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About the Book

It was 1940, and many of the younger members of the Adams family were caught up in the war in France. Boots, now a Major and on the staff of General Sir Henry Simms, was one of the thousands of British troops trying to escape in the armada of little boats from Dunkirk. His son Tim and nephew Bobby were also struggling to reach the coast and safety, while Eloise was with the ATS awaiting the homecoming soldiers at Portsmouth with a comforting cup of tea and a ticket home. Boots and Tim made it safely back, but of Bobby there was no sign, and the family all feared the worst.

In a farm some miles from Dunkirk, however, Bobby was alive but injured, and trapped by the advancing Germans. The farmer and his wife offered him refuge but Helene, the farmer’s independent-minded daughter, was scathing about the retreating British army and gave the brave, joking young sergeant a hard time. Working in the fields, dodging the German soldiers, Bobby was desperately looking for a way to escape and Helene, despite her hostility, found herself increasingly anxious to help the Englishman to get back home.
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Chapter One

It was the second of June, 1940.

The dawn light of the awakening summer day fingered the closed curtains of the large handsome house in Red Post Hill, off Denmark Hill in South London. Mrs Maisie Finch, known to her family as Chinese Lady, came out of sleep and thought at once of absentees.

She thought first of those who were out in France. There was Boots to begin with, supposedly safe in being on General Sir Henry Simms’s staff instead of in the front line. Well, that hadn’t helped. The whole Army had been in the front line during the retreat to Dunkirk. Thousands of men had been brought home from the beaches, but there were still thousands waiting to be taken off. Why Boots was in the Army at all at the age of forty-three would have been an aggravating mystery to Chinese Lady if she hadn’t known that behind his airy-fairy ways he was as adventurous at times as his late father had been. Then there was his son Tim, only eighteen, who’d volunteered as soon as the war broke out in September. Polly Simms had pulled some strings, with the help of her father, Sir Henry, and when Tim was sent to France in February, it was to join the artillery regiment in which Lizzy’s son Bobby was serving. Bobby was now a sergeant, and could look after Tim.

Then there was Jonathan Hardy, the young man to whom Lizzy’s daughter Emma was very attached. He’d been called up in August, and at the end of his training was posted to a unit that left for France in January. That Boots and three young men of the family should all be at Dunkirk appalled Chinese Lady. As far as she was concerned, Jonathan Hardy was as good as family. She had met him several times, taken to him and spoken to Emma about him. Emma, self-possessed though she was, and much more in control of her emotions than her sister Annabelle, had nevertheless been unable to hide the depth of her feelings for Sussex-born Jonathan. Chinese Lady, never one to beat about the bush, asked her if Jonathan’s intention was to marry her in due course.

‘Granny love,’ said Emma, ‘I know what my intention is, and that’s to cut his head off if he tries to marry anyone else.’

Accordingly, Chinese Lady regarded Jonathan as one of the family. Well, as good as. What Emma wanted Emma would get, and Chinese Lady was unreservedly in favour.

Reflecting on events now, she sighed at knowing neither Boots nor Tim, neither Bobby nor Jonathan, had arrived home yet. Last night the news on the wireless had referred to the possibility that today would be the final day of the Dunkirk evacuation.

There were other absentees. Boots’s daughters, Rosie and Eloise, were both in the ATS. Rosie had volunteered on the outbreak of war, Eloise in February. And Polly Simms, long a close friend of the family, was an ATS captain. Chinese Lady could not help having a considerable liking for Polly, even though she was sure Polly had a dangerous affection for Boots. But how any woman could be a soldier captain was beyond the comprehension of Chinese Lady, who simply didn’t believe in that sort of thing. Nor did she think God approved. What some women had been getting up to since the end of the First World War wasn’t natural. Daughter-in-law Emily, for instance, was now general manager of the family firm, Adams Enterprises. Chinese Lady was sure no good would come of such goings-on.

She thought of Emma again. Emma, soon to be eighteen, was herself thinking of volunteering for the ATS. And her parents, Lizzy and Ned, were wardens in the local ARP. For that matter, so were Tommy and Sammy. Chinese Lady wondered how long it would be before all her nearest and dearest were in the fight against that madman Hitler.

At least her husband Edwin was at home after spending months in France for the Government. He was sleeping peacefully beside her.

Chinese Lady slipped quietly from the bed and crossed to the window. She drew the curtains back a little to look down at the silent road, palely touched by dawn’s faint light. One might have expected some sign that the war had taken a chronic turn for the worse, and no-one could say it hadn’t. But the residential thoroughfare was as peaceful as a sleeping dormouse. Not even the milkman was about.

