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        War is the statesman’s game, the priest’s delight, the lawyer’s jest, the hired assassin’s trade.

        Shelley: Queen Mab IV
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      Auld: old

      Bauchle: an old, useless person or object

      CSM: Company Sergeant Major, the senior NCO of any company

      Decko: look

      Doover: dugout. The term came from the Australians

      Duffy, a: a fight, a battle

      Forby: as well as; in addition to

      GBH: Grievous Bodily Harm

      Herrenvolk: the German nation, a term used by the Nazis

      I-man: Intelligence man

      Jock: Scottish soldier

      LCA: Landing Craft Assault; landing craft that held a platoon

      LCI: Landing Craft Infantry, larger than the LCA

      NAAFI: Navy, Army and Air Force Institute; organisation that provides catering and welfare services to military personnel

      NCO: Non-Commissioned Officer

      Piat: Projector, Infantry, Anti-Tank — a handheld anti-tank weapon

      Shabash: well done! Congratulations!

      SNAFU: Situation Normal, All Fouled Up. It is possible that British soldiers used a stronger word than “Fouled” on occasion.

      Stag, on: guard or sentry duty

      Stonk: artillery barrage

      Swaddie: slang term for a British soldier, often mispronounced as “squaddie”

      Toonie: townie; derogatory term for a person who lives in a town rather than in the countryside

      U/S: unserviceable — broken
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      06 JUNE 1944

      NORMANDY, FRANCE

      The German defenders were firing everything they had, with heavy machine guns hammering at the landing craft and shore-based artillery crashing out. One battery of guns seemed particularly efficient, landing a direct hit on an LCI and blowing the craft out of the water. Tulloch saw the orange-white flash and an eruption of bodies, together with screams and cries.

      “We can’t stop for survivors!” The Royal Navy lieutenant was visibly upset as he gave the order that was against all naval tradition. “Push on to the beach.”

      The Navy had located the enemy battery, and a cruiser and destroyer opened fire simultaneously, blasting the position with broadsides. Tulloch heard the appalling noise of the bombardment and the tearing sound of shells screaming towards the shore. The explosions seemed to rise for hundreds of feet after the shells landed, pounding the area into a mass of rubble and twisted steel.

      “How far to the beach?” Lieutenant Telfer asked Tulloch.

      “About ten minutes!” Tulloch yelled in reply. He checked his watch, ducking as enemy heavy machine-gun fire lifted spray and water from around the LCI. Bullets crashed against the steel hull, making the inexperienced young soldiers duck and flinch.

      “It will be a long ten minutes!” McGill shouted.

      Tulloch agreed. He remembered the comparative ease of the Sicily landings and hoped he would not have to take part in any more seaborne invasions. “Keep your heads down, lads!” He glanced aft, where the seamen were in the most exposed positions, steering the LCI, with one man firing an Oerlikon at the slowly approaching Normandy beach.

      When Tulloch disregarded his own orders and poked his head above the LCI’s side, all he saw was an armada of vessels, with LCAs and LCIs surging towards the beach, while warships pounded the land, hammering at every point of resistance they saw. Smoke and fire rose from the land, while the surf broke in a silver-white line to mark the edge of Hitler’s Europe.

      “Ready, lads!” Tulloch shouted, withdrawing into the body of the craft when something ricocheted from the hull near his face. “Not long now!”

      D Company responded with a chorus of groans and abuse.

      “Bugger this for a game of soldiers, sir,” Hogg said.

      Situation normal, Tulloch thought.

      A strong gust of wind sent the LCI sideways. Tulloch saw the naval lieutenant fighting the helm, and then the ramp in the bow opened with a groan and a splash, and Tulloch could see the coast of France. Explosions lit up the beach and its hinterland, with the features he remembered from the maps and training. He took a deep breath.

      “After me, D Company!”
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      EDINBURGH, SCOTLAND

      FEBRUARY 1944

      “Home again,” Major Neil Muirhead of the Lothian Rifles said quietly. “It’s over three years since I walked on Scottish soil.”

      “A lot has happened since then,” newly promoted Major Douglas Tulloch replied. He looked over the rail of the ship as it eased up the Firth of Clyde, part of a convoy escorted by the busy and always efficient Royal Navy frigates.

      It was the quality of the Scottish air that struck Tulloch most. It was pure, crisp, and moist, with a freshness that Tulloch had taken for granted before he left Scotland. Now, he took deep breaths and savoured every lungful as he watched the Jocks. The battalion had fought through North Africa, from Eritrea and Egypt across Libya and Tunisia. They had carried their bayonets against Italians and Germans at El Alamein, Medinine, and the Mareth Line, and taken part in Operation Husky in Sicily and the vicious battles on the Catania Plain. Only when the Allies had secured Sicily did the War Office withdraw the Lothians and send them home.

      Tulloch listened to D Company discussing the future as they lined the rail and watched the green Scottish coast slide past.

      “They think we’ve had enough,” Elliot said. “It’s an easy life for us now, boys, garrisoning Glasgow to ensure the Celtic fans don’t riot.”

      “More likely they’ll send us to Shetland to count the penguins, Shuggy,” Innes said, rubbing his leg where a German bullet had passed right through.

      “There are no penguins in Shetland. The polar bears ate them all,” Elliot replied, stony-faced. He grinned. “I’ll see Wee Alice again. I wonder if she’ll remember me.”

      “Nae chance,” cynical Hogg replied. “She’ll have run off with some Yank with a big mouth and a deep wallet, or a Pole who pretends he was a nobleman back home.”

      Tulloch shared the Jocks’ feelings of relief and trepidation but not their optimism. The war was far from finished, and the War Office would not allow the Lothians to stagnate while there was an enemy to defeat.

      “What do you think, Douglas?” Muirhead asked. “Whither are we bound?”

      “One of two places,” Tulloch replied. “Either the Far East to push the Japs out of Burma, or more likely, Monty wants us to take part in the Second Front in Europe.”

      Muirhead was silent for a few moments, leaning over the rail to watch the grey sea breaking white against the ship’s hull. “Aye. The Second Front, I think. They’ll need a few veteran battalions like ours to add steel to the assault. Newly trained troops might have all the enthusiasm and equipment in the world, but they’ll lack guile and battle sense.”

      A larger wave than usual hit the ship, spreading spindrift across the crowded deck. Few of the Lothians reacted. After enduring German and Italian shellfire, they hardly noticed a dousing in cold water.

      “The entire 50th Northumbrian Division and the 51st Highland have been withdrawn from Italy,” Muirhead said thoughtfully. “They are two of the best.”

      Tulloch nodded. “Something big is coming,” he said.

      “At last,” Muirhead replied soberly. “We’re going back into Northern Europe to thrust directly at Germany. Better us in Berlin than Uncle Joe Stalin.”

