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    Dedicated to all the soldiers, past and present,who have shown courage, sacrifice, and resilience.May their stories never be forgotten. 
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The dust glistened in the sunlight that burst through the cracked, dirty window of the attic. Alex wrinkled his nose. The air was thick with the smell of old paper, dust, and something else he couldn’t quite place.

They had to clear out Grandad’s house as he was moving in with them now as he was getting older, and it was safer that he stayed with family. He wanted Alex to sort through the attic. At first, Alex had groaned at the thought of the job. Clearing an attic sounded like hours of lifting dusty boxes and sneezing .

But when he climbed the ladder and pulled himself into the shadowy room, his opinion quickly changed. Mountains of boxes leaned against one another in unstable towers. Several artificial Christmas trees, their needles bent and faded, slumped together in one corner. It felt less like an attic and more like some kind of museum, every object buzzing with untold stories.

Pushing aside a wobbly stack of boxes beneath the window, Alex noticed something different at the far end of the room: a trunk. It was dark green, its surface hidden under a thick coat of dust. Unlike the cardboard boxes, it seemed to belong here, like it had been waiting for someone to uncover the secrets it had locked inside.

He crouched beside the trunk and brushed off the top with his sleeve, coughing as dust rose into the sunlight. Scratched into the lid were the initials J. Thomas. Must be granddad’s his name is Jack Thomas.

Two brown leather straps held the trunk shut, buckled and stiff with age. Alex tugged them loose and slowly lifted the lid. It creaked so loud he was sure the whole house could hear. Heart quickening, Alex sat down on the floorboards, cross-legged, the trunk in front of him.

The first thing he found was a neatly folded British flag. He lifted it carefully and set it beside him. Beneath it lay a stack of old photographs.

The top one was of a dog, a collie. Its coat was a rich mix of black, brown, and white. A noble, handsome creature. On the back, faded ink spelled out the words: Coco, my hero.

Alex took a long slow breath in and reached for the next photo. This one made his stomach turn. A young man, no older than twenty, smiled at the camera. He looked so much like Alex it was unsettling that they looked so a like. It had to be Grandad. Beside him sat the same collie, Coco, and a young woman with dark hair tucked behind her ears. The two of them were laughing, their faces bright with joy. They sat beneath a great apple tree, a picnic spread at their feet.

On the back, in the same faded hand, were the words: My girl and Coco.

Alex stared at the picture, a knot forming in his stomach. Was this Grandma? He didn’t really remember her. She had died when he was only three.

He dug deeper into the trunk. Papers yellowed with age, receipts, and scraps of nothing much. Then, at the very bottom, half-hidden under crumpled sheets, he spotted something bright: a red scarf. It was delicate, a lady’s scarf, something was inside.

Alex unwrapped it slowly. Army medals tumbled into his palm, cold and heavy. The ribbons were frayed and faded, but the metal gleamed faintly in the light. Pride swelled in his chest, so strong it made his fingers tremble. What had Grandad done to earn these?

Something else caught his eye. Beneath the scarf was a book, a thick, leather-bound journal, its corners worn soft with age. Alex’s breath caught. This wasn’t just any book.

It was a diary.

He cradled it in both hands, the weight of it anchoring him to the spot. Moving closer to the window, he lowered himself onto the dust-caked boards. They groaned beneath him, sending little clouds of dust swirling into the air.

With the greatest care, he brushed his fingers across the cover, then eased it open. The paper inside looked fragile, brittle like autumn leaves. Alex held his breath, afraid it might crumble at the slightest touch.

The first entry stared back at him. And as his eyes scanned the words, Alex felt his stomach twist.
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5th June 1944

We’re being dropped into northern occupied France tonight. Only a few more hours. Scared isn’t the word! But this is what we’ve trained for. This is our duty, for King and country.

Alex stared out through the dusty attic window.

Grandad never said he was in the war. Never once.

Actually no one ever mentioned it.

His gaze drifted back to the diary.

Were the medals from the war? He wondered.

5th June, that was the day before D-Day.

