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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			This is a work of fiction based partly on my own experiences as an engineer in the Royal Air Force when stationed in Belize, Central America, during the early 1980s. It is not meant to be an accurate depiction of any specific events that happened during the Guatemalan civil war, but I would encourage readers to find out more because the facts are now available, and the reality is far more shocking than anything I have written within these pages. I have created a story and characters that give a fictional ‘snapshot of that time’. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
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	RAF

	Royal Air Force
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	British Forces Broadcasting Services





	NAAFI

	Navy, Army and Air Force Institutes





	SMG

	Submachine Gun





	SLR

	Self-Loading Rifle





	SAC

	Senior Aircraftman





	JSP

	Joint Service Publication





	Flight

	A flight is a military unit in an air force, naval air service, or army air corps. It is usually composed of three to six aircraft, with their aircrews and ground staff





	BDF

	Belize Defence Force
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	Non-Commissioned Officer
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			PROLOGUE – THE SETTING

			
			In 1977, the US State Department published a human rights report that ended military aid to Guatemala. The document detailed abuses and acts of violence that forced President Carter’s US administration to cut direct security assistance. Central America was in turmoil; General Efrain Ríos Montt became President of Guatemala in 1982, after coming to power in a military coup where he promised Guatemalans, “I will not steal, I will not lie, I will not abuse.” At that time, President Reagan’s US administration had prioritised the fight against communist rebels, and their civilian supporters, over respect for human rights. The US administration manipulated its own policies ‘to not supply arms to General Montt’, by supplying arms to Israel, in the knowledge that Israel would then deliver them to General Montt. 

			Given Ríos Montt’s staunch anti-communism policies and his ties to the United States, the Reagan administration supported the general and his regime, with the US president paying a visit to Guatemala City in December 1982. During a meeting with Ríos Montt on 4 December 1982, President Reagan said: 

			“President Ríos Montt is a man of great personal integrity and commitment... I know he wants to improve the quality of life for all Guatemalans and to promote social justice.”

			In reality, the indigenous Maya people of Guatemala were being brutally attacked as part of the ‘scorched earth’ policy that intended to root out and obliterate left-wing communist rebels, commonly referred to as ‘the reds’. This was during the period when the ‘Cold War’ between the USSR (Eastern Block) and the USA and its allies (Western Block) was at an elevated level.

			Thousands of indigenous Mayas were being brutally killed between March 1982 and August 1983 to stem the rise of communism in Central America. The Guatemalan army sought to wipe out rural support for the communist rebels. This was the most violent counterinsurgency period in what was already an extraordinarily long and brutal civil war. During this time, thousands of Maya people were shot, raped, tortured and ‘disappeared’ in one of the most violent episodes of the Guatemalan nation’s history.

			It was problematic for the Guatemalan army to identify who were the reds and who were innocent Maya people. Sadly, tens of thousands of innocent Maya people were killed indiscriminately. This ‘scorched earth’ military strategy had been agreed at the highest political levels, going right to the president himself. Orders were given to the army, who then went on a campaign of death and destruction, destroying anything that, in their opinion, might be useful to ‘the reds’. Their intention was to drive them out of their hiding places, usually villages and farms in the jungle, and thereby extinguish all resistance against the right-wing military government that was in power. 

			Any property that was considered useful to the reds was destroyed as part of the army’s campaign. This included anything that could be considered a weapon but also included vehicles, animals, homes, and any other buildings that might be used for sheltering ‘the reds’. Whole villages were burnt to the ground. The army took anything they wanted for themselves, including food stores, crops, water sources, and even some of the people, although this had already been banned under the 1977 Geneva Conventions.

