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This book is dedicated to the memory of my late mother, Angela Wynn, who passed away on 4 January 2010, two days shy of her 84th birthday. She was a truly remarkable woman and a wonderful mother to myself and my sister Teresa.


She only discovered the joy of reading in her early 70s and was so looking forward to reading this book, written by her son and about her grandsons. Sadly she never got to read it, although if heaven has a copy in its library, I’m sure she will.
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Prologue


This book started out as a diary of one year in my life, as a mechanism for coping with the passion, distress and rage I felt while my sons were on active service in Afghanistan. It helped give me back some control over the impotent situation I found myself in, which was not of my own making.


I’m not one to bottle up what’s inside me, and never have been. Nor am I someone who sits about and examines every feeling, then bores everyone else rigid by talking about it. I was brought up to deal with things myself. As a man, I learned, you went through something, and found some way to express yourself—when I was younger, football was my outlet—and didn’t moan on about it to all and sundry.


Well this was different. I promised myself that I would not hide my feelings from anyone. I would not be wilfully ignorant of the risks my sons were facing out there. Though they were men, to me they were still boys, and they would be facing boys like themselves—boys, and men younger than me, who would shoot at them. Knowing this, how would I get through a single day? Would I have to bottle up how I felt? No, I’d be open, and honest. I wasn’t planning to cry openly, but I was ready to be upfront about my feelings, not waste energy hiding them.


I flattened myself against the wall, my hands sweaty as I gripped the stock of my Heckler & Koch MP5 semi-automatic carbine. I could feel my heart beating hard in my chest as I stood still, waiting to hear something—any indication that I’d been spotted. After a moment I felt safe to move again. I slid along the bricks, reaching the corner which—slowly, very slowly—I peered round. Ahead, almost directly in front of me and no more than 40 metres away, the dark windows of the house we’d been told to target seemed like eyes boring into me, waiting to see what I would do next. Any second now and I would have to move. The only chance I had was to be ready when whoever was in there took aim at me. I pulled my head back round the corner and took a deep breath, needing to be completely focused.


I crouched down slowly until I had one knee on the ground, my leg bent behind it so that I could steady myself into the perfect firing position before I shot. It had been drummed into us: get yourself into a triangular position, it’s the most stable there is, one leg down, the other up, your upper body resting against a solid surface—then ready yourself to shoot. This is fine, assuming of course that you’re not yourself a target at the same time. So far, and as far as I knew, I wasn’t.


The surrounding ground was dry now and dusty as I knelt there; I had been moving slowly to prevent any dust rising up, not because it might identify my position, but so it wouldn’t make me sneeze—a giveaway. The whole place was tatty but clean; there was nothing lying about in the roadway that shouldn’t be there.


I checked the ground ahead of me for any sign of sticks or anything else that might make a noise when I leaned round the corner again. Stones would also be painful if I knelt on one of them unexpectedly. I settled more tightly into my position, holding it while I waited for the inevitable moment to come. I didn’t need to look to my right or left to know that my colleagues were there alongside me, also in safe hiding positions, also readying themselves for the attack. They too had their targets; they too would wait until called upon to return fire. If I wanted, or needed to, I could have spoken with them, but we’d been told to be silent in our assault on the position, so silent we were.


We’d also been told to be careful. This was someone’s home, after all, not a base for soldiers, and not everyone we saw would be a target—they might easily be a child, a woman, or maybe an old man. We would have to make our minds up in moments briefer than seconds whether or not to open fire. If we got this wrong and shot an innocent person, we’d not only have to be able to justify our actions and deal with the immediate consequences but also live with it for the rest of our lives.


I carefully lifted my gun to my shoulder, pressing the stock against myself hard and resting my cheek on the cold metal so that I could look down the sights. There at the end was the window, its darkness like a presence calling me. I felt my finger twitch on the trigger, an indication, like the hairs standing up on the back of my neck, that something was about to happen. And then—faster than I could fully register—something appeared in the window, and instinctively I...


... jerked awake. I was back, in my own bed, far away from that place and time. I knew why I was thinking about it now, why the place had haunted my recent dreams. I had been there some years before; but my son Ross was there only a few weeks back. And tomorrow—today, probably—Ross was off to a place where that kind of tense confrontation would be for real, not an exercise. He was going to Afghanistan, and there was nothing I could do to help him through it.


