rarely said anything that hadn’t been tested in the voice of someone else first. She’d had a deep fondness, a belief almost, in such figurative language. As she got older these phrases became her hand holds, a semiotic map by which she navigated her way through the days, weeks and seasons. Her mother had died two years ago but Sarah had inherited this map and she still found herself repeating her sayings nearly every day. This weather for example. Despite the high mackerel clouds and the brightness of the day a soft rain had begun to fall, folds of moisture turning the air milky. ‘The devil’s beating his wife today,’ that’s how her mother would have translated such weather; one hand on her hip, nodding at the view out the kitchen window, ‘Yes, my girl,’ she’d say, turning to Sarah at her side, ‘the devil’s beating his wife for sure.’ Sarah had never understood what connection there could be between these autumn showers and the devil beating his wife, but she knew what her mother meant. There was something odd about this kind of rain, as if the calibration of the seasons had slipped, become unbalanced. Something unnatural about it, something wrong.


She looked out over the valley, hoping to see Tom somewhere in the view. But there was nothing. The whole valley was still, much stiller than it should have been at this time of day. William Jones usually had his tractor out by now. It was the first and only one in the valley and he was always finding an excuse to use it, petrol rationing or not. But she couldn’t see it anywhere in his fields. Or hear it. Viewed through the gauze of the sunlit rain the valley looked like a painted landscape.


Sarah called the dogs. ‘Fly! Seren! Cumby!’


Fly came and sat nervously at her side. Sarah stroked her, drawing a hand across her head over her ears and down her damp neck. She could feel the dog’s muscles bunched tightly over the bone.


‘Shh, cwtch ci,’ she said, trying to relax her.


Maybe Tom had gone into town. But what for? They’d been told not to hoard or stock up on supplies, and they had everything they needed on the farm anyway. She still couldn’t remember anything of last night; why was that? She tried to picture herself in the house. She remembered cooking their meal. She’d burnt her calf on the oven door. She could still feel the tightness of the burn-mark under her woollen stocking. They’d taken tea by the fire in the front room. Tom hadn’t spoken much, but then he often didn’t.


Fly slipped away from under her hand and trotted over the field to find Seren. Sarah watched her go then looked out at the valley once more, as if by looking hard enough she could conjure Tom from its fields and trees. Drawing a deep breath, she called his name into the morning air.




‘Tom!’





Her voice echoed off the facing valley wall and immediately she felt stupid, childish, calling for him like that. The dogs pricked their ears and began running back up the slope towards her, their tongues hanging out the side of their mouths. She listened, but there was just the fading of her own voice and then the sticky breaths of Seren and Fly panting either side of her. She stood to rise above the sound of them and called for Tom again, straining to hear a reply beyond her own echo. But again there was nothing. Just the intermittent bleat of a ewe, a blackbird mining its notes in a nearby tree and underscoring everything the distant rustle of the river running its course through the valley below.




*





Tom didn’t hear Sarah call for him but Maggie Jones did. She was standing in a field beside the river, one hand resting on the angular rump of a cow, when she heard Sarah shout from higher up the valley. Like Sarah she too was out looking for her husband. She’d checked the barn and the outhouses, the tool shed, but found no trace of him. The tractor was still in the yard, fresh soil stuck to the cleats of its wheels, but William was nowhere to be seen. She wasn’t worried. There was always work to be done somewhere on the farm. But then she came to the field by the river and found the cows. The three of them and their calves were crowded around the gate that opened onto the lane, licking at their nostrils, their breath steaming in the cold morning air. Their unmilked udders swung heavily between their legs.


In thirty years of marriage Maggie had never known William to leave the cows unmilked. His father had been a dairy farmer and William had inherited his habit, if not his herd. Through sickness, holidays, bad weather, even on the morning of their wedding day, he’d been up with the dawn to usher them through the lane to the milking shed, then back again two hours later. A jostling, shitting, pissing ebb and flow you could set your watch by, as regular as any tidal chart.


Lifting the gate off its latch she shouldered the two heifers at the front back a few steps, their hooves sucking in the mud as she pushed through to look over the rest of the field. It was empty. She sighed. She’d have to do the cows herself. She’d planned to go into Llanvoy this morning, and take some butter up to Edith. There were potatoes to be dug. But now she’d have to do the milking. William knew her back was playing up. Where the hell was he? She tried another sigh, heavier this time, but it was no use, her irritation lacked conviction. A more worrying thought was welling beneath it, draining her exasperation of its usual energy. She looked out at the open field again, retracing the last few days as she did; things William had said, things he hadn’t. The thought welled larger in her mind. She tried dismissing the possibility as ridiculous. William simply wouldn’t do that and she would surely have known about it if he did. But then Maggie heard Sarah call for Tom, her voice carried down the valley on the still air. It was all the confirmation she needed and standing there among the cows with their swollen udders the thought broke within her. She knew with a terrible and sudden certainty that her husband wasn’t just up on the hill checking the sheep or out in the fields patching a hedge. She should have known as soon as she’d seen the cows, she realised that now. Known that wherever William had gone he wasn’t coming back.