Alex could almost hear his Grandad’s voice as his eyes traced the words. His Grandad, only a little older than Alex is now,  was heading into battle. A war Alex had only ever read about in history books.

Heart thudding, he turned the page.

Tonight is the night, we are dropping into Northern France a land under enemy control my hands are shaking.

The planes roared around us. The men checking their backpacks. Someone uttered a joke to stop his teeth from chattering, I smile but inside I feel like my heart is bouncing around like a football.

6th June 1944

Not good. My parachute didn’t open. I crash-landed in a field somewhere in northern France.

Alex gasped, his hand flying to his mouth. Grandad had fallen from the sky on D-Day and survived?

The handwriting here was jagged, hurried. Pain pressed into every letter. Alex leaned closer, desperate to follow the words.

I dragged myself under a bush, hiding from the enemy. My leg is badly damaged. Can’t move it. Can’t see much in the dark.

The night is my friend, for now.

Maybe morning will bring me the luck I need.

Alex’s chest tightened. Grandad, his kind, quiet Grandad, had been lying broken and alone, waiting in the dark while a war raged on around him.

He turned the page with trembling fingers.

7th June 1944

The birds woke me around five. For a brief second I forgot where I was. Forgot the war.

Tried to move. My leg, still in agony.

His head resting against a log.

I closed my eyes. Tried to think of what to do next. I can’t see a way out.

Much later.

Alex froze at the unfinished words. “Much later”? What happened next.
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8th June 1944

Something wet brushed against my cheek. My eyes snapped open, panic surging. For a moment, I thought the enemy had found me.

But instead, I met a pair of deep, kind brown eyes.

A dog.

Relief spilled out of me in a shaky laugh. “Hello, boy.”

He tilted his head, studying me, then bounded off into the orchard. My heart sank, until he returned, a large red apple clamped carefully between his teeth. He dropped it on my chest as though he knew I couldn’t move, then curled himself against me, warm and solid, guarding me from the world, keeping me safe.

With effort, I reached for him, fingers brushing his fur. A collar glinted in the morning light.

“Coco,” I whispered, reading the tag. “Is that your name?” His tail wagged furiously, as if to say yes.

I don’t know how long we stayed like that, but then I heard it, a voice calling through the orchard. A woman’s voice. French.

“Coco!”

My breath caught. My body froze. If she found me, would she raise the alarm?

Coco barked in answer, tail thumping.

“Coco, what are you doing?” she called, gentle and curious.

She appeared between the trees, her eyes following Coco’s gaze upward to the parachute tangled high in the branches. Then she saw me, half-hidden in the bush, filthy, torn uniform clinging to my skin and blood on my leg.

She startled, but only for a heartbeat. Then her voice softened. “Bonjour, monsieur... you are hurt?”

I could only nod.

Her eyes glanced to my uniform. “English” she murmured. “You are lost?” She gave a nervous giggle, a smile breaking the tension.

Coco barked again, circling the tree, pawing at the parachute. She tugged at the off white fluttering silk, determined to free it. Coco joined in, teeth pulling at the fabric, both of them working while I lay helpless, useless.

At last, she came to me. “We must get you to the house. Can you walk?”

She slipped her arm around me, her strength surprising for her size. Together, we staggered through the orchard. For the first time, I truly saw France: rows of apple trees heavy with fruit, sunlight spilling across the grass, and beyond it, a grey-stone farmhouse standing watch.

Inside, she lowered me gently onto an old orange sofa beside the fire. Coco pressed himself against my leg, unwilling to leave my side.

“My name is Elsie,” she said softly, offering me that same warm smile. “Now, let’s see this wound.”

Alex’s eyes stung as he turned the fragile page. The diary words blurred, but he didn’t need them anymore.

Because suddenly, everything clicked.

His gaze fell on the faded photograph propped inside the box. His Grandad stood proud, with his cane in hand, wearing his uniform, and beside him, smiling, her arm looped through his, was a young woman.

Alex’s heart thudded. The same gentle smile. The same name.

Elsie.

The French girl from the orchard wasn’t just anyone. She was his Grandma.
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