      Both men relapsed into silent thought. Tulloch recalled the Lothians’ previous venture into France with the old BEF back in 1939 and 1940. He remembered the bitter fighting and the collapse of their allies that saw a rapid retreat to the beaches of northern France and the evacuation to Britain. He remembered the futile bravery and the deaths, the scream of the Stukas, and the Luftwaffe shooting the outmatched RAF out of the sky. “This time,” he said quietly. “This time.”

      Muirhead understood the unstated sentiment. “Aye, this time.” He nipped the end of his cigarette and threw the stub into the sea. They both watched the cold water claim the small tube of tobacco. Neither spoke for a while as they sailed past the granite hump of Ailsa Craig and eased northward.

      The Clyde welcomed them with shafts of sunshine that illuminated the fields of Ayrshire and the blue-grey granite peaks of the Island of Arran, with white cloud drifting across the cone of Goat Fell. The Lothians pointed to their homeland, marvelled at how fresh and green everything was after the dry browns of Africa and Sicily, and drank in the knowledge that they had survived two gruelling campaigns.

      “We’re home,” Tod said simply. He still moved stiffly from the wound he received in Sicily. He produced his mouth organ and played the first few lines of Yon Bonnie Banks of Loch Lomond.

      “Scotland,” Cattanach said.

      “Aye, Scotland,” Elliot said. “I can hear the Ettrick Water.”

      “I’ve seen abroad, and you can keep it,” Hogg grated. “Once this bloody war is over, I’m never leaving Edinburgh again.”

      Nobody argued. All the Lothians were aware of the perils of disagreeing with the argumentative Hoggie.

      The Scottish air enfolded them, sweet and refreshing, carrying a thousand memories and scents, bringing unheralded tears to usually unemotional eyes. Nobody mentioned their exposed feelings as the ship berthed at Gourock. The battalion crossed Glasgow to Maryhill Barracks, and then a benign War Office ordered a fortnight’s disembarkation leave for everybody.

      Tulloch wished his men all the best, shook hands with Muirhead and Lieutenant McGill, and caught the next train for Edinburgh. He watched the blacked-out, wartime countryside pass, with small towns full of haggard-looking women surviving on limited rations, and hoped the austerity and suffering were worthwhile.

      It felt strange walking the streets that had been familiar since his boyhood, seeing the different uniforms of many Allied countries. Tulloch felt himself hurrying as he walked from Waverley Station, across Princes Street and George Street, and down the slope to his home in Nelson Street.

      Tulloch’s mother was in tears when he arrived, holding him at arm’s length as she examined her wee boy, now grown into a stern-faced man with new lines on his face and shadows in his eyes. Tulloch’s father was quieter. He greeted his son with a nod and a handshake.

      “How long are you home for?” Mrs Tulloch asked, desperately holding his arms.

      “Two weeks,” Tulloch replied.

      Mrs Tulloch did not release her grip. “You can tell me about your adventures. And your girl,” she said, eager for information.

      “Amanda,” Tulloch said, not yet relaxed.

      “Amanda,” Mrs Tulloch repeated the name. “I’ll have to meet her.”

      “You will meet her,” Tulloch promised, smiling as he wondered how the unconventional, terse-talking Amanda would fare with his volatile, house-proud, very Edinburgh mother. “What happened to the window?” he pointed to a flat board that covered two of the panes.

      “A German bomb cracked it,” Mrs Tulloch spoke in such matter-of-fact tones that she could have been commenting on the price of carrots. “I think they were trying for Leith Docks, and they missed.”

      “Were you hurt?” Tulloch asked in sudden concern. He did not like to think of his parents in the line of German fire. Home should be a haven.

      “No,” Mrs Tulloch said. She glanced at her husband. “Mrs Ellis at number six was.”

      “Badly?” Tulloch asked.

      “She was in the street when the bomb dropped and she died,” Mrs Tulloch said. “Now, what shall we have for tea?”

      Tulloch knew he was home. Only his mother could turn a conversation about German bombing into a discussion about tea-time. The war had not changed her.
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        * * *

      

      Tulloch stood at the gate of Kirklands, Amanda’s family home in Meigle. He had promised Amanda he would visit while on home leave, but did not expect the sudden rush of nerves at the prospect of meeting Amanda’s mother. He already knew her father, Colonel Clark, well.

      Kirklands was large, standing in an extensive garden where mature trees stretched naked branches to a boisterous grey sky. Andrew paused for a moment, surveying the building, wondering if it had been built in the late eighteenth or early nineteenth century, and nodded at the bright gleam of the windowpanes.

      The door opened before Tulloch reached it, and an immaculate, slightly plump woman smiled at him through kindly eyes.

      “Well, look at the bonny soldier,” she said. “Don’t you look grand?” She laughed at Tulloch’s discomfiture. “I’ve been watching you for the last five minutes, wondering how to approach the house. Am I such a dragon?”

      Tulloch touched his uniform cap politely. “My name is Douglas Tulloch,” he began, introducing himself.

      “I know who you are,” the woman interrupted him, still smiling. “You are Major Douglas Tulloch of the Lothian Rifles. My daughter has described every inch of you in glorious detail.” She held out her hand. “Maureen Clark; Mrs Maureen Clark.”

      “You are Amanda’s mother,” Tulloch said.

      “I know,” Mrs Clark replied solemnly. “And Colonel Iain Clark’s wife, for my sins, and I have many of them. Come away in, Douglas. You don’t mind if I call you Douglas, do you? Or would you prefer Major Tulloch, a sir and a salute when I pass?”

      “Douglas will be fine, Mrs Clark,” Tulloch replied, not sure what to make of Amanda’s mother.

      “Oh, we are such a formal little soldier, aren’t we?” Mrs Clark replied. “Amanda warned me about that. Call me Maureen, for goodness’ sake.”

      Tulloch stepped inside the house with Mrs Clark walking a yard in front. “This way to the drawing room,” Mrs Clark said over her shoulder. “It’s a bit formal, but you prefer that, don’t you?”

      “Not at all,” Tulloch said, and Mrs Clark abruptly altered course. “Good; then the kitchen is far more comfortable. It’s the real heart of the house and the only room we keep warm. We can foregather around the kitchen range, and you tell me all about yourself. I’ll see if Amanda has left anything out.” She smiled over her shoulder. “I doubt she has, but if so, I’ll fill in the gaps.”

      The kitchen was large and old-fashioned, with a huge iron range, recently black-leaded, a scrubbed pine table and a pleasant aroma of cooking. The pictures and photographs adorning the walls proved that the family often gathered in the room. Mrs Clark pulled two hard-backed chairs close to the fire, stirred the glowing embers with a long poker and plumped down.

      “You’ve come from Edinburgh, then,” Mrs Clark said.

      “Yes, Maureen,” Tulloch said. “I have two weeks’ leave.”

      “And you decided to waste a day of it to come all the way to Perthshire to visit an auld bauchle like me?” Mrs Clark widened her eyes in pretended surprise.

      “It’s not a waste,” Tulloch said. “And you are hardly an auld bauchle.”

      Mrs Clark laughed again, with her bright eyes never straying from Tulloch’s face. He realised that she was assessing him, working out if he was suitable marriage material for her intelligent, resourceful daughter. Mrs Clark’s banal appearance was only a mask.