‘You stupid bugger,’ she said under her breath, hitting the flank of the cow beside her with the heel of her fist. ‘You daft, stupid bugger William Jones.’ The cow shifted its weight and she felt its hip joint move under her hand. She rested her forearm along its back and her head upon her arm. ‘At your age. You bloody stupid bugger.’ The trees beside the river blurred and multiplied in her vision. She blinked and brought them back into focus. Sarah’s voice filtered down to her a second time, calling for Tom again. She looked up the hill in her direction. It was a beautiful day, a blue sky despite the light rain, the berries clustered red and thick in the hawthorn. Just a few high clouds. Up on the hill Sarah called a third time. The cows would have to wait. Everything would have to wait. Maggie pushed her way back through the small herd, opened the gate and, closing it behind her, started walking up the lane towards Upper Blaen. She’s still young, she told herself as she went, still a girl really. She’d have to break this to her gently. But she wouldn’t lie to her either, she promised herself that. To lie to Sarah would be the worst thing she could do, to tell her it was going to be all right. Because it wasn’t, Maggie knew that now. She’d heard the news on the wireless these past days. It wasn’t going to be all right. But that didn’t mean they couldn’t be; they could still be prepared, they could still carry on, however long the men were away.






















Fourteen days





Fourteen days.


‘Fourteen days of activity. You can expect around fourteen days from the invasion date. Still up for it?’


That’s what Tommy Atkins had said. He’d made it clear what he meant too; what would happen after the ‘activity’ ended. Fourteen days before you’re caught, tortured and shot, that’s what he was saying. George Bowen shifted in his narrow bed. He came out in a cold sweat every time he thought of it. According to the papers the first landing craft beached at Dover eight days ago. Just six days then, was that it? He counted them off on his hand under the bedclothes, opening a finger from his fist for each day of the week. Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, Saturday, Sunday, Monday. Next Monday then. Or maybe Tuesday if he was lucky. His turn to ‘perish in the common ruin’. That’s how Churchill had put it on the wireless last week: ‘perish in the common ruin rather than fail or falter in your duty’. But what if he did fail or falter? What if he didn’t do his duty? What would happen then?


He turned over again. He was still wearing his clothes and his boots lay beside the bed where he’d kicked them off just hours before. He’d taken to sleeping like this ever since it started again, so he could be up quickly when his father shouted for him from the bottom of the stairs. He was often too tired to get undressed anyway. 


Fourteen days. Two weeks. But Atkins had said that four years ago. He was planning for a different invasion altogether then. So perhaps it wouldn’t be the same this time. Things were different now, weren’t they? Perhaps it would be sooner. Or maybe later. After all he hadn’t seen a thing yet, other than some of their own troop movements and the activities of the Home Guard. But there had been lots of messages. For the last four nights in a row he’d been to all three drop points. The loose stone at the church; the plank in the barn door; the split tennis ball in the yew bole. Every night he’d been all over his patch and he knew others had too. The wireless operators had been at their stations day in, day out. So it was close, no doubt about it.


According to one message he’d taken last night the operational patrols had already left. He tried to imagine them slipping from under the covers, their wives’ sleep-breathing, warm and slow in the dark bedrooms. The men creeping down the stairs, pulling on their regulation dungarees and picking up their rucksacks from the hiding places. Then turning their backs on their homes and walking up into the hills, ink black against the stars. So yes, it was close now. They’d be here soon. At last, after four years, it was happening.




*





For George this had all begun eight months after his seventeenth birthday. Like every boy in the area he’d received a call-up for a services medical in Newport. It was July, the long hot summer of 1940. The beaches were packed with sunbathers. The contrails of dog-fighting planes etched smoke patterns against the blue skies of the southern coast. George’s mother had made him wear a suit to the medical and when he’d arrived at the building opposite County Hall he was sweating heavily after the walk from the station. He registered at the entrance and then a sergeant led him and seventy other boys into a large room with desks where he told them to take a seat. In front of them, an officer informed them, was a short educational test. ‘You have twenty minutes, gentlemen. Begin.’


The sun was glaring through the windows high in the wall and at first George found it hard to concentrate in the flat heat of the room. Once he’d removed his jacket and rolled up his sleeves, however, he’d started to enjoy the test, unlike most of the boys around him who crouched over their papers, frowning into their desks. He finished the test before the twenty minutes were up. After checking over his answers he sat back and looked over the bent heads of his companions, patches of pink sunburnt skin showing through the close-cropped hair on the back of their necks. Seeing them like that, sitting in regimented lines, he couldn’t help wondering what lay ahead for all of them. He thought of the casualty lists he’d seen, the reports from Dunkirk and other news from France. Some of these boys would join the army, some the RAF, others the navy. Some would be sent down the mines, others into the factories. One thing was for sure, by this time next year, if things carried on as they were, some of them would be dead. All of them perhaps, including himself.


After the test had come the medical, a surly army doctor who’d told him to undress and examined him as his father might a ram or a horse he was buying at market. Then along with a few other boys he’d been sent to wait outside a room in a windowless corridor deeper in the building. A fan thrummed on the ceiling and the sound of faraway doors opening and closing echoed along the exposed pipes running the length of the walls. It was much cooler here than in the testing room and as he waited George leant his head against the painted stone to feel the relief of its touch against his neck. Eventually a clerk called his name and directed him into a small office. An older man with grey hair and heavy eyelids stood from behind a desk, shook George’s hand and introduced himself as Colonel Hughes. The colonel told him he’d done well in the educational test, very well. He asked him a few basic questions, about his schooling, where he lived. Then, licking his thumb, he looked back down at his papers for a moment, holding the corner of one page off the table, before telling him that was all. Someone would visit him in a few days’ time, but that was all for now. ‘Thank you, Mr Bowen,’ he said without looking up. It was the first time anyone had ever called him Mr Bowen and when George boarded the train for Abergavenny an hour later he felt significantly older than when he’d stepped off it that morning.




