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‘The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.’
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1

The Ardennes Forest

Cold.

It was all I could think about. It made me want to stop breathing. Each intake seemed to draw the cold down inside me, chilling my core. I was shivering despite being in full fighting gear topped off with a greatcoat. We huddled together in the back of the truck as it bumped and weaved through the darkness of the Ardennes forest. I drifted off. As we approached our destination, a small village called Tellin, a spine-shattering jolt from a pothole pulled me from my miserable slumber. The lorry ground to a halt, not for the first time. Everyone groaned. We were all dreading having to get out in the open again. My hands were still stinging with the cold from previous efforts to push the trucks out of the ditches into which they had sunk. Each time one of the vehicles got stuck, Serjeant Major Jackson organized a team for pushing duty. Jackson was no respecter of rank, everyone being expected to help out. And this time was no different, since above the howling wind, I heard shouting, cab doors being opened and slammed, then boots crunching on the frozen, snow-packed road, as they made their way to the rear of our lorry.

The back door opened. ‘Serjeant Wardle?’ yelled Jackson above the din of the blizzard.

‘Yes, sir?’ Sean responded.

‘The lead truck is also stuck now, blocking the way. Get your blokes out. We march from here.’

This announcement was greeted with a mixture of groans and ironic cheers. ‘That’s enough,’ said Sean. ‘Out. Corporal Stokes, I need them ready to march in three minutes, and if anyone’s left any kit, then I’m holding you responsible.’

We clambered from our frozen mobile tomb like old men. There was general grumbling which I knew I ought to put a stop to, but I didn’t. The stripes still rested strangely on my arm, and part of me still thought like a private. I turned to Private Dougie Chambers beside me. ‘Fancy giving the truck a sweep for anything left, mate?’ He nodded and I climbed down over the tailboard, grateful that despite my promotion we had managed to remain mates.

It hadn’t been so easy with all the others. I looked over at a group casually passing cigarettes around and sighed inwardly. Another battle, another test. Part of me felt too bloody tired and cold for it, but I knew I had to confront them. Their insolence was aimed at me. ‘Private Richards!’ I called over at the group and they broke open, the bulky figure of Bob Richards emerging from the centre. ‘Put that tab out and help Chambers sweep the truck. I don’t want any equipment left behind. The rest of you, load up and get ready to move out.’

For a moment no one reacted, the scene like a movie that had stopped, and then Sean Wardle came round the side of the truck and everyone started moving at once. Bob Richards smiled as he passed me and I cursed under my breath, wishing Sean hadn’t arrived. It was only going to make things harder next time.

*

It was January 1945 and we’d been back on the continent for a month trying to catch up with the rest of our battalion, which was being hammered by a German counteroffensive. The Germans had been retreating pretty steadily for months. Operation Market Garden around Arnhem in the Netherlands may not have succeeded, but the sheer numbers of Allied troops in France had taken their toll and forced the Germans back. But in December the Nazis had struck back through the dense Ardennes forest and fought the Allies, to a standstill. And C Company of the 2nd Battalion of the Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry had been called forward to help break the deadlock.

I hadn’t been enthusiastic. It wasn’t so much the thought of going back to the front that bothered me; it was that I wasn’t going back with my old company. The battalion, with the exception of our headquarter elements consisted of four companies, A to D. I’d fought with D in Normandy and had been looking forward to being reunited with them, seeing some old friends and hearing the news. However, I’d barely had time to get my bearings after coming back from the Netherlands before Al Grimes, my old colour serjeant from Normandy, had taken me aside and explained that C Company was being sent into action and would need to be reinforced from the other companies. I was going in with them, and with a promotion to corporal. He’d said it so quickly, I hadn’t time to take it in before I’d been marched off to meet my new comrades.

I don’t know whether I was still sick from Arnhem, or whether it was all just too new, but I made a mess of it. I hadn’t acted like a corporal, and there’d been a bad feeling from the start. Looking back, I wonder if anything I’d said would have made a difference. Some of them hadn’t wanted an outsider, and they’d made that very clear from the start. After forty-eight hours of being ignored and battling for respect, I was ready to hand my stripes back, and then Serjeant Sean Wardle and Private Dougie Chambers had walked in, fresh off the train to join C Company, come to join the party and save my sanity. Suddenly, I wasn’t the only new boy in a company of strangers.

OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
i

HERON

BOOKS





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
ROB LOFTHOUSE
WELL PAST

TROUBLE





OEBPS/images/9781784293499.jpg





OEBPS/images/map.jpg
o X,
werarQ o~ ]

=

3

ZBRAOLEY o

<.
=
oy Semrsam
ﬁ T N
4t
it

o~
fa=ge Ty






