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'We have nothing to fear in the part of the inhabitants. They are a dull people who are absolutely ignorant of the use of arms.'

Intelligence report to the

French Government in 1767

on the prospects of an

invasion of England.

'I have decided to begin to prepare for, and if necessary to carry out, an invasion of England.'

Adolf Hitler, 1940.





One

After a deep and bitter winter, the worst of the century, April of 1940 was chill and rainy in the South of England, but during the first days of May the weather altered and a pale, early summer arrived.

On the morning of 3 May, at five o'clock, a grey ship was off the estuary of the Thames, passing the Nore Light, moving delicately between minefields, in fragmented mist. Windows ashore caught the first brushes of the sun, flashing the reflections back out to sea like morse lamp signals. A few of the soldiers, weary and crammed on the deck, cheered untidily.

'London,' announced one of the men to his neighbour. He pointed towards the hazy mouth of the river as he might indicate a vague and distant road. 'Just up there.' All night they had sat, propped against each other, exchanging no more than a grunt. Neither knew the other's name; they simply belonged to the same defeated army. The second man had lost three fingers in Norway, and he now stared at the bandages as though contemplating an ice-cream cone. 'Can't say I ever wanted to go to London,' he answered.

'Where you from then?' asked the first soldier, surprised. After the night of silence he seemed set now on making conversation.

'Hampshire, I'm from.' He said it as if it were a far
country. 'In the New Forest. I'm a dairyman.' He regarded his hand again. 'I'm going to find it hard milking with these.'

'How many did you lose?' asked the first soldier. He looked at the other man sharply. 'Mates, I mean, not fingers.'

'Oh, men. I don't know, rightly. Everybody got split up. Half the others, I don't even know where they got to in the end.'

In the next space along the deck, wedged between depth charges and a lifeboat, was a group of Scottish infantrymen. One of them, his rifle still on his large shoulder, began to play a small squeeze-box concertina, slowly, as if it were an effort. It was a song they had sung on the outward voyage, 'Norraway O'er the Foam'. No one sang it now. The tune idled while the destroyer slid through the dull silver water. It had become a lament. Odd ones among the crouched and khaki men began to feel the growing sun, undoing the ponderous greatcoats and the thick necks of their battledress blouses. Gratefully they squinted up at the watery warmth. There were the old soldiers, soused in experience, who had fashioned enough room on the hard plates to stretch fully out and lay like dead. The real dead were three decks below. Rifles had been religiously stacked but scattered about were other ragged mounds of equipment; packs, ammunition boxes, and strange salvage for an evacuating army, buckets, footballs and an occasional flag or banner. There were Frenchmen aboard also, Alpine soldiers of the Blue Brigade, their skis piled, and Polish infantry, sharp-cheeked with flat eyes. Purkiss, the man from the New Forest, had
wondered, but only vaguely, how the Poles had got to Norway. His knowledge of geography was thin and he thought they might even have walked there when the Germans bombed and occupied their homeland.

Every man knew that things had gone badly wrong, that they had been mismanaged to the point of betrayal; fools had told them where to go and what to do and they had trusted as soldiers trust. 'Be glad to see my old woman,' said the Londoner, still eyeing the horizon as if he expected to spot her waving.

'So will I,' agreed Purkiss. 'I don't know what she'll say about coming home without these fingers. I know'd men get fingers and toes cut off in the fields, even fishing at sea, but frostbite . . . I never know'd anybody to have frostbite.'

After half an hour the wide entrance of the Thames lay shining astern, and as the morning expanded, the vessel edged along the low Kent coast and turned into the River Medway. Sly patches of mist loitered on the channel and a flight of herons moved over the ship like silent bombers. Purkiss pointed them out with his bandaged hand and smiled a mute recognition. 'Geese,' said the Londoner firmly.

An order came eerily over the ship's loudspeaker but it meant nothing to the soldiers and they cared nothing either. Rumours had spread through the naval stewards during the night that some of the army officers were almost mutinous. Angry, raised voices had been heard from the mess. Some of the young soldiers had eavesdropped like children listening to quarrelling parents. Now, almost as soon as the destroyer had eased into the middle anchorage of the river, a navy tender appeared from the Medway shore
and an army officer, at the centre of a group which appeared on deck, prepared to go aboard it. Others shook his hand before he climbed down the ladder.

'That's Mr Lovatt,' said Purkiss with slow surprise. 'He lives where I live. I know'd his family well. Didn't even see he was here. There's strange, us both going to Norway.'

He and the Londoner watched the officer, an artillery captain, climb down to the launch, and then followed it as it feathered away across the sallow water. Standing amidships, James Lovatt regarded the low, slate-coloured shore ahead as he might regard hostile territory.

