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Chapter One



THE SUN HUNG DIRECTLY OVERHEAD, BAKING THE DESERT LANDSCAPE around them. Inside the hot, dark Vector, 1 Section, 1 Platoon had sand up their noses, sand inside their mouths. And when they drank from their Camelbaks, they could feel the grit against their teeth.


The journey across Helmand Province had been long and, despite taking turns on top, the lads had moaned into the sergeant’s ear every inch of the way. Rifleman Jordan Nelson had been up there on the GPMG throughout. Now Sergeant Dave Henley joined him for the last leg of the journey.


Dave could see the town just ahead of them. Beyond it, another stretch of flat desert separated them from their destination. The incongruous straight lines and right angles of Forward Operating Base Senzhiri sliced across the distant foothills. The rest of the platoon was behind them, looking less like a convoy than a huge, rolling dust cloud.


1 Platoon was to spend the next six months in FOB Senzhiri. They were the advance party; the rest of R Company would be arriving by air later today. The men sat sweating in the gloom of the Vectors, pinned down by the heat. They fell silent as they approached the town. The men on top watched the ancient mud walls grow higher as they got closer, swelling like bread in an oven.


The trees cowered limply in the sunlight. Nothing moved.


Where was everyone?


Dave could smell danger and feel it in the air.


This town wasn’t like the others they’d passed through. It was too empty. Where were the curious kids in dark doorways, tugging against their mothers’ burqas? Where were those mothers, trying to keep their heads covered as they dragged their reluctant offspring indoors? Where were the people walking home from the bazaar with bulging bags, the old men crouching on steps, chewing and staring?


He felt a sensation of intense heat near his face. Molecules of air and dust ricocheted off his cheek. They had been rearranged by a small mass of such speed and power that it cracked the air as it passed. Dave instantly pushed the safety catch on his weapon. And then enemy fire was bursting and blazing all around him.


The boss gave HQ a sit rep from the Vector behind. ‘Zero Alpha, this is Romeo One One. Contact. Wait. Out.’


Noise, dust flying and muzzle flashes everywhere, but when Dave scanned the place for movement, there was none. The walls stared back at him, monumental and impassive. He scrutinized the tops of the palms and fruit trees beyond them for shadows, motion, any unnatural regularity. Nothing. A fire fight was erupting on all sides but the enemy was invisible.


Then, amid the crack and thump of small arms, came the angry boom of a grenade.


‘Cover! Cover!’ Shouts from further down the convoy.


Dave’s heart beat faster. Up ahead, buried inside a dark slit in the wall, he had seen something glint. He recognized the dull sheen of a worn weapon, its black surface rubbed away. He didn’t take his eyes off it. He focused through spiralling clouds of dust, raised his weapon until the target was in the sights and then fired. He couldn’t actually see the result, but he felt a small sense of satisfaction.


‘Zero Alpha, this is Romeo One One. Grid . . .’ The boss paused. He was at the front of his Vector, his nose probably buried in his map. Dave noticed that his voice was perceptibly higher than normal. And no wonder. The boss had walked more or less straight out of Sandhurst into this shitstorm.


‘Grid 883 492. Taking fire. Light weapons. Rocket-propelled grenades. No casualties. Request air support. Wait. Out.’


Far away, in an air-conditioned cabin in the sprawling NATO base at Kandahar, Troops in Combat would be flashing up onscreen. Dave hoped his mate Sam Chandler was on duty and not lounging around in the base coffee shop or beating up a treadmill in the gym. Once a TIC showed red on the plasma, Sam or one of his colleagues would be legging it in his flying suit into the wall of heat outside, straight to a waiting Harrier. Dave had watched Sam do this only a few days ago, when R Company had first arrived in Afghanistan. It was a reassuring image.


A voice from HQ, crisp and low-key: ‘Roger that. Air support. ETA eight minutes. Out.’


The Vector jerked forward again and the dust thrown up by its wheels thickened into dense clouds. He could smell cordite and hear the ceaseless percussion of gunfire but couldn’t see further than the end of his nose. He couldn’t see the enemy. And now he couldn’t even see the flash of their weapons.


The brown dust seethed between the brown Vector and the brown walls. Dave was firing into a brown void. He paused. Behind him he heard the crackle of the other Vectors’ machine guns, fast, urgent, high-pitched against the more sporadic chatter of light weapons. Next to him was the deep thrumming of Rifleman Nelson’s GPMG. What the fuck was everyone firing at? Could any of them see anything? Or did it just feel better than not firing?


He listened to the crack of the bullets and the thump as they landed, gauging the gap between the two sounds. He estimated that the enemy were mostly within 100 metres, some very close indeed. But the roar of the Vectors and the echoes around the walls could distort your judgement.


He searched the blank clouds of dust for a target. The Vector rumbled on. And then, without warning, the dust curled in a new direction. Suddenly there was a crack in the brown cloud and he could see through it. Low shop fronts loomed close by him, their metal shutters rolled down, then a narrow side street. Empty. No, it wasn’t empty. A figure. Several doorways along, half hidden in the shadows.


Dave took in two things about the man: the way his pale blue robes flowed around him like water, and the fact that he was carrying an RPG. Dave raised his weapon until the optic sight cut into his line of vision. He focused into the post sight. He was aiming at the target’s centre of mass: the man’s chest. He squeezed the trigger just as the Vector jolted.


Shit.


The man dropped his RPG but did not fall to the ground. He grasped his leg. Then instinct overcame pain and he hopped towards his weapon. Dave’s finger curled around the trigger again but the moving parts of his SA80 were suddenly stubborn.


‘Stoppage!’


He slid down into the other world inside the Vector, tilting his weapon left as he did so, pulled the cocking handle back and saw the empty case.


Fourteen stone of combat gear at his side moved to take his place. Rifleman Steve Buckle. Capable, fast, reliable.


‘Get up there!’ Dave yelled. ‘RPG down that side street!’ The barrel of his weapon was scalding hot. He had brought the smell of scorched metal and cordite into this small, burning space. It clawed at the back of his throat. He blinked. After the blistering light of Helmand Province, midday, it was midnight in here. The enemy rounds bouncing off the Vector’s armour sounded as though someone was throwing their money around.


He bent over his rifle. With the working parts back he stuck his finger into the hot weapon. He felt his skin burn as he eased out the empty case and let the working parts slide forward again. Fixed. But too late.


He could make out the faces of his men now. Their bodies were dirty, their necks, their clothes were sculpted out of dirt. Sweat had carved river deltas through the dirt on their faces. Dirt encrusted their lips.


Above, Steve’s silhouette was firing in the direction of the RPG.


‘Did you slot him?’ Dave asked on PRR. Instead of a reply there was a bang. The loudest fucking bang. The most agonized scream. The world’s scariest roller-coaster plunging off the tracks. A superhuman force threw Dave to the front of the Vector. His shoulder smashed against the side of the vehicle. He looked up. The sky was a deep, deep blue. Its beauty was punctured by shards of metal.


There was a rag doll flying through the air. The doll looked like Steve Buckle. His body formed a perfect arc, an arc of helplessness. He flew slowly, like an empty suit floating through deep, blue water. When his leg came off, its trajectory had a peculiarly graceful beauty. Then the body was hurtling towards earth and there was another body falling too. Dave had time to register that this was Jordan Nelson before he took cover from the hail of fire now directed at the exposed men in the shattered Vector.


He looked around. How many more men had he lost? But they were all there, faces bloody and dirty and shocked, looking at him, waiting for him to lead them.


‘You two, get out there, sort them out.’ Dave shoved Mal and Angus towards the casualties. Moments later, blue smoke was billowing around their twisted bodies. One of them was screaming in agony. Through the roar of pain, Dave could hear the rage to live. It had to be Steve.


‘3 Section, cover the casualties. 2 Section and the rest of 1 Section get down that street, clear it and find the bastard with the RPG; he took a round in the leg.’


Led by Corporal Sol Kasanita, the men headed off down the alley where Dave had pinged the RPG.


The boss was telling HQ: ‘I have times two tango one casualties. Repeat, times two tango one casualties.’


Dave hoped there was a Chinook ready to go at Bastion. The emergency team would have to move right now if the casualties were to make it back to the field hospital inside the golden hour. Outside that hour, their chances of survival turned from gold to dust. Just like everything else in this fucking place.


Riflemen Angus McCall and Mal Bilaal were poised over Steve’s body. Where Steve’s left leg should have been there was just a massive, blood-covered cauliflower. Blood flowed from it, blood covered everyone’s clothes, blood soaked the fine brown dust of the street.


‘Shut the fuck up, you wanker!’ Mal shouted at the screaming victim, who happened to be one of his best mates. He had opened Steve’s thigh pocket now and Dave could see him pulling the big morphine syringe from it. Angus was holding Steve down.


‘I said fucking shut up!’ Mal roared over the clamour of the fire fight. He was shoving the autojet into Steve’s remaining leg. Almost instantly, Steve fell silent.


Steve’s body armour was covered with blood and shrapnel. His clothes were torn, his face lacerated and his helmet pushed back off his head. With the morphine in, Angus and Mal went to work. Mal’s hand found the artery inside the hideous bloody gap at the top of Steve’s left leg, scissor clamp at the ready, while Angus tightened the tourniquet.


A medic had reached Jordan Nelson. The rifleman lay still in the dusty street. He looked as though he’d fallen asleep on duty, except that most of his clothes were missing and his lower body was charred almost beyond recognition. A couple of lads from 3 Section and the medic were leaning over him and they were strangely still too. Dave wondered if it was possible to survive burns so severe.


The zap numbers of the casualties had been relayed to the Medical Emergency Response Team at Camp Bastion where the doctor would already be in a Land Rover heading for the helicopter, maybe already receiving details of the casualties’ blood groups and allergies on his hand-held. But for the Chinook to get here, the contact had to be over. And it showed no sign of ending. If anything, now that the convoy had been halted, the ambush was more intense.


Dave had found a good firing position inside the ruined hulk of the Vector. He had also found Jordan Nelson’s machine gun wedged between a slab of armour plating and a brown mud wall. He grabbed it without hope and was amazed when it worked. Far away, in a second-storey window, across two walls and the yard which they protected, he caught a glimpse of movement. Feeling a surge of satisfaction, he fired. A body slumped from the window.


He glanced up, wondering where the air support was. Eight minutes must have passed by now and the casualties needed to get out of here. The boss had also requested help from A Company, who were currently installed at the FOB and scheduled to leave this evening. Maybe they were too busy packing.


Dave moved around to the side street just as Sol and the lads emerged from it, pushing two prisoners. Jamie Dermott had the RPG – with the grenade removed – and an AK47, mag off and made safe.


‘Get those fucking bastards moving,’ Dave yelled.


One of the fucking bastards wore long blue robes, now clotted with blood. The man’s leathery face was twisted in pain and fear. His leg dragged. His left leg. A leg for a leg, Dave thought. Fair one.


The firing was deafening now. The enemy seemed to have trebled in number.


A couple more lads followed with a second prisoner. He was younger than the first and more resistant. He treated Dave to a sullen glare and he dragged his feet deliberately slowly through the fire fight, confident of his own safety and exposing his captors as long as possible.


‘Get on with it,’ Dave roared. He jammed the prisoner in the back with his weapon. He felt angry. In one second Steve’s life, Leanne’s and the kids’ lives had all been changed. Nothing would ever be the same for them. He wished he could shoot the man. Feeling the weapon in his back, the prisoner jumped forward, as if he’d read Dave’s mind.


Suddenly, the air support emerged from an empty sky and flew so low that Dave could see the helmeted pilot at the controls. He’d been jumped by Harriers before but it was still impossible to prepare yourself for the intensity of the noise, for the sheer violence and physicality of such a massive tonnage of metal moving at the speed of sound only metres above your head.


Then, when the head and heart of every man on the ground was fit to burst, the Harrier evaporated as suddenly as it had appeared. The roar of its engines melted into the thudding heartbeats of those beneath.


Dave continued to watch the sky. The Harrier was no bigger than a distant bird of prey now, hovering over the faraway hills. Dave waited. Sure enough, after only a few breaths, it was right above their heads again, dimming the sun, screeching over the town in a vengeful fury, cracking the mud walls and shaking the ground.


And then it was gone.


It left a deep silence. Wherever the enemy was hidden, they did not move and they did not fire. The soldiers were still too. The whole town was motionless.


When rotor blades beat the air, the boss talked the Instant Response Team down into a square, maybe a market place, just ahead of them. Before it had touched the ground Mal and Angus were running Steve on a stretcher, two men from 3 Section close behind them with Jordan, to the hot tailgate of the Chinook.


The doctor and his team were waiting. A rear gunner watched over them with a GPMG. Once the casualties were handed over, the medical team’s focus was immediate and total and there was nothing for the lads from 1 Platoon to do but return to the convoy. The platoon watched in silence as the thudding blades hauled the big machine into the air. They glimpsed the doctor at work as the Chinook rose and turned for Kandahar.


The A Company team appeared. Dave wanted to say something sarcastic about their late arrival but they were leaving today after countless similar contacts and he guessed thoughts of home must be overwhelming their will to rush into battle. They towed out the mangled Vector and the rest of the convoy started to follow them to the FOB.


Dave was about to jump on board when he saw something lying in the dusty street. Something familiar. He grabbed Steve’s leg, tucked it under his arm and leaped into the back of the last Vector as it pulled away.


Except for the boss updating HQ on the net, nobody spoke. Finally, as they neared the FOB, Dave asked about the casualties. He was relieved to hear that they were still both T1s. If either had reached the point where no one could help them, they’d have slipped down the emergency agenda to T4.


He remembered the way Steve’s leg had sailed so gracefully through the air. It must only have taken a few seconds but he remembered it in slow motion, as though it had taken an hour. And at the end of the hour, two bodies lying in the street.


Jordan Nelson had recently joined 1 Platoon from another battalion. He was liked, but not yet fully integrated with his new section. He was unmarried but had talked about his family in Watford a lot. He was the oldest of three boys. Or was it four? Jordan talked about his younger brothers as though he was their father. Dave imagined the mother and brothers answering the doorbell, standing in a hallway full of muddy football boots and hooks piled with too many coats. He tried not to think about the silence in the hallway when the Families Officer told them the news.


A Families Officer would also be standing on Steve and Leanne’s doorstep back in Wiltshire in a few hours. The other women in the street would be at the window; they’d see the Families Officer ring the bell and fear the worst. Dave’s wife Jenny would be sure to see. Leanne and Steve lived right across the road. Sol’s wife Adi was a few doors up but she would know, because she always knew everything. Jamie’s wife, Agnieszka, who lived up a side street, would probably guess what was going on, even though her English wasn’t that good. And like all the others, she’d cry. Both with sadness for Leanne and relief for herself because it wasn’t her own husband who was maimed for life.


‘You all right, Sarge?’ Jamie Dermott asked quietly.


Dave was thinking how only the stoppage in his weapon had brought him down into the Vector just before the bomb had exploded. A few seconds earlier and it would have been him flying through the air to the left while his leg flew to the right. The stoppage had saved him. It had cost Steve his leg and maybe his life.


‘Sarge?’ said Jamie.


Dave’s escape today had been the narrowest. It should have been him. And at this moment, thinking of Steve and Leanne and the twins, he wished it had been him. He shut his eyes.


He said: ‘I’m fine.’ His throat was so dry the words scratched their way out of his mouth. He imagined his home, in a quiet street in the quiet camp in England. It seemed nearer than Afghanistan. He knew that, in a few days, the madness of Helmand Province would be home and quiet Wiltshire would be some strange, faraway place.


The Vector proceeded to the Forward Operating Base in total silence.
  

Chapter Two



THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN JAMIE BEING AROUND AND JAMIE NOT BEING around was that everything went wrong the minute he walked out of the door. The dishwasher had spluttered to a halt before his plane had even landed in Afghanistan. It had been the same with Iraq: the washing machine had stopped, the bathroom pipes had been blocked and the phone had gone kaput within three weeks of his departure.


Agnieszka could cope with the dishwasher because in Poland she had managed without one. But now it was the car. There was a clunk from deep within its bowels. It was the kind of noise you couldn’t ignore, the kind which said the car would stop on the motorway just when she was taking Luke to the hospital tomorrow. It was the sort of clunk which said that Jamie had gone and nothing was going to be right until he came back.


So now she was on her way to the garage. She’d shovelled the big pushchair into the back. Luke was crying. And halfway there she realized she should have rung first. Which would have meant speaking on the phone. Which she hated because communicating in English over a phone line was about fifteen times harder than when she could see people pulling their faces into shapes which filled all the gaps in her understanding.


There was nowhere to park at the garage. There was nowhere to park in the road outside. She hovered, wondering what to do. A car hooted behind her.


She drove slowly around the block. Only one parking place, a whole street away. Luke was asleep now. She would wake him if she lifted him into the pushchair and then he would cry again. And she would arrive at the garage and they would say: ‘Well, where’s the car?’ Then they would probably give her an appointment in two weeks.


Agnieszka put her head on the steering wheel and wept. When Jamie was at home, loving her, adoring Luke, taking him when he cried, holding him while he had a fit, fixing broken gutters and unblocking pipes, looking after them both, then life was good. But he never was at home. There had been Catterick, Canada, Iraq, Kenya and now Afghanistan. Afghanistan. Just the word made her cry. It sounded like Pashtu for sadness.


Even after the sobbing stopped, the tears kept falling silently.


She finally managed to pat her face dry and check her makeup. Her mascara hadn’t run because she had forgotten to put any on. Good. She reached into her bag, shook the tiny tube and rolled the brush under her eyelashes. She watched herself in the mirror. Despite the tears her eyes had retained their penetrating blue. Her long lashes curled around the mascara.


‘You don’t need that stuff,’ Jamie had told her the first time he saw her putting on her makeup.


‘I need for give me confidence,’ she said.


She disentangled the feat of engineering that was Luke’s pushchair, smoothed the sheepskin liner and lifted him into it very, very gently. At first she thought she had completed this manoeuvre without waking him but then he opened his eyes wide, stared at her and screwed his face into a tight ball. She braced herself. A second later, his roars of displeasure began. Tears burst out of his face like a sprinkler. She hoped he wouldn’t have a fit.


She walked towards the garage. By the time she got there Luke was still shrieking. She knew any discussion about the car would be impossible so she kept on walking. She walked around the block. When she passed the plumbing supply shop, someone inside wolf-whistled. Perhaps she had imagined it. But then she glimpsed herself in the tile-shop window. Her legs looked very long today; it was amazing how they seemed to change length. So maybe the whistle had been for her. She flicked her hair back over her shoulders.


Back at the garage, Luke was still wailing so she decided to walk around the block again. This time, as she passed the plumbing supply shop, the whistle was unmistakable. It came during one of the pauses in Luke’s cries. She kept right on walking as though she hadn’t heard, murmuring a few words to Luke to show that she was oblivious to it.


By the time she reached the garage again, Luke was quiet. Should she go in now? What if his tears came in bursts like her own and he started up again? She decided to walk around a third time.


She glanced surreptitiously into the plumbing shop as she drew near. A young man, tall with a shaven head, grinned at her familiarly from behind the glass. As if he knew her. When all she had done was simply pass his shop a couple of times. She didn’t smile back. She found herself blushing. Supposing he thought that she was walking past deliberately again and again?


This possibility was so shameful that she felt she owed a few Aves to the Holy Virgin. Muttering them under her breath she returned to the garage. Luke was fast asleep now.


Hesitantly she pushed him into the dark workshop. A car was raised high on a ramp. A man stood underneath it.


‘Erm . . . I bring my car here because . . .’ Her voice sounded small in this great cavern of a place. Someone in the corner was spinning tyres on a machine which sounded like a gun firing.


‘You shouldn’t be in here! Reception’s around the side!’ the man shouted. The machine-gun noise did not stop. Agnieszka did not understand. She hesitated.


The man gesticulated angrily. ‘Round the side!’


She nodded, certain he was telling her to leave, uncertain where to go. Another small humiliation. Until she’d met Jamie, just going into a shop and asking for something was a humiliation. She emerged from almost any situation red-faced, struggling to understand English people and their language. Then along came Jamie and everything changed. When he wasn’t away in Catterick, Canada, Iraq, Kenya or Afghanistan.


She walked around the building heaving Luke with difficulty between cars and over kerbs. Then she saw a door and somehow manoeuvred the pushchair inside. This must be the right place. It smelled of workshop but aspired to be an office. The scent of oil and car parts reminded her of her father back in Poland. He had worked in a small engineering firm until his death.


A man behind the counter discussed a bill with a customer, who was running his finger down the invoice, pausing at each figure. Agnieszka did not care to listen. It was almost summer but she was cold in her T-shirt and it was warm in the office. She closed her eyes and the men’s voices sounded like a radio station broadcast from far away in a foreign language. It would be easy to imagine she was in her father’s workshop now, a child again, warmed by the brazier, lulled by that comfortable oily smell, falling asleep in her nest of rough blankets while adult words and adult voices washed over her.


The previous customer was leaving, pinning himself against the wall in order to navigate around the pushchair.


‘Can I help you?’ asked the man behind the desk. She opened her eyes.


‘Like to sit down?’


He smiled at her and gestured to a tiny waiting area with a couple of dirty armchairs, a coffee machine and last week’s free newspaper. ‘You look knackered standing there with your eyes shut.’


Agnieszka stared at him.


‘Come on . . .’ His face was friendly. ‘I’m having a tea; I’ll get you one too.’


Agnieszka found herself squeezing into the waiting area and sinking onto one of the chairs. She glanced at Luke. He slept deeply. His head had fallen to the side.


‘Milk? Sugar?’


She nodded. A moment later the man handed her a plastic cup, stirring its contents vigorously. He removed the spoon and the tea continued to turn in slowing circles.


The man sat down in the other chair, his hands cupped round his own tea. The two chairs were so close together that it was hard to avoid his legs. Agnieszka swung hers out to the side.


‘Now, what can we do for you?’


‘My car not working.’ Her voice was hoarse. The cup warmed her hands.


‘Won’t it start?’ He sounded as though he knew how your whole day was ruined when your car didn’t start.


‘It start but it make terrible noise and smell not too good,’ she said. ‘I think it stop any minute, maybe on motorway.’


‘Yeah, in the fast lane, that’s when they usually let you down.’


‘I go on motorway tomorrow morning to hospital so I think I come this afternoon to get car fixed but maybe you tell me not today. Also, no parking. So my car is far away.’


‘Which hospital then, the Prince of Wales?’


‘Yes. My baby see specialist at Prince of Wales Hospital.’


‘That sounds like a bit of a worry.’


Yes it was. Tomorrow the specialist would ask questions and take notes without smiling. Jamie was in Afghanistan. Her mother was ill in Poland. Her parents-in-law barely spoke to her. The dishwasher was broken. Now the car was planning to stop the moment she got into the fast lane of the motorway. It was all a bit of a worry. It was enough of a worry to make her cry. She did not trust herself to speak so she just nodded.


‘How far away is this car of yours?’ he asked gently.


‘Afghanistan.’


‘The car? In Afghanistan?’ The man raised his eyebrows and grinned at her so comically that suddenly she felt herself smiling.


‘I thought you said how far away my husband is!’


‘Oh, he’s in the army, is he?’


She nodded. ‘Husband in Afghanistan. Car in street that way. Not in first street. Next street.’


‘Elm Road?’


She wasn’t sure but she nodded.


‘Well, let’s go and see if we can’t sort this problem out. Then you can get to the hospital tomorrow no trouble.’


He stood up, smiled at her again and she smiled back. Here was a good man. Agnieszka felt the same relief she felt when Jamie came home. Everything was going to be all right.
  

Chapter Three



AS THEY JUMPED OUT OF THE VECTORS EACH MAN STOOD STILL AND felt the silence. No firing. No vehicle noise. No movement.


Dave counted them. As well as himself, the boss and the company sergeant major, there were twenty-six men: three already undermanned sections of 1 Platoon plus a signaller, an engineer, a medic, a sniper and a mortar man. He had counted twenty-eight into the Vectors at Bastion and had expected to count twenty-eight out at FOB Senzhiri. Twenty-six was a bitter number today.


The prisoners remained in one of the vehicles and Dave put a couple of men from 3 Section in charge of guarding them. He took a quick look at the Taliban fighters first.


‘Have you seen to his leg?’ he asked the medic.


‘Yeah, nothing much wrong with it.’


‘I thought he took one of my rounds.’


‘You missed.’


‘Shit. So why all the blood and limping?’


‘The limp’s what footballers do when the other team looks like they might score a goal. The blood’s because you nicked his shin. But it’s nothing much.’


Dave stared at the handcuffed prisoners. They stared back at him. Since the contact they had lost some of their fear. Now they tried to muster their dignity. One of them spoke to Dave in Pashtu, spitting out the words like a curse.


‘Thank you very much and fuck you too,’ Dave said politely.


‘Make sure they get some water,’ Company Sergeant Major Kila told the lads guarding them.


Then he and Dave and the boss strode off into the network of tents and old mud-walled buildings, their feet kicking up little clouds of dust.


The platoon stretched. They breathed the afternoon air deeply. They spoke little. The men who had been in the explosion found the event replaying inside their heads, felt the helplessness of their limbs in the force of the blast again, experienced the same mixture of fear and resignation.


‘I thought it was the fucking end,’ said Rifleman Mal Bilaal.


‘So did I,’ said Rifleman Angus McCall. ‘I thought what my dad would say if I died before I’ve even had a chance to brass anyone up.’


‘I couldn’t understand why I was taking such a fucking long time to die,’ said Lance Corporal Billy Finn. ‘And then I realized I was still alive.’


Rifleman Jamie Dermott had believed that he was dying, too. He remembered how he had stretched out his arms as the blast hit him as though he was stretching out for Agnieszka and the baby.


Even the men who weren’t in the blast and weren’t actively thinking about what had happened to Riflemen Nelson and Buckle felt the knowledge of it lodged inside them. And anyone who had seen their bodies flying through the air knew he would not forget it, even if he never talked about it again to anyone. Today’s contact had been a warning of what was to come.


Jamie Dermott leaned back against the wheel of the Vector and closed his eyes. He was thinking that even Dave, who had years of training and experience and had seen two tours of Iraq, had probably fired more rounds today than in all of his previous contacts put together. Well, they had joined up to fight. They had trained to fight. And now that’s what they were going to do. No one would admit that the suddenness and ferocity of today’s contact had been a shock. But it had.


Jamie reached surreptitiously for a picture of his wife and baby. He liked to look at it during odd moments when Wiltshire began to seem far away. He liked to remind himself that there was another world, less barren than this one.


He glanced at his watch. Four thirty in Afghanistan. Midday at home. Agnieszka would be in the kitchen now, maybe moving smoothly around Luke’s high chair on her long, long legs, spoon in hand, singing softly under her breath. For the next six months, she would be there and he would be here. Six months. Luke would change a lot by the time he got back. Jamie would have experiences which he couldn’t imagine now and which he would probably remember for the rest of his life. He sighed and looked around at the FOB, a bleak collection of isocontainers and tents and mud buildings that would become home.


1 Platoon lit cigarettes and found a tap and refilled their Camelbaks and water bottles and drank deeply. In a movement that had already become so instinctive they didn’t even think about it, they ran their fingers round the top of the bottle to wipe off the sand before they swigged from it. The water was warm. A few people organized a brew.


Jamie wasn’t hungry but he could work out where the cookhouse must be from the activity of A Company, now emerging from their tents and heading to the centre of the FOB. Lance Corporal Finn and Rifleman Bilaal worked it out too.


‘Fancy some scoff?’ Finn said. Mal nodded. Corporal Sol Kasanita, their section commander, was looking away. They slipped behind the Vectors and around the back of some mud buildings.


The other men were watching A Company.


‘They’re big blokes . . .’


‘Marines,’ Sol Kasanita said.


‘I thought they looked like boot necks,’ said Angus.


Even Dave, touring the base, was taken aback by how much bigger and older and tougher the outgoing A Company looked than his own men. He glanced back at his platoon, lounging around, smoking and gulping tea by the vehicles, looking skinny even in body armour. And they looked younger still because they were clean-shaven new arrivals while the commandos hadn’t shaved for weeks and their uniforms were shabby and worn.


The outgoing company sergeant major, who was showing them around, indicated the cookhouse. Dave glanced inside. Among the hulks of A Company were two noticeably smaller men.


‘Lance Corporal Finn and Rifleman Bilaal get out of there NOW,’ Dave roared.


‘But, Sarge, we were only—’


‘Out! You’re on boil-in-the-bag until A Company goes. Now get back to the wagons!’


It was always the same. Whenever there was food, you’d always find soldiers doing their own strike op on the cookhouse.


Mal and Finn went back to the group, persuading two members of A Company to accompany them.


‘Thank fuck you’re just the advance party. If they’d sent the whole shitload there wouldn’t be room to breathe here,’ said the men from A Company.


‘The rest are coming in by air when you go,’ Finn said.


One of the men pointed at a ginger-haired rifleman from 2 Section. ‘Careful, mate. We’ve had some big mortars incoming lately and two of them landed right where you’re standing!’


The lad skipped rapidly to one side to a chorus of laughter.


‘Come on, bruv,’ said Mal, offering the marines cigarettes. ‘Tell us a bit about the place. Can we use that gym over there?’


He pointed at treadmills, exercise bikes and other equipment arranged in two neat lines, gleaming in the afternoon sun.


One of the commandos took a cigarette. ‘That’s the civilian area. The contractors live in the isoboxes.’


The gym was surrounded on two sides by isoboxes which looked as if a big crane had lifted them off the back of a ship straight into the heart of the desert. They were arranged in an L-shape with the spine of the L turned sulkily against the rest of the camp.


‘The contractors have got air conditioning.’ There was no mistaking his disgust.


‘They haven’t found a way to air-condition the gym yet.’ He drew on his cigarette. ‘Since it’s in the open air. But it’s just a matter of time.’


‘Is that gym just for the civilians, then?’ Finn asked.


‘We can use it too. So long as we don’t disturb them.’


‘Oh, yeah,’ his companion said. ‘No disturbing the civilians. No whistling at Emily. Unless she whistles at you first.’


Mal swallowed hard. ‘Who’s Emily?’


The marine took a long, slow drag and rolled his eyes. His mate licked his lips.


‘What can we say about Emmers?’ They shrugged theatrically.


‘Well, let’s just say she’s hot . . .’ said the smoker.


‘Very hot.’


‘In fact, she’s a sex grenade.’


‘Waiting to explode. Any fucking second.’


Finn grinned and sucked on the end of his roll-up. ‘Maybe it’s not going to be too bad here after all.’


The marine finished his cigarette and threw it to the ground. ‘Oh, it’s bad. But Emmers has a way to make you feel better. Know what I mean?’


The lads knew what he meant.


‘Senzhiri? Sin City more like.’ The marines turned back to the cookhouse. ‘Just listen for Emmers’s whistle and you’ll see what we mean.’


1 Platoon looked a lot more cheerful now.


‘I’m glad to hear the British Army is beginning to recognize our needs . . .’ Finn tried to inhale the last of his roll-up.


Sol shook his head. ‘They’re winding you up, Finny.’


‘She’s here doing civilian work,’ Jamie said. ‘Not to entertain the troops.’


There was a yell from Company Sergeant Major Kila for the prisoners to be unloaded. He handed two pairs of blacked-out goggles to the 3 Section guards and the detainees were led away across the FOB, stumbling sometimes, hands tied in front of them.


Their appearance caused a sensation. People moving to the cookhouse stopped in their tracks. Everyone stared. A few came over to ask for the story.


‘I’ve been here six months and I’ve never seen a choggie close-up until now . . .’


‘I’ve never seen one at all . . .’


‘So you’re the cook and you don’t get out of the kitchen?’ Angus McCall said.


‘No, mate, I’ve been on patrol almost every fucking day. You can get brassed up by ragheads but you just don’t see them.’


The whole platoon stared at him. ‘You never see the flipflops? Ever?’


‘A choggie boot up a tree or a shadow behind a hedge, that’s the closest you fucking get.’


‘And they clear up their dead so fast you hardly even see a fucking body.’


The platoon talked about today’s ambush and Jamie watched A Company’s faces as they listened. These men were tired. Numb. They looked as though if they’d wounded an insurgent carrying an RPG, they might not have bothered to search for him down a side street.


‘You’re ready to go home, mate,’ he said to the commando standing nearest.


The man nodded.


‘I don’t want to waste my time decompressing in Cyprus. I just want to get back.’


That was how Jamie felt right now when he thought about Agnieszka. And he’d only just arrived.


They started the vehicles and the pressure cookers and opened their boil-in-the-bags. After eating they sat around in the evening sun. The heat was still merciless although it was almost night and barely summer.


‘What’s it going to be like in a couple of months?’


‘How’re we going to carry forty, sixty, eighty pounds of kit in this?’


They had another brew and smoked and farted while they waited for Dave to call them.


At last he did.


‘Prayers. In that building over there.’


The men stared at a small, low shed with sagging roof and ancient mud walls. It looked a thousand years old.


‘The Cowshed,’ Dave said. ‘They say you can still smell the shit.’


Sitting on the floor of the Cowshed, packed in tightly with the rest of the platoon and their Bergens, Jamie thought he could detect the smell of long-departed goat. Or was it just the whiff of rancid soldier in a tight space?


He watched the new boss with curiosity. Second Lieutenant Weeks was standing at the front, clearing his throat and looking nervous. Jamie felt sorry for him. Fresh out of Sandhurst, he’d only met his men for the first time a few days ago at Bastion. He’d faced a fire fight on the way here and two men were already down. It hadn’t been a good start. Thank God he had Dave for his platoon sergeant.


Dave was waiting for all three sections of the platoon to file in. He was rocking impatiently onto his toes and then back on his heels. ‘Get a move on, you lot,’ he barked, glaring at the last men in.


‘There’s no room with all this kit on the floor, Sarge,’ someone protested.


‘Then make fucking room.’


Jamie watched Dave counting the men. The Officer Commanding of the outgoing company had expressed admiration for the way they’d taken two detainees but he knew Dave would happily have traded them for Steve Buckle and Jordan Nelson.


Before everyone was seated, Dave began.


‘We had a tough time getting here, lads. We’ll give you news of Steve and Jordan as soon as we get it. Most of us didn’t think we’d be firing that many rounds so soon but you responded well. I was proud of you, and pleased to see your training pay off.


‘Unfortunately, because of the contact, A Company can’t get away today after all and the rest of our company can’t get in. The handover has been postponed until tomorrow and that makes the FOB a tad overcrowded tonight. We just have to keep out of the way until they go. So it’s boil-in-the-bag until A Company’s out of here.’


There was a groan. Jamie imagined how A Company must be feeling. Bags packed, ready to go, minds on home and still stuck at base.


Dave moved aside for the boss. Gordon Weeks tried to step into the space Dave had left him. But without Dave’s energy and certainty to fill it, that space was suddenly immense.


‘Er . . . thank you, Sergeant . . . er . . . that is indeed the case. Welcome to FOB Senzhiri. Popularly known, I gather, as FOB Sin City. Er, because of the crowding situation, I suggest that we sleep around the Vectors tonight, or until A Company has vacated. Now. Er . . . Um . . .’


Dave’s face remained expressionless. But Jamie could guess what he was thinking. Weeks just didn’t know how to speak to his men. He’d already tried at Bastion and had been a mumbling wreck. He wasn’t doing much better today.


‘Er . . . well . . .’ The young officer’s face reddened as he floundered. The men began to look at Dave for help. Boss Weeks seized this idea.


‘Er, um . . . I think perhaps we’ll start with Sergeant Henley’s, um, health and safety information,’ he said at last.


‘OK, lads,’ Dave said. ‘The first thing I want to say is about washing. There are civilian contractors here and the boss is going to talk to you about them. But remember this. Those civilians get to shower every day; you don’t. That’s the way it is. I don’t want to hear anyone whingeing about it. You take showers every other day at most, and for no longer than three minutes, or there won’t be enough water. I’m only going to shave every three or four days. No one should shave more than that.


‘You’ve all got sun block: use it. You’ve all got water: drink it. Lots of it, more than you think you need. Aim for nine litres a day and definitely not less than six. When we’re going out on a short patrol, take at least three. Fill your Camelbaks and take bottles too. It’s fucking hot today and it’s going to get hotter. Out there in fifty degrees with a lot of kit you could die if you don’t drink. So drink.


‘Get out of your boots whenever you can. I don’t want to catch any lazy bastards who can’t be bothered to take off their boots before they go to sleep. That is very, very stupid. Get the air to your toes on every possible occasion. You’ve got foot powder: use it. Your heels crack, you’ll be miserable and no one’s going to be sympathetic.


‘Your hands could also crack in this heat and when you use gun oil those cracks are going to hurt. A lot. You’ve got cream. No one will think you’re stupid if you use it. They’ll think you’re stupid if you don’t.’


No one shuffled or stared unseeingly or had that distant look in his eyes which meant he was thinking about food or home or sex. Everyone in the Cowshed was alert and listening to every word. Jamie saw the boss looking at Dave with respect and amazement. He was studying his sergeant’s technique. Jamie could have explained to him that there was no technique. Dave was just a man other men listened to.


‘Right,’ Dave said. ‘The boss is going to tell you about Sin City.’


Gordon Weeks coughed.


‘The sergeant has mentioned the, er, civilians. What you really need to remember is that FOB Senzhiri is not just here for military reasons but strategic reasons also. There is a multinational contractor team working from the base on an oil and gas project and they must be treated with respect. Now, er, I understand relations between the soldiers here at the base and the contractors have sometimes been, er, strained in the past but, remember, the civilians are not your enemy. They are French, American, er—’


‘Sir, did you say something about a civilian called Emily who’s French?’ Finn called. ‘We can’t hear too well at the back!’


There was a rustle of anticipation at the mention of Emily’s name. The boss looked confused.


Dave was quick. ‘No, Lance Corporal, clean out your ears. He said the civilians are not your enemy and some of them are French. There is no civilian called Emily. Now shut up.’


‘Oh,’ said the boss. ‘But there is. I’ve just met her. She seems very nice.’


There was more rustling and suppressed laughter.


‘Was she, by any chance, whistling, sir?’


‘Shut up,’ Dave growled. ‘We’ll take questions at the end.’


‘Anyway,’ the boss went on, ‘the point is that the civilians must not feel harassed or annoyed by us in any way. Please don’t speak to them or attempt to strike up a conversation unless they speak to you first. Remember that we are here to protect them and that’s our first task. Their exploration work, er, necessitates frequent field trips and it is our duty to ensure they can, er, carry out their work safely and successfully.’


Jamie thought: Just tell us not to piss off the civilians. He hoped Dave would run over all the points again afterwards.


‘The contractors have access to alcohol. We, of course, are dry. Apparently problems have arisen when civilians have invited soldiers to, er, partake, er, with them.’


The men exchanged glances. No need to ask which civilian liked to booze with the lads. It had to be Emily.


‘The rule is, even when offered drink, please don’t take it. However, one bonus, well, a few bonuses, we can thank the contractors for, are the gym, er, the covered toilets to spare their blushes and, er, the catering staff. We have, er, Mr Taregue Masud in charge of the cookhouse who I understand has been something of a catering legend since the Falklands.’ The boss turned to Dave. ‘Do you know him, Sergeant?’


‘Yes, sir, from Iraq. A very good cook.’


‘Er, let me, er, remind you that, while protecting civilian operations is our prime objective, I should perhaps reiterate that we are also here to reinforce the pressing demands of our NATO commitment.’


The men looked at Dave as though Boss Weeks was speaking another language and Dave was his interpreter. Dave remained expressionless. The young officer cleared his throat again. It was hot in the Cowshed and his cheeks were round and red. He looks younger than me, Jamie thought.


‘Ahem. The people of Afghanistan are not our enemies. Despite the unpleasant welcome we received in the town this afternoon, most are glad of our presence. Er, without us they would be overrun by the Taliban, many of whom come from faraway countries, do not speak their language and wish to dominate and suppress them.


‘Um . . . er . . . the people of Afghanistan want peace and by holding back the Taliban we can support their elected government and bring stability to their country. But the Taliban are driven by religious fervour and hatred of the West, they observe no rules and, er . . . er . . . they are formidable opponents.


‘I have been asked to remind you of an unfortunate statistic that we should bear in mind throughout our work here.’


He took a deep breath.


‘One man in ten will go home in a body bag or badly injured. One in ten.’


For the first time, Boss Weeks stopped staring over the heads of the men he commanded. He looked directly into their eyes. His gaze slid from face to face, row to row. All eyes were upon him. Everyone was still. There was silence.


‘There are about thirty men in this room now,’ said the boss. ‘Which means it is highly likely that three of us won’t be going home.’


The boss remained silent. As the silence continued, his words penetrated more deeply. Faces reddened. Men fiddled with their boot laces. They avoided looking at each other. They stopped thinking: It won’t be me. They began to think: Don’t let it be me. They stared at the ground. They couldn’t look at each other knowing that three of them would die here, wondering: which three?
  

Chapter Four



BOSS WEEKS HEADED STRAIGHT FOR THE MUD-WALLED ROOM WHERE the detainees were being questioned.


Just before he entered, he was halted by a scream, a horrible, animal sound. What could Iain Kila be doing to the Afghans? Gordon Weeks barely knew the Company Sergeant Major. The man had been polite when they had first met at Bastion but he had made it clear that, as the veteran of countless contacts, he regarded Weeks as just another in a long line of young, inexperienced and uninteresting officers.


Inside, the boss was surprised to find that Kila was nowhere near the two Afghans. The CSM stood silently, hands on hips, in a shadowy corner with the CSM of A Company. At a battered table in the centre sat the blue-robed prisoner, his wrists still tied in front of him.


Far from being terrorized by big men, he was being questioned by two small women. One was speaking to the detainee in a soft voice. The other was watching silently. Second Lieutenant Gordon Weeks understood instantly, instinctively, without thinking about it, the way he didn’t have to think before firing back at the enemy, that this silent woman was beautiful. He had to stare at her. There was no choice.


She was leaning against the edge of the table. He could tell that her figure was slim and well shaped beneath her body armour. She was brown-skinned, large-eyed, dark-haired. Her cheeks slanted, her jawline was sharp. Weeks thought she must be used to every man at the base staring at her all the time but, when she became aware of his gaze, she turned to him. Their eyes met. Her look was icy and it said that she found his stare intrusive. He felt his face redden. He looked away from her at once.


The seated woman had fair hair and sharp features. She wore a Royal Military Police badge. She was pretty enough too, but in a more ordinary way. She glanced up at him. But the flow and rhythm of her words to the detainee did not falter.


CSM Kila came over.


‘What are they saying?’ Weeks asked in an undertone.


‘Fuck knows,’ Kila said.


‘Aren’t these women supposed to interpret for you while you conduct the interrogation?’


Kila glared at him. ‘They act as interpreters. But Jean’s Royal Military Police, Asma’s Intelligence Corps.’


‘Was it the detainee who screamed?’


‘Yeah. But nobody hurt him.’


‘Then why . . .?’


‘They’re headfucking him,’ Kila said.


Weeks tried not to show how much he disliked the man’s language and the aggressive way he used it.


‘How long have these women been here?’


‘Long enough for the CSM from A Company to know they’re hot shit. You noticed Asma, sir. Admiring her Intelligence?’


Weeks avoided his meaningful glance.


The atmosphere around the table was electric. Asma leaned over the man and joined in the questioning. Weeks strained to hear her voice. It was without harshness. The women passed words back and forth like skilled footballers passing the ball. He wondered what they were saying. They spent a lot of time agreeing with each other, that much was obvious. The gentleness of their tone was eerie because the effect of their words was dramatic. The detainee responded as though to a series of blows.


Suddenly the man cried out and started to talk. At first he muttered, looking down at his feet. Then his voice grew stronger.


He was thin and his bones protruded. His face was clouded by anger and resentment.


‘What’s he saying?’ Kila asked.


‘Just a minute.’ Asma broke into English. ‘Give us a bit of bleeding time. We’re getting there.’


She obviously was English. She had some sort of accent, maybe London. Disappointingly rough, thought Weeks. Although she didn’t look it.


The detainee sighed and said something and the women backed away. Asma looked at her watch. She pointed to something and the man turned his chair to get a closer look. Weeks tried to see what she had shown him, without success. He looked at Iain Kila for guidance.


‘Saying his prayers. He got disoriented by the blindfold so she had to tell him which way to Mecca.’


Nobody took their eyes off the prisoner as he prayed.


‘Looking good.’ The other CSM walked over to them. ‘Looking very good.’


‘So what the hell is going on?’ Kila asked.


‘We’ve passed the first stage,’ Jean said. She had a Scottish accent.


‘Which is?’ Weeks asked.


‘I’m visiting my relatives and I just got caught up in the firing, I don’t know anything about it.’


‘So what’s he saying now?’ Kila asked.


‘He’s telling us about Taliban activities in this area. But he’s not telling us exactly where.’


‘The OC wants it all.’


‘He’ll have it. Don’t forget, we haven’t even started on the other one yet.’


Weeks listened to her soft Scots accent and wondered how she had learned fluent Pashtu.


‘Um . . . doesn’t the detainee have a serious leg injury?’


‘Not that serious.’ Kila’s tone was defensive.


‘But he was hit!’ Weeks said.


The woman paused. ‘Skimmed. Not hit. And he’s received medical attention.’ Her voice was stiff, as though the officer had made an accusation.


She moved back to the table and spoke quietly to her colleague. Asma kept her back to Weeks and continued to ignore him. When the prisoner had finished praying, she invited him to return to the table. She started to talk. Her tone was coaxing.


Suddenly the man’s voice rose. He began to shout. He jumped to his feet and roared hoarsely at the beautiful, dark woman. His arms struggled against his plasticuffs. His face thickened with anger.


Asma produced a pistol, so quickly that Weeks hardly saw her. She darted to the prisoner and held it against his head. The man froze. His speech was halted mid-sentence. His eyes stared straight ahead. The room was silent. Jean moved up to his other side and began to whisper in his ear as Asma slid the safety off the pistol. The man heard it. He still didn’t move. Jean carried on whispering.


The detainee swallowed. He sank back down into his chair. And began to talk. The women took it in turns to ask him questions. Boss Weeks recognized the same question more than once. The pistol did not move from his head.


‘What’s he saying?’ Kila was almost beside himself with impatience. But the two women ignored him.


Gordon Weeks was shocked. He waited for Asma to put away the pistol. It remained firmly pressed against the prisoner’s temple.


‘Isn’t this a bit . . . unethical?’


Kila turned to look him full in the face for the first time. He seemed to have trouble focusing, as if the young officer was so insignificant that he was barely visible to the naked eye.


‘This man’s got information. We want it.’ His lips hardly moved.


For a few moments, Weeks did not reply. He found his mouth was dry. ‘Carrying a pistol in an interview, let alone threatening with it, is contrary to all rules of tactical questioning.’


Asma heard him. She gave him a steady glare before turning back to the detainee.


‘We’re not at Sandhurst now. This is the real world. Sir.’


A few minutes later the boss left the tent. He had a sick feeling in his stomach, like the time he’d stumbled across the school bullies at work on a young kid. He’d tried to intervene then. But he said nothing now.


Darkness had fallen. He found his way over to the cookhouse where some of the A Company officers were still eating. He only wanted a cup of tea but the plump little man by the sink who was clattering pans and shouting at his cooks insisted on resurrecting some old lasagne, an operation which caused a fresh outburst of clattering. The soldiers had to yell their conversation over the pans and the TV, which was tuned to Flaunt.


The cook had to be the Bangladeshi whom Dave had praised earlier. When the lasagne arrived it was good, but Weeks could eat little. His mind kept filling with disjointed pictures of the day’s events. He had done well enough at Sandhurst, but now, having faced the reality of battle for the first time, he was asking himself if he really wanted to be in the army at all.


On the screen, a woman writhed seductively. Weeks didn’t notice her. He didn’t join in the officers’ chat. He went to find his platoon. They were cleaning their weapons or slumped against the vehicles listening to their iPods or showing each other footage of today’s contact. A few already had their heads down, body armour for pillows, rifles on their webbing away from the sand, helmets over rifles. That must be the way the platoon sergeant had taught them. Dave Henley seemed to have a firm hold over the men and to keep them in good order.


‘Well, sir,’ Dave said, ‘would you like the good news first?’


‘Good news?’ Weeks echoed listlessly. The best news he could imagine right now was that they were all going home.


‘We’ve been told to expect three new men as soon as possible.’ The platoon was already under strength, even without today’s losses.


‘How soon is that?’


‘If we’re very lucky, within the week. There’ll be an experienced machine-gunner for 2 Section. In 1 Section, Jamie Dermott will replace Jordan Nelson on the GPMG and two new lads are on their way. That’s the good news. The bad news is that they’re both straight out of Catterick.’


‘Oh dear . . .’ Weeks’s brow furrowed. ‘It seems you’ll be surrounded by beginners.’


‘We soon knock sprogs into shape,’ Dave said cheerfully.


It was impossible not to like this sergeant. Weeks knew that he was leaning heavily on him.


Billy Finn was sitting nearby. ‘Excuse me, but can I ask if you’re a betting man, sir?’


‘No, Finny,’ Dave growled.


But Weeks heard himself say: ‘I have been known to show a passing interest in the two thirty at Chepstow, Lance Corporal.’


Finn jumped to his feet. ‘I’m taking bets on the new bloke in 2 Section. Five to four on says he’s ginger.’


One of the first things Weeks had noticed when he met his men last Thursday was the unusually high number of red-haired men in 2 Section.


‘Come on, sir. You give me five dollars and you get nine back, that’s including your stake, if he turns out to be a ginger pisswizard.’


‘How did you arrive at those odds?’


Finn gave him a cheeky smile. ‘I used to be a bookie’s runner, sir. I was offering eleven to ten on but there weren’t many takers.’


‘And how many men in 2 Section already have ginger hair?’


‘They’ve only got seven lads at the moment and five of them are pisswizards of one shade or another.’


‘Yeah,’ Mal agreed. ‘2 Section’s a freak show.’


‘They can’t take their helmets off or aerial surveillance think we’re under enemy fire,’ Jamie said.


Finn’s eyes sparkled. ‘A fiver at five to four on says the eighth bloke’s a ginge, sir.’


‘I’d rather bet on him not being ginger.’


‘I can do that, sir. Would you like me to calculate the odds for you?’


Dave groaned.


‘No, I’ll give you a fiver at five to four on.’


‘Yessir!’ said Finn, jumping up and producing a wallet to receive the boss’s money. He gave Dave a wide grin.


‘How many dollars have you taken, Finny?’ Dave said.


‘A bookie never tells. Let’s just say most of the lads in the platoon like a flutter and these are very generous odds.’


‘You sure you’ve got the money to pay out if you lose?’


‘Trust Billy Finn!’ Finn cheerfully pocketed the fiver.


Dave offered Weeks a brew and the pair of them sat down a little away from the others, talking quietly into the Afghan night.


‘No further news of the casualties?’


Weeks shook his head sadly. He hardly knew the injured men but Dave was sure he felt their loss acutely. Dave had been hearing Steve’s screams inside his head. He’d listened to men screaming in agony before. Sometimes he heard it again months later when he was far away. In his sleep, or without warning in the back of his head late at night when he was driving on the motorway. As though there was a casualty lying on his rear seat.


The boss yawned. Dave yawned too. Around them men were falling asleep. Dave felt ready for some kip himself. He’d just phoned home, talking first to little Vicky and then to Jen. It had been the usual chatty stuff. Gradually the Wiltshire camp with its wide, wet streets and its rows of houses and his own living room had formed again in his mind. But when he put down the phone it had all vanished in the hot Afghan air.
  

Chapter Five



JENNY KNEW SOMETHING HAD HAPPENED. DAVE WASN’T ALLOWED TO say anything about anything on the army phone but she could still tell that he was keeping something from her.


He’d used up every one of his thirty allocated minutes. He and little Vicky had cooed idiotically at each other for at least ten of them. The strange gaps, the overlaps, the complications that always occurred when there was a two-second delay on the patchy line never mattered to Vicky. It only mattered when two adults had things to say to each other.


Jenny had told him all the small stuff from home. Everyone said this was the right way to talk to your man when he was away and over the last few years she’d been given plenty of opportunities to perfect her technique. So it was a quick reference to the broken gutter before moving swiftly on to what the nursery had said about Vicky being ahead of her age, the date the hospital was going to scan the baby, her mum inviting his mum over . . . she sometimes listened to her own voice, wittering on, and wondered what he was thinking. Did it mean anything when people were trying to kill you in an alien land that the gutter on a house in Wiltshire was leaking? They both had to pretend it did. But today he wasn’t pretending as well as usual.


She put the phone down with that all too familiar feeling. Loss. Regret. Disappointment. The knowledge that all the important things had not been said. Phone calls were a brief interlude in her life and his. And then they went away and lived in their separate worlds, waiting always for the next disappointing call.


She picked up Vicky, who seemed to share her sadness. They stood at the window. A grey day was melting into a grey evening. The street was wet. Irregular patches in the pavement were filled with water. The houses looked ugly. Sometimes, when the lights were on in the living rooms and the TVs flickered, she felt cosy on a dark evening. Not tonight.


Headlamps travelled slowly up the street. As the car passed Jenny could see it was Agnieszka Dermott’s old Vauxhall with Luke in the back. Where had she been? Agnieszka never shared the details of her life with the other women. Within a day of the men leaving for Afghanistan the wives at the camp had got together in each other’s houses. Even if they hadn’t said anything in particular there was a sort of strength in knowing that everyone felt the same way. But Agnieszka hadn’t joined in.


Jenny and Vicky stood at the window so long that night fell and the glass began to throw their own reflections back at them. Jenny saw herself, tall, blonde, angular, Vicky sitting on her hip with one leg stretching across the bump of the baby.


More headlamps. A car drew up outside Leanne Buckle’s place. And in that moment, Jenny knew what Dave hadn’t been telling her.


There was an endless pause before a man got out. He was carrying a briefcase. Jenny recognized him at once. The Families Officer. That could only mean one thing. Jenny felt her throat constrict and tears press behind her eyes. She tried not to cry for Vicky’s sake then saw with relief that the child had fallen asleep.


So she let her tears spill as the Families Officer walked up the front path to Leanne’s door. She watched him ring the bell. Leanne’s bell didn’t work and when nothing happened after a few minutes he had to knock. Leanne answered, carrying a twin, legs hanging. The other one was probably behind her somewhere, bawling, the way they did when Leanne only picked one of them up.


Jenny couldn’t see Leanne’s face but, before the man even had time to speak, it was clear she had guessed why he was there. Her hand went up to her head as if she was warding off a physical blow. Her body swayed. The man stepped inside and the door closed behind them.


Jenny’s face was wet with tears. It hurt too much to think about it. She tried not to think.


The phone rang again. She grabbed it before the noise could wake Vicky. Her whole left side ached now where she had stood too still holding the child for too long. She sank onto the sofa without letting go of Vicky, and put the phone to her ear.


‘Oh, Jen, there’s some bad news . . .’ Worry could not remove the warmth from Adi Kasanita’s voice. Jenny loved Adi. She had exchanged another life in a sunnier world for rain and tax credits which never stretched far enough, and yet she was always cheerful, always kind. She never joined in the gossip and ignored the petty rivalries. And when she detected an undercurrent of anger or unhappiness, she confronted it without flinching. If we wives were soldiers, Jenny thought, I’d want Adi to be my sergeant.


‘Something must have happened to Steve Buckle,’ Jenny whispered. She didn’t dare to speak because she might wake Vicky. No, that wasn’t true. She didn’t dare to speak in case her voice cracked and she started to cry.


‘You looking across the road?’ Adi lived about five doors away.


‘The Families Officer’s just gone in.’


‘Jen, I knew you’d be really upset so I’m ringing to tell you that he’s not dead.’


How did Adi always know everything? She just did. But she never told unless there was a good reason.


Jenny swallowed.


‘How bad is it?’


‘Lost a leg.’


‘Oh, Christ, oh, shit . . .’ Jenny tried not to swear in front of Adi but she couldn’t always help it. Adi and Sol Kasanita were Christians. They never talked about it, Jenny didn’t ask.


‘Lost a leg and a lot of blood but they think he’ll survive.’


‘Is anyone else hurt?’


‘That new lad in 1 Section, Jordan Nelson, he’s got some bad burns. I don’t know him. He was in Germany and he’s not been here long.’


‘I don’t either. Is he married?’


‘No, lives in the barracks.’


‘Are they flying home?’


‘Jordan Nelson will soon be on his way to Selly Oak. But they can’t fly Steve out until he’s stabilized. They say his condition’s critical.’


Jenny swallowed again. Critical. The word sounded like the crack of a whip.


‘What are we going to do about Leanne?’


‘You take my kids, they’re practically asleep anyway. I’ll go over to her when the Families Officer’s finished.’


Jenny felt relieved. Always ready to listen to anyone’s problems, right now she felt unable to deal with a hysterical Leanne. She just wanted to go to bed.


‘Are you sure?’


‘Get your mattresses down and I’ll be over in half an hour.’


‘OK . . .’ Jenny felt so tired she could hardly stand up. ‘OK, Adi. You take care of Leanne tonight; I’ll go to her tomorrow.’


‘There is something you can do . . .’


‘What?’


‘Phone Agnieszka.’


Before he left, Dave had particularly asked Jenny to look out for Jamie Dermott’s wife. Jenny liked Jamie a lot and knew he was worried about her. She was Polish, alone with a child who seemed to be handicapped and without family here except her snotty and unhelpful in-laws. But looking after a woman who wouldn’t join in anything had proved difficult. Jenny had asked her round and offered to baby-sit. But the one time she had come over and Jenny had tried to introduce her to everyone, Agnieszka had wrapped her long and beautiful legs around the bar stool in the kitchen and said little. She’d looked as though she wished she was somewhere else, with someone else.


‘Can I call her tomorrow? She’s only just got home, I saw her.’


‘Oh, sure. You sound so tired; you get all the kids into bed and then you go yourself, honey. We only need to make certain she hears the truth from us first and not some horrible rumour.’


Jenny put Vicky to bed and pulled out a couple of mattresses onto the little girl’s floor for the Kasanita kids. She stood looking at her daughter’s sweet, sleeping face. The rounded jaw, the pink cheeks, the wisps of hair curling around her forehead.


‘Don’t marry a soldier,’ Jenny whispered to her. ‘Whatever you do, don’t marry a soldier.’


She wished she hadn’t. She wanted to be Dave’s wife, but not an army wife. It was just too much. The intensity of living with all the other army families, the knowledge that their burdens were your burdens, the dull ache at the emptiness on the other side of the double bed where Dave should be lying. And beneath it all, the fear. The fear when you woke up and when you weren’t even thinking about it and when you were asleep. It wasn’t a surprise when there was a knock on the door one damp, dark afternoon and the Families Officer was standing on the step. Because in your heart you were expecting it all the time.


She decided now that she must persuade Dave to leave the army, and soon. Before there was a knock at her door.
  

Chapter Six



DAVE ROLLED HIS SLEEPING BAG OVER AND LOOKED AT THE SKY. The mountains, many kilometres away, were glowing a thousand shades of red and purple in the dawn. Everyone back in the UK calls this place Theatre, thought Dave. We are In Theatre. It is the Theatre of War. But no one ever tells you that the scenery’s bloody marvellous.


He lay still, watching the light change and the mountain colours lose their depth. He was thinking about Jordan Nelson, how his little brothers and worried mother would be sitting miserably under the strip-lighting of a hospital canteen while surgeons picked shrapnel out of his organs.


He got up and stretched. A Company and the civilians had first call on the washing area, the toilets, the cookhouse. He could see them moving around at the heart of the FOB. As soon as he could, he would try to find out if there had been any news on Steve or Jordan overnight.


But first, compulsively, he counted bodies. Twenty-six.


He stretched again and yawned. He looked up. And saw a vapour trail, bright orange against the blue sky. It was moving at speed and there was a smell of sulphur in the air. A rocket. It was going to land in the FOB before he could even shout a warning.


‘Incoming!’ he yelled, as it hit the ground with a thud deep enough to jolt his heart and enough noise to obliterate his voice. There was a small firework display at the heart of the camp that would have been spectacular if hadn’t been so deadly. But no one was near the rocket’s landing site. The closest building was the Cowshed and its thick walls stood up to the impact.


The sentries in the sangars were already firing. Civilians in shirt sleeves and body armour who had been eating breakfast were rapidly retreating to the mud-walled safe area at the heart of the camp. And A Company were leaping into action all over Sin City. Some were dressed and ready to go, others were leaving their tents with their boots on the wrong feet, grabbing their weapons, pulling on their helmets, but they all knew where they were going and what they were doing.


Battle-hardened, Dave thought enviously, as he tried to organize his own comatose men. Compared with A Company, they were like headless chickens.


‘Get your body armour on!’ he yelled as lads jumped to their feet and, forgetting they were still inside their sleeping bags, tumbled to the ground. Two men laid claim to one pile of webbing and started arguing.


‘For Chrissake, shitheads!’ Dave shouted. ‘Helmets, boots, body armour but get out of your sleeping bags first. Then straight to your fucking positions.’


He might as well have been telling them to go straight to the moon, although they had all been given their stand-to positions in case of attack by the boss yesterday.


The air smelled of cordite. Another RPG landed almost exactly where the first had. And 1 Platoon were still at the Vectors messing with their boot laces.


By the time everyone was in the place with their weapons, the order to stand down was being shouted.


‘You were a fat lot of fucking use, tossers,’ Dave overheard A Company muttering. ‘Better sharpen up a bit.’


Dave’s lads looked boyish and confused as they made safe their weapons, gathered up magazines and straightened their bodies. The Officer Commanding A Company appeared, checking out the damage with his second i/c. A sandbagged area of the FOB had been badly hit.


‘We’ll leave R Company to sort that,’ the outgoing OC told Boss Weeks cheerfully.


Nobody wanted the contact to prevent A Company from going. The FOB was too crowded. CSM Kila had to break up a fight between one of the ginger lads in 2 Section who had sneaked into the cookhouse and an A Company Royal Engineer who had called the infantry platoon a bunch of ginger mingers. Finally, to everyone’s relief, it was announced that A Company would be leaving at 1600 hours.


1 Platoon spent a sweaty day filling sandbags and remaking walls.


‘Been swimming, mate?’ a passing A Company engineer asked Billy Finn. The Lance Corporal wore only a pair of shorts and sandals. His wiry body was running with sweat. His face was bright red from his exertions and because he had failed to use any sun block.


He tried to reply but his mouth was so dry he had to take a swig of water first.


‘You’ll get used to the heat,’ the engineer said.


‘Since you’re used to it already, fancy lending a hand?’ Finn croaked.


The engineer shook his head. ‘If I had a quid for every sandbag I’ve filled, I’d be a fucking millionaire.’ He was going home. He couldn’t wipe the grin off his face. ‘My body’s here, mate, but in my mind I’m already cuddled up with a nice curvy bird.’


At 1545, when people were already starting to imagine they heard the distant thud of Chinooks, A Company vacated their tents. Dave’s platoon rushed in and grabbed their cots and started to hang up their posters.


‘Oh, Christ . . .’ Angus McCall watched Mal attaching a picture to the tent rails by his cot. ‘I thought she was all mine.’


He held up an identical photograph.


‘She was waiting for me in Nuts,’ Mal said. ‘Your girl must be her twin sister.’


The air was thick with the thunder of helicopter rotors and suddenly the rest of R Company were streaming into the base.


Dave didn’t greet them. His first words were: ‘Brought the mail bag?’


They’d been away from the UK for well over a week now, training in the comparative luxury of Camp Bastion before leaving for Sin City. He knew that, consciously or unconsciously, everyone was waiting for their letters. It was important to distribute them as rapidly as possible.


When he went over to the sangars to where Sol and Angus were on stag, he saw two bottles of urine and a condom beneath the tower.


‘I reckon the condom must be something to do with Emily, Sarge,’ Angus said.


Sol Kasanita laughed. ‘The marines had a lot of women supporting: medics and psych ops and Intelligence,’ he said. ‘Emily isn’t the only woman in Helmand Province.’


‘What is all this shit about Emily?’ Dave asked.


‘Emily’s the number two civilian here. Their number one is that old guy who wanders around, Martyn someone. And Emily’s his side-kick. The marines have a name for her.’


‘Let me guess.’


‘The sex grenade.’


‘Uh-huh.’


‘Now,’ Sol said, ‘according to the marines, when she needs a man she just whistles.’


‘And one bloke isn’t enough, Sarge! Sometimes she needs a whole platoon!’ Angus added.


‘I can’t wait to meet her.’


‘If she exists,’ Sol said.


The air was still now. From up here the town seemed to have grown out of the ground. Its walls were the same colour as the surrounding desert. Suddenly, hauntingly, the call to prayer crept across the sand towards them.


‘Not him again,’ groaned Angus. ‘He never stops wailing.’


‘It’s Friday,’ Dave said.


Angus looked blank.


‘Holy Day. Like Sunday used to be in England before we found out PC World was more fun than “All Things Bright And Beautiful”.’


Sol didn’t catch his eye. Dave remembered that the Fijian was a practising Christian. He never mentioned it, but Dave had seen the Bible by his cot and back in Wiltshire he’d seen Sol, Adi and the kids all bundled into their rusty old car in their best clothes on Sunday mornings.


About an hour after the Chinooks, the convoy of Vectors finally set off, carrying the last of A Company back to Bastion. They roared past the sangar sending up choking clouds of powdery dust, which hung in the air long after the vehicles had disappeared between the town and the mountains.


‘Goodbye and good luck,’ Angus McCall muttered insincerely. At lunchtime he’d got into a heated argument with two men from A Company, insisting that Manchester United led the Premier League in 2005. Later, Dave had told him quietly: ‘You were wrong. It was Chelsea. They were defending champions and they won it again.’


Angus had looked sheepish. ‘I remembered that halfway through. But I wasn’t going to give in to the bastards.’


That night, he booked some phone time with his father. He said: ‘I hate marines.’


‘A lot of them are big, strong, brave men,’ his dad said. ‘The sort of man you should be, Angus.’


Angus immediately regretted the argument in the cookhouse and thought that he’d probably never be that sort of man, like a marine, like his dad. If he was, he’d have backed down from the Premier League argument and admitted he was wrong.


‘Did you know any marines?’


‘Course I did. Marines, Paras and . . .’ John McCall dropped his voice. ‘SF.’


There was always something in the knowing way his dad talked about Special Forces which made Angus sure his dad had been in the SAS. He knew that John McCall had fought with distinction in the Falklands, although the medals themselves had been stolen many years ago.


His parents were divorced and since early childhood he’d spent every Saturday afternoon with his father. From the moment that John McCall turned the sign around in his newsagent’s so that the door read ‘OPEN’ from the inside and ‘CLOSED’ from the outside, Saturdays were war stories, war films, war games. And whenever his dad talked about the SAS, Angus knew that he would apply for Selection himself one day. Even though he was sure he could never be good enough to get in.


‘So!’ said John McCall resuming his normal tone. ‘Was the journey to the base OK?’


‘Had a contact.’


If he’d told his mum that, she would have panicked. But he could hear the shrug in his dad’s voice. ‘Oh, well, start as you mean to go on.’


‘Now we’re two men down in my section.’


‘Two men down already? What’s the matter with them?’


‘One lost a leg, the other had burns.’


‘Dear oh fucking dear. They didn’t last five minutes, did they? Where are they now?’


‘I had to carry my mate who lost a leg to the helicopter. They were flown to Bastion. Soon as they’re stable they’ll be back to Selly Oak.’


‘Helicopter!’ scoffed John McCall. His accent was still strong although he had left Scotland years ago. ‘A helicopter! Sitting there waiting, was it? On the TV they’re always saying you boys haven’t got enough helis. Turns out they’re on hand twenty-four seven. Fuck me, warfare’s changed.’


Angus felt himself deflate. Of course his dad was right. All that fear and excitement he’d felt during today’s contact had been sheer cowardice. Because there was always air support waiting to bail you out.


‘I was scared,’ he admitted. ‘Until a Harrier came in to sort them out.’


‘There you are! You knew a big machine would come and save you! Och, you lads have got it good. I mean . . .’


But now the line was breaking up. There had been a two-second delay which meant the men kept talking over each other. Angus lapsed into silence. He wasn’t sure he should have told his father anything about the contact over the satellite phone. John McCall’s voice came and went in his ear.


‘I have to finish now, Dad,’ he shouted. ‘I have to ring Mum on this card.’


But his father didn’t hear.


‘Air support . . . Harrier . . . Goose Green . . . weather conditions . . .’


Angus finally hung up.


‘All right, mate?’ Corporal Curtis from 3 Section was next in line for the phone.


‘Yeah.’ From the day Angus had joined up, conversations with his father had left him feeling flat. He’d thought his father would be ecstatic at his enlistment but he’d received the news quietly. Then, during the passing-out parade at Catterick, Angus had stumbled over his own big feet. It was something he’d never forgive himself for. He’d immediately, anxiously, looked into the crowd, to the place where he knew his divorced parents were sitting together in hostile silence. He’d been in time to catch the look of contempt on his father’s face.


That night, the base came under attack again. 1 Platoon advance party knew where to go and what to do this time. As the rest of the company floundered they slid easily into their positions while the new arrivals dithered.


The contact was brief. It consisted of one badly aimed grenade, which almost missed the base completely, and ten minutes of light arms fire.


‘You were a fat lot of fucking useless tossers,’ Finn said to the newcomers.


‘Better sharpen up a bit,’ Jamie added.


It was a while before they had a chance to do so. There were few contacts on patrols through the town or the desert. Attacks on the base were minimal. Each day a small party of contractors, escorted by 3 Platoon, left and came back reporting no threats. And there were no sightings of Emily around the civilian area.


‘Because she doesn’t exist,’ Sol said. ‘That’s why.’


‘Ever thought the marines were winding you up?’ Jamie said.


Lunch had been sausage, egg and chips, Finn’s favourite. He pushed his empty plate away and leaned back in his chair. ‘I’m absolutely sure that Emily is in those isoboxes. She just doesn’t come out much.’


‘Well, why doesn’t she come to the cookhouse with the others?’


The civilians were becoming a familiar sight in the cookhouse. They generally sat together in one corner with their food and their cans of beer. Their boss, Martyn Robertson, and a few of the others mixed with the soldiers. But most looked as if they’d prefer to have their own cookhouse in their own quarter of the camp.


‘Miss Emily work very hard, she mostly take her meals in isobox,’ said a cook, who happened to overhear them. ‘I take her meal over now.’


Mal, Angus and Finn looked enviously at the lad. He was small and brown-skinned.


‘I go now. You go if you want.’ He held out a tray.


‘Go where?’


‘You ask questions! You take Miss Emily lunch and you find out answer!’


The lad handed Finn the tray.


‘Thank you!’ said Finn, balancing it expertly on the tips of his fingers. ‘Miss Emily, here I come . . .’


Mal and Angus leaped up to join him.


‘Oh no you don’t,’ Finn said.


Mal’s expression was deadly serious. ‘We’ll need to form a cordon.’


‘I’m the second i/c of your section and you’re staying here. That’s an order, McCall.’ Finn swept out, tray held aloft.


The boss came into the cookhouse in time to see Finn waltzing away with the tray. Jamie noticed him smile rapidly at the dark-skinned woman from Intelligence, who was sitting alone. The woman did not smile back.


‘Where’s Finn going with that tray?’ Weeks asked as he sat down.


Jamie grinned. ‘Undercover.’


The boss looked concerned.


‘I hope he’s not going to make a nuisance of himself.’


Finn still had not reappeared when the others went back to their base duties.


‘We’re out on patrol at 1500 hours,’ Sol said. ‘And there’s going to be big trouble if Finny’s not back.’


‘He’s probably just helping Emily sync her iPod,’ Jamie said. But neither of them was now so sure that Emily the sex grenade was just a joke.


Finn did reappear by the vehicles at precisely 1445, adjusting his clothes and grinning broadly. He winked at Angus and some of the other lads.


‘Whoops, I seem to have forgotten something!’ He bent ostentatiously to tie his bootlaces.


Sol put his hands on his hips.


Finn straightened, beaming and stretching lazily. ‘She just wouldn’t let me go! Fuck me, I could use a cigarette . . .’


‘Shut up and get into the wagon, you lazy bastard,’ Dave said.


Once the convoy was under way, Finn’s PRR went into meltdown.


‘Sorry, lads,’ Finn said. ‘Can’t say too much. Ongoing mission . . .’


‘Is she hot?’


‘Rocket-propelled, mate. So hot she’s on fire.’


‘In your dreams, Finny.’ Jamie shook his head.


‘You were right about one thing, Jamie. She’s no grenade. She’s heavy fucking artillery.’


‘Lance Corporal Finn,’ Dave snapped, ‘if you don’t can this crap and start looking pretty fucking sharp you’re going to experience some heavy fucking artillery from me.’


PRR went silent.
  

Chapter Seven



DAVE’S HEAD FELT LIKE A WAR ZONE. HE KNEW HE’D FAILED TO follow his own instructions and drink enough water today. He’d spent the morning shovelling admin shit and drawing up rotas. By lunchtime the names and numbers looked like he was squinting at them through a heat haze, the ops room was an oven and he was dripping with sweat just leaning against the wall under a large piece of paper on which someone had written: Living The Dream??? And now here was Finn boasting about having sex with one of the civilians. However bad your headache, Billy Finn was guaranteed to make it worse.


Dave had to stay alert.


The Helmand River snaked through the centre of the Green Zone like an artery. They drove past orchards crisscrossed by irrigation ditches, collections of houses that were almost villages, lonely compounds with goats outside them, small towns walled like fortresses, fields, woodland, high crops, jungle.


The two women interpreters had wrung information out of the detainees about a Taliban stronghold. The detainees couldn’t or wouldn’t pinpoint the compound, but they’d said enough to confirm the outgoing Officer Commanding’s suspicions.


So now the convoy was putting his theory to the test. Dave wasn’t pleased that they’d been sent with less than a full platoon. He’d told CSM Kila he didn’t feel at all happy about crossing this part of the Green Zone with so few men. Kila had agreed but Major Willingham had refused to revise his plans.


‘Don’t get out,’ Kila said. ‘You’ve not got the manpower. Whatever happens, just keep going.’


‘Why can’t we take more men and do a proper foot patrol?’


‘Too busy guarding the FOB and protecting Topaz fucking Zero and his mates.’


Topaz Zero was Martyn Robertson’s call sign. Whenever Kila referred to him, he swore. So did most of the officers. Dave had even overheard Major Willingham muttering incantations under his breath which might have included the words Topaz fucking Zero.


‘He should care a bit more about men’s lives and a bit less about his precious fucking oil,’ Kila said.


Everyone on board the vehicles was bad-tempered. Sitting in a scalding hot metal box for two hours was no one’s idea of fun, and they knew the chances of getting out in that two hours were slim. They took it in turns to go on top with Jamie, who’d replaced Steve Buckle on the GPMG.


The attack was sudden and intense. There were trees on either side of them, and poppy fields beyond. The poppies were taller than a man. They grew so thickly that, even from the air, Dave knew it was virtually impossible to catch sight of anyone moving through the crop. Muzzle flashes sparked up from all sides. The men on top of the vehicles returned rapid fire without any sense of the precise location of their targets.


Dave watched tracer rounds whiz past from his seat at the front of the lead Vector. He longed to debus and give the choggies a proper fire fight. Speeding through like this felt too much like running away. But the boss followed orders and kept the convoy going.


The river carved its way through the foliage ahead of them. The water gleamed in the sunlight. The landscape opened up on either side of it, filling their perspective with light and space. Then they returned once more to the dense, sunken world of interwoven shadows and raking gunfire.


Someone yelled into their mic: ‘Oh, fuck it, no!’


It sounded like Sol Kasanita. Sol almost never swore.


‘Man down . . .’


Man down. The words Dave dreaded. The words that echoed in his worst nightmares.


‘Sol?’


He couldn’t hide his anguish. Sol Kasanita, built like a rock, solid as a rock, dependable as rock. For an instant Dave stared into a gaping hole where that rock should be.


Laughter rang in his ear.


‘It’s all right, Sarge!’ Jamie said.


‘He was just getting his head down!’


Mal’s voice. And more laughter in the background.


‘Stop fucking about and get someone else up on top!’ Dave roared, embarrassed by his sudden rush of emotion. ‘What’s going on with you bunch of dickheads? On second thoughts, don’t tell me. Just get on with your jobs. And if I ever hear anyone fucking about with Man Down again I’ll personally remove their balls.’


He could see a network of compounds in the distance. The detainees had said that fighters from Iran, Pakistan and the Gulf all trained somewhere close by. But there were also civilians: women, children, old people.


The open, arid desert was visible again now. The firing finally petered out as they reached the edge of the Green Zone. Dave kept his eyes fixed on the track ahead of him. The intensity of this attack certainly supported the OC’s theory about the location of the Taliban stronghold. He’d want a strike op next.


A few hundred metres ahead, a goat strolled out from a cluster of trees.


The driver kept on going. And so did the goat. It ambled along the track towards them.


‘Go firm,’ Dave said. ‘I don’t fancy goat in my rations.’


The driver stopped.


‘What’s up?’ asked the lads in the back.


‘Goat hitchhiking,’ Dave said into the mic. An old man ran out of the trees further along the track, waving a stick and shouting.


The goat, which had been impervious to the roaring line of Vectors, started at the sight of the stick or the old boy’s spindly legs and cantered towards Dave’s wagon, head back and eyes rolling.


Suddenly there was a massive fireball in front of them instead of a goat. The windscreen filled with dust. There was a second ear-splitting explosion. The Vector rocked and then vibrated like a dog shaking water from its coat.


‘What the fuck . . .?’


A chorus of voices in his ears.


But in the front of the Vector there was silence. Dave and his driver contemplated their near escape. Two lives down, Dave thought. The first time, Steve took the hit. Now the goat. How many can I have left?


‘Fucking hell,’ the driver said eventually.


‘Big one,’ Dave said.


‘Yeah . . . but I don’t get it. A goat couldn’t set off an anti-tank mine.’


‘Anti-personnel stacked onto an anti-tank, I reckon. Or two.’ Dave’s throat was thick with dust. ‘Apparently the Taliban like to do a bit of stacking.’


‘Good thing you told me to stop,’ the driver said.


‘I thought I was being kind to a dumb animal.’


Their eyes scanned the track, gouged and pitted from the explosion.


‘No sign of the old geezer with the knobbly knees and the stick,’ Dave said.


‘He’ll be hiding in those trees somewhere.’


‘He won’t have been close enough to the blast to get hurt.’ But Dave wasn’t completely sure about that.


The boss came on the radio and Dave described what had happened.


‘Where’s the old man?’


Dave rolled his eyes at the driver. ‘He was a good two hundred metres away.’ He didn’t want to stop and look for him.


‘We’ll have to make sure he’s not hurt,’ the boss said.


‘They planted the IED, not us.’ Dave didn’t bother to hide his irritation. ‘Maybe his grandson put it there and forgot to tell him. Or maybe he planted it himself and hadn’t told the goat . . .’


But he already knew the boss well enough to guess what would come next.


‘He’s a local farmer and, um, probably has nothing to do with the, er, insurgents. He may not even speak their language. He could be a casualty and we, um, have a duty of care to him if he’s, er, hurt.’


Dave sighed. You could count on Boss Weeks to take the moral high ground.


‘Right,’ he said unenthusiastically. ‘Dismount 1 and 2 Sections. Sol Kasanita, you bring 1 Section up here to me, Baker bring 2 Section. Corporal Curtis and 3 Section stay here and cover.’


He could hear the men moving reluctantly. It had been a long, hot drive and sausages at the cookhouse in Sin City seemed like a much better idea.


‘Move!’ Dave barked. ‘Let’s get it over with.’


‘Bit of a problem here, Sarge.’ Sol sounded embarrassed.


‘Oh yeah?’


‘Finn won’t let me go.’


Dave thought of the exploding goat. He was going to explode himself if his men kept on like this.


‘Listen, lads . . .!’


‘He can’t walk,’ Finn explained cheerfully. ‘He’s going to get into trouble out there.’


‘I can manage,’ Sol said.


‘You fucking can’t,’ said Finn.


‘Did you say he can’t walk?’ Dave repeated slowly.


‘Fell down from the top,’ Sol admitted. His voice was miserable.


‘Twisted his ankle,’ Jamie said.


‘Maybe broken it,’ Finn added.


‘It is not fucking broken!’ yelled Sol and there was a momentary silence as everyone remembered again that Sol never swore.


Dave said: ‘Try to find a more heroic way to die, Sol. OK, you stay there. I’ll have Finn with the rest of 1 Section. Get moving. Come on, 2 Section, where are you?’


He got out and the men joined him. He didn’t press the mic button; he didn’t want the boss to hear what he was about to say next.


‘All we’re doing is keeping the boss happy now, lads. Just go up the track looking for a wounded civilian, then through the trees, and we’ll work our way back herringbone. Don’t take too much time or trouble over it. Finn leads with 1 Section, Baker follows with 2 Section and, as Sol’s out, I’ll go behind.’


Finn’s watchfulness was so acute that it was almost a sixth sense. When he was around, it was hard to make anyone else point man.


‘What are we looking for, Sarge?’ Jamie asked.


‘An old geezer. Dead or wounded. He’s got a beard . . .’ He turned to the driver. ‘He did have a beard, didn’t he?’


‘They’ve all got fucking beards.’


‘OK, beard and knobbly knees. Last seen holding a stick. The boss is worried that he may have gone the same way as his goat.’


‘I’ll look for the beard, you look for the knees,’ Jamie told Angus.


‘Get your sling clip undone, for Chrissake, Bilaal,’ Dave said to Mal. ‘And two hands on your weapon!’


‘Oh, yeah, sorry, Sarge.’


Mal wasn’t thick or lazy. Far from it. The sling clip would limit his firing arc and Mal knew that but he just wasn’t thinking. Not enough about soldiering, anyway. He thought about women all day and all night. He was probably standing there fantasizing about Emily the sex grenade right now. But if you could just get him to concentrate, he was good.


They moved forward up the track, along the line of trees, up to the site of the explosion. They stared in silence at the scorched earth and shredded foliage.


‘There but for the grace of God . . .’


‘Could be a few bits of barbecued goat . . .’ Jamie prodded the ground with his foot.


‘Let’s hope it’s not barbecued beard.’ Dave led them to the place where the old man had emerged onto the track. They peered between the trees. The soil was sandy, the canopy thick with tangled leaves.


Finn plunged in and the others followed.


‘OK, swing left and back to the vehicles,’ Dave said. ‘If he’s lying wounded, we should find him.’


It felt like another world in here. Cooler. The shade from the overhead leaves was green.


Just ahead of Dave and to his right, Angus suddenly stopped. Dave stopped too. It took a moment for him to realize why. Their stillness made the woods seem unnaturally quiet. The trees came to an abrupt end. Ahead of them, walking casually across an open field, along the top of one of the drainage ditches, were four insurgents.


Their weapons were slung carelessly over their shoulders. Their sergeant really should have bollocked them big-time. Two were carrying belts of ammo. They must have been firing at us a few minutes ago, and now the contact’s over here they are, walking home in pairs, talking and laughing. Just like us after a contact, Dave thought, experiencing a strange sense of fellowship with the enemy even as he raised his weapon to kill them.


He muttered into the mic but did not look around for the others. He took the safety off and watched the insurgents drop, one by one, into the ditch. It was so easy and so quick that he was hardly aware of the sound of his own rifle. He thought someone else, a bit further up the herringbone, had fired too, although he wasn’t sure.


He reported back quickly and then silently moved forward, telling Angus, Jamie and Mal, who were nearest, to come too while the others covered from the woods.


The field felt uncomfortably exposed. Dave became aware that something was nagging at him. Angus McCall had seen the enemy first but instead of taking immediate action, he’d frozen. It was the shock and rigidity in McCall’s imposing frame which had alerted Dave to the enemy presence. It should have been the sight of Angus raising his weapon. He made a mental note to deal with the problem later.


‘Four enemy dead, now searching,’ he muttered into his mic.


The men were lying in the drainage ditch, their hair tangled with the undergrowth, their bodies crumpled.


‘You take the two at the back,’ Dave instructed Angus.


He jumped down into the ditch. The water was thigh-high and smelled rancid. Some of it splashed onto his face. It soaked rapidly through his clothes.


One of his dead men was still holding a weapon; the other had dropped his on the bank. Dave took both AK47s and pushed them right out of reach. Jamie swept them up.


Angus scrambled down to the other two bodies further along the channel.


‘Got an evidence bag?’


‘No,’ Angus said miserably. ‘Didn’t think I’d need it.’


Dave groaned. ‘Got anything at all to put stuff in?’


‘Well . . . my Camelbak, I s’pose.’


Dave was just about to yell at him when Mal dragged a couple of evidence bags from his belt kit. ‘Here’s some.’


Dave pulled at the first body. He was surprised by how light it was. This man was a lot thinner than any British soldier, Dave thought, as he pressed his knee into the bony back and turned the corpse over.


‘Clear.’


Jamie Dermott: cool, efficient, focused. Dave liked to work with a man he could rely on.


He began a systematic search from the head down. When he reached the feet he found they were bare. He looked in the water and the bank for shoes. There were none. He felt the man’s feet. Still warm. And the soles were hard and leathery as sandals. These were habitually bare feet. The man had been barefoot with an AK47.


He turned the body over. Man? He was scarcely more than a boy.


He extracted a mobile phone from his pockets and folded papers and some beads which looked as though they might have religious significance. There was a laminated ID card, too, with a photo and indecipherable script. Dave didn’t waste a second examining it. The sound of their rounds would certainly draw the enemy and it was just a matter of time before they came under fire again.


The second insurgent had been dragged down into the ditch by the weight of his ammo belt. As Dave pulled up the soaking body, he heard Angus.


‘He moved! Christ, he’s fucking alive!’


Dave stared along the ditch. ‘Get his weapon away!’


Angus had failed to clear the weapons before starting his search. Mal moved rapidly from the bank to swipe the AK47 out of arm’s reach.


‘Get on with it!’ Dave said.


‘I lifted him and he moved!’ Angus had dropped the body back into the ditch and was now staring at it, his face horrified. The man was covered in blood and showed no apparent signs of life.


‘Get on with it!’


Angus did not move.


Mal raised his SA80 and fired twice at the man’s chest. Blood appeared like a fast-blooming flower. The weapon’s report was followed by silence.


Angus remained motionless.


‘Now search him!’


Dave’s roar finally seemed to wake Angus from his dream. He grabbed the body and started to search it correctly but his face remained blank.


Dave watched. His men had done this often enough in training, but searching a real body methodically and professionally – without thinking destructive thoughts about how the man had a mother and maybe a wife and small kids and a bunch of mates he’d been to school with all waiting for him to come home – was something else again.


He heard a nearby volley of fire. Their own shots had certainly drawn the enemy, who must now have found the convoy. He wondered how long it would take them to discover that a small group from the Vectors was in an exposed field with the bodies of four of their fighters. And all because of an old geezer with knobbly knees.


His second body was bigger and stronger. The man wore more serious kit, solid sandals, and had a Pakistani passport in his pocket. This was not a local, but a professional Taliban fighter.


He slipped the passport and personal effects into his evidence bag and, when Angus had finished, they climbed out of the ditch and ran back to the cover of the woods.


‘Firing from all sides.’ Boss Weeks’s voice crackled in Dave’s ear. The column of men advanced slowly and quietly through the trees. Dave told the convoy to move forward for them. They remained hidden as they waited for its slow advance. Dave saw the thin, anxious faces of his men, looking for the enemy on all sides. Angus looked up.


‘Fucking hell, Sarge . . .’


Almost directly above them was a foot. The foot was attached to a thin, brown leg. The leg was attached to a man and the man was attached to a weapon. The weapon was trained on the path of the oncoming convoy.


They understood the man’s stillness with one glance. From the rigid position of his head, his neck frozen like a frightened animal’s, they knew that he was unable to disengage his weapon from the branches to aim it at them. He’d turned to stone in the hope they wouldn’t look up.


‘McCall, step back to fire,’ Dave said. ‘So you get something a bit more useful than his arse.’


Angus had frozen when he had a clear view of four insurgents crossing a field. He’d frozen when he found one of them wasn’t dead. Now Dave wanted to give him another chance but he saw the lad’s face was rigid with alarm. He’d experienced enough death for one day.


Finn said: ‘I’ll do it.’


He stepped back.


The Taliban sniper looked down at them, knowing what was going to happen. Dave stared up into his brown eyes. The man looked back at him and started to speak. He didn’t cry or yell and he showed no fear. He spoke in a strange, soft way, without pleading. It was affecting, more affecting than any cry or shout could have been.


There was a flash and the report of a weapon. The man slumped forward.


‘Sorry, mate,’ Dave said quietly.


A mobile phone fell from the man’s clothes and Jamie caught it neatly. The convoy drew level with them and, under fire, they piled into the back of the first two Vectors.


‘Let’s go.’


Dave thought about the man in the tree, whose pleas for his life he’d ignored. Technically, it was a legitimate killing: the man’s weapon had been trained on the convoy. He told himself that the man wouldn’t have spared him if their positions had been reversed. All the same, he found himself wishing he had brought him in as a prisoner. He didn’t feel uncomfortable about the insurgent Mal had shot in the ditch, even though he was aware that this might be harder to explain under the Rules of Engagement.


Finn said: ‘That’s the first time I’ve killed someone.’


‘Me too,’ Mal said.


‘All right with it?’ Sol looked up at them as he nursed his ankle.


‘Yup,’ Finn said. ‘’Course. That’s what we’re here for.’ But his face was hollowed and drawn.


‘It did feel well weird.’ Mal sounded uncertain.


Angus said nothing. He examined his feet, his cheeks hot and red, as the convoy sped out of the Green Zone.
  

Chapter Eight



BOSS WEEKS COLLECTED HIS MEAL IN THE COOKHOUSE THAT EVENING and, without giving himself a chance to think about it, joined the two female interpreters. His heart started beating faster and his senses were suddenly extra alert, symptoms he now associated with enemy contact.


The women, who’d been talking intently to each other, looked up without welcome when he sat down.


‘As salaam alai kum,’ Weeks said awkwardly.


‘What?’ Jean stared at him.


He tried to smile back. He didn’t dare look at Asma.


‘As salaam alai kum,’ he repeated, more clearly this time. His food suddenly looked less appetizing.


‘Oh-oh,’ Asma said. ‘We’ve got another Captain Boyle here.’


‘Captain Boyle?’


‘He was with A Company.’


‘A marine?’


‘Engineer. He had this book: Speak Pashtu in Six Weeks,’ Asma said. ‘He used it like a car instruction manual.’


Weeks permitted himself to look at her, but only briefly. She really was stunning. Those large, almond-shaped eyes and slanting cheek bones. Why wasn’t every man in the place writing her poems and offering to clean her weapon?


‘Kur-see,’ he said, pointing to the chair. ‘War!’ He pointed to the entrance. ‘Meez.’ He tapped the table.


‘Oh Christ.’ Asma rolled her enormous eyes.


Jean started to giggle.


‘How long have you been learning it?’


‘For months.’ Weeks gave a gesture of helplessness. ‘I still can’t complete a sentence.’


‘Most people give up when they get to the sentence structure.’


‘The alphabet alone makes me feel like coming out with a white flag. How did you two crack it?’


They both looked as though they’d answered this question a thousand times before.


‘I was in Kabul as a kid,’ Jean said. ‘My parents were aid workers out here until I was twelve. Asma came to the UK at about the same age.’


Asma nodded. ‘My parents managed to slip through the Soviet net and, well, it’s a long story but we ended up in London. My mother never did learn much English. So I’ve been translating for her for most of my life.’