*





He’d seen the fishing flies first, flashing in the sun. There were so many of them George thought the man was wearing some kind of polished steel helmet. But as he got closer he saw they were fishing flies pinned tightly together on a flat tweed cap, their bright yellow and red feathers trembling in the breeze.


‘Mr Bowen?’ the man called out as he walked across the field.


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Ah, good.’ He held out his hand as he approached. ‘Tommy Atkins,’ he smiled, raising his eyebrows as if to acknowledge the sobriquet. George leant his scythe against the hedge and, wiping his fingers against his trousers, shook the man’s hand. He was taller than George, in his early forties with a taut angular face. The kind of man who’d look comfortable with a shotgun broken over one arm and a brace of pheasants over the other.


‘Hot work,’ Atkins said, nodding towards the scythe. 


‘Yes, sir. All this bracken has to be cleared. And in the next field. We’ll be ploughing it up soon. Ministry orders.’


‘Yes, of course, of course. Need every scrap we can get, don’t we?’


He spoke casually but George was unnerved by the way he looked him straight in the eye, as if his voice and his vision were unconnected.


A skylark ascended from the field behind them, drilling its song through the heavy summer air. Atkins broke his stare to watch it rise, shielding his eyes with his hand. George followed his gaze, trying to locate the tiny bird against the sky, but it was already too high.


‘You were expecting me, Mr Bowen, weren’t you?’ Atkins said, taking off his jacket and sitting on a tree stump beside the hedge. ‘Colonel Hughes said someone would come and visit you?’


‘Yes sir, he did.’


‘Well, that’s me.’ He paused and folded his jacket across his knee. ‘I’ll get straight to the point, Mr Bowen. I’m a British Intelligence officer. I’ve come to see you because you scored very highly in your test the other day. You’re a clever lad. We think you could be of great service to your country.’


George opened his mouth to speak but Atkins held up his hand to stop him.


‘What I’m going to propose to you may sound unusual but I assure you I’m serious. Before I go any further, however, I’ll need a promise of your complete discretion. As I’m sure you understand, everything I tell you is strictly confidential.’


He reached into the pocket of his jacket and drew out a small black Bible.


‘We can’t have any signing of papers with this business, I’m afraid, so I’m going to have to ask you to swear on this instead.’ He held out the Bible. George looked at it, both his hands dug deep in his pockets.


‘If you have no objection, Mr Bowen?’


George looked down at him, this man who called himself Tommy Atkins. He thought of the Ministry of Information posters he’d seen at the railway station. ‘Vigilance at all times.’ ‘Loose talk costs lives.’


‘I’m sorry, sir,’ he said, ‘but how do I know who you are? That you are who you say you are? Shouldn’t you show me some identification?’


Atkins looked down at his feet for a moment then back up at George, nodding his head. ‘I suppose I should, Mr Bowen, I suppose I should. But really, what’s the use of me showing you some papers? Easiest thing in the world to forge, you know that. Never trust someone’s identification Mr Bowen, never. Please, sit down.’ He gestured to the ground in front of him as if showing George to a chair in his office. George remained standing by his scythe. Atkins’s smile tightened. He looked out over the patchwork of summer fields and sighed. In the distance a horse and cart was making halting progress between a pattern of haystacks in the field opposite them. A team of men followed, pitching the loose hay up into the cart, their voices caught in snatches on the light breeze. A darker expression passed over his face, the brief shadow of a thought. He took a deep breath, inhaling the sweet smell of the freshly cut bracken at his feet.


‘You have a scar on your left shin approximately two inches long,’ he said, still looking out over the fields. ‘You fell out of a tree when you were six years old and broke your arm. You have some scarring on your right lung, the result of a bout of pleurisy when you were twelve. You’re slightly deaf in your left ear, possibly also as a result of the fall from the tree.’ He turned to look at George. ‘Incidentally, this is what they’ll cite if you accept my proposal. Unfit for duty due to deafness.’ A smile twitched at the corner of his mouth again, ‘You see, George, I know more about you than you do about yourself.’


He held out the Bible. ‘Are you sure you don’t want to hear what I’ve got to say? I’ll be honest, I think you’re making a mistake if you don’t.’


George looked back at Atkins, meeting his stare. He bit his lower lip. Atkins kept the Bible held out towards him but said nothing further. George took his right hand out of his pocket and laid it on the leather cover.


‘Good lad,’ Atkins said, ‘now repeat after me …’
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And that was how it began. In a field four years ago, Atkins reciting by rote, in a tone that reminded George of when they said the Lord’s Prayer at school, the Oath of Allegiance, the Defence Act and the Official Secrets Act. At the end of each sentence he paused for George to repeat his words. When they’d finished Atkins put the Bible back in his jacket pocket, asked George to sit down and told him everything. He told him about Operation Sea Lion, Hitler’s directive for the invasion of Britain. About the government’s plan for a resistance movement to be activated in the event of such an invasion. He explained to George how this organisation, the Auxiliary Units, would live or die not just on its weapons and its training but also on its information, on its eyes and ears. How, if George was willing, he could be part of that listening and watching machine, running messages, observing enemy troop movements. Atkins talked like this for over half an hour, explaining everything in the fullest detail. He wanted George to understand completely, to leave no part of this possible future he was describing unexamined. He returned again and again to the need for absolute secrecy. ‘No one must know we’ve had this conversation, George; no one. Not your mother or father, your sister, your friends. It’s the same for everyone. Even the men in the operational patrols will only know the other men in their patrol. You won’t know who they are and they certainly won’t know about you. Understand?’


