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			Never in the field of human conflict was so much owed by so many to so few.
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			Thursday, 6 June 1940

			Every window of the idling train was crammed with soldiers, leaning out, holding tin cups and cheap church-hall plates. 
I worked my way along the platform, teapot lifted to shoulder-­height, filling each cup. Mum followed close behind, adding a splash of milk, talking with the men, making them feel like conquering heroes. Behind Mum, volunteers from the ­Women’s Institute passed out sandwiches. Every house in Uckfield had answered the call for food and drink to be ­delivered to the station, for our brave boys, back from Dunkirk.

			German tanks had rolled through France without slowing, and our worst nightmare was realised. They’d reached the English Channel, encircling our men. Four hundred thousand men, along with every piece of artillery we possessed. We got most of the men away, a flotilla of boats shuttling them off the beaches under constant bombardment. They left the equipment behind, destroying some, abandoning the rest.

			I caught the eye of a young soldier as I filled his mug. He looked away.

			I didn’t hold their defeat against them. I’d been there in my day, the man in the trenches, following orders of the strategic brains back in London, or more likely back in a comfortable country house where the tea is poured into bone china, and the sandwiches are cut into triangles. Blaming the man on the front line for the strategic failure that had led to  our catastrophic withdrawal from the beaches of Dunkirk was like blaming a schoolboy for failing an exam set in a language he’d never been taught.

			Only a month earlier I’d gone to London to sign up. If we were going to repeat the mistakes of the Great War, better me dying in a trench than a young man with a family. But the army told me they had different plans for me. Some of them, a small faction hidden deep inside the War Office, had predicted the speed of Hitler’s sweep across France. I’d met with a curious man dressed in rumpled civvies who called himself Bunny, who told me to start preparing for the invasion. I was to form a unit of men like myself – ex-army, farmers and landowners, men who knew the countryside, who knew how to disappear into the woods. Men, and women, as it turned out. All of this was to be off the books. Hush hush.

			The platform was a crush of people: volunteers shuttling trays of food and fresh teapots, carrying away empties; mothers and sweethearts, hoping against all odds to find out if their lad had made it back; soldiers hurrying to the toilets, or to post a letter, that nervous run from a train that had been idling for hours, but could leave without notice at any minute.

			Further back down the line, another train waited. More blocked the line ahead. The biggest troop movement in ­England’s history. We’d done the hard part, getting them off the beaches and across the Channel. Now it was all at risk if we couldn’t get them out of harm’s way. The Germans would be hot on their heels, expected any day. First the parachutists, dropped behind our lines. Then the invasion proper. The press said they’d start with artillery, firing from their battleships in the middle of the English Channel. And then, when we were appropriately softened up, the landing craft.

			
			Everyone had a suitcase packed. If you had a car, you had the tank filled and the map ready. You didn’t want to be around when the Panzers rolled through town, their steel tracks screaming on the tarmac.

			My plans would be different. When the tanks arrived, I’d put Mum and Uncle Nob in the car with our two evacuees and point them towards Scotland. I’d walk away from my farm, meet up with my team. Lie low. Wait for the invaders to pass on. Then, when German High Command declared victory and returned to Berlin, we’d start our operations. Making trouble. A killing here. A train blown up there. Whatever we could do, until they caught us. Two weeks, they estimated, the predicted life expectancy in units like ours. Give a man a crate of TNT and a few guns and he could get a lot done in two weeks. Bunny had provided the weapons. We’d hidden them away, but not safely enough. The lion’s share had been stolen by one of our number, a man I’d thought I could trust. He’d left us practically empty-­handed, with barely enough to get the job done.

			The bomber came out of the south, flying low. A speck in the sky, a deep rumble that was felt, rather than heard. It came out of the sun, following the train track up from the coast. Every head turned and watched, the crowd hushed. Then the first scream. An electric spark running through the crowd. A whistle, followed by shouted orders, barked by an efficient sergeant major.

			‘On the ground! Now!’

			Crockery smashed in the scrum. Cutlery tinkled on the concrete platform, amid the growing roar of the bomber.

			Only two of us were left standing. Me, and the sergeant major at the far end of the platform, perched on the raised step of the train. He looked down the track, at the bomber that now filled the sky, then he turned to me. I met his eye.  A moment of connection, perhaps the last of our lives. An understanding. Lying down on the ground was good for crowd control, for giving people something to do, but it wasn’t going to help anyone if there was a direct hit.

			The plane roared over us with a rush of wind. The bomb bay doors opened. But it wasn’t our day to die. Instead of bombs, bundles of paper came tumbling from the plane on a diagonal path, the speed of the plane dictating their momentum. The wind pulled at the bundles, and they came apart in a flurry of newsprint, as the plane flew on, its roar dissipating.

			There was a thump from next to me as a bundle landed intact, splitting open on impact with a slew of paper.

			People got to their feet, grabbing papers, like trying to catch falling snow. I picked up a copy. It was a newspaper, although the typeface was wrong. Not one of ours. Strange how a little thing like that could look foreign.