      “Where are you going next, Douglas?” Mrs Clark asked. “You’ve been in India, France, all over Africa and Sicily. What’s next on the agenda?”

      “Wherever the army sends me,” Tulloch replied. “I don’t have any choice in the matter.” He knew that Mrs Clark must be a formidable woman to be married to Colonel Clark of the Intelligence Service, as well as being Amanda’s mother.

      “Where do you think next?” Mrs Clark’s eyes were needle-sharp as she smiled into Tulloch’s face.

      Tulloch realised she was testing him. “It could be Benbecula or Burma,” he replied easily. “Banff or Benghazi.”

      Mrs Clark nodded, suddenly serious. “You suspect but are saying nothing,” she said. “As is right and proper.”

      Tulloch hid his satisfaction, knowing he had passed whatever test Mrs Clark had subjected him to.

      “You will take tea with us,” Mrs Clark said. It was a statement rather than a question.

      “Thank you,” Tulloch said. “That is kind of you.” He knew that wartime rationing meant every household budget was stretched, so entertaining a visitor could be a significant strain.

      “Kind? Utter nonsense,” Mrs Clark said. “We eat in the kitchen to save fuel. I hope that does not concern you.”

      “Of course not.” Tulloch became aware of the large, hairy ginger cat rubbing against the leg of his second-best uniform trousers. He bent to push the animal away, realised Mrs Clark was watching closely and patted it instead.

      “That is Oudenaarde,” Mrs Clark said. “The Colonel named him after Marlborough’s battle. Personally, I prefer to call him Sheddy because all he does is shed hair.”

      Oudenaarde proved Mrs Clark’s words correct as he began to purr, rubbing himself against Tulloch’s left leg and leaving a coating of ginger hair.

      “Do you like cats?” Mrs Clark asked, deceptively innocent.

      “I don’t know much about them,” Andrew admitted. He could not imagine his neatness-obsessed father and mother allowing a cat, or any domestic pet, into their house. Cleanliness was next to Godliness, in their opinion, and they would instantly remove anything that upset the immaculate order of their home. Tulloch had often wondered how they had managed to create a son and bring him up, with all the messiness that a boy entailed.

      “Cats tend to grow on you,” Mrs Clark said. “Dogs become part of the family, but cats live independently within the house. With the family but not of it, if you see what I mean.” To Tulloch’s relief, she lifted Oudenaarde from his leg and placed the cat gently on her lap.

      “Does Amanda like cats?” Tulloch asked.

      “Yes,” Mrs Clark replied. “I am surprised she’s never told you. Amanda has grown up with them. She is like a cat in some ways, living a separate life alongside us.” Mrs Clark’s eyes scrutinised Tulloch, partly penetrating and partly amused. “Can you cope with that?”

      “I won’t try to smother her.” Tulloch understood the question.

      Mrs Clark nodded. “You’ll have to allow her freedom, or she’ll roam like Oudenaarde and never return.” She petted the cat. “When this wee man strayed into our house, he wore a collar without a name. We soon took that off him. We don’t know from where he came, but he knows he is free to roam or return to his old home.” Mrs Clark faced Tulloch, raising her eyebrows.

      Tulloch understood Mrs Clark’s point. “I won’t try to put a collar on Amanda either,” he said. He faced Mrs Clark, holding her gaze. “You don’t have to worry about your daughter, Maureen. We have a lot to learn about each other, but what I have seen, I like. She is unlike any other woman I have met — not that there were many. I intend to marry her. I will not be unfaithful; I will not try to repress her in any way.”

      Mrs Clark waited until Tulloch finished before she replied.

      “That’s better, Douglas.” She stood up, placing Oudenaarde on the floor. “Amanda told me you were a plain-speaking man. I wondered if you would sit there all meek and mild, allowing me to question you like a prisoner in the dock.” Her smile was an older image of Amanda’s. “Now that you have revealed yourself, we can eat. I hope you like plain fare.”

      “I do,” Tulloch assured her, wondering what Mrs Clark’s idea of plain fare might be.

      “Good.” Mrs Clark put her hand on Tulloch’s shoulder as she rose. “Wait there, Soldier Laddie, while I organise lunch.”

      As they ate locally caught fish and locally grown potatoes and vegetables, Tulloch looked around the room, which Mrs Clark had filled with family memories, mementoes and pictures. Seeing the direction of his gaze, Mrs Clark stood up and brought across a succession of photographs, showing him the various stages of Amanda’s life and watching his reaction.

      “Amanda would not like you to see this one,” Mrs Clark said archly, bringing across a sepia print of a very young Amanda face down on a hearth rug wearing nothing but a broad smile.

      “I can’t imagine she would,” Tulloch said, comparing the innocent infant with his last sight of her — smoke-stained and exhausted in a shattered Sicilian village, holding a Sten gun in grimy hands. “I don’t even have a photograph of her.”

      “I have plenty,” Mrs Clark said. “I’m sure I can find a recent picture for you. Not that one, though.” She put the infant image away. “She was a little young then.”

      “Thank you,” Tulloch said, and thumbed through the selection that Mrs Clark brought. He was surprised by the number and realised the Clarks were a closer family than he had imagined, considering that Colonel Clark’s profession often kept them apart. “May I have this one?” He indicated an image where Amanda sat on a stone wall beneath a rowan tree.

      “That’s at the bottom of our garden,” Mrs Clark said fondly. “It’s one of my favourites. Take it.”

      Tulloch examined Amanda’s face, smiled, and placed the photograph inside his wallet. “Thank you, Maureen.”

      Mrs Clark watched everything Tulloch did, smiling softly. “Amanda should be safe now that she is no longer on operations,” she said quietly. “Continue to send your letters to her through me, and I’ll forward them to Clarkie. The War Office recalled him to London, so he’s safe. Or as safe as the Germans will allow with their bombing.”

      Tulloch guessed that Clarkie was Colonel Clark. “I didn’t know the colonel had been transferred,” he said.

      “He’s on the staff now,” Mrs Clark said. “Somebody else oversees operations in the Mediterranean. I don’t know who.”

      Tulloch thought of the eccentric, devious, clever colonel. “I wish him well,” he said.

      Mrs Clark poured them more tea. “Clarkie will be all right,” she said comfortably. “If he fell from an aeroplane, he’d land in a haystack with a bottle of champagne at the side.” She looked at the cabinet on the side of the room. “Talking of champagne, I have a whisky bottle in there begging to be opened. Would you care to join me? I take mine naked, and I presume you do the same.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tulloch enjoyed being back in Edinburgh, with the old familiar streets, the tram cars, the size and weight of British coins, the feel of rain and the taste of a pint of McEwan’s or Younger’s beer. The influx of so many soldiers in the streets was a shock, with men from a dozen Allied nationalities filling the pubs and shops. Tulloch forced himself to accept that many young Edinburgh women preferred exotic foreign soldiers to those from Scotland, and grew accustomed to having fresh, clean water gushing from the taps.