The leading seaman in command of the boat knew there was a lot wrong and he said nothing beyond 'Good morning, sir,' but in his turn surveyed the land ahead as if approaching it for the first time and vaguely trying to fix a seamark.

It was not far. They pulled in against a jetty, green with weed, its decrepit timbers bolstered and blocked by oddments of wood and metal, so that it might last at least through the first year of the war. The leading seaman climbed up the rusty-runged ladder first and looked about him at the vacant place; the jetty, a patch of scruffy beach, a single ghostly building.

'Did you order transport, sir?' he asked Lovatt, peering along the broken road.

'No, I didn't. I'll get a taxi. They must have a phone here.'

The leading hand was surprised. 'Yes, I see, sir. Well, there's one in the canteen. Right ahead. They're open now. I saw the old woman there a bit earlier on. Got the pennies, sir? For the phone?'

Lovatt could not help a grin. 'No. As a matter of fact I haven't,' he admitted. 'I left all my small change in Norway.'

The man grinned back in a relieved way and handed over two pennies. 'Don't worry, I'll charge it to the comforts fund, sir,' he said. He saluted and returned to his boat. James Lovatt walked above the crevices of the jetty. It creaked beneath his feet. Seaweed smell filled his nostrils. There was such an emptiness about the place, such a neglect, that he once again felt illogically angry. It was as if nobody cared a damn, as if they had all gone home and forgotten about the war. He had never been there before and apart from its location on the map he knew nothing about it. He wondered what it had once been, why the rotting jetty was there at all, so far from any habitation except the single brick and wooden building towards which he was walking.

As he approached the door a woman in a flowered overall came out carrying with difficulty a wooden 'Forces Canteen' sign. She was small, almost dwarfish, and she saw him gratefully. 'Just in time,' she squeaked. 'Will you hang it up? I can't reach it without the blessed steps.' James took the board from her and lifted it so that it hooked on an outstretched iron arm. 'Have to take it in at night,' she explained. 'It's only just been done and if you leave it out around here the paint peels off in no time. It's the salt. And I reckon the paint's not much good either.' Her stockings were grotesquely wrinkled around her square legs. She gave him a second glance and then squeezed her eyes together to make out the shape of the ship in the river. 'You're nice and early,' she said.

Lovatt went in. There was an atmosphere of damp and disuse about the place, but at the same time a sense of its having once been of some importance. There was a big, ornate fireplace, empty and gaping like a theatre-mouth, with some sort of wooden shield or coat of arms at its centre, but with the embossing rubbed away. The canteen counter with its tea urn, just rousing itself to produce some steam, was carved and corniched wood, apparently part of some special decor. Lovatt did not care enough to ask. The woman said: 'Tea, is it? Coffee's not ready yet.' He said tea and looked around for the phone.

'I want to call for a taxi,' he told her.

'It's on the wall, in that funny box,' she said, pointing to a booth in the far corner. Steam from the tea urn was curiously bearding her heavy face, making her look like one of the Seven Dwarfs. He walked across to the telephone. The frosted windows of the booth were engraved with leaves and long-tailed birds. Inside he found the number of the taxi and used the leading seaman's two pennies to put into the box.

'He takes his time,' the woman called across the room. 'He's got one of those gas bags now and he makes that the excuse.'

As she spoke the call was answered and the taxi driver promised to be there as soon as he got the gas bag filled. Lovatt replaced the earpiece and walked back into the canteen. His mug of tea was waiting, a curl of vapour on its edge. She had change for a pound note although the tea was only a penny. For the first time the woman noticed his fatigue. 'Been far?' she inquired.

'Far enough,' he said.

She pursed her lips. 'Not supposed to ask, are we,' she observed. 'Not that I'd tell. And there's no German spies around here. Hardly anybody at all around here, let alone German spies. You can see. I don't know what use this place is, except it's my war work.'

He made no attempt to unravel the logic. 'Norway,' he said. To hell with it. Why shouldn't they be told?

'Oh yes,' she nodded vaguely. 'Yes, that Norway.' She wiped the wet ring of his tea mug from the counter. 'That's right, Norway. Saw it on the news at the pictures in Gravesend last week. Went to see The Thief of Baghdad, Sabu, that little Indian boy. It looked very pretty, I must say, all that snow and Christmas trees and everything.'

Why he bothered to continue he did not know. It was as if he had to tell someone. 'We were fighting there,' he informed her. And added: 'The Germans.'