			‘An Appeal to Reason’, the headline stated politely. Not the catchiest introduction. Below, a dense block of text, ­uninviting to the eye. From Hitler himself, apparently. Lucky us. Appealing to the people of England. No need for war. That sort of thing.

			‘I’ll take that lot,’ a Tommy called to me from the train. He jumped down from his carriage and scooped up what he could from the remains of the bundle, checking with me as if it was my property. I nodded.

			‘Got to be a week’s worth of bog roll there,’ he said, as he lugged it onto the train.

			The atmosphere on the platform had changed. Before, we’d been tense, fearing the worst. Now we’d faced our fears, it was like a holiday. Perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad after all.

			There was a crash several carriages back, and an ironic cheer from the boys closest to the action. I craned my neck  to see what had happened. Shouts of concern. Calls for space. For air. For a doctor.

			I pushed my way through the crowd, holding my teapot above my head, back past the boys I’d already served.

			An elderly woman was on her knees, picking sandwiches off the platform, putting them back onto a large tray. Her cheeks were red, her eyes brimming with tears held back. Embarrassed to be the centre of attention. Angry with herself. I knelt down and helped clear the mess, throwing slices of grit-encrusted ham under the train, onto the tracks. She flashed a watery smile as we finished. As she picked up the tray, she winced.

			‘I’ll take it,’ I said, pulling the tray towards me.

			‘No,’ she said, reaching for it, like a tug of war.

			I recognised her from a lifetime ago, when I’d been a boy, before I’d gone to war. Before a lot of things. Mrs Leckie, my first teacher at the Saunders School on Church Street. It must have been thirty-five years and she looked the same as she had then.

			As she pulled the tray, the sleeve of her cardigan rode up her arm and I caught a glimpse of purple. A livid bruise. She winced again.

			‘There’s enough sandwiches being handed out here to feed a division,’ I said to her. ‘I could do with a cup of tea. Come and help me find one.’ Slightly absurd, with an oversize teapot on the platform by my side, but she didn’t seem to notice.

			If I’d suggested she take a break she would have refused. It would have been a sign of weakness. My asking for help gave her cover. Not to onlookers, to herself. A lifetime of bringing tea to a man when he asked, or even when he didn’t.

			We sat in the waiting room as the chaos of the station continued around us. The usual smell of coal smoke and  cigarettes mixed with a new smell, already familiar, wool uniforms and leather, soaked in sea water and engine oil, permeated with sweat. And underneath all of it, the smell of war, the smell of fear. If I closed my eyes I could have been back on the Western Front, or huddled in a cave in Afghanistan, where I’d learnt my craft after the Armistice. But I wasn’t at the front. I was in Uckfield, my sleepy, unremarkable home town in sleepy, unremarkable Sussex.

			She gulped down her tea, in a hurry. She winced as she raised her arm.

			‘I shouldn’t have come,’ she said, ‘Stan’ll be missing me.’

			I presumed it was Stan who’d put the bruise on her wrist.

			‘Where do you live?’ I asked.

			‘Palehouse Lane, there’ll be a bus along in a minute.’

			‘I’ll drive you,’ I said. ‘Got to get back myself.’

			The volunteers on the platform would cope without me. Mum would make her own way home. I wanted to meet Stan. I wanted to find out more about the bruises. Have a quiet word.
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			Palehouse Lane was three miles north of town. One of those turn-offs from the London road before it climbed up to the high, open expanse of Ashdown Forest. I’d driven past it a thousand times and never taken it. We took the turning and the lane dipped, around a sharp bend, and then over a ford, where a stream bubbled across the road.

			‘What happens when the water’s higher?’ I asked, as we splashed through the ford.

			‘We stay at home.’

			It was the most she’d said for the whole ten-minute journey. I’d tried my silent treatment, known to work on surly farm labourers and Tommies alike. Most people don’t like silence. Keep quiet long enough and they’ll start talking to fill the void. Tell you what’s on their mind. Seemed Mrs Leckie was made of sterner stuff. Probably knew what I was up to. Probably planning a quick thank you and goodbye at the garden gate, before scurrying into the house, back to Stan. Planning her apology for leaving him alone. Fetch his tea and his paper.

			We left the ford behind and headed on, through thicker woodland, around winding turns. Through the open ­window I heard the roar of an engine and slowed, forcing my aging delivery van onto the grass verge. Lucky I did. A large lorry roared around the corner in the middle of the road. He swerved when he saw me but didn’t slow, roaring past me  with inches to spare, a slew of sand and earth thrown onto the road and clattering against my van.

			The lorry was gone in an instant, hurtling around the bends I’d navigated, the driver obviously familiar with the contours of the road.

			‘Maniacs,’ she said, anticipating my question. ‘Night and day, back and forth.’

			The lane ran on for another mile. Longer than I’d imagined, taking us deeper into a wooded valley I’d never known existed. I kept an eye out for her house. I predicted a short terrace of farmworkers’ cottages. Two up, two down, dark brick, damp.