      One day, he told himself, Amanda and I will walk these streets, and the world will be at peace. One day, the war will be over, and we will have defeated Hitler. But not yet. After more than four years, the obscene horror of war still plagued the world, and Tulloch knew he would have to do his bit in restoring peace.

      And, abruptly and sickeningly but inevitably, disembarkation leave ended, and the battalion and the war demanded Tulloch’s return.

      “Take care,” Mrs Tulloch tried to mask her tears as Tulloch said his farewells.

      “I will,” Tulloch promised.

      “Keep your head down,” Mr Tulloch shook Tulloch’s hand, his face expressionless. “Come back safely to us.”

      “I intend to,” Tulloch said. He stepped away, knowing his emotions would take control if he lingered. He stopped at the corner of the street and faced them. His parents stood at the front door, watching. He raised his hand in farewell, turned, and strode back to the war.
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      DALKEITH AND HIGHLAND SCOTLAND

      SPRING 1944

      Major Muirhead lounged at ease in Dalkeith Barracks’ Officers’ Mess, scraping the bowl of his pipe with a blunt penknife. “Welcome back to reality, Douglas.”

      “I won’t say it’s good to be back,” Tulloch said. Leave already seemed like a dream as he stood inside the room, with the memories, scents, and sounds of military life surrounding him. He could smell gun oil and blanco, hear a drill sergeant bellowing a squad of recruits into order, and feel the presence of dozens of generations of Lothians surrounding him. Hanging in pride of place on the wall, Lady Butler’s picture of the regiment at the Battle of Alexandria in 1801 frowned over them, a reminder of past glories and an encouragement to the current officers to emulate their forbears.

      Muirhead chuckled. “Aye, life can be good sometimes. Just enjoy our time away from the fighting and hope Hitler falls down a manhole and breaks his evil neck.”

      Tulloch smiled. “That would be the ideal solution,” he said. He called for the mess waiter to bring him a Glenkinchie whisky.

      “In the meantime, we will rebuild the battalion ready for the next phase of the war,” Muirhead said. He stuffed tobacco into his pipe before striking a match. “We have a lot to rebuild, and we don’t know how much time we have.”

      “The next phase being the Second Front, Neil?” Tulloch asked.

      “Aye, the Second Front,” Muirhead replied. He looked at Tulloch through a film of smoke.

      Tulloch tasted his whisky, allowing the fiery liquid to seep through his body. “When do you think it will be?”

      Muirhead considered for a moment, puffing blue smoke into the room. “I don’t know,” he admitted with a wry smile. “It won’t be for a few months, anyway. Monty never does anything until his army is fully trained and equipped, and we’ve had no training yet.”

      Tulloch grunted, finished his whisky, and signalled to the mess waiter for another. “True. Is Monty in charge?”

      “Oh, God, I hope so,” Muirhead said. “Would you trust anybody else?”

      Tulloch thought of the disasters of the previous few years. “No,” he said emphatically.

      “Nor would I,” Muirhead said. “Perhaps the Auck.”

      “Perhaps,” Tulloch agreed cautiously. Auchinleck had a mixed reputation in the army. He was a sound soldier but, in Tulloch’s opinion, lacked Montgomery’s tactical skill.

      “Pas de Calais?” Muirhead said blandly. “That’s my answer to your next question.”

      “I haven’t asked another question,” Tulloch replied.

      “You were about to ask me where I thought the invasion would take place,” Muirhead said, exhaling smoke.

      “I was,” Tulloch agreed.

      “Pas de Calais. It’s the shortest sea crossing from Britain and has a broad beach for the landing craft. I’d prefer Dunkirk, but that’s a personal choice rather than a military one.” Muirhead was silent for a moment, and when he spoke, Tulloch heard the bitter edge in his voice. “Dunkirk, St Valery, or Dieppe.”

      Tulloch finished his second whisky. “Aye,” he said. “Happy memories.”

      “Hardly,” Muirhead said with a wry grin. “We beat the Germans in Africa and Sicily. Now we must beat them on their own doorstep.” Removing the pipe from his mouth, he stared at the glowing tobacco in the bowl. “Aye.” He put a wealth of meaning into that single word.

      Tulloch nodded. “We have experience of beach landings now, but I expect the Germans to put up a sterner resistance than the Italians did in Sicily.”

      Muirhead returned the pipe to his mouth. “They will,” he agreed. “They boast about their Atlantic Wall. We must ensure that our men are as well-trained and prepared as possible.”

      Tulloch stood. “That’s all we can do,” he said. He contemplated ordering another whisky, decided he had better not, and put his empty glass on the table for the mess waiter to collect. “I’m going to check D Company,” he said.

      “I’d better look at my lads, too,” Muirhead said. “C Company is not what it was.”

      Four years of war had changed the Lothian Rifles. When Tulloch had joined the regiment in 1936, most of the personnel had hailed from Edinburgh and the Lothians. However, casualties had been high in the bitter battles of France, North Africa, and Sicily, and many of the old familiar faces had gone, killed or wounded. Tulloch estimated that perhaps a third of the present battalion were pre-war soldiers, with the remainder as replacements. Although some newcomers were genuine Lothian men, most came from outside the area, either from other parts of Scotland or from England, Wales, or Northern Ireland.

      “We’ll have to be careful not to lose the character of the Lothians with so many strangers,” Tulloch said after viewing his company.

      “We won’t.” Major Kilner had been promoted to acting Lieutenant Colonel when the battalion arrived back in Scotland. He had been with the Lothians since 1916 and knew more about the regiment than any other three men combined. “We experienced the same in the Kaiser’s War. We were over the top on the first day of the Somme in July 1916 and took ninety per cent casualties in the first couple of hours. We were still the Lothian Rifles in November when that battle finally ended.”

      “That’s reassuring,” Tulloch said. He sauntered to the window overlooking the vast parade ground and watched Company Sergeant Major Drysdale welcoming a batch of replacements with an hour of close-order drill. The CSM was another veteran and blasted the men into order, scrutinised every movement, and gave no mercy.

      “We’ll start properly tomorrow,” Kilner said, joining Tulloch at the window. “We’ll get the men settled in first. Break them in gently.”

      “Yes, sir,” Tulloch said, as Drysdale had the replacements marching around the parade ground at the double. “The CSM is always gentle.”

      A chill drizzle greeted the Lothians the following morning. Kilner appointed Tulloch to oversee training for D Company while telling Muirhead he was second in command of the battalion.

      “You’re the senior major, Muirhead,” Kilner said. “Congratulations. We’ve no adjutant at present, so you’ll have to double up on your workload until we appoint one.”

      “Yes, sir.” Muirhead did not look happy at the prospect of increased administration work, but he was sufficiently experienced to accept whatever the Army threw in his direction.