			One piece of intelligence that came via the CIA stated: 

			‘The commanding officers of the units involved have been instructed to destroy all towns and villages which are cooperating with the ‘Guerrilla army of the Poor’ (EGP) and eliminate all sources of resistance.’ It went on, ‘Since the operation began, several villages have been burned to the ground, and a large number of rebels and collaborators have been killed. When an army patrol meets resistance and takes fire from a town or village, it is assumed that the entire town is hostile and it is subsequently destroyed.’ When the army encountered an empty village, it was assumed to have been supporting the EGP, and it was destroyed. There are hundreds, possibly thousands, of refugees in the hills with no homes to return to.’

			There were accounts of people being buried alive, burnt alive, women being captured and raped repeatedly, and the killing of infants. It was understood that hundreds of innocent men, women and children, with no political understanding or views, were being killed on a daily basis.

			A 1982 confidential ‘CIA cable’ noted a rise in ‘suspect right-wing violence’ in the capital, with an increasing number of kidnappings (particularly of educators and students) and an associated increase in the number of corpses recovered from ditches and gullies. The cable traced the wave of death squad repression to the ‘Archivos intelligence unit’, whose agents were given full authorisation to ‘apprehend, hold, interrogate and dispose of suspected rebels as they saw fit’.

			This virtually indiscriminate killing of men, women and children, of anyone regarded by the army as possibly supportive of the rebels, was not simply the result of a twisted anti-communist ideology that dominated the Guatemalan military and political elites, but was also endorsed and militarily supported by the Reagan US administration.

			The Guatemalan army was being secretly funded and armed by the USA. The communist rebels were being funded and armed by Cuba. The east-west support for this civil war kept the guns firing, and the fires burning, and tens of thousands fleeing and dying.

			Ríos Montt died in April 2018 aged 91, and is widely held responsible for unleashing a scorched earth campaign on the nation’s Maya population, particularly in the departments of Quiché and Huehuetenango, that, according to the 1999 United Nations truth commission, resulted in the annihilation of nearly 600 villages, and the deaths of up to 70,000 mostly indigenous Mayas. According to the UN-sponsored report, ‘Guatemala, Memory of Silence’: ‘The massacres that eliminated entire Maya villages are neither perfidious allegations nor figments of the imagination, but an authentic chapter in Guatemala’s history.’ 

			The report documented that in the 1980s, the army committed 626 massacres against Maya villages. It has been documented that as many as one and a half million Maya peasants were uprooted from their homes and that many were forced to live in re-education concentration camps and to work in the fields of Guatemalan land barons. It is estimated that more than 200,000 people died or disappeared during the civil war. 

		
	
		
			CHAPTER 1. GOING TO BELIZE
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			It was 2 April 1982; Britain was about to go to war with Argentina over the sovereignty of the Falkland Islands. 

			Reagan answered the phone; it was the UK Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher, “Hello, Ron, Margaret here.” 

			“Yes, Margaret, what can I do for you?” 

			“We might need some help with our Falklands deployment in the South Atlantic. Could you possibly provide us with any support?”

			“What type of support?” Reagan asked.

			“We could do with having one of your aircraft carriers on standby; some re-armament support, and also, additional refuelling capability from Ascension Island.” 

			Reagan replied, “Well, Margaret, as you probably already know, I’ve already made a statement saying we will remain impartial with regard to the Falklands, but I’ll see what we can do. Leave it with me for now, and I’ll get back to you.” 

			“Thanks, Ron,” she replied. “How is Nancy?” 

			“Just fine,” Reagan replied. 

			 “That’s great. Give her my love,” Margaret said.

			“I shall. Goodbye, Margaret,” he replied and hung up. 

			She remembered meeting Reagan in 1975, when he had been visiting Europe, in advance of his first run for president. He wasn’t nominated at that time but was selected in 1980, beating President Jimmy Carter to take his place in the White House. She recalled them starting out with a more cordial relationship. Their joint belief in capitalism and democracy had eventually made them political soulmates; both committed to freedom and resolved to end communism. The prime minister smiled as she realised how they had warmed to each other.