‘Your family’s Pashtun?’


‘Yes. We lived in Kandahar province.’


‘Do you remember it?’


‘Of course.’


‘So does this feel at all like home?’


She smiled sadly and shook her head.


‘An FOB doesn’t feel like home. Even after a month.’


‘How does your family feel about . . .?’


‘Me doing this job?’ She looked even sadder and studied the table in front of her. She held an empty water glass in her long, slim fingers. She turned it around and around.


‘I don’t have any contact with them,’ she said. ‘I married a man who wasn’t Pashtu, wasn’t even a Moslem. So they don’t consider me a member of the family any more.’


Weeks felt a rush of emotion. She was married. But his disappointment didn’t overcome his compassion. To be exiled from any family must be hard, and the Pashtuns were a proud and close-knit people.


Jean was watching him closely. ‘It’s worse than that. She’s ended up with no husband and no family.’


‘Wouldn’t your family take you back when . . . when . . .?’


‘When I divorced?’ Asma shook her head. ‘When you get to understand the Afghan people a little better, you’ll know there can only be one answer to that question.’


He looked down awkwardly at his meal.


‘Eat up!’ Jean said cheerfully. ‘I hear you’ve had one helluva day. You went out on a routine patrol and ended up with five Afghan bodies on your hands.’


‘We had a very . . . interesting . . . patrol,’ he said carefully.


‘You might need to go over the RoE with your men. From what I’ve heard, there are some questions to be answered.’


‘We’ve discussed the matter fully and I’m satisfied that the Rules of Engagement were observed.’ He’d been aware of a certain amount of hesitation on Dave’s part in the debriefing, but had decided not to pursue it.


‘I think Major Willingham will want to satisfy himself too,’ Jean said. Her smile was both bright and determined.


Weeks felt his jaw muscles clench. He’d watched these two contravene every rule in the tactical questioning book. And now they were suggesting his men had ignored the RoE. He felt his face redden further. He cursed this stupid habit. He cursed his entire blood supply.


‘Obviously, the police don’t get involved unless the OC is worried. But this is a small base and I’ve offered the major my help if he wants to look into it,’ said Jean.


Weeks tried to suppress his anger. He was aware that she was still watching him intently. He was also aware of the steady and unnerving gaze of the beautiful Asma.


‘My men only narrowly avoided being blown up by a double landmine. A goat took the blast instead. They were confirming that there had been no civilian casualties when they encountered the enemy. They faced the stark choice of firing or being fired upon.’


Jean raised an eyebrow. ‘Are you sure you’ve been told all the details?’


Weeks thought about that. Well, no, of course he couldn’t be sure that he’d heard the whole story. But he wasn’t going to admit that. ‘Their actions were entirely justifiable.’ He hoped he was right.


Dave had taken Sol a meal and been told that his best corporal had a twisted ankle and had to keep the weight off it for at least a week, maybe two.


‘Isn’t there anything you can do?’ he asked the departing medic.


The man turned and shrugged. ‘Shoot him?’


‘Good idea.’


‘Sorry,’ Sol said miserably. ‘I’m really sorry.’


‘How the hell did it happen?’ Dave asked. ‘If it had been Finny or anyone else I’d know they were pissing about. But you . . .’


‘I was on top. I was firing. Then I shifted my weight around and . . . well I stumbled and the next thing I knew I was falling.’


The Fijian was built like a brick shithouse. He’d fallen on Dave during an impromptu football game and Dave still had the bruises.


‘Not the lads below playing some stupid fucking trick on you?’


Sol shook his head. ‘They wouldn’t do that.’


‘Not if you were under fire, I guess. I suppose we’re lucky you didn’t shoot yourself as you fell.’


‘Yeah,’ Sol said. ‘I’m trying to tell myself how lucky I am. Heard any news of Steve or Jordan?’


‘Jordan’s OK at Selly Oak. All they can say about Steve is that he’s stabilizing. Hasn’t stabilized enough for me to speak to him, though.’


Sol sighed. ‘So until my ankle gets better, Finn will be section commander?’


‘He’ll have to step up when we’re out on patrol. But I’m pissed off with him.’


‘All this stuff about Emily?’


‘Yeah. I don’t remember anything about shagging the contractors in the camp orders, do you?’


‘It’s just a wind-up. And when you’re out there and you need Finn to be good, he’s always good.’


‘Under pressure he’s good. The rest of the time he’s all mouth.’


‘You can’t step anyone over him.’


‘I know.’


‘So it’ll be Finn to command and Jamie as second i/c?’


‘Yup.’


Sol placed his empty plate on the ground beside him, lay back on his cot and shut his eyes.


‘What happened to Angus today? The lads have been ripping into him. Mal’s his best mate, but he’s been tearing Angry apart.’


Who needs sergeants, Dave thought, when you had mates to keep you in order? ‘I don’t know what’s going on with that lad,’ he said. ‘I intend to find out now.’


Angus McCall was eating by himself while Mal and the others were on the other side of the cookhouse. He was watching the TV intently. Although he must have been aware that someone was sitting down next to him, he didn’t look up.


‘Anything you want to talk about, Angry?’ From the way McCall hunched his oversized body, Dave knew that the lad had seen him enter the cookhouse and was bracing himself for what came next.


‘Nah . . .’


They both watched the screen. Impossibly beautiful women in gauzy dresses followed a man through London’s meaner streets solely because of the way his underarms smelled.


Dave glanced across the room at Mal, self-proclaimed babe magnet. Mal wasn’t watching the TV. He was locked in discussion with Finn. Jamie was laughing at them. Dave could tell from the way that Mal and Finn were squaring their shoulders and puffing out their chests that the talk was about women in general. Or maybe the elusive sex grenade in particular.


‘You’re not sitting with your mates tonight. Have they been taking the piss?’


Angus said nothing. He watched the women in their gauzy dresses.


‘You had a bit of trouble out there today . . .’


Angus still didn’t respond. His cheeks looked like they were weighing down his face.


‘It’s strange, arriving in theatre. One minute you’re at home buying a few beers in Tesco and the next minute you’re in ’Stan being asked to kill a man.’


Angus nodded and continued to stare at the screen.


‘I can’t make you slot someone. If your conscience says you shouldn’t, then don’t,’ Dave said. ‘And I’ll try to respect you for it.’


Angus shook his head. ‘It’s just because I thought he was dead and he started moving. It’s just because I wasn’t expecting it.’


‘You have the right to say: No, Sarge, let’s try to save his life.’


‘That would be fucking daft.’ Angus looked at Dave for the first time. ‘We’d only just shot him.’


‘I agree with you there, Angry. But the fact is, we were operating at the edge of the RoE and some people would say we should have carried him to a medic there and then.’


‘Fucking daft.’ Angus turned back to the TV. ‘What’s the point in firing at someone if you make them better afterwards? Makes it all a stupid fucking game.’


‘If he’s wounded, some people would say we should have brought him back for treatment . . .’


‘That’s shit.’


Dave watched the TV. A game show. A contestant was being offered the chance of winning fabulous amounts of money if he chose the right coloured box. The man’s face ballooned as he tried to make a decision. The audience shouted advice. They shouted louder and louder. Red! Blue! Green!


‘And then there was the bloke up the tree.’


‘I was going to do it!’ Angus looked distressed now. ‘I was just going to do it and you changed your mind and told Finn instead!’


Dave smiled. ‘Pissed you off, did I?’


‘Fucking right you did! I was going to do it!’


‘That’s another one where the RoE get a bit murky,’ said Dave. ‘Because in my heart of hearts I knew he was jammed there and so was his weapon and he wasn’t in much of a position to fire on anyone. And I was just beginning to think that maybe we’d take him in for questioning. But I didn’t think it fast enough and Finn fired.’


‘I was going to slot him . . .’


‘You need to get a grip on yourself, Angry. You could find yourself in a situation where it’s kill or be killed. And hesitation won’t help you then.’


‘I was just slow today!’ Angus protested. ‘That’s all.’


‘You’ve never killed a man, have you?’


Angus shook his head unhappily. ‘There wasn’t a lot of action in Iraq when I got there.’


‘Nothing to be ashamed of. I know men who’ve been through their entire careers without firing their weapon except in training. A lot were never operational.’


‘My dad was operational.’


‘Oh, yeah, Falklands wasn’t it?’ Dave said, as though he didn’t know already. As though he hadn’t heard a thousand times. Finny had sometimes threatened to slot Angus if he talked about his dad one more time and even Angry’s best mate Mal seemed to have some sympathy for that idea. But Dave knew that Angus measured everyone against McCall Senior.


‘My dad had to kill Argentinians. He said he didn’t feel anything at the time. But later it can get to you.’


‘Yeah, it can get to you later. If you let it. But if you remember that we’re professional soldiers and we’re doing a job here and our job is to deal with the choggies before they can deal with us, that makes it easier. We’re just doing our job.’


They watched as the man on the screen chose the red box. They waited to see if he’d become a millionaire. After a long pause it was revealed that he hadn’t. The green box had been the right one. The man started to cry. His wife, who had been shouting at him to open the green box, came on stage and started to cry too. The game show host started to cry.


‘I’m OK with killing.’ Angus looked at Dave again. ‘Next time I’ll do it.’


‘OK.’ Dave nodded. ‘You’ll get a lot of chances to prove yourself.’


‘I will,’ Angus said. ‘I’ll prove myself, Sarge.’


In his heart, Dave wasn’t convinced. The RoE were grey and confusing but something else was holding Angry back. Dave had thought about keeping him on camp duties for a few days. He decided to let him stay with the others for now.


Dave looked across the room. Finn was talking to a group of contractors. Dave saw with dismay that they were getting out their wallets. They were young oil engineers with large salaries, which made them prime targets for Finn. Dave strode over to issue Finny with a stern warning, but he was too late. The group were already putting away their wallets and dispersing.
  

Chapter Nine



JAMIE’S TEXT SAID HE HAD BEEN MADE ACTING SECTION 2 I/C. WHAT did that mean? If Agnieszka saw one of the other wives and they forced her into conversation as usual then she would find a way to ask them about a 2 i/c.


She didn’t have anywhere to go today but she put Luke into the car because something had now gone wrong with the TV. Maybe she had hit the wrong button, maybe the set was really broken or maybe, maybe, maybe a thousand things but the result was the same: no TV. And she relied on TV to calm Luke down and send him off to sleep.


It calmed her down too. She liked the programmes where people went to auctions with their old junk. She liked to see their faces as the bidding went up and up. Yesterday there had been a new game show and she had watched a man almost win a million pounds. At the last minute he had chosen the wrong box and he had cried. Agnieszka had cried with him. A million pounds would turn the world from black and white to colour. A million pounds would make the bumpy road smooth.


The man had chosen the wrong box because he had not listened to his wife, who was shouting the right answer from the audience. Now they would have to drive home and carry on their unchanging lives together knowing that maybe their dreams would never come true.


Agnieszka found herself driving towards the city. There was a cathedral and in the quaint streets surrounding it were many small, understated shops. But Agnieszka preferred the superstore on the outskirts. It was a cathedral of sorts, because you felt calm and peaceful when you walked up its wide aisles.


She hummed along to the warm, soft music as she passed the stationery and art materials. The goods on the shelves were a riot of colour like indoor flower beds. Luke was sleeping deeply and she could look at the shelves undisturbed.


Agnieszka made her way to the TV department and wandered between the sets, even though she could not afford to buy one. She read the cards carefully which described the special features of each set.


‘Hello, Mrs Dermott.’


She looked up. A man was grinning at her. For a moment she didn’t recognize him, just knew she felt pleased to see him.


‘Darrel Gregg from the garage,’ he reminded her. But by then she had remembered. She smiled.


‘Buying a TV?’


‘I already have TV but it broken.’


Darrel’s face fell. He was reflecting her own face back at her, she realized. The corners of his mouth turned down and his eyes looked sad.


‘Let’s get this straight. Last week it was your car . . .’


She tried to turn up the corners of her mouth to see if his corners would turn up too.


‘. . . and this week it’s the TV.’


‘Also dishwasher. That breaks even before car! Also gutter!’


He gave her such an immense smile that she smiled back. He had a row of even white teeth which seemed to fill his face with smile. Then he began to laugh.


She started to laugh too. ‘My husband go and whole house fall down!’ It seemed ridiculous now. It was so absurd that all you could do was laugh at it.


‘I hope at least the car’s running all right.’


She nodded, still smiling.


‘Car is perfect. Like new car.’


He looked pleased. ‘Glad we were able to help. Now what about your lad’s hospital appointment? You got up the motorway and everything was OK?’


‘Well . . .’ She felt her face cloud again. You could laugh about broken TVs, dishwashers, cars, gutters. But you couldn’t laugh about a baby who needed fixing.


His face clouded too. ‘Not OK, then?’


Now she felt tears stinging at her eyes. She knew she must not speak or they would come flooding out of her. It was something you could do in private but never in public, certainly not with some man at the superstore. She glanced at Luke, sleeping peacefully in his buggy, his face round and his eyelashes long. He looked just like any normal baby. But he wasn’t.


The man was watching her with concern. His eyes wrinkled at the edges when he smiled and then if he stopped smiling the wrinkles were still there. He was old, she thought. He might even be thirty.


‘Mrs Dermott . . . I . . . look, what’s your first name?’


She blinked at him. Her eyes felt wet. Damn. Damn!


‘Agnieszka,’ she said in a voice so small that he asked her to repeat it several times.


Finally he repeated it himself: ‘Agnieszka!’ He made it sound like a sneeze.


She felt herself smiling. ‘Agnieszka!’


‘Bless you! But I’ll never be able to say that. I’ll just call you Aggie. So listen, Aggie, got a few minutes to come to the café with me? I’d like to buy you a coffee and hear all about this beautiful boy of yours.’ He gestured towards the sleeping baby.


She nodded and they went up the escalator together, Darrel steering the buggy expertly up the moving stairs.


She sat down and he reappeared a few minutes later with a tray.


He put a coffee cup down in front of her. ‘And crisps in case you feel salty. And a muffin in case you feel sweet.’ She didn’t move, just rocked the buggy back and forth while he unloaded the tray. It felt good to sit still and let someone else look after her.


‘OK,’ he said, ‘tell me about your little boy.’


So she told him about Luke’s fits. The trip to the hospital yesterday had been inconclusive. She hadn’t even discussed it with Jamie yet. She was waiting for his next call, when she would try to explain what the doctor had said, even though she hadn’t understood most of it and the link would disappear for whole sentences at a time.


‘Has he had a scan?’


‘He will have scan, doctor said.’ She had understood that much, anyway.


‘Did he say what’s causing the fits?’


‘He say it hard to know because Luke so young, we wait a few months to be know anything.’


‘Well, did he give any idea what it might be?’


Agnieszka shrugged. At this point the doctor had lost her. His language had become complicated and she had suspected he was being evasive.


‘Luke’s still a young baby, Aggie, and, let’s face it, arriving into this world can be a bit of a shock. Some children take a while to adjust.’


Agnieszka looked at him with admiration. He spoke so firmly and with such knowledge that he sounded like a doctor, he sounded the way the doctor at the hospital should have sounded. ‘I like that I understand every word you say.’


‘But your English is fantastic!’


‘No. But you very clear.’


‘Right then, here’s something to be clear about. We have to sort out this broken TV of yours or you’ll end up with a new one you don’t need.’


‘I don’t have money for new TV. I don’t know why I come here today, honest.’ She was glad she had, though. The coffee tasted good. It had a layer of thick milk on top and beneath, despite the two tiny sachets of sugar she had added, was the bitterness she loved.


‘Does it start when you switch it on?’ He was sounding like a doctor again.


‘It start but I don’t get good channel or good picture.’


‘Cable, digital or terrestrial?’


She didn’t know.


‘I can sometimes sort that kind of thing out. I’m not a professional, mind. But would you like me to have a look?’


She was so surprised that she upset her coffee. Embarrassed, she mopped it up with a series of increasingly brown, soggy napkins. Then he insisted on getting her another coffee.


While he was gone, she caught sight of a pregnant woman marching through the supermarket section of the store beyond the café. A toddler sat at the front of her trolley, feet dangling. The woman seemed to be in a hurry, not in a dream the way Agnieszka had been through most of her pregnancy.


A second later she realized that it was Jenny Henley with little Vicky. Agnieszka willed Jenny not to turn. But of course she did. She’d passed something she wanted so she stopped and swung the trolley around and there was a moment when she faced Agnieszka directly. Agnieszka’s heart sank. She hoped Jenny would just wave and keep going.


It took Jenny a moment to recognize her neighbour. Instinct told her to smile, wave and keep on shopping. She was due back at Leanne Buckle’s with the groceries in time to make lunch for everyone because all Leanne could do was cuddle the twins and twist a wet tissue around in her fingers until she had some more news of Steve.


But Jenny liked Jamie a lot and she remembered how Dave had specially asked her to look out for Agnieszka. She remembered the woman’s isolation. And when Jenny had phoned with the news about Steve, Agnieszka had almost burst into tears. She decided to push her trolley over to the Polish girl for a quick, friendly hello.


‘I’m rushing!’ she said apologetically as she approached. ‘I wish I could sit down and have a drink with you, Agnieszka.’


‘Oh, I’m all right,’ Agnieszka said sweetly. Her smile was shy and she looked down at the ground.


‘Steve’s still stable,’ Jenny said, as though Agnieszka had asked about him. Because she ought to have asked, Jenny thought. ‘But they must have given him a lot of morphine or something because no one’s spoken to him. I know Dave hasn’t. And Leanne’s just waiting by the phone.’


‘I very, very sorry for Leanne.’ Agnieszka spoke with such sincerity that Jenny forgave her for not asking.


Agnieszka was looking at Vicky now.


‘How are you, little darling?’ she asked, her expression suddenly radiant. Vicky responded immediately to that smile. Who could fail to? Jenny thought. When Agnieszka smiled her apparent dissatisfaction melted away and her whole face was transformed. She really was beautiful. She made Jenny, who longed to find time for the hairdresser, feel dowdy. The baby kicked her heartily and she stroked her stomach as Vicky prattled on to Agnieszka.


‘You’re welcome to drop by any time,’ Jenny told her. ‘I wish you would. I hate the first month or two after Dave goes. I get so fed up. Bring Luke over and we’ll have a cup of coffee.’


The invitation was delivered warmly but it was received with nothing more than her usual polite nod.


‘Must get moving.’ Jenny swung the trolley around. ‘It’s terrible if Leanne’s twins get hungry and they both start crying at once!’


Vicky and Agnieszka waved passionately to each other. At the place where the café melted into the superstore, Vicky said: ‘Mummy, who’s that man?’


Jenny turned in time to see a man approach Agnieszka with a cup in his hand. Jenny watched as the two exchanged smiles.


‘I don’t know, sweetheart,’ she said. Had he been lingering with Agnieszka’s coffee on the outskirts of their conversation so that Jenny didn’t see him? She felt her face reddening. She didn’t know why.
  

Chapter Ten



AT SENZHIRI FORWARD OPERATING BASE, NOTHING MOVED IN THE baking afternoon heat. The contractors were out with 2 Platoon. 3 Platoon was on patrol in the nearby town. 1 Platoon was on base duties. They’d been away a month now, three weeks of it here at Senzhiri. Time and the heat had dulled their yearning for home.


Mal had finished cleaning his weapon and fallen asleep on his cot. It was night time and his mother was writing someone a letter. The kitchen smelled of her home-cooked spicy food and his father’s cigarettes. Mal was running through, on his way out as usual. His mother gave him a sweet, weary smile as he left.


He went to a club. His clothes were right, he smelled good and he felt lucky. The music throbbed inside him like his own heartbeat. He was watching a girl dancing and she was looking back at him as she moved. Her name was Emily and she was hot, hot, hot . . .


‘Move, you lazy bastard!’ a voice roared in his ear.


He opened his eyes. No hot babe. Just Sergeant Dave Henley, hands on hips, standing over him.


‘And if you’re going to get your head down, get your boots off! How many times do I have to tell you?’


Mal scrambled off his cot. The dream was over but the beat of the music thudded on inside his head.


‘Chinook’s here, you should be unloading with the others.’


Mal blinked. So that wasn’t a bass line. It was rotor blades.


He stumbled out of the tent, still half asleep. The dream refused to go away. He was partly in Afghanistan and partly inside his dream in England. He remembered his mother’s face, her tired smile. The thud of the helicopter’s blades seemed to cut into him. They cut through to a vein and tapped directly into a homesickness he had felt on first arriving but had not known was still there.


But a Chinook meant supplies and supplies meant mail and there would certainly be a letter from his mother. That must have been what she had been writing in his dream. He’d dreamed the letter and now it would arrive. Also, he’d met a couple of girls just before deployment and both relationships had reached that red-hot stage where the girls wanted more. So they might write too. With luck, they might even have included pictures. With a lot of luck, they wouldn’t be wearing any clothes.


His step quickened as the Chinook blades slowed and men emerged from different tents and buildings around the camp.


Finn was there already.


‘Oh yes oh yes!’ he said. ‘Our new toys have arrived!’


Angus was standing over a wooden crate. Mal took the other end and Finn went with them to the Company Quartermaster.


‘So what’s in here?’ Mal asked.


‘I reckon it’s the new shotguns,’ Finn said.


The platoon had trained on Salisbury Plain with the new Benelli M4 shotguns but when they had arrived in Afghanistan they had found the first consignment was behind them.


‘If it’s the new shotguns,’ Mal said, ‘why aren’t there more of them?’


‘Because there are more coming. Or so they say.’


‘I’ve heard that one before,’ Mal said.


‘Why are you lot hanging around?’ The CQMS glared at them. ‘Not got anything better to do?’


‘Just interested to know what’s in the crate, Colour,’ Finn said.


‘Well you can fuck off because I’m not telling you.’


Angus started to argue but Finn and Mal pulled him back to the Chinook.


‘No point getting nasty with the colour boy,’ Mal said.


‘You want to get nasty, Mr Angry, you could try killing the Taliban some time,’ Finn said.


‘Kill them?’ Mal cried. ‘Kill them? Why would he do that when he could just stand in a fucking ditch and stare at them instead?’


Angus reddened. No one ever noticed your best moments; they just picked up on your mistakes and failures and kept throwing them back at you. And Mal was the worst. Angus thought his mate should understand and maybe even tell the others to fuck off but Mal seemed to feel Angus had let him down personally.


Nobody took much notice of the new lads on the Chinook when the bulging mail bag emerged. Dave sent them to find a cot while the letters were distributed.


Finn had learned not to expect blueys, but he hung around in the hope that someone, maybe one of his babymothers, might have written for once. He watched his mates opening their letters and, for a few minutes, he saw them all go home. They read their mail and they weren’t here in Afghanistan any more. Finn thought that, if the Taliban knew what they were doing, this was the moment they should choose to attack.


Angus had a bluey from his mother. It didn’t say much but, still, it was a letter. Angry hoped his father might remember how much the post mattered when he was far from home, but his old man seldom wrote.


Jamie had a whole stack, as usual. His entire family were enthusiastic letter-writers but he tore open Agnieszka’s envelope first. She’d sent pictures and a poem she’d read in a Polish magazine. Her English translation was almost incomprehensible but Jamie liked it all the more for that.


Sol hobbled up and found a thick envelope full of drawings from the kids.


Dave had a long bluey from Jenny. He glanced at a few lines halfway down the page before unfolding it. ‘. . . how much you think of us, if you ever get time to think about us out there, because sometimes you don’t even call once a week and I . . .’


He decided to read it later. Included was a card from Vicky which he pulled out at once: she’d dipped her toes in bright paints and treated him to a vibrant, fire-coloured footprint. He imagined Jen pressing the little foot onto the card and Vicky squealing. He tried to imagine their faces. But he couldn’t.


Mal opened his post eagerly. There was just one from his mum in her shaky writing, half capitals, half small letters. He watched while the blueys were distributed in case there was more for him. Nothing. He sighed. He wanted a woman, one he knew or one he didn’t. This Emily woman, the elusive civilian who kept herself so hidden here at the base, she was the only hope.


It took a while for people to notice the new lads hanging around by the empty cots and to realize who they were.


‘Which section are you in?’


The two younger lads, one black, the other small and fair, said they were in 1 Section. But all eyes were fixed on the third newcomer.


‘Are you in 2 Section?’


‘Yeah. 1 Platoon. I’m Ryan Connor. Moved over from D Company. They sent me because I’m a gimpyman.’


‘Yes!’ yelled everyone who had taken a bet with Finn. ‘Yes!’ Rifleman Connor was strawberry blond.


‘No, no, no!’ cried Finn. ‘We said ginger. This man’s no pisswizard.’


‘He is fucking ginger.’


‘Come on, mate, you’re beat, he’s pure pisswizard!’


‘He is not!’


Finn started to pull Rifleman Connor out of the tent into the sunlight. Connor was a tall, gangly man with uneven skin and scars on his face. He allowed himself to be dragged for a few paces before he grabbed Finn by his shoulders and swung him around.


‘What the fuck do you think you’re doing?’


Finn looked at Connor’s face for the first time and saw the street there.


‘Sorry, mate, very sorry.’ He offered his hand. ‘Billy Finn, 1 Section second i/c.’


Rifleman Connor looked at him uncertainly. Then he shook hands.


‘Basically,’ continued Finn, ‘these guys are trying to screw me out of a lot of money because of the colour of your hair.’


‘What’s the colour of my hair got to do with anything?’


‘Just walk into the light, mate, and I’ll explain.’


Connor stepped out into the burning sunlight. He was taller than most of the men around him.


‘Just crouch down a minute, bruv, so we can all see the top of your head.’


‘Is this a joke?’ Connor still wasn’t sure whether to be angry or amused. ‘I mean, I didn’t expect to get to the FOB and have everyone running their fingers through my hair.’


‘It’s more red in some parts than others.’


‘He’s definitely a pisswizard.’


‘He’s ginger, totally ginger, here on the side.’


‘Bollocks,’ Finny kept yelling. ‘This man is blond.’


‘This man is a ginger pisswizard. I got my fiver down at five to four on, Finny! You owe us money.’


Finn caught sight of the reddest of the 2 Section redheads. ‘Oy, Broom, get over here and put your head right next to Connor’s.’


‘I’m not snuggling up to no man,’ Broom protested but Finn had him now in an iron grip.


‘Crouch down here and shut up.’


Broom was small enough to push around. He squatted shoulder to shoulder with Connor, still protesting.


‘Now, lads. Broom . . .’ Finn announced triumphantly, ‘is a pisswizard.’


There was silence as everyone contemplated the two heads.


Broom said to Connor, ‘You’re probably thinking this is one of them weird initiation rituals.’


‘I’m thinking someone’s taking the piss,’ Connor said.


‘Thank you, lads, for your patience,’ Finn said.


‘It’s running out,’ Connor warned ominously.


‘Side by side,’ Finn went on, ‘you can see that this is red.’


He pulled a tuft of Broom’s hair.


At that moment, Sol limped past, looking for 1 Section’s new recruits. They were standing at the edge of the group.


‘You’re out on patrol,’ he told Finn. ‘Now.’


‘Corporal Kasanita! Let Sol decide.’


Sol glowered at them. His ankle was hurting and the medic was still refusing to let him do anything but light duties and he hated to miss another patrol.


‘I’m not deciding anything,’ he said. ‘Finn, you’re acting section commander. So you shouldn’t expect me to get your men to the vehicles on time.’


‘Shit!’ Finn looked at his watch.


‘You should have them ready over there right now.’


‘OK, OK, but just tell us something, Sol. Is this man’s hair red or not?’


Sol barely glanced at Rifleman Connor. ‘Not really,’ he said.


Finn’s face broke into a broad grin.


Sol ignored the howls of protest. ‘Adam Bacon and Jack Binns? You’re in 1 Section, 1 Platoon and I’m your section commander, Sol Kasanita.’ He held out his hand.


He thought how young these two kids looked. The black one could not take his eyes off the furore behind them, where the row over Rifleman Connor’s hair threatened to turn nasty. Sol saw Dave striding purposefully out of the ops room.


‘Come over to the cookhouse and we can talk away from these idiots,’ Sol said. ‘The sergeant’s going to sort them out.’


Even from the cookhouse it was clear that the redhead debate was turning into a fight. As they sat down, Sol heard Dave’s voice booming over the chaos. Then there was silence.


‘That’s our platoon sergeant. He’s put a stop to their nonsense,’ Sol said. ‘Dave Henley. He’s the best. He takes good care of us. He’ll be having a word with you soon.’


The recruits nodded nervously. The sound of Dave bawling out the lads had not been reassuring. It was followed almost immediately by the sound of everyone rushing to get ready for the patrol.


‘They’re going out now,’ Sol said. ‘I’d be with them if I hadn’t twisted my ankle. Next time, you’ll go too. With Lance Corporal Finn as your acting platoon commander.’


They nodded glumly. They already knew who Finn was.


‘When will your ankle be better?’ Binns asked hopefully.


‘Oh, a few days more.’


‘Then you’ll be back in charge again?’


Sol nodded.


Bacon said: ‘Does it matter what colour the bloke’s hair is?’


‘Only if you’ve put some money on it. Finn was running a book. He’s always running a book. If there were two flies crawling up the wall, Finn would take a bet from you on the first to get to the top.’


The recruits grimaced.


‘The lads don’t often argue like that,’ Sol said. ‘We’re usually very good mates. We have to be. Our lives depend on it.’


He paused.


‘So, how long you two been in for?’


‘I only joined before Christmas, me,’ Rifleman Bacon said.


‘Me too,’ Jack Binns said. ‘I’m working in Currys and we’re having a one-day special September sale and I’m getting really fed up and I think, right. So in my lunch hour I go over to Army Recruitment and I sign up. Just like that.’


Sol gave his wide, lazy smile.


‘Currys’ sale in autumn. Theatre in summer. Not sure which is worse.’


The engines were roaring now. The platoons were leaving the base. Leaving without Sol, yet again. He tried not to listen.


Binns said he came from Dorset. ‘See, nothing ever happens there.’


‘How about you?’ Sol asked Adam Bacon. ‘Much happening where you’re from?’


‘Yeah, there’s a lot happens in Wolverhampton. Sometimes too much.’


‘So you came here for a bit of quiet?’


Bacon smiled.


‘My mum thinks it’s safer in Afghanistan than round my manor. But it’s the wrong time for me, maybe. I like to rap, see. And it’s all just started taking off and then it’s all over because I’m away training to Catterick.’


Sol smiled back at him.


‘There’s a lot of lads like rap here. They’ll want to hear what you got.’


Bacon grinned. He didn’t want to admit that his greatest hope was not that he’d go home alive but that he’d get a chance to rap for his new mates.


Sol heard the sound of the convoy fading into the distance. Soon it would be nothing more than a silent dust cloud making its way towards the Green Zone.


Mal had been selected to use the new shotgun: he was obviously delighted but Sol would have liked to keep an eye on him. He didn’t believe that Finn gripped 1 Section fiercely enough. One man down and Sol knew he would blame himself and his stupid ankle for ever. Dave had told him he’d stay alongside them. But Sol knew Dave already had enough to do.


‘OK.’ Sol turned back to Bacon and Binns. ‘Let me tell you some of the things you lads need to remember if you’re going to stay safe. I’ll start with foot powder . . .’
  

Chapter Eleven



MAL SAT WITH THE BENELLI M4 SHOTGUN ON HIS LAP, CRADLING IT lovingly as the Vector bumped its way across the desert.


‘Yes!’ he’d said, punching the air, when Dave told him he’d be the first to use the new weapon. ‘Let’s hope we get into close combat so I can use it!’


‘Yeah, let’s hope so.’ Dave had rolled his eyes. ‘Never mind the rest of us.’


Dave was still annoyed with Finn for leading the platoon into a punch-up. Since the new gunner from 2 Section had hair which might or might not be red, Dave had declared the betting void and told Finn to give everyone their money back.


‘I don’t want any more bets,’ he’d said to Finn. ‘You’re a fucking soldier, not a bookie, and you’ve made the whole platoon late for a serious operation.’


They were clearing a river crossing today. The OC had intelligence that the Taliban was planning to take control of it. Almost the entire company was involved and the civilians had been told they were confined to base with minimal staffing. Martyn Robertson had objected strongly but the OC had overruled him, explaining that if the Taliban took this crossing then getting the oil exploration team across the river would be almost impossible.


They dismounted and left the track on foot. At first it was a relief to plunge beneath the canopy. Mal moved ahead with the shotgun. The only downside was that he was expected to carry his SA80 as well. The heavy rifle was like an old friend who’d overstayed his welcome. Until they came under distant fire, when he reorganized himself to use his SA80 and the shotgun felt like a gatecrasher at the party.


The other sections of 1 Platoon advanced towards the firing on their right flank. Dave heard the new gunner giving it some with the gimpy. Poor bloke. Off a Chinook into a crowd of lads all staring at his hair like farmers at a sheep auction, then straight onto patrol before he’d drawn breath. But his fire was effective. The combination of Jamie with his GPMG on one side and Rifleman Connor with his on the other brought silence. Dave guessed the enemy had moved. The incoming rounds had been more of a warning than a threat.


1 Platoon moved forward to the river, 1 Section on the left flank. They emerged from the trees and crossed an irrigation ditch into a field of high crops.


Although it was early the sun showed them no mercy. Clouds of pollen were released by the plants, its pungent odour magnified by the heat.


‘Christ, do they make their animals eat this shit?’


‘It’s giving me a headache.’


‘I feel ready to get me head down . . .’


‘Stick some in your pocket for later and you’ll be fucking glad you did,’ Finn said.


Dave’s eyes narrowed. He looked closely at the exotic plant. Each leaf consisted of delicate fingers, like a hand in a lace glove.


‘Is it what I think it is?’


His question was met with smothered laughter but no one replied. The plant certainly wasn’t a poppy: they had passed a field of these further back, their pods closed tightly like tiny purses. There were brown slits down the side of each pod where the resin had been extracted.


It must be cannabis.


‘Anyone caught trying to sneak this weed out of here’s in big trouble,’ Dave snarled. ‘Did you hear me, Finn?’


‘Yessir,’ Finn said cheerfully. ‘I never touch it these days.’


‘Oh, come on, Sarge. Can’t we pick the pretty flowers?’


‘Who was that?’ Dave didn’t recognize the voice. It sounded drunk. Had someone already managed to help himself to this stuff? Could you consume it straight off the plant? A man who preferred a pint, Dave suddenly regretted that he hadn’t learned more on the warm summer evenings in the south London streets where he was brought up. They’d sometimes been hazy with its distinctive smoke. The smell in the field was far stronger and its acrid notes more jarring.


Nobody answered Dave’s question. His head was throbbing badly. He wanted to close his eyes to shut out the bright sunlight. Unlike most of the fields around here, this one was enormous. They stumbled on without ever seeming to reach the other side. The clouds of pollen grew denser and the stench more pungent.


When they finally reached the irrigation channel they found they were far more scattered than anyone had realized. In the dense cannabis forest everyone had thought his mates were close. Dave had believed he was bringing up the rear but now he discovered he was near the front.


Finn instructed everyone to group and go firm. They dodged back into cover and waited for further orders.


They sat down with relief, shading themselves from the flying pollen and beating sunlight. They gulped down water.


Jamie couldn’t stop sneezing.


‘You all right?’ Dave asked.


‘Must be the sodding pollen,’ Jamie said. ‘It doesn’t normally get to me.’


Finn wiped his eyes. ‘This stuff can really make you feel bad.’


Angus’s face was pale. ‘It’s making me want to puke.’


‘Me too,’ Mal said. He put both his weapons down. He hoped there wouldn’t be any close combat now. He didn’t feel ready or able to move to the front and respond.


The firing was closer but sporadic. Dave could hear Major Willingham directing operations. They waited. There were still no orders for them. Finally, after almost half an hour, Boss Weeks told 1 Platoon to prepare to move closer to the river. Dave looked around 1 Section, slumped in the cannabis plants. He hoped the others were more prepared than this lot and that the stags were still alert.


They moved to the corner of the field but were told to wait again. They sat down once more, swearing as pollen clouds billowed around them. Some of the lads closed their eyes. Dave suspected a few had fallen asleep. He was fighting against doing so himself. If he just closed his eyes and relaxed his body, he knew sleep’s warm embrace would close around him . . . He tried to hide further from the sun, amongst the stems of the cannabis plants, and the movement released yet more pollen.


The firing sounded increasingly far off and unthreatening, and the lads rested their weapons against the plant stems.


‘You seen Emily lately, mate?’ Mal asked Finn drowsily.


‘This morning,’ Finn said. ‘Went over to the gym and I heard this whistle. So I turned around . . . phwoar!’


Mal gave a little moan. ‘You going to share her?’


‘S’pose I’ll have to,’ Finn said. ‘I’m fucking exhausted.’


‘If you don’t fucking shut up about Emily . . .’ But Dave was too hot and tired to think of a suitable threat.


The sun moved lazily across the sky but its intensity did not ease. Dave closed his eyes. He said to himself: I won’t let myself sleep. I’ll just rest a moment . . .


Then the boss’s voice, clear and precise, was right in his ear. Dave sat bolt upright. Oh, fuck. Had he been asleep?


Finn gave him a grin and a meaningful wink.


Dave swallowed. He felt sick now. Boss Weeks’s voice said that there was a compound, not currently visible, about four hundred metres away at the riverside. 1 and 2 Sections should move down the irrigation channel to clear it, with 3 Section covering.


‘Keep everyone else out of the cannabis field,’ Dave warned the boss. ‘It makes you feel weird.’


‘Sergeant, are you slurring your speech?’


‘Course not, sir!’ Dave said as crisply as he could.


There were protests from the commanders of 2 and 3 Sections, who liked the sound of a cannabis crop.


‘No,’ Dave said. ‘You want to stay alert.’


‘OK, lads, we’re moving,’ Finn said.


The section began to stir. Getting up with so much weight on was always hard. Now it felt impossible. Their heads hurt like a bad hangover.


Finn and Jamie struggled to their feet and then pulled up each man in turn. They began to move down the irrigation channel towards the compound. Dave noticed men stumbling. He felt irritated and angry and didn’t really know why. Then Mal gave him a reason by stopping dead in his tracks. Angus collided with him and the two nearly fell over.


‘What are you shitheads doing?’


Mal said something to Angus and the two of them stood motionless.


Dave yelled: ‘Get on with it.’


‘I can’t,’ Mal said.


‘Why not?’


There was the sound of a big, angry insect by his ear. Rounds, and now more rounds, swarming like bees. The section made its first fast move of the day and ducked into the ditch. Dave looked at the line of men taking cover.


A round pinged off his helmet. More rounds bounced on the ground around them or plopped into the water. There was another ping on his helmet. He felt like a slot machine in a crowded arcade. He crouched further beneath the banks of the channel.


They were ready to fire back but it was almost impossible to see where. Jamie followed the sound and gave the enemy repeated bursts with the gimpy. Angus suddenly stood up during the brief silence that followed.


‘For fuck’s sake!’ Dave yelled.


But now Angus was barging past him and back along the ditch.


‘What the fuck are you doing?’


Angus was retracing their steps. He hunched his huge body as he ran but he was still dangerously overexposed.


‘No, no, don’t do it!’ Mal’s plea fell on deaf ears. Angus was gone, a huge, lumbering, mud-covered animal, drawing enemy fire.


‘Get the fuck back here you fucking, fucking wanker!’ Dave yelled.


Angus didn’t reply. Dave looked at Mal for an explanation. Mal was suddenly very busy with his SA80, firing at nothing in particular. Then Dave realized what was missing. The shotgun.


‘Christ, he hasn’t gone back for the Benelli!’


Mal wouldn’t look at him and Dave knew he was right.


Dave stared up the drainage channel but Angus was already out of sight. He had reached the cannabis field and was threading his way into it.


‘If the choggies have got there already they’ll have booby-trapped it!’ Dave yelled into the radio. ‘McCall, don’t touch that shotgun and get back here! Get back NOW!’


‘The choggies can’t have moved in on our last position yet!’ Mal said.


‘What about the one before that?’ Dave saw Mal’s face freeze as he tried to remember whether he’d left the shotgun at the first or second place they’d stopped.


‘McCall, leave the fucking shotgun,’ Dave roared again. ‘Stay where you are and we’ll come for you.’


Jamie’s voice: ‘Strange movement in that line of trees. I think the Talis are firing from up in the branches.’


Dave turned to Mal. ‘Did you have it when we stopped the second time?’


Mal’s miserable expression was the only answer Dave needed.


Jamie let the gimpy do its work. A weapon fell from one tree but a body didn’t follow. The answering fire began to lessen.


Drowsiness, sickness and headaches were peeling away from them now. Dave’s head began to clear. Angus was fucking around in the stuff that had fucked them up in the first place. I’ll kill him . . . Then he realized the Taliban was likely to save him the trouble.


With a sinking heart, he knew the lost shotgun was going to jeopardize the whole operation. The only safe way to go back for it was with the help and cover of all three sections and EOD to check for booby traps before they touched it. He knew it never would have happened if Sol had been here.


3 Section had moved round and were firing along the treeline as well now.


‘1 Section, move forward,’ the boss told them. Finn set off at the front. All Dave’s instincts propelled him forward. But then those instincts were overridden by the knowledge that Angus was completely alone behind them and to leave him or the shotgun was unthinkable.


‘Hold firm!’ he said reluctantly.


‘Move forward,’ the boss said.


‘We’ve got a problem at the back.’


‘What problem?’


Mal’s face turned towards him, blanched despite the sun, his brown eyes sunken.


Dave sighed. ‘ECM not working.’


‘1 Section, hold firm,’ the boss instructed. Electronic Counter Measures was the only protection they had against walking into a remote-controlled mine, so no one was going to make them go forward without it.


They were still under sporadic fire, but Finn kept looking their way. Dave knew it wouldn’t take him long to notice Angus’s absence.


‘Did we leave Angry behind?’ Finn suddenly blurted into the mic.


‘No.’ Dave was still wondering what to do. If the rifle was at the corner of the field there was a chance Angus could get back with it alive. If it was still at their earlier position, then he would have to ask for support from the whole platoon.


‘Is everything OK there?’ the boss asked.


‘Just what is going on, Sergeant?’ Major Willingham’s tone was crisp and indignant. ‘Have you got a man down?’


‘No, sir.’


‘ECM problem,’ the boss said helpfully.


‘Well, hurry up.’ The major sounded irritable. And Dave knew him well enough to be sure that the gap between an irritable OC and an angry OC was very narrow.


The silence stretched. Dave thought he could hear Major Willingham breathing like an angry bull into his mic. Ahead of them the other platoons were engaged in some intense fighting. Even the newest recruit must feel himself pulled towards the action; they were pinned in a ditch by their own incompetence instead. Dave wished the enemy would open fire and give them an excuse to hold firm but of course the Taliban weren’t there when you needed them.


‘Look, what’s going on?’ the OC roared at last. ‘I want 1 Platoon to move forward. Surely you’ve sorted out your ECM problem by now!’


‘Er . . .’ The boss couldn’t conceal his nervousness. ‘How long will it be, Sergeant?’


‘Any moment now.’ Dave’s gaze was fixed on the cannabis field, his heart sinking.


‘Shit, Sarge,’ Mal said bleakly.


‘We’ll have to go back for him.’


Finn ran down the ditch towards them. Dave told him what had happened and watched as Finn’s eyes darkened.


‘The fucking idiot!’


Dave recognized the fury of his own first reaction. He knew that worry came next.


‘At least we’re not under fire now . . .’ Mal said.


‘Angry’s got everyone confused!’ Finn said. ‘Even the fucking flipflops.’


‘Or maybe they’ve moved,’ Dave said. ‘Either to reinforce the centre or into the field to look for him.’


In the silence that followed, Finn’s face rearranged itself, as Dave had known it would, into shock. Whatever happened, even if it meant botching today’s whole operation, they could not allow a man to fall into the hands of the enemy.


‘For fuck’s sake!’ the major exploded in Dave’s ear. ‘This is ridiculous. I need you forward. Now!’


To Dave’s relief, the Taliban machine guns kicked off.


‘Under intense fire,’ Boss Weeks reported quickly. He obviously knew that Dave had a bigger problem than an ECM gremlin. ‘We can’t move forward yet.’


‘If you’d moved when I told you to then you’d be there by now,’ the major yelled.


The tension on the net was palpable. Dave’s eyes were fixed on the field, but there was still no sign of Angry.


‘I’ll have to tell them what’s happened,’ Dave said. He felt hollow. He felt sick. This was a massive and embarrassing failure for his platoon. ‘Sir—’


‘Look!’ Mal shouted.


A puff of something that looked like smoke but must have been pollen was rising from the edge of the cannabis field. Angus had stepped out of it and was running towards them, still bent double. He was carrying his rifle and the shotgun. His presence drew a volley of fire which Jamie on one side and gunners from 2 and 3 Sections soon silenced.


‘Yes?’ the major said wearily. ‘What is it you’re trying to tell me, Sergeant? I have a feeling that you’re about to cock up today’s action.’


‘Not at all, sir,’ Dave said. ‘The ECM’s working now and we’re ready to move forward.’


‘Well thank Christ for that!’


When he reached them, Angus handed the shotgun across Dave to his mate.


‘Listen, Angry, thanks . . .’ Mal said weakly. ‘You shouldn’t have—’


‘You fucking shithead!’ Finn shouted.


‘No time for that here,’ Dave thundered. ‘I’ll deal with you two when we get back. Now just get on with the fucking job.’


The section made its way along the ditch towards the compound.
  

Chapter Twelve



DAVE DIALLED HOME ON THE SATELLITE PHONE. WHEN IT connected he listened to the ringing tone without hearing it. His head was ringing already from the bollocking he’d just given Riflemen McCall and Bilaal.


Mal shouldn’t have left the shotgun. But Dave knew he’d been overcome by the cannabis plants. For Chrissake, he’d fallen asleep himself.


But there was no such excuse for Angry McCall’s dash to save the shotgun. It was so insane that, deep inside, Dave couldn’t help admiring the lad’s bravery and commitment to a friend. Especially since that friend had recently been merciless in his criticism of Angry’s own mistakes.


Dave had threatened to send Angus home, threatened anything he could think of, and the huge lad had hung his head and bitten his lower lip in silence.


‘You said you were going to prove yourself,’ Dave reminded him. ‘And you will. But today you didn’t. I’m putting you on shit duties for a week.’


He was just about to dismiss the lad when McCall said: ‘Sarge?’


Dave waited, hands on hips.


‘Sarge, I did it because I thought it was what my dad would have done.’ He looked up briefly, then back at the ground.


Dave sighed. ‘You’ve got to learn to be your own man—’


The phone’s insistent ringing snapped him back into the present. It was going on too long. Jenny should be at home because Vicky would be in bed. So why wasn’t she answering? The ringing gave him a hollow feeling. Had there been an emergency? No, he would have been told.


This sound of the unanswered phone was a sound more empty than silence. He forgot Mal and Angry and with each ring his mind and heart were pulled a little closer to home. He was tugged back to England, to Wiltshire, to the camp, to his street, to his house and to Jenny, Vicky and their unborn baby. The journey made him tired and tense. He had reached that point in his absence when it was better not to think about them too much. And now he had gone all the way back for Jenny. And she wasn’t there.


Dave held the phone to his ear even though the ringing had stopped. He was standing behind the place where soldiers washed their socks in the CQMS’s green bowls, behind the showers, behind the civilian area. Nobody was washing now but he could see a few socks and shirts and pairs of underwear hanging limp and forgotten in the Afghan darkness. This was the most private place he could get a signal to ring Jenny. He’d wanted to tell her he loved her. He’d meant to explain that the reason he didn’t phone more was that he tried not to think about her too much. Because too many home thoughts could make life here unbearable. He’d wanted to say all that. But she wasn’t there.


Jenny had put Vicky to bed. She was so tired she’d gone to bed herself soon afterwards. At first the ringing phone was a ringing phone in her dreams, reinforcing her sleep instead of disturbing it.


Finally she was jolted awake. Her heart pounded. The telephone. And it must be the middle of the night. A night sound more ominous than silence. Maybe it was bad news. She tried to roll over to reach the receiver but she did not like to roll onto her pregnant belly. She had to shuffle to the edge of the bed instead.


Just as she grabbed the receiver, the ringing stopped.


‘Dave?’ she said. Even though she knew he’d gone. ‘Dave?’


She heard her own voice in the empty room, talking to no one. She closed her eyes and turned on the light and when she opened her eyes the bedroom filled up the dark with familiar things. Which didn’t mean it wasn’t still dark really. One switch of the light and it would be there again.


She dialled 1471. We do not have the caller’s number. It had certainly been Dave. She’d missed his call. She felt an acute sense of loss. She’d missed his call. She started to cry. She’d missed his call. God knows when he might get his hands on the satellite phone to ring again. There were times when he barely rang once in ten days and now she’d missed his call.


And it would have been a close, intimate, night-time call when they might have said the things they were supposed to say, instead of the breezy daytime calls interspersed by shouting and chuckling from Vicky. She would have been able to tell him how she wanted him, no, needed him, to leave the army.


She felt the heat of her tears as they ran down her face and onto the pillow.


She hoped he’d call again. She lay awake, waiting. It seemed to her now that she’d spent the whole of her married life waiting for the phone and the reassuring sound of Dave’s voice. It also seemed to her that the other wives received more calls when the lads were away than she did. Leanne often got two calls in a week. So did Adi. At this thought, her tears flowed faster.


Try again, Dave! she thought, and she thought it so hard that maybe he would read her mind from the other side of the world.
  

Chapter Thirteen



DAVE DECIDED TO TRY AGAIN, JUST IN CASE JEN HAD BEEN SLOW picking up. But a voice interrupted him.


‘Er, Sarge . . . you finished, then? It’s just . . . it’s my bird’s birthday and . . .’


You were never alone in an FOB. There was no privacy anywhere. He saw Rifleman Broom from 2 Section hovering awkwardly at the edge of the light.


‘Here you are, mate.’ Dave handed over the phone.


He strode back to the tent he shared with the sergeant major and the other platoon sergeants.


Sitting on his cot he joined in the talk about the day’s success. By the time the company had left the area all resistance had been silenced and Major Willingham was confident that they’d foiled any Taliban hopes of taking the river crossing. And they’d done it without air support.


‘So we won it for a day,’ Dave said. ‘How do we know they won’t be back tomorrow?’


The others shrugged. It was a question most of them preferred not to ask.


‘What was all that crap on the radio when you couldn’t move forward?’ asked Sergeant Barnes of 3 Platoon.


Dave groaned and told them how Angus had gone back for Mal’s shotgun.


‘I take it you’ve bollocked them both,’ Sergeant Somers of 2 Platoon said.


‘Yep.’


‘Why the hell did he do it?’


‘He screwed up on a foot patrol early on and he’s been trying to make up for it ever since. But that’s not the reason he gave me.’


‘What reason did he give, then?’


‘He said it’s what his dad would have done.’


Everyone groaned. There was no one in the company who hadn’t heard Angus McCall talking about his war hero father.


‘Actually,’ CSM Kila said, ‘I don’t blame McCall.’


All faces turned to him.


‘He was wrong, of course, and you had to bollock him. But all he did was use Taliban tactics against the Taliban. Unlike us, the choggies don’t move around in fucking great platoons with enough hardware to sink a ship. They don’t have men out there carrying eighty pounds of equipment. They run around in their sandals with a rifle slung over one shoulder and maybe a mobile phone, and one of them can halt seventy-five British soldiers just by planting a booby trap in the right place.’


Some agreed they could fight better in smaller, lighter units, like the Taliban. Others preferred the safety of a large company.


‘But,’ Iain Kila said, ‘the real difference between the way we fight and the way the Taliban fight is down to RoE.’


Everyone looked at Dave.


Kila said: ‘They aren’t going to let you get away with that bloke in the ditch.’


Dave had been questioned twice about the man Mal had shot.


‘That pretty monkey is still insisting to the OC that you ordered Bilaal to kill a wounded man. She wants you investigated,’ Kila warned.


Dave looked around the tent. ‘Would anyone here have casevaced out a bloke you’d shot and were body-searching for dead? If he was barely showing signs of life? And if carrying him back to the convoy would put your own men’s lives at risk? Would anyone here really have done that?’


Everyone shook their head except Sergeant Somers. The ensuing discussion was lively. Dave had meant to get back to the satellite phone and give Jenny one last try but when the talk at last petered out he fell asleep instead.
  

Chapter Fourteen



SERGEANT JEAN PATTERSON OF THE ROYAL MILITARY POLICE SHARED a room with Asma at the base. As soon as they had met each other they had both known it would be one of those friendships that would long outlast their time at Sin City. Today they were interpreting at a shura requested by local tribal elders.


‘We’re working with that blond platoon commander,’ Jean said in her soft Scottish lilt as they approached the convoy that was going to take them into the town. ‘And he can’t keep his eyes off you.’


‘Which one? They’re all blond.’


‘The one whose men need to pay a bit more attention to the RoE.’


‘Oh, whatsisname who’s learning Pashtu. You nearly made him cry the other night when you were going on about that bloke in the ditch.’


Jean grinned. ‘His name’s Gordon Weeks. And he wouldn’t turn down a few Pashtu lessons from you in private.’


‘I don’t teach Pashtu,’ Asma said. ‘And especially not to him. He’s the geezer who was moaning about the way we interrogated the detainees and he really pissed me off.’


They arrived at the convoy of waiting vehicles and were met by a smiling Gordon Weeks.


‘As salaam alai kum,’ he said enthusiastically.


‘Morning!’ said Jean, her voice friendly. Asma did not dignify his Pashtu with a reply.


They climbed on board the Vector. The Officer Commanding appeared with a Royal Engineer and the civilian oilman, Martyn Robertson.


When everyone was ready, the boss gave the signal and the convoy set off.


‘Now remember,’ Major Willingham said as they rumbled through the desert. ‘The tribesmen have invited us to this meeting and that is a very good sign. They want to hear exactly what you’re doing, Martyn, and you need to impress on them the benefits your work can bring to the area. But don’t let’s miss a chance for information-gathering.’ He glanced at Asma. ‘Any intelligence will be very welcome. Especially if they can help us pinpoint the exact location of that Taliban compound.’


The headman’s house was extensive. The entire complex, house and yard, was bounded by high, thick walls. Shady trees were visible over the top. It was a tantalizing sight from the hot, dusty world outside.


‘OK, dismount,’ Dave said. His soldiers positioned themselves around the walls.


Only one armed soldier was going into the meeting. Dave had chosen Jamie. He was to adopt an alert but non-threatening stance near the door.


Major Willingham and his team got out of the wagon. The boss held the door open for the two women. Dave didn’t miss the officer’s glance at the attractive girl from the Intelligence Corps, or the way she swept past him without looking at him or thanking him. Jamie followed the group closely.


Inside, Jean and Asma sat down on the carpet. As usual, just being here felt wrong. They knew that, for the Afghans in the room, their role in the men’s discussions was barely tolerable. Women where they shouldn’t be. Women negotiating with men. Women in trousers.


Asma lowered her eyes as she sat down and hid her legs. She had grown up hating burqas and all they stood for. Symbols of Islamic oppression. But whenever she sat on a carpet in her combat gear with the smell of sweet tea wafting around her, all she wanted was a burqa. She suspected covering yourself from head to toe in shapeless folds and creases gave you a kind of escape, even a kind of protection – not just from men, but from yourself.


Boss Weeks sat down next to her.


‘As salaam alai kum,’ he said to their hosts. Asma raised her eyebrows, Major Willingham stared at him, but the Afghans smiled and responded with a similar greeting.


‘Been learning the lingo, eh? Well at least they understood you.’ Martyn Robertson lowered himself creakily on Asma’s other side. ‘Had a guy called Boyle in the last company who kept trying to speak the lingo and the locals never understood a word he said!’


The head tribesman went through the usual welcome procedures but Asma felt he chose his words with unusual grace and sensitivity. As Jean translated Asma could not resist murmuring to the boss: ‘The way this man’s talking: he’s a cut above a lot of the others we meet.’


The man introduced his two sons, who also sat cross-legged on the carpet. There were other, older men alongside them who weren’t introduced. Standing at the edges of the room, leaning silently against the rugs that hung on the walls, were more men, most of them young, some still boys. And by the doors stood a tall rifleman. He balanced his weight evenly on both feet. From time to time Jean glanced at him. She never once saw him move.


Asma took over the interpretation. Major Willingham made a short speech which sounded as though he had learned it off by heart. He said that NATO was committed to supporting the democratically elected government of Afghanistan, and that the Afghan people should decide their own future and not let the Taliban tell them what to do. The Taliban were using and attacking civilians while Britain was committed to helping the Afghans create a stable, peaceful country which was true to its Islamic principles. Britain would fight extremism and do everything possible to help Afghanistan’s reconstruction and development.


Asma had translated similar speeches often before. This time, however, she found herself embellishing it a little. Afghanistan was a great country, she added, and it was time for such a country to take its rightful place on the world stage, something it could never do if the Taliban was in control. She glanced at Jean as she spoke. Jean raised an eyebrow. Asma wanted to giggle, until she saw the effect of her words on the Afghans present and knew she had said the right thing.


The elder son started to speak, thanking Major Willingham for his generous and noble words. Jean translated this with precision and the officer, who had no idea of Asma’s embroidery, looked startled.


The son now turned to Martyn.


‘I understand that you are in our area to look for precious oil and gas reserves. Please tell us more about this.’


Martyn grinned. His brown face was as wrinkled as the rock formations that fascinated him.


‘Well, we’ve found something interesting. I’m sure there are reserves here, but that isn’t enough. It has to be possible to extract the oil.’


‘And what would that mean for our area?’


‘A natural resource always means one thing: greater wealth and jobs.’ Martyn glanced at Major Willingham.


‘And that would lead to greater stability,’ the OC added.


‘If drilling starts here – and it would only start with the full agreement of the Afghan people – then my company would certainly be making a substantial investment in this area,’ Martyn said.


The elder son smiled politely. ‘I have spent time in Saudi Arabia.’


Jean saw both the major and Boss Weeks lean forward with interest. She knew what they were thinking. How had this son of a tribesman travelled so far if not with the support of some outside group?


The son continued. ‘Are you suggesting we might have oil reserves like theirs?’


Martyn laughed. ‘I can’t promise to turn Helmand Province into Saudi. But there could be enough oil to make a difference around here. Where there’s oil and gas, roads follow and better housing, better sanitation, improved health care . . . all the things you and your government want.’


‘When did you visit Saudi?’ Boss Weeks asked.


Asma could tell he badly wanted to know the answer but was trying not to sound too keen. She added a note of polite restraint as she translated the question.


‘I studied at university there before returning to my homeland. With my qualifications I could have stayed in Saudi Arabia or travelled anywhere in the world, but I wanted to come back to my home and work for the good of my people.’


Asma looked hard at Boss Weeks, willing him to make an appropriately cordial response.


He said lamely: ‘That was jolly good of you.’


‘Your action shows great commitment and love for your people and they must surely benefit greatly,’ she said. The son looked pleased. Jean nodded her approval. The two women often despaired at the diplomatic incompetence of the officers.


They discussed the needs of the village and what the British Army could realistically supply. They talked about electrical generators and wells and walls around the school yard. Two old men in spotless robes brought everyone more tea. They offered a plate of round, flat savoury bread. Asma took a piece. The very smell of it, the way it sat in her hand, reminded her of her mother’s kitchen.


The elder son took this opportunity to speak directly to Asma. He had piercing blue eyes and sharp features. The younger son looked plumper-faced and spoilt.


‘May I ask how you, a woman of fine Afghan features and good Pashtun breeding, came to speak both our language and English so perfectly?’


Asma looked down at the carpet, studying its tiny loops and intricate colours. She knew it could take a woman a year or more to make a carpet like this.


‘My family left Afghanistan when I was young,’ she said. ‘And of course we spoke Pashtu at home. I spoke English at school.’


She thought of that home. A grey flat made of grey concrete in a grey block under grey skies. Did it ever stop raining over their patch of east London? Was it ever anything but grey?


Impulsively she told him: ‘Now I have returned to Afghanistan I do not understand why my father took us away.’


He looked pleased by this.


‘Where is your tribal homeland?’ he asked. But Asma knew better than to answer this question. Tribal complications ran deep and vengeance and anger could leap across generations and geography. They could even cross this boiling plain and somehow arrive in a wet, grey concrete flat in London.


‘I should not come to your house and talk about myself,’ she said shyly, ‘when there is so much to discuss about the future of this area.’


The man nodded. ‘Nevertheless, your position is an interesting one. Do you see yourself as Afghan? As English? As Pashtun?’


‘What’s he saying?’ Boss Weeks asked.


‘He’s talking about the school wall,’ she lied. To the tribesman she said: ‘Allah chose to offer my family refuge in Britain during difficult times and for that I thank Allah and Britain.’


It was a reply she had prepared long ago for any Pashtun who asked her that difficult question. But none had before now.


‘And do you really believe,’ the son pursued, ‘that by working for the British Army you are working in the best interests of the Pashtun people? There is a lot of work to be done here but an army which comes to fight can’t do that work. Or is it that after living so long in England you don’t care about the Pashtun people?’


His words were confrontational but his tone was gentle.


Her cheeks began to burn.


‘What did he say?’ Boss Weeks was getting more impatient.


At last she said: ‘He asked if the British Army would really be prepared to build a wall around the school.’


‘He seems to be speaking to you about this wall with some intensity . . .’


She shrugged.


They debated the likelihood of a mortar attack on the school and whether a wall would really help prevent this. They learned that only a few weeks ago women and girls had been killed at a village school not far away.


‘I hope it was rebuilt,’ the engineer said. ‘In the UK we support the education of women.’


Asma thought of her own education in east London. That had been grey too. She had gone to the same grey, concrete place as hundreds of other teenagers in grey uniforms and the last thing on anybody’s mind had been their education. The idea that women and girls might die for the right to this education would have seemed amazing there.


Jean and Major Willingham were now locked in a discussion with the head tribesman which brought all other conversation around the carpet to a halt.


‘What’s he saying?’ Weeks hissed.


‘They’re discussing the Taliban,’ Asma said.


The tribesman said they had heard about a training base near the Helmand River. He named an area. Asma recognized the name at once from her interrogation of the two detainees.


‘In fact,’ said the tribesman, ‘we have reason to believe that our brothers in this area are sheltering many fighters. And we must remember that our brothers may not have been given a choice.’


‘And the focus of this activity? Exactly where is it?’ the major demanded.


Jean translated this as: ‘Some indication of the exact location would be extremely interesting and helpful to our understanding of this situation, if you would be kind enough to share this information.’


The tribesman looked at his elder son.


‘Asad?’


Asad said he wasn’t sure exactly which compound it was. He once again named the area.


‘Could you be more precise?’ Major Willingham urged.


But Asad shook his head.


‘We would very much like to welcome you here again. By then we will perhaps have found the answer for you.’


Asma had a feeling that he wanted to discuss with his family whether to disclose the compound’s location, but the OC looked pleased enough.


‘That would be extremely helpful.’


Asma translated: ‘We thank you for your generosity and understand that you have the interests of Afghanistan and its future and those of the Pashtun people at heart.’


The tribesmen smiled and the meeting ended amicably. It seemed to Asma that the good-looking soldier, in his position by the door, had remained motionless throughout. She saw him, very quietly and unobtrusively, radio the men outside. She watched Jean grin at him as she passed and his face broke into a smile in return.


When they emerged into the sunlight the Vectors were waiting. Soldiers appeared as though they had materialized from cracks in the dry walls and climbed aboard.


‘No doubt about it. Someone fancies you,’ Jean muttered to Asma.


‘He’s got really amazing eyes. They’re so blue I had to keep looking at the carpet in case they burned a hole in me.’


Jean gave her a sideways glance. ‘His eyes look an ordinary sort of grey to me.’


Asma looked confused.


‘I’m not talking about that tribesman, for heaven’s sake,’ Jean said.


Asma blinked.


‘Duh. I mean Second Lieutenant Weeks. He just couldn’t stop staring at you. And when you were chatting away to Ol’ Blue Eyes he was getting really agitated.’


‘Don’t talk daft!’


‘I swear it.’


‘What about you then? You kept looking at someone all through the meeting.’


‘Did I? Who?’


‘That soldier over by the door.’


Jean giggled.


‘And you gave him a sexy smile on the way out. And you were looking at him in the cookhouse the other night, too.’


‘Well . . . he’s nice to look at . . .’


‘Are you blushing? I reckon you are!’


‘I reckon I might be too . . .’


They did their best to look serious again when the officers climbed in beside them.


‘Well,’ Major Willingham said as the Vectors set off through the dust. ‘Do we trust them? Or are they just trying to use the British Army to fight some local feud against whoever lives in that compound?’


The engineer pulled a face.


‘Whatever their motive, it’s not greed. They’re not asking for the earth, just a school wall.’


‘But that elder son. He’s educated. He’s spent a few years in Saudi; he could so easily have come under the influence of . . .’


Boss Weeks nodded: ‘I think his history’s highly suspicious. I found that man highly suspicious. I mean, possibly dangerous.’ Then he coloured and added: ‘Although of course I’m not used to dealing with these people.’


‘Well let’s ask someone who is,’ the major said. ‘What did our interpreters make of them?’


Jean said: ‘If Asad was Saudi-educated he will have come back with new ideas. That may be good, because he can handle concepts like oil exploration. And it may be bad.’


‘There’s a danger,’ Asma continued, ‘that he’ll have come back wahabi – that is, with no respect for the old tribal customs. If you’re wahabi then you regard a lot of the local practices as no more than superstition. So when Arab fighters, and other insurgents, get here and stamp all over the local traditions and run amok with their weapons, he might think that’s cool. Or he might think he’s promoting Pashtun interests.’


‘Very interesting,’ Major Willingham said. ‘I saw you having a conversation with the son. How dangerous do you think he is?’


Jean watched her carefully. They all waited for Asma’s answer.


‘Well,’ she said at last, ‘my instinct is quite strong on this one. I think we should trust this family.’
  

Chapter Fifteen



‘YOU’VE GOT SOME CALLS TO MAKE.’


Dave had been summoned over to the ops room. Jenny . . . His stomach lurched. Something’s happened to her.


‘Is it my wife, sir?’


‘No, nothing like that. It’s about the two men you lost. Rifleman Jordan is doing well in Selly Oak but he’s made repeated requests to talk to you about the incident. And Rifleman Buckle . . .’


‘Yes?’ Was the 2 i/c preparing him for bad news? His enquiries about Steve had always met with the same noncommittal response. Now Dave felt his heart thump.


The 2 i/c said: ‘Rifleman Buckle would also like a word with you.’


‘So he’s well enough to talk now!’ Dave’s heart was still pumping hard but it was feeding relief to all the tiny, faraway capillaries that had drained as he braced himself for the worst.


He was handed the phone and, after being passed along a chain of medical personnel, he heard a voice he recognized.


‘Dave, is that you, mate?’


The voice was airless, as though its owner was wearing too tight a uniform. But it was unmistakably Steve Buckle.


‘Good to hear you, mate! I’ve been asking to speak to you every day but they wouldn’t let me.’


‘Not fucking surprised,’ Steve said. ‘They didn’t want your language upsetting me, you old heap of shit.’


Dave laughed not because it was funny but because no dying man could speak that way and it meant Steve was going to live. Beneath his laugh, though, he felt uneasy. He’d been mates with Steve, but, even as a mate, Steve had never called his platoon sergeant a heap of shit.


‘How are you?’ Dave asked.


‘Terrible.’


‘All over?’


‘All over, mate. Broken a bunch of ribs and an arm and I’ve got a shitload of bruising and I’m every colour of the rainbow.’


‘Is that all?’


‘Isn’t that enough?’


Dave proceeded cautiously. ‘You’ve been lying there a long time for a bloke who’s only got bruising.’


‘Bit of shrapnel in the arm, broken rib . . . let’s see, was there something else?’


Dave felt his lungs tighten, then his gut.


‘How’s the leg?’ he asked.


‘My legs are all right, mate.’


‘Does your head hurt?’


‘Yep.’


So that was why no one had been allowed to speak to Steve.


‘Only because I need a beer,’ Steve added. ‘What sort of country is this, where no one can drink a beer?’


‘Well, what country is it?’ Dave asked. ‘Go on, you tell me.’


‘Can’t remember the name . . .’


‘Can you think straight?’


‘Since when could I think straight?’


‘Do you remember anything about the accident?’


‘The last thing I remember we had our stuff ready and we were getting in the Vector to go somewhere . . .’


Steve’s voice petered out.


‘Who was in the Vector with you?’


‘Everyone!’


‘Name them if you can, Steve. Go on. Name all the lads in 1 Section.’


Dave hoped his questions weren’t causing Steve anguish but he had to know. He had to know if the IED had blown away a piece of Steve Buckle’s mind.


‘Well. There’s you . . .’


‘I’m not in 1 Section, am I?’


‘Aren’t you?’


‘Not really. What do I do?’


‘Ummm . . . who am I talking to?’


Oh shit.


‘I’m Dave. Your sergeant. So you’d better look sharpish.’


‘Oh, yeah. Dave. Yeah.’


‘Now tell me what’s wrong with you apart from shrapnel in your arm and bruising.’


‘Um . . . I keep falling asleep.’


‘That’s the morphine.’


‘I’m falling asleep now. The doc’s here, want to speak to him?’


‘Yeah, all right, Steve. Listen, you need a lot of rest so just relax. That’s an order. Have you spoken to Leanne yet?’


But Steve wasn’t there any more.


Dave was aware that people in the ops room had been listening to him. Major Willingham was at a desk nearby and so was the 2 i/c. The OC’s laptop blinked and people seemed to be on the radio or working on documents or shuffling papers around but it was all a pretence. The note of alarm he could not edit from his voice had somehow placed the ops room on alert.


He avoided everyone’s eye. A new, crisp voice crackled on the phone now.


‘Rob Webb speaking. I’m the doctor monitoring Rifleman Buckle.’


‘Dave Henley, Buckle’s platoon sergeant. So is it the morphine or has he got head injuries?’


‘Probably still traumatized. It’s hard for us to do detailed assessments here: we just have to get him well enough to ship him off to England, but we’ve had a bit of trouble stabilizing him.’


‘He started off sounding like Steve . . . and then I realized he wasn’t really there.’


‘Sometimes he is. For brief periods. That’s why we’re still hoping his head injuries won’t cause a long-term problem.’


‘Does he actually know he’s lost a leg?’


The doctor’s reply, when it came, was careful. ‘Well, he has been told.’


‘Has he taken it in?’


‘His nervous system’s telling him it’s still there and it hurts a lot. He’s chosen not to look.’


‘Christ . . . Has he spoken to his wife?’


‘Actually, that’s what I wanted to ask you. Now you’ve talked to him, what do you think?’


‘Well . . .’ Dave said. ‘I know Leanne’s desperate to be in touch. But if she hears him like that then it could make things worse. Has he asked to phone her?’


‘He hasn’t remembered he’s married yet. But he remembered you were his sergeant.’


‘Christ.’


‘That’s soldiers for you. He asked to speak to you by name. I heard him forget who you were towards the end of the conversation, but he certainly knew at the beginning.’


‘I don’t reckon he should speak to Leanne.’


‘He’s good for thirty seconds, maybe.’


‘But he’s not going to say any of the things Leanne will want to hear.’ When do any of us say the things they want to hear?


‘OK, maybe we’ll wait a bit longer.’


‘I’ll tell her we’ve spoken but morphine got in the way. How’s his leg?’


The doctor paused again.


‘Well . . . it’s a bad injury and we’re still fighting to keep things under control. And if this call had taken place earlier in the day he’d have been a lot more lucid.’


When the call ended Dave sat staring into space. People were looking at him, waiting for him to say something, but he surrounded himself instead with a ring of silence.


‘Do I conclude,’ asked the OC eventually, ‘that Rifleman Buckle isn’t doing so well?’


Dave remembered how Steve Buckle was one of the quickest, funniest lads in the platoon. Just when Billy Finn thought he’d had the last word, Steve would always come back with a killer punch line.


‘He’s making a physical recovery. It’s just he doesn’t sound much like the Steve I used to know,’ Dave said quietly.


‘Early days,’ the major said.


Dave’s call to Jordan Nelson was a picnic by comparison. The machine-gunner could remember almost everything up until the moment of the blast.


‘Did you see me, Sarge? Did you watch me flying?’


‘Poetry in motion, mate,’ Dave assured him.


‘I haven’t looked in the mirror yet. I expect I look like Tutan-fucking-khamun. And they won’t take the bandages off for weeks.’


He paused. ‘How’s Steve?’


‘Stable,’ Dave heard himself saying.


The constant use of this word since Steve’s accident had pissed him off big-time, but now he understood. You could take refuge in the sheer dependability of a word like stable. Without really thinking what it might mean.
  

Chapter Sixteen



VICKY WENT TO NURSERY FOR TWO HOURS ON A WEDNESDAY AND Jenny had a list as long as her arm of things to do in that two hours. But she had no sooner got home in the empty car and begun to tackle her chores than the doorbell rang.


She sighed. It might be Leanne, armed with a twin on each side, saying she needed to talk. She had to talk to someone, poor love, since they still hadn’t let her talk to Steve.


But it was Agnieszka. Luke was in his pushchair throwing his arms up and down in that strange way of his and Agnieszka stood there, white-faced, tight-jeaned, barely smiling. Jenny felt resentful until she reminded herself that, in the superstore, she had actually invited her.


‘Come in!’ she said. ‘And just don’t look at the mess.’


‘I don’t see any mess,’ said Agnieszka. Although there was plenty.


Agnieszka left the buggy on the doorstep and carried Luke into the house. She sat stiffly, holding Luke, while Jenny made coffee. She didn’t want any herself. The very smell of it revolted her at this stage of her pregnancy.


‘We’ve got some baby toys Luke might like to play with . . .’


Jenny dragged herself upstairs to the box under Vicky’s bed. She selected so many toys that she could not see the steps properly when she came back down and three from the bottom she tripped. She lurched forward, losing her balance, pulled by gravity and her own unaccustomed bodyweight towards the floor. She saved herself by grabbing the banister just in time. The toys thudded down the stairs as she swung there. She felt so much like a big baboon that she wanted to cry and laugh at the same time.


Carefully she disengaged herself from the rail and her feet found the ground. She picked up the toys and went back into the living room where Agnieszka was drinking her coffee. Luke did not need the baby toys. He was lying on the sofa across his mother, falling asleep.


‘Have you heard from Jamie?’ Jenny asked brightly as she sat down.


‘He try to phone every day.’ Agnieszka could have no idea of the minefield she was crossing.


‘Every day!’ Jenny attempted to keep her voice even. Her heart was still thumping from her near-fall on the stairs; Agnieszka’s words made it beat harder still. ‘How does he manage to call so often?’


‘He not always manage. Sometimes three whole days without one word. But he buy other men’s minutes.’


The thought that Dave might sell his minutes so that other men could call their wives made Jenny feel as though her body was made up of thin tubes, all of them hollow. Then, just as quickly as they had hollowed, the tubes filled with anger. But she remembered that, as sergeant, Dave would not be playing the system. Her anger abated. He would not sell his minutes. Although her Dave would certainly give them away to a man in need. She felt another surge of anger. He would give them away, forgetting that his own wife had needs too.


‘That your father?’ Agnieszka, pinned to the sofa by the sleeping Luke, gestured to a picture.


Jenny put aside her thoughts of phone minutes and heaved herself up to fetch it from the shelf. She grabbed a wedding picture too.


‘Yep, this is my dad.’ She handed the first frame to Agnieszka. ‘He died when I was ten. This is the only good photo I have of him.’


Agnieszka studied the picture carefully. ‘Where live your mother?’


‘My mum lives in south London, about a mile from Dave’s mum. Isn’t that strange? They’ve become mates since we introduced them. Although Dave and I grew up in the same area we didn’t know each other then. And we went to different schools.’


‘So how you meet?’


‘Windsurfing.’ Jenny laughed. ‘I moved down to the south coast with a boyfriend and when we split up I stayed there because I was enjoying the windsurfing so much and I had quite a nice job. And one day Dave showed up. We met wearing wetsuits! Then we arranged to meet with our clothes on and we didn’t recognize each other. But one thing led to another . . .’ She held out the wedding photo.


Agnieszka took it. ‘You look beautiful.’


Jenny smiled. She knew she did look good in that picture. Tall, slim, her hair swept back and her makeup perfect but, most of all, she looked genuinely full of joy. And Dave wasn’t one of those awkward grooms. He looked like a man who had found the right woman and knew it.


‘You marry in London?’


‘No, here.’


‘Dave already in army when you meet?’


Jenny was still smiling. It was good to remember those times. The first tentative dates, the feeling that she had met someone really special, then the knowledge that he was not just special but significant for her and finally the understanding that she wanted him to stay significant for ever. There had only ever been one problem. The bloody army.


Her smile faded.


‘Yeah. It was the only thing I didn’t like about him.’


Except that all the things which made him a good sergeant also happened to make him an attractive man. He was tough and fair, compassionate without being soft, reliably strong and a man who could take responsibility. Jenny loved him for all those things. So did the army.


‘Why you not like army?’ asked Agnieszka. ‘Lots of men looking for work but our boys got safe jobs.’


‘Safe?’ Jenny gave an empty smile. ‘Safe? Try telling Leanne that.’


‘Yeah, yeah, but you know what I mean. We got somewhere to live, we got our house.’


Jenny glanced around her. Actually, there were days when she hated the small, nondescript box with its magnolia walls. She occasionally had inspired ideas about turning it into something more. But she was always defeated by the cost or the practicalities or the endless regulations.


‘If you just see some apartments in Poland . . .’ Agnieszka said quietly. ‘If you just see some places where people live and think they very lucky. Then maybe you understand this not such a bad place.’


Jenny felt ashamed. Agnieszka, of course, was right. If you compared it to a lot of other homes in the world, or in the UK, then of course army housing was good. Only when you compared it to your friends’ houses did you feel despair at the mould, the flooding, the malfunctioning drains, the insipid design and the sameness of it all.


She asked Agnieszka about herself and how she had met Jamie and Agnieszka told her Jamie had been a university student working in a hotel during the vacation and she had been a barmaid at the same hotel. She had done nothing to dissuade Jamie from walking out on his education and joining the army: she could see it was what he really wanted. But his parents had associated her arrival in his life with his decision to leave university. They had tried desperately to persuade him to wait until he had a degree so that at least he could go to Sandhurst. But Jamie had not wanted to be an officer.


‘So they blamed you?’


‘Yes, they blame me. They live in big house. They invite us for weekend and make me sleep in another room from Jamie. They say: Agnieszka, try to make him change his mind! And I say: Mr, Mrs Dermott, his mind made and Jamie very stubborn. After this they don’t like me. Not before wedding, not at wedding, not after wedding.’


‘They must love Luke . . .’


Agnieszka shook her head.


‘Luke disappoint them very much.’


They both looked at Luke. There was a sweetness about him which Jenny loved but something was not right, you could see it even as he slept. The shape of his head or the way it lay at such a strange angle, as though he was trying to escape from himself.


‘What does the doctor say?’


Agnieszka’s face had closed itself into a discontented pout as she talked about her in-laws. As she talked about Luke’s doctors, the pout didn’t disappear.


‘Tests, tests, more tests and then they say it too early to tell.’


‘I’m sorry,’ Jenny said gently. ‘It’ll be easier for you when you have a diagnosis. When you know what’s wrong, you’ll know what to do.’


She felt her own baby kicking and longed for the day she could cradle him in her arms and know he was safe and well. She held her bump with the same tenderness with which she would soon be holding the baby.


‘I just want to know!’ said Agnieszka and there were tears in her voice.


Jenny felt her own throat constrict. How often, she thought, does Agnieszka cry alone? How often do we all? She remembered the sight of Agnieszka, alone, in the café. In a sudden rush of affection, Jenny said: ‘Listen, next time you feel like a cup of tea at the superstore, tell me and I’ll come with you.’


Agnieszka’s face lit up. ‘Thank you.’


And then Jenny remembered that Agnieszka hadn’t, in fact, been alone. She’d been with a man. A thought crossed her mind. It was fleeting but it left a small bruise behind. Had Agnieszka come today for some sort of reassurance that Jenny hadn’t seen the man: was it this reassurance which had triggered that radiant smile?


Luke was waking up now.


He opened his eyes and looked around and in an instant stepped from sleep’s quiet bliss into an outpouring of misery. His mouth opened so wide it seemed to be swallowing up his face. He could barely breathe he was yelling so hard. The room was filled with his roar. His arms and legs waved.


Agnieszka had placed the photos on the arm of the sofa. Jenny tried but failed to leap up in time to rescue them from Luke’s flailing hands. By the time she had lumbered over, it was too late. They fell to the floor, smashing against each other. Jenny’s father’s smile was jammed against his daughter’s wedding. Splinters of glass lay across the carpet. One frame was dented.


As Jenny bent to rescue the pictures, she saw that her father’s forehead had been cut. She stared at the gash, half expecting it to bleed.


It was impossible to say or do anything while the storm went on. She looked at Agnieszka, sitting passive and expressionless in the face of Luke’s fury, waiting for it to end. How could a mother watch so silently and do nothing to calm him? Jenny told herself that Agnieszka had probably tried many times. But still she had to resist the urge to pick up the baby herself.


Agnieszka saw the broken pictures but made no attempt to apologize. She seemed unmoved by the damage to the only picture of Jenny’s father.


Jenny looked anxiously at the clock.


‘I have to pick Vicky up from nursery!’ she called over the noise. ‘Do you want to stay here?’


Agnieszka was rooted to the spot while Luke screamed. She said she’d leave when she could. She’d pull the door shut behind her.


‘Mind the glass on the floor!’ Jenny left Agnieszka on the sofa with the roaring baby, a small pile of glass splinters at her side, the broken photos on the sideboard. She tried not to think of all the things she had promised herself she’d do this morning.


When she returned from the nursery, Agnieszka and Luke had gone.


Vicky was being difficult because she was hungry. Jenny normally had her lunch ready when she got home but today, instead, there had been Agnieszka. She turned on the TV for the little girl and tried to make her promise not to go near the splintered glass. But, when she put her head around the door, Vicky was dancing on the carpet barefoot. Jenny began to pick up the glass by hand and then by vacuum and while she did so Vicky’s lunch burned dry.


As the smell of charred beef burger leaked into the living room, Jenny rushed back to the kitchen leaving the vacuum on to keep Vicky, who was frightened of it, away from the glass.


She threw the lunch in the bin and was starting again, the noise of the TV competing with the vacuum in the living room, when the phone rang. Her first instinct was to let it ring. But it might be Dave. She picked it up.


‘Hello . . .’ His voice was far, far away.


She wanted to cry.


‘Dave!’


‘Are you OK?’ He sounded so distant.


‘Look, talk to Vicky for a minute,’ she said. ‘Her lunch just burned and there’s glass all over the floor. Talk to Vicks while I sort it out.’


She heard his silence echoing back at her. In that silence was the space between England and Afghanistan. Seas and landmasses. Plains and mountains.


‘Oh!’ she said, dismayed.


‘Vicky?’


‘No. No, this is still Jenny. Saying I miss you. And I wish you rang more often and didn’t give other men your phone minutes. And I wish you rang me in the night when it’s quiet and we can talk properly.’


‘I don’t give other men my fucking minutes,’ he said. ‘And when I ring you in the night you don’t fucking answer.’


‘You’re not talking to one of your men now,’ she snapped. ‘Can’t you stop being a sergeant and start being a husband for just a few minutes a week?’


Suddenly the line became clearer and she heard his sigh. Was it resignation? Or regret that he had called at all?


‘Oh, Christ,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry. Dave, I’m sorry. I don’t want this kind of phone call. I was with Leanne most of yesterday and so the house is a tip and then Agnieszka came round this morning the minute I’d dropped Vicks off at nursery so I didn’t get anything done. And Luke smashed the photos from the living room and the one of Dad got cut and Vicks is hungry but there’s glass all over the floor and I burned her dinner and . . . and I know you don’t want to hear all this. You don’t have to sound patient with me because I know how boring it all is compared with killing the Taliban. And I know you’re wishing you hadn’t made this call. I know the reason you hardly ever ring is that, when you do, all you hear is this stuff . . .’ She glanced at Vicky and closed the kitchen door, dropping her voice. ‘You don’t have to say it because I already fucking know, Dave.’


Dave said: ‘Jen, I do love you.’


‘What?’


‘Nothing.’


‘What did you say?’


She had heard. She just needed to hear it again.


‘Jen, I love you. I don’t give other men my minutes. The reason I don’t phone you more often is that I try not to think about you because when I do I want you and miss you. OK? Do you know that too?’


She started to cry.


‘How are you feeling?’


‘A bit uptight.’ She sniffed.


‘You don’t say!’


‘Like when air support comes along and drops a bomb on something but it doesn’t actually go off? But you’re all sitting in your trucks thinking it might any minute?’


‘Oh, like that. Yeah, that’s uptight. How’s the baby?’


‘Kicking a lot. And I’m enormous and no one can believe I’ve still got so long to go.’


‘So did Agnieszka come round just so Luke could smash our photos?’


‘She came round to make sure I hadn’t seen her with some bloke at the superstore. But I had.’


‘What bloke?’


‘I don’t know who he is. She was having a coffee with him and she didn’t want me to see.’


‘You’re not saying she’s messing about with someone?’


‘I don’t know. I might just be thinking that sort of thing because I’m uptight.’


‘Is Agnieszka the type to mess about?’


‘Not really. But then everyone’s the type when they’re lost and lonely.’


‘Except you.’


‘No one’s going to try messing around with a woman whose belly’s bigger than a house. So you’re safe for the time being.’


‘Stay pregnant until I get home.’


‘No thanks. I’d explode.’


‘Jamie’s devoted to Agnieszka,’ Dave said quietly.


‘Yeah, he rings her all the time.’


‘Hasn’t stopped her cheating on him, though.’


‘She might not be. Except that . . .’ Her voice trailed away.


‘What? Except what? The line went dead.’


‘That wasn’t the line, it was me. I’m probably wrong. But when I was driving back from nursery with Vicky, I thought I saw him.’


‘Who?’


‘The bloke who was in the café with her.’


‘Well, where was he this time?’


‘In a car. So I might be wrong. An old red Volvo. But it was driving towards her house. And now it’s parked outside.’


Dave groaned.


‘I hope you haven’t told anyone.’


‘Not about the car. I did mention seeing her in the café . . .’


‘Oh-oh.’


Jenny sank down into one of the kitchen chairs. Her legs ached. She had been focusing so hard on the call that she had been standing up throughout and now a great tiredness washed over her.


‘I’ve only told Adi.’


‘OK. Adi’s watertight. What about Leanne?’


‘I didn’t tell her because she can’t think about anything except Steve. If they’d just let her talk to him . . . she’s really falling to pieces and if she could hear him it would make a big difference.’


‘I used to think Leanne was unbreakable,’ he said.


He wasn’t wrong. Leanne Buckle didn’t put up with any nonsense from Steve or anyone. If you were angry about something you’d go and see Leanne and she’d feel angry for you. When Jenny had been pregnant with Vicky and Dave had been away, Leanne had taken up Jenny’s fight with a shop over a faulty TV set and won it. This new, lost tearful Leanne scared Jenny a bit; she was so different from the old Leanne.


‘Even the strongest woman would have trouble coping right now. She just sits by the phone waiting to hear if Steve’s going to live or die. She’s scared to go out in case there’s news.’


‘We can’t afford for Leanne or you or anyone back home to fall to pieces,’ said Dave. ‘You’re part of the army. More than you know. If you fall, we fall.’


‘I don’t want to be part of the army,’ said Jenny. ‘I don’t want you to be either.’


‘What?’


‘I hate it. I want you to leave.’


‘No.’


‘It’s driving me crazy, not knowing if you’re safe. Not hearing from you.’


‘Jen . . . I’ll try to phone more often, all right?’


‘It’s not about phoning. It’s about leaving. I’m serious, Dave. I think you should come out of the army and live in the real world with me and Vicky and the baby.’


‘This isn’t the time to discuss it.’


‘When is the time?’


‘When I get back. When you’re not pregnant and uptight.’


She took a deep breath.


‘I’m serious and I’m not going to shut up, Dave. I want to talk about it.’


‘OK, we will, only not now because there are too many people around.’


She didn’t want to argue with him.


‘Promise? Because I won’t let it go.’


‘Promise. And, listen, Jen, don’t fall apart like Leanne.’


She gathered her strength. ‘I’m not falling anywhere. Except asleep sometimes.’


She thought she could hear him smiling at the other end. But his voice was serious. ‘Don’t say anything to anyone about Agnieszka messing about. This is important. I don’t want Jamie hearing any rumours. So whatever you’re thinking, make sure you keep it to yourself.’


‘And what about you men? Aren’t there women at the base? Suppose rumours reach us about you?’


‘There are two women. One’s Royal Military Police so we don’t talk to her. The other’s Intelligence Corps so she doesn’t talk to us.’


‘I heard about another.’


‘There aren’t any more.’


‘Her name’s Emily.’


Dave laughed out loud.


‘How did you hear about Emily?’


‘People talk. There are wives who don’t like the sound of her.’


‘Well, the only lad ever to clap eyes on Emily is Billy Finn. And he’s keeping her all to himself.’
  

Chapter Seventeen



MARTYN ROBERTSON WANDERED OVER TO THE 1 SECTION LADS IN THE cookhouse and introduced himself.


‘Thanks for covering us at the shura.’ He held out his hand and shook each of theirs solemnly, then sat down with them.


‘We were doing our job,’ Dave said. ‘No thanks necessary.’


‘Well, I felt safe with you. Which one was in the room with us? You?’ The American looked at Jamie.


‘Yeah,’ Jamie said.


‘And what did you think of that meeting?’


Jamie’d mostly been alert to the body language, but he’d found himself listening anyway and having a few private thoughts of his own. He’d noticed the way the boss kept staring at that pretty, Intelligence Corps woman. And he’d decided that the tribesman’s son with the blue eyes was probably a nasty dude beneath all those warm words.


‘Nothing, sir, it’s not my job to think anything.’


‘Don’t sir me, call me Marty!’


It was impossible to know how old he was. As old as the hills, thought Dave. The man’s face was gnarled, its skin cracked and lined; it reminded him of the mountains around here.


‘Where you from in America, then?’ Finn asked. ‘I’m always meaning to go there.’


Dave raised his eyebrows but said nothing.


‘Texas. I was brought up living, breathing and thinking oil,’ said Marty. When he smiled his face broke into canyons.


‘Where are you boys from?’


‘London,’ Dave said. But probably not the London you know. Not your London of hotels and bridges and tourist restaurants.


‘Gloucestershire,’ said Jamie. ‘I grew up living, breathing and thinking cheese.’


Martyn tried to repeat Gloucestershire without much success.


‘So you Brits got your Worcestershire Sauce and your Gloucestershire cheese,’ he said affectionately, mispronouncing both counties. ‘And how about you, young man?’


‘How about what?’ Finn said.


‘Where’re you from?’


Finn shrugged. His deep brown eyes were always searching, always alert, like a bird’s. ‘Everywhere,’ he said at last.


‘Oh, c’mon, you must have been born somewhere?’


‘In a caravan. Going nowhere.’


‘You were born in a trailer?’


‘I’m trailer park trash.’ Finn flashed a dazzling smile. ‘I mean, without the park bit. ’Cos we never park anywhere for long.’


‘Your family was always on the move?’


‘Yup. I’m what’s called a pikey back home.’


Finn rolled up his sleeve to reveal a tattoo. Pikey. Just nick it. Martyn looked confused.