'I saw,' she reassured him. 'I saw all about it.' She put her purple elbows on the counter. Behind her, above a pigmented mirror, a cardboard banner advised: 'For your throat's sake smoke CRAVEN "A".' She poured herself a cup of tea and had lit a Park Drive. She belatedly offered him one but he refused. 'They had that Magnet Line on the news, too,' she said. 'You know, those French soldiers even sleep there, in proper bedrooms. Very comfy it looked too, and they have everything they want, even a little railway to carry them and their guns and things about. I can't see Hitler blowing that up. The man what does the news, that one with the voice, you know . . . he said it was imp . . . imp . . .'

'Impregnable?' suggested Lovatt. He had finished
his tea and now backed towards the door smiling stiffly. 'That's the word they usually use about the Maginot Line. Impregnable.'

'That's the very word.' She saw he was getting out. 'Going to be a nice day,' she forecast. 'They say it's going to be a beautiful summer.'

He got out into the thin morning air with a sense of relief. There were millions like her. Millions. The beach was small and unkempt, a handful of gulls hopefully turning over specks of debris. The Medway slid, grey and quiet, up the shingle. He could see the warship and realized it would not be long before the boats would be bringing others ashore. He walked along the weedy road to see at what distance he might spot the taxi and saw to his surprise that, at one side, embedded in deeper weeds, was a section of railway line. For no reason other than that he had time to squander, he followed the rusted, half concealed track and found that it came to an intended end where the foundations and part of the uprights of a railway buffer still remained.

'Queen Victoria and Prince Albert used to come along that line,' said a voice. Lovatt turned. A spruce man in a stiff white shirt had appeared from the canteen. He looked alert and solid; he might at one time have been a sailor.

'So that's what it is,' Lovatt nodded. 'I was wondering.'

'I came to tell you that the taxi is on his way, sir,' said the man. 'He just rang up to say.' His eyes moved along the railway line. 'Called it Port Victoria,' he said. 'When Queen Victoria was going off in the royal yacht to visit the German side of the family the royal
train would come down from London to here and they'd get on the boat at the jetty. It was built specially. There's all sorts of bits and pieces, like relics, in there.' He nodded towards the canteen. 'That used to be a kind of waiting-room and where all the big nobs would say goodbye or welcome her back if it was raining or the yacht was a bit delayed.'

They had begun walking back along the broken road. 'Strange bit of the country this,' said James. He wondered how a man like that could tolerate such a woman. 'All a bit mysterious, isn't it. I've never been here before.'

'Marshes and suchlike,' agreed the man. 'Miles of river bank and ponds and odd bits of beach, like this. They used to store ammunition along here in the Great War. Just up the river a bit you can see the buildings. They've got a notice warning you not to strike lucifers. Lucifers! And there are some stone gun pits built donkey's years ago when they thought Napoleon was coming.' They had reached the fringe of the beach now. 'Well, he won't be long,' the man added a little awkwardly. 'Ten minutes, probably. Do you want another cup of tea, sir? The wife said you'd been in Norway.' He looked concerned. 'Not that she'd repeat it.'

'I'll just wait here,' said Lovatt. 'The sun's coming out properly now. It will be a nice change.'

'Yes, I expect it will. For you,' agreed the man. He turned to go, then stopped on a thought. Striding to a pile of timber, the prow of a derelict boat, and some corroded machinery, all beneath a tarpaulin, he extracted an old deck chair and brushed down the faded stripes with his hand. 'Might as well have a seat
while you wait,' he suggested. 'It's dry and it's not dirty.'

Lovatt grinned gratefully. 'Good idea,' he agreed. The man, like a batman, set the chair up and made sure it was safe from collapse. He turned it to face the pale but pleasant sun. Lovatt sat carefully on the chair and laughed. It seemed weeks since he had laughed. 'Just like old times,' he told the man. 'All I need now is a bucket and spade.'

The man regarded him seriously. He could see the wear in the young man's face, the dark-lined skin, the weary eyes. 'You have a bit of a rest, sir,' he said. He turned to go back towards the canteen. 'After Norway I expect you could do with it.'

It was amazing, sitting there – to be there in England – on that growing May morning, the fragile sun coming through the weft of clouds; seabirds calling in their wild and vacant way. Staring across the water, Lovatt realized the oddness of it, heard again the crack of guns, echoes from only days before; the cries of his men in the cries of the gulls. Then the silence and his weariness made him drop into sleep. He lay in the old deck chair, crumpled in his battledress, his officer's boots socketed into the sand. His face was still unrelaxed in sleep, his already thinning fair hair lay wispily over his white forehead. He was twenty-five years of age. Before the war he had been a junior partner in his father's dull firm of solicitors at Winchester in Hampshire. He had been married in 1937 to a girl he had known in his home village of Binford since childhood. His life, until now, had been unremarkable.