			Later that day, Reagan called back, “Hello, Margaret, you’ll be pleased to hear that we’ve decided to assist you in the South Atlantic, but it must be with the utmost secrecy.” 

			“Of course, Ron,” she said sincerely. 

			He went on, “We’ll keep an aircraft carrier on standby for you. We can also send additional armaments, including Sidewinder air-to-air missiles and Stinger hand-held missiles, and we’ll share any useful satellite and signals intelligence. With regard to the fuel, we have instructed our tankers to fill up all our underground fuel facilities on Ascension Island.” 

			She felt very relieved. “Thanks, Ron.” 

			“You’re welcome, Margaret; that’s what friends are for. Is there anything else we can do?” 

			Margaret smiled. “That’s very good of you, Ron. Nothing else I need right now, but I won’t forget this. Thanks again.” 

			Reagan interjected, “Before you go, Margaret, I do have a small request. As you know, there’s a growing problem in Central America with Cuban-trained communist rebels. The Guatemalan president has asked for our help, which officially we have declined, but secretly, like you, we are helping out where we can. What I would like your guys on the ground to do, is to stop these commies from crossing the border into Belize. It makes it too easy for them to escape, and I’m sure you don’t want the commies building an infrastructure in Belize. Can you beef up the border patrols to stop Belize becoming a safe zone for the rebels?” 

			“That sounds like a very reasonable request, Ron. I’ll speak to the chief of the defence staff and sort it out.” 

			“Thanks, Margaret, goodbye for now.” 

			“Goodbye, Ron,” she replied.

			***

			As a boy, Danny Sinclaire had lived in a small town at the heart of South Wales coal mining industry in the sixties and in the early seventies. He had moved with his family to South Africa for four years before eventually returning to Wales at the age of 16. He had always been the type of working-class boy that would take on the bullies at school, and occasionally came home from school with a black eye, so it came as no surprise to his parents when he announced he was going to apply to join the Royal Air Force. 

			At the age of 17, after going through the selection processes, he entered the RAF as an aircraftman to train as an engineer. Danny spent his first few years improving his engineering and combat skills, and by the age of 22, he was working on ground equipment in the General Engineering Flight at RAF Brawdy in West Wales. 
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			The work could be monotonous, and Danny particularly disliked early mornings, especially after having had too many beers in the local town of Haverfordwest the night before. He was on the early shift, his alarm went off at five in the morning, it was dark and cold, he groaned and rolled out of bed, had a quick shower and shave, then headed over to the hangar where he met his colleague sharing the early shift duties with him. They unlocked the hangar, winding the handles that operated the large hangar door, which gradually slid open. They both had a moan about the icy weather; Danny said, “It’s fucking freezing out here. Let’s get the airfield done, and then we can get back for a mug of tea.” His colleague agreed. They went into the hangar to get the tractor and refuelling bowser and then drove it out onto the aircraft pan. They used the diesel in the bowser to refuel the Houchin electrical aircraft generators that were plugged into the Hawker Hunter fighter jets sitting on the concrete pan. 
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			When they had finished refuelling and testing the generators on the aircraft pan, they drove back to the general engineering hangar, reopened the hangar doors, and parked the tractor and refuelling bowser back in the hangar. Danny then picked up the keys for the Land Rover, which they needed to use to carry out height and operational checks on the aircraft arrestor gear at the ends of each runway. This all had to be completed by 7am before the first Hunter took off to check the local flying conditions. After finishing all his duties, Danny thought to himself, It’s freezing cold, dark, wet and windy, and I can’t feel my fingers. I bloody hate doing earlies. 

			Danny had already been at RAF Brawdy for over two years. He had settled in nicely and enjoyed playing rugby, surfing on the local beaches, and going out on the town with his mates. The surrounding area was very lively in the summer due to the base being so near to some of the best beaches in Wales. It would swell with tourists during the summer, and Haverfordwest, where he often went socialising with his mates, was always busy. All of this socialising was a lot of fun, but he was now becoming bored with working on the same equipment in the hangar, day after day. It was time for a change.