I lay in my bed, full of confused and confusing feelings. The dream was of my time in the training village. I had wanted to know what it would be like for him, over there in Helmand Province, and so in my sleep I’d tried to put myself in his shoes. What would he go through? How would he cope? I closed my eyes again and daydreamed about the rapid response training I’d done, only this time I imagined it was warmer—an alien heat—that smelt differently, and was noisier; and the people alongside me were in army, not police uniforms.


It didn’t work. I had no idea what Ross would go through, even though I felt I knew something about it from my own experience. The training village must have been a leftover from the Second World War; it was very basic, cold and dreary, in need of a good lick of paint. The village part of it could have been a town centre anywhere in the country—it certainly felt real to me at the time—while the only obvious difference from any other high street was a tower at the centre of the complex where the training staff had a good view of what was going on. If the trainees were getting something wrong they could inform us straight away, so we could correct it and not have to wait for a debrief at the end.


In my half-awake state, I found myself wanting to remember more about my own experience. It was the closest I was going to get to what Ross would have to go through in a foreign country. Knowing that this was the limit of my understanding came near to driving me mad with frustration.


So there I was, the night before one of my sons flew into a war zone, with the aim of putting himself in danger—which was almost too much for me to contemplate, let alone say out loud—and I was lying in bed, dreaming, for the first time in ages, about being back in the Force Support Unit (the armed response branch of the Essex Police Force) and our training all those years ago in some run-down army camp.


We were there for two or three days, carrying out our exercises in the village itself, and then storming an old house. We trained on live firing ranges which stretched for miles; the metal targets fell backwards with every double tap I fired—two rounds in quick succession. I imagined Ross had enjoyed it too; I have no idea if they made the training tougher for the Paras, with people shooting back at them, that sort of thing. I imagined him strolling confidently down the main street, his gun resting on his crossed arms in front of his chest as he glanced carefully about him.


When I did this training, the boys were both very young. When they were a little older I separated from their mum, and decided then that I had to leave the FSU and get a different position within the force so that I was there for them more often.


For a while I lay without moving in bed, just staring into the dark, thinking back to Ross’s childhood. I tried to recall the moment I’d first held him in my arms. He had the same birthday as my late father—9 March. The image of Ross as a baby wouldn’t come to me. The picture blurred into that of my more recently born daughter Aimee, and when I tried to think of a tiny, newborn Ross it somehow shifted into a collage of moments from Ross’s childhood—his first days at school, him falling asleep and me carrying him up to bed, the look of terror on his face when I pushed his little bike fast down a grassy bank—but even those pictures wouldn’t stay still in my mind’s eye. Instead I saw the times that I’d been a referee, taking charge of the football games that he played with his mates. I had tried to be fair as a ref but in endeavouring to do so I’d sometimes go too far the other way, and lean to the opposing team, especially when faced with a difficult decision. When the games were over I’d take Ross aside to tell him what I thought of his performance, how he’d played, how well he’d done, and where he could improve his game.


These moments didn’t always go well, and while I lay there in my bed I tried to recall myself standing there alongside him, my hand resting gently on his small shoulder, and some conversation more satisfactory than the usual one in which Ross sulked and I ended up feeling more fed up than when I’d started. But even though I could still feel his flesh and bone under my hand, I couldn’t see his face as it was then. Somehow the grown-up Ross, wearing his customary smile, kept surfacing instead.


I thought about the times we’d argued, when he had been stubborn—or was it me? That didn’t do it either: I couldn’t wipe the smile off his face. I didn’t want to, of course, I wanted him smiling and happy, it was just that I also wanted to try and remain clear on everything I could about him, print everything I could on my memory—because I never knew if I’d get another chance to do so.


I’d spent some of the day before with Ross. Earlier, my wife Tanya had joined us for breakfast, a fry-up in Basildon town centre. It was a nice occasion. I have no idea what Ross was going through himself that day; I only know about my own wide range of emotions. I was nervous, anxious, excited and scared as well. I imagine he was feeling the same, but there was a lot that had to remain unsaid. As much as I did not want to think about it or even admit it to myself, I knew in the back of my mind that this might just be the last time I would ever see him. No parent ever wants to think that they might have to bury one of their own children; parents die before their children do, that’s simply the deal.


After breakfast Ross went off to see his mum, and some mates, and get a few last things sorted out. He came round as planned in the evening, to give me his dreaded ‘death letter’, that I would only ever have to open in the event of his death.