She supposed Boots, Tim, Bobby and Jonathan would arrive home soon, along with the rest of the men still on the beaches. The phone would ring some time today, she was sure it would. It had rung at ten o’clock last night, and she’d thought it might be Boots, phoning to say he was on his way. But it had been Rosie, ringing from her ATS unit. Rosie had been phoning two or three times each day, asking if Boots or Tim had arrived. If Emma was self-possessed, Rosie was even more so. She was so like Boots in that she never showed alarm in a crisis. But when told last night that he still wasn’t home, and nor was Tim, she became an anxious young woman. If anything happened to her adoptive father, or to Tim, Chinese Lady knew how much she would suffer.

Eloise had also phoned daily to ask for news of the absentees. Eloise had become devoted to her English family. And Polly too had been regularly on the line. Chinese Lady told her yesterday how much she appreciated her concern. Polly said a strange thing then. She said, ‘I must be an undeserving woman, Mrs Finch, or the fates would not have treated me so badly.’ Chinese Lady did not ask her what she meant. She let it go.

She sighed again and turned from the window. Edwin was still asleep, so she put on her dressing-gown and went quietly downstairs to switch on the wireless to catch the early morning news. It was all about Dunkirk, about the men on the beaches and those still pouring into the port, and about the big ships and little ships that were rescuing British, French, Belgian and Polish troops from the bombed sands. Perhaps Tim and Boots would meet each other on one of those ships, together with Jonathan Hardy and Bobby. Lizzy was worrying about son Bobby, and Emma was getting anxious about Jonathan.

Chinese Lady said a little prayer for all concerned.

It was about this time, just as dawn broke that planes of the Luftwaffe took off from a forward station in France and caught a column of retreating British troops just outside Bergues, some seven miles from Dunkirk. They were the last British troops in the sector south-east of the port, the last of the men who, in this sector, had been fighting a desperate rearguard action against the German Panzers. Last night they had received orders to vacate their position and to make for Dunkirk. They began their march when darkness fell, and kept going through the night, weary, footslogging and silent, men of the infantry, artillery and tanks, guns spiked and abandoned, tanks and motor transport long since destroyed.

Among the artillerymen of what was left of one battery were Sergeant Bobby Somers and Gunner Tim Adams, both as weary as hell, but both determined to reach Dunkirk. Far ahead of them, in the van of the column, limped Jonathan Hardy, a gunner from a different regiment. The whole was a hotch-potch of companies, batteries, regiments and squadrons, the mixture thrown together by the haphazard and desperate nature of a tenacious fighting retreat. Jonathan had actually met up with Bobby and Tim two days ago, but was with the remnants of his own battery now. He knew Bobby and Tim were somewhere behind him, and that satisfied him. Bobby was Emma’s brother, Tim her cousin. With luck, the column would easily reach Dunkirk before midday if it didn’t sag and collapse on the road. And with a little more luck, they’d see the white cliffs of Dover before the afternoon was out. God, he could do with the comfort of a bed for a couple of days.

When the German planes caught the column, it disintegrated as the weary men, galvanized by the primitive need to survive, dived for the ditches, the verges and for whatever cover they could find. Officers shouted, NCO’s bawled, and down went the men, tumbling and sprawling and flattening themselves on either side of the road. The noise of the oncoming planes was a scream and a roar. Within seconds they were strafing the road, coming one after the other, then flying on to ascend, to circle and to come again. It was hell in a frenzy for five minutes, a lone Stuka dive-bomber joining in.

Away to the west, across the Belgian border, was a similar column of troops, heading towards Dunkirk on the road from Ypres. They were men of a corps commanded by General Sir Henry Simms, and they were the last of retreating troops from the Ypres sector. Near the van of the trudging column was an open, battered, staff car moving slowly, its engine occasionally misfiring. It contained Sir Henry himself, still spruce and vigorous normally, but now as weary as his men, and just as angry as they were at what they considered was a criminal lack of tanks per unit. The mere 200 supplied to the whole of the BEF had been crushed by the weight of the German armour. Defeat had been inevitable, despite the fighting resistance of the British.

Driving the car was Major Robert Adams, known to friends and family as Boots. Sir Henry was beside him, and squeezed in beside Sir Henry was the General’s wounded sergeant-driver. In the back of the car were other wounded men, and Boots could only hope the damaged vehicle would hold out until Dunkirk was reached.