			When Danny got back from the icy, snow-covered airfield that morning, he went straight into the crew room, still shivering from the cold, and put the kettle on to make himself a hot mug of tea with two sugars. He tried to remove his green woolly hat, but it had frozen to his hair, so he left it in place and decided to wait until the ice had melted.

			Every month, he and everyone else in the flight had to read station standing orders and then sign against the list of names attached to the back of the orders. 
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			He picked up this month’s issue and sat down, flicking through the pages. In the final section of the March 1982 station standing orders, it was asking for electrical and mechanical engineers from the General Engineering Flight to volunteer for an overseas posting to Belize, Central America. It explained that the work entailed maintaining ground support equipment in jungle hides as part of the General Engineering Flight. 
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			Danny chatted with a colleague who had already done a tour in Central America, who described the ‘hides’ as landing sites where British Harrier GR3 jump jets, and helicopters, could be quickly refuelled and re-armed whenever necessary. Some of the hides were at Belize Airport Camp, and the rest of the hides were at secret locations near the border. Harrier GR3 jump jets were in Belize as a deterrent and would be used to protect Belize if the country came under attack from neighbouring Guatemala. These landing sites were also being used by Gazelle and Puma helicopters, dropping off British soldiers and supplies for the border protection forces patrolling the Belizean border with Guatemala. There were a few aircraft hides and army outposts based strategically along the border to monitor and prevent any Guatemalan army or rebel incursions. 

			Danny read the orders with interest. Well, one of the reasons I joined the forces was to leave Wales and see the world, and it’s got to be warmer there than it is here. He assumed that going to Belize would be something completely different. He had never been to Central America or anywhere in the ‘Americas’. It was only going to be a six-month posting. It’s not that long; what the hell? he thought. In his head, Danny imagined Belize to be a sunny, exotic, and exciting place to be. All his friends told him he was absolutely mad. Why would he want to volunteer to go to such a hot, humid, dangerous jungle? There was a civil war ongoing in neighbouring Guatemala that could easily spill over into Belize. 

			Danny’s boss, who didn’t want him to go, said, “There are poisonous snakes, spiders, and mosquitoes that will eat you alive, according to one of my mates that did a stretch there.” 

			“Mosquitoes have never liked the taste of my blood, Sarge, and anyway, I joined up to see the world and got bloody posted back home to Wales!” Danny retorted. 

			Everyone he spoke to told him this was a bad idea and that he should stay at Brawdy with his mates, but Danny was a risk-taker and was looking for adventure, so eventually, and unsurprisingly, he ignored their advice and decided to apply for the posting anyway. 

			Danny completed his application and was selected to go to RAF Sealand, alongside many other serving airmen and soldiers, for personal weapons training and selection processing. When Danny arrived there, it was a warm, still, and sunny day in the May of 1982, and ‘Only You’ by Yazoo was playing on the radio. 

			Danny pulled up outside the guardroom in his brown Ford Cortina and switched off the ignition. He took out his wallet, removing his identification card so it was ready for inspection, then reached over to the passenger seat and picked up his beret, put it on his head, adjusted it slightly; folding down the right side over the top of his ear, and then got out of the car.
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			As he walked towards the guardroom, he stopped briefly, looking at the Spitfire ‘Gate Guardian’ with admiration and pride, before heading towards the reception hatch at the guardroom. The Spitfire made Danny think about the long history of the base. His warrant officer back at RAF Brawdy had told him that it was originally a civilian airfield and was taken over by the military in 1916 for training by the Royal Flying Corps. 

			Looking around the entrance to the RAF base, he thought, This place looks very quiet; I wonder what the next few weeks hold in store for me?

			There was a senior aircraftman desk clerk sitting at the counter. He looked up at Danny through the hatch and said, “Hello, Corporal, what can I do for you?” 