The resistance wouldn’t try to halt the German advance, Atkins explained. That was the job of the army and the Home Guard (George thought of his uncle and his grandfather doing drill in the school yard last week, their uniforms sagging at the knees, broom handles over their shoulders). No, the resistance would retreat to underground bunkers that were, as they spoke, already being constructed by the army. Once the Germans had passed they’d attack them from behind, sabotaging supply lines, planting roadside bombs, ambushing isolated military posts. The units would not give up, he assured George. ‘They’ll be well supplied and they’ll be well trained. They’ll give Jerry a bloody hard time, believe me they will.’ The reprisals would be severe. Hostages executed. Whole villages wiped out in revenge. The resistance, Atkins told him, would not survive. And neither would he. If the invasion was successful, in the end they would all die. ‘Fourteen days, that’s what you can expect. Around fourteen days of activity from the date of the invasion.’ He looked at George from under his tweed cap, the multi-coloured feathers of the fishing flies quivering in the breeze. ‘Still up for it?’


George averted his eyes from Atkins’s gaze and looked down at his feet for a moment before looking back up at him. ‘Yes, sir’, he said, frowning.


Atkins leant forward. ‘You don’t have to call me sir, you know? Mr Atkins is fine.’ Then, giving George a tap on the shoulder like a judge striking his gavel to signal court out of session, he stood up and put on his jacket. Reaching into an inside pocket he drew out a sheaf of papers.


‘These are for you. This is rice paper. It’s edible. Only ever write your observations on this. If you think you’re going to get caught, eat them.’ He tore off a corner and handed it to George. ‘Try a bit, not as bad as all that. Bit like the gum the Yanks chew.’


George bit off a bit of the paper and chewed on it as Atkins unfolded another sheet. It was illustrated with hand-drawn symbols: rectangles and triangles patterned with shaded crosses and chevrons. ‘These,’ he said, ‘are the insignia of every German unit from the Hook of Holland to Cap Gris Nez. I want you to learn them all by heart. I’ll test you on them when we meet next week, so make sure you do learn them, George. You might need them even sooner than that.’ He handed the sheet to him. ‘That’s all for now,’ he said, then turned away and began walking back across the field towards the lane. ‘I’ll see you next week,’ he called over his shoulder.


‘Sir?’


Atkins turned back, one eyebrow cocked.


‘Sorry. Mr Atkins.’


‘Yes, George?’


‘How will I know where to meet you?’


Atkins gave another of his sudden smiles, ‘Better start checking those drop points, hadn’t you, George?’ Then he turned away again and kept walking towards the gate, the smile shedding from his face immediately. He hated this. Too much like fattening lambs for slaughter. This boy, he looked so young. With his dusting of a moustache, his sunburnt ears, his fair hair cut under a bowl by his mother. What chance did he stand? But then what chance did any of them stand once the beachheads were breached? Just 167 antitank  guns in the whole of the country, museums being ransacked for 300-year-old canons. He glanced back at George as he climbed over the gate into the lane. He was already back at work, the bracken bowing before the swing of his scythe like Japanese courtiers before their emperor. Atkins knew he had to do this. What else could they do? But that didn’t mean he had to like it. He mounted his bicycle and cycled on down the lane, the rhythmical swish of George’s scythe rising and falling as he passed him on the other side of the hedge. It was he, Atkins thought, him, ‘Tommy Atkins’, with his secrets and promises, not George, who should be holding that scythe.


The meeting with Atkins had happened too quickly for George to think on the consequences yet. His head was light, open, and he swung his scythe with a renewed energy. He felt exposed, as if a layer of skin had been shaved from him, bringing him into closer contact with the world. The blade’s edge against the young stalks of bracken, the calligraphy of the swallows above him. Everything seemed clearer, brought into a sharper focus. Just over an hour ago the war was a different country, the contours of which he’d traced through the newspapers, in radio reports. But now he was involved, connected. He had the strange sensation of his life simultaneously diminishing and expanding under the impression of Atkins’s words and for the second time that week he felt older than his seventeen years.
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‘George! George, you lazy bastard! Get up!’


His father. His father who had slept, snoring all night while he was out running messages. His father who now thought his 21-year-old son was a lazy good for nothing as well as a coward, always yawning, tripping over his boots and knocking things over. 


He got out of bed, nausea swelling through his belly. His eyelids felt lined with sandpaper.


‘I’m coming! Be down now in a minute!’


Dropping to his knees he reached under the bed. He pulled out some bags of old clothes, a train set he’d had as a boy. Then he put his arm deep under again, his head resting on the mattress, like a farmer feeling for the hooves of a lamb in the womb. His fingers groped about the knots and cracks of the wooden floorboards before touching the smoother polish of the case. He drew it out. It was long and narrow, like the cue cases of the snooker players he’d seen waiting at the bus stop to go into the club in town. Flicking the latches with his thumbs he opened the lid slowly, as if it was a music box, pulled away the oily rag inside and lifted out the rifle. He tested its mechanism, the slide of the bolt, the trigger weight, then took a narrow brush from inside the case and pulled it through the barrel. Resting it across his knee he fitted the telescopic sight and silencer, then lifted the stock to his shoulder. With one elbow resting on the bed he bent his head to the eyepiece of the scope. The cross hairs wavered for a moment, the view through the telescopic sight swinging from half, to crescent, to full moon before coming to rest on the pencil mark he’d drawn on the far wall of his bedroom. He held them there, counting in his head. One thousand, two thousand, three thousand, four thousand. Relaxing his thumb he squeezed his finger until he felt the click of the trigger. The cross hairs trembled slightly as if shaken in a breeze, but kept their bearing on the pencil mark on the wall. He breathed out slowly, just as he’d been instructed. Not by Atkins, who didn’t like guns, he knew that now, but as the other man from British Intelligence had taught him. The other man who’d also come to visit George one day that long hot summer four years ago. 