Dave explained. ‘Nike. Just do it. It’s an ad that appealed to Lance Corporal Finn’s subtle sense of humour.’


‘One of the things pikeys like to do is bet,’ Finn said. ‘Are you a betting man by any chance, Marty?’


Dave and Jamie groaned.


‘Ignore him,’ Dave advised the American but Martyn was nodding enthusiastically.


‘What’s your name?’ he asked Finn.


‘He’s called Finn,’ Jamie said.


‘As in Huckleberry?’


‘No,’ Jamie said. ‘As in shark.’


‘Well, Huckleberry Finn,’ Marty said, ‘as a matter of fact I’ve had a bit of success in casinos. My idea of a good vacation is Vegas and a lot of blackjack.’


‘Great! Show me how to play and we’ll have a game some time!’


‘Oh no you won’t,’ Dave said. ‘Finny, you’ve been banned from betting in this FOB.’


Finn looked ready to protest but Martyn had turned to Mal.


‘Where you from? I took a peek when you were guarding those prisoners and thought you looked just like one of them.’


‘No relation, honest,’ Mal said. ‘My tribe’s in Manchester.’


‘Your parents are from Yemen, aren’t they, Mal?’ Dave said.


‘It wasn’t called Yemen when they lived there. I forget what it was called.’


‘Could you find it on a map?’ Martyn asked.


‘You must be joking. But I couldn’t find Manchester, either.’


‘I guess you’re Moslem, though?’ Martyn persisted.


Mal shrugged awkwardly. ‘I’m not anything really.’


‘A babe magnet,’ Finn reminded him.


Mal smiled. ‘Oh, yeah. Babes. That’s my religion.’


‘But you must have—’


Jamie glanced over Martyn’s shoulder. ‘Who’s that?’


They all turned.


Dave said: ‘That’s someone who just went out to the High Street to pick up a bit of shopping . . .’


‘. . . and woke up in an FOB in Afghanistan,’ Jamie finished.


A substantial woman with a Sainsbury’s shopping bag was standing at the food counter. She was obviously just on her way back from the supermarket because the contents of the bag bulged a bit. A head scarf was knotted severely under her chin, wisps of white hair visible beneath it. She wore a grey suit with knee-length skirt stretched tightly over her ample frame. Her shoes were solid.


‘Or maybe,’ Jamie said, ‘there’s a Sainsbury’s in town and no one told us.’


Martyn smiled. ‘That’s my colleague, Professor Emily Fullerton.’


There was a pause.


‘Emily?’ Dave’s eyes narrowed. ‘Did you say Emily?’


‘That’s Emily!’ Jamie said.


‘That’s Emily!’ Mal cried.


Every face turned towards Finn, who, despite trying to look nonchalant, couldn’t stop himself grinning.


‘Oh, yeah!’ he said as though he’d just noticed her. ‘That’s Emily.’


They watched as the woman withdrew the contents of her shopping bag. She handed a package carefully to the chef, Taregue Masud, who beamed at her.


‘She needs him to put some samples in his freezer,’ Martyn said.


Finn was chuckling.


‘Oh, man!’ Mal couldn’t hide his dismay. ‘You’re never shagging her on hot afternoons!’


‘You all fell for it! I had you all over! I had every single man in the platoon after that old bird!’


‘Not me,’ Jamie said.


‘Nor me,’ Dave said. ‘Or Sol.’


‘Whenever I told you I was with Emily, I was in a sangar getting my head down for an hour.’


‘You shithead!’ Mal’s expression was tragic.


‘I knew it wasn’t true,’ Jamie said.


‘Will someone tell me what I’m missing?’ Martyn asked.


Dave coughed. ‘Well, the marines started this rumour. And Finn’s been doing his best to spread it . . .’


‘They said there’s a lady in the isoboxes called Emily who’s a bit of a . . . er . . .’


‘Sex grenade,’ Finn said helpfully.


Martyn burst out laughing.


‘Well, maybe Emily is a sex grenade,’ he said. ‘Never judge a book by its cover.’


‘What’s she doing here?’ Dave asked.


Martyn rolled his eyes. ‘I’ve had her imposed on me by the company. I can smell oil at a thousand paces, but that’s not good enough for the company. They have to send an academic out to sit in an air-conditioned box all day and analyse my results and argue with me.’


Dave grinned. ‘You’re the best of mates, then.’


‘I fight with her every day.’


‘She an engineer?’


‘A geophysicist. And if she started the sex grenade stuff with me, I’d run a mile.’


Emily was issuing instructions to Masud, who was nodding vigorously. ‘Yes, madam. Yes. Yes, madam.’


‘Where’s her body armour?’ Dave asked.


Marty pulled a face. ‘She doesn’t always wear it. You can try giving Emily orders. But even Nick Willingham’s given up.’


‘Well, Finny,’ Jamie said. ‘I just hope you don’t get lynched.’


‘I had the whole platoon hot for Emily!’ Finn still hadn’t stopped chuckling.


‘I want to cut you,’ Mal said.


‘It was just a joke,’ Finn said.


‘Angus’ll want to cut you too. So will all of 2 Section.’


‘And just wait till you get back home,’ Dave said. ‘Jenny told me half Wiltshire knows about Emily the sex grenade and some of the wives are getting really pissed off.’


Finn rubbed his hands.


They watched Emily march out of the cookhouse. And then, simultaneously, they all started to laugh.


When the others got up to go, Finn remained seated. ‘How about we play some blackjack?’ he asked Martyn in an undertone.


Dave swung around, fixing him with a meaningful stare.


‘I mean, for matchsticks or something. Not money of course.’ The oilman launched into an explanation of the game as the others left the cookhouse.


‘We might as well let them get on and fleece each other,’ Dave said wearily.


‘The Yank seems a nice enough guy,’ Jamie said.


‘Topaz fucking Zero tries to go sniffing out oil wherever he wants, whenever he wants and expects us to do the security without any consultation. The marines got fed up with him and now the OC can’t keep him under control either. He may be nice,’ Dave said, ‘but you’ll see, he’s trouble.’
  

Chapter Eighteen



THE SUN GREW STRONGER DAILY. IN WILTSHIRE THE WOMEN changed into their summer clothes and lay in their back gardens whenever they could, soaking up the light and heat as though it was a rare commodity they had to hoard. In Afghanistan temperatures soared up to 50 degrees and men sheltered from it.


‘Is it that much hotter?’ the lads asked. ‘It’s always been hot.’


‘It’s bloody hot but you’re used to it now,’ Dave told them.


He’d watched his men grow leaner and stronger as they muscled up carrying heavy kit in blinding heat day after day. Some even seemed to grow taller. And they were more proficient. Dave had to impose fewer and fewer of his on-the-spot penalties, like shit duties or press-ups, for lapses at kit inspection.


Everyone was falling into the routine of base life and their thoughts of England were fading like old snapshots. Their feelings of longing, loss and love still welled up at unexpected moments then mysteriously subsided. Every man experienced this. No one spoke about it. The new arrivals were no longer getting a hard time just because they were new. And the casualties they had replaced, Buckle and Nelson, were seldom talked about now. Until word came through that Steve Buckle was flying back to the UK at last.


Dave phoned Leanne as soon as he heard.


‘Remember,’ he warned her, ‘they’ll have dosed him up with extra morphine for the flight so he won’t be himself.’


‘But why haven’t they let me speak to him yet?’ Leanne demanded. ‘They keep saying soon, soon.’


He was relieved at her anger. It was more like the old Leanne than the anxious, tearful woman he’d been hearing lately. He had one of those sudden and unexpected bursts of homesickness. He was remembering Leanne, plump, loud and funny, sitting in the garden with Steve one summer’s day. They’d been pretending to argue and after a few beers the argument had turned into a comedy act. No aspect of married life was too private to escape their slick one-liners. Dave hoped it wouldn’t be long before they were concocting some good jokes about prosthetic limbs.


‘Can’t he talk, Dave? I mean, has he lost the power of speech?’ Leanne asked, her voice cracking and a sob breaking through. The good jokes began to seem a long way off.


‘I’ve already told you, Leanne, he can talk but he doesn’t always make sense. Probably because of the morphine.’


‘Probably! Dave, is my Steve brain-damaged? Are they sending me back some sort of fucking vegetable?’


‘No. But he took the full force of a big blast. He has to recover from the shock.’


He tried to distract her by asking about the arrangements that had been made for her in Birmingham.


‘We’ve been given an army flat for a week. My mum’s meeting me there. She’ll take care of the boys for me and I’ll mostly go in by myself.’


Dave could tell that inside her head she had walked into Selly Oak hospital and experienced her reunion with Steve at his bedside many times. He wondered what it would be like when it finally happened.


Leanne and Jenny stood by the car in front of Leanne’s house. Everything was loaded for the trip to Birmingham. The car was so full of high chairs, travel cots, toys, a pair of sit-on scooters, packs of nappies and suitcases that there was hardly room for the driver. The two small passengers peered from their seats at the back, still and quiet as though they knew something important was happening.


Leanne seemed reluctant to drive away.


‘I’m scared,’ she said.


Jenny was learning not to be surprised by the new Leanne. If the old Leanne knew what fear was, she never would have admitted to it.


‘What sort of scared?’ Jenny asked. ‘First date scared? Walking down a dark street and someone’s following you scared?’


Leanne drew on her cigarette. She had started smoking again. She did not want the twins to see her so she leaned out of windows or rushed into the garden or hid in the car to smoke. Now, she was leaning against the bonnet with her back to them, as though they wouldn’t notice the smoke if they couldn’t see the cigarette.


‘Horror movie scared. Like, when someone goes up the creaky stairs and opens a door and you don’t know what’s behind it? But you know it’s something awful?’


Jenny looked at Leanne’s large, unhappy face. Leanne had put on weight. Since Steve’s accident, she could not stop eating. She reported how her sleepless nights were punctuated by frequent trips downstairs to the fridge. She had always been large but the new Leanne did not joke about it or constantly announce to the world that she would be starting a new diet tomorrow.


‘Is your mum meeting you at the hospital?’


‘At the flat. If she can find it. God knows how she’ll manage to drive through Birmingham, she even gets lost in camp.’


There was almost no cigarette left but Leanne seemed to want to smoke it anyway.


‘I’d better get going.’ She did not move. ‘Before the boys start yelling.’


Jenny put her arms around Leanne. There felt like an ocean of belly between them both.


‘Wish I was big for the same reason you are,’ said Leanne.


Jenny pulled back in surprise.


‘Do you want another one? You always said the twins were more than enough!’


Tears were gleaming at the edges of Leanne’s eyes. She sniffed.


‘’Course I want one. Now I know I can’t have one.’


‘Why not?’ Jenny asked.


Leanne sniffed again. ‘How much of him got blown away, Jen? Did it stop at his leg?’


Jenny shook her head. ‘Oh, c’mon. If he’d lost his private parts they would have told you!’


‘It might all be there, but will any of it work? Now they’ve cut his nerves and blood vessels and things? And what sort of a marriage are we going to have if he can’t . . .? And even if he can, I’m not sure I’ll want to. With a bloke who’s got a stump for a leg.’


‘You’ll want to because he’s your Steve and you love him and he’s gorgeous, leg or no leg.’ Jenny’s voice was firm.


Leanne looked at her doubtfully.


‘Know what you’re doing, Leanne? You’re in the horror movie, walking up the creaky stairs and trying to imagine all the things behind the door. That’s how horror movies work. You scare yourself imagining things that aren’t even there.’


‘Yeah.’ Leanne had turned to face the car, its outsize load and the waiting twins. ‘Yeah, well by tonight I’ll know, won’t I?’


‘Ring me,’ said Jenny. ‘Just ring me and tell me. I’ll listen.’


Leanne sniffed again. She squeezed Jenny’s arm but did not look at her. Jenny knew she was trying not to cry. Leanne climbed in and slammed the door. Her face, behind the wheel, was pale and puffy.


She wound down the window.


‘I’ve waited to see him so long . . . and now I don’t want to go,’ she said, her voice turning squeaky at the end.


‘Go,’ Jenny commanded her. ‘You’ll feel better once you’re on your way.’


Vicky, who had been occupied picking daisies from a strip of lawn outside Leanne’s house, came and took her mother’s hand. The pair of them waved as the car drove slowly down the road towards the entrance of the camp.
  

Chapter Nineteen



DESPITE A SERIES OF MINOR STRIKE OPS, INTELLIGENCE AND aerial surveillance, it was impossible to pinpoint the location of the Taliban training centre. Regular skirmishes with the enemy had not led to another contact as serious as the one that had greeted their arrival. The river crossing had been the focus of most of the fighting, and occasionally the base itself.


‘We mustn’t get lax; we should guard the oil-exploration team even more carefully,’ Major Willingham announced. ‘The Taliban are probably hoping that by staying away from the contractors, our protection will slacken.’


The civilians themselves did nothing to make the soldiers’ job easier and the OC devised increasingly complex strategies to fool the enemy. It was Boss Weeks’s job to explain the strategies to his platoon. Dave dreaded these explanations. The platoon commander was increasingly good on the ground, particularly under fire, but he was still shit at giving orders.


As the men filed into the Cowshed, he kept clearing his throat. Ahem. Ahem.


Dave counted the lads in. Twenty-three, twenty-four soldiers plus support. All here and gradually getting their arses on the ground, while the boss shifted nervously from one foot to the other. Ahem. Ahem.


Dave tried not to gag on the lingering aroma of unshowered men working in spiralling temperatures combined with the whiff of long-departed goat. He wondered what would happen to the Cowshed when the troops eventually left and the base was dismantled. Probably, like the other mud-walled buildings, it would stand here for centuries more, patched up and used once again to house a family and their stock. From recent house assaults in the Green Zone he had learned that animals and humans mixed easily in the indoor/outdoor world of Afghan compounds. In fact, he suspected that the animals had more freedom than the women.


By the time the last two men arrived, Boss Weeks was clearing his throat almost continuously.


‘Right,’ Dave said. ‘Sit down, shut up. In a minute the boss is going to deliver. First I want to tell you about Buckle and Nelson. Jordan’s at home with his family and expected to make a full recovery although he had severe burns so he’ll be no oil painting. Steve Buckle’s a lot better and he left for the UK yesterday. He should be installed in a comfortable bed in Selly Oak and he’ll see his family again today.


‘Next I want to bring you up to speed on the Rules of Engagement.’


Dave glanced at Weeks. He wanted to forget the wounded Taliban fighter in the ditch, but the boss had warned him that the OC still intended to question him about it.


‘Every so often we all need a reminder about the RoE. So here it is. We’re operating under Card Alpha. That means we can only engage the enemy if we know they’re enemy and we only know that if they’re armed. There are a lot of grey areas. Like if you believe your life is in danger, maybe from a suicide bomber, no one’s going to blame you for taking action. But if we remember the basic rule we should be OK. Right?’


The platoon looked back at him. A few people nodded.


‘Over to you, sir.’


The boss cleared his throat before he began.


‘Now our . . . er . . . American, er, friends have decided that there is a new, er, necessity for them to concentrate their exploration activities in one, er, specific area, and indeed some of you may have noticed that, er, this has, er, indeed been the case.’


For Chrissake, thought Dave. The boss sounded as though he’d come from another planet. A good officer, and Dave had worked with a few, had the common touch. A good officer knew how to adjust his language – and occasionally even his accent – for the men. But Boss Weeks was incapable of any adjustment at all. He had so many plums in his mouth he was practically choking.


‘The contractors will be guarded by, er, 3 Platoon and 1 Platoon will be acting as decoys. So it has been decided that we are to send out, er, the first decoy at, er, first light. The second will leave thirty minutes later and the third thirty minutes after that. While those who are travelling direct to the destination site, will, er, be 3 Platoon leaving thirty minutes after that . . .’


Weeks turned to the map Dave had pinned to the wall. He looked about vaguely for a pointer. Dave handed him a stick.


‘Er . . . 1 Section will set off west, cross the river here, swing north and then east to go around the . . . er . . . er . . . Early Rocks after crossing the river . . . er . . . here.’ He tapped the map. ‘You may recognize that this is the river crossing we cleared recently. 1 Section is not just a, er, decoy but a patrol establishing our continuing presence by the river crossing. 1 Section will carry out the, er, useful function of ascertaining that our recent attempts to keep the Taliban from this area remain successful.


‘Thirty minutes later, 2 Section will travel due north, then turn east and then travel south along the main highway where the Americans are extremely active and where we don’t, er, anticipate too many problems. One hour after the departure of 1 Section, er, 3 Section will go directly south and then travel back north on the highway. And thirty minutes later, er, 3 Platoon will leave with the civilians. They will proceed due east and then, er, north towards the, er, er, Early Rocks . . .’


Dave groaned inwardly. All the boss needed to do was give them a general picture and then tell each section precisely what they were doing, where and when. The lads didn’t need a strategy meeting and they didn’t need a load of waffle. Dave shut his eyes while the platoon commander floundered on.


‘. . . and so in that way,’ Boss Weeks finally concluded, ‘the enemy is liable to be, er, thoroughly confused.’


The Cowshed was silent.


‘Well they’re not the only ones, sir,’ someone said from the back of the room.


There was a murmur of agreement. The boss swallowed hard. Dave didn’t need to open his eyes to know who’d spoken out. He glared directly at Finn but it was too late. Finn’s dark eyes were shining.


‘So, sir, 1 Section goes west and then up around the, er, er, Early Rocks, 2 Section goes north, 3 Section goes south and the civvies are going due, er, east then north with 3 Platoon, are they, then, sir?’


‘Er . . .’ the boss began.


‘Yes, Lance Corporal,’ Dave growled, ‘that’s what you’ve been told.’


‘Correct, yes, that’s . . . er . . . correct . . .’ Boss Weeks said.


‘I think the decoy teams should be out first and last and the civvies heading straight to the oil site should go out second,’ Finn said.


‘Yeah,’ Mal said. ‘If the flipflops are watching they’re less likely to target the second team.’


‘Much more likely to follow the last one,’ Angus said sagely.


‘If the aim is to protect the civvies then they should be right in the middle of things, not at the tail end,’ Finn said.


Next to them sat the two new lads, Bacon and Binns, now universally known as Streaky and Binman. Dave knew Finn had taken the two lads under his wing and right now the pair, who knew no better, were nodding vigorously in his support.


Muttering broke out all over the Cowshed as the boss floundered in response to Finn’s suggestion.


Dave waited. Order was gradually slipping from the boss’s control and he wanted to give the young officer a chance to wrestle it back. He glimpsed Jamie Dermott sitting silently at the back, his face a deep shade of red as the boss lost the meeting.


Gordon Weeks’s eyes bulged and he swallowed again and for a moment he did not speak or move. Then he started to explain things once more to the closest group while the noise grew louder around him.


Dave decided that it had all gone far enough.


‘Right!’ he roared. ‘Wind your necks in!’


There was instant silence.


‘This has been decided and we’re not interested in hearing what you think about it. Order of march is: 1 Section, 2 Section, 3 Section out first as decoys, then 3 Platoon takes off with the contractors. Got it? Now we’ll show you where you’re going and when and you can shut up and listen because we’re not saying it a third time.’


Dave proceeded to give the orders.


‘Thank you, Sergeant.’ Boss Weeks looked around. ‘Any questions?’ He was obviously hoping there weren’t.


Finn opened his mouth. One look from Dave and he shut it again.


‘Sir, are there enough medics for each section?’ Jamie asked.


‘Good question,’ said the boss. ‘The strategy we’ve devised for the civilians is stretching all our resources. The remaining medic will be with 1 Section because they’re going through the Green Zone.’


‘I’ll also be with 1 Section and so will the boss,’ Dave said. ‘1 Section is crossing the river at a hot point. We’ve cleared it once and the Taliban have given every indication they’re keen to take it back so God knows what we’ll find there. But thanks to the demands of Topaz fucking Zero we’re so undermanned that we won’t be able to do anything about it except report back.’


‘Does 1 Section get the WMIKs?’ another lad asked.


‘Always nice to have the fire power,’ Dave said.


‘Very nice,’ agreed the boss. ‘That’s why the civilians get the WMIKs.’


‘Will 1 Section get a shotgun?’ Mal asked.


‘So you can try giving it to the Taliban again?’ someone called.


‘A shotgun would be nice, too,’ Dave said.


‘Very nice,’ the boss agreed. ‘That’s why the civilian escorts get the shotguns. I don’t believe we get a mortar man either.’


Finn made himself heard above the noise of disbelief. ‘So there’s just one medic, then, for 1 Section? That’s all the support we get because the civilians have got the rest? Even though we’re going through the Green Zone?’


‘That’s right, Lance Corporal,’ Dave said firmly.


‘Do we get a driver?’


‘Nothing to drive, we’re not getting any vehicles!’ said Corporal Baker from 2 Section.


‘Apart from drivers, obviously, the only personnel the civilians can spare are two engineers, a signaller and an interpreter,’ the boss said.


‘And a fat lot of fucking use they are,’ Dave said, ‘when all we can do is keep moving.’


There were no more questions.


‘Good, well then, rehearsals will be at 1930,’ the boss said. ‘Synchronize watches. In one minute it will be 1635 . . .’


Everyone looked at their watches in silence. The minute passed slowly.


‘It will be 1635 in ten seconds. Five, four, three, two, one. Mark one, two, three, done.’


Boss Weeks left, looking relieved.


Nobody moved. They knew what was coming next. As soon as the commander was out of earshot, Dave started.


‘Right, shitheads, I don’t ever want to hear that fucking backchat again. Not ever. Anyone who gives lip in this platoon gets gripped by me. And you know I’m not nice. Because lip in the FOB is soon going to turn into lip the other side of the hesco and if shitheads don’t do what they’re told out there then there’s only one fucking outcome. And that’s more casualties. Got it?


‘Since some of you have got such short memories, I’m going to remind you what we told you before deploying to Afghanistan and what we told you when we got here. One in ten of you goes home in a body bag or fucked up for life. And it’s going to be a fucking sight more than that if you don’t work in a team. Look around you. Look at the lad sitting next to you. He might not go home. He’s looking at you. You might not go home. Think about it before you try to be funny next time. Because corpses can’t laugh.


‘So wind your necks in and get on with your jobs. I want to see some teamwork. And let’s hope I’m not phoning the hospital at Bastion to see how you are after tomorrow.’


He was angry. But it was hard to be very angry after the men had been given such a bad set of orders.


They trooped out in silence. Some exchanged glances. Some, like Jamie Dermott, still looked embarrassed. Others, like Sol Kasanita, just looked unhappy.


‘You can stay behind,’ Dave said as Finn passed him. Finn studied the ground. Dave waited until the room was empty.


‘Time for you and me to have a little talk, Billy Finn . . .’


Face reddening, Finn continued to stare at the footmarks the men had left in the Cowshed’s dust. For once, he made no attempt to respond. When he was finally dismissed he left slowly, the setting sun throwing a long, faltering shadow before him.


Dave found Boss Weeks alone in the ops room.


‘I was piss poor, wasn’t I?’ the platoon commander said. ‘I just don’t seem to be getting any better at it.’


Dave smiled. In spite of everything, he couldn’t help liking Boss Weeks.


‘If you don’t mind me saying so, sir, it’s a bad idea to involve the lads in the full strategic picture. Each man needs to know what he’s doing, but if you give him too much detail he gets confused. And if you explain everything to everyone, they think they have the right to contribute. Or the cocky ones do, anyway.’


‘I knew that. But it’s the same every time. I open my mouth and it all goes out of the window.’


‘I’ve dealt with Lance Corporal Finn,’ Dave said. ‘I can guarantee you won’t have a problem with him again.’


‘Has he often challenged orders in the past?’


‘He’s a bright lad and a very good soldier. But he never stops talking and he’s still got a lot more to learn.’


Boss Weeks looked down at the ground. ‘He’s not the only one,’ he said quietly.
  

Chapter Twenty



THE FLAT WAS ONE SPECIALLY RESERVED FOR FAMILIES VISITING wounded men at Selly Oak hospital. It was lovely, at least it had been before Leanne filled it up with all their stuff. There was no lift and she had made many journeys carrying baby paraphernalia up and down the stairs, the twins screaming and trying to follow her each time she left them for the next load.


There was no sign of her mother. Because she was lost. Of course. And probably too flustered to use her mobile.


Leanne looked at her watch again and again, aware that visiting time had begun and that Steve was waiting for her. Maybe she should just go, and take the twins. But everyone had told her not to do that. She would be unable to have the conversation with Steve she had waited such a long time for. And the hospital couldn’t really want children on these wards, not for long.


The old Leanne would have blustered her way in. But now she didn’t have the confidence. Steve had lost a leg and God knew what else, while she had lost some other things that probably didn’t even have a name. Bits of herself. The bits that usually didn’t worry and thought they could cope with any crisis. She had always been good in a crisis. But this wasn’t a crisis. This was the rest of her life.


At last she heard the sound of her mother’s car outside.


Leanne jumped up with a twin under each arm and ran down the stairs.


‘Nana! It’s Nana!’ she told them. That tone of anticipation again, intended to whip kids up into a frenzy of excitement. The same tone everyone used when telling the twins they would soon see Daddy again. Except that the boys were only eighteen months old and might already have forgotten who Daddy was. They probably thought he was some sort of chocolate bar they’d get if they were good.


Leanne’s mother sat behind the wheel, her face red, her hair dishevelled.


‘What a journey!’ she said to Leanne before greeting the boys.


Leanne put down the twins and crossed her arms. ‘You got lost. Just like I said you would.’


‘Well the signs aren’t clear enough. They don’t tell you anything!’


As her mother heaved herself out of the car, Leanne glanced at her scalp. Her mum’s roots were showing and a lot of them were grey now.


The boys ambushed their grandmother. She picked one up but the effort made her breathless. The other pounded with his fists at her skirt.


‘Oh, Leanne, I’ll have to sit down for a while before you leave me with them,’ she said. For a moment, Leanne hated her. She hated her mother for getting older. One day she would be too old to help at all.


‘But visiting time’s going to end soon, Mum.’


‘They’ll have to let you in anyway, Leanne. If they try to keep you out they’ll have me to answer to.’


Leanne recognized in her mother the firm, confident woman she herself used to be.


They went up the stairs and Leanne’s mother admired the flat and Leanne made her a cup of tea and saw to her amazement that her own hand was shaking as she put the sugar in.


‘You not having a cuppa?’ asked her mother.


‘Mum, I really want to get to the hospital. And I have to walk there because of the parking.’ Leanne never walked anywhere if she could help it.


Her mother pursed her lips.


‘Switch on the telly!’ Leanne suggested, switching it on herself. She fetched her handbag. Its familiar, shapeless bulges felt reassuring, like an old friend.


‘I must go, Mum. You’ll be all right.’


Her mother put down her tea with a pained expression. Both the twins ran to Leanne and hung onto her.


‘I’m going to visit Daddy now,’ she told them. She wanted to say something nice. You can see Daddy for a very little while tomorrow. I’m going to give him a big hug from you. I’ll be back soon bringing lots of love from Daddy. Nana’s so pleased to have you all to herself. But no words came out. The twins mobbed her and she had to squeeze out of the door silently, their cries pursuing her all the way down the stairs.


Outside, the sun shone. Leanne sweated as she walked. It felt weird not to be dragging a twin on either side, as though a part of her body was missing. But it was Steve who was missing the body part, not her. She tried to prepare herself. She was seeing Steve again and that did make her heart beat faster because she loved him and missed him. But then, she was seeing a different Steve. A Steve who had been thrown in the air and come down another Steve.


She reached the hospital and stood outside for a moment to force back down something that kept trying to push its way up inside her body. Was it vomit? Or just an enormous sob? She struggled to control herself and, when she felt numb enough, stepped through the door.


She was directed to his ward. Now she walked slowly through it, looking for Steve. She knew she wouldn’t recognize his body, so she only looked at faces. Every bed contained a man with some part of his body bandaged. The wounded. Men who had photos of themselves smiling under the hot Afghan sun wearing camouflage and body armour and helmets, carrying Bergens and a lot of kit. Looking big and whole. They would never look that way again.


There was a whiteboard behind a desk with a list of names.


Buckle 313.


It must be a bed number. She walked on. No, it was a room number. She found 313. Outside was another board. You could see where the names of previous patients had been rubbed out underneath. Steve’s name was scrawled in purple over them.


The door was open. She went in. The man in the bed was sitting up. There were sheets pulled across him haphazardly as though he didn’t care whether he was covered or not. His eyes were open but he didn’t look at her when she entered the room. Her heart gave a jump. It was Steve, definitely, recognizably Steve. He looked just exactly the same! What had she expected? That he had turned into some kind of a monster?


‘Sweetheart!’ she said.


And suddenly, for the first time since the Families Officer had called that evening, it didn’t matter that this was Steve minus a leg. He was here and he was alive. She took his hand and kissed his face and tears fell down her cheeks. They were tears of relief and of joy. For Chrissake. Why had she been so scared? Nervous about seeing Steve, her Steve! She could not stop kissing him and she could not stop crying.


It took a few moments for her to realize he was not kissing her in return.


Leanne pulled her head away from his. Her face ached with smiling. She hadn’t smiled since his accident. Not at the boys, not at her friends, not at her mother who had driven all the way from a small Northamptonshire town today just to help out. She had created a world without happiness for everyone around her and it must have been terrible but it would be OK now. Steve was back, he was all right and they would be happy again.


They looked at each other. Steve grinned sheepishly at her, as though he was ashamed of causing her tears. She smiled back. Her tears kept falling. Steve didn’t like women crying. If she had cried in the past he had shown impatience or made a joke of it. She waited for a joke now. He remained silent, still smiling. Was he embarrassed? He reached out and wiped her wet face with his finger.


‘Oh, Steve, I love you. Oh, thank God you’re back,’ she said. If only the tears would stop. She kept touching his face. It was unmarked. He had shaved recently and the skin was smooth. His smile did not falter. Yes, he was pleased to see her.


She leaned close to him. She whispered: ‘Speak to me, Steve!’


He said: ‘What do you want me to say?’


I love you, I’ve missed you, it’s so good to see you, I’ve been lying in hospital at Bastion thinking about you, are you OK, where are the kids, what’s been happening at home . . .?


‘Isn’t there anything you want to say to me, then?’ she asked. She had sat down on the bed now but her face was no longer close to his.


He shrugged.


‘I’d like to know how the lads are getting on.’


‘Which lads?’


Let him mean the twins. Please let him mean the twins and not . . .


‘1 Platoon. Are they all OK?’


She swallowed.


‘Yeah. So far as I know. I spoke to Dave Henley and he didn’t say there were problems, we haven’t heard about any casualties. Except the lad who was hurt with you: Jordan someone.’


‘How is he?’ asked Steve, showing the first sign of real interest.


‘He’s got these bad burns but he’ll be OK. He’s gone home to his mum for a while, I think.’


Steve nodded. His eyes slid off around the room.


‘Are you looking for something? Is there anything you want?’ she asked.


‘No.’


His hand was held in hers. She loosened her grip as she realized he wasn’t looking for anything. He just didn’t want to look at her.


‘Steve . . .’ she said. His eyes swivelled back to her.


‘Can you remember my name, love?’


There was great sadness in his face. She realized it’d been there all the time, even when he’d smiled at her. She just hadn’t chosen to see it before. He closed his eyes as though he didn’t want to see her reaction to his next words. His voice was quiet.


He said: ‘I’m not sure who you are.’
  

Chapter Twenty-one



SO HE HAD GIVEN ORDERS ONCE MORE AND GIVEN THEM BADLY. Thank God the sergeant had bailed him out yet again. Gordon Weeks went to the cookhouse and ate alone.


He was toying with his shepherd’s pie when someone put their plate down directly opposite him. He looked up and saw that it was Asma. This was so astonishing that for a moment he did not speak.


‘Hallo!’ he said at last.


‘Forgotten your Pashtu?’


‘Well, I think I might be losing it. But there wasn’t much in the first place.’


‘What’s up?’ she said. ‘I’ve never seen anyone look so miserable.’


Her big almond eyes looked levelly at him. She half smiled. He had never seen her smile fully, let alone laugh, not even with her friend the policewoman. He looked away. She was too beautiful to stare at for long. And perhaps a little bit too sad.


The FOB was a strange place, he decided. He’d been to boarding school and then university and he’d mixed almost exclusively in his own social circle all his life, even at Sandhurst. In the UK he’d have acknowledged this girl’s beauty but kept her at arm’s length. She had a strong London accent which, when she had translated at the shura, had kept emerging coarsely from under her Pashtu, and spoke of a landscape he didn’t really understand.


But here at the FOB, things were different. Many of the officers were from similar backgrounds to himself, Major Willingham included. However, the personnel he found himself respecting most, like Dave, were from a completely different world, one he had previously barely acknowledged. Asma too – and yet he found her the most attractive woman he had ever met. And she was sitting opposite him now, inviting him to confide in her.


‘Sometimes,’ he said slowly, ‘the gap between where I am as an officer and where I want to be seems a little daunting.’


‘You haven’t been doing it for five minutes,’ she said gently. ‘When did you pass out of Sandhurst?’


‘Just before I came here.’


‘There you are then!’


He tried not to notice the way she held her knife and fork. ‘I think I manage pretty well in theatre. I’ve been trained for that. But when I’m here at the base doing everyday things, trying to communicate . . . I’ve just given the men orders for tomorrow and . . . well I’ve never been much of a public speaker. If it wasn’t for the sergeant yelling at them, I’d lose control.’


‘But you’re OK when you’re out there fighting?’


He nodded. ‘So far.’ He felt himself blushing again.


‘Better to be that way round. I’m on patrol with you tomorrow and I’d rather be with a platoon commander who can lead against the Taliban than someone who knows how to deliver an after-dinner speech.’


‘I wish I could do both,’ he said quietly.


‘I’ll bet, when you stand in front of the boys, you’re too busy thinking about all the differences between you and them. See what I mean?’


He shook his head. She was mesmerizing. It was hard to listen to a word she said when he just wanted to study her lovely face. The skin on her cheeks was supernaturally smooth and soft. Did women in FOBs get up in the morning and put on their makeup? Or did she just look this way without even trying?’


‘See, you’re different,’ she continued. ‘You can’t imagine their lives back home, and they can’t imagine yours. No way. But when you’re fighting, you’re united. There aren’t any differences; it’s you against the enemy. So it’s easier to communicate then, innit?’


He thought about this and decided she was right. He was just about to tell her so when her friend Jean sat down beside them.


Weeks gritted his teeth. Not just because he was enjoying these uninterrupted moments with Asma but because he’d begun to dislike the policewoman. He knew his men avoided the RMPs like the plague. Boss Weeks had been brought up to believe only those with something to hide avoided the police, and he had nothing to hide. Yet he’d also found himself avoiding the sharp-faced, sharp-eyed Jean.


She smiled at him. ‘As salaam alai kum.’


‘Good evening,’ he replied.


‘I’ve had an informal chat with the Officer Commanding about that incident in the Green Zone . . .’


Weeks looked at her gloomily. ‘Which incident? There have been so many.’


For the first time he saw Asma laugh. He wasn’t sure why. But he watched with pleasure as her face changed shape, broadening to reveal a row of even teeth. He loved to hear the giggle bubbling up from inside her like a spring. From that moment, it became his private mission to make her laugh again. It was a challenging mission. He knew he was seldom funny.


Jean Patterson did not laugh.


‘The only incident I’m aware of took place some weeks ago when your men opened fire on a group of Taliban fighters. While their bodies were being searched, one turned out not to be dead. We’ll never know the extent of his injuries because he was then shot at point blank range.’


‘He was perceived to be dangerous. He was reaching for his weapon.’


‘The weapon should have been removed during the routine search. And apparently another soldier did remove it at once.’


‘He was killed because he was a threat,’ Weeks insisted.


‘No. He was killed because the sergeant ordered it. The soldier who was searching the insurgent quite rightly hesitated. But another soldier followed the sergeant’s order and shot the man.’


Weeks never physically brawled and seldom got into verbal arguments but he recognized the surge of adrenalin that was suddenly pumping through his body as fighting adrenalin.


He leaned forward. ‘Jean . . . may I call you Jean?’


‘Certainly, Gordon.’


‘Jean. The sergeant saw that his men were in danger because they were in intimate contact with a member of the Taliban. That man may have been feigning death while perfectly healthy. What would you have done under the circumstances?’


Jean leaned forward too. ‘Gordon. Since the man was lying wounded in a ditch, I’d have treated him as a casualty.’


‘Jean. He was a Taliban fighter. There can be no question about that, he was fully armed. Of course he had to be dealt with like any other armed insurgent.’


‘He may have been an insurgent but he was also a member of the human race. He—’


‘Jean—’


‘Gordon!’


Weeks was aware of the delightful Asma laughing at them both. He did not allow himself the pleasure of looking at her. He supposed they were comical, but he was so angry now he did not care.


Jean raised her voice. ‘The man was no longer armed and he was wounded. He required medical treatment.’


‘How do you know? My men certainly fired on him, and his comrades were certainly killed. But he might have been unhurt and feigning death. It is, after all, a common enemy tactic.’


‘Your men have all described him as wounded.’


‘My men aren’t doctors and are not trained to spot the difference between someone who is wounded and someone who is pretending. And do you know what order, precisely, the sergeant gave to shoot him?’


Jean nodded confidently. ‘He said: “Get on with it.”’


‘I’m not familiar with that order. Are you?’


Jean sighed.


‘In fact,’ the boss went on, pressing home his advantage, ‘I don’t remember ever hearing that order before. I don’t think I learned it at Sandhurst. So I’m surprised you recognize those words as an order to kill.’


Jean leaned back in her seat. There were red circles in her white cheeks.


‘His men knew what he meant.’


‘Have you asked Dave Henley what he meant?’


‘Sergeant Henley has a reputation,’ Jean said. ‘He’s considered a very tough and no-nonsense sort of sergeant who might not tolerate legitimate hesitation on human rights grounds by one of his soldiers.’


‘Sergeant Henley is considered an outstanding NCO precisely because he’s tough and no-nonsense,’ Weeks snapped, ‘and this is the best protection for his men after body armour.’ Her accusation made his heart pump faster, dispersing anger through his body. ‘He has a humane and compassionate side which does him great credit. Before you make any assumptions or accusations you should ask him what he meant by those words.’


‘It isn’t appropriate for me to ask him because this is not yet a formal investigation. But I’m not going to let this one get swept under the carpet. I expect someone in his unit to question him very closely.’


‘And so we will,’ Weeks said. He believed he’d won this skirmish and it was therefore better to stop the battle.


He glanced over at Asma at last. Incredibly, for a few minutes he had actually forgotten she was there. Now he felt happy to see her again, as though she had just walked in. He remembered that she had said she would be out on patrol with him tomorrow. When he looked more closely, he was surprised at the expression on her face. It was something like admiration.
  

Chapter Twenty-two



‘NOW THEN, THIS SHOULD DO IT . . .’ DARREL CROUCHED DOWN beside the television. ‘And if it doesn’t, I’ve got another idea.’


Agnieszka set his coffee on the table and then knelt down to watch him. The baby lay on the floor nearby. Luke liked that. He liked just lying there, staring up at the ceiling, rearranging himself from time to time. When the atmosphere was tranquil he became tranquil too.


‘How you know what to do?’ Agnieszka stared at the nest of wires and the way he flicked through the buttons and settings on the machine.


He looked up and gave her a quick grin. His eye was caught by a picture behind her, the large one at the back of the room. Jamie was in uniform and smiling, his eyes shining as he looked over the camera as though a mountain was looming right there behind the photographer and he was about to climb it. Agnieszka loved that picture. Steve Buckle had taken it when the platoon was training in Kenya. She had enlarged it and then bought a nice frame.


Darrel gazed at the photo for a few moments longer than politeness demanded. Then he turned back to his wires and answered her question.


‘I’ve always been good with this sort of stuff. When I was a kid I used to take things apart to see how they worked. And my dad always made me put them back together again myself, he wouldn’t help me. Sometimes I hated him. But it meant I learned a lot.’


She watched him work. Now she knew his face better she could see that he was handsome. The first time she had met him she had liked his smile but found him ordinary enough. Since then the tapering lines of his face had pleased her more and more.


It occurred to her now that she could draw those clean lines. On impulse she fetched her sketch pad. It was at the back of a cupboard where, despite Jamie’s encouragement, she barely looked at it these days. She settled on the sofa sketching his dark features as he bent over in concentration. He was older than Jamie and that made his lines deeper and stronger. Jamie was certainly good-looking but his face still had youthful curves which reminded you of the boy he’d been until a few years ago. Whereas Darrel was more of a man.


Luke, on the rug, murmured sometimes to himself. Otherwise the room was quiet except for the scratching of her pencil strokes. Darrel did not know she was drawing him until he looked up. He stared at the pad.


‘Show me!’


‘When it finished. You please continue.’


‘But I have finished. Look.’


He retreated to the armchair where Jamie usually sat, pressed some buttons on the remote and the TV sprang into life, its picture clear. He turned down the sound and then zapped through the silent channels to prove that he could.


Agnieszka was delighted. She watched the pictures rushing past with a smile on her face. That game show was here again, the one where you watched the faces of people who had won a million, or won it and then lost it all. And then that channel was gone, replaced by leopards on a wildlife programme which gave way to a splinter of a soap opera with sulking, angry faces, which was rapidly replaced by a serious newscaster who turned suddenly into a football match. The whole world, in its infinite variety, was galloping past as Darrel zapped his way through the channels. Agnieszka thought: That’s how my life feels. As if the whole wide, colourful world out there rushes by while I sit here alone in Wiltshire.


The picture disappeared altogether and Darrel turned to her.


‘Oh, Darrel, that very clever what you done!’


‘You can tell me I’m clever if it’s still working next week.’ He looked pleased. ‘I’ll phone you to check. Now let’s see what you’re drawing.’


She sighed. ‘I only start five minutes ago . . .’


But he was delighted with her sketch. He looked carefully at every line and then held it at arm’s length. He told her how good it was until she went pink with pleasure.


‘Please, take this home with you. Maybe your wife like it also.’


She’d seen his wedding ring, of course. She’d noticed it the first time she met him at the garage. They’d met at the superstore, then he’d come to the house to diagnose the problem with the TV and she’d given him a cup of tea and they’d talked. He’d said she needed some gadget and now here he was installing it. That was three, no four meetings. And he’d never once mentioned his wife. Today was Saturday. Didn’t she ask him where he went? This thought filled Agnieszka with apprehension. She wasn’t sure why.


‘My wife won’t like this picture.’ He smiled at her. ‘Because it looks just like me.’


Agnieszka blinked at him.


‘I’m separated.’


‘Long time ago?’


‘No.’


‘Since when?’


‘Since I had that cup of coffee with you.’


‘But that was only . . .’


‘A month ago.’


‘You just separate!’


‘Listen, Aggie, these things don’t happen overnight. Everything’s wrong and you put up with it and think this is just the way things are. But everyone’s unhappy. And sooner or later you have to admit it to yourself. And do something about it.’


Agnieszka felt her heart beating faster but she did not know why. Anyway, whatever her heart was doing, her head needed time to go through this slowly and methodically.


‘So one day, the day of superstore coffee, you say: Enough! And you leave your wife?’


‘Sort of.’


‘Not exactly?’


‘My wife was in the store that day and she saw us.’


Agnieszka leaned back on the sofa, her head tilted, and looked at the ceiling. She didn’t know where else to look. Her long, slim neck swept up to her jawline, her chin jutted towards the roof. Darrel watched her. Agnieszka rolled her eyes.


‘Oh God, God, everyone was in superstore that day. Was it half-price special offer day, maybe?’


Darrel smiled.


‘You, me, my wife . . . who else was there? Oh yes, your neighbour with the little girl.’


‘The sergeant’s wife. She didn’t see you.’


‘I made sure of that. But I didn’t realize my wife was around as well. And she saw us talking.’


‘So marriage ends?’ Agnieszka stared at him now, her blue eyes very round. ‘Marriage ends because you take coffee with me?’


‘It was ending anyway, Aggie. Coffee just finished it off.’


‘But she must understand we only take coffee!’


Darrel shook his head.


‘She saw me talking to you. Like I really wanted to hear what you had to say? Like I found you interesting? And she said it was years since I talked to her that way. And she was right.’


‘And marriage ends?’ Agnieszka was leaning forward. She was whispering. Just saying the words felt sinful enough. ‘Marriage ends because of way you talk to me?’


He shrugged. He did not look sad, contrite, hurt or anything a man at the end of his marriage might look.


‘After many years?’


‘Eight.’


She shook her head as though she was trying to shake it clear.


‘Because of coffee? With me?’


‘Because it had already ended years ago. So all it took was one coffee to finish it off completely.’


‘So now what you do?’


‘I’ve moved out. I’m staying with my mother, for the time being. Until I can get myself sorted. Gillian and the kids have stayed at home.’


‘You have kids?’


‘Three.’


‘Three!’


He laughed at her amazement.


‘Well, it’s not so unusual in this country. How many do people in Poland have? Ten?’


‘Usual to stop with one. Sometimes a long, long time before two. And three not very ordinary.’


But it wasn’t the number of children itself which amazed her. It was the nonchalance with which he could end the marriage that supported so many. It gave her an uncomfortable feeling: unease with her own role in this. How could meeting a man in a shop and having a coffee with him result in such a thing? Had the wife, watching unnoticed, detected an interest in Agnieszka which Agnieszka had been unaware of? Or had she been aware of his interest but chosen to ignore it because she wanted her TV repaired? The thought made her curl up on the sofa. It made her feel unclean.


Darrel said quietly: ‘It’s not your fault.’


But she did not uncurl. So she had unwittingly ended this man’s marriage. It wasn’t her fault. But did that leave her with some responsibilities towards him?


She heard him get up. What was he doing now? Crossing the room? She did not uncurl to see. She shut her eyes and ears and said Aves to herself to keep them shut. Then she remembered. She should pay him for repairing the television, for the gadget he had bought. If she didn’t pay him then there was an implication of friendship. Or obligation.


She jumped up. The room was empty except for Luke, now asleep on the floor, his mouth open and his hands up as though he was under arrest. Her sketch lay on the sofa.


She ran to the door but she was too late. His car was just pulling away.
  

Chapter Twenty-three



THE MAIL ARRIVED MINUTES BEFORE 1 SECTION LEFT FOR ITS PATROL and the boss delayed by ten minutes so that the men could read it before they jumped on the Vectors.


Dave got a letter from his mother, a letter from Jenny and, ominously, a letter from Jenny’s mother too. He started the one from Jenny, then left them on his cot and went to count the men into the vehicles.


‘We’re a decoy, so don’t let’s delude ourselves we’re a fire team,’ he reminded them.


Sol was standing at his side.


‘Just help me with my English, would you?’ he muttered. ‘What’s the difference between a decoy and a sitting duck?’


Dave rolled his eyes.


‘You don’t need any help with your English,’ he said. ‘Today there is no difference.’


Sol’s ankle had healed and Dave had been relieved to have him back commanding 1 Section.


He turned to the lads jumping on board the Vectors right now. Streaky Bacon and Jack Binns were still battle virgins. They’d been on patrol and escorted contractors and been caught in sporadic, low-key fire fights but they had not yet been involved in anything more serious. Although they insisted that they were ready and eager to do so, neither had fired a shot.


‘You’re not going out for a fucking picnic!’ Dave barked at Streaky. ‘Sling your weapon, sprog, and get two hands on it.’


Binns, climbing in behind Streaky, undid his sling clip rapidly before Dave could see. He looked sheepish when he saw Sol watching him.


Dave jumped in beside the driver of the first vehicle as it pulled away. The boss sat with Asma at the front of the second.


As they rumbled across the desert Dave felt on edge. His eyes scanned every ripple in the landscape. Ever since that goat had exploded so spectacularly right in front of him, he’d been forced to accept that IEDs had become impossible to spot. Before then he had tried to persuade himself that, if he was alert enough, he couldn’t be caught on the wrong end of an explosion.


Nevertheless, he kept his eyes peeled for a pile of stones or recently disturbed earth which might hint at something beneath the surface. He stared hard at a young man watching the convoy from his motorbike whose mobile phone could be a detonator.


It was common knowledge that the Taliban were stepping up their use of IEDs. Their explosives were getting bigger and better and the capacity of the Vectors to withstand their blasts was now in question because most of their armour was on top rather than underneath. Since 1 Platoon had arrived in Sin City, news had filtered in regularly of British soldiers elsewhere in Helmand Province who had been killed or injured by mines. There were antipersonnel mines and anti-tank mines and, if you managed to avoid all these, there were always the Soviet-era legacy mines.


As they crossed the featureless desert they passed the first train of camels Dave had seen here. It was a biblical sight, the line of humped backs and long necks making slow and rhythmic progress across the sand.


‘Could be two thousand years ago,’ the driver said.


‘Except for the IEDs.’


‘This route has been cleared.’


‘Cleared last week doesn’t mean it’s still clear today.’


‘You’re not your usual self, Sarge. Having a bad day?’


‘I’m pissed off with being sent out undermanned. There’s just not enough of us. And one’s a woman and two are sprogs. The civilians are forcing us to spread ourselves too thin. So we’re a decoy and we’re supposed to keep going but the Taliban don’t know that. To them we’re just the enemy.’


‘Well maybe we’ll have a nice quiet ride today,’ the driver said cheerfully.


‘You don’t sound your usual self either,’ Dave said. The driver was famous for his gloomy predictions.


‘I’ve got mail in my cot. One from the missus and one from my bird. What more can a man ask for?’


‘Let’s hope you don’t meet your maker today, then, or everything you’ve got will get sent straight back to your missus unless I remember to pull it out first.’


The man’s face clouded.


‘Fuck it, I never thought of that.’ Then his expression brightened again. ‘But she can’t nag if I’m dead, can she?’


The incoming fire began the moment they arrived in the Green Zone.


‘Keep going,’ said the boss. The men on top cover returned fire.


They passed the point where the platoon had dismounted last time they were here. They passed the cannabis field. Dave thought he could smell it and when a roar went up from the lads in the back (‘We know where we are! Too fucking right we do! Got everything you came with, Mal?’), he was sure he could smell it. They drove towards the river crossing and the firing suddenly and mysteriously stopped.


‘I don’t like this,’ said Dave. ‘Go slow.’


‘If we keep our heads down and get moving we’ll be through it in no time.’ The driver was a lot less happy than he’d been ten minutes ago.


‘Oh, yeah? We’re supposed to have cleared this area. But they started firing the minute we got here. They’re telling us they’re back. Slow down so I can keep a sharp look-out.’


The driver slowed. There was still no firing.


‘The fuckers are behind us, so let’s just take a run at it,’ the driver said.


‘No. Slow down more.’


The driver barely slowed at all.


‘Slower!’ Dave yelled, his eyes fixed on the track ahead. He could see it start to rise about two hundred metres in front of them where the track became a bridge over the mighty Helmand River. He could smell the pollen of cannabis and other plants mixed in with the hot dust. Big, floppy leaves tapped gently against the side of the vehicle as they passed. Dave’s senses were so alert they seemed to be screaming at him. He did not blink and his eyes were dry with the effort of scanning the dusty track.


He thought: If I was a guerrilla fighter I’d let the army believe they’d cleared this crossing. Then I’d go back. I’d put an IED just before the bridge. I’d make sure no other traffic passed and pedestrians were kept away. An army convoy would come along and it would seem quiet here. The front of the convoy would be blown up. Everyone would stop. Then I’d ambush the rest from behind. So they’d be trapped . . .


Until now there had been a lot of detritus floating around in his mind: fragments of last night’s dream, the knowledge of Jenny’s letter on his cot, the information that his knee was hurting for no reason, the worry that Steve Buckle might never recover his mind, a curt warning from Major Willingham that he would have to interview Dave about the death of one wounded insurgent in a ditch. All those thoughts stopped now. The sudden certainty that the Taliban would have planted an IED in their path and in a place where it would cause most chaos sliced cleanly through all the other voices in his ear.


‘Stop!’ he yelled as they approached the bridge.


The driver responded to the volume and urgency of Dave’s instruction by slamming on the brakes. Behind them, they could hear the second vehicle screeching to a halt too, and the third behind that.


‘What’s going on?’ the boss demanded.


Dave didn’t reply. The Vector stood still, ticking in the heat, smelling of fuel, clouds of dust circling around it. The firing which had met their arrival in the Green Zone had stopped. Everything had stopped. There were no kids gathering in a cluster to stare at them, no old men in the nearby fields holding their aching backs as they straightened, no small cars bulging with big Afghan families travelling in the other direction. There was only silence.


Dave wondered if he should feel stupid. He had just halted a patrol which had orders to keep moving. He had done so on a hunch. He had no evidence for his suspicions.


The driver was looking at him. ‘You all right, Sarge?’


Dave stared ahead. It seemed to him that, between their stopping place and the rise where the bridge began, the dirt of the track lacked the patina of daily use.


He reported: ‘Suspicious ground at vulnerable point ahead.’


He looked hard at the track. If anyone was waiting to press a button at the other end of a command wire or a mobile phone, their only vantage point would be just inside the jungle on either side of them. There was visibility from nowhere else. He sent men down to search through the greenery. While they did so he leaned forward and stared at the track.


‘I think I see something ahead,’ Dave said. ‘Have the engineers got mine detection equipment?’


There was a groan from the engineers.


‘I take it that means no?’ Dave listened to the sound of his own voice. It sounded rough, as though he was still bumping along the rutty track.


‘No, we’ve got it, Sarge. Only we don’t have 4Cs any more.’


‘And?’


‘We’ve got an Ebinger but we’re not certain how to use it; we haven’t been trained on them yet.’


‘I’m sure the combined brains of 1 Section can help you work that out,’ Dave said. ‘Quickly.’


The men came back to the Vectors having found no trace of anyone close enough to both see and detonate a device. Dave began to have doubts. Then he heard the boss.


‘Our interpreter has just picked up some enemy chatter which indicates there could be an IED . . .’


‘Got the detectors sorted?’ Dave demanded. ‘Come on! We’re sitting ducks here! Just because no one’s firing at us doesn’t mean they’ve all gone home for a nice cup of tea.’


The engineers dismounted and Dave sent men to cover them on the ground. The engineers stood arguing over how the machine worked but at last one of them put in an earpiece and began sweeping his way slowly forward.


Dave watched him. He had a sudden memory of a beach on the south coast of England soon after he had met Jenny. The first time they’d spent the night together, they’d gone down to the sea before dawn and watched the sun come up across the ocean. They’d lain close, tired but relaxed, on sand which retained the coolness of the night. Then, suddenly, they were surrounded. Old men with metal detectors were sweeping the beach at first light for treasure.


Dave sighed and turned from the memory. It had no place in this hot, hostile world.


The engineers advanced slowly along the track. About five paces before the bridge, they stopped. The first passed the machine and earpiece to the second. He nodded. They began to dig with the machine, brushing the sand gently from side to side.


‘Got something?’ Dave was hot and tense. Were they being watched? Or were the enemy firing positions right behind the Vectors, waiting to prevent their escape?


After a few more minutes, the engineers shook their heads. ‘Just an old bolt buried in the track.’


‘Can we come back now?’ asked the younger engineer.


‘Nope,’ Dave said.


‘There’s probably a hundred old bolts between here and the bridge. They probably dropped them when they built it.’


‘Move ahead with caution,’ Dave said. ‘The bolt might have been dropped. Or it might have been planted there.’


The engineers shrugged. It didn’t seem so surprising to them that an old bolt was buried in the track. But Dave had heard enough stories in Bastion to know that the Taliban could make men lazy with false readings so that by the time they reached the big one they were completely unprepared.


After a few more paces, he saw that the engineers had detected something else.


‘Another fucking bolt,’ they muttered, looking around anxiously.


‘Careful, careful!’ Dave knew they felt vulnerable out there, despite the cover. He could see that they were digging less cautiously now, with the perfunctory attitude of men ordered to do an unnecessary job.


The boss said: ‘Our interpreter is picking up a lot of chatter from the enemy. She thinks they’re close.’


‘I’ll bet they are,’ Dave said.


Suddenly one of the engineers stopped. He pulled the other over to look and they both peered down into the hole. There was a pause and then, simultaneously, they turned back to the Vectors. Dave couldn’t see their expressions, but something about the angle of their heads and the tension in their bodies told him all he needed to know.


‘OK, get back in the vehicles. Now!’


He reported to the boss: ‘They’ve found the IED ahead.’


‘We’ll need EOD to clear it,’ the boss said.


‘We’ll need to get out,’ Dave said. ‘Before the Talis trap us here.’


But it was already too late.


The engineers were nearing the Vectors when the first shots bounced around the vehicles. The men ran the last few paces and jumped aboard as the ambush kicked off. The enemy weapons, including first machine guns and then RPGs, started almost simultaneously. They had been in position. They had been watching. They had been waiting for this order.


The weight of fire was so intense that it would not be safe to drive through it. The boss reported briefly while the drivers realigned the Vectors in a defensive position. Dave only wished they’d stopped further back. He guessed they’d be fighting here for a while and there were better places to do that than under a hundred metres from an IED waiting to explode.
  

Chapter Twenty-four



INSIDE THE VECTORS, THE MEN LOOKED AT EACH OTHER AND HELD their weapons closer as the noise erupted around them and they were thrown around by the vehicles’ frantic manoeuvres.


Streaky Bacon thought at first it was raining outside. Then he wondered if maybe someone was throwing money at them. Finally he realized it was raining rounds. Without warning he felt waves of nausea running through his body. He caught sight of Binns’s face, blanched white, and he realized that Binman felt like throwing up too.


So this was it. A real fire fight against a real enemy. Streaky had played Call of Duty 4 often and well; he’d impressed his instructors at Catterick and if anyone had asked him what he was looking forward to in Afghanistan apart from rapping he would have said fighting.


Since arriving he’d been on patrol and he’d heard the other lads’ stories and knew that men at other FOBs had been under fire daily. He’d been disappointed that so far he’d seen very little action. But now they were being ambushed by a real enemy whose object was to kill them. There was no screen between himself and the action and at the end of this game a dead man didn’t get up to fight again.


The Vectors found their defensive positions and stood still. The engines were switched off. The firing intensified and, without the engines to mask it, the sound was more frightening. Binns and Bacon exchanged wide-eyed looks. They tried without success to hide their terror.


The machine-gunners were operating at warp speed overhead.


‘Section! Rapid fire!’ Sol said and their rate of fire doubled. The enemy responded in kind.


Streaky saw Binman’s eyes widen still further. There were dark circles beneath them and below the dark circles Binman’s skin was so white it looked like a mask.


Streaky would have liked to put his fingers in his ears but he closed his eyes instead. He could hear the thud of the enemy weapons. On top of one Vector was a GPMG and on the other were two minimis and if you closed your eyes and concentrated there was both a rhythm and a beat to the weapons. Streaky reached into his pouch for the stub of a pencil he always carried around with him and the creased piece of paper he wrapped around it and he tried to find some good flow.


fire liar cry die, retire to a nice quiet . . .
head dead sweat
scared . . .



What rhymed with scared? Did anything rhyme with scared?


There was a massive crash and a flash that leaped out of nowhere and for a crazy moment Streaky thought they had been struck by lightning. Then he heard Dave’s voice in his ear. It sounded strangely cool and distant inside Streaky’s hot, sweaty head, as if Dave was directing operations from some beachside bar a huge distance away: ‘Get out and get down.’


‘What happened?’ Another disembodied voice.


‘RPG hit a corner of the truck and bounced,’ someone said.


‘Everyone all right?’


‘Get out, now!’ Sol yelled.


And then men were piling out of the Vectors, their bodies crouching, slinking around the truck while all around them the orchestra of fire played in the theatre of war.


Streaky, waves of nausea running up and down his body, got behind the Vector and ducked.

Scared . . . unprepared!



That was it. Streaky felt for his pencil. Yes!

I’m scared, I’m unprepared man, for what may lie ahead man . . .



He sat down in the dirt and watched rounds bouncing all around the vehicle. It looked as if the ground was cracking. Overhead, the trees were cracking.


‘Fucking hell,’ Binman shouted.


‘Wish you stayed at Curry’s now?’ Streaky hoped he sounded ice cool but he knew his voice had emerged high and splintered like a kid’s.


They crouched down amid the flash and crack and thud of the battle.


Rapid fire, I’m not scared,
No I’m a liar, I’m unprepared
I want to cry, I start to sweat
Mama, I’m still a child inside my head,
Don’t want to show it, don’t want you to know it,
But if I shut my eyes I see me dead . . .



‘Get some fire down!’ Sol shouted.


Streaky looked up from under his helmet, trying to think of a rhyme for dead . . . bed, said, fed, dread . . .


‘What do you think you’ve got rifles for, to hang on the fucking Christmas tree?’ Finn yelled. ‘Use them!’


Streaky realized he and Binman were the only ones not firing.


He shuffled to the side of the Vector and looked out. He could see rounds flying down the track. One pinged off the Vector and then against his helmet like someone trying to wake him.


He ducked behind the vehicle again, pulled his rifle into position and looked through the sights. He was crouching too low to aim at anything except a snake. Reluctantly he got up onto one knee. Binman, at his side, did the same. A round ricocheted off the ground in front of them. Trying to ignore it, his finger shaking, Streaky released the safety.


The first time he fired he had no idea where the round went or where it landed. His hand would not stop shaking. He fired again. What was he aiming at? He was staring through the sights. But there was nothing to see.


He dodged back behind the Vector. He felt as though he had been exposed out there for an hour. Binman was still behind him. This was Binns’s chance to move forward and take up the firing position Streaky had vacated but he didn’t. His face was a ghastly white, like a vampire in a horror movie.


Since Binman was frozen to the spot, Streaky kept his head down, pointed the SA80 up the track behind them and fired intensively. When his shoulder began to hurt he paused. And then he fired some more. He felt his body relax a little. Inexplicably, he wanted to giggle. This wasn’t so difficult. Since the Taliban was invisible, you could aim anywhere and there was a chance of hitting one of them. He heard laughter and realized it was his own. He fired faster and faster to the sound of his own laughter.


‘Slow it down, for Chrissake,’ someone shouted, maybe Dave. Streaky paused and looked around. It was a relief to stop firing. Had he really been laughing? He saw that the men with the most firepower and the best positions were high up on the vehicles. But they were also the most exposed.


A shout came from Jamie on top. Streaky and Dave both turned in time to see him stagger.


‘Shit, come and help,’ Dave shouted to Streaky, scrambling to his feet and diving inside the vehicle. Streaky followed him. They found Jamie already there, his body doubled, hanging onto the side.


‘Sit down,’ Dave ordered. ‘What happened?’


Streaky helped Jamie down. Gasping for breath, Jamie managed to say: ‘A bloke standing over me with a fucking great sledgehammer brought it down right on my back . . .’


His face drained. He closed his eyes. He was going to pass out. Or was he going to die? Streaky felt sick.


Dave shook Jamie awake, looking desperate, as though he thought Jamie wouldn’t wake up if he lost consciousness.


‘You’ve been hit,’ he said. His voice was strangled and urgent. Streaky looked at his sergeant and saw shock carved into every crevice. Dave was already old: probably in his late twenties, Streaky thought. But now he seemed ten years older even than that.


Streaky watched Dave’s face cave in a little as he searched for the wound. He knew that, as far as a sergeant can be close to one of his men, Dave was good mates with Jamie. Personally Streaky found Jamie a strange geezer. He was posh and apparently he had been to college and he obviously should have been an officer but for some reason he had wanted to be one of the lads instead. Streaky had meant to ask him why, when the moment was right. Now it seemed he might never have a chance.


Jamie wordlessly pointed to the place and Dave gently readjusted Jamie’s position so they could reach the wound without twisting his body. Dave’s face was frightening Streaky Bacon now. He needed his sergeant to be hard. Invincible. And instead Dave was showing signs of shock because his mate was hurt, just like anyone else.


Dave glanced at Streaky.


‘Don’t just sit there staring, get the fucking medic!’ he snapped. But the medic was already climbing into the Vector. Streaky was the first to see the deep tear at the bottom of Jamie’s body armour. He pointed to it. Dave swallowed.


The medic pushed Streaky aside.


‘OK, I’ve got him,’ he said. He was trying to release Dave back out there again. But Streaky could see that Dave, although he was certainly needed outside, did not want to leave Jamie.


‘Get someone on the gimpy!’ Jamie said weakly, his eyes closed. ‘They’re closing in on us, I could see it from on top.’


‘It’s too exposed up there, everyone has to come down,’ Dave said, and he gave the order.


The medic took off Jamie’s armour and pouches and webbing, handing them to Streaky who put them down carefully, almost reverently. When the medic crouched to examine Jamie’s back they could all see the massive swelling appearing on the right side.


‘You’ve been hit.’


‘I know that.’


‘You’re a lucky boy. I think it was a high-calibre round. I’d say it’s a 7.62mm.’


‘He’d be dead if one of them hit him,’ Dave said, his face still a caricature.


‘I’ve heard of them bouncing off,’ the medic said. ‘The ceramic plates inside this body armour are amazing.’


‘Maybe I am dead,’ Jamie said weakly. ‘And you’re all dead too.’


‘Not me,’ Streaky said. ‘I’m still here—’


There was a huge crash outside the Vector.


He added: ‘I think.’


‘So we’re all dead and something the bishop forgot to tell us about heaven is that it’s one long fire fight with the Taliban,’ Dave said.


‘You’re winded and a bit shocked and you’re going to have one helluva bruise. But you’re alive,’ the medic told Jamie.


‘You could have fooled me,’ he said.


‘And,’ the medic added, ‘you’re a lucky man. A few centimetres higher and it would have been right through your neck.’


‘Just stay sitting down quietly,’ Dave told him.


‘Well, if I’m alive I’m OK to get back on the gun so give me my kit.’


‘Oh, no, you’re not OK,’ the medic said.


Dave was already carrying the GPMG down and setting it up on the ground outside.


‘Get a belt loaded,’ he yelled at Streaky, a command which was causing Streaky some panic when Jamie staggered out of the Vector. His exposed body drew a burst of fire. He didn’t so much duck as fall behind the gimpy.


‘You probably should sit inside, mate,’ Dave said gruffly.


‘Don’t talk shit.’ Jamie sorted out the belt for Streaky and edged Dave away from the machine gun. Dave watched him for a moment then the boss arrived at their side.


‘When the fuck is the air support arriving?’ Dave asked. ‘Because we’ll soon be standing here with nothing to throw at them but bottles of water.’


‘We’ll have to slow our rate of fire to make it last longer,’ Weeks said.


‘They’ll notice and move in.’


‘They’re already moving in,’ the boss shouted back, over the whoosh of an incoming RPG. ‘If we get really low then we might have to try blowing up the IED and exiting forward over the bridge.’


‘No!’ Dave shouted back. ‘They’ll have left an IED on the other side too.’


Binman appeared from behind the Vector to help Jamie with the machine gun and Streaky returned to the fire fight with renewed energy.


‘Slow your rate of fire!’ Sol ordered him a few minutes later. Streaky nodded and paused and then forgot. Now the machine gun was back at work he tried to keep his rifle firing almost as fast, which was impossible of course, but made him feel more effective. He paused at last, his weapon burning in his hands. He looked around. So where exactly were the flipflops?


He watched enemy rounds bouncing like hailstones, threshing the leaves and dust into something like fine confetti. He searched for muzzle flashes. He listened. He decided the flipflops must be everywhere. He swallowed. They were heavily outnumbered. And if they weren’t surrounded yet, they soon would be.


As the fight intensified, Streaky saw the boss push the woman interpreter into the back of the Vector. She obviously didn’t want to go but she climbed inside and Streaky glimpsed the medic in there with her. Everyone else, including Dave, including the signaller, including the boss, was outside firing back at the ambush.


Mal vacated a prominent firing position to refill magazines and Streaky stepped into it. He swallowed, raised his weapon, released the safety and started to fire once more. When he stopped, he watched a round bounce along the track in front of him and estimated that it had come from a tree only about fifty metres away. Fifty metres! He fired at the high branches of the tree. No body fell but, all the same, it felt good to have something to fire at. He fired again and again and again to make sure.


On every patrol so far, Streaky had submitted to a sense of helplessness. He didn’t think about what he did. He followed orders. He didn’t know where he was, in what direction they were driving, how far from the base they were or what the reason for their mission might be, even if the boss had tried to explain it. He just expected other people to tell him what to do.


Now, with his hands hot from his weapon, the smoky, sulphuric smell of the battle filling his nostrils and its noise all around him, his senses were heightened and so was his understanding. He understood that the enemy was to the rear and on two flanks. If they succeeded in moving forward of the convoy then the Vectors would be totally surrounded. That was a thought so uncomfortable it was enough to induce streams of sweat all of its own, separate from the sweat induced by carrying a lot of kit in sweltering heat, separate from the sweat of the battle itself.


I’m weaker in emotion than in arms and fire aim
The smoke I’m inhaling isn’t keeping my mind sane,
It feels like rehydration’s a better soldier’s game . . .



On Streaky’s left, Angus was firing rapidly. Streaky tried to copy him. He fired round after round after round. You could lose yourself in firing. It was as though you ceased to exist and your body became a part of your weapon. It was good to think of yourself as a weapon. It made you feel invulnerable. It made you feel like a killing machine.


When at last he paused there was a rap forming in his head.


We’re pinned down
It’s a sin to frown, I wish I could grin but it’s grim in this town
No houses no streets no shops and no women
Just choking on the smoke and no joking I need water,
water water water . . .



What rhymed with water?


There was the sodium glare and the crash of an RPG, so powerful it made Streaky duck. With his head down, words inserted themselves into his brain.


Water . . . daughter, sorter, halter . . . no good, none of them, not one of them was any good.


The grenade had missed the Vectors and was landing on the track in front of them. There was a pause. Everyone, including the enemy, was waiting to see if it had hit the IED.


‘Cover!’ Dave roared.


But the grenade fell short and firing resumed.


‘We’re short of ammo,’ Dave told everyone. ‘Watch and fire. Watch and fire. Conserve ammo.’


Streaky didn’t hear him.

Water, transporter



Good rhyme.

Water, mortar



Yes! Even better!

Water, slaughter!



The best! Despite the battle all around him, Streaky smiled.


Nearby, the boss was asking over the radio when the air support was coming. It sounded as though they were giving him the brush-off because the fragments of his reply Streaky could catch were: ‘. . . outnumbered . . . supplies . . . seriously overexposed . . .’


There was a pause.


‘And when will it be available?’ the boss demanded.


Binman’s face appeared, chalk white and smelling of vomit.


‘Shit,’ he said to Streaky.


‘Listen, bruv,’ Streaky said, ‘I was going to sick up and then I started firing and I felt a lot better when I had something to do and now I’m loving it. I just keep on firing, that’s what I do.’


But Binns rolled his eyes in his white, white face and did not speak. The medic climbed out of a Vector to take his arm.


‘Come on, sprog,’ he said to Binman. ‘You’re in shock. And I’m not surprised. Your sarge says you’ve never done this before. It’s what they call a baptism of fire.’


Binns was getting into the Vector just as the woman interpreter jumped out.


Streaky sneaked around the side of the Vector to fire more rounds, very quickly. He began to feel confident despite the knowledge that nothing they had done, not the constant rattle of their machine guns or the full force of their small arms, lessened the enemy’s strength. In fact, the Taliban firing positions were getting closer. They seemed to be moving in around the sides of the Vectors now so that even crouching behind the vehicles you could feel exposed.


Nausea gripped Streaky again. If the flipflops slipped forward of the Vectors, 1 Section would be completely surrounded. He knew there was an IED up there. He hoped it was enough to keep the Taliban back. Involuntarily he glanced towards it and saw a shadow flicker through the distant undergrowth. Streaky came from the vertical world of high-rise flats in Wolverhampton and he was alert to any horizontals. Here was something the wrong shape moving swiftly through the woods. He readjusted his position to see it better.


Someone next to him was raising their weapon too. It was the woman interpreter, with her SA80. She had seen the shadow and was taking aim. Suddenly anxious to beat her, Streaky fired again and again, as fast as he could. The shadow fell.


‘We’ll never know,’ said the woman, ‘which of us did that.’


Since she had only fired a few rounds, Streaky thought it was certainly him. But he smiled at her anyway. She smiled back.


‘What are you doing?’ the boss thundered behind them.


‘Using our weapons,’ said the woman. ‘We saw the enemy trying to sneak forward.’


‘Just slotted a flipflop!’ Streaky said gleefully.


For some reason the boss didn’t seem to share his excitement. ‘Get over the other side, will you, and slow down the ammo rate,’ he snapped.


Streaky could hear the conversation as he went. The boss said: ‘Asma, I asked you to stay in the Vector. The OC prefers women not to engage in frontline fighting.’


And the woman was saying: ‘Frontline? Where the fuck is that? They’re all around us!’


Streaky ran across to the back of the other Vector. He glanced behind him at the woman and saw the boss trying to persuade her to return to the wagon. Then he slipped into a firing position and started again. He let round after round rip into the nearby trees and undergrowth. If there was any living thing there, it must soon be dead.


What rhymed with enemy? Absolutely nothing. It was impossible to find a word in the English language that rhymed with enemy.


He saw an RPG flying high overhead. He stepped behind the Vector, watching the grenade’s bright, graceful arc. It had a sort of beauty. Dave saw it too. He knew, from its height and its trajectory, exactly where it was going to land. He shouted: ‘Cover!’


Some firing continued but everyone who’d seen the RPG sailing towards the river, including the enemy, stopped and waited. And then came the explosion.


Streaky felt the heat of the blast wave and the force of its punch in his chest. He was blown against the side of the Vector. The ground rocked, the world rocked and, when he looked up, the sky was rocking too. It was breaking into a thousand tiny pieces and falling on their heads. Some men were flung to the ground, others threw themselves there. A few grabbed the Vectors for security, but the Vectors were rocking with the shock too.


Streaky was on his stomach, helmet down.


Enemy . . . destiny! Yes! It wasn’t perfect but it would do. The two words worked well together. Enemy, destiny, yes.


Branches, leaves and plants were still flying through the air, smoke rose upwards in a steady column from the riverside, and it felt like minutes before the world began to steady itself. Even the enemy was quiet.


The silence that followed the blast brought with it a small window of calm. And then the firing started again and most of 1 Section understood at once that the enemy had used the distraction to move still further forward.


Dave shouted: ‘Fix bayonets!’


Streaky’s heart sank. Bayonets were what you used when the enemy was just a few metres away. Bayonets were what you plunged into people’s bodies while you looked into their eyes. He fumbled with his, trying to imagine what it would be like to run at a man and shove a bayonet into his chest. He thought he might not be able to do that.


He tried to scramble to his feet, fighting against the weight on his back which kept dragging him back down. Finn, who had managed to remain standing through the blast, grabbed his hand to help him. Streaky saw the boss helping the woman to her feet. The blast had thrown the boss on top of her. Or perhaps he had thrown himself there to protect her.


‘We now have a way out,’ the boss said to Dave, his voice full of dust.


‘No,’ Dave said.


‘There’s a bit of a crater but we can get round it and over the bridge!’ Weeks insisted.


‘No!’ Dave repeated. ‘There’ll be more.’


‘More what?’


‘IEDs. On the far side of the bridge.’


‘The enemy is now extremely close. I mean, I think there are some only twenty metres away,’ the boss said. Dave didn’t reply. He kept on firing. Streaky did the same. But a few minutes later, he heard Dave and the boss arguing again. It seemed they had been told an Apache was arriving and the boss wanted to put down smoke now.


‘No!’ Dave said.


‘The pilots will need it,’ the boss insisted.


‘Too soon!’ Dave said.


‘But surely we—’


Dave interrupted him. ‘No, no, no! If we put smoke down now we’ll just get a load more incoming. I don’t have time to explain!’


The urgency in his voice made Streaky increase his rate of fire.


‘How many times,’ the boss roared in his ear, ‘do I have to tell you we’re running out of ammo? Use less, for Chrissake!’


‘Oh yeah . . .’ Streaky slowed his rate a fraction.


At the sound of a rhythmic, distant thudding, he felt relief flood through his body. It was almost over. He’d been both surrounded and outnumbered in an ambush and it was almost over at last.


Enemy fire was ceasing a little. 1 Section immediately eased their firing too. The bonds that had glued them to their weapons began to loosen.


‘I’ve never been so fucking happy to hear a rotor blade,’ Finn said, his voice filtered through dust.


‘OK, now smoke,’ the boss said, glancing at Dave.


‘Wait . . .’ Dave said. ‘Mini flares are a lot better.’


Sol explained: ‘Smoke hangs around for too long.’


‘It gives every Tom, Dick and Harry Taliban our position,’ Dave said. ‘Just make sure you’ve got the pilot’s attention . . .’


When the helicopter was chopping up the air overhead, they sent up a flare.


Remaining alert to catch any fleeing insurgents, the men watched the massive metal bird begin its hunt from the sky. Two scrambling, anxious figures jumped from trees that were only ten metres from the Vectors.


‘Too fucking close,’ Dave said.


Before they could run, Angus McCall took aim without hesitation and killed one. Mal took the other. Angus could not resist turning to catch Dave’s eye. Dave nodded at him. Whatever had held Angus back before had evaporated in this fight for his life.


‘We were lucky. They didn’t have many RPGs and they weren’t very handy with them,’ Dave said. ‘If they’d had mortar we wouldn’t have stood a chance.’


‘And if we’d had mortar it would have helped,’ the boss said quietly.


‘An HMG would have been good, too.’ Dave went over to Jamie. ‘I wish you’d sit down, mate.’


‘I’m all right,’ Jamie insisted.


‘You don’t look all right; your face is a weird colour.’


The medic appeared. ‘We’ll have to get you to Bastion. We need to check for internal injuries.’


‘You can forget that,’ Jamie said. ‘No one’s taking me away from my mates for no good reason.’


Sol said: ‘I really don’t want to lose you, but you have to be checked out. You know the score.’


Jamie sighed. ‘Listen,’ he said to the medic. ‘I’m OK. I’ll let you know if I’m not OK.’


The medic shook his head. ‘We’ll have to give you a proper examination back at the FOB, then.’


‘OK,’ said Jamie, ‘but I’m not going anywhere. Unless it’s in a body bag. And someone else can carry the machine gun back on top for me now.’


Angus heard this and picked it up at once.


Before following him on board the Vector, Jamie said: ‘You have to admire the flipflops. They don’t give up, do they? They must have known that air support would come sooner or later and try to finish them off. But they didn’t stop.’


The boss said: ‘They don’t care if they die. That’s the most frightening thing about them.’


Asma nodded. ‘We’ve been fighting for our lives. But they’ve been fighting for Allah.’


‘If you don’t mind me saying so,’ – Finn turned to her with admiration – ‘I never would have expected a lady to get a grip in a fire fight like that.’


Asma raised an eyebrow. ‘I’m no lady,’ she said. ‘I’m from Hackney.’


Finn laughed and held out his hand.


‘That explains everything.’


They were still shaking hands when the boss appeared.


‘Please stay alert, Finn,’ he said briskly. ‘The second AH is arriving shortly and insurgents may flee too close for the Apache to fire at them.’


Dave turned to Asma. ‘Well done. Nice one.’


She looked pleased and glanced at the boss. He turned away.


The second helicopter arrived and they sent up another flare. One Apache put down fire along the treeline. The other flew over the adjacent fields, targeting leakers as they ran away from the scene.


The soldiers watched for any who tried to seek protection from the helicopter by lying close by. It was a relief to be still at last and not to feel hot metal burning their hands. Streaky knew he’d thought of some good lines during the fire fight and was now scribbling furiously, although he’d already forgotten some of them.


Binman, colour returning to his cheeks, crawled from the Vector with the medic to see the Apaches hunt the insurgents from the sky. The boss and Asma stood side by side, watching.


Dave sat down and leaned his back against a wheel of the vehicle and closed his eyes. He drank some water and waited as the Apaches did their work.


About half an hour ago he had reached for some gun oil and found Jenny’s letter in the pouch next to it. He had thought he had left it with the other mail, since bringing anything personal out of the base was strictly forbidden in case of capture. He must have stuffed it in the pouch without thinking. But, now it was here, he wanted to read it.


With his eyes shut, he tried to pretend for a moment that today had just been a training exercise on Salisbury Plain. He tried to imagine that he’d be home this evening to find Vicky in her high chair and Jen manoeuvring her belly around the little kitchen. But the image had the unreality of a dream. For an ugly moment the woman with the belly was a figment of his imagination. She was nothing to do with him. She barely existed.


Alarmed by this, he reached into his pouch for her letter.



Dear Dave,


If my writing looks funny it’s because I have to stretch over the bump to get the pen on the paper because there’s no way the bump will fit under the table any more. This baby’s big but it’s a lot quieter than Vicky was. Sometimes I panic that it’s not kicking. I nearly drove up to the hospital for them to check today, it was so quiet down inside my belly. And just when I was thinking about getting in the car, kick, kick. Hey, Mum, it’s me. So I think this baby’s going to be a laid-back sort of person. I mean, like you, Dave. Not always running around in circles like me.






Dave read the words but they did not penetrate. He knew that this was a letter from his wife, whom he loved, about the baby, whom he also loved although it wasn’t even born yet. But there was a disconnect between this world of bumps and kicking and kitchen tables and this world that was Afghanistan.



Well I’ve been good and I haven’t told anyone about the man who’s hanging around A. That’s not a secret code. I just can’t spell her name. I went round to her house a little while ago because she dropped Luke’s mug in the park. But I didn’t knock because the red Volvo was outside. Then I phoned her later and she said that the repair man had just left. Not sure what he was repairing.






Dave glanced over at Jamie. He was back up on top now with the machine gun, watching the Apache’s high-precision operation intently. His face looked a deathly white and battered and bruised as though the round had bounced off his cheeks. When it seemed that the helicopter had found an insurgent hiding at the edges of the track, Jamie got ready to fire if the man tried to escape by running towards them, but the Apache pilot fired first.


Here was a man, thought Dave, whose heart and soul was concentrated in the work he’d been trained for. He must be in a lot of pain right now but his commitment was undiminished. Agnieszka’s antics with some bloke in Wiltshire could never hurt Jamie the soldier. But she could destroy Jamie the man, who was made of marshmallow.



Dave, I didn’t really want to write about what A’s up to. I wanted to write about us. It’s much easier to write it than to say it.


I can’t go on like this. I’m pregnant and I need you here. I don’t mean I need you to help with things, even though I do. I mean I need you here. And you’re not. And so long as you’re in the army you never will be. I can just about cope with the fact that you won’t be there when the baby’s born. Just about. But it’s knowing you can’t get home if you’re needed, that’s one of the worst things.


Worse even than that is knowing you might never come home. You can’t imagine what it’s like. You don’t know how awful it is to think there’s a possibility this baby will never know its father and Vicky won’t remember you except from pictures. And that’s another thing. I wish I had a really nice recent picture of you instead of wedding pictures and quick snaps. Because that’s what you are for me at the moment, a man in a wedding album and in lots of snaps but not a man who’s here. And I love you and I want you to be here.


So I want you to leave the army, Dave. I want you to really think about what matters in your life and understand what the army is doing to us. Think about what I’ve said, darling, and please would you . . .






Her neat writing continued over the page. Dave closed his eyes. He was in Helmand Province, Afghanistan, and that other world in Wiltshire could not influence events here or influence him. It was something that happened concurrently but separately. The camp there, with its wives and children, was a treacherous sea of emotions waiting to drown him. Here, life was clear and straightforward. You were under fire. Your life was under threat. You fired back.


He stuffed the letter back in his pouch. He hadn’t meant to bring it anyway.


Soon afterwards they were cleared to exit the area. Technical officers and support were coming to check for further devices. But 1 Section could go home to Sin City.


Dave sometimes saw the cases of enemy rounds at the base of trees as they rumbled past. Once he saw a sandal. He wondered if its owner was sitting dead in the branches but he couldn’t be bothered to stop the Vector to look.


‘Tell me something,’ the driver said as they bumped back along the track. ‘How the fuck did you know there was an IED there?’


Dave yawned. ‘The interpreter said something about it.’


‘Yeah, but that was after you’d told me to stop. You’d already said there was one ahead. But I couldn’t see the fucker for love nor money.’


‘The surface of the track didn’t look right.’


‘I don’t know how you saw that. I thought you’d gone AWOL for a minute. You were sweating like a pig.’


‘Who isn’t sweating like a pig? But OK, I’ll admit it was a guess. I’d have felt pretty fucking stupid if I’d been wrong.’


‘You weren’t wrong, though. From now on I’m going to make sure I’m always driving you.’
  

Chapter Twenty-five



1 SECTION HADN’T BEEN ABLE TO SHOWER SINCE RETURNING TO Sin City. There was no water. So they’d kicked off their boots and changed into shorts and flipflops and were lounging on their cots or cleaning their weapons when there was the deafening crash of a mortar.


‘Stand to! Stand to!’


Everyone groaned.


Jamie sat up, shirtless. He’d been showing off his spectacular high-calibre bruise. Binns, who was taking pictures of it from different angles, put down his camera. Finn rolled over. Angus and Mal closed their eyes as if that would make the mortar attack go away. Streaky Bacon looked alarmed and then swigged more water as though someone was going to confiscate it.


‘Come on, lads,’ Sol yelled. ‘Stand to!’


‘Maybe there won’t be any more now . . .’


Mal’s words were drowned by the sound of AK47s.


The men responded like sleepwalkers.


‘Get up, get going, get out there,’ Sol shouted. ‘Helmets! Boots!’


There was another ground-shaking crash and the men accelerated a little. But not much. Angus put his boots on the wrong feet, Binns couldn’t find his helmet. Jamie winced as he pulled on body armour. Streaky, who’d been cleaning his weapon, tried to put it back together again but found nothing would fit.


‘Lucky for us 2 Platoon are on the .50 cals tonight.’ If the heavy machine guns were always sited in the same place, the enemy soon worked out their arcs of fire. So every contact the .50 cals had to be moved.


‘We’ve already spent three hours fighting today,’ Finn grumbled.


‘Three hours?’ Bacon said. ‘Three hours!’


He could remember every moment of today’s battle. He’d remember it for ever. But it seemed to last seconds rather than hours.


‘Oh, right,’ Sol said. ‘I’ll go and explain that to the Taliban and ask if they’ll come back tomorrow, then. Get out there!’


The men ran to their firing positions at a loping pace and returned fire half-heartedly. Dave watched Binns. He was trying hard; he knew he had a lot to make up for. The others had teased him and Sol had talked to him but Dave knew he would have to grip the lad. Binns obviously knew that too; he’d been avoiding him.


‘You shouldn’t be here,’ Dave said to Jamie. ‘You should be lying down. You heard what the medic said.’


He’d advised him again to go to Bastion for a proper check-up, but without success.


‘I’m fine,’ Jamie insisted.


The one man who remained focused and kept firing was Angus. Straight after today’s ambush, Dave had noticed the subtle changes in the lad’s demeanour. Angus held himself differently. His face was sharper and he moved with a new confidence. Dave recognized this sudden maturity. Kill a man and age a year, he thought to himself.


The fighting stopped as suddenly as it had started. Everyone waited for a renewed attack. Men stayed in position but they relaxed. Angus got down into some cover and lit a cigarette.


‘You were good today, McCall,’ Dave said. He knew Angus would understand his previous failures had been forgiven. Even though it was dark, he could see the big lad blush in response. He thought he saw Angus’s tattoos blush as well. To his relief, Angry did not use the occasion to mention his father.


No one trusted the silence but when it continued the men gradually stood down.


Thirty minutes later, in 1 Section’s tent, Dave found Jamie fast asleep. ‘Thank God for that.’


Binns and Bacon were sitting on their cots with their boots on.


‘The medic gave him a mountain of pain relief and he was out like a light,’ Binns said.


‘Good,’ Dave said. ‘Now boots off, you two, if you’re getting your heads down.’


The two lads immediately sat bolt upright.


‘Or if you’re not getting your heads down you should get over to the cookhouse with the others.’


‘Not hungry,’ Bacon said.


Binns could not meet Dave’s eye.


‘Eat anyway. And drink. I’ve got a lot to say to you about your performance today during the ambush, Bacon, and the first thing is that you didn’t drink enough.’


‘I know.’ Streaky nodded. ‘I just didn’t think of it.’


‘It’s easy to forget, especially when you’re fighting. But in those temperatures, by the time you realize, it’s often too late.’


He turned to Binns.


‘What have you got to say for yourself, lad?’


Binns looked wretched. He stared at the ground and fiddled with a corner of his sleeping bag liner. Dave noticed a framed picture which Binns had evidently been looking at and shoved beneath the cot at his arrival. A pretty girl smiled out from it. She was sensibly dressed and her hair was neatly brushed. A girl-next-door type, the sort who worked in a building society.


‘Sorry, Sarge,’ he muttered.


‘Listen, Binns, I blame myself for not gripping you earlier. It was one hell of an ambush and I was so fucking busy I couldn’t get on top of you and neither could Sol. Normally I would have noticed earlier and I would have made you pull yourself together.’


‘I couldn’t help it, Sarge.’


‘You could. It didn’t happen during the mortar attack this evening, did it?’


‘No. I felt a bit safer here at the base with three platoons firing back.’


‘An ambush is a tough call for your first fire fight but I don’t want any excuses. You fucked up badly today and you’ve got a lot of ground to make up now.’


Binns looked as though he was going to cry. But Dave knew he had to be merciless, for Binns’s sake and everyone else’s. He was glad the boy’s mother, or the sweet-faced girlfriend, couldn’t see him.


‘We were in the shit today. We weren’t just fighting for ourselves but each other, and we were fighting hard. No one could stand over you, our hands were full. And you were a dead weight. You were sitting in the Vector or puking at the back and relying on us to take care of you. That’s not team playing, is it?’


‘No, Sarge.’


‘You’ve had the training, Binns. Now put it into practice. We’re not going to carry you, so pull your weight or get out of this platoon.’


Binns nodded. He still could not look Dave in the eye.


‘OK, Binns, go eat. And don’t be surprised if all the lads tear you apart for what happened today. You’ll have to work hard to make them forget it.’


Jack Binns sloped off, head hanging.


‘By the way,’ Dave called after him. The lad paused and turned. ‘You’re on shit duty for a week.’


‘Yes, Sarge,’ Binman said.


Dave watched him go. Over in his cot, Jamie turned over, snored for a moment and then fell silent. Dave sat down on Binns’s cot and turned to Streaky Bacon. ‘And how do you think you did today?’


‘Did some good rap,’ Bacon grinned.


‘You did what?’


Streaky’s smile wavered.


‘Got some good flow. Good rhymes and raps in my head while I was fighting,’ he said. ‘I’m a rapper, see.’


Dave, who ten minutes ago had felt tired and in need of food, felt the sudden rush of energy that anger brings.


‘A rapper!’ he said, jumping to his feet. ‘Did you say you’re a rapper?’


Bacon wished for a moment he’d never heard of hip hop.


‘Well . . .’ he said, ‘I try to do a bit of rap, see, and—’


‘No, no, no!’ said Dave, the strength of his own fury surprising him. ‘You’re a soldier! You didn’t come to Helmand Province to rap about it. You didn’t do all that training and travel all this way to sit there under fire thinking that IED rhymes with ABC or I can’t see or fly with me!’


He did not miss Bacon’s look of fleeting admiration for these fast rhymes. But the admiration was rapidly replaced by trepidation as Dave went on.


‘You’re a soldier, Bacon. That means you’re here to fight not fuck about giving it MC Bacon. While we were saving your bacon, Bacon, you sat on your arse working out that yes I can and kill that man rhymes with Taliban. Is that fucking fair?’


Bacon said nothing. His deep brown eyes shifted from side to side.