			We took a sharp right-hand turn, and the road headed upwards, like running straight up a cliff. The engine in the old van complained and I had to drop down through the gears, all the way to first. Trees crowded the road and then suddenly we were clear of them, like surfacing from the sea, onto an island of heath. The sky was vast and blue, with only a few contrails. The day’s dog-fighting hadn’t kicked off.

			Mrs Leckie nodded towards a small cottage as we approached, at the apex of the hill. Black timbers and white plaster. Laburnum blooming around the door. And all around it, the huge blue sky, like a massive dome covering slopes of purple heather and distant clumps of trees that looked like toys on a child’s train set.

			There was a sandy layby across the road from the house, and I pulled into it, the engine running fast after its exertion getting up the hill. Mrs Leckie tensed as we slowed, checking the surroundings with quick, darting looks. Like somebody about to go into battle, doing their reconnaissance, assessing likely sources of danger. She gripped the door handle, ready for a quick exit.

			
			‘I’ll walk you to the door,’ I said.

			‘No need,’ she said, opening the door before I’d stopped the van. I stood on the brakes, didn’t want her killing herself jumping out of a moving vehicle after I’d been so gallant about bringing her home. The van slid on the white sand, then she was out.

			I climbed out and caught up.

			‘You’ve got to go,’ she said, looking up and down the road as if she were crossing a city street, rather than an empty country lane at the top of a forgotten hill in the middle of nowhere.

			‘I want to make sure you’re going to be OK. Don’t want you getting any more bruises.’

			She slipped through the garden gate and pulled it closed behind her, putting a barrier between us.

			‘Please,’ she said.

			She left me there and hurried to the front door, fumbling in her bag.

			I watched her at the door, scratching at the lock with her key. Not a practised manoeuvre. Not the way you’d do it if you’d unlocked the door every day of a long life. I looked around. Good visibility in every direction. Probably one or two houses further along the lane, or wherever the lorry had come from, then a dead end. No strangers. Probably lived here for decades without locking the door. Never needed to. Until now.

			Put the locked door together with her nervous threat 
assessment as we’d approached the house, and I had to consider I’d been wrong. Perhaps Stan wasn’t the problem.

			I opened the gate and strode to the front door. She got it open and hurried inside, but I got my boot in before she could slam it shut.

			‘What’s going on?’ I asked.

			
			She looked at me, blocking her door. She was terrified, her eyes darting past me to the lane.

			She thought she had a decision to make. Ask me to help, or turn me away. But there was no decision required. She needed my help, so she was going to get it.
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			I heard the gun being cocked as I followed her into the dark hallway. The click of a well-oiled ratchet, pulled past its setting point, then resting. Ready for release. Waiting for the trigger. The sequence repeated. Two clicks. A double-­barrelled shotgun, well maintained by its owner.

			Not too late for me to dart backwards, out of the door. But that would leave Mrs Leckie alone with the gunman. I could drop to the floor, use the second gained to look for the source of the noise, but my eyes were still adjusting to the gloom of the hallway after the bright summer morning outside. The sound had come from my right, through the doorway that presumably led to a snug. So I stepped forwards, between Mrs Leckie and the doorway, into harm’s way. I’d come here to protect her. Time to live up to my ideals.

			‘Put the bloody gun away, Stan,’ Mrs Leckie snapped. ‘It’s Johnny Cook, he’s given me a lift home.’

			‘Cook?’ came a voice from the snug.

			‘You remember,’ she said. ‘Bess and George’s lad. Always had a cricket ball in his hand.’

			Mrs Leckie hung up her coat and hurried forwards into the kitchen.

			‘Now you’re here, you may as well make yourself useful,’ she called back to me. ‘You can get my sterilising pans down  from the top shelf. Still time to get the jam made before the Boche get here. Waste not, want not.’

			It was brave talk, but the tension in her voice was audible. I heard her opening drawers in the kitchen, making noise, warding off the fear.

			Stan was sitting in an armchair, a blanket over his knees. His thin neck and small head disappeared into the starched collar of his shirt, like a tortoise poking its head out for a quick look around. The shotgun extended towards me, long and heavy, wobbling as he struggled to keep it aimed. He looked at me carefully.

			‘They said you died at the Somme.’

			He uncocked the gun and carefully leant it against the side of the chair, his hands shaking with the effort.

			‘That was my dad,’ I said.

			‘What happened to your brother? Nob, wasn’t it?’

			‘My uncle. He came back, just about. Shell-shock.’

			Stan grunted. ‘Sounds about right,’ he said, as if returning from the war irreparably damaged was a character defect.

			As my eyes adjusted to the gloom, I got a better look at Stan. The left side of his face was swollen, bruises extended down his neck. The way he was sitting, it looked like he was in pain, holding himself still.

			‘What happened?’ I asked.

			His eyes flicked towards the kitchen, then back to me.

			‘You’ll be wanting to get on your way,’ he said, loud enough for his voice to carry.

			The room stank of dog shit and mould. Every surface was covered with stacks of Wisden magazines and newspapers. Not much evidence of a woman’s touch. Division of territory perhaps. I take the kitchen, you take the snug. One way to get through the years together at the end of a country lane where you’re trapped every time it rains.