			Danny was feeling tired and just wanted to get to his accommodation. He replied, “I’m here for a jungle combat training and selection course,” and handed over his ID and induction paperwork to the desk clerk. 

			The clerk ran his finger down the list stopping at Danny’s name, and said, “Okay, Corporal, just a moment please.” He then walked over to a pile of brown envelopes and started thumbing through them until he found the one with Danny’s name on it. He walked back over to the hatch and handed it over to Danny saying, “Everything is inside the envelope, there’s a map inside with your car pass. You’re in the temporary accommodation, block 16 at the top of the hill. The code for the door lock is in the envelope, your bedding is on the bed, and the mess hall and the NAAFI shop and bar is across the road. You must meet up with Sergeant Blake in the weapons training school tomorrow morning at eight, it’s on the map, just a five-minute walk from your accommodation. Anything else I can do for you, Corporal?” 

			Danny picked up the envelope and said, “No, that’s fine, thanks,” and walked back to his car. 

			Danny drove up to the entrance barrier and showed his ID card. The gate guard opened the barrier, and he drove slowly up the hill to the temporary accommodation. Block 16 was easy to spot, with its large sign displaying ‘Block 16’ in thirty-inch-high letters. He pulled into the car park, put the car pass on the dashboard, got out of the car and took his dark blue RAF holdall out of the boot. He walked up to the entrance and punched the four-digit code into the code lock on the front entrance door, and turned the latch to let himself in. 

			Once inside the temporary accommodation block, Danny surveyed his surroundings – it looked clean and tidy. Better than I expected, he thought. He took the stairs to the first floor and pushed back the double fire doors. Looking at the numbers on the doors, he could see that his room must be about halfway down the corridor, on the left-hand side. He turned the key in the lock and let himself in. The room was small and quite basic, with a metal frame single bed, a wardrobe, a sink with a square mirror on the wall above it, and a chocolate brown carpet covering the floor. 

			Bedding, plus a couple of pillows, had been thrown haphazardly on the centre of the mattress. This’ll do for six weeks, if I get to stay that long, he contemplated as he looked out of the window. He noticed the mess hall was opposite the accommodation block. Not far to go for food, he thought, then unpacked his holdall and made the bed. 

			Danny kicked off his shoes and relaxed on the bed, falling asleep for a couple of hours. When he awoke, he looked out of the window and he could see the sun was setting. It was Sunday evening. Tomorrow morning is when the fun really begins, he thought. He got up and walked across the road to get something to eat in the mess canteen. It was quiet in the mess, not many people around. Not surprising for a Sunday, he thought. He went up to the servery, picked up a plate with cutlery, and moved along the servery, helping himself to roast beef, Yorkshire puddings, vegetables and gravy. After he had eaten his meal, Danny then walked across to the NAAFI bar and had a couple of beers. Again, it was very quiet, so he spent some time chatting to the barmaid before heading back to his room.

			Over the next few weeks, Danny did a lot of training – including physical and written tests, firing a variety of weapons on the range, learning jungle driving techniques, camouflage, first aid, and working in small units. Throughout the training, any applicant could choose to leave, but Danny was enjoying the challenge and was getting to know some of the other volunteers from both the RAF and the army. 

			Gradually the applicants were whittled down until by week four, there were only six left, two teams of three. The next two weeks were spent doing more weapons training, especially on the six-hundred-yard range. It was Danny’s first time on a long-distance range; up until this point, he had only used weapons on a twenty-five-yard range. Over the next two weeks, Danny was trained on how to improve his accuracy and use of multiple small arms, including a standard self-loading rifle (SLR) and a Sterling submachine gun (SMG). During the period on the weapons range, RAF regiment weapons specialists assisted with fine-tuning and personalising each of the weapons to the individual’s own line of sight. This was especially important for Danny because he was left-handed.