In the clear air of dawn the column trudged on, the staff car crawling. It was not what was expected of a general, to be with a retreating rearguard and risking capture. In the ’14–18 war, few fighting units ever saw a general. Sir Henry, a soldier through and through, was not that kind of commander. He liked his men to see him, and it was completely in keeping with his character and his principles to have stayed with the rearguard in its fighting retreat to Dunkirk. He had sent all his staff officers except Boots to the port days ago. There were not many miles to go now before they reached it themselves.


Chapter Two

‘Wakey, wakey!’ The brisk voice of an ATS sergeant woke up sleeping recruits.

Private Eloise Adams opened her eyes. Sleep rushed away and she quickened. It was going to be Ramsgate Harbour again, it was going to be another emotional but exhilarating day. She thought of her father and of her half-brother Tim. They had to arrive today, they must, although it might not be at Ramsgate. Her English stepmother would be worried, and so would the grandparents.

Eloise, Anglo-French, had a British passport and a British National Identity card, and these had enabled her to volunteer for the ATS a little over three months ago. Along with other recruits, she was nearly at the end of the official training period, and if because of her French verve she had found British military restrictions a little irksome, everything about the Dunkirk evacuation had brought her to eager and pulsating life. She and other ATS personnel had been on duty by Ramsgate Harbour each day.

There had been some French soldiers among the British who had landed yesterday, the kind of Frenchmen prepared to fight on from Britain. Eloise felt tingling pride in them. They were close to exhaustion, as were nearly all the returning soldiers, but they acknowledged the cheers of welcoming crowds with smiles and waves.

Eloise slipped from her bed in one of the barrack rooms of the training camp near Minster, five miles from Ramsgate, and began another exciting day. What did defeat matter when the Army lived to fight again?

Susie, wife of Chinese Lady’s youngest son Sammy, rang up at nine o’clock.

‘Mum, Susie here.’

‘Yes, Susie?’ said Chinese Lady, standing well back from the phone, and not letting the receiver make too close a contact with her ear. She still regarded telephones as unnatural, the kind of newfangled contraptions likely to blow up just when a body wasn’t ready for it, and there had been a lot of that kind of nervous anticipation lately.

‘Any news of Boots or Bobby? Or Tim?’

‘I haven’t had none, Susie, but I expect we’ll hear some time today. Or tomorrow morning at the latest.’

‘Well, I hope so,’ said Susie, ‘I hope they’re not among the soldiers who’ve been taken prisoner during the retreat. There’s been an awful lot, it seems.’

‘I’m sure Bobby wouldn’t allow that to happen to him,’ said Chinese Lady, ‘and I can’t believe Boots would be careless enough to. We all told him to leave his casual ways behind him when he went off. And Tim’s as sensible as his Uncle Tommy.’

‘Oh, I’m sure we’ll get good news before long, Mum,’ said Susie.

‘Well, it’s all a terrible mess,’ said Chinese Lady.

‘Still, all those little ships are performing miracles,’ said Susie.

‘Where’s Sammy?’ asked Chinese Lady.

‘He went off early to Luton,’ said Susie, ‘hoping to find the right kind of fact’ry he can buy, with a sort of dormit’ry for his machinists. Their children have all been sent to the country.’

‘What’s he want to have a fact’ry in Luton for?’

Susie could have said Sammy wanted to take precautions, that because of the way the war was going, the Germans might get themselves into a position to bomb London and its factories. Sammy wanted to move all his Shoreditch staff to Luton. The firm now had large Army and Air Ministry contracts for uniforms.

‘Oh, he’s lookin’ ahead, Mum,’ said Susie, not wanting to mention anything as frightening as bombs on London.

‘I hope he’s not profiteering,’ said Chinese Lady.

‘I’ll see he doesn’t,’ said Susie.

‘I don’t want to suffer the shame and disgrace of havin’ a war profiteer in the fam’ly,’ said Chinese Lady.

‘I don’t, either,’ said Susie. ‘Well, I must get on, Mum, I’ve all sorts of things to do. I’ll phone again later.’

‘Yes, all right, Susie,’ said Chinese Lady, who was expecting Rosie to phone next. Or Eloise. Or Polly. Or Aunt Victoria, Vi’s mother. Aunt Victoria had always had a soft spot for Boots. She was in a slightly complaining mood these days, mostly on account of the fact that Vi’s dad, Uncle Tom, had gone and joined the ARP. He was too old at sixty-seven, she said. Chinese Lady pointed out he still looked hale and hearty. Yes, but he goes out on night duty, said Aunt Victoria. Well, never mind, said Chinese Lady, let him do it if he wants to.