      New officers arrived, some looking very young and keen, while others were older, having been transferred from other units after suffering wounds. Second Lieutenant Alan Telfer and Lieutenant Kenneth Ross joined D Company. Telfer was fresh from Sandhurst, bright-eyed and eager. Ross was older by two years in age and a wealth of experience with the Lothians’ first battalion in the Far East. Tulloch reserved judgement until he knew them better.

      “Welcome to the Lothian Rifles,” he said, and allowed them space to bed in.

      Tulloch had D Company on parade and viewed his men, mostly new faces with a sprinkling of veterans, some recently returned from hospital, others hard-bitten and cynical, medal ribbons testifying to their experience. Private Hogg was in the second rank, glowering at the world, and the only man who retained the old-pattern eighteen-inch bayonet. Innes, the Bren gun specialist, was there, limping slightly from his wound in Sicily. Tulloch was glad to see Shuggy Elliot, the womaniser, and Smudger Smith, with the taciturn Cattanach and Tod, the one-time shepherd.

      Kilner was correct, Tulloch told himself. The regiment will live on; men such as Elliot and Hogg give us a thread of continuity, whatever happens. They are the Lothians, not the Colours or the regimental silver or Lady Butler’s picture.

      “Are you still with us, Elliot?” Tulloch greeted his veterans. “And you, Hogg? I thought the Edinburgh police would have snapped you up.”

      “They couldnae catch me, sir,” Hogg said, with an evil grin on his ugly face.

      “Aitken! Welcome back! We haven’t had the pleasure of your company for years!” Tulloch remembered Aitken as a champion scrounger from the very early years of the war. An old North-West Frontier India hand, Aitken had been badly wounded in the retreat from France in the summer of 1940.

      Aitken grinned, pleased that Tulloch remembered him. “I was in hospital, sir,” he said, “and then they sent me to the Hairy-Legged Irishmen.”

      “That’s a decent mob.” Tulloch knew the Highland Light Infantry as a fighting regiment.

      “Aye, no sae bad, sir,” Aitken replied evasively.

      “Did you ask to be transferred here?” Tulloch wondered.

      “No, sir.” Aitken shook his head. “I was in the Glasshouse for a while, and they sent me back here.”

      “Ah.” Tulloch accepted Aitken’s explanation. The Glasshouse was the military prison at Colchester, a place notorious for iron discipline. “Well, let’s hope you remain with the Lothians and don’t return there.”

      “Yes, sir.” Aitken remained rigidly at attention. “Thank you, sir.”

      Tulloch stopped at one new man, a smooth-faced youngster with wide brown eyes. “I don’t know you, son. What’s your name?”

      “Balfour, sir!” The boy drew himself even further to attention. “5844, Private Balfour, M!”

      “Welcome to the Lothians, Private Balfour,” Tulloch said. “How old are you?”

      “Seventeen, sir,” Balfour said, with a hint of a stutter.

      Tulloch mentally deducted a year from Balfour’s age. “You’ll be fine, Balfour. Just follow orders and you’ll feel at home in no time.”

      “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir!”

      We’re fighting this war with children now.

      Tulloch eased D Company gently back into the Army with a ten-mile route march followed by a couple of hours on the firing range and some square bashing with CSM Drysdale.

      He watched the Jocks’ reactions, observing the old sweats accepting the familiar reality while the new men suffered as they followed the regime. Tulloch noted the men who struggled and those who tried their best. Young Balfour was keen but unfit, while men such as Aitken and Elliot did just enough to keep out of trouble.

      “How were they?” Muirhead asked that evening as they sat in the Officers’ Mess.

      “Not as bad as I feared,” Tulloch replied. “Most did their best. I have one or two who will need some encouragement, but Sergeant Borthwick and CSM Drysdale know what they’re doing.”

      “We’ve no time for passengers,” Muirhead said. He lounged on a chair, cleaning his pipe.

      “There are so many new men, it’s like starting from scratch.” Tulloch signalled for another whisky. “Training, retraining, and hoping most of our men survive to the end of the war.”

      “If we land successfully in France and break through the crust of the German resistance, we might finish this war by Christmas,” Muirhead opined.

      “We won’t,” Kilner spoke from a corner of the room. He shook his head. “The Huns are a tenacious breed. They’ll fight to the end, especially with such a fanatic as Adolf in charge.” Kilner stood, folding a newspaper. “Forget all the rubbish the papers print or the wireless blares out. We’re due for some tough fighting before this war is over. Oh, we’ll win all right; Hitler took on too much by invading Russia when still fighting us. He should have ended one war before starting another, and declaring war on the USA was pure lunacy. Who knows which way the Americans would have gone if Hitler had not forced their hand?”

      “They would have joined the war for democracy,” Tulloch gave his opinion.

      “There’s nothing democratic about Uncle Joe’s USSR,” Kilner reminded him dryly. “Our good ally and friend — today.” He walked away with the Mess’s only newspaper neatly held under his arm.

      “Have you heard any more about the Second Front, Neil?” Tulloch asked. “Now you are 2IC and the adjutant, you’ll be more knowledgeable than we common swaddies.”

      “Only the usual rumours and speculations,” Muirhead said, examining the bowl of his pipe. “One minute we’re going to land at Calais, the next it’s Norway, and then it’s Brittany. Everyone has a theory, and none are based on facts.”

      Tulloch grunted, nursing his tumbler of Glenkinchie whisky. “I remember the same before the Sicily landings. We didn’t know if we were going to Greece, France, Sardinia, or Sicily.”

      “Well, here’s a thought,” Muirhead said, returning to cleaning his pipe. “We’re heading north in a few days.”

      “North?” Tulloch asked.

      “Fort George,” Drysdale said. “A few miles east of Inverness. We’ll be attached to the 3 rd Infantry Division, at least for a while.”

      “Monty’s old mob,” Tulloch mused. “I wish the powers that be would put us in one division permanently. It’s a bit tiresome bouncing from one division to another.”

      Muirhead grunted. “They — whoever they are — seem to use us as a fire-hose battalion, sending us to whatever trouble spot needs sorting out. Maybe that’s going to be our role in the coming campaign.”

      “If we’re heading north,” Tulloch said, “maybe we are going to invade Norway and strike south from there. Invade Germany through Denmark rather than France.”

      “Maybe,” Muirhead said. “We’d find Denmark a bit of a bottleneck, though.” He examined his pipe critically. “The 52 nd Division has been training in mountain warfare, so maybe Norway is a possibility.” He looked up, grinning. “Of course, knowing the British Army, they’ll train 52 Div in mountain warfare and send them to the Netherlands.”

      Tulloch downed his whisky. “I’m growing rather too fond of this stuff,” he said, holding up the empty glass to the mess waiter for a refill. “I’d better be careful.”

      Muirhead grinned and continued to clean his immaculate pipe.
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        * * *

      

      The British government had built Fort George on the south shore of the Moray Firth in the wake of the Jacobite Rising of 1745. It was formidably strong for the period, but the cold wind from the north chilled Tulloch’s bones. He was now more used to the heat of the Mediterranean.