‘I’ve asked you a question,’ Dave said. ‘Now answer it. Is it fair for you to sit writing rap while your mates fight for their lives and yours?’


There was a pause.


‘No,’ Bacon said.


‘No WHAT?’


‘No, Sarge.’


Dave sighed and sat back down.


‘OK. You wrote some fucking good rap today. Apart from that triumph, how else did you do?’


Bacon rolled his eyes upwards and straightened his body.


‘Well, Sarge, I think I did OK.’


‘What makes you think that?’


‘I got some rounds down.’


‘Well, yes, you’re a soldier, that’s what you’re paid to do.’ ‘And I think I killed at least one man.’


‘Oh, yeah?’


‘I saw him fall. Only . . . the woman just may have shot him because she fired too.’


‘Where was he?’


‘They were everywhere except on one side and, understand see, Sarge, I thought if they ran forward we’d be completely surrounded, and that didn’t make me feel good so I was watching. And when he ran forward I got him.’


Dave nodded.


‘Good thinking, Bacon. How many rounds before you shot him?’


‘Well, I don’t know. A lot . . .’


‘You had rounds left for him, did you?’


‘Well, yes, I did, Sarge.’


‘How many rounds did you have left at the end of the ambush?’


‘Altogether, Sarge?’


‘Yep. Bandolier, magazines, how many altogether?’


‘Well, I counted. Twenty.’


‘Twenty.’


‘Yes, Sarge.’


‘Christ. Well, that tells me a few things. First, you were firing too much, too quickly. You were told to slow it but you couldn’t stop, could you?’


‘Well, Sarge, I thought—’


‘It was an ambush. We were under siege conditions and we’d been told to wait a long time for air support because we needed an Apache. There was no point a Harrier dropping a five-hundred-pound bomb or we’d all have been blown to Paradise. We had to wait for a fucking Apache to do some targeting because the choggies had closed in on us. If the Apache had taken another twenty minutes, we’d have been out of ammo. Because a sprog like you was just throwing it down.’


‘I didn’t throw it, Sarge.’


‘Well did you know what you were firing at?’


‘No one could see the flipflops, Sarge.’


‘You should have stopped and looked at the other men. Did you watch Angus, for instance?’


Streaky shook his head.


‘If you had, you’d have noticed that he was thinking before he fired. When the rounds closed in he assessed where the Taliban firing points were. He didn’t just poke his weapon out from behind the Vector and send as much fire up the track as fast as he could. He didn’t try to turn an SA80 into a machine gun, Bacon.’


Streaky hung his head.


‘Well, I killed one guy,’ he said stubbornly.


‘Maybe one of the fifty rounds you threw at him did hit him. Or maybe the woman sergeant from the Intelligence Corps got him in three. We’ll never know. But I do know that I saw you refilling your magazines when you’d used up all your ammo.’


Bacon blinked at him.


‘What should you do, Bacon?’ asked Dave. ‘When you’re using up ammo fast, when should you refill? Should you wait until it’s all gone, then refill?’


‘Erm . . .’


‘When three magazines are empty, change. Wait for a quiet period or pull back for a few minutes and change. Don’t wait until you’re clean out. Because you never, ever, ever want to find yourself out there with a weapon and no ammo.’


‘Oh, yeah,’ Bacon said. ‘We did that in training.’


‘Glad your training didn’t desert you completely. But in training guys sit behind you and remind you. This was a real fire fight with a real enemy and we were all too fucking busy to sit behind you. And if we’d been overrun and you’d ended up defending yourself, you wouldn’t have had the ammo to do it with. Now let me ask you another. What did you do with your empty magazines?’


Streaky grimaced.


Dave told him the answer: ‘You dropped them on the ground. And let other people pick them up for you. Like your mum goes into your bedroom and picks your clothes up off the floor. But you’re not at home, now, Bacon, your mum’s not here to clear up after you and you pick up your own fucking magazines, got it?’


‘Yes, Sarge.’


‘So let’s run over those points again, Bacon. One: drink more. I don’t want to see you coming home to base with a half-full Camelbak again. Two: fire less. Don’t waste ammo, choose your target. And don’t wait until you’re clean out to get more. Three: clear up your own fucking magazines.’


Bacon hung his head and nodded.


‘I have to tell you this to make a good soldier of you.’ Dave’s tone softened. ‘That way you stay safe. And so do your mates.’


Bacon didn’t look up.


‘You’re on shit jobs with Binns for a week. Now get something to eat.’


Bacon stood up. His face was sullen and angry. His rolling, swaggering walk had a touch of insolence about it. This lad did not take criticism well, even necessary and practical criticism. But it crossed Dave’s mind that he had gripped Streaky Bacon a bit hard tonight. Maybe he should have congratulated him on killing one Taliban fighter and for keeping his nerve in an unnerving first ambush, especially when his mate was falling to pieces.


‘Poor bastard, it was his first time.’


Dave had forgotten he was not alone. He turned towards Jamie but whatever snippets of the conversation he’d heard, it seemed he had fallen back into a medicated sleep again.


‘Shut up, Dermott, or I’ll have you casevaced,’ he said affectionately, thinking that Jamie was right and he was wrong but there was almost no one else in the platoon who was allowed to tell him so.


He got up. He didn’t regret a word he’d said to Streaky. But he was beginning to regret the words he hadn’t said.


CSM Kila sat with Dave and the other platoon sergeants in the cookhouse. Sergeant Barnes of 3 Platoon had spent the day with the civilians.


‘That fucking woman professor . . .’


‘What! Emily? The sex grenade? Ventured out of her isobox?’


‘Emily. The pain in the arse. Ventured all over the fucking shop. And if you thought Martyn Robertson was difficult, you try working with her. She wants to go where she likes when she likes and sod everyone else. Picks up her shopping bag and marches off as if she’s just on her way to market and doesn’t want to miss a bargain.’


‘Apparently,’ Kila said, ‘she has one of the finest geophysical brains in England.’


‘Yeah, well, the finest geophysical brain in England could get splattered all over Helmand if she doesn’t use it more. I said: “Professor, have you noticed that we soldiers generally move around in platoons? That’s about thirty soldiers, Professor. Well that’s to keep us safe. If you wander off like that then you could become an enemy target, Professor.”’


‘What did she say?’


‘She says: “I have no enemies, Corporal.” I say: “Professor, I am in fact a sergeant.” She says: “Army ranks are of no interest to me because I am not fighting a war. I am carrying out an analysis of Afghanistan’s natural resources.”’


‘Fucking hell,’ Dave said.


‘Fucking hell,’ the other sergeants agreed.


‘The finest geophysical brain in England and not one ounce of common sense,’ Dave said.


He told the others about today’s ambush.


‘And this evening my head’s caning and so’s everyone else’s, the medic gave us all something. It’s got to be because we were so close to the explosion.’


‘You were bloody nearly in the fucking explosion,’ Sergeant Somers of 2 Platoon said.


‘We should never have been sent on that route without manpower. They had us pinned down and we didn’t have the men or the fire to keep them back much longer.’


Kila promised he’d talk to Major Willingham again about unnecessary risks.


When the other two sergeants had gone, Kila leaned forward and said quietly: ‘There’s a rumour going round about you, Dave.’


Dave raised his eyebrows and tried to think what that rumour could be.


‘That you’re leaving the army.’


Dave stared at him. The CSM stared right back.


‘Where the hell did you hear that?’


‘From Wiltshire.’


‘Wiltshire!’ Then Dave realized. ‘Oh, someone’s been talking to Jenny. But what the hell has she been saying?’


‘She told Steve Buckle’s wife who told someone who told someone who told . . . well, I don’t know who. Anyway, people are talking about it.’


Dave felt angry with Jenny. She had started a rumour which had clearly slipped beyond the circle of gossiping wives to the NCOs. It couldn’t have come to Iain Kila through his wife because, although he’d already had three, he didn’t have one at the moment.


‘Jenny’s thinking of me leaving the army,’ Dave said. ‘I’m not.’


Kila looked sympathetic. ‘They all go through that one.’


‘Well the baby’s due soon. And Jenny spends a lot of time with Leanne Buckle . . .’


‘How’s Steve, then?’


‘Haven’t heard yet. Leanne’s with him in Selly Oak. What happened to Steve certainly scared Jen, though. She’s only started this stuff about leaving the army since Steve’s accident.’


Kila shrugged. ‘You were a soldier when you married her, weren’t you?


‘Yeah. She knew what she was letting herself in for. But when I remind her about that she says it makes no difference. And today I got this long letter begging me to leave. And there’s a letter from her mother I haven’t even opened which probably says the same thing.’


‘Just ignore it.’


‘You don’t know Jen. She’s like a dog with a bone once she gets an idea into her head.’ Actually, Jenny’s determination was one of the things Dave loved about her. Unless she was determined to make him do something.


‘Then string her along. Aren’t you doing a degree course through the army?’


Dave laughed. The classes he’d attended and the coursework he’d finished seemed far away and trivial, like a game he used to play.


‘Engineering,’ he said. ‘I work on it when we’re not operational or away training. So that’s not very often.’


‘Well,’ Kila said, ‘when do you expect to finish?’


‘It’ll take years and years at this rate.’


‘So tell her you’ll leave when you’ve got your degree.’


Dave chuckled. ‘Good idea, Iain! She’ll have to agree it’ll improve my job prospects.’


Kila grinned back. ‘Women. You just need to know how to handle them.’


‘Not much chance here for you to practise your handling skills.’


Kila’s grin broadened meaningfully. Dave squinted at him.


‘Well I knew the boss was after the Intelligence Corps bird but I didn’t think you . . .’


‘I’m not interested in that iceberg. Or Professor Sex Grenade. That only leaves one.’


‘Not the monkey!’


Kila leaned forward and spoke quietly. ‘There’s a limit to how far I can go here at the base of course. But between you and me, I wouldn’t say no to a bit of monkey business.’
  

Chapter Twenty-six



BOSS WEEKS WAS EXHAUSTED. THE DAY’S ADRENALIN HAD DRAINED out of him, leaving him feeling like a hollow shell. He had taken something for the thumping headache from the bomb’s blast wave and was too tired now even to look at the pictures of the ambush that kept playing inside his head. He only knew one thing. He wanted to be with Asma. The ambush had been a terrifying, intense experience. She had shared it. Even if they didn’t talk about it, he wanted to be near her.


In the wagon she had mentioned she liked to walk around the perimeter after dark, looking at the stars. So now he was walking the perimeter, hoping. He passed other people. But none of them was Asma.


He saw a firefly. Then he realized it was the red tip of a cigarette, lighting up as the smoker pulled on it. And finally he saw that the smoker was Asma.


Gordon Weeks was so pleased that he tried not to be disgusted by the cigarette.


She smiled sheepishly.


‘OK, I didn’t happen to mention that my little night-walking habit was connected to my little smoking habit. But I only have three a day. One in the morning, one at lunchtime if I can and one walking around the hesco at night. That’s not so bad, is it?’


He was thinking of a reply when she went on.


‘Look, most people would’ve smoked a whole fucking packet after what happened today. But this is only my third, I swear.’


He could not imagine feeling this way in the UK about a girl who smoked. In fact, he couldn’t think of any girl he knew who smoked.


‘Does Jean smoke too?’ Whenever he saw Asma in the cookhouse or around the camp, Jean was always there. He looked over his shoulder for her now.


‘No, she disapproves just like you do,’ said Asma.


‘Did I say I disapprove?’


She laughed then. How had he done it? He had made her laugh without trying at all. When he tried he was lucky to get a half-smile out of her.


‘Well, you do, don’t you?’


‘Er . . . er . . .’ And it gave him great pleasure to hear her laugh again.


‘I thought so,’ she said, drawing on her cigarette. ‘I’m trying to give up. But an FOB where everyone smokes may not be the right place. Although Jean says there’s never a right place to give up.’


‘You seem very good friends with Jean.’


‘Yup,’ she said, throwing down her cigarette stub and stamping on it fiercely. They were in the darkest part of the camp now and, although their eyes were accustomed to the night, they could barely see each other. But Weeks could sense her. He could sense the warmth of her body. As well as, regrettably, the smell of the extinguished cigarette.


‘Listen, it’s obvious you’re not keen on Jean. But you don’t know her.’


He was silent.


‘She takes her job seriously and she gets pissed off here. We both do. We’re used as interpreters at this FOB but we’re trained to do a lot more. Jean’s Royal Military Police. That’s what she joined up to do. She didn’t join up to interpret for engineers who want to talk about fucking wall-building.’


‘But,’ said Weeks, ‘without her interpretation the school wall would never get built.’


‘She thinks it’s a waste of her skills because a local Afghan interpreter could handle it. And you want to know something, Gordon? She’s right.’


‘What about you? Do you feel your skills are wasted?’


‘I could be doing a lot more at Bastion. Listening to intelligence, helping piece it altogether, getting something useful done.’


‘So why have you both been sent here?’ asked Weeks.


‘Because of the civilians. It’s part of the contract that top-level interpreters are on hand for them.’


‘Top level, eh?’


They had completed a circuit now and their faces picked up the light from some of the brighter tents and reflected it. She was ridiculously beautiful. He could not understand how she could stroll around the hesco without a line of panting men behind her. Except that she was so skilled at freezing people out. The only man he’d seen her respond to warmly was the tribesman at the shura, the one with the moviestar looks. When he thought of the way Asma had talked to that man he felt a stab of something which might have been anger. Although it was probably jealousy.


She was smiling now. ‘Yeah, top level, that’s us. Which means we speak Pashtu and our English is a lot better than the locals’.’ She giggled, adding: ‘Innit?’


So she had detected how irritating he found innit. Weeks smiled too.


They walked on towards the darkness. Overhead the Afghan night was a canopy of stars. The constellations were the same as at home, of course, but they stood out less here because they were saturated by thousands more.


‘Oooh, it’s so fucking beautiful!’ said Asma.


Weeks thought that her English may be better than the locals’ but it still left a lot to be desired.


He took a deep breath.


‘Is that why your friend Jean gets so hot under the collar about one half-dead Taliban fighter in a ditch? Because she’s looking for police work?’


‘Well,’ said Asma, ‘yeah. But she’s right. You should keep gripping your blokes about the RoE.’


‘But she’s gripping an exceptionally good sergeant. It does nothing for morale when someone so respected gets a public dressing-down.’


‘That geezer they shot would probably still be alive today if, say, 2 Platoon had found him. Sergeant Somers is a bit different from Sergeant Henley.’


Since arriving in Afghanistan everything the boss thought he knew or understood had been challenged. But in this strange, new world, there had been one rock-solid certainty. And that was Dave Henley. Of course, he was the boss and Dave was the sergeant. But they both knew that Dave was in charge. Dave handled the men when he could not. And thanks to him they had escaped serious harm on more than one occasion. Weeks had felt the foundations of his world crack in a few places but he could not allow any cracks in the foundation that was Dave.


He said stiffly: ‘Over the weeks I have known him I have learned to respect him and trust his judgement totally.’


‘He just might be a bit weak on the RoE,’ said Asma.


‘He is both an exceptional sergeant and a good man,’ the boss insisted. ‘The Rules of Engagement are very hard for soldiers on the ground to apply when their lives are in danger during a contact. We tell them this isn’t a war. But it’s difficult for them to understand why we’re here.’


‘So why are we here?’


He stopped walking in surprise.


‘To support the reconstruction of Afghanistan by encouraging democracy and keeping the Taliban at bay.’


She swung round to look at him in the dark.


‘If you learn Pashtu for the rest of your life,’ she said, ‘you’ll never do more than talk bollocks in two languages. You’ll never, ever understand this place and neither will any of the fucking politicians who sent us here.’


‘But . . . well . . . then . . . what are you doing? Working with the British Army?’


She hung her head.


‘I don’t know sometimes.’


He waited for her to speak. His heart was thumping. What was she trying to tell him? That she was a security risk?


‘I’m going to have another cigarette,’ she announced rebelliously.


‘So that would be four today?’


‘Yeah.’


She lit up and held the cigarette lightly between her long fingers and began to walk again, inhaling deeply.


‘Asma,’ he said, when they were in the dark part of the camp once more. ‘What are you saying to me?’


‘The ambush today . . .’


‘It was quite a contact.’


‘I was scared.’


‘So was I,’ he admitted.


‘Gordon, I think I killed a bloke.’ Her voice was small.


‘Are you sure?’


‘No. That black kid in your platoon was firing at him too but he was all over the place. I think my round brought the geezer down.’


‘You didn’t have to fire at all. If you remember, I told you that—’


‘Oh, give over, Gordon.’


She was right. Give over, Gordon. Here she was, confiding in him, and all he could do was remind her of the rules.


‘Actually,’ he said, more quietly, ‘I’m almost certain I killed someone today, too. And it was the first time for me as well. Since we were fighting for our lives I didn’t think about it then. I have since, though.’


‘You get back to base and think: I killed the enemy. But all I can think is: shit! I killed my Moslem brother.’


This relationship was getting more complicated every time he spoke to her. Not just a smoker. Not just from Hackney. Not just a lot of innit. Not just a girl who swore like a trooper. But also a Moslem.


He said awkwardly: ‘So . . . are you a practising Moslem?’


‘I was brought up Moslem, of course. Then we came to England and the longer we stayed here the more it sort of peeled off. Like paint. And when I left my family I thought I’d peeled it away completely. The army wanted me because of my Pashtu and I never even thought twice about why. Not till we went to that shura . . .’


It hadn’t been the shura that reminded Asma of her Moslem roots, he thought. It was that man with the startling blue eyes. He’d talked to her intensely in Pashtu. She’d claimed they were discussing the school wall but Weeks had been sure they were having a much more significant conversation. Because why would the school wall have made her blush?


‘So,’ he said. ‘You were radicalized at the shura.’


She laughed.


‘Now you’re going too far, Gordon. Radicalized, for God’s sake! They weren’t pro-Taliban. But they were pro-Afghanistan and probably they support the idea of a new country called Pashtunistan. Either way, they were asking themselves what we’re doing on their soil.’


‘What exactly did the tribesman say?’


‘It’s nothing anyone said. It’s just the way they think. I recognized it because the dad was a bit like my dad. See, it’s complicated being Pashtun. There’s all the hospitality and the right words and the pride and honour. But if anyone gets it wrong, you’ve got to get angry, and it’s really fucking awful anger. After that you’ve got no choice, revenge is next, whether you want to or not. The shura took me right back to all that.’


The passion in her face and voice fascinated him. He just wanted to watch her but he made himself reply.


‘That’s very interesting, Asma. But what do their complications have to do with us? They don’t want the Taliban here and neither do we. It’s simple.’


‘No, no, Gordon, you don’t understand, that’s the fucking problem. If we’re going to fight here, we need a straightforward reason. Good guys and bad guys. But when I talked to the tribesmen I remembered how Pashtuns aren’t straightforward. We can’t just come here thinking we’ll slot our world into theirs. It won’t work. Can’t you see that?’


‘I can see it would give you doubts about your work here.’


‘I can live with doubts,’ she said, reaching for her pack of cigarettes, taking one out, tapping it on the lid and then slowly putting it away again. ‘I’m happy to think I’m out here saving soldiers’ lives when I listen to the enemy on their cellphones. I’m pleased to turn into a fucking diplomat at meetings with the locals. That’s all sweet, Gordon, I like it. But when I actually kill a bloke, then doubts start buzzing around inside my head.’


He reached for her hand in the dark. She looked around at him in such surprise that he squeezed her fingers and rapidly let go. But he felt as though the imprint of her hand remained in his. He could still feel its warmth and fragility as he said: ‘I understand what you’re saying, Asma, and I respect it.’
  

Chapter Twenty-seven



JENNY’S GARDEN WAS FILLED WITH MOTHERS AND CHILDREN. Adi’s idea was that everyone should get together. They could have gone to the park. But Jenny, whose house was on a bend in the road and so had a larger plot than most, had offered her garden instead so that they could use the paddling pool.


She was regretting it now. It had taken hours to put blankets and cushions and toys all over the lawn, to drag out the paddling pool and fill it and to lay out food in the kitchen with paper plates. And now she was running around with mugs of tea and cups of juice.


The other mothers sat on the blankets and chatted. There was Adi and all her children, Agnieszka and Luke, Leanne with the twins, Sharon Kirk and Rosie McKinley whose husbands were in 2 Section and who had five red-haired kids between them, a couple of 3 Platoon wives . . . the door bell rang again. It was Tiff Curtis, whose husband was commander of 3 Section.


‘Sorry I’m late, Jenny, we do Shake and Shout on a Tuesday.’ Her little girl clung to her arm.


‘I do Shake and Shout all day every day,’ Jenny said cheerfully, leading them through to the garden, trying not to notice the way Tiff, as she passed the living room, gave it one of those appraising stares. There were only so many things you could do with a married quarters living room but everyone always wanted to see anyway.


‘You’re huge, when are you due?’


‘Another six weeks.’


As soon as Tiff’s little girl saw so many other children, she put her thumb in her mouth.


‘Oooh, look at the paddling pool!’ Tiff said. ‘And all the toys!’


The little girl immediately hid behind her mother.


Adi called a welcome and Jenny returned to the kitchen to finish making more tea. Tiff sat down on the blanket with the other mothers and put her daughter on her lap.


Jenny washed mugs and wished someone would give her a hand. Agnieszka was the only mother who was not busy with small children. She could have offered to help. Luke, who seemed to have two states of being, asleep and screaming, was thankfully asleep. So Agnieszka was doing nothing. She sat on the blanket, leaning on one arm, her long legs stretched out to the side like a mermaid.


Her face turned dutifully to the others as they talked but she did not join in and Jenny could see she was not listening. She was daydreaming. Jenny remembered the broken photo frame. Her father’s damaged photo and the wedding picture were now lying flat on the shelf instead of on display the way they should be. She felt doubly resentful.


At that moment, a mobile rang. It made everyone jump. Agnieszka dug rapidly in her shorts pockets. When she found the phone she held it close to her. She tapped a few keys and then turned away to read it.


She’s anxious, Jenny thought. In case someone sees it. Because it’s from him.


When her phone rang, Agnieszka caught herself hoping it was Darrel. She turned away from the stares of the other mothers, just in case it was.


Her long fingernails made tiny clattering noises on the keys as she unlocked the phone. For a couple of weeks it had buzzed with Darrel’s short, funny messages. Or sometimes he spoke to her, telling her he’d found some part for the broken dishwasher, and then, if Luke was asleep, they would talk about other things, too. On a few occasions they had talked for more than an hour. If Luke was angry or having a fit or hungry, then Darrel didn’t try to distract Agnieszka. But he always called her back later. He seemed to understand how hard it was to manage a child like Luke by yourself without another adult to speak to.


Contact with Darrel had stopped abruptly after their last meeting. She missed him. She sometimes rewrote their final conversation in her head. In this version, Darrel didn’t leave. He sat down on the edge of the sofa and talked to her sweetly and softly about how he felt. He explained how he respected the fact that she was married and then he said he hoped they could be friends. He took her hand and smiled at her.


Agnieszka knew this daydream was dangerous. Because she loved Jamie. So why did she like to pretend another man was sitting on the edge of the sofa talking about his feelings for her?


Turning now so that no one could see the phone or her face, she read the message. It wasn’t from Darrel. It was from Jamie. These days, when the phone at home rang, it was almost always Jamie. She knew he made strenuous efforts to call her and that most wives did not hear so often from their men. But sometimes it was hard to know what to say. He couldn’t talk much about what he was doing. And when he asked about her, she usually said: ‘All just the same. Nothing ever happen.’


But Jamie also texted her in secret.


The men had handed in their mobiles at Bastion on their arrival in Afghanistan. Jamie had done so, but he had kept a second, secret phone. It was an old one of Agnieszka’s and she had given it to him the night before he left. He had watched her slip it into his Bergen.


At first he’d fished it straight out.


‘Niez, if I’m found with it I’ll be in big trouble.’


Agnieszka had thought about this and then said: ‘Listen, darling, just hide it. And if they find you say your wife leave it in kit and you don’t even know it there.’


‘But mobiles are banned for a reason. The Taliban can pick up the signal. And they can use it in all sorts of ways. It could compromise everyone’s safety.’


‘Huh!’ said Agnieszka, wrinkling her nose. ‘When you are in base, just text to tell wife you love her. Taliban cannot read English and they not interested in love. So, no compromise, everyone happy.’


He had frowned but he hadn’t removed the phone. She’d thought he wouldn’t use it, but he had. Just the occasional little message, like the one about becoming acting section 2 i/c. Well even Agnieszka couldn’t understand that, so she doubted the Taliban would. Or he texted to tell her how much he loved her and missed her and was thinking of her. And why would the Taliban care about that?


While the other women talked and the children splashed and Luke slept, Agnieszka read the message.



Hit by high-calibre round thought i was dead. Uuu and only u were in my head. It bounced off armour and I’m fine. Xxxxx J






At the first sentence she almost let out a small shriek. She composed herself. She glanced up. No one was looking. They were too busy with their children and their chatter. She read the message again and again. She tried to remember exactly what he meant by a high-calibre round. Was it a huge bullet? She wondered if she could somehow slip the question into the conversation without anyone guessing it was related to the text message. It was vital no one guessed Jamie had a secret mobile.


She looked up once more and this time she realized someone was watching her. Jenny, making tea in the kitchen. The last person who should know about the text was the sergeant’s wife. Agnieszka put the phone back into her pocket.


When she brought the tea out, Jenny said pleasantly: ‘Everything all right, Agnieszka?’


‘Everything good. I just hope Luke don’t wake up because he often wake up very angry.’


Jenny smiled.


‘We’ll help you if he does.’


Jenny’s smile was thin and tired, Agnieszka thought. She looked as though she was ready to have the baby tomorrow. Agnieszka decided that Jenny had a lot on her mind and was certainly not interested in texts and probably hadn’t even been watching her after all.


Leanne was talking about Steve. He was still at Selly Oak. She had stayed a week and was due to visit him again after surgeons had carried out a small operation on his stump. Then he would go to Headley Court for a new leg and rehabilitation.


‘He might even come home for the weekend between hospital and Headley Court!’ She looked pleased.


‘That’s great, Leanne!’ said the other women brightly.


‘There was a welfare officer from BLESMA who had a long talk with me and told me all the things he’ll be able to do when he’s got his new leg. It’s amazing, the technology now . . .’


‘Yeah, some blokes have even gone back to frontline fighting,’ said Rosie.


‘That’ll be Steve!’ Jenny said.


Leanne pulled a face. ‘Not if I can help it.’


Tiff leaned forward and said quietly: ‘It’s been a terrible time for you, Leanne. We’ve all been thinking about you a lot.’


Leanne hesitated. ‘The worst was when he was at Bastion so long and they wouldn’t let me speak to him. Thank heavens for Dave.’


Jenny, swooping to remove someone’s mug of tea from a child’s reach, was surprised.


‘He rang me a few times to make sure I was OK. He was really kind. He spoke to Steve once and then he phoned me straightaway.’


Leanne had not mentioned this before. Neither had Dave. Jenny smiled and tried to look as if she knew.


‘He was trying to explain that Steve was on so much morphine he didn’t know what time of day it was and I’d be really upset hearing him like that.’ She swallowed. ‘He made me feel a lot better. It was so good of you, Jen, to let him use your minutes on me.’


Jenny straightened up, an empty mug in her hand, her smile rigid.


‘So how was he, Leanne, when you saw him in the hospital?’ someone else asked.


‘Well . . .’ Leanne’s face creased a little and she swallowed again. ‘Just to see him alive . . .’ Her voice cracked, suddenly and without warning. ‘They didn’t let me speak to him before I saw him . . . and if you can’t see them or hear them or touch them, you don’t really believe it, do you?’


The others watched as her face folded in on itself and tears ran down her cheeks. Her body shook with sobs. Sharon Kirk put a hand over hers.


‘Oh, Leanne, we know how you must feel,’ Rosie McKinley said.


The children fell quiet. They watched soberly with big eyes as sobs shook Leanne’s generous frame. Tiff Curtis’s daughter sucked her thumb with renewed passion. A few of the mothers felt hot, wet tears running down their own cheeks. Children who were old enough ran to push the tears away.


‘Why are you crying?’ they demanded with a mixture of curiosity and fear.


‘Because Leanne’s sad and we’re feeling sad for her,’ Sharon Kirk explained.


Jenny stooped awkwardly to put an arm around Leanne. Gravity and the weight of her belly pulled her to the ground. She settled at Leanne’s side and held her friend as she cried.


‘Oh, God, sorry, everyone, sorry . . .’ Leanne dabbed at her eyes. She looked down at Jenny’s belly, protruding absurdly between them both. ‘Sorry, Bump,’ she added and some people laughed too loudly because it was a relief to laugh.


Rosie passed Leanne a tissue and she slapped it against her face as though she was scolding herself.


‘You don’t have to say sorry.’ Adi had been hands-on at the paddling pool and was now, as usual, drawn to the emotional centre of the gathering. ‘We all understand, honey, we’re all feeling what you’re feeling.’


‘You lot understand better than anyone. But you can’t really understand until it happens to you and I hope to God it doesn’t.’


There was a silence. Leanne had voiced what everyone was thinking. Don’t let it happen to us.


‘See,’ Leanne said, ‘he’s not really the Steve who went away. He’s only just beginning to understand that he’s lost a leg. For a long time he wouldn’t believe it, Dave said. And there was the shock from the blast . . . his brain sort of came unwired . . .’


‘But what happened at the hospital?’ Tiff asked.


‘Well, he recognized me in the end. But at first he wasn’t sure who I was and that was awful. Then after a day or two of just sitting there and chatting, he remembered and then he was almost normal. Except there was this . . . sadness. He was all turned in on himself. He wasn’t really interested in us . . .’ Her voice almost failed her and she whispered the rest. ‘It was ages before they let me take the kids in. He was pleased to see them. Sort of. But before that he didn’t ask about them at all . . .’


Tears spilled down her cheeks. Her big round face was wet now. Her mouth twisted itself into strange shapes.


She whispered: ‘He’s alive . . . but it’s like a bit of him really did die out there . . .’


Jenny wanted to cry but she swallowed, trying to strengthen herself deep inside and all the way up her throat, so that her voice came out sounding calm. ‘Oh, Leanne, it’s all a question of time. He’s been traumatized.’


‘And,’ Rosie said, ‘seeing you and the boys was probably very emotional for him.’


‘He didn’t seem very emotional about us!’ Leanne was wailing now.


‘But you know how our lads don’t let themselves show it,’ Adi said. ‘When they get emotional, they don’t know what to do with it. Not like us, we can have a good cry.’


‘He didn’t seem emotional,’ Leanne sobbed. ‘He seemed as if he didn’t care a lot.’


There was a silence on the blanket, broken only by Leanne’s lunges for breath. In the paddling pool, children shrieked and splashed. Mothers eyed them without hearing them.


‘Did he tell you he love you?’ Agnieszka asked. Everyone turned to her in surprise. She’d been silent until now.


Leanne looked as though someone had hit her in the face. She winced in pain and her voice, when it emerged, was a high-pitched wail. ‘Noooooooo! He didn’t say that! He acted like I wasn’t part of his life! Like his life was out there fighting with the lads and now it was over.’


And she broke down again.


Jenny cried too this time. Vicky came over and cuddled up close to Jenny and Leanne and the big, big bump, and she cried as well.


‘How am I going to manage?’ Leanne cried. ‘What’s going to happen? He’s not Steve any more. He’s this stranger with one leg!’


All the mothers cried and then the babies started and a few more of the toddlers. Only Agnieszka sat watching them all, biting her lip, dry-eyed.
  

Chapter Twenty-eight



1 SECTION HAD FINISHED EATING BUT REMAINED GLUED TO THEIR table watching a TV news item about Afghanistan. Since the Taliban were stepping up their use of IEDs, or roadside bombs as the reporter called them, politicians were calling on the Prime Minister to send the troops more helicopters.


Angus McCall gave the screen two thumbs-up. ‘That’s it, that’s what we need for IEDs. We need to fly over the fuckers.’


Finn said: ‘Yeah, but we’ve still got to get out there on foot patrol. We need wagons the bastards can’t blow up.’


‘Well, my dad says that—’


‘Aaaargh!’ Finn cried. ‘What does he know about the Taliban?’


Angus grew red in the face. ‘My dad knows about fighting!’


‘Your dad never fought out here, did he? Everything’s different here! And it’s just a matter of time before Terry Taliban starts taking down our air support.’


‘My dad says that Black Hawks are—’


Finn pulled a face and stuffed his fingers in his ears. ‘I am so fucking sick sick sick of hearing what your dad says about everything!’


‘Because he knows what he’s talking about! He was in the Jedi!’ Angus reddened still more then. Not with anger but because he hadn’t meant to say that. His dad had never actually claimed to be in the SAS. But he’d implied it. When Angus had asked him outright once, John McCall had said: ‘Lad, I can’t talk about that. Not everyone tells every detail of what they’ve done. We don’t all go and write fucking books about our achievements. For some of us, just knowing what we did, and our mates knowing what we did, that’s enough.’


So that meant he was in the SF then. Angus knew it. But if his father hadn’t told anyone in all these years, he was sure he shouldn’t have blurted it out in the cookhouse.


The head chef’s sudden appearance prevented Finn from taking the discussion further. Taregue Masud was one of the more popular men at the base. But he ruled his kitchen so tyrannically that he was known as the Regimental Sergeant Major. The lads soon learned not to get in his way, not unless they wanted to buy the RSM’s bootleg DVDs or T-shirts he’d had printed with SIN CITY across them in camouflage colours.


He stood over Dave holding a large parcel wrapped in a black plastic bag.


‘Evening, Taregue,’ Dave said. ‘That was an award-winning steak pie tonight.’


But the chef was not in the mood for pleasantries. ‘What the bloody, bloody hell is this thing doing in my third freezer?’


He slammed the black plastic bag down on the table.


‘Well, I couldn’t exactly say . . .’


The RSM was about to explode. The cookhouse fell silent as he untied his apron, peeled it from his polyester shirt and threw it to one of his kitchen staff. There were cheers and whistles but the lineup of young assistants looked too nervous to join in. They knew what was coming.


The RSM put his hands on his hips. Suddenly no one was eating any more, or talking or watching TV, despite the fact that it was Arsenal v. Chelsea. Taregue Masud had run army kitchens all over the world and generations of soldiers had learned that when the apron came off fireworks always followed.


‘I am informed by my staff – and my staff are very reliable – that you and your men have been keeping this item in my freezer. Now just take a look please, Sergeant, and tell me what it is.’


Dave lifted the plastic bag up and weighed it in both hands with an expression of extreme seriousness.


‘From the temperature and the general rigidity of the item, I’d say it’s frozen goods.’


‘And what is it? What is this frozen goods?’ Masud loomed dangerously over him.


Dave turned to Streaky and smiled. Streaky was alarmed enough to look right back at him for the first time in a while. ‘I believe Streaky Bacon can help us here.’


The RSM’s eyes narrowed. He’d sold Streaky a Sin City T-shirt only that morning.


‘Aha! So it was you who placed this in my freezer! And may I ask exactly when?’


Streaky raised his eyebrows and rounded his eyes and was about to protest when he remembered how nobody ever believed his denials. Except sometimes his mum.


He took the black plastic bag reluctantly in his hands and appeared to weigh it, just as Dave had. It felt like a slab of frozen meat.


‘Open, please!’ the RSM cried.


The cookhouse was deathly silent now. Someone had turned off the TV. Everyone watched Streaky. He pulled at the tie. Tiny splinters of ice scattered as he opened it. He carefully withdrew the contents.


The piece of meat was wrapped in DPM. At one end was a badly butchered mess of frozen blood. At the other, Streaky saw a foot. A human foot. The toenails were a shade of blue. The heel was pink. The ankle, which disappeared into the trouser leg, was encrusted with small icy hairs. Rifleman Bacon shrieked and threw the leg onto the table.


The cookhouse was in an uproar. The lads were laughing or shouting and the RSM was jabbering in Bengali. To prove that he had just been surprised, not scared, Streaky forced himself to laugh along with everyone else. He picked up the leg gingerly and held it up. People stared in fascination. Taregue hopped angrily from one foot to the other. Streaky couldn’t hear a word he was saying, but knew it had to do with a human leg not being a nice thing to find in your third freezer.


‘Thank you, Streaky,’ Dave said as the noise died down. ‘If we weren’t dry here, I’d buy you a drink.’


Streaky glared at him.


‘But what are you going to do about this alarming thing? Are you expecting to leave a human leg with some sort of medicinal powder around the toes inside my freezer? Because if you are really thinking that then let me tell you—’


Dave signalled for the RSM to calm down. ‘The leg belongs to one of our lads who’s now back in Selly Oak. When I next speak to him I’ll ask him what he wants us to do with it.’


‘We could get it stuffed for him,’ suggested Mal.


‘Look good on his mantelpiece,’ said Angus.


‘Or hanging in the fucking National Gallery. Frame it and Steve’s leg could sell for millions,’ agreed Finn.


The chef rolled his eyes. ‘This is disgusting. I am not housing a human foot in my freezer with its leg attached. It is not worth millions to me.’


Streaky put the leg quietly back in the bag. He was still embarrassed that he had looked scared in front of everyone. He would lose face for that. There were already people here not showing him respect because he was new and now Dave, fucking Sergeant Dave who was always on his back, had made things worse.


Dave was watching him. He turned away from the din to Streaky.


‘All right, mate?’


‘Man, why you fucking do that to me?’ asked Streaky. ‘You got no respect.’


In the circumstances, Dave didn’t think he would insist on Sarge.


‘It’s all right,’ he said kindly. ‘You did all right.’ But he could see Streaky disappearing inside himself, his face sullen, head down.


‘Suck it up, mate,’ Dave told him.


Streaky glared at the ground.


‘Well then, rap your way out of it,’ Dave suggested.


Streaky did not look up. ‘What, man?’


‘You said you could rap. You told me you’ve been thinking hard about your raps. Well then, let’s hear you.’


Streaky shrugged. He watched as the cooks opened negotiations with the soldiers. Somehow a complicated deal was being struck which involved freezer space for the leg until Steve decided what he wanted to do with it, a consignment of Sin City T-shirts for the whole platoon and some bootleg DVDs.


The leg was finally carried back to the freezer, upright like a flag. People were beginning to drift away or gather around the football match.


Streaky stood up, his heart beating fast.


‘You planning to rap?’ Binns asked, recognizing the look.


Streaky nodded.


‘I been thinking about it . . .’ He climbed up on the table.


‘Oh, yeah!’ said Binns. ‘I’ll beatbox.’


They had done this routine at Catterick more times than they could count. Binns knew he was a sprog when it came to fighting but when it came to beatboxing, he was confident. At last here was one thing he could do well and he wanted to show it.


He climbed up on the table beside Streaky and put his fingers to his lips and made a series of such extraordinary sounds that everyone stopped what they were doing and turned to the sprogs.


‘Hey, listen to Binman!’ said someone. A few people began to clap to the rhythm. Once it was established, Streaky joined in.



You get hot in Sin City, you get tired in Sin City


You got a lot on your plate when you live in Sin City.


Brother you get hungry here in Sin City,


Brother, you get hungry, so what do they do?


Brother, of course they offer you stew.


They offer you stew but take my advice.


Don’t start to chew, just you think about it twice.






Everyone was swaying now or pointing to the rhythm. Binman, red-faced, was a one-man drum kit.


‘Get off that table!’ howled the RSM from the back of the cookhouse. Streaky and Binman could hear him but they took no notice and neither did anyone else. The whole cookhouse was enjoying the beatbox and waiting for the rest of the rap.



Take my advice when they offer you stew


Oh soldier just you think twice before you chew,


Get a knife, cut a slice of that belly of pork


’Cos it could be marinated Buckle you got there on your fork.


His left leg was wrapped up in deep refrigeration,


And Buckle leg and carrots are not the best combination.






People were laughing now as they clapped. Binman’s face was an unhealthy shade of red but he was still beatboxing. The RSM was advancing with a roar: ‘Just get down off my table, please.’ But even his assistants weren’t listening to him and a couple of lads reached out to prevent him closing on the rappers.



If the carrots are too crunchy then just you consider this, That could be Steve Buckle’s toes you chewing with your chips. I’m telling you man, the cooks in Sin City never run out of meat,


I’m telling you man, they got freezers full of soldiers’ feet. We the British Army, we don’t feed no Taliban, We keep British arms and legs just for the British man, We don’t put no tasty morsels on the Taliban shelf, Our lads get blown up, we gonna eat them ourself.






Streaky had run out of breath and run out of words. He was amazed he’d got that far. He’d thought each line was the last and then more flow had arrived from somewhere in the back of his head.


During the applause that followed he looked back at the smiling faces. They were telling him this was a good rap. He had earned back some respect. Even the officers had enjoyed it, and the civilians were nodding approval.


Streaky searched for Dave’s face. For a moment he couldn’t see him. Then he found him standing in the corner, arms folded. Dave nodded. Streaky smiled back.


Someone came up and tapped Dave on the shoulder. It was an officer who had just slipped into the tent. He hadn’t heard the rap and he wasn’t responding to the atmosphere. He had a serious expression on his face and he was muttering something to Dave.
  

Chapter Twenty-nine



DAVE FOLLOWED THE 2 I/C OUT OF THE COOKHOUSE INTO THE DARK night.


‘What’s all the hilarity about?’ He was leading Dave towards the ops room.


‘A couple of the lads are rapping.’ Dave would’ve gone on to talk about Steve’s frozen leg if the 2 i/c didn’t look so grave. He guessed he had been called to the OC for some reason. It could be the insurgent they’d shot in the ditch. CSM Kila was always warning there would be an inquiry. Maybe his interview was tonight.


‘Well, I’m sorry to interrupt,’ the officer said. ‘There’s an urgent message for you.’


Jenny. Dave’s stomach lurched.


‘It’s from Selly Oak.’


His stomach lurched again. Steve Buckle. The whole cookhouse had just been in uproar over Steve’s leg. And now . . .


‘What’s happened, sir?’


‘That’s not clear. But his doctor has recommended that you phone him.’


The OC was in the tent under a desk light, surrounded by papers. He greeted Dave but carried on working. There were half-opened packets of custard creams on the tables and on the 2 i/c’s desk a crumbling fruit cake that people had obviously been picking at.


Dave would have preferred to use the satellite phone in some private place instead of the ops room phone within earshot of officers, signaller and company clerk, but the 2 i/c was already waving the handset at him with a number to dial. The man who answered sounded uncertain. Dave asked to speak to Rifleman Steve Buckle and after a pause the man said: ‘That’s me.’


‘I didn’t recognize you, mate! It’s Dave, Dave Henley. How are you?’


‘Thank Christ.’ The voice sounded stronger, but it still wasn’t completely Steve. ‘Shit, I need to talk to you.’


‘Good to hear you’re in the UK at last!’


‘Tell me how everyone is! Please! What’s happening out there?’


Since this was the ops room phone, Dave spoke more freely than he could on the satellite. ‘A lot of the time it’s quiet. But we were caught in one fuck of an ambush . . .’


‘What happened?’


There was a note of longing in Steve’s voice. Dave guessed that knowing his mates were fighting without him was hard. He gave Steve the detailed description of the ambush he knew he wanted.


‘If AH had got there much later, we’d have had it. There was one of the bastards already just ten metres away from us and our ammo wouldn’t have lasted another fifteen minutes, even at a very slow rate of fire,’ he concluded.


Steve was silent.


‘Steve?’


Silence.


‘Steve?’


Nothing.


‘Has the line gone dead, mate, or did my bedtime story lull you off to sleep?’ Except it was a summer’s afternoon in England.


No response. And then there was a strange, strangled sound. Was Steve choking? He sounded in pain. Maybe his leg was hurting a lot.


‘Shit, I wish I was there!’


Then Dave knew that Steve was struggling to control his tears.


‘Fuck, fuck, fuck, Dave, what the hell am I doing in fucking Birmingham when I should be there with you knocking the shit out of the Taliban? There’s blokes wandering around this hospital in dishdash! I mean, the hats, the robes, the beards, they say they’re here visiting their sick relatives! And I want to kill them. And the nurse says: no, Steve, they’re British citizens.’


Dave cleared his throat.


‘We’re not fighting every Moslem, Steve, you know that. We’re not fighting everyone in dishdash. We’re just fighting the Taliban.’


‘I wish I was there with you. I’d give anything.’


Dave was thinking Steve had already given enough when Steve moved closer to the phone and half whispered: ‘Listen . . . I’ve got something to tell you.’


Dave waited. He could hear Steve gathering his strength at the other end and when the words came they were breathless.


‘I’ve lost a leg!’


‘Oh. Yeah. I know that, mate.’


‘How do you know?’


Dave thought of the black plastic bag Masud had dumped on the cookhouse table in front of him not thirty minutes ago. He thought of Streaky’s rap. Christ. Had someone really suggested to the whole cookhouse that they get the leg stuffed? Or hang it in the National Gallery? Why had they all been treating Steve’s leg like the funniest thing since Borat? Was it because they all knew the truth was so fucking awful? He felt his face growing red.


‘Er . . . well . . . I’ve seen it.’


‘You’ve seen my leg?’


‘I mean, I saw your leg getting blown off.’


‘Fucking hell. You saw it. So what happened? People keep asking me and I’m fucked if I can remember.’


Dave described the ambush on their arrival here. It seemed such a long time ago now that it already felt like a dream.


‘So you went down with a stoppage . . .’ repeated Steve.


‘. . . and you took my place on top, mate. Yeah. And that’s when it happened. If you’re thinking that it could have been me . . . well, you’re right.’


There was a long pause.


‘Fuck me,’ said Steve very slowly.


Dave did not know what to say. Finally he spoke into Steve’s silence. ‘I don’t know why it was you and not me. I’ve asked myself that a lot of times.’


‘Yeah . . . yeah . . .’


‘When are they giving you a new leg?’


‘What?’ Steve wasn’t listening.


‘Your new leg. When do you get it?’


‘Oh, soon. They have to do a bit of an operation on the stump but not much. Then I go to Headley Court and join the British Paralympics team.’


‘And you’ve seen Leanne and the boys?’


‘Yeah, yeah.’ His voice was flat.


‘How are they?’


‘Well, they’ve all still got two fucking legs so compared with me they’re all right.’


‘Come on, Steve, it’s hard for them as well.’


‘Some bloke’s coming round to see about adapting the house.’


‘What sort of adaptations?’


‘For a disabled person.’ His tone was bitter. Of course his tone was bitter.


Dave said: ‘Mate, I’m not going to give you all that shit about blokes with no legs who climb mountains and win races and—’


‘Yeah, yeah, yeah, I know. Dave, listen. There was this para who lost a leg and they gave him a new one and he went back out to Afghanistan. Someone said he got back out on the same tour! Think there’s a chance I can do that?’


No!


‘Yes!’


‘Really?’ Steve’s voice became loud and excited, more like the old Steve.


I’m leading him up the garden path. He has to accept life won’t be the same with one leg. Or does he? Or could he really get back to the frontline? What’s the right thing to do?


‘Well, I mean, it depends how good you are on your new pin. You might not be able to do everything we do . . . or anyway, not on this tour . . . but anything’s possible.’


Dave had heard about that para who rejoined his mates. He just wasn’t sure the bloke really existed.


‘I want to do exactly what you and the lads do. Prosthetic–’ Steve stumbled over the word. It took a couple of tries before he could say it smoothly. ‘Prosthetic legs are amazing now, you can do anything, you can carry kit and fight . . . I have to get back out there with the lads, Dave. That’s all I want. If I know I’m going back, then I can stand Selly Oak, Leanne crying all over me, all the crap.’


‘Well, that’s something to aim for.’


Steve’s response was robust.


‘I’ll show you, mate. They’re not fobbing me off with a desk job. I’ll be out there for your next ambush.’


Dave finished the call wishing someone would tell him the right way to handle Steve. He wondered if anyone had told Leanne. He thanked the officers and went outside to see if by any chance the satellite phone was free so that he could call her. Rifleman Ben Broom from 2 Section was just sneaking off with it.


‘Did you book that phone?’ asked Dave.


‘Yes, Sarge.’


‘How many hours a week do you spend talking to her, Broom?’ ‘I like to keep an eye on my bird, Sarge. If I don’t keep calling her, she might fly.’


‘You and Jamie Dermott are never off the fucking phone.’


‘Funny you should say that, he’s booked in after me.’


But all those calls were not enough to keep Agnieszka from flying, thought Dave. He went to the list to book himself in for some phone time with Leanne but the schedule worked one week in advance and few slots were available. Men were getting up in the middle of the night to speak to their loved ones. Dave saw a space tomorrow morning but it was no good: from 0700 1 Platoon was out all day. Because, for the first time, they were on civilian escort duty.
  

Chapter Thirty



THE CONTRACTORS WERE LATE, AS USUAL. WAITING TO LEAVE SIN City with them were all three sections of 1 Platoon plus support staff including engineers, signallers, medics, the Company Sergeant Major and Jean Patterson as interpreter. The hardware was the usual light weapons and machine guns in the Vectors, two WMIKs, one with a .50 cal heavy machine gun and a gimpy, the second with a 40mm grenade machine gun and gimpy.


‘Fuck it, do the civvies get a whole mortar platoon as well?’ asked Finn as they waited by the vehicles. ‘And how about an A10 fly-past?’


Angus lit a cigarette. ‘Ever have the feeling civilian lives are more important than ours?’


Jamie said: ‘Yeah, but we joined up and they didn’t. Anyway, when they’re protected, we’re protected.’


Dave was striding past for some more ammunition. ‘Fucking right. I think we’re in for an easy day, lads.’


They were sitting with their backs against the Vectors. Sol’s shadow suddenly fell across them.


‘OK, 1 Section, there’s a hold-up so let’s do a few checks while we wait. Bacon, your weapon isn’t clean, sort it out when you get back.’


‘I cleaned it last night!’


‘Well, clean it again. Angry, sorry to hear you broke your wrist.’


‘But I didn’t!’


‘Then unhook your sling and get your arm out of it. Mal, don’t forget the shotgun.’


Mal rolled his eyes. No patrol left the gates without someone reminding him about the shotgun.


Sol was frowning at Jack Binns.


‘You don’t look right . . . get up.’


Binns tried to do this but the weight he was carrying pulled him back. Sol took an arm and tugged him to his feet, then looked him up and down.


‘What is going on with your kit, Binman?’


‘Don’t feel right.’


‘If your webbing’s on wrong, everything’s wrong. Let’s take a look. Get your pouches off.’


Binns began to struggle with his Camelbak and his pouches. He handed them to Jamie, who was sitting nearby.


‘I’ve been having a bit of trouble getting things in the right place . . .’


Sol shook his head. ‘Have you been like this since you got here?’


‘It used to be all right . . .’


‘So, Binns, how much are you eating?’


‘Dunno.’


‘I reckon you’ve lost a lot of weight. I see you in the cookhouse but I’ve never thought to check how much food’s on your plate.’


Streaky Bacon spoke up.


‘Sometimes Binman doesn’t eat nothing at all.’


Sol looked at Binns for an explanation. Binns stared at the ground.


‘It’s too fucking hot to eat and I’m too fucking knackered carrying all this kit around.’


‘What about your rations when you’re out?’


‘They don’t taste nice. That boil-in-the-bag chicken stuff just makes me want to puke. I always give it to Angry.’


Sol turned to Angry who looked defensive.


‘Yeah, well I like it.’


‘Don’t eat the sprog’s rations!’ said Sol. ‘You can swap but you can’t eat his or he’ll die of starvation.’


‘But I get hungry! And he doesn’t want it!’


Sol ignored him.


‘The Lancashire hotpot’s good,’ he told Binman. ‘Try finding someone who’ll swap you a chicken for a hotpot. And they’re bringing in a lot of new flavours now.’


Binns looked unconvinced.


‘He’s a vegetarian, that’s the problem,’ said Bacon. Binns shot his mate an angry glance.


Finn hooted.


‘Fond of little furry animals, are you? Well, so am I! Served up with brown sauce.’


‘I just don’t eat meat,’ said Binns. ‘I wouldn’t call myself vegetarian.’


‘There’s some no-meat meals,’ said Sol. ‘We’ll have to sort you out. Why didn’t you tell us before?’


Binn glared at the ground. ‘I’m not gay.’


Sol looked around dangerously at the others. ‘Does anyone here think gay men don’t eat meat?’


‘No, Sol.’


Sol glanced at the isoboxes to see if there was any sign of the civilians. They were already half an hour late.


‘Give your meal bag to Mal and he’ll get it changed if there’s time.’


‘The colour won’t give you any new meals. They’re all his own personal property. He buys them with his own fucking money,’ said Finn.


Binns searched through his pouches for the bag and handed it to Mal, who headed off to the CQMS.


‘And don’t you nick it! Change it for a vegetarian one!’ Sol yelled after him.


‘I did try and eat the meat. Only it made me puke,’ said Binns miserably.


‘Listen, man, no one’s going to make you eat pukey stuff, but you got to eat something. You’re worrying me. This is a harsh climate and we’re doing a hard job and you’ve got to take care of yourself. You drinking enough?’


‘Yeah. My Camelbak’s full.’


‘Good. Show me your pouches.’


‘You mean . . . open them?’


‘Yep. You show it for kit inspection. But now I want to see where you keep it. Where’s your ammo?’


‘Here.’


‘On your right hip, good. Make sure the rounds are facing away. What else is in there?’


‘Nothing.’


‘Where’s the rest of your ammo?’


‘In my day sack.’


‘What good is it there?’


‘I can get it out when I need it.’


‘No, Binman, you don’t want to scrabble around in your day sack under fire. You need to be reaching into the pouch on your belt. What have you got in your left pouch?’


Binns opened it and pulled out a toilet roll.


‘Try throwing that at Terry Taliban, he’s never seen it before,’ said Finn.


Angus said: ‘Yeah, he’ll be scared shitless.’


‘Toilet roll should be somewhere out of the way,’ said Sol. ‘Keep the rest of your ammo in your left pouch and a bit of gun oil there too.’


‘Er . . . I’ve got gun oil here somewhere . . .’ Binns was frantically opening and closing pouches.


‘No good. You have to be able to put your hand on it when you need it. That’s why I keep mine in my front left. Where’s your bayonet?’


‘In my day sack.’


‘How’s it going to help you there, Binman?’


‘Well, it’s on the side so I can reach in and . . .’


‘It goes on your webbing! Frog edge on, tie it in with something. There’s no point having a weapon if it’s not to hand. Last time I checked you had everything in the right place!’


‘It all went wrong when I started losing weight and nothing fit me any more.’


‘Right, open that pouch for me . . . let’s take a look. Hexi, water, peanuts, picture of pretty girl, OK. Where’s your morphine?’


‘Left map pocket,’ responded Binns automatically.


‘Good. Okay, let’s get your kit on so it fits.’


The lads watched.


‘That webbing wouldn’t even go around Angry’s arm,’ Finn said.


‘Wouldn’t even go around my dick,’ Angus said.


‘Dream on,’ Jamie said.


‘Take no notice of them and try this,’ Sol told Binman. When Binns nodded, Sol passed him his pouches to hang on it, working his way carefully from the back round to his hips.


Mal appeared holding a meal pack.


‘Pepper risotto with cheese. The colour said he’s got an impressive array of vegetarian dishes produced to the highest standard and he looks forward to sharing them with you and hearing your comments.’


‘The colour boy said that?’ asked Sol, astonished.


‘Nope,’ said Mal, flopping down on the ground with the others. ‘He said: look through this box, find one of your gay meals and then fuck off, nancy boy.’


‘Ah, that sounds more like him.’


Angus was shuffling about, smoking impatiently. ‘If an entire platoon of men and support and a fucking convoy of vehicles can be ready to go at 0700 hours, why can’t Martyn Robertson get himself out of his isobox on time?’


‘I could have stayed in my cot a bit longer,’ said Mal, who was always last to get up.


‘Which wagon are the contractors in?’ asked Jamie.


‘See that one up there with the cushions, the air-conditioning, the reclining seats, the bar and the satellite TV?’ said Finn.


At that moment the civilians appeared. Martyn was surrounded by a cluster of young engineers, but marching determinedly ahead of the group, handbag over her shoulder and a bulging shopping bag in each arm, was Emily.


‘Oh no!’ said Sol, who had heard all about Emily’s last outing.


‘That’s why they’re late, they’re bringing a woman,’ said the lads, pulling each other up. ‘Because ol’ Emily’s been getting sexed up in front of her mirror.’


The vehicles started and men began jumping aboard. The boss greeted them and gallantly helped Emily into the civilians’ wagon before jumping into the front himself.


CSM Kila, throwing Dave a crafty look, opened the door at the front of the second Vector, where Jean was seated.


‘Mind if I join you?’


She gave him a faint grin and he leaped aboard as the convoy moved off.


‘Funny the way the civilians hardly ever get attacked,’ he remarked, settling himself next to her.


‘Because the Afghans want this oil and gas project to go ahead.’


‘But what do a bunch of flipflops know about oil and gas?’


Jean pursed her lips. ‘At the shura the town headman was friendly and showed a real interest in the exploration.’


Kila thought for a moment.


‘Listen, diplomacy isn’t my strong point. I’m a soldier and I just say what I think.’


‘And you think . . .?’


‘Well . . .’ He looked at her. ‘I think that you are very beautiful.’


Jean began to colour. He watched as a pink glow, turning to red, rose from her neck up to her cheeks. She glanced involuntarily at the driver, hoping he hadn’t overheard.


‘Sorry, sorry,’ said Kila hastily. Although he didn’t look sorry. ‘Got distracted for a moment there. What I meant to say is that I think the town headman may not be so friendly.’


‘You weren’t even at the shura.’ Her voice was cool.


‘If he can call off the Taliban because he likes the oil exploration project then he’s got to be Taliban himself. At a high level. Otherwise they’d just tell him to fuck off. Oh!’ He looked shocked at himself. ‘Excuse my language!’


Jean reddened but said nothing. Instead she pursed her lips again and indicated that she had picked up something on the radio which required her intense concentration. Kila smiled.


Their destination was a parched place at the foot of hills which were themselves at the foot of mountains so that layer upon layer of rock towered above them on one side. On the other the desert was so hot and flat that when the men dismounted it was like stepping into a giant frying pan. Heat radiated up as if it came from the centre of the earth.


The contractors debussed.


‘You want to watch this little lot,’ said Kila to Dave. ‘When you’ve got your engineering degree you might be back here doing a bit of oil exploration yourself.’


‘As a civvie?’ said Dave. ‘Guarded by 1 Platoon? No way, you can kiss my swingers.’


Kila lit a cigarette, waved the match out and threw it away. It bounced a few times on the thin, hard desert floor.


‘Jean reckons the Taliban aren’t targeting the civvies because they’re keen on some oil revenue.’


‘How are you getting on with the monkey, then?’ asked Dave. ‘I’ve seen you with her in the cookhouse.’


Kila looked sly and drew on his cigarette. ‘I’m finessing her.’


They heard the sound of raised voices: Martyn’s deep and slow, Emily’s fast and high-pitched. They were taking it in turns to grab a site map and jab their fingers at it. The boss was attempting to broker peace.


‘He should just bang their fucking heads together,’ said Iain Kila.


Dave smiled. ‘Finessing is definitely your strong point, Iain.’


The work started. The young engineers carried a black box where they were instructed, mostly by Emily, and everyone was ordered to switch off machines and engines and be silent whenever it was in place and the engineers were taking readings.


Angus started a dirtiest joke competition and soon everyone was joining in. Raucous laughter swept across the desert. Men in 2 Section not on look-out or covering the contractors challenged 3 Section to a poker game, which also became noisy. The sun moved slowly in the sky. People munched their way through their ration packs.


Mal, Angry and Streaky had a meal but Binns, pale and puffy-faced, did not open his bag.


‘What’s up, buddy?’ asked Martyn as he passed.


‘He’s right off his rations,’ said Angus.


‘I’m not surprised, they look like crap and they smell like crap,’ said Martyn. Binman looked grateful.


‘He’s going to puke,’ Streaky said knowledgeably. ‘His face always goes puffy first.’


Martyn said: ‘Wait here.’


He came back with a bag of sandwiches.


‘We get ours made for us by the chef and they’re good. Go on, try one.’


‘What’s in them?’ asked Binns miserably.


‘Egg and mayonnaise, stuff like that.’


Binman, with great reluctance, bit the corner of one sandwich. His face brightened and he ate some more. Martyn’s face broke into a smile as Binns began to tear pieces off the sandwich hungrily.


Angry watched with disgust. ‘You’ve spoilt him now. He’ll never eat his ration pack.’


Martyn turned to glare at Angus.


‘This kid just needs to eat, it doesn’t matter what. He looks half starved.’


‘That’s because Angry always eats his rations,’ said Mal.


‘Makes sense. I’m hungry, he’s not.’


Martyn glared at Angus, shaking his head.


‘Just clean up your act, son. He’s your buddy, you should take better care of him.’


Angus’s large, round face turned bright red. He looked as though he wanted to reply but he said nothing.


Martyn turned back to Binns. ‘Finish it up, I don’t want it. I have to get back to Enemy now or she’ll make my life hell.’


He strode off across the sand.


‘Fucking nosy American know-all,’ said Angus McCall, as soon as he was out of earshot.


‘Oh, come on, he’s a nice old guy,’ said Mal.


Binns nodded, his mouth full.


‘He’s an American shitbag,’ said Angry. ‘They all think they know everything. Binman has to eat rations like the rest of us.’


But the sandwich had fortified Binns and now he was opening his risotto. After the first slow taste he began to spoon it into his mouth enthusiastically. Sol, on stag, swung around in time to see this and gave him a thumbs-up.


Jamie was watching the contractors.


‘What the hell are they doing?’ he asked Dave. They had built a wooden pier and were now bending over this and its accompanying paraphernalia.


‘Could be preliminary passive seismic measurements,’ said Dave knowledgeably.


‘So they’re measuring earthquakes?’


‘If it’s a seismometer they’re supposed to make some sort of noise, like an explosion, so they can measure the sound that comes back. Maybe it’s a gravimeter . . . I dunno, Jamie.’


Watched over by machine guns and surrounded by WMIKs, Vectors, soldiers, poker and dirty jokes, it soon became clear that Emily was agitated. She and Martyn frequently raised their voices. On one occasion she marched up to Weeks.


‘Mr Weeks,’ she said angrily. ‘Would you please ask your men to be quiet!’


The boss passed on the instruction, along with a warning about the nature of the jokes. There was silence for a while. Then the talk and laughter started again.


Emily, her large face red with the exertion of working in the sun, confronted Weeks again.


‘Mr Weeks!’ she said. ‘Not only are your men creating unnecessary noise but so are your machines.’


‘What machines, Professor?’ asked the boss. ‘You told us to switch everything off and we did.’


Martyn appeared at Emily’s side.


‘They say their machines aren’t on!’ Emily told him.


He rolled his eyes. ‘Emily means your radios.’


‘You want us to switch off our radios?’ said Boss Weeks. ‘We can’t possibly do that.’


‘Oh, for heaven’s sake,’ Emily said irritably. ‘No wonder our equipment isn’t performing! It’s picking up your frequencies.’


‘But in the, er, er, event of a-a-a-attack we’d be powerless to communicate!’


‘In the event of attack there would be far too much noise for us to continue working anyway!’ Emily evidently regarded enemy attacks as nothing more than an inconvenience. ‘So you would be welcome to turn the radios back on.’


‘I’m s-sorry, but no,’ said the boss.


‘But if you keep your radios on then you will invalidate all of our work!’


‘No.’


‘Mr Weeks, I insist.’


‘It’s Second Lieutenant Weeks, actually,’ he told her.


‘I have little respect for military rankings or protocol,’ she said. ‘And I realize that every time you come out with us you are hoping to fire your guns and shower any passing Afghan with bullets but I have no interest in your war games and I must ask you to cooperate.’


‘I can’t switch off the radios,’ said Weeks.


‘But you will invalidate our work!’


‘I’m s-s-sorry. But it would be too dangerous to switch off.’


‘Then our work here today must be at an end.’


‘All right. Back at the base we can agree with the OC how to deal with this problem in future,’ Weeks concurred.


‘If only they had sent a more senior officer, he might have been able to make a decision here and now!’


‘No, er, er, officer, however senior, would agree to switch off the radios.’


Dave and CSM Kila were watching.


‘I didn’t know he had it in him,’ said Kila.


‘He’s come a long way. Still can’t give a good set of orders, though.’


Kila said: ‘Think we ought to give him a bit of support?’


‘He’s coping. And if he can cope with her he can cope with anything the Taliban throws at us.’


‘I am here making a major contribution to the development of Afghanistan, Officer,’ Emily was saying. ‘I understood you were here for the same purpose. Now I find another perfect example of how the needs of those engaged in the peaceful activity of reconstruction have been ignored yet again in favour of war, war.’


‘The radios are needed for your p-p-protection.’ Weeks’s face was beetroot red. ‘There’s nothing warmongering about maintaining radio contact.’


‘I’m sorry to say that since I have been at the base my views have been confirmed that the British Army is a warmongering force. The best that can be said is that it keeps some very aggressive young men off the streets of the UK.’


The lads who were listening looked at each other.


‘Does she mean us?’ they muttered.


‘Unfortunately,’ continued Emily, ‘the poor Afghans are on the receiving end of this aggression.’


She instructed the waiting engineers to return with the gravimeter while Martyn shrugged helplessly at Weeks. The boss ordered the men to pack up.


‘Congratulations, sir,’ Dave said.


‘Fucking well done, sir,’ agreed Kila. The boss blinked in surprise, since Kila had never called him sir as if he meant it. ‘That was one hell of a handbagging.’


Weeks was still red-faced. He did not reply. He was thinking that if standing up to Emily won him this much respect, he wished Asma had been here to see it.


As the convoy prepared to leave, Martyn Robertson climbed into the front of the Vector with Weeks.


‘There’s no way I’m travelling at the back with Enemy, she’ll be moaning all the way.’


Their route took them across the empty dustbowl of the desert, around the strange shapes of the Early Rocks which jutted eerily from the flat landscape. Gordon Weeks studied their distant outlines.


‘I’d sure like to visit that place,’ Martyn said. ‘It’s a weird formation. Natural although it looks manmade.’


‘Reminds me of Stonehenge,’ Weeks said.


‘Those rocks are so big they’d make Stonehenge look like it was made out of pebbles. You can’t tell the size of them when there’s nothing near to compare them with.’


At that moment a shabby, dusty car, driven by a man but full of women passengers, their brightly coloured headwear flapping from the open windows, cut across the desert. As it neared the rocks the massive outlines towered over the car as if it was a tiny toy.


‘Pilgrims,’ explained Martyn. ‘The place is some kind of holy shrine, that’s why we aren’t allowed to go there.’


Weeks made a mental note to ask Asma about the Early Rocks.


After this landmark the desert was featureless, apart from the occasional town or village, until the straight lines of FOB Senzhiri were visible in the distance. Usually they could expect some enemy fire if they approached to the east past a small, hilly zone but today they continued unhindered.


It was strange, thought Weeks, the way no one took a potshot at them when the civilian wagon was in the convoy. Without the civilians, they were guaranteed at least some token firing.


Martyn was evidently thinking the same thing.


‘They sure leave us alone these days,’ he said. ‘Must have finally understood that there’s nothing to gain from getting in our way.’


Weeks was silent. He feared Martyn was wrong.
  

Chapter Thirty-one



JEAN AND ASMA LAY ON THEIR COTS IN BODY ARMOUR AND HELMETS listening to almost incessant firing. They shared a room in one of the safer areas of the base. Reinforced with concrete, it nestled inside thick Afghan mud walls.


Jean said: ‘I’m sure the enemy waits for the contractors to leave the base before they start this.’


‘But only a couple of the contractors went out today,’ Asma said. ‘Martyn’s still here because he’s coming to the shura.’


‘Well, the Taliban don’t know how many are in the civvies’ Vector.’


At that moment their beds were shaken by a particularly loud explosion. Small, powdery pieces of wall scattered over them.


‘Toenail time,’ said Jean.


Asma nodded and reached for her makeup bag. They always painted their toenails during intense fire on the grounds that military morticians probably wouldn’t bother with toenails before their corpses were carried through Wootton Bassett.


Jean was pulling off her boots.


‘Not much chance we’ll get out for the shura now.’


‘It’ll be all over by then.’ Asma chucked a tiny bright red bottle over to Jean’s bed and shook a similar pink one herself.


‘Is your mate Gordon Weeks coming again?’ asked Jean.


‘No,’ said Asma. ‘We’ve got a different platoon today.’


‘Shame. That rifleman from 1 Platoon who stood by the door last time is really nice.’


‘There’ll probably be another nice rifleman today for you to smile at.’


‘Well I like that one. Got chatting to him about skiing in the cookhouse. It’s amazing how thinking about snow can make you feel cooler in these temperatures.’


Asma was placing a piece of foam between her toes. ‘That’s an achievement. You chatting with a rifleman. Considering how they all hate monkeys.’ Now she had begun to follow the line of her nails slowly and carefully with the tiny brush.


‘Well, when he’d got over that one he was all right. His name’s Jamie. I worked for one season in Val d’Isère and he used to go every year with his family and it turns out we were there at the same time.’


Asma looked up from her toes at Jean for a moment and raised her eyebrows comically.


‘Skiing with his family every year? And he’s a rifleman?’


Jean pulled a face. ‘And he’s married.’ She opened the red bottle. ‘But he’s all right.’


They both concentrated on their nails, pausing only briefly when another explosion shook their cots.


‘Do you think Iain Kila’s all right too?’ asked Asma.


‘Yuck!’ Jean stopped painting and sank inside her body armour like a tortoise. ‘Yuck, yuck, yuck, yuck, yuck.’


‘He likes you,’ Asma said.


‘He’s scary. Imagine him in a narrow alley on a dark night when he’s had a few.’


‘All these big hard men are softies underneath. They just need a good woman to help them show their feelings.’


Jean guffawed. ‘And the last good woman was called Trudi.’


‘Did he tell you that?’


‘Nope. Her name’s tattooed on his arm.’


Asma changed feet. ‘Well, at least he’s got an Underslung Grenade Launcher tattooed on his other arm.’


‘Are you kidding?’


‘How cool is that?’


‘You are kidding!’


‘Yes,’ giggled Asma. ‘But he’s the sort who would.’


Jean giggled too.


‘I think you like him,’ said Asma.


‘I do not.’


‘You’re always talking to him.’


‘That’s because every other soldier avoids me. Apart from Jamie. They all think I’m trying to arrest them.’


Asma had finished her toenails. She screwed the brush back into the bottle and then tipped the contents of her makeup bag onto her cot. She bent over, sifting through everything, so that tiny bottles fell against one another with soft clinking noises. She said: ‘Well, you did make a big fuss about that guy they shot in the ditch.’


Jean was only starting on her second foot now. ‘The OC’s promised he’ll investigate and write a report. I know they want to sweep it under the carpet but I’m not going to let them. The fact is, they filled a wounded man with bullets.’


‘Course he was wounded. They shot him.’


‘It’s uncivilized,’ insisted Jean. ‘Soldiers storm compounds and see people living cheek by jowl with their animals and wandering around in flipflops. So they decide the Afghans are a bunch of savages. They should look at their own behaviour sometimes.’


‘Keep going with that one and you’ll drop a popular sergeant in the shit.’


‘It’s good to remind people about the RoE,’ said Jean. ‘Keeps their baser instincts under control.’


‘OK, but don’t expect them to like you for it.’ Asma was applying mascara now, holding a little mirror up with the other hand.


‘Well, Iain Kila still likes me. I wouldn’t talk RoE to him, though.’


Jean finished her toenails and sat up and watched her friend’s dexterity with the mascara. ‘Are you putting on your face to impress that tribesman you fancy at the shura?’


Asma giggled. ‘I wouldn’t say fancy. But he’s a very attractive man. And he makes Afghanistan seem a very attractive place.’


‘In other words, you fancy him.’


Asma giggled again and shifted the mascara brush over to the other eye. ‘Think I could be his fourth wife?’


‘You’d get a bit bored stuck at home all day with the other three.’


‘No, I wouldn’t, because I’d be busy having at least ten kids.’


‘So that’s something about Afghanistan you don’t find so attractive, then?’


‘If my mum and dad hadn’t got out, I’d certainly have six kids by now and another on the way. So I’m glad I’m English. But Afghanistan’s always going to have a pull over me.’


‘It’s that tribesman who’s pulled.’ Jean got up, found her camera and took a picture of Asma in helmet and body armour holding her mirror and mascara.


‘Don’t you dare put that on Facebook,’ said Asma, blinking rapidly. ‘How do I look? Need a bit of eyeliner?’


Jean turned away. ‘If you’re trying to look good for some tribesman then I’m not giving you any advice.’


‘Well, Gordon Weeks might be in the cookhouse.’


‘He needs no encouragement. Never stops staring at you.’


‘He held my hand a while ago.’


‘Is that all?’


‘There’s nothing much going on between me and Gordon Weeks. We’re just two saddos stuck in an FOB in the middle of nowhere.’


‘There is something going on and you know it.’


They’d grown so accustomed to the firing that the lengthening silences had become more startling than any explosion. The changing pace of the battle was as familiar to them as music and they knew it was time now to put the nail polish away.


Asma stuffed the makeup bag into her day sack, untied her hair and began running a brush through the ends without taking off her helmet. Only then did she look up at Jean.


‘Listen, Gordon’s so bloody shy he can’t even kiss me, let alone go further. He acts like I’m going to break if he touches me.’


‘That’s sort of nice in a way,’ said Jean.


Asma paused, the brush in mid-air.


‘It is sort of nice. No one ever treated me like I’m fragile before.’


‘That’s respect.’


‘Yeah, well, I like respect but I could handle a snog as well.’


‘You could throw your arms around him and get on with some serious snogging and hope he enjoys it.’


Asma laughed. ‘He’d be so shocked he’d jump right over the hesco like a fucking kangaroo.’


There was the deep rumble of an aircraft approaching low overhead.


‘Great! Air support. Just when it’s ending anyway,’ said Jean.


‘Sounds like an A10. Brace yourself . . .’


A few minutes later came the crash. The ground shook. More debris fell on their cots.


‘Must have dropped it on that hilly bit up the road. At last. That’s always their main firing position,’ said Jean.


‘Nah, too close to town,’ said Asma. ‘That’s why it’s always their main firing position.’


They listened. Apart from the groan of the departing aircraft, there was silence. It was broken by one defiant enemy round. This was greeted by machine-gun fire from the base. More silence. Another round. Another reply. And then nothing.


‘Those guys would delay dying for five minutes just to fire one more time,’ said Jean.


Asma pulled off her helmet, shook her long, dark hair loose and brushed it from the roots down.


‘What do you expect? They’re Pashtun. So do you think the cookhouse will be operating yet? I’m hungry.’


Jean said: ‘Listen, I want to say something. This bloke we’re seeing this afternoon . . .’


‘They’re all blokes. Which one?’


‘The blue-eyed tribesman who’s got you putting on your mascara.’


‘Asad, I think his name is, innit. Short for Asadullah.’ Asma put away her brush.


Jean looked serious. ‘Iain Kila said something.’


‘What?’


‘I said the civilians weren’t coming under fire because the locals like the idea of oil and gas income. And I told him how Asad and his family wanted to hear about it at the last shura.’


‘And?’


‘And he said: then Asad must be Taliban. Otherwise he couldn’t call them off.’


They were leaving their room now. Outside the sun was bright. The smell of cordite lingered in the air. There were clouds of dust circling as though there had been a sudden storm. As they crossed to the cookhouse men began returning from their firing positions. Sergeant Somers was shouting at one of his lads. Asma stopped.


‘No, Jean. Asad told us there’s a compound in the Green Zone which is swarming with insurgents. We’ve got more intelligence which says he’s right. And he’s going to tell us which compound. He wouldn’t do that if he was Taliban, would he?’


‘I don’t know, Asma. Those guys are complicated.’


‘I really think he wants us to help him get the Taliban off his territory.’


Jean grinned at her.


‘Like you said, you’re a saddo stuck in an FOB in the middle of nowhere. And you fancy him. So I don’t trust your judgement.’


The 2 i/c, carrying a mug of tea, came out of the ops room, saw them and raised a hand to stop them.


‘There’s a very slight change of plan for this afternoon. The Professor will be coming to the shura.’


Jean remembered the last time she had been out with Emily.


‘Oh no!’


‘Sorry. We tried to talk her out of it.’


Asma said: ‘Does she realize she’ll be sitting cross-legged on a carpet?’


‘And she’ll have to cover up,’ added Jean. ‘Her knee-length skirts won’t do.’


The 2 i/c looked embarrassed. ‘I didn’t think of discussing her wardrobe. I’ll leave that to you girls.’


‘You want us to go and tell her?’ demanded Asma.


The 2 i/c nodded sheepishly.


‘You’re all scared of her!’ said Asma. The 2 i/c nodded again.
  

Chapter Thirty-two



THERE WAS A SMALL CLUSTER OF PEOPLE OUTSIDE LEANNE’S HOUSE. Across the door was a banner saying WELCOME HOME HERO! Several children carried signs: OUR HERO STEVE. The twins wore outsize badges saying: YES HE’S OUR DAD! The welfare officer and a group of uniformed men from the rear party stood talking in quiet voices separately from the women and children.


Leanne clicked shut her mobile. ‘He’s coming!’


Her voice had gone squeaky again. Adi Kasanita was standing closest to her.


‘He’s coming, he’s coming!’ she boomed, so that everyone could hear. People stopped talking and straightened, the signs were held aloft and, as a small army car drove slowly up the road, there was cheering.


Leanne’s heart beat so loudly that she could hardly hear the cheers. A twin was wrapped around each leg, waiting, and all she could think for one stupid moment as Steve’s face became visible through the windscreen was: what happens if one of the kids tries to grab his leg? And finds it’s not there? Because she had tried to explain but they were just too young to understand. They were too young to understand what was happening right now. They were too young to understand that the man who had just arrived was their dad.


When he got out of the car Steve’s face was white but he was smiling. The driver ran around and tried to help him. The small crowd stayed back and Leanne went to help too.


Steve’s smile slipped.


‘I can fucking do it myself,’ he growled.


She felt something inside her curl up as though it had been singed by a hot fire. She fixed her smile and kissed him on the cheek. ‘Sweetheart, welcome back.’


She would have liked him to take her in his arms and kiss her passionately the way he did after a long time away. Right here in front of everyone. But he was reaching for his crutch.


He moved unsteadily down the path to renewed cheering, Leanne behind him, the driver hovering close by. Everyone smiled and spoke to him as he passed. He grinned back without focusing on anyone. Rosie McKinley started singing ‘For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow!’ Everyone joined in.


‘He wouldn’t use the wheelchair,’ the driver was explaining. ‘Wouldn’t even let me put it in the car.’


Jenny was holding the boys’ hands now, as well as Vicky’s. They made no attempt to run to their father but looked up at him with big eyes. Leanne grabbed them.


‘Don’t you dare cry,’ she muttered to Jenny, who was biting her lip. She began to drag the twins reluctantly along behind. A glance around at Agnieszka and Adi and Rosie and Sharon and all the other women whose husbands were in Afghanistan told Leanne that every one of them was close to tears. They all wanted their men home too. But not like this.


Steve entered the house under the banner and made his way to the living room where Leanne had laid out some food. There were balloons in all the corners, huge bunches of them, and red, white and blue paper bunting around the wall which a group of mothers had made at playgroup.


Leanne could see that Steve was relieved to sit down in a chair. His face was twisted with pain. She hadn’t been sure the big welcome was a good idea but her friends had wanted to do it. Now that she saw his strained smile she knew it had been a mistake.


The boys were sneaking closer to their father. One of them grabbed his good leg. Then . . . oh no! He had swiped at his father’s other trouser leg, found it empty, and was now examining it with disbelief. Steve laughed, a deep belly laugh, a Steve laugh, and the tension in the room suddenly dissolved.


‘You won’t find a lot in there, mate!’


Everyone laughed at this and the boys ran around giggling wildly, picking up their father’s empty trouser leg, hooting and putting it down again.


The adults clustered around Steve with questions. The room became noisy. Leanne buzzed about with sandwiches and crisps and drinks. She watched Steve out of the corner of her eye. He had always liked being the centre of attention. You could often hear his voice above everyone else’s at a party. She listened now. He was talking to Jenny Henley.


‘Dave had a stoppage and he went down to sort it out and I got on top and that’s when it happened . . .’


Leanne saw Jenny’s face turn white.


‘Yeah,’ Steve continued loudly, ‘a few seconds’ difference would have meant it was him and not me. Dave must be one of the few blokes in the British Army to be saved by equipment malfunction . . .’


Jenny said something and Steve shrugged.


‘He certainly owes me a bloody drink . . .’


Leanne knew that Steve had replaced Dave on top of the vehicle just fifteen seconds before the bomb blast. Because of those fifteen seconds, Jenny had been comforting her for weeks instead of the other way round. She had struggled with this knowledge quietly in the night and sometimes, for a few minutes, she’d even hated Jenny. But not enough to tell her. And now Steve had not hesitated to blurt it out.


His voice was booming across the room again.


‘When I get to Headley Court on Monday morning they’ll start fitting me up for a leg socket. As soon as that’s right I can try out some new legs. Then I just have to pass a fitness test and I can get straight back out there!’


And in answer to another question: ‘Yes, there’s a chance I can make it back out to the FOB before this tour ends . . .’


Leanne didn’t take time to think. She found herself striding across the room.


‘You’re kidding!’ she said, smiling broadly as though he had just cracked a very funny joke.


‘No, darling, I’ve already told you.’


‘I thought you must be kidding!’


‘Leanne. I’ve trained to fight. I’ve lived to fight. There’s nothing else I can do.’


‘The army’s full of interesting jobs, you don’t have to serve in the frontline . . .’ She heard herself. She sounded aggressive. This wasn’t the time and it wasn’t the place but she couldn’t stop.


‘What do you want me to do? Go and work for the quartermaster handing equipment out to other blokes?’


The party noise was dampening a little now. People were stopping their conversations to listen.


‘Well, that’s better than going back out to get the other leg blown off so we have to go through it all again!’ she replied loudly. There were two Leannes in the room, the Leanne who was so tense and angry she couldn’t stop herself shouting. And a small, calm, quiet Leanne who knew the welcome party was on the brink of disaster and could do nothing to save the situation.


‘You can do anything, Steve!’ said a warm voice behind her. ‘If you say you can get back out to that frontline, then I believe you will!’


Steve looked past his hurt wife to the smiling face of Adi Kasanita.


‘Thanks, Ads. I’m glad someone believes in me.’


‘Honey, everyone believes in you,’ she said sweetly. ‘Leanne too. She’s so sure you’ll do it that she’s scared to death, poor girl!’


Adi put an arm around Leanne and some people laughed and joined in and one of the officers said there was a para who had gone straight back out to Afghanistan with a new leg. After a while the voices and the children and the balloons made it seem like a normal party again.


Leanne didn’t want it to end. Whenever anyone said they had to go she persuaded them to stay a little longer. The officers were the first to drift off, then all the other men in uniform said they had to get back to their offices, and finally the mothers said: ‘You two need some quiet time alone together.’


Leanne wanted to shout: ‘No, we don’t!’


But Jenny and Adi took the boys and suddenly the house was still, more still than it had been for months. Even at night when Leanne lay sleepless in her bed, it wasn’t this still.


Steve sat with his head back in the chair and his eyes closed. Leanne busied herself with the clearing up. Finally he spoke.


‘That was a load of shit.’


She froze, a stack of dirty cups in her hand.


‘You could say thank you.’


‘What have I got to thank you for? Signs saying I’m a hero? Well, I didn’t even get to the fucking base. I was only in Afghanistan five minutes. I’m no fucking hero. My mates are out there fighting, they’re the heroes.’


‘So that’s why you want to go back,’ she said bitterly.


‘Yeah. I want to go back. Get over it. I want to go back.’


His crutch was leaning against the chair and he reached for it. He was going to stand up. She moved forward to help and was still moving when she realized that he had picked up the crutch to throw it at her. It hurtled with force across the room. She dodged. It hit the side of her body and bounced off onto the buffet table. With a crash it landed on a pile of plates.


She stared at the mess of food, broken crockery and crutch and then turned to Steve, her hip throbbing with pain.


‘Why did you do that, Steve?’


But he had closed his eyes and did not reply.
  

Chapter Thirty-three



‘YES,’ SAID EMILY, GUARDING THE ENTRANCE OF HER ISOBOX SO THAT Asma and Jean could not see past her to its interior. ‘I am indeed coming to the shura. I shall be very interested to learn from the local people how it is to live under British military occupation.’


‘Good!’ said Jean cheerfully. ‘We’re here to help you prepare.’


Emily raised her eyebrows. Asma thought she looked like a bird that wanted to peck you. Her nose was beaky and her alert eyes were very round.


‘And what preparation is necessary?’


Asma explained that they would all be sitting on a carpet.


Emily shrugged.


‘I daresay I shall be a little uncomfortable but I will manage.’


‘So, if you don’t mind me asking, what exactly will you be wearing?’ asked Jean.


Emily looked affronted.


‘I have no plans to change.’


They glanced politely at her sleeveless blouse and sensible skirt. Her clothes struggled to contain her ample frame.


‘I’m sorry, but you really need a loose, long-sleeved top to cover your arms. And you must cover your legs.’


Asma added: ‘We wear combat trousers and that’s all wrong but at least they’re baggy and they hide us. You can’t go in showing your legs, Professor.’


Emily’s strong, clever face frightened her. The confidence her intelligence gave the professor was like body armour. It meant Emily had views she was so sure about she wasn’t scared to express them. It meant Emily did not care about her appearance and had no interest in what others thought of her.


‘You certainly couldn’t show your young legs but I doubt they will take much notice of an old woman like me,’ Emily said airily.


Both Jean and Asma rushed to correct her and Emily weakened.


‘Well, we’d better have a look at my clothes then. Don’t stand there letting the heat in.’


She stepped aside. After the fierce light outside the isobox seemed gloomy. They could see piles of papers and two computer screens which apparently Emily had been using simultaneously. A bed was pressed against one wall and it was also covered in papers. But the most amazing thing about the office was its temperature. Asma and Jean closed their eyes and felt the delicious and unaccustomed pleasure of air-conditioning.


Emily was flicking through clothes on a small hanging rail jammed in beside a computer.


‘I have a long-sleeved blouse. But I don’t have a long skirt. And I’m certainly not wearing that ridiculous camouflage stuff. I have no wish to make myself look like a bush.’


Asma did not want to open her eyes and reply. She just wanted to feel the cool air soothing her.


Jean said: ‘Surely you have something that will cover your legs.’


Emily blinked. ‘Why should I? I am not a Moslem.’


‘Trousers?’


‘Certainly not.’


‘Nightie?’


‘No.’


Asma opened her eyes with an effort.


‘Do you wear pyjamas?’


‘Well, I do have pyjamas but if you think I’m—’


‘You could wear them under a skirt. That’d be better than nothing.’


Jean agreed. ‘It won’t look so different from the clothes Afghan women wear.’


Emily put her hands on her broad hips.


‘I am not going out in my pyjamas.’


‘You don’t understand,’ said Jean. ‘To the Afghans this is about your body and not your clothes. They don’t care what you wear as long as you cover up. We can only visit them if we show proper respect. Asma and I always cover our bodies and we drape a scarf over our heads when we go to shuras.’


Asma added: ‘We’re out there and we’re women, that’s bad enough for the locals. Uncovered women are just like: no!’


‘That view is of course unacceptable to me.’


‘Professor, we’re in Afghanistan, we’ve got to respect Afghan traditions.’


Emily raised her eyebrows and looked birdlike again. She leaned forward to peck.


‘I can’t see how arriving with troops and bombs to kill Afghans is respecting their traditions. However, this obviously matters to you both very much and you know the country and its people. So if you insist, I’ll wear my pyjamas under my skirt. Although I shall feel rather silly.’


Jean and Asma were ready and waiting with the military escort before the civilians emerged.


‘I’m telling you now so you don’t laugh. Emily will be wearing pyjamas,’ said Jean. ‘She’s got nothing else to cover her legs.’


Sergeant Somers of 2 Platoon and his commander instantly guffawed.


‘That’s what you mustn’t do!’ Asma told them.


The OC looked around the group fiercely.


‘The girls are right. It is very important that no one laughs.’


Emily arrived wearing pink pyjamas, a grey skirt, a pink blouse and pink headscarf knotted under her chin as well as full body armour and the OC was the first to burst out laughing. Despite glares from Asma and Jean, he was closely followed by the engineer and the 2 i/c. Martyn grinned from ear to ear and 2 Platoon muttered jokes to one another and staggered about stifling laughter. A few took pictures.


‘Get on the wagons!’ their sergeant growled at them. And then immediately clamped his hand over his mouth.


‘At least all the colours match,’ Asma told Emily kindly.


‘And we take our body armour off before we go in,’ Jean said. ‘You’ll feel more comfortable without it.’


‘I’m delighted to have brightened up everyone’s day,’ said Emily grumpily.


‘It’s all in the interests of building strong local relationships.’ The OC handed her up into the Vector.


‘Local relations would be much improved if you didn’t spend so much time peppering them with bullets,’ retorted Emily. Martyn rolled his eyes at the OC and then climbed up behind her.


When they reached the tribesmen’s house they were once again welcomed warmly by Asad, his father and brother. In the background hovered a large group of men and boys. Nobody here seemed to find Emily’s pyjamas funny.


As they sat down, Asad caught Asma’s eye and smiled. He was every bit as attractive as she remembered him. He was tall, much taller than most Afghans. His features were strong. And his blue eyes in that brown face were startling.


‘It is a great pleasure to welcome you to our home again,’ he said warmly.


She smiled back, dropped her eyes and told him how honoured the party was to attend the house and meet his family once more. Of course, the officers were supposed to present the greetings and she was supposed to translate them. But you could wait for ever for soldiers to do charm.


Emily lowered herself onto the carpet with difficulty and clearly did not enjoy crossing her legs. She was introduced and her role explained and the tribesmen listened politely then turned to Martyn with their questions.


‘Is your search for Helmand’s natural resources proving successful?’ Asad asked him.


Martyn said: ‘Yes, we’ve had some very interesting results.’


‘Is oil everywhere in this region? Or just in one place?’


Emily did not intend to be ignored. Before Martyn could answer she said: ‘We are concentrating our activities in the area we believe to be most productive.’


Asad’s father nodded and turned back to Martyn: ‘And how can you know from looking at the earth that there is oil and gas beneath it?’


Martyn smiled. ‘I’ve been an oilman all my life. I just know, I can feel it, I can almost smell it.’ He glanced at Emily. ‘Although some people need persuading about my hunches.’


Emily looked at Martyn coldly and then said to the tribesmen, ‘Naturally our exploration is scientific and our suppositions should be data-based. We carry out an initial rough analysis of the terrain by looking at its predominant geological eras. After preliminary exercises which help us pinpoint where the most likely compression has occurred we do a detailed analysis by, among other less accurate methods, taking seismic readings from the rock.’


Asma and Jean looked at each other in despair.


‘I can’t translate that,’ said Jean.


Asma attempted it and the tribesmen nodded as though they’d understood. Asad asked Asma: ‘Who did you say this woman is?’


Asma explained again that Emily was an eminent professor who knew more about geophysics than anyone else in the UK.


‘So we can be sure, then, that the site is a true one?’ asked Asad.


Asma translated this and Emily nodded vigorously. ‘Certainly!’ She glanced at Martyn. ‘I do not make mistakes.’


Martyn grimaced.


Major Willingham was impatient. He said: ‘Last time we were here you mentioned that you believed there was a Taliban training centre nearby.’


Asad’s father nodded.