In her home in Stead Street, Walworth, Mrs Jemima Hardy, Sussex-born, was preparing to bake a cake. She’d been saving up rationed ingredients for a suitable occasion, and a very suitable one was now due. Her son Jonathan was bound to be home any moment from Dunkirk, and nothing was going to make her believe otherwise, except a telegram. And she wasn’t sure if she’d let any telegram into the house. In wartime, telegrams were the kind of thing people were better off without.

Her daughter Jane, seventeen, was at work, clerking in a London factory making war materials. Her other daughter Jennifer and her younger son Jonas were at school. They’d refused to be evacuated, although hundreds of other Walworth schoolchildren were now in the country.

Husband Job was at work for the council, and would be on ARP duty tonight as a warden. Job didn’t like the war any more than she did, but wasn’t going to shirk doing his bit as a civilian.

Jemima was going to spend the day listening to the wireless news and for the arrival home of Jonathan, while getting on with baking the cake and other domestic jobs. Perhaps Emma would come round this evening. She sometimes did, and Jemima thought blessed if that sweet girl don’t be acting now and again like a daughter-in-law.

Jemima also thought about a certain house in Lorrimore Square, Kennington. The family were moving there next month. She had insisted on leaving Stead Street because of a warning from a young Irishman of a mystic kind, a warning that implied war would bring down their present house. But it had taken some time for the family to find a place everyone considered right, and which was available for renting. The house in Lorrimore Square would be vacant next month and it had a small garden, much to Job’s pleasure.

Jemima knew she would feel easier in her mind when the move was made. And when it was, she and Job would have to try to persuade the Stead Street landlord to let the vacated house stand empty.

Later that morning, a young woman, Helene Aarlberg, stood at the gate to a field of barley. The day was perfect, the farm a panorama of summery fields lush with produce. The sky was a canopy of clear blue, except for where it was stained by a pall of smoke above Dunkirk, six kilometres to the north. A little to the west lay the Belgian border. From there came the sound of guns.

The guns of the abominable Nazis.

‘It’s over for the British, mademoiselle,’ said one of the farm workers, and his fellow workers nodded in silent agreement.

‘Yes, they’re still running, running for home,’ said Helene bitterly. She was disgusted with the British Expeditionary Force. It had been floundering, reeling and staggering from the moment the German Panzer divisions launched their attacks early in May. Helene Aarlberg, nineteen, was a strong and capable young woman, not a girl. Her thin grey jersey had never made any effort to disguise the firmness of her healthy bosom. A black serge skirt hung from her rounded hips, black lisle stockings sheathed her long legs, and black farm boots covered her feet and ankles. Her dark hair, auburn-tinted, was tied in practical fashion at the nape of her neck with an old black ribbon. Friends might have said that the prevalence of black meant Helene Aarlberg was already in mourning for France. Actually, she cared very little for tarting herself up, especially when she was working, and apart from spending some Sundays sailing her small boat off the Dunkirk shoreline, she was rarely not at work in summertime. She was invaluable to the owners of the farm, her parents.

She turned her eyes away from the distant pall of black smoke and looked at the barley field. The young shoots were fighting the encroaching weeds. Perhaps because of the war, weeds did not matter, and perhaps the shortage of farm workers was a small problem compared to the danger France was in from the iron hordes of Hitler. But overrunning weeds did matter. Land was eternal. It was also capricious. Farmland tolerated nothing that did not relate to good husbandry.

‘See what Dunkirk means, mademoiselle, it means the British are leaving all the fighting to France,’ said a grizzled worker. He and the others were all middle-aged or elderly.

‘I know that.’ Helene eyed them angrily. ‘What are you standing about for? There are a thousand things to do. Go and do them.’ She swung herself aggressively over the gate instead of opening it, such was her mood. Her skirt rushed up. The labourers blinked. She had superb legs, and the plainness of her lisle stockings could not hide that fact. Landing on her feet, she looked scorchingly at the workers. A grin or two showed. ‘Men!’ she said bitingly, and strode away.

Eyes followed her. She was something to talk about, apart from the war.

‘Men, yes, but she only needs one, one who can stand up to her,’ said the grizzled farmhand.

‘Henri Barnard, perhaps?’ suggested another man. ‘He’s big enough.’

‘Just over-sized marshmallow. Helene Aarlberg would eat him.’