The taxi driver from Gravesend found him slumped when he arrived ten minutes later, and stood hesitating, as one might when confronted with a sleeping child. He was wearing a black, peaked cap and he pushed it back on his head in his uncertainty. He was not a decisive man and he began looking around for possible help. There was only emptiness and the canteen was too far for the trouble of walking, so he leaned forward and timidly tugged at Lovatt's sleeve. Lovatt woke up rudely, sitting abruptly upright, shouting and reaching for the flap of his revolver holster.

'No!' howled the taxi driver. 'No, sir!' Staggering back, he caught one heel in the other instep and fell into a sitting position on the sand. He remained there clownishly, his legs astride, his hands held up before his face. Lovatt stared at him,, his fingers still on the butt of the revolver. 'Your taxi, sir,' trembled the man.

They walked up the short strand together, the officer apologizing, the taxi driver now, oddly, comforting him. 'Didn't realize you was back in England, eh, sir?' he said. 'Back home.' He thought of another excuse. 'And the cap, sir,' he said touching the peak. 'Looks a bit like a German cap, I expect.'

His vehicle, halted where the disused road ceased being merely rough and became impassable, was surmounted by a curious cage of metal, almost as big as the car itself, and held inside the cage, like some flabby black animal, was a gas balloon. 'Have the breeze with us going back,' observed the man, now cheerful. He sniffed at the air in a maritime manner. 'That's one thing. When you've got one of these gas bags it makes a lot of difference, you know. Sometimes
along here when it gets a bit gusty it's like being on a blessed windjammer.'

They got into the car. From the rear Lovatt looked out into the flat, unused landscape and thought half idly what a classic assault place it would be for an invading force; easy landing, little high ground and a quick access to port facilities and then to London. A firm support landing on the Essex side of the Thames would secure both banks and the river to Gravesend and Tilbury.

'Been in Norway then,' said the driver. Lovatt sighed. So much for the canteen woman. He grunted.

'A side show, if you ask me,' observed the man sagely. Anxiously his eyes switched to the mirror. 'No offence meant, sir. I'm sure it don't seem like that to you. What I mean is you just watch them Jerries get through that Maginot Line. Like a piece of cheese that'll be, take it from me. Or else they'll go round. They don't have to go through, do they, sir? Why go through when you can go round? I ask you. Anybody can see that just by looking at the maps in the papers. Go through 'olland and round the back door. Don't tell me Adolf worries about them countries being neutral. Didn't care about Norway, did he, sir?'

'He's not particular,' agreed Lovatt.

'I was in the first lot,' said the driver. 'Somme, Ypres, all that. They didn't even think to give us tin 'ats until nineteen-sixteen, you know. Thought we had thick 'eads enough, I s'pose. Or we wouldn't 'ave been there, would we? Then when we got them, the tin 'ats, some blokes wouldn't wear 'em . . . Used them for washing and shaving. We 'ad one bloke killed while he was washing his face. Lump of shrapnel right
through 'is skull.' The man laughed. 'Now they've got gas masks, the lot. All the kids, everybody. There was a bloke robbed a post office down here wearing a gas mask!' He snorted. 'Best one I've heard yet.'

'The war hasn't really started yet,' offered Lovatt eventually.

'That's for sure, sir. You're absolutely dead right. People don't realize there's a war on. They reckon they're "standing by", whatever that may mean. Playing at it, that's what we've been doing. Playing at it. Air-raid drills and people sitting up all night, drinking tea and eating sandwiches, and getting up to God-knows-what, and dances to help to buy bombers, all that cobblers. It's just been one big parish pump social so far, if you ask me. Good excuse for some to have a good time. Look at the ruddy fire brigade – more like the darts brigade if you ask me. There's them that reckon it will be all over by Christmas – and they'll be sorry. They'll miss it.'

Lovatt also thought it might be over by Christmas, although not in the way some believed, but he did not say so. They were nearing Gravesend. The masts of the ships in the Thames side docks stood up like trees behind the terraced houses. People moved about casually in the sunshine that fell in dusty bands between chimney pots and alleys. A milkman laughed with two housewives, while his horse nosed its feeding bag. One of the women was wearing trousers. An old man using a bucket marked 'For Fire Bombs Only' swilled the previous night's spilled beer from the front of a public house. They arrived at the station.