			
			‘Where are the dogs?’ I asked.

			‘Back garden,’ he said, nodding that way. ‘Put them down last year. In case of gas attacks.’

			They’d told us to expect gas the first day of the war. The country had been in a panic. There’d been a fuss about gas masks for pets, but the government said they couldn’t spare the raw materials. People had their animals put down to spare them the unspeakable death that gas would deliver.

			A car slowed as it drove past the house. Stan reached for his gun.

			‘What’s going on?’ I asked.

			We heard the car crunch on stones as it turned off the road, pulling in behind my van on the sandy layby. The ­engine cut off with a shudder, the fuel mix too rich.

			Stan picked up the gun and recocked it. Both chambers.

			‘It’s the person who hurt you both,’ I said. ‘They threatened you. Hurt your wife. Thumped you around. But they didn’t get what they wanted. So now they’re back. Am I warm?’

			‘A tactical error on their part,’ Stan said. ‘They’ve ­misjudged the situation.’

			A car door slammed, then another. Two people. The ­garden gate slammed shut.

			‘Wait in the kitchen,’ Stan said. ‘Don’t let them hurt her.’

			A fist pounded on the front door.

			Mrs Leckie opened a connecting door from the kitchen to the snug.

			‘They’re back,’ she said.

			‘Take Johnny,’ he said. ‘Lock yourselves in the kitchen and don’t come out until I give the all clear.’

			I followed Mrs Leckie into the kitchen. Better to stay with the unarmed person, see what I could do.

			The pounding on the front door repeated.

			
			‘Are you going to tell me what’s going on?’ I asked her.

			‘It’s too late now. Keep quiet and you’ll be all right.’

			She thought I was scared. She was protecting me. Her and her husband, sitting in the snug with his shotgun, fighting their own fight.

			‘I can help,’ I said.

			She shushed me, putting her finger to her lips for emphasis. We listened. A third knock.

			‘It’s not locked,’ Stan shouted.

			The door creaked. Footsteps. Two men, stepping into the hall. Waiting. Eyes adjusting to the darkness.

			‘In here,’ Stan said.

			I pictured them looking right, as I had, through the door into the snug. Seeing an old man, wrapped up in his blankets. The long barrel of an antique shotgun wavering through the darkness towards them.

			Mrs Leckie whispered to herself. I strained to hear.

			‘Shoot,’ she said.

			She did it again.

			‘Shoot, you old bugger,’ louder this time. I got the feeling she wasn’t entirely happy with the division of labour – her hiding in the kitchen while her husband took point. If it had been her in the armchair with the shotgun, the intruders would be dead by now.

			‘That’s the plan?’ I asked.

			She nodded.

			‘Stay here,’ I said.

			I opened the door to the snug and stepped through, back into Stan’s domain, dog shit and mould.
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			I took stock. Stan in his chair. A man in the doorway, another behind him in the hall.

			‘I told you not to come back,’ Stan said to the man in the doorway.

			‘Who’s that?’ the intruder said, noticing me.

			Stan looked at me. A mistake. The intruder took his chance. Quick. Decisive. Rush the man with the gun, jam up his decision-making process. He kicked the gun before Stan had a chance to react.

			Stan’s shotgun clattered away, lost behind a pile of newspapers. Stan sat, frozen, eyes wide. The fear that immobilises you when your plan fails utterly and your enemy stands before you. He looked wildly for the gun, but it was gone.

			It didn’t matter. He didn’t need it. Stan had another weapon.

			Me.

			The two intruders were only one threat. The second intruder was out of play, behind his partner, bottled up in the hall. As long as Mrs Leckie kept the kitchen door locked he was out of the picture unless his partner ducked forwards, letting him in. Job one for me was to keep him out of play. Divide and conquer, as my old CO would have said.

			Added to that, I was worried about Stan. He was vulnerable. Probably immobile. Close enough for the intruder to finish him off with a fist or a boot. As long as that situation  persisted I had little power in the situation. Job two was to take Stan out of the equation.

			I strode forwards, putting myself between Stan and the intruder, getting in his face. He took a step back before he realised what he was doing, blocking the access to the room for his nervous partner. Now Stan was behind me, taken out of the geometry. I’d turned a triangle into a straight line, and if the intruder wanted to get along that line to Stan he’d have to go through me.

			‘Who the fuck are you?’ the intruder said, trying to establish some dominance after I’d forced him onto the back foot.

			I didn’t answer. There’s no rule that says you have to ­answer every question a stranger puts to you. Especially not such an impolite question. Instead, I took the time to look the intruder up and down, gathering intelligence.

			He was younger than me, and shorter. Five foot seven, compared to my six three. Possibly heavier, but softer. My weight was muscle from a life in the army and on the farm. His bulk was from long evenings sinking pints in his local. He wore brown overalls with a notepad and pencil in the breast pocket. He looked like the foreman for a removals company, or a warehouse, keeping track of things, assigning tasks, his own days of lifting and carrying already behind him. He would have been a bully at school, the strongest one in the playground, but now his childhood strength was turning to fat. He was on his way to being old, he just didn’t know it yet.