Guide on How Troops are to Behave in England






	A firm and cautious attitude toward the civilian population is to be adopted; correct soldierly behaviour is a self-evident duty.


	Strict reticence will be observed when conversing with the local population. Enemy intelligence will be particularly active in occupied territory, endeavouring to obtain information on installations and measures of military importance. Any thoughtlessness, boasting, or misplaced confidences may, therefore, have the direst consequences.


	Acts of violence against orderly members of the population and looting will incur the severest penalties under military law; the death sentence may be imposed.


	Works of art and historic monuments are to be preserved and protected. Any disparagement of the religious practices of the country will be punished.


	The soldier will be provided with all essentials by his unit. Unnecessary purchases are to be avoided. Any private purchases by individual soldiers are to be paid for in cash. Any wastefulness is harmful to the unit.


	Unnecessary interference with the economic life of the country is to be avoided. Factories, workshops, and offices are not to be disturbed; except where operationally necessary, such places may only be


entered


by soldi
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The print ended in a ragged sepia burn mark, like an aerial photograph of a coastline. Captain Albrecht Wolfram of the 14th Panzergrenadier Division let the Wehrmacht pamphlet fall from his hand. Its owner wouldn’t have any use for it now, not if the state of the book was anything to go by. He watched it land in the mud at his feet, then, rubbing the bridge of his nose under his glasses, he lifted his head to look about him. There’d been heavy fighting here as there had been all along the southern coast. The smells of cordite, burnt flesh, wood smoke and petrol still hung heavy in the air, while the sky over the Channel was dark with the thick plumes of the oil slicks the British had lit to slow the progress of their landings. The charred invasion pamphlet was just one of thousands of pieces of debris that scattered the ground; boots, a burnt-out armoured car, empty cans of food, a child’s bicycle, its rear tyre melted by the heat of a recently extinguished fire. Inside the house behind him one of his men had found a letter and wedding ring pinned to the wall with a knife. The writer lay beneath them, his pistol still in his hand, a band of white skin around one of his dirty fingers.


Albrecht leant back against the picket fence and drew a packet of cigarettes from the breast pocket of his tunic. A couple of Stukas passed low overhead, their engines screaming. He glanced up at their crooked wings, acknowledging them with the slightest of twitches about his right eye.


Albrecht was patting his other pockets for some matches, the cigarette balanced on his lower lip, when he saw the dust trail of the dispatch rider rise along the road ahead. As the motorbike got closer he recognised the uniform of the Waffen SS. He took the unlit cigarette out of his mouth and pushed himself away from the fence.


‘Captain Wolfram?’ the dispatch rider asked him, removing his goggles, leaving his face a clown’s mask of grime, pale circles about his eyes.


‘Yes.’


‘Telegram from regional headquarters.’ He handed Albrecht an envelope bearing the SS stamp, saluted and turned on his heel. Albrecht returned his salute and watched him kick the bike into life before racing back up the road, the growl of its exhaust another seam in the montage of engine noises all around him.


Albrecht felt his stomach turn as he opened the envelope and pulled out the thin sheet of telegram paper. He’d been expecting something like this, hoping he might be called back to Intelligence, but from his own commanding officers perhaps, or the staff at Southern Headquarters, the Gestapo even, not from the SS. Why would they be contacting him? They had their own translators just as they had their own everything. When he’d registered as a fluent English speaker before the invasion he’d hoped for an easy position with the liaison units or, even better, safely behind a desk at HQ. But he couldn’t expect something like that from the SS. Nothing was ever easy with them. He unfolded the telegram slowly, as if it contained something that might bite him.


He read the order twice. The typewriter ribbon needed replacing. The letters were chipped and bitten, every ‘r’ faded, ghosts among crowds of the living. Like every order he’d ever read it was dry and direct. Report to Southern Headquarters immediately. He’d expected that. It was always immediately, even here on the fringes of the front line. Even here where the smell of burnt flesh still thickened the air.




‘REPORT TO SOUTHERN HEADQUARTERS IMMEDIATELY STOP SELECT FIVE MAN PATROL STOP SUPPLY NAMES RANKS SERVICE RECORDS STOP’





He glanced at the necessary permission from his own regiment’s HQ stapled to the back of the order, then looked back at the telegram. A patrol. He hadn’t expected that. Whatever it was they wanted him for, it wasn’t translating documents in a back room at HQ or explaining orders of civil obedience to cowed town mayors. No, a patrol meant he’d be moving. But where?


The thump and crumple of artillery rose again in the near distance and a thick rumble signalled the arrival of a Panzer division from around the corner of the hamlet they’d taken that morning. All around him the machinery of battle ground on regardless, of him, of anything.


Albrecht watched as the tracks of one of the tanks clipped the fence of the house next to the one he stood beside, plucking the wooden stakes from the ground as if they were candles from the icing of a cake. An infantry company followed the tanks; boys’ faces numb under steel helmets. One of them glanced at Albrecht as they passed but there was nothing in his eyes. He was going forward, Albrecht was staying here. That’s all they said. You will live today, I may not. Except, of course, Albrecht was going forward now. He too was going on, not back. Isn’t that what a patrol meant? That they were sending him forward. Again. Just when he’d thought they would get a chance to rest.