'London train in fifteen minutes, sir,' said the taxi driver, helping him out with the consideration he
would have awarded an invalid. 'That will be two shillings, sir.' Lovatt paid him and added sixpence tip. The man looked around at the set scene, the dull British streets that had remained unchanged for so long. Even now it was not worried, not hurried. People walked about enjoying the first morning of the new May.

'Well, sir,' shrugged the driver. 'What can you do about it, I ask you?'

Lovatt grimaced and thanked him for his kindness and conversation. He walked to the platform and bought a penny bar of chocolate from a red iron machine. What could you do about it? He went around the corner to eat the chocolate, realizing that he was in a captain's uniform. He bit into it secretly. He had not eaten breakfast. Then he went into the platform telephone box and gave the answering operator the number of the House of Commons in London.

On that same morning at the Royal Naval Dockyard, Portsmouth, James Lovatt's younger brother Harry was also disembarking from a warship, the French destroyer Arromanches which had berthed two hours earlier. As he went ashore, with a brief stumble down the gangway, his fellow officers, the young Frenchmen with whom he had spent three months, cheered and laughed from the deck above. The Englishman did not look so fine that morning.

'See,' he had told them on the previous riotous night in the mess. 'See, in England, see, we have to obey our parents still – it's called respect, see? And my mother and father, nice old dears really, wouldn't like
to know I'd been getting plastered with a boatload of Frogs.'

They had challenged him to stand on two chairs, one resting on the other, and then to close one eye like Nelson. His column had trembled and they had caught him as it toppled. During the voyage they had called him Loup de Mer – the Sea Wolf – because he was a poor sailor. Their patrol had been across the Atlantic western approaches, south over the Bay of Biscay to Bordeaux and then retracing their course to Brest, Le Havre and to Portsmouth. They had seen no action nor come upon any sign of the enemy, although one evening they found three dead men in a life-raft drifting on the sunset; seamen from a torpedoed merchant ship. They lined the rail and watched the bodies being brought aboard. One dead man was wearing blue-striped pyjamas. That had muted the junior mess a little that night, but then with shrugs, everyone bravely agreed that it was la guerre and to be expected. The following morning they buried the poor fellows at sea with the theatrical maritime ceremony and Harry Lovatt, as their compatriot, was entrusted with their identification discs to return to the British authorities.

He was broader, shorter and thicker-haired than his elder brother. The gap between them was more than merely three years. At Brest he had gone ashore with the French youths and after some lively drinking he had found himself, surprised and apprehensive, in a small room with a rotund prostitute. Her big, ruby mouth haunted his sleep for weeks. The toast that night, one of many raised in numerous names, was to 'The Breast of Brest'. Now he was home again from the sea.

He was certain that his mother would be waiting for him outside the dockyard gates, just as in former times she had waited for him outside his school. He felt oddly worried at the prospect of facing her but then reassured himself. For Jesus Christ's sake, he was twenty-two, and he was in a war, he could be required to die at any moment. Well, any month. Preoccupied with these thoughts he almost forgot to turn and wave a final salute to his French shipmates as he went ashore. At a signal, in unison, they began to chorus from the deck. 'Mama . . . Mama . . . Mama . . .' Harry felt his face warm. He flapped a dismissive hand at their taunts and went towards the dock gates with an exaggerated nautical roll. Their laughter followed him. He presented his papers at the dock-gate guard-room and saw, immediately outside, his mother sitting serenely in the little Austin seven. He felt the eyes of the naval sentry on him as she kissed him with the same warmth that she had always shown and said, looking carefully into his face: 'You've lost weight and you look tired. Was it very tiring, dear?'

'Terrible,' he laughed. She started the car and when they were on their way he kissed her cheek. 'I didn't know war could go on until such a late hour. How are you?'

'Splendid. Waiting for hostilities to start or finish, or whatever they intend doing.' He had always thought she looked like a middle-aged lovely, like a film star just touching grey. He still remembered harbouring guilty fantasies in boyhood of swopping her for Jean Harlow. 'Your father, predictably,' she said, before he asked, 'is writing to everybody, including the Prime Minister, telling them how they should run the war,
and giving advice to people who infuriate him by apparently being too uncaring to reply.'

Mother and son laughed together. Harry said: 'He retired just in time to give his time exclusively to beating the Germans.'

Her laughter diminished to a small smile. She shook her head fondly. 'He can't understand why the war has been going on nine months and there has been no mayhem. It wasn't like that in his time, of course.' She paused and slowed the little car uncertainly. 'Aren't you supposed to report to somebody, dear? I mean, you just walked out of the gate. In the films service-men always have to report to someone.'

Harry pushed his arm across the back of her slim neck. 'They let me out, didn't they?' he said. 'I have to come back to report. Being on a foreign ship makes a difference. Things get a bit unofficial. I'll come back by train.'