      Intensive training in seaborne operations and beach landings began a day after the Lothians arrived. The veterans happily related their experiences of seasickness during the Sicily landings to the nervous newcomers.

      “Sick as a pig, he was,” Hogg said to young Balfour. “Adamson was my mate, but he couldnae stand the waves.”

      “Where is he now?” Balfour scoured the ranks for Adamson.

      “He’s deid,” Hogg said. “A dirty great German paratrooper shot him. Evil bastards, the German paras.” He looked away. “Good soldiers, though, and they treated their prisoners well enough.” He touched the bayonet at his hip. “I hope we never meet bastards again.”

      The Lothians boarded the ships for the short journey into the Moray Firth, with the great Sutherland hills to the northwest and the lowland plain of Moray to the south. An escorting Royal Navy patrol boat watched for German U-boats, and the RAF from Banff, Kinloss, and Lossiemouth took alternating stations overhead in case of raiding Luftwaffe aircraft.

      The Royal Navy seamen watched, smiled, and encouraged as the Lothians learned again how to transfer from the larger vessels to the landing craft—either the Landing Craft Infantry or the smaller, more agile Landing Craft Assault, which held a single platoon.

      Tulloch watched his men, ensuring the veterans took care of the newcomers. He was experienced enough not to interfere but to let the NCOs and men know he was there if required.

      The training continued apace, with the Lothians learning how to descend cargo nets into the landing craft for the short voyage from the firth to the broad beaches at Nairn and Culbin Sands. The older men moved steadily, while the younger soldiers descended enthusiastically, and all of them hated the bitterly cold sea that broke over them.

      “This brings back memories,” Tulloch said as the men gulped and heaved in the early agonies of seasickness.

      “Another year, another campaign,” Muirhead said.

      The Lothians crouched in the thin steel vessels as the Navy fired over their heads, preparing the uninitiated for the noise of an opposed landing.

      “What the hell is that? We didn’t have them in Sicily,” Lieutenant McGill, second-in-command of D Company, said, pointing to a group of tanks that drove across the sea.

      “Didn’t you read the notices?” Tulloch rebuked mildly. “It’s a DD tank—a Duplex Drive tank—complete with flotation devices and a propeller. The idea is to give instant armoured support to the infantry rather than waiting for the tank landing craft to arrive.”

      “The boffins have been busy,” McGill said dryly.

      “They always are,” Tulloch replied. “Scientists are as much a part of the war as we are nowadays.”

      “Floating tanks!” Aitken shouted. “That’s the give to stuff them!”

      “Don’t say that!” Hogg snarled in sudden anger.

      “How not?” Aitken was surprised at Hogg’s violent reaction.

      “Just don’t!” Hogg said, lifting a fist.

      Tulloch nodded. Aitken had inadvertently used one of Adamson’s favourite expressions. Adamson had been Hogg’s close friend—possibly the closest friend the aggressive Hogg had ever known.

      “Shabash the tankies!” Innes, an old India hand, shouted, and men of D Company cheered as they watched the tanks roll ashore.

      The Lothians were more sober when they saw one of the new devices flounder and sink off the Culbin Sands.

      “That wasn’t very successful,” Elliot said, lighting a cigarette.

      “The boffins have bright ideas but nae sense,” Hogg said. “I think they should be first ashore in their wee floating tanks. Let them see what it’s like before they send men out to fight in them.”

      Tulloch nodded. He could see Hogg’s point.

      The training exercises spread across the Moray Firth, with live firing off the Tarbat Peninsula and tank and troop training in Burghead Bay. The Lothians watched as the RAF passed overhead and returned to Moray’s airfields. Sometimes, fewer aircraft returned than set out, and the Lothians knew the RAF was busily engaged in a private war with the Luftwaffe in Norway.

      “Softening them up for our invasion,” Lieutenant Telfer said. “We’ll be headed there soon.”

      “Maybe,” Tulloch said, without committing himself.

      “The authorities have evacuated Findhorn,” Muirhead said. “We seem to be taking this war seriously now.”

      Tulloch nodded, remembering the nearly casual way Britain had drifted into war in 1939, with an unprepared army and an undecided Parliament. The world had changed since those dark days.

      The training continued—day after day, week after week—until the Lothians were adept at boarding ships and landing craft, and it felt like second nature to wade through knee-high waves and run ashore. Every day, the Lothians increased their skills, and the new men gelled with the old hands until the battalion began to feel like a united unit again.

      “When is this blasted invasion taking place?” Tulloch asked as they sat in the Officers’ Mess in Fort George. “The lads in Italy and Burma are fighting for their lives, and we’re battering the beach at Nairn and terrorising the seagulls.”

      “Whenever Churchill decides,” Muirhead said with a smile. “Or Alan Brooke, more likely. From what I’ve heard, he prevents Winston from following through with some of his more outrageous ideas.”⁠*

      “If we’re not careful, we’ll overtrain the men,” Tulloch said. “They’ll be stale.”

      “They won’t get stale.” Kilner had a habit of appearing in the Mess. “We’re on the move in a few days.”

      “Where to, sir?” Tulloch asked.

      “South,” Kilner said with a smile. “Best prepare your men. Especially your Company Romeo, Douglas. Elliot will have to bid a fond farewell to his current sweetheart—or sweethearts, knowing Shuggy Elliot.”

      Tulloch wondered if Kilner knew every individual in the battalion, or if he had deliberately picked one of D Company’s characters to give the impression of omnipotence.

      “Elliot has a habit of finding women wherever he is,” Tulloch said. “I would not be surprised to hear he picked up a couple of Senussi or Bedouin lassies in the desert.”

      Kilner smiled slowly. “He won’t find any in our next destination.”

      “Can you tell us where, sir?” Muirhead asked.

      “Not yet,” Kilner replied. “You’ll know soon enough.”

      “It can’t be long to go now,” Muirhead said when Kilner strolled away, humming The Long, Long Trail, a song that had been popular in 1916.

      Tulloch nodded, remembering the fear and horror of the Sicily campaign. He signalled for more whisky and tossed back a tumblerful without tasting a drop.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
* Alan Francis Brooke, 1st Viscount Alanbrooke, was Chief of the Imperial General Staff and head of the British Army. He became Field Marshall on the first of January 1944. His war diaries cast interesting light on the life behind the scenes of some of the most important decisions of the war.
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      SOUTHERN ENGLAND

      SPRING AND SUMMER 1944

      The Lothians boarded a troop train at Ardersier, outside Fort George, and travelled slowly to Aberdeen, where they changed trains. The men milled about the station in Aberdeen, a place Tulloch always found cold and windy, smoking and talking. After an hour’s wait, Tulloch realised that Elliot had disappeared.

      “Sergeant Borthwick!” Tulloch grated. “Where’s Elliot?”

      Borthwick nipped the stub of his cigarette between calloused fingers. “He’s chatting up the talent on the tea trolley, sir.”

      “Bring him back,” Tulloch ordered. “I don’t want anybody going AWOL in Aberdeen.”

      “Yes, sir.” Borthwick left and returned with a reluctant Elliot.