‘We do believe that. We believe people are coming from all over the world to train at that centre. Some of them even come from England!’


The OC ignored this. He asked: ‘What effect are the Taliban having on this area?’


‘We live in fear. They arrive at our homes and demand hospitality, they eat our food, take our animals and steal from our shops. They even bring drugs into our households,’ said Asad’s father passionately.


‘So you would like the area cleared of them?’


‘Yes. We would like them to go back to their own countries and leave us to our Afghan traditions.’


‘Then why don’t you fight them yourselves?’ demanded Emily.


‘We are powerless in the face of their international strength.’


‘You said you would tell us exactly where the Taliban training ground is. If you do so, we can help you clear this area of their influence,’ said the major. He was trying to appear relaxed, thought Asma, but a slight breathlessness in his voice gave away the importance of the question.


‘We have discussed this among ourselves and we can tell you exactly,’ said the father.


Asad said something to one of the boys hanging around at the side of the room. The boy ran off and, while they waited for his return, hot, sweet tea was served by old men.


Emily tried to take advantage of the break to stretch out her legs but Jean stopped her at once.


‘Don’t put your legs forward!’


‘Why ever not?’


‘It just isn’t OK.’


Asma’s face was reddening for Emily. ‘You can stand up, but you can’t stretch out.’


The boy returned with a map and everybody pored over it. Martyn was quick to find the Early Rocks.


‘Can you tell me anything about that place?’


‘It is a very holy shrine,’ said Asad’s father. ‘A great Sufi poet lived at the rocks and when he needed water he drew water from the ground and there has been water ever since.’


‘And,’ added Asad, ‘women believe that drinking this water will give them a boy child. In the past it was a very popular location on holy days. But people today realize that these old shrines are more like superstitions than anything the Prophet would have approved. So no one goes there much now.’


‘Of course you know it,’ said Asad’s father, ‘because it is near your oil site.’


Martyn and Emily looked surprised.


‘But how do you know where the oil site is?’ demanded Emily. ‘Has Martyn told you?’


The men smiled and the younger brother, who had remained silent until now, laughed out loud.


‘This is our world,’ said Asad. ‘We know everything.’


‘What is it called?’ she asked.


‘The place you visit so often with your box?’


Asad’s finger rapidly moved across the flat desert to settle at the edge of a mass of contour lines. He had pinpointed the site exactly. The OC and the 2 i/c exchanged glances.


‘It has no name,’ said Asad’s father.


‘We should give it one, since it is a place of some significance. What will you call it, Father?’


The older man thought for a moment, stroking his beard. Then he said: ‘Allah is bountiful.’


There was a murmur of assent from all around the room before Asma could translate.


‘Allah is bountiful? That’s the name they’ve given it?’ asked Martyn. ‘Maybe it works in Pashtu but it doesn’t do a lot for me in English.’


‘I think what they’re saying,’ said the 2 i/c, ‘is that they regard the oil and gas site as Helmand’s winning lottery ticket.’


‘They would be quite right,’ added Emily.


‘They probably feel that Allah doesn’t leave a lot to chance,’ said Asma quietly. ‘And I’m sure they disapprove of lotteries.’


‘I get where they’re coming from,’ said Martyn. ‘What they’re trying to call the place is Jackpot.’


‘Jackpot,’ echoed the OC with approval.


‘Jackpot!’ said the 2 i/c.


‘OK,’ said Martyn, ‘I’m sold on that. Jackpot it is.’


During this conversation Asad had been talking intently with his father. Although it was clear, from the way Emily and Martyn kept rearranging themselves uncomfortably on the carpet, that the visitors were ready to go, the father now spoke to them all. Jean translated.


‘We would like to extend an invitation to everyone here today. My daughter is to be married next month. We would be very honoured if you would consider joining our family and friends for the wedding celebrations.’


The invitation was received in shocked silence. Even Emily and Martyn looked to the OC for a reply.


‘Um, well, actually, we’d love to, really, but we honestly couldn’t . . . I mean, we wouldn’t be able to . . .’


He looked helplessly at Jean who looked at Asma.


‘You should be flattered,’ she said. She was blushing. ‘I doubt anyone else in the British Army has been honoured this way.’


‘I’d certainly love to go,’ stated Emily.


Asma said: ‘Sir, it would be an amazing chance to win hearts and minds locally.’


But the OC shook his head.


‘You know as well as I do that it could be a trap.’


Asma stared back at him, her dark eyes wide, feeling offence on the tribesmen’s behalf.


The major said: ‘I’m sorry, but it just wouldn’t be safe. And, realistically, how could we come without huge protection? Which would be quite inappropriate at a wedding.’


Emily opened her mouth to argue but Jean was already replying.


‘Jean’s saying that you really want to accept. But you’d be in trouble for contravening current security procedures,’ Asma explained quietly to the OC. ‘She’s saying you’re honoured . . . you’re sad that our rules prevent it . . . you appreciate this warm gesture of friendship.’


The major nodded. ‘Very good,’ he said. ‘Very creative. I can leave it to you girls to say the right thing.’


The news was received with apparent disappointment by Asad’s family. Asma was glad that Jean was the interpreter inflicting this disappointment.


Driving home, the OC said: ‘I must admit, their invitation seemed genuine enough and I felt bad turning it down.’


‘An Afghan wedding would have been a most interesting experience,’ agreed Emily.


‘And,’ said the 2 i/c regretfully, ‘Afghan feasts are apparently delicious.’


Asma sat quietly thinking how much she would have enjoyed the wedding. When she was a teenager her family had been invited to the occasional Afghan celebration in London but she had known that these affairs were no more than pale imitations and adaptations of weddings in Afghanistan.


Suddenly Martyn spoke: ‘I don’t trust those guys.’


Everyone turned to him.


‘You think the invitation was a trap?’ asked the OC.


‘Well listen, I just hated the way he could put his finger right on the map at Jackpot. And he even described the gravimeter. Which means they’ve been watching us and we didn’t know it.’


The OC did not miss his chance.


‘Perhaps now you understand that the level of protection we offer you is necessary.’


He glanced at Emily. She sighed.


‘Merely watching us indicates only that they are curious.’


Martyn folded his arms defiantly.


‘Yeah, well don’t forget the guy’s Saudi connections. I don’t trust any of them, least of all that son.’


Asma and Jean exchanged glances but remained silent.


The OC said: ‘Well, the main thing is they gave us the information we went for. Now we’ve got the detail on the Taliban’s activities in the area, we can take the appropriate action.’
  

Chapter Thirty-four



A STRIKE OP ON THE TALIBAN COMPOUND WAS SOON ANNOUNCED. It was too big for R Company to handle alone so another company was flying in from Bastion to help.


‘Who are they?’ asked Dave.


CSM Kila said: ‘Paras. And most of them have been out here before. So they know what they’re doing.’


‘So it’ll be their op,’ said Dave. ‘And we’ll be supporting them.’


Kila shrugged. ‘Don’t worry, there’ll be enough action to go round.’


The oil exploration programme went on hold while R Company went operational. For once, Emily and Martyn were united. They wanted to get on with their job and there was a public argument in the cookhouse.


‘You’re here for us!’ Martyn didn’t shout but his voice was raised. ‘You’re supposed to put our work first. And now you’re telling us we’re on hold while you go fighting.’


The OC was tight-lipped. ‘Let me explain again. With such a major Taliban installation so close to this FOB, you soon won’t be able to continue with your work unless we take action.’


‘They’ve given us no trouble so far!’ retorted Emily. ‘Although they have no doubt felt the need to defend themselves from your attacks.’


The OC gritted his teeth.


‘Our intelligence is that there are now many insurgents in this area. They seem to have a direct route from here to various centres of the narcotics trade where they are in frequent contact with troops from our other bases. So this action is necessary for everyone’s safety, not just yours.’


1 Platoon gathered in the Cowshed for prayers. Boss Weeks said they would drive to the Green Zone and form part of an outer cordon with the rest of R Company. The Paras and their support would arrive in three Chinooks which would drop them inside the cordon, close to the compound. There would be two Apaches and two A10s on hand at all times. The outer cordon would aim to close in and join the fighting.


‘Tomorrow’s operation could turn into a very major and decisive battle. It will demand focus, professionalism and bravery. I want you to know that I am completely confident of the ability of every man in this platoon to perform under extreme pressure.’


Dave, standing at the front next to the boss, arms folded, noted that the boss had just spoken without an um or an er. He was saying what the men needed to hear. And incredibly, for the first time, they were all listening to him.


He stole a glance at Weeks’s now grizzled face. His fair hair hung around his ears and that boyish, round-cheeked look had been replaced with sharper, more robust lines.


‘This operation is a major offensive. It’s the first time we have been in theatre with another company. And not just any company, but Paras.’


‘That’s why they get to take the compound while we hang around on the outside, then,’ said Ryan Connor from 2 Section. ‘Because they’re Paras.’


‘The Paras get all the fucking fun,’ said a couple of lads from 3 Section, and all their mates agreed with them loudly.


Dave said, ‘You lot don’t own this bit of Helmand.’


‘I think you should be very pleased that we’ve got such experienced soldiers alongside us,’ the boss said.


‘We’re not going to see much of the action, though, are we, if we’re stuck in the outer cordon?’ called Mal.


Dave put his hands on his hips. ‘Got a short-term memory problem, shitheads? We’re catching fleeing insurgents and closing in on the compound to support the Paras. That’s action.’


The boss added quietly: ‘The last ambush 1 Section was involved in might be considered enough action for some people, Mal. We were extremely lucky to escape serious injury.’ He glanced at Jamie.


‘And let’s keep it that way,’ said Dave. ‘I don’t want any sloppiness because you think the Paras are going to take the brunt of the contact for you. Just stay sharp.’


R Company was due to leave the base at 0400. The base was already so busy at 0300 that there was an empty phone slot. It had been booked solidly since the operation was announced and Dave, as usual, had been too late for a place. He hadn’t spoken to Jenny for a week. Or even two.


He knew he should stop sorting ammo and grab the phone. His mind was on today’s operation and he did not really want to realign his thoughts with the small domestic world of Wiltshire. The call would be affectionate, but it would have to be brief.


When he held the battered handset at last, it felt rare and precious. Not because it could connect him to Wiltshire, but because it was something every man wanted.


He dialled Jenny’s number. He was determined that he wouldn’t spend ten minutes apologizing for not phoning before. As the number rang he felt the usual fear that she wouldn’t answer and the usual relief when she picked up.


‘Jen!’


But the voice he heard was not Jenny’s.


‘Dave, is that you?’


It was his mother-in-law. Not a good sign.


‘Trish! Where’s Jenny?’


‘She’s across the road at her friend’s, whatsername.’


‘Leanne?’


‘Leanne. Is that the one who had something happen to her husband?’


‘He got sent home.’


‘Not in a coffin, I hope?’


Typical Trish. Salt of the earth, always there to help in a crisis and guaranteed never to look on the bright side. Ever since they first knew Dave was coming to Afghanistan she had been darkly hinting at the inevitability of his demise, until Jenny had begged her to stop.


‘Not in a coffin, but not in one piece,’ he conceded.


‘Well, there you are, then. And they’ve sent him somewhere else now.’


This was Trish’s I-told-you-so voice. It was entirely predictable and always entirely justified because nothing bad could happen which Trish hadn’t already anticipated. Some people had hobbies. Trish spent her leisure hours concocting disasters.


‘I think he’s gone to Headley Court. Trish, is everything all right with Jenny?’


‘No. She’s not good, I’m afraid. She’s been told she needs a lot of rest . . . oh, here she is now. Do you want to speak to her?’


He gritted his teeth.


‘Well, yes please, Trish.’


‘All right, I’ll let you two talk. But, Dave, I must say something. Jenny’s had too much to cope with alone here, and now it’s beginning to show. Who knows what effect this is all having on the baby? We may not know for years but these things always come out in the end.’


He rolled his eyes as the prophet of doom droned on.


‘You need to reconsider your position, Dave. You’re out there fighting a war no one agrees with or understands while your family’s here without you. Think about it, Dave. There. That’s all I’ve got to say.’


‘OK, Trish, I’ll give that some thought.’


Trish handed over the phone and he was alone with Jenny. There was a pause and then they both guffawed.


‘Christ, your mum doesn’t change, does she?’ said Dave.


‘I don’t know what I’d do without her.’


‘What’s up, love? What’s happened?’


‘I’ve been feeling weird for a while . . .’


‘You didn’t tell me.’


Ooops. Stupid. How could she tell him if he didn’t phone? He braced himself for her to point this out but she evidently decided not to.


‘Well, I’m just about to have a baby, it’s normal to feel weird. But for the last couple of weeks I’ve been getting a bit spaced out and my ankles were so swollen I could hardly move. Then my hands started to swell too and I just felt dreadful. The midwife said my blood pressure was too high. I’ve got to have complete rest. If I don’t get back to normal in a week, I have to go to hospital.’


‘But what will they do there?’


‘I don’t know. Monitor me, I suppose.’


‘Oh, Christ. Is the baby OK?’


‘Yes. The worst case scenario is that they’ll have to induce me a bit early.’


‘Induce!’


‘Dave, don’t worry.’


‘Early!’


‘Not very. We’ll manage, love. Your mum’s coming to help next week so I know I’ll have a laugh then.’


Jenny and Dave’s mother were good mates. Dave just wished he could feel the same way about her mother.


‘How’s Vicky?’


‘Fine! Everything’s fine.’


But he knew everything wasn’t fine. And he knew he was powerless to do anything.


‘I miss you. I worry about you,’ he said. He kept his voice even so he didn’t betray his anguish.


‘Well, don’t. I’m OK and it’s my job to do the worrying around here.’


‘If you were OK your mum wouldn’t be there.’


‘All I do is lie around getting bigger. And Mum gets smaller. She’s lost three pounds.’


‘How’s Leanne? How’s Steve?’


‘Well, you can worry about them if you want something to worry about. He’s been horrible to her. Really angry. Seems to want any excuse to shout at her. As though she planted the bloody IED.’


‘I thought he was at Headley Court now.’


‘They’re giving him at least two legs, maybe more. One for every occasion. But he’s still horrible to Leanne. He’s on an anger management course or something now.’


Dave was aware that around him the base was buzzing with activity. His own men were gathering by the wagons already and sharing cigarettes. The air was thick with anticipation.


‘Jen, shit, I’m really sorry, I’ve got to go . . .’


He rushed the rest of the call and then put down the phone feeling dissatisfied. He hadn’t been able to tell her that in less than an hour he would be leaving for a big operation. And she had apparently decided not to nag about him leaving the army, at least for now. So they had talked about Steve and Leanne. As usual, there had been more unsaid than said between them. It was better not to phone at all.


He walked briskly back to the ammo.


1 Platoon was outside and ready by the wagons at 0330. The world was still dark but light threatened. You could see the red line of dawn waiting to disperse far away in the east.


The men had checked and re-checked their kit and now they sat quietly. There was little conversation. They were thinking about the day ahead and the possibilities it would offer, for both bravery and for death.


Sol looked 1 Section up and down. As usual, he stopped by Jack Binns. He made it his business to keep an eye on this lad and just yesterday had discovered that his heels were cracked. He spoke sharply, breaking the group’s silence.


‘Did you remember to put that cream on, Binman?’


‘Yeah, but they don’t hurt much.’


‘That’s because I gripped you in time.’


Mal said: ‘They’ll hurt when you’ve been on your feet all day, Binman. I let my heels get cracked and every step was like treading on fucking knives.’


‘Is that why you lost the shotgun?’ asked Finn. ‘Because your heels hurt?’


‘Fuck off,’ said Mal, lighting a cigarette and handing Finn one.


‘All right, Mr Angry?’ Finn asked Angus, who was sitting leaning on his Bergen with his eyes closed. ‘Want one of Mal’s ciggies?’


Angus did not open his eyes. ‘Nah.’


Sol had been watching Angus too.


‘What’s up with you?’


‘Nothing.’


‘Had anything to eat this morning?’


‘Nah.’


‘Not scared of a fight, are you?’ asked Finn.


‘Course not. I just don’t want to fuck up in front of the Paras.’


Sol’s face creased into a frown. ‘Who cares about the Paras?’


‘I do.’


‘Thinking of doing P Company, Angry?’ asked Mal. ‘Is that what it is? Scared you’ll let yourself down?’


Angus opened his eyes. ‘I’m not good enough to do P Company.’


‘Bollocks,’ said Mal.


‘You’re the right size. Toms are mostly gorilla-shaped people,’ said Jamie.


‘Toms are mostly gorillas,’ said Finn. ‘Forget the people bit.’


‘You’ve got to think you’re God’s gift to the British Army,’ said Sol. ‘Or you can’t join the Paras.’


Finn drew on his cigarette: ‘I thought of doing P Company.’


‘Why don’t you, then?’ Binman asked.


‘Because he’d miss us,’ said Mal.


‘What’s the point? Just so I can wear a red beret and jump out of aeroplanes? I thought: Finn, you already have enough women chasing you, so forget it.’


‘You said your old man was in the Jedi, right?’ said Bacon to Angus, who had closed his eyes again now. Angus did not reply. But Streaky continued.


‘Well, why join the Paras? Why don’t you follow in your dad’s footsteps and go straight for the Jedi?’


‘Selection,’ said Finn. ‘Now that really is a killer. Have a go at joining the Jedi, Mr Angry.’


‘I wouldn’t be good enough.’


‘Your dad could give you a few tips about Selection,’ said Mal.


‘He never talks about it.’


Jamie said: ‘Are you sure he was in the Regiment?’


Finn narrowed his eyes. ‘In the Regiment? In it? Angry’s dad fucking ran it. And I mean he almost couldn’t find the time because he was so busy walking on water. He walked right across the fucking South Atlantic and single-handedly took back the Falkland Islands.’


Angus jumped up, like a sleeping animal suddenly woken, and grabbed Finn.


Sol roared: ‘Get off him, McCall, NOW!’


‘Don’t you insult my dad, you fucking diddicoy, you fucking piece of thieving shit from a caravan, you fucking . . .’


Two people grabbed Finn’s right arm just before the knuckles came into contact with Angus’s face. Four people dragged Angus away.


Dave appeared.


‘What the hell is going on here?’


‘This piece of shit insulted my dad!’ yelled Angus.


‘For Chrissake, McCall, anyone who doesn’t get insulted by Billy Finn isn’t worth knowing.’


Finn’s eyes were narrowed but between the lids they glittered dangerously. His face had thinned with fury.


‘Show a bit of respect,’ said Sol, letting go of Finn’s arm. ‘And you, Angry. Save your fighting for the Taliban.’


The pair melted back into the group, shoulders still squared.


It was almost 0400. Sol took Finn and Angus aside as the others climbed into the Vectors.


‘A section with its own fight is no good at fighting the Taliban. Put it behind you. Both of you. Now. And I don’t mean: snarl at each other across the wagon. I mean put it right behind you so you can fight alongside each other as mates.’


They both nodded at Sol and then at each other. It wasn’t much but it was enough. They jumped on board and sat at opposite ends of the wagon.


Asma had climbed up beside the boss at the front and this had put Gordon Weeks in a very good mood despite the day that lay ahead. He had barely slept but now he felt wide awake and alert.


‘I hope you won’t have to fire one at the Taliban this time,’ he said. ‘They won’t be more lenient on you because you’re a woman.’


Asma sighed and yawned. ‘You don’t understand the Taliban.’


‘Does anyone? Do you?’


‘It’s not like being in the army. It’s not one bloody great organization. It’s a bunch of smaller groups all arguing among themselves. A few are fundamentalists, most aren’t. Some are part of a big machine, some aren’t. Some people hedge their bets and join because they think the Taliban will be here for ever and the British will go. Or they join because they’re made to. Or paid to. Or because they’re angry at civilian deaths. Or because they think the British are bad for the opium crop . . .’


Her voice disappeared inside another yawn and she closed her eyes. Weeks sneaked a long look at her. She was beautiful in the early morning, too, but it was a different beauty from the Asma who smoked under the stars every evening. In this light she looked more fragile. He started to imagine waking up next to her and then remembered abruptly that he was supposed to be discussing the Taliban.


‘Today the enemy isn’t disaffected local farmers. We know that a lot of the men in the compound are committed international fighters who want to control Afghanistan.’


She shrugged. ‘We’ll never eradicate the Taliban or drive them out.’


‘Are you telling me we can’t win today?’


‘What’s to win? All this fighting won’t bring peace. But I’m sure we’ll clear the compound and kill a lot of them.’


Too soon they reached the edge of the Green Zone. The boss told his platoon to debus and then jumped out himself. Asma was to be driven forward behind the inner cordon fighting and he smiled at her before he slammed the door.


‘Be careful today,’ he said softly.
  

Chapter Thirty-five



DAVE STOOD COUNTING THE MEN BY EACH VECTOR AS THEY JUMPED out into the dawn.


‘Two hands on your weapon, McKinley!


‘For Chrissake, Gayle, how many times do I have to tell you to unhook your sling clip?


‘Do your pouches up, Bacon! Get a grip.


‘Two hands on your weapon, Mara! Get a grip.


‘Sling clip, Broom. Get a grip.


‘I hope there’s water in that fucking Camelbak, Binns.


‘Two hands on your weapon, you. And you! Get your finger out of your arse.


‘Switch on, O’Sullivan, your pouches are a mess, sort yourself out.’


Maybe he should count the number of times he told lads to get two hands on their weapon and, when he reached a million, leave the army the way Jenny wanted him to. Jenny. He watched the section commanders lead their men off and then followed them into the orchard. Jenny. He hadn’t told her he loved her. He had just talked about Steve and Leanne, his mind on his ammo. And then he had put the phone down with a sense of loss.


They proceeded in silence, waiting for the enemy to know they were there, waiting for the first shots. Within five minutes, the shots came, peppering the silence. But they sounded far enough to the right to allow the men to continue without changing direction. No one fired. They continued to stumble into the half-dark along a field’s edge, against the cover of a treeline, listening for the next shots.


After a long pause there was more firing. It was still to their right and this time it was much closer. 2 Platoon reported that they would take cover and open fire.


Dave and the boss had a brief conversation and decided to keep going. As the shots got louder, Dave wondered if they were moving towards the enemy or the enemy was closing in on them.


‘We’d better take cover,’ he told the boss as they emerged from the field and reached some crumbling walls, pink with age. Previous fighting, perhaps with the Russians or maybe more recently, had turned this building, whatever it had once been, into a ruin. You could see the holes of previous explosions.


The lads seized the chance to get down with their weapons and fire back. There had been rumours about today’s operation long before it was confirmed. It was a relief to end the long period of anticipation by firing at last.


‘Keep something back for later, lads,’ Dave said.


He looked along the ruined walls at his men. Angus and Finn were so intent on their jobs that their argument was forgotten. Streaky and Mal were focused too but they were both giggling insanely. Men sometimes heard laughter in contacts but they seldom guessed it was coming out of their own mouths. Just nerves, thought Dave, as the first contact of the many they expected today kicked off.


‘Tell your boys to slow their rate of fire,’ he told Sol, ‘or we’ll be low on ammo before we get to the big fight.’


In the distance was the unmistakable thump of helicopters. Chinooks. Bringing Paras. At the sound, enemy fire eased. 1 Platoon seized the chance to advance.


Corporal Baker, the commander of 2 Section, asked to take his men further out than originally agreed. He had identified an enemy position and wanted to outflank them.


Boss Weeks agreed to this. 3 Section, which was nearest to the target compound, pressed forward with 1 Section to join the Paras, who could be heard landing now. The helicopters were attracting not just light arms and heavier machine-gun fire but RPGs as well. As if the Taliban had been expecting them.


Apaches must be guarding the Chinooks: Dave could hear their chain guns putting down some 40mm cannon rounds to help the Paras get out. From the deeper thud of the Chinook rotor blades Dave estimated that they were on the ground for less than thirty seconds, just long enough for platoons of Paras to stream out of the back. And then they took off into their own dust. They flew right over Dave’s head towards the desert, an Apache hovering high on either side. He knew the Chinooks were scheduled to return to base while the Apaches were staying around for this operation but the sound of the disappearing rotor blades left a deadly silence. It was broken only by distant fire.


Maybe the enemy had moved now, converging on the newly arrived Paras. Which would trap them nicely in the cordon. Except that Dave knew better than to underestimate the Taliban.


They crossed a ditch and then a field of dried-out poppies, their pods cracking and dry stalks breaking as the men passed. The fighting continued but it still seemed far away. 1 Platoon was wrapped up in a local silence which was broken suddenly by the sound of an explosion nearby. A loud, dull thump. Dave barely had time to recognize it before the screaming started. He could hear it in his earpiece, a hideous backing to the voice of 2 Section’s Corporal Baker reporting, breathless with horror, that there was a man down. And he could hear it in his other ear, more faintly but for real: deep, primal roars of pain just a few hundred metres away.


‘Fuck, it sounded like a mine . . .’ Dave was saying as he turned towards the explosion, his heart sounding louder in his ear than the far-off contact.


He was point man now: the boss had pulled 1 and 3 Sections around behind him. He moved rapidly, stumbling sometimes, once nearly falling into a ditch, his Bergen banging on his back. All the time he was getting garbled reports in his ear from Corporal Baker that they were under mortar attack. Then someone else was shouting: ‘Keep back!’ In the confusion, it became clear that the man screaming was Broom.


Dave was breathless now but he kept running, following a drainage ditch half-filled with dirty water. His mind was focused on getting to his men but he could not help remembering a dark Afghan night and Ben Broom stealing away with the satellite phone: ‘I like to keep an eye on my bird, Sarge. If I don’t keep calling her, she might fly . . .’


Dave, his breath short and his heart thudding, reached 2 Section just in time to see the second explosion. He saw the smoke go up with bits of debris inside it. Shrapnel. Or – and he tried to keep his mind from going there but the thought kept coming anyway – the body parts of a victim. He could hear more screams of agony.


‘Another man down.’ Shock had leached all expression from Corporal Baker’s voice.


Another voice, the boss’s: ‘Are you under mortar fire, Baker?’


‘Don’t know. It could be mortars . . .’


Dave was still gasping for breath. ‘It’s a fucking minefield!’


The men were clustered at the edge of a large weed-infested clearing in the woods. It might once have been a field but no one had farmed it for a long time.


‘Freeze!’ ordered Dave. ‘Everyone freeze! And don’t anyone try to get near the casualties, however much they scream.’


The boss organized 1 Section and 3 Section to cover the clearing as Dave reached the group. Most were at the side of the field and those who were close enough now leaped to the edge. Lying about fifteen metres into the clearing was the body of Rifleman Ryan Connor. About five metres beyond him was Ben Broom. They were both screaming, shouting, roaring for help, which no one could bring them.


‘Don’t anyone go near!’ yelled Dave as he saw their mates wavering, faces contorted with agony for their friends. Two had frozen in positions halfway towards them. They looked ready to try to bolt the rest of the way.


‘Kirk, O’Sullivan, stop!’ shouted Dave. ‘I said freeze! Don’t move a foot, don’t move a fucking inch.’


He worked his way through the trees around the edge of the field, over dense undergrowth.


‘My leg, my leg, I’ve lost my fucking leg, I looked down and my fucking, fucking leg was gone!’ shrieked Broom.


‘Help, God help me, holy Jesus,’ screamed Connor in a voice that sounded full of Afghan earth.


2 Section stood at the edge of the clearing, watching hopelessly and helplessly, longing to run to their mates, faces blanched. A few tried to call encouragement to their friends but their voices were robbed of strength and depth so they sounded like a voicemail message.


Dave looked at the casualties and saw that Broom had certainly lost his lower leg and maybe an arm. Blood was pouring from his body. Connor was surrounded by blood too, but it was hard to see from here where he had been damaged.


‘Mine strike. Two tango one casualties. Out,’ the boss reported.


Dave could guess what had happened but he let Corporal Baker tell him anyway: ‘Ben was cutting across the field and suddenly, bang! He was lying there screaming so Ryan ran over to him and, bang! I thought it was a mortar attack. I didn’t stop Ryan because I thought it was a mortar . . .’


Dave said: ‘It’ll be a legacy minefield. Soviet. The Russians picked a spot and scattered them everywhere. That’s why this place isn’t cultivated, the locals all know about them.’


‘I’ve lost a fucking leg, my fucking leg’s gone, my leg, my leg, my leg . . . fuck it, fuck it . . .’ shouted Ben Broom.


‘Can you get some morphine into yourselves?’ called Dave but neither Broom nor Connor could hear him over their own roars of pain.


‘Heeeelp, fucking heeeelp, I’m dying . . .’ screamed Ryan Connor.


The men, faces ashen, waited for Dave to tell them what to do.


‘Chinook’s coming,’ came the boss’s voice.


‘No room for it to land here,’ said Corporal Curtis of 3 Section.


‘The Chinook can’t land in a minefield,’ snapped Dave. ‘And let’s hope it’s got a very long winch. Because the downdraught could set the whole fucking field off.’


The boss said: ‘There aren’t any winches on the Chinooks.’


‘What! Someone nicked them all?’


‘They had a design fault. So they all got packed off back to the UK and the replacements haven’t arrived yet.’ The boss’s voice was small and miserable.


‘Well, what good to us is a fucking Chinook without a winch?’ demanded Dave.


‘We’ve asked the Americans for a Black Hawk.’


‘Will that have a winch?’


‘Yes.’


‘How long will it take?’


‘They’re waiting for clearance now.’


‘How long?’ It was unbearable to hear the agony of the men in the minefield. You just wanted them to stop. And you knew that if they did it would be worse.


‘The Americans can’t operate without high-level clearance.’


‘Oh, fuck, do we have to wait for the President of the United States to find time to OK it?’ yelled Dave.


‘We’re doing our best.’ The boss did not sound defensive. He sounded deflated. ‘We’re going to locate the nearest helicopter landing site for a MERT team, because getting the casualties out and away to a Chinook may be quicker than waiting for the Americans.’


Getting the casualties out may be quicker.


‘Fuuuuuuuuuuck!’ roared Broom. He looked as though he was floating on an island of blood. He was only fifteen metres away and he was as unreachable as a man a thousand miles offshore. He would die from his blood loss unless help reached him soon.


Knowing his voice had to be both strong and severe to check Broom’s yells, Dave bellowed: ‘Stop shouting and start helping yourself, Broom.’


Broom fell abruptly silent.


‘There’s a bloody mess around your right leg so get your morphine out and shove it in at the top of your left. Come on, go for it! Now!’


Broom began to fiddle with his pouches.


‘Get on with it!’ bawled Dave mercilessly. ‘It’s in your left thigh pocket. Do it! Do it now! What about you, Connor?’


Connor responded with an awful cry. It was both the whimper of a small child and the roar of a large, injured animal that knows it is about to die, but it was not the cry of a man.


Dave tried the same tone on him. Connor, however, was past responding to commands.


‘Shit, shit, what can we do?’ Corporal Baker’s face was ashen. His tone picked up the misery of the injured.


Dave looked around him at the nearest men. Shocked faces, shaking hands, a few tears.


‘2 Section doesn’t look safe for this job.’


1 Section, covering the field, were closest.


‘I’m looking for mine-clearance men in 1 Section. I’ll take you, Dermott . . .’


He sent Mara from 2 Section to replace Jamie’s position.


‘Me, Sarge!’ Angus was already leaving his position in anticipation.


Dave sighed.


‘All right, McCall. But just stay behind Jamie.’ He was sending another man up to replace Angus when Finn shouted: ‘That should be me, Sarge.’


Angus turned to glare at him.


‘I’m not taking a section commander or a 2 i/c.’


‘But Angry’s too big and clumsy!’


Dave ignored him. ‘Jamie, you start over here and work your way towards Connor. McCall behind you. Then I need two men to start from over there and work towards Broom. I’ll have you, Binman. And Mal follows.’


The men he had chosen blinked at him as if they had just woken up.


‘Right, Dermott and McCall here, Binns and Bilaal there. Bergens off, bayonets ready, GET GOING.’


The men began to struggle out of their Bergens.


‘Make sure you’ve got water, man behind must have a stretcher, carry only what you need, something to eat but not much. Of course, trauma kit. Give them some extra field dressings, someone. OK, then down on your belt buckles and it’s look, feel, prod with your bayonets before you move forward. Remember that one? Look, feel, prod. Got mine markers? Got mine tape?’


They were taking off their pouches now, rummaging through them at the same time for mine tape, grabbing their bayonets. Binns looked skinnier and skinnier as the pouches came off. Finn moved in to help him.


The two front men got into position and eased down onto their stomachs at the edge of the minefield.


‘Gently! DON’T HURRY!’ roared Dave. ‘Or you’ll be lying there too.’


At a double moan from both casualties Jamie and Binman from their separate positions began to scrape urgently at the surface of the soil with their bayonets.


‘GENTLY! This is your new-born baby. It’s a bag of fucking eggs. It’s a MINE and it’s going to explode!’


‘They’re coming,’ lads called to the casualties. ‘They’ll soon be getting you out of there.’


Broom was moaning more quietly now he had a shot of morphine inside him. Connor had fallen ominously silent.


‘Ryan’s still breathing,’ shouted Kirk. ‘I can see that.’


Kirk and O’Sullivan were the two members of 2 Section who had been stuck in the minefield when Dave had ordered them to freeze.


‘If I go forward on my stomach from here,’ called Kirk. ‘I can get to Ryan faster than Dermott and McCall.’


‘No,’ shouted Dave. ‘I want you two back safely, not bumping around the casualties in your Bergens in a minefield.’


Kirk started to argue.


‘Shut the fuck up and tell me what you can see from there,’ ordered Dave. ‘How much leg has Broom lost?’


‘About half. Maybe a bit more.’


‘Connor?’


‘Dunno. Can’t see what’s wrong with him.’


‘Shrapnel, maybe. But he’s got two legs, two arms?’


‘I think so, Sarge, but there’s so much blood . . . he could be missing a foot.’


‘All right, Kirk. Now, you and O’Sullivan get your bayonets out, mine markers ready.’ They reached carefully for their bayonets, wobbling dangerously because they could not move their feet.


‘Sarge, I don’t have mine markers,’ called O’Sullivan miserably.


No matter how many times you did kit inspection, no matter how often you reminded men, they were guaranteed not to have the vital bit of kit when they needed it.


‘Why the fuck not, O’Sullivan?’


‘Erm . . . I used them for something else . . .’


‘What else can you do with mine markers? For Chrissake?’


O’Sullivan stood helplessly in the minefield, his face gawping.


‘Oh don’t bother to tell me now. Got anything else you could use?’


‘There’s markers here, Sarge,’ said McKinley. ‘Can I try throwing them over to him?’


‘Can you fuck! We’re trying to get him out alive, shithead.’


‘Use your peanuts!’ shouted Corporal Baker to O’Sullivan.


‘His peanuts? His peanuts?’


‘Yeah, Sarge. O’Sullivan buys up the peanuts from everyone else’s rations, he loves them, his Bergen’s full of bags.’


‘We need something that will stick in the ground.’


‘He could anchor them with stones. Run a bit of mine tape between them.’


‘It’s better than nothing.’ Dave shouted to O’Sullivan: ‘Got your mine tape?’


‘Yes, Sarge.’


‘Right then, you two. Remember, no hurry. Go slow and live. Now crouch down. Take a look at the ground all around you and then feel it with your fingers. That includes the ground between your feet. Go behind you, go in front, go to the side. Then use your bayonet to prod. Do that until you’ve got a box around you big enough to lie in. So after that it’s down on your belt buckles, sort yourselves out and start moving this way. SLOWLY.’


There was an urgent voice at his side.


‘Sarge, I could start this end and make a path towards—’


‘No, McKinley. I’ve already got eight men out there. I don’t want to lose a ninth.’


On the radio the boss’s voice said: ‘I’ve been trying to get EOD but they’re all tied up. Thought an engineer with mine-detecting equipment would help but we haven’t managed to extract them yet . . . there should be some on their way soon . . .’


‘Yeah,’ said Dave. ‘Yeah. Soon. OK.’


No helicopter, no winch, no mine detectors and no fucking EOD. Just two men bleeding to death and six more in danger.


‘The casualties seem to have gone rather quiet,’ said the boss.


‘Yeah.’


Dave was tired of shouting. He was tired of talking. He was wet with sweat. And he felt powerless. The screams and moans of the wounded had worn him down, as though he had been the one screaming and moaning. Now that the men he had sent were out there doing their jobs, their lives were in their own hands.


His eyes swept across the minefield. The two casualties, baking in their own blood like cookies under the strengthening morning sun. Jamie, making painfully slow progress on his belly across the field, the large shape of McCall behind him. 1 Platoon, stretched out around the clearing, many backs to the action, searching the woodland for enemy movement. A collection of drawn, anxious faces, chiefly those of the shocked 2 Section, fixed on the two rescue teams. And, most surprisingly, the small, skinny shape of Jack Binns, followed by Mal, ootching with skilful speed towards the body of Ben Broom.
  

Chapter Thirty-six



WHEN
BINMAN
HAD
HEARD
HIS
OWN
NAME,
STANDING
IN
THE woods watching the casualties’ blood pump into the soil, he’d thought Dave was gripping him. Because, as usual, he must be doing something wrong. It took a few moments to realize that he’d been selected to clear a mine path to the casualties.


As he struggled to find his tape he thought to himself that he must have been chosen because Dave wouldn’t mind losing him. Then he remembered that Jamie Dermott had also been chosen, and Dave would certainly mind losing Jamie. Only then did it occur to him that Dave had picked him to do this work because he might be good at it. And Mal, who was much quicker and better at everything, had been told to follow him! Mal was a fantastic medic but until they got to the casualties he could do nothing more than follow on his belly, maybe widening the mine path a bit, because, incredibly, Binns had been put at the front.


By the time Binns was on his knees at the edge of the woodland, liberated from his Bergen, bayonet in hand, he felt lightheaded. He had been selected to do the most difficult job. Along with good-at-everything hot-shit soldier Jamie Dermott. It was incredible.


His best mate, Streaky Bacon, clasped his shoulder.


‘Good luck, Binman. I’m going to write a rap about this . . .’


The seriousness of Streaky’s face reminded Binns of the danger ahead. So did one of the casualties, who gave a sudden, sharp scream of pain.


Binns didn’t know Ben Broom well. But he knew he had to save his life. And if he failed, his failure would stay with him for ever. He closed his eyes and thought about what he had to do.


Look, feel, prod. Go. He worked vigorously on his knees and was soon able to move forward onto his belly, until Dave gripped him for it.


‘Slower, Binns, for Chrissake!’


Binman soon decided to keep the bayonet for prodding and use his fingers to feel the ground. It was weird to scrape his hands across the rough Afghan soil. He had helped his grandfather in his allotment at home in Dorset where the soil was nothing like this: it was dark and friable and always damp beneath the surface. This soil had been roasting in the cruel sun for years. There was no moisture. It felt thin and lifeless.


The earth was gritty beneath his palms. He swept aside handfuls and let them fall gently. He dug his fingers into it until his nails were packed solid.


He heard Dave instructing O’Sullivan and Kirk to do the same.


‘Sarge,’ shouted O’Sullivan, ‘can I pull these weeds up? It’ll be easier to feel the soil.’


‘No!’ Dave roared back. ‘We don’t know how deep the root system goes.’


Binns had already worked that one out. So far he hadn’t encountered many weeds but he worked carefully around them when he did.


It took hours and hours to move one inch. It took for ever. Binns concentrated so hard on his hands and the soil beneath them that days might have passed. The rest of his body didn’t exist. He had turned into sharp eyes and gentle hands. Every time one of the wounded let out a cry, he felt himself speeding up.


‘Ignore everything except your work, especially ignore the casualties!’ shouted Dave. ‘Don’t hurry. Are you hurrying, Binman?’


Binns shook his head but did not speak. He was squeezing the point of his bayonet into earth his fingers had loosened, and then easing his body forward a bit more. Then a bit more. And then a bit more.


He heard Mal behind him.


‘He’s working fast, Sarge, but he’s being well careful.’


To Binman, Mal said: ‘You’re doing a fucking good job. I just hope the Taliban don’t move this way. Because I’m feeling exposed out here.’


Binman heard Mal’s words but he was working patiently now on a particularly resistant mound of earth. He scraped at it very, very gently. The earth did not want to move. Was it caked to something solid beneath? He tried a new tactic.


‘What the fuck are you doing?’ asked Mal.


‘Blowing,’ said Binns.


‘Oh. Thought you were just dripping your sweat on it.’


Binman became aware how hot he was. His helmet was a metal oven and his head baked inside it. His body was manoeuvring under a hot blanket.


‘Binns, have you had any water yet?’ bellowed Dave from the side of the clearing. He sounded further away now, but the casualties looked no closer.


‘He hasn’t, Sarge!’ shouted Mal.


‘Drink!’ ordered Dave. ‘Get your tube in your mouth and pause.’


Binman was blowing harder now on the resistant earth. This time it turned to dust and puffed up into his face. His eyes filled with grit. He shut them and kept blowing. When all the loose earth had gone he found himself staring down a steep indent. Just visible at the bottom was something hard and probably metallic. He stopped. For the first time since he had started this long, slow journey on his belly, he was still.


‘Use your Camelbak,’ Mal said.


Binns did not move.


‘Oy! You going to puke?’


Binns lay still, waves of heat rising from the hot soil around him.


‘Water!’ Mal prompted him. ‘Now!’


Jack Binns tried to speak. But the inside of his mouth was coated with dry soil. His throat was dry. His eyes were dry. The only water was his own sweat, dripping down his face and off his chin.


‘Eh?’ demanded Mal.


‘Something might be there.’


Mal said: ‘Might be. That’s enough for me, mate!’


Binns looked up then and managed to find the delivery tube of his Camelbak. He sucked on it long and hard. The water was almost cool and it cleaned out his mouth and as it trickled down his throat he realized he had been concentrating too hard to notice his deep, deep thirst. The joy of the water was so intense that he did not know how long Mal and Dave had been shouting at him.


‘Back! Go back!’


‘I’m not going back.’


‘You have to fucking go back to go round it,’ Mal said, grabbing hold of his feet and dragging him.


‘I don’t want to go back!’ said Binns. But he was powerless as Mal pulled him a metre back along the path he had so neatly marked.


Binns sat up then to get a better view of the mine and how he should go around it. He saw the bodies of the wounded ahead. He had felt as though he was making no progress at all but now he realized he was a little over halfway to Broom. One of Broom’s legs disappeared into a pool of blood. Flies were gathering around it in swarms.


Binns remembered the golden hour. You had to get your casualties to Bastion inside the golden hour. How many hours had he already been here carving this route with his hands? And now he had lost one metre of the few he had gained.


Broom lay still. He was so quiet he might be dead.


‘He’s still breathing,’ said Mal.


‘Go left, Binman,’ shouted voices. A few said: ‘Try right!’ Jack Binns thought of his mother’s living room, how he and his mother and brother would watch TV game shows, shouting at the contestants what they should do.


Another voice cut through the others.


‘Binns! Cut left and you’ll link up with the path O’Sullivan cleared. Unfortunately it’s marked out in peanuts. You can eat them if you like, as long as you mark it properly.’


It was the boss. Binman swung his body to the left. The brief break had reminded him how hot he was and how dangerous the work. His heart thudded as he rounded the mine. Suppose it was enormous? Suppose he hadn’t swung wide enough? If it exploded under him his innards would be ripped out. There would be a few moments when you knew you were dying. He shut his eyes. Yes, for a couple of seconds, you’d know it was happening. He would feel pain and sadness and loss because he was leaving it all behind. He’d think of his mother and Ally. Then it would all be over. Death would be a sort of blackness where nothing ever happened and he wouldn’t know or care. Ally would cry at his funeral and then marry someone else and have kids and grow old and he wouldn’t see any of it. Because he wouldn’t be there. He wouldn’t exist.


He felt sick. His hands became less systematic and then they stopped.


‘Binman!’ Mal sounded worried. ‘I know you’re going to sick up. I know it.’


Binns could not tell him that he was suddenly, halfway between a casualty and the edge of a minefield, paralysed by fear. Out of the corner of his eye was the distant line of Jamie’s Camelbak, with Angus’s following. They were heading towards Connor at a snail’s pace. Jamie paused and put his head up to drink. He looked over at Binman. His face was filthy. You could see sweat lines running through the dirt even from here. They exchanged distant glances.


‘How are you moving so fucking fast, Binman?’ shouted Jamie.


Binman summoned all his energy. ‘Hands. And blowing.’


‘Blowing. Good idea.’


Jamie lowered his body back down, his face distorted in pain. Binns remembered how this man had taken a machine gun round and just carried on working as though nothing had happened. He watched as Jamie disappeared behind some weeds. The field was full of bodies. The casualties were on their backs. And on their bellies, inching in their different directions, inching towards possible death, were Jamie, Angry, O’Sullivan and Kirk.


‘Binman!’ hissed Mal. ‘Don’t fuck up. You’re doing a great job. Don’t fuck up now, mate.’


Slowly, Jack Binns took his bayonet and pushed it into some soft ground ahead of him which his hands had already massaged. Nothing happened. There was no explosion. He was still alive. Heartened, he began his fast, concentrated work again.


‘Sarge!’ shouted Mal. ‘How did you know Binman would be so good at this?’


Binns turned briefly to glance at Dave, who was standing at the edge of the minefield. You could see his helplessness. He could yell, warn, cajole. But the situation was outside his control. His face was red with the heat, the effort of yelling instructions and the extreme tension. He had even forgotten, Binns noted, before turning back to his worm’s eye view of the dry earth, to take off his Bergen. Next to him stood the boss. His face was anguished.


‘I watched his fingers when he was beatboxing with Streaky,’ Dave called back. ‘In another life, that lad would have been a concert pianist.’


Binns heard them talking about him but paid no attention. He felt as though he was inside his own hands as he scraped and prodded. He stabbed another little mine marker into the ground and crawled forward again. Mal was right behind him but he seemed a thousand miles away.


‘Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh, get me out of here!’ moaned Broom suddenly. The old blood was drying in the sun, new blood was still flowing, his wounds were sizzling and the swarm of flies around him was growing.


‘We’re nearly there!’ said Mal. ‘Go firm, Broom!’ As if Broom was thinking of making a run for it.


‘Tell Kylie I love her,’ said Broom.


‘You’ll soon be telling her yourself, mate!’


Suddenly Connor spoke: ‘It’s OK . . .’


‘Hello, hello, I thought you were unconscious, Ryan!’ said Mal.


Connor was lying still, staring up at the sky as if it was drawing him to it. He sounded calm. ‘It’s OK, lads. Just leave me to die. I just want to die.’


‘Fuck that,’ said Mal. ‘Don’t go dying on us, mate.’


Angus, behind Jamie, roared: ‘Fuck that, Connor, we’re nearly there and we’re not buggering about in all this dirt for nothing.’


‘Did you get morphine in you, Ryan?’ asked Jamie suspiciously, but Connor did not reply.


All four of the rescuers were closing in on the casualties now and they could have a conversation without shouting.


From the edges of the field, 2 Section was yelling.


‘Didn’t see him take morphine, don’t think he did.’


‘Come on, Ryan, don’t fucking give in now, mate!’


‘The boys are nearly there!’


‘And if they get blown up, there’s a helicopter with a winch on its way!’


‘Get your morphine in, Ryan. Go on, get your morphine in!’


‘No,’ shouted Dave. ‘If he’s in and out of consciousness, he shouldn’t take morphine now. Is he losing consciousness?’


Mal turned and nodded. He was close enough to see that Ryan Connor was in no state to join in this discussion. He lay, without moving, his eyes open, staring at the sky. ‘It’s his arm, Sarge. Still there, but not pretty.’


‘Mine!’ yelled Jamie suddenly.


He had frozen in his position on the ground.


‘Well, I mean, it could be a big stone. Or it could—’


‘Divert!’ Dave called. ‘Divert right.’


Angus, who had been working on widening Jamie’s path, sat up and glared.


‘It only might be! If it’s a stone, we’re wasting time diverting for fucking hours.’


The boss yelled: ‘And then you’ll have the rest of your life to think about how you took a short cut and lost your leg!’


Dave put his hands on his hips and his face reddened still more as he roared: ‘Plus let me tell you something about these Soviet mines, Angry . . . they weren’t all designed to kill a man. A lot were designed to take away what matters most. Which for some of us is our bollocks.’


There was a shocked silence. Every face turned towards the casualties. Angry stopped arguing and dragged Jamie back and Jamie continued working his way forward at a wider angle.


Binns was aware of all this as though it was a TV programme other people were watching. He was working his way through a weedy area now and the dry weeds smelled pungent. It was harder to feel the soil. He cut some down to ground level with his bayonet, being careful not to disturb the roots. But he was close to Ben Broom, close enough to see his boots through the undergrowth.


The crack of fire took him by surprise. For a moment he thought a mine had exploded. Then he realized that he had focused so hard on mines that he had forgotten that other threat: the ragheads. Maybe everyone had. He dared to take just one quick look around before he got his head down. There were rounds tearing up the ground all around him. Dust rose, weeds flew, earth shook.


From the lads at the side of the field there was a rapid, angry and intense response.


Mal, behind, said: ‘Fuck it, this could set one of them off . . .’


His voice was scared. Binns felt nausea rising up through his body. He was lying in a minefield. A round could hit him. A round could set off a mine. His hands could detonate a mine. The danger was immense. Death almost certain. So he might as well get on with his work. It was better than lying here doing nothing.


He did not raise his head but laid his chin on the gritty soil, placed his hands ahead of him and took some comfort from the familiar feel of the dirt as he ran his fingers over its surface.


‘Fucking hell, Binman!’ Mal’s voice was high-pitched, as if someone was strangling him. ‘I felt something bouncing off my body armour.’


Binman escaped from his own nausea, the agony of the wounded and the terror of Mal by slipping inside his own hands. Look, feel, prod.


‘Fucking bastards!’ the lads were yelling at the Taliban as they fired. ‘We fucking hate you for that!’


One round did set off an explosion. Binns was aware of it as a massive flash and plume of smoke in the corner of his eye. He did not stop. He did not want to think about it. If anyone was hurt there were plenty of others to deal with them. Look, feel, prod.


The firing ceased as suddenly as it had begun.


‘Thank Christ for that,’ said Mal. ‘I just hope Ben or Connor didn’t take any of it.’


Binns continued to work. He was aware that men on the side of the field were busy, moving around, but he didn’t look up. He could feel his closeness to Broom now. He had gained speed when he had briefly taken over O’Sullivan’s mine path, checking the ground with his fingers and replacing the peanuts with markers. Mal was eating the peanuts and was on his fifth packet.


‘Don’t rush it at the end!’ roared Dave.


‘You there already?’ called Jamie, looking up.


‘Binman’s going for the land speed record,’ Mal told him.


Binns’s heart beat harder. This had been the longest, slowest, hottest fifteen metres of his life. And he was nearly there. His hands sifted soil faster, his bayonet poked energetically.


‘Not too fast, mate,’ said Mal behind him.


And then it happened again. Another strange clod of earth, clinging, lumpen, reluctant to move. Like an arrow pointing downwards to draw his attention to something. This time Binns didn’t blow on it, not even lightly. He knew.


‘What’s up?’ asked Mal.


‘Another one.’


He heard his own voice, faint and hoarse like an old man who’d smoked all his life.


‘Oh, fuck it. We’re nearly there. And it’s right by Broom. How are we going to get him out with that in the way?’


Binns felt defeated. He put his face down in the dirt for the first time, feeling it crunch and crumble beneath his cheeks. He closed his eyes. He felt far from home. And home wasn’t even England right now. It was twelve metres away with his mate, Streaky Bacon, and all the others.


Mal was up on his knees surveying the scene.


‘OK, you’ll have to go left again. Then we’ll go in around Ryan’s side and it might help getting Ryan out too.’


Binns was a mine-clearing machine. Mal dragged him backwards and he started looking, feeling and prodding to the left before Mal had let go of his legs.


‘What’s up? What you doing?’ shouted Dave.


Mal knelt and explained. He turned to the others watching at the side of the field.


‘What about that explosion?’


‘We’re OK. But it ripped a tree to shreds like lettuce, that’s all,’ shouted Streaky.


It took for ever to arrive at Broom. Crawling around the last mine was the longest, slowest part of the longest, slowest journey.


‘You’re doing well, Jamie’s nowhere near Connor yet,’ said Mal.


‘It’s not a race,’ said Binns.


But they were there and Broom was still alive, although his eyes were closed and his breathing shallow. Mal began to move into position.


‘Stop!’ yelled Dave. ‘Just be careful. You must clear the position all around the casualty before you treat him. You must do that!’


Binns and Mal could hardly stop the forward momentum of their bodies towards Broom. Dave had to yell at them three times to prevent them touching him. So Binman began to worm his way around the wounded soldier, around the blood, around the buzzing swarms of flies and around the landmine that was lying painfully close by. Mal taped it off. He was kneeling with his tourniquet and dressings at the ready, waiting to pounce on Broom’s trauma kit as soon as they were clear.


He talked nonsense in a soothing voice.


‘Two minutes, mate, just two minutes . . . and the man you have to thank for our speedy arrival today is one Binman, now better known as Snakeman because he crawled all the way here on his fucking belly. He was chosen for the job because he’s got the smallest belly in the whole platoon. You should have seen him slithering up the minefield . . .’


Broom did not respond.


‘OK,’ said Binns at last, and Mal moved in to the bloody mess where Broom’s leg should have been.


Binman sat still for a moment and watched Mal in action. Despite his haste, Mal’s movements were smooth and experienced. He used the tourniquet with strength and wrapped dressings with a rapid professionalism. He ignored the flies swarming all around him.


The nausea that always seemed to be waiting inside Binns swept up through his body to his throat again.


‘Write on his forehead that he’s had his morphine, will you?’ said Mal. Without looking up, he added: ‘And if you puke all over the casualty, I’ll cut you, Binman. I mean it.’


Binns swallowed and said shakily: ‘Come on, Ben, wake up, mate. We’re going to get you out of here now . . .’


There was no time for Binns to be sick because Mal had shaken out the stretcher. Broom looked small and light without his kit but when they lifted him Binns thought his arms would fall out of their sockets.


‘He doesn’t look this heavy!’


‘Deadweight,’ replied Mal shortly.


‘But he’s not dead!’


‘Doesn’t matter. Still a deadweight.’


Binns tried to take Broom’s Bergen but Mal rescued him and handed him Broom’s weapon instead, a rifle with UGL. They lifted the stretcher carefully and carried it gingerly around the taped mine.


Afterwards, Binns remembered the journey back down the path with the stretcher in slow motion. It could only have taken a few minutes. But with Broom’s weight breaking his arms, the heat suddenly blinding and the flies following them, it felt like an hour.


Many hands were waiting at the side of the woods for the stretcher. Kirk and O’Sullivan, covered in dirt, were the first to grab it as soon as it was clear of the minefield.


‘Fucking good job, you two. Fucking fantastic work, Binman.’


Gasping for breath, Binman was clapped on the back by Dave. He blushed and nodded. He looked for Streaky who was covering across the minefield. Streaky gave him a big smile of approval and a thumbs-up.


The boss was there, talking on the radio.


‘We’ve decided to get this casualty off now,’ he told Dave, ‘and bring the Chinook back for Connor.’


‘How far away is the HLS?’


‘Five minutes,’ said the boss. ‘Let’s get Broom moving there now.’


‘What happened to the Black Hawk?’ asked Dave.


The boss gave a snort of humourless laughter.


‘How many men can I have to cover the stretcher team?’


‘Take 2 Section, they’re not doing much good here.’


Binman watched Jamie and Angus at work. They had just found another mine and were diverting once more.


Dave said quietly: ‘Binman, relax now. Just sit down and drink!’


But he was too late. Binman was already walking back up the cleared mine path.


Dave yelled at him to come back but Binman knew he had to continue his work because in the time Jamie could work his way around this mine, Binns was sure he could connect his own path to Connor.


He lay down in the place Broom had lain, avoiding the huge bloodstain, now feasted on by flies. He started his work again. This time his hands hurt. He realized they were blistered. It was worse than cracked heels but he could ignore the pain if he concentrated. He rubbed his palms over the soil with a touch that now felt light and experienced, the way Mal had been with the dressings.


He realized someone was behind him.


‘Don’t rush, mate.’ It was Mal. He had ignored Dave’s warning and come back too. Binns suddenly felt happy. He did not know why. ‘Just get your water tube in your mouth. And don’t listen to Sarge doing his nut down there.’


Binns silently, doggedly, worked his way towards Connor. There was a lot of shrapnel from the two exploded mines here, glass and bits of metal. He twice cut his hands and Mal yelped in pain as he knelt on something sharp. But nothing could stop Binman now. As the unmoving shape of Ryan Connor got closer, he speeded up.


‘Fuck it, I can’t see him breathing,’ said Mal.


Angus had his hands on his hips. ‘Hey! You’re going to get to him first!’


Jamie barely looked up. He was working like Binns, face close to the dirt, hands just in front of his face, bayonet used only for the final prods before he advanced. He said: ‘We could all be too late.’


Dave had stopped yelling at Binman and Mal for returning to the minefield and wanted to know the state of the casualty.


‘If he’s alive it’ll be mouth to mouth as soon as we get there,’ called Mal grimly. ‘He’s in shreds. I mean, his arm. Down to the bone. And there’s a lot of shrapnel just below his body armour . . . Not sure about his foot . . .’


‘Clear the position before you touch him! Remember!’


But Binman had already begun his slow shuffle around Ryan on his belt buckles. He was almost all the way round and Mal was ready with equipment when Binman’s long, thin fingers felt the strange thickening of the soil which told him something lay beneath. He was a few inches from Ryan Connor’s shoulder.


He stopped.


‘Oh fuck!’ said Mal. ‘Tell me no!’


‘Maybe.’ He blew very gently on the earth and saw buried metal.


‘Don’t mess with maybe,’ said Jamie from ground level. He was close to them now.


‘We could clear a wider position over your side,’ said Binns. ‘Then we can pull him over away from this mine.’


Jamie had reached Connor’s feet. Binns circled back around his head. He and Jamie worked towards each other, widening the cleared area around the unmoving body when simultaneously they both found something. Two more mines, within a metre of each other. They stopped. They knew this must be the heart of the minefield.


‘What a load of shite,’ said Jamie. ‘We can’t move him this way. Or that way.’


‘If I have to do mouth to mouth I could just about kneel over there . . .’ said Mal. He reached across from his safe spot and found Ryan Connor’s wrist. He felt a very faint pulse.


‘He’s alive!’ he shouted down the field. ‘Just!’


‘You’re not doing anything to him six inches away from an unexploded mine, mate,’ said Jamie. ‘All we can do is get him onto a stretcher and out of here. Even that’s going to be fucking dangerous.’


‘There isn’t room for four people,’ said Binman. He was staring at the bloody mess which was Ryan Connor’s body. He remembered how Ryan had flown out from Bastion with him and Streaky and how they had arrived in the FOB and everyone had been looking at the colour of Connor’s hair for some reason Binman had never discovered. Ryan’s hair didn’t look so red now that it was surrounded by the surreal red of his own blood.


‘There’s not even room for two,’ said Jamie. ‘Especially if one of them’s Angus.’


‘I can pick Connor up by myself,’ said Angus.


‘Yeah, gorilla, but can you pick him up without putting any weight on the ground there, or here, or here?’


‘Yeah, I can do it,’ said Angus.


‘You can’t,’ Binns told him. ‘We didn’t come all this way for you and Connor to get blown up.’ He spoke as though he had travelled a hundred miles.


Jamie said: ‘Two of us can probably do it. We lift him straight out of this area and onto a stretcher over there.’


Binman knew one thing. He would not be lifting Connor.


‘I’ll take his Bergen,’ he said. He was starting to shake. Four men and a casualty were standing or lying within a metre of three mines they knew about and maybe more they didn’t. He felt as though all his nerve endings were shredded, like the tree Streaky said had turned into lettuce. Maybe he’d used up all his good luck and there was none left for the near impossible extraction of Ryan Connor.


‘We’ll have to lift him with his kit on, too fiddly to get it off here,’ said Jamie.


Mal and Jamie discussed which of them would help Angus pick up Connor. Finally they agreed that Jamie was in a better position. Mal took Connor’s gimpy. Binman followed him back along the mine path.


Binman was aware of all the faces looking at him from the woods as he neared. Embarrassingly, inexplicably, he wanted to cry. But their eyes were drawn away from him. Now that Binns and Bilaal had cleared, Jamie and Angus were attempting to lift the heavy body of Connor and remove it with surgical precision.


‘What the hell is going on?’ Dave asked Mal as soon as he and Binman reached the edge of the field.


‘Three mines. Two on one side and the other by his left shoulder. No room to get his Bergen off, no room for a stretcher. So they’re lifting him out and—’


‘No!’ yelled Dave up the minefield. ‘Christ, no, no, no! Are you fucking crazy? Stop right now!’


Binman had just stepped into the woods when the flash of an explosion, bright enough for him to see it without turning around, lit up the world.
  

Chapter Thirty-seven



WHEN
THE
PHONE
RANG,
JENNY
GRABBED
IT
INSTINCTIVELY
AND clasped it to her ear. She moved instantly from a dream to awake. She recognized the thickness of the dark in the room: it was the middle of the night. The house was still. There was only one person who would ring at her at this hour.


‘Dave? Dave!’


‘Jenny. Is Agnieszka.’


There was a pause while the name registered. Agnieszka almost never called. At any time. Let alone the middle of the night.


‘Agnieszka! Christ, what’s happened?’


She heard a sob at the end of the phone. Then Agnieszka replied. But her English had disintegrated. She spoke too loudly, with the emphasis on the wrong words, the vowel sounds muddled.


‘What, Agnieszka? What? I can’t understand you . . .’


‘Something not nice happen!’


‘But . . . what?’


‘I get text message from I don’t know who.’


‘From a stranger?’


‘Yes.’


Jenny was relieved that the problem was so trivial. Then she began to feel angry. Agnieszka had woken her up at . . . she glanced at the clock . . . 2 a.m. To tell her about some text message.


‘Well, take no notice, there are shedloads of crazy people out there, Agnieszka. They send random messages to strangers.’


‘No, no, no. This one know me.’


‘Oh. So what does it say?’


‘It say . . .’ Agnieszka started to cry. Her words were choked by tears. Jenny had to ask her to read it three times. Finally on the fourth try, she understood.


‘It say: Jamie is dead.’


Jenny was shocked into silence. Her head was filled by the sound of Agnieszka’s sobs.


‘Christ,’ she said at last. ‘You’ve no idea who sent this? Did it come from . . . how could it have come from . . . well, none of our boys at the FOB have mobiles, do they?’


Agnieszka was wailing now. Eventually Jenny understood her words.


‘It come from Jamie’s number!’


Jenny pulled her swollen body upright on the bed so she could concentrate more easily. She bent her legs and the bump banged against them.


‘Jamie’s phone? Did he leave it behind in the UK?’


‘No!’


‘But if he took it to Afghanistan he would have handed it in at Bastion. Everyone does.’


Only a high-pitched wail could escape through Agnieszka’s tears. Finally she spoke.


‘Jenny, don’t tell Dave. Please, please don’t tell Dave. Don’t tell anyone. Promise.’


She sighed into the darkness. ‘All right.’


‘Jamie give in his phone with other boys. But he have another, I give Jamie another little phone. My old one, to keep private. Sometimes he text me.’


Jenny felt her body tense.


‘So . . . Jamie’s been texting you.’


‘Listen, he not text army secrets. Just stuff for me, private words.’


Probably every wife in the camp hated the confiscation of their husband’s mobile in Afghanistan. Maybe some had argued. Probably a few had suggested taking a secret phone. But the men all knew that using a mobile in that hostile world was opening yourself and your mates up to the Taliban. And surely any wife would have thought her husband’s safety was more important than getting a few text messages? Except Agnieszka.


‘He never say what they doing or where or anything like that. Just personal things.’


So maybe I’m an idiot, Jenny thought. Maybe all the other wives had given their husbands a secret phone and maybe they all received secret, loving texts. All except the sergeant’s wife. Who barely got a call in two weeks, and then it was so rushed it was meaningless. Even though the sergeant’s wife was about to have a baby.


But Agnieszka was crying enough for both of them, with huge sobs. Jenny knew what it was like when the sobs felt bigger than you were.


She said: ‘So . . . what do you think has happened?’


‘I scared maybe Taliban take Jamie. And maybe kill him. And take mobile and use to text me.’ Her words ended on a wail of despair.


‘OK,’ said Jenny briskly. Her brain, which had not been making its usual quick connections recently, suddenly became an ordered, logical entity again, like one of Vicky’s toys where everything snaps into place.


‘Does he really carry the mobile around with him? When he leaves the FOB?’


‘I think he leave at base . . . except maybe they go on operation for a few days.’


‘Well Dave rang me a few hours ago. Which would be early morning in Afghanistan . . .’


‘He say they leave base?’


‘Well of course not, Agnieszka, he doesn’t say that kind of thing. And there’s no way Dave could have phoned and sounded normal if anything had happened to Jamie.’


But there had been a sense of bustle and urgency in the phone call which suggested they were going somewhere. Now she looked back, the call felt like something which had been slotted in because he might not have another chance to ring her again soon. She bit her lip.


‘Maybe they leave base and something terrible happen . . .’


Jenny thought hard. ‘Look, I’ll try Adi. If anything’s happened she’ll know, she always knows everything.’


‘But,’ breathed Agnieszka, ‘you not tell! About secret mobile!’


‘No. But I can’t call her for a few hours. She gets up early, I’ll ring after seven.’


‘After seven o’clock!’


Agnieszka sounded stricken.


‘Well, I can’t call her at two in the morning!’


‘But . . . Jamie!’


Jenny sighed. She imagined her own panic if she had received such a message about Dave.


‘OK, OK, I’ll phone her now.’


‘What will you say?’


‘I’m not sure yet. I’ll call you back.’


‘You don’t mention secret mobile?’


‘No, no.’


It was a while before Adi answered the phone. Her voice was clogged by sleep. For a few moments she did not understand who was calling her.


‘Oh, Jenny, Jenny, I was having such a dream. I was in Fiji . . . Honey, is it the baby? Is it coming? Do you need me?’


‘No, it’s nothing to do with the baby. Adi, I feel terrible calling you in the night . . .’


‘Listen, I know you would only call me at this time with a problem so tell Adi what it is.’


Her voice was settling down into its usual rhythms. It was losing its sleep rust.


‘There is a problem. But it’s not mine. Adi, have you heard from Sol lately?’


‘Not for a few days, darling. And I don’t think many people heard yesterday because they closed the phones for a while.’


‘Oh, God!’


The phones were shut down for a death or serious casualty. If anyone in any FOB anywhere was killed, the men couldn’t call out until relatives had been informed.


‘Something could have happened on the other side of Helmand, our boys wouldn’t even know about it.’


‘Dave rang me at about ten thirty.’


‘So they reopened the phones. Did he say why they closed them?’


‘No . . . nothing.’


‘He called you and everything’s all right?’


‘I think everything was all right then. They might have been leaving the base.’


‘Honey, I don’t understand, what’s going on with you?’


‘Agnieszka’s worried about Jamie.’


There was a silence.


‘She rang you in the night to tell you?’


‘She rang me in a terrible state. She thinks he’s dead.’


‘But why?’


Jenny wavered. She was about to lie to her friend. And it wasn’t even her own lie. It was Agnieszka’s lie. She felt resentful. Why should she keep Agnieszka’s secrets? Then she remembered why: because she had promised she would.


‘It’s some kind of special day for them, an anniversary or something, and he swore he’d phone. And he didn’t.’


‘But she can’t expect him to keep a promise like that, it’s impossible. The phones could be broken or he might be busy or outside the FOB . . .’


‘She’s so upset.’


Adi began to sound annoyed: ‘And she’s got you upset too, and for no good reason. Why isn’t she ringing the Welfare people with her worries instead of someone who’s about to have a baby? Or better still, don’t ring anyone. She should just wait.’


‘You’re right. But it’s not very nice waiting for bad news.’


‘It’s not very nice getting bad news. But she hasn’t.’


‘No.’


‘Tell her to stop worrying.’


‘OK, Adi.’


‘Listen, honey, we could all lie alone in our beds worrying all night and phoning our friends so they worry too. But we don’t let ourselves. Do we?’


Adi was right, as usual. There were a lot of things you dared not let yourself think about. And you certainly wouldn’t let your friends start thinking those things either.


‘OK. Thanks, Adi. Sorry I woke you.’


‘And don’t you worry now, not about nothing! You get rest like the doctor said.’


Jenny rang Agnieszka back. The line was engaged. Who was Agnieszka calling now? She waited and redialled. Still busy. Her eyes closed. A huge weariness engulfed her. Maybe Agnieszka’s phone was engaged because Jamie was calling at last. Or maybe she was talking to Welfare. Or to that man. Jenny had promised Dave she would tell no one about the man she’d seen with Agnieszka. And now she had promised Agnieszka that she would tell no one, not even Dave, about the illicit mobile. Also, she had lied to Adi. Her life was beginning to feel full of secrets and they weren’t even her secrets, they were Agnieszka’s.


Agnieszka waited for Jenny to phone back. The minutes ticked past. Was Jenny still talking to Adi? Was she phoning other people? Had she fallen asleep?


Her anxiety was like a massive machine waiting to run her over. Her nerves throbbed as she listened to the silence, listened for a car stopping outside. Then the doorbell. Then the Families Officer. Standing on the doorstep with news that would crush her like a great juggernaut.


Jamie dead. Jamie not there any more. Jamie’s body in a big, dark bag and then a wooden box, buried in the cold ground. Jamie icy and unfeeling, Jamie without love or warmth or life inside him. Jamie unable to put his arms around her or hold Luke. Had all his absences been a way of preparing her for this final, awful absence? She wanted to howl with pain, howl like a wolf.


Still no phone, no car. The silence assumed huge proportions of its own as she waited for it to end. It seemed to get bigger as it went on and on, like a sound getting louder. Except it was silence. She was almost grateful when Luke started to whine. She went in to him. His cot was on wheels. She rocked it over a bump in the rug she had made by stuffing towels under it and he went back to sleep. The unbearable silence resumed.


If only there was someone. But there was only Jamie and he was out there. Last night there had been a TV programme about the Arctic and how it was melting. Instead of being shocked by this, Agnieszka had been horrified by its kilometres of white emptiness. The wasteland had reminded her of her own life. A polar bear floating on a small iceberg through freezing seas, far from other polar bears or any life at all, had made her weep with sad recognition.


Then she had an idea.


She reached for the phone.


After a few rings, a sleepy voice answered.


‘Yes?’


‘Hello . . .’ She spoke quietly.


The voice was surprised. It was uncertain. And it was wide awake.


‘Hello?’


‘Who is this?’


But she could tell he knew who it was. He was just scared to hope he was right.


‘It me.’


‘Aggie?’


‘Yes.’


‘Aggie!’


Surprise. Pleasure. Then a realization that this was around 2 a.m.


‘Aggie, are you all right?’


‘Help me, Darrel. You always fix everything. So now I ask for help.’


‘Aggie, I’ll fix anything I can. What’s happened?’


‘Oh, God, something so awful I can’t stand it.’


‘Tell me.’


‘I sorry to ring in night.’


‘Well, I wasn’t busy. I was only sleeping.’


‘I don’t know what to do . . .’


‘Tell me, Aggie.’


It was a relief to tell him. The call to Jenny had been awkward, full of guilt and confession. And she had sensed Jenny’s disapproval. Now she was talking to someone who really cared about her, who could share her concern and understand it.


‘Listen, when my husband go to Afghanistan he take a secret little telephone . . .’


She finished the story, her throat catching on the words Jamie is dead.


‘Darrel? You still there?’


‘Yes, Aggie. I’m thinking. The problem is that you need to find out whether the message could be true. Without telling anyone where it came from.’


‘Darrel, that exactly right. Exactly. You understand.’


This was different from the hysteria of her call to Jenny. This was a more quiet desperation.


‘OK, is there some sort of place you army wives go for help? Supposing something happened to Luke and you had to contact your husband urgently . . .?’


‘I go to Families Officer.’


‘You’ve got a choice, Ags. Either you sweat it out and wait. Because if he’s really dead they’ll come and tell you soon enough. Or you go to this Families Officer and say you got a text, you don’t know who from or where from, it was anonymous. You say you immediately erased it from your phone but it’s been worrying you ever since.’


Darrel was right. Either she waited or she contacted the Families Officer with every detail of the story except the one she didn’t want him to hear.


‘But, for what it’s worth . . . well, I don’t think your husband’s dead. It sounds to me like some of his mates have found his mobile and they’re trying to teach him a lesson.’


‘No one teach such nasty lesson.’


‘There are enough nasty people around. I don’t think he’s dead.’


She felt as though someone had put their arms around her in a warm embrace. Darrel, who fixed things, was fixing this.


‘Ags, can you contact this person, this Families Officer, in the middle of the night?’


‘Um . . . maybe there’s a number. But maybe I don’t contact. Maybe I wait until morning.’


‘Can you stand it?’


‘Yes. In morning I go to office.’


‘That’s my suggestion.’


‘Oh, Darrel, talk to me a little while.’


She didn’t want to put the phone down and hear the silence again.


‘No, you talk to me, Aggie. Go on. Tell me what you’ve been doing since we last met. Any more drawing?’


She snuggled down under the duvet and talked. It felt intimate. Her voice became soft. He even made her laugh. There were whole minutes at a time when she was able to forget the big, black abyss that had opened up in her life tonight. They talked for two hours and at the end of their talk she was so tired that she slept.
  

Chapter Thirty-eight



DAVE
SCREAMED
AT
JAMIE
AND
ANGUS
NOT
TO
LIFT
THE
CASUALTY
BUT it was already too late. He could see that Jamie, standing at Connor’s head, had taken the weight and was amazed by it. People always were. You could double a man’s weight when he was injured or dead. And then there was his Bergen too. Bad enough without fucking mines every six inches.


He could barely watch Jamie’s attempts not to stagger. Mal had marked the path more clearly with tape and once the body was up the pair had to exit in a straight line and then swing sharply to the left on a tight arc to reach the stretcher.


They had laid it out in the safe area which had been cleared around Broom. Even from here you could see a black mass of something there which might be leg or it might be flies or maybe both.


Jamie stayed firm, but until he could get his arms more securely under Connor’s shoulders, his body was bent at a weird angle to compensate for his poor grip.


Dave’s hand was on his forehead as he watched, as though he had received a blow to the head or was trying to ward one off. There was a tense silence all around the clearing. Binns and Mal were just stepping off the minefield and into the woods, Binns looking wretched. And, suddenly, the enemy opened fire.


Two shots from an AK47 ripped into the silence, cracking open the tension like an eggshell. Within a moment Finn’s gimpy was chattering back, and so were at least ten rifles. Streaky was sure he saw the shadow of a man in the distant trees fall. He saw it because the field and the trees and the weeds and the lone figures at the centre of the clearing lit up suddenly like a stage.


The explosions were a series of lightning strikes ripping out of the ground and across the field. Everyone felt the hot breath on their faces. The men from 3 Section along the more distant edges received the explosions like a large fist punching them, a few felt the patter of shrapnel on their helmets or the searing rip of it on their exposed skin. Others received the debris of stones and branches as the trees that protected them were torn. And in the centre of the field the two soldiers, their casualty hanging between them, were turned to stone.


The two watched as one mine detonated and set off another and they waited helplessly for the string of explosions to reach them. No one, not even Dave, could do anything but watch as shrapnel was thrown into the air and plumes of black smoke shot up. It was a volcano and they were powerless against its might.


The first detonation had been at the far end of the field but, as each mine set off those around it, the explosions moved closer. The rational side of Dave had so far counted five explosions, but there had probably been more than ten mines involved. And then, when the end of the field was a smoking, burning, dusty hell, the detonation stopped.


Everyone waited for the next explosion. They were motionless, as though even breathing too heavily could detonate a mine. And then, in silence, Jamie and Angus began to continue their painstaking extraction towards the stretcher. It took a moment for Dave to see that Angus’s arm was bright red.


‘Christ, what’s happened to you, McCall?’ he yelled.


Angus did not respond. Neither he nor Jamie looked up. They were near the stretcher now and the safe area.


‘He’s been hit . . .’ said Mal, walking back up the mine path again to where Angus and Jamie were settling Connor on the stretcher.


Dave knew it was useless to stop him. The boss tried, without success.


‘Mr Angry . . .’ Mal said from a distance. There was no room for a third person inside the tape.


‘Fuck off.’


‘You’re wounded.’


Angus was shaking. ‘Just fuck off, Mal.’


‘We can get his Bergen off now. You can take it,’ said Jamie.


He was shaking too.


‘Angus, for Chrissake let me see the arm.’


‘No.’


Blood was dripping from it now. Part of the sleeve was missing.


‘Morphine!’ said Mal.


‘Not fucking likely,’ said Angus. ‘I don’t want to go back to Bastion.’


‘Let me carry Connor, then. You’re a danger to everyone like that,’ said Mal. And, amazingly, Angry moved aside for him and then stumbled off, carrying Connor’s Bergen, down the track.


Mal immediately bent over Connor.


‘Well?’ bawled Dave.


‘Still alive!’


‘Don’t do medic stuff, the Chinook’s landing soon,’ yelled Dave. Wait for a Black Hawk and you could wait until Christmas.


‘It’s landing in five minutes!’ called the boss.


Mal and Jamie picked up the stretcher and began the slow, hot, march down the field for the last time.


‘Angry’s taken a hit there,’ Mal said to Jamie.


‘So have I.’


‘You what?’


‘I’ve been hit.’


‘Where?’


‘Ribs. I’m OK. It bounced off my body armour, just like last time. But I can feel it. Just like last time.’


‘Holy shit,’ said Mal.


‘It’s OK. It was probably only an AK47 this time,’ said Jamie. But his voice sounded weak and the second he was relieved of the stretcher by 2 Section he sat down on the hard woodland floor and put his head in his hands.


Angus’s arm was already being treated.


‘Looks as if you’ve been in a knife fight,’ said McKinley.


‘Did I take a round?’ asked Angus.


‘I think you took shrapnel but it’s too full of shit to tell now.’


Blood was seeping through faster than McKinley could dress the wound.


‘I won’t do more because you’ll be on a Chinook in a few minutes.’


‘I won’t!’ roared Angus.


‘You will, McCall,’ said Dave.


‘Sarge . . .’


‘McCall, you’re going,’ said the boss.


‘But the medics here can see to me, sir!’


‘They’re up at the front nearer the fighting.’


‘I am not going nowhere, I’m staying with my mates. And don’t try giving me fucking morphine when I’m not looking,’ muttered Angus.


‘Wouldn’t dream of it, mate,’ said McKinley.


‘By the way, McCall,’ said Dave. ‘Fucking well done, mate.’


The platoon was starting to move towards the helicopter landing site. The men who had gone with Broom led the way.


Corporal Baker had wanted to carry Connor’s stretcher. He stumbled along tearfully with the bloody and near-lifeless rifleman.


‘Need an extra hand that end, Aaron?’ asked Sol kindly. He felt bad enough but he knew how much worse he would be feeling if his section had been the one caught in the minefield. He remembered how Aaron Baker had radioed excitedly to say he wanted to outflank the flipflops. Now he would spend the rest of his life wishing he hadn’t.


‘I can do it,’ said Aaron Baker.


Jamie was walking slowly towards the back of the section with Binns. They did not speak but they were bound together by the enormity of their experience on the minefield.


‘Dermott, you all right?’ asked Dave.


‘I’m OK. I think I’m just bruised.’


Dave surveyed the filthy faces and bodies of Jamie and Binman.


‘That was good work under a lot of pressure, you two,’ he said. ‘Very good, both of you. Well done, Binns.’


Jamie nodded and glanced at Binman and then smiled at him. There was both exhaustion and triumph on his dirty face. The sprog had finally done something right.


They reached the field where the Chinook was due to land. So did everyone else. CSM Kila, medics, EOD, engineers and 2 Platoon were all assembling.


‘Too fucking late,’ Dave told them. ‘It’s all over.’


He and Iain Kila pulled the wounded off to one side with the medics. As well as Connor and Angus there were three members of 3 Section with shrapnel wounds, plus Jamie with bruising from a round as well as seriously cut hands. Binns was surprised to find that the skin all over his own palms was sliced as though by razors. As soon as he saw them, they started to hurt.


Connor was loaded first while the boss and CSM Kila argued with Angus.


‘I do not need to go anywhere!’ Angus was yelling.


‘You won’t be able to fight. You’ll just be a liability if we have to stretcher you out later,’ said the boss.


‘I can fight!’ roared Angus.


CSM Kila’s face turned into a mask of anger.


‘Get on the fucking Chinook,’ he said. ‘You’ve got a deep wound there and in the time you’ve wasted arguing, Ryan Connor could be fucking dying.’


Angus grimaced and climbed on board the helicopter.


‘Anyone else?’ roared Kila.


‘This shrapnel wound should go, what about you, Jamie?’


‘I feel fine.’


‘OK, we can cope with everything else here,’ said the medic, shoving a bloodied face from 3 Section forward.


The helicopter took off instantly. Everyone watched it go. There was silence as its rotors disappeared into the distance.


‘Right,’ said Dave to the others. ‘Let’s get on with what we came here to do.’


Some lads looked surprised. A few had forgotten they were supposed to be supporting the Paras.


‘To be honest, there isn’t much left to do,’ said Boss Weeks. ‘The Paras have just about completed the op. The Taliban put up some big opposition at the start and then fled. We’re picking them up in the area but there hasn’t been much more than a few skirmishes.’


‘I thought that place was a choggie training school,’ said Dave.


The boss shrugged.


‘They didn’t make much attempt to defend it. In fact, it was empty except for goats and women and old folk. So either we were misinformed or they knew we were coming.’


‘Oh, shit, we’ve missed the action,’ groaned a few people. ‘We’ve been stuck out here all day.’


‘We had enough action,’ said Dave.


‘And we’ve only been stuck for an hour,’ said the boss.


Even Dave couldn’t believe that.


‘An hour? It felt like . . .’


The boss looked at his watch.


‘It took you just one hour to get those two men off the minefield. An amazing achievement, which has saved their lives.’


‘Fucking incredible,’ said CSM Kila. ‘You should be proud of this platoon.’


‘I’ll be honest,’ said Dave. ‘It was the worst hour of my life.’
  

Chapter Thirty-nine



THE
WIVES,
THE
REAR
PARTY,
THE
SUPPORT
STAFF,
EVERYONE
IN
THE camp was talking about casualties in 1 Platoon. Something had happened in Afghanistan while England slept and rumours ran around the barracks and the houses, along the telephone lines and through cyberspace.


Jenny was sure she knew the truth because Adi had phoned her first thing to tell her.


‘Something did happen last night, Agnieszka was right about that. But Jamie’s OK.’


‘Who, then?’


‘Two lads, Ben Broom and Ryan Connor. In our platoon but not in Sol’s section.’


‘I don’t know them.’


‘Broom has a girlfriend who works at the day nursery.’


‘Kylie! Her boyfriend’s in Dave’s platoon and his name’s Ben!’


‘Well apparently he’s going to survive. But the other one is touch and go. There are more injuries but they’re patching them up at Bastion.’


Jenny was surprised to find Kylie at work today when she took Vicky in. She was a pretty, noisy girl who usually wore bright colours and bright lipstick.


‘They crossed a minefield,’ she said. ‘Ben’s going to live. But he’s lost his leg below the knee.’


Vicky squirmed in Jenny’s arms, the baby kicked and Jenny felt ready to cry.


‘Kylie, I’m really sorry.’


‘It isn’t such a big relationship for me, you know,’ said Kylie. ‘But now he’s injured everyone thinks I’ll stick by him. I suppose I have to for a while. His parents are wailing all over me like I’m their daughter-in-law. But it probably wouldn’t have lasted long anyway.’


‘You’ve got to lead your own life,’ Jenny heard herself saying as she put Vicky down. Kylie leaned closer.


‘And I’ll tell you something else. I might not even be able to look at it. I mean, the place where the leg was.’ She pulled a disgusted face. ‘That kind of thing grosses me out.’


‘You should talk to Leanne Buckle,’ said Jenny.


‘But she’s married to Steve. I’m not even living with Ben and we haven’t been going out that long.’


When she got back from the nursery, Trish made Jenny sit down with a cup of tea in front of the television.


‘Oh, Mum, I never watch daytime TV, I don’t have time.’


‘Feet up!’ said Trish. ‘You look as if you haven’t had a wink of sleep for two days.’


This was almost true. At first the programme, a chat show, made her feel relaxed and sleepy. But memories of last night intruded. Who had sent that text message to Agnieszka? She had rung Agnieszka again this morning. Adi had already called her with the news and when Jenny rang Agnieszka had been in a hurry. She certainly had not wanted to talk about the message.


Jenny was sure it had come from the Taliban. Dave had explained before he left that the enemy intercepted signals and then sent their own messages. It hadn’t meant anything then but now Jenny understood. The Taliban had picked up Jamie’s loving texts to Agnieszka and calculated how they could hurt her. Coincidentally, they had sent their own text when Jamie really was in danger. But the sender didn’t know that. He was a man far away who had never met Agnieszka but knew only one thing about her: that he hated her because she was loved by a British soldier. He hated her enough to send a message that would cause alarm and misery. And the faceless man had achieved his aim. The Taliban had penetrated Agnieszka’s house, then Jenny’s and then Adi’s in a new, shocking, personal way.


‘I have to go out,’ she told her mother.


‘Why?’


‘There’s someone round the corner I must talk to.’


‘Just relax, for heaven’s sake.’


‘I can’t relax until I’ve spoken to her.’


‘Until you’ve put your feet up, you’re not going anywhere, my girl,’ said Trish sternly. Jenny felt fifteen again. She giggled.


‘I’m not going clubbing to eye up Leroy Tanner,’ she said.


Trish looked knowing. ‘I always said that boy would end up in jail and I was right, wasn’t I? I can’t think what you saw him in.’


Jenny knew exactly what she had seen in Leroy Tanner but, eight months’ pregnant with her second child, this wasn’t the time to think about it.


She got up, slowly.


‘I’m only going around the corner, Mum, and I’ll only be five minutes.’


Before Trish could argue, the phone rang and Jenny, who was passing it, picked up the receiver.


‘Hi,’ said a distant, weary voice. ‘Hi, darling.’


‘Dave!’


‘Managed to get the phone again.’


‘You only rang last night!’


‘Well, it was this morning for me and I was in a hurry. And I didn’t tell you that I love you.’


She could hear tiredness and pain in his voice.


‘I love you too. And I know about the minefield. Everyone in camp knows. Ben Broom and Ryan Connor, right?’


‘I can’t talk about it.’ He sounded more vulnerable than she had ever heard him. ‘Jen, I miss you.’ She realized that she could not imagine, know or even understand what crossing a minefield meant. The gulf between them had nothing to do with miles. It was a gulf of understanding. And Dave knew it too.


‘Sweetheart . . .’


‘I can’t talk about it, Jen.’


‘I know. Is Jamie OK?’


‘Yes, but he’s definitely used up another life. Why?’


‘Agnieszka was worried.’


‘Why?’


‘Oh, she didn’t hear from him when she expected to, that’s all.’ Another lie. And this time to Dave.


‘Jamie was bruised. Couple more lads went to Bastion with shrapnel wounds but they’re OK. They’ll all be back in a few days.’


Jenny told him what Ben Broom’s girlfriend had said. Dave thought grimly of Broom, holding the satellite phone: I have to keep phoning my bird, Sarge, or she might fly. Nothing had made her fly faster than a missing leg.


‘How does Leanne feel about Steve’s leg?’ he asked. ‘Does she think it’s disgusting too?’


‘She’s getting used to it. She was scared they’d never have sex again.’


‘And have they?’


‘I doubt it. He’s only been home for that one weekend and he slept downstairs and was a real shit to her. She was so miserable that a BLESMA welfare officer came to see her.’


‘Steve wouldn’t play the victim and let her run around him, eh? I’ll give her a call.’


‘With your minutes?’ asked Jenny swiftly.


‘What?’


‘How many of your phone minutes have you used up calling Leanne?’


‘Don’t you want me to phone Leanne? Because I won’t if you don’t. I just—’


‘Oh, love, of course I want you to phone her. I’m so bloody glad I’m married to a bloke who does that sort of thing. I just feel as though you don’t care how many of our minutes you give to other people. They’re precious to me. And you act like they don’t mean anything to you.’


‘They’re not just our minutes. I call my mum too!’ Although not very often.


‘OK, fine, they’re your minutes and you can do what you like with them,’ she snapped.


So here we go again. She couldn’t stop herself. She wanted him to call more often but what did he get when he phoned? Sniper fire.


‘Come on, Jen,’ he said softly.


‘I miss you so much!’ Her voice began to dissolve. ‘And I meant everything I said about you leaving the army. I wish you’d give it some serious thought.’


‘I have. And I’ve decided I should wait until I’ve got my degree. I’ll be a lot more employable then.’


‘How long will that take?’


‘Ummm . . . well as soon as I get back I’ll step up my hours.’


‘What’s the soonest you could finish?’


‘Another few years, probably . . .’


‘Dave! I can’t wait that long.’


‘Those years will flash by. With two young children your hands will be so full that—’


‘They’ll flash by without you! That’s the point! I want to bring up two young children with you, not with a voice on the phone who’s always away training or fighting or crossing minefields!’


‘When we get back from this tour, I might be at home for two whole years.’


‘I’ve heard that one before.’


‘Jenny. Love. I don’t need this pressure. Not now. I didn’t ring you because I want another battle.’


The tone of his voice said that all day, every day he had to be strong. He had to watch his men, correct them, guide them and protect them, he had to make decisions that were fair but firm and the greater the danger, the fiercer the contact, the harder the pressure, then the stronger he had to be. He couldn’t afford to weaken. Ever. Even when he was watching eight of his men in a minefield.


Jenny heard his tone and her anger evaporated.


‘Oh, darling. I’m sorry. I just want you out of there. I don’t want to add to the pressure.’


‘I’m already under a lot, Jen.’


She was quick. ‘Are you in some kind of trouble?’


‘Maybe.’


‘Because you let your men cross a minefield?’


He was indignant. ‘No! For fuck’s sake!’


‘Well, why, then?’


‘Because of something that happened long before today. Soon after we arrived.’


‘Did anyone die?’


‘Not any of our men.’


‘You mean . . . a Tali died?’


‘Yup.’


‘And you’re in trouble?’


‘They’re interviewing me about it this evening. I thought they might wait a bit. Since some of us have had a bad day. But they can’t.’


‘Oh, Dave! Because you killed the enemy!’


‘Yup.’


‘That’s ridiculous!’


‘I think so.’


‘Whatever you did, I know it was right.’ Her anger was redirected now, away from him and onto the army.


‘Thanks, love.’


‘I’ll bet the Taliban don’t start accusing each other of killing the enemy. I’ll bet they wouldn’t hesitate to kill you under any circumstances.’


‘That’s why it’s fucking ludicrous.’


‘But . . .’ She was thinking now. ‘Maybe they’ll throw you out of the army for this. That would make the decision for you!’


‘Don’t say that, Jen. You don’t want me court-martialled, do you?’


It was unbearable to hear him so hurt.


‘Christ, no,’ she said truthfully. ‘They won’t, will they?’


‘They could.’


When the call was over she felt bereft. She loved him. But he had so much to deal with that she could not ask him to share her burdens too. He loved her. And she was on her own.
  

Chapter Forty



AGNIESZKA
WAS
WOKEN
BY
LUKE
AND
THE
PHONE
AT
THE
SAME time. She had been in such a deep sleep that for a moment she wasn’t sure which to grab.