'You'll have to, I'm afraid,' she confirmed. 'The petrol won't run to two journeys.'

'You're still getting the odd gallon, then?' he said. He put his left hand out of the celluloid window and patted the fragile door of the box Austin as he might pat an old donkey.

'A dribble. Your father gets his basic ration and some for his air-raid precautions business. On His Majesty's Service, as he says in that important way he has – OHMS. But I considered meeting you came under that heading.' They halted at some traffic lights on the edge of Portsmouth. There were two other cars, a naval lorry with some sailors in the back, several dockers on bicycles and a horse and cart piled with scrap metal. To Harry the sailors looked like new
recruits, a supposition borne out when one, seeing him in the following car, attempted to salute. Elizabeth Lovatt looked at him with abrupt seriousness. 'Did you see that, Harry?' she said. 'That sailor was saluting you.'

They were moving off from the lights. 'He shouldn't have,' answered Harry, covering his pleasure. 'New intake by the look of it. They'll salute anything that moves. You can't start saluting people in cars from the back of lorries. Where would it end? Wholesale accidents.'

'You didn't experience anything . . . nothing dangerous then?' she asked cautiously. He could see how anxious she had been.

'Not a sausage, mother. Few alarms but nothing came of them.' His voice became quiet. 'All that happened was that we found some dead merchant seamen on a life-raft. Three of them. That was pretty horrible.' He put his hand into his pocket and took out an envelope. 'I've got their identity discs in here,' he said. 'I have to hand them in when I report.'

She hesitated, and he knew that she would say: wouldn't it be better to do it today? She said it. 'Perhaps people, perhaps their families, are waiting for news.'

He put the envelope away. He could feel the flat roundness of the discs inside, pieces of dead men. 'No, it's not quite like that,' he assured her. 'Their next-of-kin already know. The captain radioed all the information and their people would have been told. I just have to hand these in for confirmation, to set the record straight.'

'To finish their lives officially,' she said slowly and
strangely. Then: 'Oh, I do wish it could all be over. There's you and there's James . . .' She left the thought unfinished.

'What's James been up to?' he asked to divert her. 'Still dashing about on Salisbury Plain, blowing up dummy Germans.'

A frown creased her face. 'I don't honestly know,' she said. 'It's two weeks since anyone heard, even Millie, and that was a letter from Scotland. Not a word since.'

He laughed to reassure her. 'Well, there's no war in Scotland,' he said. 'He's probably holed up in some baronial castle, drinking malt whisky and taking pot shots at the poor old deer.'

She had taken the rural road, skirting north of Southampton, through placid fields, villages of old cottages and bright, child-faced bungalows built in the thirties, and finally to the first trees of the New Forest.

'Since rationing they've been keeping a close eye on the deer in these parts,' said Elizabeth. 'But there still seems to be the odd haunch of venison around.'

'God, I'd forgotten about rationing,' he exclaimed. 'You simply get fed in the navy. Is it terrible?'

'It's not exactly easy,' she said. 'Fancy introducing it in the middle of the worst winter for years. It seems ridiculous. The Thames frozen, everywhere iced up, trains running twenty-four hours late, people knocked down wholesale in the blackout, and you're suddenly told that you have to eat margarine.'

'Margarine! You've never bought margarine in your life.'

'I do now. I hope you've got your ration card.'

'I have. I almost didn't bother. I didn't realize it was
so bad. In France there seemed plenty of everything.'

She said: 'If there's a war we have to suffer. It's all part of being British. But even your father's patriotism runs low when he sees his dinner plate in the evening.'

Harry chuckled. They crossed the main London road and then drove into their home territory, an ancient part of England, a forest in the old sense of a hunting ground, established by William the Conqueror almost a thousand years before for the pursuit of his sport.

'I just wish there was somebody I could ask about James, though,' she continued. 'I feel sorry for Millie being left in the dark. It was easy to find out about your time of arrival. Your father just rang his friend at Portsmouth, that vice-admiral or whatever he is, the golfer. And he told us when and where your ship would be in dock.'

'I received the message priority,' said Harry. 'It's amazing what the odd round of golf will do.'

Now they were running through the early summer trees of the New Forest, the light shimmering through the fresh green of the beeches. At the small town of Lyndhurst, they turned away from the main road, and drove, jauntily now, through cloaked copses and open moorland, over wooden bridges that arched wrinkled, brown-stoned streams, along roads where deer and donkeys wandered in the sun and beside which the ancient herds of wild ponies grazed.