			In the final week, the two teams were competing against one another. This involved being operational for 16 hours each day; being trained in a variety of rebel tactics, simulating being attacked, carrying out attacks, rescuing wounded colleagues, unarmed combat, knife fighting, how to respond to aggression, preserving ammunition, and how to survive in the jungle with limited rations. Danny was made team leader, with Kevin, the mechanic, and Mark, the signals radio operator, being the final two members of his team. 

			Danny and his team were issued with new rules of engagement – Sergeant Blake referred to it as their ‘Pink Card’. The normal ‘Green Card’ rules of engagement in the UK stated that individuals must use minimum force to achieve their aims and always issue loud warnings, “AIR FORCE, STOP OR I FIRE!” up to three times. The big surprise was that the new ‘Pink Card’ rules of engagement for operating in Belize did not require the issuing of a warning before opening fire. It suggested that a warning should be issued but gave the caveat, ‘unless to do so would endanger you or some other person.’ The ‘Pink Card’ stated, ‘You may use deadly force in defence of: You, fellow soldiers, or innocent people.’ Danny tucked the card into the back of his wallet.

			Sergeant Blake explained that owing to the nature of the insurgent hostilities in Belize, it might be the case that an armed combatant, whether they were rebels or Guatemalan soldiers, may not identify themselves by wearing a uniform and may conceal their weapons. Under these circumstances, special rules applied, and Danny and his team could make their own judgement of who was, or wasn’t, an enemy combatant, even though in the first instance, they might appear to be civilians. If they came across anybody carrying their weapons openly, they could be challenged or engaged. The sergeant went on to explain: “Members of rebel forces are legitimate objects of attack when taking a direct part in hostilities on the Belizean side of the border. Guatemalan army soldiers are also legitimate objects of attack, but only if they threaten Belizean sovereignty. The Belizean civilian population as such, as well as individual civilians, shall not be the object of attack.” 

			By mid-July, they were at the end of their six weeks, and the two teams were trained and ready for their posting to Central America. Danny was the highest rank in his team, a corporal, so was in charge. Mark was an army private, and Kevin was a senior aircraftman (SAC) in the RAF. 

			Danny travelled to RAF Brize Norton in Oxfordshire a week before Mark and Kevin. He was flying to Belize a week earlier than them to do the handover with the current team leader. Danny felt excited and a bit nervous but was looking forward to getting on the flight. He boarded the Vickers VC10 with 140 other passengers and flew to Dulles International Airport, Washington, where everyone got off for a couple of hours while the aircraft refuelled. Then on to Belize International Airport, a patch of hot concrete in the jungle shared by the RAF and the Belize Civil Aviation Authority. It was early August 1982, and it was nearing the end of the rainy season. The journey had been long but uneventful. Unfortunately, alcohol was not allowed on RAF passenger planes, so Danny was already thinking about having a nice cold beer once he got to the Airport Camp.

			As the seatbelt lights went out in the cabin of the VC10, some people started standing up and opening the overhead lockers, taking their things out and generally milling about. A set of steps was rolled up to the VC10. Danny could see the air traffic control tower and terminal building close by. There was a slight thud as the rubber bumper of the steps touched the side of the aircraft. When the front passenger door of the VC10 opened, the cool air inside the aircraft was hit by the hot humid air from outside, creating an immediate haze around the exit. Danny was six rows back from the exit, and he took a moment to adjust to the heat before unclipping his seatbelt. It’s going to take quite a few days to acclimatise, he thought as he got off the plane to collect his kit bag. Everyone got off the aircraft and walked across the concrete to the terminal building, which was not more than 50 yards away, but by the time Danny walked in, he was already soaked through with sweat. There was no air conditioning in the terminal building, just large fans circulating the hot air. 

