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Place: TJ’s nightclub, Newport, Gwent


Date: April 24th (Friday)


Time: 0049


‘Sorry, what?’ she shouted.


He leaned towards her, not too close. He was polite but he felt rowdy, because vodka Red Bulls were rushing through him, and because she was very pretty. The music was loud. And she was talking to him, if you could call it talking. She was leaning into him, turning her head so that her ear was near his mouth.


Jase smelled her just before he spoke: a faint smell, delicate, like blossom. In the strobing lights her neck was pale. She wore her hair up. It was either dark blonde or brown.


‘I said,’ he shouted, ‘“Where are you from?”’


They swapped positions. He turned his head and bent down so that his ear was nearer her. She stood straight, her mouth close to him, and shouted.


‘Wigan!’


They swapped again. They smiled at the pause and the change of places.


‘You like them that much?’ he asked, smelling her again, and nodding at the band on the stage.


‘They’re great!’ she shouted. ‘You a fan?’


He shrugged and grinned.


‘Do you dance?’ he shouted, after a moment, because he had to say something. She raised an eyebrow at him. She did a little shimmy. He laughed and copied her. They shimmied together, and then they danced. That was how they met. They kissed in the flashing, thundering dark of the dance floor. Her mouth was beautiful. Jase longed to kiss it all night.


They left together when the lights came on. In the brightness she was prettier still. Dark blonde hair, that pale neck, and dark eyes, possibly dark green. She wore a black vest and a sort of T-shirt over it which came off her shoulder slightly. Her black skinny jeans ran down to short boots with little heels. The boots were pointed and scuffed. Jase noticed that her toes turned inwards slightly. He loved that. It made him feel tender. He could see no tattoos, no cleavage, which was unusual in TJs on a Friday night, and only one small piercing in each ear. She had pretty ears.


Jase was wearing the same as most of the lads, a short-sleeved shirt and jeans. It was a warm night, and the rain was fine like spray. Cars sizzled by and the street was ugly, a fast road with chip shops shining, attracting crowds.


‘Chips?’ she said.


‘Yes!’


Jase did not know what else they could do. He could not take her back to his mum’s really.


They held hands. He was not sure if she had reached for his or he for hers. Her hands were surprisingly strong, and warm.


‘You don’t live in Wigan, do you?’ he asked her, in the chip-shop queue.


She shook her head. ‘London,’ she said. ‘Where do you live?’


‘Nowhere,’ he said. ‘My mum lives here, but I travel for work.’


‘Are you a truck driver?’ she asked.


‘Not really,’ he said.


‘Sailor?’


‘Close.’


‘Pilot?’


‘Closer!’


She touched the tattoo on his right arm.


‘You’re a soldier,’ she said. ‘That’s your regiment?’


‘Paratrooper,’ he nodded. ‘But we’re not like any old soldiers.’


‘How are you different?’


She had a lovely quiet voice, soft as the rain, and the faintest hint of a northern accent.


‘We can fly,’ he said. ‘Haddock or cod?’


The old lady who served their food smiled at them with knowing amusement. Jase reckoned she had been listening to their conversation, through all the noise of the chippy.


‘There you are, love,’ she said, handing over the two hot, heavy paper parcels. ‘Have a good night. Mind how you go now.’


Now they were outside. Where to eat? There was nowhere nice to sit.


‘Are you with friends?’ Jase asked her.


‘No. I’m staying there.’


He followed her nod to a tall building with HOTEL written on it in green lights.


‘That’s handy!’ he said. He felt a bit silly.


She was looking at him. She was not smiling but her eyes were full of fun.


‘Do you know my favourite way to eat fish and chips?’ she asked.


‘What’s that?’


‘In the bath,’ she said.


Jase had no idea where he was when he woke up. It was quiet. He was in a large bed. His arms were wrapped around someone. A girl. A woman. She had soft, creamy skin, and it all came back to him now. The most beautiful thing had happened to him last night. He could not remember falling asleep. She had amazing skin. He remembered the tan lines around her hips. He moved the duvet to look again and she stirred. She turned her head as though looking over her shoulder but she did not open her eyes.


‘Hello?’ she said. ‘Who’s there?’


‘No one really,’ Jase said. ‘Just looking. Room service. Making sure you’re ok.’


‘I'm very ok, thank you,’ she said, and wriggled against him.


My God, Jase thought, I must have hit an IED and been blow to heaven.


About an hour later Jase went to the bathroom. When he came back she was watching him. They both grinned.


‘I don’t believe we’ve been introduced,’ Jase said.


‘Charlie,’ she said, and held out her hand. ‘How do you do?’


He took her hand, turned it over and kissed it. ‘Jase,’ he said. ‘I do very well thank you, Charlie. Great to meet you. Amazing to meet you, in fact.’


Gently he leaned over and kissed her mouth.


He made them both tea.


‘What the hell were you doing in TJs?’ he said, when he had given her a cup.


‘Working,’ she said.


Jase sat near her on the bed. He had a towel around his waist.


‘DJ?’


‘Very good!’ she said. ‘I was. Still do a bit. But not last night.’


‘Glass collecting?’


‘Not really, no,’ she said.


‘You’re not a journalist?’ he said, suddenly.


‘Why am I not?’


‘You can’t be! You’re too beautiful.’


‘Why thank you,’ she said, looking down. He remembered last night when he told her she was pretty – the prettiest, most beautiful thing he had ever seen – she had looked away. She did not do compliments, clearly. ‘Can’t journalists be beautiful?’