He turned and looked at his own men sitting against the walls of the cottage behind him. Some of them were lying on its lawn, already asleep despite the massive groaning of the tanks and the muffled punches of the field guns. Lying like that they looked disturbingly like the corpses they’d passed on the roads as they came up this morning and Albrecht found himself staring at their chests, watching for movement to assure himself they hadn’t just given up and died.


A five-man patrol. For what purpose he didn’t know, but wherever it meant going at least it wasn’t here. It could be somewhere worse, of course, but right now Albrecht couldn’t imagine that. Where could be worse than here? Not in hell yet, but waiting to enter it, on the brink. Ahead of them, beyond the towns and villages of Kent, lay London, a battered city filling every hour with what was left of the Allied armies and, to Albrecht’s mind even more dangerously, a fleeing population with their backs to the wall.


If they’d done this four years ago when he was first conscripted in ’40, after Dunkirk, then perhaps it wouldn’t have been so bad. For several months back then an invasion of England had seemed imminent. As a fluent English speaker Albrecht had been posted to Wehrmacht Intelligence in Belgium where he’d observed the massing of troops, the arrival of Italian flyers and the conversion of hundreds of Dutch barges into makeshift landing craft. On one evening, while strolling by the docks in Antwerp, he’d been shown an entire warehouse of English signposts. There were thousands of them, leaning together along each wall, their destinations all pointing in the same direction: Tonbridge, Sevenoaks, Ludlow. The next day he’d even watched the ‘Invasion of England’ being filmed in advance for the newsreels at home, entire battalions emptying onto St Anne’s bathing beach as the cameras whirred from the decks of boats and along the beach itself. So unquestionable was the impending event this film was meant to represent that officers buying jewellery in town would often replace the ring or the necklace they’d been examining and walk out the door, telling the owner they’d find something better in London next week instead. But then, despite the Führer’s assurances, the invasion date slipped from 15 August to 15 September, before eventually disappearing from the plans of High Command altogether. Albrecht was posted to Holland and then, after a clash of characters with a superior officer, to a fighting unit at the vanguard of the Russian offensive. It was, Albrecht knew, intended as an execution posting, but he’d survived, as much to his own surprise as that of his superiors. And not just survived either. He had, over the course of that terrible campaign, discovered something of a talent for leading men in combat, for killing, for garnering the respect and even love of those under his command. It was these men, the men of his company, whom he thought about now as he looked over the devastated scene before him, recognising how much better it would have been for all of them if the dummy invasion he’d seen filmed in Antwerp had been followed closely by the real one. England had lain exposed then, belly up. There were no Americans. But now this wounded island was only exposed in the way an injured lion or bear is exposed. Vulnerable but rageful and thrashing too. Open to its enemy and to the very extremities of aggression as well. Albrecht knew London. He’d walked its narrow streets, felt its buckled, broken history seaming under his feet. He knew what attacking that city would be like. It would be boiling at every turn, with resentment, with anger, with desperation. It would fall, of course; it seemed they all did in the end. Even Moscow and Stalingrad had fallen. But how many of them would it swallow first? How many of them would have to tip themselves into London’s jaws before the city finally choked on their blood running in the veins and arteries of her streets?


Albrecht put the cigarette back in his mouth, found his matches and lit it. Drawing the smoke deep into his lungs he cast his eye over the exhausted soldiers heaped about the cottage. Its two gutted windows were streaked with soot around their sills, ravaged and dark against the white walls. They reminded him briefly of Ebbe’s cried-out eyes at a party years ago, the mascara smeared over her pale cheekbones as he held her, the scent of lavender hanging heavy and sweet above them.


So which five? Who would make up the patrol? Albrecht found these decisions harder every time. Not so much because of the new faces he didn’t know, the characters that were still uncharted territory to him, but more because of the older ones he did. The men he’d fought with, the men to whom he was joined by the shared loss of other men. He had made too many of these decisions over the last three years and now he was incapable of considering them without seeing their consequences spiralling into the future before him. The sentry he’d posted in the evening only to find him dead in the morning. The six men he’d ordered to advance into a street in Stalingrad, four of them returning minutes later carrying a fifth between them. He no longer thought as a soldier because he had been a soldier. He had seen too much. And now he had to choose again. Which of these men would he take? To which of them would he grant an alternative future? What that future was, he couldn’t say. A few more weeks alive perhaps? The lucky wound that would send them home? The bullet or shrapnel splinter that ends it all tomorrow. Whatever it was, at least it wasn’t London. They’d be sending no patrols there for weeks, maybe months, he was sure of that.


It was ridiculous, as Albrecht knew full well. There were a thousand other vagaries beyond his own decisions that held more sway over the spun threads of these men’s lives. Blocks of wood pushed across a table in Berlin. Arrows drawn on a map pinned to the wall at the new Southern UK Headquarters. The Führer’s toothache. A general’s capricious fit of arrogance. The trembling cross hairs of a sniper’s sights settling over an Adam’s apple. All of these held more potency than anything Albrecht could do or command. But as he cast his eye over the vestiges of his company he still felt the edge of fate biting into his shoulders, the thousands of possible alternatives offered up to these men in this moment’s thought.


The telegram threw up another choice too. If he was assigned to this patrol, then who would lead the company? That question, he knew, held the balance of more than just five men’s lives in its answer. But it was also not for him. He could leave that choice to old Hertz the battalion commander. Major Hertz who made this kind of decision in his sleep, who never saw anything other than the broadest of consequences emanating from them. Old Hertz, probably the most successful battalion commander in the regiment. Albrecht need only focus on the five then. The five names this telegram had demanded, like an ancient god requesting five sacrificials for its altar. So, the same question. Which five? Who would he take with him?