At the railway station we stood in silence, looking at each other. I don’t suppose there have been many times when I’ve just stopped whatever I was doing and looked at someone while they looked back at me. Usually there’s something else going on, chatter, distractions of all sorts; but not now. I just stared at him and he stared back. I certainly knew how I was feeling and I could see from the emotion and tears in Ross’s eyes that he must be feeling the same way. After a few moments I had to break the tension: I bent forward and we clasped in a manly hug. The hug became a squeeze, neither of us wanting to be the first to let go. I kissed the side of his face where I had kissed him the first time I ever held him in my arms, all those years ago, moments after he was born.


I didn’t want to cry in front of him but I knew it would happen. Deep down I am just a big softy and I always get emotional at such moments. I blew out a couple of long breaths to try and stop myself from blubbing like a baby, shook him by the hand, and said, ‘Ross, I love you very much indeed.’ He smiled back and said, ‘Dad, I love you too.’ He picked up his kitbag, looked at me, crossed the road, then turned and waved one last time before disappearing into the railway station.


I had nothing left in me then. I was empty and felt naked as the day I was born. Every sinew in my body was ordering me to stride after Ross, to stop him from going, to walk alongside him, to stand in harm’s way for him: and I couldn’t. This was his job, his life now, not mine, and I could do no more than stand and watch him leave. In my bed, in the early hours of the morning, I realized that what I’d gone through had exhausted me. The emotions churning through me had sapped my energy; but even so, here I was, wide awake. My sons were grown up enough now to stand and fight for themselves, and I was no longer there to stand alongside them.


There’s nothing wrong with feeling this but all the same there’s no manual that told me what to do when confronted by it—the reality, I suppose, of my own ageing as well as the gradual maturing of my two sons. It’s hard enough confronting the realities of getting older, of being stouter and slower than I was 30 years before, without the sensation of fear also creeping in when thinking about my boys. I might have expected to be proudly standing by as they made their way through life, steering them away from some of the mistakes that I’d made, watching them get jobs, meet girls, maybe even take steps towards some thing more permanent. That was something I could have seen coming. But this? Being the parent of not one but two sons heading out to war, of boys becoming men in moments and not years—how was I going to deal with this, at the distance now forced on me? The limited experience I’d had so far of the relationship between the family and the armed forces, the Parachute Regiment and the Royal Marines, didn’t suggest that either organization would have too much in the way of help or advice to offer me. I’d have to find a way through all of this by myself, leaning when I needed to on those closest to me.


I thought again about the training village. I wondered how Ross had got on when he’d been there. Had he succeeded in his training? Had he done well? I tried once more to see myself there, alongside him: the two of us together, maybe Luke on my other side. I tried to will that image to take some form of reality for me, as though I could be with them in Afghanistan, in spirit. That’s the picture that flashed clearly into my head as I lay there. Where they walked I would walk too.
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Our Background


My dad, David Wynn, was a bus driver in Leeds. When he was offered a similar job and, more importantly, a brand new three-bedroomed house to go with it, we all upped and moved to the new town of Basildon in Essex, where he became a bus driver with the Eastern National Bus Company. I was only six months old at the time, born in 1958, four years after my sister Teresa.


For the first time in their lives my parents had all mod cons including central heating, hot and cold running water, a fully plumbed-in bath and an indoor toilet. They must have felt like they’d landed on their feet.


Ours was a normal household for the time: dad went out to work while Angela, my mum, stayed at home and looked after the kids and kept the house in order. Mum always made sure that my sister and I were ready for school on time and smartly turned out. She saw that our shoes were nicely polished and that my shirts and my sister’s blouses were whiter than white.


Dad’s dinner was always ready and waiting for him when he got home. In those days it was still rare for mothers to go out to work. A man was meant to provide for his family.


Basildon was one of the many new towns that sprang up all around London after the end of the Second World War to accommodate the overspill from London’s ageing slums. When we moved there, building was still going on everywhere, and great swathes of it were still unfinished. It was simply fantastic to know that we were the only people who had ever lived in our house. I felt like bloody royalty.


By the time I was eight, my dad could still only afford an old second-hand car: a bottle-green Morris Minor with an 1100 cc engine. But it really felt good to have a father who owned a car we could all go out in together. In those days very few families could afford one. All of my mates were jealous. There was only one other family in our street with a car at the time. I remember going out in it one Sunday afternoon with my mum, dad and my older sister to visit an aunt. You could see the curtains twitching in all kitchen windows as we drove away.