‘Hallo?’


‘Agnieszka, it’s Adi. I’ll be quick, I can hear Luke calling for you. I rang because Jenny said you were worried. Well, something did happen in the night. Everyone’s talking about it. I think our boys found some landmines or something. There are casualties but nothing serious in 1 Section.’


‘Jamie all right?’


‘Fine. So stop worrying.’


But she already done that. Somehow Darrel had managed to persuade her that everything was all right.


Agnieszka looked at the time and started to hurry. She had agreed to meet Darrel for coffee this morning and first she had to sort out Luke and herself, then put on her makeup. Darrel had wanted to take her for lunch, he said, but he couldn’t get away from the garage then so he would sneak out for a coffee instead.


It was one of Luke’s angry, spiky mornings, when he responded to even her lightest touch as though her hands were covered with barbed wire. Finally, with relief, she left him to cry so that she could get ready. She peered in the mirror at her tired face then reached for her makeup bag. She might not be able to repair the dishwasher, TV, car or gutter but she could certainly fix her face.


Of course, there was no reason she needed to look especially good for Darrel. But the pots and brushes and tubes and pads of colour pleased her. Making up was a form of painting. She used shading to make subtle contours pronounced and with the right brushwork around her eyes they could look huge.


She glanced at her watch. She was going to be late. You couldn’t hurry makeup.


The phone rang and her steady hand, applying eyeliner, wobbled. She swore in Polish, reminded herself to Hail Mary, hesitated. And then answered.


‘Morning, Agnieszka, it’s Jenny.’


If only she hadn’t picked up the phone. If only she hadn’t called Jenny last night. She dealt with her as quickly as she could and then got back to her eyeliner. She was going to be late and Darrel only had thirty minutes.


The phone rang again. She glanced anxiously at her watch. She almost didn’t answer.


‘Hello?’


‘It’s me, Niez.’


‘Jamie!’ She was both pleased and apprehensive. She hoped it wasn’t going to be one of those long calls.


‘I . . . I’ve been hit again.’


‘Hit? Who hit you?’


‘Taliban. Fired at me. It bounced off. I’m just bruised.’


‘It bounce off!’


‘Off my body armour.’


‘Oh, God, Jamie.’ She remembered the Hail Mary she had just promised to do. And now, for a bullet bouncing off body armour, she would offer many more.


‘It’s OK, Niez. I’m OK. There’s just a few moments after it first happens when it seems like you’re going to die. That’s when I thought about you and Luke. Everything around me got sort of brighter. It was strange. The trees and the earth and people’s blood, whatever you’re looking at gets really intense. So did the smells. Maybe that was because I thought I was leaving it all behind. And I wanted you to be in my mind when I died so I thought about your face and it was so, so beautiful . . .’


She had never heard him talk like this before.


‘Jamie . . . you a little bit shocked?’


‘The medic says I’m fine.’


She wanted to ask him about the phone message, demand to know who might have found the cellphone and used it to text her so cruelly. But these satellite calls were monitored. The army actually listened when husbands phoned their wives. She could say nothing.


‘It happened before. I got hit before. And it was worse because it was a machine-gun round. It hit my back, just below the neck. I was on top, looking into some woods. After I felt it, I waited to die and the trees were amazing. Beautiful. I can’t explain it. I’m not explaining it very well, am I, Niez?’


She felt frantic. This was turning into one of Jamie’s long, thoughtful calls. Sometimes he talked and talked and she stopped trying to understand him and just let his voice wash over her.


But there was no time now. Holding the phone with her left hand, she was trying to apply mascara with her right. If she left any later than this there was almost no point in going: Darrel’s break would be over.


‘You explain very well, darling. You sure you OK? Everyone there think you OK?’


‘Babe, I don’t talk to the other lads this way. Or they’d probably think I’m barking. But you understand – don’t you, Niez?’


‘I think so, darling.’


‘You always understand me. That’s one reason I love you so much.’


She took a deep breath. ‘Darling, I have my hair cut today.’


‘Oh, no! Why? Don’t do that!’


‘Just a trim. You won’t see any different when you get back.’


‘All right. A centimetre, no more.’


‘Darling, I have to go now, to hairdresser.’


‘Oh.’ Resignation, disappointment, maybe some pain. Because he had been speaking to her from his heart when she had been worrying about her hair appointment. ‘I could tell you were in a bit of a hurry.’


She said as many Hail Marys in the car as she could between the camp and the city. But she knew that for what she had just done to Jamie she could never say enough.


When they arrived it turned out to be market day. Stalls and people with shopping bags covered the central parking area. She found another car park and then another. Full. And people were queuing for spaces.


Finally she phoned Darrel. She was so exasperated with the traffic, the people, the screams from the back seat that she wanted to cry herself, except that it would ruin her makeup.


‘We’ll have coffee at the White Lion. You can park there, at the back. See you in ten minutes.’


Darrel really could fix anything.


But when she got to the White Lion, Luke was still screaming. His face was red and wet, his huge mouth bawled. She rocked the buggy helplessly. You couldn’t take a screaming baby into a quiet hotel. Everything, including Jamie’s call and Luke’s shrieks, the traffic and the market stalls, was conspiring to sabotage her meeting with Darrel.


‘All right?’ said Darrel, squeezing between two cars to reach her. He was as casual as if they had last seen each other yesterday, instead of when they had rowed, weeks ago.


She smiled at him. She wanted to stare. In her thoughts there had been a handsome, lean-faced man. Here was someone much more ordinary, wearing a shirt she did not particularly like. What was she doing here, by this hotel in this city with this man? She tried to fit the stranger who stood grinning before her into the frame her memory had woven for him.


He gave her a light kiss on the cheek.


‘I can’t come inside when Luke does screaming.’


‘Can I pick him up?’


Agnieszka shook her head.


‘Sometimes it make him worse.’


‘Can I try?’


She shrugged.


Darrel reached into the buggy and with expert fingers undid the safety harness. Because he had three children of his own, she thought.


He lifted Luke out and the child arched his back and bellowed, his face a violent beetroot colour. It was impossible to talk with that noise, impossible to think. Darrel walked around the car park, Luke over his shoulder howling with rage.


Quite quickly there was a change. Agnieszka could see how the child’s body lost its rigidity and he began to curl into Darrel’s shoulder. He continued to scream but she heard that the fight had gone out of him.


Now Darrel was nestling Luke into the crook of his arm, the child’s back pressed against the dislikeable shirt, his feet dangling. From this safe, high place, Luke stopped crying instantly and stared at the world.


‘How you do it? How you do that?’ demanded Agnieszka. Luke was looking around with wide eyes.


‘It’ll give us some peace for a while. Let’s go in and grab a coffee while we can.’


‘But he not asleep!’ Agnieszka never went anywhere if Luke was awake.


‘Well, he might enjoy a cup of coffee,’ said Darrel. ‘Come on.’


They sat in big armchairs by a sunny window where they could watch the passers-by, Luke still in the crook of Darrel’s arm. When he showed signs of restlessness, Darrel fished in his pocket for his keys and Luke touched them quietly as though they were something rare and interesting.


‘There’s something I could get him which should keep him amused for a while. I’ll drop it in tonight on my way home,’ he said. She smiled at him. So now he was going to fix Luke as well.


‘He don’t do like this with me,’ she said sadly.


‘What? Relax?’


‘No, he always shouting. Until he shout himself to sleep.’


‘Are you relaxed now, Aggie?’


‘Yes.’ She smiled.


‘There you are then. So’s Luke.’


He reached carefully for his coffee.


‘So your husband’s alive and well. Did you find out who sent the text?’


She frowned. ‘I don’t know. Maybe I never know. Darrel, you not back with your wife?’


‘No.’


‘You see her?’


‘Well, we sort of got back together. For about a week. It was a stupid mistake so I’m at my mum’s again.’


She found herself blushing. She did not know why.


‘Agnieszka, I knew you were married when I met you.’


She remembered telling him that at the garage. He had said: where’s your car? And she had misunderstood and said: Afghanistan. And they had laughed.


‘I like being with you anyway. You’re married but your husband’s away. And your family’s in Poland. And you need help sometimes. And I like helping you. Is that OK?’


She nodded. She looked at Luke, who had fallen asleep on Darrel’s lap, still clutching his keys. ‘Yes. It’s OK.’


‘Is it OK to go out sometimes? Even though you’re married?’


She swallowed.


‘Yes. It’s OK.’


She knew Jamie wouldn’t like it. But Jamie wasn’t in Wiltshire trying to cope with Luke and broken things and hospital appointments and awful text messages. Jamie was in Afghanistan. And Darrel was here.
  

Chapter Forty-one



DAVE
STROLLED
AROUND
THE
PERIMETER
OF
SIN
CITY.
DARK
HAD already fallen. In fifteen minutes he was due to go to the OC’s tent to be interviewed about an insurgent who had died in a ditch months ago. The event seemed distant now, like something in his childhood.


He breathed deeply, tilted his head and stared above him. He was in the habit of looking at the dazzling Afghan skies whenever he could. The same stars must be hanging over Wiltshire but here the air was so clear that there was real depth of vision and you could see thousands, millions more stars.


He thought about the Taliban fighters, sitting in their compounds, smoking and talking and looking up at the same night sky. They had been staring at this incredible overhead display all their lives. It was, for them, a part of being at home, like the intense summer heat, the poppies, the mountains and the dust storms.


He passed the boss with the woman from Intelligence. The woman was smoking, Gordon Weeks was talking. Dave could understand how, after such a day, the boss would want to spend some time with this woman if he liked her. Weeks was so intent on what he was saying that he didn’t even see Dave.


‘Want one, Sarge?’ asked some lads from 2 Section who were also walking the perimeter in a small group, unusually silent. Their faces shone out of the dark when they lit their cigarettes.


‘All right,’ said Dave.


‘But, Sarge,’ came McKinley’s voice. ‘You don’t smoke.’


‘I do tonight,’ Dave told him, inhaling deeply.


‘Any news on Ben or Ryan, Sarge?’


‘Ben’s doing better than Ryan. Although Ben took more shrapnel than we realized.’


‘What about Ryan’s arm, Sarge?’


‘Unfortunately they’ve had to take it off below the elbow.’


The lads looked as though he had punched them.


‘Is he going to make it?’ asked McKinley quietly. ‘He lost a lot of blood.’


‘I don’t know. He might not.’


‘How about the others?’


‘They took a lump of shrapnel out of Angus McCall’s arm. Kev Swift from 3 Section had shrapnel too. But they’ll be back in a couple of days.’


Dave strolled on. He was aware that his hand was shaking slightly as he smoked. He moved the cigarette into the other hand. That shook, too. He hated this involuntary movement and tried to still it but the tremor would not go away. He yawned. He wished he could just go to sleep. The stress of the day had left his body wrung out.


Sol, going back from the cookhouse after dinner with the lads, saw Dave smoking. He had never seen that before. Should he go and speak to him, or would Dave rather be alone before his difficult interview? He decided the sergeant looked as though he wanted to be alone.


Sol followed the boys back to the tent. They were hovering in the entrance. Finn put his finger to his lips as Sol approached.


Inside, someone was sitting alone on his cot talking to himself. Jamie Dermott.


‘Hop, Frog, hop! Your mummy’s waiting and your daddy’s looking for you! Hop across the big, wide pond!’


‘They put him on pain relief for the bullet bruise,’ muttered Streaky. ‘Maybe the medic gave him too much.’


‘How can I cross a pond as big and wide as that, Frog asked Snail?’


Finn’s eyes were glittering.


‘But Snail didn’t know. He asked Fish. But Fish didn’t know.
Finally Frog asked the Great Crested Newt. And the Great Crested Newt said: hop, Frog, hop, that’s what frogs do!’


Finn, with a delighted smile, balanced on one foot, arms out, and began to hop over to Jamie’s cot. Mal followed him.


‘Hop! Hop!’


Bacon wasn’t far behind, yelling: ‘Hip-hop!’


‘Because,’ added Binns, hopping after them badly with his bandaged hands waving, ‘that’s what frogs do!’


Sol stood still, his arms crossed, watching and shaking his head. They had spent the morning in a minefield. Two men in their platoon had been very seriously wounded. And now they were jumping around like kids.


Jamie scowled as the ragged line of men hopped towards him. Mal squeaked: ‘Great Crested Newt, how can I cross the pond?’


Finn replied, in a deep voice: ‘I am the wise Great Crested Newt and I say: Hop, hop, you little green bastard, that’s what fucking frogs do!’


Mal squeaked: ‘Oh, Snail, how can I cross the great wide pond?’


Finn was breathless now.


‘You’re nothing but a little green slimeball so go drown yourself.’


‘Oh, Fish, how can I . . .’


Sol shook his head again. Jamie stood up without smiling.


‘Fuck off, shitheads. I was recording a story for my kid so he won’t forget my voice. And you’ve ruined it.’


They stopped hopping.


‘Now I’ll have to record the whole thing again and it’s about the fifth time of trying because there’s never any peace around here.’


Sol walked into the tent.


‘Lads, leave him alone. He’s been crawling around mines and he’s cut and bruised from a round. Give him some space.’


‘Oh, shit, man, we could help you,’ said Bacon.


‘The only way you can help me is by letting me get on with it.’


‘No, man,’ insisted Streaky. ‘We can do the sounds. Just you have a listen to Binman . . .’


Binns did a frog noise.


‘That’s quite good,’ Jamie conceded.


‘Here’s a great crested newt . . .’


Jamie laughed. So did the others.


‘See, your kid will really enjoy it with us in the background. Where’s the story book?’ asked Bacon.


‘There isn’t one.’ Jamie showed them some scrunched pieces of paper. ‘I’m writing it myself.’


‘Ooooh, yeah!’ said Bacon enthusiastically. ‘This is going to be a 1 Section production. Tell me what happens to that frog!’


Jamie tried to smooth out the scrunched-up paper. He looked embarrassed. ‘Well, I haven’t worked it all out yet. But basically a bird carries him in its beak all the way across the world and he has to get back to his mum and dad.’


‘Aaaaaaaaah,’ said Mal and Angus, who were cleaning their weapons now.


‘And he has to keep asking the way. He crosses the desert and a big pond and he has to climb a mountain . . .’


‘I can do the wind on the mountain. Whhhhhhhhhh. How’s that?’ asked Bacon.


‘Here’s the frog crossing the pond,’ said Binman. ‘Plop. Plop. Plop.’


Finn said: ‘It’s from you to your kid, right? So the frog comes under enemy fire. And a round hits him but he’s wearing his frog armour and it bounces off . . .’


Binns did the rounds bouncing off.


‘Ker-ping!’ said Bacon.


Then they did machine guns and a bit of mortar.


‘OK, OK, I get it,’ said Jamie before they could get carried away. ‘I’ll write it and you can help me record it.’


‘You been doing this ever since we got to Sin City?’ asked Sol.


‘No. I thought of it when I got hit by that round. And then after the minefield today I knew I had to do it for Luke. In case . . .’ His voice trailed away.


‘In case anything happens to you,’ said Streaky.


Jamie nodded.


‘You’ll soon have time to record all the stories you want,’ said Finn casually. ‘We’re going on a little holiday.’


‘Oh, yeah?’ said Sol.


‘I reckon we could do with a break. After what happened today. Look at Binman, all pale and thin because he’s spent the day nipping in and out of unexploded mines.’


‘I’m always pale and thin,’ said Binns miserably.


Sol said: ‘I don’t know about any breaks.’


‘Ah. But you don’t play blackjack with my mate Marty.’


Finn and Martyn Robertson had become friends over a pack of cards.


‘The OC is pissed off with the civvies for always going to the same place every day . . .’


‘Where we went with Emily?’ asked Mal.


‘Jackpot, Marty calls it. Well the Engineers are going to build a whole new camp there. A temporary one. We’re going for a week while the civvies measure up their oil field.’


Sol looked suspicious.


‘First I’ve heard of it.’


‘Just you wait, the boss will be announcing it soon. We’re going to Jackpot where there’s nothing to do all day but tell frog stories and get our heads down while the civvies mess about with their black boxes.’


Sol still looked sceptical.


Finn grinned at him. ‘We need some R&R. So I’m looking forward to it, lads.’


Sol decided to catch Dave and ask if he knew anything about a temporary camp at Jackpot. He thought Finn might be right but he didn’t think his 2 i/c should be first with the news. He got as far as the entrance to the tent when he looked at his watch and realized that Dave would be going into his interview with the OC now.
  

Chapter Forty-two



JENNY
PADDED
OVER
TO
AGNIESZKA’S
HOUSE
THREE
TIMES
BUT
DID
NOT find her at home. She decided to try again in the evening when Vicky was in bed. Trish was irritated.


‘What do you have to tell her that’s so important?’


‘Just something a bit awkward.’


‘What’s wrong with the phone, then?’


‘Her English goes to pieces on the phone.’


Trish shook her head.


‘You be careful,’ she said. ‘Take your mobile so you can call me if anything happens.’


‘For heaven’s sake, Mum. If anything happens you’ll hear me yelling I’ll be so close.’


It had rained earlier and the warm evening air felt refreshing. Jenny breathed deeply. In another month her life would be changed again. There would be a tiny new demanding person in the centre of her world alongside Vicky.


She felt relaxed. Now that Trish was here, her hands and ankles weren’t so swollen and she felt well again. She strolled around the corner. Some older children were still playing at the rec. The grass had been mown and she inhaled its sweet smell. A man with a big grey dog passed her and smiled. She could hear the soothing summer coo of a wood pigeon.


Ever since she’d known she was pregnant she had been sure of one thing: Dave wouldn’t be in Wiltshire for the birth. They’d both thought deployment was inevitable. She’d braced herself for the date and when they were given it she was prepared for the knowledge that she would give birth alone. So she’d shrugged.


‘Oh, well, there’s no way round it.’


He’d been miserable: ‘Shouldn’t have married a soldier, Jen. An accountant would have been a nice, safe option.’


She’d kissed his unhappy face to say it was all right and that she could cope without him.


But now the baby wasn’t far away. The days would still be fine but there would be a nip in the air every morning and spiders’ webs in the garden. And she could no longer pretend it didn’t matter that Dave wasn’t here for her. Because it did.


She rang Agnieszka’s bell. After a long time the door opened cautiously and a section of Agnieszka’s face appeared through the crack.


‘Hi, it’s only me!’ The door was on a chain. ‘It’s me! Jenny!’


At this point the chain should have clinked off the hook and the door should have swung open. But it didn’t.


‘Agnieszka, is this a bad time?’


‘Is very difficult because I busy with Luke.’


‘There’s something I have to say to you,’ Jenny said. ‘It will only take a minute. It’s important.’


‘Yes?’


Agnieszka still did not open the door.


‘It’s a bit difficult to say it on the step . . .’


‘What? I don’t understand, Jenny.’


Jenny shifted her weight from one foot to the other impatiently. She felt dizzy suddenly.


‘Can’t I come in for a minute?’


Agnieszka took the chain off and opened the door only far enough for Jenny to step onto the mat. But she did not move aside to allow her visitor in further.


‘Jenny, house is big, big mess, I am very embarrassed,’ she said. And she did look embarrassed. Her eyes were big and her face was red. She was holding a toy, a set of big plastic keys, the sort that lit up and played music if the child pressed them.


‘I’m not staying,’ said Jenny, her eyes flicking past Agnieszka to the living room. She could see no sign of the mess. Not that she cared.


‘Listen, I’ve been thinking about that text message. There’s a good reason the lads can’t use their phones in Afghanistan. It’s because the signals get intercepted and used by the Taliban. And I think that’s what happened to you, Agnieszka. That shitty message came from the Taliban. To upset you and frighten you.’


Agnieszka looked shocked.


‘From Taliban?’ she echoed. ‘No, it just silly joke.’


‘I think it came from the enemy. They have the technology to read all Jamie’s messages to you, it’s not hard. That’s why our boys can’t use their mobiles out there.’


Agnieszka bit her lip.


‘I don’t like to think Taliban send me a message.’


‘Me neither. And I’m feeling really bad now. Because you’ve asked me to keep it a secret from Dave and I don’t like keeping secrets from him.’


Agnieszka looked terrified.


‘It’s OK. I gave you my word I won’t tell him. And I won’t. But for everyone’s sake, I want you to promise that you’ll ask Jamie to stop using it.’


‘Stop using mobile?’


‘Yes. It’s too dangerous for everyone.’


‘But how he text me?’


‘On the army satellite phone, like everyone else.’


‘Huh, he used to buy lot of minutes but these other men also buy them so Jamie don’t get so many.’


Jenny began to feel angry. She had a prickling sensation under her skin. She knew her face was reddening.


‘We all have to manage on thirty minutes a week! How do you think the rest of us feel?’


Agnieszka’s even face assumed that dissatisfied, sulky expression Jenny had seen before.


‘You must stop using the mobile,’ Jenny repeated. ‘Or I’ll have to tell him.’


‘So you tell Dave after all!’


Jenny’s head was spinning.


‘Only if you don’t stop. And now you know the Taliban can intercept signals, surely you want to stop! It’s dangerous, Agnieszka, it could be dangerous to you, too.’


Agnieszka’s face drooped into a dissatisfied pout. ‘I don’t see how it dangerous for Jamie to text me from base. He don’t send text about operations.’


‘They’ve got your number, Agnieszka. They know you’re a British Army wife. They could even locate you in the UK. Isn’t that a bit scary?’


Agnieszka did not look scared. She looked sulky. Jenny had promised Dave that she would try to like this woman. She was certainly trying. But it was hard. Her head began to ache.


‘And how I tell him? Because army monitor talk on satellite phone, they hear if I ask him to stop with mobile.’


‘You’ll have to find a way to do it. With hints and things.’


Agnieszka looked annoyed.


‘Please, Agnieszka, don’t ask me to have secrets from Dave.’


‘OK. OK. I tell Jamie not to use it.’


‘Thanks very much. I know it’s hard for you. But it’s hard for all of us.’


Agnieszka opened the door a little wider to indicate that Jenny should go now. She looked, thought Jenny as she stepped outside and the door shut swiftly behind her, as though she had agreed to do an enormous favour.


Jenny did not notice the smell of the newly mown grass any more. She felt angry. If anyone was entitled to texts and extra minutes with her husband it should surely be a woman about to have a baby in his absence. She decided to walk around the block. Because despite everyone’s insistence that she sit around resting to keep her blood pressure down, she had found that walking was more relaxing than watching TV and drinking endless cups of tea with Trish.


And why had Agnieszka been so determined to leave her standing on the doorstep? She had clearly not wanted her there at all. Jenny walked faster, her belly preceding her like a big, round wheelbarrow. Her head was spinning and throbbing now. She walked in time with the pain.


It was only when she passed an old red Volvo parked at the end of a quiet side street that she realized. First she recognized the Volvo, then she remembered whose car it was. So that was why Agnieszka had not wanted her to come inside the house. That was why she was so impatient to get Jenny out of the door. Because that man was there.
  

Chapter Forty-three



‘COME
ON
IN,
SERGEANT
HENLEY.’
MAJOR
WILLINGHAM’S
TONE
WAS friendly. He was with the 2 i/c, CSM Kila and Gordon Weeks. The 2 i/c was making mugs of tea as usual. Iain Kila called him, in private, the Brew Bitch.


‘Before we get down to business, I’d like to congratulate you both, Gordon and Dave, on the way you and your men dealt with that horrific incident today. You must be very proud of everyone, not least the four men who risked their lives saving the casualties.’


‘If there’d only been helicopters with winches available no one would have had to risk their life,’ said the boss firmly. Dave was pleased. The boss was beginning to grasp the fact that the best way of fighting against the enemy was fighting for your men against the big machine of the British Army.


‘I agree with that and the point has been very strongly made,’ said the OC.


‘Any update on the condition of Connor or Broom, sir?’ asked Dave.


‘I spoke to Bastion an hour ago. They just say they’re stable. Which could mean anything.’


CSM Kila added: ‘But we’ve had three calls from Angus McCall to ask what’s going on here.’


Dave smiled.


‘Scared he’ll miss some action.’


Iain Kila said: ‘His dad has good cause to be proud of what that lad did today.’


‘His dad?’ asked the OC.


‘His father was in the Regiment,’ the boss explained.


Iain Kila raised his eyebrows. ‘Says Angus.’


The major smiled. ‘If everyone who claims to have been in the Regiment was telling the truth then Hereford would be the size of Canada.’


He sprawled back in his chair, legs stretched out. On his desk was an open cake tin, its contents half eaten, probably sent by a relative or big-hearted member of the public.


‘Now then, I’m sorry to question you about an old incident, Sergeant Henley, when you’ve had such a shit day. But I promised to get a report in about it and now they say they need it by first thing tomorrow. As you know, we’ve got this Royal Military Policewoman here at the base. As well as the woman from the Intelligence Corps. It’s all a bit of bad luck really: the pair of them are only here because they’re fluent in Pashtu—’


‘But, sir, they’re good value,’ Iain Kila said. ‘They were good news with the detainees.’


‘And their monitoring of the Taliban radios has been fantastic when we’re operational,’ added the boss.


‘Oh, they do a fine job both interpreting and diplomatically: we were even invited to the tribesmen’s wedding, as you know, and I’m sure that was something to do with the charm of our interpreters. But the fact is, the RMP won’t stick to her interpreter role, she insists on doing monkey work even when we really don’t want her to.’


Dave glanced at the boss. He looked tense.


‘She’s got a bee in her bonnet about the Green Zone patrol when you dropped five Talis. I can stave off a full investigation if I say the right things in my report now. You know which incident I’m talking about?’


‘Yes, sir. After the goat set off the IED for us.’


‘Which makes me wonder if we shouldn’t have goats trotting in front of our patrols all the time. Like miners had canaries. Anyway, can I ask you to think back and take me through exactly what happened after the goat was blown up? And please understand that this is a relaxed and informal discussion.’


Suddenly it didn’t feel relaxed or informal. The OC sat up straight to take notes. The tent was silent.


Dave told how, after the IED had detonated, he and 1 Section had walked up the track looking for the old man who had been herding the goat. He described the appearance of the four Taliban fighters, apparently going home and unaware of their presence. He said that both he and Jamie had fired at them and all four had dropped.


‘Now let’s get this straight. You were searching the dead men, all of whom were in a ditch, when McCall shouted out that one of the bodies was still alive. And you said . . .?’


‘I think I said: get on with it.’


‘Get on with it,’ echoed the major, giving the words great significance. ‘Can you remember what exactly you meant by that?’


‘Well, I knew that our fire would certainly draw enemy fire. It was just a question of when they could locate us. And we were a small, vulnerable group out there in the field. So we needed to move quickly.’


The major scribbled on his pad, nodding.


‘But what did you want him to get on with?’


Dave paused and glanced at Boss Weeks.


‘Isn’t the interpretation of his words by his men more important than what he actually meant?’ suggested the boss.


‘Fair point, Gordon. Get on with it. The men could have understood that to mean: remove his weapon and examine his injuries so that we can casevac him if necessary. Do you think they understood you to mean that, Sergeant Henley?’


Dave looked thoughtful. He glanced at the CSM who nodded slightly.


‘Maybe,’ he said cautiously.


‘I think the RMP here at the base suspects you might have meant: get on and shoot him,’ said the OC nonchalantly.


Iain Kila said: ‘Well, that’s not how the rifleman searching the body understood it, because he didn’t shoot.’


‘Rifleman Bilaal shot him,’ said Dave. ‘But I think he was already dead.’


‘How do you know? Did you see the wound or the blood?’


‘I saw blood. But I knew it mostly because I’d shot him myself.’


The major smiled.


‘You know you’re a good shot?’


‘Good enough to hit a lad when he’s that close. I’d seen him fall into the ditch. He had no body armour – it would be amazing if he could survive, and survive well enough to act dead. So when McCall said he was moving, I thought that it could be a death twitch. I’ve seen that before.’


‘There was absolutely no doubt in your mind that the man was dead or very close to dead?’


‘I thought this was a dead body twitching. If there had been any movement at all. But the rifleman who was searching him had been in his first real contact. He was showing signs of shock. In that state he could have imagined the body was moving. So I was more worried about him than the insurgent. What I wanted was for the rifleman to stop imagining things, pull himself together and get on with the body search.’


‘This was McCall?’


‘He froze when we shot the insurgents, although he was at the front and the first to see them. He had another chance a few minutes later and he blew that too. He’s OK now, fighting very well, and he distinguished himself on the minefield today. But like a lot of lads, he fell apart the first time he was asked to face the enemy.’


CSM Kila nodded. So did Gordon Weeks. The major sat back in his chair with a satisfied smile and the 2 i/c approached with the teapot and his Brew Bitch smile: ‘Would anyone like a top-up?’


‘But, Dave,’ Weeks said, ‘the OC might have to explain why Rifleman Bilaal then shot this dead body.’


‘Mal thought the bloke was dead too,’ said Dave. ‘I’ve talked to him about it. But he’s McCall’s best mate and he could see him falling apart. He threw down a few rounds just to reassure Angus.’


The OC sipped cheerfully at his tea.


‘Good! I think I have enough there to keep the monkeys off our backs. The Rules of Engagement are misty in places and it’s too easy for people sitting in offices to tell men in the heat of battle how they should have behaved. I hope you’ll hear no more about it now, Dave.’


Dave had been worried about this interview and he knew that the outcome should have been a relief. But after today’s bloodbath on the minefield, this investigation into a dead insurgent, although correct and required by law, seemed absurd.
  

Chapter Forty-four



BILLY
FINN
TURNED
OUT
TO
BE
RIGHT.
ABOUT
A
WEEK
LATER
AN announcement was made that, as soon as the engineers had finished building the temporary base at Jackpot, 1 and 2 Platoons would be moving there for a week with the civilians. Patrols continued but oil exploration work was halted in the meantime.


A Chinook arrived, kicking up a spiral of fine dust which reached high into the air like a storm. The back was opened and out came three men in flipflops, shorts and T-shirts. The lads stared at them. They were carrying kit but the most noticeable item was an old tin teapot dangling on a string from a Bergen. They were talking and laughing as if they had just arrived at their holiday destination and couldn’t wait to get their towels out by the pool before any Germans did.


‘Who the hell are they?’ men asked each other. But not for long because the mail bags had been unloaded. People pounced on their blueys and took them to their cot or some other private corner to read them, like dogs dragging away bones to maul in private. As usual, Finn, who had nothing, watched other people reading their letters.


‘All right, mate?’ he asked Mal.


‘Yeah,’ said Mal. ‘Why?’


‘You don’t look too happy.’


‘I’m good.’


‘Women trouble? One of your babes found a bloke with better wheels?’


‘I told you, I’m blowing everything I earn here on a beamer when I get back, and I mean an M3. Women are going to be gagging for a ride with me, there are no better wheels.’


Finn said in an undertone. ‘Listen. There’s a rumour going around that the blokes who arrived on the Chinook are SF.’


Mal laughed out loud.


‘Yeah, they look like big hard killing machines.’


‘Well, who do you think they are?’


‘Bunch of tossers.’


Later, in the cookhouse, the lads were having a brew while Streaky gave them his minefield rap. He had been writing it in his head when he covered the rescue operation. It had taken the edge off his anxiety for Binman but now, a week later, it didn’t sound so special. The others listened impassively right to the end:



. . . It was a Russian who’s dead now who laid that mine then fled,


The Russian didn’t guess it would take a British leg,


A Russian soldier left two British boys for dead


And the ragheads laughed and fired while Connor bled and bled.






Binns immediately said it was good. Sol agreed with him.


‘Didn’t like the stuff at the beginning about the Paras,’ said Finn.


‘You just try finding a good rhyme for Paratrooper,’ said Streaky sulkily.


‘Angry snooper,’ said Jamie.


‘Mini Cooper,’ said Mal.


‘Let’s play snooker,’ said someone.


They all looked up. It was Martyn Robertson, who was sitting down next to them with a cup of coffee.


‘You want a game of snooker?’ asked Angus, hopefully. He’d been allowed back to the FOB with his bandaged arm only if he stayed on Light Duties for two weeks. And playing snooker sounded like a good Light Duty.


‘I prefer pool myself,’ said Martyn patiently. ‘But the point is, Angus, Let’s play snooker rhymes with Paratrooper.’


‘Oh, yeah,’ said Angry. He reddened. Why did Topaz fucking Zero always put him down? Then Martyn surprised him by flinging an arm across his shoulders.


‘You’re a good kid,’ he said. ‘We can’t play pool but you’re very welcome to join in with the blackjack.’


‘Don’t mind if I do,’ said Angus, mollified.


‘So, guys,’ said Martyn, ‘who’s seen the Green Berets? Or whatever you call them in Britain.’


1 Section sat up straight.


‘That would be the SAS: Special Forces, Jedi, Blades,’ said Finn, with a meaningful look at Mal.


‘I’ve seen three geezers in flipflops,’ said Streaky.


‘Yup, they’re here on some special operation.’


‘The Regiment!’ said Angus. ‘Here!’ He tried to hide his excitement in case anyone laughed at him. ‘I mean . . . those guys with the fucking teapot?’


‘They look like new oil engineers,’ Binman said.


Martyn frowned. ‘Oil engineers have better taste in shirts.’


‘But . . . I’m bigger than they are!’ said Angus. The Jedi. SF were here at Sin City.


‘They might be hard, though,’ Jamie said.


Binns shook his head. ‘Seem a bit ordinary to me.’


‘How do you know this, Martyn?’ Sol asked. Martyn just looked mysterious.


Before the Chinook could take off again, the base came under fire. This invariably happened with the arrival or departure of a Chinook. The insurgents knew about the vulnerabilities of the old machines: an RPG in the right place could do a lot of damage. The contact was sufficient to delay the helicopter’s departure. Although AH support was requested, all the Apaches were busy so the occupants of Sin City threw themselves into putting down the attack. It took at least an hour and in that time not one of the SAS men was seen.


‘You’d think the cream of the British Army would give us a hand,’ Finn said when they were finally told to stand down.


‘Maybe they’re busy sorting out weapons and making plans and stuff,’ Angus said. ‘For their special operation.’


‘Or maybe,’ said Mal, ‘they’re lazy bastards.’


‘Bet they get paid shitloads of money, too,’ added Binman.


‘Think they’ll let us cabbie their weapons?’ asked Angus.


Mal said: ‘Oh wow. They have the best shit in the world.’


‘One thing’s for sure, mate, the Regiment don’t leave their weapons lying in dope fields,’ said Jamie.


‘Fuck off,’ said Mal amiably.


‘They’re in the Cowshed. Reckon we can go and talk to them, Sol?’ asked Finn.


Sol shrugged. ‘I suppose they can only tell you to go away.’


Angus, Mal and Finn found the men having a brew with their feet up apparently oblivious to the fact that the base had been under attack. They looked like ordinary soldiers, perhaps a bit older, on R&R.


‘Didn’t you want to fight?’ asked Finn.


One of them was reading a dog-eared paperback. He looked up.


‘No way. I joined the Regiment to get away from all that army shit.’ And he went back to reading his book.


‘So can we have a butchers at your weapons?’ Finn persisted.


One of the other men got up and fetched a weapon for them. It was long and thin and mean.


‘You can have a butchers but not a cabbie,’ he said, passing it to Finn.


‘Oh, shit!’ said Angus who was always badgering Dave to send him on a proper sniper course. He was already the team’s sharpshooter. ‘Is that the . . . could it be the . . .’


‘The L115A3.’


‘Holy shit, how long have you been using it for?’


‘Not long. It’s replaced the L96A1 now.’


Angus was like a kid who had just broken into a toyshop. ‘Fuck me, how many rounds will it do?’


‘Five.’


‘And what’s the range?’ Finn was holding it up and looking through the sights.


‘Well, it’ll do two kilometres. But closer is better because I’m not sure the sights are as good as the weapon.’


‘So you’re all in different places, then?’ asked Mal.


‘Yeah, we’ve got a button here, right by the trigger, see, and when we get a good sight picture we press it and the signal goes to the liaison officer. When he’s got three lights on, he’ll tell us to fire. Or maybe just two lights. One isn’t enough.’


‘Fucking hell,’ said Mal. Angus was speechless.


Finn handed the rifle to Mal. He said: ‘That is high precision. One man two kilometres away.’


‘We’re targeting some kind of a family party,’ said the SAS man. ‘So we’ve got to be accurate. Don’t want any kids running up to their dad at the wrong moment.’


‘Holy shit,’ breathed Angus. ‘What a life. You just fly in, slot this guy and fly out again.’


‘We fly in and we hope we slot him,’ said the SAS man. ‘It doesn’t always happen that way.’


‘Bet you never make mistakes,’ Angus said to him.


‘Oh yes he does,’ chorused the other SAS men, refilling the teapot.


But Angus ignored them because he did not want to believe the Special Forces ever made mistakes.


Mal was looking through the sights.


‘I’d give anything for a day with one of these in Wythenshawe. It would be just the job there.’


‘Who do you want to top in Wythenshawe, mate?’ Finn asked. But instead of answering, Mal passed the rifle to Angus, who was waiting with arms outstretched. He held it carefully, aiming at some faraway target beyond the hesco.


‘How long have you been in the Regiment?’


‘Five years. I was in the Tigers before that.’


‘Ever come across the names of blokes who used to be in the Jedi?’ asked Angus shyly, handing the rifle back.


‘Well, yeah. Mostly on the front of books. You only get in if you’ve got a degree in Creative Writing.’


His mates laughed but Angus was serious.


‘Ever hear John McCall mentioned?’


The man and his colleagues exchanged thoughtful looks. ‘McCall . . . McCall . . .’


‘That’s his dad,’ explained Mal. ‘His name’s Angus McCall.’


‘Well we’re probably not old enough to have known your dad,’ said the man. ‘And I can’t say I’ve heard the name.’


Angus tried to hide his disappointment.


‘But I don’t know the names of everyone who’s ever been in the Regiment. Now you’d better fuck off while we get prepped up.’


That evening, Angus sneaked back to the Cowshed. There was no sign of the men or their weapons. The paperbacks were lying on the floor along with the tin teapot. He had personally been on stag and had anyway kept an eye out for the men. They had just evaporated into thin air. He knew that, more than anything, he wanted to be one of them.
  

Chapter Forty-five



JAMIE
RECORDED
THE
NEXT
PART
OF
HIS
FROG
STORY
FOR
LUKE. By now almost everybody in 1 Section was providing sound effects or background music.


‘And so the little frog began his journey towards the deep, deep river. First he had to cross the Green Zone . . .’


‘Ribbit, ribbit,’ said Binns.


‘It was full of ditches and trees and fields growing fruit and flowers. The little frog wanted to stop and look at the flowers and maybe have a bite to eat but he knew he had to keep on hopping . . .’


‘Ribbit, ribbit.’


Streaky and Finn provided a musical accompaniment.


‘And so the little frog hopped towards the place where he knew his mum and dad were waiting for him and would wait for ever if they had to. Just one more mountain to cross and he would be there.’


‘Splaaaat! That’s the sound of a 500-pound bomb falling out of an A10 on top of the fucking frog! You’re making me puke!’ roared Angus from his cot.


‘Aw c’mon, Mr Angry,’ said Streaky. ‘His babymother will play it to his little boy every night.’


‘I’m going to the cookhouse, I can’t stand it any more,’ said Angus.


‘I have to stop now anyway. I’ve got a call booked to Niez,’ said Jamie.


‘Is that the end?’ asked Binns.


‘There’s a bit more. I want to finish it before we go to Jackpot in case I get slotted there.’


‘We’ll finish it for you if you do,’ said Streaky.


‘Yeah,’ said Binns. ‘Just leave the mic and the rest of the story by your cot.’


‘It wouldn’t be the same,’ said Jamie. ‘But thanks anyway.’


He went out and hung around near the phones. He could no longer text Agnieszka: she had made him promise not to although she hadn’t explained exactly why.


He dialled the number and it rang and rang. No reply. And he might not get another chance to phone before they left. Answer. Answer! He couldn’t explain, even to himself, why he needed her to be there. He just knew that, if she wasn’t, there was nothing.


Then, just when he had given up, she picked up the phone.


‘Niez, where have you been? It’s been ringing and ringing!’


She sounded distant.


‘Asleep.’


‘But it’s not night time in England!’


‘No, darling. I tired today.’


‘Why, Niez?’


‘Well, I just tired, I don’t know why. Raining weather. Luke has two fits this morning. So now he sleeps and I sleep.’


‘What have you been doing?’


‘Nothing.’


Jamie felt desperate.


‘Talk to me, darling.’


‘What you want me to talk about?’


Some of the men found that words failed them after a few months in Afghanistan when it was time to make a weekly call to their loved ones. They detached from their families and communicated less as they became immersed in this other world. But that wasn’t true for Jamie. The worse things became, the more Jamie needed Agnieszka. He had rung her twice since the minefield a week ago. He needed her and she knew that and she supplied him with loving words, small stories, sweet chatter. But today she seemed unable to do so.


‘Tell me what you did last night. Or today . . .’


‘Watched TV.’


‘Don’t you go out?’


‘Yes, I walk. I like to walk now if weather good in the evening. They cut grass and it smell good. Or I listen to birds. But today it rain so I was a prisoner.’


‘Niez, I’ll ask my mother to phone you and invite you . . .’


‘If she does not invite me herself I don’t go.’ Agnieszka’s voice conveyed a mixture of hurt, boredom and anger. ‘She does not ring me.’


They both knew that Jamie’s mother was so saturated in disapproval – disapproval of Agnieszka, of Luke’s undiagnosed condition, of Jamie’s army rank – that she preferred not to pick up the phone.


‘Where do you walk?’ he asked her.


‘All around. Everywhere. I getting very fit, this is my aim in this summer weather, to get a little bit fit.’


‘You’re already fit, darling. I miss you so much. And I might not be able to phone for almost a week.’


‘Why?’


‘I can’t tell you that. How’s Luke?’


‘He fits today. But sometimes I think he relax a bit more, cry a little less. He like me to pick him up more too.’


Jamie had worried quietly to himself about the way Agnieszka took care of Luke’s physical needs so attentively but seemed to take no real pleasure in him. That was probably because he cried such a lot. While Jamie was happy to feel Luke’s sleepy little head tucked into his shoulder, Agnieszka never seemed to share his delight in the child’s love and helplessness.


‘That’s good,’ he said. ‘That’s very good.’


‘Yeah, he give me a bit of a smile sometimes.’


‘Oh, Niez, that’s fantastic.’ He felt relieved and at the same time deprived. Luke was going to stop crying and start smiling and he wasn’t there to receive those smiles.


‘I’m recording a story for him. About a frog. The lads are doing background noises and I think he’ll enjoy it.’


‘Jamie, I don’t think Luke old enough for understand stories.’


‘He doesn’t have to understand it. Yet. He just has to hear my voice and know it’s his dad.’


‘Well, OK, we can try.’ She sounded unimpressed. But then she hadn’t heard the story yet.


He sensed she wanted to get away, that she wished the call would end. She probably had nothing else to say and there was nothing he was allowed to tell her.


‘I miss you and love you,’ he said.


‘Yeah, Jamie, me too. Luke too. We think of you, OK?’


Was her voice fractionally more dismissive than usual? It was rising to indicate the end of the conversation. Maybe she had another hair appointment. He told her he loved her again and hung up.


He was left feeling empty. He always felt empty when she had gone. But this was something more. It was instinct. The instinct told him his calls to her did not matter as much as they used to. They mattered less because he had now been away so long that the landscape was re-forming without him. The thought was unbearable. He was losing importance. The contour map was changing.


Dave was next for the phone. Jamie looked desolate as he handed it over. He always looked miserable when he’d finished talking to his wife but this was something more.


‘What’s up, mate?’


‘Nothing.’


Dave studied him closely.


‘Everything all right at home?’ He hoped that Agnieszka hadn’t told Jamie there was another man. He hoped there wasn’t another man. But if there was, Jamie didn’t need to know about it when he was here, far away, unable to do anything.


‘No, fine. Luke’s starting to smile.’


‘That’s good news, then.’


‘Yeah, yeah I know. I just wish I could see it.’


‘Not much longer,’ Dave said. ‘Couple more months then we’re home.’


‘How’s Jenny? Blood pressure OK now?’


‘I’m about to find out. But I’m sure she’ll have it under control.’


Trish answered the phone.


‘Thank God you’ve rung at last,’ she said. ‘Jennifer’s just gone into hospital.’


‘Oh no.’


‘They’re monitoring her.’


‘Oh, Christ.’


‘It’s all right, Dave, it’s the best place for her. I could see by looking at her she wasn’t right and I was worried anything could happen at home here.’


‘What’s going to happen in hospital?’


‘She’s got pre-eclampsia. It’s very serious, for her and the baby. So if her blood pressure goes up much more, they’ll have to induce.’


The silence was so long that Trish thought he hadn’t heard and she repeated the news, slowly and clearly as though speaking to someone who knew very little English.


Dave was irritated. ‘It’s OK. I can hear you. If they induce will you be with her? During the birth? Because Adi Kasanita said that she’d—’


‘I’ll be there. Even though you know very well you should be the one, not me.’


‘Don’t start, Trish. Please.’


‘I’m sure you don’t want to hear it and there’s never a right time to say it so I’m going to get it off my chest now, Dave.’


She took a deep breath. The satellite phone clicked into the crystal clarity it only attained very occasionally and never when you wanted it to. Dave braced himself.


‘There comes a time in everyone’s life when their family must come first. You’ve got a daughter and you’ll soon have another child and you’ve got to start treating them right. They’re more important than the British Army, for heaven’s sake. You’re out there fighting some stupid war for people who’re nothing to do with us for no reason anyone can understand. When you should be home with Jennifer. She needs you and you’re not here.’


She drew breath and he braced himself for her next blast wave. It was like seeing a bomb fall and waiting for it to go off. ‘She’s the most loyal wife you could find, Dave, but she’s sick of it. I expect she’s been too nice to tell you that.’


No, thought Dave, she’s told me. She’s even put it in writing.


‘I know there are women around here who can’t take it. Watching the news, hearing about another death. Wondering if it’s their man. There’s a lad from across the road lost his leg, you know. And another just lost his arm, that’s what people are saying.’


‘I do know.’


‘Well it’s too much for some girls always waiting for that sort of news. They look around them and then they find other fellas who know how to treat them. And Jennifer’s a good-looking girl, Dave.’ Trish’s voice was thick with dire warning.


‘That’s one thing Jen wouldn’t do,’ said Dave confidently. ‘Like you said, she’s a loyal wife.’


‘I’m not saying she wants to. I’m not saying she doesn’t love you. I’m saying you’re driving her to it. Now think about that, Dave. Just think about it.’


‘OK, Trish, I will think about it. But the fact is that the skills I’ve picked up in the army don’t translate well to the outside world. I mean, they aren’t valued. I don’t know what I could do out there.’


‘I should have thought you could do security work. There’s so much crime now that security guards are getting more and more important.’


Dave tried to imagine himself on night duty at a building site, sitting in a wooden box with an electric heater and a TV, plodding around the site at regular intervals. He tried to imagine himself doing any of the things mates who’d come out had done: one was a chimney sweep, one had spent years trying to get a job and now did youth work, one had become a bus driver. He shook his head involuntarily.


‘Can I phone Jen at the hospital?’


‘You can try. She’s not allowed a mobile but you can try her ward. I doubt you’ll have much luck.’


Trish gave him the number and he talked to Vicky for a few minutes and then tried the hospital. But he was cut off when his call was transferred to the ward. He tried again and this time he was put through but no one answered. He tried once more but the phone rang on the ward and then went dead. The midwives were probably all dealing with emergencies, he thought. He just hoped Jenny wasn’t one of them.
  

Chapter Forty-six



IN
THE
AFTERNOON 1 PLATOON
WAS
SENT
OUT
ON
A
ROUTINE patrol. Nobody knew why the boss suddenly ordered the Vectors to slow down as they approached three bearded Afghans in dusty clothes at the roadside. He ordered a door to be opened and, without the convoy even stopping, the three men jumped in and the wagons continued.


Asma was at the front of the second vehicle with the boss, listening to the radio.


‘What the hell is going on?’ she asked him.


He shrugged but did not explain. Although she would have to know, sooner or later.


‘Those weren’t the SAS guys?’


He sighed. ‘Yes.’


‘I must say they looked bloody authentic.’


‘Not a sniper rifle in sight.’


‘I wonder what they were doing out here all night and all day?’


‘Waiting for a big event to start.’


‘A big event? It’s not a holy day.’


‘A family event.’


‘Did they top someone at a family gathering? That’s brave.’


The boss said nothing and the convoy rumbled on. He thought he had escaped. But in a few minutes she turned to him again.


‘What kind of family gathering?’ she asked suspiciously.


He looked at her but did not reply.


‘A wedding?’


He nodded. Asma’s face began to redden. But when she spoke her voice was icy.


‘Please, Gordon. Tell me it wasn’t the wedding we were invited to.’


He looked embarrassed.


‘Well, I wasn’t invited. You were.’


Asma was silent. He waited for the explosion.


‘You’re Intelligence Corps. I assumed you knew who the target was,’ he said.


‘The SAS don’t tell every low-down ant in Intelligence what they’re doing.’


She had been staring listlessly at the road ahead but now she turned to look directly at Weeks again.


‘So who was the target?’


He braced himself. It was better to get it over with. ‘Asad.’


‘No!’ It was more of a cry than a protest.


‘Asma, I know you won’t want to believe this. But Asad was a very high-up Taliban commander. If today’s op went according to plan, the snipers have just killed him.’


‘No!’


‘I’m sorry. I know how much you liked him.’


Weeks had received the news about the operation yesterday and his first thought had been for Asma. The tribesman stood for something that mattered a lot to her. If Asad was a rival, Weeks took no pleasure in the knowledge that his rival would be wiped out.


Her face was all strong bones and big brown eyes now.


‘Liking him didn’t come into it!’ she said, her face showing this was untrue. Liking had certainly come into it. ‘I trusted him!’


‘I’m sorry,’ said Weeks. ‘You made a mistake. He was a Taliban commander. But so high up he was rarely called upon to fight.’


Asma shook her head with incomprehension. ‘I can’t believe it! His father spoke against the Taliban!’


‘It’s not so unusual for a father to have one son in the Afghan National Army and another in the Taliban. You told me that yourself. You told me that Afghans like to hedge their bets when it comes to taking sides. You said that, after so many years of war, they have to. But Asad was in more deeply than that. He was committed to the cause.’


Asma looked away from him at the dust clouds billowing on all sides of the Vector. He could hardly bear the unhappiness on her face. He stopped short of pointing out what might have happened if the OC had accepted the wedding invitation.


Neither of them said a word as they re-entered the base. When the wagon stopped and the driver got out, Weeks turned to her.


‘Asma, don’t be upset . . .’


He was shocked to see that she was fighting tears.


‘I’m not fucking upset,’ she spat.


‘It’s a war. We have Rules of Engagement and international laws governing our behaviour but it’s basically a dirty game and you can’t trust anyone.’


‘You don’t understand! Someone who knows nothing about this country and its people thinks he had the right to judge Asad and find him guilty. And today those bastards put him to death! What fucking right do they have to decide who he is and what he thinks?’


‘They have the right to decide he’s dangerous and that he puts a lot of other lives at risk.’


‘I hope they know what the fuck they’re doing! Because if they’re anything like you, with your posh farmhouse and your polo and your private school, they don’t have a fucking clue! You don’t even know anything about England. Let alone Afghanistan!’


Weeks did not reply. Asma did not get out. So they continued to sit in the hot Vector watching the men debus. Dave was running around with ammo. The drivers were sharing cigarettes in the shade. Weeks could not remember being more miserable. His wretchedness felt as though it penetrated to his bone marrow. Somehow, together, he and Asma had managed to develop an intimacy despite all the differences between them. And she had just ended all that.


He wondered which gap was wider: the eighty miles between his family’s farmhouse and the flat in Hackney where she had been brought up? Or the gulf between England and Afghanistan? The distances seemed so great that they were insurmountable.


She sighed into the silence. He wished she would speak. Apologize, unsay it, reach for his hand. He glanced at her and saw from her deep brown eyes that she would do none of these.


‘You fucking idiots don’t understand. You talk about the Enemy. But sometimes the Enemy is the Future.’


‘What does that mean?’


‘His beliefs were too complicated for you fucking morons to understand. He was no fundamentalist but he certainly had principles. If he was fighting for something it was probably Pashtunistan. What makes a bunch of fucking wankers think it’s OK to top anyone who believes in a cause? Maybe what he believed in had some value. Shit, I hate you all.’


‘All who?’


‘All you wankers who think you know. Well, now you’ll pay for being so fucking sure. We went into their house and accepted their hospitality and now we’ve shot their son. At a family wedding, for fuck’s sake. It’s OK for the SAS, sneaking in and out of here and then going off to kill someone else. We’ve got to stay here and face it when they take their revenge.’


‘Now you’re being dramatic.’ He heard his own voice, how his vowels had been honed in farmhouses and on polo ponies. He understood how it must irritate her. ‘The point of the Regiment’s op is that it didn’t look like any British Army operation the locals would recognize. The intention was to make them think a rival tribe had carried out the killing.’


She rolled her eyes.


‘They’re not stupid.’


She was getting out of the wagon now.


‘Gordon, I’ve already explained the Afghan code of honour to you. Now just you wait and see what happens.’


She slammed the door.
  

Chapter Forty-seven



IN
THE
COOKHOUSE,
FINN
AND
MARTYN
ROBERTSON
WERE
TEACHING Angus to play blackjack. Dave always kept an eagle eye on these games but so far he had been unable to detect stakes that were anything higher than matchsticks.


‘I bet you earn a lot of matchsticks in a week, working for an oil company,’ said Finn as they waited for Angus to decide whether to draw another card.


‘More matchsticks than you could ever imagine, Huckleberry. But there’s not a lot of chance to spend it here.’


‘What do you do with it then?’


‘I got houses, I got ex-wives, that’s where most of it goes. But I’ve enjoyed our blackjack, and when I get out of here I think I might just take me to Vegas for a weekend.’


‘We do a thing called decompression when our tour ends. We all go to Cyprus to get drunk.’


‘Well, I’ll need a lot of decompression in Las Vegas after all these months with Emily the Enemy. I just wish she wasn’t coming to Jackpot tomorrow.’


‘But you’re a lucky bastard,’ said Finn. ‘Money to blow in Vegas. Any chance of a job when I come out of the army?’


Martyn smiled wearily.


‘I get asked that every week.’


‘Not by people as clever as me, Marty.’


‘Maybe not . . . Come on, Angry, or we’ll have to set a time limit.’


‘All right, then,’ said Angus. ‘Give me another card.’


Martyn dealt him a card. Angus looked at the face value and thumped his cards down in disgust.


‘Whooooar, that’s me out! Bust again!’


Finn picked up the hand and looked at it.


‘You need to think a bit more, mate. If you’d stuck at what you had you’d probably have been quids in.’


‘He thinks way too much. It took him five minutes to go bust when others could have gone bust in five seconds,’ said Martyn.


Angry got up.


‘Well, that’s me out of matchsticks. It’s a stupid game, anyway.’


Martyn raised his eyebrows but said nothing and at that moment Taregue Masud arrived with a cloth to wipe the tables.


‘Excuse me, sir, I now ask you for permission to make this table very nice and clean for your game, sir.’ A demanding monster with his men, he had been instructed to treat the civilians with great respect.


‘Don’t make it damp or the cards will get wet,’ Martyn told him.


‘No, sir, they won’t get wet because I will use this towel, sir, to dry the table.’


Angus was leaving. ‘I’m going to get my head down now because we’re off early tomorrow. So if Jamie Dermott’s recording that fucking hopping frog shit in our tent . . .’ He could be heard grumbling all the way across the cookhouse.


‘That young man needs to get over himself,’ said Martyn.


‘He’s not called Mr Angry for nothing.’


‘He’s just like his father,’ said Masud. ‘Yes, oh yes, his father was just exactly the same. His name’s McCall, I believe?’


Finn stared at Masud as the man dried the table with unnecessary zeal, his face frowning with concentration.


‘You know his father?’


Masud paused.


‘I knew that boy when he walked in here the first day and I’ve spent these months, many long months, racking my brains to know how I know him. Finally one day I realized. He looks just like his father and his father worked for me in the Falklands. John McCall, I think his name was, yes I’m sure it was John McCall.’


Finn leaned forward, his face all acute angles and his eyes narrow.


‘His dad worked for you?’


‘John McCall was one of my cooks. We had a tent in a field, gracious knows how many ration packs, not one ounce of fresh food and we had to open all the ration packs and cook for hundreds of men every day. It was a difficult time, an exceptionally difficult time, to tell you the truth, probably worse than Iraq. Because it was very, very cold and we are talking about very, very hungry men.’


Finn said: ‘His dad was a cook?’


Masud nodded extravagantly.


‘Oh yes, oh yes. We were Army Catering Corps in those days. Then we were the Royal Logistic Corps and then soon after that I was a private company. Doing the same thing for the same boys but as a private company. Well, I ask you, how strange is the world?’


But Finn did not answer this question. He had one of his own.


‘So John McCall was a cook in the Army Catering Corps?’


‘Oh yes, certainly. He was guaranteed to serve your sausages with a scowl, that was John McCall.’


A huge grin spread across Finn’s face.


‘So Angry’s dad was ACC. Not SAS. Did anyone ever go from being an army cook to fighting in the elite special forces?’


Masud laughed. ‘I don’t believe that is very possible. To tell you the truth, I think John McCall was just a very grumpy cook, actually, and it seems to me his son is rather similar.’


He wandered off to wipe down another table, chuckling to himself.


‘SAS. ACC!’ Even Martyn had heard references to Angus’s dad in the cookhouse. ‘Well, I can see how you could get those two mixed up. Leave out the Cs. Add a few Ss. Yes, I can see how Angus might think his pa was in the SAS.’


Finn started to laugh. He flung down his cards and his whole body shook with laughter.


‘He was a fucking cook! I don’t believe it! What a Walt!’


Martyn was laughing too, now.


‘I mean,’ said Finn, ‘Mr Angry’s dad wasn’t just in the Regiment. He was a war hero who won back the Falklands single-handed! And you should have seen Angry with those SAS snipers! “Do you remember my father, do you recognize his name . . .?”’


‘So is the father lying? Or the son?’


‘Definitely, definitely the father. Angry believes every fucking word. You should see him when we’re out there fighting. Doing things that are so brave they’re insane. And then he goes all solemn and says: “It’s what my dad would have done.” For fuck’s sake! What his Dad would have done is turn the sausages over in the pan!’


Martyn laughed again.


‘I guess you’re not going to let him hear the end of this.’


Finn’s face pulled itself back into something like its normal shape and he looked serious for a moment.


‘Nah,’ he said. ‘Nah, I’m not going to tell him. Angry drives me insane with his dad talk. But he’s built his whole life on the back of his dad’s lies. I couldn’t take it all away from him.’


Across the cookhouse, Asma was eating alone because Jean was saying goodbye to Iain Kila. Her friend arrived breathlessly and grabbed the last meal.


‘Won’t you see him in the morning?’ asked Asma.


‘They’re leaving at 0400. So I kissed him goodbye. In a sangar.’


Asma raised her eyebrows.


‘Just a minute. Last time I asked you if you liked him you said yuck, yuck, yuck.’


Jean blushed. ‘Well, I still think he’s a bit yuck. But they’re going away to this flimsy camp made out of barbed wire for a whole week. And right after we’ve shot the local warlord. So I thought I should kiss him in case he doesn’t come back.’


Asma shrugged and said nothing.


‘You’re not saying goodbye to Gordon, then?’


‘Nope.’


‘He came in here earlier. He was looking around for you, I’m sure.’


Asma stabbed her food with her fork.


‘He can look all he likes. I’m still fucking angry with him.’


Jean caught her eye.


‘Asma. You’re angry with the British Army for shooting your bonny blue-eyed boy and you’re taking it out on Gordon. And why on earth did you have to bring farmhouses and polo into it?’


Asma put down her fork and sighed.


‘I shouldn’t have said that. I really had a go at him just because he’s posh. So I expect he thinks I’m jealous.’


‘Are you?’


‘I wouldn’t want his big house and all his fields and horses. What would I do with them? I can’t even imagine going home and meeting his mum. For drinks in the drawing room. I just couldn’t do it, Jean.’


‘You’re prejudiced,’ said Jean.


‘I am not.’


‘Has he invited you home to meet his mum?’


‘Well . . . yes.’


‘Asma, you’re a sad cow. He’s got over his prejudice. You just can’t get over yours.’


But Asma shook her head.


‘I don’t buy into their crap. I don’t buy into who they are or how they think. I know he was a bit wahabi and probably a Pashtun nationalist and you thought it was suspicious the way he rubbished the local shrine, but you can say what you like about Asad, he probably had more in common with me than Gordon does.’


In the night, when she woke up and heard the first men up preparing for their departure, Asma felt a small twinge of guilt and regret. She turned over. She tried to go back to sleep.


Then she remembered that Asad was dead and she felt a renewed surge of anger. Someone who had never met him and didn’t understand his cause had ordered his death and the SAS had appeared from nowhere and shot him and had now evaporated back to Hereford.


Probably the suspicious officers, Gordon Weeks among them, would offer a different interpretation but she knew that, in the meetings with Asad, human relationships nurtured on the carpet over cups of sweet tea had triumphed briefly over weapons. And what had they done? Shot him.


She had not been inside a mosque for many years and she looked on Islam with the cold distance of a divorcee. She was a member of the British Army. No one had coerced her into joining. But the British Army had killed Asad. For the second time on this tour she had the uncomfortable feeling that she had personally shot her Moslem brother.


She did not open her eyes but lay in bed listening for the sound of the departing convoy.
  

Chapter Forty-eight



DAVE
DID
NOT
SLEEP.
HE
MANAGED
TO
GET
HIS
HANDS
ON
THE satellite phone when it was still only ten thirty at night in the UK.


Sure that the hospital would have sent Jenny home by now, he dialled his own number first.


‘Nope. Still there.’ Trish sounded sleepy. ‘And she’s getting a bit miserable on that hospital food. I took her in something tasty tonight to tickle her appetite but she’s gone right off everything.’


‘That’s what she did towards the end when she was pregnant with Vicky,’ said Dave. But Trish, as always, knew better.


‘She had a good diet throughout that pregnancy. No, Dave, I’m afraid that something’s very wrong if Jennifer’s off her food like this.’


Knowing that Trish would not be happy unless something was very wrong somewhere, Dave rang the hospital. This time he got through to the ward.


‘We don’t normally give the phone to patients after four in the afternoon,’ said the nurse. ‘This is extremely late to call.’


‘But I’m her husband.’


‘Most husbands get here during visiting hours.’


She sounded prim and disapproving.


‘I’m not most husbands. I’m on the other side of the world. I’m in Afghanistan and I’d like to talk to my wife.’


‘Can’t you phone during our normal hours?’


‘Well,’ said Dave, ‘I suppose I could try having a word with the Taliban to arrange a little ceasefire during your visiting times . . .’


‘All right, all right,’ said the nurse. ‘But please try to respect hospital rules in future.’


Dave gritted his teeth and waited a long time. Finally a small, sad voice he hardly recognized came on the line.


‘Daaaaave!’


Oh, shit, she was crying.


‘Stop crying,’ he said. When soldiers cried, as they occasionally, unaccountably and ashamedly did while fighting, his policy was to grip them immediately. Stop crying, he would say in a brisk voice, get yourself together, focus and do a professional job out there.


But with Jenny he couldn’t even manage the brisk tone. And the other stuff, about focusing and being professional, didn’t really apply. He stood out under the Afghan stars, the phone pressed to his ear, listening to a woman crying in Wiltshire. The base and his mates and the lads suddenly weren’t here. Just the stars and the sound of Jenny’s sobs.


‘Jen, tell me how you’re feeling,’ he said at last.


Her sobs eased a bit.


‘Fucking awful. I told them to induce me just to get it over with but they thought I could go a little bit longer and every bit longer I go on is better for the baby.’


‘But you’re important too.’


‘Jenny isn’t here any more. She’s been replaced by a big swollen-up monster who can’t move her feet or her hands and whose head’s going to explode any minute.’


‘Oh, shit, I wish I was with you.’ He had a horrible feeling that was all he ever said to her these days.


She was crying again now: ‘And there was a story on the news tonight about some soldiers who shot some poor little Afghan children and . . .’ Pause for sobs. ‘It wasn’t you, was it?’


‘No, love. We give them sweets.’


‘Oh. That’s OK then.’


‘They probably got shot because some poor little Taliban fighters were using them as human shields.’


But she was crying again now.


‘Look, I can’t help it, Dave. People get emotional before they have babies. And I know you hate it when I’m like this and I know you want me to be strong and sensible and make it all right that you’re away but just now it’s not all right, Dave, it’s not, not, not fucking all right!’


Dave suspected that Jenny was sharing this one not just with him but with Nurse Prim and an entire ward of large-bellied women, all nodding in agreement.


‘You’ve got to leave the army! You’ve got to. Because it’s bloody awful being looked after by your mum like all the girls who don’t know who the father is. The family men should be here with their families.’


‘Stop, Jen. You know I love you and you know I want to be there. But I can’t. And I have to go away for a few days. So I won’t be able to phone. I feel terrible about it. You know what this is doing to me.’


‘You! You! What do you think it’s doing to me? You never even ring!’


‘I do but they don’t pick up the phone on your ward or they pick up and then cut me off. I do my best.’


Like shattered glass, she was breaking into sobs again.


‘Oh, Christ,’ said Dave. ‘If thinking about someone can help and caring about someone can help, then that’s what I’m doing, OK? Thinking about you and loving you and Vicky and the baby and caring about you. But I won’t be able to call you. So please, please try to calm down and relax just for me so you don’t have pre-eclampsia any more and you can go home. Don’t for God’s sake have the baby when I can’t even speak to you.’


Now she was inconsolable. He held the phone away from his ear while she cried and cried. His Jenny, his strong, determined Jenny, was awash with hormones and at the mercy of her blood pressure. She had turned into this shouting, sobbing wreck.


‘Can I talk to the doctor? Or even that nurse?’ he asked her. But she could not hear him over her tears.


When the call ended he thought of putting in a request for compassionate leave. It might even be granted. But that would mean deserting his men out here, and deserting them just before a dangerous five-day operation. It would be like a snake shedding a skin. He didn’t want to do it.


‘Er . . . Sarge . . .’ said a small voice.


Dave opened his eyes. He realized he had been gripping the phone as though it was about to run away. He saw Mal standing there, waiting for him.


‘Sorry, Bilaal,’ he said. ‘You want the phone?’


‘Nah, Swift’s next . . .’


Mal gestured into the well of darkness where Swift stood, barely perceptible.


‘Here,’ said Dave. ‘I’ve finished now.’


‘Thanks, Sarge,’ said Swift, taking the phone and stealing off into the night with it. Everyone had a favoured private phone spot, somewhere the signal was strong enough and he could fool himself he was alone. Then at the end of the call there would invariably be someone waiting silently to take it. You could never be alone in an FOB.


Dave expected Mal to evaporate just as Swift had, but instead he stayed nearby.


‘What’s up with you, Mal?’ asked Dave. ‘1 Section don’t even have to get up yet. Can’t you sleep?’


‘No,’ said Mal.


Dave felt weary. Right now he needed to walk through the quiet night and think about Jenny and instead he would have to talk to Bilaal.


‘Want to help me carry ammo and talk?’


‘Yeah, great, Sarge, good.’ Mal sounded nervous. He was a skinny lad with a lot of nervous energy. Whenever a battle was starting Dave could hear Mal clearing his throat over and over again. He often giggled as he fired. And if he had told Mal either of these things he would be amazed.


Dave wondered if Mal was going to start talking about some woman problem. Whenever 1 Section stopped for a brew, Mal would be talking about women. He was obsessed, as though he had only just discovered their existence.


‘Sarge, you know I’m a Moslem?’


Dave was so surprised that he stopped. This was already not sounding like the kind of conversation you have loading ammunition. ‘Well . . . yes. But I don’t see you dropping down on your knees every time you hear the call to prayer.’


‘I was brought up Moslem. We were never, you know, devout. But I’ve always been on a Friday.’


‘To the mosque?’


‘Well, yeah, but, I mean, I’m normal too. After the mosque, I go out clubbing.’


‘Normal means lots of different things to lots of different people.’ Dave was curious to know where this conversation was leading. He realized he preferred to talk to one of his men about something that was bothering him than think about his phone call to Jenny. Because no matter how important what was going on at home, it was so far away that you could always find something much nearer to eclipse it.


‘This Moslem thing, I sort of hide it, know what I mean?’ asked Mal, offering Dave a cigarette and lighting one himself.


For a moment Mal’s face, brown and lean, wrapped around his cigarette, was illuminated. Then he inhaled and there was only the red tip at the end, glowing in the dark.


‘So you feel you have to hide it?’ asked Dave.


‘Yeah. Because we’re fighting a bunch of ragheads, right? And I don’t want people thinking I’m one of them. And anyway, I’m not. I’m not like them.’


‘No. Because they’re trying to take over this country and we’re trying to stop them,’ said Dave.


‘Yeah, that’s it. All I’ve got in common is I know a bit of the Quran. And we look a bit the same.’


‘So what’s up then, Mal? Any of the lads got a problem with you being a Moslem?’


‘No, no, nothing like that. It’s at home, Sarge.’


‘At home?’


‘See, there are a lot of Moslems where we live and they see me drinking and clubbing and chasing women and they don’t think nothing about it. But then they hear I’m out in Afghanistan fighting other Moslems. And they don’t like that.’


‘This isn’t a war against Islam.’


‘Well, the way they see it, Islam’s got a war against the infidel. And I’m fighting on the wrong side, see.’


Dave was asking himself why Mal was telling him this now, just before their departure.


‘Are you worried your family could suffer because you’re out here?’


‘They already are suffering, Sarge. See, they haven’t been telling me because they didn’t want to worry me but then my sister sent a bluey the other day. And I want to go home and sort the bastards out. I want to sort them out a lot more than I want to see off the Taliban.’


‘What exactly’s happened?’


‘My sisters get spat at in the street. My brothers drive these taxis, see, and someone keeps trying to torch them. And my mum and dad were just sitting down to a nice meal and some fucking bastard put a flaming rag through the letterbox. They soaked it in petrol and set light to it and then stuffed it into my mum’s hallway that she’s kept so nice all these years.’


‘Shit,’ said Dave. ‘That’s a criminal offence. I hope they called the police.’


‘The police have done fuck all! They take notes and they don’t do nothing. They told my dad they don’t want to inflame community tensions. Inflame. That’s the word they used. And what my dad should have said was: then the community needs to stop inflaming my fucking hallway. But my dad’s not like that, he’ll just nod his head when people treat him like shit.’


Dave thought for a moment.


‘I’m sorry, Mal. This is terrible.’


‘And it’s all my fucking fault, innit? It’s my fault for joining up.’


‘No!’


‘And my brothers know who’s doing it. People I was at school with, who used to be my friends, they’re the ones!’


It was easy to imagine Mal in the school playground, demanding justice against aggressors, attacking them furiously, standing his ground in his nervous, excited way.


‘Sarge, I want to go home and sort this one out.’


‘You what?’


‘I want to go home. If the police won’t see to those fucking bastards, I’ll have to see to them myself.’ Mal’s eyes were glittering in the dark.


‘Now just a minute . . .’


‘See, I’m the youngest in my family. I’ve got all these brothers and sisters and they’re much older than me, and they get attacked, they keep their heads down. They’re like that Taliban dude we shot. Sitting up in the tree with his weapon wedged there, keeping very quiet hoping we wouldn’t notice his fucking legs dangling in front of our faces? That’s my family! Keep quiet and it’ll go away. But we shot that geezer, didn’t we? Keeping quiet doesn’t do anything! My family don’t know you have to fight people.’


Mal drew breath and Dave was able to interrupt him at last.


‘You came here to fight people. You’re fighting the Taliban in a professional way as part of a disciplined army sent here by a democratic government—’


But Mal would not let him continue.


‘Back home in Wythenshawe, no one knows those words, Sarge! They don’t know about democratic and disciplined and—’


‘You joined the army to fight and that’s what you do out here and that’s what you’re paid for. You’re not paid to take your fights home to Wythenshawe.’


‘Sarge, if I didn’t go to Jackpot today, I could maybe just go home for a week instead, maybe bring my R&R forward and—’


‘And make matters worse there? Mal, I can refer this one up the chain if you want me to. And they might say yes. But it would be a mistake. And they wouldn’t say yes before we take off in the wagons this morning.’


‘But maybe if you ask them now, it could all be agreed by the time we get back.’


‘I will if you want. But take my advice and don’t do it. Your family’s older and wiser than you and they’re dealing with it. You’re here and your job is to be a soldier.’


‘But if I just had a week I could—’


‘We all have troubles we’d like to fly home and sort out. But we have to concentrate on doing our job.’


He could not see Mal’s face clearly.


‘It’s terrible what’s happening to your family. But you can’t do anything from Afghanistan and that’s probably a good thing. If you go back and get into a fight, it won’t help your family and it won’t help you.’


‘I dunno,’ said Mal.


‘You’ll have to come to Jackpot, it’s too late to change that.’


Mal was silent for a long time.


‘Think about it. Let me know if you want me to kick it upstairs. But if you take my advice you’ll let your family handle it back at home and you’ll do what you came here for.’


Dave heard his voice, strong and sure. He should take his own advice. Only a few minutes ago he’d been considering asking for permission to fly home himself. His thoughts reverted to Jenny again. She had probably already calmed down from that angry, emotional phone call and by now she would be regretting it. So her blood pressure would fall. So she wouldn’t have pre-eclampsia any more. And then everything would be OK.
  

Chapter Forty-nine



EVERYONE,
EXCEPT
MARTYN,
EMILY
AND
THE
ENGINEERS,
HATED Jackpot on arrival. One glance at the flimsy defences made the soldiers uneasy.


‘This’ll be good in a mortar attack,’ they said miserably.


The sangars were solid enough, built up on hesco, but the rest of the perimeter was trench and wire with, in places, sandbag protection. The civilian zone was marked by a low wall of sandbags but they, too, had to use the exposed oil drums for toilets. Except for Emily. She had a small, private area with sheeting around it.


‘Can’t I use that too?’ demanded Martyn.


‘No,’ said Emily. ‘This is the Ladies.’


‘I don’t want to take a crap in front of everyone in this camp,’ Martyn complained to the OC.


‘You’ll have to,’ said Major Willingham, ‘unless Emily agrees to share it.’


Otherwise the camp consisted only of a collection of tents and the perimeter wire.


Martyn studied the wire.


‘Nick,’ he said to the OC. ‘Think we could move it about twenty feet to the right? Seems to me that part of our exploration area is just outside the fence.’


The OC said, in a voice that was many degrees lower than the ambient air temperature: ‘No, Martyn.’


Martyn burst out laughing.


‘Just kiddin’ you, Nick!’


The OC did not smile.


The camp sat at the base of the hills which swept up to the huge, looming purple mountains. The hills were to the north and so gave it no protection from the desert sun, which was even more merciless here than at the FOB. A constant hot wind created dust devils, tiny tornados that span purposefully across the desert, through the wire and straight into the camp. In the distance, the Early Rocks rose out of the flat plain like weird and lonely skyscrapers.


The wind distributed the sand everywhere. It got into people’s clothes, their tea, their ration packs, their boots, their ears.


Dave and Sgt Somers of 2 Platoon did not keep their men on boil-in-the-bag; they had resolved that every day they would boost morale by cooking something from the ration packs. Dave liked to think he could turn virtually any ration pack into a presentable meal: he’d trained as a cook when he first left school, before he’d been seduced by the army recruitment ads. And he had persuaded Masud to let him take some fresh food and a few spices from the kitchen to Jackpot.


But the men’s reaction to his first concoction was unenthusiastic.


‘Delicious, Sarge,’ they said, digging their plastic spoons into his stew. ‘Tastes of sand.’


‘Oh shit,’ said Dave.


‘No, Sarge,’ said Finn. ‘Sand. That’s better than shit.’


‘I can sense that you’ve attempted to include a subtle blend of herbs and spices,’ Boss Weeks told Dave. ‘But I’m sorry to tell you that the predominant taste is definitely sand.’


‘If we had to stay here and eat sand for a long time,’ said the OC, who had heard Dave was a good cook and so was eating with 1 Platoon, ‘our teeth would be ground down to almost nothing. That’s precisely what happened to the Native Americans. Ancient skulls show that, by the end of their lives, desert dwellers had no teeth left.’


The men looked at him miserably.


‘We could just swallow without chewing,’ suggested Jamie. ‘That way we’d fuck up our intestines but we’d keep our teeth.’


Dave laughed at that. It was relieved laughter because this was the first time he’d heard Jamie speak since they’d left Sin City. He walked around looking so miserable that his eyebrows were knitted together. It could only be something to do with Agnieszka.


The soldiers were soon bored. All they could do was keep watch and stare in disbelief at the wild enthusiasm of the engineers for this desolate and empty place. Even Emily stalked around the camp in her sensible shoes, rubbing her hands and smiling happily.


‘I told you. This is R&R for us, while the civvies do a bit of work for once,’ said Finn, dealing another hand of cards to a group of lads from 2 Platoon, who he assured Dave just played for cigarettes.


Angus preferred to be busy. He volunteered for any job going, helped the engineers carry their kit and did other people’s stag for them while they slept or played cards.


He stood up in the tower surveying the endless flatness of the desert. He liked to stare at the Early Rocks in the distance; they looked like something that had been there since the beginning of time. He also kept an eye on the antics of the civilians. They’d brought a lot of equipment in separate wagons, including some kind of drill.


‘They’re never drilling for fucking oil already!’ he said to Streaky, who was on stag with him.


Streaky yawned. He was not interested in the oil exploration. ‘I am so fucking bored. At least back at Sin City there was a bit of to-ing and fro-ing and stuff in the town to look at. I even got to like that geezer calling from his tower every five minutes.’


‘Moslems have to stop what they’re doing and pray about twenty times a day,’ said Angry knowledgeably. ‘That geezer’s telling them to get down the mosque.’


Streaky yawned again. ‘I used to think he was a noisy bastard but at least he kept me awake.’


‘Don’t you write rap in your head when you’re on stag?’


‘I’m so bored I can’t even write nothing,’ said Streaky. ‘I just want to go back to the FOB. And so does everyone else. I never seen so many miserable soldiers. There’s the boss was fighting hammer and tongs in the wagon with that Intelligence woman and now he’s gone sad, there’s Dave worried because his missus is having a baby, there’s Jamie in a strop about something. Even Mal’s not his normal self.’


‘I’m my normal self,’ said Angry.


‘Me too. And Binman. I reckon it’s because we’ve been out here a long time but we’ve still got a couple of months to go.’


Angus said: ‘I could do another six months. I don’t want to go home.’


Beneath, the contractors were burying something that looked like a bolt. They had drilled a hole and buried three so far. Emily and Martyn argued about the exact location of each hole. The last bolt had been buried and then, after a heated argument, dug up again.


‘Streaky . . .’


‘Yeah.’


‘I saw something move over there.’


Streaky looked. ‘Emily?’


‘No! Up in the hills.’


They both stared at the rugged and scarred landscape. Where they rose out of the flat sand, near the perimeter fence, there were prickly, moisture-starved bushes that looked as hostile as the desert itself. Huge boulders, which geological eons ago might have cascaded down from the mountains, lay like pebbles on the hillside.


‘Where?’


‘See Three Boulders? See Red Bush? In between.’


Streaky creased up his eyes to peer at the landmarks.


‘I can’t see anything. Nothing’s going to fucking move in this heat.’


‘I saw a shadow or something!’


Streaky stared and stared.


‘You imagined it. Everything looks as though it’s wiggling about a bit in the heat.’


Angus was stubborn.


‘I saw something . . .’


‘Well, nip down to the boys at the entrance and tell them to get on the radio,’ said Streaky, yawning. ‘And I’ll keep looking.’


Angus ran down to the men from 2 Platoon on stag. They looked anxious and immediately radioed the tent that had been set up as an ops room. Angus ran back up to Streaky.


‘Seen anything else?’


‘Nope.’


‘Have you been looking? Just to the left of Red Bush?’


‘I’ve been looking but there’s nothing out there.’


Word was now spreading around the camp. A few people came out of their tents with their weapons. Everyone was staring towards the hillside. Even the contractors realized that something was up and stopped work. The OC emerged, pen in hand, hands on hips. Dave came up to the sangar.


‘What did you see, McCall?’


Angry began to feel embarrassed.


‘I don’t know, Sarge. Just movement.’


‘What sort of movement?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Did you see anything, Bacon?’


‘Nope. And I’ve been looking.’


Angus described again where he had seen the movement and Dave stood still watching for some minutes.


‘It was probably the wind,’ he said at last. ‘Look.’


He gestured out across the desert behind them to the Early Rocks where a sandstorm was visible. A hot breeze had begun to bluster against their helmets and throw sand onto their faces. It was approaching.


People went back to their tents and closed them up against the sandstorm. Only the contractors worked on.


‘Can’t you stop until the storm is over?’ asked the OC.


Martyn looked astonished.


‘Why would we do that? We’re just getting to the exciting bit.’


The OC did not share his excitement. ‘Which is?’


‘Dynamite!’


Even Emily looked pleased.


‘For many years now, for environmental reasons, dynamite has been rarely used. But because we are working under exceptional conditions here we have been given permission.’


Martyn grinned happily. He did not seem to notice the sand in his hair, teeth and ears. He wore sunglasses but it was probably in his eyes too.


‘In my view, dynamite’s always been the best. See, we send a charge down into the shot hole over here . . .’


‘It will be over there,’ corrected Emily.


‘And the geophones we’ve planted will give us seismic readings. Now, if we’ve got them in the right place and if Emily can get her signal and imaging processing right . . .’


‘It will give us a sort of picture of what lies beneath the surface,’ finished Emily excitedly. She walked off to the group of waiting engineers. When she was out of earshot Martyn leaned towards Major Willingham.


‘Which we don’t need because when you’ve been in this game as long as me you know from the aerial photos, some elementary surveying and the gravity readings exactly what’s under there. But I’d hate to put these guys out of a job.’


There was another radio message from the sentries.


‘Excuse me,’ said the major. ‘We have a keen rifleman who’s insisting once again that he can see something moving in the hills.’


‘Which keen rifleman?’


‘McCall.’


Martyn smiled. ‘Angus. He’s too darn keen. Probably just wants something to do.’


Anyone prepared to brave the sandstorm came out to look at the hills. But there was noticeably less interest this time.


‘Where was it?’ Dave asked Angus patiently.


‘Same place!’


‘Did you see it, Streaky?’


‘Nope.’


‘It must have been something big if you saw it in a fucking blizzard.’


The hot wind lashed their faces and threw handfuls of sand at them. The sky was turning orange.


‘Yeah, it was something flapping. Like, in England it would be washing on the line. But here it’s probably someone’s clothes.’


Dave watched the hills.


‘Angry,’ he said at last. ‘Either it’s gone or you’re imagining things. Now you two get down off this tower and send Jamie Dermott up. We’ll finish your stag for you.’


Streaky looked grateful but Angus said, as he climbed down: ‘I definitely saw something, Sarge.’


Jamie arrived.


‘Thanks, Sarge. Stag in a sandstorm is every soldier’s dream.’


‘They only had another ten minutes to go and McCall kept seeing things.’


‘He just wants something to happen.’


Dave told Jamie where Angus claimed to have seen movement but now there was so much sand you could barely see the hills at all.


‘I wanted to talk to you, Jamie,’ said Dave. ‘Anything up?’


Jamie did not look at him.


‘No.’


‘Don’t piss about with me. You don’t have to tell me but I wish you would. I’m getting sick of seeing you slope about like a sore prick at a stag party. What’s happened?’


Jamie shuffled round so his back was to the wind. Dave waited. Jamie’s lean face looked dark. It wasn’t the tan and it wasn’t the facial hair or even the sand. His face was shadowed the way rooms get dark when you close the curtains and shut the doors.


‘Is it Agnieszka?’


Jamie swung to look at him.


‘What have you heard about her?’


Dave tried to appear startled by this question. He shrugged innocently. ‘Jenny’s in hospital so I’m not getting any gossip. Have people been telling you things?’


Jamie sighed.


‘No. But Niez’s changed. She’s sort of . . . cut herself off from me.’


‘Why would she do that?’


‘She might just be pissed off with me being away. Seriously pissed off. Or she might have met someone else. Or both.’


‘Got any evidence?’


‘Not really. It’s just the way . . . Well, she used to be really pleased to hear from me. You could tell by the end of the call she felt better about everything. And now it doesn’t make any difference when I ring. That’s how it feels.’


There must be rumours flying around camp, Dave thought, about Agnieszka and this bloke. And the rumours must have reached Jamie.


‘We have to trust our wives,’ he said. ‘Because that’s all we can do.’


‘Yeah,’ said Jamie miserably. ‘Yeah.’


‘I wish I could ask Jen to go over and talk to her . . .’


Jamie looked embarrassed. ‘Your problems are worse than mine. Jenny’s ill and she’s having a baby and you can’t even phone her.’


‘Know how I cope with that one?’ asked Dave. ‘I don’t think about it. I could worry about Jen all day but what’s the point? There’s nothing I can do and worrying about it’ll mean I can’t do my job properly here. That’s what a professional soldier has to do, mate, and you’re a professional soldier. He has to leave home behind.’


Jamie gave the ghost of a smile. ‘It’d be easier to leave home behind if we had a bit more to do here. I mean, I can understand why Angry keeps seeing flipflops under every boulder. At least that’d mean there’s a chance of some action.’


They finished the duty in silence. Dave was thinking that, despite his claim, he hadn’t managed to cut Jenny out of his thoughts. At any random moment in the day, no matter how busy he was, he would suddenly hear, as though in a dream, their last phone call, punctuated by her sobs. At night he tried not to give in to the panic he felt because he was in the middle of the desert, unreachable, while Jenny and the baby lay in hospital in a life-threatening state.


When they came down from the tower, Dave was about to busy himself with his next sand stew when the OC called him over. Boss Weeks was already there, smiling. Dave hadn’t seen him smile since his pretty friend from Intelligence had sat at the front of the Vector bawling him out.


‘Good news,’ announced the major. ‘I’ve had word from Bastion that Broom and Connor were stable enough to leave Afghanistan yesterday. They’ll be landing shortly in the UK.’


Dave smiled too.


‘They wouldn’t have sent them on stretchers if they thought they could hang on and send them in body bags!’ he said.


‘Exactly!’ The OC was beaming. ‘There are so many long faces around here that I’m hoping it’ll cheer everyone up.’
  

Chapter Fifty



BEN
BROOM
HALF
OPENED
HIS
EYES.
THERE
WAS
A
STRONG
POSSIBILITY that he was dead. He did not try to remember the event that had led to his death but images floated through his mind. A blue, blue sky, the colour burned away to one side by the white heat of a massive sun. His mates shouting to him but never coming near him.


There were other, darker images, of people standing over him and talking to him. But he didn’t know any of these people. They weren’t in his platoon or in his family. No one he loved was there. So death was full of strangers.


A stranger was standing over him now.


Broom thought that probably the dead didn’t speak to each other but he decided to try anyway. He was surprised by the sound that emerged, of a wheezing, clanking old motor.


‘Come again?’ said the man.


‘Am I dead?’ repeated Broom.


‘Nah. You’re not dead. This isn’t heaven. And I’m no angel.’


Broom stared at the man and gradually he felt his life and his past taking shape inside him. He had been blown up in a minefield and taken here to Bastion where the surgeon had told him he’d lost the lower part of his leg. He felt sad as the weightlessness of not-knowing left him and was replaced by the burden of this knowledge.


‘Funny, you look like a bloke I used to know.’


‘Who would that be then, Ben?’


‘He was in our platoon. But he got casevaced back to England.’


The man grinned. ‘You don’t say.’


‘His name was Steve.’


‘That’s a coincidence, then,’ said the man. ‘My name’s Steve.’


‘Steve . . . Buckle.’


‘Fucking incredible! The same! That’s my name too!’


Broom blinked. He raised his eyebrows so they disappeared somewhere under the cover of his bright red hair.


‘Hello, Steve.’


‘Hello, mate.’


‘So . . . did they fly you back out? To pick up your leg from the cookhouse?’


‘My leg! In the cookhouse! Now you’re really talking crap, mate. They’ve had you drugged up to the eyeballs. They didn’t fly me back to Afghanistan, they flew you back to England.’


Broom looked at him trustingly.


‘Where am I then, Steve?’


‘Selly Oak. Just look at the telly and you’ll know you’re in England.’


Broom did not move but his eyes swivelled to the screen. Two glittering bodies, strangely linked, cavorted in unison across a lit stage.


‘I was watching it while I waited for you to wake up,’ said Steve. ‘And know what I was thinking? Could I be the first amputee on Strictly?’


Broom’s eyes moved from the TV, with its swirling, complete human beings, to Steve Buckle.


‘Must be Saturday then.’


‘You’ve got it, Ben! I’m at Headley Court now but they brought me up here for a long weekend to see the docs and to see you and a bloke called Ryan Connor who took over a gimpy after I got blown out of the platoon.’


‘Ryan’s really been poorly,’ said Broom.


‘Yeah, right. Not like you, Ben, you picture of good health, you.’


‘The bottom half of my leg got blown off by a landmine. Fuck me, Steve, am I going to be explaining that to people for the rest of my life?’


‘Yeah. See, it’s not, like, a temporary thing.’


Broom felt his eyes go wet. He had lost a leg. He had lost it for ever.


Steve Buckle sat down.


‘Go on then, cry. I fucking cried, mate.’


Broom’s arm was bandaged and so was part of his face. He was lying flat and had no idea how to move. He lay crying quietly until Steve placed a tissue in his good hand. This was a revelation. Broom had forgotten he had a good arm. Very slowly he closed his fingers on the tissue, bent his elbow and aimed the tissue at his nose.


‘Well done, mate,’ said Steve.


‘Oh, fuck it,’ said Broom. ‘What’s going to happen now? What’s happening with my bird?’


‘Your mum’s outside with the bloke from BLESMA. He’s getting her prepared to see you without your leg.’


‘What about Kylie?’


‘Dunno,’ said Steve dully. He had heard about Kylie from Leanne.


‘Is she out there?’


‘Dunno, mate.’


‘Shit, what will I do now? What can I do without my leg?’


‘Well, it took me a long time to understand this, or maybe a long time to believe it. But you can do pretty much everything. And it’ll be easier for you than me because I’ve got a short stump and it’s a fucker for fitting a socket. Yours came off below the knee. That’s much easier.’


‘I won’t be good enough for the Paralympics. I won’t be good enough for anything. I won’t be good enough for my bird. Buckle, why did I have to be in that minefield? There are a hundred and twenty men in R Company, I don’t see why it had to be me.’


Steve switched off the TV.


‘At least you admit it. I spent more than a month telling everyone my leg was still there. I could feel it, see. Can you feel yours?’


Broom looked thoughtful.


‘I can’t feel anything at all. I’m sort of numb. I hope I don’t pee in the bed.’


‘You’re on a catheter, probably. And you can’t feel anything because of the pain relief. But you will.’


Broom stared at him.


‘Does yours still hurt?’


‘Yeah. And I mean it’s sometimes excruciating. That’s where there’s no leg any more. Explain that if you can. The doc can’t.’


‘Can you walk yet, Buckle?’


‘Just wedge yourself up on your good elbow and watch me. I’m not very good yet because we’re having trouble with my socket.’


Broom, with a supreme effort, raised himself a couple of inches from the bed and leaned on his elbow. Steve Buckle, a big, tall man and one of the platoon’s dominant personalities, shuffled, very slowly, with intense concentration, along the side of the bed. He did not speak until he had sat down breathlessly on the chair.