			‘You’re not welcome here,’ I said. ‘The gun should have been a giveaway.’

			‘They’re being evicted,’ the intruder said. ‘It’s all above board.’

			Mrs Leckie hurried in, piles of yellowing papers in her hand.

			
			‘Your grandfather said we could live here the rest of our lives. We’ve paid our rent every month on the dot.’

			‘Grandad’s dead,’ the intruder said. ‘We’re in charge now.’

			‘We’re not leaving,’ Mrs Leckie said.

			‘You agreed,’ the man in the hallway said. ‘Twenty pounds to help you get set up by the sea.’

			‘We changed our mind,’ Mrs Leckie said. ‘The money’s on the console, by the telephone. It’s all there.’

			‘Sounds like the deal’s off,’ I said. ‘What’s your plan? Beat them up some more? How did that work for you last time?’

			‘It’s not up to me,’ the intruder said, the refrain of the working man. It’s not me, it’s my boss. I’m just following orders.

			‘Who’s it up to?’ I asked. ‘Let’s go and talk to him. We can take him the money and explain the situation’s changed. No harm done.’

			I could see him thinking. He looked up, to the left, imagining. He’d be seeing pictures of me walking into a trap. Him and his boss teaching me a lesson. Serve me right.

			‘It’s the best offer you’re going to get,’ I said.

			He turned back to his partner, wanting to check. Curious. Clearly there was a pecking order, and clearly the man in front of me was at the top of that order. Didn’t seem like he’d seek approval from his mate, or even advice. Probably a misdirection.

			His right arm whipped back towards me, and he pivoted his shoulders in the same direction. A solid backhand. A good move. A flash of metal. I was right, his show of consulting with his partner was for my benefit. Put me off guard, masking the set-up for his attack, focusing my attention on the conversation rather than what he was doing with his hand.

			The knife flashed towards me. A bold move on his part. This wasn’t a polite schoolyard punch-up. He meant business.

			
			The problem with a move like that – it’s all or nothing. You put all your hopes on the knife. If it does its job, you’ve won. If it doesn’t, your arm’s overextended, at the end of its swing, your face and body undefended.

			I leant back, keeping my feet planted firmly, swaying from my hips enough that the knife flashed in front of my face, a miss. I grabbed his arm as it swung past my face, but instead of trying to stop it, I helped it on its way, completing the arc, smashing his forearm into the door frame. A long bone, smashed across a narrow, immovable object. Only one way for that to end. A loud crack as his bone snapped. A clatter of metal as he dropped the knife.

			His face blanched as the pain hit him. He’d be going into shock in seconds, but until that happened, he’d have adrenaline on his side. No telling what he’d try next. So I put my knee into his groin, not holding back. Long-term damage, not the kind of thing you walk off. He sank to his knees. Not very sporting on my part, but we weren’t playing cricket. He’d put the bruises on Stan and Mrs Leckie. Now he’d come back to finish the job. He was lucky he was alive.

			As he crumpled to the floor, gasping for air, I turned my attention to his friend.

			‘Let’s go and talk to your boss,’ I said. ‘What do you think?’
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			I let them go ahead, following behind in my van, wondering what Mrs Leckie and Stan would make of it all. Probably put the kettle on and go back to their routine.

			We dropped down from the Leckies’ private hilltop, took the sharp left at the bottom of the hill, then followed the lane back out, across the ford.

			The men in the car in front would be trying to invent a story that would be least damaging to them. A large group of assailants. A posse whipped up by the Leckies. Young relatives. Grandsons, neighbours, soldiers.

			The man with the broken arm was going to be a problem, for their story and for me. He’d clearly been in a fight and he’d clearly lost. Whatever happened with his boss, he’d end up nursing a grudge against me. He’d be telling himself I got lucky. Working himself up to instigate a repeat confrontation. I wasn’t worried for my own safety, I could fight him a hundred times in a row and win every time, but I’d seen how easily he took to violence against the weak and defenceless. If he didn’t know who I was now, he would soon. The downside of small-town life – nobody’s a stranger. I’d have to keep an eye on Mum and Uncle Nob, not to mention our two evacuees. It would reduce my own effectiveness. I was meant to be readying our defences for the upcoming invasion. Harder to do if you’ve got half an eye on protecting your own home front.

			
			They stopped at the Uckfield-to-London road. I imagined them arguing, aware of my van behind them. Trying to decide. After a long minute, they took a right turn, back towards Uckfield, then quickly took the next left, towards Fairwarp. I’d cycled around here as a boy, but that was a long time ago. Still, I found myself anticipating the corners, and each new stretch of road looked like I’d expected it to. Like listening to a song you knew as a child, each line unlocking the following line in your memory.

			They slowed as we came to another junction. A tiny ­triangle of grass signifying a choice. A white finger-post in the triangle looked sorry for itself, its arms freshly amputated to confuse invading Germans. I didn’t need directions. A right would take me back to Uckfield, three miles. Left was a narrow lane with one house at the end.

