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Haji Musa Khan was a crook and a murderer and a mean-looking old bastard and I couldn’t help but like him. He spoke with an amused and silent condescension that gave you this feeling everything he said had a smile buried beneath it. He spoke slowly and chose his words with care and caught you direct in the eye as though you understood it all plainly. And sometimes he would let that smile steal across his face as the interpreter played his words back in broken English, as if their translation somehow gave them permanence and authority. It wasn’t easy to reconcile the man with the monster. But the way his presence disturbed the natural hierarchy in the room spoke of deeper things. Like the play of water on the site of a wreck.


He says how long have you been in Afghanistan?


Long enough, I replied. Khan let out a roar and banged the table.


And, he says, how long have you been a spy?


I smiled. Would you tell Mr Khan that much as I’d like to spend the day discussing pleasantries, we have pressing issues that need to be dealt with. Issues of mutual interest. As a matter of urgency.


I’m sorry sir, could you repeat that?


Can you tell Mr Khan we need to talk business. Please.


Khan nodded at the interpreter and leaned in towards me, his arms folded and flat against the table, his eyes suddenly shining and hard and the unseen smile all gone from behind them.


He says, so talk.


 


We’ve been caught with our fucking pants down gentlemen, the colonel had said. His voice was all shadows. There was a wall-size map of the province pinned up with HOLD and SCREEN and ENGAGE and HOLD mission verbs scrawled in blue across the belly with arrows coming off them in spokes and innocuous little red boxes that were supposed to represent concentrations of enemy even though you might as well have been trying to hold sand between your fingers. They called it the bear pit. G5 and G3 looked very small in their seats. Knees together and their palms pressed flat to their thighs like schoolboys. The colonel marched the room in big rooster strides and the scent of blood in his nostrils and G5 and G3 sinking further into the chairs on each pass. There was the smell of stale sweat. It reminded me of the Corps boxing when you were watching a light-heavy with three fights already under his belt up against a novice and there was an expectation of violence that was heavy in the air and it made you excited and horrified at your own excitement.
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