‘See? I mostly use a crutch but I’ll be throwing it away soon. I’m getting a leg for running, maybe a couple of them. And there’ll be a leg for walking. Then I could have a very smart leg which looks like the other one. A leg for the shower . . . probably even more legs than that. But I’ve got to learn to walk first.’


‘You’d turn into a fucking spider if you tried to use them all at once.’


‘You’ll have that too, Broom. You’ll have a leg for every occasion. We’ll start feeling sorry for those poor buggers with only the two.’


Broom remained propped on his elbow but closed his eyes.


‘Buckle, you didn’t look ready for Strictly just then.’


‘Listen, mate. I don’t know about dancing but I do know about fighting. And Afghanistan is the best fucking fight for years. I’m getting used to the idea that I’m missing this tour but I’ll tell you something: I’m not going to miss the next one.’


Broom kept his eyes shut.


‘Get real.’


‘You feel that way now because you’re still at the beginning. You’re at the bit where you think your life’s over. But it’s not. It’s all a big challenge but challenges are what we joined up for, mate. And I’m going to get back to the frontline. That’s my biggest challenge yet.’


‘You’re married,’ said Broom. ‘Got kids?’


‘Twins. Boys. They’re not two years old yet. I’m going to be outrunning them until they’re at least twenty-one.’


‘What about your wife then?’


‘What about her?’


‘Does she fancy you any more?’


‘Dunno.’


‘Haven’t you seen her then?’


‘She visits me in Headley Court. Just a few hours at a time.’


His tone was indifferent. Broom looked at his big face and saw he was angry.


‘So, how is she with it?’ he persisted.


‘With what?’


‘You having one leg.’


Steve shrugged.


‘She pisses me off, to tell you the truth. It’s the way she looks at me. All sympathy. Sit there. Let me do that. How are you feeling? Dabbing her eyes when she thinks I won’t see. I want to clock her one. I went home for the weekend between Selly Oak and Headley Court. Big mistake. I ended up chucking my crutch at her.’


Broom was silent, thinking that Steve Buckle could be a scary sort of bloke.


‘It’s not her fault, mate. Why are you so pissed off with her?’


‘Dunno. She’s overweight. Doesn’t take care of herself. Sits around doing nothing in front of the telly. Then she comes in looking all sorry for me and I think: I could live without you easier than I can live without my leg. And other times I think: why’ve you got two legs? You hardly use them.’


Broom eased himself off his elbow and lay back down.


‘I do get really angry,’ Steve said. ‘You will too.’


Ben Broom was assaulted by fear after fear. They came sneaking up on him like a series of ambushes.


‘Will I have to leave the army?’


‘Shouldn’t think so.’


‘What will I do?’


‘What do you want to do?’


‘Same as before.’


Steve got up.


‘Then do it.’


‘My bird might not fancy me any more.’


‘So find one who does.’


Steve started to leave the room. He used a crutch this time, moving forward with comparative ease.


Broom felt desperate. He didn’t want to be left alone.


‘When will they make me look at it?’ he called.


Steve was near the door now.


‘What? Your stump?’


Stump. The word was horrible. Broom nodded and swallowed.


‘Not until you’re ready. They know what they’re doing.’


‘When are you coming back?’


‘When I’ve seen Ryan Connor and after your mum’s been and your bird if she’s here. And if either of them starts crying all over you, just tell them to fuck off. I mean it. Don’t put up with their shit. You’re soon going to be skiing better than they ever could.’


Ben Broom started reorganizing his face. It took a bit of effort. The muscles felt tired before he’d even started to practise a smile. But by the time his mother walked in with the welfare officer, red-haired, freckled and too tearful to speak, he was ready for her.


‘Hi, Mum! Great to see you. For Chrissake, there’s no need to cry because I’ll be learning to ski soon . . .’
  

Chapter Fifty-one



‘I’M
GETTING
FED
UP
WITH
CLEANING
WEAPONS
ALL
THE
TIME
AND never using them,’ said Sol.


They had just eaten another sand sandwich. The civilians were busy. Angus had disappeared on stag again.


Binns said: ‘I’m wishing the Taliban would attack us just to give us something to do.’


‘Write a rap about Jackpot, Streaky,’ Finn said to Bacon. ‘We’ll help. It’ll give us something to do.’


‘You can’t write a rap about nothing happening,’ said Streaky. ‘Rap’s rough and angry. Not bored and sleepy.’


‘It’s another game of cards then, lads,’ said Finn, reaching for the pack.


Jamie groaned.


Mal closed his eyes.


‘OK, guys, we’ve finished with the dynamite for now.’


Martyn had appeared in a cloud of fine dust.


‘That’s a shame,’ said Finn. ‘It was the only interesting thing going on around here.’


Everyone had wanted to set the dynamite off but Emily had shaken her head and wagged her finger.


‘This is a radio-controlled explosion and human error could have a catastrophic effect on our results.’


‘What happens now, Martyn?’ asked Jamie.


Binns looked up hopefully.


‘If you’ve finished with the dynamite, can we go back to Sin City?’


‘Emily has to collate the results from all the seismometers. When she’s put them together in the lab –’ Martyn gestured to one of the Vectors – ‘they should give us a complete picture. But if the images are wrong then we’ll have to adjust them and repeat the experiment. So we can’t go anywhere until she gives us the all-clear.’


‘What are you going to do, then?’ demanded Finn. ‘While Emily’s in her lab?’


‘Play blackjack with you,’ said Martyn, sitting down on an upturned crate.


The sandstorm had ended a couple of days ago but the camp was still covered with its sand. Even the playing cards retained a gritty residue.


Dave came out of the ops room holding a radio.


‘McCall thinks he’s seen some movement in the hills again,’ he said.


Everyone groaned.


‘Right, we’ll have a few more pairs of eyes over there,’ said Sol. ‘Mal, Binman, Streaky, go for it.’


‘But last time he said that we called out aerial surveillance and they didn’t find anything!’ moaned Binns.


‘Yeah,’ said Dave, ‘but there was a sandstorm so the eye in the sky might have made a mistake.’


‘Certainly,’ agreed the OC, emerging behind him. ‘And we shouldn’t get complacent.’


But the men came back reporting there was nothing to see.


‘Maybe,’ said the boss to Dave, ‘Angus should spend less time in the tower.’


‘Well, let him finish his stag,’ said Dave. ‘He’s down in ten minutes anyway.’


When a lad from 3 Section had replaced him, Angus climbed down from the tower to find Martyn sitting in the shade of the sangar.


‘Hey, Angry, come talk to me.’


‘What? Now?’


‘Yeah. I’m sort of interested in this movement you keep seeing.’


Angus was already red from the heat and now he reddened still more.


‘No one believes me.’


‘Well, describe it, can you?’


Angus was surprised, but he sat down and got out a cigarette. He offered Martyn one and looked relieved when he didn’t accept.


‘Well, it’s like a shadow. When the sandstorm was starting and I could hardly see the hills, that time it looked like it could have been a person. But the other times it’s been like when you see a cloud shadow. Which sort of appears and then disappears when the sun goes in . . .’


‘What do you think it is?’


Encouraged by his interest, Angus said: ‘At first I thought maybe it was the shadow of an aircraft. Some sort of aerial surveillance. But I don’t think so. I don’t know what it is.’


‘An animal?’


Angus shrugged.


‘You want it to be Taliban. Right?’


Angus flicked his ash down. ‘Well . . .’


‘Because you want some action. Right?’


‘That’s what I signed up for.’


‘You’ve already shown one helluva lot of courage. I’ve heard about some of the things you’ve done. Your dad must be proud of you.’


Angus looked at the ground.


‘Not really. See, my dad was in the Regiment. So he did some amazing things himself. Especially in the Falklands war.’


‘This is really none of my business . . . but can I say something?’


Angus watched Martyn’s corrugated face curiously.


‘Supposing I told you that you’ve already done much more than your dad ever did? Supposing I said that you don’t have to keep trying to impress him, being a hero, looking for action. Because he never was in the Special Forces. Would that be a relief?’


Angus’s eyes had grown suddenly bulbous. His cheeks were bright red. His cigarette was turning to ash.


‘What do you mean?’


‘I’ve grown to like you, Angry. I used to think you were a big thug but since then I’ve seen that you’re a good guy underneath all that noise. That’s why I’m telling you this.’


Angus seemed to swell in the heat.


‘Your dad wasn’t the hero you think.’


‘What?’


‘I’ll tell you something. It’s going to upset you at first. And then, in a little while, you’ll begin to feel good about it.’
  

Chapter Fifty-two



JENNY
LAY
IN
BED
STARING
AT
THE
DOCTOR.
HE
WAS
YOUNG, brown-skinned, very busy and ordinary in every way. Except that his head kept erupting into bright stars.


‘Feeling terrible?’ he asked.


‘Yes.’


‘We can’t let you go on with blood pressure like this. We’ve tried everything to get it under control but it’s moving the wrong way. So I’m afraid we’ll have to induce you.’


The doctor had no idea, Jenny thought, that now his head was spinning round and round like a horror movie.


‘I just want it to stop now.’ She meant his head, her sickness, the pain, the swelling, the whole horrible pregnancy. She wanted to swap it for a baby.


‘It’s not doing the baby any good either. So we’ll go for some oxytocin now and we’ll see how dilated you are in an hour.’


‘OK.’


The nurse nodded and the doctor began to leave.


‘Oh!’ He turned. ‘It may be quite quick once it starts, so I should get your partner here as soon as possible.’


‘Ha!’ said Jenny. It was a cross between a laugh and a cry. ‘Ha!’


The nurse muttered something to the doctor.


‘Afghanistan?’ Jenny heard him say. ‘Well, I don’t think he’s going to get back in time.’


Jenny wanted to shout: Get back in time! He won’t even know about it until next week!


The midwife bustled in and started messing around with drips.


‘Do you want to phone your birthing partner?’


Jenny called Trish who did her best not to appear flustered.


‘Right. OK. I’ll get Vicks over to your friend’s house.’


‘Mum. You don’t have to do this. If you take Adi’s children, she’ll come.’


‘Of course I want to be there!’


‘Are you sure?’


Jenny found herself wishing that Dave’s mum was staying again and could be her birth partner instead of Trish, who would approach the entire process anticipating that it could and probably would go wrong.


‘Well, I think so . . .’


‘Listen, just dial the number I left by the phone and talk to Adi. I don’t care who comes.’


She felt too sick to argue. The nurse was taking her blood pressure and frowning.


‘This had better work quickly . . .’


‘Or what?’ asked Jenny.


The nurse didn’t answer but she continued to frown.


Jenny closed her eyes.


‘Oh, Dave, Dave, Dave. You are such a fucking bastard.’


‘I beg your pardon!’ said the nurse.


‘My husband. Should be here.’


‘Your blood pressure would be just as high. Actually, it drops on some women the minute their husband walks out of the room. Now the best thing you can do for yourself and Baby is close your eyes, breathe slowly and relax.’


Jenny tried to close her eyes, breathe slowly and relax. But her heart was beating ludicrously, as if there was something big and scary in the room. And maybe there was. Her own loneliness. Dave’s absence. The knowledge that she was bringing a child into the world and it would be a long time before he even knew about it. She felt hot water fall from her eyes, as though whatever was driving up her blood pressure was squeezing out her tears too.


Later, someone came in. Another nurse, another blood pressure check. She kept her eyes clamped shut. But whoever was here did not take her blood pressure. They were standing in the room silently, watching her.


‘Who is it?’ she asked.


‘It no one really,’ said a small voice.


‘Agnieszka!’


‘Oh my God, Jenny, I come at wrong time. I bring you flowers! I thought you ill in hospital. Then they say this is birthing room. I didn’t know you have baby right now!’


Jenny opened her eyes and smiled.


‘Agnieszka, give me a hug. I’ve never been so pleased to see anyone.’


Agnieszka leaned close in her squeaking leather jacket and jangling earrings.


‘But you have baby now, this minute!’


‘Not yet, they’ve only just induced me. Will you stay with me a while? Where’s Luke?’


Agnieszka put the flowers on a shelf.


‘Friend waits with him in car park.’


Jenny had never seen Agnieszka with a friend. Except that man.


‘You’d better not stay too long then,’ she said.


‘Oh, Jenny, you have baby all alone?’


‘My mum or Adi or someone should get here soon . . .’


‘I stay till they arrive.’


She felt ridiculously grateful. She suddenly loved Agnieszka, for the way she stood so shyly, put the flowers where Jenny couldn’t see them and then picked up her hand and squeezed it tight.


‘God, it awful that Dave can’t phone. I think our boys are now far away from base because I have no telephone call for days.’


‘Yeah. They’re out of contact for a while.’


Jenny bit her lip and fought tears. Agnieszka did the same but less successfully.


‘These men! They say they love us. Then they leave us to have baby alone!’


Jenny thought of how Agnieszka struggled daily to deal with Luke’s fits and his anger. ‘And then they leave us to bring them up alone.’


Agnieszka nodded sadly.


‘Dishwasher break. Gutter water run down wall. Drain blocked so bath full for hours. Things fall down. Buggy squeak. And where are men? In Afghanistan.’


They smiled at each other. Then Jenny watched Agnieszka’s face dissolve into shooting stars.


‘Why baby come so early?’


‘My blood pressure’s gone bananas. It’s called pre-eclampsia.’


‘I know this thing. I was nurse in Poland.’


‘You’re a nurse!’ Jenny realized that she didn’t know Agnieszka at all. They had never talked about her life in Poland, as if she hadn’t really existed before she came to England.


‘I come here so I never finish training. Sometimes I think that, if Jamie here to help, I continue training in England. But how is this possible with Jamie away?’


‘OK,’ said the midwife, bustling in with a file. ‘Is this your birthing partner?’


‘No, I stay until partner arrive,’ said Agnieszka.


‘Sorry, you’ll have to go now,’ the midwife told her. ‘We can’t have people coming in and out.’


Agnieszka looked pale and distraught as she hugged Jenny.


‘Good luck,’ she whispered as she left.


‘Right.’ The midwife was brisk. ‘I have to take your blood pressure and we hope it’s dropped. Then I’ll check your dilation and we hope it’s increased.’


‘Supposing it’s the other way around?’


‘Then it’s a C-section I’m afraid.’


‘I don’t want a Caesarean!’


The midwife took her blood pressure and pulled a face.


‘You’ve got to do what’s right for you and Baby. Which means you may not have a choice. I’ll call the doctor now and I think he’ll say he wants you in theatre right away. To be perfectly honest, I think they’re ready for you in there.’


Jenny burst into tears.


‘It’s not the end of the world,’ said the midwife. ‘A lot of women ask for them.’


‘But there’s no one here with me!’


The midwife smiled.


‘Only an obstetrician, an anaesthetist, a midwife, God knows how many theatre staff and two paediatricians. You can’t be lonely in a crowd like that.’


But they’re all strangers, thought Jenny.


After a mumbled conversation at the door the doctor nodded to a porter and Jenny was swept off along a hospital corridor towards the operating theatre.
  

Chapter Fifty-three



ANGUS
AND
FINN
WERE
ON
STAG
TOGETHER
AGAIN.


‘Just one more day here,’ said Finn. ‘Topaz Zero has promised we can go back to Sin City as soon as Emily’s results are right, and they’re almost right.’


‘Great,’ Angus said, without enthusiasm.


‘They can’t keep us here any longer because Marty needs a crap. He’s not going to use the oil drums out in the open like everyone else. And Emily won’t let him use her toilet.’


‘He hasn’t had a crap all week?’


‘Nope. His bowels are probably silted up with sand.’


It was morning. The Early Rocks were at their clearest, lit up from the east. And the desert didn’t look so flat when the sun was at this angle, lighting its contours. Across the camp the hills were mysterious with morning shadows.


‘He had a talk with me,’ said Angry suddenly.


‘Topaz Zero? About his bowels?’


‘No, Finn. About my dad.’


Finn had been scanning the hillside to discourage Angus from seeing things there. But now he swung round to look at his mate. ‘Your dad?’


Angus did not meet his gaze.


‘You know all about it. You’re the only one who does.’


Finn turned back to the hillside.


‘All about what?’ he asked cautiously.


‘Finny, stop pissing about. Masud told you and Martyn about my dad.’


‘And Martyn’s told you. What a fucking shit! Why did he do that?’


‘You didn’t tell anyone else?’


‘No, Angry. Fuck it, I didn’t even tell you!’


‘Why not? We’ve come to blows before now over my dad.’


‘Because he’s your hero. I wasn’t going to take that away from you.’


Finn looked at Angus and saw the pinched look of sleepless nights and disappointments.


‘Masud might not be right, Angry.’


Angus’s face twisted. ‘That my dad was a cook, nothing more? I believe him.’


‘Why?’


‘Well . . . things.’


‘Like what?’


‘Like, I never saw my dad’s medals and he always said they’d been stolen. I thought it was weird that he never tried to get them back. And . . . he told me a load of shit which didn’t sound right. But I tried not to fucking notice.’


Finn took a deep breath.


‘Going to have it out with him?’


‘I’ve been lying in my cot at night thinking about killing him.’


Finn said: ‘I want to kill Martyn. Why did he have to tell you?’


‘First off I hated him for it. But now I think he was right when he said I was living under my dad’s shadow. He said I should crawl out from behind it. See, I kept thinking I was seeing movement over by those boulders. And that was because I was looking extra hard. Because I wanted to be extra sharp.’


‘What’s going on down there?’ asked Finn suddenly.


They looked across the camp. There was a small commotion. Sergeant Dave Henley seemed to be at the centre of it.


The OC called Dave over to his poncho. Here at Jackpot with its heat and inactivity and civilians moving freely among them, there was a new informality. The major was wearing body armour with shorts and flipflops. There were papers spread all over his sleeping bag and the day was so airless they didn’t even flutter.


The major said: ‘I’ve got some news for you.’


Jenny. Dave felt his body turn to stone. Everything inside it that had been moving, the blood running, the cells growing, stopped for a moment.


The major’s tone was hesitant. It must be bad news.


‘Congratulations, Dave. You are the father of a new baby girl.’ The OC’s face broke into an enormous smile. Dave took a breath in but could not breathe out again until he knew more.


‘And Jenny? Is she all right?’


‘The baby was delivered by Caesarean section because of some kind of emergency. But she’s doing well now.’


The news knocked Dave from behind. His knees almost went from under him. He reached out and held onto a tent pole. A baby girl. And Jenny was fine. Something was banging away behind his eyes. Shit, it was tears. Tears of relief and tears of joy. He turned away from the major in embarrassment while he fought with himself to contain his feelings.


Major Willingham coughed.


‘I wish we had more information. I wish you were able to speak to her. I understand you knew that she’s been very ill and this week must have been hell for you, Dave, unable to communicate. Like a true professional, you gave no indication.’


Where did all this emotion come from? It appeared so suddenly, and with such a fucking intensity, that it must have been contained somewhere inside him waiting to explode. When the wagon had blown up at the beginning of their tour, he had felt like a rag doll thrown across it. Now he was a powerless rag doll again. But this blast came from inside him.


The major said carefully: ‘When my children were born, I probably cried more than they did.’


Permission to cry. Well, Dave didn’t want it. He was not going to give in to tears in front of the OC. He closed his eyes and thought of Jenny, lying in bed with a tiny baby lying on top of her, the way she had been with Vicky. He thought how much he loved her and Vicky and the new baby. The little girl had a passport to his love, an automatic right of entry, and he didn’t need to see her to know that. She was his baby and Jenny’s, and a new birth brought with it the joy of hope and possibility. It didn’t matter where in the world you were, that joy was the same. And now all the worry was over because everyone was safe.


‘I gather there is an email on its way with pictures which I will show you as soon as we get back to base,’ said the major, stepping forward to shake his hand vigorously. ‘Congratulations. Warm congratulations.’


Dave managed to speak, although there was a thick crust around his voice. ‘Thank you, sir.’


‘It’s very hard for you, not having access to a phone. As soon as we get back . . .’


‘Yes, sir.’


Dave wandered off into the camp, dazed. A number of people had seen the OC shaking his hand.


‘Everything all right?’ asked Iain Kila. ‘Got some news?’


Dave nodded and told him. He managed to keep his voice on a railway track, straight and strong, so it couldn’t be shunted by emotion. Kila pumped his hand and Dave was startled to see that the big, hard man had damp eyes.


‘Congratulations,’ said Kila. ‘Looking forward to buying you a drink when we get to Cyprus.’


‘Shit, I’m really happy for you, Sarge,’ said Jamie, and Dave could see he meant it.


As the news spread, Dave received many congratulations and promises of drinks. He was surprised how affected some people were by the news, particularly those who were already fathers.


He answered the same questions over and over again.


‘Pre-eclampsia, it’s something to do with blood pressure.’


‘Don’t know how much she weighs.’


‘Yeah, I bet Vicky’s all over her.’


‘Dunno what we’re going to call her.’


‘Jenny’s mum was supposed to be there. I hope she was.’


Nobody said it. Nobody said: ‘You should have been there too.’


When he came down from the tower, Finn was particularly happy with the news.


‘I’m certainly buying you a drink. Didn’t like to tell you this, Sarge, but I was offering eleven to ten on that it was a boy.’


Dave frowned but felt too happy to bollock him.


‘How many lads had a punt on that?’ he asked.


Finn grinned.


‘The whole fucking platoon.’
  

Chapter Fifty-four



DARREL
TOOK
AGNIESZKA
AND
LUKE
TO
THE
BEACH.
THEY
MET
AT
THE supermarket and transferred a mountain of baby equipment from her car to his. Finally they transferred Luke himself.


‘You need a break,’ said Darrel as they headed south to the coast. She had been upset after Jenny had given birth in an operating theatre without Dave or her mother or even Adi to hold her hand.


‘I should have stayed with her. But she was expecting her mother to come. And Luke . . .’


‘You did the right thing, Aggie,’ Darrel assured her.


Agnieszka had continued to look miserable.


‘No. Dave in operating theatre is right thing.’


But heading south for the coast was making Agnieszka feel more light-hearted and relaxed. They were having an Indian summer and the air sparkled in the sun.


They parked on the clifftop and by now Luke was awake and beginning to look angry.


‘I think he a little bit hungry,’ said Agnieszka, worrying that they would not get down to the sand before he had started to express his hunger in the earsplitting way he expressed all his needs.


‘OK, well, let’s feed him now,’ said Darrel. ‘Where’s the milk, where’s the food?’


She pointed to a bag and he lifted it out. With the other hand he unstrapped Luke. He carried everything to a sheltered seat overlooking the sea, sat down and proceeded to feed the surprised baby.


Agnieszka stood watching. He held the child so tenderly in his arms. It moved her. It was the same with Jamie. She knew Jamie was now machine-gunner for his section and she had seen pictures of him in the past with an immense, dark weapon of crafted metal. She knew it was his job to kill people. Then he came home and held his baby with the same hands that had worked the killing machine and his gentleness never failed to touch her.


She looked across the blue bay to the strange white rocks that stuck out of the water at the land’s edge like teeth.


Darrel was saying: ‘There you are then, mate. Enjoying that? OK, let’s wipe your mouth and have another go. Good, isn’t it?’


She swung round.


‘Why you so nice to my baby?’


‘Because,’ Darrel said, ‘he’s your baby.’


He handed the contented bundle that was Luke to Agnieszka.


‘He needs a hug from you.’


Agnieszka felt doubtful about this. She had found the baby buggy with its sheepskin lining far more to Luke’s taste than any hug from her. Holding him when he screamed had never been a successful strategy. But she took him now. She looked down at his relaxed, satisfied face. He almost smiled. She began to rock him from side to side. He fixed his big, blue eyes on her and now he did smile. She smiled back.


‘How often do you do that?’ asked Darrel.


‘He not usually like it.’


She’d tried cuddling him and rocking him when he was born but nothing she did had been right for him. He’d glared at her with an angry pout and loudly, continually, endlessly expressed his dissatisfaction. And so he had become a nappy that needed changing, an open mouth that needed feeding, a loud scream that only walking, walking and more walking could silence, an angry, demanding little emperor who had to be placated and rocked to sleep. Then he was a patient, with his fits, his hospital visits and his doctors. But he was almost never a baby who needed cuddling.


She said: ‘He so calm it must be sea air.’


Darrel agreed, and told her to carry him down to the beach while he followed with the stuff.


So she carried Luke down the zigzag path, past sweet-smelling flowers, and he kept his eyes fixed on her all the way, except for the occasions when his focus slid to the blue sky and puffball clouds or the sharp outline of agaves on the cliff. He was asleep by the time they reached the beach.


‘Oh, I thought to change his nappy,’ said Agnieszka.


‘Leave him, he’s peaceful,’ Darrel told her as they found a spot on the sand to make their own and laid out the towels and set up the sunshade over Luke. Agnieszka placed him carefully beneath it and he did not wake.


She was embarrassed to take off her clothes and reveal her body in its bikini. She fussed around the baby and the bags until Darrel had changed into his swimsuit under a towel.


‘I’m going for a swim,’ he told her and she watched him walk towards the sea, lean and strong.


Quickly she took off her own clothes and adjusted her bikini. Then she lay down under the warm blanket of the sun, feeling its rays bless her and kiss her, basking in its generosity. It was different from the sun Jamie was always sheltering from in Afghanistan. The English sun was kind. She closed her eyes and felt its light and heat on her eyelids.


Everything was all right when Darrel was around. He had been a good friend to her lately. He had said that they would be friends, no more, and the friendship had made life more pleasant. She was happy. Luke was happy. Darrel was happy. It was a simple structure and its simplicity gave it strength.


She became aware of a shadow falling over her. She opened her eyes. Darrel was standing nearby, looking at her.


‘Asleep?’ he asked.


‘No.’


He lay down beside her and it was like the tide coming in: she could sense his presence straight out of the sea, wet and cool.


She opened her eyes. He was lying close to her.


‘You are beautiful,’ he said.


She told him: ‘Please don’t say this.’


He kissed her. Not a long kiss, or a hungry one. His lips were salty. She pulled away and lay back in the sand and closed her eyes. She tried to imagine Jamie’s face. But it was a blur. Jamie was an absence. And Darrel was here, he was now.


He said: ‘Aggie . . . when we get back tonight, I don’t want to drop you off by your car and drive away.’


She kept her eyes closed.


‘Aggie . . . look at me.’


She opened her eyes. He was leaning over her. The sun had already found his cheeks and forehead. He looked healthy and full of fresh air.


‘Aggie. I want to come home with you tonight. I don’t want to leave you outside a bloody supermarket.’


She felt relaxed and happy. She certainly did not want the day to end with Darrel driving off while Luke screamed. And she did not want to go home alone to the blocked drain and the dingy house. Jamie was away somewhere and would not ring. Luke would have a fit. It was unbearable.


‘Well, Aggie?’


She said: ‘I want you to come home, Darrel. I do. But . . .’


‘We’ll go to your place, then. And see how we feel.’ He rolled to one side. He had been shielding her face from the sun and now it smothered her again. ‘No pressure, Ags. I just want to make this a perfect day.’
  

Chapter Fifty-five



JAMIE
AND
DAVE
WERE
ON
STAG.
THE
CAMP
WAS
QUIET.
ONLY
THE air moved a little, descending slowly down the hillside. When it reached Dave’s cheeks it felt like hot breath. He watched a piece of litter, lying inside the wire fence below them. It didn’t even flutter.


He looked out across the plain and then back to the hills. Nothing moved. He looked inside the camp. Nothing. He knew Emily was in her lab. There was no sign of any other civilian at work. The soldiers who weren’t on duty were under their ponchos, asleep. He glanced over at the major’s poncho. The soles of two feet were visible beneath it.


‘Thank God we’re going home tomorrow,’ said Dave, realizing he had just called Sin City home. But compared to this Godforsaken piece of nowhere it was full of comforts. The cookhouse, with tables to eat at. A phone to call Jenny from. The chance of seeing pictures of the baby on the OC’s computer. Even the Colour Boy’s bowls seemed like a luxury if they had some cool, clear water in them for a good wash. But most of all he wanted to speak to Jenny.


There were strange, unpredictable moments, just standing here on stag or sitting in the ops room, when he got what felt like an actual physical ache in his heart for Jenny. He always meant to tell her about those aches next time he spoke to her. Although he never did.


‘You’re definitely first in line for the phone when we get back,’ said Jamie, as though he could read Dave’s mind.


‘Yeah. For once I won’t be waiting.’


‘And I want to get the phone after you. I really want to talk to Agnieszka.’


‘Going to try to sort things out?’


‘Yeah. I’m hoping we’ve just got our wires crossed. Or she was just having a bad day last time we spoke.’


‘You’ll probably find that everything’s all right,’ said Dave. ‘It’s easy to read too much into a short conversation when you’re this far apart.’


‘But after six months, she’ll have changed. And so will I. So will Luke.’


‘Yeah. Nothing’s ever exactly the same. You have to work hard to find your place in the family again.’


‘It’ll be different for you at home.’


Involuntarily, Dave smiled.


‘Two kids. It’s going to take a bit of getting used to.’


The silence returned. The half-hearted breeze gave up and stopped completely. Nothing moved at all in the intense heat. Even Jamie, at Dave’s side, was as still as a reptile. Was there life somewhere in that vast expanse of sand? Small mammals, bugs? Maybe they burrowed down deep where the earth was cooler and went to sleep until last light.


It would be easy to fall asleep on stag in this heat and have the piss taken out of you for ever. Except that suddenly Dave felt wide awake. His back straightened. His senses strained.


Jamie looked at him.


‘What’s up?’


‘There’s something happening.’


Jamie looked around at the camp with its hardware and soft tents. The flat desert plain was so still that even the dust lay pinned to the ground by the sun. The Early Rocks rose like statues. And on the other side of the camp were the hills and then the purple shadows of the mountains.


‘Can’t see anything.’


‘Over there.’


Dave’s back was stiff now and his face alert.


‘But it’s so quiet and—’


‘It’s the wrong sort of quiet.’


Jamie put his head on one side and Dave knew he was considering whether it was possible that his trusted sergeant had finally cracked.


‘Don’t look at me like that. Look at the hills. Look across the camp to Three Boulders and then right and down some. Now stare.’


There was a long pause.


‘I’m staring. And I’m not seeing anything.’


‘Keep looking at the shadows. They seem still but they’re not. They’re moving. Very, very slowly.’


Jamie watched.


Dave said: ‘I only saw it when my eyes started to glaze over a bit.’


‘What are your eyes, fucking infra-red?’ There was admiration in Jamie’s voice and Dave knew that he could see it too now.


‘Doesn’t look right, does it?’ Dave said.


‘It’s like watching a ship going over the horizon. You think it’s still, then it disappears and you realize it was going all the time.’


Neither man moved. Their eyes were fixed across the camp to the side of the hill.


‘I reckon Angry McCall might have been right,’ Dave said. ‘I reckon there’s someone—’


But he was silenced by an extraordinary sight. A small, hunched figure in shirt sleeves and body armour but without a helmet was walking outside the perimeter wire towards the hillside.
  

Chapter Fifty-six



AGNIESZKA
AND
DARREL
DROVE
UP
FROM
THE
COAST,
ACROSS moorland and forest, through the centre of the city and finally towards the rolling countryside where the camp was situated. And all the time, Agnieszka was asking herself what she wanted to happen next.


When the time came to turn into the supermarket where they had left her car, Darrel did not turn. He did not look at Agnieszka or ask her if she wanted to change her mind, he just drove on past the supermarket towards her house.


Luke was quiet. Agnieszka did not speak. She was frightened now. What was she doing? Did she still love Jamie? You didn’t just switch off love. Thinking of him caused a strange, twisting feeling like a corkscrew buried inside her chest. She loved him but his absence was immense. Gradually he was becoming a ghost, a vapour, a shadow, as though one day he would disappear altogether.


She glanced at Darrel. His face and body were more than the light and shadow of memory. But if he went home tonight then he would just be a memory too.


Her heart beat faster as they entered the camp. She felt sick.


As they neared the house she saw, at the end of the street, a dark-skinned woman surrounded by small children. Adi Kasanita. Trailing home from the rec with her kids before bedtime on a summery evening. Adi’s walk was slow and relaxed. She swung her hips as she pushed the buggy with one hand and held a toddler with the other. The older children were playing some sort of game at her side, surging around her like water. Adi was talking to them and laughing. She looked content with her uncomplicated life.


Agnieszka watched her and knew that Adi had got it right. Yes, Adi, relaxed and smiling with her kids on a warm evening, was the way it was supposed to be. The day by the sea, her car hidden at the supermarket, their furtive kisses on the beach, it hadn’t really been wonderful. It had been complex and furtive.


She stole another quick glance at Darrel. For a moment she hated him. He made her feel so good that she had chosen not to notice that he was a huge, threatening storm gathering over peaceful waters. But she knew it really. That was why her heart thudded and her head spun with nausea.


‘Darrel. Don’t come in. You can’t come in.’


He looked across at her in surprise.


‘What?’


‘I very sorry. I want that you drive back to supermarket for my car.’


‘Ags, you’re scared. You don’t have to be scared.’


‘Don’t come to house, Darrel, it very dangerous for me.’


‘Listen—’


‘No, please! Please don’t come home now.’


He sighed and passed her house without even slowing. At the end of the street they turned.


‘What changed your mind?’


‘I very sorry, Darrel.’


‘Was it that woman with the kids you were looking at? Is she a friend of yours?’


‘Yes.’


‘I thought you said you don’t have any friends here.’


Agnieszka closed her eyes. It was true that Adi wasn’t really a friend. She was one of a group of women who had invited Agnieszka into their circle often enough, and Agnieszka had chosen to remain outside their orbit. She had thought it was boring, stifling and small-minded. Now it looked warm and attractive. It looked safe. But if Darrel came home with her she would be stepping far, far from its protection.


He said: ‘If you’re worried what your friends think, I could come back later, maybe. When it’s night.’


‘No.’


‘I’ll make sure no one sees me.’


She shook her head vigorously.


‘No, Darrel. Please. It wrong to do this.’


She waited for his reaction. For a minute his face darkened and he looked angry. Then she saw him wrench a smile from somewhere.


‘OK, Ags. We’ve had a good day. We won’t ruin it now. We’ll stay friends,’ he said.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘We are friends, just friends, Darrel.’


At the sound of her own sureness, her nausea evaporated and she felt the relief, all through her body to her nerve endings, of a narrow escape.
  

Chapter Fifty-seven



‘FUCKING
HELL!’
SAID
DAVE.


He and Jamie stared in silence for a moment at the sight of Martyn Robertson crossing the desert, alone, unarmed and unguarded. His walk was shambling in the heat. He leaned slightly to the left as if he’d grown that way over the years. He was crossing the flat area around the base and now reached a spot where the hills began. That spot was directly to the right and down from Three Boulders.


Dave’s body was already swelling and his face expanding as he filled himself with breath to yell.


‘Staaaand tooooo!’


Before his words could bounce back at him from the hillside he was leaping down from the sangar.


‘Keep shouting,’ he told Jamie. Stand to, stand to, stand to, whispered the desert to the camp and the hills to the desert.


Heads started to appear under ponchos. Jamie could see Dave running towards the sentries at the main entrance. He looked up into the hills. Martyn was still visible, scrambling over the layers of pink rock now, towards the suspect shadows. He had heard the shout, glanced over his shoulder and evidently chosen to ignore it. He continued climbing. Jamie waited to wave at him, but Martyn did not turn again.


‘Staaaaaand tooooooooo!’ Jamie roared.


Now more men were emerging from ponchos, stumbling in untied boots, cramming on their helmets, looking around them bewildered.


‘Staaaaaaaaand toooooooo!’ Jamie yelled into the echo of his last shout.


Dave had reached the sentries.


‘What the fuck is that idiot doing out there?’


The lad looked scared.


‘It was all quiet and he said he needed a crap. Wanted a bit of privacy.’


‘Fucking dickhead!’ Dave grabbed the lad’s radio.


‘It was all quiet,’ the other sentry repeated defensively.


‘What’s going on?’ Major Willingham’s voice over the radio.


‘Topaz Zero’s out there and so’s the Taliban,’ Dave told him.


‘Out there! Outside the fence!’ the officer roared. ‘What’s Martyn doing?’


‘Said he wanted a crap in privacy but he’s walked right into the choggies. Look to Three Boulders, right and down a bit . . .’


The major had his binoculars out but by now Martyn had gone. He had completely evaporated. Dave wanted to believe he was crouching down enjoying his privacy somewhere but he knew it was too late. It had been too late five minutes ago. They had lost Martyn Robertson. Their primary task here, the focus of all their efforts, had been to protect the contractors. And they had lost their key man. He had walked into the arms of the Taliban.


‘Get two vehicles out there NOW, and fucking get him back,’ the major roared. Within seconds Dave was up in a Vector with the driver, eight men and another wagon behind him, but the pit in his stomach told him they were wasting their time.


They were barely out of the gate when the firing began. The Vectors headed straight towards it. Behind them, inside the barbed-wire fence, their own firing team were already in trenches, a line of helmets and weapons looking strangely neat inside the dust clouds. On the other side, hidden somewhere in the pink-purple rock of the hillside, were the enemy. And Martyn. Dave thought he could make out his footprints in the sand.


Men were starting to pile out of the wagons into the dust and clatter of machine guns and AK47s. Dave saw an RPG sailing gracefully in the direction of Emily’s lab.


He did not have time to see where it exploded, or whether it had exploded at all, because the OC, recognizing the enemy’s superior fire power and the vulnerability of the vehicles, had ordered the men back inside. The drivers roared straight on around the perimeter and in through the entrance.


‘That’s just about the fastest lap I’ve ever done,’ Dave’s driver said. Dave looked across to Emily’s Vector. She was standing at the door, her arms crossed. Her engineers were lying face down on the desert’s sandy floor, their bodies half under the wagons, as they had been told to do in case of attack. One was remonstrating with her, trying to persuade her to lie down but she remained defiantly standing, glaring at the Taliban.


‘Get down!’ he yelled at her. ‘We’ve lost one civilian, we don’t want to lose another.’


She turned to him now and, even from this distance, he could see not confrontation but shock and bewilderment on her face.


‘Get down!’ he repeated. She slowly lowered her body, hanging onto the side of the Vector.


But he knew the firing wouldn’t last long. The Taliban had their hostage. While most were putting down fire, some would be spiriting Martyn away. If they hadn’t already killed him.


Sure enough, the firing eased rapidly and then stopped.


Dave listened as the OC, standing with one hand on his hip, spoke into his radio. ‘Contact initiated when Topaz Zero decided to go for a crap outside the base. Vehicles sent to retrieve him. Enemy then engaged us with RPGs. By the time we got to assistance of Topaz Zero we had lost him. I repeat, we have lost Topaz Zero. Unknown dead or alive. Assume taken hostage. Over.’


The voice from HQ was crisp and formal. ‘Roger. Topaz Zero has been taken hostage. Wait. Out.’


The major kept a few men back to guard the camp and civilians and sent the rest out to scour the hillside. While he requested Apaches to help with the search he stood helplessly staring at the spot where Martyn had disappeared, as though he would mysteriously reappear.


1 Platoon ran across the desert to the hills. Outside the wire the expanse felt bigger and the heat fiercer. And the hillside itself was different when you were climbing across its face. The boulders were not big, round shapes but massive, dark obstacles. Hostile bushes tried to hold you back, small, sharp rocks slid treacherously away beneath your feet.


‘Fucking hell, Sarge,’ said Bacon. ‘It’s steeper than it looks.’


‘If we had our Bergens on, we’d never get anywhere,’ said Binns. His wiry body coped well with the climb when he had no weight on his back.


‘Stop kicking fucking rocks down here,’ roared a red-faced Angus, from further down the hill. He was carrying ammo.


‘Can’t fucking help it,’ called Finn. ‘They just slide out from under our feet.’


Dave halted and turned to where he thought he had seen the shadows. Breathlessly he spoke on PRR. ‘Can you hear me, Jamie?’


The sangar looked far away. Jamie held up a hand.


‘Are we anywhere near the place we saw them?’


‘Nope, you’re way out.’


Angus arrived and flopped down on a rock next to Dave, gasping loudly for breath.


‘We can’t be!’ said Dave. ‘We’re down and to the right of Three Boulders!’


‘You’re too far down and you’re hardly right at all.’


‘Fucking hell.’


They sighed and carried on across the sizzling face of the hill, sweating and silent, too shocked by what had happened even to moan.


A shout went up from the boss.


‘They were here! They left ammo!’ He held up some spent cases.


‘Yeah, you’re in the right sort of area now,’ Jamie told them.


‘They’ve made quite a nest around these bushes,’ reported the boss. ‘The ground’s all flattened out. There’s a bit of food and a couple of rags . . . they were here a long time.’


‘I knew it,’ said Angus. ‘I fucking knew it. They’ve been there for days. I saw them.’


No one looked at him.


‘You were right, Angry,’ said Jamie on PRR.


‘Shit, McCall, I wish we’d taken more notice of you,’ said Dave. ‘Fuck it.’


‘Pity Martyn didn’t believe you,’ said Finn quietly.


Angus and Finn looked at each other for a long moment.


‘Nah,’ Angus said. ‘Nah, the poor bastard thought he was doing the right thing.’


‘Er . . . Sarge . . .’


Dave turned to Binns.


‘What’ll they do to Topaz Zero?’


CSM Kila stumbled up to them before Dave could answer.


‘I’ll tell you what they’ll do to Topaz Zero!’ They waited while he tried to catch his breath.


‘I s’pose they’ll kill him,’ said Streaky.


‘Oh, they’ll kill him,’ agreed Kila. ‘And they’ll put it online for everyone to see. So they’ll make sure they behead him or skin him alive or disembowel him or something really entertaining.’


There was a silence. It was broken by the distant throb of helicopters.


Boss Weeks, who was further around the hillside, stooped by a bush.


‘Here too! Another nest.’ He held up a sandal. The sole was worn away. ‘They even made a path . . .’


He ordered 2 Section to accompany him and they stumbled off, scrambling on loose rocks, hanging onto boulders, swearing at the bushes as they tried to follow the path the insurgents had made. Dave thought how quickly and stealthily the Taliban hiding there must have moved along these paths. It was easy to dismiss them as primitive but their thin brown bodies were lightly clothed and burdened only by a weapon, which made them the fittest fighting force for the terrain.


The voices of 2 Section grew faint. On the radio the boss said: ‘There’s so many paths it’s like a giant wasp’s nest. They must have been swarming here.’


The Apaches were close now. They flew low and began hunting over the hillside. Dave watched with a sense of hopelessness.


‘What were the flipflops waiting for? The right moment to attack?’ he wondered out loud. ‘Were they planning a big ambush?’


Iain Kila shrugged.


‘They certainly changed their plans fast, then. Because they never dreamed a fucking civvy would walk right over to them and offer himself as a hostage. They must have thought Allah was rewarding them for good behaviour.’


‘Shit,’ said Dave, imagining Martyn in the hands of tribesmen and feeling a sudden rush of affection for him.


‘I’ve got no sympathy,’ said Kila. ‘He knew he shouldn’t leave the camp. From the moment we got to Sin City, the fucking civvies have been behaving like they’re above the fighting. It’s: “I’m a civvy and it’s nothing to do with me.”’ He imitated the civvies in a high, simpering voice. ‘Well, the Taliban don’t think that way. To them we’re all fucking enemy and now Topaz Zero knows it.’
  

Chapter Fifty-eight



‘HELLO,
MOTHER.
HELLO,
BABY.’


Jenny opened her eyes.


‘You were asleep.’


‘Leanne, hi. I wasn’t asleep, I just fed her and closed my eyes for a minute.’


‘How’s the world’s most adorable little girl?’


Jenny smiled. ‘Adorable. Very quiet and content.’


‘I didn’t bring Vicky.’


‘Is she OK?’


‘Having a great time with two nanas fighting over her.’


‘Where are the twins?’


‘Dave’s mum took them with Vicky to the rec. She’ll be in to see you later.’


‘They said I could stay a day or two longer. Or I could go home. Think I’m naughty for staying?’


Leanne lowered her body onto the bedside.


‘I think you’d be naughty not to.’


‘If it wasn’t for Vicks I could move in here.’


Jenny felt Leanne’s weight tip the bed dangerously. Leanne was getting bigger and bigger. She noticed how flesh was gradually swallowing the features of her friend’s face.


‘I’ll take a picture or two and email them to Dave,’ Leanne said. ‘Then when he gets back to the FOB he’ll have a whole collection.’


‘Does anyone know when they get back?’


‘Nope, but when they do the first thing that’s going to happen is Dave’ll phone you.’


Jenny felt a waterfall feeling inside her chest. She was getting used to the feeling, which was nothing to do with her milk coming in. It was the familiar sensation of sadness sweeping through her body. Because a baby had been born and the baby’s dad probably didn’t even know.


‘Watched the news?’ asked Leanne cautiously, and now there was another sensation in Jenny’s body, the one where everything curled itself up into a ball. This was fear. The TV news, with its sketchy reports of dead soldiers, no names or details, always generated anxiety. Which was why she tried not to watch it in the hospital.


Leanne saw her face and said quickly: ‘No one’s dead.’


But Jenny could not relax until she knew. She waited, her body stiff with tension.


‘Something’s happened and Adi thinks it happened to our lads.’


The baby rearranged herself in her cot. Leanne paused. Both women turned to watch silently until the tiny body was still again.


‘The Taliban have taken a hostage. A civilian oil worker. Adi thinks 1 Platoon were supposed to be guarding him.’


Jenny groaned.


‘Dave’s in trouble then?’


‘Maybe.’


The news didn’t seem to bother Leanne much. She was looking in her big, shapeless handbag for something. Why should she care if 1 Platoon was in trouble? thought Jenny. Steve was at Headley Court and Leanne had enough troubles of her own.


‘How is he?’ she asked.


‘Who?’ Leanne had the contents of the handbag out on the bed now. Along with the notebook, chewing gum, chocolate wrappers, makeup, tissues, old receipts and the keys with the SpongeBob SquarePants keyring, were balls of Play Doh and a toy car.


‘Your Steve.’


Leanne found her phone and threw everything else back into the handbag.


‘Say cheeeeese . . .’ She held the phone up at arm’s length.


‘Wait!’ Jenny began to rearrange her hair. Then she smiled at the lens, remembering that she was smiling for Dave. She tried to make her eyes talk. I love you, I miss you, why aren’t you here?


Leanne clicked and then took a few of the sleeping baby.


‘So?’ demanded Jenny.


‘So what?’


‘You don’t want to tell me, do you? About Steve? When you went up to Headley Court yesterday?’


Leanne sat back down on the bed heavily and Jenny felt it tip again.


‘It was fucking awful.’


‘His leg, you mean?’


‘His attitude. He keeps saying really shitty things. About my weight. Like I’m totally unfanciable.’


‘Steve probably feels totally unfanciable with only one leg,’ Jenny said softly. ‘But he’s pushing it off onto you.’


‘Well, if he wants a sex life he’s not going the right way about it.’


‘You’ve got a really strong marriage, you two. I know you can get over this one.’


‘We used to have a really strong marriage. Now there’s me, him and his fucking injury. Who was it said that marriages get a bit crowded when there’s three of you?’


‘I bet he was pleased to see you, though?’


Leanne’s face began to look rubbery. Jenny knew what was coming next. Tears. ‘Jen, I don’t want him to come back. I want him to stay at Headley bloody Court for ever.’


‘Oh, Leanne, you don’t mean that.’


‘I do! He was a right bastard. Nice for five minutes but he had the TV on and he didn’t turn it off when we came in. Then one of the boys walked in front of the screen. And that was it. He was yelling and screaming and shouting. Using really bad language. Ethan didn’t know what he’d done, poor little love.’


Jenny guessed that Leanne had already cried today. She looked full of pain as though she hadn’t cried enough and now she wanted to cry some more.


‘Was he ever like this before?’ she asked.


‘Well, you knew him, Jen.’


‘Not behind closed doors I didn’t. Was he ever horrible when you were all at home together?’


‘He was no saint. He had no patience. He’d snap. He had his limits and I learned not to go near them. But this isn’t snapping, Jen. I swear he wants to hit us. You should see his face. One minute he’s chatting away, the next he’s all twisted up with anger.’


‘Maybe he only lets it go when you’re around because he knows he can with you. Because he loves you and trusts you.’


Tears fell down Leanne’s cheeks. She said: ‘If this is love, I don’t need it.’


‘How are you around him?’ asked Jenny.


Leanne shrugged, and the flesh that lined her neck and shoulders hugged itself.


‘A bit scared if you want the truth. In case he starts throwing things again.’


‘Were you always a bit scared of him? I used to think he had a temper.’


‘Fuck it, Jen, he’s always had a temper but he never used to talk to me like this. He used to show me some respect. Even if he doesn’t love me any more, he could still do that, couldn’t he?’


Jenny nodded. Leanne sniffed.


‘What are you thinking?’ asked Leanne, fishing a tissue from the big handbag.


‘Nothing.’


‘I know you, Jenny Henley. I know you’re thinking something.’


The baby suddenly jumped in her sleep and threw her arms into the air as though a current ran through her. But she did not wake.


‘I’m asking myself,’ said Jenny carefully, ‘why you can’t stand up to Steve the way you used to.’


Leanne’s big face disappeared behind the tissue.


‘Um . . .’


‘Why?’ demanded Jenny. ‘Because he’s lost a leg?’


Leanne said: ‘He used to be a big, hard soldier and now he’s this angry man with one leg who wants to be a soldier. Telling himself he’ll be able to carry kit and run about with a gimpy and fight on the front line. It’s so sad, Jen . . .’ She started to cry again and now the baby was waking up, waving her arms and making small, guttural noises.


‘Pass her to me, would you? It really hurts my stitches to lean over there.’


Leanne did not stop crying as she struggled to her feet and picked up the tiny girl very gently. Her tears dripped onto the baby, who opened her eyes in surprise.


‘Oops,’ said Leanne, handing the little pink bundle to Jenny. ‘Sorry, gorgeous.’


‘What are you trying to do, baptize her?’ The baby effortlessly aligned herself against Jenny’s body and then began to feed.


‘I get fed up with crying,’ said Leanne, through sobs. ‘I’m so fucking bored with it.’


‘Maybe Steve’s getting fed up with it too. Maybe if you were a bit more like you used to be, then he’d be more like his old self too.’


Leanne took some deep breaths, and when her voice was almost under control, she squeaked: ‘How was that, Jen? I can’t remember. How was I?’


‘You were a tough cookie and you didn’t take any nonsense from Steve and you could drink him under the table if you wanted to, and the Buckles were just about the funniest, most popular couple in the whole camp. Probably in the whole of Wiltshire.’


Leanne blinked at her.


‘Us?’


‘You. And if Steve ever gave you shit, that’s just what he got back.’


Leanne sat up a bit straighter, her face thoughtful.


‘So,’ Jenny asked, ‘why did you change?’


‘Well . . . I think it was all that time they kept him at Bastion, when I didn’t know how he was. I got sort of destroyed by worry . . .’ Leanne was twisting her tissue tightly around her fingers and it was disintegrating.


‘You can stop worrying now. He’s all right.’ Jenny remembered something Dave had said on the phone, something about Steve getting irritated because Leanne wanted to treat him like a victim. ‘He’s not just all right, he’s got a goal and he’s going for it. Why aren’t you supporting him?’


‘Because I don’t want him back out in Afghanistan.’


‘He wouldn’t be happy sitting in an office. That’s not Steve. He never was that way and he’s not going to change just because his body’s different. C’mon, Leanne, wake up and smell the coffee.’


Leanne stared at her.


‘What should I do?’


‘Try being yourself. If he liked wimps he would have married one.’


When Jenny looked at Leanne’s face she wondered if she’d gone too far. A few minutes later, Leanne got up to leave.


‘Have I upset you?’


‘No, no, of course not.’


But she had. She could tell from Leanne’s voice. She could tell from the way her footsteps disappeared down the hospital corridor, loud and angry.


Jenny felt sadness sweeping through her. That waterfall feeling again. She looked down at the baby, who was lying peacefully in her arms, watching her face steadily.


‘She hardly noticed you, did she?’ Jenny said to her tiny daughter. ‘Too many problems to think about you. And you know why? Because she married a soldier. So don’t do it, Baby.’
  

Chapter Fifty-nine



THE
PLATOONS
STAYED
IN
THE
CAMP
AN
EXTRA
TWENTY-FOUR hours, searching ceaselessly but hopelessly for Martyn on the hillside. Then the order finally came to return to Sin City.


The men looked back before they jumped into the wagons. A few gazed at the hillside for a moment, as if Martyn might suddenly emerge from behind a bush shouting: ‘Wait for me! I was only having a crap!’ Most just took a quick glance around at the desert they had scarred with their wire, trenches and sandbags.


‘We leaving all our wire and stuff here for the Taliban to help themselves?’ asked Mal.


‘The engineers are coming to take the camp down,’ the boss told him. ‘I’m glad we don’t have to.’


‘Goodbye, fucking Jackpot,’ Finn said. The name seemed stupid now. It was a strutting name. It reminded you of the way Martyn swaggered around the camp with his misplaced, brash confidence.


‘Jackpot, shithole, lost spot, dead loss . . .’ Bacon muttered under his breath.


The journey back was oppressive. It was not only the heat that kept the men still in their seats but their sense of failure. They had agreed often enough in the last twenty-four hours that Martyn never should have gone outside the wire like that. But, inside, every man took some responsibility for what had happened, and the higher his rank the worse he felt. Major Willingham, Dave thought, looked ten years older than when they had arrived here.


The men on top watched as the huge jagged teeth protruding from the earth became the Early Rocks. A carload full of pilgrims, mostly women in bright headscarves, was crossing the desert towards the shrine. And then they were gone too and the empty desert rolled on and on before them.


When the convoy arrived back at the FOB it was getting dark. The doors of the wagons opened and Emily was first out, followed by the engineers. Saying nothing, their faces still pinched with shock, they quietly trooped off towards their isoboxes.


The men jumped out, grateful for the silence, the stillness and the evening air, but they were immediately surrounded by the rest of the company, eager for an account of Martyn’s kidnap.


Boss Weeks opened the door at the front of the wagon but he did not dismount. He looked hopefully for Asma among the faces surrounding the Vectors. Jean and Iain Kila were already locked in conversation. But Asma was nowhere to be seen. His eyes searched the base for her. No Asma, but he could see evidence of the news they’d received that Sin City had come under heavy attack today. There was damage everywhere. Sandbags were ragged. A sangar had collapsed in one corner. He hoped Asma was safe. Even if she wasn’t speaking to him.


He heard the 2 i/c greeting Major Willingham.


‘So, sir, do you think there’s any chance we’ll get Topaz Zero back?’


Weeks listened intently to the OC’s answer.


‘No, I don’t. God, what a fucking catastrophe. Nothing happened to us and then everything happened in five minutes. So my career’s pretty much a T4.’


He was aware that someone was standing in the Vector’s open doorway. He glanced down. Asma! He could not stop himself smiling broadly.


Weeks jumped out and she smiled back.


‘I’m sorry you’ve had such a hard time,’ she said.


‘Asma, I want to apologize.’


‘You don’t have anything to apologize for, Gordon.’


‘I didn’t really listen to you, but I’ve had all week to think about what you said. And yesterday proved you right. I’m sure Martyn’s kidnapping was cold, calculated revenge. As cold and calculating as the way we took out their man.’


‘But we heard he walked right up to them! They didn’t plan that bit.’


‘They were certainly planning something. There was evidence that they’d been watching us and perhaps gathering in numbers ready for some kind of ambush.’


‘Shit, Gordon, I want to say I’m sorry too. I’m sorry about all the shit I gave you. I’ve been feeling fucking awful about it.’


‘Don’t apologize for being right,’ he said. They smiled at each other again, more awkwardly this time.


‘When I saw the mess and no sign of you . . .’ Weeks gestured around at the damaged base ‘. . . I was worried that you’d been injured.’


‘Yeah, well, we had an interesting time today. Even Jean had to get out there with a weapon and she could barely remember which end to fire from. The second i/c was just about to ask the cook to get on the .50 when it all stopped.’


Weeks laughed at the thought of the pan-wielding Masud behind such a heavy weapon.


‘Taking Martyn has turned the local Taliban into a bunch of cocky bastards,’ Asma said. ‘The way they were gloating on their mobiles. I just wanted to tell them all to fuck off. Anyway, we can expect a lot more attacks like that now.’


The men sorted out the ammo and the wagons and then began to cluster in the cookhouse. Dave tried to call Jenny but the phones had been taken out of action while relatives were informed of a fatality at another base.


He went to the ops room and found it a hive of activity. Most of the officers were there and Iain Kila was passing around steaming mugs.


‘Second i/c’s too busy to make a brew!’ he explained. ‘I never thought I’d see the day.’


‘What’s going on?’


‘All hell’s let loose over Topaz Zero. He’s an international news story now.’


‘So the OC isn’t going to remember that he told me I could get online as soon as we were back to look at the new baby . . .’


Kila, who could carry four mugs of tea at once, plonked them down without finesse and went straight over to the 2 i/c. After a hurried conversation in undertones, the officer got up.


‘Congratulations, Sergeant. But don’t be too long, will you? I’m waiting for an urgent email from the Foreign Office.’


Dave went straight to his inbox and found that Leanne Buckle had sent three sets of pictures. The earliest email said:



Weighed in at 7lbs 9oz, so just as well she didn’t go to term or she’d probably have been a ten-pounder. Completely gorgeous. You are a lucky bastard, Dave Henley. Love, Leanne.






He clicked on the first picture and caught his breath when it filled the screen. There was Jenny, looking tired, her cheeks red and her hair pulled back from her face, but it was her smile that made his eyes dampen. He knew that Jenny had been smiling at the camera just for him. She had the exhausted exuberance of a new mother and that tiny, sleeping bundle she was holding up was his daughter. He bit his lip.


In the next picture Vicky was standing at Jenny’s bedside, peering at the tiny red-faced figure. Both the baby and Vicky surveyed each other solemnly. The scene was lit by Jenny’s smile again.


The most recent set showed the baby asleep and Jenny trying to rearrange her hair. He stared hard. This was Jenny less than twenty-four hours ago. It was the closest he had been to her since leaving the UK. Her smile spoke to him. It said: I love you, I miss you, why aren’t you here? He swallowed.


‘Very nice,’ said the OC, appearing behind him. ‘Now let’s see the baby.’


Dave clicked on the picture of Vicky and her new sister.


‘Good heavens, they both look just like you!’ said the OC.


Dave grinned, pleased.


‘Now, if you don’t mind, Martyn’s capture is causing a political storm . . . But the phones are no longer minimized. I haven’t told the other men yet so that you can be the first.’


Everyone in the cookhouse was watching Martyn on TV. A black-and-white picture of him had suddenly appeared behind the newsreader. In it he was looking a few years younger and had a bit more hair, smiling happily as though he had just won at blackjack. The graphic said HOSTAGE CRISIS.


The reporter looked serious: ‘Mr Robertson, an oilman of many years’ experience, has been actively engaged in an exploration project that experts believe will make a major contribution to the development of Afghanistan. NATO governments, particularly the US and the UK, hope that if the exploration is successful it could offer Afghanistan an alternative income to narcotics. Diplomats are working round the clock behind the scenes to secure his return . . .’


‘Diplomats!’ scoffed Boss Weeks. ‘What diplomatic relations does the British government have with the Taliban?’


Kila shook his head. ‘Poor bastard. Poor fucking bastard.’


‘What are they doing about it apart from talking?’ demanded Mal. ‘Why aren’t they looking all over Helmand Province?’


Finn said: ‘The odds are getting longer every minute.’


The others stared at him.


‘What odds?’


‘You mean, the odds on Martyn coming back alive?’ asked Jamie.


Finn looked around swiftly for Dave. He was not in the cookhouse.


‘Yes, lads, I’m offering Burlington Bertie on Martyn’s safe return. The odds’ll be a lot longer tomorrow so now’s the time for a punt.’


He was met with blank faces.


‘Burlington Bertie. That’s a hundred to thirty. Who’s up for it?’


Dave took the phone to his favourite private corner near the washing place. For once it was deserted.


It took a while to get through to the hospital. He hoped Nurse Prim wouldn’t answer again but he recognized her voice at once. Evidently she recognized him too.


‘Is that the husband who’s in Afghanistan?’ she asked beadily.


‘Yeah. Can I talk to my wife?’


‘It’s taken you a long time to phone. She’ll be going home any day,’ said the nurse.


‘Well, we’re so busy playing cards and watching the grass grow that I just couldn’t be bothered before.’


‘Now, now, there’s no need for sarcasm.’


He could hear her carrying the phone through the ward.


‘We were all very shocked to hear that British soldiers have killed some Afghan children,’ she said reproachfully, as if Dave had personally been out spraying bullets into kids.


‘Not guilty,’ he pleaded.


He could hear the cries of babies. His heart thudded. Babies. And one of them was his.


‘Hi, love,’ said Jenny.


He swallowed.


‘Dave? Are you there, love? Oh, don’t say we’ve lost the line!’


‘I’m here, Jen.’

‘Hi, darling!’


‘I couldn’t phone before.’ Bad start. Defensive.


‘Don’t worry, you’re here now.’ She sounded relaxed.


‘Is it all OK? I mean, you’re OK, the baby’s OK, tell me everything’s all right.’ Too anxious.


‘Calm down, everything’s fine. It all happened quickly in the end. There wasn’t even time to do it properly with groans and contractions and things. They just had to get her out so I had a Caesarean. It’s goodbye bikinis, but who cares?’


‘How are you, Jen?’


‘Fine. I’m taking painkillers. But I’ve felt so much better since she was born. All the swelling’s gone, the dizziness has gone. I’ve turned into a gentle old cow, giving milk and more milk.’


‘And the baby?’


‘A bit surprised to find herself out in the real world so suddenly.’


‘Wasn’t ready for deployment?’


‘She responded well to the alert. Now she’s happy as Larry. Likes to be held and cuddled and she’s drinking a lot.’


‘Trish was there?’


‘For the birth? Well, sort of.’


‘Only sort of?’


‘She was there when I came out of the operating theatre.’


‘Oh, shit, shit, you were alone.’


‘Nope. There were doctors and nurses everywhere making a big fuss of me. And then Mum was waiting outside. And then your mum arrived.’


‘Are they both staying at our house?’


‘Yeah, spoiling Vicky rotten.’


‘I’ve only just seen the pictures.’


‘Isn’t she gorgeous?’


‘Yeah,’ said Dave. ‘Yeah. She’s gorgeous. So are you. All I want now is to get home.’


‘Still think the army’s where you want to be?’ Jenny asked.


‘That was a cheap shot.’


She laughed. ‘Just answer the question!’


‘At this moment,’ he admitted, ‘I’m not so sure.’


When the call ended he turned and saw a silent figure, hanging back in the shadows.


‘Jamie Dermott, I should have guessed,’ he said, holding out the phone.


‘I haven’t booked it. But I guessed they weren’t minimized any more . . .’


‘Go on. Phone her. Get it sorted out,’ said Dave.


Jamie was already dialling. He asked how Jenny was but Dave could tell he wasn’t listening to the answer.


About ten minutes later, when Dave was wandering around the base, squinting in the dark at the damage caused by today’s attack, Jamie caught up with him.


‘Well?’ Dave was running his hands over a wall of sandbags and wondering if the engineers would say they should rebuild the whole bloody thing. He looked up. Jamie was smiling.


‘Everything’s fine! She was all over me!’


Dave grinned back at him in the dark. ‘I told you it was only a misunderstanding. Six days with no contact and she’s gagging to talk to you. It just proves you’ve been phoning her too often, mate.’
  

Chapter Sixty



THE
HOSTAGE
CRISIS
CHANGED
EVERYTHING
AT
SIN
CITY.
SUDDENLY
THE base was the focus of interest – from the international community as well as the Taliban. The major announced that the civilians were to be evacuated. They would be replaced in the isoboxes by top army, Foreign Office and Intelligence personnel.


A line-up of officers waited to receive the VIPs. The base came under frequent attack now and the Chinook was greeted by a volley of fire. Two Apaches hovered on either side, firing back.


Some of the arrivals climbed out looking terrified. A few wore city suits under their body armour. The OC greeted them and the 2 i/c led them away. The OC remained with the small group of soldiers who had assembled to say goodbye to the civilians, departing on the same Chinook.


Emily was tearful.


‘Martyn and I did nothing but argue. But I think we did like each other really,’ she sobbed, as she shook hands with the men.


Finn raised his eyebrows and said nothing.


‘Don’t talk about Martyn in the past tense,’ said the OC. ‘We may get him back yet.’


Emily clearly did not believe him.


She prepared to board the Chinook, handbag glued to her shoulder, bag of papers in her other arm and an engineer carrying her suitcase.


‘Goodbye, my dears,’ she said to Asma and Jean. ‘I appreciate how well you prepared me for the shura. It rates as one of my most fascinating experiences and the young tribesman was a most interesting cultural encounter.’


They did not dare to tell her that the young tribesman had been shot by Special Forces and this action had probably prompted Martyn’s kidnap.


She shook hands with the OC and his officers. ‘Thank you. Thank you for guarding us so well. I owe you all an apology. I have spent the last months telling you that your precautions were unnecessary. I will regret, to the end of my days, that I encouraged Martyn to treat this protection with such disdain. I have made it clear to anyone who will listen that his kidnap is not your fault.’


The OC smiled ruefully. ‘Thanks, Emily. But that may not be enough to save my career.’


The Chinook took off, as it had landed, under fire and accompanied by Apaches.


‘I liked her in the end,’ Asma told Gordon Weeks.


‘Emily?’ he said in surprise. ‘You and she are very different.’


‘You mean, she’s brainy and I’m pretty.’


‘I suppose I do mean that . . .’ He caught himself in time. ‘Although you’re brainy too, of course.’


She laughed. ‘Not bloody quick enough, Gordon. But what I like about Emily is, she knows who she is and what she believes and she sticks to it. She doesn’t care what anyone else thinks of her.’


The helicopters had disappeared. The enemy had stopped firing, although a few enthusiastic lads up in the sangars seemed keen to provoke a bit more of a fight. Jean had been called to the ops room. And, without discussing it, the boss and Asma were wandering towards the cookhouse for a brew. They had started to snatch a few minutes together whenever they could and Weeks suspected that these short meetings were becoming the high point of his day. He even found himself feeling agitated if he didn’t see her for a long time, as though she was a drug he depended on.


‘But you have beliefs which you stick to, surely,’ said the boss now. He was fascinated by her background and returned to the subject as often as she let him.


‘Christ, Gordon, you’re always prodding and poking. Look, I left Islam behind. I left my family behind. I left my husband behind. It doesn’t all add up to a lot of sticking power.’


‘Maybe it just means you can’t do things by halves,’ said Weeks, pouring her a brew. She cupped her hands around the mug as though they were back in England and it was cold outside.


‘When I got married I knew that meant I was leaving my family and leaving Islam. It all seemed far behind me. Until I came here.’


‘So you’ve found your roots again.’


‘Oh, you do talk a lot of crap. I’ve found my fucking DNA. That doesn’t mean I want to rush down the mosque with my shoes off praising Allah. It just means I’m a bit more interesting than someone who’s always lived in one country with one family speaking one language in one way.’ She did not meet his eye.


‘Like me,’ he said. She still did not look at him. ‘So you don’t find me very interesting. You know nothing about what it’s like to be me in my world, but you’ve decided it’s all farmhouses and polo ponies and therefore not interesting. Maybe you should find out a bit more before you dismiss it.’


He saw her wince a little. He wasn’t really offended. He was just challenging her because he had learned that she liked that.


She stood up, smiling. ‘Oh, fuck off, Gordon Weeks!’ she said cheerfully. But she was blushing. He studied the way her skin darkened, from the neck upwards. It was lovely.


‘See you later. I have to get over to the ops room now or Jean’ll kill me.’


He watched her go, carrying her mug of tea carelessly. He wished he could show her his world. The big old farmhouse, the horses in their rugs running their muzzles across frosty winter grassland, the log fire, the warm kitchen, the draughty bedrooms, that place on the dining-room wall where his parents had marked the heights of their growing children. He tried to imagine Asma there, but it was impossible. Not because she came from Hackney but because she seemed to belong to the swelling heat of the Afghan desert.


The soldiers saw little of the new personnel at the base but the OC, who now shared his ops room with at least fifteen people, was more visible. He frequently stood outside the ops-room door, looking hot and miserable.


Asma and Jean spent all day in there listening to radios with more senior Intelligence officers. If they slipped out to have a meal with Kila or Weeks they were invariably called back. Cooks ran in and out with loaded trays. The 2 i/c appeared only when dashing to the cookhouse to replenish his supply of teabags.


‘They eat a lot of scoff and drink a lot of brews,’ said Finn. ‘But what are they doing about Martyn? For fuck’s sake, why aren’t we out there tearing into every Terry Taliban in Helmand?’


After four days Dave herded 1 Platoon into the Cowshed and the boss told them there was to be a clearance operation on the tribesmen’s house where the shuras had been held. According to intelligence, Martyn had actually been kept there for twenty-four hours. He had been moved on now but their job was to round up for questioning any insurgents who remained and to look for signs of Martyn’s occupation.


‘What’s the point in finding signs of Martyn after he’s gone?’ asked Mal.


The boss shrugged.


‘It’s too much to hope that there will be signs of where he’s gone. Probably the object is to feed the international press corps with something to keep Martyn at the top of the news agenda.’


As their convoy rolled into town every man quietly hoped that Martyn would be found at the compound. He had been Topaz fucking Zero, before: mostly irritating, sometimes entertaining and finally liked. Now, in his absence and with his new status as helpless victim, he was loved.


They found the streets deserted. The bazaar was without buyers or sellers. The new school wall was in place but behind it the classrooms were empty.


‘Bad sign,’ said Dave to the driver. And within five minutes the convoy was met by machine-gun fire. Rounds ricocheted around the narrow streets, bouncing off the mud walls until the soldiers were forced to dismount, take cover and find firing positions.


Sol was trying Bacon as GPMG man for this patrol and Binns was feeding the ammo and looking for targets. The pair of them were excited and nervous to use the gimpy out on an operation for the first time.


‘Just ask me if you need help,’ said Jamie, who had given up the gimpy to them reluctantly.


‘Cheeky bastard dude down there!’ said Binman, pointing to a figure taking stock of their position from a far doorway.


‘I see him!’ said Streaky. He trained the sights on the space the figure had just vacated. When the insurgent stepped out again, weapon raised, he was instantly felled by a hail of fire.


‘Cool, Streaky, that was cool!’ Binns found himself laughing. He didn’t think it was funny but he was laughing all the same. Bacon giggled too. They became so hysterical they were barely able to fire.


‘For fuck’s sake, you two,’ said Angus. And then his voice cracked and he gave a rumble of laughter. He continued to laugh as he fired.


‘What’s so funny, Streaks?’ giggled Binns.


‘Binman, I just don’t know!’


But they could not stop.


‘Pull yourselves together and get on with the job,’ Sol told them harshly. ‘Or I’ll hand the gimpy back to Jamie.’ Men were always laughing as they fired. It looked like a kind of mania and Sol hated it.


The platoons were splitting into sections now to get through the maze of narrow streets and approach the compound from the positions they had agreed. The town was a labyrinth of alleyways and high mud walls.


‘Stay together, 1 Section,’ Sol warned as they struck off into a side street. ‘This place is a rabbit warren.’


Over PRR Dave said: ‘Fix bayonets.’


All members of his platoon, wherever they were, did so. You could do this mechanically, without emotion, like Angus. Or you could do it, like Jack Binns, with apprehension, knowing that this was a close-quarters measure and that it might mean you’d find yourself within arm’s length of the Taliban.


‘Don’t worry,’ Mal said. ‘No one ever really uses their bayonet, not in the last hundred years. It’s just to make you feel better.’


‘You’re all right,’ said Binman. ‘You’ve got the shotgun.’


‘Have you, Mal? Sure you didn’t put it down somewhere?’ voices shouted.


‘Get moving and stay alert,’ Boss Weeks told them sharply as he followed them down the alley.


The soldiers felt vulnerable making their way through the twists and turns. Rooftops and windows gave the enemy any number of good firing positions and shots could be heard from all over the town. They advanced cautiously, Sol leading.


When Finn, near the back, saw movement on a roof he stopped suddenly. Behind him Boss Weeks froze and behind him the signaller.


‘Don’t fire,’ the boss instructed.


Finn who had been prepared to lay down a few rounds to warn anyone armed up there that he was ready for them, grudgingly put the safety back on the minimi. They waited. Ahead of them, the rest of the patrol waited too. No one liked standing still here. The men looked around them constantly, like birds. Finn’s attention was fixed on the roof. Slowly, a head edged out. And then another. Dark-haired, brown-skinned, big-eyed, it was two small boys, eager to see the soldiers pass.


‘Shit,’ said Finn. Jamie took a bag of sweets out of one of his pouches and threw it up to them. The boys caught the bag delightedly. But instead of eating the sweets they began to use them to bombard the men below.


Jamie laughed but Finn was angry. He shouted: ‘Little bastards!’


‘We know what they want to be when they grow up,’ said the boss. Finn caught one of the sweets and stuck it defiantly in his mouth as the section moved on.


There was firing nearby and the boss heard on the radio that this was 2 Section, who were accompanied by Dave. One insurgent had been killed. Two more had fled.


Sol rounded a corner and almost walked into a man running towards him, looking over his shoulder. In a split second Sol took in his presence and the weapon he was carrying, a Kalashnikov PKM.


Sol knew, without actually having time to think it, that he had to be quicker than this man or his deadly weapon could slaughter the entire section. He did not give himself the luxury of hesitation. He darted forward. The insurgent turned to find himself eyeball to eyeball with Sol’s wide, dark face. Sol had time to watch the man’s features scatter into a mixture of surprise and horror before plunging the bayonet into his chest. The insurgent staggered and Sol pulled out the bayonet.


‘I’ve got him,’ said a voice from behind. ‘Get down, Sol.’


Blood spurting from his chest, the man was still attempting to raise his weapon. Sol dropped onto the dusty ground and Mal fired the shotgun. The man fell.


The rest of the section rounded the corner and halted when they saw the corpse. Blood was blossoming in widening circles all over his torso. His eyes were open but clouding rapidly.


Sol stared at him and at the man’s blood on his bayonet. 1 Section crowded around him.


Binns turned a shocked face to Mal. ‘I thought you said no one had done that for a hundred years!’


Streaky asked: ‘Was it hard to get it in him, Sol?’


‘It was much easier than you’d think. And I’ve always worried a bit about getting it out but it extracts really easy, too.’


Another man, carrying an AK47, emerged through a doorway down the alley. Seeing them, he turned to run.


Mal raised the shotgun again. Its report echoed around and around the high walled alley. Everyone waited for the man to fall. He took his few last paces running from life to death. He turned into a ghost as he moved: his momentum remained forward as his body crumpled.


The boss was describing the dead men over the radio to Dave, who confirmed they were the pair who had escaped from 2 Section. ‘At last the fucking shotgun’s come in useful!’ said Mal happily.


The boss was watching Sol.


‘All right?’ he asked.


‘Yeah, course,’ said Sol, wiping the insurgent’s blood off the bayonet by scraping it across the man’s body. He turned to Angus, the sharp shooter for the section.


‘Don’t s’pose you’ve got the pistol?’ he asked hopefully. Dave had told Angry to bring his SA80 and not his sniper rifle today, which usually meant that he had left the pistol behind as well.


‘Yeah, I did stick it in,’ said Angus. Sol’s face lit up. The boss smiled.


‘Well done, mate,’ said Mal. ‘That’ll save Sol getting his bayonet dirty again.’


Angus handed over the pistol. But Sol’s bayonet remained fixed. Then he led them on, past the two bodies, through the tiny, winding streets. When they arrived at the compound where Asad’s family had lived, everyone recognized it. But the only welcome today was the chatter of AK47s.
  

Chapter Sixty-one



2 PLATOON
WAS
ALREADY
IN
CONTACT.
THE
ENEMY
WAS
NOT
EXPECTING attack on another flank: a few were lying along the top of walls. When they realized that there were soldiers on both sides they evaporated, but not before Binns had killed one of them with his rifle.


‘Shit, oh, shit,’ said Binns when he saw the body of a Taliban fighter roll off a wall and fall to the street. ‘Shit, was that me?’


Jamie looked at him hard because Binns had been involved in numerous fire fights over the last few months.


‘So have you been missing them until now, Binman?’


Binns coloured.


‘I never was sure before that it was me.’


‘Go!’ roared the boss behind them, aware that they had a good opportunity to advance if the enemy was reorganizing.


Covered by 2 Section, 1 Section ran forward to the shelter of an adjoining wall while engineers laid a bar-mine.


‘You’ve been inside, boss, you know the layout here,’ said Finn while they waited.


‘I know the layout of the rooms nearest the door,’ agreed Boss Weeks. ‘I’m not sure how helpful that is.’


As rapid fire continued on the other side of the compound, the engineers retreated and a small hole appeared in the massive walls.


‘We’re attacking at state red,’ the boss reminded them.


Sol took a grenade from his pouch and threw it into the room and Mal pulled him back by his webbing. There was a pause followed by a roar, then smoke, dust and shrapnel. Mal scrambled in behind it with the shotgun. There was no sign of anyone in the room, alive or dead. He put down thirteen rounds and then sank onto one knee and let Jamie, immediately behind, fire over him.


The others piled in through the hole and, behind them, the boss and then 2 Section. They spread out, moving from room to room, double tapping into every corner. They were outflanking the enemy now, who were still fighting 2 Platoon across the compound. The Taliban, recognizing their poor position, threw down machine-gun fire in no particular direction before melting into the walls.


Jack Binns found himself at a doorway and approached it gingerly. How did you know what would be waiting in there for you? A bunch of grandmas having a cup of tea, deaf to the fighting like so many Afghan civilians? Or a wild fundamentalist with a grenade? Each called for a completely different response.


He burst in through the door, twisting to see all around it at once, wanting to fire but not daring to, at least not until he knew for sure about the grandmas.


The room was empty, to his relief. Suddenly a man jumped through a doorway on the other side. He was carrying a machine gun and behind him were more dark figures.


Jack Binns looked into the thin, bearded face of a Taliban fighter. He stared into the man’s startled eyes. He wanted to run away. All his instincts, every reflex, told him to remove himself from this danger. If he had still been standing, hesitating, at the doorway, then he would have done exactly that, but he was so far inside the room he’d be shot from behind if he ran. In a fraction of a second he knew he had to kill this man and kill him instantly, or he would die.


It seemed to Binns that minutes passed between the appearance of the insurgent and the sound of his own weapon firing. And in that time he did not remove his eyes from those of his opponent. The communication was so intense that he felt he had been talking to his opponent instead of killing him. He watched as blood emerged across the front of the man’s clothes.


He continued to fire: when the first man fell he left the second without cover. He looked into another set of brown eyes and, as he watched their owner stagger, a cool, rational compartment in his mind told him that a stoppage in his rifle would mean the end of his life now.


He fired more as that same rational part of his mind warned him that the two men behind were not only ready for him but ready together. Fuck! He couldn’t shoot them both at once!


Binns told himself calmly that he was about to die but he might as well keep firing. To his astonishment, both men fell at the same moment. One shouted something. It sounded like: ‘Oh, Mum, I’m sorry!’ Binns assumed it was some Pashtu phrase that sounded like English.


A voice in his ear said: ‘Good, Binman, very good.’


It was Finn.


Jack Binns wanted to ask Finn how long he had been there but he couldn’t speak.


‘You got three out of four!’


Finn threw a few more rounds into the bodies to make sure they were dead and then stepped over them. ‘You needed me for the fourth, though. Glad I got the English bastard.’


Binns felt sweat drip down his face and neck and run in rivers along his backbone. The last body lay across the doorway. He knew that he could not touch it or step over it. Finn pushed it aside with his foot.


‘Did you catch the Brummie accent? I’m glad I killed him, the fucking heap of traitor shit.’


Binns was starting to shake now. He stared at the bodies scattered across the floor, the faces of the men who only minutes earlier had been alive with all their thoughts, feelings, complexities and inner secrets. He had taken that away from them now, there was nothing left.


‘Get yourself together, Binman,’ Finn said sharply. ‘Come on. So you’ve killed a few blokes, we’ve got a lot more to do here.’


Binns didn’t move.


Someone came in behind him. Binns jumped nervously and turned to fire again.


‘Hey, don’t shoot me!’ Sol was surveying the bodies. ‘You’ve done some good work, Binman.’


Jack Binns wanted to say: I couldn’t run away or I’d have been killed; that’s the only reason I did it. But he remained silent.


‘This fucker’s English,’ Finn told Sol. ‘Can you believe it? I mean, I could have been at school with him.’


‘Thought you didn’t spend a lot of time at school, Finny.’


Sol bent down and searched the bag that had been slung across the man’s shoulder. He pulled out a mobile phone, a Pakistani passport and a British passport.


‘Someone’s going to be very interested in that,’ Finn said.


But Sol was already moving on.


‘Let’s go. They’re bringing in more men.’


‘Think my mate Martyn’s still here?’ asked Finn hopefully.


‘We won’t know if we don’t look.’


Sol pushed Binns roughly ahead of him.


‘Stay focused,’ he ordered. ‘Stay on the job.’


Binns stumbled forward wordlessly.


On the other side of the compound, the firing eased and stopped.


They haven’t gone, thought Mal. They’re drawing breath.


‘There are still Taliban inside this compound somewhere,’ said the boss. ‘Unless there are tunnels.’


To Mal the place suddenly seemed immense and complicated, full of corners and staircases and dark places like somewhere in a dream. At home he played computer games but this was not like those games. This was full of the sights and smells of recent occupation. A warm teapot. A cushion with an indentation where someone had been sitting. Empty cartridges. A pair of sandals by a doorway, neatly arranged.


Jamie sensed Mal’s hesitation.


‘We’ll work this side together,’ he said. Jamie was quick, quiet and methodical. He made Mal feel calm as they entered rooms stealthily, checked briefly for civilians and then attacked the nothingness with a rapid burst of fire.


Finn and the boss were moving forward too. When the boss recognized the doorway to the room where he had sat around the carpet exchanging warm pleasantries with this family, he felt a deep blush start in his chest and creep up his body to cover his face. How had it ended like this? Finn bounced ahead of him into the room and was ready to put down a burst of 5.56mm when he halted abruptly.


‘Shit, boss,’ he said.


There was the carpet Weeks recognized on the floor, the smell of sweet tea and another smell, an aromatic spice. There were the rugs on the walls. And huddled against them, a small group of civilians.


Gordon Weeks looked at the women and registered their fear. Their eyes were wide and a child hid its face against its mother. Next to them an old man stared at him. Was there accusation in those eyes? Weeks recognized the man. He had handed around tea and warm, flat bread at the meeting. He had stooped and smiled politely. Who was he? A grandfather? A servant? Suddenly Weeks was ashamed of his lack of knowledge of Afghan culture. Why hadn’t he asked Asma more, studied more?


He felt his blush deepening. His hosts, or one of them, might have proved to be a prominent Taliban leader but Weeks could not forget that he had been a guest here once and he was no longer behaving like a guest.


The boss greeted the old man in Pashtu and the man bowed his head but did not reply. And that was another thing, the boss thought. Why hadn’t he persevered with learning Pashtu?


He said in clear, slow, precise English: ‘Please stay in this room and you will be safe. There are Taliban in the house and we are trying to remove them. We are looking for information about the hostage. Then we will go and you can resume your lives.’


He knew the man could not understand. He just hoped his tone was reassuring. But the old man continued to stare at him with accusation in his eyes and Weeks guessed that he was being held responsible for the death of Asad.


‘I didn’t kill him,’ he said to the man, who stared back un-comprehendingly. ‘I didn’t trust him but I certainly didn’t kill him.’


It was ludicrous, but it was better than saying nothing. To his surprise, the man listened and then got up creakily. He traipsed off down the open hallway. The boss understood that he was intended to follow. He warned the lads not to fire.


The old man led him past walls covered with rugs and matting to the shady courtyard where no doubt the men of the house sat and talked under leaves in the daytime and stars at night. The boss remembered that this was not a theatre of war for the people who lived their simple lives here but a home that might be full of memories.


The morning sun was already caning the soldiers in their heavy kit but the courtyard felt cool, as though it was air-conditioned. The leaves created green shade and there was a large stone bowl of water and a few lemon trees, branches weighed down with fruit.


The man led them to a tiny mud-walled enclosure in one corner that might be a dog kennel. There was no dog now but evidently until recently there had been a very big animal here because its turd burned hot in the sun and a large chain was attached to one wall of the doghouse. The places where the chain had been dragged across the ground had been rubbed bare of vegetation and had turned to dust as fine as talcum powder.


The man gestured and said something.


Angus and Finn were behind Weeks.


‘Maybe he wants to sell you a dog,’ suggested Finn.


‘Cover me, I’m looking inside,’ Angus told them, sinking onto his hands and knees and crawling into the kennel. Its door was already open but he pushed it open further. Inside it was dark and smelly. He crawled in. There was nothing, except a mattress on the ground.


‘Holy shit! Holy fucking shit!’


But there was no time to show the boss what he had found because they were in contact again. Evidently the insurgents had regrouped. There were tracers whizzing in both directions. The men dived for cover. It took a moment for them to realize that no one was firing at them. The fight was going on over their heads across the courtyard and neither side had registered their presence among the trees.


The boss advised the old man to get down. The man ignored him and returned to the house, walking past the rounds as though he was invisible.


‘The doghouse is good cover,’ the boss said reluctantly. He crawled in, followed by Angus and Mal.


‘See that?’ said Angus, his huge body concertinaed into the small space. ‘He was here! Martyn was here!’


Gordon Weeks twisted round and saw the word MARTYN was scratched into the wall. He could not hide his excitement. Finn was so pleased he kept fingering the name.


‘Shit, he was here! Shit, we’re hot on his trail!’


The boss gave a sit rep over the radio and then the news about Topaz Zero’s signature.


Angus and Finn were in their firing positions, lying in the dog’s doorway now. Finn nodded to the turd.


‘Glad to see Marty finally had that crap.’


‘The shit’s old. He left at least a day ago,’ said Angus.


‘But at least he’s still alive!’ said the boss from behind them.


Angus grinned. ‘We’re going to find the old bastard. We might even get to him before they cut off his bollocks!’


‘He liked you,’ said Finn. ‘All that shit about your dad . . . He pissed me off big-time for telling you but he did it because he liked you.’


‘Know what I was thinking when he told me?’ Angus said. ‘I was wishing that Martyn Robertson was my fucking dad.’


‘That’s why you want to rescue him,’ said Finn. ‘If the Taliban got their hands on your real dad you wouldn’t give jack-shit.’


‘Nah, I’d buy them a pint,’ said Angus. ‘But I’m bloody sure we’ll get Martyn back.’


‘We all are,’ agreed the boss. ‘Especially now we’re hot on his trail.’ Angus started firing but Finn paused to think. ‘I may have to shorten my odds. I’ve been offering Burlington Bertie on Marty being found alive but I could go bankrupt on that. If you’re interested in a flutter, boss, it’ll have to be fifteen to eight now.’


‘Didn’t Dave Henley stop you taking bets?’ asked the boss, watching tracers cross the courtyard like fireflies.


‘What he don’t know about he can’t grieve over.’


‘And is it right to turn Martyn’s misery into a bookie’s opportunity?’


‘Boss, trust me. When we get Martyn out alive his first question’s going to be: Finny, what odds did you have on me?’


‘Stoppage,’ said Angus, falling back. ‘Get on with it, Finny.’


Finn shuffled forward.


‘You’re doing well, Angry, with that fiver you gave me at a hundred to thirty. That’s looking like a very good punt now.’


Angus said: ‘Don’t you ever fucking shuddup? Look, there’s a bloke on the roof there.’


Finn fired and the man teetered along the edge and then, as though in slow motion, fell, arms first, into the courtyard.


‘This is a shit-hot position. We see it all and no one sees us. From now on, everywhere we go, I’m heading straight for the fucking doghouse.’


The battle was easing. Some well-aimed mortars from 2 Platoon produced a massive dust cloud and then silence. 2 Platoon began to advance through the compound.


‘Just go firm, 1 Platoon,’ said the OC. ‘We don’t want a blue on blue.’


Angus, Finn and the boss waited. Finn sorted out his ammo.


‘I miss Marty, because he’s the only real betting man in the place. No one else risks more than a fiver.’


‘No one else earns enough,’ said Angus.


‘Officers do,’ said Finn pointedly.


The boss sighed. ‘Oh all right, Finny. I’ll do a tenner at fifteen to eight if you don’t tell Dave Henley. But I’m just going to make bloody sure we find Martyn so I get my money back.’
  

Chapter Sixty-two



STEVE
DIDN’T
ARGUE
WHEN
LEANNE
ANNOUNCED
THAT
SHE
WANTED him to come home from Headley Court for a day. Since everything he did and said felt hurtful now, she took his failure to put up a fight as indifference.


‘For heaven’s sake,’ said Jenny. ‘You’ve turned into one of those things in rock pools at the seaside that close up when you touch them. They even close up when they feel your shadow.’


‘Sea urchins?’


‘No . . . I’ve forgotten. My brain can’t remember more than the time of the next feed. Anyway, I’m trying to say, stop being so touchy. Steve’s happy to spend a day at home. You’re happy he’s coming. Act happy. The old Leanne would have been laughing and joking all the way down the M3.’


Jenny was changing the baby’s nappy. Vicky and the twins were watching TV. Leanne, who was folding washing for her friend, paused thoughtfully.


‘What did the old Leanne do if Steve went all silent on her?’


‘I expect he did it all the time and she didn’t even notice because she was too busy being a stand-up comedian.’


‘I don’t do funny any more.’


‘Well, start again.’


Leanne sighed. ‘I’m going to ask Kylie at nursery if she’ll take the boys for the whole day.’


‘Oh, Leanne, I wish I could help . . .’ Jenny gestured around the room. It was strewn with discarded clothes, pink toys and dirty washing. ‘Now Mum’s gone, it’s chaos here.’


‘The boys’ll be fine with Kylie.’


‘She split up with her boyfriend. Ben. The one who lost a leg. People are saying nasty things about her for not sticking by him.’


‘Not me,’ said Leanne quietly. ‘I don’t blame her.’


She was nervous when she arrived at Headley Court to pick up Steve. She half expected to find that he had forgotten or wasn’t ready, and as she parked she prepared herself to get upset. She sat in the car in a disabled parking place near the guardhouse, chewing her lip. It was a windy autumn day. Each gust buffeted the car and threw rain against it. She jumped when her phone rang.


‘Anemones!’ said Jenny’s crisp voice.


‘You what?’


‘Sea anemones. They’re the things that pull in all their petals if they see your shadow because they think everything wants to hurt them. That’s what you mustn’t be, Leanne.’


‘So how am I supposed to be again? Just remind me, Jen.’


‘Big, noisy, happy, loving, lots of fun, very funny. In other words, just yourself.’


‘Christ. I can still do big. But that’s about all.’


‘Oh, and sexy.’


Leanne swallowed again.


‘At the moment we’re two people who don’t fancy each other.’


‘You can change all that.’


‘Jen . . . listen. I told you I saw his leg. What’s left of it. His stump. I told you I saw it in hospital. But I sort of didn’t because it was still bandaged. I haven’t really seen it yet.’


Jenny sighed.


‘You’ll have to see it some time.’


‘Yeah.’ Leanne’s voice was very small.


‘Just brace yourself and tell him he’s still gorgeous and don’t start looking sorry for him. And if he tries giving you shit, don’t burst into tears, for God’s sake.’