			They took the left, and I followed, along a sunken lane, carved into the surrounding fields by centuries of traffic. Horses, carts and cattle, churning up the mud, rain washing it away, eating into the ground year after year, sinking the roadway deeper and deeper. As we headed uphill, trees closed in overhead, forming a green tunnel.

			We came out into daylight at the top of the slope, and the lane ended with two pillars, stone lions defending the entrance to a driveway. My pulse rose as we passed them, a residual effect of the last time I’d been here.

			The gravel driveway led us to the front of a large villa. Double oak doors, herringbone brickwork details, leaded glass. A handsome house, built to order at the turn of the century for a London barrister looking to raise his family in the country. The car in front of me carried on, round to the back of the house, to the garages and the servants’ entrance. I didn’t follow them. I stopped by the front door.

			
			The last time I’d come here I’d been a boy, here to ask a girl out, heart pounding and mouth dry and painfully aware I was out of my league.

			Kate had been the quiet one at school. Everyone knew who she was, but nobody knew her. Clothes immaculate, a cut above the rest of us wearing hand-me-downs a couple of owners into their useful life, she sat quietly, and worked hard. When the rest of us ran out of the classroom as soon as the bell was sounded, Kate was likely to linger behind. She didn’t join in any of the playground games. She didn’t even play stoolball, which at our school was practically a religion, overseen by the headmaster who insisted we play every day, right through winter.

			Kate had intrigued me. Her father was the closest thing to a rich man any of us were likely to get, and that made Kate like royalty. But most of it was her quiet intelligence, evident every time she opened her mouth to answer a teacher’s question.

			One summer day, when I was thirteen, I’d got up my courage and cycled out to Kate’s house. I made it halfway down the driveway, my bike wheels sinking into the deep and luxurious gravel. I’d looked around at the manicured lawn and the topiary. I’d been a fool, I realised. Farm boys didn’t ride up to the front door of a mansion and ask the girl of the house if she wanted to go to the pictures. I saw the servants laughing in my face. Worse, I saw Kate, politely declining, running back to tell her parents so they could laugh at me over dinner.

			I’d turned my bike and headed home. As I did, I’d noticed Kate at the upstairs window, looking out. I’d interpreted her expression as one of pity, but as I cycled home I’d realised she’d looked disappointed. The next time I saw Kate at school, we both pretended it hadn’t happened. That was our last year at school. I’d left to work on the farm, then off to war, and Kate had been sent away, to be finished, whatever that had involved.
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			I reached for the heavy iron knocker, memories of the young boy who’d turned back, knowing he wasn’t welcome. I stopped myself. This was different. The young boy was long gone. Since that day, I’d faced a lot worse than the impropriety of walking into a house unannounced. I tried the handle and the door opened. Unlocked. Like the Leckies’ cottage, like my farm, far enough from any big bad town.

			I walked through the house. There was a dark study to my left, smelling of leather and the remnants of long-gone cigar smoke. ‘Grandad’s dead,’ one of the men had said. Kate’s father, presumably, which would make the men her sons. There was a drawing room to my right, musty furniture from the glory days of Victoria’s reign. The house was grander than the Leckies’, but just as neglected.

			‘Are they gone?’ A woman’s voice came from upstairs, followed by a tread on the upper step.

			‘No,’ I said. ‘They’re not gone, and they’re not going. We need to talk.’

			The owner of the voice paused, then the footsteps ­resumed, down the stairs.

			‘What are you doing here?’ she asked, when she was halfway down the scuffed oak staircase. It was Kate, but it wasn’t. I’d been expecting a young girl, but instead I met an aging woman, dressed for outdoor work, a pair of leather gloves in one hand. She must have been going through the  same thought process. How much of the thirteen-year-old boy was left in me?

			We stared at each other.

			‘Kate,’ I said.

			She took another few stairs, and stopped again, keeping the high ground.

			‘Cook,’ she said.

			My adversaries appeared. They stopped in the doorway, like dogs that weren’t allowed past a threshold.

			‘There’s a problem,’ the injured man said.

			Kate sighed and looked at me.

			‘I presume you’re the problem?’

			‘He was waiting for us,’ the man said. ‘He had a gun.’

			I admired his use of the English language. He hadn’t lied, just hadn’t specified who ‘he’ was. He was afraid of Kate. Didn’t want to be caught out in a lie. Needed some way of backing out of it.

			‘Lucky I was there,’ I said.

			‘Apparently we’ve got some catching up to do,’ she said, finishing her descent of the stairs and brushing past me. She shouted to the injured man.

			‘Get that arm looked at. You’re no use to me like that.’

			I followed her into the drawing room and stood awkwardly, unsure of how to regain the initiative. I’d come here expecting a fight, now I was being received. The drawing room smelt of coal from the fireplace. Too many years without having the chimney swept. I studied rows of untouched books on the shelves, thick with dust.