He pulled on the cigarette again, felt the heat of its slow ember creep nearer his knuckle. The column of infantry was still passing. They would always be passing, Albrecht thought. Always a column of boys marching on tired feet, staring at the hairline of the man in front of them with tired eyes and even more exhausted minds. He turned his back on them to face his own men.


He would need a wireless operator. That was a relief. That was one choice made for him. There was only one operator in the company. They’d have to find another from somewhere, but that wasn’t his problem. If it was a patrol Albrecht needed him, no question. He looked over the men and found the solitary operator. Crouched at the corner of the cottage, sitting back on his haunches unwrapping a ration of biscuits, his steel helmet tipped back to release a tuft of short blond hair. A new boy, a replacement. Steiner … He couldn’t remember his first name. Young. The defence of Normandy had been his first action. He’d held up well. Or so Albrecht had been told. He hadn’t seen it himself, but the reports were good. Steiner then. That was one.


They’d need a medic too. A good one if Albrecht could help it. Again he felt a sense of relief at another easy decision. The company had two medics at the moment. Sebald and Weiss. He’d take Sebald. He’d been with the company much longer. Always in the thick of it, weaving his stumbling, ducking run through the battlefield to answer the cry they’d come to know too well, ‘Medic! Medic!’ He deserved the break. And he was calmer. Weiss swore too much as he worked. Albrecht was sure he didn’t know he was doing it, but he did. It unnerved the men. Just yesterday in a back street in Eastbourne he’d watched Weiss fumble inside a man’s groin for the end of a severed artery. As he groped deeper inside the wound his swearing got louder and faster. The man’s cries kept pace, getting more and more frantic, which in turn wound Weiss up another notch until the two of them were caught in a tangled race of damns and shits and fucks. Suddenly, with Weiss’s hand still up to his wrist inside the wound, the blood gulping around it like a thick red tongue, the man won the race and fell silent. His eyes flicked wide and he stopped, mouth open, like a wind-up toy reaching the end of its coil. So Weiss would stay. He hoped they’d find a good replacement for Sebald. They’d need one. But there was no way Albrecht was taking Weiss on a patrol, however short it might be.


He made a mental note of their names. Steiner, Sebald … Steiner, Sebald . . , repeating them as if they were the start of a forgotten childhood chant and he was searching for the next name in the list. As if the choice had already been made for him and all he had to do was remember the sequence, the roll-call, rather than create it himself.


Steiner, Sebald …


He didn’t have to move. From where he stood he could see the whole company, or what was left of it. Just sixty-seven men. More than fifty short of full strength.


Steiner, Sebald …


It was like making a recipe, finding the right combination of characters, experience. He had a young soldier and an older medic. He needed another older soldier now. A keystone man around which the patrol could gather and form. A foundation stone.


Alex. Sergeant Alex Klepper. He wasn’t much older than Steiner but he may as well have been. One of the few, along with Albrecht, who’d been with the company since the Russian campaign. Albrecht looked for him now and saw him lying flat out, his head resting beside a flower bed at the side of the cottage. Stretched out like that he covered the ground from the cottage wall to the picket fence so the other men had to step over him to pass round to the back of the house. Alex was a steady soldier. Big enough to carry the 42mm for days on end if he had to. So, Steiner, Sebald, Klepper … He was making progress. Almost there.


Who was he fooling? He knew he’d yet to make a real decision, a real choice. The first two had chosen themselves and if he was honest with himself Albrecht always knew he was going to take Alex. Alex from Bavaria who had so often saved his skin, who had so often laid himself on the line for the sake of Albrecht and the company. Albrecht didn’t want Alex going into London. He’d do it again. Put himself in the line of fire. He wouldn’t survive that city, Albrecht was sure of it. And they were so close now. Let someone else take that bullet. Someone who hadn’t come all the way just to fall at the final fence.


Time was running out. Any minute now they’d be on the move again, packing up and pulling back off the line. He must choose the five men now, let them know they wouldn’t be retiring with the rest of the company. Otherwise it would come as an even greater blow, once their bags were packed, once they’d set their minds on the idea of rest, even if only for a few days.


Steiner, Sebald, Klepper …


He looked over the faces of the men again. Filthy most of them. Bloodied. Eyes closed. There was hardly a wrinkle between them. He searched out the few older heads but there was no point. These men would be needed in the company. And what counted as older now anyway? A man who had been with them a couple of months? A few weeks even? On this accelerated scale of maturity Albrecht, at thirty-three, knew he was practically a geriatric. Lucky enough to have survived this far but not enough of a Party man to have risen any further, away from the fighting units. No, Alex and Sebald would be his two experienced soldiers on the patrol. That would be enough.


Then Albrecht saw Otto. Unlike most of the company he was still standing, rifle slung over his shoulder, holding his helmet against his stomach, his hands resting over it like a pregnant woman waiting at the bus stop. The dirt on his face stopped short of his hairline, just above his eyebrows where his helmet had previously sat; a sharply defined tide mark of battle, a festival mask of grime. His eyes showed in it like those of a blacked-up minstrel singer. Wide, unblinking. He was looking away from the marching infantry behind them, out towards the skyline where the rising columns of smoke met the descending clouds of an English autumn.