			He eventually picked up his holdall from the baggage carousel and headed out to the transport, a Bedford four-ton flatbed lorry that was to take them to the Airport Camp. The main camp was three miles away, where he remembered being told the headquarters for No. 1417 (Tactical Ground Attack) Flight was situated. The flight had four aircraft, with their aircrews and ground staff, and was in Belize as part of the British protection force, flying Harrier GR3 vertical take-off fast jets.

	
	
					CHAPTER 2. AIRPORT CAMP
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			At the time, the country of Belize was a very poor and unpredictable country. The Falklands War was not long over, and there were many Guatemalan exiles living and working in Belize who sympathised with Argentina, and similarly believed that Belize should be part of Guatemala. They mistrusted both the current Guatemalan government and the British forces protecting the newly independent country of Belize.
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			Danny climbed into the back of the Bedford four tonner with his blue kit bag. Wooden bench seats were bolted in along either side of the lorry. He sat down, resting his kit bag on his knees. The four-wheel-drive lorry kicked up clouds of dust for about 10 minutes as it bumped along the dirt road between the terminal building and the British forces Airport Camp until finally, they all arrived, dusty, sweaty, hungry and thirsty.

			Danny had been travelling for 16 hours. He was hot, tired, and thirsty. I could down an ice-cold beer right now, he thought to himself. A small group of people were waiting for them outside the station headquarters – a corrugated Nissen hut opposite the flagpole on the main road through Airport Camp. When he arrived there, with many other soldiers, airmen, and some civilian workers, they were all greeted by a welcoming committee and taken into the admin offices to get all their paperwork sorted out. They were briefed on the Airport Camp station standing orders and the ‘Off-base Rules’ around socialising and curfews. They were taken through all the usual arrival and familiarisation processes, such as the obligatory tour around the camp, picking up their bedding, and being escorted to their accommodation. When they visited the store, they were all handed bivouac storm capes by the duty storeman.

			Danny looked at the long, green, wax cotton cape and said, “This looks like it should cope with the worst of the rains,” and the storeman agreed.

			“You’re right. When it rains here, it comes down like a flood, and if you haven’t got that with you, then expect to get soaked through.”

			“Okay, understood.” Danny smiled.
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			The corporal who had been waiting for Danny, and was now escorting him around the base, was called Bill, and he was the person that Danny was replacing. Bill was sounding upbeat and obviously happy to be handing over his duties. Six months of living in a tin hut in the jungle had been tough, and he was now looking forward to getting back home. He pointed across the playing field to a row of Nissen huts, which was where everyone at Airport Camp was accommodated, and said, “That’s where you will be living for the next six months.”

			




			Danny smiled and raised his eyebrows, “Not quite the Ritz, is it?”

			“No,” Bill laughed. “Do you fancy dumping your holdall and then popping over to the NAAFI bar for a couple of pints of the local brew, Belikin lager?”

			“Sound like an excellent plan, Bill!” Danny responded with a big smile on his face and gave him a ‘thumbs up’.
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			Danny was shown into what would be his living accommodation for the next six months. It was quiet, no one was there except for them. The building was an eighteen-man corrugated tin Nissen hut, which was 16 feet wide by 72 feet long. Each bed space had a metal frame bed with a foam mattress, a double door wardrobe with a padlock, and a small side table. There were square tables running down the centre of the hut, and washing lines hung between the wardrobes, with various garments draped over them. Large white fans were bolted along the top of the semi-circular tin roof, they were buzzing as they turned slowly, wafting the scorching tropical air around. Danny threw his kit bag into his wardrobe and said to Bill, “I’ll sort that out later; it’s like a bloody oven in here, way too hot to unpack right now.” He clicked the padlock on the wardrobe, put the key in his pocket, and then they headed over for a beer.

			

			It was sweltering inside the bar, and Danny quickly realised that it was much hotter than he expected. Bill looked at Danny and could see the sweat rolling off his forehead into his eyes; he said, “Don’t worry, mate, you’ll get used to the heat, but it’ll take you a few days to acclimatise.”