Chapter Three

The black smoke rising above Dunkirk spoke of Stukas pounding the town, beaches and harbour. The crump and boom of bombs launched from the air were a sign that the Stukas were enjoying another field day. The flurries of aerial combat between the Luftwaffe and French-based RAF fighter planes had died away. The last retreating remnants of the BEF were swept by rumours that every RAF squadron had been recalled. Much as he disliked leaving the BEF without cover, Prime Minister Churchill had yielded to the necessity of preserving the fighting wings of the RAF now that the larger part of the BEF had been successfully brought home. It was from home airfields that RAF fighters were taking off to engage the numerically superior enemy over Dunkirk.

More than three hundred thousand men, including groups of French, Belgian and Polish soldiers and airmen, had been taken off the beaches by the big ships and little ships. But there were several thousand still there, and the Germans, after a brief pause, were preparing to move again, determined to close Dunkirk down consequent on the Luftwaffe’s expected final reduction of the port. The evacuation that had been going on for days was in its final stages. The beaches were still crowded with columns of men under the control of marshals, and the columns spilled into the sea as the soldiers and other servicemen waded out to boats. And there were still a thousand and more rearguard men limping into Dunkirk from every road and lane.

The ragged lines of exhausted men on the road from Bergues had four miles to go to reach the beaches. They had picked themselves up and resumed their footslogging march after being strafed at dawn outside Bergues. Dunkirk offered them their only chance of escape.

It was at this point that Gunner Tim Adams came out of the mind-blotting effects of concussion. He found himself moving automatically. His uniform was filthy, his underclothes clammy, his rifle slung, his dusty steel helmet an uncomfortable weight on his head. That was because he had a horrible headache. On top of that his eyes were playing him up, and he had difficulty in focusing. Double vision kept recurring. Behind and in front of him men were trudging wearily. They filled the sunlit road like a dusty and straggling crocodile that constantly changed shape as exhausted men wandered and wavered.

Where were they? How far to go now? Where were the guns, the transport? Where was Bobby? Where was Jonathan Hardy?

He remembered the dawn attack from the air then, the cannon-fire from Messerschmidts and the bombs from a Stuka that had scattered a thousand men, killed some and wounded others. He himself, buffeted by the blast of an exploding bomb, felt as if he had run into a brick wall. It knocked him out. He could not remember, but he supposed he had picked himself up along with all the other survivors to automatically resume the march. But he remembered now that Jonathan had been in the van of the column along with other members of his unit. Tim hoped he was still there. As for Bobby, Tim had no remembrance at all of how they had become separated, and he had no idea, either, of whether or not Bobby was now a casualty. A dead weight of depression settled on Tim, and the effects of severe concussion made it difficult to concentrate. But something jerked him into thinking he ought to look for Bobby. He halted. Men lurched past him. He stopped several of them in turn, those he recognized as belonging to his regiment, including an officer, asking if any of them knew what had happened to Sergeant Somers. The answers were tired negatives.

A weary officer called to him to keep moving, but Tim stayed where he was, turning to look back at oncoming men. He had a flesh wound at the side of his right thigh where a bullet had cut through his khaki trousers and badly nicked him. Beneath the field dressing, the scored flesh was sore and painful.

The column trudged by as he strained his aching eyes. Emma would want him to look out for Jonathan as well as Bobby.

On the exhausted men came, some with rifles, some without, and all of them rid of their webbing equipment. Any amount of personal equipment had been discarded to lighten loads, and the road to Bergues and beyond was littered. Tim blinked in an effort to keep his eyes open as the column gradually thinned and there were only stragglers to be seen.

From the lee of a hedge divided by a five-barred gate fronting the road, a man had been watching this last rearguard of limping, shambling British soldiers heading for Dunkirk and the beaches. He knew from a succession of French radio bulletins that the Germans would almost certainly be in control of Dunkirk by tomorrow at the latest. And in this clear morning air he could hear what many of these British Tommies were probably too far gone to hear, the low but perceptible sound of German planes flying in formation above other retreating soldiers on the road from Ypres, just across the nearby Belgian border. They were undoubtedly heading for Dunkirk, fighters and Stukas, probably, to take their turn to strafe and bomb the beaches and the ships.

Sadness took hold of Jacob Aarlberg. He had fought with the Belgian Army alongside the British Tommies in the last war, and had always held them in great respect. These exhausted men were the sons of those Tommies. He had watched them as they passed by, eyes red-rimmed, faces grey and dusty, some weary to death from the ferocious battles they had fought in trying to contain the heavily armoured Germans. There had been hundreds of them, lurching and reeling but still staying on their feet.