      “I was making good progress there, Sergeant,” Elliot said.

      “You’ll make progress with the toe of my boot!” Borthwick growled, shoving Elliot into his carriage as the troop train rattled into the station. “Now sit quietly and read your hymn book!”

      The train from Aberdeen was slow and draughty, with frequent halts. Tulloch checked D Company, prevented Hogg from assaulting a member of a different company, and demonstrated how the toilets worked to Private Balfour. He then retired to the compartment he shared with Muirhead and two somewhat subdued young subalterns.

      “Anything happening, Douglas?” Muirhead asked.

      “Nothing unusual,” Tulloch replied. He tried to write a letter to Amanda, stared out of the window as the coast rolled past, and wondered what the future held. An invasion, certainly—but where and when? And what would be the outcome? Tulloch sighed, decided he would have to accept what came, and closed his eyes.

      They travelled south by fits and starts, with each station a familiar destination. Dundee. Edinburgh. Berwick. Newcastle. Doncaster. Peterborough. They changed trains again in London and filed into ancient carriages.

      “I think Queen Victoria used this one,” Aitken said.

      “Queen Victoria?” Innes replied. “Away you go, man; it was condemned long before she was born!”

      The train eventually left the station, only to creak to a halt twenty minutes later due to a German air raid. Some of the new men looked alarmed, while the old hands took the opportunity to grab some sleep.

      “What if a bomb falls?” Private Balfour asked nervously.

      “It’ll fall whether I am asleep or awake,” Smith replied. “My snores won’t divert it.” He grinned. “Don’t worry about it, Willie; if a bomb or bullet has your number on it, you’re a goner. If not, you’re safe.”

      “Is that right, Sergeant Borthwick?” Balfour asked.

      “That’s right,” Borthwick agreed. “If it’s for you, it’ll no’ go by you.”

      Tulloch sat at the train window, hearing the wailing sirens and watching searchlights dance through the night sky. He heard the crump of anti-aircraft guns and saw the bright flare of explosions in the sky, without seeing a single aircraft. When the all-clear sounded, the train jerked into motion, and the men settled down, the youngsters talking excitedly about the air raid.

      “They think they’re veterans now,” Muirhead said wryly.

      “They’ll be lucky if that’s all the action they see.” Tulloch stared outside as the dawn light strengthened. He saw the bomb damage across London, caused by years of intermittent bombing in the wake of the infamous Blitz. It was a reminder of why they were fighting the war and why they had to win. As the train moved slowly through the city, Tulloch saw people in the streets: civilians walking to work, soldiers in uniforms of various hues, seamen in dark blue, and air force personnel in grey.

      “We are still heading east,” Muirhead said.

      “I think we are heading for the Essex coast,” Andrew replied.

      The Lothians’ train halted in Southend-on-Sea, which was so crammed with military personnel from across the world that it felt like a multinational barracks, and they spent the day in confusion and the night on a stationary train. The following day, the Lothians boarded a convoy of three-ton trucks and motored from Southend-on-Sea to their camp. The men were singing as they left Southend, with one of the new men especially musical.

      “All the men came running to the parlour,

      Some of them wore kilts, but others didnae bother.

      Wee Jeanie Mackay, the parlour maid, was sitting in the corner,

      Eyes and face a-glowing bright with the sights she saw that day.”

      Tulloch glanced at Hood, his batman and driver. “I don’t know that version of the song.”

      “That’s Tam Kilgour singing, sir,” Hood said. “He takes a few words from a real song and adds to them. It keeps the men entertained for a while, and then they get fed up and throw things at him.”

      Tulloch smiled, picturing the scene. “I see. Kilgour may be good for morale.”

      “Aye, sir,” Hood replied. “Maybe.”

      As the convoy rolled on, the singing slowed and then stopped. The Lothians passed camp after camp, each enclosed by a high fence and with a couple of Military Police on duty at the gate. Convoys of vehicles passed in the opposite direction—tanks, armoured cars, and trucks of all sizes and descriptions.

      “The entire world has gone to war,” Tulloch said.

      “All of it, sir,” Hood agreed. “Every uniform under the sun is here.”

      The sight of the massive preparations for the oncoming invasion sobered the Lothians. They sat in silence, watching the steady stream of military vehicles passing them and the procession of army camps.

      “The army has built these camps recently,” Tulloch said. “They are here solely to hold the invading army.”

      “Yes, sir,” Hood said. “It’s going to be big.”

      “It will be,” Tulloch agreed. “And we’ll be part of it.”

      “This makes the invasion of Sicily look like a bairn’s game,” Hood said. “The world has changed, sir.” He glanced at the names the authorities had placed on each camp gate. “Here we are, sir—Camp S.6.” He grinned. “I don’t know what the S stands for, or how many other camps there may be.”

      “Nor do I,” Tulloch admitted, looking around.

      As soon as the trucks drove through the gate, Tulloch knew the army had entered a new era of professionalism. Tall, barbed-wire fences surrounded the camp, with half a dozen Nissen huts for washing and eating, and long rows of tents serving as barracks for officers and men. Red-capped Military Police directed the Lothians to a designated parking area and watched as they pulled up.

      “Here we go again,” Hogg said, as Kilgour chanted a century-old ballad about prisoners in Van Diemen’s Land.

      “At least the convicts in Van Diemen’s Land didnae have to put up with your singing, Tam!” Smith said.

      Tod laughed. “He’s got you there, Tam,” he said, and played a few notes on his mouth organ.

      “Everybody out!” Tulloch ordered.

      The Lothians debussed, looking around them with fascinated disbelief. Even the old soldiers were impressed by the scale and organisation.

      “Hitler has no idea what he has stirred up,” Muirhead said, clamping an empty pipe between his teeth. “One thing is for sure—wherever we’re going, it won’t be Norway, not with so many men mustering in the south of England. We’re headed for France, but where in France and when?”

      Tulloch agreed. “It won’t be long now. The entire southeast of England is an armed camp.”

      As the NCOs settled the men in, Colonel Kilner gathered the officers into one of the Nissen huts.

      “We are under a different regime here.” Kilner was not an inspiring speaker, but every officer respected him for his decades of experience and the rows of medal ribbons that testified to his service in two major wars and half a dozen campaigns. “A regime none of us has experienced before.”

      Tulloch exchanged glances with Muirhead, who was scraping the bowl of his pipe with a penknife.

      “Kilner looks a bit uneasy,” Muirhead whispered.

      Tulloch nodded. When a man of Kilner’s long experience looked wary, things were unusual. He licked dry lips and thought of the bottle of whisky in his luggage.

      “You’ll have noticed the camps in this area,” Kilner continued. “I don’t have to tell you they are for the proposed invasion of mainland Europe. Security down here is tight, for civilians as well as for the military.” He raised his head and his voice, a sure sign he was agitated. “The precautions may seem draconian, but General Rennie has assured me they are necessary.”

      Major General Tom Rennie? We’re still with the 3 rd Division, then. Kilner is leaking information to us.