‘I just don’t think you are one,’ he said, but he had a strange unhappy feeling.


‘Well, I guess I’m not much of a journalist now,’ she said. ‘I’m a writer.’


Jase tried to hide his despair. A writer from London. It could not be worse.


‘A writer,’ he said, his heart sinking past his boots and through the floor. ‘Books?’


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Books, magazines, papers, radio, plays – all sorts.’


‘Why are you a writer?’ he demanded, before he could stop himself.


She looked at him steadily. Her eyes were dark green and he could see in them how clever she was.


‘Why am I a writer? I am a writer because – I love words. And books. And poems. And songs. And paratroopers, possibly.’


‘Do you know any?’


‘Only one.’


‘Moron is he?’ Jase asked, gloomily.


‘Oh no,’ she said. ‘Quite the opposite, I’d say.’


Eleven o’clock came too quickly. Jase had to go. He needed to be at work by two and he had to see his mum first, and get his gear. He had a quick shower and dressed. She was still in bed, tapping away on her phone.


‘Are you off back to London?’ he asked.


She looked up and nodded.


‘Do you think you’ll come back to Wales?’


She nodded again, slowly, holding his eye. ‘Will you ever come to London?’ she asked.


‘I might. To see you I would.’


‘I would come to Wales to see you,’ she said.


‘Great! When?’


‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘What’s your email address?’


‘Don’t have one.’


‘Do you do Facebook?’


‘No.’


‘Instagram?’


‘No.’


‘Carrier pigeons? Radios? What do paratroopers use?’


‘We don’t tell you we’re coming.’


‘How will you find me?’


‘Telephone?’


‘Ok,’ she said. ‘There's a pad and a pen there. Write your name, rank and telephone number and I’ll tell you mine.’


‘Here’s a better idea,’ said Jase. He recited his number and she put it into her phone.


‘Call me now,’ he said, ‘then I’ll have yours.’


‘Are we going to swap names too, or don’t we know each other well enough yet?’


‘Lewis,’ Jase said. ‘Colour Sergeant Jason Lewis, B Company, First Battalion, Parachute Regiment, at your service, ma’am,’ and he gave her a perfect salute, his back as straight as a sword.


‘Wow,’ she said. ‘Don’t you ever do that to me in uniform. I’ll faint.’


They kissed. She still tasted like flowers, Jase thought. And tea.


‘What’s your surname, Charlie?’


‘It’s Weston, Colour Sergeant,’ she said. ‘Charlie Molly Weston, but please don’t google me. You’ll only find out what a lousy journalist I really am.’


‘I won’t,’ Jase said, ‘I promise you that.’


After he had seen his mother and promised to look after himself and call her soon, Jase loaded his bag into the car and set off. He was based at St Athan, to the west of Cardiff, but this weekend he was on exercise in the Brecon Beacons with the boys from Hereford. He had two hours to make the base at Credenhill. Plenty of time.


It was a spring day and the border country was coming out in all its colour. He took the road to Monmouth first, but turned off at Raglan for Abergavenny, knowing it was an easy and pleasant route from there on. The radio played and he turned it up and sang along to the tunes he knew. His mind was full of her, and last night.


But his happiness was shadowed by his secret. He did not think she had guessed. It had been a bad moment when she told him to write his details on the pad.


Jase was a very successful soldier. He had been decorated by his country for his service in Afghanistan. He was liked and respected by the men and women he worked with, and marked out by his senior officers for a serious career in a serious part of the armed forces. His battalion, 1 Para, was part of the Special Forces Support Group. His Commanding Officer was taking an interest in Jase, and had twice encouraged him to apply for the Special Air Service’s Selection Course. If he was successful, and Jase’s CO thought he would be, Jase would be drafted into 22 SAS, perhaps the most prestigious regiment in the world.


Jase had not applied. He said he was happy where he was, but that was not the reason. It was not that he was afraid of the notoriously difficult physical tests of Selection, or of the shame, should he fail. It was much simpler than that. Where he was, Jase could manage just fine. The problem was his secret. If he applied for anything beyond his current role, the secret would be exposed, and Jase would rather face any enemy on the planet than that.


It was a very simple secret. Charlie Molly Weston would not have believed it, but if he was not very careful she was certainly clever enough to find it out.


The truth was, although he could manage a few basic words, and he could write his name, of course, Colour Sergeant Jason Lewis could neither read nor write. That he had come so far in the forces was a tribute to his cunning, his bravery, and the loyalty of the one person he trusted, Corporal Graham ‘Chalky’ White.


As his heart sang with memories of last night and this morning, and his head whirled with thoughts of seeing Charlie again, a tight feeling in his stomach told him it was rotten luck, really stinking rotten luck, that he had fallen for a woman who loved the one thing he really hated.


Words.




Place: Credenhill, Herefordshire


Date: April 25th (Saturday)


Time: 1350


‘Alright, who is she?’


Chalky had a way of looking at you which said he knew the answer already.


Jase laughed. ‘I don't know! Charlie. A journalist. Lives in London. Ridiculously beautiful.’


‘Oh dear,’ said Chalky.


‘Gets worse,’ Jase said. ‘She loves “words”, she says.’


‘Oh dear, oh dear,’ said Chalky.


‘But you should see her! She is lovely. Lovely. Amazing. Really amazing.’


‘Lovely, lovely, amazing, amazing,’ Chalky said slowly. ‘Oh dearie me.’


They were waiting by the truck for Captain Williams. The platoon were all squeezed into the back and they were not happy about it. When the Captain appeared the three men climbed into the cab. Chalky drove.
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