They had disappeared now, all but a few stragglers and a man who had turned his back on Dunkirk and was squinting painfully into the distance. Jacob Aarlberg did not move. The tragedy of an army beaten into the ground held him there. He looked to his left, in the direction of Dunkirk, and saw the pall of black smoke rising thicker over the town and its beaches.

He looked at the motionless Tommy again, wondering about him as the last of the stragglers passed by.

Tim strained his eyes. The road was empty now. There was no sign of Bobby or anyone else.

‘Tommy?’ It was a man’s voice, quiet but clear.

Tim turned. From behind the hedge a man appeared, regarding him from the other side of a five-barred gate. He was middle-aged and healthily brown. He wore a dark blue shirt, black breeches and a black beret.

‘What?’ asked Tim vaguely.

‘Where are you going, Tommy?’ The spoken English was excellent.

‘I’m looking for a cousin, my sergeant,’ said Tim. He crossed the verge to the gate, and Jacob noted the look of exhaustion and the forward tilt of his steel helmet to keep the sun out of his eyes, eyes that were cloudy with pain. ‘He’s my height, but broader. Have you been watching this road?’

‘I have been watching all of you go by,’ said Jacob. ‘Now I am waiting, stupidly perhaps, for the Boche and their tanks to arrive. Tommy, go on to Dunkirk. Your sergeant would not want you to fall into the hands of the Germans.’

‘God knows where he is,’ said Tim. ‘We got separated early this morning.’ With an effort, he spoke of the dawn attack on the column by German planes. ‘I can’t go on without him if he’s somewhere back there and wounded.’

‘Perhaps he is far ahead, looking for you,’ said Jacob.

‘I’d like to think so,’ said Tim, feeling a lot older than his eighteen years. ‘D’you think you might have seen him? No, that’s a daft question.’ He adjusted his slung rifle, grimacing a little. ‘Sorry about the war. We’ve made a mess of it.’

‘You have fought as well as you could,’ said Jacob, ‘so go on to Dunkirk and your ships, which will give you the chance to fight again. The German armies will be resuming their advance any moment. That warning is being spoken in every radio bulletin.’

‘Well, damn that,’ said Tim tiredly, but made no attempt to move, and Jacob felt strangely affected by this British soldier’s reluctance to give up the hope of finding his sergeant, his cousin.

‘Go, Tommy. Today is your last day.’

‘Damn that too,’ said Tim. He searched the road with aching eyes again. It was still empty. ‘Well, perhaps he is ahead of me, perhaps I’ve got to settle for that. He’s the last kind of bloke to have given up. If he’s still back there somewhere and he does come by, he’s Sergeant Somers. Tell him to get a move on.’ Tim smiled faintly. ‘That’s if you’ll still be watching.’

‘Yes, I will stay here a while,’ said Jacob. ‘You must catch up with your comrades – wait, take this.’ He disappeared behind the hedge. Reappearing, he lifted a bicycle over the gate. ‘Take it. It belongs to one of my farm workers. He will understand and I will make it up to him. It will get you to Dunkirk quicker and a little more easily than on your legs. So take it. I fought with the old Tommies, your fathers, in the last war. They were my friends, my comrades.’

‘My father’s in this one as well,’ said Tim, ‘but God knows where he is, either.’ He hesitated a moment, a moment of wrenching finality, then he said, ‘Thanks. I’d like to think I can bring the bike back to you one day. I’m Tim Adams. Will you tell me who you are?’

‘My name is Jacob Aarlberg. I am Belgian. Go, my young friend. Good luck and cheerio, as the old Tommies used to say.’

Tim nodded. He wheeled the bike onto the road and mounted. Jacob thought he could have made things easier for himself by throwing his rifle away. But despite what had happened to him during the dawn attack by the Luftwaffe, he had somehow recovered his rifle and tin hat. The instincts of discipline, perhaps, a discipline strengthened by the teachings of his sergeant, who was also his cousin? His rifle was still with him as he pedalled away. He looked back for a second, lifting one hand in a gesture of thanks and goodbye. Jacob returned the gesture. He saw the bike waver for a moment, then it straightened and went steadily on. He would catch up with his comrades now, thought Jacob, and reach the beaches. He was obviously concussed and exhausted, but very enduring. Jacob kept watching until he disappeared.

The silence was almost eerie. It seemed to presage a greater storm, a storm that would engulf Dunkirk and perhaps France as well. He had a feeling that the conquering Germans of today would not be the same as the Boche of 1914–18. Their politics were based on violence as well as arrogance.

The defeat of the British was a sad and bitter thing, and a tragedy for France, which had lost its taste for war because of the carnage of the ’14–18 conflict. One could only hope the British would return. He felt they would want to have another go at the Boche. After all, they had lost battles in many wars, but had lost very few wars.