      “Each camp, including ours, can be sealed off by closing the gates and the gaps in the barbed wire fence. When that happens—and it will happen—everybody, officers and men, will be sealed inside the camp and isolated from the outside world.”

      Kilner spoke quickly, as if rushing through an unpleasant duty. Tulloch listened, thinking of the freedoms of pre-war Britain and wondering how a war could restrict life so badly. He felt an undercurrent of apprehension pass through the gathering.

      “Secondly,” Kilner continued, “in this area of southeast England, the police either regulate civilian movement or ban it completely. In short, gentlemen, this area is under martial law.”

      Tulloch heard the murmur of discontent from the officers, with only a few approving nods. Britain had not gone to war to impose martial law on its own people. Muirhead continued to clean the bowl of his pipe, scraping with a small penknife until Tulloch wondered if he might wear the fabric away.

      Kilner shifted uneasily. “The sooner we win this damned war and get back to a free society, the better, gentlemen.”

      Tulloch nodded. He licked dry lips again and thought of his whisky.

      “Next, and on a happier note,” Kilner’s relief at having moved on from bad news was evident, “twenty-four-hour passes for London are still allowed, at least until every unit is in place.” He smiled. “London is not the city it used to be, and the Luftwaffe can still appear from time to time, but it’s a fine city to visit.” He paused. “Are there any questions, gentlemen?”

      “Yes, sir,” Muirhead said. “Do you know where the landing will take place?”

      Kilner shook his head. “No,” he said. “I have heard a lot of speculation, but nothing definite. I can tell you it will be somewhere on the coast of continental Europe, and probably in France—but you know that already.”

      “We guessed that much,” Muirhead agreed.

      “That’s all then,” Kilner said. “I have one more thing to tell you. We have a new Intelligence officer.” He looked directly at Tulloch. “A gentleman named Ruthven. Some of you may know him.”

      Tulloch felt a cold chill as Ruthven materialised, like a stage genie, although Tulloch knew there was nothing comic about him. Ruthven stood beside Colonel Kilner and surveyed the officers through cold, unemotional eyes. He was a man with no symbols of rank, yet he carried an aura of absolute authority.

      Tulloch had met Ruthven on previous campaigns in North Africa and Sicily and knew he was something more than an infantry officer.

      Ruthven was a man of middle height, with no expression on his bland face. He would not stand out in a crowd of three, yet Tulloch always sensed a presence about the man—a steel core within the unassuming exterior. Ruthven ran his emotionless gaze towards Tulloch and nodded.

      “I am your first port of call for anything unusual,” Ruthven said quietly, yet such was his force of personality that every man listened. “I will gather every scrap of information you give me, plus I-reports from higher up the command chain, and I will work with Colonel Kilner to formulate the best plan of action for the battalion.”

      Tulloch wondered how much Ruthven knew of the forthcoming campaign. Probably more than the colonel, he realised.

      “I am sure we will work well together,” Ruthven said, and found a seat at the back of the hut. Tulloch imagined that the shadows darkened around Ruthven wherever he walked.

      “Why would an officer from the Intelligence department come to an ordinary infantry battalion?” Tulloch asked as he walked away. “That’s bad news.”

      “You know Ruthven, don’t you?” Muirhead asked curiously.

      “I don’t know him,” Tulloch replied. “I doubt that anybody knows him. He is not that sort of man. I have met him.”

      Muirhead grunted. “When you worked for Colonel Clark.”

      “Yes,” Tulloch said shortly. Colonel Clark was a colourful yet shadowy figure in the Intelligence section who had inveigled Tulloch into working for him on various short missions. Tulloch had hoped to see the last of him when the Lothians left the Mediterranean theatre. Now it seemed that Clark had extended a long arm and sent one of his officers into the Lothians’ regimental fabric. The fact that Clark was Amanda’s father only complicated matters.

      The Lothians grumbled at being behind barbed wire but soon realised the reason and accepted their new reality. Tulloch helped D Company settle in, with daily parades and sessions on the firing ranges.

      “It can’t be long now,” Lieutenant Ross said as they sat in the makeshift Officers’ Mess.

      “We’ll be the last to know,” Lieutenant McGill replied. He had recently returned to the battalion after being badly wounded in Sicily. Tulloch thought he looked slightly underweight and lacked his regular healthy tan.

      Tulloch kept quiet as he nursed his whisky and wondered why Ruthven had joined the battalion.

      “We might know sooner than you imagine,” Muirhead joined them, sat opposite Tulloch, and produced his pipe. He smiled and waited until the mess waiter had placed his brandy on the circular table before continuing. “The Brigadier has ordered all the Lothians’ officers to board trucks at 07.00 tomorrow morning.”

      Tulloch swirled his whisky in the tumbler. “Then we’ll know what’s happening,” he said. “Maybe.” He tossed the whisky back and signalled for a refill. Outside, CSM Drysdale was drilling the awkward squad, alternately blasting them with invective and charming them with rough humour.

      Colonel Kilner gathered the officers together at half past six the following morning, the 28 th of May 1944. He looked over them, his eyes bright as a bird’s despite his grey, receding hair and the lines that experience had deeply carved into his face.

      “Imrie, my batman, assures me that we’re heading for either Brittany or Normandy,” Kilner said. “Have you begun a sweep, Stein?”

      Stein was a new lieutenant who bet on everything from when the war would end to the number of cigarettes people smoked in the mess.

      “No, sir,” Stein said. “The odds are too much in the Pas de Calais’ favour. It’s about ten to one on for the short sea crossing.”

      Kilner smiled. “I wonder if the Germans also think that?”

      Stein frowned, wondering if the colonel was dropping a hint.

      “Activity!” Muirhead hissed as a jeep roared to the gate with an MP captain and two stalwart redcap NCOs in the back. The jeep came to an abrupt halt, and the captain leapt out. “Who’s in charge here?” he demanded.

      “I am, Captain,” Kilner said. “Major Kilner, temporarily acting as Lieutenant Colonel in command of the Lothian Rifles.”

      The MP captain came to attention and saluted. His uniform was immaculate, with a razor-edged crease in his trousers. Tulloch knew that many people disliked the Military Police, but he had seen MPs directing traffic during the retreat to Dunkirk and in various retirals in North Africa. They had always been efficient and seemed calm, no matter how bad the circumstances. Tulloch respected them.

      “I have orders to lock the gate, sir,” the MP captain reported.

      “I rather thought you might,” Kilner replied with a slight smile. “Carry on, Captain.”

      “Thank you, sir,” the captain said.

      The Lothians’ officers watched as the redcaps pulled shut the great barbed-wire gates. A burly, smooth-chinned sergeant wrapped a chain around the wooden gateposts, clicked home a padlock, and stood to one side. The Sten gun over his shoulder was a stern warning.

      “Well, we’re here,” McGill said, “and we’re not getting out until the MPs give permission.”

      Tulloch nodded. “So it seems,” he agreed, wishing he had a drink.
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