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The silence of the early morning was immaculate, interrupted only by the calm breathing of Loren who was dozing next to Evans. At last he managed to fall asleep. The woman had become upset when the Lieutenant reported, through a phone call, that her husband had to report to the barracks early the next day to enlist in his combat unit. Evans didn't want to be surrounded by guns, bombs and death at Christmas time, but refusing would carry greater consequences. She got up from her bed very cautiously and left the room on her bare feet. He descended the stairs to the living room and made his way to the kitchen. He went to the solid wood drawers and pulled out a bottle of rum that was already half full. He took a glass into which he poured a generous amount of liquor and from the kitchen he went to the living room to settle on the sofa. He drank a sip of rum, delighting in its sweet flavor as he looked at the clock that stood in the corner of the room on a mahogany wooden shelf. It read 1:48AM , he turned his gaze to the twinkling lights of the Christmas tree that illuminated the dark room. Under the ornament there were several gifts with their respective wrappers, variable in size. Evans wasn't sure which one belonged to him, but he knew it was the most special because it would be a gift from his daughters. They hadn't received the news of his enlistment well either. Evans hated the position he was in, he felt like he was failing his own family, he had to make a great effort to remember that it wasn't his decision and that he was only doing his duty.

-Dad? –The soldier heard the tender voice of the youngest of his daughters. He turned his head to see Dersy standing at the bottom of the stairs in her blue sweatpants, her hair tousled. His lips drew an uplifting smile and he placed the glass of rum on the small table that adorned the center of the room. The little girl ran to her father and sat on his lap, enfolded in Evans's beefy arms. Dersy snuggled into his chest, feeling every beat of his heart. -I do not want you to go.

-We talked about it, my sweet girl. –He remembered, with his words breaking one by one. Only his family could emotionally violate him.

-Do you promise me that you will come back for New Year's Eve? –Questioned the girl of only eight years.

-I can't assure you, but I can promise you that I will do everything possible to return home. He said sincerely. Dersy got off his lap and walked over to the ornamental tree. It was necessary for him to kneel down to be able to take the smallest gift that was there. He then returned to his father and handed him over. -What is this?

-Open it! –The little girl urged enthusiastically, Evans had to remind her that her sister and mother were still sleeping. Her heart was pounding as she discovered her early Christmas gift. The wrapper covered a small box, and inside the box was a gold pocket watch. She lifted her lid with the tangled chain poised in her hand. He appreciated that inside there were small white stones that caused a peculiar shine and that the needles marked a quarter to two in the morning.

-It is very beautiful. – The soldier recognized. Why are you giving it to me now?

"So you can be in time for New Year's Eve." –His daughter's ingenuity was hopeful. He always believed that the world was a better place when viewed through the lens of innocence, and he wished with all his being that he could. Lower their weapons and stop the bombing, but it was possible only in their utopian thoughts.

(...)

The goodbyes were worse than Evans expected. He had mentally prepared himself for this difficult moment, but living it was not like imagining it. Denhaira, his eldest daughter, wrote him an emotional letter that emotionally destabilized him and his wife dedicated a few words to him in which she reaffirmed the love she felt for him and that she would await his arrival with great patience and enthusiasm. Dersy made sure he brought the gift he had given him the night before, and of course he did.

The convoy moved slowly through the city it was abandoning, leaving behind families, friends and other loved ones of its fighters. Thus, he was also moving away from a society that could still boast of civilization, a privilege that the place where Evans was going did not have. The constant wars between belligerent groups and militants had destroyed homes, schools , buildings and other infrastructures, in the same way they had taken thousands of lives, most of them innocent civilians. Only the shadow of what was a civilized society remained. Evans took his daughter's watch out of his pocket, opened its lid at the exact moment one of its needles moved, and couldn't help but smile.

-What makes you laugh Heiberg? –Asked Richter who was sitting opposite him on the side seats of the convoy.

-One of its needles just moved. –Evans confessed, his partner, with Afro-descendant features, frowned in confusion, the other continued. –Every minute that passes is one minute less away from my family.

-Interesting analogy, soldier. Said a third. The other soldiers joined in the mockery with laughter.

-Don't you think it's too soon to count the minutes before going home? –Richter intervened again.

-Yes, I do believe so, but my daughter would not. Dersy would count every minute, even every passing second, and be glad for it. Richter nodded. He had forged a long-standing friendship with Evans, and he understood what he was saying. His partner's second daughter always saw situations from their brightest side.

They arrived at their barracks at the same time that sunset began. It was located far from the main communities, to avoid being found by belligerents. After hearing their lieutenant's welcome and their respective orders, the soldiers set about choosing and ordering the beds in which they would rest during the development of the mission.

The risks of being a combatant in the military were obvious, so Evans made sure to write a letter that would be delivered to Loren in case she didn't come home. Ever since he met her, he did so and, fortunately, he never got to read it. When he returned home, he himself burned them, vehemently thanking that his parting words ended up as ashes scattered in the wind. I just hoped this time was no exception.

-You fancy? The dark-skinned man offered, extending a can of soda from the next bed.

I'm fine Gerald. –The Caucasian man kindly declined, without diverting much attention from the letter he was writing.

-What are you doing? – he questioned again.

-Nothing special. –Evans lied, he didn't want to cause despair in his companions, less in his friend.

-I was remembering what you said in the convoy. –Richter said thoughtfully, drinking a little from the can. –And I think it's a pretty positive idea to count the minutes until the return home.

-We better believe so. –Evans yelled, looking up at his friend.

-Did I tell you that my brother is getting married? – Gerald inquired cheerfully, surprising his partner who knew the fiancé in question and never thought he was capable of falling in love.

-When will the wedding take place?

-It was planned for the following week, but we had to postpone it because of this. –He said in reference to his spontaneous enlistment. –I am the godfather, I cannot be absent.

And you won't. –Evans confidently assured. -We will not, I have to witness this miraculous event. They both laughed. The barracks was cloaked in a gloomy nostalgia most of the time, so they cherished every fleeting moment of joy.

Morning came before the sun rose for the soldiers of the combat unit who were already triangulating the streets and other areas, warned that they had seen civilians in the area of attacks. The troops had been separated into groups throughout the entire territory. Heiberg's unit covered the eastern area, commanded by First Lieutenant Eliot Harris, a stout fifty-two-year-old man with a distinctive bushy beard. Evans took out his daughter's watch and looked at it quickly, it wasn't past 4:30 AM . He put the small object back in one of his pockets. He didn't want to risk being seen by Harris, who would surely reproach him for his inattention and take the watch, at least until the mission was over. The ringleader's stealthy footsteps stopped abruptly, and with him all the others. The space was filled with an exorbitant silence and a disturbing peace until a thunderous sound made the ground tremble under the feet of the combatants.
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