I had a great childhood: parents who loved and cared for me, plenty of mates, places to play, trees to climb, green areas to play football in. Time seemed to stretch on for ever, in an eternal present, especially during the long summer holidays.


But this world collapsed when my father died suddenly when I was only 12, in December 1970. The morning he died was very cold I remember. I can still see him bending over his Morris Minor, trying to get it started—which I had seen him do so many times before. If for any reason my father couldn’t start the car, he had to insert a cranking handle into the engine through a hole in the front grill. He would keep turning until the car started.


The bus garage where he started work each day was only about five minutes’ drive from our home, but he was running late for his morning shift and the car took its time to start.


When he arrived at work he suddenly felt unwell as he got out of the car. He went into the main office and told his boss that he really didn’t feel too good at all, that he was going to take himself off home sick, and asked if the boss would be kind enough to go and get him his wages.


It was a Thursday, because that was the day my dad got paid. In those days people were paid weekly in cash, which came in a neat, brown envelope.


As his boss left the office to get his wages, my dad fell off the stool he was sitting on, and was dead before he hit the floor.


I still often stop and think of the horror and carnage that could have been caused if he had died at the wheel of his bus, whilst driving it down a busy road with lots of people on board.


Dad died at about eleven in the morning but I wasn’t told about it till four o’clock that afternoon. I was coming home from school with a mate of mine who only lived a few doors away from me in the same street. We were laughing and joking, talking about what we were going to get up to after our dinners and homework.


All of a sudden an uncle of mine emerged from the front door of our house and started walking towards us. I remember thinking that it was a bit strange as my uncle wasn’t usually at our house at that time of day. Our families socialized with each other but that would normally be over the weekend and in the evenings. My uncle was a bus conductor who often worked on the same bus with dad. In fact, my dad got him his job. His face was pale and expressionless now as he looked at me.


‘Say cheerio to your friend, Stephen,’ he said in a monotone.


‘Hi, Uncle Mark. What are you doing here?’ I asked him, starting to feel slightly uneasy but not knowing why.


‘Stephen, listen to me carefully,’ he said leaning forward and gently taking hold of my arm. ‘I am very sorry, and there is no easy way of saying this, but your father has died.’


Everything suddenly went eerily quiet after that. I could see his lips moving but I just couldn’t hear anything he was saying to me. He took hold of my hand and walked me back home. He opened the front door and then it all hit me. The house was packed with neighbours, friends and relatives. They were everywhere: in the kitchen, the hallway, the garden and the living room. My mum was sitting in her favourite armchair next to the fireplace. Her eyes were red and swollen and she was holding a white handkerchief to her face like a soldier surrendering after a hard battle. One of our next-door neighbours, Beryl, had an arm round mum’s shoulder.


As I moved around the house I could see all these faces looking at me. Some I recognized and some I didn’t. Some spoke words of condolence. Some didn’t know what to say and simply settled for the smile you give people when you are not sure what to say.


I made my way round the house in a daze, still trying to take in what was going on. I felt like I was in one of those movies where the camera scans from side to side as it makes its way through a crowd of people and they all stare back. Everybody seemed to be drinking a cup of tea or coffee. I didn’t know that we had so many cups and mugs in the house. Everyone who was smoking was polite enough to go out into the back garden to do so. Wherever I appeared, the conversation would stop and only start up again once I had moved past. I was patted on the head or stroked on the arm by the men and hugged tightly by the women—some with massive bosoms, others who nearly took my eye out with their lighted cigarette.


Eventually I managed to get upstairs to the safety of my bedroom. I closed the door behind me and burst into tears. The enormity of what was going on, the realization that my dad was dead and wasn’t coming back, hit me like a hurricane. I lay on my bed and just cried.


The pain of that loss stayed with me for many years. In the days, weeks and months after his death I kept thinking that it was all a bad dream and that at any moment he might walk back in through the front door and everything would return to normal. These days the pain has long since gone, and all I have are pleasant memories of those precious years spent with my father, but I will never forget him and he is in my thoughts everyday.