			‘Sit,’ Kate said, as she herself sat on a couch in front of the fireplace. I studied the books for another minute, for form’s sake.

			Kate rang a bell on a side table, and a uniformed girl ­appeared.

			
			‘Tea,’ Kate said. A statement. Not a request to the servant, or a question to me. A woman who knew what she wanted and was used to getting it.

			I sat. Opposite sides of the fireplace, a settee each, like two great nations facing off over a piece of disputed territory. She looked at me, not hiding her curiosity.

			She was the same age as me. Forty. I’d always imagined she’d been living a refined life, the wife of a minor aristocrat. A success story for the daughter of a self-made solicitor, having clawed her way out of the middle class. I’d been wrong. The woman who sat in front of me hadn’t lived a life of ease. Her face was lined from years of outdoor work. Her hair was greying, pulled back in a functional ponytail.

			‘I heard you’re a big landowner now,’ she said. ‘Riding to hounds with the local gentry.’

			I shook my head. ‘Just a farmer, trying to make ends meet like everyone else.’

			‘I don’t think you know the first thing about making ends meet.’

			‘Is that what you’re doing with the Leckies?’ I asked.

			‘I’m not doing anything wrong,’ she said.

			The servant came in with tea. She pulled out a table and put it in the middle of no-man’s-land, leaving the tray on it.

			I waited for her to leave. ‘Your sons beat two defenceless old people to within an inch of their lives, left them terrified, then came back today to finish the job.’

			Kate poured. Handed me a cup and took one herself.

			‘The Leckies were paying rent that was fixed during the last war. They’ve got a son in Wales. They said they’d go and stay with him. Get out of harm’s way for when the tanks arrive. Lots of people are leaving.’

			‘From what I saw, there was some arm-twisting involved.’

			
			She sipped her tea.

			‘I give Victor autonomy to run things as he sees fit.’

			‘He’s pretty handy with a knife,’ I said.

			‘It puts me in a sticky situation, though,’ she said. ‘The property’s not mine. I’m just the agent. The owner pays me to do a job. In this case, the job is clearing out the house for new tenants.’

			‘Who’s the owner?’ I asked.

			Kate smiled but didn’t answer.

			She finished her tea, put the cup gently on the saucer, back on the tray. Back in no-man’s land. The détente unbroken.

			‘Your father used to own the property,’ I said.

			‘Used to.’

			‘What’s going to happen when you tell your boss you failed to get rid of the Leckies?’

			‘I imagine there’ll be some disappointment expressed,’ she said. ‘But that’s my problem, not yours.’

			She rang the bell for the maid. We waited in silence. It wouldn’t do to argue in front of the staff. Once the tea things had been taken, Kate stood up, brushing non-existent crumbs from her dress, memories of a time when tea would have been cakes and sandwiches.

			She held out her hand and I took it.

			‘Thanks for visiting,’ she said.

			*

			Victor was standing by my van, nursing his broken arm. There was broken glass on the gravel. He’d kicked in all of the lights, front and back. A child who hadn’t got his way, lashing out.

			‘You should quit while you’re ahead,’ I said, walking directly towards him. ‘One arm out of action’s an inconvenience,  but you can still get by. You’ll have to use your left hand. It’ll feel like you’ve got a girlfriend.’

			He scuttled back, out of range, as I reached the van. 
I kicked the broken glass out of the way of the tyres.

			The gravel crunched behind me and the maid appeared, a shawl round her thin shoulders and a basket in her hand.

			‘Going into town?’ I asked.

			She looked at me cautiously, and flicked her eyes to Victor.

			‘I’ll give you a lift,’ I said.

			Victor grabbed the maid’s arm and pulled her to him.

			‘Mabel likes the walk,’ he said. ‘Gives her more time away from the old dragon.’

			He draped his left arm over Mabel’s shoulder. She froze. His hand covered her breast, and squeezed. She ignored it, keeping her eyes fixed on the horizon, her face flushing red.

			‘Come on,’ I said. ‘I could use the company.’

			She pulled away from Victor and I held out my hand, helping her up into the passenger seat.

			She was quiet as we pulled out of the driveway, back down the sunken lane. I didn’t know what to say, so we both sat with our thoughts. She couldn’t have been older than fifteen. Her first job, working in the big house for minimal pay and a straw mattress at the end of the long day. She was gaunt. She’d grown up hungry. A common enough story. Going into service was more about finding somewhere warm and dry to sleep, where the meals were provided, than the pay.

			‘He’ll take it out on me later,’ she said.

			‘Tell him he’d better not, if he wants to keep the other arm available for use.’

			‘You and whose army?’ she said.

			I dropped her by a row of dark cottages in Snatt’s Road.

			‘You could find another job,’ I said.

			‘She’s all right,’ she said. ‘Doesn’t pay too much attention.’

			
			She climbed out of the van, and I handed her the basket. The cloth covering slipped. A grey pork chop, presumably stolen from Kate’s kitchen. I replaced the cloth.

			‘Don’t come back,’ she said. ‘Better for everyone.’