			“The sooner the better, Bill!” Danny replied while wiping the sweat off his brow.

			They ordered a couple of beers. The barman took a couple of glasses out of the freezer under the bar and then poured them two pints of Belikin beer. They were ice cold, and Danny relished that first pint; it went down very easily and very quickly.

			He and Bill had found a table under a fan, which gave them a little relief from the heat.

			Bill asked, “So where do you come from, Danny? I can’t quite pinpoint your accent.”

			“I know, most people can’t figure out my accent. I am originally from South Wales, but my father is a builder, and we moved around a lot with his work, including four years in South Africa, and eventually living in England, so I suppose that’s why my accent is difficult to pinpoint,” Danny replied.

			“Ah, I see.” Bill nodded. “So it’s not the first time you been somewhere this hot them?”

			“That’s true,” Danny replied.

			They chatted about the job, how often they went out, what the dangers were, what to look out for. Bill cautioned, “Whatever you do, don’t forget to go to the armoury in the morning and check all your weapons are there. It’s compulsory to carry weapons when you are heading down to the hides on the border. There are a minority of local people who don’t want us here. As you get closer to the border, there are more Guatemalan refugees living and working with the locals, who view us Brits with suspicion. Just stick to the rules and you’ll be alright.”

			They carried on drinking and were joined by a few more soldiers and airmen, who then started regaling Danny with stories about where to go and what to do. No doubt, looking forward to taking Danny out for a tour of the local bars and the local women. After chatting to Bill and the others over a few beers, Danny had a better understanding about the local area, the no-go areas in Belize City, and the work he was expected to undertake over the next six months.

			It was usual for the team leader to arrive early and carry out some reconnaissance. Danny had arrived a week earlier than his two colleagues, Kevin and Mark, who he had been teamed up with at RAF Sealand. Danny’s role was to do some preparation and handover work with Bill and his team, get to know his way around, and meet the key individuals he needed to work with and report to. One of the first people he needed to see was his boss, Warrant Officer Briggs, who was in charge of the General Engineering Flight. He would meet him the following morning.

			By the time they had finished drinking in the bar, it was dark and much cooler. Danny went back to his Nissen hut, where a few of the airmen were playing cards, others already asleep, and some were still out in the local bars. He introduced himself and was warmly welcomed by the other guys sharing his accommodation. After having a quick chat, Danny unpacked his holdall and set his clock radio for seven the next morning.

			Danny awoke to the sound of his alarm. Some of the airmen were already up and heading to the shower block. Danny could hear the DJ talking on the radio. It was the local British Forces Broadcasting Services station, BFBS Belize, who coincidentally started their breakfast show at seven. He listened to the first song played, Dire Straits ‘Private Investigations’, then got out of his bed and went to the shower block. The outdoor set of concrete cubicles was shared with the local insects and lizards, and covered in patches of slimy black mould. Danny avoided touching the walls, had a quick shower, shave, and got dressed, putting on his lightweight jungle fatigues, with ‘Chant No.1 (I Don’t Need This Pressure On)’ by Spandau Ballet playing in the background. The transport was the same vehicle that he had arrived in; the Bedford four tonner open flatbed with bench seats. Danny jumped aboard, and it left for the airport at 7.45am sharp, as it did every morning.

			He would discover over the next few days that there was no need for an alarm clock, the BFBS breakfast DJ came on automatically over the loudspeaker every morning at 7am, with the same track Dire Straits, ‘Private Investigations’.

			Danny arrived outside the airport’s RAF engineering compound, where the Harriers, Pumas, and Gazelles were hangared. There was a guard on the gate checking IDs; he knew most of the people already and just waved them through, but could see Danny was new.

			The guard asked, “Just arrived, Corporal?”

			Danny replied, “I arrived yesterday afternoon. I have to report to Warrant Officer Briggs,” handing over his ID card.
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