'And what momentous happenings have been taking place in Binford?' asked Harry lying back in the seat. The sun was shining warm through the window.

'Nothing momentous ever occurs in Binford,' corrected his mother. 'You know that. There's not
enough room. Even the war would have a job to change that. We've got an ARP post and Mr Brice has had an air-raid siren put on his roof. It looks like the head of a large hammer. They've tried it out and it makes a terrible noise. Still, it's no use having something melodic for an alarm, is it? What else . . . oh yes, there's a mystery man called Mr Stevens who has taken over the junior school.'

'Why is he a mystery man?'

'Because no one knows much about him and you know what the village is for knowing everybody's business. Even Ma Fox can't find out. He keeps very much to himself. At first she was sure he was a German spy because he went for long walks and read a book while he walked. Now she thinks he's just a figure with a tragic past.'

Harry nodded and smiled recognition. He began to feel a stir, the return of a half-forgotten excitement. His mother smiled because she sensed it in him. It was like only a few years ago, coming back from school, the reassuring road, the unchanged pattern of woodland, the fenced pond at the junction, and then threading down the lane to where the roof of the house appeared ruddily above the cloudy trees. He, Sub-Lieutenant Harry Lovatt, RN, who had sailed through dangerous waters, who had seen dead men taken from a boat, who had drunk and laughed and been with a large and lusty woman in bed, in Brest; he was home. It was a sort of triumph.

The train from Gravesend crossed the Thames bridge to Cannon Street Station, a pennant of white steam flying from its funnel. Once more James
Lovatt awoke sharply, in alarm, only just stifling the shout that would have thoroughly startled his three fellow passengers in the compartment. Two were men in bowler hats and proper pin-striped suits heading, at ten-thirty, for their offices in the City of London, and the third a sparse, older man with the doubled-up posture of someone with years among filing cabinets. The two city men were concerned with The Times' financial pages; before he had slept James had quickly noticed how they gave an identical, and cursory, glance at the leading news page within the paper before turning to the business section. They were like twins not on speaking terms, identical in their dress, in their stature and demeanour. As the train shuffled over the river they folded their papers, in unison, apparently at some secret signal, and sat gazing out of their opposite windows at the steady Thames. As the engine oozed white steam under the glass canopy of the big station, one man grunted to the other: 'The Balalaika one-thirty, then.' The other nodded. They had spent even less time looking at the fatigued young man who had been fighting in Norway than they had glancing at the news of the defeat he had witnessed. The bowed clerk smiled wanly at him, perhaps a kind of apology. Then he showed a portcullis of china teeth and said what a nice morning it was and how everyone was saying it was going to be a beautiful summer. 'Mind you,' he added with coy mischief, 'it's probably just another war rumour.'

At the station there were servicemen squatting amid encampments of equipment, kit bags, packs, suitcases. One had a cricket bat. Others squinted
worriedly at the departure indicator as if it were in some sophisticated code.

But, the uniforms apart, it was difficult to imagine that this was the heart of a nation which had been at war for nine months. Posters at the station proclaimed 'Holidays in France'; ships had been sunk, there had been some air skirmishing, insignificant Denmark had been overrun in a day, but the Norwegian débâcle was the first real battle the British Army had known in this war, and cold Norway seemed so far away. Government forecasts had calculated a million dead in intensive air raids within a week of war being declared; the papier-mâché coffins and the simplified burial forms were stacked and ready; children ran around trying to frighten each other, and themselves, by wearing the hideous rubber gas masks, and air-raid shelters had been dug, filled in, and dug again in the proper locations, in public parks and gardens. Their construction eased a little the burden of a million and a half unemployed. It was not until March that the first civilian, James Ibister, was killed by enemy action, not in a crowded metropolis, but by a stray aerial bomb in the isolated Orkney Islands. The serious casualties were on the blacked-out roads during the dark and ice of the bad winter.

The anger which James had felt for days began to stiffen again as he walked through the concourse of the station. All around were the playbills for London theatres and cinemas: The Corn is Green, Dear Octopus, Gone With the Wind, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. His mind was still vivid with burning ships and buildings; men frozen in death, their blood pink on the snow; guns without ammunition; soldiers without rations. A
military policeman, standing uselessly at the station exit, noted his fierce expression and tried to please him with a banging of boots and a sharp salute. He returned it sourly and strode outside into the London sun.

Philip Benson, MP, was waiting outside the station. They shook hands and Benson studied him quickly and said: 'I'm glad you got back all right, James.' They got into a taxi and James asked: 'Where's The Balalaika?'