			I waited in the van as the front door opened. An old woman looked out, left and right, cautious. She grabbed the basket and pulled it in, along with the girl. The door slammed shut. Not such a crime, taking a bit of food from the big house, back to your mum.
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			The air-raid siren carried across the fields.

			‘One raider, south by south-east.’

			The watcher replaced the handset on her field telephone. She was a young woman, barely out of school, but she seemed to know what she was doing. Her partner, another efficient young woman, put down her mug of tea and scanned the sky to the south.

			I’d written to the War Office during winter and offered a corner of my land for an anti-aircraft emplacement. An unworkable corner, filled with sandstone outcrops. There’d been months of silence after my letter, and I’d forgotten about it. Then, out of the blue, a ten-tonne lorry had rumbled down the lane, towing a 40 mm Bofors gun, its seven-foot barrel still glistening with packing grease. State of the art for bringing down enemy planes. The only problem was, the Germans had as many as we did. Bofors, the Swedish manufacturer, was doing a roaring trade selling them to both sides.

			‘You should go,’ the watcher said. ‘Take care of your 
people.’ She picked up her binoculars. There was enough light left in the sky for her to scan the southern horizon, where the South Downs loomed. Her partner, the gunner, hefted a four-round clip of shells and loaded them into the gun. She took her seat and powered up the sighting mechanism.

			‘It’s going to be a full moon,’ I said. ‘I doubt the Germans will want to drop their best and brightest on a night when  any idiot with a gun can pick them off. If I were them I’d wait for a dark night.’

			‘Would you want a clear sky or clouds?’ the watcher asked. ‘If you were going in?’

			‘I’d go by boat for a start,’ I said. ‘I’m too old to start throwing myself out of an aeroplane.’

			‘Clouds would be better for the safety of the pilot and the plane,’ she said. ‘Not much chance of being shot down if they don’t know you’re there. But it would be useless if you wanted to drop your people in a specific place. You wouldn’t be able to navigate unless you had incredibly accurate bearing and distance. Even then, you’d probably drop them miles from where you wanted them.

			‘I’d do it on a clear night, but no moon,’ she continued. ‘You’d want someone on the ground with some kind of ­signal so you could drop your men in the right place.’

			It sounded like she’d been thinking it through. Strange times, when a young woman was sent out to watch for invaders, and even to contemplate mounting a counter-attack.

			‘Maisie, I’m sure Mr Cook’s got places to be,’ her partner said. Quite right. We’d let our guard down.

			We listened to the noises of the evening. An owl. A rustle in the dry leaves. The siren wailed again, still the standard warning, no indication of whether a plane had actually been sighted.

			The watcher unclipped her handbag and took out a pistol. She broke it open and checked the chamber. She closed it and put it back into her bag. A nervous ritual.

			‘If it’s one or two, I’d let them land and give them a chance to surrender,’ I said. ‘Doesn’t seem particularly sporting to pick them off when they’re floating down out of the sky.’

			‘What if it’s thousands of them?’

			
			‘If it’s the invasion, ditch the uniforms,’ I said. ‘Come to the house. We’ll find you some farmworkers’ clothes you can change into. They won’t shoot farmers if they’re thinking straight.’

			The siren changed to a short series of pips. Enemy sighted.

			*

			I hurried into the kitchen, not bothering to take off my boots. A loaf of bread cooled on the rack, and the oven was still warm.

			Feet clattered down the wooden stairs, unmistakably Frankie, the young boy with his enthusiasm for war not yet dimmed by reality.

			Frankie had come to us a month earlier as part of the evacuation scheme, one of the great waves of children sent out of the cities before the bombers arrived. All through ’38 and ’39 the perceived wisdom had been that the day the war started, England’s great cities would be levelled. ‘The bomber will always get through’ the headlines had screamed. Frankie hadn’t taken to country life at first. He was warming to it slowly, but I could tell he was counting down the days until he could get back to the slums of London, back to his family.

			Frankie burst into the kitchen, going for the shotgun. It was our agreement. On nights when I was gone, in the event of an air raid he was to take the shotgun down to the cellar and keep it trained on the door. If a German opened the cellar door it was up to him to defend the family. He took the responsibility seriously, but it was still an adventure. He was disappointed to see me.

			Elizabeth slipped into the kitchen behind Frankie. She stood with her back to the counter, her eyes wide with fear,  watching Frankie as he took the shotgun down from the shelf. 

			Elizabeth was an evacuee, like Frankie. But her evacuation hadn’t gone as planned. Instead of a safe berth in the country, she’d ended up a prisoner of men who saw the chaotic rush of children as a gift, a way to satisfy their perverted desires. She’d been held captive and put through a hell that no child should have to experience. By the time I carried her out of her bombed-out cell, she was pregnant, and orphaned, her mother killed by the same men who’d tormented her. She’d lost the baby, barely surviving the trauma of being buried alive in a bombed house, and we’d taken her in.

			‘Take the gun,’ I said to Frankie. ‘Make sure Elizabeth gets down there safely and don’t leave her. I’ll make sure Mum and Uncle Nob get down OK.’
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