As far as Albrecht knew Otto had not spoken for the past fortnight. Not a word since the defence of Normandy. They’d shared the same bunker on the beachhead. Otto had manned the machine gun. Albrecht seemed to remember this was a mistake. He’d only been covering for another man when the attack began. Otto was not usually the machine gunner. But once it started there was no chance for him to leave his post. The waves of men seemed endless. Most of the Allied tanks sank or were knocked out by their own camouflaged Panzer divisions, but the men kept coming. A desperate, ancient pulse of men. It was as if an entire generation was being emptied onto the beaches before them. And so Otto had fired that machine gun all day and into the night. Until both his hands were burnt on the metal handles. Until its barrel glowed orange like the end of Albrecht’s cigarette when he took another pull. Fired it constantly, sweeping it left and right, right and left. How many men had Otto killed that day? Five, six hundred? More, probably. After all, he’d carried on firing through their retreat too, left and right, right and left, cutting up the surf, planting reefs of bullets on which the Allied soldiers foundered and drowned.


He was a slight boy, Otto. Pale with deep black hair. Thin wrists. But strong enough to swing that machine gun, left and right, right and left. His physique made Albrecht aware again of the perverted nature of this war. That a boy as slim, as small, as bird-like as Otto could kill so many men. Half way through that morning Albrecht had caught his face, motionless under his helmet, lit by the narrow slit in the bunker and dirty like today except for the white tributaries of tear marks mapping down his cheeks. By the evening these were covered with dirt too and he’d looked as he did now. Open eyes, unblinking. Impassive. Something inside him had broken, stretched and snapped. One bullet in the thousands had been a bullet too far. Albrecht had seen it before, but never so cleanly. Never such a clean fracture of the soul. And never such a silent break either. Silent ever since. Sebald had looked him over and passed him fit but no one had yet pushed him to speak. There was no need. They’d all seen what he’d done that day and they were all grateful for it; grateful he’d done it and grateful it was him who had, not them.


Albrecht took a last drag on the cigarette, studying Otto’s profile as he did so. He would take Otto. A strange choice perhaps, but for all his silence he’d proved himself an efficient soldier in the fighting since. And in the more intimate company of a patrol it was just possible he might be nurtured back to voice. He’d passed his watershed, his own tidemark. He’d stepped through the looking glass and was therefore probably, despite his temporary muteness, more stable than many of the other privates who, as yet, appeared to be functioning normally.


So, Steiner, Sebald, Klepper and Schütze Mann. Private Mann. Albrecht couldn’t help acknowledging to himself the appropriateness of the English translation. He flicked the cigarette stub from his fingers and ground it into the soil with the toe of his boot, like a dancer powdering the points of his shoes. Placing his hands on the fence before him he took a deep breath and then regretted it. The burnt rubber from the burning bicycle still hung in the air. The tail of the marching infantry was passing behind him. The slow ones. The blistered ones. The broken souls with broken soles.


Albrecht was looking for his final note. The note to set against Otto that would complete the melody of his patrol. The answer to Otto’s silence. That was how he would, once again, lift the pressure of his choice. How he would decide which man’s life he would alter. How he would choose who he would save or sacrifice, depending on what this patrol held in store for them. A young private gave him his answer, provided the counterpoint as he hoped one of them would. He was sitting in a circle with others, resting against an upturned British ammo box, and as Albrecht’s eye passed over him, he laughed. And there, in that laugh, he made his own fate, decided his future. That laugh, as he took an offered cigarette from another soldier, was the note that met and answered the silence of Otto Mann.


The private’s name was Ehrhardt, Private Gernot Ehrhardt. Another replacement like Steiner. Just this morning Albrecht had seen him bayonet a British soldier as they took a gun position south of this village. The British soldier was old. Not old like Albrecht, but old like Albrecht’s father had been old. Grey hair, a rheumy eye. Ehrhardt had bayoneted him with force, with anger, in textbook style. And now here he was laughing. Was that any more cause for concern than Otto’s silent stare? Albrecht didn’t care. He’d seen Ehrhardt laugh before, many times since he’d joined the company, and he wanted him with them for that laugh. For that ability to prevent one side of his actions, his character, washing up against the rest of him.


Steiner, Sebald, Klepper, Mann, Ehrhardt.


Albrecht took out his notebook and pencil and wrote the names down in his clearest handwriting. Calling to one of the runners he ordered him back to battalion headquarters to find these men’s records and to confirm battalion clearance for this request. In the meantime he’d get Alex to inform the men they’d been selected for a patrol. Once he had their records he’d find a motorbike to take him over to Southern Headquarters, where he hoped he’d discover exactly what choice he’d just made for them. Where they were going, for how long and why. He also hoped he’d find out why he’d been chosen. Why an SS order to a Wehrmacht officer? Why a patrol when they were still only on the fringes of this country? He was a fluent English speaker. He’d studied here before the war, in Oxford and London. But whatever the reason for the patrol, it couldn’t be London, that’s what he told himself again. Not London, and therefore whatever their mission, it had to be good news for him and the men. Better news at least. Anywhere was better than London.


As if to confirm this thought another Panzer division came rumbling round the corner past the cottage accompanied again by more infantry. All of them were heading north, towards the capital. Albrecht turned and watched the sullen progression of the tanks once more. A dog, a scruffy Jack Russell, had appeared from somewhere. It leant back on its haunches and barked and snarled at the feet of the passing soldiers. One of them swung a lazy kick at its head and missed. Another, a few rows later, threw it the bitten end of a piece of salami. The dog snatched it from the air and lay down to chew on it, keeping one wary eye on the passing soldiers. French salami, bought just a few days ago, thrown to an English dog. Once again the speed of all this overtook Albrecht. The speed and momentum of this spiralling, unnatural world he had somehow found himself caught up in, like a man woken from a coma into a life no longer his.
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