My teenage years were a very strange time for me. I would continually hear my mates talking about the different things they did with their dads, such as fishing, playing football or going to the pictures, and the enjoyment this gave them. These were experiences that I unfortunately never had; but years later, when my sons were teenagers, I was able at long last to enjoy such experiences with them, possibly sometimes doing so even more than they wanted—though, bless them, they never complained.


I’ve described my feelings about my father and his death at some length because this might help explain my close emotional involvement with my boys, my desire to be there for them and with them. Perhaps we always try to compensate in the next generation for the lack we experienced in a previous one. But there are other connections too, which I only discovered later when I tried to find out more about my dad’s life—for my father, like my sons, was in the Army.


He served in the British Army as a member of the Royal Army Ordnance Corps where he was a private. In 1999, I received my father’s statement of service record from the Ministry of Defence records department, with the following testimonial attached:


A good average soldier. Hardworking and willing. Reliable, trustworthy, obedient and loyal. Punctual and sober in habits. Neat in appearance. Polite in manner. Military conduct exemplary.


I felt very proud to know that my father’s senior officers thought of him in this way. Born on 9 March 1926 in Southend-on-Sea in Essex, he was still only 13 at the outbreak of the Second World War in September 1939. In May 1944, four months after his 18th birthday, he enlisted in the General Service Corps which also comprised the Territorial Army. He didn’t see active service overseas and therefore thankfully missed the horrors involved in fighting a war.


He did however serve overseas in the Middle East for ten months in 1947, leaving the Army two months after his return. He re-enlisted in the Royal Army Ordinance Corps Supplementary Reserve in 1951, and was finally discharged from the military in 1955.


I have never been able to find out more about my father’s time in the Army. My late mother didn’t move to England from Ireland until 1953, by which time dad had already finished his military service. According to her, his time in the military was a topic that never came up for discussion.


Exploring still further back in the generations, I found other relatives with a military past. My grandfather on my mother’s side was Private Thomas Byrne who served with the Royal Irish Rifles during the horrors of the First World War. He was one of the lucky ones, surviving and living to the ripe old age of 73. Of seven brothers who served during the Great War, he was the only one to survive that conflict.


According to my mum and her sister, the horrors of war were something he never spoke about either to friends or family. This was common for many of those who fought in it. The sights and memories of what they went through were so horrific that the only way to cope must often have been to try to block out what they had experienced. When you had to bring up a family and hold down a job, you simply could not afford to keep thinking about the war. It was over. You had survived, and now you had to get on with your life.


My great-grandfather on my father’s side was a colour-sergeant in the 2nd Royal Lancaster Regiment of Foot during the Indian wars of the 1880s. Whilst serving in India he was unfortunate enough to catch malaria, which was far harder to treat then than today. He was sent home to England and pensioned out of the Army, never really recovering from his illness—which eventually killed him.


I give all this background because it sheds a little light, perhaps, on unspoken memories that probably live on unconsciously in my family, and may even have played their part in my sons joining the Army. And also because, while respecting those who could not bring themselves to speak of the horrors they witnessed, I wanted to choose a different way, and have done so in this book. I feel that what is not expressed may ultimately come back to haunt you. I have drawn much inspiration from the book by the late Harry Patch, The Last Fighting Tommy. In his case, he never spoke about his war experiences until he turned 100. It was his firm view that the price of warfare is too great:


It wasn’t worth it. No war is worth it. No war is worth the loss of a couple of lives let alone thousands. T’isn’t worth it ... the First World War, if you boil it down, what was it? Nothing but a family row. That’s what caused it. The Second World War—Hitler wanted to govern Europe, nothing to it. I would have taken the Kaiser, his son, Hitler and the people on his side ... and bloody shot them. Out the way and saved millions of lives. T’isn’t worth it.


Unlike Mr Patch I won’t be writing a book about a war that I have personally fought in or one in which I have witnessed great horrors. Nor am I going to wait until his great age to have my say! This book is about a war my sons fought in, and about the emotional effect of this on me.


It was only when my first son Luke was born in September 1986 that the pain of my father’s death finally stopped and I was at peace with myself once again. It had been a long journey for me, lasting nearly 16 years, and I was glad it was over. Becoming a parent was a welcome challenge from the moment my wife’s pregnancies were confirmed, a responsibility I accepted gladly. As a parent there will be good times and bad times to deal with along the way, when the strength and unity of your family will be tested to the full. Nowhere is this more apparent than when your son or daughter is serving in the British military in a war zone in some far-flung corner of the globe.
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