Benson shook his head. 'Never heard of it,' he said. He was a thin grey man with a slight stoop which pointed his nose at the ground. He was not as old as he looked. 'Anyway, you're bound for lunch at the Commons,' he added; 'early I'm afraid, but I expect you're hungry.'

James realized he was. 'Did you get anywhere?' he asked. 'Or is everybody still asleep?'

The Member of Parliament, who was his father's friend, looked straight ahead over the taxi driver's shoulder. 'Yes, I'm afraid I did,' he replied quietly. 'It's going to be the most distasteful thing of my life, James, but it has to be done. The country can't go on in this way. Neville Chamberlain must. . .' He leaned further forward and ensured that the taxi driver's window was closed. It apparently was. He sat back. 'Chamberlain must go.' He sighed. 'I've arranged for you to see Clem Attlee as soon as we get to the House. You can imagine how that sticks in my throat, but you can't choose your bedfellows at a time like this.'

James's immediate and automatic thought was what would his father say. 'Attiee,' he muttered.

'And worse . . . Morrison,' added Benson. 'The
miserable midget. It was all plotted, anyway. Only the timing is to be decided. Your particular testimony will only be one more nail in this Government's coffin. Service Members have been seething about what's been going on. They are going to vote for their men, the men in their units . . .'

'Against the Conservative Government,' James finished for him.

Benson nodded: 'Exactly. They want Churchill as Prime Minister. They want Chamberlain out on his neck. And soon.'

'Churchill?' repeated James. 'Good God, Churchill was as much to blame for the mess in Norway as anyone else. Changed orders, woolly thinking, bad equipment. There were moments when I wondered if Churchill – or anyone else – had any idea where Norway actually was. My battery had the guns at Namsos and the damned vehicles to pull them a hundred bloody miles away. Churchill is lucky he doesn't have another Gallipoli to answer for.'

Benson seamed his lips. 'It's Churchill – Winnie – they want,' he said heavily. 'Everybody. They think he's got what I believe is called "the bullshit" to pull the country together and it's undoubtedly going to need it soon. The Germans are not going to stop now. Denmark surrendered after she had lost thirteen soldiers. A lot of people are beginning to wonder about the French too. Their general staff seems to think it's fighting a war a hundred years ago. They're all too damned ancient – half of them are ga-ga, I think. And the morale of the troops is suspect. There's a lot of politics in the army. Did you see their men in Norway?'

'Ski troops,' muttered James. 'Alpine regiment. . . Came with nearly everything, white battledress, goggles, skis, weapons. Unfortunately in some cases the things that fix the skis to the boots, whatever they're called, were missing, so they were not a lot of use. I came across about twenty of them keeping warm in a barn studying a book they had been issued – useful Norwegian phrases – how to order in a restaurant. Is the fish grilled or fried? Or, where can I buy razor blades?'

Benson nodded. 'What can you expect,' he observed, 'when one of our cabinet ministers, Kingsley Wood, tells a Member that we could not possibly bomb the German Krupp armaments factory because it's private property?'

James began to laugh, quietly, sadly, and Benson patted his arm. They were almost there, over the bridge at the Westminster side of the Thames Embankment, by the statue of Boudicca on her chariot, its wheels fitted with swords; the British queen who had fought an invader of long ago. Benson had often observed that her line of charge would take her straight on to the Members' Terrace. Big Ben was showing twelve-fifteen. Builders were working on scaffolding around the tower. It seemed they had been working up there for years. A striped awning was canopying the terrace next to the river, a target marker for a lunchtime bomber. The taxi swung into the yard, the policeman at the gate bending heavily to treat Benson to a smile of recognition and an amiable salute.

While Benson paid for the taxi, James stood on the dark polished cobbles of the courtyard of the Houses
of Parliament. He looked about him. The metropolitan sun was high over the Thames now, yellow on buildings, squares and wide avenues, filtering deftly through the city dust, warming walls and roofs as it had done on summer days for a thousand years. Above the mother of parliaments the Union Jack, that incongruous banner of bits and patches, lolled in the almost windless air. Visitors were queuing to enter ancient Westminster Hall. Would the Wehrmacht queue to see its lofty roof and to hear the intonations of the guided tour? Would stormtroopers one morning replace the jolly policeman in this yard? Where then would be the Royal Throne of Kings? Canada?

'The Balalaika, sir,' offered the taxi driver suddenly leaning from his cab window. 'You was mentioning The Balalaika.'

Annoyance creased Benson's face. 'Yes,' he said. 'What about it?'

'One-thirty, Newmarket, sir. Four to one in this morning's paper.'

'Thank you,' said Benson brusquely. 'That's extremely kind.'

'That's all right, sir. Anything to help with the war.'
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