Jacob stood there, behind the gate, listening for what might come next, the sound of German Panzer divisions on the move. Not far away was Belgium, where he’d been born. He lived here now, the joint owner with his French wife of a French farm. Soon it would make no difference whether one lived here or over the border, for the new Boche had found a different way of making war, a way that would result in their occupation of both France and Belgium unless a miracle happened.

What was there to do at the moment except wait for the arrival of the German tanks and take a look at these formidable fighting machines? His heart was not in farming this morning. But no, the Germans might not resume their advance until tomorrow. It was said that Hitler had given Goering permission to reduce Dunkirk and the British Army to ashes with his Luftwaffe, so leaving the Panzers on the sidelines for a few days. All the same, Jacob stayed where he was, although not in any hope of catching sight of a certain British sergeant, who was probably a casualty of that dawn attack from the air.

It was quite some time before he decided he must do the sensible thing and return to his farmhouse, to tell his wife the last of the British troops must now be very close to Dunkirk. However, he did take a final look at the road that had been empty of troops for at least thirty minutes. A lone figure caught his eye. A British soldier. His helmet dangled from its strap in his left hand, and in his right he carried his rifle. His walk was painful but dogged. He lurched after each few steps. He recovered each time. He came on in this unsteady but resolute way. His forehead was bandaged, his dark hair thick and dusty, his uniform torn in places. On each sleeve were the three stripes of a sergeant.

The morning was hot, the sun climbing, the smoke above Dunkirk a malevolent black against the blue of the sky, and Jacob was intensely curious. A sergeant? Could he be the one in question, the cousin of the soldier who had thought of going back to look for him? What was his name now? It had been mentioned. Yes, Sergeant Somers.

Jacob spoke.

‘Sergeant Somers?’

Bobby Somers lurched to a stop, pulled himself upright and said, ‘That’s me. Who’s asking?’ He saw him then, a brown-faced man behind a gate.

‘I am asking, Sergeant, and on behalf of a soldier whose name is Adams,’ said Jacob.

‘Adams?’ Bobby shook his head in an attempt to clear it. ‘Tim Adams?’

‘Yes.’

‘You’ve seen him, spoken to him?’ said Bobby, eyes rimmed and strain showing.

‘Yes. He should be close to the Dunkirk beaches by now.’

‘Well, thank Christ for some mercies,’ said Bobby. The sun and the heat were cooking him, and he was fighting it, and fighting his exhaustion. He was not a sergeant for nothing, he was born for the job, resolute, decisive and with a natural sense of responsibility. Major Carter, officer commanding his battery, had marked him down as officer material. At the moment, however, Bobby felt on close terms with a sack that had had all the stuffing knocked out of it. Keeping on his feet was an effort of willpower. When the Stuka dive-bomber had struck the column at dawn and bombs rained down, his tin hat jerked free, something struck his temple and he had known nothing more until he came to. He was lying on the verge, two dead men close by, men left for the Germans to see to. His field dressing, held in place by a bandage, tightly clasped his wounded head. He guessed a medical orderly had dressed the wound, but had been unable to arouse him. So he had been left too, perhaps because he was considered to be on his way out. That was how it had to be when most transport had been destroyed and the remaining vehicles used to carry casualties to Dunkirk overnight. Dead or dying men had to be left. Well, he didn’t intend to wait for German medical assistance. He made the greatest physical effort of his life. With his head thumping and his limbs feeling tortured, he climbed to his feet, retrieved his rifle and helmet, and began walking in the direction of Dunkirk. In an atmosphere of brooding quiet, he left the scene of minor devastation, passing dead men on the way. He experienced the kind of strain that continually drained him, but he kept going by gritting his teeth, talking to himself, thinking of home and of a compulsive need to get there along with Jonathan, Tim, and Tim’s father, Uncle Boots – wherever he was.

Bobby shook his head again, trying to make sense of this sudden appearance of a man who looked like a farmer and had spoken of cousin Tim.

Jacob regarded him compassionately. His bandage was stained and grimy, the dressing thick. His face, firm-fleshed over strong bone, and tanned from many weeks of sunshine, was touched by the grey of extreme exhaustion.

‘Sergeant—’

‘Sorry – can’t stop – must get on – must catch up with cousin Tim.’