‘Right.’


‘Just put your arms around him and tell him he’d better watch out or you’ll rip off the other leg.’


Leanne guffawed.


‘Christ, Jen. I’m not such a good actress.’


‘Leanne, today you’re going to win an Oscar.’


Leanne closed her eyes and took some deep breaths. She started to get out of the car and then paused. She hammered out a quick text: ‘I’m coming in to get you. So you better watch out.’


Agnieszka watched the rain. The wind was throwing it against the window. It was just a matter of time before she heard the familiar sound of water pouring from the leaking gutter.


She could see the road, dark as a long, cold river. A car passed, moving slowly, its lights on although it was morning, its windscreen wipers waving from side to side. Luke started crying. She did not turn away from the window.


‘That how I feel, Luke. Just like you,’ she told him.


Someone walked along the pavement, body doubled against the wind, towing a child along in hat, coat and scarf. The child was crying and objecting but its mother was pulling it along anyway.


The car that had passed stopped now. It was parking outside. She saw it was a sports car but she watched it without interest. A man got out. Darrel! She felt her heart miss a beat. Then she was annoyed with herself. Most of all, she was annoyed with her heart.


Steve switched on the TV as soon as they were in the living room. Leanne switched it off.


‘What d’you think you’re doing?’ he demanded.


‘I can’t seduce a man while he’s watching daytime TV – he might get me confused with one of those antiques auction shows and try to flog me for a fiver.’


He looked at her without smiling and raised his eyebrows.


‘So that’s why you brought me all the way down here and got the kids out for the day.’


She sat beside him on the sofa and took his hand. He was still her big, handsome husband. She used to feel proud, walking around shopping centres or taking the kids places with him. She often saw other women glance twice at Steve. And his face hadn’t changed. It was the expression on it that was different.


‘Nah. It’s because I’ve always wanted a disabled parking badge and I need you to sign the forms.’


He didn’t smile. ‘I don’t need a fucking blue badge, and you didn’t need to sweet-talk the guardhouse into giving you a disabled space today.’


‘So you’ve got a souvenir replica of the Eiffel Tower instead of a leg and you like to show it off. Why should that stop me getting the best parking place at Tesco?’


She saw his face re-form itself into angry lines.


‘I am not driving a car with a fucking blue badge.’


‘Shut up, Steve, and take your clothes off.’


‘What?’


‘Don’t have a problem undressing, do you? After all, you’re not disabled.’


He looked at her with apprehension. She moved closer to him and began to kiss his face, especially around his ears, like she used to. She felt him relax a little. She kissed him on the mouth and he responded. She began to feel triumphant. Then he pulled away.


‘Leanne . . .’


Oh-oh. She tried to kiss his mouth to stop him talking. She could feel him giving in to her. Then he pulled away again.


‘Leanne, listen . . .’


She looked at him. His eyes were large and soft now. They had lost that cross, bulging look and the angry lines around his mouth had disappeared.


He said: ‘You’ve never looked at my stump.’


‘You’ve never shown me.’


‘I put my socket and leg on when you come up to Headley Court. But when you’re not there, I lounge around without it.’


‘Why don’t you lounge around without it when I’m there?’


‘Because you don’t want to see it.’


He was right. But she was not going to admit that.


‘Because you hide it from me,’ she said.


He swallowed.


‘Want to see it, then?’


‘Well, I’ve already been to the Eiffel Tower. Got the T-shirt. So show me something I haven’t seen.’


He swallowed again.


‘You want to do it . . . here?’


‘We could go down to the rec. But tongues would wag, Steve.’


She began to kiss him again and this time he gave in.


‘OK,’ he said at last. ‘Here goes.’


He took off his trousers. She stared at the join between the socket and the metal leg. She had seen that before: Steve and most of the other lads with metal legs walked around at Selly Oak and Headley Court in shorts. Only the older amputees covered up and tried to make the prosthetics look like real legs, she had noticed.


Her heart began to beat faster. She remembered Jenny telling her that today she had to win an Oscar. It was essential not to show fear, disgust or horror. She concentrated hard on looking relaxed. She thought she was succeeding. But when she tried to smile she found she was unable to.


Steve took the leg off the socket. He made several attempts to lean it against the sofa. She did not help him. It began to slide to the floor. She did not catch it. The leg landed with a thud. Then she watched as he released the socket at the top of his leg. Already his movements were practised and fluent. She reached out and very gently stroked his forearms as his hands worked. She tried not to pay any attention to the part of her that felt dizzy with fear at what she was about to see. She reminded herself that this was Steve. She wanted him to know that he was still her Steve.


And, suddenly, there it was. Steve’s stump. It grew out of his groin and was recognizably a human body part. The surgeons had rounded it off nicely: it was covered with tight flesh like the rest of him as though it had always been that way. What had she expected? A dripping mess of hanging wires like a fire in an electrical showroom? So, after all that, his stump wasn’t an ugly, scary deformity. It was Steve.


She knew he was watching her. And it was easy to smile. Very slowly, she reached out and touched it. Yes, it even felt like Steve. Even more slowly, because her bulk, as usual these days, got in the way, she leaned forward and kissed it. Gently, and lovingly.


Steve watched her. She looked up at him from his small fraction of a leg and smiled.


Agnieszka ran to open the door quickly so no one would see him. She didn’t want to smile at him but she could not stop herself.


‘Darrel!’


‘I don’t start work until one today. So I thought I’d stop by and show you my new wheels.’


‘You get new car?’


‘Yeah, came into the garage last week. A part-ex. It’s a Mazda MR2, not very new but some old bloke had it for years and didn’t drive anywhere. It’s even still got its original tyres!’


He talked about the handling, the acceleration, and something about cylinders. She nodded and tried to look as though she understood, the way she did when Jamie talked about weapons.


‘I see from window!’


She went back to the living room and peered out at the car.


He followed her. ‘I was going to take you for a ride in it. But it’s just not the weather today.’


‘We go when sun shines again. Darrel, this very nice car. This beautiful car.’


And it was. He looked pleased.


‘Er . . . Shouldn’t you . . .?’ He hesitated. ‘So, what’s upset Luke?’


She realized, for the first time since he had started, that Luke was still crying.


‘He always begin when doorbell ring,’ she said, going to his pushchair and unstrapping him before she remembered that she had answered the door before Darrel had rung.


Darrel held out his hands as if Luke was an old friend.


‘How are you doing, mate? Want a hug with Darrel?’


She handed Luke over and gradually, walking slowly around the room and chatting in a calm voice, Darrel worked his magic. She watched as Luke turned into a quiet, soft, pliable baby.


Darrel said, softly: ‘Aggie, I’ve got something to tell you.’


‘Something more than new car?’


‘Yeah, something else. I’m going away for a while.’


She felt her body stiffen. She looked up at him.


‘My boss has a garage back in his home town. And it’s not doing very well. He wants me to spend a few weeks sorting it out.’


There was a long silence.


‘Where this garage?’ she asked at last.


‘Great Yarmouth. East. The other side of London. Not far from Poland.’


‘You not come back for a few weeks?’


His face drooped.


‘I’ll try. But the place is in a right mess. I’d rather get the job done and finished . . .’


‘When you go?’


‘Today.’


‘Oh!’


She turned away from him, back to the window. It sounded as though someone was throwing gravel at the glass. But it was just the rain.


‘Look at me, Aggie.’


She did not want to face him. She felt desolate. Desolation was a long, flat field, covered with snow. The field had been there when her father died. And when she had first arrived in England. She had cried herself to sleep each night for a whole month at the hotel where she worked. The field was there every time Jamie went away, every time Luke went to the hospital. And now here it was again. That blanket of snow over frozen earth in a field in a frozen world far from anywhere.


‘Ags? Come here.’


She walked over to him obediently and he put his free arm around her. He managed to kiss her, although he was still holding Luke with the other arm.


‘Aggie, it’s not for long and I’ll ring you often,’ he said softly.


He stroked her hair and the repetitive movement was soothing.


‘I want to take care of you. I wish you hadn’t sent me away the other day, after the beach.’


She closed her eyes. She leaned against him. It was one thing to look at Adi Kasanita on a summery evening laughing with her brood of healthy kids and think that was how life ought to be. And another to send away your only friend when you were stuck alone in a small house with a sick child on a rainy day. She was sure now that she did not want Darrel to go.


‘Will you miss me?’ he asked.


She nodded. She was frozen.


‘I have to get to work,’ he said softly. ‘I’ll be back soon, Ags. Take care of yourself.’


He carefully settled Luke into the corner of the sofa and this time the baby did not object. Darrel bent over Agnieszka. When she didn’t turn her face up to him he kissed her on the forehead.


She stood at the window watching the beautiful car drive away. She did not permit herself to feel anything.


She switched on the TV. The screen was filled with British soldiers. They were wearing desert camouflage and streaming out of the back of a Chinook. This must be Afghanistan. Her heart missed a beat.


‘A new development,’ said the anchorman, ‘in the unfolding Afghan hostage crisis.’


Afterwards, Steve held Leanne so tightly that it crossed her mind he was trying to kill her. It was a moment before she realized he was trying not to cry. The thought that this big man had been moved to tears by having sex with his wife brought tears to her own eyes.


‘You can cry if you want, sweetheart,’ she said. ‘I am.’


As soon as she had spoken, his entire body was shaken by the immense sob that followed. He held her as he cried and cried. When she looked at his face she saw the pain there. The pain of the leg he had lost, the pain of the new reality, the pain of all the hopes and possibilities that had been exploded in a few seconds under the hot Afghan sun. She cried too, as though she could carry some of his pain and save him some tears.


‘Life’s going to be different now, love,’ she said at last, passing him a third wad of tissues. ‘But that doesn’t mean it’s going to be worse.’


He nodded and put an arm around her. ‘I still love you. I don’t always show it but I do.’


She smiled.


‘And,’ he added, ‘thank God I can still do it.’


‘Oh, you can still do it all right.’


When she stood up to go and make them a sandwich she realized that she felt relaxed for the first time in months. If she fell asleep now she would sleep for the rest of the day and the whole of the night. Instead of waking up and tossing and turning for hours and then sneaking down to the fridge as though it was her secret lover.


‘Turn on the TV, sweetheart, it’s time for the news,’ said Steve. He sounded like his old self again.


She switched on and went into the kitchen. She didn’t feel hungry! She decided to go without a sandwich and just make one for Steve. She was reaching for the bread when she heard shouting.


‘Bloody fucking stupid bitch!’


She ran back to the living room.


‘You left the zapper over there, fat cow! Look, there’s something about the lads and I can’t reach the zapper to turn it up!’


He was roaring. His eyes were bulging with fury, his face was angry black lines.


She rushed to the zapper and dropped it.


‘For fuck’s sake!’ he screamed. She picked it up and hastily turned up the volume. His eyes blazed as he turned away from her. He was intent on the screen.


Leanne sat very still. She watched the newsreader without listening.


‘. . . now made a ransom demand for the safe return of the American hostage, oil exploration expert Martyn Robertson. The Foreign Office has refused to comment on reports that his kidnappers are demanding as much as thirty million dollars, as well as the release of a number of Taliban detainees.


‘Martyn Robertson was kidnapped by insurgents in Helmand Province while under the care of a British Army escort. The army has issued a statement saying that every effort was made to keep Mr Robertson safe but members of his family are calling for a full inquiry into how the Taliban slipped through the army’s security net.


‘The kidnappers are rumoured to have set a two-week limit for the delivery of the ransom. They are unlikely to let the hostage live past that deadline.’


The picture changed, the story changed, a different reporter appeared on the screen. Steve and Leanne continued to watch, mute and motionless, from separate chairs.
  

Chapter Sixty-three



THE
MEN
WERE
CLUSTERED
AROUND
THE
TV
IN
THE
COOKHOUSE. Martyn Robertson was the first news story. There was a shocked silence as the newsreader announced the ransom demand and execution threat.


A grainy video was shown of Martyn looking miserable. He said he was being well treated and he read out a prepared text about the evils of imperialist powers in Afghanistan.


The watching men searched the background for clues to Martyn’s whereabouts but behind him was only a mud wall that could be anywhere in Helmand Province, anywhere in Afghanistan. The report cut to politicians from both sides of the Atlantic talking about their determination to free the hostage without giving in to terrorist demands.


‘That’s a load of crap,’ said Swift from 3 Section. ‘We should be driving around this area ripping the shit out of every Taliban bastard for miles around.’


‘Can’t we just go through the whole town looking for him?’ asked Aaron Baker. ‘He’s probably in someone’s cupboard.’


‘Why aren’t we doing something to find Martyn?’ people shouted.


‘And what good are fucking diplomats?’ asked Mal.


The OC was in the cookhouse with the men. He looked tired. ‘Secretary of State Clinton is making a surprise visit to Kabul. While she’s here, she’s going to talk to the Afghan President about Martyn.’


His words were met by silence. Finally CSM Kila said: ‘With respect, sir, that’ll do fuck all to help.’


Major Willingham was doleful.


‘I know.’


‘Can’t we find him? Can’t we go and fight with the fuckers?’ men said. ‘We’ve got to get to him before the bastards slice his head off.’


But the OC held his hands up to indicate his helplessness in the world of politicians and diplomats.


After dark, Asma escaped from the ops room to have a cigarette and join Gordon Weeks for a walk around the perimeter. Foreign Office staff, walking with their heads tilted back so they could see the amazing Afghan stars, kept bumping into them.


‘They get paid danger money to come to an FOB,’ said Asma. ‘It’s a fortune. But the first sign of any incoming and they’re into the bunker and down on the ground.’


Weeks stepped around a stumbling man in a smart suit and body armour.


‘Their greatest risk is falling and breaking a leg while they stargaze.’


She giggled.


‘God it is so fucking good to get out of the ops room! It’s stuffy and smelly and horrible. And so are all the officers.’


Weeks decided she had just paid him a compliment without even knowing it. Suddenly he felt happy. Happy to be with Asma, under a spectacular night sky, hearing her laugh.


Without thinking he reached out and drew her to him. Their body armour bumped. He smelled the hint of perfume and the odour of cigarette. Her arms were bare and the softness of her skin excited him. Then his courage failed. He kissed her on the cheek and released her.


‘What was that for?’ She was laughing at him.


‘I don’t know what came over me,’ he said. ‘I hope you don’t mind.’


She laughed again and then they walked on in silence.


‘So,’ he began awkwardly. ‘Are you sitting there with your headphones on just listening all day?’


‘Yup. Except when someone nicks me headphones.’


‘Is it ever interesting?’


‘It’s enough to make me take up fucking knitting. I mean, why do we look at the radio when we’re listening to it?’


‘But are you getting anywhere?’


‘Well, it’s frustrating. I knew Martyn and I feel this sense of urgency, especially now we’ve only got two weeks. But there are guys in there who are treating it like just another bloody day’s work. It’s more about politics than about finding him.’


‘But do you hear anything on the radio that may lead us to him? The men all want to get out there and search.’


‘Hmmm. Depends how you interpret what they say.’


‘Because the Taliban speak in code?’


‘Their codes aren’t very complicated. But they chatter a lot about nothing. So it’s hard to tell what’s crap and what matters. There was a lot of stuff about a holy place today so the colonel’s convinced they’re hiding him in a mosque.’


‘Well, they might be.’


‘Or they might just have been talking about mosques. Because Moslems do.’


‘Any idea which mosque?’


She laughed again.


‘No. So if your blokes want something to do, they could search them all.’
  

Chapter Sixty-four



‘FOLLOWING
AN
INTELLIGENCE
BREAKTHROUGH
WHICH
SUGGESTS
THAT Martyn is being held in a mosque, the colonel has decided that every mosque within a one-hundred-kilometre range of this base is to be cleared and searched tomorrow morning,’ announced the boss.


‘So what will we do after lunch?’ asked Jamie Dermott.


Gordon Weeks said: ‘It is important to clear as many mosques simultaneously as possible and clearly this base doesn’t have the manpower. So troops from other bases will be taking part and other companies are being flown in to help.’


‘How many are we doing?’ asked Angus.


‘There are three mosques in the town by the base and each platoon will clear one. You will, of course, behave respectfully and politely. To you it may feel like any building to be searched: to a Moslem a mosque is a very holy place.’


Dave involuntarily glanced at Mal. He was staring at the ground, his face red.


‘Don’t they have to leave their shoes outside? Well, I’m not taking my fucking boots off,’ said Angus.


‘You can keep your boots on,’ said Dave, rolling his eyes.


The boss continued: ‘There is to be no shouting or swearing in the mosque. And, although we will have to enter with our weapons, we must avoid firing them unnecessarily. It’s a green entry so strictly, strictly no grenades. Plus total respect for any religious objects like the Quran, please.’


‘On training they told us that the Taliban store weapons in mosques,’ said Bacon. ‘Where’s their respect, then?’


‘They not only store weapons but they frequently fire from mosques. But that’s no reason for us to do the same.’


‘So how can Martyn Robertson be held in a mosque if it’s a public place?’ asked O’Sullivan.


‘Good question. Either the Taliban has to ensure the silence of an entire community, which is possible. Or he’ll be kept in a cupboard, room or underground area around the mosque. In short, we don’t know.’


‘Will there be many people inside? Saying prayers and things?’ asked Binman.


‘The operation has been deliberately timed to avoid the five Moslem prayer times. But there may well be people inside the mosque and we will have to indicate to them, very politely, that they should step aside while we search the place.’


‘Right, lads,’ said Dave. ‘We’ll show you a map of the town and the mosque so you all know what you’re doing. Concentrate. Stay alert. Use your eyes and your heads. We’re undermanned, we all need each other and we’re doing a vital job tomorrow. We’re going to try to find Martyn alive. I don’t have to tell you what happens to him if we fuck up.’


As they approached the town the next day they saw with relief that the place was busy. It was market day. The narrow streets throbbed with people, cattle and goats. The smell of sewage met the smell of spice. Women, their faces covered, their bags bulging, stepped around steaming animal dung. Stalls groaned beneath the weight of their produce, sellers shouted for buyers, bright fabrics were draped psychedelically on top of one another.


To the soldiers the bustle could only mean one thing: no Taliban.


1 Platoon split from the rest of the convoy to go around the outskirts of the town. The men would be dropped at a point nearest their allocated mosque and had been told to make their way towards it rapidly.


Everything went according to plan at first. No one tried to stop them and the locals ignored the presence of armed soldiers in their midst.


‘So . . . er . . . where is the mosque?’ asked Mal, who was point man.


‘What do you mean?’ demanded Sol.


‘Well, according to the map, it’s here,’ said the boss.


‘Where?’


They were lingering in a side alley now. Dave, at the rear, said: ‘Get moving, we’re supposed to take the place by surprise.’


‘Get moving where?’ asked Mal. ‘I don’t see a mosque.’


Everyone looked around them.


‘Shit, shit, shit,’ said Dave. ‘They could have Martyn gagged, bound and out by now. Half the town knows we’re here.’


‘Can’t we ask the way to the mosque?’ suggested Bacon.


‘How’s your Pashtu then, Streaky?’ Finn said.


The boss, staring at the map, shook his head: ‘I don’t understand. This is supposed to be the right place . . .’


‘What’s the problem? This is the fucking mosque, look!’ Binman was pointing to a tannoy above the door of the low, squat building on their right.


Mal took a step back to stare at it.


‘That’s never a mosque! In England mosques don’t look like this. No one would go if they did.’


‘It’s just an ordinary house . . .’ said Finn.


Sol said: ‘Ordinary houses don’t have loudspeakers to call people to prayer. In you go, Mal.’


‘No minaret, no arches, nothing written on the outside, nothing,’ muttered Mal mutinously. ‘How was I to know?’


‘In you go, mate,’ said Sol.


Mal paused.


‘Go on!’ roared Dave from the back.


Angus finally pushed in front of him and the others followed.


Dave asked Mal, ‘What’s the problem?’


‘I haven’t washed my hands and face.’


‘What?’


‘I didn’t think I cared. But we’re supposed to wash before praying. I don’t usually go in a mosque without . . .’


‘Listen, mate,’ said Dave, ‘you can stay outside with 2 Section if you like. I’m sorry, I should have thought.’


‘Fuck that,’ said Mal, and he stepped into the mosque.


Inside it was almost dark. After a few moments their eyes began to adjust. As the interior materialized they quickly spread out. There were just a few men, kneeling on the mats provided, who looked up in shock at them. Light filtered in through small, high windows. There were arches overhead and at the back some cupboards and a couple of rooms. Without saying a word, the soldiers quickly and quietly searched the place.


An old man came up to remonstrate. He was holding a book, bound in threadbare fabric which looked very old. Angus did not see the man and, after searching a cupboard, swung round to find him there. As he turned, his day sack knocked the book out of the man’s hand. It lay sprawling, face up, on the matting. The man stared at the book as though it was alight, and then he looked into Angus’s face and shouted in Pashtu.


‘Really, McCall. Can’t you be a bit more careful?’ snapped the boss.


Angus turned red and looked at the old man with embarrassment. ‘Sorry, mate, it was a mistake,’ he said.


The man continued to shout.


‘He’s saying: you big, clumsy twat,’ said Binman as he passed.


‘Sounds like my dad,’ muttered Angus.


He bent to pick up the book but the man shouted louder.


Angus paused, unsure what to do.


Mal was watching.


‘He’s saying get your filthy, infidel hands off the Holy Book.’


Angus stood up again and the man picked up the book himself with the greatest reverence and started to dust it down, apparently apologizing to it.


‘I’ve fucking had enough of this,’ said Angus. He went to the door but bumped into a man carrying a sack on his way in. The man stopped and stared at Angus in horror.


‘Christ, everyone’s looking at me like I’m fucking Dracula today!’


The man put down the sack and backed out of the door.


‘It’s yer fangs,’ said Finn.


Angus stepped out after the man to where the other two sections of the platoon were covering. The man stared at the soldiers as though seeing them for the first time. He turned and ran.


The soldiers were all outside the mosque now. Dave looked at Angus for an explanation.


‘Saw me and scarpered,’ said Angus.


‘We should have stopped him. I bet he didn’t just do that because you’re ugly.’


But by now Finn was looking in the sack.


‘Fucking hell!’


The men crowded round.


‘Opium?’


‘Weed?’


‘There are two . . . Well, they’re round and they look like . . .’


He reached into the sack.


‘Careful,’ said Dave. ‘Be very, very careful.’


Finn pulled out a mortar round. The men instinctively backed away.


Dave took the bag gingerly and pulled out the other round. It was partially wrapped in brown paper but it was clearly the twin of the first and attached to it were battery and wire.


‘So that was going to be a roadside bomb for us,’ said Boss Weeks. ‘Nice of him to hand it over.’


‘I wish you’d told us to stop that geezer,’ Dave said. ‘We’ll never catch him now.’


Finn’s voice was higher than usual.


‘I wish I wasn’t standing here holding this fucking thing.’


‘We’ll put them down very, very gently . . .’


‘What, here?’


‘No!’ Sol pointed down the alleyway. ‘Over there where it’s a bit wider. It’ll be easier for us to cover.’


Finn and Dave carried their bombs carefully, their tread slow, their bodies stiff. The boss walked ahead.


‘No, down here, it gets wider still.’


Finn looked miserable.


‘Well, why not walk all the way back to the fucking base with them and see if they blow up on the way?’


‘Just ten more metres,’ coaxed Sol.


They set the mortar rounds down in the dusty alleyway and the boss radioed for someone to deal with them.


The men waited.


‘Well, this is going to help us find Martyn, innit?’ they said. ‘Sitting here in a fucking alleyway.’


After three hours EOD arrived to dismantle the mortars.


‘They would have been enough to see off a lot of men,’ the bomb disposal expert said cheerfully. ‘Shame you let the bastard walk away.’


Back at Sin City it emerged that today’s operation had annoyed the locals in some parts of the area. Troops had been in contact, others had been stoned by angry crowds. In a few mosques, caches of weapons had been found. But there was still no sign of Martyn.
  

Chapter Sixty-five



SIN
CITY
WAS
TURNING
INTO
A
MEDIA
CIRCUS.
A
PLANE-LOAD
OF journalists was to be flown in so they could record their pieces to camera from the FOB.


The OC sat in the cookhouse running his hands through his hair.


‘As if we haven’t anything better to do! We’re expected to spend our time protecting journalists who like putting on body armour for the camera. Apparently one has already asked us if we can lob a few grenades in the background. Another wants us to go linear across a poppy field so they can film us from the air with him in the middle position. And a third has put in a request for everyone at the base to go to their positions and fire as though we’re under attack. But only when there’s no enemy around.’


‘How is that going to find Martyn?’ roared the men. ‘We’re running out of time!’


‘Can’t we say no, sir?’ asked Dave. ‘On the grounds that we’re soldiers and not film extras?’


The OC rolled his eyes.


‘The government thinks this crisis is good for the war. The threat to Martyn’s life is mobilizing British public opinion. As far as they’re concerned, the more journalists the better.’


At that moment Martyn’s face appeared on the TV screen and the noisy cookhouse was instantly silent. The anchorman explained that the hostage still had not been located and his kidnappers were still refusing to negotiate. There was one week to go until his execution and an appeal for his release had been made by a close friend and colleague.


A cheer went up in the room when Emily appeared.


‘Martyn is a man who was working in Afghanistan because of his interest in and compassion for the Afghan people. He holds them in the highest regard and his work was designed to help their economy and improve their standard of living. I therefore appeal to his kidnappers to recognize him as a friend and supporter and to treat him as an honoured guest.’


‘If Martyn sees Emily,’ said Angus, ‘he’ll beg the Taliban to finish him off.’


Finn said: ‘The Sex Grenade’s talking bollocks. Martyn didn’t give a shit about the Afghan people. He was paid a fucking fortune and he’s got shitloads of ex-wives to support. That’s why he was here.’


‘Think Emily’s appeal will make any difference, sir?’ asked the commander of 2 Platoon.


The OC pulled a face.


‘We have just seven days and I’m not sure the diplomats can achieve anything in that time.’


‘But we can!’ said the men. ‘We could search a lot of houses in seven days! Let’s get out there and fight!’


The OC shook his head helplessly.


‘I’m powerless to authorize any house searches. Or fights. The colonel’s here and he’s working with the Foreign Office. It’s right over our heads, boys.’


But the journalists’ visit was abruptly cancelled. Suddenly there were rumours that intelligence had located Martyn. The company would go operational as soon as the SAS arrived.


Although the OC would not deny or confirm the rumours, commanders quietly told their men to prepare for a major operation. But as the deadline for Martyn’s release approached, nothing happened.


The men waited. Much of their talk was about Martyn but many of their thoughts were about home. One month left here. Some people had barely dared allow themselves to think about their loved ones before now. Involuntarily, as they stood over the green bowls washing in an inch of water, the possibility of a warm bath began to occur to them. Or a long shower. When they sat in the cookhouse with mugs of tea they thought about pub gardens and cold beer.


Jamie phoned Agnieszka.


‘Just a few more weeks! A few more weeks!’ he said.


‘That wonderful.’ Her voice was flat. She was trying to summon enthusiasm but she was not successful. When Jamie had called her after a week at Jackpot she had been warm and loving. But since then he had felt her detaching again and going into some cold, quiet orbit of her own. Each call ended with a sense that she was further away.


‘I don’t get it,’ Jamie told Dave. ‘Is there some other bloke? Is it that I mean less and less the longer I’m away? Or is she sort of . . . depressed?’


‘One more month,’ Dave reminded him. ‘Then you can put everything right again.’


‘Yeah,’ said Jamie. The mail had arrived and there had been nothing from Agnieszka.


Dave saw Mal also looking miserable after the blueys were handed out.


‘One more month,’ he said. ‘Then you can get back to Wythenshawe and sort things out.’


Mal shook his head.


‘Nah, you were right, Sarge. My family wants me to keep away. They say I’ll only make things worse. So I s’pose I’ll stay in barracks and they’ll come down to see me.’


‘It’s not nice to feel you can’t go home,’ said Dave. He wasn’t sure Mal was capable of staying away and keeping out of a fight.


‘What’s the matter with everyone?’ he asked Sol. ‘We’ve got one month to go and no one’s getting excited.’


‘It’s because of Martyn. And it’s because some people remember that home isn’t always so nice when you get there.’


Dave was surprised. ‘You don’t feel that way, Sol, do you?’


‘Listen, I can’t wait to see Adi and the kids. I just can’t wait. But there’s always this strange period when I first get back. I sort of don’t know what to do with myself. Because Adi’s so used to doing everything and she doesn’t know how to make room for me. Know what I mean?’


‘Yeah. Jenny’s always different when I get back. I mean, she’s always changed the way we do things and she expects me just to know it.’


Sol looked worried.


‘We’ve waited and waited to see each other. But then I get there and I just have to keep out of Adi’s way so I don’t go upsetting her.’


‘Everything’s going to be different in our house anyway because of the new baby.’


‘So have you agreed on a name?’ asked Sol cautiously. ‘Adi said it would probably be Lisa.’


‘Lisa. Oh, no. Don’t say Jen’s back to that one.’


‘It’s a nice name.’


‘It’s the name of an auntie who died or something. And I don’t like it. I hope she hasn’t registered the baby as Lisa.’ Going away for six months relieved you of a lot of responsibility. And that meant you sacrificed some of your rights. But Dave thought that helping to decide your baby’s name shouldn’t be one of them.


‘What do you want to call her, then?’ asked Sol.


‘One of the old-fashioned names like Ruby or Sophie. I used to like Emily but I’ve gone off that . . .’


‘What does Jenny say?’


‘She says: no way.’


In the cookhouse, over a brew, in the back of the wagons, in the toilets and around the cots, voices could be heard at any time: ‘What the fuck is happening? Where are the fucking Jedi, if that’s what we’re waiting for? When is this operation?’


With three days to go until the deadline, tension became acute. Action in the ops room was frantic. But action in the ops room never seemed to translate into action on the ground. Finally, a Chinook arrived.


About twelve men ambled out of it, tin teapots hanging from their Bergens. They wore flipflops, shorts and tasteless shirts.


‘Yes!’ said Angus, punching the air. ‘It’s them!’


‘Looks like the cream of the British Army, teapots at the ready,’ said Jamie.


‘And just when I was thinking of lengthening my odds again,’ Finn said.


Dave called 1 Platoon into the Cowshed for prayers.


‘We’ve been very patient,’ the boss told them. ‘At last, this is what we’ve been waiting for. We’re going to rescue Martyn.’


He explained that they would be leaving the base early tomorrow. The SAS would be in the wagons with them, dressed in camouflage to look like the rest of the lads. R Company would help them take the site and the SAS would find the hostage.


‘Right. Synchronize watches. In one minute it will be—’


The lads looked at each other.


‘Er, sir,’ said Dave. ‘You’ve forgotten the prayers.’


The boss looked back at him and blinked.


‘That’s it. That’s all there is.’


‘But . . . where we are going?’ asked Dave.


The Cowshed was suddenly still. No one moved a muscle.


‘I don’t know. We haven’t been told.’


‘Well, is it a very large compound? Is there any kind of internal map . . .?’


The boss shrugged.


‘I don’t know. It could be the size of Buckingham Palace or it could be a shepherd’s hut.’


There was a silence. Dave looked at the lads and every face stared back at him.


‘Just take all the weapons you can carry,’ he said. ‘In case it’s Buckingham Palace.’


The boss coughed. ‘One more thing. It has been very hard for the British to retain this operation. The Americans wanted to take it over and run it in their own way with their own forces. We don’t agree with their approach and feel it could be detrimental to our relationship with the Afghans. So we’re doing it, and we’re doing it our way with, apart from the Regiment, only the men we happen to have here on the ground: bussing in reinforcements is the kind of manoeuvre that might alarm the kidnappers. I need hardly tell you, then, that if things go wrong there will be a lot of international mud-slinging. Not just this company’s reputation but the reputation of the British Army is at stake.’


1 Platoon agreed in the cookhouse afterwards that they didn’t care about the reputation of the company or the British Army. They just wanted to find Martyn.


As before any major operation, everyone wanted to use the phone. Twice that evening it was double-booked and fights broke out. Jamie, who had been waiting patiently for his turn, saw that it was not going to come. He walked briskly around the perimeter a few times, trying to walk his worries about Agnieszka out of his system. He faced battle fearlessly. Only his wife could induce this sense of panic.


Finally he went back to his cot. Binns and Bacon were there, just leaving for the cookhouse.


‘Hey, Jamie, we forgot to finish your story. About the frog!’ They did a few frog impressions to remind him.


‘Ribbit, ribbit!’


‘Yeah,’ said Jamie, without smiling. ‘I know. I was never in the mood.’


‘Let’s finish it now,’ they said.


Jamie shook his head.


‘No point. I’ll be seeing Luke in a few more weeks.’


He was delving in his day sack for something.


Binns and Streaky shrugged helplessly at each other.


‘Woman trouble,’ muttered Streaky as they left. As soon as they were gone, Jamie pulled out the cellphone Agnieszka had given him. He had to communicate with her somehow. He had to tell her how much he loved her. And to make sure she knew that, however bad she was feeling, he would soon be there for her.


He switched it on, glancing constantly towards the door as it found the signal. He was about to start his message when the phone told him he had a message waiting. This surprised him. Agnieszka didn’t want him to use this mobile any more for some reason, so it was strange that she had used it herself.


He opened the message.


It said: ‘I love another man now.’


He read it again.


It still said: ‘I love another man now.’


He read it again and then again. The message was written in ice. It was freezing his hand. It was freezing his body. It was freezing his heart. If someone walked in he knew that he would be powerless to switch off the phone and to hide it. Afterwards he found the phone in the day sack. But he could not remember putting it away.


I love another man now.
  

Chapter Sixty-six



JENNY
DROPPED
VICKY
OFF
AT
NURSERY
AND
THEN
PUT
THE
BABY
IN
HER pram. She was trying to get herself back into shape before Dave came home and had just been given her post-op all-clear. On the days Vicky went to nursery, Jenny aimed to walk three miles a day, and walk quickly.


She liked the crisp autumn air. She liked the way the camp was sleepy on weekday mornings when all the kids were at school. She liked the way the sun shone now: brightly but not oppressively.


The fastest route to the countryside was past Agnieszka’s house and she glanced at the windows and thought she saw the Polish girl’s face there. She waved, but Agnieszka was gone.


Jenny felt uncomfortable. She should have asked Agnieszka to bring Luke in his buggy on this crisp, clear day: she was one of the few mothers who would enjoy a fast, invigorating walk. But she admitted guiltily to herself that she did not want to share her walk with her.


Agnieszka had visited Jenny just once since she came out of hospital and had seemed even more withdrawn than usual.


‘Are you OK?’ Jenny had asked her. Agnieszka replied with one of those tight little half-smiles. You never knew what she was thinking.


Jenny had spoken to Adi about it. ‘Does she ever see anyone or go out?’


‘Oh, yes, I see her around with the buggy,’ Adi had replied. ‘And, you know, you’re too busy to take care of Agnieszka. We’re all too busy.’


Adi had been unusually brisk. Jenny wondered if it was because she had also seen Agnieszka with that man. Well, if Agnieszka was having an affair, it certainly wasn’t making her any happier.


The last houses in the camp were the officers’, large with big gardens and huge, leafy old trees outside them. And then she was in the countryside. It wasn’t wild countryside. It was shared between farmers and tank drivers so the fields of sheep were crisscrossed by warnings, signs and tank guidance posts.


She walked hard and fast. There was no one around today until, when she was just about to turn for home, a runner approached her. He was moving quickly and as he neared she noticed the sweat dripping from his face before she saw that his left leg was made of metal.


‘Steve!’


He slowed, recognized her, then stopped a few metres past her. At first he couldn’t talk. He bent over, puffing and sweating.


‘Hi, Jenny. I got back last night and thought I’d . . .’ His voice disappeared inside his own breath.


‘Well, just take your time,’ she said. ‘I mean . . . I saw this bloke haring along but I never guessed it was you!’


‘I’m out of breath because I’m out of condition,’ he puffed. ‘Nothing to do with the leg.’


He stood upright then walked over to the pram and peered in.


‘She’s growing. Looks a bit like her dad, though, and that can’t be good. Got a name for her yet?’


Jenny said firmly: ‘Not until Dave’s home.’ She was trying not to peer at the strange, streamlined metal contraption that grew out of Steve’s shorts. ‘It’s amazing you’re running already!’


‘Go on, Jen, stare at it. Everyone wants to.’


She blushed. ‘It looks strong.’


‘Has to be, the hell it’s going to get from me.’


They grinned at each other.


‘It’s nice you’re home for the lads getting back,’ she said.


‘Well, with any luck I’ll be fit enough to run with them.’


‘That’s why I’m out today, too. I’m trying to get my figure back before Dave comes home.’


‘You never lost it, Jen. Unlike some people who never had it.’


She knew who he meant. For a moment she wanted to ignore this but she could not leave her friend undefended.


‘Leanne put on a lot of weight after your accident, Steve. Eating was her way of coping.’


His face changed. She watched the muscles in it rearrange themselves. Usually so big and open, he was darkening suddenly. He looked angry. He gritted his teeth and his jaw sharpened. He was even a bit scary, she thought. He had never looked that way before.


‘Yeah, well, it was a while ago now and she’s had plenty of chance to lose that weight again. But she won’t lose it sitting in front of the TV.’


‘It’s been hard for her . . .’


‘You think it hasn’t been hard for me? The easiest thing in the world is to sit around and be a couch potato but there’s no way I’m giving in to it. She shouldn’t either.’


‘I know you’ve been to hell and back, Steve. I really admire you for having the grit to start running. And because you’re determined to fight again. But Leanne’s been in bits. You’ve got some goals: get walking, get running, get back out with the other lads. Her life fell apart and it hasn’t been so straightforward putting it back together.’


He looked thoughtful.


‘Goals is a good word, Jen. If we give Leanne some goals that might help her . . .’


She decided to steer the conversation away from Leanne.


‘Steve, how are you going to feel when the others get back?’


His face changed again. Suddenly all the tight, angry lines loosened and he looked less sure of himself.


‘I’d sort of like to be there when the bus gets into the square. So would Ben Broom. Ryan Connor’s not ready for that yet.’


‘Oh, Steve, that’s a fantastic idea. They’ll be so pleased to see you. I know it would mean a lot to Dave.’


‘But he’ll be looking for you. Everyone will be with their family. The lads’ stuff is over for a while when we first come home.’


‘You don’t think Dave’s going to walk straight past you!’


‘Maybe it’s not the right time.’


‘But . . . how will you feel? Seeing them all get off the bus?’


Steve swallowed. Jenny watched him again. She did not remember that his face had ever had this mobility before. She had no recollection of the way emotions passed across it like clouds. Perhaps he’d just been better at hiding them. Now he looked vulnerable. His eyes were crinkling and his mouth was twisting unhappily. He looked as though he might cry.


‘Steve?’


‘I’m not sure I can handle it. Because I missed the whole fucking tour. And they’ve had all these experiences. They’ll have been changed by what happened. Even if they tell me everything, I didn’t go through it with them. I wasn’t there. So I don’t feel as though I know them like before.’


Jenny’s eyes dropped from Steve’s anguished face to the pram where the baby slept peacefully under her white blanket.


‘Steve . . . I know what you mean. Because I feel exactly the same way.’


They walked back to the camp together. When they passed the rec, they paused for a parking car.


‘Mazda MR2, very nice,’ said Steve. ‘I’ve always fancied one of them myself.’


A man got out of it and walked up the road.


‘Who’s he?’ asked Steve.


‘I don’t know,’ said Jenny. But she was sure she recognized him.


Agnieszka had seen Jenny walking and noted the way she stepped out cheerfully in the autumn sunshine. She had decided to do the same. But just putting on Luke’s coat had resulted in such howling protests that she almost gave up. He was still protesting now while she put on her own. Next there was the tedious ritual of pushing and pulling a large buggy through a small hallway. Was it worth it? Was it worth even trying to leave the house?


The bell rang. Probably Jenny, already coming back from her walk. Agnieszka didn’t want to speak to Jenny or anyone else but she opened the door, sighing and pulling the buggy out of the way.


‘Hi, Aggie.’


Her heart leaped. It soared. It was suddenly attached to a balloon, which was gaining altitude at an absurd rate. Her heart was light as a feather because it was shedding weight as it flew. The atmosphere up here was thin, her head was dizzy.


‘Ags?’


When she still could not speak he stepped inside. The door clicked shut behind him. He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her and she felt herself, without hesitation, return the kiss.


‘Have you missed me?’ he asked.


She closed her eyes. She couldn’t explain to him that it had been snowing since he left, a cold, frozen winter world.


‘It’s OK,’ he said. ‘I’m back now, Ags.’
  

Chapter Sixty-seven



THE
LADS
WERE
QUIET
WHEN
THE
CONVOY
LEFT
THE
NEXT
DAY. Nobody wanted to screw up in front of the SAS men and the wagons were peppered with them.


Dave, in the front, expected them to go into the Green Zone. He had thought it very likely Martyn was held in one of the maze of compounds near the river. But instead they swung towards the desert. His heart sank as he realized they were heading back towards Jackpot. So they were returning to the camp. He’d hoped it would be dismantled by now. They were in the dusty bowl of the desert that led to Jackpot when the convoy suddenly swung left.


‘Christ!’ said Dave. ‘We’re not going to a compound. Or the camp. We’re going to the Early Rocks.’


As they drew closer he began to understand how massive the rocks were. They had looked like stark, strange shapes jutting from the desert sands in the distance but close-up they were more complex. There must be water, because bushes and small trees sprouted all around. And running around the base of the rocks was a ring of earthworks at least two metres high. So the mysterious shrine was a natural fortress.


The massive rocks towered over them as they reached the entrance to the shrine. Built around one rock as though it had grown out of the sand was a tiny gatehouse. The wagons slowed as they reached it and threw out some of the SAS men. The wagons speeded up again and the boss passed on the orders: ‘In sixty seconds we will have the rock circle very loosely surrounded. You will dismount and close in on the circle, scrambling over the bank at the base of the rocks. We don’t know exactly what we’ll find inside except probably underground tunnels and, we hope, Topaz Zero. Your job is to suppress the enemy so that our colleagues can locate him. The enemy will be positioning now. So take advantage of their confusion to debus fast and close in rapidly on the rocks.’


Dave said at once: ‘Fix bayonets, lads.’


The drivers were told to stop one hundred metres from the rocks.


‘Go closer!’ Dave ordered his driver.


‘But the boss said—’


‘Closer! You can move back when we’re all out.’


The driver screamed towards the rocks and stopped about sixty metres away.


‘Everybody out, go, go, go!’ Sol yelled at 1 Section.


The men began to rush towards the rock circle. The weight of their kit was oppressive. It bounced on their backs and their pouches rattled on their bodies. Binns, the lightweight, had been fast as a school kid. Now he was a lumbering animal, staggering and doubled over as he ran.


‘I wish I could take this fucking shit off and really run!’ he shouted to Streaky. But Streaky could not hear him over his own heaving breath.


Angus was still back at the wagon. In addition to his normal rifle, pistol, kit and ammo he had mortars and the sniper rifle too. By the time he had staggered down from the bus the others were halfway across the open ground. He knew he was carrying too much weight but wasn’t sure what to leave. He paused and, before he could decide, the wagon moved off. Shit! Now he would have to take it all. And the others had nearly reached the rocks.


Fire erupted from all around the massive circle simultaneously, in a blaze of light, noise and smoke. The men who were still in exposed positions threw themselves onto their belt buckles on the desert sand, easy targets for the enemy.


All of 1 Section had reached the shelter of one of the massive stone pillars except Angus. They looked back now and saw him.


He lay still, head down, as though he’d already been shot, thinking, Shit, shit, shit. He could feel something like rain, and knew it was rounds. The rough sand bit into his cheeks. He dared to half look up once. All round him the desert danced with bouncing rounds. He put his head back down and knew that one of the rounds must hit him. They could not all miss him. His body was rigid with expectation. He wanted to yell and shout against his helplessness.


He heard helicopters overhead.


‘Thank Christ! Where have they been?’ roared Angus on PRR.


Dave responded.


‘Don’t get excited, McCall. There’s nothing much they can do to help us, not with a hostage trapped inside.’


‘Move forward, Angry,’ shouted Sol’s voice into his ear. ‘It’s just as safe as lying there.’


‘I shouldn’t have carried so much weight,’ he moaned. He heard his own voice, whimpering a bit. He was going to die. So he might as well die courageously. The Families Officer might as well stand in his dad’s hallway and say that Angus had died a heroic death. He began to stagger to his feet but the mortars he was carrying pulled his left side down and the rest of his body with it. Ping. A round whistled just over his shoulder. Good thing he hadn’t stood up, then, or that one certainly would have got him. Except that now he was stuck here, giving the ragheads some easy target practice.


A few moments later he felt someone tugging on his arm.


‘Get up, you lazy bastard, stop sleeping on the job.’


Jamie Dermott. Pulling him to his feet, grabbing some of the weight off him and firing the gimpy while the pair of them staggered across the desert together.


Angus didn’t have time to think, feel surprise or be grateful. His whole body and mind were focused on running in Olympic time to the rest of the lads by the rock. It wasn’t until they arrived safely and he slumped down, his mouth open, the breath never enough to fill his empty lungs, sweat pouring down his body, that relief began to seep from every pore. And then he understood that Jamie had saved his life.


He said: ‘Fuck, Jamie. I mean, fuck.’


Jamie was red-faced and gasping too.


‘Don’t mention it,’ he breathed.


‘I could feel the fucking rounds scrape against my helmet! One missed my shoulder by that much . . .’


‘You must have been just outside the flipflops’ arcs of fire,’ said Mal. ‘I didn’t think you could get here alive.’


Angus stood up, still red and panting, and reached for his water tube. He let out a roar.


‘What’s the matter, Angry?’ asked Sol. ‘Are you all right?’


‘My fucking Camelbak’s empty!’


Sol took a look.


‘A round went through it,’ he reported.


‘Fucking, fucking hell! I’m thirsty!’


Sol handed him a bottle of water.


‘There isn’t anyone else in this whole platoon, Angry, who would moan about a round hitting their Camelbak instead of their vital organs.’


The heavy machine guns on the WMIKs were pounding at the other side of the shrine and the mortar men were busy. Sol’s section put down fire where they saw muzzle flashes. But most of their rounds were bouncing off rock or getting lodged in the bank.


Dave was pinned down back at the Vector. The boss spoke to each of his section commanders in turn and confirmed that they had all their men up against the rocks. Sergeant Somers of 2 Platoon, on the other side of the shrine, was not so lucky. His Vector drivers had stopped further back and the men in one wagon had been too slow. They had debussed right into the contact. The bank was highest here and the enemy had taken advantage of this to feast on them. Dave saw CSM Kila rushing off in a wagon to deal with the casualties.


‘I can see what’s happening from back here better than you can,’ Dave told his corporals. ‘The choggies are firing through cracks in the rocks so you can forget firing back at them. A few insurgents are exposed on top of the ridge . . . See how many you can get.’


‘Just look up there,’ came the boss’s voice.


Dave looked up. High on the top of a rock, like a man who had just taken the elevator to the roof of a skyscraper, was the silhouette of an insurgent with a weapon that was probably a Kalashnikov.


‘Did he fly there? And with that weapon, too?’


‘Ropes. Or they’ve carved steps up the back of the rocks.’


The man was kneeling down and lifting his weapon, capitalizing on the natural advantage of his position. Dave guessed he was aiming at Kila’s casualty evacuation. He jumped out of the Vector with his SA80. It took just three shots. The body did not fall but remained slumped over the machine gun.


‘Rule One,’ Dave told it. ‘The chances are that the best firing positions are the most exposed. Now let them try getting you down from there.’


1 Section edged cautiously around the rock to the base of the ridge, checking for figures at the top of it. They reached the place Sol had chosen for them to breach it. Now they were close it looked steeper.


‘Fucking hell, they can just pick us off one by one as we climb up,’ said Finn.


Sol paused, frowning.


From out by the Vector Dave could hear firing from all around the rocks but the acoustic was as strange as the place. It echoed back across the desert until it was impossible to pinpoint where the noise was coming from or to estimate the size of the enemy inside.


‘I’m going to move closer in with the Vector and cover you as you go up the bank. I’ll deal with any of them waiting for you at the top. But only you can see what’s on the other side.’


Sol said: ‘Everyone fixed their bayonet?’


The driver turned to Dave.


‘Did you say something about going in closer again?’


‘Yeah. Shit, I wish I’d thought of keeping the sniper rifle back here with me. That’s what happens when you don’t get proper information on an operation beforehand.’


‘Do I have to move forward?’


‘Just a bit. Turn it sideways on if that makes you feel safer.’


The Vector’s move brought a hail of fire.


‘Fucking hell,’ said the driver, as he swung the vehicle round. ‘Did you save me from those IEDs in the Green Zone just to get me shot up out here in the middle of nowhere?’


‘OK, then, stop.’


‘I’m watching you,’ said the boss from the next wagon. Dave glanced across the desert. The next wagon was far away.


He leaped out, went to the side of the vehicle and got himself into a good position. He drew so much fire from the enemy that he was forced backwards. He tried again and there was more fire. The third time he told 1 Section: ‘Let’s get on with it. Up the bank now. Fast.’


He had to steel himself against his own instinct to duck back behind the Vector as rounds tore up the desert around him. He watched Sol go up first, followed by Mal.


A bearded man appeared with an AK47 at the top of the rim, his back against a rock to optimize his arc on the soldiers as they scrambled up the bank. Dave fired off ten rounds and the man fell.


‘Wrong weapon, wrong place. You’d have done better with a pistol at that distance,’ said Dave, falling back for a moment with relief.


The next time he looked, another insurgent was standing at the top of the bank holding a pistol. Dave shot him.


‘Right weapon, wrong place,’ he told the dead man.


Sol, Angus, Mal, Jamie and Binman were flat on their belt buckles on top of the bank now, firing into the shrine, while Finn and Streaky, who had been covering from below, were scrambling up behind them. Beneath them, a man with an AK47 appeared. He was at ground level and had emerged from 1 Section’s previous position around the rock.


‘Shit, how did you get there?’ asked Dave, as he fired. ‘We’re supposed to be surrounding you, not the other way round . . .’


Sections 2 and 3 were also fighting their way into the shrine just around the rock circle, covered by a WMIK. The company was closing in at all points, tightening the net on the insurgents within the shrine, increasing the rate of fire until the noise and its echo sounded like one long, continuous blast.


Dave knew he would soon have to get his platoon more ammo. He told the reluctant driver to move closer. The boss was giving orders to the men inside the rock circle now. He was instructing them to use grenades to move forward. Did this mean that Martyn had been rescued already? Or were they so heavily outnumbered by the enemy that they had been forced into a risky strategy?


The fighting advanced into the heart of the shrine and Dave was able to make his way to the rocks and up the ridge unimpeded. Inside the circle were bushes and hillocks and ridges and giant boulders but mostly there were soldiers. Dave could see how rapidly they were pushing back the Taliban fighters. He could see some of his men in good firing positions. 3 Section were well situated around boulders, 1 Section were back a bit but Jamie with the gimpy was perching on a ledge where he could just drop machine-gun fire into the insurgents’ line.


‘You’re doing well, Dermott, but you’re a bit exposed . . .’ Dave began.


He stopped speaking because he saw the RPG. After that everything fragmented into a series of snapshots. The Taliban grenade, tearing through the air like a deadly dart, cutting a path towards Jamie. The grenade appearing on the other side of Jamie and exploding thity metres beyond against a rock in a mass of flame and smoke. Jamie continuing to blast away for a few seconds on the machine gun. Jamie staggering. Jamie falling, Bergen first, at the side of the ledge.


Dave let out a roar. Standing on the ridge he was one of the few soldiers high enough to see what had happened. The roar of battle and the roar of his own denial echoed around in his head as he heard his voice, crisp and clear, reporting the incident. He ordered McCall and Sol Kasanita back to help carry the casualty outside the rocks where CSM Kila and the medic were waiting.


The next snapshots were out of focus. Sometimes he replayed them in the wrong order. McCall’s white face. Sol loading the bleeding body of Jamie onto the stretcher: ‘He’s still alive, Sarge!’ Dave’s own hand shoving Jamie’s autojet of morphine into his leg. Staggering down the ledge and up the bank with the stretcher, feeling that his arms would break with the weight and knowing that something was breaking inside him. Jamie’s body moving with each jerk and bump of the stretcher as though deeply, deeply asleep.


‘C’mon, Jamie, for fuck’s sake, c’mon!’ Angus McCall. His face a horror mask. ‘You didn’t run out into the desert to save me just so this could happen to you . . .’


The enemy’s main escape route was past the gatehouse and across the desert to the hills but Finn picked up talk of a tunnel system. And as he watched the number of insurgents diminish, he knew this must be right. The noise level was dropping. The air had been thick with cordite and smoke but it was thinning now. The Taliban couldn’t be seen surging across the desert. So there must be some other way out of the shrine.


‘We’d drop a five-hundred-pounder if it wasn’t for Martyn,’ he told Streaky and Binman, who happened to be close by. ‘Let’s hope they haven’t got him down in a tunnel with them.’


‘It’s just like they’re melting,’ said Streaky.


‘Maybe they’re all dead,’ Binman said hopefully.


But Finn and Streaky shook their heads.


The soldiers were ordered to start looking for a tunnel system. Finn and Streaky searched in the great shadows of massive boulders but the earth was hot, dry and solid.


‘I just want to kill the fuckers!’ said Mal. ‘They’re like rats, running down a rathole. I want to go after them and kill them.’ He had the hungry, alert look of a man for whom the fighting had ended too soon. A lot of the men did. A few were fighting each other. But Finn didn’t feel that way. He felt tired and defeated.


‘This operation was Marty’s last hope. And we fucked it up.’


Mal glared at him.


‘We did our best.’


‘What’s the Jedi here for? Why haven’t they sorted this out?’


‘What do you want them to do? Pull the poor old bastard out of a hat along with a white rabbit?’


There was a shout. A tunnel under the rocks had been found and officers were developing a plan to send men down.


‘Hold firm, 1 Platoon,’ came the boss’s voice. ‘It sounds as though you’re going to be covering from up here.’


Finn lit a cigarette while he waited for orders. He decided to check out the gatekeeper’s vegetables. When the doors on the wagons had slowed so that the SAS men could hit the ground on their arrival here at the shrine, Finn had got a clear view of a vegetable garden in the gatekeeper’s compound. It had been well watered and well ordered and there was probably something good to eat. Could you grow carrots in Afghanistan? Finn loved raw carrots and had stolen many from allotments.


‘Where you going?’ demanded Streaky, appearing at his side.


‘I feel like a little snack from the garden out there. Care to join me in a bit of thieving, Streaks?’


They sneaked around to the small, solid house. It looked deserted. Outside there was a thin irrigation channel, which fed the vegetable garden. There were no carrots but there were grapes. Finn picked a couple.


‘Mmm, Streaky. Just try these.’


The grapes were small. Sweetness exploded in their mouths.


‘Oooh, juicy!’ Streaky picked some more.


A goat hung its head in one corner and nearby was the doghouse. There was no barking from inside it.


‘What do people do with their dogs in this country if they never put them in their kennels?’ asked Finn. Streaky was busy munching and so he answered his own question. ‘Put their hostages inside.’


He walked towards the small ornate kennel.


‘The Jedi will have searched there,’ said Streaky, reluctant to leave the grapes.


‘I know,’ agreed Finn. ‘I’m just nosy.’


He approached the house carefully in case one of the huge Afghan fighting dogs he had heard about was asleep in there. Crouching, in case the dog bounced out on him, he pulled open the door.


The first thing he saw was a pair of legs. He thought they must belong to a dead body since they did not move at his arrival. His heart thumping, he squatted down and peered up the legs and saw they were attached to Martyn Robertson.


‘Fuck me! Marty! I was looking for you. But I didn’t think I’d find you.’


Martyn lay with his eyes half open.


‘Oy! You alive, mate?’


He still did not move. Finn felt for a pulse.


‘Shit, Marty! Don’t be dead!’


‘Hi, Huckleberry Finn,’ Martyn said weakly, without surprise.


‘Hey! They’ve all gone looking down a hole for you!’


‘Uh-huh. Well, I’ve been down a few holes.’


Streaky looked over from the vines.


‘Finny?’


Finn turned and gave him a thumbs-up.


‘Go and get someone!’


‘Is it him? Is it Topaz Zero? I know this is a joke, Finny!’


‘Find someone. They won’t believe me if I put it out on PRR.’


Streaky ran over to the doghouse to make sure this was no wind-up. Then he rushed out of the garden and back inside the rock circle. The first person he saw was an SAS man with a mug of tea in his hand.


‘He’s here! He’s fucking here!’


The man smiled at him kindly.


‘Oh, yeah? And what’s your name, kid?’


‘Bacon, sir. Streaky Bacon.’


‘You must be the only fucking bacon in Afghanistan. Got a mate called Pinta Lager?’


‘He’s here. Martyn! Topaz Zero! The hostage! He’s over here!’


Back in the doghouse, Finn was trying to help Martyn to his feet.


‘Shit, Martyn! They were going to kill you in two days’ time.’


‘I sort of hoped I’d die soon anyway, just to ruin their fun.’


‘While we’re waiting for the others, let’s talk about that job you were thinking of offering me . . .’


Martyn’s face creased itself into something that might have been a smile.


‘What odds did you give on finding me?’


‘Hundred to thirty at the beginning, shortened down to fifteen to eight when we found your last doghouse in town. Then this morning on the way here I was offering eleven to eight! That was generous but nobody took me up on it. Ha! In five minutes they’ll all be kicking themselves, eh, Marty?’


Martyn said: ‘You’ve got yourself that job, boy.’


Finn looked round and saw Streaky advancing with a disbelieving SAS man still holding his mug of tea.


‘It’s all over. You’ll be all right now, Marty, old mate and future boss. The cream of the British Army’s come to save you.’


The stretcher was red, painted with Jamie’s blood. Two medics seized it and were almost immediately working with a tourniquet and dressings along his left side, where his arm and his leg should have been, except there wasn’t an arm and there wasn’t much of a leg and Dave wasn’t even sure there was a lot of left side.


‘Jamie, Jamie, the fucking bastards got you again – they got you again! Don’t let them finish the job this time! Come on, Jamie, for Chrissake!’ Whose voice was that? His own?


He wanted Jamie to open his eyes. He wanted it with a desperation that took over his whole mind and whole body as if he could will Jamie’s eyes to open if he wanted it hard enough. He was Jamie’s sergeant. Now he was ordering him to live.


‘It’s not over till it’s over,’ said one of the medics, without looking up, as he reached for another bandage.


Dave was certain it would soon be over but he refused to look at that certainty. He clung to the medic’s words instead. His hand held Jamie’s wrist and searched for a pulse. He couldn’t feel one.


‘It’s there but it’s very, very faint,’ said a medic. ‘Did you see what happened?’


‘RPG. Went straight through him.’


‘No one can survive that,’ said Iain Kila.


‘It didn’t detonate,’ Dave said.


‘Well, fuck me!’ said Kila.


‘It certainly touched him but it went straight on and then hit some rocks about thirty metres later.’


‘He’s in with a chance, then.’


‘This man survived a round from an AK, he survived a round from a machine gun . . .’


The other medic said: ‘The grenade sliced his left side off but there’s a chance it missed his vital organs. He must have been squatting over the gimpy because it went through the top of his leg and the bottom of his arm. But he can live without an arm and a leg . . .’


‘A few centimetres further left and he’d certainly be dead,’ said the other.


‘MERT will be here in four more minutes,’ reported Kila. ‘He’ll be at Bastion inside the golden hour.’


Dave leaned over the stretcher, looking at the unmoving face.


He tried to imagine Jamie without an arm, a leg and God knew what other body parts. Always trying to hide the pain. Making the best of it. Loving Agnieszka as she pushed him around in a wheelchair. Some people can live like that, Dave thought. But Jamie can’t.


If Jamie heard what the medic just said, then he can hear me now.


Dave moved close to the thin face. Eyes closed, it showed no pain. He grasped the still fingers.


‘Shit, Jamie Dermott,’ he said softly. ‘You’re the last man I can afford to lose. But I know that you’re a soldier through and through. And, Jamie, you’re the best. You’ve lost half your body. But you could never be half a soldier. I understand if you want to go now. So go, if you must, mate. You’ve done a great job soldiering. You’ve got a lovely kid. You’ve got a wife who does truly love you – I know that for a fact, whatever you think. So, if you want to, go peacefully. Good luck. I’ll never forget you.’


Of course Jamie did not respond. He couldn’t.


‘Not looking good!’ said one of the medics suddenly.


‘Are we losing him?’


‘Can’t be . . . but we are.’


Dave closed his eyes and fell back to let the medics do their work.


‘No! No way!’


‘See for yourself!’


‘Shit! I thought we had him!’


‘Resuscitate.’


‘Clear, everyone, please.’


Dave turned his back, walked away and stared out at the endless expanse of desert. His face stung. His eyes stung. Sand in his mouth, sand in his eyes, sand in his heart.


A Chinook had already arrived for the casualties. Another arrived for Martyn almost immediately and the hostage was taken aboard by the waiting medics.


The OC was there.


‘Martyn is very important but since he is a T3 we must ask him to wait while we load a T4.’


Finn could not stop grinning. He had been clapped on the back by everyone around him and he and Streaky had already told the story again and again of how they had gone to steal grapes and found Martyn.


He heard that there was a T4 and wondered briefly who it was, but he was really looking for Dave. Where was he when Finn was enjoying a bit of glory for once? And it would be nice to have Sol, Angus and Jamie here offering a few words of congratulations, too.


The group of soldiers around the Chinook fell suddenly silent. Finn turned to see his mates approaching. They were carrying a stretcher. The body on it was covered. So this must be the T4. Even then it did not occur to Finn that there had been a death in his own section. It was only when they were close enough for him to see their faces that he suddenly felt cold. His buoyant, triumphant mood turned inside out and left all the raw places exposed.


Dave and Sol were covered with blood. Dave looked bruised, as if he’d been in a fistfight. Sol’s white eyes were red. Huge tears spilled down Angus’s face.


Finn looked at the men who surrounded him. Among them were Streaky, Mal and Binman.


That left one man.


Billy Finn’s mouth fell open, his eyes sprang out, his body was drained so that he swayed a bit. He saw the boss, features frozen, white-faced.


‘No. No. Not Jamie, no,’ he shouted.


Boss Weeks closed his eyes. He nodded.


The body was loaded onto the helicopter in silence. There must have been the ground-shaking thump of Chinook rotors and the roar of its engine. But afterwards not one man could remember anything but silence.
  

Chapter Sixty-eight



AGNIESZKA
STOOD
MOTIONLESS
IN
THE
BEDROOM,
STARING
AT herself in the mirror. When Darrel came in, she looked up at him. Not his real face, but the one in the mirror. He stood behind her and their mirror eyes met.


‘I’ve thought about you the whole time I’ve been away,’ said Darrel.


That’s what Jamie always said when he got back. And he would be back in a few weeks now. But then he would go away again. Loving Jamie meant saying goodbye. It meant waiting, waiting, waiting for him to come home.


‘I know you’re scared. I know this is a big step for you, Aggie.’


Her eyes met her mirror eyes. They were frightened. She felt frightened. She felt no sexual excitement. She just wanted to be touched and loved and cared for and not to be alone. She didn’t want to be a woman in an endless expanse of snow.


‘It will be all right. I promise. I’ll take good care of you.’


He began to kiss her neck. She tensed.


‘No, no, that’s no good,’ he murmured. ‘Melt a little, Aggie.’


She tried to relax. He stroked her gently. He massaged her back and rearranged her hair. And then he began to kiss her again.


Dave was leaning against the wagon. He thought he should get the lads moving, unloading, sorting things out. But everyone just wanted to stand very still.


The officials and VIPs buzzed around them, making a big noise about Martyn’s rescue. The SAS men were being wholeheartedly congratulated. Only the soldiers from the base did not speak.


The OC, who had initially disappeared into the ops room, had re-emerged now and was walking over to the men. His face was expressionless. His walk was slow. He dragged his feet through the dust as though they weighed a lot. He surveyed the quiet soldiers and then raised a hand to stop everyone else talking.


The OC cleared his throat.


When he spoke his voice was loud and grave.


‘I am very sorry to tell you that Rifleman Jamie Dermott, a loved, brave and highly proficient member of 1 Section, 1 Platoon, died at 1000 hours today. The medics treating him said that it is a testament to his courage and tenacity that he survived with such serious wounds for as much as thirty minutes. Less than an hour before his death, Rifleman Dermott ran into the desert under intense fire to help another man in his section out of danger. It was an action typical of a soldier who served all those around him without thought for his own safety. He died in action, shot through by a Rocket Propelled Grenade, having already remarkably survived two enemy rounds on two previous occasions. We will miss him and mourn him.’


Dave closed his eyes. The loss was so immense that you couldn’t put a fence around it, you couldn’t estimate its size, you couldn’t even begin to get to the edges of it. Because death was endless and so was loss. And even when he was an old man, many years from now, Dave knew that it would not have ended then.


The OC looked at him.


‘Sergeant. Would you please lower the flag in recognition of the death of Rifleman Dermott?’


Dave walked across the base to the flagpole. He was loaded down with invisible kit. It weighed more than any ammo. His body wanted to sink beneath it. He could hardly carry this immense burden and he almost stumbled once or twice. He reached the pole. Slowly, very slowly, he lowered the flag. The base was silent, the desert was silent, the distant hills were silent, and he knew that this was Jamie’s silence he was hearing now, a silence without end.

*



‘God, what am I doing?’


Agnieszka lay in bed, crying.


‘For Chrissake, Aggie!’ Darrel’s voice was tender and then exasperated. ‘You enjoyed it, didn’t you?’


‘Yes. But that make it worse.’


Darrel sighed and rolled onto his back. They lay next to each other, not touching.


‘I was trying to make you happy!’


Had she really thought that Darrel could drive away her fear and loneliness? Had she really thought that having sex with him would put right everything that was wrong? Her body was convulsed with sobs. She loved Jamie. And she had been unfaithful to him. Now she felt lonelier than ever and she even knew what the snow was. It was loss. She had gained nothing tonight and lost everything. Because she loved Jamie, even when he wasn’t there.


‘Aggie?’


Darrel reached for her but she pulled away.


He sighed.


‘Do you want me to go?’


She did not reply. She felt the bed rearrange itself as he climbed out. When he dressed, she could hear his anger and resignation from the way he pulled on his clothes. Before he left he leaned over the bed.


‘Aggie, call me when you want to talk.’ He kissed her cheek. ‘I don’t understand you.’


‘Darrel, I very sorry. It not your fault.’


‘Yeah.’


She heard him go down the stairs and close the door. She listened for the sound of his feet on the pavement. The house felt cold. She heard, at the bottom of the hill, a car starting. It pulled away rapidly.


Luke started to scream. She went to him. He would not stop. Finally he had a fit.


Maybe that was why she didn’t hear the car. But she heard the doorbell. Darrel. Back to reason with her. She wouldn’t let him in.


She pulled the curtain to one side. It was not Darrel and the car outside was at first unfamiliar. She stared down at the figure on the doorstep. Something very cold, like a splinter of ice, ran through her. It started in her scalp and made the hairs stand on end and, as it moved down her neck and her shoulders, on down to her toes, the tiny hairs on her body bristled. The Families Officer. On her doorstep in the night. At that moment, the world froze and this time she knew it might never thaw.
  

Chapter Sixty-nine



DAVE
WENT
TO 1 SECTION’S
TENT
TO
CLEAR
JAMIE’S
THINGS
AND found Binns and Bacon already hunched over them. Anger rose up inside him as if it had just been waiting for an excuse.


‘What the fuck do you two think you’re doing!’


They looked up guiltily.


‘We’re just sorting something out, Sarge,’ said Binman.


‘Sorting what out, exactly?’


Streaky was embarrassed: ‘Something we were doing with Jamie, Sarge . . .’


Dave could hardly contain his anger. ‘You don’t go through his things! I do that! You’ve got no right to sift through a dead man’s stuff!’


Binman looked too shocked to speak. Bacon said: ‘Sarge, we were making a story with Jamie for his kid, see, so his baby wouldn’t forget his voice. And it was almost, almost done. And we wanted his babymother to have it all finished off so . . .’


‘See,’ said Binns, ‘we didn’t want it to end suddenly. If it ends nicely his kid can listen to it over and over . . .’


‘That’s right, Binman’s right,’ said Streaky. ‘If it’s finished they’ll be able to listen to it and he’ll always have his daddy speaking to him . . .’


Dave felt his angry heartbeat slow.


‘So, what is this story?’


Bacon produced a small digital recorder. He flicked a switch. Suddenly the tent was filled with Jamie’s voice.


‘And so the little frog hopped towards the place where he knew his mum and dad were waiting for him and would wait for ever if they had to. Just one more mountain to cross and he would be there.’


Dave sat down on the nearest bed and put his head in his hands. Binns did not move. Streaky turned away, his arm across his face as though shielding himself from a blow. There was a long silence.


At last Binman said, his voice hoarse: ‘See, we do the sound effects and we thought we could finish it by . . .’


‘All right, all right, lads,’ said Dave, getting up. He had to cough to clear his voice and then cough again. ‘You do that. You finish it. I won’t interrupt you. I’ll just take the rest of Jamie’s stuff.’


He left the tent as quickly as he could.


He wanted somewhere private to open Jamie’s personal things. It was an unpleasant but necessary job to remove any letters from girlfriends or pornography or anything else a bereaved widow might not want to see. Not that there would be anything like that here. Jamie had loved Agnieszka and only Agnieszka.


There were letters and photos and a notebook. Dave felt intrusive looking through the notebook. It contained lists and a few sketches: of Luke, of some trees by a river and one of a GPMG. And there was a bit of poetry, love poetry, which he had written or copied from a book.


He delved a bit further in the bag and found some more pictures of Agnieszka. And then something small and hard. Another iPod? It felt like a phone but it couldn’t be. He pulled it out. It was. It was a cellphone.


Dave was shocked. Someone else must have put it there! Jamie, of all people, would never sneak in something that threatened everyone’s safety. Except here it was.


He switched it on.


There were messages to Agnieszka and from Agnieszka. The last one had been sent a few days ago.


He read: I love another man now.
  

Chapter Seventy



‘WE’VE
BEEN
THROUGH
A
LOT
TOGETHER,
ASMA,’
SAID
GORDON
WEEKS.


They were alone in the ops room. The Foreign and Commonwealth Office men had flown out into media frenzy at the hostage rescue, congratulating themselves on a successful mission. The colonel and his staff had gone. Kila and Jean were walking the perimeter together. The OC and the 2 i/c were in the cookhouse and the boss was manning the radio. He hoped there would be no calls.


‘Yeah,’ she agreed. ‘I didn’t like you at first.’


‘Really? How could you not like Gordon Weeks?’


‘Because you were such a prick when we were interviewing those two detainees and I pulled out my pistol. Did you stand there wittering on about the International Convention on Human Rights or did I imagine that?’


He gave her a withering look.


‘You imagined it.’


‘Bet you wanted to, though.’


He could not suppress a smile.


‘I did disapprove.’


She rolled her eyes.


‘Sometimes you have to do the wrong thing to get to the right place. A bit like your blokes shooting a wounded insurgent in a ditch?’


He decided not to reply. Something was coming through on the OC’s printer and he busied himself retrieving it.


‘Another press cutting from London. SAS SHOOTS ITS WAY
OUT OF HOSTAGE CRISIS.’ He put it on top of UK SPECIAL FORCES RETRIEVE HOSTAGE IN BLAZE OF GUNFIRE.


‘I did tell you that it was a man in my platoon who actually found Martyn?’


She threw back her head and laughed. He watched her happily.


‘You’ve told me at least three times, Gordon. But did I tell you that it was thanks to me we worked out Martyn was at the Early Rocks?’


‘You! No, you didn’t tell me that!’


He was ridiculously pleased and proud, as though he had worked it out himself.


‘It was really exciting but I wasn’t allowed to talk about it at all.’


‘Not even to me?’


‘Not even to you. Remember I said that I kept picking up talk about a holy place and that’s when your blokes went and searched all the mosques?’


‘And then you worked out that the holy place was the Early Rocks!’


‘Yes. Because they said something about a pregnant woman there. That’s how I knew. The last time we saw Asad’ – her voice faltered; Asad had not been mentioned by either of them since their argument after his death – ‘he said the shrine was special for women who wanted a boy child. To Asad it was all unIslamic traditional nonsense, of course. Anyway, we put the place under aerial surveillance and . . .’


The boss beamed.


‘Well done, Asma! Well done!’


‘. . . and the SAS rescued the hostage!’


‘Oh no they didn’t.’


She smiled again. He looked at her face, allowed his eyes to linger on its gaunt beauty, and felt that not seeing her every day was going to be hard.


‘Asma, I hope we’ll meet when we’re back in England.’


She sat very still.


‘If you want to.’


‘Do you want to?’


‘I think you’ll change your mind when you’re back with your friends again,’ she said softly. ‘In fact, I know you will.’


‘No!’ He didn’t want to change his mind. He’d rather change his friends. It was true that Asma wouldn’t fit easily into his circle. But here at the FOB he’d stepped outside that circle for the first time in his life. Now he saw no reason to step back into it.


‘Asma, you live close to London so maybe we could . . . well, perhaps go to the theatre and have a nice meal . . .’


‘I’d like that. I’ve never been to the theatre.’


She watched him try unsuccessfully to hide his surprise. She laughed again and his face lit up with pleasure, even though he suspected the laughter was at his own expense.


She leaned across the desk and, to his amazement and delight, took his hand.


‘Gordon, it won’t be the same in England. Here we’ve been through a lot together and we can see all the things we’ve got in common. Soon as we’re back there, all we’ll see are the differences.’


‘What differences?’


‘C’mon, Gordon.’


‘Before you decide you hate people because they live in a farmhouse, you should come and see it.’


She sniffed. ‘I bet it smells of furniture polish.’


He smiled. ‘Only on Wednesdays when Mrs B from the village has been in to clean.’


‘Are you kidding?’


‘Yes. Come and see my home. I think you’ll like it. I could teach you to ride . . .’


‘No thanks. And I can guarantee you wouldn’t like my home. Luckily my parents haven’t spoken to me for three years so there’s not much chance you’ll ever see it.’


Her touch was very light and her hand so small he could scrunch it up in his fingers if he wanted to. He held it carefully.


‘I thought you lived in a flat in Luton now.’


‘Yeah.’


‘I might like that.’


‘Well . . . yeah . . .’


‘And I live in the officers’ mess, not my parents’ house.’


‘What are you saying, Gordon?’


‘Can’t we start from here? From who we are now?’


‘Not sure who I am. If I’ve learned one thing from this tour, it’s that. I was born here in this country. I’m Pashtun. I can leave my family and change my surname but that’s still who I am underneath.’


Weeks said softly: ‘That’s one reason Asad meant a lot to you.’


‘When I met Asad and his family, I realized I sort of knew them even though I’d never met them. At first it was scary. Now I have to live with it.’


She let go of his hand and got up. So he must have blown it. Because she was walking out.


But no, she was walking around the desk to where he was sitting, bending down and kissing him on the lips. It wasn’t a very long kiss. When it was over he wanted more. His lips looked for hers but she pulled back and wagged a finger at him.


‘You’ve had plenty of chances to engage the enemy, Gordon.’


‘But now I’m returning fire.’


Laughing, she turned to go. ‘Got to initiate those contacts sometimes! Let’s see if you do any better in England.’


Dave booked an early slot when the satellite phones were finally reopened after Jamie’s death. He wanted to break the news to Jenny himself. But when she answered he could tell at once that she already knew.


‘Who told you?’


‘Adi, of course.’ She was sniffing back tears. ‘Plus it was on the TV news when they were going on and on about the SAS rescuing the hostage.’


‘What did they say?’


‘That a soldier in the regular army had died during the ambush. Then Adi rang to say who. I was shocked, Dave. But the first thing I thought was: thank God it wasn’t you.’


‘You liked Jamie,’ he said.


‘Yeah. A lot.’


‘Who’s with Agnieszka?’


‘No one. I tried. But she’s sort of frozen. It must be the shock.’


‘No one’s there! Not even her bloke?’


‘She said she wanted to be left alone. So Adi’s taken Luke and I think the Families Officer’s going back soon. Dave, listen, I want to call the baby after Jamie. Do you think Jamie’s an OK name for a girl these days?’


‘I don’t know. At the moment it just makes me think of Jamie.’


‘Some people spell it J-a-i-m-e for a girl.’


‘Let me think about it.’


‘Dave. Are you all right?’


Dave felt a stabbing pain in his chest area. There was a long silence. Jamie’s silence, again.


‘Not sure,’ he said at last.


‘I always knew he was your favourite.’


‘We’re not supposed to have favourites.’


‘But sometimes people do. And Jamie was yours.’


‘He was badly wounded but he didn’t die at first so I let myself hope for a few minutes. Even though I knew there wasn’t a chance.’


‘You were right to hope,’ said Jenny. ‘Miracles can happen.’


‘Not this time. He was so badly maimed that it was probably better not to live.’


‘He would have wanted to live for Agnieszka.’


‘She’s a bitch.’


‘Oh, Dave, she’s really suffering. And we don’t know for sure she was messing about.’


‘She had another bloke. And Jamie knew about it too. Because she told him.’


‘No!’


‘Jen, he had a mobile phone here. It’s unbelievable that Jamie would take a risk like that. But he did. I found it. And there was a message on it from her, which he must have got just before he died. Saying she loved someone else.’


There was a long silence.


‘Jen?’


‘He had that mobile phone because she asked him to and because he loved her a lot.’


‘Yeah, and she loved him so much she sent him a message like that.’


‘No! Agnieszka didn’t send it to him.’


Dave suddenly grew suspicious.


‘You knew he had that phone?’


‘It was the Taliban who sent the message. Agnieszka never would have done it.’


‘But the Taliban didn’t know she was messing about!’


‘She might not have been! The Taliban didn’t know anything about her, they just wanted to hurt him. And he read it and believed it . . .’


‘How the fuck do you know about all this, Jenny?’


‘Don’t be angry with me, Dave. I promised not to tell you before. But now Jamie’s dead, I suppose I can.’
  

Chapter Seventy-one



THE
TIME
TO
LEAVE
THE
FOB
DREW
NEAR.
TAREGUE
MASUD
MADE lemon meringue pie by popular request. People cemented friendships and gave each other addresses and phone numbers. Men who had argued or fought with each other suddenly became mates. Posters were swapped, photos traded, and Masud did a roaring trade in Sin City T-shirts. The OC announced that Martyn was inviting the whole company to dinner at a London hotel soon after their return.


They were scheduled to depart in the afternoon. The men piled their stuff on their cots ready to grab it when the helicopter landed. Some were taking a last look around FOB Sin City. They saw the advance party of the company who were replacing them huddled by the wagons looking miserable, pale and lost.


‘We were like that six months ago,’ said Angus. ‘I reckon I was a different person back then.’


Finn said: ‘I think I’m going to miss this place.’


‘I know I will,’ said Angus. ‘I don’t want to go. It’s like leaving home. ’Specially because it won’t be the same now.’


Sin City was to remain an FOB but there would be no more civilians. The oil project was abandoned, Taregue Masud was leaving with R Company and the number of troops here were to be doubled.


‘What you going to say to your old man when you get back, then?’ Finn asked Angus. ‘Going to tell him that his boss from the Jedi still cooks a fucking good lemon meringue pie?’


‘Nah. I’m keeping my mouth shut. He wants to be a war hero, so let him be. It costs me nothing.’


Finn nodded. ‘Big of you, Angry. I think you got bigger since you came here. Come on, let’s have one last sniff of the Cowshed so we’ll remember the whiff for ever.’


They passed Mal.


‘Feeling nostalgic, mate?’


‘I’m thinking about women. Women with curves who don’t walk around wearing sheets wrapped all over their bodies. And I’m just wondering how quickly I can pull.’


‘Tell the birds you’re a war hero. That should do it.’


‘You going straight up to Manchester?’ asked Angus.


Mal shook his head. ‘Nah. My family reckons it’s better for me to stay in barracks and they’ll come down and see me.’


Angus brightened. ‘You hanging around in barracks, too? I was thinking of doing that.’


They looked at each other and grinned.


‘We can go out on the pull together then,’ said Mal. ‘What you doing, Finny?’


‘I’ll go and see which of my babymothers has got room for me. That’s probably the bed where I’ll start. After that, who knows?’


They got to the Cowshed and found Streaky and Binns there.


‘Come to inhale the last whiff?’ asked Mal.


‘Mmm,’ said Streaky, breathing deeply. ‘If they could only bottle it.’


‘Think we’ll come back here? On our next tour?’ asked Binns.


They looked at each other. No matter how much they wanted to go home, a part of them didn’t want to leave this strange place. Although no one would admit it.


‘Yeah, maybe,’ said Angus. ‘Maybe we will come back here.’


They heard the throb of rotor blades.


‘Come on, come on, come on,’ roared Sol’s voice at the door. ‘What are you all doing here? Get your kit and get out to that Chinook!’


‘Here we go!’ said Mal, taking a last look around. ‘This is it.’


When the Chinook finally took off, the men were silent. Dave felt as though he was leaving Jamie behind in this desolate place. Or maybe its desolation had crept inside him and he was taking it with him. He looked down at the base’s right angles, etched in the desert landscape in hesco. He saw the shining gym equipment, the thick mud walls, the tents, the isoboxes, the hardware and all the men of the incoming company racing to grab the best cots.


It was raining when their plane touched down in the UK. As the men disembarked they felt its soft patter on their faces and the coolness of the breeze in their hair. The weather here was kind and forgiving. It didn’t want to pin you to the ground or whip you into exhaustion or scrape at the inside of your throat or fry you all day and then freeze you all night. The damp air of Brize Norton was the climate of home and it welcomed them.


It took a long time for their baggage to come through. Dave watched his men’s faces as they waited and waited by the circling carousels. They hardly moved. They were expressionless. He’d personally switched himself off, like a TV, to make the journey bearable. He wanted to be at the FOB. And then he wanted to be home. He didn’t want the bits in between. He hadn’t even wanted a few days in Cyprus.


The carousels sprang into life and so did the men. There were a few goodbyes. CSM Kila was saying a fond farewell to the monkey woman. And the boss was all over the other one, the Intelligence Corps girl.


Kila caught up with Dave when they were loading the last bags onto the bus and a few lads were having a quick cigarette before boarding.


‘Think you’ll see her again?’ asked Dave.


‘She’s gone up to Edinburgh. And guess what, I’ve got family in Glasgow. So we’ll be meeting next weekend!’


Kila raised his eyebrows suggestively. Dave laughed at him.


‘Good luck, mate.’


They boarded. Everyone was given a can of beer. They drank it in silence. The bus started to go and Dave sensed how restless and worried the men were. People had been phoning and writing to their loved ones for six months, yearning for their families and the luxuries of home and now, thought Dave, after all that longing, it was about to happen. And it was terrifying.


‘I told Shaz not to meet me at the camp,’ said Dean Somers, the sergeant of 2 Platoon, who was sitting next to him. ‘I’ll get a lift and hook up with her and the kids at home.’


Dave turned to him.


‘Can’t handle it, eh?’


Somers reddened. He dropped his voice: ‘I’m not fucking crying in front of my men, mate.’


‘They’ll be too busy trying not to cry to notice you.’


‘All right, I’ll put it another way. I’m not fucking crying in front of the missus.’


Dave said: ‘I’m allowed to cry. I’ve got a baby I haven’t even met yet.’


‘Who you going to kiss first, then?’ asked Somers. ‘That’s the other fucking problem, innit? They’re all standing there, you can’t hug them all at once.’


‘Jenny,’ said Dave decisively. ‘Jenny is definitely first. And she’ll probably be holding the baby so that’s two birds with one stone. Then I reckon I’d better make a big fuss of Vicky before I take the baby . . .’


‘You’ve got it all worked out, then?’ said Somers. ‘See what I mean? It’s better to go home and ring the doorbell and walk into your own hall and do the shit there.’


‘I haven’t got it worked out really. Because my mum and stepdad might be there too. And maybe my mother-in-law.’


‘Well, the mother-in-law goes right to the end of the line!’ said Somers. ‘Mine would.’


‘Yeah. But we’ve leaned on her a lot lately, and she’s been there for us.’


‘If she’s anything like mine, she’ll make sure you know it. Is it true you’re leaving?’


‘No,’ said Dave. ‘I just have to pretend I’m thinking about it.’


As the bus neared the camp the atmosphere was as tense as before any fire fight. Everyone stopped talking. There was complete silence. They turned into camp and then it seemed like a long time before they finally arrived in the square. It was crowded with people in bright colours, holding banners and placards, smiling and waving. Everyone strained to pick out their own family group. On the bus, men’s faces broke into smiles. Dave felt a thousand tiny strings from all over his body pulling at some knot behind his eyes. Oh, shit. Get a grip on yourself.


Jenny, accompanied by the children, Trish and Dave’s parents had arrived early in two cars.


‘Christ, Mum, don’t do the banner thing,’ said Jenny.


‘Vicky wants to, don’t you, love?’ said Trish firmly and Vicky nodded. Jenny and Dave’s mum exchanged agonized glances.


‘Dave hates that kind of fuss,’ muttered Jenny.


‘He’s been off doing what he likes for six months, he can just put up with it,’ said Trish, as though Dave had been away on holiday. ‘Anyway, he won’t hate it if Vicks is waving her banner, will he, darling?’


Vicky grinned. She knew her daddy was coming home. She knew her daddy was a man. She just wasn’t sure which man he was. But she was prepared to get caught up in the excitement anyway.


‘I’ll hang around for him while he does all his unloading,’ Jenny said. ‘It’ll take an hour or so and you lot won’t want to wait that long.’


‘All right, love,’ said Dave’s mother, ‘don’t you worry about the baby, just stay with Dave.’


‘We’ll have the food on the table when you two get back,’ his stepfather said.


It seemed the bus would never appear, but the carnival atmosphere persisted. Some people passed around union jacks. Children ran in small circles and then larger ones, in and out of the waiting adults. Some mothers, wives, but especially girlfriends, wore new clothes and carefully applied makeup. As they waited longer and longer their feet began to ache in the unaccustomed heels, their makeup ran or smudged or wore off and their hair required re-brushing and rearranging.


Jenny fed the baby and watched as the tiny eyes closed and she fell asleep. Jenny just hoped that she didn’t need another feed or a nappy change or a little shout at exactly the moment the bus came in. She laid her in her pram without waking her. Then it was back to waiting and looking and waiting and wanting.


She caught sight of Steve Buckle in uniform, standing with the rear party.


‘Just a minute,’ she said.


She went over to Steve.


‘Leanne here?’


‘Not sure.’


‘Come and stand with us then. Because Dave might not see you over there and he’ll be pissed off if he misses you.’


Steve looked around at the other men.


‘I’m not sure . . .’


‘Oh, come on,’ she said.


Steve touched a red-haired lad on the arm. ‘Jen, this is Ben Broom . . . he’s still on crutches.’


Jenny gave Ben a broad smile.


‘I’ve heard all about you, Ben. Can you hobble over here to my family? I know Dave’s going to want to see you when he gets off the bus.’


Steve and Ben didn’t look too confident walking through the crowd. Jenny moved ahead of them, clearing as much of a path as she could.


As they arrived back with the family, Leanne appeared, a twin hanging on each leg. They saw their father and ran to him.


Steve’s face lit up. ‘Batman! Robin!’


Jenny looked at Leanne. She grinned back. ‘He’s doing okay with the boys, anyway.’


‘How about you?’


Leanne bit her lip.


‘We’re managing. Most of the time. Today’s hard for us, of course, because Steve should have been one of the lads getting off the bus.’


‘It was big of you to come,’ said Jenny. ‘Big and brave.’


The crowd was getting impatient.


‘How much longer?’ children asked.


‘Soon, soon,’ their mothers said.


And then, there it was.


This moment, when the first bus pulled into the square, had been anticipated, imagined and longed for so many times that, when it happened, Jenny felt it was the rerun of an old movie instead of something that was really taking place.


She saw Dave disembark and she waited for him to find her in the maelstrom. She saw him walking through the crowds. And she knew that there was only one face in that crowd for him and it was hers.


She waited as he threaded his way through the people, waited for him to see her. More waiting. It had been six months of waiting, she was good at it now. And she was not going to cry. She was going to smile. It was very important to smile and not cry.


Their eyes met and she never did know if she smiled or cried or did both at once. She felt his arms around her and his lips on hers. Completely enveloped by him she felt something deep inside her weaken. The weighty animal of anxiety she had been carrying around every day for six months, invisible but ever present, loosened its hold on her and slunk quietly, rapidly away. Dave was here, they were both safe, they were a unit standing together again, instead of two people fighting different battles far apart.


When they drew back and each examined the face they had thought about but not seen or touched for six months, they saw how much change there had been and they both knew how hard they would have to work to understand the changes and adapt to them.


Dave smiled. He was thinking that he had missed the joy at his baby’s birth. But now he had it tenfold.


‘Stop crying,’ he told Jenny.


‘I can’t.’


‘You are so beautiful. I forgot how beautiful.’


Then there was Vicky, smilingly held aloft by a man she didn’t recognize but who her mum seemed to like a lot. He held her while he gazed at the sleeping baby. Next came Trish. Dave knew his mum and stepfather would understand why they had to be last. They were crying when he got to them. He held them both close to him in a double embrace.


Jenny pulled his arm and he turned and saw Steve. This was so unexpected that Dave stared for a moment without comprehension.


‘Christ! Steve!’


He gave his mate a bear hug and then feared that he had literally knocked Steve off his foot. He drew back.


‘It’s OK! I can stand. I can run. I can probably run as far as you!’ said Steve.


‘Shit! You’re looking so good! Put on a few pounds . . .’


‘That’s the fine food at Headley Court.’


‘You can run, you can really run?’


‘I’ll race you. Now don’t throw your arms around Ben because he’ll fall over.’


Dave hugged Ben gently.


‘The last time I saw you . . . well, you were a lot of spectacular shades of red, Broom. Now you’re just the one . . .’ He tousled Broom’s hair.


‘I’m getting my new leg soon, Sarge,’ Broom said proudly.


‘Shit!’ said Dave. ‘This is a fantastic surprise.’


‘So did you put my leg in your Bergen, mate?’ asked Steve.


‘Er . . . what?’


‘My leg. From the cookhouse freezer. You did bring it?’


For a moment the smile faded from Dave’s face.


‘Oh . . . so you heard about that . . .’


Steve started to laugh, then. So did Dave, partly with relief. He was still laughing when he put an arm around Leanne and planted a huge kiss on her cheek.


‘You’re looking good, Leanne!’


But by now Jenny had picked up the baby and handed her to Dave. He stared into her eyes and simply loved her. It wasn’t complicated. It wasn’t maybe. It was love.


‘Yeah,’ said Dave to the baby. ‘Yeah. I’d like you to be called after Jamie.’


Jenny was watching him. She said: ‘How you’ve changed, Dave.’


He smiled. He looked around the field of men and their families, at the banners and the tears, the wounded and the whole, the joy and the relief. He thought he heard the same phrase on every pair of lips. The men were saying it about their wives, about their children. The families were saying it about their men. Everyone, in Wiltshire and Helmand, had faced experiences that only those who were with them could understand. The words echoed around the people, the buses, the buildings, the barracks, the banners and the monument to the men who hadn’t come home, until it seemed to Dave, his new baby named after his dead friend in his arms, that these were the only words he could hear. You’ve changed, you’ve changed, you’ve changed.
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