‘Sergeant—’ Jacob was again interrupted, this time by an invasion of thunder. The peaceful sky seemed to burst with the noise. A flight of Messerschmitts, heading towards Dunkirk, broke formation as Hurricanes of the RAF came out of the sky above them and screamed downwards. It was one more final gesture of the RAF Fighter Command to protect men still on the beaches. Exhaust trails streamed across the blue, and the aerial fight was on. It did not take place in any fixed area. The German and British machines used the limitless sky in flight and pursuit. A plane fell out of the azure blue, smoke pouring from its fuselage, and plunged to destruction near Ypres. For a few minutes only, Jacob and Bobby stood listening, faces turned upwards, and the thunder rolled away as planes chased planes north, south, east and west.

‘I’m—’ Bobby found it an effort to dredge up words. ‘I’m not the only one having a bad day. They’re shooting each other to pieces up there. Must get on,’ he said again.

Jacob stiffened as his ears picked up new sounds.

‘I think not, Sergeant Somers,’ he said quietly. ‘Listen.’

Bobby, swaying, stopped trying to move forward. He listened. The sounds were of motorcycles, slowly powering along the road some way behind him, the machines, probably, of German scouts, sent forward to reconnoitre and report on the Dunkirk defensive perimeter manned by British and French troops.

‘Christ, that’s done it,’ he said.

‘Quickly,’ said Jacob, and opened the gate. He came through, and took Bobby by the arm. ‘Quickly, Sergeant, for the sake of your cousin, your comrade. And for yourself.’

Bobby, instinct for survival surfacing, made his effort. He jerked forward, Jacob assisting him and getting him through the open gate as the noise of the motorcycles became a steady roar. The farmer slammed the gate shut, then he and Bobby plunged down on their stomachs behind the stone-based hedge. The motorcyclists arrived, moving at no more than ten miles an hour like cautious foragers, some machines with occupied sidecars attached. Jacob and Bobby lay still and silent. The machines passed the gate. When their engine noises faded, Jacob lifted his head to listen for other warning sounds. He heard nothing.

‘Sod it,’ breathed Bobby, ‘they’ve caught me up and passed me. That’s made my day, I don’t think.’

‘Then one more effort, Sergeant, to my farmhouse?’ said Jacob. ‘Their tanks and infantry may be on the move. You can rest while you consider your situation.’ He did not think this man capable, in any case, of getting to Dunkirk in his present condition.

Bobby gritted his teeth and climbed painfully to his feet, and Jacob rose with him. He took Bobby’s tin hat and rifle, and led the way. It was 150 metres to the farmhouse, and he kept close to the hedge that fronted the road. If the road was quiet again, there was no telling what or who might next appear. He reached another hedge, one that divided this fallow field from a second. Bobby, wounded head thumping, followed. Jacob took him through another gate, then turned left towards the farmhouse, using the dividing hedge as a further screen. Bobby, soldiering on, continued to follow. His aching feet felt like lumps of hot dough in his boots, his legs protesting fretfully at what was being asked of them, and his head felt worse. But he refused to fall over. Jacob, moving with sympathetic slowness, turned his head.

‘You are managing?’ he asked.

‘Carry on,’ said Bobby, husky from a dry throat.

Jacob carried on, and Bobby followed on. Images danced in his mind, images of home and family that alternated with images of the awesome concentrations of German armour.

From the farmhouse, eyes watched the approach of the two men. Jacob chose to bring Bobby over a rutted path to the side of the forecourt. The rear of the house could be seen by any of his workers who happened to have it in view. As he led Bobby to the front door, it opened. They entered a large tiled hall, Bobby unsteady on his feet. The door closed and a woman spoke.

‘Jacob, what are you doing, bringing a soldier here?’ asked Madame Estelle Aarlberg, a well-preserved and full-bosomed woman of forty-three, with smooth black hair parted down the middle. Her brown eyes were gently critical.

‘I know what I’ve done,’ said Jacob ruefully. ‘I’m not sure I know what to do next.’

‘How silly you are,’ she said. They were speaking French, assuming it was unknown to this British soldier. ‘Aren’t things bad enough?’ She was not accusing, merely reproving. Jacob was a good man, an estimable husband and a fine farmer. She had married him early in 1916, when she was nineteen, he a handsome young Belgian officer on leave in France. She inherited the farm on the death of her father when she was twenty-one and Jacob was still with the Belgian Army under the command of King Albert. After the war, she had deeds drawn up that made her and Jacob joint owners. A good wife could not have done less for a kind-natured husband who had been a valiant soldier. His own home near Ypres had been obliterated during the Great War. The compensation he subsequently received he invested in the farm by acquiring more land. ‘Look at the dreadful trouble France is
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